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        Soulforged Dungeoneer

    
    
    
    
                In a modern world invaded by System Dungeons, one man's search for sanity and redemption will plunge him into an insane plot connecting Gods, Dungeon Administrators, Fairies, and the dangerous creature at the heart of the invasion.  If he can survive it all, he might have a chance to save humankind... but he may not be ready for that responsibility.  In a world gone to madness, perhaps only the mad can rise?

NOTE: Although this novel is LitRPG in its origins, the numbers were never the focus and have been completely de-emphasized by the end.  Includes romance, crass puns, spontaneous musical numbers (including fights set to music), horror, madness, and other nonsense.

THIS WORK HAS NOT BEEN PUBLISHED TO AMAZON

            

    
        Prelude: Jerry Applebee

    
    
    
    
                Two police officers knocked politely but sternly on an apartment door in suburban Texas. As often happened, the heat index here was well over 100--heat in the 90s with high humidity, giving the whole outdoor world an oppressive weight that encouraged people none-so-gently to stay inside, or at least in the shade. The police officers, as ever, had a job to do, though, and took the heat in stride.

If anything was strange here, it wasn't them, the heat, the time or day, nor even the apartment, but the five-foot-four woman dressed in white silks with an eight-foot staff who stood behind them. The heat didn't bother her, and indeed her pale skin didn't flinch back from the sun when she stood a little bit back from the building. It was true, if not completely obvious, that she was mostly bored by the whole process, although she like many people understood the necessity of her presence.

The man who opened the door (that's me, by the way--we'll get to that later) was obviously adapted to being inside. I squinted out into the sunlight, my eyes travelling from the police officers to the woman in white with increasing resignation on my face.

"You are Jerry Applebee, who recently returned from entering the Pearland Dungeon?"

"Yes."

"We have some questions for you about what we believe to have been player-killing incidents in the Dungeon. Would you be willing to answer some questions?"

The look of resignation could have been answer enough, but the way these things work, I had to say things out loud. "Yes, that's fine."

"It was reported that a man matching your description turned in three PCs at the level 20 checkpoint for resurrection and admitted to being responsible for their deaths. Do you know anything about this?"

"That was me."

"So you admit to having killed three Dungeoneers?"

"Yes."

"Have you committed any other killings in your time in the Dungeon?"

My eyes swept to the woman in white, who bore a look of studious concentration. "I committed a total of five killings in the dungeon. Two... I turned their bodies over to an NPC and I believe them to have been destroyed."

The police turned their eyes to the woman, who nodded. "That appears to be accurate."

"We would like you to come down to the police station. At this time, you have a right to refuse, but if you do we will return with a warrant. In either case, you have the right to remain silent..."



In all honesty, my trial was more fair than I deserved, owing in no small part to my willingness to admit to my faults, sometimes even over the objection of my lawyer. Moreso, I'm sure, my crimes were whitewashed by my skin, newfound wealth, and status as a dungeoneer. The bodies turned in for resurrection were, in the end, almost inconsequential--but the two who were permanently gone were a more serious charge.

Even that, though, was mitigated by the fact that I "merely" transferred ownership of their bodies, used by the Dungeon to resurrect them, to an NPC. Setting aside the criminal intent and the consequences, the dungeon itself had done the deed, after I had proven my willingness to turn bodies over for resurrection, which my lawyer successfully used to argue my charges down from "murder" to "voluntary manslaughter" charge.

Which still resulted in heavy fines and jail time, but at that point, I was not keen on resisting. I could have--not legally, I mean, but physically. As a dungeoneer at level 21, I could probably have broken out of the courtroom and led a reasonably successful manhunt until they found some other adventurer with the right set of skills to capture and/or kill me.

But, I like to think, the whole issue came to a head when the priestess overseeing the questioning and verifying my responses asked me a very simple question:

"So you regret killing them?"

My response was longer winded than simply "yes", but it got there, and she gave me a particular look before informing the court that to the best of her divinatory ability, I really did regret the killing, and in particular did not want to repeat the crime ever again. They repeated the question a few other ways to make sure I wasn't weaseling my way out of the truth-reading with any specific combination of half-truths, but after only a short while they appeared satisfied that it was the truth, and things went a little more smoothly.

Smoothly in the sense that I was effortlessly fined two hundred thousand dollars and given thirty months in jail.

            

    
        1.  So about this whole jail thing

    
    
    
    
                Six months into my prison sentence, I was more or less content with my lot in life. A lot of things that were going on were weird, but nothing was really awful, not here. They could have been, should have been, and maybe would be, but they weren't right now.

It was a medium security prison, but might as well have been a low-security prison, because it wasn't designed to hold a Dungeoneer, much less someone with a self-created class like mine. Oh, they had asked me a few questions when deciding my fate--my favorite was asking whether or not I thought I could break out of prison if I chose to, which I answered "yes"--but they really didn't seem to understand. They knew I used weapons, and they knew that they needed to ask me to empty my inventory, but... well, that doesn't help much.

They did, at least, ask to see my Dungeon card. Level 21 Soulforged, entered one dungeon one time, cleared one dungeon, no guild affiliation. That would have raised a few eyebrows among Dungeoneers, but the people processing my paperwork didn't understand, notice, or care.

And it didn't matter to me; I wasn't interested in breaking out of prison. I had come to regret my killings as short-sighted, pretty much as soon as I came to realize I was ahead of the curve. I'd entered the dungeon a lost man, and well, maybe found myself, or maybe not, but there was no sense in saying that those things weren't crimes, weren't wrong.

Prison life agreed with me, except for the piss-poor food. Although in the beginning, I chafed at the misbehavior of most guards, we very easily hit a plateau where as long as I didn't cause trouble, I didn't receive trouble.

That was never going to last forever.

Ham-hands Joe was a toughie, and he liked to beat people up. For a while, there had been a kind of stigma around me, enough to make people like Joe keep their distance, but soon enough he got bored of waiting for me to be interesting and started trying to pick a fight.

"Yo, fucker," he said one afternoon in the yard, and I realized that there was a lot more attention on my head than usual. "Heard you one of those dungeon-playin' sissies. Why don't you show me some of your moves, fuckin' crack-whore creep."

I looked over at Ham-hands Joe and felt no small amount of pity for a man that honestly thought I was going to be scared of him. There was a lot wrong with the man--his vile tongue as much as anything--but the way he talked underscored something very simple, very primitive about his mindset: he'd been put up to it, and he just wanted it to be over.

"Go wash your dick out with bleach," I suggested in return, content to return his verbal abuse in kind, although it wasn't something I was all that good at. "Cause if you try for my asshole, the violence I'm gonna do to your balls will make that look like fucking Christmas."

Joe's face blanked for a long moment, and then rage took him over. "Motherfucker, you don't know shit about me, and you don't know how this shit works. I'm in charge here, and my boys and I are going to fuck you up, unless you get down on your fucking knees and worship the ground I walk on."

I couldn't help but laugh, and got up from the bench I'd been sitting on. "You do know I'm here for killing people, right, motherfucker? You think I'm scared of you? Dungeoneers kill, motherfucker. We kill every day, all day, for months on end. And you think I'm scared of a guy who calls himself 'Ham-hands' like it's a goddamn threat?"

Joe took a step back, but he backed into one of his boys, and apparently took that to mean that they were going to back him, would have his back for this encounter--which, since I could see their faces, I knew they wouldn't. But he stepped back up, did his best to get into my face, tried to summon up the courage to see if I was bluffing. "Motherfucker, I will kick your ass today, and tomorrow I'm gonna rape you, and the guards will be holding you down to make sure you get enough of my goddamn dick."

Somewhere above and to my right, I could hear what I was vaguely sure was a radio squawking--and the call that came on said, "If he uses powers, you have authorization to fire." There was some mumbling, but when I glanced up and around, there were three towers with guns trained on me.

Three fixed locations--not a big threat.

"I'm only going to warn you one more time, little man," I said, looking up at the significantly heavier, more muscular man that was trying to scare me. "You start this fight and I will kill you."

Joe swung at my face, and I stepped to the side. For all my insistence that I should not have killed in the dungeon, somehow, this came naturally. A blade of blue energy appeared in midair and cut Joe's head off in one clean swing, and I gestured quickly, a translucent blue riot shield appeared in each hand, the overlap of the two more than enough to cover my vitals from gunfire.

I needn't have hurried. The guards froze at the sudden violence, and didn't actually pull the trigger until a radio call reminded them, "Fire at will! Fire at will!"

Their bullets hit but couldn't quite pierce the shields I'd put up. Instead of panicking or trying to make a run for it, as the siren started to wail, I turned and marched easily back to my cell.

People gave me plenty of elbow room along the way.



The first time the Warden tried to force his way into my cell to berate me for killing the psychopath prisoner Joe, I did my best to very quietly impress on him that he was an idiot. It didn't go well, but it was fun.

I had a riot shield ready to throw up if the guards looked trigger-happy, but not one of them really wanted to get close. I also had jammed the mechanism on the door, though subtly enough that the Warden very obligingly screamed not two or three times, but about five times for someone to open the damn door, without really understanding that nobody could.

Finally, he ordered that someone dump a can of teargas into the cell. That went about as well as one could expect--I used telekinesis to grab it, marched up to the guard who had fired the thing, pulled him closer, grabbed his mask, and then flung the teargas can straight at the back of the Warden's head. The sound it made against his skull was music to my ears, and they left me alone for the rest of the day and tried to think of some other way to deal with me.

The second time the Warden tried to force his way into my cell, he had at least a modicum of sense. He hired a Dungeoneer, a big lunk of a man that looked like a pudgy redneck's ideal of a brawler. The warden could have kept me in suspense, but he shouted at me (from around the corner) that the man was level 29, significantly more powerful than me, and he had more experience in the dungeon than me.

I could only look at the man that the Warden had sent me with pity.

The guy had some sense, though he didn't show it right away. He was high on being asked to do violence in an official capacity, and crossed his arms over his chest with a self-assured grin as he stepped up to the bars of my cell (which again, I wouldn't let open) and stared in at me, his head lolling back with an eager look to his eyes.

"Hey there, slick, I heard you've been causing trouble for the Warden, here," he said, trying to sound sweet and innocent, in the way that guys do when trying to give you rope in the hopes you'll hang yourself. "You seem to think you're in charge, is that it?"

"Not at all," I returned, sitting on my bed and leaning against the wall as casually as I could. "The Warden and his guards didn't protect me from a violent inmate, so I took care of the problem, and went back to my cell. After that they wanted to beat me, and, well," I gave him a look. "He really underestimates Dungeoneers. He wants me to be afraid of them. Honestly, it's like nobody here understands anything."

The brawler put an interested look on his face, but I also detected just a flicker of worry on him, like he thought something didn't add up. "So, what, you killed an inmate and expect to get away with it? Maybe you don't understand your place, here."

I closed my eyes and leaned my head against the wall. "Jesus Christ, man. You know I could escape from this place, right? The security they have here is nothing."

I wasn't looking, but there was a pause of several seconds. "So, what, you a magic man? You think you can block bullets on your way out?"

"Already did, and yeah, my MP would hold out. But I'm not exactly a mage, either." I opened my eyes and looked at him. "Did the Warden show you my Dungeon card?"

"Didn't seem important." The bruiser puffed up his chest again. "And honestly, I don't buy your shit, man. You need to recognize where you stand in the big scheme of things."

In response, I pulled up my interface, toggled my Dungeon Card to visible, and spun it around to face the man. He studied it for a moment, and then thought about it for a minute. Then, he studied it some more.

"Are you... a fucking solo diver?"

"Yeah."

"Holy shit, dude, that's so cool!" All of a sudden, it was like a dam burst in the guy. "In what dungeon, Pearland? That's the only newbie dungeon in the area. How the hell did you survive the Devil's phase-change attack?"

"I have a magic item," I activated an ability, and a translucent blue cloak appeared over my shoulders, radiating an aura that was at once both violent blackness and translucent blue, "which gives me immunity to Death attacks." That was a little deceptive, but under the circumstances, it hardly mattered.

"So you solo'd the Devil? Man, that's so cool."

"Technically, I solo'd him four times." The first time barely counted--it had been a nerfed version on a lower floor--but there was no need to bring that up. "Otherwise my level would be even lower."

"Oh man, I can't imagine getting through that guy without grinding up a storm. Man, that's crazy."

It took long enough, but finally, the Warden's voice cut into our conversation from around the corner. "What in the hell are you doing? I told you to put him in his place!"

The bruiser and I exchanged looks, and then he relaxed, and turned and walked out of my sight, although I could still hear him. "Nah, man, you don't understand. This guy is a lot stronger than me. Solo divers are crazy. He--what," I heard him turn back to me. "were you, like, suicidal, man?"

"I was." No point in keeping that to myself.

"Yeah. He faced death constantly and was always facing things way stronger than himself. It's one thing to say that I'm stronger than him, and I am, but he's like, just not gonna be scared of me. I'd say probably... I dunno, what do you think, man? Someone three, four times your level, before you'd really get scared?"

That was an odd question to have to answer, but as I sat and thought about it, I couldn't help remembering that at the end of the day, the Devil had been a level 50 boss monster. And I was scared to face him--but also, by that point, I'd run out of other options. After beating him, I went back twice more just to get more swords from him. "I'd get pretty nervous fighting someone twice my level. At four, yeah, I'd be scared."

"Yeah, four times. So, like, you can try to get me to intimidate the guy, but at the end of the day, if he's a solo driver, you have to really be willing to fucking drown a person in power if you want to scare them. And this guy, he's faced worse than two of me. Honestly dude, like, talk to the Dungeoneers Administration, have them send someone, but when you do, like, actually tell them that he's a solo diver, and he fucking solo cleared a dungeon on his first dive. You'll see. They'll send someone who's like, level 80 to deal with him. And that guy? I fucking bet you, man, he'll bring backup."

I leaned back against the wall, this time smiling to myself, but all I really felt was tired. In all likelihood, the Warden was gonna try at least one more time, and who knows what was going to come of that.

            

    
        2.  When Jerry met Harry

    
    
    
    
                I was nervous about leaving my cell after that and stayed in place, demanding that food be delivered--not that I was getting cake and prime steak, but they still begrudged every little thing. But given the way the Warden was acting, I just didn't want to take the chance that they would do something stupid to try to get rid of me.

Finally about two weeks later, I heard a march of guards, and two people showed up outside my cell door. It was obviously exactly like the bruiser had predicted--both Dungeoneers, both nervous, both much higher level than me. The man in the lead was a clear magician, dressed in a business suit and tie and carrying a spellbook thicker than his bicep, and the woman behind him was some odd mix of punk and priestess, with a pink mohawk, eyebrow and nose piercings, and a white silk dress with an anarchy symbol drawn on the front with what looked like red sharpie, or maybe lipstick.

The man appeared a stool to sit on outside the cell, and within a few moments, there was some kind of magic dome around the three of us that probably blocked sound and vision, in addition (I had to assume) to quite possibly being used to smother me or something if I tried to attack him. The priestess stood behind him, chewing bubble gum.

"My name is Harold Spongecake, and this is Eliza Berrybottom. The Warden asked me to deal with you. He seemed to suggest you were a discipline problem." Harold looked at me. "He says you're a solo diver. Is that true?"

I showed him dungeon card, and he did some mental math. It was vaguely possible to get to my level by only clearing a dungeon once, while in a party; but with the experience points split, it would take most of a year, and by that point, I would have been registered as a missing person. He consulted a file folder that was easily hidden by his spellbook, and then sighed.

After that, we very briefly revisited the events surrounding Joe Ham-hands, including the order that I be fired upon. Eliza, as was clearly her job, confirmed at intervals that I wasn't lying.

"So you warned him, killed him, returned to your cell, and have been trying to avoid violence since then." I nodded at the summary, and Harry rubbed his temples. "Odd then that the Warden suggested you've been violent and erratic. Or less odd, considering we knew it was a lie, I suppose. But the real question is, why is he so interested in keeping you down?"

"That's hardly surprising," I replied. "It's a prison. If prisoners don't fear the warden, he loses control. If he'd insisted on solitary or something that would be that, but he seemed out for blood."

"You wouldn't mind solitary?" The wizard's thin eyebrows arched.

"I'm already staying in my cell to avoid retribution. And my ability gives off light, so I'd more or less just use the time to train skills or something. I've mostly avoided that in here, since it would cause a ruckus."

"Yes, I've been meaning to ask about your class. I've never heard of a Soulforged before." Harold left the thrust of the question unspoken, and studied me.

"It's a self created class. I came up with it in the dungeon, modeled after the D&D class Soulblade." I pointed with my left hand to my right, and manifested a shortsword, which appeared as a transparent, glowing blue facsimile. "I can replicate any item I spent some time disassembling. It destroys the original, but things like enhancements, enchantments, and innate abilities come with it. And, uh, I expended it when I hit level 20 to let me move enhancements between items."

Harold studied the magical copy of a sword quietly. "So... do you think you could have broken out of your cell?"

"Oh, easily." I replaced the shortsword with the copy of a much larger black steel bastard sword, which I'd gotten from killing the Devil--the rare drop that was only given to a player who could solo kill the bastard. "The attack on this would... well, it would probably cut steel, but if it didn't, I'm pretty sure it'd cut stone. It would be a little hard to swing in here, but overnight? Not a big problem."

"And you could get over the wall?"

I brought my feet up and a pair of glowing boots overlaid themselves on top of my existing shoes. "Boots of Air Dash. That only gives me a few steps, but it also enhances telekinesis.

"...which you have." That wasn't a question.

"Which I have, yes. I picked that skill up from a skill book." Which I'd gotten off a dungeoneer I killed, but no point in pointing that out. I'd returned it along with the rest of his possessions when I turned his body back in at the checkpoint, so it's not like he lost anything.

"You could break out of your cell, aren't actually unarmed, and have the telekinesis necessary to leave this place. In other words, in spite of all the noise the Warden is making, you are here by choice." He studied me, then glanced back at the punk priestess, who nodded, then blew a bubble with her gum.

"Right." Which, of course, I'd been trying to say all along.

"And in spite of all that, you did kill an inmate, instead of just disabling him."

"I warned him, and gave him every opportunity to walk away. All he had to do was not throw the first punch." And, to be honest, I didn't have any reason to think his threat of raping me was just words, but there was no reason to bring that up, not now. He was a scumbag, but he was dead, while I had to live with it. I was a lot less broken up about that than killing the Dungeoneers, even the ones who had come back from death.

Harold grunted and looked down, but spent some time thinking before he spoke. "I haven't heard of anyone who can move enchantments between items. I know some people who would be interested in studying that ability. If you want, we can get your sentence reduced--"

I shook my head and interrupted. "Like you said, I'm here by choice. I'll do my time for killing people. There's no point in getting out of that just because someone finds me interesting."

He looked at me, but nodded solemnly. "Alright. We'll do what we can to get the Warden to shut up, but you have to be non-lethal when you get in a fight. That killing is going to add to your time as it is." He paused. "Is it alright if I come back again some other time to ask you about your abilities?"

I smiled. "That's fine with me. The next two years are going to be pretty boring, otherwise."

Harold stood up, his stool disappearing out from under him, and he stuck his hand through the bars for me to shake. "Very well, Mr. Applebee. Take the time to reflect on your actions, and for the love of God, please don't kill anyone else. But I agree, in this case, the Warden is out of line." The black dome that had been shielding us dropped, and he turned and marched away. "Warden... we need to talk."

I breathed a little easier, knowing that I'd be able to at least see the sun again soon, without fearing some kind of trap.

            

    
        3.  So about this whole Soulforged thing

    
    
    
    
                The next three years were pretty boring, otherwise. Prison tends to be, unless the world is against you somehow. When a reasonably power wizard shows up at intervals to talk to you, though, the world tends to have a subdued attitude towards you.

The first time Harold showed back up, we actually just played chess and talked for a bit. I am a decently intelligent fellow--my Dungeon stats say my intelligence is a 57, where normally intelligent people were in the 15-35 range--but he was a wizard, and quite frankly, I should have known from the fact that he brought a chess set that I wouldn't have a chance against him. We got in ten matches in an afternoon, most of them being laughably short and one-sided.

The next time, he brought a wand.

"I'm curious, Jerry," he said with a facial expression that seemed to suggest he didn't really give a fuck about handing a prisoner a powerful weapon, "whether or not you can use items that are normally class-restricted. This wand doesn't do much for people who aren't wizards, because the abilities placed in it are all wizard spells, not inherent abilities."

I set the wand on the desk and hovered my hand over it, as I normally did to disassemble and absorb an item, and he watched with a look of fascination. Quickly, though, my face screwed up.

"There seem to be three basic qualities that determine how fast I absorb an item," I said after a moment. "First is volume--it takes longer to absorb something physically larger. Second is the number of abilities or specials on the item, with more powerful or more numerous abilities taking longer. Third is simply the amount of mana in the item--and this item has a lot of mana put into it. So, it could take me a few hours of work."

Harold looked disappointed, but tilted his head to the side. "Does it tell you how long, or is it an estimate?"

"Just an estimate. It's... a feeling of tension. It's like I'm watching something melting in acid, except I can vaguely feel it instead of seeing it. I know that it's melting, but I don't see it, yet. I can feel a sense of progress, but there's no hint of change. Over time, I'll feel it start to give, but if I haven't felt it give at least a little in the first few moments, that means it will take a while."

"Have you ever tried to absorb something you couldn't?"

"I haven't," I said. "I haven't really done anything particularly daring. If I don't think it will work, I just don't try."

"Have you tried potions?"

I shook my head. "I mean, the ability has to have limits, right? Potions are cheap, and if I can move enhancements from one thing to another, it seems like I could turn a potion of healing into bracelets of healing in a jiffy. I just kind of assume that's not how that works."

"Yes, I don't think the Administrators would allow that kind of thing." Harry's face kind of fell. "Still, I bet you could find some of the enchanted junk that comes out of the Dungeon and repurpose it. There's actually a lot out there that simply doesn't make sense. There's actually an Ebay store that sells all kinds of things..."

A few hours later, with me in moderate to light concentration all along, I felt the wand give way. "Ah, here we go," I said, and tried unsuccessfully to give an accurate countdown. "Three... well, maybe... three, two... one? ....okay, a little early--there we go." At that moment, the item seemed to collapse in on itself, and it appeared in my abilities list. I studied the result in my interface, then appeared the wand itself, and studied it.

"Well?"

"It has abilities," I confirmed, though my voice was dubious. I'd looked at the Dungeon's summary of the wand's abilities before, and things didn't match up exactly. "But I think it's definitely weaker, and the two high-level abilities are just missing."

"Oh. That's... a little disappointing, but it could be worse." The wizard appeared a notepad and scribbled some things on it. "What are the abilities? Can you activate them? Not here, I suppose. Honestly, I should have thought about that before. What does the interface say--"

We went back and forth over the item for the next couple hours, and he cloaked us for a few minutes so that I could test the wand without upsetting the guards. We agreed the abilities were vastly inferior to the spells, and seemed to just be skill enhancers for basic psionic-type abilities--Flame Strike became a weak Flame ability, and similar for Frost Strike and Static Bolt.

The real interest that we both had was what happened when those abilities were moved to new items. The only one that was of interest here turned out to be a Light Aura ability that he'd added to the wand, clearly as a utility more than anything else; when placed on a weapon, it gave the weapon a very slight offensive aura, and when placed on armor, a very slight defensive one.

"But really," I said as I studied my newly-recast Light dagger, "most of these things seem to be skill boosters, not stand-alone abilities. The boots are like that too. I think it's because the class is inherently psionic; I'm supposed to be using skill rather than Abilities. I only noticed it because of the boots; the description of the enhancement doesn't specifically tell me that it's a booster, but my ESL is higher with them on than off."

Harold nodded absently as he took note of that. "Descriptions never lie, but they rarely tell the truth," he said, and I thought I'd heard that witticism before, either on a bathroom wall or on Reddit. "You should invest some time into learning Appraise. Given how closely you have to work with items..."

"I don't think Appraise will help with the abilities and boosters," I countered. "I think there's a Sage skill, or Skill Sage or something similar, that gives you better descriptions for abilities. Even if my copies count as items, the enhancements don't, and those are what I need the most information about."

"Skill Sage," Harold admitted after a good five seconds of thinking about it. "It doesn't help me, as a Wizard, since my abilities are stored in physical objects. Neither does Appraise, according to the guild; the spell circles are just considered decoration until they're activated. Honestly, I was mostly expecting your ability to not even recognize them."

I made a face at him. "If I wasted hours absorbing a blank wand, I would have been pissed."

Harry gave me a shit-eating grin but didn't answer, instead writing something down that I didn't bother to try to read.

"I thought about what you asked last time," I said out of the blue. "About absorbing things that are too large, like the prison wall."

"Oh, yes?" Once again, Harold didn't look at all concerned, although I could hear the guard shuffling his feet nervously... again.

"I didn't try it, but I'm pretty sure that it would fail to activate, or else it would take days before the I got to the first tick. The way my power works, once I start absorbing something--once I hit the first tick, as I said--it gets the [Damaged] debuff. I have only once stopped halfway in absorbing something, and I didn't try to finish it. I figure if I start over, I'll only get a copy of a damaged item, right?"

Harold nodded absently, writing again.

"But if that could be weaponized, it would become an overpowered side effect. So let's say the power technically let me Damage the entire prison's structure by trying to absorb it all at once. That's crazy--tens of thousands of square feet of wall space would just suddenly start cracking and falling apart."

"But you think the limitation is probably time?" He glanced back at me, raising his bushy eyebrows.

"It takes constant concentration," I said. "If after eight hours, my attention slips? Start over."

"Ah." He nodded. "That acts as a natural barrier against absorbing items that are too powerful, I suppose."

"In theory." I grinned. "The Devil's Sword took me six hours to digest. Lucky the floor below a Boss floor is always a Town."

"...up to dungeon level 200, yes," he replied distractedly.

I didn't see the point of worrying about that nuance, not anytime soon. A little later, and he was finished for the day.

Somehow, news got to people who could actually put pressure on Harold that he had given me items and encouraged me to experiment with things in prison, which put quite a damper on his attitude the next few times he was there. They were rare visits, anyway--never more than once a month, and often less. He came back with increasingly technical questions, since we couldn't really play with anything, and later told me that (partly as punishment) he had been assigned to actually devise countermeasures that would keep me in the jail if I, or other Dungeoneers, decided to leave. He seemed to find the work distasteful, which I took in stride because I knew I wasn't a bad guy, but it gave me midnight thoughts about him really being a criminal mastermind or something similar for the following two weeks.

I didn't ask, though, and he continued to be the same blissfully attention-deficit wizard he'd always been.



There was a point when I was brought before a parole board, more or less a year after I entered prison, where I ended up feeling like the world was even stupider than I remembered--and I had been suicidal going into the Dungeon the first time. I could have sworn that three cartoon caricatures had been chosen as my interviewers: a moustache-twirling villain, a Disney princess (albeit out of costume), with a stone-faced bean-counter stuck in between the two.

Really--the one on the left had a big black handlebar mustache that he twirled, and the one on the right had clear three-inch heels and a hairdo that must have taken an hour of preparation. In between them was a thin old man with glasses who could not have sat straighter in his chair if you had replaced his spine with a straight steel rod, and could not have looked more disinterested if he was actually dead.

When he spoke (and he did most of the talking), it was in a slow, flat monotone, his speech filled with unnecessary pauses that might have been him breathing back in, if indeed he was using his lungs to talk, though I am not sure I ever caught his chest moving.

"This will be, the first, parole meeting, for inmate, number, three-one, four-two, seven, six-five, three. You have, to, this date, been, in prison, for, twelve, months." The flat man's eyes seemed to scroll up from the paper to my face without his face moving otherwise at all. "Do you, believe, that, you, deserve to, be, released, on, parole."

"I am not interested in parole," I replied, still of the opinion that it was better for me to serve my sentence.

"Do you, believe, that, you, deserve to, be, released, on, parole."

I blinked, stunned that after all of that, the man seemed unable to hear my answer. "No."

"Doctors, what, are, your, thooooughts." For some reason, he stretched the word out, craning his neck first to the man with the moustache.

"Let him out," the devil replied. "He's fine."

"No!" The princess stood up, knocking her cheap plastic chair backwards as she did. "He's saying that he doesn't want to be let out! I don't know why you would ever make that suggestion--"

"That's how this works, sweety," he said, pushing his chair back and putting his feet up on the table. "Unrepentent men do everything they can to get out. The people who are harmless are the ones who argue for more time in the slammer. I say let him go."

The flat faced man rotated his head at the neck towards where the princess should have been sitting. "Doctors, what, are--"

"I already told you, you daft imbecile, we're not letting him out. Now, look! He's barely begun serving his sentence, and he has already killed another inmate! And you want to suggested that he is cured?"

The flat man, not sure how to respond to being interrupted, began to repeat his question, and as the argument continued around him, he continued trying to be heard, but never did more than repeat his question in the same nonsensical monotone.

"Darling," said the man as he idly twirled his moustache, and I'm pretty sure, yes, he just drank from a flask, "criminals kill each other all the time. And this guy, he's one of those good criminals, the ones they put to work. The other guy? I heard he was a crackhead."

I was pretty sure that was not one of the many things wrong with Ham-hands Joe, and I was also pretty sure it was never an accusation I'd ever heard about him, either.

"I don't care if the man was the Devil himself! Unrepentant killers are supposed to be in jail! He said it himself--that he deserves to remain here, and this is where he will remain--would you SHUT UP," she shouted suddenly at flat-face.

The man in the middle, in the same even monotone, continued, "your, thooooughts."

"He goes free," said Mustache.

"He stays!" shouted Princess.

Having finally succeeded in hearing what was being said, flat-face turned his face forward and began mechanically writing on a piece of paper. Based on the sound of it, he was pressing very hard. After a moment, there was a snap, and the tip of the pencil flew off. Flat-face raised the pencil to his face to get a better look, and then with agonizingly slow movements, reached into an inside pocket of his coat and retrieved a manual pencil sharpener.

Princess ground her teeth loudly enough to be heard for the next fifteen minutes as flat-face carefully but exceedingly slowly sharpened his pencil, placed the sharpener back in his pocket, pressed too hard on the pencil when he placed it back down on the paper, snapped the graphite again, and started over... twice.

I wasn't sure whether to laugh or cry.

Finally, a good five minutes after he finally got his writing done, flat-face announced, "By, consensus, the, prisoner, shall, not be, released, on, parole, at, this, time." Head swivel left. "Thank, you, doctor." Head swivel right. "Thank, you, doctor."

Each made a bolt for the door immediately after being thanked, and I had to wonder just what manner of monster was hiding in that man's skin that kept the two of them waiting there so long.

            

    
        4.  Meet Max Bean

    
    
    
    
                At about sixteen months, another inmate was transferred in who, unbeknownst to most, was also a Dungeoneer. He was perhaps the shortest adult human being I'd ever met--not categorically a midget, but well short of five feet, with comically bushy eyebrows and a habit of swirling his chin like he was expecting there to be a cigar stuck between his teeth.

Without him showing his Dungeon Card, I only knew his level--15. I figured out on my own that he wasn't a solo diver and guessed he was probably here for player killing. I also figured out on my own that he was probably a lot less repentant than me. Figuring that out didn't require him to open his mouth, but he did anyway.

"Hey pussies," he said, smacking the ass of every man he got close to. "What's goin' on, your new boss is in town. Hey, whose ass do I have to kick to get top-dog status here? I'm eager to have my cock sucked and I want you fuckers to get in line, 'cause we'll be at it all day."

It took me a while to find my resolve not to kill the fucker immediately. Naturally, they all pointed him my way anyway, and I think there was a morbid curiosity hanging in the air over exactly how many pieces the new meat was going to end up in by the end of the day.

When I was pointed out to him, he squinted at me, and I could pinpoint the moment when his brain compared two numbers to see which was bigger. All of a sudden, his face, which had been drawn tight while he stared at something over my head, split into a sheepish grin.

"Oh, hey, uh, sorry about that boss. I'm just, uh, haha, a little eager to get things started is all." He rubbed his hands together like a servile little shit and cringed as he approached. "You can call me Max, Max Bean. So, uh, do you mind telling me what the order of things is around here? I, uh, wouldn't want to step on any toes, you know."

I looked around the yard and caught dozens of people giving me little headshakes, and I could read in every single one of their faces, don't leave us alone with this guy. I couldn't help but chuckle, and shook my head.

"This is the order of things around here, dickhead," I said, not putting half the vitriol into my voice that I probably should have. "I'm your worst nightmare--a genuine criminal turned white knight. That means I'm not fucking running this place, and if I catch any scent of you using your strength to fuck with people, I'm gonna beat you into the ground."

The heartbreak on his face would have been pleasant if it wasn't so fleeting. He seemed to come to terms, quickly enough, with the idea that he couldn't get away with shit that he was probably gonna do anyway. I watched his head movements as he clearly went from processing to plotting, and then he started looking around at people, one hand on his chin, considering.

The next week of interactions made it increasingly clear that he was ridiculously, comically transparent. You could watch a plan form on his face, and then he would look at everything and everyone involved in that plan, one at a time, plant his tongue between his teeth and work on it for a bit while he ran the numbers. He would almost certainly do whatever he had planned, even if it was stupid as shit--mostly, of course, because he was actually really strong and tough, being a Dungeoneer, and there weren't a lot of consequences for failure.

I stood by and watched when a plan to turn two inmates against a third backfired and a about ten inmates ganged up to try to kick his ass. And they did--I'm not trying to say the little idiot didn't feel it--but after punching and kicking him for almost two minutes, when they finally cleared out and the guards picked the little turd up off his feet, he fussed for a moment and pushed the guards away, stumbling away under his own power. At his level, assuming his class gave him any toughness at all, he wouldn't have been in any danger unless they had some kind of weapon, or took a lot of shots at a weak point like his neck or eyes.

As time went on, it became clear that the only thing that Max was clear on was that I was stronger than he was. I think if he didn't see the number over my head whenever he looked at me, he would have forgotten that, too.

Somehow--and I have no idea how--Max did manage to find or start a smuggling ring, one that got goods from outside into the prison. He offered me cigarettes and porn mags, which I refused, and tried his best to figure out what he could get me, that might get me on his side.

His arguments weren't terribly persuasive. A lot of them were basically, "C'moooooon!" combined with a bunch of the same examples recycled over and over. Those examples were usually crap, but some days he did get creative.

"I could get you a toaster," he said one day, seemingly out of nowhere, and the suggestion was so absurd that everyone in the room--me, other inmates, and the guards--had to stop and stare at him.

"A toaster."

"Yeeeeeeeah, a toaster. Don't you want your bread toasted? C'mooon, work with me here, man!"

"Where the hell would I get bread to toast?" To say nothing of having a place to plug the damn thing in, which was its own challenge.

"Uhhh..." Max stuck his chin out for a minute. "I can get you somma that, too. Maybe like a loaf a month or something like that. C'mooon, what do you say?"

A number of people couldn't keep from laughing, and I was one of them, but in the end, I just turned back to my garbage prison food and ignored him.

Even I had to admit (if never out loud) as I suffered through something vaguely like mashed potatoes that an occasional serving of fresh toasted bread sounded good, but smuggling a toaster in to a prison? What the hell was wrong with this guy?

When Harold next showed up, I spent a good hour just talking about Max. That's not to say that I was impressed by the guy--far from it--but I suppose it was just a relief to have something to talk about that wasn't my dungeon class or heady intellectual things. Harry didn't seem to care, but at least he had the decency to listen and make occasional comments, and he did seem to smirk whenever I painted a particularly vivid picture of Max's thoughts crossing one by one across his face, like sheep slowly crossing a one-lane bridge. He didn't seem to find the ridiculousness that was Max funny, though; he just found something interesting in the telling, or perhaps he just liked stories in general.

"You should have him get you garbage enchanted items," Harry suggested after a while. "The cheapest ones on eBay are under ten dollars. Show him a magic trick, make a goblet disappear and replace it with one that shocks people. Someone like him would find that amusing."

"I think he'd try to use it to escape," I pointed out. "Not that he can, since they're not real items once I absorb them."

"Do you know what his class is?"

I shook my head. "Some kind of standard equipment-based fighter, guns I'd assume. I heard him talking about his time in the dungeon and he's always talking about shooting people. I suppose he could be talking about bows or even spells, but he always made it sound like guns. By which I mean," and I held up finger guns and imitated max's voice, "Bam! Bam! B-d-d-d-d-d-d-d-d!"

"Right," replied Harry. "Guns."

I could only shrug.

His idea was a good one, though, so I lightly prodded Max to get me some garbage enchanted items, but with the suggestion that I could show him a trick rather than that it was really what I wanted. That left me, after a three-week waiting period, the proud owner of a Broach of Garbage Eating.

I looked from the item up to Max, who was grinning. "You know when I said garbage items, I wasn't being this literal," I said.

"Hey, I didn't pick it. You said just about anything cheap offa eBay would do it, and that's what came in." He sat across the table from me in the yard, and I knew people were watching us from the towers, but I decided to pay them no mind.

"Fine. I don't... ugh. I don't actually want that ability, but okay, here's the trick." The item was small, low quality, and almost out of mana, so it took mere moments to digest. Max observed it go away, and I suppose he thought it just went into my Inventory, but I flicked the broach back out in a couple moments, this time transparent blue. "Take a look at the description of the item. It's changed."

Max's eyes bugged out, and he looked around like I'd just shown him a very serious secret. "Shit--it says, it says this is a broach of Stealth, man. How did you do that? Can you just remake items?"

"Yeah. I can remake things I've taken apart. I already had stealth from something else, so I can put it on another item if I want."

"Can I keep this?"

I shook my head. "It's not real, Max. It's an ability, not a thing anymore." I deactivated the power, and it vanished from Max's hands. "That's the only problem, or else I could probably make bank on reselling things. They might work for a party member, but they don't last, and I can only have so many out at once."

"Shit, man." He continued to stare at his hands where a transparent broach had been a moment before. "You ever think of escaping?"

"I choose not to." I changed my seating on the bench to face mostly away from him. "I'm gonna do my time, 'cause I don't wanna be a bad guy anymore. I got a taste of it and it's not for me."

"Sure, okay, I get that, but uh," Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Max giving big blinks, from pinched tightly shut to fully open and back again, as he stared up at the sky. "You could be a not bad guy... out there."

"I got time, Max. I got time." I closed my eyes and wondered just what kinda Max-like idiocy was going to come next.

"So, uh, you ain't got a girl waiting, huh."

I turned to look at him, shocked that he put his finger on that so quickly.

"It's no surprise, man. All of us, we're human, y'know? My baby don't like me no more, but we still got together once a week and banged," and he made humping motions with his hips. "Bitches like it when you give them the sauce, you know?"

"Max..."

"But you ain't got nobody, man, that's sad." And to his credit, he seemed more depressed than sadistic when he said it. "Life ain't shit with nobody in it. Baby says that to me sometimes, she says Max, life ain't shit when you ain't around."

I had to look down as I had the sobering realization that I'd just gotten pretty solidly schooled in literally anything by Max Bean.

            

    
        5.  Time moves on

    
    
    
    
                By the time that my next parole hearing came around, I had learned to love how the Garbage Eating enchantment made prison food taste better, and I think it might have actually made the food more nutritious at the same time. At least, I felt in better shape afterwards than I did before. An odd thing for an enchantment to do, but I certainly couldn't complain. I wasn't doing anything else with my MP, so using it just made sense.

Of course, it also made things I didn't plan on eating look tasty, so I, uh, didn't use it all the time. It was bad for my psyche to consider gnawing on plastic or metal, even if it might have made me stronger. And then there was the bird poop, which was everywhere. Garbage eating wanted to tell me that it was going to be delicious. I decided never to try.

And then I sat in front of Mustache, Flat-face, and Princess again.

Time had indeed moved on. Mustache was a little rounder, Princess a little thinner. He was a little balding; her hair was in a big long ponytail instead of a complicated foof on top of her head. Princess was also wearing a more eye-catching outfit, her heels easily twice what they were, and her dress cut a bit more scandalously. Meanwhile, poor flat-face had a liver spot on his cheek that had grown since last year, and his voice was a little more hoarse, a little more raspy. I felt oddly like far more time had passed for them than was passing for me.

Otherwise, things were more or less the same. I rejected the opportunity for parole; Mustache advocated for me anyway, and Princess objected. Mustache drank when Flat-face wasn't looking, and this time, so did Princess, from a teardrop flask concealed in her cleavage, which she was somehow enhancing. Flat-face broke his pencil four times, and when he was done, the two others bolted for the door, although this time, then didn't quite close the door all the way and I caught sight of them suddenly and violently making out for a moment in the hall before they ran away, Princess giggling madly.

Flat-face neither heard anything nor cared.

Things changed in the next six months. A bunch of old faces left, two in a hearse; their spots were filled quickly by people that didn't understand yet that I wasn't to be messed with. Max tried to warn them; he wanted to be a good dog, wanted people to fear his boss, wanted people to know how things worked, but some people need to be taught the hard way.

I didn't kill them, but the guards weren't happy anyway. They just generally didn't like me. Things were tense for a little while, and but only a couple weeks, maybe two months on the outside. Hardly even worth thinking about.

Max campaigned for more forced labor and less standing around being useless lumps in the yard, but it took months of campaigning before the Warden stopped ignoring him long enough to tell him no. Max suggested and planned out several pranks with some of the more restless inmates, mostly I think to convince the warden that we needed fresh air, but I didn't help with any of that. I did give tacit blessing to the others, though, by just standing and walking away whenever Max was in the mood to plot, and so eventually he roped a bunch of people into some shenanigans.

Shenanigans that got one more inmate killed, which made Max pretty sad. Still, seeing the Warden's tighty whities hanging on the flag pole was certainly a memorable moment. It brought the mood in the place up, more than the death brought it down. The death wasn't a kill--just an accident, someone falling from a high place, and it was pretty obvious when all was said and done that he just should have been more careful.

Eventually we did get stuck on a bus and set to work digging ditches. They did their best to watch us, but Max was gone at the end of the day, and I could only roll my eyes. They tried to suggest I had something to do with it, and it was hard not to laugh at them for it. The captain of the guard in charge of the investigation was recently promoted, from a different part of the prison. He'd heard of me, but didn't know me. The fact that I could leave at any time was nothing but a myth to him, one he thought the guards had made up.

There was a rock in the corner of the yard that we would sometimes sit on; it was a big fuck-off rock that probably weighed a thousand pounds. It wasn't easy to convince the new guard captain to move our interrogation over there, and once there, I only gave the guards a brief warning of what I was about to do.

That warning was basically "Hey, tower guards, don't shoot me, just showing this guy something." And then I cut the rock about in half.

It wasn't a perfect chop--it didn't cleave all the way through, and it wasn't dead center or anything, but it sufficed to prove that I had something in my pocket that would have gotten me out any time of day or night. There were guns drawn on me immediately, but all I did was turn to the guard, cross my arms over my chest, and say, "If I wanted to leave, I would leave." After that, he had to do a bunch of posturing, the way they always had to do. He asked me to show my inventory, which I did--empty. He asked me to remove my abilities, which I said I couldn't (in truth, I never tried, but I wasn't going to). He tried a lot of shouting and speeches and threats to make it look like he was in control, and I just stood there, nervous that he was going to do something stupid and I'd have to block gunfire again, but otherwise unaffected.

After about an hour of that, though, I was back in my cell, and there were no more accusations that I helped Max escape. There was more harassment, though, and I just sort of blocked it out.

Harold became more bold with our conversations as year 3 went on. He snuck me in more enchanted things to absorb, always esoteric things to test the limits of my abilities. One was a whip that, for whatever reason, was enchanted to remove articles of clothing from the person you struck. I don't know exactly what dungeon that particular piece of gear came from, but he was curious what that would transform into when put on literally any other piece of equipment.

The answer to that, as with many other pieces of equipment, was that it simply turned into a skill booster for a psionic version of the same skill. If I grabbed a piece of equipment someone was holding, using that skill, I could forcefully try to rip it off, and the equipment would become ethereal and pass through them--if I got through its resistance, which enchanted items in particular would have, plus any magic resistance of the person wearing it. It was a particularly niche skill that I would never otherwise have gotten, but apparently, that's all it really was.

Similarly, a small object that turned water into wine became a more generic fluid-changing skill booster, which was interesting but not that interesting. It let me in particular purify water, but since it was psionic--a mental, skill-based ability and not a predefined arcane one--unless I had an example of a particular fluid, I couldn't just mentally command "let this piss turn into acid" or "let this water turn into wine" and have it be done. If I didn't know the target liquid, I couldn't do the transformation.

It did, of course, still improve my prison life substantially--Harold had one small snifter of brandy that he brought along, and it turns out I could memorize liquids the way I memorized items, but those memories only worked with that one skill. I couldn't just make fake liquids the way I made fake items.

The most useful to me were the five items that turned into telekinesis boosters, although they all had different source enchantments. Only one of those was deliberate--a circlet of telekinetic power, which was the only one that produced a major boost to my ability, the others being trivial to minor boosts. Once I had those five plus the one I originally got from my boots, the net result was huge, although it ate up a bunch of mana to keep it active. The circlet and the boots did the lion's share of the work, but once those two were on, even the minor boosts ended up doing significant improvements.

Of course, the mana drain was relative to absolute improvement in my skills, so if the trivial (less than 5%) booster made a measurable impact on my skill level, it cost more to maintain. I ended up splitting things between two items; the boots had the larger of the two boosts, and the trivial boosts, while the broach ended up with the rest. The boots were already a favorite piece of equipment, if one I couldn't practice with in prison.

The least interesting to me in the short term was an earring of "Speak with Animals," which worked exactly as it should have after conversion. Harry was a little curious if it would do something different in a weapon, but no; it was a skill booster, and those worked about the same no matter what.

Most of the rest were pieces of equipment with various auras, and those were always different on offense versus defense. The ones he gave me were all trivial auras; aura equipment was expensive, apparently, and there was no reason to spend a bunch of cash to prove that point. Still, by the time he handed me a poison-aura item, I got the impression he gave zero fucks about the optics of his shopping trip and was basically just playing around. Or... possibly hitting on me. I didn't have much of a gaydar, so that thought only occurred to me late, and I tried hard not to think much of it.

And then it was three years. The parole hearing started off no different, except Princess was visibly pregnant and visibly pissed, flat-face was losing his hair, and Mustache was graying around the edges and very obviously drunk, pulling gently at his whiskers with a depressed look on his face instead of twirling them. Mustache and Princess didn't speak to each other at all, either; when flat-face asked Mustache a question (really, the only question he had to ask), I had to be the one to get Mustache to wake up and pay attention, because she wouldn't, and flat face didn't seem to understand that he hadn't been heard.

Mustache blinked back at me when I snapped at him, shook his head to try to clear it, and mumbled, "Um... let him go," without further discussion.

Princess gave me a very appraising stare, one that might have been distilled vinegar for all the sweetness there was to her face, and finally agreed. "He's fine. Let him go."

Flat face broke his pencil ten times. I guess the form had more to fill out if they agreed I was to go free.

            

    
        6.  Dungeons & Dayjobs

    
    
    
    
                It was a lot stranger being out of prison than being in it. Maybe that was the depression talking--prison made sense, for all its cruelties, because you understood the point. It wasn't supposed to be good in there; good was supposed to exist outside of the walls, and inside was supposed to be hell.

There wasn't a lot good on the outside, though.

As a dungeoneer, I still had a bit of money that hadn't been eaten up in legal fees and penalties, and three years in prison had actually given me a little bit of interest on that money. When I checked my financial reality and looked around the world for a bit, I quickly found myself a small one-man apartment where I could be lonely and miserable in peace for a little while. I practiced my telekinesis, first on my own, and then I found a dungeoneers' gym where people with similar skills could work together, and after proving I had some proficiency (beyond what the skill boosters gave me, I mean; I had spent months in the dungeon using telekinesis quite a bit) they actually paid me to teach a few beginners' classes. The money wasn't much--not to pay for even a modest apartment on my own--but I had enough cash that reducing the bleeding until I could dungeoneer again was a plausible way to live.

I ended up teaching three things there: telekinesis, stealth, and what was euphemistically called "critical bladework" because "assassination" was not a term looked fondly upon by normal people. I saw a lot of crossover between parts two and three, but not a lot of people from the telekinesis class joined the other two, nor vice versa.

As much as I'd like to take credit for the hints and tricks that I offered, a lot of it was mostly guided practice, with me standing by and pointing out mistakes that were less obvious for the one actually doing the exercise. That did require a critical eye and some experience, but it didn't leave me feeling like I was a master in any sense; I just helped people work through their troubles one day at a time, rather than unlocking secrets of the universe or delivering unto them the guidance of an overpowered solo diver. Mostly, I could see as I watched people go through the motions just who might have, and who definitely would not have, been able to make it through various parts of the dungeon that I'd been through. To say nothing of the unfair parts I barely managed to sneak through--fighting the Devil was not supposed to be survivable, and I basically cheated--some of these people, despite being dungeoneers, would never have made it past the first boss.

A lot of the people doing critical bladework seemed to think that the Skill itself would do all the work. I should have lectured them more, but they also seemed... skeevy. The kind of people I'm not sure I wanted to succeed. Critical bladework was all about the aim, and I tried to beat that into them repeatedly, but some didn't want to hear it. You have to get yourself and your weapon to the weak point, and then get out of danger. They just... wanted to stab.

The stealth folks tended to have a problem with attention, or possibly several problems with attention. I was fortunate enough that my run through the dungeon felt like death was around every corner, or I might have done the same, but watching them constantly hesitating and vacillating made me feel like they'd get killed entirely too soon if they tried to go in on their own.

Telekinesis, on the other hand, was a very different crowd. A lot of people picked up that skill just for its practical uses, and in fact I could imagine that some people I taught only went into the dungeon to get telekinesis (and/or possibly some other dungeon skills). Some of those were women too obviously domesticated--bubbly, with press-on nails, lipstick, and I thought I could tell from the way they walked that they were used to heels, and were slightly perplexed whenever they were walking in sneakers. Still, even those people had darkness around the edges, and it made me smirk to know that these pampered pretties could slit someone's throat and leave no trace.

There were also roleplayers and wannabe wizards who just wanted to fly, as well as some mechanics and technicians who had come to realize just how useful a third hand would be, especially one that didn't need to remain connected to your shoulder and could squeeze through very thin cracks. And along with the rest, sometimes overlapping with my other classes, were people you kind of suspected were burglars, the kind who didn't like others getting close and side-eyed everyone, including me. I am sure I caught one practicing threading and unthreading his shoelaces just to practice detail-oriented work, and he'd gotten good at it, moving the laces through their paces like an ace...s. Sigh.

Anyway, this diverse crowd was only possible because there were tourist packages for the dungeon to help you get certain skills, but most people preferred to actually train those skills in a less deadly environment. So, weird guys that side-eyed everyone were lined up next to housewives and their big shiny plastic nails and tubby italian guys with tattoos of wrenches on their arms and pasty white nerds with big doofy glasses who had all the physique and stamina of a foam pool noodle.

It was a fun class to teach.

I shouldn't suggest that only obvious stereotypes took my classes--they stood out, but there were lots of people, especially younger people, where you couldn't just read their history like a book. Some of the younger ones were naive wide-eyed idealists, some spoiled brats, some serious-faced kids hoping to be professional dungeoneers, and a couple jocks who seemed to think they could cheat at sports with magic and nobody would catch them. Which, maybe, I dunno, but I would suspect they'd get caught pretty fast. But one way or another, you never knew quite for sure where they would end up, while the housewives and the mechanics and the skeeves and the nerds you just got a certain impression from.

In the end, part of my teaching method for telekinesis was similar to some basic martial arts instruction I'd had, which also bled over into my critical bladework: no extra movements, put force into things when you mean to do them, pay attention to position and motion, stretch all your (metaphorical) muscles, and practice, practice, practice. Much of that seemed to go over the heads (ha, telekinesis humor) of my students, but each person had different blind spots. Few of the mechanics, for example, seemed to give a rat's ass about economy of motion, and you could see they would keep their skills active when they didn't need them, and they'd wiggle and jiggle and waste energy every which way. A lot of the skeeves, on the other hand, were hesitant to put real force or intent into their actions--at least here and now. Maybe they'd do differently when they were doing it "for real", whatever "it" and "real" meant for them.

Meanwhile, many of the housewives didn't like the idea of stretching their muscles--of doing things just for the purposes of flexibility, when it didn't serve their current, specific uses. I figured out quickly that many of them would do it if I forced them, but they seemed to have a big wall of hesitation when it came to trying new things. And the nerds... well, somehow they didn't like to practice. Maybe they thought that it would come naturally, since they were brainiacs and it was a brainiac skill, but everything takes practice.

Anyway, the work kept my head above water, but it was no profession for a dungeoneer. I itched to go back in, but I also wasn't sure that I dared trust myself going solo, not again. The long years in prison had helped me soak in the lesson that I'd survived as much due to chance and administrator shenanigans as anything, and while I had been suicidal going into my first dive, I wasn't... that bad right now.

But still, life was empty, and I needed a dungeon to fill it. I just had to hope that I could find a group to dive with that was going to be some mix of letting me go play on my own and having my back when I was outmatched. It was difficult to know exactly how that would turn out, but... I began putting out feelers, at least.

You know, all the normal places. Craigslist, Facebook, Reddit. I did stop by the local guild but I didn't like the group that seemed to be there. Maybe that was just me being shy, but there was something about them I didn't like. Not surprisingly, the inquiries I found online were not much better. They were off in different ways, but... they were.

Finally, after a good four months of standard normal work, I decided on a reckless course of action--one weekend after doing all my normal things, I went back into the same dungeon I'd dived before. As a zero-to-thirty dungeon, my dungeoneer level of 21 was well within the admission limits, and I figured there couldn't be any new surprises.

And there weren't many.

The first twenty floors had zero crises. Fighting the floor 4 boss was nostalgic, but with my equipment I could crush him in two shots, especially since I could make those shots as a direct strike to the giant skeleton warrior's head. The solo drop was the same, a long hand-and-a-half flambard, but I just stuck it into my inventory without considering it any further. I didn't need another.

The floor 9 boss didn't mean as much to me. Dual-wielding spectral flambards on my first trip through, I had cleared it quickly, so it didn't stick out in my memory. Fourteen was some kind of flame lion that I had originally had to kite pretty hard in order to stay alive, but it turns out he has the same kind of reaction that most creatures do to sword blows to the head. Nineteen was a spectral undead boss, but the Soulforged weapons counted as magic and hit it just fine, so there was never any danger against him.

Floors twenty one to twenty three, though, were the cannibal levels.

My first trip through, I'd been a player killer, a "blooded" diver, and that meant I didn't ever pull aggro from cannibals; they left me alone, and didn't even seem interested in setting any traps for me, which they did for anyone naive enough to trust them. Before I'd left, though, I'd betrayed them, as I started getting the conscience back that I should always have had. I got the impression they might remember that ever after three years.

I was right.

My presence didn't just pull aggro on me--every cannibal on each of the floors let out a war cry from the moment I entered, and if I didn't make a beeline for the nearest exit, I would have been wading through corpses by the end of it. I probably would have survived--at least for a while--but I'm not invincible, and they have bows and arrows, blowguns, and witch bolts.

On floor twenty three, I could swear that I saw the Hag watching me from afar, but I didn't stick around to find out.

The boss of floor twenty four was an old friend--an attractive looking black-skinned woman unassumingly titled "Voodoo woman". Innocent players and blooded ones could choose to walk past her without fighting, if they didn't fight any of the cannibals. Normal dungeoneers that fought them would have a normal fight.

Betrayers got a special fight.

Fighting her again brought back memories, and not good ones. The first half of the fight was dangerous, with curses and well-aimed magic bolts. I took my time with it, knowing that the second half was totally skippable, but I had no reason to try.

At half health, she threw up a barrier, and gave me the evil eye.

"The devil knows your sins," she said, and her attractive visage started to melt. "You believe you can turn your back on him, but he has already taken your soul. You are his, and there is nothing you can do to prevent that."

With that, I was once more facing the end boss of the dungeon--while only halfway through it, and leveled down to 35. The administrator had clearly changed this fight, slightly, but it was not different enough to threaten me. With a cloak giving me a death defense aura, I rode out the devil's death waves, death aura blasts, and death breath (ugh) without worrying too much about the details.

The drop was different, this time. Rather, there was no drop the first time through, which was a problem, one the Administrator had to step in to fix. This time, there was a brand new item--the Devil's Skull, a powerful token that, according to the item description, could be "traded for redemption".

I studied the large thing, easily balancing it in one hand despite it being three times the size of my own skull, then nodded quietly to myself. Rather than jumping down the hole to the next floor, I sat down against the wall and waited.

An hour later, the Voodoo Lady reappeared. Slightly more than an hour later, she did again. With three skulls in my possession, I finally went on to level 25.

            

    
        7.  Downtime

    
    
    
    
                Every level after a boss was a town, one that gave you a chance to escape the dungeon if you so chose--with bosses every five levels (starting at 4), that meant you got a lot of chances to run away. I could have cleared the dungeon a second time, and at my pace, I might have made it all without sleeping, but I had a single reason not to--I had work in the morning. Leaving would mean starting over, but that was no serious problem, as I'd demonstrated.

I wasn't even at the level cap yet--fighting the Devil three times had given me another four levels, plus one up to that point, for a total level of 26, still within the zero-to-thirty range. Because I had a self-made class, those levels gave me extra generic points to spend, and no automatic effects. I was saving up, though--major class features were expensive, since they were basically wishes, and I would just as soon have those sooner rather than later, even if that left me with fewer attribute boosts.

I didn't trust attributes much anyway. A lot of the things the dungeon did to you felt weird in a way that was hard to describe. I discovered the first time through that it wasn't my imagination; I never asked anyone else if they knew about it (though I did kind of bring it up offhand to Harry, and he didn't even blink at it) but a particular skill I got felt slimy, and only got less slimy when I fed experience to it, rather than using that to level up. Nothing in my class told me it was wrong, except that feeling... but there was a mechanic to very expensively mitigate the problem. So... it was real, and probably really bad.

And attribute points felt slimy to me. I'd bought them a couple times in early level ups, but... ugh.

Having entered level twenty five, I found myself as always in a small, self-contained NPC village--run by the dungeon, virtually immune to diver asshattery, but limited in a number of ways. They had a lot of options for healing, some cheap ways to repair equipment (imperfectly; dungeoneers of equivalent level, with the right skills, were better) and some other conveniences, like the Inn, the Tavern, the Marketplace, the Baths, the Communications Center, the Jail, the Meditation Room, the Chapel, and the Disco.

This town was a bunch of huts on stilts over a choppy sea, surrounded in all directions by water. I passed the buildings one at a time on my way to the Marketplace, but as always in every town I'd ever been in, the Disco, despite the bright lights, pounding bass, and rolling fog, was empty save for the NPC discjockey perpetually nodding to the beat, his hands crossed over his chest. Someday I hoped to wander into a town and see someone actually dancing in one, but... yeah, probably not.

The marketplace was a simple trade exchange, semi-anonymous, and I dropped most of my loot into the sell bin without much thought. I didn't immediately try to sell my new Devil's Skulls, though--that deserved a bit more consideration, and I didn't honestly know how they'd be received, whether anyone else understood them or not.

Still, the income was nothing to sneeze at. Solo drops were always rare; getting them for only the first half of the dungeon meant none of them were too rare, but four of them netted me a few thousand. I also had a bunch of monster corpses, all Perfect, which sold for a bit of cash since they could be skinned or otherwise refined, and tasted better when eaten, but as I was rushing and had no need to grind, there weren't that many. In all, an evening in the dungeon netted me maybe $6000.

I checked the marketplace for skill books, but found none worth mentioning. It was always worth checking; some people put things up here if they were in the middle of a longer dive and needed the cash for other transactions. And there were some, just generally uninteresting ones; there was a book labeled "Skeleton surgery" which was apparently specifically about healing bones, but only when they are exposed (which was a nasty thought), and another called "Dynamosynthesis", apparently about using advanced fabrication spells specifically to create electrical generators.

Dungeon loot was weird.

That done, I checked first at the Chapel. They didn't usually handle item transactions, but I thought it was worth a shot to see if they knew anything about the Devil's Skull. That whole "Traded for redemption" thing in the description certainly sounded godly, right? But no, the NPCs didn't seem to understand at all.

After that I dropped in on the Comm Center, which was an in-dungeon hub for a lot of things, mostly message boards and point-to-point chatter. You could purchase a pass that would give you a portable version, but it only lasted so long, and, well, I didn't have a lot of use for it. There was, however, a brand new element to the interface, one I'd heard of but never seen. For me, the button was labeled "Soulforged". Presumably, it had been missing when I was the only Soulforged in existence.

I checked it and there were a bunch of messages. The message titles often began with "FUUUUUUUUU" and when they did, I could rarely see the end of the word.

"What the everloving fuck is up with this class," said the oldest. "Why did I pick this oh god I have no idea what's going on."

"Please if someone is there answer my questions I am losing it here," was a more recent one.

The most recent ones were actually a listing of him answering his own questions, in order. Those were still months ago, so I felt bad, but there was nothing I could do to help the guy while in prison. The menu option wasn't even there until then, so I couldn't exactly leave hints.

I posted a message stating I was the originator of the class, and sorry I was out of touch, which should be enough for anyone with the class to send me a message, but I didn't send him a follow-up since he seemed to have gotten the hang of things. You could get items or class features that let you check your direct messages from anywhere, but at the very least, you would be informed that you had direct messages waiting in your interface. After having grown up in a cellphone-dominated world, having magic go back to a pager system seemed pretty stupid to me, but with of all the features that being a Dungeoneer did provide, I couldn't really complain.

I checked the Disco one last time on the way out, pretty much exclusively as a private joke. It was empty.

The town escape hatch, like all of them, was a hula hoop floating edge-down a few feet above the floor, which was empty when nobody was around. As I approached, it started to turn and lower, and sparks appeared at the center, sparks that expanded into an opaque plane inside the hoop, but which never exactly turned into a portal. Instead, touching the plane would zap me back to the entrance; I'd never used it, since the way you exited after completing a dungeon was just to jump down a hole in the floor, as you always did when you went one more floor downwards. There was no mystery that you were done, of course; the last town in the dungeon was a massive, eternal party, and the exit was ringed with the word "CONGRATULATIONS" that flickered between any languages you knew.

Every NPC in the end town spent their entire lives dancing, even as they went about their normal lives. It was kind of a trip. The only exception was the DJ in the Disco, who just stood there, nodding to the beat. Or maybe that was him dancing; it was hard to tell. Watching the Smith hammer metal while dancing was a fun way to pass a couple hours, though. He was damned good at it.

Touching the portal brought me back to a military-controlled compound centered on the dungeon entrance. I followed the arrows painted on the floor and made my way to the debriefing, where my inventory was assessed for tax purposes and a priestess (who like all priestesses, was adorable; this one had a cute button nose and freckles, and her divinely-provided silk clothes had lots of little hearts on them. I guess it's a class feature?) with resting bitch face stoically nodded when I answered a few questions to confirm I was neither a blooded diver nor lying about my assets. My ID was recorded, and then I was free to go.

So I piled back into my late-model Toyota Camry with a sigh and headed home.

The next day was the usual routine, which was really weird. After having killed and looted for hours, going back to demonstrating skills to suburbanites and standing there while they mostly got them wrong seemed... a lot like emotional whiplash. The skeeves were a slightly different experience on my end, because having recently killed monsters, I got a much stronger impulse to sever parts of their body as I watched them side-eyeing people in my classes, but I kept it in check. From what I'd heard, killing a Dungeoneer in the real world still left their corpse as an item, so they could be brought back... but--go figure!--it was still a crime.

After that I got dinner at Subway and trolled eBay on my phone for a message-transceiver item. They were relatively high level loot, but easy to grind, so there were lots of them, and I snagged one for about $500, to be delivered in about a week. I wouldn't find one in the dungeon I'd been in, so until I was willing and able to go into a fifty-to-one-hundred dungeon, with or without friends, I wouldn't get one myself.

I had a fleeting thought, not for the first time, that I should try absorbing my phone, but I really got the impression that it wouldn't work right afterwards. And what was the benefit of having a special version compared to it just being in my inventory? Plus... they always came out transparent, and that was bad for an item with a screen. It was just an itch to do something more interesting than standing around.

So on the topic of finding more interesting things to do... I went looking for a nightclub with the kind of electronica I was into, but as had been true before I went to jail, that kind of thing was pretty rare in Texas. There was one place with a crowd I wasn't into--at least not before--but I was restless enough that I found my way there just for spite.

And... it was a nightclub.

I didn't want to dance, certainly not right away--if I were that outgoing I wouldn't have ended up a solo diver--but I got something decent at the bar and found my way to an open booth. It wasn't late enough to be packed, so I just sat and watched, and wondered what life was for other people. The music wasn't bad... but I wondered if this would become the kind of place I'd regret entering. I didn't like people intruding, and this was the kind of place where... well, some people took you being here as permission.

I was a little confused to find that, as the night progressed, more and more people with numbers over their head started showing up. Surely this wasn't a particular place for dungeoneers, was it? Or were dungeoneers just more likely to prefer this over more southern style clubs? I kept my opinions to myself and watched for a bit. They were, as expected, just normal people; they drank, they talked, they danced, they had cliques, they had (sometimes very obvious) preferences for their dance partners, whether among friends or anonymously... and... that was it. They were people.

I got up, got another drink from the bar, and instead of returning to my booth (it had been taken anyway, but I knew it would) found a quiet spot and activated my Stealth skill. It wasn't a great-guns difference, not without equipment boosting it, but I would be harder to spot, less likely to be interfered with, while letting me soak in the crowd.

I guess I just needed to be surrounded by people. I wanted more; there were lots of people around who caught my eye, but most of them had something about them that turned me off, even with a little alcohol making it less obvious. It was always something subtle, or something I couldn't quite put my finger on, not something obvious like "oh gross she's fat" or something. Mostly, people like that just didn't catch my eye, more than that they did and then I disliked them. No, it was something in the face, usually. Something that seemed like a bad sign, of what I wasn't sure. It didn't matter a whole lot, though.

I spent a couple hours being alone in a much more pleasantly crowded room than usual before going home. I decided I would go back every now and then, unless something else happened. Maybe someday I'd even dance.

            

    
        8.  Jeez Louise

    
    
    
    
                There are a lot of different ways you can put emphasis on the word "she" in the sentence, "And then she walked into the room." In fact, you could even put emphasis on different words in the sentence, if you really wanted. Each variant of the sentence means something a little different.

Anyway, room, walked, she. The room being the club, the she being a priestess, level 30, assuming that her silken robes weren't just a costume. Walked was just walked, mostly. She got a drink, but not a drink. She sat alone, in the booth closest to where I was standing. She had a face like an angel, and I wasn't falling for it. I'd seen a lot of very pretty priestesses--all of them, honestly. She also had enormous boobs, and while that wasn't usually my thing, that was a little harder not to fall for, especially the way her robes displayed them.

The whole thing was weird. I was already at the phase of the night where I was stealthed (I would call it practice, if anyone asked) instead of sitting alone at a booth. She got hit on right away, and she very quietly (she had one of those pure, angelic voices, too, patient and kind) just demurely said "No, thank you, I'm fine," whenever anyone asked anything.

And when she was left alone for just a little while, she turned and looked right at me.

My stealth skill isn't just for show, not that it's unbeatable; I used it to not die in the dungeon. By no means did it make me invisible, but... for a certain class of attention, it kind of did. NPCs hit by stealth acted like I was gone, and people affected by it had a hard time focusing on me, but only if they knew something was wrong. If they didn't, it was kind of blissful--I knew, as a teacher of stealth class, that sometimes you just didn't know you were being hidden from, and everything seemed fine.

Being found out made my heart pound out of my chest, especially when she had a face like an angel and a look of absolute serenity on it. She'd mostly otherwise been looking down at the table or generally around the club, like she was looking for something. When she saw me, it was all at once; her eyes locked onto mine, in a moment when I glanced at her, and they didn't waver or flicker away.

She smiled, and said, "Hi."

I fumbled with my words for a moment. "Hi, sorry," I said after a moment. "I'm not doing anything, I just... don't like people bothering me, but I like to be out."

"It's fine. Do you mind if we talk for a minute?"

That... felt weird, but I moved around the end of the booth and took a seat, letting the stealth drop. "Not at all. My, uh, my name is Jerry."

"I'm Louise Velvetine. I'm, um, not a priestess of one of the Dungeon Gods." She looked down, as I carefully avoided a surprised reaction. "I know that's a weird thing to say, right? But apparently there are some in the real world, too."

"I... had heard that the existing ones didn't seem to..." I made a vague gesture but didn't want to continue, because it was the kind of thing that often started arguments.

"Right. But that doesn't mean there aren't any. I'm honestly not sure how it works, but I tried, and... I guess they let me. Or someone did."

I looked at the woman's face. She wasn't young, I realized after a moment; she (like all priestesses) was given some kind of health boost that made her youthful, but somehow I could tell that she was different. "Well, as long as it's real. And, I guess, not evil. That's all that matters, right?"

Louise nodded, her lips pursed like it was inappropriate to say something. After a long moment of quiet, she said, "I was given an instruction to come here. My god said that I would find someone here that needed to be redeemed."

That was a very odd statement, made more odd by the fact that in my inventory was an item that talked about redemption. I figured it would be crass to start with that, but more importantly, I wasn't sure that I liked the idea of a god deciding whether or not to redeem me all on their own, without talking to me at all. "What does that mean, exactly?"

She looked at me, and although there was a little worry around her eyes, she seemed otherwise at peace. "I'm not sure," she said. "I've never done this before."

I looked the priestess up and down, doing my honest best not to dwell on her enormous rack. I think I did okay. "But what does it mean to you?"

"I don't know. I guess talking?" She tilted her head and gave me a similar looking over. "Do you feel like you want to talk about something?"

A few things came to mind. "No. Or at least, not here."

"We can talk somewhere else..."

That problem became quickly swallowed up by another problem, as a thin guy with greased hair and a number over his head twice mine walked up to the table, with a swagger to his hips and a slight ditziness to his actions that spoke of being a drunk who fancied himself a lothario. "Hey babe, you wanna dance? I'll bet you I'm twice this guy in more than just level, ah-haha, hahaha!"

I don't... I don't really know why he thought that would be a solid burn, not between dungeoneers, but I guess he had been drinking.

Louise put a look on her face that was a cross between her earlier polite dismissals and something slightly more panicked, but said in her normal quiet voice, "No, thank you--"

"Come on," he said, and grabbed her by the wrist, trying to pull her upright. She struggled against it, for only a moment.

I'm probably the only one in the room who would categorize what I did next as "holding back"--but then, people here didn't know me very well. With the help of telekinesis, I gave him an uppercut to the nose, since he was very much looking down on Louise (specifically into her chest, but "down" in general), and that combo was enough to have him off his feet and in the air for a moment, pivoting more or less around his hips to land in a backflop on the floor with a resounding crash.

The music didn't stop, but the people did. The aggrieved party took a moment to squirm on the floor, but then did a quick front flip from laying on the floor to standing, and when he swung at me, he swung for blood. Fortunately he hadn't noticed that I'd used telekinesis, so catching him and redirecting him into a wall wasn't hard. He wasn't hurt--even with the boost, I didn't so much as give him a bloody nose--but it was a humiliating loss, and I was able to keep him from advancing pretty effectively.

"Motherfucker," he snapped at me, murder in his eyes, "fucking... the hell is... fuck you!"

"She said no, asshole," I replied, trying to keep my voice even.

Security was making its way over, but none of them were dungeoneers--and dungeoneers were closer and already moving to break it up, or so I hoped. One guy, I would later learn, was about two seconds from smashing me in the back of the head with a chair, before someone else caught him and stopped him.

"You need to leave," said the next person who arrived, and although it wasn't clear whether the man was talking to me or the perv, I think it's fair to say that the answer was "yes", so I just nodded at him. The problem was him, though, more than me; I let him go and just held shields against his inevitable attacks, but the man who intervened--broad shouldered and level 80, well above either of us--caught the perv's fist and squeezed, making his knees buckle, and he whimpered little pain noises as he sunk to the ground.

"Come on," I said to Louise, offering her a hand. "If you want to talk, we'll talk somewhere else."

She looked at me, then at the perv, and said, "But what if he's the one--"

"Louise..." I found a dead tiredness in my voice that I wasn't quite expecting. "You can do that, but I'm leaving."

She looked at me, then swallowed, and instead of moving to follow, moved towards the man now suppressed on the floor.

I sighed, feeling like I'd just been dumped for a complete waste of a person, and walked off.

Security at the door warned me against causing trouble again, which was of course fair. I wasn't really hot blooded at that point, just grumpy. They asked for my ID, which I gave them--whenever normal security couldn't handle a Dungeoneer problem, they just made a note of it for other Dungeoneers to solve later--and after they wrote down the information, I was free to go.

The hot evening air left me unsettled, and I stared at the light-polluted sky for a long time, wishing there were more stars to see in suburbia, then went and sat in my car. I didn't go home; I didn't really want to. I checked my mail and the news fruitlessly, as I did a few times throughout the day, and then just sat there, wondering what it was all supposed to mean.

Redemption? Was there some kind of karma system to the Dungeon, were the stupid skulls involved, or was there something less mechanical at play? Maybe just normal meddling? I let my breath out through my nose with a frustrated sigh and finally started my car to head home.

I didn't see Louise again for a while after that.

            

    
        9. Actual fighting for once (kinda)

    
    
    
    
                My next trip into that particular dungeon was destined to be the last. As a zero-to-thirty dungeon, if I got enough experience to hit level 30 on the trip, my level would hover at 29 until I left, at which point I would level up to 30, and all other experience was lost.

I, uh, didn't know that until I looked it up on Wikipedia. It was useful information. I checked some of the references but they were just news articles, seemed legit. Apparently that rule applied at all levels, which was a bummer to some people in longer dungeons, since they could just hit a cap at some point.

I hadn't gotten my transceiver, so I checked in the floor 5 Town for messages, since it had been a couple days, but there was nothing--no DM and no replies, plus no new threads from the mysterious second Soulforged. That was a little bit of a weight off my mind. If he'd replied right away and I just didn't get it, I would have felt like a heel.

The dungeon was as unremarkable as my last run, but this time I didn't stop at 25. It was a 50-floor dungeon, but I'd gotten pretty familiar with it. I did grind every boss above 24 more than once just to collect loot to sell, but having fought them all before at a much lower level, now, I didn't feel quite so put out.

And then it was floor 49, and I was facing the Devil again, this time for real.

His intro was different than the first time I came through. He sat on a bone throne in front of a lavafall, with screaming demon faces occasionally thrashing about in the lava, in what I hoped was just an overdramatic visual effect. All that was pretty new.

More interestingly, his sword was new. The one I'd gotten from him last time was a mostly normal-looking, but obsidian black greatsword with a couple crystal spikes on the crossguard, and its most important feature was the added death aura that had (no points for the pun, I know) quite a killer effect on low-level enemies. Even with against higher level enemies--and everyone I fought was higher level than me--it was a potent source of extra damage.

The new one had a broad fan at the tip of the sword, meaning it couldn't be used for piercing at all, though the edges of the fan had points that you could perhaps use like an axe. It was also significantly heavier, and there were a series of jewels set into the blade, straight up its spine. The crossguard prominently featured a devil's skull, one that was pretty much the same as the item his earlier version had dropped, including being three times the size of my own.

So, it was a kind of nice sword, in general. Not really my style, but I'd definitely try it, assuming that's the loot he dropped. At that point I was already level 29, with a lot of unspent class points, but I spent no time thinking about that, and instead crouched down and tried to get back into the suicidal-hunter mindset that had been so successful the first time.

It was hard to go back to, even after a good run in the dungeon. It would be easier if the fights before had been hard, but I knew those fights. This was new, and I needed to treat it as such.

To my surprise, though, the Devil just stood up from his throne and placed the broad tip of his sword on the ground, facing me with a scowl. "I remember you, mortal," he said. "You've caused me no small amount of grief. My father is quite upset with my... prior performance. I am sure you understand."

I felt like I had a deer-in-the-headlights moment, but I loosened up as fast as I could. "I didn't know dungeon monsters had memories from prior lives."

"Yes... I would not have, except that you've triggered my final form." He gestured vaguely to me, and for some reason, my inventory popped up with the Devil's Skull item. "There is one thing in particular that item does--it raises my intelligence by 50 and wisdom by 100, either or both of which I must be what grants me this unique perspective. An interesting discovery, if meaningless."

I kept my crouch, watching him, wondering when the fight would start.

"I suppose you're only interested in the fight. And, look at you, at the level cap already. This will be the last time we talk, for shame." The Devil picked up his massive sword and mimicked my pose, the weapon looking weightless in his hand. "Then again, I suppose--who would ever want to talk to the Devil, right?"

"That is a problem," I admitted, and without further ado, popped on my boots of Air Dash and moved.

I kept a watch on his eyes, but made my first approach a dash left, then right, then forward-right, and left to try to hook behind him. He was watching; he could keep up with my speed. I materialized one of my Devil's Swords just long enough to swipe at his face, but he dodged it easily, making a lazy backhand swing with his massive sword as a counter.

I moved back far enough to miss it, then pressed forward with all the speed my telekinesis could provide, materializing another Devil's Sword in my other hand for just a moment, aiming to thrust into his chest. He dodged, but not fast enough; the tip caught him, and tore a wound across his chest as I moved past him.

The devil hissed at me, moving to keep the sword between us. "So you're really not interested in redemption, then?"

I paused and squinted at him. "What does that even mean?"

"Ah, so you are interested." A sharp-toothed grin spread over the Devil's face. "Not a great way to show it, I must admit--"

"One thing most people in this country learn," I dashed forward again, trying to aim a bladestrike at the Devil's left elbow; I missed, but caught his forearm instead, "is to never trust a devil," I dashed upwards, reorienting myself in midair, and then dashed again straight for the Devil's head. He lost track of me for just that moment, and I materialized both swords long enough to do a twin-blade scissor chop to his head. Effective, but not as lethal as it would be in reality, of course. With my momentum stopped by the strike, I immediately dashed away, getting my feet on solid ground and getting ready to dodge again. "Especially when he offers a deal."

The devil shook his head, looking very disoriented, and stumbled back. "Fool," he spat. "You ought to know as well as anyone, it's only a name. I am a creature of this dungeon, and--"

I threw one sword, then another, then the two flambards I received from the skeleton on floor 4--those were all the duplicate weapons I had with enough attack power to hurt this guy, although the flambards didn't do much except distract him while the greatswords dematerialized and were on cooldown. It was a short cooldown, but not zero, and I didn't want to be caught without them.

"Now see here!"

"Blame your father, the Administrator," I snarled. "Do you honestly not understand our history, devil? You were summoned because I betrayed evil soul-eating monsters. The administrator allows men to be evil, and punishes us if we are inconsistent. Because I desired redemption, I was supposed to die. Now you, in the same guise, want to tell me that you can offer redemption?"

"Well then what do you want?" for a moment, I could swear that the Devil seemed frustrated, as though this really was intended to go another way.

"Nothing that you can give me," I said. "A world without death. The power to change things. Hope. All gifts I wouldn't accept from a devil. I'm not interested in being betrayed again."

The Devil hissed at me, but his shoulders sagged. "Does it really not mean anything to you that I--"

"It doesn't." I leveled my translucent blue sword at him. "Why would I ever trust a devil?"

I might have thought that statement broke the devil's heart, but if it did, it was only for a moment. After that, he was angry. And finally, he started taking the fight seriously. He started emitting a death aura, so I summoned my cloak, which gave me immunity to the effect, and resistance to the damage; he summoned lava harpies as adds, which I mostly ignored, and he started making real efforts to hit me with his big broad-tipped sword.

But as you'd expect from a sword that massive, his swings had huge momentum, and that left him open to a counter with every swing. And me, I taught lessons on critical bladework and moving with telekinesis.

He hit half health pretty quickly, although I think I would have easily still succeeded at a lower level, maybe even on my first trip in, although his motions were faster and more adaptable than they were when I first fought him.

And then the phase change occurred. I watched him carefully, wondering.

My last blow had sent him reeling back, and since it was a critical blow to the head, one of his horns snapped off, and he grabbed at his head theatrically. "Very well," he said, and removed a pair of pince-nez glasses that in all honestly I hadn't even noticed on his face. "We'll do it your way." And with that, he...

He... threw away his sword.

I realized almost too late what had to be coming next, and put everything I had into a dodge, ending up sliding on my side, but I avoided a massive firey punch, one several times faster than he could have done while trying to maneuver that stupid large sword. I thought for a moment he might have moved into a more carefully developed fighting style, but when his head snapped around at me, I realized he was berserk. Faster, but dumber.

I dodged the next blow, and activated stealth, I hung on the wall for a moment to test if he noticed me, but he didn't, or not right away. With his higher mental stats, he probably would have noticed, but raging... maybe not?

I used telekinesis to leap up, and lined up my fall to deliver a double-demon-sword straight chop to his brain-pan. That kicked me out of stealth, but left me behind him, and that kind of heavy chop usually had a stunning effect. Usually... but less likely if the enemy had higher stats, or was in a rage.

As soon as my feet hit the ground, I brought both swords up to make an X across my chest, and he punched me half a moment later, hard enough to throw me across the room. I got my feet under me as fast as I could, and leaped for the walls again, this time using my boots to wall run as I waited for my stealth to come out of cooldown.

He got in front of me, but I saw him coming, and threw one of my swords at his face. He knocked it away, but I was moving away from him at an angle, falling towards the middle of the room. Just to be safe, I summoned a heavy leather armor that I'd put a minor regeneration charm on; not enough to save me if I got pinned, but it might keep me from getting one-shotted if the devil got a lucky break.

He made a fast dash for the ground, and from there dashed towards where he expected me to land--which didn't help him much, since I was a telekinetic. I summoned the broach too, just to make sure I wouldn't get hit, and was clear across the room by the time he understood why he'd missed.

He shouted in rage. In that moment when he was looking away, I activated Stealth again, and vanished most of my items to reduce the penalty. I stepped carefully and quietly, watching him search around, ready to dodge or fight.

He did seem to understand something was wrong, this time. Finally, though, he decided on a course of action--a new move I hadn't seen yet. He reached one hand towards his throne and then snapped it back.

The noise that came from that direction really inspired me to get the hell out of dodge, and I went straight up, which was a good decision--a wave of lava from the falls spread over the ground. It wasn't real, bone-melting lava--or maybe it was, but dungeoneers would mostly take damage from it as opposed to becoming immediately crispy critters. For me, though, I just moved to the wall and watched for a moment, still in stealth. He seemed to be keeping a keen eye out for footprints in the hot rock.

A few seconds passed, then a few more. I realized kind of late that this might just be how things were, now. I considered, looking at him. He didn't have a lot of health left, but he was definitely out of one-shot range. Maybe three good attacks?

I studied the arena, and nodded. I could do three in a burst. I let myself slide down the wall, then did a telekinetic charge for his head, two swords lined up to skewer his head, which of course they wouldn't really--

Uh, unless my stealth broke early and he turned his head at just the wrong time and they went straight into his eyes. That... could happen, I guess. Implausible, but, could happen.

"Critical bladework" usually just covered damage-crits, but the 'system' of the dungeons did recognize some kinds of injuries, mostly to joints, hands, feet, eyes, ears, lungs, heart, back, genitals, and your asshole, for whatever reason. (Again, not my own particular knowledge. The Wikipedia article on that is extensive and also highly disturbing.) So two blows to the eyes was a serious thing in addition to being a slightly higher than normal damage-crit.

Which, uh, meant that he screamed. And when I dashed away and reached the wall, I realized he was crying, and no longer in a rage.

"Why would you do-hoo-hoo thi-hi-hiiiisss," he whined. "All I wanted was to set you free-hee-hee..."

I made a face and threw a sword through his. Was I... supposed to have sympathy for the devil? Was that a thing they wanted to happen? Because that didn't seem like a thing that should happen.

With his death, the arena cleared of lava, and my inventory popped up again. One of the Devil's Skulls was removed from my inventory. And for the drop...

I blinked as I reached down and picked up off the ground, something that looked like a cheap fake-angel-halo toy, except painted black. The item description said, "Fallen Angel's Halo." It had... actually very impressive stats, but something was off about the whole fight, and I didn't like it.

At this point I had three more skulls, but did I really want to fight an opponent who was going to try--that was going to remember crying the last time he fought me?

I looked up at the ceiling, not really having a better reference for where to look when I said things like this, and said, "Administrator... I have questions."

And just like that, I was in an empty white void... again.

            

    
        10.  Some idiot put blue boxes in my story

    
    
    
    
                A dungeon's administrator is a lot like the warden of a prison--if you catch sight of them from the outside, in passing, you can kind of academically say "Oh, that's the guy in charge of that place." When you've spent time inside their dungeon, though, you can't help but recognize that they are the reason people have suffered and died, and they are also your only chance at success and possible redemption. It's a complex set of emotions.

The administrator for this dungeon was someone I'd met before--or more likely, I met his avatar, then and now. I doubt he really was exposing himself to danger to talk to my dumb ass. The avatar was, to be generous, a pencil-necked dweeb: everything about him was long and not thick, whether you're talking about his neck, torso, legs, arms, or fingers. A hawaiian shirt of appropriate length but wide enough for two of him hung loosely over his shoulders, and a pair of big circular glasses that were mirrored to hide his eyes sat atop his narrow little nose. He stood awkwardly at attention like someone who'd been told to do so by a P.E. teacher and just wanted everything to be done with.

This guy was the one who made the dungeon what it was--complete with cannibals, devils, skeletons, and lots of other nastiness. He set the trap that had me sacrificing human lives for power, and he redesigned the fights after I demonstrated that they were, perhaps, too easy, so that they would kill more people.

"So I see you made changes," I said as an opener, not really sure where to begin.

I thought I saw the muscles of his face furrow like he was squinting, but the big round glasses made it hard to tell.

"So was I... supposed... to feel something for the Devil? Like, were you thinking he was not going to be evil?"

"Not really." There was a highly nasal quality to the Administrator's voice, like he was always suffering a headcold. "I think that's just a side effect of his high wisdom score. I gave him authority to make a few trades, but I didn't really do anything to change his personality."

"Are the trades... evil?" It was difficult to phrase the question in a way that didn't sound really stupid.

"Yes of course they are." The Administrator's reply... made me sound really stupid. Go figure.

"So I should not feel bad at all about him crying while I killed him, because he's a devil." I kept my voice as deadpan as I could.

"I'm not going to tell you how you should live your life." The Administrator's reply was as catty as I should have expected from a person designing deathtraps.

"What about the redemption thing? Am I supposed to accept that at face value? Because there is nothing coming out of a devil's mouth--"

"I'm not going to give you the solutions to my puzzles." The Administrator's head tilted down towards me just a little bit, as though the looming nature of his new posture was supposed to be threatening on his frame. Granted, as Administrator, he was likely capable of completely erasing me with a thought, but... physically? Not intimidating.

"I just wondered because redemption was also a thing that came up in real life. Is the skull only for this dungeon? Are they useless when I leave? Because I hit the level cap already."

He rolled his head back and took a deep breath, letting it out as an exasperated sigh. "I imported the template," he admitted after a moment. "That item has uses in a few other dungeons. I'm not going to tell you which ones. The others might actually be mad at me about it, because they're supposed to be harder to get."

"Harder than solo diving a dungeon? After getting blooded?" I gave a wry twist to my voice.

"You only have to solo one fight to get the item." The administrator's eyes tilted back down to look at me. "And compared to some of the puzzles that grant you Devil's Skulls, sacrificing one human life to get an infinite supply is nothing."

That was an unpleasant thought, and I swallowed. "So... the skulls are probably worth a lot more than the halo."

"To most people, perhaps. Did you really look at the halo?" The administrator's lips quirked up into a smile. "That whole fight was designed to crush you, in particular. Good job, by the way. You're a lot faster than I thought you'd be. So of course the loot for this enemy has to be something that would be worth it for you, both the first time you came... and every time after. But yes, I suspect you'd get... a fair price for any skulls you decided to put up on the market. Just understand that you'll be... tacitly encouraging people to figure out where they came from."

That thought stopped me cold. "That's cruel."

"Life is cruel. Death is inevitable. That's the administrator mantra... more or less." The administrator's thin lips peeled back into a nasty looking grin. "Any more questions?"

"Is he going to keep whining like a child if I kill him again?"

"Probably."

I sighed. "No more questions, administrator."

A few moments later, I was back in the room, the countdown timer in the middle of the room slowly ticking by. I went over to the entrance and locked it, just to be safe, and sat down to wait out the hour. I took out the halo and looked at it, going over each of the attributes and trying to figure out the trick.




	[ FALLEN ANGEL'S HALO - Lv 50 ]



	[ WISDOM +10 ]
	[ INTELLIGENCE +10 ]
	[ RESISTANCE +10 ]



	[ AURA OF MAJESTY - Lv 10 ]
	[ AURA OF LOST SOULS - Lv 5 ]
	[ AURA OF DISCORD - Lv 10 ]



	[ WINGS OF MALICE - Lv 15 ]
	[ CLOAK OF SHAME - Lv 5 ]
	[ AURA DRAIN - Lv 1 ]






I studied it, nodding. 'Wings of Malice' was probably a movement ability that would end up another telekinetic booster, and 'Cloak of Shame' was probably a stealth ability that would become a booster for that. If the three 'Aura' skills were like the elemental auras I'd played with, they would have different versions depending on whether I put them on offensive or defensive items. And 'Aura Drain'... that sounded like a specific skill booster but not one I recognized. I didn't need to recognize it, though. If I got a booster, practicing with it would give me the skill legitimately.

The levels were good, too; only Aura Drain was a trivial skill level, with Shame and Lost Souls being Minor and the rest being various higher levels. 15 might be too high of a skill level for me to absorb right now, which made it a risk to try right now.

That thought had me looking at my class. I hadn't done any serious leveling up since I returned to the dungeon, so I had more than two hundred class points to spend, enough for two Tier 2 Class Features, or four Tier 1s, but far short of a Tier 3. As a self-made class, I was setting precedent that I probably didn't want to set, but... I really just wanted to spend it all at on features instead of stat or skill boosts. Those were the interesting ones, the ones that bent the rules.

I couldn't help thinking of the poor sonofabitch whining on the Soulforged forum, though. I made a mental note to encourage him to do a Class Variant as soon as he could, because my whole shtick of power leveling and then spending it all randomly was going to get old for anyone else really fast.

I ended up starting with two Tier 1's, before I got tempted by the thought of two 2's . I collected fifty class points in my mental "hand" and focused on the concept of a 'Peerless Appraise' ability that would give me extra information on the item and any enchantments on it, including what could be absorbed, roughly how long it would take, and gave me hints if something was hidden. Something (presumably the Administrator) sent me mental feedback suggesting a toned down version that improved my Appraise and Skill Sage skills, in addition to a one-time boost of five skill levels to each; I wrestled with him for a little bit, eventually dropping it to two skill levels for each and some information on items that was specific to Soulforged abilities.

The second class feature I tried for was immediately categorized as a Tier 2--the ability to combine or split enchantments. I frowned, thinking that seemed inconsistent on a power level scale, but didn't really argue. Instead, I used my next fifty points on an ability to alter the visual style of items--specifically because the glowing item auras were getting in the way of my stealth abilities, and I was sick of it. Because that feature by itself wasn't much, I ended up also able to blur or conceal a duplicate so that it was difficult to determine that I was wearing it, or what it used to be. It was still pretty obvious, though, that it was an ability and not a real item, which was fine by me.

I tried, just to see if the Administrator had changed his mind, but no, the ability to reform duplicates into real items was still a Tier 4 ability, well out of my range. No surprise there.

Instead of going for a Tier 2 right away, I spent a few of my class points on skills, mostly Skill Sage. The next time I got into a dungeon, I would have enough points for my Tier 2, and there was no need to rush. With that and my new class feature, I re-examined the Fallen Angel's Halo:




	[ FALLEN ANGEL'S HALO - Lv 50 ]



	[ WISDOM +10 ]
	[ INTELLIGENCE +10 ]
	[ RESISTANCE +10 ]



	[ ??? -2 ]
	[ AURA OF MAJESTY - Lv 10 ]
	[ AURA OF LOST SOULS - Lv 5 ]



	[ AURA OF DISCORD - Lv 10 ]
	[ WINGS OF MALICE - Lv 15 ]
	[ CLOAK OF SHAME - Lv 5 ]



	[ AURA DRAIN - Lv 1 ]
	[ ??? - Lv 0 ]
	 



	
This item contains the regret of one who could have been a saint, but fell from grace.
Soulforged: Projector. Absorb time 7H











	[ AURA OF MAJESTY ]
	An intimidating aura. May inflict [ Hesitation ].



	[ AURA OF LOST SOULS ]
	A corrupt aura. Acts as [ Leadership ] [+5] on [ Lost Soul ], [ Slave ] only.



	[ AURA OF DISCORD ]
	A perplexing aura. May inflict [ Strife ].



	[ WINGS OF MALICE ]
	
Acts as [ Flight ] [+5]. [ Evil ]. May cause [ Environment: Wither ].
Soulforged: [ 2 ] Absorbed Effects.





	[ CLOAK OF SHAME]
	Acts as [ Stealth ] [-3]. Vulnerable to [ Empathy ]. During [ Stealth ] add [ Minor ] [ Death ] damage. Soulforged: [ 2 ] Absorbed Effects.



	[ AURA DRAIN ]
	Acts as [ Aura Drain ] [-1].



	[ ??? ]
	Soulforged: [0] Absorbed Effects.






There were a few interesting notes there; the mystery hidden stat penalty and the mystery hidden ability were both obvious ones. Cloak of Shame's level modifier would turn it from a Minor to a Trivial Stealth boost; most likely, the other two effects would be in a stack, meaning that I could take the extra stealth for free but only do extra damage only against enemies with no empathic sense. In contrast, the +5 modifier for Wings of Malice was a significant boost, whether Flight turned into Telekinesis or something else; if (as I'd expect) the Wither effect was the one that was detected as Evil, that ability pair could just be ignored, stuck on something I didn't care for.

The note about the item being a "Projector" was interesting, as much because it wasn't a system tag as because the system still decided I had to know it.  Most likely, that was a hidden attribute that most people didn't need to know, which converted defensive auras into offensive ones.  Otherwise, any enhancement tagged as an "aura" would be a resistance, rather than inflicting status or damage on an enemy.  In other words, the halo was an offensive item, even if I wore it on my head.  That was interesting.

Meanwhile, Aura of Lost Souls... acting as a Moderate leadership ability, effective on slaves? I grit my teeth. I wasn't sure what types of monsters--or people--would get the 'Lost Soul' tag added to them, but I suppose it was worth keeping around for that alone.

What about my existing abilities? Were any of them double-edged like these?

I spent the next half hour going through my enhancements to find that yes, many of them especially the ones from the Devil's Swords, were actually abilities with a dual nature, one good and one bad, though the bad was usually not terrible. I removed the ones I was pretty sure I didn't need, and the effect on my stats wasn't huge.

At about the hour mark, the Devil was on his throne again. My inventory popped up, the Devil's Skull highlighted... again.

The Devil looked at me, and for the life of me, I thought he just looked so tired.

            

    
        11.  So about this whole Devil thing

    
    
    
    
                "I suppose I ought to thank you," said the Devil as he stepped off his throne. "Somehow... being gifted with newfound wisdom made me question my place in reality. But as you say, a devil cannot be trusted. Isn't that so?"

I looked at the creature: twelve feet tall, built like a truck, with horns on his head that started out like a bull's and then curved like a question mark until they pointed forwards, to match his eyes. Hairless, with an intense stare and pointed teeth, if I hadn't seem him crying I would think him incapable of it.

"It's hard not judge people for what they are," I replied. "If you do this job long enough, you'll see some dungeoneers who would be nice to you, but there won't be many. It's the same with us and monsters. A party wipe means death for good, and deception, puzzles, and traps are all to be expected in a dungeon. Blame your 'father' for putting you here, if you must, but even now, I'm not fully confident in being able to beat you if you do something sneaky."

The Devil pulled his massive sword after him a little limply, the tip dragging along the ground, as he stalked forward one pouty step at a time, like... someone suicidal, honestly. A feeling, again, that I knew all too well. "What crimes have I done?"

"Since waking up? Perhaps none. What about before that?"

The Devil stopped in place, and his face was warped by a look of concentration for a minute. He raised a red, clawed hand to his head and sighed. "Maybe you're right. I am a monster."

I squatted down, keeping my concentration in case I needed to dodge or attack, but otherwise just balancing on the balls of my feet. "I admit I have no idea what kind of leniency you have from the--from your father in terms of choosing your own actions. You could always hide and let people through, or do a number of other things. But when you were created as 'the Devil' you were assigned to fill a role that is brutal, violent, and cruel. If you want to convince people that you aren't playing that game, you have to understand that most people will refuse to believe it, and it has nothing to do with you. It's all about the myth you were created to mimic."

The Devil harrumphed and sat down on the floor in front of me. "What about you? What would it take for you to trust me?"

"To trust you?" I looked at him. I'd decided to talk to the devil, but... I shook my head. "I honestly don't know what you're capable of. Dungeons are places people go to die. But..." I squinted. He said... his wisdom was raised by 100, right? That was a phenomenally high score for any stat. If his strength went up by that much, I would have been screwed. "...we can start by you showing me your Card."

The Devil cocked his head and sat there for a minute. It was only the slight changes to his face and shifts of his eyes that convinced me he was looking at his own UI--whatever that was like for monsters--rather than wasting my time, but after a moment, a card popped up.




	[ THE DEVIL ] - LV. 50+25 [ DEMON ] [ DEVIL ] [ LOST SOUL ]



	[ STR 60+10 ]
	[ AGI 40+20 ]
	[ DEX 35+15 ]
	[ STM 80+5 ]



	[ TGH 80+5 ]
	[ INT 30+50 ]
	[ PER 25+5 ]
	[ WIS 35+100 ]



	[ MEM 35+10 ]
	[ WIL 30-5 ]
	[ AUR 30+10 ]
	[ RES 20-10 ]



	[ TITLE: FATHER OF DEATH ]
	 [ TITLE: LOST SCION ]
	[ TITLE: SATAN'S VALET ]
	 






"Satan's valet?"

"Well, occasionally I have tasks to perform, yes," demurred the Devil, looking away. "Little things. Moving things around. Minor repairs. It's not important."

I fell backwards from my squatting pose and stared at the stats. Assuming they were accurate, there were two obvious consequences here: With his low Will score and status as a "Lost Soul" I could probably use the halo to gain Leadership over him, which would not necessarily give me anything useful, but it would almost certainly work. "And Father of Death means... Death is your son, or you killed your children?"

"...a little bit of both? Do you not kill children in the mortal plane? If you don't like devils I can't imagine you would want my children growing up to be devils. But perhaps just the act of taking away something young is bad, here?" To his credit, the Devil seemed to be actively thinking about this in a way that was probably useful in the long term.

"Okay--actually, no, if you're just spawned into the dungeon, how can you have a history at all? Do those things even exist? Other devils, children?"

He looked at me, and blinked a few times, and sighed. "There is a... connection, filled with meaning, intuition, memories. Knowing that I am created, that my strength is manufactured... those connections may well be lies, but they exist, and they are all we have. If I am told that a devil is my child, and my child is told I am its father, then that is our relationship. If I refuse to be part of it, that does not change how they see me. In such a case... am I not the one who is wrong?"

"Okay, look, that's enough." Suddenly, the Administrator's avatar was standing there in all of his bespectacled, hawaiian shirted, beanpole glory. "This is all very amusing but I did not intend for you to use this opportunity to learn how dungeons work. You," he snapped his fingers at the Devil, "up. Come on."

The Devil was suddenly standing with his arms outstretched to the side, and then suddenly was back on his throne, relaxing there. His card, still visible, showed a sudden reduction in his Wisdom stat. The administrator turned to me. "No more of that. Fight or make a deal or whatever, but no questions like that."

And then he was gone, and I blinked in the sudden reversal of fortune.

"Ah, an adventurer. I--no." The Devil squinted. "I... know you."

There was a sound behind me like snapping fingers and the Devil reset again.

"Ah, an adventurer." The Devil stood up and reached to the side as though he expected his sword to be there, but no, it was still on the floor in front of me. "You--what--?"

"No, you know what, that's fine." I reached down and picked up the Devil's Sword and, although it was well outside of my ability to pick up by strength alone, I used telekinesis to pretend I had that power. "Let me return this." If his Wisdom was removed, and probably his memories of me... that meant this was just another normal Dungeon thing, right? I might as well just start the fight.

I appeared all of my telekinetic items and flung the Devil's own sword at his head as hard as I possibly could.

"SHIT!" There was a sound of cracking stone, but the Devil himself dodged the strike. Instead, the sword ended up sticking out of the lava fall behind his throne... and, uh, apparently it was real lava, or at least had real heat to it, because the sword started to glow and melt, and lava that had been held back suddenly started spilling all over the throne.

"Shit, my throne! What the hell is wrong with you?" The Devil, still twelve feet tall and muscled like the monster he was originally supposed to be, put his hands up to his face as he looked down at his chair. "Oh, crap, the potions!" He bent over and tried to pry at something I'd never noticed on the side of the throne, but his giant fingers apparently couldn't work the mechanism. "With the heat, they're going to--nonononononononono---!"

Suddenly, the Devil's throne exploded, and the explosion released clouds of noxious gas or acid or something that the Devil ended up waving at with his hands as though that would keep it from getting in his eyes and mouth--which it didn't. He gagged and reeled back, tears pouring out of his eyes, and he cried out, "It burns, it burns!" ineffectually.

And I just stood there, wondering exactly what the hell kind of Dungeon this was.

After the smoke cleared, the Devil went to examine the broken remains of his throne, and I stepped up behind him, watching lava pour into what was apparently a large hole in reality underneath the chair. I could only imagine the face of the Administrator, watching over this scene, but instead of stabbing the guy, just to be an asshole, I patted the Devil on the back and said, "Don't worry, I'm sure he'll fix it for you."

The Devil sniffled. "He's going to be so mad at me," he said, his voice full of worry.

"Why? It's not your fault. It's either his, or mine." I patted the Devil's back, again. "Don't worry about it. Things will be alright. Look, come on, stop crying. We'll fight, I'll kill you, and then everything will be reset. Okay?"

The Devil sniffled, nodding his head, as though what I said was a genuine relief.

As I moved back, and the Devil retrieved his half-molten sword, I was tempted to ask what was down there, but figured that wouldn't be allowed. After all, it's not like the hole was canonical--right? "That's a glitch, right? It's not supposed to be some kind of super magical toilet that we just blew the top off of?"

The Devil nodded, sadly, as he set the sword against the ground and tried to bend it back into shape. He got it so it looked a little better, but it was still... trash. It was a trash sword. It was a garbage-ass trash sword, and he knew it, and I saw him wanting to cry.

"Oh, jeez. Look, stop. Just turn around and close your eyes." And that's how I ended up just stabbing the Devil in the back of the head until he died, while he cried over his sword.

When he died, he dropped perhaps the most special piece of loot I'd ever seen. According to my inventory, the name of the item was "The Devil's Garbage-ass Trash Sword".

It was quite possibly the most stupid and the most amazing thing I'd ever seen.

            

    
        12.  I immediately regret actually showing you items

    
    
    
    
                As I sat there waiting for the Devil to respawn, I examined the Devil's Garbage-ass Trash Sword. As an item, it was (as the name implied) absolute garbage. It did less damage than starter equipment, weighed two metric tons, and the description ...included a very polite yet stern message from the Administrator. It was also amazing.




	[ THE DEVIL'S GARBAGE-ASS TRASH SWORD - Lv 500 ]



	[ DMG 0-2 ]
	[ WT 2000kg ]
	[ BLOCK 0% ] [ PARRY 0% ]



	[ NONDISCLOSURE AGREEMENT - Lv 1M ]
	[ UNSTABLE ITEM - Lv 1M ]
	[ CURSED TRUTH AURA - Lv 100 ]



	[ AURA OF SUFFERING - Lv 10 ]
	[ MARTIAL SAVANT - Lv 5 ]
	[ SOULFORGED SAVANT - Lv 5 ]



	[ TRUE SEEING - Lv 1 ]
	[ DUNGEON PASS - Lv 10 ]
	[ FAIRY PASS - Lv 10 ]



	[ A formerly majestic sword now left in ruins because of the interference of some jackass. Cannot be traded. Cannot be removed from the Dungeon. Will never be spoken of again. Also, fuck you.
Soulforged: Absorb time 10s ]






There were... a lot of things here. A lot of things. A lot of crazy stupid things.




	[ NONDISCLOSURE AGREEMENT ]
	By absorbing this item, you agree on pain of very painful death never to reveal the chain of events leading to receiving this item. Warnings may be provided but are not guaranteed.
Soulforged: Will become [ Class Feature ].



	[ UNSTABLE ITEM ]
	The effective level of this item for the purposes of the Soulforged's [ Absorb ] ability is reduced. [ Absorb time ] reduced. [ Ability Absorb ] increased. [ Item Absorb ] decreased.



	[ CURSED TRUTH AURA ]
	The System is constantly scanning this item and all items in the area. Skills [ Appraise ], [ Analyze ], [ Skill Sage ], [ Class Sage ], [ Monster Sage ], [ Human Sage ], [ Forensics ], [ Psychometry ], [ Telepathy ] increased within the area of effect.
Soulforged: Will become [ Class Feature ].



	[ AURA OF SUFFERING ]
	Monsters, NPCs, and Humans are given the impression that associating with you may cause harm. May cause [ Hesitation ]. May cause [ Confusion ] May cause [ Paralysis ]. May cause [ Insanity ]. May cause [ Incontinence ]. May cause [ Impotence ]. May cause [ Toothache ]. May cause [ Spontaneous Musical Number ].



	[ MARTIAL SAVANT ]
	Acts as a Skill booster for any skill tagged [ Martial Arts ]



	[ SOULFORGED SAVANT ]
	Acts as a Skill Booster for any skill tagged [ Soulforged ]



	[ TRUE SEEING ]
	Grants the ability to see through some illusions.
Soulforged: Will become [ Class Feature ]



	[ DUNGEON PASS ]
	Your effective level for the purposes of entering a dungeon is increased. This does not affect your level cap within the dungeon.
Soulforged: Will become [ Class Feature ]



	[ FAIRY PASS ]
	Entrances to the Fairy Dungeon will become visible.
Soulforged: Will become [ Class Feature ]






I stared at stats for the item for a long time--at least 15 minutes. So much bullshit. It was an obvious combination of carrot and stick mixed with whimsical execution, and it was just beautiful.

I looked up at the ceiling. "I have never said this to anyone before, but I love you."

Suddenly, the countdown timer snapped to zero, and the Devil appeared at his throne., the Devil's Skull item card appearing in my mind again. Except... if the Administrator had intended for the throne to be repaired, he forgot.

The Devil fell, screaming, into the hole in the floor. "Oh god," I heard him scream. "It's tearing up my ass, it's--"

I felt as though I blinked, for a moment, and there was a fully intact throne with a Devil sitting on it. "Ah, an adventurer." He frowned, looking at the twisted metallic lump in front of me. "Is that supposed to be some kind of gift--?"

"No, hang on a second." I held my hand over the sword for ten seconds, and suddenly, a wash of new abilities came into me. I got up, looking at the Devil again, wondering if this fight would be... a real, normal, actual fight. "Okay, sorry about that. I just got done killing you and I wasn't expecting you to be back so soon."

The devil stared at me and blinked for a moment. "I... what?"

"It's fine. Do you want to kill me? Or, no, wait. Was there something about trading, redemption? At this point I'm just not scared of you at all. We might as well try that."

There was a pause. "I can... offer you... redemption? Yes. I can. If you... uh..." he looked at me, bouncing eagerly on the balls of my feet. "Is there... something wrong with you?"

"Plenty. You can offer me redemption if I what?"

The big lunk could only stare at me, blinking. "Oh. If you... deliver a message for me. I... uh..." He paused and rubbed his head. "Strange. I was going to say I remember you from somewhere, but I don't."

"Yes, I hit you very hard on the head. Caused some memory loss, I'm sure. Carry on."

The devil looked at me, then took his head in his hands. "But..."

"Look, I don't want to start this all over again. What message do you want me to deliver?"

"...The dungeon god [ Kalamitus ] in the Galveston's Wharf Dungeon. I... I want you... to declare... war? Why was I...?"

"You're the Devil. You do war and evil things. What does redemption mean and what are you going to give me in return for this?"

"I... I'm... uh... oh." The Devil snapped his attention back to me. "I can... clear the stench of blood from you. And also, I will give you a unique item as a reward."

"And what will happen if I do help you declare war?"

"Then matters once contained within the Dungeon will spill out into the Mortal World."

That... made me freeze in place. The whole comedy routine was a lot of nonsense and I had been enjoying it up to that point. "Ex...cuse me?

"Yes. The world outside the Dungeon." The Devil seemed finally to find his stride, although he had to walk back over to his throne and pick up his sword, which was laying against it. "You mortals and your insistence on peace. If only--"

The devil might have taken longer to kill if he'd really been paying attention, but at that point, I was spinning like a sawblade in midair, and I got four hits between my two swords directly to his face before I lost enough momentum that I had to stop. I... was understandably a bit dizzy, but I didn't let that stop me. I wound up with both arms and smashed one blade into each of the Devil's elbows, pinning him against the wall.

That was about 20% of his health. I wasn't in any mind to be timing the fight, though. I left the two swords in his elbows and pulled the Skeleton Lord's Flambard out, double-handing it just for spite, and pierced through the Devil's neck, hoping to smash his spine. That kind of damage was never really a one-hit-KO like it should have been, but in exchange for the wind-up and the precision, there was a hefty damage bonus. When that didn't come close to killing him, though, I tore out his eyes with my next two shots, then wound up and gave him the best shot at his heart as I could.

Of course, the Devil's Swords did far better damage, so this was all kind of a waste of time, but I was acting on rage and fear adrenaline, so I didn't really care that much. He did after a moment shake off the stun and pull himself from the wall, so I switched back to my twin bastard swords. I folded my telekinetic ability into my attacks and simply kept bashing him upside the head until we hit phase change.

At which point I let him get past me, grabbed him from behind, leaped into the air, and did a telekinetic suplex into his throne. The resounding CRACK that followed reminded me that he had some kind of stupid bombs inside there, and I smashed the side of it with my sword. A set of three potions rolled out onto the floor, and I squinted at them, then at the monster that was quickly recovering from his stun.

Three bottles opened, three bottles forced down the Devil's throat. Apparently one of them healed him, but at that point I didn't care. The other two were definitely bad for his health. Just... probably not as bad for him as my swords.

"You know," I said as I forced the toxic-fume-spilling potion into his mouth, spilling no small amount into his nose in the process, leaning back against the swords that were once more sticking out of the Devil's eyes, "I'm pretty sure this potion is known to the state of California to cause cancer. You should really not keep such dangerous things around."

He made gurgling noises that didn't really sound like an apology.

A minute or so later, the Devil finally delivered his next piece of loot--instead of being another halo, this was a copy of the Devil's new broad-tipped sword that was not molten and gross. I glanced at it, but took no time to examine its stats. Instead, after waiting a couple minutes for my MP to completely refill, I looked up at the ceiling, my face uncharacteristically serious.

"Just spawn him again. I'm sick of this."

Less than ten minutes later, I set foot in the End Town. My bad mood, and the intensely serious look on my face persisted even in the face of an entire town full of people who physically could not stop dancing.

I didn't even know the dungeons could invade the real world. If anyone knew it, it certainly wasn't the kind of thing that was public knowledge. And, one way or another, people needed to know that I knew--what I knew.

If only that damned NDA wasn't in the way.

            

    
        13.  Apparently I'm not a king

    
    
    
    
                My first stop was the communications center. No new messages, but I only really needed to drop one piece of outgoing mail--to Harold, who was the only real point of contact I had for higher level people. Hopefully he knew how to get in contact with someone better, because the only other option was to go to the local Dungeoneer's Guild or maybe all the way to the US Dungeoneer's Association, and I didn't like either of those for different reasons. The locals were... kind of petty, small-minded people; you know, suburbanites. And the Association seemed by all accounts to be self-righteous assholes who had worked their way into politics for reasons that were largely self-serving.

I told Harold to contact me as soon as he could, and gave him my phone number.

That done, I looked around the End Town. As was always the case, everyone here was perpetually dancing. They were NPCs, the lot of them, and they lived empty shells of a life; I watched an old man hop on one foot for a while, then stop, shake his butt in a random direction, change into a wide stance, shake his butt much harder, and only then did he start shuffling again in the direction he had been walking. After a moment, that switched to hopping backwards with both feet, his butt jumping into the air like he was expecting any minute for an attractive woman to meet his butt-thrust with one of her own, at which point they would grind against each other.

But no, he just did that for a few feet, then switched to another kind of dance-walk. After maybe ten minutes, he reached the end of his walk route, turned around, and came back. He would keep doing it forever, and ever, and ever.

Which would be funny if I wasn't thinking about dungeon monsters invading reality. But yeah, I was. It was hard to let go of.

There was no mechanical reason for me to stay in town--no bonus on skills, or even regeneration, that I was aware of--so I just marched off to the hole in the ground that was my ticket out. As was the case last time I was through, the word "CONGRATULATIONS!" was etched around the hole. I stared at it for only a minute and then jumped through.

Whatever.

I got a little nervous when I realized my inventory would be examined, again, for tax purposes... but let it go. Last time I left, I left with the Devil's Skulls, and the Administrator had told me they were actually really valuable. Either people would find that out eventually, or the loot I had now really wouldn't matter. My haul did raise a few eyebrows, but the staff sergeant, the appraiser, and the accountant looking over my inventory were polite enough not to make small talk.

And then I was in my car headed home. I made a detour to Taco Bell when I realized I didn't have anything in particular worth eating at home, but nothing more substantial than that. I entered my crappy little apartment, looked around with a sigh, and collapsed on the couch.

10AM the next morning, Harold knocked on my door. That was weird, because I didn't tell him where I was and he didn't call ahead. I guess... some wizard thing? Maybe? I mostly just really hoped he wasn't some homosexual stalker or something. That would be... uncomfortable.

I stared at him for a minute, but shook it off. This was more important than that. "We need to talk about... something that happened in the Dungeon."

He raised his eyebrows, and pursed his lips. "What kind of thing?"

"Just get in here."

He sat on the couch, at my urging, and I pulled up a chair from the table to sit opposite him. "I went back and cleared Pearland. It was... different this time." I realized, not for the first time, that this was going to be awkward since there were parts of the whole event chain that were probably covered by my 'Nondisclosure Agreement' 'Class feature', and pursed my lips. "There are parts of this that I... cannot actually say on pain of very painful death, but the important thing was, I ended up with a quest chain that claimed, if I completed it, would end up with the Dungeon invading the real world."

Harry's face went through a lot of different expressions as the conversation went on. I could tell, also, that he noticed my level--30 on the nose--meant I could no longer re-enter the Dungeon. But his attention snapped to me immediately when the word 'invading' came out of my mouth.

"What was the quest?"

"I was supposed to deliver a declaration of war to a Dungeon God in another dungeon. The Devil said if I did, the quote-unquote 'Mortal world' would be involved."

Harry let his head roll back, and closed his eyes for a minute. That one, he looked straight at me.

"I sat in on someone else talking about this," he said, "but I think you better hear it from someone else. If you want to bring anything with you--phone, spare clothes--put them in your inventory. We may be gone a while."

So I packed for a few days, not really sure what he was thinking, and then he apparently teleported us, which I honestly didn't think he was high enough level to do--he'd gone up since I last saw him, but he was still less than level 200, and that seemed low for an ability with such intrinsic real-world value. After all, the highest level Dungeoneers were above 5000, last I checked.

I let out a scared hiss of breath when I saw the seal on the wall at the destination--the Dungeoneer's Association. I felt... a little bit perplexed, though, when I realized it wasn't the US Dungeoneer's Association. There were a series of flags around the logo--US, several European ones, but definitely others I recognized as Asian. Why had he brought me here?

Harry led me immediately out the door and to a reception desk, where a number of people whose names I didn't recognized were paged to a meeting room that he quickly and quietly led me to. That meeting room was, as meeting rooms go, very meeting-roomy. It would not have been out of place in literally any corporate setting across the world, except for one small detail:

A hole was carved out of the table just large enough to fit a sword through it. The sword was, I noticed, stuck in a rock beneath the table. On the blade were words that shifted languages as soon as I laid eyes on them, becoming the phrase, "Whoso pulleth out this sword of this stone and anvil, is rightwise king born."

"...is that--"

"Excalibur, yes. We think it's a joke item, but nobody is quite sure. You can give it a pull, if you like. Don't absorb it."

I had to stand on the table to try, but since I'd been invited to, I did. It didn't move. I felt a little miffed, but was able to quickly shrug it off and hop down.

"Now clean the table." Harry offered me a spray bottle and a paper towel. I sighed and did as he asked. I suppose I could have hovered over it instead, but... that seemed like cheating, even if it wouldn't likely give me any advantage at all.

By the time I looked up, there was a short, fat man with sunglasses and a level over 800 sitting at one of the seats of the table. He nodded idly, and grinned when he saw me looking. When he spoke, he had a thick accent that I couldn't place--Russian, or eastern Europe, somewhere. "Always, we have to check, yes? This world, not so many kings in it, but always we want to be the one."

I just gave a shrug, threw out the paper towel, and replaced the spray bottle on the side cart it had come from.

Within about ten minutes, three more arrivals had come and sat, all of them over level 500, the lowest being 613. Only when they were seated did Harry clap his hands. "Alright, sorry I had to call you in like this. I am not an expert in these matters, but it sounds like we have another Full Clear Quest."

The four high leveled monsters all immediately turned their heads to look at me. I hoped sincerely they didn't have some ability to tear me apart with only their eyes, because it sure as hell felt like they could if they wanted to.

"Jerry," said Harry, sitting down next to me, "tell us everything you can."

I hesitated. There were... a lot of reasons to hesitate, but there was one big one. "I, uh, I'm Jerry Applebee. I am a solo diver who's only been in one dungeon, and only ever alone. I just finished it and there was a, uh, a quest. The final boss told me to deliver a message to a dungeon god in another dungeon, and said if I did, then... something like, matters in the dungeon would spill out into the mortal world."

"Was it a difficult quest?" The short man appeared a bag of chips from his inventory and pulled them open. The nearest person to him, a tall angular woman who looked very stern and very German, looked at him with obvious disgust as he started munching on them.

"Well... I mean, it's a zero-to-thirty dungeon. And, uh, this is all slightly complicated because I am under a condition that prevents me from describing certain parts of what happened and I'm not actually sure which. And if I break the condition I'll die. Painfully."

"You pissed off the Administrator?" The third newcomer was a black man with a thick African accent, and I mean a really black man, his skin that kind of deep deep black that I figured had to mean both coming from deep black genetic stock and also spending a lot of time out in the sun. "Or perhaps you saw something you weren't supposed to?"

I pursed my lips and could only say, "At some point I received an item," I glanced at Harry, "which I absorbed, and uh, I'm not allowed to talk about what led up to that. But... from a certain point of view, most of the quest led up to that point. It's just that... I don't think that the point of the restriction was so that I couldn't talk about it."

"I don't sense a status effect. How is it affecting you?" Harry was squinting at me.

"It's... technically a Class Feature now." I pulled it up in my UI, but just as I was about to toggle it to visible, I stopped. My face must have frozen, because the black man made a nasty chuckle.

"Ah, I know that look. The administrator made a mistake, didn't he?"

I toggled the visibility of the pane and spun it around.




	[ NONDISCLOSURE AGREEMENT - Lv 1M ]
	By [ ERROR: MISSING ], you agree on pain of very painful death never to reveal the chain of events leading to [ ERROR: MISSING ]. Warnings may be provided but are not guaranteed.






"Sounds like you are free and clear," said the Russian(?) man. "So, what is problem?"

I winced, grit my teeth, and toggled the other "class feature" to visible.




	[ CURSED TRUTH AURA - Lv 100 ]
	The System is constantly scanning you and other items in the area. Skills [ Appraise ], [ Analyze ], [ Skill Sage ], [ Class Sage ], [ Monster Sage ], [ Human Sage ], [ Forensics ], [ Psychometry ], [ Telepathy ] increased within the area of effect.






The four people in the room let that thought churn in their heads for a moment before the German woman jumped out of her chair and flattened herself against the wall like a cat dropped in a bathtub... full of acid, maybe? Or would that just kill the cat? Never mind. "You... you are saying that you can read our minds right now? Why exactly did you not tell us this?"

"I can't, and I wasn't planning to be here." I grimaced. "I didn't even know you people existed."

"Is interesting," said the Russian. "I am thinking, is very useful ability. Not for you, I mean," he said suddenly, as though just realizing that I was there, "I mean, you are very useful, like tool. Send into party, make other people's thoughts easier to read. Is very interesting mechanic. High level."

"I find it hard to believe that someone with as many secrets as you are not concerned with this, Vlad," the German woman said, very sternly.

"He is very low level. Only one who might have known is Death Wizard. Last I checked he is not Spy Wizard." Vlad just shrugged.

Death Wizard? I glanced at Harry. There were a lot of different wizard subtypes, but I was not aware of one with a name that on the nose. Like sure, there were fire and ice and motion and even some dumb title ones like Mega Wizard and Fairy Wiz--

I made a note to ask Harry about the Fairy Dungeon thing, before the large black man got my attention again.

"There is a simple answer to what you can and cannot tell us," he was saying. "I have a contract with an Arbiter for the Dungeon System. As long as you are willing to be bound by whatever the Arbiter deems correct, they can... fix your problem, and you can ask it questions about what can and cannot be said."

"I would very much like to not be confused on that issue, yes," I replied.

"Oh no," said Vlad, suddenly. "No, please do not call Herman here. I do not like it when you bring him out."

The black man gave the Russian a wicked grin and pounded his fist on the table.

And...

...my mind locked up trying to process the creature in front of me. It looked like a very small fairy, mixed with a spider, mixed with such a confusing mash of stereotypes that I could not begin to describe it--half of the spider's legs were in steel-toed boots, half in high heels; the legs were all wearing different outfits: parachute pants, lady's stockings (over shaved spider legs), flared disco pants, and bare-ass hairy spider legs, plus a pair of human-looking legs that were dressed in business formalwear.

The spider-fairy's face was covered in a clown mask, and its wings looked like they were intended to be a stained-glass-window representation of a graveyard. A pair of human arms with fishnet stockings over the forearms carried an empty teacup and saucer, and the fairy's upper human torso was fucking ripped, like a bodybuilder's, with a white fighting gi with torn-off arms that looked out of place on literally anyone but Ryu from Streetfighter and this spider-fairy was definitely not him.

The spider-fairy, who I guess was Herman, pivoted in place to look up at the giant black man, and gave a little bow at the waist. "Hi, nice to see you," he said, in perhaps the most boring-ass, vanilla American accent I could ever have imagined a fairy having. "Did you need something?"

"Herrrrmaaaan! It's nice to seeee you!" The big black man had a grin on his face that was at least a third sadistic, as I watched him cast glances at Vlad and the German woman, both of whom were exceptionally uncomfortable. "How are things in the dark places between reality?"

"Oh, fine," Herman said very quietly, clattering his empty teacup and saucer together nervously. "There was actually a bit of a problem with the photocopier earlier. Sziel-ma`al tried to blame it on me, but I haven't used the copier in at least two days. He seems to think that I spilled my tea on it, but honestly, I bucked that habit months ago. I haven't had tea since... well, I don't know when.

"Sziel-ma'al is the one having sex with the rabbit?" The black man lowered his head to the table to look the tiny, and apparently shy spider-fairy in the face.

"Well, I mean, it's more parasitic egg laying, but yes. Mrs. Chyllu-llamaia doesn't seem to have found out yet but if she doesn't do something about it soon that wound will become infected. Honestly, I'm thinking I might just rat him out--"

"CAN WE GET ON WITH QUESTION PLEASE," interrupted Vlad.

The spider-fairy pivoted on his eight legs to face Vlad. "What question did you have, sir?"

"NOT ME, HIM!" The Russian angrily gestured at me, and the spider pivoted to look at me. With him actively facing me, I could see that he had drawn his hands with the teacup and saucer in close to his body, in what was clearly a defensive posture.

"Did you have a question, sir? Oh, dear, look at that." Herman, dear baffling little Herman, walked up to me, and then flapped his fairy wings and moved up to where he was studying the card for my Non-Disclosure Agreement 'Class Feature'. "Tsk, tsk. That's sloppy work. What happened to damage this?"

I felt incredibly anxious as the small spider fairy's naked hairy spider-legs with boots, and high-heeled, stocking-covered spider legs twitched idly in midair, and had trouble trying to force my mind to un-blank.

Fortunately, Harry spoke up. "He has a class that lets him absorb items. An administrator put a special effect on an item--"

"Oh, I guess that makes sense." Herman touched the UI window in midair, and damned if I didn't feel like he was directly touching my soul, with tiny little baby fingers prickling nerves I didn't even know I had inside my brain. "These things are very specific, and the broken pieces are referencing the item itself. If you summoned it, actually, that would be really helpful and I think I could repair the damaged systems."

It took me a moment to realize that his quiet and shy little speech was actually a request, and I tried to spawn the Devil's Garbage-Ass Trash Sword, only to find that it wasn't in my list. "Oh... right. I actually can't. He added an ability to it that meant that the item it was bound to wouldn't be absorbed, only the abilities." I suppose that even the item itself was an embarrassment, in its own way.

"Oh, that silly Xzyrtvwartcihz," sighed Herman, and I could swear that the noise that came out of his mouth sounded like a name, in spite of sounding like a living garbage disposal passing a shot glass--somehow, I could picture the hawaiian-shirted beanpole just hearing the sound of the word. "Alright, look. Without the original item, I can only enforce what the original intent of the enchantment was. Do you mind telling me what happened?"

"I mean, literally I can't speak what happened to anyone, that's the point," I said, amicably.

"Yes, I understand. But what do you believe to be his original intent? And no sense trying to lie about it, I'm easily four thousand levels higher than Xzyrtvwartcihz. I'm sure you understand that even small subtleties are not going to be lost on me."

I... stared at the spider-fairy-administrator of doom. Idly, as though he was unaware of it, the two spider legs with parachute pants adjusted the bellbottoms by tugging on them gently with the toes of the boots, as though they were riding up and needed to be pulled down. His head, still covered with a clown mask, tilted to one side, as though confused by my confusion.

"I am pretty sure he just doesn't want me to explain the chain of incredibly embarrassing mistakes he made," I said, my brain finally so completely locked up that it could only accept what was going on. "He could also be trying to hide the details of the whole quest chain. I honestly want to know which it is."

"Based on the empathic resonance, I would say the former," mused Herman, quietly. "It doesn't seem to be malicious. Here, let me just adjust this--"




	[ NON-DISCLOSURE AGREEMENT (AMENDED) ]
	Hi, please note that if you reveal the terribly embarrassing and foolish set of actions by the Administrator that led to you originally receiving this Agreement, you will be flayed alive in hell for a thousand generations. Thanks, Herman.






"There. I think that's a result we can all be happy with." Herman nodded sagely, and turned back to the big black man. "Anything else?"

"I admit I am very interested in hearing more of the gossip from your office," he said, with a wide grin.

"PLEASE NO," shouted Vlad, but it was too late.

"Oh, well, perhaps the biggest thing is there seem to be parasitic worms getting into the office through the air conditioning system. Poor Phuyllmi lost almost a quarter of his body mass to those things before he even noticed that they were eating him. Aczyma says he'll get the maintenance guy to look at it, but honestly, I think that's just an excuse for the two of them to go into a dark room and swap blood for a while. I've never been into intravenous make-out sessions, but the two of them sound like they really enjoy it..."

I think I might have passed out after that, or else someone took pity on me later and wiped my memories. If so, I wish they had done a better job.

            

    
        14.  Chattin' with Vlad

    
    
    
    
                I came back to my senses in a little break room somewhere. There were padded, armless seats, a little water dispenser, one of the florescent lights flickered every few seconds, and there was a gem of pure mana hanging in the air, surrounded by three spell circles--one centered on the gem and parallel to the ground, one smaller and slightly askew, but also centered, and one hanging off to the side, connected by a line to the skewed circle. The last orbited around the gem slowly, as well as tumbling slowly perpendicular to the rod connecting it.

Vlad was there, fiddling with his phone. By the sounds of it, he was playing Angry Birds.

I got a cup of water, and I noticed Vlad glance up at me, then back immediately. Given the amount of time and the noises from his phone, I'm pretty sure he finished the level before turning his attention back to me.

"So," he said. "Could not finish talk because of creepy spider fairy. We would like to assure you that nothing is wrong but we would very much like the details of your mystery quest.

So I went over it, briefly. "The first time I came through the Dungeon, I was blooded. There was an NPC in the Cannibal biome who let me trade human bodies for abilities. I... regretted doing it immediately, but I did do it, and then I turned on them and killed a bunch of them before having to flee. All of that turned out to be required for a hidden boss."

Vlad nodded, not bothering to take any notes.

"The first time through, the hidden boss did nothing; he wasn't intended to be beaten. But when I came back recently, I still got that boss, only now he had a piece of loot... that, uh, I don't want to describe. Apparently people might want to farm it and that's only possible if you perma-death people. You understand."

"Yes, there are a few of those. Very nasty business," said Vlad, but he sounded less worried and more intrigued by the whole situation.

"...right, well, that special item is also a key used at the final boss to unlock a quest. I am... a little bit confused about the details for reasons that do in fact touch on the... agreement." I gestured vaguely into midair. "But I did get the final boss to explain what would happen if I completed the quest, and he said that 'matters that were once restricted to the dungeon would spill into the mortal world'."

Vlad nodded. "Yes. Nasty business. We are fortunate that nobody has actually done those quests yet. Usually they appear in very high level dungeons, teams hear the details, they say no. Always these quests come at the very end, usually they can only be beat when you hit level cap. If we wanted to explore quest, we would have to go back in with new low level party, is complicated."

"And you call them Full Clear Quests?"

"Is System name. Some teams accept quests then refuse them. Always quest is named Full Clear."

"Does it usually come with some kind of... trade?"

Vlad shrugged. "Most often party seems shady. All parties had at least one blooded member, some had clean members. Sometimes party does not explain how they get quest. Sometimes they tell what they know but they do not understand. Sometimes party lies. Not sure."

"Well, as far as I'm aware, a human being dying is completely necessary for this one." I pursed my lips. "The Administrator said the item required 'one human life'."

Vlad scratched his chin as he nodded. "Of course, you spent two."

I must have looked surprised, because he gave a small apologetic turn of the head. "International Dungeoneers Association pays much attention to Dungeon Divers who get in trouble. Your case is quite famous. You are not child, you killed, repented, and went to jail. While in jail, killed again, then were quiet. Death Wizard even gave you tools that you could have used, but you did not try to escape. Seemed genuinely interested in doing good. Is not common."

"I guess I didn't realize I was famous."

"Oh yes, very widely known. Can show you social media posts, very divisive. I know of at least ten different groups who are interested in seeing you dead."

I blinked, and my heart rate shot up. "Wait, what?"

Vlad straightened up a bit, as though my response was unusual. "Ah, I forget sometimes this is frightening proposition. You do not need to worry, most of them it is, what is word, aspirational. Would like to see you dead, would also like to spend budget on other things. Good assassins are not easy to come by. You do not need to worry." He paused, and as I sat there sweating, he seemed to be thinking something through. "Except maybe bomb."

"Bomb?"

"Yes. Very sudden, easy way to kill low level Diver. Bomb is definitely a concern." He kept staring off into the distance, though and after a moment, added, "Also sniper."

I stared at him, exasperated, and after a moment, he realized he was being stared at. "Look," he said after a moment, "is not concern. How often you hear of assassinations--not often, yes? They are expensive and draw attention to people who hired them. Also assassins fighting Divers is risky operation. They may succeed and get hunted down by Diver friends. Also may fail. Equipment and wizard spells are tricky things to predict. Person may have medallion of being bulletproof, of being bombproof. Also some kind of poisons which are also thing to worry about. But mostly," he shrugged, "assassin group will not send high level people against stupid small target. They will send people around your level. You are solo diver, yes? No need for concern. Just kill anyone who wants to kill you."

"So to be clear," I said after a moment of processing his speech, "you don't think I have anything to be worried about."

"Yes," he said, sounding confident.

"...unless I'm outside, where I could be sniped, or inside, where there could be a bomb, or eating or drinking things which could be poisoned."

Vlad considered. "Yes," he said after a minute.

"Thanks, Vlad. Good talk."

Vlad just shrugged. "Look," he said, "This whole thing seems scary to you, but to me, not so much. Before Diving Dungeon I was mob man. Have been attacked many times since then. Still have many friends in organized crime. Last week was having dinner with boss of Japanese Mafia, interrupted by bomb, and also two assassins, moderate level, maybe 300. One was very sexy, very tight suit, big boobs. Mafia boss, he was scared, hid. Made several silly mistakes, did not take any food with him, very stressed. Offered him sushi while hiding behind desk, this seemed to clear his head. Should remain calm at all times, like me." Vlad nodded seriously. "You are solo diver, will keep head on shoulders, I am sure. Just understand mind of assassins; is not movie. Failure very real for them. You are not machine, are not predictable. They will guess, and when first shot does not kill you, it will be normal fight, and you will win. Just keep head on shoulders."

I stared at Vlad for a moment, then had to sit down, processing what he had said for a good ten minutes. I had never been in a room with someone who would just openly admit to mob ties, much less someone who had practical experience with assassins. In all honesty, it made no sense that he would say such a thing, even to a low level person like me, unless he was positive that it made no difference.

"You know," I said after a while, "I don't know about other people, Vlad, but I for one am glad you have no idea when to shut the hell up."

Vlad looked up from his phone and studied me for a minute.

"Have not thought of it like that," he said. "Possibly why my brother got me invited to council. Tend not to think about talking. Have spoken to him about many things. Will ask."

At that moment, he tapped a few times on his phone and, by the sound of it, started to dial a number. After a moment, he froze, then glanced at me, as though suddenly remembering I was there. A moment later, he walked outside, and for a little while I was alone.

Which was disconcerting because I had no idea where I was or why I was in that room in particular or what I should do afterwards.

About ten minutes later, Vlad ducked back in, a mean look on his face, and he whispered into his phone very loudly, cupping his hand as though that would keep anyone from hearing his incredibly loud whispers. He didn't immediately see me, and seemed not to remember that I was there.

"I don't care if they won't kill him," he hissed. "I am just trying to send a message. Jus--no, I understand that, just find some expendable people to--hang on." He caught sight of me after turning back to pace, and then walked back outside. "Listen, my brother is powerful, I know this, but he has--" and then the door slammed shut.

And I sat there, mostly glad that I was just a very low level idiot stuck in the wrong place, who could not possibly be blamed for overhearing what I had just overheard.

A few minutes later, finally, blessedly, Harold walked in, Vlad behind him. Vlad had visibly calmed; Harold had a strange look on his face.

"So Vladimir seems to think that you experienced a standard Full Clear Quest, and that quite possibly all Full Clear Quests involve killing someone." Harry sat down in a nearby chair. "Is that about accurate?"

"I could repeat everything--"

"We'll talk later. The others prefer a written report anyway." Harry swirled his jaw like he was trying to wash his teeth with his tongue. "Okay. I probably violated the terms of your parole by taking you out of the country, but we'll handle that if it comes to it. We can go ahead and head back, now. And sorry about Herman."

"No, that's fine," I said, and stood up. "Vlad, it was nice meeting you."

"Yes, and thank you for the comment earlier. On an unrelated note it appears my brother was having sex with my wife. Would not have discovered it if I were sticking to my normal schedule. As appreciation I will send you a gift basket." He paused. "Nothing expensive. Possibly fruit."

I blinked. "Okay. Thank you, Vlad."

He made a noise, and looked back down at his phone. Harry guided me back through the hallways to the room we'd arrived in, and then shortly I was back home.

I leaned against my door, Harry stood there for a minute, looking at me. I thought about the last few hours, about Vlad and others I'd met, and on an instinct, turned to look up at Harry.

"Are all those guys evil?" I asked, a bit too tired to phrase it tactfully.

"Yeah," said Harry. "Really when you think about it, there are a lot fewer nice people who sign up to do violence as an occupation, and stay in the game long enough to get really good at it. You know as well as anyone what it feels like to take a life."

I did, and I nodded at that. Even taking the lives of dungeon monsters--who turned to ash and sparkles when you killed them--felt like cutting living flesh. It was raw violence. That was why, I realized, I had no qualms against cutting the head off of ol' Ham Hands Joe in prison; as a person who'd felt that sick giddiness of killing and disliked it, I could tell that he didn't. Wouldn't.

I sat and Harry stood there for a long moment, before finally, Harold asked, "So, do you want to have sex?"

I just let out a long sigh. "No thanks, Harry."

"Another time?"

"You're not really my type, man."

"Oh. Sorry."

"No biggie."

            

    
        15.  Obligatory inventory nonsense

    
    
    
    
                As it turns out, whoever was monitoring me for parole didn't actually know that I left the country, or else didn't care. Of course, they really should have been upset with me over going back into the dungeon, considering it made me a better killer and they couldn't monitor me and so on, but considering I had to cross a military checkpoint in and out, I could only guess they didn't actually care that much. Did that make sense? No, but I guess that's just America.

I mean, Dungeoneers were rich, so there was that. I sold off a lot of my lower-level loot on eBay over the next week, and all of it got decent prices. I'd gotten richest my first time through by grinding a whole lot of mob bodies, which turned into various crafting items, foods, and whatever else when processed by crafting types, but on this run through I kept that to a minimum, for time's sake. Of course, none of that got me all that excited; even the most rare boss loot at low levels was interesting but it wasn't a long-term investment. By the time I got through a thirty-to-eighty or fifty-to-one-hundred dungeon, the equipment I had today would be pretty meaningless. By design, only rare-drop final boss loot was meant to last you through the entire next dungeon, unless it had some special utility for you.

Those were, of course, my main weapons, and I'd gotten my first one halfway through my first run.

But now, I had three brand new pieces of rare final boss loot--not counting the never-to-be-mentioned-aloud Devil's Garbage-Ass Trash Sword, which I received abilities from but didn't actually get an item prototype for, thanks to that Unstable Item attribute. First was the Fallen Angel's Halo, which was now fully identified, thanks largely to the Cursed Truth Aura:




	[ FALLEN ANGEL'S HALO - Lv 50 ]



	[ WISDOM +10 ]
	[ INTELLIGENCE +10 ]
	[ RESISTANCE +10 ]



	[ CONSTITUTION -2 ]
	[ AURA OF MAJESTY - Lv 10 ]
	[ AURA OF LOST SOULS - Lv 5 ]



	[ AURA OF DISCORD - Lv 10 ]
	[ WINGS OF MALICE - Lv 15 ]
	[ CLOAK OF SHAME - Lv 5 ]



	[ AURA DRAIN - Lv 1 ]
	[ ADMINISTRATOR'S NOTE - Lv 0 ]
	 



	This item contains the regret of one who could have been a saint, but fell from grace. If his will passes on to you, it may mean that salvation is out of your grasp as well.
Soulforged: Projector. Absorb time 6H.









	[ AURA OF MAJESTY ]
	The aura of a natural born leader divides the world into those who act and those who falter. May inflict [ Hesitation ].



	[ AURA OF LOST SOULS ]
	An aura of suffering and rebirth strongly attracts those whom the world has crushed beneath its heel. Acts as [ Leadership ] [+5] on [ Lost Soul ], [ Slave ] only.



	[ AURA OF DISCORD ]
	Amplifies the doubts that even the closest allies feel towards one another. May inflict [ Strife ].



	[ WINGS OF MALICE ]
	Wings that draw the ire of the Holy Ones, so they may see what their own deeds have created. [ Acts as [ Flight ] [+5]. [ Evil ]. ] [ May cause [ Environment: Wither ]. ] 
Soulforged: [ 2 ] Absorbed Effects.



	[ CLOAK OF SHAME]
	Your will to escape notice is strong, and the magic of the world reacts. [ Acts as [ Stealth ] [-3]. ] [ Transparent to [ Empathy ]. Sneak attacks from [ Stealth ] do [ Minor ] [ Death ] damage. ] 
Soulforged: [ 2 ] Absorbed Effects.



	[ AURA DRAIN ]
	There is barely enough magic here to grant you access to a skill. To do more than that would be too much. Acts as [ AURA DRAIN ] [-1].






Apparently my improved ability to analyze things helped my ability to determine which abilities came in pairs, which was helpful. The biggest surprise there was that there was still no definition for Projector, the pseudo-tag specific to Soulforged. Other than that, the most interesting new appearance was the last ability, now finally decoded:




	[ ADMINISTRATOR'S NOTE ]
	If you see this, I want you to understand something. Administrators love and hate solo divers. You are the only ones who fight on even terms with our creations, but you also make us look like idiots. Never forget that I let you live. We can always choose to kill you. The next Administrator you meet may not be so kind. It is dangerous to go alone.
Soulforged: [ 0 ] Absorbed Effects.






I studied the halo in my hands for a good hour, thinking. It was... kind of obvious in retrospect. Hell, it was obvious at the time. When the administrator interfered with the final boss battle, gave it ridiculous stat boosts contingent on an item that only I had, changed the timer... of course he could have killed me, and who would have known? For all anyone else knew, I'd have died from my own stupid bullshit. Unless they had some kind of auditor come in and review dungeon deaths to ensure everything was aboveboard, but why would they do that?

In time, I just absorbed the halo. As it turned out, I did fail to absorb the Evil Flight +5... but I had enough telekinesis that I didn't really care about that anyway.

The second item was the pristine version of the Devil's Garbage-Ass Trash Sword, which was not nearly as interestingly named:




	[ HEAVEN'S EXECUTIONER - Lv 50 ]



	[ STRENGTH +20 ]
	[ AGILITY -5 ]
	[ SINNER'S DOOM - Lv 20 ]



	[ CRUEL ANGEL'S RUIN - Lv 20 ]
	[ HERO'S BANE - Lv 20 ]
	[ JUDGEMENT - Lv 10 ]



	[ ADMINISTRATOR'S NOTE - Lv 0 ]
	 
	 



	To those the heavens have deemed unworthy, this sword will end their reign.
Soulforged: Absorb time 7H






Fully half of the abilities were usually useless to me, unless I wanted to go hunting specific enemies:




	[ SINNER'S DOOM ]
	Increases critical rate and damage to unworthy mortals. [ Blooded ] [ Bane ].



	[ CRUEL ANGEL'S RUIN ]
	Increases critical rate and damage to fallen celestials. [ Lost Soul ] [ Bane ].



	[ HERO'S BANE ]
	Increases critical rate and damage to higher level opponents. [ Level Difference: >10 ] [ Bane ].



	[ JUDGEMENT]
	Active ability. Acts as [ Empathy ] [ +10 ]






In addition, there was another note:




	[ ADMINISTRATOR'S NOTE ]
	Even we wonder sometimes if there is meaning to this whole charade, but we can only play our roles. I know you seem to think we are equals, in some strange way, but it is not true at all. That is why we want to see you succeed, and why we cannot stand to be humiliated. You are beneath us.






This sword was very interesting for a lot of reasons. First, "Bane" was a powerful enhancement, and it was given at a high level; that was only really helpful for 'Hero's Bane', although the name suggested that the titular "heroes" were the enemies I was fighting. Second, if the sword the Devil was using was actually literally this sword, he almost certainly would have crit if he had hit me, and the extra damage (considering our level difference, and that I was Blooded) would have been substantial. If on the other hand, I had thought to use his own sword in the fight, two abilities on the sword would have stacked damage against him. Most likely, that was the intended strategy.

Also, if he had Empathy, my emotions before that fight would have been extremely strange to him. Fearless, confident, genuinely amused. Granted, he wasn't holding his sword the entire time, but... well, maybe he just had it naturally. Perhaps more interesting, now that I knew the Halo's stealth carved out an exception for Empathy, if I (or another diver) absorbed and used it right away, I would not have been able to hide from him in later fights. That was an interesting trap.

The last item was a trip all on its own. It was a long black whip-like rope that seemed at first to be made out of rubber, but it was warm to the touch, and the item description made it clear why:




	[ DEVIL'S TAIL - Lv 500 ]



	[ SPECIAL: LIMB ]
	[ SPECIAL: PREHENSILE ]
	[ SPECIAL: EXPANDING ]



	[ SPECIAL: CLAW ]
	[ EVIL ]
	 



	[ ABSORBABLE ITEM - Lv 450 ]
	[ ADMINISTRATOR'S NOTE - Lv 0 ]
	 



	A highly distinctive look that just screams 'Devil', complete with a black spade tip sharp enough to stab people with. Cannot be unequipped once worn.
Soulforged: Channeler. Will become [ Racial Feature ]. Absorb time 3H ]









	[ ABSORBABLE ITEM ]
	The effective level of this item for the purposes of the Soulforged's [ Absorb ] ability is reduced. [ Absorb time ] reduced.






And that was it. It was a limb, that just did double duty as an item somehow, or possibly an item that was expended when you put it on to become a new limb. It didn't have abilities, it didn't give you stats--but it was an extra grasping limb with (I assumed) its own variant stats to track how well you could control it. There was no immediate explanation of the Channeler psuedo-tag, just as there wasn't one for Projector. The note was brief and incredibly cryptic:




	[ ADMINISTRATOR'S NOTE ]
	I know you consider all of us to be devils, but humanity must reflect on its own sins if it is to survive.






The only problem with the item (aside from not really digging the aesthetic) was the [Evil] system tag--that would make me detect as evil whenever priestesses, gods, or similarly sensitive people looked at me. I already had a strike against me for being a blooded diver and a murderer--I didn't like that the Administrator was trying to paint me as being unrepentant and evil.

Either that, I suppose, or he just really wanted to create a good themed loot set. I had to admit that the false halo, tail, and big fuck-you sword were a good themed set, and this one piece of loot was damned fine--except that I didn't want to have a devil's tail, didn't want to be tagged as evil, and frankly, didn't want an obvious piece of loot from the only dungeon I'd been in that I couldn't hide, which would drive people to figure out where I'd gotten it. For the same reason, I also couldn't sell it, in spite of being high level, and quite possibly a unique item.

The item description made it pretty clear that the item would be a permanent feature, whether worn or absorbed. Doing anything with it now made it perfectly clear where I got it. It was too much of a risk. And also... most likely, in the end, I'd end up selling it. It had to be worth far more on the open market than any utility I'd ever get out of it. That left me the unpleasant option of sitting on a piece of loot high above my level... or... possibly giving it to someone who already knew where I got it. Someone high level, with a lot of money.

In any event, having absorbed the halo I also took in the sword, and with regret put the tail into storage for now. I was in for a shock when I tried to equip the halo, though: instead of the dollar-store-knockoff metal wire halo that the item had been in my hands, I got an actual floating, spinning energy halo over my head, one that flickered with erratic spikes of energy that looked in the mirror a little like phantom devil's horns. Around the halo was also a translucent blue fog, one that probably would have been deep devilish black if I'd equipped the item normally.

"Neat," was all I really had to say about that.

Later in the week my out-of-dungeon Messenger item appeared, and I quickly sent Harry a note telling him I'd like to anonymously auction off a high level item, which I didn't know how to do, since both eBay and the Dungeon Marketplace were traceable.

I took hours after that trying to figure out how to best manage my inventory and pseudo-item abilities. My lists had grown enough that I had to bump a few lower-level buffs and items out of their slots, and consequently I started looking for replacements. In particular, I had an intention to get a good throwing weapon and put the Garbage Sword's multi-debuff aura on it. I was keenly interested in seeing what happened if I stabbed someone from across the room and they got a toothache, incontinence, or the musical number.

I didn't want to be close if the musical number started, though. Having been in an end town now twice, the concept of being forced to dance was a little creepy. So yeah, throwing weapons had to be the way to go.

The other thing that might become an interesting toy was the +0 skill booster for Aura Drain, a skill I had no idea the point or purpose of. Eventually I found a Reddit thread that suggested that if there was a +0 booster, it was a normally unavailable skill, which I could now activate. I wouldn't be able to use Skill Sage to get information on it, though, until after I figured out how to use it, and gained a skill level in it. So, it went on my primary sword, bumping off a small damage buff.

In terms of weapons, although the Executioner was a dangerous weapon, and easily took third place away from the Skeleton Lord's Flamberge, I was growing used to my two-handed fighting style. Even if the Executioner had no real weight, the sword was comically large, and after using it a little it was pretty clear I'd catch the blade guard on myself at some point when I was swinging it around like an idiot. So the pair of lesser Devil swords had to make do for now, even though they'd only get me part of the way through the next dungeon.

I did have to wonder what the next step ought to be. This 'Dungeon pass' I'd been given was only ability level 10, which probably meant I'd act as Level 40 for the purposes of getting into a dungeon--still too low to jump from a zero-to-thirty to a fifty-to-one-hundred. I'd need to spend at least some time in a thirty-to-eighty, which might mean trying to full-clear it, or it might mean dipping in for ten levels or so.

In the meantime, I was curious about the Galveston Wharf Dungeon, which had been referenced in the Full Clear Quest--but it was a hundred-to-two-hundred dungeon, not yet in my wheelhouse even if I tried. So all I could really do was pick a thirty-to-eighty, and the most convenient one of those was Armand Bayou Dungeon, next to what had been the NASA Johnson Space center before they had evacuated the place for security reasons, as well as the University of Houston which had not been evacuated and was now kind of a... party college.

Get it? Never mind.

The only problem that reared its head when I visited was a small matter of a giant sign on the wall, guarded by and apparently enforced by armed guards. There were a lot of signs on the wall that I would have understood and begrudgingly accepted, but this really seemed to be going to far, to me.

It said "CLASS C DANGER ZONE. STATE LAW, MINIMUM GROUP SIZE 3. RECOMMENDED GROUP SIZE 7."

"Well, nuts to that," I said quietly to myself.

            

    
        16.  Bullshit and Brock Beetle

    
    
    
    
                The first thing I did in response to a clearly labelled sign telling me what not to do was obvious for anyone who knew my personality: I procrastinated. I went home and grumped and grouched and did some googling to see if there were exceptions (there weren't) and considered my options.

On the one hand, a state law forbidding entry wasn't a huge deal to break. I'd literally been in jail for murder; as long as I didn't rise to that level of badness again, it would probably just be a fine. On the other hand, sneaking through a military-controlled facility to enter a very small hole that was very well guarded was not an easy task, especially since they almost certainly employed higher-than-me level people or bought higher-than-me level items to make this feat difficult if not impossible. And while my stealth skill was boosted fairly well, it was nothing compared to the stealth skill of a level 75-ish sneaky scofflaw who might want to solo the dungeon one time before he hit the level cap.

I mean, also, they might have a reason for the law, but let's be honest, who would ever give the government credit for that?

The easiest way to bypass the restriction was to enter with a party and ditch them, a tried-and-true practice that just happened to also usually indicate you were a pickpocket or a backstabber, and again, I'd just been in jail for murder. So, yeah. Additionally, as soon as I came to the authority's attention for breaking any law, it just might be considered a parole violation on top of whatever else I was charged with.

I did some googling on the specific dungeon, but the warnings I found online were kind of general. A lot of people disappeared in Armand Bayou, and there were "specific threats" that the sites I looked at didn't actually list. They did specifically suggest bringing someone who could cure status ailments, as well as equipment that guarded against paralysis and charm, but I didn't get the feeling the author was exactly in the know about the place.

So I waited a week, keeping up my dayjob as much to keep my sanity as anything. It was interesting seeing my perspective change as my attributes and skill levels went up; for people in the "real world" who didn't kill monsters for experience, they were making piecemeal progress, while people like me who used their skills and in a dungeon dive would come back and have greater abilities but usually the same basic level of personal talent. They would make the same mistakes, in each of the classes, and it was disheartening.

There were counter-examples, but they honestly didn't stay around long because the class just wasn't helping them much. If they learned from their mistakes, I ended up without a lot to teach them, again mostly because I was nobody's idea of a master. The only exception was a brunette named Alice Kale, who had long waist-length wavy hair pinned up in a foof on the back of her head while she worked, and who tended to wear nothing more than a sports bra for a top. She kept coming back to critical bladework and focusing on small improvements, sharpening her reflexes and accepting every criticism (well, from me; she tended to ignore the skeeves since they only pretended they had something useful to say to ogle her boobs) while putting more and more force behind her attacks. I was glad she stuck to practice equipment and not sparring, because she had a diver level over 100 and could have mopped the floor with any of us, even if she was using a sword made from paper mâché.

She was the only one in the critical bladework course I got along with, and it was purely professional, which was fine with me. If I was ever in her level range she might be an interesting person to party with, but from the occasional bumps to her level as time went by, she was active, so she'd probably keep ahead of me.

That thought led back to the Armand Bayou Dungeon, and reluctantly I stopped by on a day they scheduled for meet-and-greets. I suspected I'd do terribly with a pick-up group, but, well, I didn't have a lot of options.

Anyway, room, walked, she. Except not so much on the walking because she was there when I entered. She, of course, was Louise Velvetine, and the sight of her made me stop in my tracks. She was still just as pretty, still level 30, and much to my everlasting regret, hanging at her elbow was the same skeeve from the nightclub that she'd picked over me. Somehow, with everything else going on in that room, as soon as I walked in and saw her, she immediately turned her head, and our eyes locked.

And I was frozen there long enough that someone shoved me from behind and I fell on a folding chair, collapsed at the waist, and banged my forehead on the back of someone else's head one row up.

"Shit, sorry," I said, and said sorry more than a couple more times, and avoided eye contact with anyone else for the next five minutes as we waited for someone to come in and organize the rabble.

Louise didn't get up or come over to say hi or anything. I... I also didn't do that. You know, the thing you should do when you want to see someone. You go see them. I didn't. She didn't either. I wondered if she didn't like me, or if she didn't recognize me, or something. You know, the kind of dumb thoughts you have even though it's only been like a minute.

Finally, a strict looking man in military fatigues (I had to wrack my brain, but I think his pips meant corporal?) took his position behind a small lectern. "Alright, gentlemen, ladies." I don't think it was my imagination that his eyes picked me out of the crowd very quickly and lingered for a while. "Before you finalize your groups we'd like to give you a safety briefing on Armand Bayou. My name is Corporal Richard Carrot. Our dungeon was labelled a Class C danger zone after several groups reported that a large number of divers seemed to have turned against their fellows. A lot," he stressed the word heavily, with a pause afterward, "of divers have gone missing in Armand Bayou since then. We have yet to determine exactly why this is happening or whether any of the missing divers are still alive. Reports so far have the dangerous elements between floors 20 and 40. It's possible that people are being charmed by dungeon entities into becoming enemies of mankind." He glanced around the room. "Take the threat seriously. We can't compel you to stay out, and we are willing to pay a bounty for anyone who brings us information on this threat. But above all else, stay safe."

That certainly put a damper on things. So much for not giving them any credit for having their reasons, I guess.

After that, the Corporal--National Guard, by the way; there was debate in the legislature about using the active duty Army, but the state governments objected, since they could direct the Guard but not the Army--stepped back and just watched from the door as we ended up in a typical social clusterfuck, as you'd expect from a meet and greet. There weren't many here who recognized me or cared, so I wasn't exactly swamped either right off the bat or in the long term, and the guys who came up to say hello were generally people with twisted faces that I immediately distrusted.

So I stood there with all the social nuance and skill of a guy who went solo into a death trap because that seemed like the best possible life choice he had available, and quietly rejected a couple people who seemed completely skeevy, and then finally chose to try walking up to the one person in the room I actually cared about, with my heart pounding and my spleen (or something) wanting desperately to crush itself out of existence so it didn't have to continue being a part of me while I did this. I understood the feeling.

Louise was at that point one of only two priestesses in the room, and she had her pick of suitors, with or without the creep involved. The only thing that kept me from turning around and just flat out leaving was that her face visibly brightened when she caught sight of me. But, she was also too polite to immediately stop talking to the people who were trying to monopolize her attention, which was... awkward.

So feeling like I was in third grade and cutting in line and would be yelled at by a teacher, I just kind of sidestepped the others and said, "Hi, Louise."

"Hi! J--Jeremy." I saw her face blank in the middle of forgetting my name.

"Jerry."

"Jerry, right." She turned back to the large tank of a man she'd been politely listening to, offered him a smile without saying anything at all, and then turned her attention back to me. "How are you?"

A little butthurt, but, uh, "I'm fine. I'm... kind of in an awkward spot because I was hoping to go solo in the dungeon and they won't let me."

"Right, they said that." Louise kind of looked down, but then met my eyes again. "H--we were going to go in as a group of two but they didn't let us do that, either. If you want, we can go together?"

"Sure," I said, not immediately processing literally any of the subtext of the conversation.

"I dunno, babe," said the guy behind her. "All I've heard about solo divers is they get themselves killed doing stupid sh--pulling stupid stunts. They think they're invincible and they're not."

I... stared at the guy, my brain still too locked up by exposure to Louise to really have a snappy comeback ready.

"Well, we can try it, and if things don't work out, we can go our separate ways." Louise folded her hands in her lap. "Okay?"

"Ugh, fine." He stood up and got in front of Louise, which all on its own made me want to hit him, but I resisted. "My name is Brock Beetle. My level is higher than yours, and my dick is fucking huge, so back the fuck off."

I... what?

"Brock, we talked about this..."

"I'm just making sure he knows where we stand on this." He forced his way completely in between me and Louise. "What I say goes, and if you don't like it, you can just fucking leave."

Behind him, Louise looked away, embarrassed. I was... honestly showing incredible restraint. I hadn't punched him, hadn't loudly proclaimed to everyone there that I had already murdered people for less, hadn't even told him off about solo divers. I felt the blood pressure in my head threatening to make my skull pop open, and I'm pretty sure if I'd done that my skull would have grown teeth and torn open his chest, in order to rip out his heart and spit it on the ground.

But I don't think Louise would have liked that. And, like, to hell with whether or not they were sleeping together (and my money was on, no), I really wanted her approval. So I kept firmly latched onto my chair and forced a smile.

"I'm Jerry Appleby. Pleased to meet you."

"And don't even think of calling for outside help to fight me. I have a brother who's over level 100, and he will rip you to fucking shreds, you and whoever the fuck you con into working with you."

"Brock, please..." Louise's voice sounded so hurt.

"Outside help?" I grit my teeth, trying not to get baited into a fight. "Boy, you have no idea..."

"What, you wanna fight?" Brock stepped closer than he should have dared, considering there were military men standing there watching us, plus a whole room full of divers who had mostly gone quiet as Brock put on his cock-fighting display. Nobody might have had weapons out or pointed at us, but there was no doubt that the people here could interfere with a fight in instants if they chose to.

"No thanks." I do, I really really do...

"Brock..."

"Yeah, you understand. I'm the fucking leader here." He reached out and tried to shove my head backwards, still apparently not having gotten the point that I was a telekinetic, and seemed thoroughly confused when I didn't yield.

So I just stood up and glared at him. "Sure you are, Brock. Sure you are." And with a wave of my hand, I nudged him gently aside, deliberately not watching him trip over a row of folding chairs and collapse into a mess of them. "Louise. Can we swap phone numbers?"

The suddenly brighter look on her face was all I needed to endure the looming prospect of spending more time with Brock Beetle.

            

    
        17.  A Harry Situation

    
    
    
    
                With Louise as a (mostly unwilling) intermediary we agreed to go as a group the following weekend. Just to be on the safe side, I went shopping at the Dungeoneer's Bazaar for consumable items that could be used on others from a distance--not so much worried for my own sake, as worried that either Louise would get hurt or I'd grow a conscience somewhere in the middle of completely wrecking Brock's soul.

Splash potions of healing were not expensive; splash vials of protective juju kind of were, and splash vials of status restore were a lot more expensive than splash vials to actually cause negative status. Specifically poison and paralysis were apparently common in that item type, where poison and paralysis restore were not.

Or possibly people just bought a whole lot more of those than they sold.

While I was on a status-ailment kick I started reading up on some of the things my new auras provided. Specifically, the [ Strife ] team debuff was rare and scary and poorly understood, while some people refused to believe (in spite of it literally being a well documented dungeon status) that [ Hesitation ] did anything, to people or monsters. I guess the effect of Hesitation was so small that it didn't make a difference? The name of it suggests that it would only give you a second or so to take advantage, which was a big deal for, say, someone studying Critical Bladework, but not such a big deal for your average frontline fighter. If it gave me an extra second to line up a knife to the eyeball, that was a good thing--and if defending against it (with the aura in defense mode) got me out of a jam one second faster, that was huge.

Assuming that's what it did. Maybe it did nothing. But why would an Administrator weigh Hesitation so highly on an end-of-dungeon rare drop if it did nothing? It had to be too small for fakers to notice, I decided.

Meanwhile, there was one reddit thread--just one--that I found that made any reference to a system-specific [ Toothache ] debuff. Most people wrote it off as a joke, and called the photos faked, which was entirely plausible, and yet it was on the Aura of Suffering. The guy said he got hit by a high-level Toothache and was nearly incapacitated as a result. I... I could totally feel the guy, really, but with only a low-level toothache effect on the Aura, I figured the result couldn't possibly be that good.

In contrast, there were numerous, numerous threads about the horror that was [ Spontanous Musical Number ]. It spread. If you got too close to someone who was hit by it, you might start dancing--friend, foe, even some corpses. Each person who got infected had their own timer, so if you caught the boogie, you'd be dancing for the duration, and if you weren't careful, a person who stopped dancing could get sucked back into it. Defenses against it were insanely rare, and in some biomes, enemies would spawn infected with the debuff. For parties that had to face the grim specter of literally dying forever, no fooling, due to dancing... it was terrifying.

That said, just like in the End Towns, you could still act while dancing. You could move on your own, attack, defend, whatever. People started suggesting that the omnipresent Discos and forever-dancing End Towns were there to hint that you should train to dance-fight. The Discos, also, if you could get to them while afflicted, would instantly cure the condition.

The administrators, I realized again as I finally stopped browsing Reddit threads at 1AM, were absolutely mad with power. This was a joke to them. Every dungeon town in existence had a Disco in it just because they had a dancing status effect. What the fuck.

The next day in a slow period between classes I looked up what happens when an item gives multiple different status effects. As you'd expect, it was mostly random, although some people "swore" that sometimes a weapon would give them the status they asked for, if they really really wanted it. Most likely confirmation bias, but also, I really really wanted to give Brock [ Impotence ] or [ Incontinence ] or both. Unfortunately, the possibility of giving him and Louise and me and everyone else dancing fever was equally likely.

So with very, very heavy regret I put the Aura of Suffering on a defensive item, giving me resistance to an absurd number of extremely niche effects that I wouldn't likely actually be the target of. I reserved a spot on a throwing dagger in case I had to swap it in for a spot of offense, but really, I wasn't about to roll the dice on trivial matters.

It was late on Friday, before we were supposed to go diving, when Harry knocked on my door once more. He had... been drinking. A lot. His wizard robes, normally very frumpled, seemed soggy to look at, for reasons that were not obvious. Was he actually wet? Did they respond somehow to him being drunk? Was it just my imagination?

"Hii-ey," he said, clearly not sure which version of 'hello' he wanted to go with. "You wanted. To sell something, right? We're good. I'll keep... I'll keep your jewels safe, brother. Safe in my hands. Your jewels..." he started laughing, and I admit to being pretty creeped out by the overt homosexual implications of that.

But he'd also been a friend, so far.

"Damn, man," I said as I helped him stand up. "You're wasted. What's wrong with you?"

"Ah, I've, been keeping a track on you. Of you. A track." He gestured like he wanted to drink, but there was nothing in his hand. He squeezed his hand in midair ineffectually, looking at it for a moment. "And then I remembered that you had a thing to sell. What was it? I'll buy it. You're a good friend. We're friends, right?"

I dragged him in and let him have my couch. His level had gone up, so he was probably in a dungeon since we last talked. Of course, the level I first met him was still high enough over my current level that he could one-shot the current me at will, a sobering fact that put a lot of the 'Dungeoneers get away with anything' shit into perspective. I stepped back and looked at him, but I figured he wasn't actually clear headed enough to talk. "Yeah. We're friends, Harry."

"Did you ever know I was in love with you? I mean before." He blinked at me, bleary-eyed, as though I was going to answer a pressing, deeply meaningful question for him.

And what the fuck do you say to that question when asked by a fucking Death Wizard?

"I didn't think about it at the time," I said. "I guess it makes sense when I look back on it."

"You got a... a fucking nice face, Jerry," said Harry, as he deliberately toppled over to fall on his side on the couch. "And just an adorable ass."

My hand itched to manifest a weapon, if only to drive the thought out of his head that that was acceptable behavior--it made me feel, I figured, entirely too much like Louise had to feel when Brock was being a complete hedonistic prick around her. "You gotta think about something else, man. Don't dwell on the past. Hey--" I was about to offer to show him the item, only to realize that it, being a tail, would once again put the focus on asses. "--do you know anything about Fairy Dungeons?"

The pause that followed was really weird. I only knew that he wasn't asleep because I was looking at his face. He went from a pouty face to a confused face, to a serious face, to a serious but drunk and confused face, which slowly went back towards serious. "The fuck," he said slowly, and force himself sit up. "Where the fuck did you hear about that."

"Administrator bullshit. The thing that gave me the NDA also gave me some carrots to go along with the stick, and one of them was this." I popped up the Fairy Pass Class Feature and spun it to face Harry:

[ FAIRY PASS ] - Entrances to the Fairy Dungeon will become visible.

Harry stared at the Interface window for a long time. Too long. I started to wonder if maybe I had revealed some kind of real, end-of-the-world bullshit again.

And then I heard him gently snoring, and felt incredibly relieved.

I was on eggshells all night after that, but nothing happened before about 10AM, with me scheduled to meet Louise and Brock at about 11. I was in the kitchen writing some shit down to explain it to him when he woke, so I could just go, when he got up. I don't know exactly what magical bullshit he was doing in the living room, but in the couple of moments between when I heard him first move and when I got to the door, he had somehow showered, changed, and sobered up. I guess that was just a thing wizards could do, or else it was an item or something.

"Hi," he said, sounding a little pained. "I hope I wasn't too forward last night."

"I was a little worried," I admitted.

Harry just shook his head. "I'm not a rapist, Jerry. I'm not ever going to be. I'm just..." he seemed to be searching for something to say that would make me feel more at ease, but all he could come up with was "lonely." And that still kind of didn't do it for me.

I just put on a kind of fake smile and didn't comment.

"So there were two things," I said to change the subject. "but I kind of have an appointment--"

"Yeah, your dungeon pals, I know," said Harry, seemingly confirming that he was seriously stalking me, but then he spoke up again. "The Association gets queries whenever you go into a dungeon, and your Priestess friend filed the paperwork for it ahead of time. So... she's... your type, huh?"

I tried very hard not to say or do anything incriminating.

"Whatever. Your life is your own. I'm not trying to interfere." Harry looked away, and I saw him blinking a few times, as though considering something. "There was something last night and I don't remember it, but it seemed bad. What was that?"

I showed the Fairy Pass thing again, and he stared at it and sighed. He rubbed his head, in an 'I'm too hung over to deal with this' kind of gesture, and said in an exasperated tone, "Okay, well, short version is, if you see a fairy dungeon entrance: don't go in. Fairy dungeons are dangerous, have strange rules and mechanics, and they aren't run by humans, so some of the concepts there are very foreign.  Death rates are high for people who enter the first time, no matter what level they are."

"So, wait," I interrupted. "The dungeon Administrators... are humans?"

"Kind of. Don't think too much about it." Harry made a face. "Suffice it to say, they have at least studied humans. Fairies don't. You saw Herman; he seems to genuinely believe his equipment is normal for humans. His magic could unmake worlds, or at least, say, about half the moon, but he doesn't understand anything about humans. After having met him twice and had to listen to his bullshit I'm mostly convinced he invents those nightmare office stories in an attempt to sound like a human. Imagine Herman trying to invent a human office dungeon level."

I don't think I will ever get that mental image out of my head, and it took me a good ten minutes to get it under control. In that time, Harry helped himself to a bagel in my kitchen, as though he understood the level of horror he had just unleashed and knew he'd have a few minutes to himself.

When I stopped imagining being eaten by--no, I said when I stopped imagining that, ugh--Harry was standing there, holding out a hand. "Whatever you want to sell," he said through bites of bagel. "I'll sell it for you and return the proceeds. I doubt anyone will connect it to you."

So I pulled the Devil's Tail out of my inventory and handed it over. I watched the look on Harry's face go from 'This is a good bagel' to 'This is it?' to 'What.' to 'What the fuck?'. I was half expecting it to go all the way to 'What the FUCK?' but it seemed the item only went that far up the scale.

"The fuck did you get this?" he asked, in all seriousness, his eyes not leaving the item (or more likely, an Interface window that only he could see).

"The full clear quest was one possible way I could avoid the fight with the end boss, once I had the token I got earlier," I replied. "If I fought him instead, he was boosted and gave better loot. Fighting him multiple times gave different loot each time. I... don't want that one."

Harry stared at the tail for a long time, then looked at me.

"And you had to kill someone to get this."

"Special boss fight on level 24 that's only unlocked if you sacrifice a human corpse to an NPC, and then kill the NPC. I didn't get the bodies back, so yes."

"Shit." He twisted the tail around, watching it flop like a weird rope snake. "If people knew you could get this shit in a zero-to-thirty, there would be a lot of sacrifices."

"That's why I don't want anyone knowing where it came from."

Harry looked up, finally, and measured my eyes. It occurred to me, not for the first time, that he could easily also be evil, like the high-level Association folk he'd so freely admitted were. Was he to be trusted? Were any of them?

"Yeah," he said. "Because as soon as people know there's tasty loot, people's lives would be sacrificed. And also, I guess, because that leads directly to the Full Clear Quest, and we don't want that."

"Right."

"Okay." Harry disappeared the item. "I honestly expect to get at least half a billion just from the level and rarity alone. Fucking scary that an item like that would show up in such a low-level dungeon. We honestly thought the level caps were because they couldn't do more powerful shit, but I guess maybe they can."

"Also," I interrupted suddenly, "You know not to try it on, right? Like you saw the warning that says--"

"Becomes permanent, yeah. I got it." Harry checked his phone, the first I'd seem him actually have one. "You're gonna be late for your Dungeon Group."

"Would you mind--"

"I'm not going to teleport you."

"Okay." I didn't honestly want to be indebted to him anyway. "Thank you for the help, Harry."

The death wizard just shook his head and vanished.

            

    
        18.  What a pig

    
    
    
    
                So it should come as no surprise to anyone that Brock Beetle was exactly the same unpleasant shit when we dipped into the dungeon as he was outside of it.

Most of his swagger came exclusively from his level--58, more than high enough for him to feel unrepentantly superior to a level 30 scrub, if not quite enough of a difference for him to be able to still claim he was twice my level. With his equipment and class bonuses, he no doubt would do a lot of damage if he hit me--just like the Devil would have done a lot of damage, and maybe even one-shot me, if he had been able to lay a finger on me any of the times he fought me.

But in the grand scheme of things, he was a brute-force, front-line fighter.

The first four levels of Armand Bayou were a classic minotaur-esque maze. The standard mob type for the zone were "zombie pygmy dire boars"--they were about the size of a smallish pig, undead, with big tusks, a lot of scars, and hit like a ton of bricks. Undead were annoying for me, because they tended to not take extra damage from critical hits, but as zombies they were also dumb as a ton of bricks. In watching Brock fight one of them I could see they were really easy to kite and would never be a problem for anyone with above-average agility and a wit sharper than a balloon.

So of course Brock, at nearly twice their level, struggled fighting them.

"Holy shit! There's one," he said, after having spent at least five minutes lost in the first hundred feet of maze (which I'm pretty sure didn't actually change when you went back in). "I've fought these things before. Watch out, they're fast."

And, well, it was faster than him, I guess.

Watching Brock fight made me want to give lessons on normal everyday swordfighting, not critical bladework or martial arts. He used his sword like an axe at every opportunity, and he honestly seemed to think that in order to hit the pig, he had to first, taunt it into charging, second, step out of the way, third, chase after it, fourth, wait for it to turn around and face him, and then finally smack it in the head. He had gotten so used to the pattern that before the boar got to him, he had stepped aside and seem poised to sprint to try to catch it.

Naturally, he required multiple passes of this to kill one boar. I could have helped, except I was too busy trying to sublimate my desire to weep for the human species into laughter, and it wasn't going well. I don't know how deep he'd gone in the dungeon to get almost to level 60, but he had clearly been carried along by someone. Fighting one boar, not even for the first time, he needed Louise to keep him in good health.

Now, to be fair, I can't expect Brock to have a fighting style that matches mine. Not everyone goes for high agility and critical hits. His style, if I were to give it any credit at all, would work if he was outfitted to be an armored tank. He really just wanted to stand there and be in the middle of everything from the moment the fight started until the end. And he had the stamina and the HP pool to win that fight even without Louise, even with the boar scoring a critical hit on him late in the fight. But... he's... just no good.

"He's just no good," I said as much to myself as Louise, as I stood there next to her watching him.

"He just needs a little help," she replied, with the kind of obvious but very sweet disbelief that comes from trying very hard to be optimistic.

And again, to his credit, by the time the fight was over, he was ready to go again. He wasn't a panting, disheveled mess, he wasn't down to his last hitpoint or anything.

"How about I take the next one, and you can give me some pointers," I offered as we moved down the hall.

"What, you think you're ready for them? Feh." Brock flourished his sword a couple times idly. "Sure, sure. I'll save your ass when you get in too deep, don't worry."

Of course, the next encounter was two zombie pygmy dire boars, one a flame variant. Brock had just started to offer an assurance that he would take the one on the left (that is to say, the variant) when the Executioner's Blade, heavily backed with telekinetic force, uppercut that pig's face. It wasn't enough for a one-hit knockout, but as long as the pig was airborne, I could do whatever I wanted with it; I flung it down the hall to give me time for the other. Since I couldn't effectively double-wield with the big weapon, I used the push against the flame boar to spin myself in the air and ended up dropping a strike on the other pig's ass.

Not Brock's, I mean. The literal boar's ass.

That attracted its attention, and unlike the first blow was nothing like a critical hit, not that those were very effective. I unsummoned the larger sword and flung myself backwards as soon as my feet touched ground, and the second boar charged at me. I pulled out my two black blades, and again making good use of telekinesis, popped myself just high enough into the air to plunge one sword into each of its shoulders as it went underneath me. I was aiming for the eyes, honestly, just to stick it to Brock, but the tusks... well, they were big enough to get in the way.

I let the swords go before I got dragged along with it, and almost botched the landing, but tucked and rolled and came back up with the same two swords at the ready. The fire variant was still recovering, so I gave myself a good push at the closer boar and managed to get a very clean strike straight up the asshole.

I would never have done that if wikipedia didn't assure me it was a good idea. That article had way too many details and citations about critical hits to the asshole. Specifically, a finishing blow to any pig-type enemy... yup, just as it said it would, the thing disappeared and instead of perfect corpse that I normally got for solo-killing an enemy, I received the corpse in my inventory pre-cooked, as though the whole pig had been put on a stick and rotisserie-roasted. Which... didn't help me much because it was still rotten zombie meat even if it was now seasoned and char-broiled.

Fuck administrators, man.

The fire boar was finally coming back at me with a mad dash, and I swapped my main two swords for the Executioner's, again, and delivered a double-hand overhead chop, which was enough to finish it off. This time, I got the perfect corpse, as well as a fire mana gem as loot for defeating a variant.

And then I just strolled back to Brock and Louise, as smug a motherfucker as I could possibly be. Brock's face was some kind of unreadable mask that I assumed was, or would soon become, pure hatred, but I ignored him and pulled the fire gem out and tossed it to Louise. "Come on, let's keep going. I'm hoping we'll see something challenging before the day's out."

Louise, to her credit, followed after me, if a little confused. "You're pretty good at that," she said. "Do you take lessons?"

"Just a lot of experience," I replied, nonchalant.

It took Brock a minute to realize he'd been left behind.

"Hey," he shouted from around two corners--fortunately for him, no intersections, or he might've gotten lost. "Hey, HEY. What the fuck was that?"

I just stopped and looked over my shoulder at him, hoping that I could invent a Smugness Aura skill just by practicing the right, innocent-seeming facial expression. "Is something the matter?"

"Where the fuck did you get that kind of attack power? Those things are monsters! It had almost 300 health!"

"Oh, that? All of my weapons are rare drops from boss monsters." I shrugged.

"Rare dro--how the fuck did you afford that?"

"I didn't buy them. I won them all in Pearland Dungeon."

Brock looked at me for a minute, and I declined to stay standing there waiting for him to speak. I kept moving forward, finally hitting an intersection of the maze, and sent my telekinetic senses out, hoping (against hope, as it turned out) that I could sense through walls or find some other clue to which way we should go. I looked to Louise for guidance. "Any idea which way we should go?"

"My god isn't one of the Dungeon Gods..."

"Oh, right." I sighed. "Guess we just have to--"

I might have gotten punched in the back of the head if Brock's footsteps weren't so loud, and if I wasn't completely expecting him to try to hit me for being a smug asshole. His face, though, when I bounced up into the air and latched onto a nearby wall, was a little more serious than I expected.

"What the mat--"

"I know who you are." Brock stepped up to shield Louise from me. "You're a fucking murderer."

I... suppose it was cute, in a sense, that Brock obviously didn't think of himself as a killer at all, and thus put himself and me at completely opposite ends of some kind of moral spectrum. "Well," I replied. "Yes, that's true."

Louise looked at me with alarm, but Brock just leveled his sword at me, as though I hadn't just proved that I outclassed him. "You've killed people. For real. You're a monster."

"And if you'd bothered to ask literally anything--"

"Just shut the FUCK up." He tensed like he wanted to charge me. "Solo diver of Pearland who killed five people--"

"Only two--"

"SHUT UP! I won't hear your lies."

"Well, three, I guess," I admitted.

"Stay the fuck away from us." He used his off hand to try to shepherd Louise away from me, backing down one of the two available paths. "If you follow us, you're dead. Got it?"

I hung on the wall and stared at Brock until they went around a corner. Since he hadn't done it, I went into my interface and deregistered Brock from my party. Then, because I just couldn't bear to see Louise most likely get murdered trying to follow Brock solo through the dungeon, I popped on my stealth items and followed them.

The irony of a murderer stalking his teammates in the shadows to save them was not lost on me.

            

    
        19. Not actually alone in the dungeon

    
    
    
    
                In a way it was the best and the worst way to practice my skills. Worst, because I mostly couldn't actually attack much without tipping my hand. However, I got really invested in using telekinesis and stealth to get as close to Brock as I possibly could without him noticing. I mostly just made faces at him, and spit on something he was eating. I considered farting at him, but I figured that a bit too much hubris; if I screwed up I'd be literally caught with my pants down.

A couple times, Louise spotted me, and I just gave her a wave and didn't do anything. The big hole in Brock's obvious conspiracy theory that I was there to kill them was that... well, I could have at any time if I wanted. Especially with the status inflicting splash potions I had, if I wanted them dead, they'd be dead. But no, I wasn't interested in murder, not least because this was a world where any and every priestess had the ability to discern lies.

That ability had certainly made politics interesting, from a certain point of view, but I was not into that stuff. People with power still got away with bad stuff.

Anyway, one way or another, the three of us all more or less had what we wanted, in a weird way, right? Brock wanted to go through the dungeon as a pair with Louise; I wanted to go alone; Louise clearly didn't want to be trapped alone with Brock. And in a sense, that's exactly what was going on.

Since mobility was one of my major skill focuses, I did some scouting ahead and behind, and when they settled down to rest (Louise needed to recover mana more than Brock needed to recover stamina) I went a little further. That did give me a few excuses to fight further away and sneak back, and since Louise was still technically in my party she got a share of the experience for those fights as well, which was fine by me. It was hard not to see Louise as an underpowered party member, not when I had never seen her fight--honestly, I'd never seen any priestess fight--and her level and equipment were fairly chintzy, too close to standard issue for my tastes.

Anyway, long story short, I did find the exit well before they did, and gave Louise hints whenever she spotted me. It didn't help, since Brock seemed to assume she was just guessing, and he would always put his own guesses over hers. After all, his dick was huge.

Side note, caught him peeing. Predictably, not true. Felt like laughing, didn't, gained a level in stealth. Worth it.

Anyway, the first floor of the labyrinth took entirely too long, but they got through on their own safely. As soon as we three collectively went down to the second floor, I scouted ahead, looking for trouble. Pearland Dungeon's five-level biome structure was predictable: first was an introduction, then a complicated variant, then a scary mess, then a scarier mess with a boss at the end, then a town. Assuming Armand Bayou was the same, there would be several new monsters and possibly some traps. As the first biome of the dungeon, I assumed it wouldn't be too bad.

So in addition to the zombie pygmy dire boars, there were three major additions that I scouted: skeletal albino pygmy dire boars (How could a skeleton not be albino? Was it a skeleton from an albino?), dire boar heartworm clusters (a mess of parasite worms that just strolled around the dungeon in a boar's heart, ew), pygmy pigman necromancers (which were small humanoid pig creatures that stood on their hind legs and were seriously gothed up), and helicopter wraith pygmy dire sows.

I saved that one for last because they were the only real headache for me, personally.

Like okay, nobody wants to fight against a mass of flesh-eating worms in a wandering pig heart, that's gross, and the necromancer gave coordination and intelligence to undead pigs in its vicinity, but the wraiths, being ethereal, could see me, including through walls, and could choose to attack me from the other side of a wall while I was clinging to it. I was away from Louise and Brock when the first of those attacked me, and it's not like I couldn't handle attacking it what with the magic auras for my weapons, but it gave me all kinds of fits whenever I thought about clinging to a wall. At any moment, a pig head just might shoot out of the wall, bite into my hand or foot, disrupt my stealth, and squeal like a... well, like a feral hog mixed with a wraith.

The helicopter part of the name, I would later learn, meant 'helicopter parent' in addition to literally, for no gods-damned obvious reason, having a helicopter blade sticking out of their back. Wraith sows would pick other pigs to protect and just kind of permanently attach themselves to it, doing whatever they had to do to protect them. That wasn't terribly obvious to me because... well, I don't know why, but they seemed to mostly attack me on sight. Maybe it was a side effect of [ Aura of Suffering ] which, according to the aura description, gave monsters (among others) the impression that associating with me would cause trouble... but, they seemed to do the same when I didn't have the aura on, even in defense mode, so... perhaps not.

Meanwhile, the whole mess of new monsters was kind of a problem for Brock. He didn't care much about the squicky heart monsters, being the insensitive tanky character, but when he encoutered one skeletal boar with a pigman necromancer, it completely threw off his game. No longer could he kite and exploit the boar's charging tactics; he had to have a more or less straight up fight, which he was no good at. It was beyond fortunate that Louise, being a priestess, could hurt the undead with an aura of radiant light, and could buff his attacks against the undead, because otherwise I would have had to step in and once more be forced to bask in Brock's presence.

As it was, I scouted around and kept the monsters in the area less numerous. The major problem for me was the wraiths, since physical damage was null for them, but I also had to take out the necromancers with some frequency. Still, with all my auras and buffs... it wasn't too bad.

Eventually after another three hours in the dungeon, still on floor two, Brock and Louise encountered another party of five. I felt relieved to know that Louise would not be in any danger, although Brock took the time to regale the group with horror stories of me and the awful things that I had (not) done. In his embellished version of the tale, I was stalking him and Louise specifically to steal her away and then kill him and for some reason also eat his bones.

While they were sitting around eating and Brock was talking, I unstealthed somewhere behind him and just sat there eating rations as though nothing was wrong. When someone from the other group noticed me, I waved. Brock didn't notice their alarmed looks and kept talking. It was... special.

Since Brock was so involved in talking, though, Louise did get up and come over and sit with me for a little bit, which made all the people listening to Brock's story look at him in a different light.

"Thanks," said Louise quietly, as she handed me a bit of hot food that they'd cooked over an impromptu campfire. "I know you've been looking out for us."

I just nodded. I had not quite made level 31 yet, since I was not hunting actively and was splitting what I did get with Louise; in contrast, Louise had, since she also got a share from Brock's fights. Brock, being ahead of us in level, would not get a whole lot out of level 32-36 scrub monsters, even if he was no good at fighting them. At best, he could expect skill levels... if he ever got good at performing those skills.

"Do you need any healing or anything?" Louise looked me in the eye as we sat there, and I had to fight not to get lost in her eyes. She seemed genuinely concerned, even scared for my safety, which was... adorable, it was very sweet, but misplaced. I was far, far more concerned with her own safety than mine.

"I'm fine." I felt silly, grinning back at her when she was so scared for me. "My skill levels and equipment are far above Brock's. Some of his misses and zero-damage hits are mechanical, you know. If he was actually using his sword correctly he'd do a lot better."

"I thought he looked a little funny," admitted Louise with a kind of naive self-certainty. "I'll talk with him about it."

I laughed quietly and patted her on the shoulder. "I wish you luck," I said. "I'll keep an eye on you until you can get out of here, but you really need to--"

And that's when Brock finally turned around.

"YOU!"

"Whoop!" I couldn't help laughing as Brock stumbled to his feet and tried to charge me. I flew up in ways that were completely unnatural for anyone non-magical, and stealthed as soon as I was out of his obvious line of sight. Brock, still seeming to believe I was going to appear and backstab him, stood there tensely and then occasionally turned around and swung his sword decisively, if still like an axe, at the thin air behind him. Whenever that predictably failed to sever my head or even shed a drop of blood, he would retract his sword and wiggle it impatiently, as though he was thinking, 'okay, okay, but next time I'll get him'.

I noticed three of the five in the other party had eyes on me. They didn't bother to point me out to Brock. The other two were talking quietly to each other. I gave them a smile and a wave. I didn't bother to manifest a weapon or anything.

"Do you want an escort to the town?" asked the beefy halberd-wielding woman in charge of the other party. Without knowing much else about her, I liked her; she had practical armor, seemed comfortable with her weapon, a little stubborn. I hoped she made it out.

"What? No!" Brock seemed to take offense at that. "I can handle--"

"YES, please." Louise, for once, spoke up, with exasperation in her kind, soft little voice. "We really shouldn't be here without a better party."

"I can handle it!" Brock snapped. "I'm level 58! I've been in this dungeon six times now! I can beat these things!"

"Brock..."

"You can come with us," promised the halberdier, with the two other front-liners in her party exchanging glances and smirks behind her. "I promise we'll keep you both safe from the boogyman."

"No, you don't understand," snapped Brock. "He's a murderer. He's the Butcher of Pearland Dungeon. He killed, like ten people!"

I would have given him credit if he'd at least gotten the number right, like he did before, but giving me a weird name and inflating the number to make me seem scary only made him look stupid. I saw a couple faces blank when he dropped the name Pearland, but when he got the details wrong, they kind of stopped believing him.

"Well, then, you really need someone to watch your back, don't you?" I liked the condescending tone the halberdier managed to put into her voice. "Don't worry. We'll be fine."

And they would be; I'd make sure of it.

Travel was a lot smoother after that. Brock complained a lot at first, but once the others got used to his fighting style, they put him in a place where his tanky instincts were actually a credit to the team. I was confident enough in their formation that I quickly went my own way to grind, meeting them again at the exit hole after only about an hour.

Even I was glad for the support on floor 3. I would have survived it solo, but it would have been a nightmare.

The major change on 3 was that helicopter wraith dire sows would carry a whole extra group of mobs from a neighboring part of the maze through the walls and deposit them in your combat. Additionally, the labyrinth changed its layout on occasion, a fact that Brock knew but had spend zero time preparing for, unlike the group of five. They had a paper map with notes on it that told them not only which way to go but where the rotating wall sections were, which was important since you had to go into a dead-end and wait for the layout to flip-flop before you could get to the exit.

I, uh, didn't know that and got separated from them. But... first things first. The helicopter wraith sows were something that this party, now seven strong plus me, lived in fucking fear of. They preferred to have a front and a back line, with the priestess, a mage, and an archer on the back line. The wraiths, what with going through walls and everything, just screwed that the hell up. I was a little ways away when I heard Louise scream, and charged in to find their back line being assaulted by two heartworm clusters and an albino skeleton. Their front liners were trying to disengage, but it took them a moment.

And then the wraith came back with another load.

That was the first instance of me actually going out of my way to join a fight with them, and I think my major contribution was the Aura of Discord, which I put on the Executioner's Sword and smashed into the wraith. Although it was nowhere near enough to kill the thing, somehow it didn't join in the rest of the battle when it most likely ought to have. If that was the [ Strife ] debuff in action, making it less likely to help its teammates, it was well worth being put on final boss loot.

That, and I used telekinesis to pull the heartworm baddies away. They were seriously creepy and both Louise and the mage were squicked out to have them too close. With some distance, they could focus better, and things went a little faster after that. I did contribute to the kills, but the party was big enough that they were never really in danger, not unless the Wraith brought another load in, and I doubted they would.

Brock may or may not have noticed me, but he didn't get uppity about it. It might be related to him being kiiiind of left alone in the middle of four undead pig monsters of various sorts, one an elemental frost variant albino skeletal pygmy dire boar. So he was a little pissed at them when the battle finished and was not so much thinking about me.

Anyway, the fights I did have alone were tough, if much smaller than they would have been if I were properly alone. Mostly, any fight with the pygmy pigman necromancers and more than two minions was a little frustrating, because the enemy's tactics got a lot better. They would shield their leader (until affected by Strife, at least) and aim for a counterattack, were difficult to kite or separate, and took every opportunity to land little glancing blows on me. There was, fortunately, no infection, no nasty debuff from their bites or hoof stomps, but if there had been one, I might have been in a bad way.

I was getting sloppy. I was out of my solo diver mindset. I didn't like it.

It was during one of those sloppy punchouts that I lost track of the party. As soon as I started looking around and realized I couldn't find them, I thought to myself oh, the layout switched, and based on a loose mental map from looking at their paper map, I went to where I figured they had gone.

And when the layout switched, bam, dead end.

I did figure it out on my own, but only after like half an hour of freaking out. The layout swapped about every ten minutes, and I spent a good deal of time searching around to make sure I hadn't missed anything (including a giant pile of human corpses), but when I put two and two together, I realized that the layout change for the dead end had to give you access to a new area when it shut you off from the start of the maze. It was an unnerving bit of time as I sat there waiting in a dead end, but it worked out.

After that, it wasn't far to the exit. I didn't see Louise or the others, but there were signs they'd camped out by the exit before going in, so I followed.

And hoped that the boss floor would be forgiving.

            

    
        20.  No Biggie Piggy

    
    
    
    
                The first part of a boss floor is basically the same as the last floor, although frequently they dial up any traps just to screw with you. It isn't exactly designed to suck out all your health before the boss fight, and there's a place to rest before the fight, but it is kind of a "screw you three levels aren't enough time to explore this biome theme" kind of thing.

In this case, floor 4 of Armand Bayou became a labyrinth on the inside of an M.C. Escher-esque space-warping cube. I briefly hoped I would be able to fly out the ceiling and across to where I could see the party, but they added some kind of invulnerable glass ceiling as a "no cheating" mechanic.

There was one significant difference between me and the party, though. The Devil's Garbage-Ass Trash Sword gave me True Seeing. It was at a ridiculously low level, of course--which made me wonder if perhaps it really was an ability that damn powerful--but rather than being a skill or an aura, it was a class feature. Why the hell the administrator did it that way, I have no idea, but I just kind of knew that some of the signs on the labyrinth walls were lies.

That should have made it easy to catch up, but apparently they were in some kind of rush. Although I should have been less than an hour behind them, once you figured in fights against the helicopter wraiths and their payloads, I simply didn't catch up to the party before they got to the boss. I tried; I really did. Because of the way boss fights work, once they went in, the door was locked until they finished and the boss respawned, which was an hour's wait on top of the fighting time.

There were two things that really upset me in the boss room, and only one of them was the boss itself. No... the other wasn't a dead Louise. She was still technically in my party, and I would have known earlier if she'd died. It was, however, a dead human.

Let's start at the beginning.

The boss room was inside a spherical arena where gravity was always pulling you towards the outer walls. A bunch of scaffolding was built "up" towards the center of the sphere, where there was a clear spatial distortion of some kind. Strangely enough, to my eyes, that spatial distortion was also labelled as an entrance to a Fairy Dungeon, but... okay. I'd been told not to even consider it, so I didn't.

There was a human corpse item hanging out right there by that distortion. Corpse items lost durability fairly slowly, but could be damaged. You only got a "perfect corpse" of anything, human or monster, by solo-killing it, in which case it would go straight to your inventory. Time spent outside inventory space degraded it, and if a monster dropped a corpse, it would go straight from perfect to "intact", the next lower grade. Low durability meant problems reviving the character, including a chance of failure. This body was Intact, which meant it was fresh. It was very clearly the mage from the party of five.

The fact that a back-row caster had been killed immediately made me stop standing still, which was a good thing.

Out of the spatial distortion came a nightmare red-skinned boar at least four stories tall. It fired out from the center of the space like an arrow, mouth open, and it snapped its teeth about where my head would have been, although its giant boar tusks smashed into the walls, preventing it from getting any closer than that.

The name of the monster was "Supergiant pygmy black hole trapdoor dire boar (hellfire variant)".

"Fuck you, Administrator," I yelled into the room. "If it's a super-giant it's not a fucking pygmy anything and you know it!"

No response, not that I was expecting the Administrator to appear in the middle of a fight.

The attack patterns of the boar were pretty clear, pretty quickly. "Trapdoor" meant that it lived inside the black hole and emerged to attack. The hellfire variant meant that whenever it acted, gobs of hotter-than-fire fire would just kind of splurb out around the edges and rain down over the area. Aside from the insane acceleration it achieved on the initial attack, it was actually pretty slow, but while it was retreating back into its nest, it would also breathe hellfire from its nose and waggle its head in a vain attempt to bludgeon me with the side of its tusks.

I've had harder boss fights by far. Heck, some of the encounters in the previous floors were harder, although that first attack might easily have been lethal if I wasn't warned about it. The only tricky thing was getting close enough to retrieve the corpse item without getting eaten, burned, bludgeoned, or caught in the maybe-black-hole maybe-fairy-dungeon candy center to the arena, but I managed to do it before it got hit by too many tiny bits of hellfire. After that, I crushed the first form pretty easily; the supergiant boar had big ol' eyes for stabbing, and once blinded, it would just kind of impatiently charge at any loud noise instead of targeting me directly.

At half health, it transitioned to a second phase in which several portals opened up around the edges of the arena, and any one of them could be where he emerged from next. Again, the real danger was that I might have fallen in a hole during the transition, but I was levitating at that moment. I could also see how this phase would have likely been the death of a back-liner; if they got sniped from behind, they'd likely eat it pretty badly. Or... end up getting eaten, anyway.

And then if the corpse got dropped in the center... without their magic caster, it must have been impossible to retrieve the corpse. None of the platforms got close.

Anyway, there was more of a risk now that I could be ambushed from many directions, but something about the True Seeing or Cursed Truth Aura buffs gave me a hint as to where the monster would attack from next, and so the rest of the battle wrapped up pretty easily for me, even if it took some time to get through its tough defense. The drop was impressive, but nothing to write home about:




	[ TRAPDOOR BOAR HELLFIRE NEGA-KNUCKLES - Lv 40 ]



	[ STR +5 ]
	[ DEX +5 ]
	[ TAI CHI SAVANT Lv 3 ]



	[ NEGATIVE AURA Lv 5 ]
	[ HELLFIRE AURA Lv 10 ]
	[ TEN-YARD PUNCH Lv 10 ]



	This unassuming set of black knuckles are meant to hurt people in a very personal manner from very far away.You are a strange one. Why are you in my dungeon?
Soulforged: Absorb time 2H.






I... I honestly didn't even read the description of the knuckles for a minute, instead glancing at the descriptions for the abilities:




	[ TAI CHI SAVANT ]
	Acts as [ Tai Chi ] [ +5 ].



	[ NEGATIVE AURA ]
	Adds [ Trivial ] [ Negative Energy ] damage to attacks.



	[ HELLFIRE AURA]
	Adds [ Minor ] [ Hellfire ] damage to attacks.



	[ TEN-YARD PUNCH ]
	Active ability. Moves you to a target within range if you would succeed in attacking it. If you miss, you will be vulnerable for a time.






...and then I looked back and saw the Administrator had not-subtly dropped a direct message to me in the description of the item. Which was weird. I blinked at it for a minute and then looked up at the ceiling (which was, of course, just another floor) and said aloud, "You know, if you wanted to talk to me, you can just do that."

And then I was in a white space again.

It was a subtly different space than ...whatever the fuck Herman called the last administrator, his place. It was a featureless white void except for the very nicely upholstered, pure-white high-backed armchair and settee and the tastefully carved, pure-white coffee table with two pure white teacups with pure white flowers on it, both full of steaming black tea that seemed freshly poured. Standing on top of the settee with her hands behind her back was a large, maybe 300-pound-ish woman with very long black hair with blue fringes, which hung down straight and almost completely covered her face in typical shut-in fashion. Her clothes had a floral pattern to them, and were vaguely loose, but not nearly as loose as the beanpole's. She was barefoot, and her toenails were painted blue with pink flames on them. She stood there, on top of the upholstered furniture, unmoving as though that was simply who she was and what she was doing, rather than (more likely) because she just wasn't paying attention to this avatar or didn't care.

My attention was instantly drawn to the tea, and I walked up and picked up a cup and sniffed it. Cinnamon. It was cinnamon tea. I hesitated to try it, not knowing if that would be rude.

"Help yourself," said the woman. "It's just tea."

Considering that my abilities seemed not to work in the whitespace, I simply had to trust that, and tried it. As far as I could tell, it was just tea.

"You have some strange additions to your class," she said. "Why?"

"The Administrator for Pearland and I had a weird relationship," I said simply. I paused. "Not, like, a relationship-relationship. I don't... know what his deal was, honestly." I had another sip of the tea and sat in the armchair. She remained standing on top of the settee.

"He didn't like you." The woman's head turned down slightly towards me, which could have just been because I was now much lower than me, but I got the impression it was supposed to mean something.

"We had a spat," I agreed.

"There is a warning here," she said. "When an Administrator gives any Dungeoneer a True Seeing item or feature, it means they are a radical element. It means you will disrupt things. The other additions to your class... suggest you have done something bad."

"Me?" I put mock offense into my words, while also trying to contain the fear that was slowly trying to gnaw its way out of my chest. "I just ran through the dungeon, a total of three times. If anyone did something wrong, it was him."

She, I think, just stared at me. She could have also just been quiet for a minute. Hard to tell.

"Also," I added as an afterthought, "I obviously can't explain to you what happened, if that's what you were hoping for."

More silence.

"I mean, you do see the note from Herman, right?"

To my eternal horror, the woman in front of me grabbed her sides and shuddered. I had a casual encounter with a creature that makes an Administrator freak the fuck out. Granted, Herman was absolutely horrifying, and I passed out the only time I met him, but...

"Do you intend to mess with my Dungeon?"

"No!" This time, my offense was real. "Look, I'm not some kind of subversive element. I... I used what... Xertswich," I knew I pronounced his name wrong, but didn't care, "gave me and it just so happened he wasn't expecting me to do that. He wasn't prepared for the consequences of what he, himself, set up. I am not here to break anyone's dungeon. Although," I shrugged, "I mean all of us will do desperate things if it means saving our own lives, right? I don't plan to, and I don't think that I will. I promise, I'm not a bad person."

She stared at me, and after a long moment, sighed.

"Okay."

I reappeared in the boss room, and--cognizant of the fact that I had a corpse on me--declined to wait any longer to try to catch up to the party. I exited the opposite side of the arena from where I entered, found the hole to the next floor, and dived in.

            

    
        21.  A quick rest in the sky

    
    
    
    
                Each town in the dungeon matched the biome you were going to enter, not the one you were leaving. That was fortunate, because I was not eager to see any more undead pig themed bullshit, and the spatial warping at the end of the first biome was starting to get to me. Granted, I'd get used to it, and I really should have stayed and gotten at least a second set of knuckles, but there was a life (sort of) hanging in the balance.

I mean, honestly, not really. Once the item was picked up, unless I died carrying it, they'd be fine whether they stayed there for a day or a month. They did age in an inventory, slowly, but the couple of hours I might have spent in the dungeon meant nothing to the mage's survival. But, it would mean something to the surviving party members.

So I came out in a village built in the clouds, except without the clouds--it just seemed to be a bunch of buildings suspended on nothing at all in a night sky, with stars overhead. It really had a look like it was supposed to be on clouds, but... it wasn't. It was a clear sky, with nothing obvious beneath except a couple pinpricks that flickered like campfires far below.

I looked in the Disco as I went past. Nothing but a DJ, her head bobbing to the music, bass blasting. I couldn't help thinking about the [ Spontaneous Musical Number ] viral debuff, and resolved to learn to dance at some point.

Predictably, I found the rest of the party at the Church. Apparently, the mage was not the only casualty--Brock was in the process of being raised (a process that would take a while longer), and Louise sat exhausted on a chair, looking like she'd been on her last point of mana for the last half hour. Hopefully, she hadn't needed to burn experience to make up for low mana... but that was a thing Priestesses could do if they felt the need.

Which, you know, might be better than a total party wipe, what with the death and all.

The halberdier was the first to catch sight of me, and I brought up a simple item transfer window as soon as she was close enough. The look of relief on her face made me feel a lot better about the last couple hours.

"Thank you," she said as she accepted the transfer. "Jenna was... I had to watch..."

"Yeah, I get it," I said. "Death is a hard thing to deal with."

She nodded, and then gave me a strange look, and I knew what question was hiding behind that look.

"I am a murderer," I admitted, quietly. "I repented, went to jail. I would turn back time if I could, but I can't. That's just the way things go."

She gestured for us to walk away, and once we were out of easy hearing range of the others, asked, "Why did you do it?"

I just shook my head. What excuse could I possibly give? "I didn't give a damn about my own life," I said, with more than just a little bit of bitterness. "Making people part with theirs was pretty easy after that."

"But why..."

"Why forever?" I snarled a little bit at nothing in particular. "That's... that was a trap by the administrator. A chance to trade lives for power. I shouldn't have... but I did."

"And that's why you could solo the dungeon?"

"No--well, yes. That was halfway through Pearland, and I'd been solo the whole time." I sighed. "But... and unfortunately I can't talk about some of this... the deal I made saved me from... a couple things that would have killed me."

"You can't talk about it?"

"Administrator-enforced NDA."  That was only plausibly true, since it was a completely different embarrassment for the Administrator, and probably not covered, but it also helped dodge the question.

The woman gave me an incredulous look. "Get out. What the hell for?"

"If I could tell you--"

"Right, I know, never mind." She sighed. "What did you... get from it?"

"It's the kind of ability that I don't want people knowing I have." I grit my teeth. "Not just because of the NDA. It's evil and would probably be illegal to use."

"Some kind of mind control?"

"I'm not going to give you hints about what it is," I returned, having practiced that response a few times since then.

"Fair enough." As we drew abreast of the Disco, I noticed her glancing at it. It was hard not to notice it every time you went by. "I didn't get your name."

"Jerry Applebee."

"Melinda Sugarsnap." She offered a hand, and I shook it. "I think your friends are going back. If we can get Jenna back without a problem, we'll be continuing. What about you?"

"I have half a mind to go back and solo the boss again, but..." I shrugged. "They'd have to let me back in, and they'll probably be mad if I try to pull that."

"How did you even--"

"I have a high telekinesis skill and intelligence above 50," I replied, as though that was solid proof of anything.

"So you dodged all the attacks?"

"I got lucky on the first one, but after that, the pattern was fairly easy to read."

"Oh." Her voice fell, as though that brag was kind of a slap against her. Then again, she was a good ten levels higher than my newly minted 32, and they'd lost two people to that fight.

"To be fair..." I was only just kind of realizing how condescending I must sound to people who legitimately had to party up to survive a dungeon, and I didn't want to be a dick like that, but at the same time, yes, right? "...I spent almost three months in the dungeon my first time out, solo, doing a lot of skill leveling. It was real do-or-die stuff. Yeah, I'm a little proud that I got through it, but if I didn't... there was no net, no safety, no nothing. At best someone might have found my corpse on a boss monster in time to get me revived, but if I was killed in an ambush in some out of the way corner of a dungeon where I'd been resting, poof," I made a fanciful gesture with my hands. "Gone for good."

"Sounds rough," she agreed, although she didn't sound like she understood.

"Kind of, but the point is, you spent your time learning team attacks and formations and a lot of other things that I'll never be good at. When it comes to working with a party, all my instincts are ass." I know my face must have looked ugly; I was pissed, at myself and fate and nothing at all. "What you guys do is safer and slower, and you don't run the risk of dying from virtually every creature you come across. We all... for lack of a better term, evolve differently based on what we've been through. And yeah, I'm kind of a badass," who is also super humble, I added sarcastically to myself, "but whenever I come back to the real world I'm a nobody, a weirdo with a bunch of money and nothing else to show for myself. If I'd had friends, if I were good at making friends, I wouldn't have ended up a solo diver, and I wouldn't have ended up a murderer."

"So yeah, I repented for killing. It's a direct result of my failures." I really wanted to use my sword to hit something at random, even just the ground, but it didn't feel like a good idea to do that in a floating sky village. "Admitting that is easy. Changing myself is a hell of a lot harder. Does that make sense?"

"Oh, sure," she said, and when I looked at her, she seemed like... like she was really surprised and needed some time to process what I said, I guess. "It's just... an odd perspective."

"I hope so," I said with a laugh. "If it's ever a common perspective, the world will be fucked."

She gave me an unimpressed look and we turned back towards the Church.

As it turns out, Jenna's revival wasn't tough. With her corpse still at the [ Intact ] stage, she lost half the experience progress towards her next level, and also, according to her, her bust size shrank by, like, a millimeter, which was both a really weird fact in the first place and also a really weird thing for her to be supper annoyed about. I guess the system must have told her that, because there was no way she could tell the difference, not least because her breasts were not huge to start with.

I mean... no, you know what? Never mind. She can have whatever opinion she wants about the dungeon screwing around with her bust size. Not my business.

Everyone, me included, got a nice rest at the inn. I got up early and went to the message center, to discover that the mysterious soulforged #2 had apparently replied on my introduction thread but not sent me a direct message. It was... not a terribly old message, maybe 12 hours, so definitely written while I was in the dungeon.

"Your progression is all screwed up," he said. "I'm making a variant instead of following you. Any idea what the best stats are to focus on?"

So I went over in brief my fighting style and the what I'd seen in terms of stat synergy. "The keys to my fighting style are intelligence, wit, aura, perception, agility, and dexterity," I replied. "Intelligence determines the number of item prototypes you can store, and especially your quickbar; perception influences how well you copy items. If it's too low, you won't get all the item's abilities and the stats will be lower. Wit influences how fast you manifest items, and Aura ups your MP pool so you can keep them out longer. Agility and dexterity are just standard combat stats. You won't need as much Strength and Constitution since you won't be carrying as many actual items; manifested items have no weight, which means there is absolutely no strength requirement on a copy of a large sword--believe me, I have a big ol' sword that I could by no means use normally. Without that strength, my damage is a lot lower, but I count on criticals and sneak attacks and do alright."

"Also," I added, realizing how little I knew about the guy, "be sure to get the Soulbound Enhancement Migration Class Feature as soon as you can. I skimped on getting stat points to pick it up crazy early, but you'll want to save for it. It lets you move enhancements from your items to one another, and it's mad OP. You don't even realize how you're held back by items until you can just pile everything into one or two."

I considered leaving a spiel about using experience to refine stat improvements, but frankly, it was a complicated topic that I neither understood nor was really sure I was correct on. Instead, I left this as a last word: "Lastly, keep an eye out for items that give a skill booster (ability text 'Acts as') for any skill you normally need a skill book or trainer to learn. Once you have a skill booster, you can attempt, and therefore practice the skill until you get your first level. Much cheaper than books."

That done, I sought out the others. Everyone had gotten some rest, and even Brock seemed like he had calmed down a bit. Mostly, that means it took him a good thirty seconds of staring at me before he remembered that he was supposed to be mad at me. It wasn't, I could tell, an instinct; he had to work up some willpower to be offended, which in my mind tracked with the fact that he felt like he had to invent lies in order to make me look bad.

Even by the standards of our banter, that early morning conversation was trite.

"You!" he said, when he finally worked up the nerve. "Keep away from Louise!"

"You should worry more about yourself," I said, not bothering to put any theatricality into my jab.

"I'm not--I'm not scared of you," he said, a little bit of a whiny tone in his voice. "I can beat you any day."

So I just glared at him and moved on. It just wasn't even interesting.

I found Louise, to my surprise, at the entrance to the disco, just sitting there staring at either the room or the DJ, who as always, was just nodding her head to the beat. I reminded me only a little of the night club where we'd met, but it was hard to get a reading on what her thinking was as she stood there.

"Hey," I offered, with all of the social graces of a serial introvert.

She whirled her head to face me, as though I'd snuck up on her, and didn't meet my gaze. "Oh... hi," she said, as though embarrassed that I had caught her at... something.

We stood there for a moment in awkward silence before I forced the conversation forward.

"What are you going to do, now?" I tried hard not to fidget, and failed. I tried grasping my hands together in front of me, but that seemed awkward, so I switched to grasping my hands behind me. That... was probably also awkward.

"I'm not sure," she replied, slowly, and instead of looking at me or the disco, kind of split the difference, looking at the bland outside of the building. And it was bland; it was badly done wood planks, with large enough gaps that you should have been able to see through them, except it was really clearly just a skin on the outside of a solid structure, with something else actually bounding the room beneath it. "I was on a quest from Muratama... and I'm not sure what to do about it, now."

"That quest was the thing about redemption?"

Louise nodded, still not looking at me. "You said you didn't have anything to talk about, before... so I thought maybe it was him. But, he doesn't seem to want to listen."

"And what does redemption mean to you, or to your God?"

Louise turned to look at me, and for a minute, I would swear I could see deeper, past a thin pretty-woman facade that otherwise seemed as impenetrable as the false plank wall of the building. Inside, I thought, was a shrewd woman, but as soon as she looked away, it was hard to convince myself that what I'd seen was real. "What do you know about priestesses?"

"Not a whole lot." I shuffled my feet, uncomfortably. "The gods make you young and beautiful and you can tell when people lie. Powerful light and healing magic. There's supposed to be a structure in towns that only Priestesses can access, I think."

"Only if your God is the God of that dungeon, or an ally. My god isn't a dungeon God, and he's... not close to anyone here." Louise pressed her mouth into a line. "Priestesses can level up normally, but we only get new class abilities from quests or from the Tower of our God. And we can't take a new quest without finishing the last one."

"Ah," I said, with a realization sweeping in like a sudden headache. "So if you don't redeem either me or Brock, whichever of us the quest was about, you're screwed."

"Well, no..." I realized that Louise was clasping her hands very tightly. "I'm not... I'm not really trying to... become a powerful priestess or anything. But there are other things we can only do with our God's permission. I could... I mean, I guess I could go forever without completing this quest and be okay with it, but..."

"But there's something you want that you can't get." She confirmed that just by staying silent and pensively staring at nothing. It took me a moment, but then I frowned and continued, "you didn't answer my question about redemption."

"I wasn't told exactly what it means, except that someone at the club that night would need my help. And Brock... definitely needs help." I could see something in her face, an intensity that she didn't normally show, but she still refused to look at me.

"That's one way of putting it." My voice caught in my throat by the end of the sentence. I wanted to say that he didn't deserve redemption, but wasn't that just a self-serving way of thinking, and a fucking awful thing to say? He was a prick, yeah, but he had also tried to save Louise. Was I sure--sure--that I deserved redemption more than he did?

"But you're also here," she said suddenly, and turned to meet my eyes, with a directness that made me avert my eyes. "I don't think it's coincidence that we met again. You talk about having killed, but you choose not to. I know you hate Brock. I feel that you could really hurt him, but so far, you haven't even tried. It's not because you don't want to, or can't, and it's not because I'm here." She frowned, and I thought she was searching my eyes. "Or not just because I'm here."

"No," I admitted, still looking away.

"But you're still tempted to do bad things."

That was one way of putting it. "Yeah."

"I want to go with you, whatever you're doing next." Louise kept staring at me, and I kept avoiding looking right back at her. "I have spent enough time with Brock that I know he's not trying to redeem himself. I want to see if you are."

In the quiet that followed, my instincts were to just say "yes" to whatever she wanted. I tried--I really tried--to think through the consequences, but my brain just kept locking up. Was it because I was so attracted to her, or for another reason? Why couldn't I look her in the eyes?

"Okay," I said, finally. "I'm still... planning on going a little deeper. I'm not going to party with Brock, though, and probably not with the others."

"Whatever you're doing, I'm going with you," said Louise, quite firmly.

Somehow, although I could have overpowered her in a dozen ways, I knew there was no changing her mind on this, and I had no reason to try--or, well, only the one obvious reason that keeping her safe was going to be a challenge. But... it also felt awful, and I couldn't quite put into words why that was, either.

            

    
        22.  Since when was this THAT kind of dungeon?

    
    
    
    
                Brock willingly left the dungeon without us, but swore that he would be telling the guards outside about "what we'd done". It was unclear exactly what he would be saying, because I really didn't think he meant being scofflaws and going deeper with a party of less than three. (Not that it was a party of love, certainly not yet--you know what, never mind)

Mostly for the sake of Louise, I followed the group of five when they left rather than going our own way, and promise we would try to meet up at the exit of each level, at least for the next biome, although we wouldn't be adventuring as a single party. My pride as a solo diver simply wouldn't let me leech off of others for that long.

As with the town on floor 5, this biome seemed to be based on open skies, with a number of bridges running through the sky. The basic baddie for floor 6 was the "Big busty harp harp harpy," which had giant boobs and musical instruments for its wings. Between the two harps that were its wings and harpies' general tendency to shriek at people, it was mostly a sound-based enemy with the added "benefit" of a hypnotic bosom.

Immediately I learned just how useful having a defense against [Strife] really was.

Because the dungeon had no walls, I was able to see in the distance the party of five being... negatively affected by the big bouncing boobies. It wasn't just that people were being hypnotized by the heaving breasts being constantly shaken as the bird-women flew; women just kind of assumed that the men were affected (or that they would gladly be affected), and men just kind of assumed that women were going to be upset.

Meanwhile, when a pair of harpies showed up to bother us, as soon as I materialized my cloak with the anti-[Strife] aura on it, I got an icon showing up in the corner of my vision indicating that it was actively defending against a [Strife] attack.

I put off thinking about that for a bit. Because my manifested swords were weightless and could be retrieved almost instantly, I was able to throw them at flying enemies without risking falling off the bridges; it cost a bit more mana, which increased the further the blades got from me, but I succeeded in provoking them into attacking me directly, and then hammered them directly when they were close enough to the bridge that I felt safe using Telekinesis.

The sonic attacks were no joke, unfortunately. They seemed to try to lure people off the edge and put them to sleep, though both at a fairly low level--the boob thing seemed much more effective, though the three effects together were nothing to sneeze at. When they actually decided to do damage, they would play their own battle music (I could swear the Administrator stole from several sources that I mostly approved of), and they would manifest some kind of sharp wind blades that thrummed in time to the music and seemed to hang in midair for a moment before flying straight at a target.

The riot shield I'd stolen from prison helped here, in particular because I had to keep Louise safe. The sonic blades were not terribly visible and so were tough to dodge, but they charged up for long enough that I was quickly confident I could avoid the attacks on my own. But with the luring song, the sleepy song, and the bobbing boobs, it would be easy to get distracted and let their music reach my heart, somewhat too literally.

Anyway, it wasn't that bad. The telekinesis helped me direct my blades at a distance, and also gave me a last-ditch ability to move me or Louise if I noticed something late, but the first fight was nothing. What wasn't nothing was Louise being affected by [Strife], which went away as soon as the harpies were dead.

"Whoa..." she put a hand to her head as soon as the second harpy fell. "That was... bad. I felt really mad at you for some reason."

That led to a brief discussion (as we continued forward) about the [Strife] debuff, and everything I'd read about it on Wikipedia. I also started to mention the [Spontaneous Musical Number] debuff (and decided to add that aura in defense mode to my cape, as well, what with music based attacks), but we were interrupted by another fight, and then another, and eventually I forgot to go back to that topic.

By the time we found the exit and looked around, the party of five had made a lot worse progress than us, mostly I assume on account of [Strife], although it's also possible someone in their party had lower resistance to the other musical effects. I chose to roam a little bit and get a little more grinding in, while Louise elected to remain by the exit, which might not have been a guaranteed safe zone, but at least it was an easy escape if something did attack her.

It took Melinda and them another hour or so to make it the rest of the way, in which time I discovered a rare drop from the harp harp harpies--no surprise whatsoever, it was a torn off wing that became a portable musical instrument:
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I had to bite my cheek to keep me from once more insulting the Administrator. She had to know just how... how... punny the names was. Not funny, not... well, I mean, I guess it was useful, but... it's just...

I got back to the exit and showed it to Louise, who took my offer to hold the item as it being given as a gift, which I was okay with but didn't really intend. Instead, as we waited and watched the others approaching, she tried playing the harp. She didn't have any innate talent or existing training, as far as I could tell, but it seemed like once she tried playing the [ Harmony ], knowledge of at least one song was just kind of popped into her head. She didn't successfully play it, but she clearly had some musical talent on some other instrument, because I watched her very patiently noticing her mistakes and correcting them as she played.

I had planned to spend the time thinking about the weird combination of ability tags, but as it turned out, I just found it pleasant to sit and listen to Louise play music, even badly. She had a studious air about her when she sat down to play, and her natural tendency to be withdrawn and patient led her to slowly force her way through the melody of the Harmony over and over without taking any breaks to swear, sulk, or make frustrated noises, like I would have. It was honestly kind of nice.

Soon enough, Melinda the halberdier and her group showed up, and we traded notes on debuffs, harps, and the terrible names that Administrators like to torture us with. I will admit, it was nice to have a break where I felt safe, where I could talk and listen and laugh and feel like my life wasn't an endless hell dungeon, nor an empty apartment, nor a deadend job. Being around people... wasn't bad, especially when I didn't have to drag their ass around like Brock Beetle.

And it was nice to think that it might even last. As long as we were all working together, the chances of anything truly tragic happening were pretty slim. That would be a heck of an improvement in my life.

After a bit, we went down to the next floor, which was notable more than anything because there was a tower interrupting the horizon--a tower that stretched from the almost-invisible floor far below our mid-sky plank path, to what must have been straight up into space... or at least, I thought so.

"That's wrong," said Jenna, their party's mage. "It's clearly just painted on a wall. A tower straight up from that distance would be further away from us at the top than it is at our height, so it would narrow. The only way the tower would appear straight from this distance is if it bends towards us."

"Or widens at the top," offered the archer, whose name I had deduced from context was William.

"If it widened at the top, there's no way it would stand, no matter how big it is or what it's made of--"

"Alright, alright," I offered, laughing, but also trying to pick my words carefully. "Don't harass the Administrator too much. You never know whether they'll take the ribbing with good humor or whether they'll do something spiteful."

"You think they do that?"

I started to open my mouth to respond, but shut it again after a moment. I didn't... really want to explain that I'd had face to face meetings with Administrators, much less the Administrator of this dungeon, already. But my immediate reply to that question was yes, because Pearland's administrator had said as much in a note delivered in a custom item: We can always choose to kill you. "Maybe."

I noticed both Melinda and Louise giving me an eye at that poor attempt at lying, and I quickly rushed us into going our separate ways on the floor.

            

    
        23. He's a chicken, I tell you.

    
    
    
    
                The second floor of the Armand Bayou Sky Biome, aside from its arguably incorrect view of a distant tower, had three new enemies and the addition of a gusty wind that picked up on occasion, which in theory would threaten to knock you off the platforms--though I had no idea if that was lethal or not. In what I found to be a disconcerting theme, one of those enemies was very much like an enemy from the last set: Hoppin' poppin' harpy hearts, which were (once again) literal disembodied hearts that bounced around the dungeon, except instead of being full of worms, these would leap at you and explode.

Louise really hated that, and I hated having to protect her from them. Somehow, if I batted them away with a riot shield, they wouldn't take the bait and explode; they would only do that if they either took too much damage or got a clean shot at you. In this case, when one snuck up behind Louise and exploded against the back of her knee, it both registered a bodily joint critical hit and just absolutely splattered us both with a disgusting amount of blood.

Louise was able to heal most of the damage she took, but the critical left her hobbling. It... didn't change much tactically since she wasn't really dodging most attacks anyway, but it made me feel really really bad on top of obvious also hurting her a lot.

There was also the Brilliant Biochemist Harp Harp Harpy, a variant of the Harpy that wore adorable little half moon glasses and a lab coat (open to expose her bouncing breasts, of course) with a lot of chemistry vials stowed in little pockets. Those vials seemed to fall out on occasion and exploded in midair, apropos of nothing, creating clouds of gas around the harpy; plus, about one in three attacks of hers would come with a random coloration that I assumed meant a debuff or status effect, though I managed to dodge all but one of the attacks, receiving a weak Poison sting for my failure. The biochemist harpy also seemed to be a lot smarter about her attacks, and was a lot less likely to get baited into attacking or do anything else obviously stupid--though I wouldn't actually call them brilliant. They did, however, often get hit by their own potions if you stabbed one through the lab coat, which made her a lot more of a glass cannon.

As with the previous floor, there was also a leader-subtype, the Beautiful Businesswoman Harpsichord Harpy, though in this case there was only one of those creatures on the floor. She was much larger, almost two stories tall, and was dressed in a snappy sport coat that did in fact conceal her bosom, with giant piano-like wings that I assume were the titular (that's not a boob joke, I swear) Harpsichords, although I wasn't familiar with the instrument. The business harpy hung out over an area with only one dead-end approach to her, and her haunting refrain had an enormous area to it, giving some kind of buffs to the other Harpies on the level. I resolved to find a way to get to her, if only to see what kind of loot she'd drop, as a floor miniboss, but the approach was from the other side, closer to the party of five than myself and Louise.

The last was a swarm enemy, a group of birds that I only realized were a hybrid after witnessing (once more) the truly terrible naming scheme of this dungeon and this floor in particular. The birds were (I gathered later) half rooster and half turkey, of average to small size for such birds, could fly freely, and appeared in groups of at least six. They would charge, berserk, at literally anything made of meat, including Harpies, and devour them one tiny, sharp-beaked bite at a time.

The administrator called them "Gobble-cock hungry horde."

I would like to say that I stood there in shock and gave the heavens a big ol' middle finger, but really, to my everlasting humiliation, I found myself very quickly surrounded by chickens that sounded like turkeys that kept biting and scratching me. I couldn't help thinking, as I desperately threw up a telekinetic shield, that I was entirely too close to death by hungry cock gobblers, the thought of which managed to break one of the last little bits of sanity I had left in me.

I slaughtered them, of course, but this time I definitely needed Louise's help. I might... might have survived the fight without her, but when it was done, I my chest was heaving, I had an involuntary insane laughter thing going on, and for some reason I couldn't stop saying the word, "Cocks" at intervals.

Louise healed me, and when that didn't get rid of the mental scarring, she gave me a hug, and that helped me calm down a lot.

"Are you okay?" Louise's voice was some combination of surprised and confused, as she pressed my head into her shoulder.

"She called them... she called them cock gobblers..."

"She?"

"The administrator. I met her... uh... on the last boss floor. She's... she's crazy. Gobble cocks... heh... hahaha..."

"It's okay, it's okay," she shushed me, and somehow, there was something motherly to the gesture, and my heart rate came down and my eyes started focusing on the world again, and things... well, they never really made more sense, but it stopped physically hurting me.

"She's crazy."

"Yup," said Louise, gently. "She's trying to kill you, and she's going to keep trying. You just have to be strong." She pulled my head away and gave me a smile. "Okay?"

That perspective, again, helped. Having met the Administrator made me feel, for one stupid moment, almost special. Certainly, yes, people died in dungeons, but... but...

...no buts. I really could die to feral chickens that were named to sound like a sex act. I could also, on some other floor, die to literal penis monsters with teeth if that's what the Administrator decided to create. She--none of them--they weren't good people, they weren't on our side, and they were here to kill us.

"Yeah." I sat back, my hysteria having faded to just a sharp headache that was slowly dulling. "Yeah, okay. Sorry about that."

"It's fine." She stepped back until she was a little bit beyond arm's reach and smiled at me. "I understand, you know. Cocks are truly dangerous things.  Why, one bad cock can ruin your entire life."

I... stopped in my tracks and turned to look at her. I was pretty sure she was joking, but I'd never heard Louise tell a joke before.

She nodded, knowingly, and closed her eyes, looking happily smug. "I know if I had that many cocks on me at one time, well, that just wouldn't be any fun at all. I don't know if I'd ever get over it. The way you handled all those cocks, well, you must be a master cock wrangler, Jerry. I'm afraid I'll have to ask you to deal with--"

So much blood was rushing to my face that I thought my head was going to explode like a hoppin' poppin' harpy heart. I stepped up to Louise, who still had her eyes closed, and wrapped her up in a big hug, finally unable to stop the cackling laughter that bubbled up inside of me. She yelped, shocked by the move, but after a moment returned the hug until I was able to stop laughing.

It did take a minute, but when I'd laughed all I could laugh, I was able to take a step back, and with an enormous grin on my face, I said, "Thanks."

It took a substantial amount of willpower--right or wrong--to avoid pulling her in for a kiss in that moment. In a way, the timing seemed right, but... also... I don't know. Maybe I was just scared. She'd never... or had she? I dunno. It seemed... wrong, and right.

Anyway, lost in that sudden derailed train of thought, I didn't notice that my traumatic cock-induced headache had completely vanished, and a few minutes later, we were able to continue our progress on the floor.

Before we managed to meet back up with Melinda's party, their group decided that they would also make a play on the optional boss of the level, the Beautiful Businesswoman Harpsichord Harpy. We got to watch with a mixture of wonder and confusion as the fight played out across a large floorless gap from us. We were only briefly interrupted by a group of hoppin' hearts, but as they were not led by another mob, I was able to get rid of them pretty easily.

I mean, you know by now that I won't be easily impressed by a teamfight against a boss like that, and I wasn't. It struck my nerves like a hammer blow every time the Harpsichord Harpy gave an obvious tell forewarning an attack, and nobody twitched the way I would have twitched. They did twitch, and I could tell by about a third of the way through the fight that they'd fought a Business Harpy before, but each of them was busy running their own script in order to keep functioning as a team, and none of them was thinking independently.

Granted, if they'd thought independently, they would probably have gotten in each other's way, and all that. My nerves didn't care that my instincts were wrong for a teamfight; they only cared that the group's instincts were wrong for a solo fight.

The Business Harpy had three main types of attacks, all of which had variations. She was, of course, a variant of the Harp Harpy, and so she had music attacks; however, her sonic attacks were now thematically styled as paper for some reason, whether it was sheet music or "business paper" in some sense I couldn't tell from this distance. As a miniboss, she also could summon adds, which could be anything else on this level--that was dangerous enough on its own, but she could command them and make them work as a team, which was not fun.

And then she had a charm attack.

My heart fell as I watched the team quickly turn on Will, who they could tell had gotten charmed by the attack, and they hit him with a de-charm potion of some kind in time to free him from the effect. As a music enemy, it was unavoidable; I had no potions or auras to resist it. If I'd tried a solo fight against that boss, she would have gotten at least one free hit, and if I'd gone together with Louise, I might have turned on her. As a minor charm, it would wear off, but... as a midboss, she could very well have killed me, and me attacking Louise would have been all kinds of bad for all kinds of reasons.

So... probably not on this run. In fact, I realized with some regret, any boss for the rest of my diving career could have an unavoidable trick like that. If nothing else, I needed to do research, and that was something I just didn't normally want to do. Hell, the Devil had a Death aura my first time through, though the Skull fights I'd done on my last run had been an entirely different beast.

I'd thought I was clever for having an item nobody else had. I was just lucky.

Louise managed to tear her eyes away from the fight long enough to notice that I was kind of freaked out, and she put a hand on my shoulder, which made me feel a little better, but didn't really relieve my anxiety. The Administrator had said it, and I was seeing it in front of my eyes, but... some part of me still wanted to believe I was different, that I could be alone against the world and survive.

But then, I knew that was a lie. That's why I got tricked in the first place, wasn't it? I knew I'd need help.

Anyway, their fight was interesting in a way, although it wasn't much use to me as a solo diver to study their tactics. Normally, you might expect a front line fighter like Mel with her halberd to be useless against a flying enemy, but no; Mel was apparently a form of knight or perhaps more likely Valkyrie who could, for short bursts, fly; from what I could tell, she lacked general telekinesis that I had as a psion-derivative class, but she gained a lot of movement abilities, most of which had easily-understood damage zones. She just had to set herself up correctly and she would know where she would end up, what got hit, and whether or not she was in any danger along the way.

That was also a thing that itched at my nerves. I didn't like the idea of not being in control of that. I could remember a number of times where I dodged in the middle of an action and it saved my ass, but... it also left me completely confused and rattled until I developed more spatial awareness and perception. Honestly, it was still a thing I should work on.. but... it rarely comes to mind except immediately after I just barely dodge or just barely get hit, and I was already a lot better than I used to be.

The other two front-line fighters were quite frankly boring to me, in that one was an obvious shield tank who spent the majority of each fight thinking about other people and not, you know, doing things, and the other was a... critical bladework guy with a pair of short swords, but limited mobility. He was quiet in camp, didn't give me the heebie jeebies like a lot of the skeeves I taught outside, and had a damn fine sneak skill when he decided to use it, which was (as far as I could tell) only during battle. For this fight, he switched to long ranged weapons, but he was off his game without a back to stab, and it was obvious.

The archer, William, was of course in his element, though he had to play around Melinda's charges and stay within range of the shield tank. I couldn't keep track of his shots, not at range, but the Business Harpy showed signs of getting hit in the joints and maybe half-blinded, eventually forcing her to perch on the edge of the platform as her wings didn't want to quite keep her aloft. The mage, mostly, was playing support rather than attacking, probably mostly concerned with making sure nobody fell. I... still didn't know if that was supposed to be lethal or not, but I had to hope that it wasn't a one-shot kill. From what I read, that was a thing that higher level dungeons did a lot, but... thirty-to-eighty? No way, right?

There was a shout when they hit the Business Harpy's phase change. A thundercloud gathered overhead, and the harpy let out a screech, her harpsichord "wings" now playing a fast, almost death-metal-esque boss theme, if death metal could be played on something that sounded like an odd combination of piano and harp. This gave her two new attacks: first, random lightning strikes, and second, an attack where she sat and charged a beam attack from her beak.

We didn't get to see it complete, of course. It was the last thing the boss attempted, which meant it was a do-or-die attack. Mel got in a glorious uppercut to the chin, stunning it, and the mage threw the assassin into position. A pair of short swords to the eyes finished the creature off, which made me smile.

The boss music faded along with the Harpy, and there was a ragged cheer from the party of five. Louise and I applauded, and she gave a spirited shout of congratulations, and I'm pretty sure they noticed and waved at us, and then we all moved on.

As these things went, things were kind of smooth once we got into a rhythm, and eventually, we made it to the exit.

"Louise! Jerry! You have to see the loot we got!" Melinda waved us over. "It's... legendary."

They had my interest, of course, and everyone gathered in a circle around Mel, although the rest of their party were grinning, so I guess they already knew what it was.

"I'm willing to bet that this is something you've never seen in your life," said Mel with a smugness that I simply couldn't understand nor bear for very long. "It's often spoken of, and many people claim to have one, but it's actually incredibly rare."

Many people claim to have it? I smelled bullshit, and more closely examined her shit-eating grin.

"I present to you..." Mel appeared from her inventory a small, obviously male version of a Harpsichord Harpy, one perhaps a foot tall. He was well dressed, bright eyed and polite, and gave a small little bow, with something like a warbling gobble exiting his mouth as he straightened up again.

"... the legendary Twelve Inch Pianist."

I could hear people struggling to contain their laughter as I felt my own face forward, eyes involuntarily closing as I had to deal with the surge of disappointment from the depths of my soul, the deep recesses of mankind from which all disappointment springs, as an unbroken chain of ancestors realized that this is what they had spent their lives struggling to eventually create.

An awful thought occurred to me, and my head whipped around to Louise, whose face was bright and shining with an inner radiance as she began to open her mouth. "Don't--" I barely managed to start, but it was too late.

"You should give that to Jerry! He's an expert in dealing with cocks, you know." Two members of the opposing party couldn't hold their laughter as she continued. "Why I bet he's had more cocks on him today than your whole group put together! More cocks than I can handle by far. Why, he was practically buried in cocks, but he handled them all!"

"Louise..."

"Well sure," replied Mel, with a voice that managed to remain halfway deadpan given the circumstances. "He can handle average, run-of-the-mill cocks, but can he handle a Twelve-inch Pianist?"

I was betrayed. I should have known it would happen.

"I don't know," said Louise, putting fake concern into her voice. "I know I couldn't handle a Twelve-inch Pianist. That just sounds like too much. You'd need to be an expert in cocks to handle a Twelve-inch Pianist."

"Stop..." I begged as I sank to my knees, my chest twinging with some combination of wanting desperately to laugh but also being on the verge of crying. "Please, don't."

"See? He definitely can't handle a Twelve-inch Pianist." Louise stepped closer and patted me on the head in a highly condescending but also somehow comforting way. "It's truly amazing. Perhaps the most formidable cock I've ever seen."

To its credit, the small bird-man seemed to take this as a compliment, and puffed out its chest proudly, gobbling cheerfully at the two women who were preening over it.

The archer, who had almost collapsed onto Mel's shoulder with laughter, managed to find space in his lungs to say, "If you think it looks formidable, haha, you should see it in action!"

"Oh!" Mel covered her mouth in faux surprise. "I wouldn't do that, Will. This Pianist is only for private performances."

The tiny rooster made a sound that I could swear was disappointment and sadness, and I finally broke down into laughter with the rest of them.

Even though we had only just started, we took a break to have a quick meal. Fortunately the Hungry Horde dropped real edible meat that didn't look in any way people-ish, because the Harpy bodies were entirely too... not that. The mage was able to put together a cook fire in no time flat, and we had a quick chicken brunch in which the words "twelve", "cock", "pianist", and "inch" all were repeated entirely too much, along with "handsome", "big", "warm", "juicy", "delicious", and other adjectives that I wish I had been spared from.

But, no. Mel and Louise got along like a house on fire, at least when it came to talking about chicken meat and small musicians.

Although my Item Sage was a lot higher than Mel's, of course she wouldn't let me take the Pianist to check its stats myself--though she, and pretty much everyone but the assassin tormented me mercilessly for asking--but she did admit that it was basically a pet-type accessory that would provide musical buffs to the party, one song at a time from a limited collection. She wasn't sure exactly what it could do, but seemed convinced that it was a talented little bugger.

I couldn't help wondering what would happen if I absorbed one, but I knew better than to ask. It was clear that Mel was very shy about anyone touching her Pianist. I suppose you could say she was sensitive? I didn't make that joke, but I did think about it. I honestly wanted it all to be over.

Alas that this was only stage two of four for this biome.

            

    
        24.  I haven't changed much

    
    
    
    
                Floor eight was an odd remix of the last one. The giant tower that had been in the distance was now much closer, reinforcing the fact that it was just painted on the walls and not actually in the distance. However, most unsettlingly, after the first couple of feet around the entrance, there simply... was no floor.

That is to say, instead of walking on planks in a night sky, we were now walking on nothing. There was still a path, just an invisible one. It was highly unnerving. It's the kind of thing that I could see a video game designer putting in as a kind of ha-ha-gotcha for players, but it was vastly, vastly different when your feet were planted on absolutely nothing and you could tell, by poking at it with a weapon or your foot, that a foot that way, the nothing was bottomless instead of solid.

There were ways, of course. Light magic, which both Louise and the mage could cast, made the path glow faintly, like those glow-in-the-dark stickers and toys that held just a tiny bit of green glow when you put them in the sun and then brought them back into a dark place. The mage swept a decently powerful spotlight around to prove this (again, unlike me they had actually been here before) and it made us feel a little better, but it was also very much a thing that made my knees want to go weak.

At the same time, my solo diver instincts were there. I knew that if I wanted to tune out all distractions and focus on my telekinesis, I'd be able to tell exactly where the path was at almost all times. I just... it's just... that would be everything. That would be my world. There would be no more me-and-Louise, just me and the path and any monsters that bothered me. I could feel it in me, the cold certainty that I could go back to being a ruthless bastard and take on this dungeon by myself.

But if something happened to Louise while I was focused like that... would I even notice? I'd never been part of a party before. I didn't have the instincts. The thought scared me.

So Louise and I, again going our separate ways from Mel and the group, made a much more sedate and hesitant march through the sky than we had done on other floors, much slower than I would have if I'd been focusing. Even then, when Harp Harp Harpies attacked and disrupted our concentration, I realized almost too late that I'd been focusing on little else but my fear. I knew where Louise was, but... I wasn't really paying attention...?

That got me experimenting with my aura defenses, hoping that (for example) the Hesitation Aura in defense mode would give me a little more courage in this situation, but no luck. That same re-examination did however reveal something else important: Hesitation in offense mode against the Hungry Horde, projected from the Fallen Angel's Halo, made them a lot more manageable. While by no means were they a push-over, they didn't do the thing where they came at me around every defense I threw up from every direction at once. They staggered a little more, and occasionally horde members would peel off, circle around, and come back--which did them no good at all and did men plenty. At that point, even though they got some hits in, my fear of them lowered a lot, and I could cut them down with no more than a little bit of health loss per fight. If I bothered to spend class points on improving my agility or dexterity, I might be able to dodge or block it, but... somehow, that still felt like cheating.

In any case, in my head I'd "solved" this floor, which said next to nothing given that I was still scared as shit by the invisible floor, at least when adventuring as I was.

"Are you alright?" Louise's question just felt like adding insult to injury, in a way that was hard to put into words. She was for the most part just focusing on a light spell that gave us an overhead halo, and that halo was enough to give us a dozen feet or so of visible ground--not enough to plan ahead, but more than enough to operate with normally. Still, I didn't like it.

"I should be better than this," I said.

"Because you're afraid?"

"Yes, but..." No, not really. I grit my teeth. I knew fear. I'd gotten through worse. But...

"It's okay to be--"

"Stop it," I snapped. "The fear isn't the problem." And it wasn't; I had my pride, yes, but the other group was right over there. If we ran into a problem we couldn't solve, it wasn't like death was the only other option. And that was...

Louise watched me moving forward slowly. "I think you're right," she said, apropos of nothing, and I just turned to look at her, waiting for her to finish the thought. "I think you are better than this."

I could only just roll my eyes, but I kept listening, hoping she had something to say.

But she didn't, and we walked on for a while. I watched, on edge, as a Biochemist Harpy on patrol neared, but turned instead, following some kind of weird patrol route that I was uninterested in figuring out.

"How did you survive?" she asked, and her normally soft voice was softer, or perhaps just quieter. "I can't even imagine."

I took a deep breath. Some part of me expected this to turn into an argument, in spite of it being Louise. "By being better."

"Better?"

"Everything here is a challenge, Louise. You can call it a deathtrap, and that's obviously true. You can say the Administrator is trying to kill us, and yes, they are. But it's also not the point. If the point of a Dungeon was to kill us, they'd just never let us level up."

"That's true..." Louise's voice was full of doubt.

"But that's it, though. That's the thing." I was talking as much to myself as her, at that point. "Experience lets us evolve. We become better. If we don't get better enough then we can't advance. But..." But, I reasoned silently, if you count on experience and levels to be what makes you better, then you admit that really, the dungeon is better. The system is better. You aren't.

"But what?"

Instead of answering, I did what I should have been doing from the start, putting my consciousness in that sweet spot between normal life and using [ Telekinesis ]. Although the system didn't seem to recognize what I was doing as using the skill--nor any other--it opened up a flood of information from the world, telling me all the things nearby that I could use telekinesis on.

Telling me about everything within range. In that place, there was no fear. There was too much to do.

The problem was, the solid weeks I'd spent in that mental place, I'd never had to worry about talking to people or thinking about anything except survival. I felt the stress of that mental state eating away at me, trying to return me to what I'd been back then. Not the people-killer; that had been towards the beginning, before I realized just how damn stupid I was.

No, even after that, I was consumed by the struggle. Mel and her team divers wouldn't understand, and Louise definitely wouldn't.

"You want to see?" I felt the stress at the edge of my mind, but if anything, it wanted me to stop, rather than asking me to go mad. I turned to look at Louise, and I thought for a moment that she was seeing something else when she looked at me, and I wasn't sure what. "How I survived, I mean."

She nodded. I don't... know why, but she didn't look nervous. She should have been.

The telekinesis boosting items helped, but in that moment, I really didn't need them. I picked her up, gently, wrapping a support around her torso and tugging at that instead of trying to lift her by her feet or wrap her in a mental hand or something.

And then I flung the two of us across the room.

It shouldn't have been possible, at my skill level, to throw that much weight that hard. I knew that, and I'd experimented with the skill enough to see the restrictions were real, most of the time. More than that, throwing us was perhaps the most foolish thing I could have done, from a certain point of view. Even in that telekinetic mode, I couldn't sense pathways across the map, and for all I knew, I might have been throwing us at an empty patch. But when we got close, I felt floors, grabbed them, slowed our approach, and set us down on an invisible platform that neither of us had known was there.

I could see a lot of signs that she was really upset, mostly in her face and posture, and I released her. She really didn't have that sweet, patently Louise look on her face, but I thought the look on her face seemed better, in a way. More honest. That stress demon at the edge of my mind smirked, wondering if she was going to explode at me.

Instead, she grit her teeth and let out a breath. "You could have told me what you were doing."

"In a dungeon," I said, not really engaging with what she said, "there is only what you can and can't do. Yes, someday, I'll run into something I can't do." I paused, hesitating. The stress monster didn't want to admit that I'd just seen something I couldn't do. "But if you're willing to become... to embrace what you can do, then there is more there."

Something in her eyes... confused me as she sat there looking at me.

"Is that what you want?" The question caught me off-guard. But... she seemed serious about the question.

"You mean living? Because I kind of want to keep doing that."

"You don't look like you do."

Again, that caught me off guard, and I lost focus. The pre-activation phase of the skill was really a narrow band to be in, honestly. It felt, when you were in it, like balancing on the edge of a knife, and when you slipped... well, you were just on one side or the other. Mostly, of course, you slipped into the "off" state instead of suddenly making things start moving.

And then because we had just catapulted across the map a bunch of monsters that had been alerted to us suddenly started to catch up.

It's not as though it was a ultra-terrible situation to be in; the Hungry Horde and the Hoppin' Hearts were both bound to travel only on the pathways, so even if they caught us moving, they'd just wander around randomly trying to reach us until they got bored and stopped. The Harp Harpies and the Biochemist Harpies came in a group larger than I was used to, and admittedly, that was pretty bad, since they had ranged attacks, luring attacks, sleep attacks, the biochemists created gas clouds with some kind of status effect in them...

...and yet, for reasons I still can't put into words, some part of me didn't even view the whole thing as a challenge. Something about what she'd said made me angry in a way that I didn't understand, and that stress demon at the edge of my mind found a way in after that.

If someone else had asked why I did it, in the minutes after, I would have said I did it to screw with Louise, but I wouldn't understand what those words meant.

I set myself back on that knife edge and dove off the side of the walkway. Instead of climbing, I used telekinesis to trebuchet myself around the walkway, going under it and then whipping myself back back at the Harpies. There was another platform a little ways out, one that was just outside of Louise's light cone, so it was still invisible to her, and I aimed for that, materializing the Executioner's Sword and somehow, only half intentionally, managing to spear a Biochemist Harpy in the face with the sharp axe-like point at the side of the sword's fan tip. That gave me a little rotation in the other direction, which I accelerated with telekinesis and hit a Harp Harpy in the side as I passed.

My aim was a little off, so I adjusted and used the boots of Air Dash to make sure I made my landing look intentional. There were now plenty of Harpies around, all looking at me hungrily, but...

...but the real benefit of that pre-activation phase of Telekiesis wasn't the mysterious power boost, a boost that honestly I had no understanding of whatsoever. In a way I'd never heard anyone else talking about, while in that mode I could read their motions, clear as day.

It was funny how I never thought about the Harpy's center of mass otherwise. For all their flapping and bobbing as they moved, they actually kept the center of mass pretty steady, which you could kind of tell when you watched their heads. But telekinesis told me where it was, in their chests (not their... never mind, I wasn't thinking about it at the time anyway) and it was funny to watch one pivot in midair around their center, which wasn't the amateurish move it sometimes looked like from outside. It was funny to watch them tense up before moving their center of mass much, because (I realized watching them) that meant shaking their heads--their eyes, and whatever senses they used for balance. As long as they kept everything steady, they were a lot clearer headed, but being shaken bothered them as much as anything else.

So I jumped into the air and grabbed a bunch of them, all of my telekinetic grasps somewhat above their center of mass, so when I pushed off of them, they pivoted rather than being cleanly pushed back. If they'd had time, they might have understood, but acting suddenly, the ones I grabbed were all suddenly disoriented.

The two Devil's Swords went free, and I went after the ones that seemed to recover fastest, first. They were not strong enough to one-shot anything, and I wasn't expecting them to be, but with telekinesis, I maneuvered the swords to strike below the center of mass. They were pivoting that direction already, and adding force just made them feel like they'd over-corrected.

The sheer number of handholds among the harpies let me stay hanging in the air there, controlling my swords, for a long moment, before I catapulted myself back to Louise. There were two of the birds harassing her, and I realized I had given no shits about that for the last moment, but I swapped out the two for the Executioner again and gave myself a nice windup that let me really give one of the harpies a heavy underhand cut, and then transitioned to a backhand sweep to get the other's attention trained on me.

And they were. The lot of them, maybe nine-ten in total, were fixed on me, and it didn't scare me at all. How could I be scared when I had so much to do? Simple technical problems to solve. Fly through the creatures, dodge attacks, strike those three, land over there, come back. There was nothing else.

Well, obviously that's not quite true. Some of the attacks--the luring, the sleep, the Strife, the chemical clouds--did give me a scare from one moment to the next, but I knew what I was capable of. If one damn bird-brain stared singing, I thew a sword at her. Strife aura had a counter, and I put on the equipment. The chemical clouds had an obvious tell, and I just had to keep an eye on them.

That's what it meant to have the floor "solved" in my head. Yes, there were things there to make me nervous, but nothing that came close to defeat.

I was honestly surprised when almost half of the harpies ended up not being solo kills. Louise, though she was still bad at it, had pulled out her Harpy Harp and used its offensive skill to harass them, which I didn't recognize at the time but kind of did in retrospect. The side effect of them not being solo kills was that their bodies didn't immediately go to my inventory--and what with us being over a pit, they kind of disappeared when I didn't snag them. And I... didn't care, really. I could have snagged them, especially after I noticed the first two times, but I really wasn't anticipating it, and I wasn't thinking too hard about the loot. Why would I? I'd yet to see a rare drop from the Biochemist, but I wasn't expecting anything fantastic out of them.

When we got towards the end and I ran out of harpies to hang onto, I dropped back by Louise and just maneuvered the Executioner at range. In all, the fight was running me to the ragged edge of being out of mana, which was no surprise, but I'd been keeping track of it.

And then we were done, and I took a long and satisfied breath. And then I... was surprised when Louise turned to me and started talking, because that wasn't a thing that happened when I was fighting.

"You see? I knew you were better. Why don't you fight like that all the time?" she asked, seeming only curious and not in any way upset.

My brain refused to process the fact that she'd even spoken, for a long moment. And then as my heartrate slowed and my mana regeneration caught up, so did my brain.

And I honestly wasn't entirely sure what to say, even then.

            

    
        25.  An awkward confrontation

    
    
    
    
                If there was one thing that immediately countered my feeling of being a badass solo diver who just killed nine harpies almost entirely by himself while hanging over a (probably) death pit, it was being unable to answer a really simple question asked by a pretty woman that I had an obvious crush on.

Up there, I didn't feel out of control. I knew what I could do, and I knew how to try things to see if I could do them, safely. Here, suddenly, there was no obvious path forward. I had no skill to use to skillfully avoid her words and find her vulnerable points and--actually what even would be the point of that. No, I just had no way to ... resolve this situation? Was it even a situation?

"Hey..." Louise managed to pierce the dense fog of my self-recrimination. "It's okay. Just take it slow, alright?"

"Take it slow." I grit my teeth and let out a long sigh. "I... can't think like that."

"You can't take it slowly?"

"No, I..." I sighed. Was that a joke or was she being serious? "I realized, like... a long time ago that I can't go back and forth between being like that..." I gestured towards the sky where I'd just been hanging, "...and being normal. It's like it's... not really me. I don't know."

She looked at me for a moment. "Is that--"

"It's not why I killed people." I paused, and shook my head. "...I don't think it is. I swore off killing a long time ago and was still in the dungeon for a long time after that. But I'm..." Words I couldn't really identify caught in my throat. What was I trying to say and why couldn't I say it?

It got a little more complicated as Mel's group, attracted by... well, at least one of the stupid showy things I did, came to check on us. Strangely enough, it was the mage, Jenna, leading the way.

"You!" Her shout completely surprised me, because she was still a ways away and I had no reason to expect it. "You bastard!"

I was confused, I'd like to say justifiably so. Did they have a run-in with the monsters I spooked? I didn't think so, since they weren't on the path I jumped. What the hell was she so mad about?

When she got close enough that she was certain that it was a straight shot from her to us, she let go of her light spell and just dashed at us, slowing down to a panting mess a little ways away. Behind her, the rest of her party were now without an easy way to see the floor around them, without that light magic and had come to a standstill. I glanced at Louise and gave her a head jerk towards them, and she looked over and nodded, moving towards them and giving her light magic some more power.

"You are a fucking natural, aren't you?" Jenna suddenly reached out and grabbed my shirt collar as though it was an accusation, which is sure as hell sounded like.

"I have no idea--"

"It's not--I don't--ugh." She backed off a step. "It's not the right word. You're... you know magic without the system, right?"

I felt my cheeks flush, but her question still didn't make sense. "There was no magic before the system."

"There wasn't this." Jenna made a fireball appear in her hand. "But there was something. There are rumors that the fucking occultists, witches, whatever users of old magic are what drew the System to us, but one thing's for sure is a lot of people just seem to already knew how to do shit and what you did is clearly above your level."

I backed away from her, conscious of the fact that there was no light halo and I had no idea how far I was from the edge. "Hey, easy... I'm trying to tell you, that's not it."

"So what the hell skill were you using?"

"Telekinesis." As the word came out of my mouth, I thought I knew what she was going to say, but I was wrong.

"And what's your growth rank for Telekinesis?"

I blinked at her. "My what?"

"Have you ever visited a Skill Sage?"

That seemed an odd question, and I tried to remember what I knew of Skills, but it was a little thin in places, honestly. I had definitely heard the term, but I didn't think at the time that it was a technical term. "No... but, I mean, I have a little bit of that skill myself, I just--"

"What does your Skill Sage say about Telekinesis?"

I paused and considered that. I had only really been paying attention to skill level and the brief description on items, since those were the path forward. Why study skills I already knew how to use, or thought I didn't need? I linked to the Skill Sage and brought it up for my skill, my guts immediately clenching.
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The level of my skill was something I knew well, and was proud of--it had been ahead of my class level since about level 15. I'd spent the rest of my formative time in a dungeon or a jail, though, and wasn't the kind of person to go looking for someone else to give me a "skill sage" reading even if I'd known that was a thing. I toggled the panel to visible and spun it to face Jenna.

She just kind of stared at it for a minute and then looked at me. "You really have no idea what you're doing, do you?"

I gave her the kind of look in return that the question deserved, and around that time, the others showed up. The immediate response was from the Will the archer, who jockeyed for position to see the screen I had pulled up and whistled. "Crap in a handbasket, man, I've never seen that many growth points. Why haven't you spent them?"

"I don't..." On what exactly? Anxiety gave me a good punch in the ribs, though I was mostly able to console myself with already being overpowered. "I don't... need to right now?"

"He had no idea he had them, Will."

"Isn't that his own window, though?" That from the shield tank, who was just kind of peering at us. "I mean, you don't have Skill Sage."

Jenna was giving me the kind of smug look that really didn't seem to make any sense when I was the person who already had too much power and apparently wasn't using it effectively and she was just... an observer who thought she knew more, I guess?

"Okay! Okay!" I threw up my hands. "I have no idea what I'm doing. Honestly, if you think that's offensive you should see how many unspent Class Points I have." That dig was probably the kind of thing I shouldn't have made, because the whole group, even Louise (though she seemed somewhat confused) all ended up looking at me strangely at that statement.

"Unused class points." The tank looked at me. "So you have a self made class that you're... just... not using."

"And yet--"

"And yet he can throw himself across the level with a skill level that's only in the fifties." Jenna sighed. "It's a good growth rank, admittedly, but if he's never spent any of his points then what's even the point?"

I sighed. I could see this abuse lasting for a while longer, maybe. "I'm not relying on that."

Jenna's face, in a way that as far as I could tell was uncharacteristic of her, got taken over by a look of real hatred, and she, with no windup and no real warning, gave me a suckerpunch straight to the nose that forced me to take a step back--and my foot slipped right off the edge of the platform.

I didn't fall far, of course. That was... kind of the point of her being mad, wasn't it? It was't even that scary. I twisted around, pulling my hands closer to the edge of the platform until I could grab it, and when I had a solid grip so my brain could adjust to the idea that I needed to climb up, I just boosted myself into the air and got my feet back on it.

The others had backed up a bit, more away from the edge than away from either me or Jenna, since neither of us were physically intimidating, magic powers be damned. Either way, though, there was a bit of distance between us, and a cautious look on Jenna's face, like she wasn't sure if I was going to get really, really pissed off that I'd just about died.

Which, like, not... not really. I wasn't really processing the cliff edge as a deadly danger right now. I knew it intellectually, but at the moment, my brain was churning on just how much I really, really didn't know.

"Sorry," said Jenna, that caution mixed with anger in her voice, and I waved her off. "It's just... you really shouldn't make it sound like the rest of us just aren't trying. We're risking our lives too, you know?"

"Yeah." I felt at my nose, which was fine. Being a Dungeoneer was scary in lots of ways, but the fact that we didn't get hurt the way we should was a constant reminder of just what we'd sacrificed for power. "What I mean is... there's a difference between skill Level and whether you're using the skill right. I teach some classes--"

"Wait, wait, wait." Jenna marched forward again. "You don't know jack, didn't even know how to use Skill Sage, and you teach skills?"

"Um, at the local gym. I'm not a professor or anything." She threw up her hands in frustration, and I kept watching her, as I continued. "I watch people who think they're practicing and they're not getting... better. I had to be better, to use the skills the way they're meant to be used, to survive. That is the specific thing I'm relying on to survive. I'm not... or I'm trying to not rely on class levels, or..." I gestured to where we'd been standing, before I got knocked back. The UI window had disappeared when I moved, as it tended to do. "...skill... growth points or whatever. I have to, to some extent, but I don't want to. I want to have mastered the skill itself, not be told by a fucking ethereal window that the Dungeon has allowed me to be a little stronger now, how lucky for me."

"So how did you do it?" That was Melinda, who had so far been kind of quiet. "How do you master telekinesis when you didn't have it until the first time you entered a dungeon? When you didn't have anything like it until you entered a dungeon?"

Although Mel was speaking, my eyes got drawn back to Jenna and the smug look on her face. She was sure that she knew, more or less, what my answer was, what it had to be.

And she was... only half wrong.

I pointed at her face, trying to shame her for being smug, though I doubt I had the force of personality to manage it. "There was no magic before the Dungeons," I snapped at her. "You're wrong if you think there was."

She tilted her head back to look down her nose at me, but waited.

"...but there were... spiritual things." I grit my teeth. "Ghosts. Dreams. Things."

The silence was deafening.

            

    
        26.  Answers I needed but didn't actually want

    
    
    
    
                Let's be clear to start here--I didn't expect that a discussion of ghosts pre-Dungeons was going to ever happen because I thought it was made completely irrelevant by the Starfall and the Dungeons. Like, a lot of things got weird once weird alien whatsits arrived in orbit and dungeon entrances started popping up. Of the myriad of things that mattered now, me maybe seeing ghosts was low on the list.

And it was always a 'maybe'.

"So you're saying I'm right," was Jenna's interpretation.  "Magic was real."  It was kind of infuriating; I grit my teeth and tried to explain just why what she was saying made no sense to me at all.

"I get what you're saying, but..." Except that I didn't. She didn't seem to understand, at all. "I wasn't... some kind of person who was able to," and I waved my hands in the air as though mocking the very concept, which I was, "grant wishes and change fate, or even read minds or hypnotize people. I was a dumbass who was plagued by things and just trying to stay sane."  I dropped my hands to my side.  "I might as well have been crazy. I might still be. I didn't enter the Dungeon and get a class or skill that told me that my existing maybe-ghost-sight was some kind of skill it recognized. I've never seen anything from the Dungeon that validated what I saw before--never."

Weirdly, and almost instantly, I got a strange sense that I associated with all of those bad experiences, and turned my head in that direction. The outline I saw in the air... might have been...?

"What?" When I glanced back at Jenna, the whole group had spun to face the direction I was looking, and was scanning the open air, looking for whatever had drawn my interest. "Was something there?"

I forced myself to not say anything off the cuff by biting my tongue and closing my eyes. I didn't want to say yes or no. Because I didn't... I didn't...? Honestly, I was having trouble putting it into words. I guess...

I guess it felt like people were playing with my feelings. I let go of my tongue and glanced up at the ceiling, away from the phantom, and addressed her in that direction instead, as I usually did when talking to Administrators. "Just don't," I said to her. "I don't... if you're going to do that, at least say that's what you're doing. It's not funny."

"Fun--"

And then I and, for some reason, Louise were in the White Space. It hadn't changed, except for the tea set out on the white coffee table--three cups of fresh, steaming tea--and one extra chair.

Louise let out a squeak of protest at the sudden change, but I was in a bad mood. Instead going for the tea or comforting her, I just immediately walked over to the nearest chair and threw myself into it, letting out a long breath, feeling exhausted before I even asked the question.

"So it was real, huh?"

"Yes." The Administrator's voice was flat and even, without emotion. "Did you really doubt that?"

"Of COURSE I doubted!" I stood up, feeling terror grip me in the same way it would have five years before, before I had gone Dungeoneering, when I was just another nobody with nothing but dreams. "If I didn't doubt I would be one of them. Don't you understand?"

The Administrator, a pudgy woman standing at attention on top of a settee, turned her head to look straight at me but said nothing in return.

"There are people who claim things that are obviously wrong. People who believe crazy things like magic is--was--real and that people could do whatever they wanted to. People who claimed things like... like breatharianism, that a human being could just breathe with no food or drink and survive, or that they could do... all the things that we couldn't do..." That we couldn't do before. It felt weird to say that.  I collapsed back into the chair, feeling petulant.

"But that's not what you believed."

I grit my teeth and gestured outwards, vaguely. "I'm not going to become one of them."

"Then don't." Her voice was matter-of-fact. "Did you really think you were alone?"

I sucked in a breath through my teeth. In a way, it was like an argument with myself, and losing badly. "Yes."

For some reason, I noticed the Administrator's head pivot to Louise, and not because she had picked up a cup of tea, since that was like... ten seconds ago. She continued to stare at it, puzzled.

"It's just tea," said the Administrator. Louise looked at her, back at the tea, and took a sip. She kept looking at the teacup after that first sip, though, pensively.

"I've seen a ghost," said Louise, as though out of nowhere. "A couple times, actually.  I saw the one you looked at, too." She took another sip of tea.

I had trouble taking it seriously, in a way, but I also did my best to take a deep breath and not judge her. Because there were crazies, but that didn't mean... right? It might mean... or it might not, but...

"Muratama told me," she said, not looking away from her teacup, "that Priestesses are chosen from those who have been touched by the dead. It's not like I asked for it, you know. I freaked out after my first trip into the dungeon. I was praying, but nobody answered. I knew there had to be someone out there. None of the gods I knew of answered, so I just asked if there was anyone, anyone out there." Her face puckered like she'd eaten something gross. "I realized afterwards that was... probably really really dumb."

"Yeah," I said, my head stuck on the fact that she didn't ask to be a priestess, but...

"When he made contact with me, that was it. I was a Priestess. I was thirty years younger, none of my shirts fit anymore," she grabbed one breast and squeezed very hard, as though it had offended her, "and I didn't know who my god was or what they wanted. And then I started getting stupid little quests that didn't answer that question, and..." she spilled a little tea on herself when her hand suddenly shook, and she gasped, quickly putting the teacup down. "Ow... sorry.  Ouch."

Suddenly, both of us turned to look at the Administrator, as though she had cleared her throat or something, but she didn't. She just kept looking at Louise.

I felt dumb in a lot of ways, but I could only shake my head. "I'm sorry, Administrator. I didn't mean to... take up your time."

Her head swiveled back to me. "She's right, you know."

She paused as though that was a complete thought, but I didn't understand at all. A long moment went by in which she didn't explain, and I had to prod her to it. "Who's right?"

"The mage. Your power is stronger because you were mentally prepared." With the hair hanging over her face, it was difficult to get any read on her tone, but I thought she was looking at me a little more directly. "Most people aren't ready to be more than human. You already had a sixth sense. Without that, you could use Telekinesis, but you couldn't use the True version of it."

Both of us recognized the capital letter in her speech, and Louise and I glanced at each other. "True version?"

"Is that not clear?" Her head twitched left, so she had an inquisitive tilt to her head, but the movement was all wrong, too sharp. "The system is artificial. Skills and Classes are artificial. They are built. The True version of that skill that you use is not built; it is yours."

"You can do that?" asked Louise, sounding somewhat breathless.

"Was it not clear?" A phantom breeze blew the Administrator's hair out of her face, and we could suddenly see her face. It looked, in a strange way, normal--but only normal if the administrator was running on the ragged edge of going completely crazy. Her eyes were as wide as they could possibly be, bloodshot, and her face, I realized, had always been that drawn with tension and stress. "This is the deal we offered Humanity: Access to the [ Dungeon Key ], and in return, once you had learned how to use it, once humanity had proven that it could adapt to the key, once they proved that they didn't need to be hand-held, we would be free."

"We would finally," the Administrators' face lifted to the sky, as though trying to catch sight of a god above her, and I thought her face looked even more manic than it did before. "Finally, be free."

"So the Full Clear quest is to prove we don't need the Dungeons anymore?"

The Administrator's head snapped back to me, and without the hair in the way, her eyes were intense. "No," she said, and a smile slowly spread into a manic grin on her face. "Ah, haha. They'd be so mad if I told you. No, that's different. Ha, haha. Ha, ha ha."

The fact that her laugh was artificial, monotone, off-tempo, and felt nothing at all like a laugh did not stop it from sounding completely psychotic and in that way fitting with this new insane version of the woman that we were seeing.

Louise was already backing up, and I felt suddenly like I should join her, if only to reassure her that we were going to be okay. And... in a way I couldn't put a finger on, it did feel like it would be okay. I got out of the chair and moved to her, but... sensed something behind me, too. When I looked back, the Administrator's hair was covering her face, and she was standing neutrally at attention. Somehow, I sensed Louise being teleported away, although I wasn't looking, and turned to look at the Administrator one last time.

"Are you--"

"I'm not okay, no." Her face turned only slightly to look at me. "Life is unfair, Jerry Applebee. Not everyone makes it through life without true hardship the way you have. But those who can make it through life's hardships and keep their souls intact... those are the ones who deserve to have real power."

"That is the form of the Dungeon. It is the Why that you are looking for. Those who falter, those who fail, do not deserve power. If they have more than they deserve, they will destroy the world around them. We have seen this too many times to doubt it. But we are also looking for those who discover the beginnings of True power, of True skills. Your people were born on a world where those True skills were unneeded."

"Without need, a True skill cannot grow." In a motion that startled me, the Administrator's arm suddenly moved, more frightening for the fact that her use of the arm was correct in speed and mannerisms, as she reached one hand up to her face and pushed the hair out of her eyes one more time. The eye that looked back was still bloodshot, still on the verge of madness, but somehow calmer, deeper. "You won't be able to test your True skills here. Find the Hidden Quest on the next floor. You will understand the Reward. You will need her." She paused, and cracked a smile, one that seemed more natural than the cracked thing she'd shown a moment ago. "If it's you... you might get another reward out of the Quest, but only if you dare to take it."

And then I was back in the Dungeon.

            

    
        27.  Not that super, I guess

    
    
    
    
                What with Louise and I disappearing and then reappearing, it was no real surprise that Mel and her group wanted a lot of explanations and really would prefer that we got somewhere stable before we gave them. Apparently, judging by the fact that everyone seemed really concerned, Administrators abducting people to chat was not actually as common as I had been led to believe.

"We're okay," I said calmly, but the serious faces I saw were a clear indication that shit like that was not going to fly with this group.

By consensus, we advanced to the exit and camped around it. The floor there was visible once you got into the room, and there were walls that you couldn't fall through, although like the floor they weren't visible until you got there.

Jenna, at the very least, was clearly interested in hearing more from our original discussion, but was willing to back-burner that until after we discussed being kidnapped by the all-powerful monster that was trying to kill us with music, boobs, and cocks.

"Wait," interrupted the shield tank. "Why was she standing on the couch?"

Louise and I looked at each other and shrugged. "The pose she was in was the same as the other Administrator I've met," I said. "And a lot of her motions were wrong. I guess she's not really in control of the body." Usually. The last motion she'd made was so lifelike that it was creepy, only because it contrasted so strongly with everything else she'd done. It was like a real person's body had been kidnapped and hollowed out to be used as a puppet, and then she had been allowed a moment to be herself at the end, just to prove that the victim was still in there somewhere.

"And the tea...?"

"It was just tea," Louise and I said at the same time, and looked at each other again. Somehow, that seemed like the only thing you could say about it.

"So you just disappeared--"

"Actually I'm curious," I interrupted in return. "What did the teleport look like? Anything?"

Mel gave me a strange look, but she seemed to deflate. Pretty much all of them looked uncomfortable at the question, really.

"It was like..." Will was the first one who spoke up. "My eyes refused to see the moment of the teleport. I had no choice but to look away. Some kind of mental thing that didn't want us to see or remember it. It hurt a bit, too."

"Huh." I scratched my head at that. Under certain circumstances, I could see that effect making sense, if the intent was to make people forget about someone they weren't focusing on, but the circumstances here would require some very serious mental gymnastics to just sweep under the rug. After all, they'd run across the map to reach us; if we just weren't there a moment later it wasn't going to be a subtle thing.

"So you just talk to the Administrator and it--she teleports you to this white room to have a chat. And you've done it before here, and more than once elsewhere."

"I'm fairly sure that the reason this Administrator was willing to talk to me was because of all the weird things that happened to me after talking with the last Administrator," I said, as deadpan as I could. "It's, um, how we got started, kind of." Just brushing up against the topic of my talks with the beanpole made me nervous, what with the NDA and all, but it was mostly a separate story anyway, just one that would have been entertaining if I could have told it. "Suffice it to say... apparently I'm strange."

Jenna threw her hands up in the air in frustration but said nothing.

"But as far as you can tell, the Administrators are human."

"They are... certainly people." I glanced at Louise, but she seemed to be leaving any discussion of these things to me. "But they could be aliens or AI or something else." I paused, and clearly it was obvious that I had something else to say because there was dead air before I added, nervously, "Faeries, maybe."

"Faeries are a real thing?" Melinda raised her eyes at that. "Not just as dungeon monsters, but some kind of real thing?"

"Faeries are definitely real," said the shield tank, nodding to himself. "There are dungeons run by Faeries, which are supposed to be crazy high-level things."

I nodded at him in return, wondering where he'd gotten that bit of knowledge. "The entrances to those dungeons are hidden, but yes, they are definitely a thing."

"But I... I guess I'm asking if faeries... were a thing? Before?" Mel's voice had kind of a strange twist to it that I couldn't put my finger on.

I could only shrug. "The things I saw and felt before the Dungeon were incredibly vague. It's not like a movie where they take an image and give it a filter so you know it's a ghost. We just... humans don't really have the ability to see them, I think. Or, I didn't. I guess... I mean, I guess I know know..." I sighed. Why was I still doubting what a powerful supernatural creature had just proven? "They really existed. And I could sense them. But I guess raw human biology isn't very good at spiritual things."

"What about the ghost you saw just now? That the Administrator created? Could you see better as a Dungeoneer?"

I shook my head. "I mean it was a little better, but none of you saw it either, right? There must be a skill or feature that gives a Dungeoneer body that ability, but I don't have it." I looked at Louise, but she was looking away.

"Can we get back to--" Jenna was incredibly impatient. "Like, I get we aren't going to get back to the other things, but can we at least get to what the Administrator actually wanted from you?"

I looked away, feeling some combination of being relieved and also scared. "She confirmed what I saw and said that... that before I came to the Dungeon I had some kind of ESP. And she said that, yes, that ESP is part of why I can do crazy things with Telekinesis." I paused, thinking. Had I been working some of my instinctual things into my use of Stealth? I was certainly counting on my instincts for critical hits, though I wanted to say in both those cases that it was more about training than extra senses. "...and maybe other things."

"Can you teach that?" When I looked back, Jenna's face was still an unreadable mask of impatience. "Since it's real and all, whether it's a dungeon skill or something else, can you teach it. To me, or anyone else."

I... sat there thinking for a long while. In part, my head didn't really want to process the question; it just kind of got stuck. But also, the question seemed like it was both important and difficult at once. "Well," I said after a moment, "as far as I know I can't reproduce the spiritual things," I gestured towards where the Administrator's ghost had been, offhand, "that I originally sensed, so no, I can't just teach it. There's kind of... like, before, there was this whole concept of a spiritual awakening, right? I don't know if that was real or just to explain why some people straight-up can't, but let's assume it's real. For someone else that's gone through it I might have advice, but I have no idea at all what that requires, and as far as I can tell, the fact that I went through that stuff isn't even on my Dungeoneer Card anywhere, so it's no real help."

"Why the hell wouldn't it be?" Jenna seemed cross, but I just shrugged. "Are you sure? Let me see yours."

I hesitated, then shook my head. "I do have my own secrets I'd like to keep, you know?"

"Like you being a killer? We know that part." Mel's voice had an edge to it.

I just shook my head. "That's public record. I don't always bring it up, but it's not a secret."

"So explain it, if it's not a secret. Why did you kill people?" That was Will, who had spent most of his resting time sitting a little ways away with his bow out, either idly or in a way that was supposed to be protective/threatening, I couldn't tell.

I grit my teeth, trying to work my way through the logic, although honestly I had trouble understanding it myself. "I don't... interact with people very often. Which if I'm being completely honest," which was easier since I had already gotten to this topic, "had a lot to do with being completely paranoid that people were going to call me some kind of lying deviant attention-whore bastard for complaining about the fucking ghosts that were driving me crazy, or worse, a very, very fear that I was crazy. Because it was a fucking everyday thing that I just couldn't... couldn't fucking do anything about, but which nobody else sees or gives two shits about even if they're there. So yeah, I really, really wanted to talk to people about something I just can't without sounding insane and maybe getting locked up for."

"You wouldn't--"

"AND THEN," I said, not really wanting to be interrupted at this juncture, especially not for empty platitudes, "the fucking Starfall happens, and guess what? Ghosts disappear on me. I did a search online, and there are some people who still have them, but not me. There are others who say, though, yup they've gone, and others who insist they're still there. Dungeons become a bigger thing. Do I hear anything anywhere about ghost wizards? No. People who used to see ghosts and become Dungeoneers either do or don't see ghosts anymore but nothing else happens. We're not special. No special class, no special skill, no title. Which leads a lot of people to ask were there ever really ghosts in the first place, even among the people who had to deal with them all their lives. So I start seriously considering that I may always have been insane and might be a completely useless brain case for the rest of my life."

"Meanwhile I'm sitting there barely making due with my fucking dead-end job hoping desperately that I was going to be special, hoping that someone else would discover that people like me are really the saviors of the world or something and that all of my worries were for nothing." I threw up my hands. "But nope! No secret skills, no secret classes, no secret anything. If another Dungeoneer did everything I did they could get all the same rewards because we really are equal; I'm not better or special in any way." I paused, knowing that there was an exception but reluctant to say it. I was also aware that I had strayed pretty far from the point about why I killed people, but it wasn't a topic I was eager to get back to, either.

"Except for that one telekinesis thing," said Jenna, whose voice still had a fair bit of bitterness in it for whatever reason.

"...Except yeah, I found this one weird trick." I sighed and leaned my head back against the wall. "It's not easy and I'm not even sure yet that it's all that special. It's easy to lose focus and it hurts like hell to perform like that. Like... it burning my nerves or something after a while if I don't take breaks fairly often, on top of being really stressful and making me feel crazy." I put one hand on my neck, but the pain wasn't as bad as it used to be, back then. "Or, maybe the crazy is just a part of me. I don't know. Anyway, it lets me throw harder and do some things a little more... like, I understand what I'm doing better, or I think I do. Like I understand the feedback that the skill is giving me, better. And that lets me use the skill better normally, without going into that weird and painful head-space. And it... it kind of acts like an extra sense, when I'm in it, so I felt better on those invisible platforms. I did it a lot when I was solo diving just to know that I wasn't walking into an ambush or a trap, but it's not like it saved my life most of the time. If I really was about to walk into an ambush, I usually heard it coming. If anything, Stealth is what saved me, and I was in that constantly."

"And do you have some kind of special Stealth thing like your telekinesis thing?" Jenna stepped forward, her face still clearly accusing me of something. "Show me."

I shook my head, using Skill Sage and showing the result:
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Jenna clicked her tongue, and I thought a couple others looked disappointed, too. "I'm sorry I'm not some kind of all-powerful jack of all trades," I snapped back at her, bitterness heavy in my voice. "Like I said, I just have one weird trick."

"I have a question," said the shield tank, raising his hand. "Probably for Jenna since she seems to know more about this. What's with the difference in growth points?"

"Your growth rank determines how many points you get per level," she said, her voice somewhere between tired and still pouting. "It is the Dungeon measuring how good you are with the skill and rewarding you. AB is actually a lot higher than B because when you hit A it starts giving sub-ranks, AF through AA. Some people say there are higher above that, for people who are absolute masters of a skill." She shrugged. "With the sub-ranks, AB is like... twice B rank. I don't know remember what the wiki said the growth rates actually were, but it goes up slightly per rank. Anything below C is trash, that's all I really remember.  Stuff above A rank just sounded made up."

"And what do growth points actually do?" I don't know if he was actually asking this for himself or to spare me the embarrassment, but I appreciated it.

"A Skill Sage will let you spend them to alter your skill somehow. I have no idea if that's a function of the Skill or if you need a dedicated class in it. I thought that skill was only available for people of certain classes." She narrowed her eyes at me, suspiciously, "...but I suppose a self-made class breaks a lot of normal rules."

I was going to say that skill boosters were what made the impossible, possible, but it died on my tongue. Didn't my first levels in that skill come from spending Class Points on a Dungeoneer feature that gave me more information about items I wanted to absorb? At the time, I thought it was something with very limited use, just improving the descriptions of skills and abilities, something that might give me hints on using it better. Even Harry had said it wasn't all that useful, but I guess it just wasn't that simple. "I guess," I replied, lamely.

"Alter how? And actually hey, can you show me a Skill Sage window for my Energy Barrier skill? I feel like I'm doing okay with it, and I'd like to see how it compares."

I sighed and got up, marching over to him. I'd never used it on someone else, so I supposed it was worth a shot, especially with the Cursed Truth Aura giving me, effectively, a higher skill level. "Give me your hand," I said, not really sure how it worked.

He took off his glove and offered me the hand. I felt... a bit weird holding someone else's hand, but tried to put it out of mind. Unfortunately, just thinking about the Energy Barrier skill didn't seem to help. I frowned at him. "How about... show me your Skill Window for the skill. Let's try that."

He did, and I let go of his hand and touched the window instead, noting idly that according to his Card, his name was Robert. The window gave me a weird feeling--not just the act of touching someone else's UI, either. There was a sudden sense of connection to it as my skill activated, and his window updated to look a lot like mine had:




	[ Energy Barrier ] - Lv 47



	Growth Rank: [ B ]
	Growth Points: 60



	[ Reinforces a solid object or projects a solid energy field. Reduces incoming attacks, blocks motion, and seals out harmful effects. Requires constant mana upkeep, plus additional mana to repair a damaged barrier. ]






He nodded. "So B rank is not too bad, then, but your Telekinesis has to be something special. What about upgrades?"

I just shrugged. "My level of Skill Sage is actually really low," I said. "This may surprise you but I don't actually use it much."

Robert laughed, and again, I appreciated that he was friendly and not being a dick like Jenna was.

"Try touching the Points," suggested said bitchy-mage, and Bob poked at his card, but if anything happened, it wasn't obvious.

I tried with mine as well, receiving a separate sub-window that had a bunch of question marks and nothing else. As in, I assumed, 'Yes this is how you do it but no you can't do it (yet).'

"No luck," said Robert. "There's something there, but..."

"My skill level is clearly too low." I nodded. "Unless I can figure out a trick to the skill, I'll have to grind it before it's usable."

"Well, if you want to practice..."

"Before that." The assassin from Mel's group (or whatever the class really was, but assassin-type to be sure) suddenly spoke up. He was just sitting against the wall, watching silently, and apparently trying to keep his eye on the ball the whole time. "Why were you returned almost a minute after Louise was? What did she tell you that was so secret?"

There was a long awkward pause as I considered what to say. "I don't really--"

"It's not like you can't keep your secrets," he hissed at me, and I thought he might be referring more to how I didn't answer the question about killing people than my refusing to show my complete Dungeon Card. "And I'm sure there are plenty of things she could have said that might have been for you and you alone. But given that our survival is still riding on making sure we make it through the dungeon whole I wanted to make sure that we weren't overlooking something important that you might think was irrelevant, since you clearly do that entirely too often."

That... at once made me feel like kind of a heel but also made me kind of upset, since he was accusing me of keeping a secret that was of immediate use to them. And... well, maybe. Still, after that little burst of attitude, I really couldn't keep myself from replying with a voice full of snark and sarcasm.

"Okay," I said cattily, "you caught me. The administrator exposed herself, told me about a secret quest with a reward made especially for me, and then sent me off with a smile. Is that what you want to hear?"

From the looks of them, the group was not so insightful as to recognize my sarcasm as a shade of the truth, although Louise had a strange look on her face. It took me a few minutes after that to remember that Priestesses didn't need to rely on their own insight to figure that kind of thing out.

            

    
        28. Jenna just jealous

    
    
    
    
                I ended up giving free Skill Sage readings to people for a little while, but there was nothing particularly insightful that I gained out it, except the knowledge that most people both had lower skill ranks and lower growth ranks than my main skills, which (apart from not knowing how growth rank is calculated) is kind of what I would have imagined.

Skill Sage itself was rank [D] with only a few levels after all those readings, which told me I was definitely using it wrong. I would have to look it up later, but in the meantime, I used it on everything I could. My grandest hope was that I could use it to get more information on my memorized items, but apparently that was a different category of ability entirely, because no amount of poking or prodding gave me Skill-like information for them. The enhancements, in contrast, would pop up a skill window if they were a booster for a skill I had, or a blank window if they were a booster for a skill I didn't, but it didn't seem as powerful as I wanted it to be.

In the meantime, the group seemed to have organized some kind of intervention with Jenna, with Louise also hovering and looking concerned. The combination of someone interacting with me and them talking with Jenna was a fairly obvious attempt to make sure Jenna didn't explode and that she and I didn't get into any kind of argument that we'd regret.

For my part, although I was getting kind of upset, I wasn't pissed off by her the way I was with Brock, mostly because Brock seemed to be riding a high of self-satisfaction while Jenna was clearly at some kind of low. That didn't forgive her bullshit, but she hadn't done any harm, and I was actually a little pleased to have a chance to open up about some things. I know Louise had basically given me an open invitation to talk to her, but... I still got a strong impression that she just wasn't going to understand. If anything, a group of adventurers seemed more likely to get me than she would, even knowing that she was also... well.

Anyway, partly into her intervention or whatever, she did kind of blow up, but not at me.

"...at HIM!" was the first part of the conversation that registered with me, since I was listening to Mel talk briefly about the difference in using polearms compared to swords, a topic I figured I'd eventually need to know if I found one to absorb. Her willingness to discuss such a boring topic out of nowhere was also part of what clued me in to the fact that they were separating us, which, whatever, I guess.

"But you ARE mad," said Will, testily.

"Don't YOU fucking start, Will," she snapped back. "You were the one who fucking pushed me not to experiment, not to try one of the weirder character classes." Her voice took on a mocking tone, the kind that people did when they were not actually interested in doing an impression but the conversation required them to. "Oh no, Jenna," she mimicked, "if you do the wrong thing EVERYONE WILL DIE!"

"I didn't say that," he replied, defensive and more than a little hostile.

To my surprise, it was the assassin who spoke up at that, literally fading out of the shadows as he dropped a stealth skill that in all honestly he had no real reason to be in under the circumstances, except maybe to be an asshole. "You did lay it on kind of thick," was his contribution. "Especially after it was obviously pissing her off."

"I didn't--she was--"

Mel put a hand on my shoulder to draw my attention away, and shook her head. "We'll handle it," she said, drawing my attention away from the argument. "Jenna has been upset at her choice of classes since the beginning. She had a dream that becoming a Dungeoneer was going to mean being a superhero, able to do whatever she put her mind to. She's not talked about it much since you met us, but she complains a lot that her class just gives her push-button abilities and not the ability to... well..." she shrugged. "Be more like you were, I guess. She's trying to figure you out and failing."

I grunted, thinking back over it. The biggest explosion she'd had--when she punched me--was after I suggested that everyone else was relying on skill levels instead of figuring the system out. After that... I guess I could see her being frustrated whenever I revealed something, but to be fair, I was mostly just not thinking about things and talking my way through the problem a piece at a time?

"Well," I said slowly, my mental process making it impossible to follow Jenna's ongoing rant, but her rant making it a little difficult to think clearly, "I promise that I don't have a secret roadmap to power that I'm hiding from people. Telekinesis wasn't even a core skill to my class; I picked it up out of a skill book." I pursed my lips. "My class did make it easier, because a lot of items become skill boosters, but..."

"How exactly does your class work?" Mel dismissed the skill window she'd been looking at before Jenna erupted and summoned her halberd just to fidget with, apparently.

I gave a brief overview, and she frowned a couple times, but eventually shrugged. "Sounds like you don't have a lot of class features aside from the core ones. Why are you saving up class points?"

"Because the features are ridiculously expensive and I want to get them sooner rather than later." I shrugged. "Fifty for a tier one, one hundred for a tier two, five hundred for a three, two thousand for a four, ten thousand for a tier five."

"Cripes," breathed Mel. "What the shit kind of ability do you get at tier five?"

"I don't know," I replied. "But for reference, one ability I know I want that's at tier 4 lets me create real items out of my absorbed ones, which would let me effectively remix and resell things. Aside from the fact that that would have me set for life as far as income goes, it would be a really useful party ability, plus..." I paused, then shrugged. "No, that's really it. It wouldn't do much for me personally that my class doesn't already do."

"Except let you have defensive equipment on constantly," deadpanned Mel in return. "It doesn't sound like you can materialize things while you're sleeping, and everybody gets ambushed sometimes. Also, you said it costs mana to have them out? That's not a thing, usually."

I sighed through my teeth, then laughed. "Yeah, fair. Sorry. I probably thought of that at one point, but not in a while." I should have, after that fucking pep-talk from Vlad, but I guess I'd mostly been repressing any idea that I might actually ever have assassins after me.

She just shook her head. Over by the others, the conversation had calmed down. I'd missed most of it, but whatever. Jenna wasn't doing anything to become friends, and if there was anything my past prepared me for, it was to walk away from someone if I'd had enough, even in the middle of a Dungeon. If I was concerned about anything, it was Louise, and she seemed to be getting along with them well enough, if mostly by being demure.

Sooner or later, of course, we had to keep moving, and we entered the boss floor of the Cloudless Sky biome, me feeling mostly dissatisfied with the amount of grinding that I'd done on this run. This floor was close enough to the Tower that it was technically a part of the level, acting as one wall of the room. A strong wind now blew across the entire floor, and Mel told me briefly that there were a lot more dead ends to the pathways than there used to be. There was another Harpsichord Harpy mini-boss in the center of the room, and the main floor boss was also visible, at the center of a tornado that was right up against the wall of the tower. I declined any advice on getting through from Mel's party, but suggested that Louise go with them since I wasn't sure I could catch her if she fell the way I could catch myself. They would wait until I got to the entrance to the Boss Room to fight, so that I could watch it and get some information, and then I'd be free to try a solo dive of it if I so chose.

Louise gave me a very strange look, but went along with that plan. I guess she was suspicious that I was going to search for that secret quest I'd pretended to lie about, which of course I was, but far more than that, I wanted to grind, especially with the Telekinesis skill. Honestly, I was more enthused by Skill Sage reportedly having skill ranks above AA, meaning I was far from mastering the skill, than I was excited by the Administrator's suggestion that I had a 'True' skill that was unregulated by the Dungeon System. Because... yes, in a sense, that was an interesting proposition, but if I was nowhere near mastering the skill as it was, then why focus on something new until I was content with my own performance with the skill as it was? Most likely, the path to improving the True skill would run parallel to improving the Dungeoneer skill, at least for a while. Getting better had to mean figuring out how the skill really worked, and that would let me do it myself, right?

Still, for all that I was excited--and I was--there was still a reserve and a fear there that had nothing to do with wind, enemies, and invisible platforms. It was hard to put into words, but... it felt like I was giving something up to become better. In a very real way, the more I deep dove into that skill, the more I dedicated myself to figuring it out, the less time I was spending on being a normal person. And... if I was honest, the time I spent with this group made it clear just how far from a normal person I'd become. I couldn't put my thoughts in order, didn't understand their reactions very well, and when I needed or wanted help, I suffered through things alone instead of asking for it.

I was honestly surprised when, before we split up, Jenna came forward, her face still screwed up like she disliked my presence. It was obvious from literally everyone watching her that she had been pushed into this, but ...whatever?

"...Sorry," she said, after a long awkward silence. "I wasn't mad at you. I've wanted to screw around with the dungeon system for a long time but everyone keeps telling me not to, and..." she ground her teeth, hard enough that I could hear it, which couldn't be healthy, "...and you kind of prove that they were wrong and I was right, but you're also... obviously doing it wrong, and that pisses me off. So I'm sorry, I was a jerk and you didn't deserve that."

It felt... honestly kind of weird. "Apology accepted," I said easily, offering a polite smile that I didn't feel, but not because I was mad. When was the last time anyone bothered to apologize to me, sincerely? High school? My boss and coworkers never did. Sure as hell my family didn't.

She nodded back to me, and after another awkward moment, she reached out and put a hand on my shoulder, in what I gathered was supposed to be friendly-but-not-too-friendly. "Don't die," she said. "And, um, if you're willing later, I have a whole lot of questions."

I looked at her, my thoughts still mostly stuck on that point about my family never apologized, and I kind of nodded numbly. "Yeah, that's fine." In the grand scheme of things, talking shop didn't matter all that much, especially if I didn't have to hide my... past.

With little more fanfare than that, they set off, and I had to meditate for a little bit to get back into a headspace where I could really work deeply with Telekinesis, setting aside any attempts to process Jenna, my family, or the other things we'd discussed recently. It's not that it was difficult to get my focus back... but it did take effort.

Still, I felt better for having had people to talk to for once, and for the catharsis of the Administrator telling me I wasn't crazy. Or, well, not completely crazy.

            

    
        29.  So about that whole Quest thing

    
    
    
    
                In spite of my general emotional confusion, what with Jenna's bitching mixing with some maybe-catharsis about my past, the stress demon in my head was maybe a little quieter as I dived into that deep focus mode, though by no means was it gone. That was fine, since it didn't help, but it didn't matter all that much one way or another.

As I searched for and found that thin edge of awareness where the skill was giving me knowledge without acting, I could still feel it hanging out somewhere behind me, closer than skin without really seeming connected to me, in a way that was hard to describe. "Stress demon" was the name I'd attached to it when it was at its worst, though others might have termed it "anxiety," if they were being more generous. It spoke with a lot of familiar voices and always, always told me that what awaited me down this road was death and despair, and that the way forward was something else. Real people weren't like this. Success lay down the more well-traveled roads, or else it meant diving off a cliff and becoming a monster. Every step I took was away from those paths; I wasn't some kind of savant doing anything special, just an idiot trying to weasel a few free skill levels out of a system that I hadn't earned. Wherever this path took me, I could have gotten there more easily by doing it right. If I were really good at what I was doing, I would already have everything within my grasp. Other people my age were already well ahead of where I was, because they had dedicated themselves to their paths. Me and my doubts were useless and unwanted.

I didn't need to actively shut it out anymore; I'd been mostly ignoring it for a very long time. If only that made it go away.

Once I had the telekinetic sense active, I could tell where a few dead-ends were close by, and rather than avoiding them, I went hunting down those paths. I fought a Hungry Horde, a Chemist, and a Hoppin' Heart in a group, not really feeling the strain, not when I had no fear of the edge, the wind, or the otherwise relentless pursuit of the Horde.

No, I just took my Devil's Swords and went to town, first on the Chemist, then tossing the Heart off the edge (no XP that way, but I didn't care really), and finally taking the time to practice soloing a Horde. With this... True Telekinesis, or really, with the sense that it gave me, the motion and distance felt so much more in my favor than it did when I was alone, paranoid about the edge of the platforms, and freaking out about the name.

Fear was a powerful enemy. I thought I'd beaten it, but like dungeon monsters themselves, there were too many different types of fear to every really win. I grinned and did a standard fighting retreat against the Horde, keeping them at distance and picking them off two at a time as I walked backwards, without looking. On a level with pits instead of walls, that would normally feel like suicide, but... well, having eyes in the back of your head was a hell of a thing.

When that group was dead, I went hunting again, keeping my distance from the Harpsichord Harpy now that I knew that it had a status effect I couldn't block. As I'd done last floor, though, I cheated merrily, criss-crossing the entire map to find any group of foes that interested me, but leaving anything directly in the path of Mel's group so that they could have some good fights as well. The added bonus of getting to search for quests was... about half intentional, really. It wasn't my original motivation, but it did solidify my choice in my head.

And I found the hidden quest easily enough. A dead-end by the Tower wall was close to a very well disguised ladder attached to the wall itself, which ended at a crack in the wall no different from many others. When I could confirm Mel's group was busy, I dropped into stealth and went straight for the hole, coming out in a very narrow corridor that went a ways into the wall before ending in a small chamber.

Sitting in that chamber was a male bird-man with one harp-wing, one bloody stump, and a lot of scars on its face and chest; it was clearly neither a Harpy, which are female, nor did it deserve to have two "Harp"s in its name. what with the missing wing, so I just decided that it was a harp-y birdman. Instead of a monster species ID over its head, though, was a name with no levels--an NPC.

It watched me come in, warily. Most of its wounds, I guessed as I dropped out of my trance, were meant to look like they were caused by Harpy claws; the spacing was about right. Was the implication that harpies were violent towards their own males? Considering they were manipulative violent ...harpies, I guess that made sense.

"Come to watch me die?" it asked, and I realized that it was probably trapped in here, presumably unable to get food, as if that were a thing for NPCs. It didn't seem to be bleeding out, or anything.

That opener, though, didn't give me a lot of ways to advance towards a secret quest. "Not exactly," I offered in return, then took a gamble. "You... look like you've seen some shit."

The birdman laughed, bitterly. "Being born male is a curse, one I'm sure you're familiar with. Too often the crueler sex gets to indulge in their wanton abuse freely. I have watched my brothers become victims over and over, some willingly..." he grimaced. "...others, not."

For all that this was not my experience with women at all, I nodded sympathetically and sat down before him, as though hearing him out. This might be a quest lead, certainly.

"You are... one of the landlocked ones." Somehow, the birdman squinted at me, as though sensing something more. "No... perhaps not. Hah, wouldn't that be an interesting twist of fate? Perhaps you are trying to find Him?"

"Him?" Come on, come on.

"The Lost Soul, the Heretic Knight. The Slave Dungeoneer."

The absolute chill that those three words sent through my body made every last scrap of mirth flee. "A Dungoneer was made into a slave?"

"Oh yes. That's what happens when you underestimate a Fairy Queen." The birdman lowered his head and glared up at me, as though he were a sulking teenager trying to give me a real stink-eye. "Born of the Waking World, he challenged a power centuries too soon. She has his soul, and She has sent him back to betray his own kind. He is not bound by the Key, and he does not seek Ascension. He is tasked only with blood, and blood he shall provide."

"He had his pride, and well he should," and for some reason my Fairy Pass feature popped up, as though he knew that I had it, "for as you know, he could not reach that Realm without being both powerful and rare." The bird stopped talking for a moment, and the only noise was an uneven whistling from his mouth that was probably supposed to sound like an injured bird, but that wasn't really my focus at the moment. Or maybe a laugh? It might have been another laugh, but that didn't seem right.

For my part, I couldn't help feeling dead inside, a dread working its way up through my guts. This was the reason Dungeoneers were going missing? The Administrator's faith in me was likely misplaced if she thought I could beat an more experienced player killer who was probably also a solo diver, especially if he happened to be higher level than me. Still... "Can you tell me more?"

The birdman laughed, a loud grating cackle that seemed to echo far beyond the chamber. "More? More? Isn't it enough? Like you, he tried to walk the path of the Expert, and he was crushed mercilessly, for the ways Beneath are cruel and their laws unwritten. The Administrators may be bound to assist your kind, but the Fairies are not. To go into their Realm is to court death." The bird glared at me, and although its beak was incapable of smirking, I still got that sense from him. "Never forget who is a true enemy, and who is not."

All that cryptic bullshit passed by me, and I only vaguely noted it, shaking my head as my brain tried to get back to the issue that seemed most important. "No, I mean... this Slave Dungeoneer. Can you tell me where they are? What happened to them? A name, a class, anything?"

"His Name was stolen, and so he has none. As for a Class, he was a true Fool, and had none." The bird tilted his head at me. "For location... you were told how far you must go to find him."

"Into the Fairy Dungeon?" That definitely sounded like death, but if so, why were so many groups dying?

"No. A part of this World was taken by him, and he rules it. You will know his realm if you enter, but if you do, he will not let you leave. Did they not tell you where?" The bird raised its beak at me. "If you are not ready, do not go beyond the Docks. What lays beyond is the Knight's realm.

I ground my teeth, trying to make sense of it all. So after failing a quest and becoming a slave, he was forced to invade the Dungeon he entered from? "Then... what would happen if I... killed him?"

"Ah, you wish for it to be a Quest?" The bird laughed. "Beware, Dungeoneer. For I offer you this Quest with a warning: you have no more than two seasons to fulfill it or you shall lose your [ Dungeoneer's Key ]. For hope is a rare thing, and one does not simply offer hope and then take it away. Only death can redeem him, and though many seek his death, few indeed would seek his redemption. Clear this Quest, or you will be sacrificed to end it."

I stared at the quest-giver. A lot of calculation ran through my head, but in the end, it did seem like a do-or-die thing anyway, what with the Dungeoneers who were apparently being killed. "And if I succeed?"

From nowhere, the bird produced a cloudy white crystal the size of my fist. Within the crystal, even in the dark, I could see a small form, motionless, as though trapped in amber. It looked humanoid. A fairy?

With that, a quest box popped up.




	[ FREE THE LOST SOUL ] [ EPIC ] [ BINDING ]



	
A Dungeoneer has become a slave to a hostile power within the Armand Bayou Dungeon. Either free them, or your [ Dungeoneer's Key ] will be sacrificed to cast him out of the Dungeon for good.





	[ ACCEPT: Fairy Gem ]
	[ REWARD: Fairy Heart ]



	[ TIME LIMIT: 6 Months ]
	[ FORFEIT: Dungeoneer's Key ]






I frowned. The trapped fairy was a down payment? Again, it was a do-or-die quest, but with a six-month window, I had time to recruit a real team. But then again...

"I accept." Out of everything else, the real question wasn't yes or no; if nothing else, the information I'd gotten about the cause of the killings was extremely important, and it needed to be shared. But... organizing a mercy killing for a Dungeoneer going through hell seemed like it was a reward on its own, to say nothing of the tangible reward I would get.

The quest, the second I'd ever gotten, got tucked into my logbook. This, certainly, wouldn't be finished as quickly as the last one. The birdman, instead of giving me the crystal, lowered his hand to look at me. "I didn't think you really would," he said. "It's death, you know. Opposing women will do you no good. They rule the world; it is their nature."

I gave him a sour look. With all the stress, I had almost forgotten that the NPC's backstory had him dominated and tortured by harpies, and frankly, I didn't want to spend any more time thinking about it. Was it really necessary to go back to that after talking about shit that I actually cared about? Seriously?

"Fine. I won't live out the year anyway. Just take it." He threw the gem to me, and I caught it. "But... one last warning. He can be saved, but... if Revived, he will still be a Slave. For Slavery is a mark upon the soul. Once a man is owned, he can never be free again. The bird man slumped against the wall. "Don't fear death. It is... not painful." He closed his eyes, slowly, but before expiring, he suddenly lurched forward, and whispered to me, so softly that I wasn't sure I actually heard him.

And then the birdman was dead, collapsing forward onto the floor, and I looked at the Fairy Gem in my hand. According to its description, it was exactly what it appeared to be:




	[ FAIRY GEM ] [ FAIRY ] [ SOUL ]



	
Contains the body and soul of one young fairy, bound in stasis forever. Fairies become one with the magic of the world, and must be bound to a power source in order to live. Breaking this crystal will kill the Fairy within.

Soulforged: Absorb Time 32 Hours. Will become [ Class Feature ]. 









"You'll understand the reward," I mimicked the Administrator's voice, poorly. "Well, yes, if it's just fucking spelled out like that, of course I will." I stowed the item in my inventory and ducked out of the cave, turning back at the last moment to give the birdman's corpse one more look, but he remained dead. I couldn't bring myself to loot him or anything. I'd already looted innocents in my life and it felt like shit; I had no interest in going back into that headspace again.

She watches! The warning, assuming that's what it was, was frustrating because it was ambiguous, neither telling me who was listening or what the hell I was supposed to do about it. Was it she, the Fairy Queen? She, the trapped Fairy? She, some hidden Harpy boss? She, the Administrator? She, Louise? Jenna? What secrets was I supposed to keep from Her, whichever Her She was? I sighed and went back to the main level, wondering just what I'd gotten myself into.

            

    
        30.  The wind-up

    
    
    
    
                When I came out from the nook where the hidden quest giver had been, Mel's group was fighting the Beautiful Businesswoman Harpsichord Harpy again, and I let them have it, going back to grinding as though nothing had happened. After the... fucking distressing Slave Dungeoneer Quest thing, it was even more difficult to slip into my Telekinesis trance, but the exercise of doing that also helped to clear my head, so I guess fair is fair.

I let Mel's group set the timing for the rest of the floor, and after doing a bit more grinding just to calm down, I spent some time thinking about how best to spend my Class Points. I'd entered as Level 30 with a little over a hundred class points to spend, and I was now about to hit 34. The class point accrual rate seemed erratic--it usually went up as I leveled, but I could swear sometimes it didn't--but I didn't expect to get above 200 points unless I kept saving, and for right now, I wanted to consider my options instead. I'd likely hit 150 with this next level, which gave me a level one and a two to play with, but that was it for now.

Purchasing class features was expensive, but as a self-made class it was basically a wish fulfillment fantasy, constrained by the flavor and tags of my class, my points total, and probably the mood of the administrator or whomever. That was kind of the point of having a brand new class, really; I asked and they gave me something that didn't exist. But, what kind of wish did I ask for that would make me sufficiently overpowered to hunt a player killer? That's the point at which most people would ask for stat boosts, but I'd always felt odd about them, and they definitely felt like a waste of class points, compared to wish fulfillment. But was that bias wrong? I considered it as I watched Louise healing the shield tank, who was holding off a Hungry Horde as the others focused down the sub-boss.

If the point of the system was really letting us change things, then marginal increases in stats meant nothing, except keeping you alive long enough to get more, right? But at the same time, declaring that I didn't need them to stay alive was arrogance, just as depending on them was cowardice. If you took them when you didn't need them, you'd never know what else you could be spending your points on. But if you didn't take them when you needed them, then that was it. You stumble on the road of life and end up in the ditch.

There was also the obvious point that at some point, marginal increases were just... big increases, if you kept at it. Strength beyond strength, intelligence beyond intelligence... at least, in principle, right? I had no way to measure the strength of the monsters I'd met at the International Dungeoneers' Association, much less the thousand-plus levels that were the highest humanity had achieved so far. If those people had hundreds of times my strength, that was reality-breaking in its own way, right? Compared to spending ten thousand points on a tier five class feature, were my priorities in the right place? I didn't want to even do the math on how many attribute points I could get for that much, and how much that would have knock-on effects for the rest of my abilities. Meanwhile, that one tier four ability of remaking items... in what way was that balanced, except perhaps to keep it out of easy reach for people in general?

I put that out of mind with some difficulty. I focused on my class point pool and offered a couple vague suggestions into the cosmos, which was the general method to 'wish' for new features. Mostly, now that I was sure Skill Sage wouldn't upgrade manifested items and enhancements, I wanted something that would--though admittedly I still didn't know how Skill Sage actually worked, since none of my base Soulforged features were skills, it definitely wouldn't help.

As tended to happen when I was asking for something new, there was a period of "grinding" that felt for all the world watching a slow computer with one of those swirly-doo waiting patterns on the screen, except mentally and with no visual component. After a long moment, longer than it should have taken, a notification popped up that I'd seen a couple times, notably when I first requested the class:




	[ YOUR REQUEST WILL BE REVIEWED ]






In short, no quick answers. My mind drifted to the Fairy Crystal in my inventory. That was definitely on my short list of things to do as soon as possible, but it would involve a day and a half of concentrating on the absorption with no interruptions. Ideally... I grimaced. Also on that short list were telling Mel's group, the military, and anyone else who needed to know about the specific dangers of the dungeon, but, well, if I left with that in my inventory it would definitely be assessed for tax reasons if nothing else. It'd... probably be better to absorb it before leaving, though I had no idea if it was going to be a thing. The other things hadn't been, after all.

In any event, most likely, the plan was either to pressure Mel's group into ditching with me, or wait until we got to the Docks, whichever the hell biome that was, and do it then. I'd like the opportunity to get the extra levels, but I didn't want a chance that any of us were going to overshoot. While maybe--maybe--we could take this Slave Dungeoneer as a party, I wouldn't feel good about it unless I had a plan that involved at least another one or two overpowered individuals, and while I didn't know any offhand, I had to assume the Association would be able to point me to some. In the meantime, assuming anyone would listen to my intel... and assuming they wouldn't charge off and try to do it themselves...

I sighed. "God, I hope they don't do that." I glanced around, checking for any enemies that had appeared out of thin air, as they did on occasion. Usually, not close to anyone diving the dungeon, but as open as the floor was, it was hard to know how close they could spawn. Nothing was close, but there was another promising group to grind. "I could understand the logic, though. Maybe that's why the quest says it will resolve even if I fail?" Even then, my inner monologue countered, they might just want to handle it all themselves.

That thought was more than enough to put me in a foul mood, but I was at a point where my ability stressed me out more than the enemies, so at least I could work out my frustration with some exercise.

Anyway, Mel's group eventually went for the Dungeon Boss, and me not having swung by to say anything, they seemed to think I needed space, or maybe that I was still in my skill focus zone, which wasn't wrong. Whatever, I wasn't ready to talk just then anyway, especially not with a challenge ahead. I honestly had expected that Louise would insist on joining me on my solo rush of the boss, but their whole group seemed to take it for granted that she was coming along with them, probably for safety. Like the room around the previous exit, the wall and floors were invisible from outside, but they were clearly there, because they all seemed to step with renewed confidence, and Jenna's light spell no longer made the floor by her light up, so she dismissed it.

The boss was revealed to be a Hurricane Harpy, but like the rest of the Harpies, there was more to the name than that. No, this was the Busty Brass Band Hurricane Harpy, and she had a big honking pair of Tubas for wings and a whole assortment of smaller brass pipes on her back. When the tornado surrounding it broke for the big reveal and to signal the start of the fight, three more harpies appeared out of nowhere, each with a brass instrument in their claws or magically held in front of them. Immediately, the Hurricane was again concealed within an intense windstorm, and together with her three adds--or perhaps sub-bosses--they started playing a jazz or swing rendition of "Never Gonna Give You Up" that swept across the entire level.

"Your sense of humor is... awful, Administrator," I said quietly. "I hope you appreciate that." And somehow, I got the impression that yes, she did.

The three sub bosses had different instruments and patterns. A Trumpet Harpy took the high notes and launched a constant stream of sonic attacks, but only during its part. A French Horn Harpy (who, just to add to the unnecessary cringe factor, yes also had a beret) had some kind of constant zone field around her that I assumed was a status effect projector of some kind, and the last was a Trombone Harpy whose every toot of her horn produced a force blast that both washed over the room and also knocked her back. She... didn't seem like much of a threat, instead bounding around almost at random whenever she started playing, which was fairly often.

As far as I could tell from outside, there was some kind of hazard at the edge of the room; I couldn't see it, but they advanced well into the room and Louise kept throwing glances at the walls or floor or something dangerous out there. Mel's group immediately focused down the french horn player, using ranged attacks as much as possible, while the shield tank kept them safe from the Trumpet. When the Horn was defeated, they stopped and waited, and after a moment, the Hurricane Harpy's tornado walls dropped, giving the group a chance to dive in for some damage.

I nodded as I watched. This was clearly meant to be a puzzle boss; take out the sub bosses to get a chance to harm the main body. A classic pattern.

They retreated early, well before the tornado came in again, which told me they were either scared of direct damage from the wind wall, or scared of being blown into a pit or spikes or something along the edges. At this point, the Hurricane started playing her tuba as well, her deep toots shaking the room and making some kind of ground-based attack attack that I couldn't see, because the floor was still invisible from outside the room.

The group's next victim was the Trumpet Harpy, most likely because the Trombone was jetting around during its parts and difficult to hit. Given that they had a shield tank, the Trumpet was trivial for them, and a few moments after her defeat, the Hurricane was vulnerable again, and they piled on.

The last phase, instead of requiring the defeat of the Trombone, exposed the Hurricane Harpy but added three tornadoes rotating slowly around her. Those provided enough wind to make ranged attacks tricky, and forced melee to back out regularly, but it was doable if you kept your head on your shoulders.

While at that point I didn't feel particularly threatened, I was chagrined to see that a slight miscalculation from Mel herself had her caught in one of the tornadoes and thrown across the room. I didn't see exactly what happened, since it was on the other side of the room from me, but she came back with bad wounds, which Louise was able to patch up.

All told, I didn't see anything in the boss that I couldn't have won against blind, but by the time the Hurricane Harpy fell dead, I'd at least gotten a good read on the boss's patterns. Usually a second pass was easier, and this... depending on how it went, it could be pretty easy or pretty tough.

The doors unlocked about five minutes after a boss fight, which was something you could toggle from within if you wanted to challenge again, but Mel and them let the doors open, and I walked in. It was easy to waste five minutes with some healing, some minor debriefing, loot gathering, and other miscellany, so it's not like they were waiting around for me, but when I walked in, Mel offered a friendly wave, and Louise smiled and walked up to me.

I took the time, of course, to get a good look at the inside. It was more awful than I'd expected. The hazard at the edge of the walls turned out to be rows and rows of shelves with eggs on them, and a layer of crawling Harpy Birdmen that were all claws and beaks, with dead eyes, moving around in a purposeless haze. Since I'd not seen them from outside, they had to act as nothing but an environmental hazard, but that was a creepy way of doing it.

"So what do you think?" asked Mel, with maybe a little bitter tint to her voice. "How'd we do?"

"I mean, it looked fine to me," I said, my eyes searching the walls of eggs for anything out of the ordinary instead of engaging with her. "I have questions, but I might as well give it a shot or two on my own first."

"Or two?" Mel deadpanned in return. "You sure do assume you'll succeed, solo."

My eyes finally located an empty spot in the wall with a broken eggshell and no Harpy Birdmen. I glanced around to check, but it kind of looked like it was the only one. Was that a reference to the fallen birdman? If so, was there a secret? "Well if you want to stick around and watch I certainly am not going to argue, as long as you don't interfere."

"Actually, yeah," said Will, the archer, out of nowhere. "I'd like to see a solo diver do a boss run. Honestly most of the time you were fighting you were too far gone for us to see more than vaguely, but it looked like a hell of a thing. And if you get your ass handed to you, we'll rescue your overambitious ass."

I met his eyes, which I could only do since he was a ways away and probably couldn't tell, and laughed well-naturedly in return. In truth, the Quest was hanging over my head and I really wanted to tell them about it, but I... I also wanted to... not do that yet. I felt like, once again, that was a revelation that was going to change their attitude towards me, and maybe not for the better, and all I really wanted was to have a little while longer in which things seemed... normal.

Normal for me, anyway.

I catapulted myself over to that little nook and, although I could swear there was nothing there, after blinking a couple times there was suddenly a detached harp, covered with dried blood, tucked into a corner of the little cubby. I picked it up, and the item window was more baffling than anything I'd seen since the Devil's Garbage-ass Trash Sword:




	HARPY BIRDMAN'S LEGACY



	A testament to the cruelty of the Harpy race. See? You can do stupid puns, too.






"Are you seriously... reading my mind?" I whispered the question aloud, even though--if I was right--she and the other Administrator had pulled names at least out of my head that I had never spoken aloud, but shook it off, trying to force myself out of the headspace where I was expecting a response. Still, I paused, and after taking the item, whispered one more thing, just to make sure we were on the same page. "I'm really hoping this makes for a secret boss fight, honestly. That one looked a little tame."

I got a feeling in response that was either a sudden onset of gas, or the administrator trying to convey something that I could not begin to understand, since I wasn't actually telepathic. If the former, it didn't last long. If the latter, it was probably anger or something equally unpleasant, given the nasty feeling of it.

Anyway, my maybe-suicidal impulses satisfied for the moment, I hopped down, glancing at the respawn counter, and then at the group. "When the time comes, you shouldn't stay in here," I offered. "I'm definitely going to do something stupid."

The others of the group kind of exchanged glances, and Mel put both hands to her head as though suddenly beset by a migraine. "How stupid are we talking?"

"Hopefully, the dumbest."

Jenna, for reasons that I didn't put a lot of thought into, tilted her head back and let out a gutteral, frustrated growl of rage into the sky.

            

    
        31. Bass Fight

    
    
    
    
                Mel and the rest, including Louise, were locked safely on the dungeon side of the Boss Door when the timer hit zero. An open hole in the ceiling of the boss arena suddenly started howling, and down from the sky came a tornado, which started too small to conceal the Hurricane Harpy, but then grew to what I'd seen from the outside, before.

I stepped forward, and after a moment, the hurricane broke, and the Harpy's three sub-bosses surged out. As before, they all seemed kind of mindless, which was a major disappointment, one I wasn't willing to let go without at least trying.

"Hey!" I put all the force I could into the shout, and the Hurricane Harpy paused, only a light wind barrier springing into existence around her. I pulled the Harpy Birdman's wing out and threw it down on the ground between us. Four sets of harpy eyes eyed the harp, then me. Still not enough? "I met your friend," I snarled. "You really don't give a flying damn about slaughtering men for no reason, do you?"

I could swear there was another Administrator blink moment, and the Hurricane Harpy reared her head back and laughed a shrill, shrieking laugh. After a moment, the three extras threw back their heads as well, and their voices made a perfectly tuned chord as they mocked me.

"Don't you talk to me about men," shrilled the Hurricane Harpy. "No, to you, this is about power, yes? That men should have it, and dominate the women! No, in our world, we will have the power, and we will rule over all men!"

I felt suddenly an enormous pressure in my head, but it passed. There was no status icon, so I didn't know what I had just resisted, but it was probably a charm or domination attack. I grit my teeth and pulled out the Executioner Sword, which I'd thrown the [Hero's Bane] and some damaging auras to, and just slammed it down in front of me.

"Power is power is power," I snapped back. "If you had power but you used it well, I wouldn't give a shit. But that birdman sure as hell didn't look like some spiteful rebel that was put down for his cruelty and malice. It just looks like you are the monsters."

Another Blink. What was this, the Matrix? The Hurricane Harpy raised her nose at me to give me a stinkeye, and the others suddenly had a wilder look in their eyes. Was she making this up on the fly? It's not like I didn't appreciate that, but I wasn't convinced that a little bit of fun play-acting was worth the trouble. After a moment, she gave another shrill kind of laugh, but this one was less sadistic and more sinister.

"Very well, daughters," said the Hurricane Harpy. "This one wants to see the true depths of despair. I will make you regret being born a male!"

Suddenly, the environmental birdmen on the walls scattered, and the eggs cracked and exploded, and a whole horde of Hungry Hordes were born out of them--easily two dozen hordes, but unlike the ones I'd seen, these were featherless and flightless. That number was... actually more than enough to kill me, actually, if they were able to surround me and stop me from getting away. Was this a punishment? Instead of a fair fight, just a deathtrap? A part of my mind which I instantly despised couldn't help but envision Louise at a funeral, talking about how I was so good at handling cocks, but just not good enough.

Then, just as suddenly, four pairs of sunglasses fell out of the skylight, one each landing on a boss or sub-boss' face. That made me nervous, too, of course, but there was still no start to the fi--

"DROP THE BASS!" shrilled the trumpet harpy at full volume, and the Hurricane Harpy's tuba wings let out a distorted hum that transitioned perfectly into the four of them playing what was quite possibly the sickest Dubstep remix of... was that... Those who Fight Further?

It was my turn to cackle into the sky, even as the Hurricane Harpy disappeared into her wind wall. "You DO love me, Administrator!" Somehow, I had not the slightest difficulty slipping into my trance, and although it should have been difficult to double-wield the Executioner's sword, with the sudden mood I was in, I just didn't care, off-handing a Devil's Sword with a manic grin.

My first order of business, same as Mel's group, was to pinch off the French Horn Harpy just in case that area effect was a status inflictor. Rather than getting in range, I threw the Devil's Sword, then the Executioner, then pretty much every other sword I had, before getting knocked back by a blast from the Trombone Harpy. Unlike the earlier fight, in this round she seemed to be actively countering the wind blast from her instrument, and was actually able to contribute.

That was meaningful because the many Hordes, instead of hunting me actively, had turned into a free-roaming tide of violent meat. Although they were mostly restricted to circling the grounds near the walls, some of them climbed the shelves of the wall and leaped in, especially when I was nearby. I forced myself away from them quickly, not quite in a panic, but overcorrected and slipped into the French Horn's zone.

A status defense icon popped up, and I grinned. Because, of course I'd put the aura that included [ Spontaneous Musical Number ] on defense for this fight, and sure enough, that was the zone.

I dispelled the swords that I'd thrown and dived straight at the French Horn Harpy with the Executioner, vaguely aware that I'd taken actually a really big hit to my mana pool from having too many sword out while also using Telekinesis to fly, but I didn't put a lot of thought into it. I was only able to get one good chop in with the blade as I passed by, but I made it a good one, getting a solid strike to her throat with the blade as I passed.

She didn't die. Tough bird. I landed, briefly, and threw the Executioner at her, on the off-chance she was really low after that strike, but it glanced off her wing with minimal effect. And then, the Hordes found me.

I was still most confident with the twin Devil's Swords, and did a fighting retreat against the Hordes, but I was only able to off maybe a horde or two's worth of chickens before another part of the surging tide appeared behind me. Unwilling to stress my mana pool too far, I appeared the Boots of Air Dash instead of spending the effort to actively levitate, and hopped backwards towards the wall. It would only give me a moment, but...

That advance had left me further from the French Horn, and the nearest harpy was the Trumpet, whose constant stream of sharp-edged noise had mostly been missing as long as I kept moving. I tapped the boots again to go up and over her stream of distorted high notes, and gave her a good smash to the forehead with the Executioner as I passed just to punish her for standing still.

And then, for reasons that took me honestly too long to figure out, the Hurricane Harpy's wind-wall faded, as the song hit a bass-heavy portion. In the shock of the moment, I almost didn't realize that there was a whole new trouble brewing--the bass was now shooting air out of the ground, which would likely make it hard to land on the ground safely, but it was also buoying up the Hungry Hordes, allowing them to cycle through the entire airspace of the room as though they were mindless flying enemies instead of mindless grounded ones.

But to hell with that problem, if the wall was down, it was time to attack.

I ended up regretting it severely, as a whole stream of turkey-chickens smashed into me from behind not more than five seconds after I got into position, so I had to refocus and reposition. These airborne Hordes, at least, were not able to navigate, instead forming bands that criss-crossed the room, powered by momentum and hatred and nothing else. I glanced around, finding a place I could maneuver to and safely attack the Hurricane... but...

But it was a non-critical zone, at her hip. At most I could go for joints that she didn't use, as a flying enemy--legs, hips, lower back. No, that was no good. If the sub-bosses were surviving several hits from a rare weapon from the last boss of the previous dungeon, the main boss was going to have health to spare.

After a long moment of examining the room, with a heavy sigh, I did some very quick ability management and appeared the Fallen Angel's Halo, its abilities stripped to be only a Strife aura. As I suspected, that aura had two major consequences in this fight: the Hungry Hordes within range started damaging themselves, and the band--the Hurricane Harpy at least, since she was the only one in range--started playing out of sync. I didn't want the band to play out of sync, because I was enjoying the hell out of the music, but... I guess not dying was also important.

Still, that didn't solve my problem in the short term. No, I decided, all I could really do was shoot myself past the harpy's weakpoints, trying to hit a couple times in a single pass, and reverse momentum to do it again. I got three passes before the music shifted and the wind wall came back up, and suffered a couple different attacks from the Horde as I miscalculated or was beset by wind currents I didn't anticipate.

The wind wall, though, had a pleasant surprise to it, because it actively scattered the Hordes closest to the Hurricane Harpy. Those Hordes also just so happened to be mostly inflicted with Strife, so the scattered birds turned on other hordes as well as the sub-bosses.

Anyway, yeah, it also flung me across the room, and I impacted the wall and it hurt my back more than a little bit, though well below critical. I popped a healing potion and shrugged off the pain, trying not to think about it. In a fight like this, instead of actively watching my health, I just would take a restorative whenever I think I've gotten more damage than the potion would heal. Not like there was no danger, but... in a fight like that, dying... I dunno. Seemed like dying would be okay, too. It was a heck of a way to go, better than I'd see anywhere else, probably.

I threw myself off the wall and towards the French Horn again.

The next stretch of the fight was mostly repeats, as no new patterns emerged until the second of the sub-bosses fell--I'd gotten the French Horn and the Trombone, neither of which had any mechanic I hadn't yet seen, and got a few more hits on the Hurricane in the middle. During Mel's fight, the two-thirds mark was also a transition to a second phase; it was unneeded in this fight since the Hurricane was already leaving herself vulnerable at intervals, but I did appreciate that the wind wall finally went away for good. What I appreciated less was that the variant Harpsichord Harpy that descended from the sky with her own pair of sunglasses--instead of pianos, she had electronic keyboards, and the identifier over her head said "Trance Busting Synthesizer Harpy," and she hovered immediately overhead of the Hurricane Harpy, mostly out of reach of my attacks unless I went out of my way.

The name frankly didn't actually give me the chills, which was a mistake, because the moment she started playing, I fell out of that thin line of focus that let me abuse my Telekinesis skill, and I absolutely positively could not get it back; I couldn't even get close. Whatever that bird's effect, it directly countered an ability that as far as I could otherwise tell, the System didn't even recognize.

I hated her immediately, but I had no shortage of trouble to deal with. With the wind wall permanently gone, the Hungry Horde was doing its airborne waves of death thing again, but more importantly, I could not land on the ground for the rest of the fight without being knocked back up, ass over teakettle for my troubles, the constant bass from the Harpy boss doing little to no damage but making it damn near impossible to recover any semblance of poise or catch my breath. My only option was to latch onto a wall, but as soon as I did that, the Horde would shift its patterns so that a tidal wave would come after me.

Still, I bounced around the walls for a good minute or two, trying to figure the best way to rip the Synth Harpy a new one. In Mel's fight, the sub-boss that had been alive when they beat the boss had vanished for, I assumed, no experience and no loot, and I was not going to take the chance of missing loot for any of these, least of all the sub boss that hadn't even been there in the regular fight.

But there was nothing obvious. I could fly with telekinesis, but mana use was a hell of a lot higher using the skill "normally" instead of in that... trace, or whatever. That was stupid, and I hated it. I knew that I could do it. I knew that I could. Even the Administrator had said that...

...that it wasn't a system skill? Did I need to be able to sense things, to be in that trance, to use the True version of the skill? Was that required... or was I just clinging to the only way I knew how? In the end, although I tried a time or two, I accomplished absolutely nothing except looking like a damn fool. I'd need to experiment when I could concentrate, not, you know, when I couldn't.

Instead, I used the Boots of Air Dash to try to reduce the mana usage, and activated Telekinesis in bursts instead of keeping it active, but while I got a couple good hits on the Synth Harpy, it was clear that it would take a while, with her hanging mostly out of reach.

I circled for another minute, reviewing my abilities, before a thought struck me--a nasty thought, but maybe a good one for me, if it worked.  I appeared a broach that had a skill booster on it, and tried making for the Trumpet Harpy. Instead of pounding her with the sword, I reached out with my hand, trying desperately to activate a skill that I had a booster for but no skill levels in, as I grabbed the trumpet.

The trumpet phased through the Harpy's body, and her music stopped as she squawked in protest, as I barely succeeded at using a skill from a piece of joke equipment Harry had gotten me--a whip that stripped people of their equipment. It consumed more mana than I expected, but it definitely did work on a boss like this, although I guess the trumpet was a non-item part of her character in some technical sense, because it slipped out of my grasp immediately after I let up on the skill, phasing through my own fingers like it was ethereal, and the Trumpet Harpy dived for as it fell towards the ground. I cursed and reversed direction, landing two more good hits on her as I passed by, but after a long moment, the high notes of the song came back into focus.

Of course, even if the skill would work on the Trumpet, both the Synthesizer and Hurricane harpies were mostly using their wing-instruments, and I doubted that those would pop off quite so cleanly, but it was an idea for the next fight, if I dared repeat this god-awful mess again. I was already getting pretty damn tired and more than a little ticked off by the fight, and I was down three of my ten healing potions, which also had a frustrating minute-long cooldown. In short, I thought as I popped another one, I'd live, but it was a pain in the ass fight, and I'd not had time to check the loot to see if it was worth it.

A bit more work took the Trumpet Harpy out for good, which didn't cause any other shift to the battlefield, and by that time the Strife aura and some passing attacks by me had whittled down the Hungry Hordes to a far more manageable level. As I reviewed my abilities again looking for an in against the Synthesizer, my thoughts drifted to the rare drop from the previous boss--the Hellfire Nega-knuckles--which had a signature active ability of a "Ten-yard punch". I hadn't actually absorbed the things, since I'd been distracted with Jenna and Mel's group after that, but...

But, I mean, I guess people can just use equipment. Weird thought.

I slipped the things on, the feel of actual, physical, dungeon-tainted metal against my hands feeling like a weird mix of strangely impersonal and weirdly fizzy pressure. When I went looking for the Ten-yard Punch, instead of it being an intuitive link to a skill or ability I had within me, it was just... kind of a button, with an intuition of how I had to line up my hands to designate a target. For practice, since the Hurricane was a much larger target, I started with her.

The active ability did everything it claimed to do, of course--I basically teleported forwards into the bird, gravity and open space be damned, and delivered a strong punch, one that reminded me very clearly that I had no training in unarmed combat and that my hands were used to swords and not knuckle weapons. It's not like they hurt me, but it was... weird, and not something I was used to.

I also didn't quite hit exactly where I thought I was aiming, so I did another two tests before using the same technique to reach the Synthesizer. As I'd hoped, it was more mana-efficient than combining air steps and telekinesis, and I was able to pull out the Executioner and take a couple swipes at it, then another couple at the Hurricane as I went down.

It took a frustrating five more rounds of that before the Synthesizer finally fell, enough that I was worried the Hurricane might fall first and deprive me of loot, so I stopped taking the free hits against her. As it turned out I needn't have bothered, because apparently the Administrator cranked up the health pool on that bitch quite a bit.

On the plus side, killing the Synthesizer removed the what-the-hell-ever it was that was preventing me from using my better Telekinesis skill. And with all the sub-bosses and most of the hordes dead, the battle was basically over, at least from a tactical point of view. I didn't take the time to clear out every last element of the Hordes, but I did perch on the wall and kill a bunch just for stress relief and to recover some of my mana.

By the time I landed the last blow, I was ready for it to be over. Relatively high health be damned, I was covered with scratches, my ears were hurting like hell, my mental state was out of whack... but, I also couldn't help smiling. The battle--one I got by provoking the administrator--was sure as hell the scariest and deadliest thing I'd fought in a long time, and I'd proven once again that it was no fucking coincidence that I was making it through this shit alone.

I raised my Executioner's Sword to the sky and let out a scream of victory as the last of the Hordes vanished into nothingness.

            

    
        32.  Emotional whiplash

    
    
    
    
                When the boss doors opened and Mel's group was allowed in, I was kind of hoping for like, one of those moments where everyone crowded around you and told you that you were awesome, or whatever. What I got was a lot of confused stares, which, uh, I guess was also okay.

Louise rushed over and immediately pushed some healing abilities at me, which I definitely appreciated because those were a lot better than healing potions for what ails you, and I sat down and took a breather on the floor.

"I have questions," said Jenna, who was second to the scene. "What the hell were you fighting?"

I froze up. Had the Administrator hidden the whole battle? "What?"

"Aside from the bosses, you were fighting something the whole time. What was that, and how did you--whoa." She stopped to look around the room. "They're gone!"

"Oh." I looked around. Only the Hordes were invisible? The harpies at the wall's edge were invisible to me from the outside. "Uh, it was a variant fight--"

"Obviously," said Mel, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

"...and a whole bunch of Hungry Hordes came out of the walls. So, I could land on the walls briefly, but also, they would chase me a little if I got close."

"Hungry hordes? From all those eggs?" The shield tank grimaced and gave a theatrical shudder. "Damn, man, that's too many of them."

"Yeah, it was intense." I went on to talk about the airborne patterns of the birds during the open sections, as well as the Synth Harpy, who they had in fact been able to see.

"So," Mel snipped at me, I thought good naturedly, "you gonna stay for another round?"

I seriously considered it, but shook my head. "Well," I said, "I did gain four levels from that fight--"

"Four--"

"...but I want to come back when I have a few more under my belt and my damage is a little higher. I also need to appraise my loot and..." My mind drifted, finally, back to the Harpy Birdman and the quest that had preceded the battle. It didn't totally dispel my good humor, since I was riding on kind of a battle high, but it did force me to reconsider my priorities. "...and we need to have a very serious talk, in town, about what to do next."

The others exchanged looks, and for some reason, Louise and I met each other's eyes. I... I didn't usually do that. She had pretty eyes, and they were scared, and somehow, I didn't think that it was her being scared for herself... at least, not entirely.

"Can I ask a question?" asked Will,

"Shoot."

"I know for a fact that there is no known artifact to resist the fucking Dancing Plague below level, like, 200. How were you good to just charge in there? Even with natural resistance--"

"Oh. Yeah, that's... complicated. A mix of my class being a cheat and getting a cheat item from an Administrator and--well, even then I probably should have been more cautious, but my Will is pretty high, and from what I understand once an attempt is actively resisted, the chance goes down. There was some other effect that I resisted, too, at the start, but I don't know what it was." The Dancing Plague? A cute name for the Spontaneous Musical Number, I guess. I'd never actually seen the effects. I should check Youtube later.

"Man..." Will brushed his hair back away from his face in what was probably mostly an excuse to rub his head. I looked around and the whole lot of them seemed like they were really some mix of jealous, confused, and upset about seeing me...

Well, in a way, I was playing a completely different game, diving a different dungeon, living a different life in a different world from them, wasn't I? It's hard to know exactly what they thought about that. It would have been different to see me fight the exact fight that they just went through, and maybe that's what they were really hoping for, something that made my crazy Solo Diving more relatable rather than less.

Will picked up his thought after a moment of moping. "So what was with the setup? I admit I don't think we could beat that fight without some time to talk strategy, but it looked like you called them out for something."

"Oh... I met a secret NPC whose backstory involved being abused by the big bad harpy, a whole battle of the sexes thing, and I wanted to see if the Administrator would escalate the fight if I brought it up, which she did, though uh, I'm pretty sure--"

I felt another odd blink, and felt a very sudden urge to shut the hell up. I frowned in response. Was it a secret somehow that the Administrators would actively meddle in things? I searched for a plausible way to end the sentence, only managing, "--it's a kind of one-time thing, since it was associated with... well, the matter I want to talk with you guys about."

"What--"

"FIRST, though, let's get out of here," I was tired enough that I didn't really give a damn if they were jealous or confused or anything else at the moment. In the old days, I would have moved back into the level and camped out before trying again, to grind the boss once I had my energy back, but back then I was... kind of convinced that my life was going to be over when I left the Dungeon, what with the murder and all.

I don't know exactly why I was surprised when Louise went out of her way to re-attach herself to my party in the fifteen seconds between me saying that and actually getting to the exit. She was serious about the whole redemption thing, which I now saw in a different light after the Harpy Birdman's speech, and I had already twice kind of abandoned her after someone else (well, both times it was Brock) pissed me off, although the second time I kept stalking the two of them through the Dungeon to make sure she'd be okay. Point is, I guess I'd proven to be a little flighty, not that I was planning on running off after telling everyone we needed to talk.

The next floor, of course, was a Town, and this was built to appear as the inside of the Tower that the last boss fight had been outside of. A big circular wall with a gate in it was behind the entrance, and there was a cramped space with the usual buildings crowded around it, though this time the entrance was in the middle with buildings spread in either direction. Opposite the curved wall, and not far away, was a flat one with a door in it, making the area a rather narrow wedge. Surprisingly for all that, the ceiling was high, almost thirty feet, while none of the buildings were more than a story, leaving an unusual airspace. Was the height necessary for the next biome, or was it some kind of weird hint?

It was a little difficult to identify the buildings all at a glance, but even as a light drinker, it's not that hard to find the bar, mostly because there's always two people sitting or standing by the entrance--one man, one woman, talking to each other about absolutely nothing forever. As I marched right for them, I couldn't help listening, as a matter of morbid curiosity.

"You mean Bill did it?" asked Mr. NPC.

"No, I'm going to have Frank do it," replied Ms. NPC.

"What about Tom?"

"Yes, but then I have to ask Robin."

"Isn't that what Steve was going to do?"

"Sarah was the one who said I should do it."

The entire time I could hear them, it was one question with a name in it, one answer with a name in it, the sentences otherwise being devoid of all meaning and purpose. Any given pair of sentences seemed to make sense, but the entire conversation was random garbage.

As I stepped into the bar, I found to nobody's surprise that all of the tables, except the NPC table closest to the fire, were empty. The NPC table had an old man, an old woman, a young boy, and a middle aged woman, and they all took turns sipping from endless mugs of whatever, grumping about absolutely nothing, or if you were very lucky (or paid them money), they might drop a hint about something somewhere in the Dungeon. The Beanpole Administrator's Taverns had been exactly the same, to such a degree that I wondered if the Administrators were in fact completely incapable of changing them, except for a thin coat of paint.

Anyway, I claimed the big table and ignored the serving woman while the others piled in after me. I took a moment to glance at the loot from the last boss, not taking the time to do much more than glance at the names and levels, but still managing to curse myself for getting distracted by even that much:




	[ B.J. SMOKIN HOT Lv 55 ]



	[ GASSY PANTS Lv 55 ]



	[ FEATHER-BANE BERET Lv 45 ]



	[ JET RACK Lv 45 ]



	[ BRASS BLASTER Lv 45 ]






...well, I thought it pretty obvious that three of those were the same loot I would have gotten from the normal fight, since Level 45 was about right for a Boss rare drop at floor 10 in a thirty-plus Dungeon. Ten levels above that... plus the Administrator had gone all out on the terrible naming scheme, so I had to at least peek at the two new items.

That's why, as the others sat down, I couldn't help but faceplant into the table, trying to scrub the stupid humor out of my system in time to have a serious talk, to no avail.

"What's wrong?"

"Loot. Special--stupid loot. Special stupid, stupid special. It's stupid and it's..." I sat back up and placed my hand on the center of the table. "It's better if I just show you."

I picked my hand up off the table, revealing as it went another foot tall harpy-esque bird--but this one was a phoenix that was constantly on fire, with turntable wings, sick shades, and a pair of over-ear headphones with glowing wing emblems on the sides. Like the DJ at the Disco, she--and this one was clearly a woman--nodded her head to a beat only she could hear, with an unusual added pair of small feathered and clawed arms crossed in front of her, as if defying us to not find her rad as fuck.

"Ladies and gentlemen, I give you, a Smoking Hot BJ."

Will, to his credit, threw his head back and let out a howl of a laugh. The tank started out just shaking his head and chuckling, but got a little more into it as it hit him. The assassin I noticed go into Stealth and I couldn't tell what he did after that, whether it was going to get a drink or walking outside to laugh away from prying eyes. Louise's eyes and smile lit up as she always seemed to whenever these damned puns came up, and Mel's face went from astonishment to being fucking pissed.

"No!" she shouted, pounding her hands on the table and standing up suddenly enough to throw her chair back. "You CANNOT have a better PIANIST than I do! I have the BEST PIANIST! The--" she couldn't quite keep a straight face as she tried her best to keep the rage going. "The biggest, prettiest pianist in the entire world!"

I held up my hands in a conciliatory gesture. "You have the best pianist, Mel. I can't begin to compete with it, truly."

"Damn straight I do!" Mel slammed her hand on the table as she whipped hers out. "Hey, Stud, play the Anthem of Heart!" And just like that, a twelve inch bird started playing an upbeat number on his piano wings.

I wanted to get to the actual issue, but my new Phoenix pet--or whatever you'd call her--turned her head to look at me, as though asking if I was really just let it go at that.

So I sighed and nodded at her. "Okay, hot stuff. Amplify."

I don't know how a bird beak and a pair of sunglasses can smile, but somehow she managed. Instead of dueling the Pianist, when the tables on her wings spun up, her music merged with the piano, making a better version of the same.

"Wait, wait, wait, I'm sorry," Will could barely breathe for the laughing. "Did you just--give the pianist--"

Nobody there--not even Jenna, who had been doing her darnedest to remain stoic through the exchange--could keep from laughing as we realized that yes, I'd given him a BJ.

Fuck you, Administrator. Just... fuck you.

I also ended up sharing two other pieces of loot with the group--the Jet Rack, which was a flight item. I and everyone at the table who heard the name immediately assumed it was going to be breasts, and according to my read of the item, it would enhance breasts if you had them, but it was mostly just a frame that sat on your back and would sprout wings when you used the flight ability. Mel offered immediately to buy it for a decent price, and I accepted just to be rid of it.

And then there was the Gassy Pants.

"Okay," said Will with a big goofy smile on his face as I held up a pair of trousers that certainly looked neat, "but what do they do?"

"Honestly, I'll keep it just for the damn style of them." The pants might as well have been some kind of heavy silk for how smooth they were, but they also had a field of what might have been fog rotating around the cloth, if that fog were actually just made of long threads and sections of narrow, ragged-edged cloth that faded into and out of reality. The stylized effect was made to look like a special-effect of wind, long bands of wispy nothing that came and went in a constant spiral, with some threads slower and others faster to give an impression of depth. "But yeah, this loot is worth more than its level for sure. The ability lets you go ethereal."

"Sonofabitch," snapped Jenna, who seemed to still be holding on to her good humor but only just barely, for whichever reason she had to be pissy. "You just get all the good stuff in the world, don't you? How is that even fair?"

"Well, hang on," I said, putting the pants down for a moment, and then putting them away when they kind of got in the way. I was getting fucking tired of her making it sound like I was some damn prince getting hand-outs. "I mean yes, I get the complaint, good loot helps me get better loot, but at the same time, you can't deny that I solo'd a damn boss first try. A challenge boss. With no information. Fair my ass, you know that fight could have killed me a dozen ways, equipment be damned."

Jenna looked away. She wanted to argue this, I knew, but seemed to be biting her tongue. "Look, jus-- fuck. Whatever. What did you want to talk about?"

The others looked at me, and I thought the question had made the mood fall enough that I no longer felt quite so awkward broaching the topic. So, I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and leaned back in my seat, searching for a good way to start things off.

"I got information... basically a quest... that tells me what's been killing divers in this Dungeon." I pursed my lips. "By basically a quest I mean it is one. I'm tasked specifically with handling it, and I was told exactly what is going on, and it's scary."

"Scary-you-scary?" The tank kept his voice even. "Like, you're scared, scary?"

"Like I'd rather have a team and a bunch of levels before I handle it scary, yeah."

"A solo diver wants a team?" The tank seemed to realize after a moment that he was talking into an awkward and suddenly strained silence, and shut his trap. The others were exchanging looks that were various levels of terrified.

"Yeah. So you understand why I wanted to talk to you." I ground my teeth, recognizing the bad habit after a moment, but my jaw was starting to clench up as my brain started processing things I'd put off thinking about. "Basically it's... another Diver, another one of us. Who was attacked and suborned by another faction and is apparently forced against his will to kill."

"Another faction? In a Dungeon?" Mel's voice and face were full to bursting with confusion. "How...?"

"I'm taking some stuff on faith..." I realized just how much when I realized I was going to absorb that fairy crystal without asking Harry or anyone else first, without even leaving the Dungeon. "...but yeah, from what I can tell, it has to do with a Fairy Dungeon. There are entrances to those things inside the dungeon, and he went in and... failed."

"Shit." Mel gripped the table with her hands, hard. "How the fuck do we avoid those things?"

"Fairy Dungeons?" I looked at her, but offered a sympathetic smile. "You don't have to worry about that. That's what has me so scared." I popped up the Interface window with the Fairy Pass and spun it around. "Only people like me are usually given the tools to see the damned things."

A moment later, Will leaped out of his seat like it bit him. "HOLY SHIT!" He blinked, and got a pained, terrified expression on his face really quickly. "People are being killed by a solo diver."

Every eye turned to me, and I nodded, opting to repeat the Birdman's warning. "Don't go past the Docks."

They swallowed and nodded.

            

    
        33.  Confession

    
    
    
    
                Once I had basically assured myself and them that the most important news had been delivered I took a break, ostensibly to actually sleep, though before that I stopped in at the Communications Center. I sent Harry a message: "I'm still in the Armand Bayou dungeon but I received a quest that I need to talk to you about asap. If you can I need to conference with you, give me a time."

I was not expecting a reply, and so I was pretty damned surprised when I got a note in reply even before I turned around to leave, saying "Tomorrow 10AM". I kind of blinked at it, because it sure as hell implied he was either in a Comm Center standing at a console when I sent the message, or staring directly at a handheld like the one I had. As far as I was aware, there was no time difference in/out of dungeons, so the only way for that to work... well, maybe he had a class feature for it? That didn't make a lot of sense, though.

In any case, I acknowledged it and then left, almost running into Louise as I was trying to set a basic alarm through the Dungeoneer interface. I hadn't... really dealt with her at all separately from the others at the table, which I guess was pretty cold considering she was my party member and they weren't. I only gave her a brief look, though, before shaking my head and just saying, "Come on."

We went to the inn and she didn't say anything as I booked the two of us a room--with two beds.

It wasn't until we were definitely alone--and Town Inns were, as far as I knew, the truly safest place in all the world, unable to be forced open or monitored by anyone, maybe not even the Administrators--that I finally let myself sag against the wall, slide down to the ground, and wallow in a little bit of self-pity. Because yeah, everyone else was kind of in no position to handle this problem and so just had to avoid it, except the poor bastard who was doing far worse than me, but that all meant that a lot of responsibility was on my shoulders to figure out a way to make things right, or at least better, if I couldn't make everything perfect.

Still, one way or another, the Administrator's plan was laid out bare in front of me, assuming the Fairy Crystal wasn't a trap. I would kill the Slave Dungeoneer, and then...

Louise just kind of walked over to one of the beds and sat on it, looking at me as though still very hesitant to talk. After a moment, though, she cleared her throat. "Can I see your bird? She seemed really cool."

Cool is not the word, I corrected mentally, but summoned Smokin' Hot on the floor beside me and gestured the foot-tall phoenix towards my party member. The hot harpy--Hah! She could have been called 'Hot hot harpy'. That would have fit the dungeon's naming scheme, if she were a full size creature--hovered up to sit on a small table by the bed, and I noticed that there seemed to be no heat damage to it, just as there hadn't been in the tavern. Louise's face lit up, and she cooed over the small bird, and after a little negotiating, Smokin' allowed some gentle scratches, and even seemed to appreciate them, though she seemed embarrassed.

"I'm not the one," I said out of nowhere, since no matter how I looked at it, there was no good place to start the conversation.

Louise turned to look at me, but her questioning gaze kind of faded after a moment into something like depression. "Not the one to beat the ...killer?"

I shook my head. "I'm not the one that you need to redeem."

There was a long pause, and I thought the whole room felt really awkward. I didn't want to continue, but... well, what could she have done except prompt me to say what I already knew I needed and wanted to say? "When I killed people in the Dungeon, the people that I really murdered, really... that didn't come back. I was lost back then, but I know, for myself, that what I did was wrong, and I don't really care whether anyone else understands that or not. I know I... have sinned," I said it that way only because I knew that was how it worked, in a sense, "but I don't really care whether the gods or anyone else accepts that I don't want to kill. Redemption for me isn't about me being brought back into the fold. I'll accept whatever punishment for what I did, because I care about what happens in this world."

"What about the one you killed in jail?" Louise went from looking at me to once again keeping her focus on the small flaming DJ, who continued to graciously accept the petting.

I just shook my head. "I don't... it's hard for me to explain just why I felt, that he didn't matter, that he... he wasn't much better than a monster. Maybe it was he way he talked, the way he acted, the way he looked, or how he... felt..." I clenched my teeth together, because I hated putting it that way. It sounded, again, like 'dur hurr I'm a psychic in a world of normies accept my judgement' bullshit. And... yeah, I'd killed someone because of something I couldn't prove. Why didn't I feel like that was worthy of condemnation? Back then I didn't know the way I knew now, that I wasn't crazy. "...one way or another, I wouldn't do that kind of violence to just anyone. I've seen good people, even in my critical bladework and stealth classes, that I could look at and kind of think, 'I wonder if this guy is bad'. But sometimes I also get feelings that tell me that someone is bad, and I never see any reason to doubt those. But even then, I wouldn't attack someone like that. And I waited for Joe attack me first, gave him every opportunity to walk away. He wanted to fight me, to hurt me, to see me in agony. I don't have any room in me to care about a person like that."

Louise nodded, but didn't respond immediately. I watched her scratch my phoenix, lost in the image for a moment, before she brought me back out of it. "But you understand why others don't see it like that."

"Sure. Except the reason I only got a little extra time added to my sentence was because I was right. He was a murderer, he had a history of assaulting, raping, and damn near killing other inmates in prison, and everyone watching saw that he struck first, after I warned him. I accept that I killed him, and that it was... it was murder, yeah. But fighting dungeon monsters isn't that much different, not for the one doing the killing. Yeah, they are non-entities that come back, but I still... have to kill, you know? I have to be a killer to do this job."

"And now you have to kill a human being, for real and forever, in order to save lives." She looked back at me, and met my eyes. I could feel an enormous tide of fear in my chest that wanted me to look away, but I delayed that for a long moment, wondering if she would see enough of me to understand, though I wasn't really sure what I wanted her to understand.

"No."

"No?" Louise's voice was surprised.

I took a deep breath. "It's tough to... to talk about it. But..." I let the silence stretch for a long moment, feeling that kind of weird lightheadedness that made the whole world feel empty around me. Talking about this meant real honest-to-god danger for me, and I was scared, but one way or another, she needed to know.

"...in Pearland Dungeon, there's a biome from floors twenty to twenty-four that is filled with cannibals. As long as you're winning, it doesn't matter, but if anyone dies on those floors, the monsters will try to steal your corpse and eat it, and if they do, you never come back. It takes some time, but it's unusually deadly for a zero-to-thirty dungeon. By that time I'd already killed a couple people and turned their corpses back in for resurrection. I don't... I'm not gonna say that what I did before this was innocent. It wasn't, but in the end, for all that I did evil, it wasn't harmful."

"But because I was a killer, because I was Blooded, the cannibals weren't hostile. And on floor twenty-three, there was a Hag, a miserable evil spellcasting monster that only looked human. To average, non-blooded dungeoneers, she's just a miniboss. Because I was blooded, she was an NPC. She made an offer that if I brought her a human corpse, she would open up a special store."

Of course, she was just staring at me, now, and I knew the story I was telling was a horror show in its own way. "I didn't have one on me. I'd given up the ones I had earlier. I had to go hunting. I saw two people fighting against the cannibals. I thought they were losing. Since then, I have wondered if maybe they would have been okay, but... one thing is for sure, I could have saved them, but instead I killed them both and gave the first away to see what was in that store. I gave the second away to buy something from the store, a special ability that lets me bring the dead back to life as slaves."

I felt a strong pressure in my head, and the non-disclosure agreement (as amended by Herman) popped up as though to remind me that some a specific part of the story--the one I was tempted to get to next, to make me sound a little less like a monster--was taboo. Which seemed a bit unfair in a way, because it wasn't the event that led to me getting the NDA, and the language of the NDA spoke only of that itself... but I guess the first time I humiliated the Administrator also counted? I guess it was part of "the chain of events" in a very real way. I put it out of mind, since it didn't matter.

Louise was still watching me, horrified. And that was fair, I decided.

"I've never used it on a human, but it can be done. I haven't used it at all since... well, a boss fight that came later. After a while the shock wore off and I realized what I'd done. I don't want to ever use that ability again, and I'd just as soon pretend I didn't have it. But I'm telling you this because it matters, specifically in regards to this quest and this person that I have to kill." I looked at her. "The NPC questgiver told me that we can't just Revive the guy, or he'll still be a slave to the Fairy Queen that controls him, bound to kill us and everyone else he can get his hands on. But as long as he leaves a corpse behind when he dies, I can change him to become my slave."

"But that's--"

"Horrible, psychotic, and I don't want it. I don't want a human being slave. But I do want to see this guy free, and there are only two options once he's dead--destroy the corpse, or change him. And you have a quest from a god about redeeming someone. That quest led you to me, and the Administrators have led me directly to this guy, with all of the tools needed to let you redeem him."

Louise had her mouth a little agape, but as she followed my logic, she snapped her mouth shut all of a sudden. She thought about it for a long time, and then said, "...from what I understand, most of the God-given quests are a lot simpler than that. They are small things that a Priestess can accomplish on her own or with any given party. So... I don't think that--"

"I don't care about that," I said suddenly, forcing myself to stand up and walk over to her. She suddenly got stiff, like I scared her now just by being there, but I just sat down on the other bed, facing her. "Your god believes you have what it takes to redeem people, and Louise, I have faith that you can do that. You're a good person, and everyone who sees you knows it. But I... I don't feel any personal need for redemption, or rather, I don't need anyone else to accept me in spite of my sins. I made a mistake and paid for it, but this guy? The bad things that happened to him aren't his fault. He seems to be a tool being used to do something awful. If he feels half as guilty as I did back then--and he has to feel more guilty than I did back then, from all the killing he's done--and if it isn't his fault, then he deserves a chance to be free from that."

"But me? No, fuck me," I insisted, reaching out and taking her hand. "Louise, I did those crimes, and I accept them as crimes and as sins. I don't give a shit if any god does or does not deem me redeemed, redeemable, or worthy in any way. I repented, and if they don't care, fuck them. Give him that chance. Set him free, if he's worthy of it. We won't know until we get there--hell, maybe he's really a monster and I'm wrong. But that's how I want this to go. I'll kill him, with help if I can get it, and bring him back. And you..."

"But what if... what if I can't?" Louise's eyes had been tearing up, and now all of a sudden they started spilling, and her voice started to crack. "What if I can't save him? What if--"

"I know you can do it, and I'll do everything I can to help," I insisted. "I'm sure others will, too. Even if we have to lie to others about who he is and where he came from, we can save him from a terrible fate. We can give him a chance to live again, so that his life isn't screwed up by something that isn't his fault."

"But I'm..." Louise couldn't quite keep her eyes open, as they overflowed with tears. "I'm not that... I'm not a good Priestess, Jerry, I'm just not. I don't know what I'm doing, I don't even really..."

I stepped forward and put my arms around her, holding her against me as she started crying. A small cooing noise and some gentle synthesized music from the table reminded us both that Smokin' Hot was still there, and in spite of her tears Louise smiled a small, tight smile, as she put one hand on my back to return the hug, and the other reached out to give the phoenix an appreciative little rub.

"We'll get through this," I insisted, which was more confidence than I had for my own part in this by far. "We'll be alright. We--we can save this guy from a terrible fate. That's all we can do, is try. Okay?"

Louise gave the kind of really wet sniffle that I thought meant she was probably dribbling snot all over the front of my shirt, but I didn't care.

The two of us only needed one bed that night, though it wasn't a fun or exciting night by any means.

            

    
        34.  Questions, Fairies, Etc

    
    
    
    
                The next morning at 10AM had me in the Communications Center. I'd never actually used the booths that were set up there for cross-dungeon conferences, but under the circumstances, this was where I wanted to be to have a real chat with Harry. Louise had decided to come along, and given that she knew my secrets now, more or less, I didn't object. Once the two of us were in, though, the door was locked and the room was, as far as I could tell, otherwise secure.

The booth had my "contacts list" as it were as soon as I stepped in, and Louise's as well, but I was able to zero in on Harold Spongecake instantly. It was grayed out until about two minutes before, but I gave him the extra time in case he was setting something up on his side, and only contacted him on the hour.

The whole room became a kind of virtual space when we connected, with Harry and... was that the same Priestess who had accompanied him to the jail? E...something? It was hard not to remember the pink mohawk, even if her hair was a mess right now. The two of them were basically holograms, full-bodied, along I assume with everything else that was in the room. The quality was fine; they were a little translucent, but there weren't Star Wars-esque scan-lines or anything over them, which was almost a disappointment. Harry, for his part, looked calm, maybe a little grumpy, but he seemed as uninterested in whatever I was probably going to say as he could be as soon as he laid eyes on Louise.

I figured I could distract him. "I got a quest from the Administrator here to kill a Dungeoneer that went into a Fairy Dungeon and came back a slave to the Fairy Queen. So, I have some questions."

His eyes snapped to me when I mentioned 'Kill a Dungeoneer' and didn't move until I was done, plus another twenty seconds. "What questions."

"Mostly, the Ad--the Quest gave me an item that she insisted would help, a Fairy Gem. My class insists I can absorb it, though it will take a lot of time to do it, but--"

"As far as I know no Fairy Gems have been opened, successfully," interrupted Harry. "I can't tell you anything about what will happen."

I frowned for a long moment, and then a pained expression crossed my face, one that an outside observer might have thought was overdramatic, perhaps deliberately so. Harry saw the pained expression, figured out what I was thinking immediately, and rolled his eyes.

"...let me ask." Harry grabbed what was obviously another portable message item and poked at it for a moment, and then put it away. "When he gets back to me I'll let you know. Is there anything else?"

"Yeah, kinda." My Herman-face faded as I was able to force my thoughts back to the problem at hand. "So as I said, the person who I have to kill is someone who managed to get into a Fairy Dungeon. I'm... I'm usually pretty confident about being able to kill someone of similar level, but..."

"Yeah, that sounds like a hard case. You want information on him?"

"If there's anything that we can get. I'd also like help getting together a team that's... not normal people, just in case. I mean, maybe I'll be required to duel him, but if I can avoid that..."

Harry nodded. "Is there anything--hold on." He pulled back up the item and raised his eyebrows. "Kamau says he can get to a Comm Center in about an hour. That's actually pretty fast for someone of his level."

"He's--"

"Yes, he's the large black man you met." Harry put the messenger back down and pulled out a large notebook from his inventory. "Is there anything else you can tell me about the incident, quest, or the Dungeoneer?"

I pursed my lips and tried to think back on the birdman's various ramblings. "He--sorry, the questgiver--used the term Lost Soul, which I know is a system tag. He said the Fairy Queen has the guy's soul... something about not seeking ...Ascension? He actually said a bunch of things that made no sense in context--"

"Jerry." Harry stepped forward so his projection was uncomfortably close to me. "If a questgiver says things that make no sense, it is the Administrator trying to tell us parts of a puzzle that they can't say directly. If you can remember anything at all about that conversation, no matter how silly, please tell me."

I snapped my fingers, recalling something odd. "He said, Administrators may be bound to ...something, serve or assist, mankind, but faeries are not. Something about who is and who is not a real enemy."

Harry took notes on this, but nodded. "We already have a lot of hints in that direction. Anything else?"

"Yeah. I asked specifics on the guy and the answer was really strange. He said the man's name was stolen so he had none, and..." I tried to remember the exact words. "When I asked his class, he said the guy was a true Fool, and had none. I could swear I heard a capital letter on the word, but not the system tag thing."

Harry looked at me for a moment, then seemed to force himself to write that down. "Well, good and bad news. I know exactly who the Dungoneer you're going to be facing is."

Which meant that the bad news was that he was crazy powerful. I let out a breath through clenched teeth. "And?"

"He really had no class. It's a thing that's more popular in some parts of Asia, but very rare over here. Instead of using the Class system, you can just use experience points to increase your stats directly. I think they call it Cultivation or something strange like that. I don't have those notes with me."

I felt the color drain from my face. I'd once or twice done something similar, but I had mostly convinced myself it was a waste of time. Maybe... maybe it deserved more looking into. "Experience points used like that can't contribute towards a level."

"Right."

"And he was at least level 30 to enter the dungeon."

Harry just nodded.

"FUCK me."

"The good news is that Cultivation, or whatever, apparently takes a lot of time and experience both, and it gets harder to do as your stats increase. Also, as far as I know, they don't actually get Features or Skills from the system, at least, not as we know them. But Bo--that's his name, unless I am thinking of someone else--Bo was a martial artist, so he's not going to be a pushover."

"Fuck me sideways." I had my pride in my ability to fight, but it was always tempered by one thing--I never learned properly, and a lifetime of movies if nothing else told me that someone who knew fighting could mop the floor with someone who didn't... though, of course both Hollywood and the Chinese martial arts filmmakers were exaggerating in the name of good fiction. Still, if he had a strong foundation plus massively increased abilities... "What about resistances to System effects? Do you think that's what did him in, in the Fairy Dungeon?"

Harry gave a grunt. "I don't know what his resistances are--there are stats that contribute to them--but I doubt that's what did him in. Fairy dungeons are scary and confusing as hell, but my understanding is that when you enter a Fairy Dungeon you get a bunch of options. Most of those are shortcuts that let you try to make a connection to another Dungeon, and that's hard as balls but it's been done. The other option is for you to try to kill a Fairy Queen, and nobody-but-nobody has ever accomplished that. And yes, like with Bo, at least one of the people who fight and lose always comes back as an enemy, no matter their level or equipment." Harry grit his teeth. "Most of the high level monsters aren't interested in trying that anymore. Partly out of fear, but mostly because we don't think that's the answer to the big fucking riddle of exactly why the hell the Dungeons are here."

Louise and I exchanged glances. "We, uh, had a conversation with the Administrator about that."

Harry stopped and glared at me for a long moment, I guess thinking that I was holding back on him rather than just disorganized. Louise nodded, adding, "I was there for that. It was strange." She closed her eyes and seemed to concentrate, and when she spoke, I could swear that she spoke with the Administrator's own voice:

"This is the deal we offered Humanity: Access to the [ Dungeon Key ], and in return, once you had learned how to use it, once humanity had proven that it could adapt to the key, once they proved that they didn't need to be hand-held, we would be free."

I was a little shocked that apparently Louise, in addition to being able to truth-tell, was given the ability to perfectly recall things. "She also said something about the Full Clear quests. Louise--"

She nodded, and spoke in my voice, and then the Administrator's. "So the Full Clear quest is to prove we don't need the Dungeons anymore? No. Ah, haha. They'd be so mad if I told you. No, that's different. Ha, haha. Ha, ha ha."

Hearing the voice again, especially through Louise, gave me the shivers, and I was somewhat mollified to see that Harry seemed to have the same reaction.

I shook my head, then snapped my fingers. "Also, as long as you're writing things down, uh, this was of particular importance to me as an individual but apparently some psychics and/or mediums from the old world, you know, before... that was just completely legit, as confirmed by the Administrator. That is to say, that ghosts were a real thing, and the ability to detect them was... not all madness. So some people who may feel stigmatized should... not."

Harry stopped his writing as I spoke, and gave me a very long look that was difficult to parse. "The System doesn't recognize those people at all."

"I know!" I threw up my hands. "But literally the moment I said that out loud in the dungeon, the Administrator, who I guess was paying attention to me, made something appear that only..." I glanced at Louise, who nodded. "...only people with, I guess, ESP or ghost sight or something could sense. But it wasn't dungeon-enhanced, either. It was the same old bullshit it used to be. I could sense something, but it wasn't clear."

"That... is interesting. Not immediately useful, but I'll make a note of it. The Association will look into it."

"She also said," interrupted Louise, "that because his mind was prepared, um, by having been exposed to ESP, or by having had ESP, that some of his skills were better as a result, like his Telekinesis. She said something about True skills not granted by the System."

I wasn't sure I wanted to bring that up, but then, I'd been shy about talking about it until recently. Harry seemed to take it in stride, up until the Capital Letter, which he also seemed to hear. "True?"

"That led directly into her speech about the Key and the deal with humanity," I added quickly. "The Dungeon skills are artificial, and they're expecting us to get good enough to no longer need them, or something like that."

The other woman, the Priestess that was with Harry... was it Eliza? She suddenly spoke up. "So humanity is supposed to no longer depend on the system, but a guy who doesn't have a class is a capital-F Fool?"

Something about that made me frown as I tried to remember something else I'd heard. Harry asked something, but I missed it. Was it the Administrator who said something--no, it was the birdman. He said...

"Oh." I stopped. "Har--uh, the quest giver. He said something like... 'Like me' the... uh, the Slave Dungoneer, was 'Walking the path of the Expert'. Like, maybe-capital-E Expert."

"So a Fool is another word for Expert? Or a specific kind?" Eliza scrunched up her face. "Seems like a rude thing to call someone if that's what you want people to do."

"Specific kind..." Harry nodded all of a sudden, looking more energetic than he had. "Yes... yes, I have definitely seen that in the Ruins. There were seven; the Wizard, the Saint, the Fool, th--OW!" He was interrupted by Eliza, who smacked the back of his head. He looked at her, and she gestured meaningfully towards us. He considered it for a moment, then shook his head. "Right... I'm not supposed to talk about that. Maybe I can get you clearance, later, if you survive."

"Believe me, Harry, I have more than enough on my plate as it is," I said with a laugh. "And goodness knows I have my own secrets."

We spent a little more time trying to eke out clues from what I'd already been told, until finally Kamau joined the call. The big black man that appeared in the room was far more intimidating than when I'd seen him in a conference room, mostly because of equipment. He was decked out in full plate armor that was the very definition of the phrase "bristling with black spikes," his helmet was the skull of a devil complete with horns, and his arms had razors up and down them, ending in flaming gauntlets. The only really odd choice of equipment was a pair of bunny slippers, but as far as Dungeon equipment went, I could absolutely see that being a highly practical choice for a variety of plausible reasons. Alternately, they just might be the most comfortable footwear he had; either way, I wasn't going to make fun of him.

"Hello, Harold. And you, Mr. Applebee." Kamau raised his chin at me. "You had questions about Fairies."

I decided to just pull out the item, since only Louise could actually reach it. "This is--"

"A fairy gem. You're awfully low-level for such an item." He knelt down to take a closer look at the projection of the item. "We've never seen a way to open them. Herman says that they are pure, a newborn Fairy soul sealed in raw mana, but he doesn't know what ability to use to extract them."

"My class says that I can do it," I offered, watching the big man's head snap up towards me, "but it will become a Class Feature. I don't--"

"Hold on, I'll bring him out." Kamau clapped his hands, and before I had a chance to warn Louise, there he was.

He was... he was Herman. He was still Herman. I didn't... I didn't want to think about it very hard, but he was still Herman. The multiple sets of pants, the mask, the torn fighting gi, the fishnet gloves... he even had the teacup clutched nervously in his hands.

"Yes? Oh, hello again, and you sir, good day." Herman's little spider feet scurried as he turned to Harry and then to me, seeming to clue into the context instantly. "Oh, I see you have a Fairy Gem. Well, that's great then. I suppose once you have that open we'll be able to get started on this project for real. Shame about the last one, but you look like you can manage."

"I--uh." Herman's immediate and sincere observations completely derailed my train of thought, since that really wasn't the question I wanted to ask. Even knowing he would be here, even trying... perhaps futilely, to prepare, I just... no, I could do this. I could. "I... Herman, I need to ask you a question."

The spider fairy with too many clashing items flapped his graveyard-decorated wings and brought his clown mask up to my face, massively muscled hands nervously tapping his teacup against its saucer. "Yes?"

"I have to fight someone who fought and lost against a Fairy Queen. I want... some assurance that the only reason why he is..." More than any creature I had ever met, this little fairy intimidated me more than I could possibly understand, and I just couldn't think straight while he was staring at me. "...um, a slave, is because... he did that, and that--"

"Yes, I'm sorry, I know you're all rather poorly informed on the subject. His fate was sealed when he challenged a Fairy Queen. We do have our pride on matters like this, and that's just how we handle things." Herman's head tilted. "If you're worried about the item, don't be. It's a very generous gift, not a--oh, what's that famous trap, Kamau? You mentioned it once." Herman pivoted in midair to the vast spikey black man.

"Trojan horse." Kamau seemed unaffected by the fairy, as always. He almost seemed introspective, if I had to put a word to it.

"That." Herman pivoted back, and moved entirely too close, his clown mask filling my vision. "As a bound Fairy, it will become a part of your magic and, well, I won't say only good things happen after that, but it's more good than bad. Honestly, although we'll fight a lot once your kind get out of the first phase, right now we're really just interested in seeing you succeed. We won't have a chance to take over your planet at all until... well, I suppose when the first Path is beaten?"

"Herman..." Kamau's voice was grouchy, but not threatening. Doubtless, he couldn't threaten the strange little fairy, but if he could I doubt he'd want to try. Herman looked over at him, but didn't seem to understand.

I interrupted instead, after backing off a step to get my nerve back. "But why is he... why is he tasked with killing people? Our people?"

"The Heretic Knight?" I frowned as Herman rattled of a title that I'd heard the Birdman use before. I'd thought it was just poetic at the time. In any case, the Fairy seemed to be quiet comfortable with the term. "I suppose that looks bad from your end, but really, we're just using you to fight against the Dungeons. It's unhealthy for us to be locked up in there. They used your--well, your quest target, I suppose, to force open the entrance and take control over an area. Unfortunately, the laws of the Dungeon make him into the new boss of that region, and there's nothing we can do about it, not until you free the Administrator."

"They live parasitically off the Dungeon," interrupted Kamau. "That's why their ways join different dungeons together. This is all far beyond your Level, Applebee, but suffice it to say that the Fairy race are looking out for their own well-being in most of what they do. That includes sacrificing a few of their children to help us along in our quest to defeat the Dungeons."

There were too many questions. I tried to summarize. "So... if I can... bind myself to this Fairy, it won't cause any problems, and also, it will help me defeating the... Heretic Knight?"

"Well, it won't really help with the fight much. It will be a very young Fairy, after all." Herman's head tilted at an odd angle. "But it will help you steal more answers from the System, and I think that will help your people.  We're all for that. There's still a decent chance your entire culture will be eradicated, after all, and we don't want that."

I don't think there was anyone except maybe Kamau who could breathe for a good minute after that. The large man, rather than being shocked, growled at his Fairy ...friend? Contractor? Partner? I had no idea. "Herman... I thought we had a talk about keeping secrets."

"Yes, but he's an Expert, Kamau." The fairy turned to him. "If he survives... well, I don't know. It's too early for him to challenge any of the Paths, but--"  He seemed to tense up and hang his head, as though ashamed.

"Herman, please," The large man offered his hand to the fairy, palm up, which was an odd gesture. "Let us decide who is ready for things like that."

Herman eagerly fluttered over and sat on Kamau's hand, settling his spider body onto his palm eagerly. "Of course, of course. I'm sorry, I got ahead of myself. Still, this might become the first significant progress your people have, and it's a bit exciting! I was starting to think you'd be among the later--"

"Herman."

"Right, sorry, sorry." Herman paused and examined his teacup. "Kamau... do you think... it would be alright if I had... perhaps, just a little bit... of tea?"

The big black man stared at the little spider fairy for a long time. With his big helmet in the way, it was a little difficult to see, but I realized when he started speaking that he was smiling. "Of course, Herman. You've been such a help to us that I couldn't possibly turn you down."

"Oh! Oh, that would be wonderful. Just a bit, though. You know how I get." Herman's boot-and-high-heel-wearing spider legs practically danced on the man's hand. He turned quickly to Harry, and then to me. "And the two of you... nice to see you again. Thank you for being polite." He bowed to us in turn. "And you, good luck to you. I think you'll do okay."

And then Kamau, without waiting for anyone else's approval or asking if we had any more questions, dropped out of the call. I... couldn't say that was a bad call for him to make. I wasn't kidding when I said I stopped breathing, or that we all did. The ragged drawing in and out of breaths resumed, and Louise, at least, collapsed to the floor, as I'm sure I must have done when I first met Herman. I... didn't remember not breathing back then, but you know? Maybe that's what did it.

"Fuck me," I said, as soon as my breathing was halfway stable. "How exactly did talking to him make the situation worse?"

Instead of answering, Harry immediately started writing, something that he hadn't been able to do while Herman was around. I just hoped he remembered that conversation better than I did--if only so I wouldn't have to. That also left me hoping that the Priestess' ability to recall events was entirely voluntary and not some kind of permanent thing. I wouldn't want either Louise or Eliza to be plagued with nightmares of Herman for the rest of their lives.

            

    
        35.  So about that whole Fairy thing (1/2)

    
    
    
    
                I found it difficult to decide on the right set of priorities after that conference call with Herman, and not only because Herman's presence was significantly more traumatizing than I had expected, even over what amounted to a complicated magical video conference. I suppose I'd thought it was just psychological, confusion maybe, but now with the experience somewhat muted by the layers in between, I realized that there really just was something about that powerful little Fairy that was difficult if not impossible to resist.

Harry informed me, when he was done scribbling notes, that pretty much everyone that meets a vastly higher-level Fairy or other dungeon entity faints like that, at least the first time, and told me that I was only out after meeting Herman the first time for about fifteen minutes, by his estimate. Although I really wanted advice, he rather forcibly told me to make up my own damn mind about what to do next, and said he'd pull down official documents about Bo, the Lost Soul Dungeoneer, as well as do some looking for solo divers and other overpowered individuals in the thirty-to-eighty range that might help.

I'd honestly never expected to be putting together a team, A-Team style, but thinking about it sure made me excited. What kind of crazy people with crazy abilities would I discover in the course of it? It made me have kind of a cracked smile on my face as I thought about it. As far as I was concerned, more than anyone I'd ever met, those were likely to be "my people." It would be good to meet some of those, since I never had, as far as I knew.

Anyway, priorities. Right.

So in the end I decided the big A-number-1 priority I had was to unlock that fairy, which would take more than a day of solid work--thirty hours in which my concentration on the ability dared not slip for a second. Before, I would have termed it impossible, but I had a couple factors working in my favor, and one of them was being in a Dungeon Town, which gave me access to the Meditation Room, a building designed for exactly these kind of long-term skill usages. It would dampen hunger, thirst, the need to sleep, and the need to... use the bathroom, and you could seal out unwanted external interruptions. That didn't make one immune to any of those, but... it helped, which made staying up for thirty hours straight plausible, at least.

Two was Soulforged Savant, which was one of the freebies loaded into the Devil's Garbage-Ass Trash Sword along with the NDA. Although the boost it gave was minimal, it did reduce the timer by a couple hours, which was all I could really ask of it. It did make me wonder if perhaps the Beanpole Administrator had also foreseen this particular need of mine, but... well, probably not, right?

Third and possibly the most important, was that the Administrator had just given me a BJ.

Smokin' Hot, in addition to being an adorable little phoenix with a terrible item name, had a suite of abilities that were all designed to buff or debuff people, skills, and abilities. She was a DJ, a remixer, as opposed to a performer like the Harpies; she wasn't really intended to be a solo act, and her abilities reflected that:




	[ BJ Smokin' Hot - Lv 55 ] [ Pet ]



	[ CHA +20 ]
	[ PERFORM: DANCE - Lv 25 ]
	[ PERFORM: MUSIC (SYNTH) - Lv 25 ]



	[ TRANCE DANCE - Lv 15 ]
	[ DISTRACTION DANCE - Lv 15 ]
	[ AMPLIFY SKILL - Lv 15 ]



	[ COUNTER SKILL - Lv 15 ]
	[ MANA SURGE - Lv 15 ]
	[ MANA SLUDGE - Lv 15 ]



	[ STAMINA BOOST - Lv 15 ]
	[ STAMINA STUNT - Lv 15 ]
	 



	
A foot-tall phoenix disk jockey whose performance never fails to light up a room. Guards [ Spontaneous Musical Number ] while this pet is active and in physical contact with its owner.











	[ TRANCE DANCE ]
	This pet may perform a dance for up to 3 chosen allies. Those allies receive improved focus and concentration. Maximum performance time scales with [ Charisma ]. On one [ Mental ] skill per target, add attribute [ Focus Assist ].



	[ DISTRACTION DANCE ]
	This pet may perform a dance affecting up to two chosen targets. Those targets may lose focus. Maximum performance time scales with [ Charisma ]. On one active [ Mental ] skill per target, may inflict [ Minor ] [ Skill Deboost ].



	[ AMPLIFY SKILL ]
	This pet may perform music that improves one skill or ongoing ability known by its owner or activated by a musical or dancing effect. Maximum performance time scales with [ Charisma ]. [ Trivial ] skill boost to chosen skill to all listeners whose skill is below or equal to the owner's.



	[ COUNTER SKILL ]
	This pet may perform music that may degrade a skill or ability known by its owner. Maximum performance time scales with [ Charisma ]. May inflict [ Trivial ] [ Skill Deboost ] to chosen skill on all listeners.



	[ MANA SURGE ]
	This pet may perform music that improves mana flow in up to 3 chosen allies. Maximum performance time scales with [ Charisma ]. One skill tagged [ Magic ] per target receives attribute [ Maximum Mana Use Up ].



	[ MANA SLUDGE ]
	This pet may perform music that may reduce mana flow in up to two chosen targets. Maximum performance time scales with [ Charisma ]. May inflict [ Mana Regen Down ]. On one skill tagged [ Magic ] per target, may inflict [ Trivial ] [ Skill Deboost ].



	[ STAMINA BOOST ]
	This pet may perform music that increases stamina regeneration for up to 3 chosen allies. Maximum performance time scales with [ Charisma ]. One skill tagged [ Physical ] per target receives attribute [ Minimum Stamina Required Down ].



	[ STAMINA STUNT ]
	This pet may perform music that may decrease stamina regeneration in up to two chosen targets. Maximum performance time scales with [ Charisma ]. On one skill tagged [ Physical ] per target, may inflict [ Minor ] [ Skill Deboost ].






In all, Smokin' was one hell of a pet, but she was also very clearly created with an eye towards making it more likely that I'd successfully maintain focus for a day and a half straight, without messing up for a single second. Because yeah, okay, she would be useful for a variety of people in a variety of circumstances, but assuming I hit a rough patch in the middle somewhere, Trance Dance seemed likely to help me get my shit together, assuming I could have her out long enough or draw her out fast enough to help me. I'd not done a lot of research on how the system treated Pet items like her and the Pianist, but my understanding was that it was basically a form of limited summoning, meaning she would also take up some of my concentration, but not a large part of it.

Fortunately, I had at least one person who could--and almost certainly would offer to, or even demand to--stay with me the entire time, and she got along with Smokin' Hot just fine.

When Louise finally woke, and I discussed my plans with her, although she seemed as confused and upset by Herman as I'd been, she accepted my plan without any sign of disagreement. As for Smokin' Hot, since she was a pet, I had to manually transfer her with an inventory window; there was no way to manifest her as an "item", just as you couldn't with a human corpse "item." When I used her, she was still technically in my inventory.

Louise immediately summoned Smokin', who immediately squawked with protest and marched over to me, kind of punching me in the arm with her little clawed fist, as though to tell me, 'How dare you treat me like an item!'

I leaned down to talk with her, and after a moment of thinking, brought up my [ Speak with Animals ] skill boosting ability that I'd received from... I guess one of the things Harry gave me when I was in jail, and apologized quietly.

"Sorry, hot stuff," I said. "I'll take you back when we're done, as long as you still want me, but I have to really focus on something, for a long time, and I'd like your help. That means having Louise handle you. You like her, don't you?"

A thin voice, more felt than heard, was relayed by the Skill as the phoenix squawked in reply. Betrayer! Only you!

I reached down with a finger and nuzzled her beak. "I promise, I don't want to leave you behind, either. In spite of the Administrator's name--"

Scraa! Not name! No name. Only type. Name me!

I paused. "You want me to name you?"

"You can hear her?" Louise's voice had a spark of wonder in it.

I tapped on the broach I'd summoned and nodded, vaguely. "Kind of."

Name me! Pet, friend! Love! Need!

"Alright, alright." I reached down and offered my forearm for Smokin' Hot, who hopped onto it eagerly. "Do you want a human-like name, or something more...?"

Pet, friend! Care, be cared for. No care, no care.

Those thoughts were a little hard to parse, but I thought there was an implicit "and" that made them into a if-then pair of conditions. If I cared for my phoenix, she would care for me? If I didn't, she wouldn't? That was kind of a sad thing to think about. She would be just aware and alive either way, but she was... also fully prepared to be treated like an object? I suppose for a creature that was, objectively, an object, that was kind of a required trait, but... it seemed lonely.

"How about... Cassandra." The little bird looked up at me, studying my face. I'd always had a thing for the concept of a wise and intelligent woman that was overlooked by others, and the ancient Greek myth fit that bill. Really, as a person generally ignored, I just liked the idea of being the one who wouldn't do that. Granted, Cassandra of Troy was cursed by the gods, so it's not like I would have had a choice in the matter, but I still liked the story. "I can shorten it if you like--"

"Oh!" Louise blinked. "The item changed. I guess that means she likes it."

"Alright then." I grinned at her. "Cassandra, Cassie, Cass, High-C, or just Hot Stuff."

Cassandra the foot-tall Phoenix squawked at me, but it sounded friendly. Funny Boss.

We took some time after that to talk to Mel about what was coming next. They were restless and didn't want to sit around and wait here, and instead suggested they would clear the next set of floors while I was busy, and they'd wait to hear from me, by Communications Center message if nothing else. Mel confirmed that "The Docks" was the common name for the town on Floor 25, and they would bail out at 20 just to be safe if they didn't hear from me. Before they left, I also wrote down most of the high points of what I knew, to be delivered to the people outside if somehow something really bad happened and the Fairy Gem ate me or something.

I... wasn't really expecting anything like that to happen, but with lives at stake, why not take a few extra safety steps? Just in case. Just... you know, overlook the whole thing where I challenged a secret boss to get here for the adrenaline rush of it. That turned out well, and Sm--I mean Cassie was only going to help my chances in the long run.

Anyway, I had kind of a light meal and emptied myself, and then we settled into a Meditation Room.

The building itself was called The Meditation Room, but it wasn't just a single room inside, or rather, it could be, but when you closed the door to the room, another one would appear if someone tried to get in. People outside would know you were there, but... well, it was complicated. A lot of work apparently went into making the Towns make sense, and for the Meditation Room, there had to be a mix of letting you focus to your utmost, while also ensuring that if there was a real need to interrupt you, people could. Things like knocks on the door and messages would appear, but be muted, so you could ignore them.

Or so I'd read on Wikipedia, the one true repository of all knowledge... kind of. I'd never been interrupted or had to interrupt someone else so far in my career. I trusted it, but you never knew when or about what it would be wrong, right? Whatever.

It was actually a really nice little room, and you could switch it to a variety of different relaxing scenes from a panel by the door. I ended up picking one where a little stream had a tiny little waterfall, not more than two feet, surrounded by thick grass in a forest where thick beams of sunlight filtered through the gaps in the foliage, through a fine mist or fog, one just thick enough to show those beams of light without really impeding your ability to see anything at all. There was some gentle generic background insect noise and a little bit of wind whistling through the trees, mixing with the gentle babbling of water from the stream. All of the noises were muted, and there were no other sounds to be heard.

Which... honestly, the dungeons were always quiet unless there was something in particular to make noise, but the point is that it was peaceful, and that helped quite a bit.

The final estimate, once I had a small item--the earring--with the Soulforged Savant and nothing else on it, was 29 3/4 hours, give or take. I felt as rested as I could hope to be, and in a good mood, so...

...so I just did it. I pulled out the Fairy Gem, and nervously, started it going. As an object with a truly long absorb timer, I knew the first long stretch would have no sign that I was succeeding at all--probably the first hour or so, given my previous experiments.

Louise settled on the other side of the stream from me, looking at the sunlight beams with a rapt look on her face. "It's such a pretty place."

"It is." The other meditation rooms had been varied, but a simple nature scene? It brought me back to when I was young. More than that, it was perfect in so many ways, like a scene created as a Hollywood special effect, but tangible. "I used the Meditation Rooms a few times when I was staying in the Dungeon long-term, just to feel like I wasn't constantly in danger of death. This one, the urban rooftop scene, and the mountaintop are my favorites."

"When we're done I want to see that big waterfall that was on the list," admitted Louise. "It sounds like an experience."

"I think that one probably doesn't measure up to the real thing," I offered, "but it's nice. There's also one where you're constantly in freefall. It's hard to imagine meditating like that, though."

"What, like skydiving?" Louise shifted her weight to a classic cross-legged sitting stance and faced me. "That could be fun, as long as you can go in and out of it safely."

"Oh, yeah. It's more like a wind tunnel; there's air blowing up from the floor and out through the ceiling, but you stay physically within the same space. There's a platform around the edges to get on and off."

We talked more about meditation rooms, and adventures, and animals, and then moved on to food, and various other things we found to talk about. I was worried Louise would ask about my past, but she didn't, and I didn't ask about hers. Honestly, after she admitted that she'd been older before the Priestess thing came about, I figured that if she wasn't willing to start that conversation, I shouldn't ask, at least not anytime soon.

An hour passed, then two. Conversation drifted off, and Louise spent some time playing with Cassandra, and also playing her Harpy Harp. Instead of just using the abilities, though, she seemed interested in just... playing music. She asked the phoenix for advice, and Cassie was happy to offer her sample melodies to try to play, patiently replaying the same few chords over and over until Louise could consistently get the the melody.

And of course, my darling pet phoenix chose Free Bird as the first song she would teach. I couldn't help smiling when I recognized it, but chose not to comment.

By five hours, Louise had worn out either her fingers or her patience, and instead was eyeing the trees. I wasn't a tree guy, so I thought they were all kind of generic, but Louise was obviously drawn to a rather climbable one. The room wasn't that tall, I thought, but she got a good twenty feet up without seeming to have any problem, and sat on a big fat branch and looked down on me with a wide grin.

For my part, I was feeling the difference that the Meditation Room made. I'd spent more than five hours on some items before, and it was usually rough at this point. Still... only a sixth of the way through? If I didn't think the task was so damn important, I would feel like I'd committed a huge sin of hubris. Cassie did her best to cheer me up, though, and spun up a taste of the Trance Dance for me. It turned out to be a kind of highly rhythmic hip shaking dance with a lot of choreographed dance steps, and it did help the distractions fade, for a while. She couldn't keep it up forever, and I never expected her to try, but a little taste of it here and there was nice.

It was around eight hours in that the trouble started. All of a sudden, timed with one of the "ticks"--the moments where I could feel incremental progress in absorbing an item--I felt a crack and got the strange sensation that my mind was flooded by what felt like a thick gooey soup of television static, soup that was chilly and uncomfortable but that seemed to vanish in time. It was more than a little scary, more than a little confusing, and it damn near made me lose concentration.

But that wasn't the worst of it, because while the static went away, that sense of a crack in my mind didn't.

Louise and Cassie rushed over, Cassie immediately setting up a Trance Dance. I could only offer Louise a vague explanation, and instead spent what focus I could on looking in, trying to figure out exactly what the hell was going on.

It was, honestly, uncomfortably familiar, bringing back memories of struggling against "ghosts" that might not have been ghosts, things that might not have been things, trying to beat a problem that for all I knew was me literally going insane. It was nothing like what happened when I got my first level in the Dungeon and became a Dungeoneer; that had been muted, professional, and quick. This felt like an egg hatching, except that my mind was the eggshell.

All my efforts to explain it though, left Louise looking at me, mystified and clearly a little scared. All she could really say in return was, "Do you want to stop?"

And...

And no, I didn't. If the Fairies and the Administrators both agreed this was important, then it was. I just had to hope that my role wasn't a sacrifice to be possessed by an ancient spirit or something. That... wasn't how Herman made it sound, but was he really on my side?

After a while, Cassie's ability wound down, and as a show of appreciation I invited her over and gave her gentle rubs and scratches. She seemed concerned, as did Louise. In the end, I let Cassie rest in my lap for a while. Although it was obvious whenever you touched her, once she was just idly resting on me it was hard not to think about how strange her little phoenix flames were--because they were definitely hot, but a kind of strange happy-friendly-hot that wasn't harmful to me, my clothes, or seemingly anything else. If she got mad at someone, could she use her flames against them, or was it just some kind of illusion magic? It clearly wasn't because she was my item, because Louise had the same protection the night before, and she wasn't in my inventory right now. Well, it was hardly a mystery to be solved right now, that was for sure.

As it turned out, every tick after that first one widened the crack and let through a little more static, and that ended up being about every half hour. It never got any more comfortable, which quickly had me wondering if I was supposed to do something about it. I'd never needed to do more to absorb an item, but there was no question that this was kind of a special case. So... could I? Was that even a thing?

Having heard Harold talk about using Experience to do things directly, I tried feeding the Experience I had free towards the crack, hoping that it would either accelerate the whole process or repair the damage. Instead of obviously doing either, the consequence was even stranger--I felt like I got the attention of something (presumably the fairy) on the other side of the crack. Where before the crack was just a... well, honestly, just a mostly-painless sign of damage to my sanity and to my mind, now there seemed to be a real presence from beyond, and it really was bringing back traumatic memories of nights haunted by nothing.

Only... only not, I suppose. Back then, there had been so much fear that I was completely insane, that none of it was real. And while I was scared that I was doing the wrong thing, here, I knew it was real. The same fear and panic hung out around the edges of my consciousness, wanting to consume me, but it wasn't fake, and I knew it. Whether I was right, wrong, indifferent, or completely powerless, it was real. I wasn't alone in knowing that, and that was a bigger deal than anyone else would ever know.

Aside from Cassie giving me mental boosts whenever she could spare it, Louise also tried healing magic on me, which did about as much as painkillers ever do for a problem like this--it might have, at most, done something vaguely like reducing swelling or something, but realistically, it was nothing more than a cosmetic patch on a possibly very real, possibly very fatal problem.

And the pain and the sense of a problem did continue to get worse, as eight hours slowly became twelve, with nothing that Louise or Cassie could do to . The crack got a little wider, the mental static kept leaking, and my efforts to feed experience to--I guess--the hatchling fairy felt like I was throwing sand blindly into a pit, hoping that when I got to the bottom of it I'd find a diamond.

But at the same time, the fact that it was only after I started feeding experience to it that I could detect the fairy's presence... that seemed like I wasn't doing wrong, right? Or was I waking it up early? There was no way to know for sure.

Sixteen hours in, slightly more than halfway, I was ready for it to be over. If only it was that simple! The two among the many thin cracks in my mind had merged to dislodge a tiny bit of "wall", which seemed to hang on by a thread. On the other side of that wall was a strange sense of intensity, and the wall itself seemed to have razor edges that cut me if I focused on them. That left me in an unpleasant position of voluntarily blinding myself to something that was very real, in the hopes that it would keep me from mental damage.

Strangely, feeding Experience to the broken edges of my mind, in spite of it being a painful thing to even attempt, had tangible stat benefits. According to the (slightly warped) messages I received for the action, it increased my Willpower; in fact, it was insanely efficient, a good ten times more than it should ever have been, even as it did literally nothing for what I was actually going through. Similarly, trying to feed it the damaged piece of the wall that was hanging on seemed to do something useful, although the messages about what it too corrupted to read--yet that solved exactly none of my problems, neither repairing it nor seeming to have any other immediate effect. Feeding it gently through the hole was... well, I couldn't really sense what was happening out there, because it was too close to the edges, but there was obviously something out there, and it was hungry.

That was... that was not entirely promising, although if it ate experience, instead of brains, I suppose I could work with that?

Starting around eighteen hours in, every tick started to genuinely hurt. Louise tried to make some kind of joke about me understanding pregnancy as her healing magic helped me along, but honestly, I only vaguely heard it. She might have told me the secrets of the universe or juggled her naked breasts in front of me and it wouldn't really have registered. Because in my head, I could only hold my concentration and count down. There were something like twenty ticks left, and they were going to hurt more and more.

Twenty one hours was the point at which it started turning around. Two more small pieces of the boundary of my mind had popped inwards, and now there was a gap large enough for a teeny tiny humanoid hand to poke its way through that barrier, flailing around as though trying to find something. I focused on transferring experience to that hand, and instead of just taking the "food", the hand seemed to grab my will itself.

That could have been bad, but it wasn't. The hand squeezed experimentally, adjusted its grip a few times, and then squeezed again, as though it--she?--was searching for, or offering, comfort. And more than anything else--more than anything else that was going on--I knew that from that moment on, I couldn't lose my concentration on the ability. Not that I dared not; the fairy on the other end was taking on part of the burden alongside me, sharing the pain and the fear. She wouldn't let this fail; if I wanted to quit, I'd have to fight her, and I had no intention of doing that.

Twenty one hours became twenty five faster than I dared hope. Although I still couldn't look through the eggshell of my mind and "see" her, and even though I was in some very real sense damaging my mind in the process, she was there, and every time I doubted or was in pain, I felt a sense of support. She didn't try to take any more experience, and she didn't seem impressed when I tried to use it to patch up the eggshell a bit, she also didn't stop me, and I knew she could.

Twenty seven hours in, as though a dam had broken, all of a sudden a small humanoid figure tumbled ass-over-teakettle into my mind. I was surprised, but again, we didn't stop. I looked at her, surprised that she was there, but she kept focusing, and I realized that we weren't done, couldn't be done. The process of absorbing the gem wasn't just about getting her inside of me, inside my soul or spirit or magic or whatever. It probably also wasn't just about patching up the hole she'd made coming in, though that was reason enough to keep going.

No, there was something else, something aside from the personality. If the creature herself was only part of it, then the rest must still be important, maybe even critical. And with only five ticks left to go, I could hope that the worst was behind me--behind us.

Well... not exactly.

            

    
        36.  So about that whole fairy thing... (2/2)

    
    
    
    
                If birthing a fairy into your own mind was an incredibly painful thing, the last three ticks were the most terrifying part of it, in the sense that I was sure I was going to break something for real and it might never heal. Because while I was astonished that there was room inside of my mind for a teensy-tiny humanoid figure, there simply wasn't room for all her stuff.

And yet she wouldn't leave without it. Kids, right?

While we waited for each of the ticks, she paced around and appraised the empty space in my soul, going around to places I wasn't really conscious of and shuffling around things that I didn't even know were mobile in order to make room. I didn't understand that at the time, but she did, and that was somehow enough to calm me down, in a way it definitely should not have been.

And with each tick, she would return to the crack in my soul and fetch things out of it. They started small, or at least, in small pieces. She seemed to make a nest in my will that was suitable for her and compatible with me, staking out a place and pushing "me" back from it. After a couple easy ones, though, suddenly her luggage started to be oversize and rigid. When she pulled something out that was too long, it literally poked me hard in the mind's eye, which was a mental organ I didn't know could be poked, just as I didn't think that the edge of my mind could be broken and exposed to some kind of space outside.

Anyway, being hit like that hurt like fucking balls, but more than that, I could tell it did damage to me, in a very real way--it was the most fleshy, mortal thing I'd felt since I'd become a dungeoneer. Unlike the cracked shell of my mind, when "I" was hit, things stopped working right. I was dizzy, confused, sick to my stomach, and sure as balls that I'd lost some part of myself for good. When my new fairy friend didn't quite get her luggage through by gently tugging, she tried again, giving me another mental bruise that I could have sworn could never heal.

There had never been such a thing. There was no concept in my head for damage to "me" in that way. There was no way to touch it, to heal it. Except... except that to my vague ghost-sight senses, my much-maligned ESP, somehow I was certain that there was a me here, a me only surrounded by a shell that was my whole life. I suppose if ghosts were a thing I shouldn't be surprised that a living soul was somehow separate from the biology, but it was just so weird that even as I experienced it, it just didn't make a lick of sense.

I tried to vaguely feel where I had been hit, with mental "hands" that were barely defined. It felt... it felt like something boneless that had been bashed and bruised, like a very sensitive tomato had been poked too hard and was now too squishy in one spot. I couldn't help but fear that some real damage had been done.

What a baby. The words from my fairy companion were harsh, yes, but as I tried to focus on her, the sense I got was that she was trying to be friendly-grouchy in a helpful way; a crude attempt at "tough love". You'll heal. I'll help. But what's next is worse.

It was.

If the first big package was too long, the next was both long and wide, and forcing it through meant deliberately breaking the edges of my mind, and when she did, eggshell-like pieces that might have held on by a thread instead snapped off and scattered around my mind, while also banging against my "me" in a painful way. She was focused, though, on getting the piece through, and then set up, before finally returning to collect scattered pieces of my shattered mind, picking them up and placing them by the wall without trying to reconnect them.

Then she turned to look straight at me. It was odd; she hadn't done that before, but out of everything else going on, on a soul level I felt nothing but calm acceptance of her, and from her. She was, really, on my side, and I could just tell that in a way I couldn't put into words. One more, she insisted.

Was it really just one more? It was hard to believe, but I put all my efforts into keeping my mind intact and just waited, minutes passing in agony.

The last piece was just too big in every possible way. The wall split like a cruise ship was trying to force its way into my mind, and I felt like a balloon was being inflated inside of my eyes, crushing nerves that had never felt pain and trampling over delicate things that had never before been in danger.

And I was incapable of even looking around, much less handling it, as the fairy calmly pulled it the rest of the way through, did something off to my "left," and then with a gruff attitude, suddenly strode back into my sight, pushing a bunch of debris forward with a mental broom.

With a kind of magical dexterity I didn't think possible, she willed the broken pieces of my mind off of the "floor" of my soul and had them hovering in midair. She studied them like a jigsaw puzzle, rearranging them until the edges and picture matched, and then magic-glued them together, first to each other, and then to the wall.

As she did, I became aware of a system notification that was supposed to be visible to me. But with my focus now so thoroughly inside, I could swear that it was a hand-lettered sign being held up into my normal conscious space by a little stick from somewhere just below my sight. As I strained to look "down", halfway delirious and mostly certain that whatever was happening it wasn't really real, I saw it for the first time.

It was an engine. The thing that powered my Dungeoneer body was a big cylindrical engine, with teeth that spun in an "intake" and big coils of energy flowing out from the sides and back end. It barely even registered to me as I reached towards that engine and just kind of goosed the throttle a little bit. Somehow, once I saw that engine-y thing, I knew that the controls were just... there. The throttle, and other things.

I don't know what happened when I did jiggle it, exactly, but something definitely happened. Power surged around, and I could swear that the thick threads of energy swelled--sometimes too much--in response to being fed a little extra juice. There was more here, more that I could do if I could just...

In a way far more delicate than I expected after how she treated her luggage, a fairy hand landed on my mind. I half expected her to be violent or callous, but she was... sentimental, and kind of gentle. It's complicated, she insisted. Don't do that yet.

Yet?

It builds out. You have to build to use more.

As she 'spoke' to me, I could tell that her thoughts were hanging there, neither beyond my reach nor a part of my own thoughts. Like the loops of power coming out of the engine, they had connections and directions, and while I might look at them, they weren't mine. Her understanding of the engine, similarly, seemed to borrow heavily from the engine itself, small threads that hadn't been there when I looked a second ago, but as soon as I'd touched the throttle, she'd chased after me to figure the thing out on my--our--behalf. And behind that summary was a simple truth--classes, levels, stats, skills, abilities, and whatever the hell else was a part of the system, they were just channeling a small part of something greater.

And if you fuck it up you'll die, she replied, otherwise flatly agreeing with my summary. From what I could tell, my little bound fairy was constantly serious about everything, far from the image of frivolity and hippy-ness that I associated with the term.

Anyway, yup, can die from it. I acknowledged that thought with a mental nod, and she studied me--studied, I realized, the bruises on my soul, my "me". Tiny fingers traced the bruises, and while the wounds were tender, her gentle nudges seemed like they were popping dents out of me, moving things that had been pushed out of place back into position. It was... it was healing, just not... not from a spell or anything. She was healing me "by hand," as it were.

Your friend wants to know you're alright, she said at last, moving out of the way. And in truth, after hours of having nothing more important than this to focus on with, I'd started to forget I even had normal sight, and hearing, and other senses. I had a long moment where I wasn't entirely sure how to put my focus back on... you know, everything.

And then I was there, and Louise was crying loudly, shaking and sobbing as she clutched me to her chest, and I was sure that I heard my phoenix crying nearby as well.

It was surprisingly awkward and felt incorrect, but I was able to unsteadily move my hand up to her shoulder and grab Louise in return. She seemed to miss the action right up until I actually touched her, because she let out a surprised yell when I made contact.

"AAAAH!" She squeezed me tighter to her in shock, and then immediately forced me away with enough force to fling me a couple feet. "Are--GODDAMNIT JEREMY IF YOU'RE ALRIGHT SAY SOMETHING YOU ASSHOLE!"

Unfortunately, I was still pretty limp at that point, with my muscles not really wanting to work correctly, and I just kind of flopped over. The two of us sat there for a moment, her I guess scared or wondering if she just imagined the touch, but I was able to force the arm under me to prop me up a little bit.

"Hey... Louise." I was mostly just kind of confused, really really dizzy but without any nausea. "I'm okay. I'm... my head hurts, a lot. And... my name isn't Jeremy."

"W-what?"

"You called me Jeremy. Again." Honestly, that little detail was... it was... sweet, somehow. I don't know why I thought that--

Because you're in love you asshole. Just say it already; it's obvious and she clearly likes you enough. Every now and then, my internal fairy kind of blocked or bumped into something or other as she moved around trying to fix things in my head, or else the damage that had been done was making it hard to... you know, be correctly. Whatever she was doing was working though, I thought, but it was obviously the kind of thing that would need to heal over time in addition to whatever she was doing.

"No, I... uh." Louise stopped. She tried, among her sniffles, to sound like she was insulted, but it didn't work. "I didn't. I wouldn't do that."

I looked at her, and in spite of my headache, a smile came out that I just didn't have any mental strength to try to hide. Because yeah, okay, whether you called it love or a huge crush, I was definitely into her, wasn't I? As shaky as my mental state was, it all seemed to simple as to be funny, and I laughed.

And... somewhere in the resulting spasms I lost consciousness.



There was supposed to be a dream there. I knew that there was supposed to be, but all I had was a black room with a fairy in it instead. She was just kind of staring there and looking down at me. Not... not looking down in a judgmental sense, but in a watching me while I'm sleeping sense. Which, I guess, is also kind of creepy? But in a way we were family now, and that was one of the things you had to trust family with, because they would be there when you were sleeping, whether they were watching you or not.

I had so many questions, so many things that seemed so important, but as they swirled around my head, she just kind of shrugged. Most of those things she simply didn't know anything about. She knew what I knew, because I knew it--that someone had said she could "steal" knowledge from the Dungeons, and that she would become a part of my magic. And my magic, mostly, came from the Dungeons and my... my Dungeoneer's Key. The thing that I might lose if I failed this quest.

It wasn't until the Fairy started to smile at this thought that I really started to look at her. Even in a dream, she was strangely well-defined. She had eyes that were consistently level, almost exactly half-open. That gave her an expression that seemed, well, not emotionless, but subdued, and she used her facial expressions more as a tool to communicate than as a genuine expression of what was beneath. In spite of that, she did convey her thoughts well; she seemed natural, not like the Administrators and their puppet-like avatars.

Meanwhile, she was naked, but as sexless as a Barbie doll. Other than that, she seemed perfectly human, except in miniature; her fingers and toes even had nails, although they seemed superfluous. I thought when she had more time to think about her appearance she'd probably end up looking goth, with heavy eye shadow and black nails, but for now she didn't even react to the thought. Her expression and attitude both spoke of a restless, spunky, come-at-me-bro attitude, and nothing I saw or sensed suggested otherwise.

After I brought up the Key, she took her hands off her hips, where they had been parked in traditional "Yeah, so what?" fashion, and I could tell she concentrated just a bit on it, clenching her arms and hands as she focused, as that view of the "engine" I'd seen before floated up behind her, taking up a stage I was not able to really consciously look away from--not in a dream, at least. The engine itself was so strange--a little leech-like thing that generated power. But what did it feed on?

There is a Master Key, the Fairy told me, her voice almost startling in a dream where I was otherwise used to indirect, it's-just-true transfer of knowledge. It's huge, it's far away, and it's coming closer. It's not slowing down, so maybe it will pass by? If it gets out of range, that will be bad. Like everyone dies bad.

That sounded bad, yeah. How long did we have?

I dunno. Your units of time are weird. Uh... centuries? A long time.

So... not an immediate problem. Still, what Herman said about how we could still lose echoed in my head. How did we learn to control it?

She just shrugged. There was some kind of lock on it, and that was its own thing. She could steal answers--if they were close, and if she knew what answers to steal. Close to what, I wondered? But her instinctual response, not vocalized, told me that was the wrong question--not close to what, close to whom. A creature tied to the magic of the Dungeons, both the magic that I could reach and the deeper magic that ran it.

An agent of the system. An Administrator.



I woke up back at the inn, Louise cuddled up to me and probably asleep. I hadn't had this kind of headache since I'd been a normal guy--not that, even this close, I could tell the difference between Louise's body and that of a "normal woman." Somehow, whatever made us damn-near immortal was either buried within or somewhere else.

That's complicated. I got the sense that my fairy friend was off doing something else, deliberately not focusing on the two mammals in a bed. It's a big machine. I can't even begin to mess with it; I'd just break it.

I shifted positions in the bed just slightly to change how the weight was on my arm, and focused on thinking quietly to my new guest. We need to get you a name. ...unless you have one?

Nah. If you get that pet item back I could take over its identity--

I took immediate offense to that, and she stopped. I liked Cassie as she was. Unless there was some reason why we had to, I didn't want to break a living thing and replace it like it was... like she was nothing.

The fairy popped back up into an area where I could clearly sense her, and it was odd just how clearly I could perceive her when she did. It was like I was really seeing her with my eyes--just that consistent, that colorful, with all the minute details--except that the stage she was in had rules that I couldn't begin to understand. She was sticking her head up out of nothing, only up to her nose, but there was no obvious thing that she was hiding behind. You're a nice guy, but I don't think she's alive. I took a look while you were out and... well, she's a little simple. Nice, I guess, but simple.

I followed that logic, but something about the fact that I'd already started interacting with Cassandra made me immediately very stubborn about treating her like anything but a living creature. Besides, I reasoned, she's shown loyalty to me. I don't want to reward that with betrayal.

That's fair. The fairy's eyes measured me silently for a moment. What kind of name are you thinking? Don't make a joke out of it. Just a nice normal name is fine.

Somehow, I felt a strong urge to make her name a lot like mine. If the names were different, we might seem like different people, assuming others would actually be able to interact with her. In a way, she was a new sister or daughter or something, anyway. What about... Merry?

That's good with me. And, uh, I can't... "out" right now, but I'm pretty sure eventually, yeah. Merry's hand poked into my vision just long enough to give a kind of vague "out"-like motion and then retreated.

Next to me, Louise stirred, and Merry retreated to give me room to be myself. In the few seconds it took Louise to blink sleep out of her eyes, I couldn't help considering just what that meant--in a very real way, instead of (or in spite of) this fairy being a reward, I really was being possessed by some kind of moderately friendly spirit, wasn't I? The grim specter of "possession," enhanced by Hollywood, had been a boogeyman that I'd known for many, many long years, as a person haunted by who-knew-what, and in my heart and soul I was sure it would mean the end of my life. But this...

Just a magic spirit and a dude working together, maybe a little too closely. Although Merry didn't pop into my head, I got the impression of a shrug, but only for a moment. But yeah, this could have gone way wrong. After I woke up there were kind of... instructions. Pretty sure we'd be screwed without them.

Instead of replying, I smiled at Louise, who was smiling at me. She--we--weren't naked or anything, just kind of cuddling in bed, and she pulled back and sat up, looking more than a little relieved. "How are you?"

Somehow, that was a complicated question to answer. "Well... it worked," I said. "I have a... kind of resident spiritual companion, I guess. She's real and alive and it's weird. It... it hurt like hell, Louise, and it still does, and it scared me shitless, and it still kind of scares me. If it turned out that she'd been evil, I would have been screwed. But... I think... I'll be okay."

"Can I see her?"

"She can't 'be out' right now," I answered immediately. "But she's cute. I think you'll like her."

I am not cute. Which was, of course, exactly what was exactly what I expected her to say. It's a cute response to being called cute. It is not.

"So are you more or less healed?" Louise's face lost some of its relief without really putting on a new expression at all. "Yesterday... you really looked like you might have been dying, or already dead. You wouldn't respond to anything, you weren't moving... and you... you felt wrong. Like you weren't in there."

I shivered. I'd seen my mother like that, when her dementia got worse, a little while before she died. It gave me the creeps. "I was there, I was just... inside. I..." Frankly, I didn't want to think about what I'd just gone through. The concept of something breaking in, both the breaking and the in was still creepy, even admitting that Merry seemed to be good. It was... not a thing that was supposed to happen.

True that. Merry's thoughts kind of echoed out of the back of my mind, somewhere. At the very least, whatever privacy curtain she was using to keep me from being distracted worked, as long as we weren't talking. Like, I feel like if I do something wrong I'll hurt things that aren't supposed to get hurt. Soft things that are meant to be covered up.

That sounded entirely too much like she was crawling around my junk, but she responded to that thought by poking her head up again. No, you dummy. More like your, uh, inside-insides. Guts. Imagine me crawling around your, uh, stomach? Chest? Chest. Man, you have a lot of words. I feel like I could... step? On things. I'm being careful, though, I promise.

That mental image was no good at all, and it also made entirely too much sense. I tried to keep my focus on Louise despite knowing she'd see my attention was split. "I... don't want to talk about it."

She responded by wrapping my head in a hug. "Does it still hurt?"

I shook my head. "That's not it. She--uh... it's hard to describe. She's there in a way that's hard to ignore.

Sorry. For some reason, she popped a little further up to show that she was grinning in a sympathetic fashion, and gave me a hand sign that I didn't really recognize, which morphed into just flicking me off. Whatever. I thought I understood something but I don't. I'll, uh, read some more.

And then it was just me and Louise again, and I just shook my head. "I'm... going to need some time to adapt."

Louise looked uncomfortable. "But if you wait too long, you won't be ready for your fight. Do you think she can help with that?"

Uh... lemmie think. Another two solid rests like that should have your head mostly healthy again, but we need to do some practice 'cos your magic ain't gonna work like it did. I frowned, wondering exactly which part was "my magic"--the engine, certain skills, or what? Dunno. But it's different. For now, rest. Then we play.

"We'll see," I answered Louise, as I leaned back in the bed again. "For now... I still feel like my brain is bruised, and I need to sleep. I should be okay if you want to go do something else--"

"I'm staying," she assured me quietly, and laid back down with her head on my chest. I'd never had someone be that forward with me, but I wasn't dumb enough to not see it. "Hey, Jerry?"

"Yeah." My hand raised by instinct, but I hesitated to put an arm around her. Why? I couldn't help questioning the weird instinct, but I was trying. My feelings had been right, right?

"Tell me I'm not crazy."

I looked down at her, but she kept her head against my chest, and instead of looking back, stubbornly reached out and wrapped an arm around my chest. I thought I understood... but...

After a moment, I did put my arm around her. "You're not." Somehow... it was different after I understood. Was that silly? I did want her there. Even if she thought she knew that... well, I'd thought I knew things before, too, and it was torture. "I like you too, Louise."

The arm that was wrapped around me clenched tight like I was the only safe thing she had to hold onto, and she sniffled like she was crying. I held on tight, too... just in case.

            

    
        36.5.  The Heretic Knight

    
    
    
    
                A group of Dungeoneers had finally fought their way to the end of the "Special Area" of the Armand Bayou Dungeon. This had gotten rarer, and with reason; word of the danger had spread long ago, and fewer and fewer were braving the depths. According to what these people knew, this area was supposed to have been different--a fake "underwater" biome with platforms on the back of whales, and you descended from one whale-back to another beneath you until you got to the crushing depths, where the boss would eventually await. The enemies were all ocean- and darkness-themed, with the vast majority of enemies based on shadow sharks.

This was a special group, one of a few that had been asked to get as much data about the anomaly as they could. The group itself was a solid team of six, with three military-trained operatives, a sensitive magician, a high-powered but sullen killer, and an eccentric mercenary clad in brass and leather. The magician doing the recording had spent the entire trip complaining, which is the only reason the Knight was so certain that this was a special group--he talked of orders, of what he was supposed to be recording, of how things were wrong, and of course how the others were rude telling him to shut up all the time.

The Knight watched them, as he watched everyone that passed through his territory. It was an odd feeling, one his Queen had told him was a taste of something greater, something other humans would strive for in time; he commanded this region, and had reshaped it in his own image. Regrettably, there were some things he could not change, including the water theme, but he considered that meaningless. He had instead made a far simpler theme than the ostentatious drivel that the Administrator had chosen, and simply made a straightforward path lined with martial artists at every stage.

Their progress was not promising; although they had come to grips with the format of the challenge, they had not yet gotten to the point where the fight was a one-sided slaughter. True, they were not threatened at all at any stage, but none of their fights were impressive, not in any of the stages he had set up.

The magician seemed most peculiarly unhappy with the aesthetics of the last stage transition, where they entered a whirlpool and ended up at the base of a mountain, no longer underwater. To the Knight, as long as it was acceptable to the strange system that held back his ability to control the place, he didn't really care; the Boss Stage could be different as long as the transition was somehow thematic, and so he had imagined a theme and it had been accepted. The whirlpool was wind in the shape of an inverted mountain, and it had taken them to a mountain. He considered his work done, and if they didn't like it, well, they wouldn't likely live to speak of it anyway.

The group of six fought their way up a seemingly unending staircase, rested a while before the doors to his chamber, discussed once more their strategy in hushed whispers (except for the one person seemingly unable to control the volume of his voice), and then entered the room.

Bo sat there, cross-legged in the center of the room, the mask on his face tilted back just enough to let him drink his tea. This had not been his life, before he met the Queen, but it had been a dream, an ideal. His choice to fight the Queen and die, which others might consider a defeat, had let him live that dream. More than that, he had been able to fight far more interesting fights than he'd been fighting as a Dungeoneer. Dungeon monsters had a bad habit of turning to dust with his every strike.

Most dungeoneers he had fought could take at least three hits, and they even dodged sometimes. It was rare, yes, but he had been surprised a time or two. The only thing he felt bad about was the ones who were low-level; he often wondered if, had they come back later with more fighting experience under their belts, if he would have enjoyed the fight more. These did not seem to be low level, for all that they were not elites, as far as he could tell; perhaps this would be fun, in the end.

His highest hopes were the eccentric and the killer, of course. Those would survive their plan being disrupted, while the military types were more likely to panic. They just had that taste of independence to their power, which was something that the others did not.

The three military types moved forward first, one with an oversized shield that had a cutout for his assault rifle, the other two spreading out, one to either side. This formation might have concealed the movements of the back row, if only Bo were not able to see everything within his domain.

He chose to be a little insulted when he didn't have time to finish his tea, although it was meaningless, a bit of play-acting upon the stage. He mostly just needed an excuse to get riled up. He studied his cup, still half full, and let out a dignified sound of disgust as he set it down and pulled his mask down to cover his face. "You do not even bother to announce yourselves, much less wait for permission to enter. I suppose I should not have expected civility from people such as you."

The Dungeoneers exchanged looks, but didn't respond. Bo went from sitting crosslegged to standing effortlessly, not bothering to use his arms to balance even the slightest. Behind the mask, he observed each of the five combatants, plus the useless extra, noting that most of them had seen that the exit was already open.

That wasn't his choice, but he didn't mind. It was more entertaining when he had any chance of losing. He had only had a few slip by him so far, but who knows? Maybe this group would let one get through. Probably not the recorder; he was a nitwit.

Finally, one of the military triad charged forwards, an attack-motion Skill that was decently fast, but could not be more straightforward in its tactics, a fact Bo had already seen many times so far as they fought their way up. Instead of dodging, Bo moved forward and crouched, so that when the man's broadsword was extended at the end of the motion, it would have missed, and Bo would simply be standing there, inside the man's guard. When that went exactly to plan, Bo simply elbowed him in the side with a twist of his hips, and he was flung away to the edge of the arena.

This left his back to the other flanker, but alas, the man didn't take the bait. It felt so good to combine several impossible moves in smooth sequence, but the man with the assault rifle opened up instead, making it impossible for the other to move in. Bo, of course, watched the rifle turning, and simply long-stepped to stay clear of his aim, letting him waste ammunition. While Bo was "distracted," they studied him, trying to find a hole in his stance. They might have thought he was a mere Dungeon monster, or they might have known the truth, but it really didn't matter; they had to fight like their life depended on it, anyway, exactly because it did.

Finally, the assault let up, and this time, both of the military flankers approached at once, with the man with the rifle closing in, as though that would make it easier. At some subtle gesture, the three mutually agreed on a moment to close in, and Bo smiled as he readied to use his hands for the first time.

There was sudden interference from the killer at the same moment, some kind of ability that dealt damage and made it difficult for Bo to move, and the two flankers each landed glancing blows before Bo, with a moment of actual frustration, batted each away with a fist to the chest, then leaped at the man with the gun and shield, turning his body horizontal in midair just in time to kick the man in the side of the head, and then landed back on his feet, feeling real pain as the killer's ability latched onto him with increasing ferocity.

Bo collected energy to his fist and punched, sending a shockwave at the man's head. He wasn't sure what the ability did, but it had definitely killed his minions easily enough. When the man dodged and dropped the skill, Bo found that the other, the eccentric, was closing in with some kind of steam-powered jetpack and a pair of giant brass Gatling guns.

A single outside ridge hand strike was enough to rend apart one of those guns, while leaving his hand in the right place to follow through with a punch to the woman's gut, which (since she was in midair already) mostly just made her spin end over end vertically, her jetpack now more hindrance than help to the woman. In the meantime, the man with the sword was back, and when he swung down with a two-handed overhand strike, Bo countered it with a hammerhand strike upward with his other hand--not merely meeting the blade, but hitting the edge harder than the one swinging the sword had intended. The man didn't quiet lose his grip, he definitely lost his footing there for a moment.

That moment should not have been enough time for Bo to turn and leap towards the man, putting all his momentum into a blow to his planted rear leg's kneecap, but Bo was far faster than any mortal human could be. Faster, indeed, than most Dungeoneers of his level could possibly be. Every strike, every impossible dodge, was a reminder of how good he was, and he couldn't help smiling beneath his mask.

If he hadn't fought the Queen, he would have thought himself not that much better than these people. It was hard for him to know where he stood without fighting to the death, but now that he could fight to the death, he knew.

A volley of bullets pounded Bo, and he dodged instinctively, not immediately sure where it was coming from. A variety of magical illusions sprung up around him--one of the recorder's abilities--which he wasn't fooled by but still had to see through. It was fair, of course--he'd gotten through the really exciting part of the fight, and now they would be trying to escape, and so he had to kill them. As each realized just how few hits they could endure, bravery would become cowardice, as it always did.

The killer, surprisingly, was the first to say it out loud. "Get the hell outta here, you guys," he snarled in a thick Brooklyn accent. "We're no match for this guy. We gotta get outta here."

Bo studied the man for a moment, long enough that the other flanker, the one with a halberd, tried to sweep his legs. Bo didn't have to kick very hard to counter all the force the man could put into the blow, and with his other foot he turned and stepped on the haft of the weapon, using it as a platform to launch towards the man, landing a very satisfying kick to the jaw as a result. He could have finished the man there, but... well, that would be too soon. He gave everyone had a chance to surprise him, just a very thin one.

"You take him, Henry," said the man with the shield, which he suddenly discarded. "Susie, you too, get out of here. We'll hold him back."

Bo considered that a challenge, and grinned under his mask.

To his surprise, the man who had so far only shot a gun at him proved to be the only one with a decent grasp of martial arts, and although his reaction times were good enough to block two relatively gentle punches from Bo, he didn't have the strength to deflect all the damage--nor did his weapon. Why he thought that a complicated item made of thin steel would suffer better than a solid steel sword when Bo punched it... well, maybe he simple thought it was better than taking the blow directly, which was certainly true.

The other two did well timing their strikes to come while Bo was busy with him, but Bo's abilities were not an anomaly, they were not him guessing or being lucky. When he sensed the strikes coming, he moved to where they wouldn't be, and countered with simple blows to the shoulder of the halberdier and the solar plexus of the swordsman, and then immediately vaulted over the gunman's head to dash after the ones trying to escape.

The steampunk woman cut him off, a brass knuckle-duster on her left hand making a surprisingly successful dent in Bo's jaw, and also his mask, as the weapon took him by surprise when it accelerated towards him. She tried to immediately follow up, but the shock wore off too soon; Bo gave her the honor of taking three fast strikes all in a row, the first time he'd devoted that much attention to one of this party, just to make sure that she wouldn't pull some other trick out. To his surprise, even after four strikes, she was just barely alive.

That only took a moment to fix.

"NNOOO!" The scream by the exit drew his attention, but the loud-mouthed magician was forced down the hole by the killer, cutting off the yell partway. If the man had had his way, he would certainly have rushed to death to try to help, or perhaps avenge, the woman. The sound of agony in his voice stirred some old thought in Bo's head, something painful and old, but he had no time to dwell on it.

He started to move towards the other man by the exit, but the blade of the halberdier's weapon was fast approaching. He could simply charge towards the target and forget the insult that the attack represented, but... well, he just wasn't the kind.

He turned and met it, blocking the shaft of the weapon with two fingers, inwardly disappointed that he had let two opponents go. At least, now that he was between the other three and the exit, it wouldn't be any more than two. The swordsman swung horizontally, and Bo batted the blade straight downwards with another hammerfist, advancing forwards to deliver a straight punch to the man's throat, one that finished him off. The halberdier also made a sideways chop, and Bo broke the weapon with another ridgehand chop.

The gunman wrapped Bo in a big bear hug from behind, screaming for anyone listening to escape. Bo simply let spiritual energy accumulate and explode off of him to kill the man. He expected to see the Halberdier running, but was surprised to find that he wasn't.

No, he was blocking the way forwards for Bo. The killer had gone to fetch the steampunk woman's body, and was now trying to flee, running with every scrap of strength he had in him. The halberdier had good eyes, ready for death.

And Bo obliged. Even if three escaped, he only failed to kill two of them. That would have to do for his pride. As the last body turned into an item and fell to the floor, he watched the quiet, sweaty man in a stained white sleeveless shirt dive at the ground and disappear, mentally aware that he could probably have landed a blow on him if he'd tried.

For reasons he couldn't put into words, although he loved his Queen and his Duty, he simply wasn't motivated to try that hard. For all the excitement, for all the rewards, for all that this seemed to be his dream, some part of him was quiet, subdued. He was often like this after a fight, and he found it odd. Perhaps the same subtle malaise was why he punched so softly, moved so slowly. Was he missing something? Some part of his past life that he'd discarded? Something now buried by his loyalty to his Queen?

He took the collected essence of his foes and sat back down to cultivate, forcing his mind away from such disloyal thoughts. In time, those thoughts would vanish as they always did, especially if he saw his Queen again, though he knew she was unlikely to ever leave her realm to visit. No, after being remade by her, he had no complaints. This was his Duty, and he would fulfill it.

This was what it was to be a Knight, and he intended to be the best Knight that his queen would ever have.

            

    
        37.  Quiet Aftermath

    
    
    
    
                There were a lot of things that kept me occupied the next day, when I couldn't sleep anymore but wasn't really rested yet. One of the big ones was going back over notifications from when I was absorbing the Fairy Crystal. That had proved that something was still very wrong, because while I got notifications that stats increased (most notably when feeding XP to the broken edges of my mind), the gains didn't line up with what my Dungeoneer Card said my stats were. It was more like a wrench had clearly been thrown into my Card; although as far as I could tell, the Card's reading of my abilities was right, they just didn't line up with what they had been before. Some were higher than they should be (especially mental and magical ones), some a little lower (physical scores mostly), and there was a hole in the screen where my Intelligence ought to be. When Merry tried to examine the window from inside, she found immediately that there were "mechanical" pieces missing from that section, which didn't account for anything else, but definitely did suggest that something was still amiss.

Once she fixed that--with the "fix" being literally moving things around as far as I could tell, but then she was literally magic--we tried other things. I was eager to see if she got any insight into things when I used the Skill Sage skill, which seemed like a relatively harmless thing to do while my head, magic, and engine were possibly not working right.

As this was the first skill I was deliberately triggering while she watched, she just couldn't stop herself from poking at it. She described what I was doing as pulling on loops and threads connected to the engine, and a thread would kind of "slinkey"--I don't know why she used that word--with one end bounding against my head, and then the other end coming loose from the engine and attaching to a node attached to the huge complicated thing that I was riding in order to control stuff.

I asked her to try to visualize the thing I was riding, and all I got was a picture of metaphorical-me on a throne strapped to the side of a rocket with glowing bungees, with the rocket and the bungees being the engine and loops from before. So... not a terribly useful metaphor, certainly not to me. The idea of having the engine in the first place, that was interesting, but the chair? Not so much.

The other thing that wasn't helpful, at least not to Merry, was the output of the Skill Sage. The metrics it was reading--the growth rate and points--clearly existed, but there was nothing obvious to do with them or about them. I guess they didn't leave the manual for the skill laying around inside my head; it wasn't like she could just flip a switch and make the skill upgrade so that I could spend my Growth Points. Maybe when the skill improved, a better version would be "downloaded" from the master key she'd mentioned?

Yeah, hey, on that thought. Merry was poking at the skill that we identified as Telekinesis. This one is your fave, right? After I moved that bag of points out of the way... it feels like something's off with this thing. I could swear it looks damaged.

That was of course not what I wanted to hear, and I asked her to try to show me or explain what she was seeing. And it was... weird. A thing that looked like a pipe had a slot on it, and the slot showed that exhaust or something had been leaking out, with a little bit of something stained or burned around the edges, which didn't seem healthy to have in your brain at all. Still... was this perhaps how I cheated? Or a side effect of it? Without activating it, I have no idea. But I agree, and she was agreeing with a half-formed thought of mine, which was still weird to me, that has to wait until you're better.

Louise returned from the Tavern with an approximation of Earth food for our lunch. Among other things, you could buy food there using monster corpses as payment, which of course I had in abundance, since they were a standard drop. It was... pretty clear that they didn't actually use the corpses as ingredients, since undead pig meat didn't turn into salad greens no matter what you did to them. Dungeoneers as a general rule just tried not to think about it, especially when the corpses were completely inedible, like skeletons, constructs, or giant animated piles of poop. Just... just don't ask about that one. You don't want to know.

Anyway, I got a big bowl of Chinese food--pork and noodles--and Louise had a massive burrito, I think filled with chicken. We each envied the smell of each other's food, but they didn't really seem like they'd mix. We'd have a chance to swap later, if we wanted; I could stare at her hot steaming bowl and while she salivated over my meaty burrito. Or... or we could do something else. Yeah, maybe something else instead.

"How did it go?" Louise had been interested in my progress all day, and I'd done my best to keep her up to date, although I kind of wasn't used to sharing my thoughts with people. To a certain degree, it was upsetting, because every time I had to stop to summarize a thought, it completely threw off what I had been thinking about, but it was also something that I really did want to do, so... so that was fine. Weird, kind of, but fine.

"Merry says that the growth points on skills are tangible things, like some kind of currency that is attached to a skill. She said she might be able to transfer them from one to the next, since they look kind of generic, but that seems iffy to me."

"If they're some kind of currency, can you spend them they way you spend class points?" Louise crossed her legs on the bed across from me, looking at the last little bit of her food like she was debating finishing it off.

I hadn't been thinking about that, but it made sense. The problem was, the Skill Sage window had suggested that there were predefined things to spend those points on. "Maybe." Was it like the difference between using a predefined Class and having a self-made one? Could I just wish changes to my skill? "One way or another, I don't want to mess around with it until I'm better. I still get woozy if I move around too much."

Louise nodded, deciding after a moment to just wrap up the rest of her food, and then she blipped it away into her inventory, where it would remain fresh. "What about Merry? How is she doing?"

I had kind of taken it for granted that the Fairy was healthy, but of course when I thought about it, it was a very real possibility that she was sick or had some kind of needs I didn't know about. Still, she popped into my mind's eye, this time a little further back so she didn't take up a large section of my attention, where she laid on her stomach, kicking her feet idly as though bored. I'm fine. I appreciate that she cares, and that you do. I'd let you know if I needed you, but uh, it does feel nice to be asked. In spite of her half-lidded eyes, the smile on her face was comfortable and friendly. If you want to tell her more, uh, tell her I've got a little privacy and that you haven't been rude or mean and so we're basically just roommates getting along well.

I repeated that, more or less verbatim, Louise's face brightened. "When Merry can come out, I have to ask her what it's like to be in there. I can't imagine what that has to be like."

It's like... hang on, I know you had the right image for this. Uh... living next door to a one-room movie theater. Loud noises, people get grumpy if you come out and block the screen, but it's interesting and there's stuff going on behind the scenes that's kind of cool. I could swear that her smile got a little crooked when she mentioned me being grumpy; I thought I was dealing with her well, but yeah, honestly, it was not very cool to have... to have the "movie" messed with, I guess? The analogy made sense. And I'll be good, I promise. But my spaces are cramped and it's lousy to be alone.

Louise pursed her lips slightly and leaned back as she thought about that analogy. "That sounds neat," she said after a moment "Especially since she's actually magic and the behind the scenes stuff is more than just film and speakers and wires. It has to be like a fantasy story where you live next to a hole that goes into the movie someone else is watching."

Your friend is fun. Merry just grinned at me. I think we'll get along when... or if someday I get to come out and play. I frowned, not at the concept of losing her, but at the doubt in her "voice" when she suggested that she would never escape. Was she really thinking that, with all the power we were able to access, she'd remain stuck here? Well, you still might die to this Quest guy. Or you might chicken out and lose your magic and then I'd be stuck with nothing.

I chose to ignore that whole line of reasoning, noting as nonchalantly as I could that it was a little disturbing that I was very quickly getting used to Merry responding to thoughts I hadn't "spoken". Somehow, she seemed chagrined by that... commentary, I guess, as she stopped smiling and kicking her feet and studied me. Okay, that bothers you. I'll... think about it. I gotta have boundaries, too. We gotta stay friends, right?

I felt a lot better with her seeming to really understand that, because it wasn't the kind of thing I wanted to yell at her about. I'd thought when I got into this that I was going to end up with something a lot more like Cassie--like the rest of life, really. I thought Merry would be distant and I could more or less decide what to share and walk away whenever I needed to, even if we had to keep working together in the long run. But this... this was like having a daughter sprung on you out of nowhere, someone who was needy and had nowhere else to turn, and if you walked away or didn't help her with life's little frustrating and disgusting problems, then her life--and probably mine--would just quickly go downhill.

And I appreciate that you wipe my metaphorical ass for me, replied Merry with a small, somewhat shy smile, I'll repay the favor, I promise.

Around that time, I got a UI notification that told me that Harry had replied to my message, and I pulled out my mobile message tool. I'd told him the basics of what I'd gone through, and that I'd get back to him when I had real news. His reply was, "We will meet you at the exit whenever you are done. There is a lot of interest in this. Do not mention fairy to locals, IDA has need to know rules. BTW have cash for your item. Had higher cash offers but one came with very rare skill books you might like, if you don't I'll buy them back from you. $280M."

I swallowed. I'd been keeping the thoughts of swimming pools full of cash out of my head since I entered the dungeon, but now I probably had more money than my entire hometown combined. I was tempted to ask about the skillbooks, but... I forced myself to put the item away, because the sheer thought that I actually had that money, or was about to have that money, was already making it difficult to focus.

Merry gave me space, and after seeing that I was shaken, Louise did too, though I had no doubt she'd ask in a little while. I tried to do that thing where you just breathe, eventually the part of my brain that was really and truly stunned by the thought started to slowly move again, and I had to wonder just what the hell I was supposed to do with it. Sure, almost certainly that cash would be eaten up by preparations for this upcoming fight, but in terms of "mortal" money--non-dungeoneers, non-bajillionaires--I was in a position where I could easily buy a dozen small businesses with room left over for a nice house. It wasn't the kind of cash where I could buy a large corporation or multinational, but...

No, in all likelihood, I needed the best equipment I could get, small things with powerful enhancements and a pair of really good swords I could dual-wield. I'd also have to do whatever it took to get training, and if I could pay for it, that would probably make it easier. And... probably travel. Harry had mentioned Cultivation was more popular overseas; if I could find out more about it there, I'd know if there were any weaknesses to exploit, strengths to watch out for, and whatever else.

I'm sure they'll be more than happy to tell a foreigner how to kill people like them, quipped Merry quietly from somewhere in the back of my head. I'm not really studying your memories of world history but uh, sounds like white people have a bit of a reputation maybe.

I looked down at my hands, conscious that I'd probably gotten off on my jail sentence exactly because I was an all-American boring-ass rural white bread nobody, with money from the Dungeoneering that elevated me far enough out of poverty to make me into a temporarily well-off suburbanite. If going overseas meant seeing the flip side of that coin... well, that would suck, but what choice did I have?

Dunno. Instead of thinking about it, you should probably just ask, though.

Ask... I knew what Merry was saying, but somehow, my thoughts drifted instead to Bo, trapped in his floor of hell, or whatever. It was certainly too dangerous to approach, but if he was still a Dungoneer, I wondered if perhaps the messaging system would let me talk to him. I sent Harry a quick question to see if he could find out the guy's contact ID, since he had promised to find a dossier. That would at least tell me if he was tortured or twisted by the power controlling him, or if he was halfway sane.

Harry got back to me about ten minutes later. The message didn't mean anything to me on the portable item, but when I went to the Messaging Center itself, that version of the message included a contact card that I could add to my address book.

I thought about it for about ten minutes, which Merry and I both mentally agreed was probably not long enough, before sending Bo Yuebing an introduction message:

"You don't know me but I am sent to try to destroy or save you. I'd like to talk to you if there is any possibility that we talk or meet peacefully."

I knew that actually meeting was off the table, but I wanted to see what his response to that suggestion--or any of it really--would be. What I didn't at all expect was an instantaneous response:

"Hello, Dungeoneer. I see you are trying to reach my Knight. Interesting that you would consider trying to save him, but I assure you, that is beyond your ability. More than likely, you know nothing of my kind, but I assure you, as I assured him: my power is limitless compared to your own. Still, I was never expecting a Knight, not from such an insignificant little dungeon, and so I'll feel no insult if you destroy him, though you will doubtless die trying. I hear that many others have before you.

For speaking with him, I deny you this, for what was left of him is mine and mine alone. Meet him, if you are prepared for death, but do not expect to save him. Bend every last shred of your will to his death if you wish to live. That is the rule of the Dungeon."

Unusual for messages, there was a signature, a name that was effectively unreadable to me, even though the script was technically legible-- Ca'aldialzua or something similar. Merry immediately popped to the fore, studying the signature, and gestured for me to close the window, which I did.

That bitch is magic as fuck, Jay, said Merry, with a very definitely worried tone to her voice. The message itself is scary. I don't think she was looking back at us through it, but uh, her name was definitely a connection to her in a magical sense. You might not be able to do anything with it, but I'm pretty sure if I touched it she'd come crawling out of the fucking window and smear us across the walls. Well, mostly you, I guess, but I wouldn't survive it, for sure.

I mean, I was scared enough that she was intercepting system messages, that she had enslaved a Dungoneer who was definitely powerful enough to kill me, and that she was hiding not very far away. The last thing I needed was to think of her crawling out of a hologram like the creepy chick from the Ring to slaughter me if I thought of her name in the wrong way.

Yeah. Well, I don't think we did anything, and I don't think she can do anything unless we do. But, for future reference, big nasty bitches like that, yeah, their name alone can probably connect you to them.

I sat there and soaked that thought in for a moment, and then my thoughts drifted in two different directions. Because I had the name of at least two very powerful entities--I only knew one, exactly, but I'd heard the other one from him. Assuming, of course, he hadn't been lying about his name, but somehow, I didn't think he would.

That left two questions: Would Herman really be okay with me reaching out to him without Kamau as a middleman, and would I actually be okay talking to Herman without Kamau as a middleman?

            

    
        38.  Getting a move on

    
    
    
    
                We got a lot of little things done before going to bed. I told Harry about the message from the Fairy Queen, and he told me never to try that again, to which I replied "Yeah duh." I had him pass a message to Kamau asking him to relay a simple yes/no permission from Herman. I... wasn't entirely sure that Harry or Kamau would understand the question, but Herman doubtless would, unless the game of Telephone in between screwed up the phrasing.

Then, to get my mind off of things, Louise and I went back to the Meditation Room and saw the big waterfall, the urban scene, and the sky diving scene, but I didn't partake in that one because after standing on the edge of a skyscraper suddenly I got vertigo, which didn't pass as quickly as it should, probably due to the mental bruise. She enjoyed it, though, her white silk dress flapping in the wind as she spread-eagled in the wind, and she screamed and laughed and played until she had her fill.

Dinner from the tavern was a sub sandwich for me and about a third of a deep dish Hawaiian pizza for Louise. She decided to bring out Cassie, who seemed no worse for having spent the day in an inventory--after having being insulted when I gave her away, I was scared she would be needy, but I guess whatever intelligence there was behind the little phoenix was still aware of her status as an item. I was a little nervous to take back in my inventory, since her manifesting was a part of my "magic", but Louise was fine with it, and Cassie was too.

Louise offered the phoenix some pizza, and she enjoyed every bit of it, and proved that by perching pleasantly on top of Louise's head and playing a little background music. I... honestly don't know where the bird got her collection of music, but she whistled along with a synthesized version of Flight of the Valkyries as though it was a favorite of hers.

I was a little surprised when the answer back from Kamau was a complicated 'No':

"I am happy to hear that you were successful. Something Herman told me before implies that Faeries eat one another if they come into contact, and so I would not recommend that your Fairy meet with Herman or any other. You know how humans react when he is present; I suspect your new friend would not fare quite so well."

The upside to this was that apparently Harry passed him my contact card, because Kamau messaged me directly. I wasn't sure I wanted to--or really had any reason to--try to contact the other Administrator quite yet, but I did send him a message back (adding a note that it was low priority) asking if Herman could relay either the Signature of the Administrator, Xarswitz or whatever, or tell us where he found it when he was examining me, because Merry wasn't having any luck.

And then Louise and I went to bed. It was restful, and nice.

In the morning, Merry and I went out into the open area of the Town to practice Telekinesis. It... didn't feel like it used to, in part because my head was still just a bit off, but more because my whole system now worked a little different, what with Merry being a part of it.

The first order of business was her observing what I normally did, which was difficult what with the pain and the things being different, but after maybe half an hour's work I was able to ride that knife edge again, engaging the skill without activating it. Merry studied it, finally admitting that the slot she'd noticed had something do with both me getting answers out of the skill, and me using the skill while it was "off"--so, basically, yes, it was supposed to be there--or else I broke it in a way that was very useful, either-or.

Importantly, though, as soon as Merry understood what I was doing, she could replicate it instantly. Although I didn't have anything really to practice fighting in town, once Merry held the door open for me, I really felt like I was free to my weight around (well, as well as others') with the skill much more than I had been.

After a little bit of that, we tried engaging my Stealth skill, which was the second-highest magic-ish skill I had. Merry studied me as I used it, and then came back to talk to me. I'm starting to see a pattern. There isn't a slot like your big skill had, but uh, there's a line where that slot would be. I bet I could crack it open.

We considered the pros and cons of messing with it--the big "con" being that if we messed it up I might have difficulty with a major part of my survival toolkit, although that skill didn't really help me keep Louise safe and so was less useful lately. Instead of jumping on it, we tried a number of other minor skills before we decided to spend some real time diving into the elephant in the room: my Class itself, and its abilities that didn't seem to be skills.

Merry studied things as I materialized things and undid them, which still gave me a little bit of a headache. She studied the mechanisms behind the mental "quickbar" that I could easily manifest plus the ones that I had to dig deep to find. She watched me moving things from item to item. And then she shrugged. Eh. It's kind of complicated. I don't want to mess with it.

That was a little bit of a letdown, after possibly boosting my favorite skill, but she replied in a defensive tone. Hey, look, man, I'm like, two days old here. I'm not even doing much with the other thing, honestly. Like, I'm putting your hand in a spot you can't see that's difficult for you to reach; that's about it. If I mess with your other skill it will literally just be prying open that vent thing. This is... complicated. She visualized, for me, a mess of glowing lines and webs and belts and gears that were shifting things into and out of places and exchanging parts that fit in slots and sometimes they had to change the slots in the things to make the parts fit. It was... Complicated. Like I said.

So it made sense that while we might get to that eventually, it wasn't a thing to play with now. Instead, after playing with that for a little bit, and then trying one more time to get Skill Sage to do something useful, I took a brief nap, sent a message to Mel and them, and we ducked back into the Dungeon.

The next biome was a little odd, all things considered. The area had the aesthetic of being inside the tower, but only just; it looked like an open grassy field was painted onto the floor and walls, and a blue sky was painted on the ceiling, and there was a thing hanging from the ceiling on the other end which was the only other feature of note, aside (of course) from the monsters.

The monsters were the kind of peculiar we had come to expect, in that I wasn't expecting it and was immediately confused by what I saw. There were a bunch of humanoids wandering around the level, dressed in denim overalls over some kind of semi-professional suit that had been ripped to shreds by the fact that they were all steroid-bodied monsters twice the size of what their clothes were meant to handle. They were universally barefoot, and most had either a straw hat, a little pair of glasses on their faces, or both. Virtually all of them were wandering around, reading books that seemed entirely too small in their hands, and some had rakes, shovels, hoes, or other farm implements strapped to their backs. The system name for them was "Agrarian Barbarian Librarian."

I watched Louise's face light up. "I love them!" she said, starting to move towards the closest but hesitating, as she realized that this was still the Dungeon, and they were still monsters.

"Just don't get killed," was all I could reply, taking the lead. The nearest Librarian didn't look up until we got close, and to my amazement, glanced at me and nodded, once, without seeming at all provoked. When Louise stepped forward, though, the creature instantly turned on her, a shocked look on its (his?) face.

"YOU NO READ BOOKS!" he snapped at full volume. "BOOKS BRING JOY! NOT-READER IS BAD PEOPLE! CRUSH!" To my chagrin, several nearby monsters immediately became violent at the sound of the call, though I could tell it wasn't the entire floor, which was good.

As usual, the fight that followed was... weird. Barbarian Librarians were tough, fast, and very occasionally magical, but not remotely smart. Mostly, they just tried to beat you with books, by which I mean actually swinging books at you, not like... trying to beat you with booksmarts or knowledge or anything metaphorical. You know what I mean.

But sometimes one would grab a book in two hands, one grasping each of the covers, and snap it full open in our direction, and an apparently random magical effect would shoot out. "Random" was kind of a keyword there, because they ran an amazing gamut--sometimes small elemental darts, sometimes scary beam weapons, though those had to charge and there was an unnerving electric hum and visual swirl as they did.

Materializing my weapons still gave me a headache, but fortunately, there was no real feedback from hitting with them, blocking with them, and so on. I took out the first Librarian by sweeping his legs with the Executioner, then jumping on top of him and stabbing him repeatedly. In that amount of time, two of the nearby monsters were close enough to threaten Louise, but when I instinctively added Telekinesis to a swing to knock one away, it made my headache momentarily much worse. It was... still workable, I guess. It was less of the holy-shit-my-brain-is-breaking feeling I'd had when Merry moved in and much more of a dungeoneer-body-is-grouchy pain, though I didn't notice any numbers dropping as a result. It didn't feel like things were going to break, but... it was the kind of hurt you wanted to rest to alleviate.

Pity I couldn't, yet.

To my chagrin, the headache distracted me enough for Louise to take a couple good hits from the other guy, which I repaid him for with a chop to his throat at an upward angle, once again adding extra force to the blow with telekinesis, at the cost of another wave of hurt. I... I wasn't really becoming immune to it or anything, you know? But once I knew it was coming, it was less of a shock, less confusing. I dedicated a lot less time to freaking out about the mere fact that I was hurting, and tried to tell if it was worse than the last one.

It wasn't, or not much. That meant I could continue. If it got worse... that was Bad.

Merry was quiet while I fought, but it wasn't as though I could forget she was there. The experience of living was different while she was in my head. I felt... full, but some of that fullness wasn't me. It didn't matter to the fight, it wasn't something I thought about or had to deal with, but it was hard not to notice the change.

I took out the four total librarians that had woken up when Louise got close, and then we paused. Louise asked how I was, I asked how she was, we both agreed we could keep going. Merry asked some technical questions about how I was coordinating telekinesis, in a way that is difficult to put into words, and I responded as best I could, by which I mean I'm not sure she understood my answers at all.

Okay, well, look, at some point I wanna see if I can use it on my own. 'Cos no insult to you, but uh, I feel like I could do a bunch with it.

I felt like that was a little bit of a leap from her not even understanding what I was doing, but if Faeries really were just that closely tied with magic, maybe she would do fine. In either case, that was the kind of thing to experiment with under better circumstances, an opinion she readily agreed with.

Louise and I fought our way across the map, encountering the first of those random-spell librarians. They really did have random spells--this one shot out what was effectively an energy beam, except the energy was copper. Not "copper colored"--the metal. It didn't even go away when the spell ended; there was simply a three-inch-thick copper pole that stretched about eight feet long (he missed, by the way, so I guess that's as long as it was going to get) and was apparently... actually just a bunch of much thinner rods smooshed together. I...

I looked at Louise. "This isn't normal, right? Even for a Dungeon?"

She looked back at me blankly, as though asking if I had somehow gotten the impression that she was supposed to be an expert. I looked back, equally confused. Yes, dungeons produced loot, but I was pretty sure I'd have heard of dungeons where the monsters just spit out raw metal.

When the next time I encountered that ability it was different, then it started making more sense. "Random" was the great equalizer of the Dungeon. If you were guaranteed to get something, it was awful; if it could be anything, well, sometimes you got lucky. A beam of metal one day; a spray of seltzer water the next. Who knows but that it might occasionally spit out something terrifying; I had no intention of grinding the level to find out, especially not in my current state.

Anyway, my inventory was grudgingly willing to accept several hundred dollars worth of pure copper, and we continued on. I noticed as we continued that the incoming experience, and I swear I'm not making this up, made my headache better. It really shouldn't have; it didn't heal wounds or do anything like that. This used it up, and it also increased my stats, as it did when I fed experience to my damaged mind.

I'm seeing what you're seeing, agreed Merry as soon as I brought it up. It's, uh, it's kind of a fog, like the stuff you, uh, well I kind of remember back then anyway, you gave some to me? And it's good. But it's, uh, right now it's kind of collecting around broken stuff. Like, making the system work again, I guess? It's kind of... becoming stuff.

Although Merry offered a mental picture that was something like putting glue on something broken, it was flavored by her own obvious confusion. As in, from her perspective the energy was making something from nothing, which sounded to me like the definition of magic, but it still confused her.

The takeaway was just that fighting and experience was evidently needed. I could, in theory, spend what was left in my pool... but that felt somehow like rushing, and honestly, after having spent so much experience during the whole crystal absorption process, I was a little grouchy that it still wanted more. So... I decided not to, not yet at least.

We got to the end of the first level with no serious injuries, and I started feeling confident that I'd be in fighting form by the time we got to the boss. Merry didn't correct me on that, but then, neither of us knew exactly what was coming, except that... well, it was a Dungeon. It was going to be weird, and stupid, and deadly in some asinine way that would make me feel dumb, and Louise just might be delighted by it even as we had to deal with the consequences.

For all that I thought I was prepared, when I got close to the hanging thing at the end of the floor, I was not expecting the next reversal to be here, and now. But when I got close, looking for a secret way up, suddenly the gravity flip-flopped, and Louise and I tumbled towards the underside of the platform, where a dark spot I'd noticed turned out to be the exit itself.

"That was kind of neat," offered Louise with an almost infectious optimism, as we stood up and looked up at the floor we'd just left. "I wonder what she's going to do with the next floor?"

I watched a Librarian wander around the "ceiling" and considered all of the possible ways the next few floors could get annoying, but just shook my head. "We'll see."

            

    
        39.  Upsides and downsides

    
    
    
    
                The next floor surprised me just because it was the first major variation on the five-floor cycle that I'd grown accustomed to. While yes, both the floor's trickiness and the monster difficulty increased, the floor got a lot weirder a lot faster than I was expecting, while the changes to the monsters were more or less on track.

We entered floor twelve and came out in a thin slice of the circular tower, upside down (that is to say, on the "sky" of the painted room). The slice was basically a long-ish rectangle with one curved side, and on the other end of the rectangle was an arrow on the wall pointed "up" at the "ground"--obviously to indicate another gravity swap when we got that far. Which, okay, whatever, but directly above us was a cutout in the "ground"--if we swapped gravity, most likely we'd have to walk back to this end, jump down the hole, go to the other side again, and probably switch back to get to an exit. That on its own sounded a little short for a level to me, but I guess there would be another trick, right?

Meanwhile, we had our typical monster variants, which naturally were baffling. Joining the barbarian librarians were "Avian Barbarian Comedians" -- not like harpies, these were actual birds (large and dangerous looking, of course, I guess because that's the only way to make a bird a barbarian...?) that hung out, mostly on the ceiling (which was floor to them) and just cracked dumb jokes all the time. I was immediately sure they would judge us based on whether or not we laughed, but...

"Hey," I heard a shrill bird-voice cry in the distance. "Did you hear about the crow sitting on the telephone pole? He wanted to make a law-distance caw."

...they were kind of terrible. It took me a long moment to even process that we had run into more joke enemies, even as Louise let out a squee of delight. "Why, administrator?" I mumbled to myself, but tried to continue analyzing the Floor layout even as my ears caught more of the ongoing nonsense.

"How do you get down from an elephant?" asked one bird of another, to which another indignantly squawked, "You can't get down from an elephant, they don't have any feathers!"

"Hey, lady," squawked another bird, "you've lost a lot of weight recently. What's your secret?" "Egg-sercize!"

Another, in the distance: "What do you call a parrot that flies off and never comes back?" "A polygon!"

I screwed my eyes shut and clamped my hands over my ears, trying to focus. Some part of me wanted to listen; not because the jokes were good, but because I'd gotten used to the idea that when it came time to be sociable, I had to actually try, because it wasn't... natural. That's the thing about being an introvert; you do have to make a habit of trying, and I did... usually.

I looked around the tower again, trying to find the other new monster types, because of course there would be some, and of course there were. There were two other notable types that I spied immediately, one being another Barbarian subtype that carried a mop, were completely naked, and had just the most chiseled bronze bodies you could possibly want to not look at, at all, because they are naked, called "Olympian Barbarian Custodian". I'm not sure Louise had noticed them quite yet. I, uh, didn't point them out.

The last of the obvious enemies were wooden chairs. That's it. They were just chairs. The system called them "Barbarian Chairians." I... guess they would probably jump at you or attack you if you sat on them or something. They were just chairs scattered around the floor and the ceiling. Sometimes the Librarians or the Olympians would sit or lean on them. I think that the Olympians were deliberately trying to show off their asses, because they did a lot of leaning.

"I am starting to realize," I said out loud, hoping that Louise would hear, "that there is a running theme here. Everything is distracting."

Louise, to her credit, tore her attention away from the wise-cracking bird monsters and looked at me, frowning as she considered what I said. "Is there something actually dangerous they're distracting us from?"

Wow, uh, I wasn't expecting her to immediately jump to the main issue, admitted Merry. But yeah, I'm not seeing an immediate death threat here. Distractions, but where's the punch? Where's the ambush?

And then there was a ding from the wall behind us. A door that we hadn't noticed opened, and out stepped what was obviously a Barbarian mini-boss. He was dressed in what was rapidly becoming a trademark clashing combination of styles for this Dungeon: sandals, a men's black and white formal ensemble ripped open by his excessive muscles, with bronze armor overtop it and a strange combination of black top-hat with a laurel leaf crown. The name? "Victorian Barbarian Caesarian".

He lifted a bronze shortsword and shield and, without a moment's hesitation or any sign of compassion or concern, immediately charged me. I pushed Louise back and, after a moment's hesitation, took my pair of black Devil's swords over the Executioner. Although the larger sword had most of my enhancements on it, I was worried it would lose in a battle against a skilled opponent with a shield. Even so, my first instinct was immediately wrong: I swung with my left hand against the shield in his left, leaving my back open to his right hand. Usually, I was fast enough to get away with that kind of sloppy dueling, but...

The strike to my back fucking hurt, and mostly on instinct I threw myself away with Telekinesis, the added pain of the headache reminding me just how fucking reckless I was being challenging a new section of dungeon while not in top form. I started to pop a healing potion--but the Caesar was already moving for Louise, his face serious, his movements cold and purposeful.

I couldn't stop taking the potion, though--I mean, I could have, but the one hit had done more than a healing potion's worth of damage to me, mostly because I didn't tend to wear armor. I did, though, yank hard on my telekinesis and throw on my boots of Air Dash, both aiming to knock the fucking asshole's block off before he could do to Louise what he did to me. She would survive several attacks, as would I, but his fucking ruthless attitude put a damn chill in me in moments.

So I used my excessive mobility to spin in midair and deliver a strong forehand smash. I was... more than a little bit miffed when the miniboss reacted to me almost instantly and brought his shield up to block the strike.

I think we're supposed to run, offered Merry. I bet Stealth wouldn't work on him either. To avoid fighting him, I mean, we gotta run.

"Supposed to run my ass," I snarled, tossing away my offhand blade and swapping the Executioner back in. "I'm a goddamned solo diver and I don't run from fucking anyone."

In response, the barbarian Victorian Caesar turned, readying his sword, and as I was knocked away by our blow, he suddenly jumped at me, sword aiming at an opening I hadn't even registered--stabbing my knee, which I suppose was the closest of my vulnerable critical strike points to the guy. Predictably, when I landed on my feet, I had no strength in that leg and almost collapsed--and would have, if I wasn't a goddamned telekinetic. Even so, I used the larger Executioner as a crutch, slamming it into the ground between us to also act as a momentary shield.

Merry, I snarled at my fairy. Put me in deep and don't let me lose it no matter what.

Obligingly, Merry shifted something inside so that I could touch the deeper parts of Telekinesis. I felt... freer than I'd ever felt before. Always, to this point, I'd had to force myself into that trance, trying to dig into my memories of the dark times that had first shown me the way, and it was a mess of stress and frustration. There was still the headache coming from my wounded Dungeoneer system, but in all honesty, calling upon the power at will instead of forcing it out was a brand new sensation, leaving me in a headspace I'd never been in before.

The Caesar squinted at me, but with a shrewdness that I'm sure was supposed to come from long experience with battle charged, putting his shield-hand between him and my Executioner and angling to come in behind me.

I let go of the larger sword. It lifted as though of its own accord, and with every bit as much ruthlessness as the Barbarian before me, it ducked down in a gap around his shield, then came up and smashed his hip, immediately spinning around while staying behind him, the next strike coming down on his opposite shoulder, then another spin to smash into the opposing side of his head.

I would not have expected a miniboss to be completely done in, but there was still a moment of real fear when he took the third blow to his head and barely even flinched, simply continuing to let his sword home in on my heart. I had no problem moving faster than him, now, and backed off, but I was less able to coordinate the large sword while moving, and he took that opportunity to charge.

It was clear after another couple minutes of this that I'd end up winning the duel, but the bastard had defense like nobody's business, and after a moment, Louise gave a cry and pointed to the wall.

Another door opened, and another Caesarian stepped out. A timer I didn't notice before started counting down from three minutes.

I dematerialized both weapons and simply picked both Caesars up with the skill, holding them in midair where they could not rush towards me. I ran through in my head every attack enhancement I had, stacking them on the Executioner, and put some extra enhancements on the only armor I had--the trollhide leather I'd gotten early, too low level to be really useful here--and popped that on as well.

And then I smashed the weaker of the two Caesars as hard and fast as I could with the Executioner. It took an embarrassing number of blows to finally kill him, and my reward...

"Oh, no, Administrator." My lips curled up into a grim smile. "You made the same mistake the Beanpole did. You made a fight so tough you thought nobody would beat it, and all he drops is a corpse."

And I had a magic ability to reanimate corpses, as slaves. Still creepy, bee-tee-dubs, offered Merry in what I thought was a cheerful tone.

Still, my pride wouldn't let me take the "easy out" here. I dropped the other Caesar and caught my weapon, trying to solve the fight. He wasn't a low-level opponent by any means--I'd gained a level from killing the last one, and I hadn't been close to leveling--and that extended to his tactics as well as his obviously sky-high stats. There was no obvious tell, no weakness to his strategy or swordplay that I could discern. In fact, it was a complete surprise when out of absolutely nowhere, the Caesar dropped dead.

Of course, even that took too long, and a third Caesar was only seconds away from spawning. Since this wasn't a thing I could actually beat, we started to retreat into the level.

"That was incredible," offered Louise as we moved away. "I was starting to think even you couldn't beat them, but by the end you were doing great!"

"Thanks," I replied. "I think what killed him is the Death Aura, which I got from Devil equipment. It's only a chance-based thing, with some extra damage, but... if he's not immune, as many times as I have to hit him to kill him, I guess sometimes his number will just come up like that."

"It can just KILL you? Just like that?"

"Oh yes." I smiled. "The second time I went through the Pearland Dungeon I didn't--hang on." As much as I wanted to exposition, two Librarians, a naked Olympian Custodian, two bird Comedians, and a Chair all conspired to interrupt me. The... the chair didn't do much of it, honestly. It just sat there.

As stressed out as I was, I really was just eager to pound the ever loving crap out of them with the Executioner, so I did that. But as I hung there in midair, death raining out on the things that dared get in our way, I got a strange sense that I was missing something, something that I couldn't quite place.

Hang on, I got this, offered Merry, sounding happy for an excuse to act. Okay, uh, weird reading on the layout of the floor. The ceiling is kind of a weird illusion... I don't think it actually reverses gravity? Like, I thought it was weird in the last place but--look out!

Because of course Caesar just couldn't stay in Rome and let us alone.

In the time it took us to fight (longer than the second fight, a lot shorter than the first), Merry continued using my enhanced telekinetic sense to study the dungeon. When I finished, Merry jumped out into my vision, a sly smile on her face. You were on to something. There's a secret. We gotta go back.

I blinked, and then turned to Louise. "Merry says there's a secret to the level. Do you mind if we go back?"

Louise had mostly been standing around looking nervous, although she did occasionally throw out a protection spell or healing if I'd permitted the Caesar to get a hit in--which I did with embarrassing regularity, because I was still interested in trying to "beat" him in a straight swordfight, and I continued to discover that I pretty much couldn't.

Anyway, the look she gave me in return was clearly doubting the plan, but so far, we'd done alright except for the first few minutes. Above us, another bird pun was told. I didn't actually hear it, and I'm not actually sure that Louise did, either. She just shrugged, and said, "I'll follow you wherever you go, Jerry."

That... kind of made me feel bad, like I was putting her in a bad place, but even after thinking twice, I still wanted to go check it out, so we headed back. There was another Caesar, of course, but with a little telekinesis, we could more or less ignore him and just head up towards that gap in the "ceiling" that was supposed to be a hole in the "floor" below us, once we reversed gravity.

As soon as we got up there, we found that once we were out of view of the floor below, there was nothing there except for a little house. By "Nothing there" I mean that the aesthetics of the walls and floor and ceiling all faded out like the builder had gotten cheap and skimped on the labor as soon as they had the chance. And the house itself was... weird, in that it didn't fit the aesthetic of the rest of the floor. It was just a very well put together little red brick cottage with a little chimney and an old lady in a rocking chair out front. From what I could see, there was also a Fairy Dungeon entrance, but... I wasn't touching that.

From what I could tell, the little old lady was an NPC, not a combatant, so we approached, Louise sticking nervously by my side. "What do you think this place is?" she asked, shyly.

The old woman spoke up from her place on the stoop, proving that she was not only an NPC, but a higher quality one. Her voice was a very stereotypical white grandmother voice, warbling gently as she spoke. "This, my dear, is the library. Not a very popular place now, I suppose, what with all the newfangled, fancy communications center nonsense they have in town. Why, I remember when every town used to have a library. Back before those outsiders came and did all of their meditation nonsense."

"Yes," she said, rocking herself in her chair gently, "back then all a man needed was religion, wine, and a good book, and they could take on the world. Women too, not that a man would chase after a woman unless she could knock his block off. Like me and my ol' husband Marv. Oh... that brings back memories. Made of sterner stuff, back then, we were. Not like you children nowadays..."

I started to get the picture that she would ramble on forever if unchecked. "May I... rent a book here, ma'am?"

She suddenly turned and looked at me. "You've already read a book, dearie. Leave some for others, unless you plan on returning it. No? I didn't think so. I bet you'd have dog-eared the pages and left your damn dirty fingerprints all--"

Louise, of course, was bright enough to see where this was going, and she stepped forward. "Ma'am, I would love to buy a book from you if I could."

The little old woman suddenly tittered. "Oh... look at you! Why of course, young lady. One book apiece, that's the rule here. Come, come, have a peek..."

Suddenly I saw a shift in Louise that I assumed was her getting an interface window. I saw her eyes light up as she glanced around.

"Skillbooks," she whispered. "She gives out skillbooks!"

            

    
        40.  Progress and Too Many Stupid Blue Windows

    
    
    
    
                In a very strange way, as I stood next to Louise, I felt like for the first time in a long time, I wasn't alone. It was a curious sensation, in particular because of all the things it wasn't. I wasn't feeling a deep connection with Louise, for example, and I wasn't being haunted by some ghostly apparition judging me for some imagined sins.

No, I felt a strange resonance in my chest, right next to the part of me that wanted desperately scream or try to take over Louise's search for a skillbook. As she carelessly fingered her way through what sounded like a list of--potentially--all skillbooks in existence, I couldn't even see that list, let alone influence her decisions. Unless I could come up with an ideal skill name off the top of my head--which I couldn't--or unless she asked me for advice or was willing to sit there for hours rattling off skill names, I could do nothing whatsoever to share my unfathomably deep curiosity about skills, magic, and power with her, a curiosity she seemed to mostly not share.

That resonance in my chest told me it was a problem men and women had experienced many times over the ages. I felt like it might almost be telling me to push her aside and "be manly", proving that I knew what I was doing, by doing. But... that would be a dick move.

I was gonna say, yeah, opined my fairy. You spent your whole life, eh, at least your life since you started to be like this doing everything yourself. It matters, yeah, but she's gotta do it herself. You wouldn't want someone picking for you, either.

And I knew that, and it pissed me off, but I sat down and tried to clear my head. It was a dirty feeling, this anxious greed; I was happy to share treasure with people, but this was clearly a puzzle I had solved, and I would get nothing out of it. Louise, who didn't even want to be here...

I forced myself to take a deep breath. She was my party member and we were... maybe-dating? All of my instincts about being alone were cynical bullshit. Even in the worst of cases, I didn't lose anything; in the best of cases, Louise might start to become a viable combatant in her own right, if she found something really useful.

"Oh my god," she whispered. "They have pet grooming skills? That's amazing."

I forced myself to take a deep breath.

In order to distract myself, I used Skill Sage for a little while, poking around first at all my normal skills, and then finally re-examining my Telekinesis, hoping for... well...




	[ TELEKINESIS ] [ FOUNDATION: PSIONIC] Level 59



	Skill Sage: Growth Rank [AS] - Growth Points 252






...something like that, I guess. I frowned at the display. Jenna had said that levels above AA were for "absolute masters" of a skill, but it sure didn't feel like I was already at the peak of using Telekinesis. "S", I assumed, was supposed to be the next letter higher than "A"--meaning I had only just barely passed AA-rank in the skill. Were there S-something ranks beyond A-ranks? If so, I had a way to go before "mastery".

"Jerry?"

"Yes." I spun around to face Louise, now sufficiently distracted that I wasn't burning with envy. "Sorry, if you were talking I missed it."

She was holding a book in her hands, looking a little bit like she had immediate buyer's remorse. "So... I was trying to see if there was a description and I guess I just bought the thing." She held up the book, which was titled, Spellsinging. "The item doesn't have a description in my inventory. Well... I mean, it's not a useful one. Do you think I should try to return it? She did mention something like that..."

Curious, I reached out for the book with Skill Sage. To my surprise, it popped up instantly:




	[ SPELL SINGING ] [ FOUNDATION: BARDIC ]



	Skill Sage: Estimated Affinity with Holder: [A] with User: [C]



	Spell Singing is a Bardic skill that creates a magical effect which resonates with the soul of the musician and the audience. Targeted abilities can be used on a chosen affected individual, or distributed across multiple affected individuals at a lower level. Abilities used with this skill will have synergy with the performance skill used.






"...No, Louise, I think that will fit you just fine." I went through the Skill description with her, including the Skill Sage's estimation of her affinity. I... kind of expected her to get really excited, but she seemed to be drinking in the information about the skill, thinking deeply about whether she wanted to keep it or not.

"...I'm not sure I'm a good enough singer to pull it off, though," she offered, solemnly. "I was in a choir for a few years, but that was decades ago. And..." She shifted her weight, uncomfortably. "...I've changed since then."

I considered the sound of Louise's voice, thinking about how she must sound. "Would you... sing something?"

She looked at me, still uncharacteristically serious, and then sighed. She put the book back in her inventory, stretched, cleared her throat, ran through a quick warm-up exercise, closed her eyes, and then, in an unsteady but warm contralto, she started singing.

Lying in my bed I hear the clock tick--I think of youCaught up in circles, confusion ...is nothing new
Flash back--warm nights, almost left behindA suitcase of memories, time after--
Sometimes, you picture me, I'm walking too far aheadYou're calling to me, I can't hear what you've said
Then you say, 'Go slow'. I fall behind...The second hand unwinds
If you're lost, you can look, and you will find me... time after time.If you fall, I will catch you; I'll be waiting... time after time.
After my picture fades, and darkness has turned to grayWatching through windows, you're wondering if I'm okay
Secrets... stolen, from deep inside
The drum beats out of time...

She continued, and I... I just couldn't tear my attention away from her. I'd heard the song before, but with the emotion she put into her words, resonating with an unheard music... I'd never...

When she finished her performance, I was lost somewhere in the effect she'd had on me, but Merry roused me with a mental bonk on the head. Hey, loverboy. Compliment your girlfriend already.

My lips moved, searching for words, and I realized what she'd said before. She doubted her ability to sing? You have to be joking. I shook my head and stood up, walking over to take Louise's hands. She... looked embarrassed, nervous, but I couldn't help smiling. "You are amazing, Louise," I offered, meaning every word. "You did a fantastic job. So don't doubt yourself like that."

She... she seemed on the verge of tears, and I gave her a hug, which let her vent her fear, or frustration, or whatever she had bottled up inside, and she cried. It... I honestly couldn't understand why she had been so nervous about it, but she clung to me for several minutes as she went through some stages of emotional vulnerability that... well, that I knew was happening, but didn't get, not that that mattered.

Anyway, yeah, she kept the skill book, spending one of its charges to unlock the skill, and another to boost its level to six. I'd looked up the mechanics of skill books a while ago, but forgotten most of it; skills themselves worked on something vaguely like experience to level up, except not that at all, and you could use a Skill Book again later to boost your skill at some seemingly random intervals that must matter somehow? Maybe at points where the skill is mechanically evolving, like when the vent-thing opened in my Telekinesis? Maybe it worked vaguely like Skill Sage? I couldn't remember what I'd read, at all.

And I couldn't get a skill book of my own to play with. I grumbled about that silently to myself, the thought making me look over at the old lady in the rocking chair. I paused in thought for a minute. Hey, Merry. You're supposed to be able to... steal knowledge, right?

I was looking at Louise while she was doing the window thing, but it seemed pretty sealed. You think I should focus on granny there?

It seemed like it was worth a shot. Louise sniffled and backed off, smiling at me, genuinely. "Thank you."

I... had a strong urge to kiss her, but backed off instead. "Thank you. It was a lovely song." I paused a moment, but there was no good transition. "Before we go... I want to try asking the old woman a few questions."

"Oh, he wants to ask us questions, does he," croaked the woman with a laugh. "Well, youngster, I suppose I can try to answer you, as long as you behave yourself. You seem a polite young man, not like a lot of youngsters nowadays--"

"What can you tell me about the Skill Sage skill?" I knew, again, I'd have to interrupt her, even though she'd just said I should be polite. Who knew how long she'd go on if I didn't?

I felt, in a strange way, Merry's little hand press against the outside of my mind as the old lady took just a moment to ponder the question. Strangely, I could feel a whole interface window appear... somewhere in my mind, just not where I was.

"Why, that's a fine question, young man. Skill Sage is a Core Skill--that's a term we old-timers like to use, it means that it's a basic part of the whole Dungeoneering skill set, not one of these fancy local-grown things like your mind warping powers and your stabby bits. No, it's designed to operate on the parts of you that work for you, telling you bits and pieces about how the things you do work..."

Yeah, okay, Granny is deliberately unhelpful. When you asked the question, she got a whole lot of information, and she's choosing parts of it to tell you while ignoring the rest. Merry tried to jam the window up into my viewing range, but--in spite of having seen, when I was wounded, those windows as just signs on a stick, somehow she had trouble with it. Ugh... I can't... argh. Okay, uh, look. Hang on, let me summarize... no, not that... uh...

"...so if your stabby bits skill, for example, has a lot of the seeds on it, why, that means that you can perhaps grow a fruit, or even another whole damn tree, or possibly just grind 'em up in order to make the plant itself grow better." The old woman worked her mouth like she wanted to spit, but didn't. "Now, you'd notice if you were any good at it that you have to spend some seeds on the Skill Sage skill itself before it'll let you spend them on anything else--"

THAT was news to me, and I immediately nodded, pulling up the window for the Skill Sage skill itself. So far I had basically no growth points for the skill, but when I tapped on the Growth Points total itself, one of the "???" markers in the menu that popped up suddenly shined and became a new entry, in an inactive color:




	[ USE GROWTH POINTS (SELF) - 25GP ]






I nodded to myself. Most likely, my growth rank was going to rise now that I had more knowledge of the skill, but I'd still have to grind a little more before I could unlock it. I--

No you don't.

I paused.

I can move points around, remember? They're just things on the thing. Here. Merry, suddenly no longer trying to jam a window into my mental eyes, moved around in my head, and then I felt points moved into Skill Sage. The interface window, obligingly, changed color, showing that option as unlockable, and I pressed it.

Oh hey, that's... interesting. Hang on, let me study this. To me, the only immediately obvious change was that a number of other "???" entries shifted colors, still looking "unavailable" but... less so. I studied the window, wondering what it would take to get knowledge of the other unlockables, and realized the old woman was still talking.

"...not really able to do that even at the highest levels, but well, there are other options. Ha! Anyway, there are always things to learn and do for a Skill Sage, but really, when it comes down to it, your best option is simply to go out and learn by doing. That's how growth happens. All you can really do is enable people to grow into their skills the way they're meant to. It's really what us old fogies are for, isn't it... teaching people, yes, but always with a mind that they'll teach themselves in the end. Like my husband Marv used to say, it's not about teaching a man to fish, it's teaching him how to learn to fish..."

Okay, the knowledge pack she had includes a bunch of these unlockables. The first one says, 'Show unlock names (1)' for ten points and the second one says 'Use growth points (Target)' for 25. That's, uh, kind of a lot of points to spend, but I bet we want that first one, yeah? Let me move those points over...

Importantly, Merry telling me what the question-mark entries were didn't unlock them the way hearing it from the old woman did, which was... interesting, I guess. But Merry moved ten points over from Telekinesis, and I purchased the first entry that lit up, watching for any change.

However, none of the skills on this list got a new name, even though Merry had a list of a few of them. Maybe it was restricted to low-cost skills?  Everything here was expensive, at least compared to the basically-nothing that was my GP total.  Instead of staring at that display for any longer, I closed it and opened the list for my Telekinesis Skill. And I found... a thing.




	[ UNLOCK SKILL "PYROKINESIS" ] - 50



	[ UNLOCK SKILL "CRYOKINESIS" ] - 50



	[ UNLOCK SKILL "LUMOKINESIS" ] - 50



	[ UNLOCK SKILL "PSYCHOKINESIS" ] - 50



	[ UNLOCK SKILL "ELECTROKINESIS" ] - 50



	[ UNLOCK SKILL "TELEKINETIC SENSE" ] - 100



	[ UNLOCK SKILL "TELEPATHY" ] - 50



	[ UNLOCK SKILL "PSIONIC DART" ] - 50



	(...)



	[ ADD SPECIALTY "FLIGHT (1-3)" ] - 25, 50, 100



	[ ADD SPECIALTY "SHARPEN (1-3)" ] - 25, 50, 100



	[ ADD SPECIALITY "SHIELD (1-3)" ] - 25, 50, 100



	[ ADD SPECIALTY "CONSERVE MP (1-3)" ] - 25, 50, 100



	[ ADD SPECIALTY "HEAVY LIFTING (1-3)" ] - 25, 50, 100



	[ ADD SPECIALTY "EXTEND RANGE (1-3)" ] - 25, 50, 100



	[ ADD SPECIALTY "MULTI (3,7)" ] - 50, 100



	(...)






The list went on and on, including a fair number of "???" entries past the end of what was revealed.  I stared at it in wonder, only realizing after Merry mentally kicked me again that I was spacing out. Even the old woman had stopped talking, and Louise was looking at me. "Jerry?"

"I got it," I told her. "I got Skill Sage working. I... I can do a whole bunch of things."

She got kind of an odd look on her face, but then cleared it with a smile. "Good for you! Do you have anything else to ask the librarian about?"

I wanted to say 'no', and just run off and study this list of unlocks for... well, forever, maybe, but there was a question that had been burning a hole in my pocket ever since I got a particular item from the Beanpole. I nodded, trying to find a way to phrase the question, and cleared all the windows to avoid distraction.

"Thank you, that really helped," I replied, very late, to the old woman. "May I ask... what skills do you know of with the system tag, 'Soulforged'?"

Again, Merry's hand reached for a window I could not see, but the old woman just looked me up and down for a minute, as though thinking. Then, she smiled.

Oh boy, offered Merry. I, uh, I'm not sure you're going to like the answer.

"Well, now, boy, that's an interesting question. I'm surprised that you have to ask, what with you being the one in charge of the whole tag full of 'em." She pushed her feet back, letting the rocking chair rock backwards. "Well, hardly a surprise. A man like you... bah." She rocked forward, and paused there. "Youngsters like you, always thinking you can charge off into the wilderness all on your lonesome... back in my day, all a man needed was religion, wine, and a good book, and they could take on the world. And folks today, they've forgotten that..."

Merry, a little help? I was surprised when the fairy, instead of answering, shushed me and directed my attention back to the old woman.

"...sure as rain, we grow by fighting, by facing challenges. But the source of that growth's always been the gods, hasn't it?" The woman finally rocked her chair back again. "Kids, always eager to take all the burdens on themselves, but it's only after you find religion that you find yourself. That's what Marv always said..."

Okay, yeah, no, she's not actually going to get to it. I don't know why I thought... uh. Yeah, you're... you're supposed to work with a god to make stuff for your class. That's why they have towers in the Dungeons. It's not like... it's not about, like... churches, I guess. There's a point to it.

Immediately after Merry said that, as though someone was literally watching over my shoulder, my all-but-forgotten request for a new Class Feature, which I'd made before fighting the Harpy boss, snapped to. I'd wanted a way to upgrade my manifested items, and the window that popped up made three things immediately clear:




	[ CREATE CLASS SKILL 'ENHANCEMENT SAGE' - TIER 3 (500CP) ]






First, clearly, as Merry had said, the Gods were the ones who would create skills if I asked. Second, they--or at least one--was very definitely watching me. And three... they were not all that fucking happy with me ignoring them.

Oh... yeah, they're, uh. There's something there, alright. Wow. I guess we, uh, better find a chance to talk to them, sooner or later.

As though Merry's thoughts had created it, there was suddenly a Quest box inserting itself above everything else in my Dungoneer's Interface.




	[ MEET THE DUNGEON GOD [KALAMITUS] IN THE DUNGEON 'GALVESTON WHARF' ]



	A patron god of the Dungeon has requested a meeting to discuss your fate and future.



	TIME LIMIT: 5 Months
	ACCEPT: 250 [Class Points]
	FORFEIT: [ Death ]






I looked at the window, my insides growing cold as I pondered the obvious, straightforward, and unapologetically heavy-handed message before me.

"Jerry?" Louise's voice was a little worried.

"I guess I've figured out what we're doing after we leave this place," I whispered to myself, or possibly to Merry, or Louise, or possibly to nobody at all.

In response to that whisper, and with a suddenness that I would definitely call "smug", the "Accept Prize" of the Quest window ticked up from 250 to 300 class points. Realizing that hesitation would likely lower the prize just as quickly, I hesitantly moved my finger over the button, and with a heavy resignation, pressed it.

A presence I had scarcely been aware of, but definitely felt, now, vanished, and I swallowed again.

            

    
        41.  Crunching numbers, crushing corpses

    
    
    
    
                With that matter momentarily resolved, and after summarizing it briefly for Louise, there were a couple inward-facing things that were actually incredibly important that I look at right now, starting with spending my Class Points.

With the sudden and unexpected bonus Class Points, I actually now had over 500, enough for a Tier 3 Class Feature, which the newly proposed Skill would be. As much as it sounded like that was an immediate win... if this "Enhancement Sage" worked like Skill Sage, it would require higher levels, or a substantial influx of Growth Points, before it was really useful.

Oh, yeah, hey, uh, I rolled my eyes at Merry's sudden string of filler words as she fumbled around inside my head somewhere. Oh, yeah, okay. Uh... so about the Skill Sage stuff. The... the screen mostly went away but I kept pieces of it, and uh, the skill levels of stuff are... oops, I broke it. Uh, the level is supposed to really be the thing that gives you your power, so the points are supposed to be used to make certain uses easy or to unlock brand new stuff, like with the Telekinesis, right? Only that doesn't work for some skills where it's all inside the interface, like the Sage skills. The levels themselves can't do much. I mean yeah, I guess they can make the descriptions better or something, but it's not like you pick up more weight with the Sage skill. If they held it back until you were high level it would be useless for, like, forever.

So instead because it's, uh, it's really all about rewarding people who are good, I guess, there's like... an affinity stat, which I guess is hidden, since you don't see it on your own things? I dunno. So your Sage has an affinity, and each use of the... argh, part of this is missing... uh, I guess Growth Rank...?

Merry, I chided her quietly. You're giving me a headache.

The fairy, with her half-lidded eyes and pensive expression, popped up into my vision and gave me a sheepish grin, one hand grasping a broken piece of interface window, with writing on it too small for me to make out. Right, okay, sorry, I guess I'm saying that, uh, if there is a Sage skill, unless it can unlock itself like Skill Sage can, it should be usable right away, just like all skills are, right? Like... unlocking Skill Sage is kind of a test of Skill Sage. So if you have this other Sage thing for your item... things... or the... stuff that goes on them? It'll have its own restrictions, like maybe levels of stuff or whatever, but you won't need Skill Sage to use it first. That wouldn't make sense.

I knew she was trying to be helpful, but it seemed like it took her a long while just to get to the most reasonable conclusion anyway. Still, I shrugged and gave her a pleasant, Okay, thanks, before going back to staring at the mental window that was the Tier 3 Feature window.

This was a thing I'd been waiting for, and--clearly in exchange for me agreeing to meet immediately--a Dungeon God had not just permitted it, but made it so I could do it now. I wasn't an intensely religious person, but there was obviously a strong pointer here that I was being intentionally given a thing I wanted and asked for. The question remained, of course: did I ask for the right thing? Because I was still kind of guessing.

Still, I spent the class points, and I could feel (and see in Merry's reaction) a weird wave emanate from me when I did. Oh, yeah, that was fun, actually. Like, the skill's not just real, now; it's... different from the others. Neat.

Skill Sage said the following about my new skill:




	[ Enhancement Sage ] [ Foundation: Soulforged ] [ Origin ] Level 0



	The Enhancement Sage ability allows you to examine and alter enhancements on an item or item-like ability.  You may recycle enhancements for [ Forge Points ].  You may move [ Forge Points ] into and out of items and item-like abilities.
Soulforged: This skill may be used at [ +10 ] on [ Soulforged ] abilities.  You may unlock some sealed enhancements on [ Soulforged ] abilities.
Origin: Skillbook cost: 10000 Experience plus 5000 Experience per charge.






"Holy shit," I whispered. It honestly hadn't occurred to me that the Skill would work on non-soulforged items and... what even counted as a non-soulforged 'item-like ability'? A defensive barrier, maybe?

"Something good?" offered Louise, hopefully, and I explained it in brief.

"...on top of everything else, the window suggests that since I created the ability, I can just inherently create skillbooks for it, if I spend experience." I paused, running the numbers in my head. I was now level 41, which meant that I had 41000 total experience needed to level up. I could certainly grind a lot of experience and sell a bunch of skill books...

...except, I was already forgetting, Harry was going to just hand me a giant stack of cash (or a check or credit card or something) as soon as I got out, probably more than I'd ever need. It was weird how that thought didn't completely deflate the rising sense of greed in me--the money I could get for selling skillbooks felt right, like I was getting rewarded for doing the right thing, even as I didn't need more money right now. And even if I was able to drop a whole bunch of skillbooks for a big stack of cash... the books would do the most good for low-level divers, right? So if I made them too expensive, only the fat-cats would make use of them. If I gave them away cheap, this sick feeling of greed would doubtless be disappointed, but...

"That is so cool," Louise said, her eyes alight again. "Are you going to open a school, where you teach people how to use it?"

...there was that, too. I laughed, feeling that sense of greed finally receding a bit. The skill book itself was valuable, sure, but expertise and understanding was, too. I shook it off, trying to put my thoughts back in order.

Hey, uh, on the topic of keeping your priorities straight, uh, Merry put the broken piece of interface away and started to slide back out of sight, though she kept her shoulders and head there, as though hanging off the ledge with her elbows. You were gonna look into that cultivation stuff, too, right? That means spending the experience stuff. You don't want to be low on that when you go looking for a teacher.

I let out an exasperated sigh and flopped backwards on the floor. "Merry reminded me that Cultivation also needs experience. So yes, I could give away a bunch of skill books right now, but what I probably want to do is leave the dungeon almost topped off." I paused, and directed a question to her. Has it stopped feeding experience to the broken things? I did get a level...

It's doing that less and less, but it hasn't stopped, she replied. When you got those big mean guys, it came in like a flood. I admit I took a little bit of it, too. It's, uh, tasty? It actually tastes like the guy you beat. Weird, right? Kind of metal and cloth and a little leaf and, uh, sweat and skin and muscles. Merry gave me a wide, satisfied toothy grin that I thought was... a little bit suspicious, in an I-don't-want-to-know way.

That did remind me, though. Since I was already on my back looking up at the ceiling, I just spoke directly. "Hey, Administrator, I'd like to talk to you."

Oddly, considering how often that had worked, nothing happened.

I frowned, wondering if something--the god or angel or whatever, maybe--was getting in the way. She had suggested that the Fairy was helpful; was there a reason she was not willing to talk now? Perhaps she was busy? "Administrator? Uh... well, if you can hear me, I think we should talk... privately, I mean. I can just say what I'm thinking, and you seem to be able to hear me, but..."

After another moment of no response, I just shrugged and tried saying what I was thinking, anyway. "I... can't explain, probably not even directly to you, what happened, but um, the thing where your mini-bosses, the Caesars, drop corpses, is... probably more powerful than you meant it to be, because of an ability I have. You might want to give them a rare drop instead, simply because if I go down and keep grinding them, I could have an army of those things to take into the Dungeon. I know..." I flinched as the NDA appeared again. "Argh, I can't mention it. But, um, I'd be willing to trade some or all of those corpses back, if you would be willing to trade me something."

Again, no response, but there was an odd feeling in the air, as though something was listening. Given that she had proven capable of just creating a specter to prove that my spirit sense, or whatever, was real--side note, Merry, remind me to ask for a class feature spiritual sense or something--did that mean that she was letting me know she was there? Or was it something else?

I licked my lips and cleared my throat. "Because of the... fight I'm going to be having... I'd really like a fight trainer that is as good as that guy was. I had the thought when I was fighting them that if I had a pet or something that could do that, that was far better than me trying to... you know, make use of the corpses. Well... I don't know, maybe you don't know what I mean." I sighed. "It's... the skill name is Devil's Rebirth Contract. It's... I traded for it... previously. Um." I felt embarrassed. "I don't... want to use it, even on monsters."

The strong sense in the area peaked for a moment, and the old woman stood up from her rocker, fetching a cane that probably hadn't been there a moment before, and hobbled forward towards me. Louise's head turning is what caught my attention, and by the time I sat up to look at her, the old woman was standing there, staring at me, her face very stern and serious.

"Powers, boy, but you made yourself a nasty bargain. I thought I smelled something rotten on you." She tilted her head back to look down her nose at me, which was a contrast to her usual posture, where her head was tilted forwards, idly. "My, my. For all that you say you don't want to use it, there's no question you know what it does, now is there? Naughty boy."

I... without trying to act or anything, I just couldn't keep looking up at the old woman NPC. Genuinely, I didn't... want to have a conversation about this. It had been enough of a risk when talking to Louise; I probably shouldn't have even said it out loud. I wouldn't have, except that the Administrator wouldn't answer me.

"Very well, boy," the old librarian said out of nowhere. "I can hear old Marv telling me from the other side that I shouldn't let you be tempted. Give me the strapping young lads, and I'll see if I can make a toy out of them for you."

I should not have been surprised, but all of a sudden a very basic Quest appeared before me:




	Defy the Devil



	Give freely that which you might have taken for yourself.



	REQUIRES: [ Victorian Barbarian Caesarian ] Corpse (Perfect) x3
	REWARD: [ Victorian Caesarian Gentleman ]






I... well, I accepted the deal, and when the "Quest completable" notification immediately popped up, I accepted that too, watching the items pop into view and disappear into the quest box.

"Hrmmmm..." the old woman looked down at her free hand, for a moment, as though the bodies lay there between her fingers. "Strapping young lads, indeed. My, you could have been quite a troublemaker if you'd tried to be. Just like my old Marv, hah!" She squeezed her hand shut as through crushing something, and made a gesture like she was tossing the result to me, resulting in a pop-up notification that my item had been delivered. "A nasty bargain, it seems, but you did well to resist it. That kind of power is a nasty thing. Well... there are many nasty things in this world, young man." She started to hobble in a semi-circle, moving back towards her chair, but paused to turn and look at me one last time. "Be sure that you resist those other nasty things too."

I nodded at her, and immediately stood and fished the new pocket Caesar out. Like Cassandra, he was now a "Pet" item--which was nice, even though this was specifically labeled as a 'Non-combat' pet. That suited me fine; he could help me train my weapon skills, instead of being used to help clear the dungeons directly. That was more than enough.

When he appeared, he looked exactly like the Barbarian version, except that his Victorian clothes were properly sized and not ripped to pieces, and he was exactly my height, which I doubted was a coincidence. His sword was sheathed, and his shield slung over his back, and he immediately went to one knee, his head bowed until he could be kissing his kneecap. "Ah, Lord Jerald, you honor me with your presence." Instead of dwelling in that posture, he immediately looked up, and I thought his face was a little kinder than the barbarians. "I was told you were in need of a sword trainer. Is that so?"

"Indeed, my friend," I said, some buried thespian in me stirring, even as I smiled. "Not here and now, I think, but I wanted to meet you. I was... impressed by the strength of your brethren--"

"Brethren, Lord Jerald, they are not," he said, his head sliding back as he took some offense. "I am not like others of my blood, Lord. They have no loyalties at all. They are like... barbarians, uncouth and undesirable. I've no fight left in me, Jerald, or I would hunt them all down at your side, but alas, it is not to be."

I raised a hand in a gesture I thought was conciliatory. "It is nothing, friend. I will deal with the matter of them soon enough. And later, you will give me some advice, I hope."

"Of course, Lord Jerald, of course." He smiled easily and bowed his head. "Then, if you have no use of me..."

I unsummoned my "pet" and shook my head, only to become aware of a high pitched noise that turned out to be Louise squeeing in my general direction.

"Oh my god, I knew it!" she said, and she made her next sentence somehow sound like it was meant entirely and unapologetically as a compliment: "You're a LARPer!"

I just sighed at her.

            

    
        42. Do not render unto Caesar...

    
    
    
    
                After everything that happened, the rest of my rest was actually pretty straightforward: I didn't spend any time thinking about the new Enhancement Sage stuff, and instead stared at my list of telekinesis skill improvements and decided on a small handful of them: "Telekinetic Sense", which (as I'd hoped) turned out to be a passive skill, Psychokinesis (mostly because I was curious what the difference was), and Sharpen 1. The last, as you might expect, just made it easier to do what I was already doing when I enhanced strikes with my Telekinesis--it felt more natural, and when I focused on adding it to my weapon, I could tell I was just plain doing it better.

Psychokinesis, as it turned out, was some version of Telekinesis that used a poorly-defined glowing green "energy" that was visible in the air, rather than being a kind of transparent force effect. Unlike raw telekinesis, psychokinetic energy could (when I chose) just be damaging to whatever it touched, even if it wasn't actively applying force or sharp, but it wasn't some well defined type of damage like fire or lightning or light or whatever. It was just... "energy". Mana, maybe. I didn't know, and neither did Merry or Skill Sage.

And telekinetic sense... at my current level, was a lot more limited than my sense when I was in my telekinetic trance, but it was entirely passive, to the point where I had to actively toggle it off if I wanted to have peace. Aside from that, it felt like that trance did, which meant it was a lot of what I wanted from that trance. I sensed things without looking, and had a grasp of center of mass and force, even though those details were a lot fainter than they'd been before.

After all of that, and after saying a polite goodbye to the (non-barbarian) librarian, we walked back over to the edge and looked down on the world, to discover a very unpleasant fact: Louise and I being up in this secret area had not stopped the Caesarians from spawning beneath us. While apparently, the timer had been slowly increasing in duration, so that fewer and fewer spawned over time, that was not enough to prevent a mass of deathly Italian men in English suits and bronze plate armor from flooding the floor beneath us.

I counted sixteen of them, cursing every last one of them as I did so. I'd been hoping that I could duel one or two of them to test out my new abilities; no such luck. In fact, the sixteen of them would probably be too much even for me to keep suspended with my telekinesis while I dueled with the remainder.

Nor were they wandering aimlessly; they all locked eyes with me as soon as my face appeared above them. When Louise came forward to see what I was looking at, about half split their attention to her. It was eerie, even before considering that the mass was, I calculated roughly, 100% capable of killing me in a straight fight.

"Welp," I said, entirely aware of my earlier hubris, "time to run."

"Do you think we can get away?" Louise put her hand on my arm. "There's a lot of them."

"I think--Merry thinks, we think--that they are there to force us to rush past all the hazards of this floor. So they will not be fast, most likely, just relentless." I put my arm around her and lifted the two of us with my skill. "...but even in the worst case, I'm pretty sure we'd be able to escape, yeah."

And so down we flew, and the crowd of Caesars walked, unhurriedly, after us, their level gazes full of death. It was something like being chased by a crowd of ancient Terminators, if they had gone a more classic route in their character designs.

Once we got a thousand feet ahead or so, I set us down, and we both hurried on on foot. I had my Executioner Sword out, and after piling on all the enhancements I had and adding extra telekinetic sharpness, hurriedly smashed anything else that came after us so that we could keep moving.

And frankly, after facing down a few Caesars, the rest were kind of a relief. First of all, with Louise now having read a skill book, none of the Librarians would attack us, though I'm sure if I attacked them first, it would be a different story. The rest--the custodians and the birds--even if they took a couple chops to get rid of, that wasn't nearly as scary as a ruthless, relentless enemy that endured those chops while unerringly aiming to remove your spleen.

"You know," I mentioned to Louise as I finished off a naked custodian, "this is kind of the difference between me and normal people."

Louise had been conspicuously trying to not stare at either the nakedness, or the violence, or both. And... probably also trying not to look back at the horde of Caesars. They scared me, so I had no doubt they scared her, too. "What do you mean?" she asked, forcing herself to keep looking around aimlessly.

"I mean not being scared because I've seen worse. Or... worse relative to where I was at the time." We moved forward, and I eyed a Barbarian Chair that was just sitting there, but made no move against it. Most things here seemed to have a trigger, though I didn't know what the Custodian's deal was, yet. Anyway, I'd bet that smashing a chair would call all of its brothers to attack. "The fight against the Caesars... it took me a minute before I was sure I wasn't going to die in single combat against them, even though I could pick them up and throw them. I still can't beat them with just my sword, but... but that's not the point. It's not just about feeling fear, it's the fact that, in the fight against a really overpowered thing, the fear is entirely rational. When you don't know, you hesitate. But when you know... I mean, the first time I saw the Librarians on the last level, yeah, I was just a touch scared, but it wasn't the same. That was less of a rational fear, just... fear of the unknown."

Louise fully caught up with me and walked beside me, studying my face or eyes or something, and I looked back at her. She nodded, after a minute. "Were you afraid of the Harpy boss?"

I hesitated, and I knew that hesitation was in my voice, as well. "Yes? I was scared before I saw the fight, scared when I considered that I didn't know some of the little things, like the status effect and what was scary around the edges. When I decided to go for a challenge fight, that was terrifying, because it might have been even worse that it turned out to be, and as I saw how the difficulty was higher, and that there was a real chance of dying, there was rational fear there. But it never felt like it was the most dangerous thing I'd ever faced. Once I ran out of unknowns, there was a long list of things I had to do in order to not die, and I... I could just go down that list and say, yep, I can handle this, as long as I'm careful."

"In a way," I admitted, as two birds and a custodian suddenly decided to stop leaning on a chair and come after us, "I guess I was trying to relive that... that feeling of discovering that I can win against odds that seem... suicidal. Because I can. I doubted myself for decades, I held myself back, I let other people push me around..." I grit my teeth, and paused my speech long enough to knock one of the comedian birds away (they had status attacks and threw razor feathers, but mostly just charged you and pecked and clawed at you) before braining the custodian (who had some kind of water powers, was definitely pushing some kind of aura that didn't affect me, and also liked to hit you in the face with a mop) and pushing him away with psychokinesis that was roughly in the shape of my open palm, which did just a tiny bit of damage, but definitely didn't throw him as far as Telekinesis did. "...I didn't have to," I finished the thought. "I really was strong enough."

And then, as if to prove it, I dispatched the enemies, and we walked on.

It was only a minute later that we got to the end of the first level, and as we approached the wall, as we'd suspected, gravity flipped, and the floor that we'd seen "above" us became our floor. Above us, the Caesars we'd left behind kept marching forward, proving that the point of this floor really was for it to be a gauntlet--they would keep following us until the end. So we kept going, too, through a huge flock of yelling birds, a smattering of idiots with books, and entirely too many naked men with mops.

To my surprise, the end of this floor had another gravity reversal as soon as we jumped off the edge, leading us to be upside-down again, but on the reverse side of the floor we were just on--effectively, we were now exactly where the "library" house had been, proving that the dungeon really wasn't set up the way it pretended to be. The other end of this had another reversal opposite another pit, which I suppose meant we were going to have this floor and another three more before we were done. The mind-bending maze-like qualities of the place might have been confusing, if it wasn't all laid out in a straight line; all we really had to do was keep going and we should reach the exit.

Halfway through this section, though, was a large, hand-lettered sign. It just said, "FASTER". Louise and I looked at each other, sighed, and picked up the pace. As we passed the sign, behind us, the Caesars, who were slowly filtering through the gravity reversal, started to jog a bit as well.

As expected, the end of the road led to a reversal, and that reversal led us to a floor with no pits--instead, the opposite side also would let us flip to the ceiling. The enemies were not getting any tougher, so we just continued on, easily clearing this floor and getting to the next flip unharmed. Almost as soon as we got there, we spotted another sign: "FASTER!"

We obliged, watching the progress of the Caesarian horde above and behind us. We weren't going flat out yet, but it was uncomfortable. The end of this floor had a pit, and that simply had us swivel around to the underside of the platform again--at the end of this, doubtless, was the exit, finally.

A final sign was waiting for us, though. "RUN!"

We ran, with me carefully watching Louise's stamina as well as my own. By about halfway through the floor, my own footing slipped, and I just picked up the two of us with Telekinesis and finished the sprint that way.

There was a "Safe" sign by the exit, complete with a line painted on the ground, and we paused on the other side of that. The line of Caesars continued sprinting on the last stretch towards us, stone-faced and with weapons threatening, not bothering to slow as they approached the line. That was incredibly unnerving, bringing to mind, again, the Terminator's stone-faced emotionless pursuit, but I trusted that any explicit rule of the Dungeon would be maintained. And finally, as the first Caesar dashed across the line, his sword coming up...

...he poofed into smoke, as did every Caesar that followed him.

"OOOOH MY GOD", breathed Louise, sucking up huge lungfulls of air. "That was SO stressful."

I started to agree, but it just turned into a laughing fit that I couldn't quite explain. It seemed contagious, though, as Louise joined in. We fell over on the ground, the measured outflow of air associated with laughing making it difficult to breathe deeply enough to catch our breaths, but we managed.

And once we had a few minutes to get some water and clean up, we moved on.

            

    
        43.  The end of the rhyme scheme, at least

    
    
    
    
                If floor twelve had been a "straight-forward" gravity maze, the thirteen wasn't straightforward at all. It was, in fact, the kind of nonsensical two-plane gravity-flipping maze that was best described with a picture, not with words. And no, I'm not going to draw you one. I never discovered the layout of the floor, because I could bypass it.

There were, basically, two mazes--floor and ceiling. The gravity flipper let you switch between them, going straight up, but whichever side you were on, the walls only went up so high so that you could get a good look at the opposite side of the maze, but unlike floor three of this dungeon, there was no invisible ceiling, so I could go over every wall I ran into. A little disappointing, but I was also frankly in a place, mentally, where I wanted to unload and process things for a while. Under different circumstances, I might have just camped out for a week or more until I got my head straight... but... Mel had responded saying they'd wait for us to catch up, and frankly, I was eager to get out of this place if only to get some real sleep.

At the same time, there was so much else to learn and do, and I was pretty sure I'd need experience and levels and... too much. Too much. I needed to clear my head. I relied on my intuition enough that when it was overwhelmed, I was overwhelmed. Merry would occasionally pipe up in my head with some little bit of trivia that she'd figured out that helped me wrap my head around things, but at this point, she was also something new that I had to integrate into my new life.

Anyway, Louise also ended up wanting a short break before we found the exit; she didn't actually seem all that comfortable with all of the telekinetic grabbing and flight stuff, which was a little disappointing, but understandable. So, we found a nice quiet corner and she practiced her spell singing for a bit--nothing ambitious, just using a song to carry the effects of a minor healing spell to the two of us. Cassie came out to help--not that she needed the help, but we both liked the little phoenix, and Cassie always seemed eager to be out. We learned a few things about the skill--for example, Louise could pick whatever song, but there seemed to be some kind of weird affinity between music and spells that was hard to map; meanwhile, the parts of the song where she wasn't singing, humming, or whistling still produced a magical effect, but much less, and it disappeared when her concentration slipped. Cassie, when she amplified the skill, would also add a little bit of background synth that apparently matched the music in Louise's head even if she wasn't singing, which was a neat trick.

Cassie, as an aside, seemed to be really happy that she was being used with musical skills. She did, to some degree, also seem to be missing me, as the little synth phoenix immediately came over to me and gave me a friendly headbutt when Louise released her, and again in between songs, clearly requesting--and receiving--some scratches. Merry seemed to think I was being overly sentimental, judging by her grumbling, but maybe she was just j--I'm not jealous. I grinned to myself, but didn't challenge the fairy.

That brief rest aside, I didn't find anything interesting about floor thirteen or our time in it. As often happened with exposure, the enemies had stopped being interesting, and they weren't enough of a challenge to me that I needed to go out of my way to master them--not except for a handful of Caesars that were scattered at major intersections in the maze, but these had been down-leveled enough that they were almost standard floor enemies. Their skills were still good, but they couldn't take the hits or deal the same damage, which meant they were no better to fight against than my own pocket Caesar would be when I got out of here.

I didn't honestly expect floor fourteen to be any more interesting, and the first part at least wasn't that much more complicated--this floor was extra tall, with two circular mazes opposite one another on the floor and ceiling, like the last level, but suspended in between the center of both mazes was a small floating rock that looked like a tiny island, and from what I could tell, you were supposed to actually solve the maze and arrive at that island from the exact center of the circle, which (I suppose) was normally hard to do, at least without a map. I mean, the maze wasn't that convoluted--it would be tough for those who couldn't see it, but once you had a map, it wasn't that confusing, with large sections that could be ruled out and even, I thought, some sections of the map that you just plain couldn't enter. I... recognized the potential for those to be secrets, but didn't care about that for now.

Now, you say, this floor sounds totally unfair, because most people can't see the map of the maze, right? Except you can. Once gravity switches, you look up at the maze on the other side. People with poor spatial intelligence might not be able to easily map the bridges from one side to the other, but at least theoretically, with time, paper, and pencil, you had everything you needed to crack the puzzle.

Anyway, I skipped all that. Had some fights, when I felt like it, which was less and less right now. I went to the center on the side I started out on, and found a ten-man formation of lower-level Caesars standing guard over the front of the hallway. All of them were seated on Chairians. That sounded like a fun fight, right? Maybe I'd get to see what they actually did.

The Caesar at the front nodded to me, politely. "The Lord of All Chairs appreciates that you did not harm his underlings. You may pass."

I stared at him. He was serious. The chair under him, I realized belatedly, was made of gold. I... couldn't see most of the details because an ancient roman man was covering most of them, but there had to be, like, ornate carvings, jewels, that kind of thing, right? The lord of all chairs?

"You're not going to fight them?" whispered Louise, as though something must be seriously wrong with me.

I was sorely tempted, and I said so.

But in spite of healing quite a bit, my head hurt, and we were alone, and I really didn't think that the Lord of All Chairs was the boss monster of level 14--just a distraction that would mess me up in time for the boss fight. If they had decided to fight me of their own accord, I would have delighted in it, but as soon as I couldn't justify the fight as "necessary", I was just... tired.

I moved past the optional boss, feeling like I wanted to sulk. I was a battle maniac; I had realized that about myself long ago. But now I had a fairy and a girlfriend and I guess a pet phoenix, and a quest to kill and possibly save the life of at least one person, and an ability that apparently was rare enough that I was the first, which meant I had to go out and help the world...

I was tired. In a sense, this should have been what I wanted--an acknowledgement that I really was the kickass fighter I had faced death in order to become. So why the hell did being a fighter have to come with a schedule full of bullshit? Pains that had nothing to do with me failing a challenge, and everything to do with powers beyond my control? Social obligations that frankly, made no sense to me at all?

The end of the hallway wasn't a floor exit, as I'd guessed--just another gravity reversal. I stood and looked up at the island above, trying to determine what the next challenge would be, but it looked like the island above was actually a shrunk-down version of something larger, and I could make out no details.

"Are YOU ready?" I asked Louise, and she nodded, eagerly. As often as she'd been delighted by the Administrator's sense of whimsy, and given how I'd been successful at keeping her safe, she seemed to be fascinated rather than scared.

I just grunted and moved into the gravity-reversal field. As I thought, as we fell up towards the island, it seemed to grow beneath our feet, until we stood at the top of a ruined castle.

The entire island was full of ruins--stone buildings, every one, all ancient looking, Greek- or Roman-era buildings in a tightly packed city. The path between the ruined buildings was never straight; if you couldn't fly, you had better have been practicing your cornering from the mazes before, because I could see no four-way intersections, only corners and tees.

I had a nervous minute thinking there would be an involved combat in that stone warren. Maybe being hunted by a single agile predator; maybe a horde, like zombies, though my instincts immediately, and correctly, discarded that possibility simply because I couldn't come up with a single damned type of undead that ended in "-ian".

No, we quickly discovered that the whole island was the boss room, as a noise from behind forced us to turn around and revealed a goddamn nightmare. It was a wooden doll one hundred stories tall with little articulated joints, suspended from absolutely nothing by thin, shining wires. The head had no hair or face, although it was shaped with some accuracy--a flat space for the face to be drawn on, a ridged forehead, a prominent nose, bumps for ears, but no mouth. And... I could swear in the first moments I saw it, it was dabbing. After no more than a moment of that, though, its arms fell to its waist and it straightened, accompanied by the sound of rattling wood, and looked proudly out at its domain, that is to say, the ruined island. A moment later, a trident proportional to its height fell from nowhere and impacted the ground next to it, which it attempted to snag, but its hands had no finger joints.

In trying to catch the trident, it stumbled and fell over. Not only did the fall shake the island, but from our perch atop it, it was clear as it flopped around slightly that the ruins beneath it had been flattened, the stone becoming gravel or powder or just smashed into the ground beneath, hard to tell.

Not gonna tell you your business boss, but...

I didn't need to be told; even my hubris had its limits, and the seismic event created when the thing fell over was not minor. It was more like the entire island shifted several inches, which if it was really supposed to be floating in between the floors (though probably not literally), maybe it did actually get knocked around by the impact. Whichever it was, I grabbed Louise's hand and ran, using telekinesis to drop down off the castle in a single controlled bound towards some convenient cover.

"What the heck was that?" Louise asked, her voice having lost some of its wonder, as we ducked behind a section of wall slightly taller than either of us.

"Well, according to the words above its head," I said, trying my hardest to keep my sanity, "a Gargantuan Atlantean Barbarian Marion...ette. And another word, I think. Titan maybe? I was distracted." I paused, and then just echoed what Merry told me: "Thespian."

From the grinding noises, the Marionette got to its feet, and we risked a peek over a roughly shoulder-height section that was nearby. The monster put both hands to about where its cheeks should be, as though shocked. Then, swiftly, one hand went to its forehead, and the other outstretched, to the side, and it leaned away from it as though to ward away bad news. After a moment, it slumped just slightly and dropped its arms, as though... at that point, honestly, I kind of gave up on trying to read all of its overdramatic motions.

"How are you going to--"

"We aren't supposed to beat it. It's a stealth puzzle." I gestured around us to the walls, some full-human-height, some barely knee-high. "Unless that thing has astonishingly low health for its size, we're just supposed to find the exit or die trying."

Underscoring my words, the Marionette bent down and finally managed to grasp its trident, so quickly that it looked effortless, and spun around on one foot, dragging the points of it along the ground and throwing stone blocks... well, it was probably the equivalent of miles, honestly. It was a big room. After a revolution or two, it stopped, and suddenly pointed the trident at the castle where the two of us had first arrived. When it saw we weren't there, it dropped the tip of its spear and one hand went to where the mouth ought to be. It suddenly hopped into a wide stance, both hands going to the trident, as though it had just gotten serious and was now going to go hunting... or something.

Louise and I slinked back into cover. "Where should we start?"

My three guesses are the flip side of the island, behind it, or right where it's standing, offered Merry. The only other option is random, right? Gotta hope it's not that.

I silently agreed and looked at Louise. "Do you have Stealth?"

She shook her head. I paused and thought about it. I... had never actually tried this, but I shuffled around my powers for a moment before offering her a phantom Soulforged necklace. "This will let you activate the skill, but your level is going to be low. Stay close to me; it draws more mana the further you get away from me."

She took the necklace and slipped it on, frowning at something in her interface, but after a moment, her outline grew a little dimmer. "I told you I'm not going to let you leave me behind, Jerry. I'm not changing that now that my life depends on it."

Even as a party member, can she see you when you're stealthed? Maybe you should hold her hand.

I didn't actually need Merry's advice on that, as Louise and I slipped out into the ruins, hand in hand.

As a person who prided himself on facing death, I found that the longer I stared at the puppet, the more plausible it seemed that there was a canonical way to defeat it. Perhaps cutting the wires with ranged attacks; perhaps there was a section of the ruins that it could be lured to that would destroy it. But there was no question that the weight and power of that puppet was the real deal, and that getting caught under a foot, or caught by a weapon attack, was just flat out death. Perhaps if I was flying and just got hit by a swinging limb or something, I'd survive, but with the kind of power that the puppet was displaying just by existing, that seemed slim odds.

"Is this really just the third fucking biome of this dungeon," I asked, mostly rhetorically, under my breath as we found a place to take a look around. There were no obvious exits nearby, nor even an arrangement of rock that suggested there might be one. The most conspicuous features were the place the puppet had fallen, and the circle it had drawn with the trident, with a single circular clear point exactly in the center, where it had pivoted around its foot.

Just as Merry had suggested, that was the most likely candidate.

As we made our way there, the Marionette stomped around in a cartoonish mimicry of a hunter searching through the grasses for a rabbit or something. It... remained absolutely terrifying, even as I considered ways to kill it if need be, because the insane force of its footfalls shook the world around us, and as far as I could tell, it wasn't fake. It wasn't coming our direction, but if it did...

About three quarters of the way to the circle, our luck ran out. Louise had been unable to hold the Stealth ability, though she did keep trying. I... honestly wasn't sure that was the reason, and I wouldn't, couldn't blame her for it, but suddenly, the giant puppet jumped, and when we looked back, it was looking in our direction, and started running at us.

"STEALTH!" I hissed, and we dived behind a wall. I racked my brain, trying to think, but...

If it's playing dumb, and I think it is, it will come over here and look around, offered Merry. Probably not actually stand on you. This is early in the tower, right? It can't be THAT bad.

I clutched Louise to me and we hid behind a wall, in stealth, hoping that we were not going to be crushed by a foot or a gigantic trident. The shaking footfalls came closer; a brick fell on my head. The damage of that barely even registered, but the impact on my psyche of something touching me from above just about gave me a damn heart attack.

And then the noises stopped. We weren't dead. We didn't dare breathe, though. I could feel Louise trembling. I really didn't feel like looking up to see if it was there.

There was a single footfall and the sound of rattling wood. I was pretty sure it that meant it had turned, but I dared not trust the instinct. Slowly, very slowly, I got up and turned to look, still as deep in stealth as I could be.

It had turned about forty five degrees, yeah, and was looking off to my left, its head sweeping back and forth in comically wide arcs, the trident still held in both hands as though ready to stab something... well, something its size and immediately in front of it. It was a thespian, not a real hunter.

It suddenly turned ninety degrees so it was searching to my right. We remained in place, silently, me growing increasingly certain that with my good stealth and the partial cover, I wouldn't be seen.

Even so, when it suddenly stood up straight, I wanted to freak out. But it placed the butt of the trident on the ground and pretended to scratch its head, and then it turned and wandered off in another direction.

"We're okay," I told Louise, and we both started breathing again. "How about we go a little slower and take a break whenever your stealth drops like that, though."

Louise nodded emphatically, still breathing heavily. "Right... just... give me a minute. Hooh... boy."

We proceeded, at a slower pace, and successfully failed to get the marionette's attention.

When we got to the circle that the trident had etched into the island, we found another good sign that we were going in the right direction--normal-people-sized marionette guards. They were spaced about a hundred feet apart, and the three I could see were all different models--a fat one that slouched, one that stomped around restlessly, and one that stood rigidly at attention, labeled Heavyset, Upset, and Cadet Marionettes. We paused behind a wall so Louise could take a breather, then snuck past them without incident. It bugged me, a little, but at this point I was fully dedicated to just getting by.

The closer we got to the center of the circle--and it was a big circle, so it still took another ten minutes after we entered--the more guard puppets we saw, but now that I had telekinetic sense as a passive skill, we had no fear of literally running into one around a corner, and Louise's stealth was apparently good enough at more than twenty or so feet to fool them. None of them patrolled; they just stood there, looking in one direction for a while, and then turning with a loud wooden clatter--or in the case of the Upset Marionettes, they stomped around in a very narrow circle, pausing briefly about every ninety degrees, but more or less constantly shifting. I could see how it would actually be a thrilling puzzle for someone without the extra sense, but well, I just wasn't that into it.

And then there was a giant circular-ish crater with an exit in the center of it. A bunch of marionettes danced around the edge of the clearing, but we just ignored them and dashed for the exit and dove in.

            

    
        44.  I don't want to set the world on fire

    
    
    
    
                Fine, yes, another section of Dungeon more or less solo-cleared. Louse had helped, tangibly, but it was nothing I couldn't have cleared alone. Still, where I had previously been kind of academically thinking man I should look up information on these dungeon biomes before I enter, now that academic interest had turned into, fuck this, I'm going to look this shit up next time. The Caesars had been bad, but the fucking titanic death marionette was the last straw. I had no idea what kind of horrible monstrosity might be waiting, next time. Not being able to proudly say I went in blind simply didn't matter compared to not fucking doing that again.

Of course, I'd had that thought before, and yet here I was again. We'll see.

My lousy mood was made only more lousy when Jenna was waiting by the entrance to the town with, I kid you not, paper and pencil. She was clearly doing something else, because she was sitting on a stool and must have been there for hours, but she didn't miss our entrance or wait even a moment to spring on me.

"I have questions," she said suddenly, jumping up from her chair and moving forward. "I need to know what you know about skills and self-made--"

"No." I turned and pointed a finger at her, putting enough force in my voice that I could swear I felt it with my telekinetic sense--it wasn't loud, exactly, but there seemed to be something to it, but I put it instantly out of mind, and after a moment thought I must have imagined it. "I am miserable and hurting and need to lay down and we can talk later."

"I--" she paused, and looked confused, and I didn't care. I moved past her and headed straight for the inn.

"Do you want food?" asked Louise, matching my stride easily. "I mean, uh, do you want me to grab something now or when you wake up? Because you seem--"

I rubbed my head and tried to figure out an answer to that question, but what immediately sprang to mind was that more than food, I wanted to lay in bed with Louise and sulk until I passed out. "Later."

"Okay. I'm gonna go get--"

I couldn't--didn't want to--stop myself from reaching out and taking Louise's hand. "Later... please?"

I wasn't looking, exactly, though my new sense skill did tell me in all too much detail the change in posture that swept over Louise before she stepped closer to me, squeezed my hand, and said, "Okay."

The the next hour went exactly the way I needed it to, and that's all I could ask.

I felt a lot better eight hours or so later. I sent messages to Mel telling her I'd meet with them all at their convenience, to Jenna apologizing, and to Harry to let him know I'd be leaving soonish. Louise offered me a plate of fried eggs and about half a plate of damn fine bacon, and we talked a little about what we'd gone through, as much just to wrap our heads around the crazy life we led as anything.

And then we went to meet Mel's group in the tavern. They weren't drinking, at least not now. Jenna also had her paper and pencil out, and strangely, so did Mel. Was that a Dungeoneer trick or something? Was there some reason not to use a smartphone? I didn't bother asking.

"Can I presume you beat the Marionette to death with its own limbs?" asked Mel with a wry smile that I just kind of blindly assumed hid a bunch of jealousy.

"Hell no," I said, not bothering to hide the fact that it bothered me. I tried to put a humorous spin on it, adding what I hoped was a sarcastic edge to my voice, even though that spin was more or less the truth. "I had a headache. Can't topple titans with a headache. Next time I come through, I'll be sure to kill it a good ten times in a row to make up for it."

Mel snorted, but seemed relieved to know that I wasn't that fucking overpowered. I decided not to mention the Caesars.

"How did the thing with the Fairy go?" asked Will, fidgeting with a bit of finger food but not actually eating it--fried cheese sticks, I thought. They might have been fish sticks or something, but the smell was wrong for that.

"Well..." I shrugged. "It worked, but for the first time since becoming a Dungeoneer it felt really truly painful. Like... you know how all the pain is kind of dulled and you can just get through things most of the time? Not that, and inside my head."

There were some winces around the table, and Robert, the tank, chewed his lip for a moment before speaking. "So what's the benefit?"

"A bunch of things. I... well, look, I don't feel like keeping secrets, right now, but don't spread this too far, I think," I demurred, "...she lives in the part of me where some of the System stuff is. She helped me do something with skills I was only doing by feel, before, and it's a lot easier. She can also kind of steal information from NPCs, sometimes. From what we were told, that's actually a thing we're supposed to be able to do in order to..." what should I even say about the 'why are the dungeons here' question? Harry and Kamau implied it was secret, but never told me to keep it away from others. "...do some more advanced stuff later."

Some looks were exchanged. Louise looked at me, clearly questioning my choice not to tell them everything, but she didn't seem upset.

"So do you have any insights on how we can get stronger?" Mel leaned forward, her posture more eager than her face. I got the impression, somehow, that they were all eager to learn whatever they could before I disappeared again to who knows where, like they'd never see me again.

That was... well... entirely possible, I guess. It was a big world, and I was likely going to be busy with something or other for the next six months, while they'd go their own way. In terms of putting together a team to beat Bo, I'd never even considered them, dreaming instead of finding a group of like-minded overpowered battle nuts, any of whom would probably put their team to shame, as I... kind of had done myself.

Yeah, now that you put it like that, I bet they're all looking at this like we're some kind of master, right? And maybe you have something to teach 'em, but it's hard to know exactly what.

I sighed and rubbed my forehead. "I don't know. The big thing I have with my telekinesis, which Merry--that's the fairy's name, by the way--helps me with, is I basically... reach into a skill, and control it directly. At some point, and I don't know if it's level or growth rank, but it seems to open up and let you do that. But even once it's possible, I couldn't describe how you do it. I got there by... well, the first time, I was basically ready to go out in a blaze of glory, but I survived. One of those full adrenaline, pull out all the stops things, you know? And every time after that, I was trying to reconnect with the feeling I had back then."

"But with Merry, I don't have to find that emotional place in order to do it." I mentally nudged Merry, and could tell immediately when I had that full access to the skill. With it, and with a little extra concentration, I picked up everyone sitting at the table, chairs and all, plus the table itself, and held us all up for a moment. Predictably, most people freaked out at least a little from that, although Jenna, Mel, and Robert all seemed like they were trying to study me, or my use of telekinesis, or something, even despite being suddenly in an awkward spot. "Which is a freaking good thing, because those emotions are not fucking healthy."

"So actually using the skill has nothing to do with being desperate or ...whatever?" Robert, while he was talking, kind of poked around to see if he could feel the threads of telekinesis I was using, and didn't seem to find any, partly because I had to move them around as his weight shifted. I decided after a moment to put everyone back down, since several of them were clearly uncomfortable, but he and Jenna, at least, seemed disappointed.

I just shook my head. "The experimentation, at the time, was risky and stupid, but once you have the trick, that's its own separate thing. And maybe the experimentation was only possible because I was... you know... before." I shook my head, still amazed that I was supposed to not be ashamed of my past, now. It really didn't make sense. To me, 'psychic' was still a dirty word, and maybe it always would be. "But without being able to explain it or show it to someone, how could I teach it to people?"

"At least try," urged Jenna. "This is too cool of a thing for it to be completely hidden, right? There has to be a way for us to figure it out."

"I don't..." I sighed. "It's like... there's this point that you may not even be aware of which is where your concentration and focus is. If you're starting at something, it's there; if you're focusing on your legs or arms, or fingers or anything else, it may spread out. If you put your focus on the skill itself, on the thing you mentally touch when you activate the skill, you might be able to move your focus back from that point towards the skill itself... or something?"

Jenna produced a tiny flame at her fingertips, a minor ability tied to a Skill that, from what I recall when I used Skill Sage on her, she had in mid-A-rank a while ago. Robert did the same with a tiny force barrier, and Will pulled out an arrow and focused on it. Although it was hard to study what they were doing inside their heads, I thought Jenna and Will both had puzzled frowns on their faces after a few minutes, while Robert was struggling with no apparent success.

I was just starting to say something along the lines of "It's okay if you can't get it right away" when virtually everything around us suddenly caught on fire.

It wasn't an attack, exactly. Jenna just went from producing a little bit of fire to... producing entirely too much. I was caught too off guard to really process what happened, but in retrospect, I could kind of see her flailing around with the fire itself for a long moment before finding a way to turn it off. In that long moment, when nobody was quite sure how long it was going to last, the fire wasn't just large--it was both large and moving all over the place, infinite fuel pouring out from nowhere, big reddish ethereal walls splashing off of everything.

Now, we were all reasonably high level, nobody was going to die from a little bit of fire damage, but that didn't stop people from freaking the fuck out.

"JESUS CHRIST, Jenna," snapped Will a few moments after it was obvious the ability had been deactivated. He had shoved himself away from the table to avoid it, tipping his chair back, but caught himself on the table with his boots so he wouldn't fall. "A little warning next time!"

Robert, of course, being the shield tank of the group, had put up a wall as soon as he registered the threat, which was still a second or two too late. He was also closest to Jenna, and therefore had some scorched hair, although I was pretty sure that as a Dungeoneer, that would repair itself. His eyes were wide, I thought with fear, and he immediately started looking around, as though the source couldn't possibly have been Jenna, or possibly making sure nobody else (out of zero other people in the tavern) was hurt.

On the other side of Jenna was Louise, who had thrown up her hands to protect her face and head. She was also clearly on a sudden adrenaline high, but simply started channeling healing magic on anyone who needed it. I was next to her, of course, and while I was spooked, I wasn't hurt. Will was on my other wide, then the assassin and Mel.

Mel, of all of them, took a deep breath and found a calmer, more rational part of herself inside before she started talking.

"Clearly when we experiment with this in the future, we need to take some precautions," she said, at once sounding diplomatic and also very clearly needling Jenna. "But... it looks like you did it... right?"

Jenna had briefly, in that moment, extended her hand as though to thrust the fire away from herself, and now she was staring at her hand, as though the hand itself was involved, which I'm sure it wasn't. From the slightly off look in her eyes, I thought she must have been focused deep inside, but after a moment, she suddenly turned in her seat, got up, pointed her hand at the corner of the tavern, and let loose another flamethrower-esque burst of ignited fuel.

I didn't like her eyes, but I thought I understood them.

She switched hands after only a moment, and with some amount of focus, tried to do the same with another spell, but it clearly failed. Judging by the hand motions, she tried another couple times before switching to something lightning-based.

This one, again, she managed to both activate and enhance, and a wiggling pencil-thin beam of blinding blue started to arc, one that sometimes, according to my telekinetic sense, was much thicker.

"I can do it," she said, and I heard something in her voice, something... off.

So I got up and came up next to her. Somehow, immediately, she became jumpy, and she stared at me, as though not understanding why I would be there.

"It hurts, doesn't it?" I figured that was an opener that might snap her out of it.

She... paused, looked down at her hands again. "It stings," she admitted, and I knew she wasn't talking about her hands. "But it's worth it."

"It hurts because it's damaging you." I didn't know that, but as soon as I saw it in her instead of myself, the pattern made sense. She became different immediately after succeeding. Merry had said that the vent released something inside, and it seemed to make me edgy when I used it, even now--irritable, erratic, maybe even a little confused. Was it toxic? Maybe, opined the fairy, but she didn't say more. "Calm down a moment. Take a breath."

Jenna did, breathing deeply like she was thirsty for the air. She nodded after a moment. "You're right, I don't get it, but... it's definitely... wrong, right? There's something that's not right about it."

"Yeah." I paused and scratched my head.

"But it's so worth it."

"Take it slow," I offered again, raising my hands in front of me in what I hoped was a placating gesture. "There's a lot still to learn, and we can keep in touch, but there's no need to rush through it. When I... well, back then, when I first did that, I drowned myself in the skill and burned myself out. You have time. If it's really damaging something..." I frowned, thinking about the things I'd done with my broken mind during Merry's... birth? And the stat increases that followed, but after a moment, I just shook my head. "...I'm sure you'll heal stronger, but I think it has to heal naturally, or possibly gaining experience helps. Potions sure as hell don't fix it, or at least none I've tried."

"Why would experience help?"

"I genuinely have no idea," I answered, though I thought that perhaps, if I found people who knew more about this Cultivation stuff, they might. "It's helping repair some of the internal damage from when I got Merry, though."

"I think we should break for a while," said Louise. She didn't sound like she was insisting, but I'm not sure she would insist, even if she thought she should. "Jerry, did you want to tell them about...?"

"Oh, yeah." I'd told Louise not to bring it up, since it would distract from any other conversation, but maybe now was right time for that distraction. I had Merry shuffle around some more skill Growth Points and purchased an unlabeled entry that we knew unlocked the ability to use Skill Sage on others. "I can do the Skill Sage stuff, now. The unlocking things with points thing, I mean. It's still pretty limited, but..."

"Me first!" Robert jumped out of his chair and hurried forward. "I want to see if my skill with the Energy Barrier has gone up, and I did some research on what you can buy with the points. I should be able to make a larger shield..."

I smiled politely and grabbed a chair. Jenna would take a little time to calm down, and this should let the rest take their minds off it for a bit. And besides, it would help them, and... and I guess, I felt strongly that I should pay them back for treating me like I was a normal person, at least for a while.

People didn't tend to do that, after all. Mostly, before, the ones that knew me didn't like me, and the ones that didn't know me could only see me as an outsider. Now, as things went on, I guess more people would have more reasons for seeing me as weird, an outsider, or otherwise 'special'. My life just kept going in that direction, even as the world itself just kept seeming weirder and weirder around us all. And what could I do? Go back to being normal? That sounded like a terrible idea, even assuming the world doesn't actually need me for this bound fairy thing or whatever. If my life sometimes seemed like a joke, normal people were the butt of it--they were the ones who knew nothing about all the confusing and insane secrets that were all around them.

So I had to cherish the people who were actually decent to me, especially when they seemed more or less sane. If I didn't have them... well, things would only get worse, I thought.

            

    
        45.  When it rains...

    
    
    
    
                I spent the next couple hours helping Mel's group with Skill Sage stuff or consulting on a few specific things. I genuinely wanted to produce a Skill Book for my brandy-new skill and offer it to them just to prove that I could do it--to myself more than to them--but I didn't want to spend the experience points. That amount of XP would be a lot more reasonable when I was higher level myself, assuming the cost didn't scale up as I did.

I gave Jenna my contact information and she immediately started sending me entirely too many technical questions, most of which I didn't know or could only give an educated guess about. I promised answers eventually, but I simply wasn't in the mood for it right now. I really... kind of just wanted to leave. Mel, again, assured me that they would duck out before the critical point of the dungeon, and I just nodded, moving towards the dungeon exit and steeling myself for what I expected would follow.

I'd long since decided that I needed to explain to the military guys at the checkpoint everything I knew about Bo. I figured that a lot of awkward questions would follow, and they wouldn't be happy about the secrets I was keeping. I wasn't looking forward to even an insinuation that I should go back to jail, even if they were just going to use that to pressure me into spilling details. I figured the chances of that were decent, but the chances of an actual threat were low. Still, I just wanted to get past all of that and go home.

When we exited the portal, there was an awkward moment where I expected someone to be waiting, and nobody was. There was a big heavy tarp tent covering the immediate area, with painted lines on the floor leading to the only entrance. There had been armed National Guard troops here when we went in, to ensure that we kept to the minimum party size, but when we came out...

...it was odd. Also odd was the sound of engines outside, engines that sounded large and close. Busses? I couldn't place the noise, exactly, and after a moment of looking around the closed tent in confusion, stepped up to the exit.

It was a rainy day in Houston, Texas--not terrible, but it was overcast with a consistent drizzle from the gray skies--it was, in short, the kind of weather that often got me depressed. In fact, there were not a lot of things that would stop a day like this from making me depressed, not back in the day at least. But things were different now.

High on the list of things that were different were the two squads of soldiers that responded to my appearance by aiming their guns at me. Also on the list were the two heavy tanks, engines idling, whose guns were already trained on the entrance to the tent. Someone, I wasn't paying attention to who, shouted. No shots were fired, but neither did the shout sound like--or have the effect of--someone saying "Stand down!" or "Guns away!" or even "April fools!"

It was hard not to feel numb as my body at first refused, and then slowly began to process what was going on around me.

"Hands up! Do not activate any items or abilities! We will shoot!"

This, uh, this something you did, boss?

I was trying my hardest to get any grasp on the situation, but it wasn't that. Someone went running to tell someone about the situation. Someone's radio squawked something, but it made no sense at this range. Had something worse happened? Something about Bo, maybe?

I forced myself to clear my throat. To say nothing of what was happening to me, I still thought that getting that information out was on my list of very important to-dos. "I'd like to talk to whoever is in charge."

"Do not move! Do not activate any items or abilities or we will shoot." This time, my eyes were able to pick out who was talking, a... lieutenant? Maybe? I didn't know the stripes.

"I just want to talk." It was probably silly to do anything other than immediately knuckle under in the face of an army with guns pointed at you, but on the other hand... Merry, how fast do you think we could get a shield up if we needed to?

I mean, uh, you know better than me? Unless you want me to do it without you, in which case, uh, just say when and I'll surround you and... I guess Louise as well? As fast as I can, anyway. I won't be able to watch, though. The fairy seemed very nervous, more than I would have expected for a basically newborn creature without a lot of context, but I guess she was taking a lot of cues from me, and I was scared shitless.

"Do not move. Keep your hands in the air."

In the moments that followed, the numbness faded and I started to get a better grasp on the situation, in that nobody did anything and nothing happened. Clearly, this was something they were doing to everyone who left, and not something specifically targeting me. That did nothing to relieve the knot of terror inside of me, but it at least let me consider the situation a little more rationally. Whoever they were hunting, any dungeoneer at our level would be enough to take out a least two or three soldiers if they decided to fight--well, maybe Louise would only be able to get one, if she decided that she was going to try, which she wouldn't. Where I'd been, power-wise, when I entered the dungeon, I might have taken out all the soldiers with a few hitpoints left, or I might have died; it was hard to tell, and it did matter what kind of weapons the soldiers were pointing at me, with what ammunition. Someone like Bo... well, I had no idea, but in my head I thought that this group wouldn't be enough to stop me if I really tried, and I figured Bo was still a lot stronger than me.

Finally, a man I thought was the Corporal who'd given us the warning when we went was driven over in a jeep, and he held up a small handheld tablet of some kind, as though comparing it to me, and then passed it to someone else.

"You are Jerry Applebee, Soulforged Dungeoneer, currently on probation for murder?" His voice was loud and clear over the drizzling rain and the sound of idling tank engines.

"I am." I wasn't going to lie about that, even though it was growing increasingly likely that whatever the hell this shitshow was, I was not going to get out of it unscathed.

"Jerry Applebee, for violating your probation and with guidance from the United States Dungeoneers Association I hereby place you under arrest. Any attempt to resist arrest will be met with lethal force."

My head spun as I considered the words. That, frankly, didn't make any sense. I'd gone into a dungeon twice after getting out of prison, and everyone involved had known who I was... right? Why now? I hadn't done anything since I got into Armand Bayou... except scare the shit out of Brock Beetle, and that was his problem, not mine. After all, Priestesses could tell lies, and he had no actual complaints against me, not that would pass that kind of screening.

"What is this about?" I kept my eyes on the Lieutenant, or whatever, as he designated a pair of people to approach me with weapons drawn, and some kind of handcuffs out and ready. I'd gone to jail when I did something wrong, but this whole situation stank.

"Don't bother resisting," was all the Corporal said, but he seemed to already be treating this situation as though it was over, as though he just needed to go through the motions, now. I clenched my teeth and watched the two approaching.

No. No, not when they won't tell me what's going on, not when the whole situation feels like a lie. Not when lives are on the line, not when they're treating this like they can do any damn thing they please. Hit the shields.

Merry, to her credit, was fast. I could probably have done it as quickly, but she was struggling with the interface, and still got shields around myself and Louise in a blink. I took control from her a moment later, and the shields got stronger, more consistent, but she at least was able to get them in place.

The two approaching went wide-eyed and dropped to the deck. The Lieutenant tensed and screamed at me, as though the reason I acted was because I didn't understand, rather than because I did. "Deactivate your ability! STAND DOWN! We WILL shoot!"

"I'd like to talk with whoever's in charge," I said, calmly. "Preferably in private."

"OPEN FIRE!"

Behind me, Louise dropped to the ground, which made the task of shielding her easier. I also materialized the riot shield and held it out, but with the number of bullets shot, that item simply didn't have the strength to hold up. My telekinesis, too, wasn't really designed to stop bullets--but I pushed my will into it as hard as I could, Merry connecting me to the deeper parts of the power, and although I lost a shit-ton of mana, nothing that would have hit me got through.

I suppose, looking back on it, I might have seemed a bit badass, as I just stood there, and as an afterthought, pulsed the shield to make the bullets I'd caught rain down around me. At the time, though, I was mostly just terrified. This wasn't like dealing with Dungeon monsters--if I went and tried to kill these people, I'd be a wanted man across America, and maybe the world. At the same time, I was pretty sure I couldn't let them to what they wanted, either.

"I'd like to speak to whoever's in charge," I repeated.

"Hold your fire," snapped the Corporal, and spoke to someone else quickly. To me, after a moment, he said, with the practiced unpleasantness that comes from relaying orders from above, he simplified the situation for me. "Mr. Applebee, I am on orders to take you into custody on behalf of the Dungoneer's Association. Those orders are non-negotiable, and if you are continue to resist, we are authorized to call in reinforcements. Unfortunately for you, Mr. Applebee, the closest of those reinforcements is already here. I would advise you to stop resisting and be taken into our custody willingly."

I frowned back at the man. If it was a request from the USDA, it wasn't because I violated parole. But, it also didn't sound like this was some kind of protective custody thing, nothing that Harry would have had a role in. So what the ever-loving hell was going on?

I didn't force the issue, instead waiting to see whoever was brought in. I knew when he arrived, of course; even if he wasn't brought directly to the Corporal on a jeep, I could see the number over his head--75, still within the range to have gone into this dungeon--so there was no question that he was a Dungeoneer. They exchanged a few words, and then the new guy, with a rude and dismissive hand gesture, walked past the man, and forward through the squad of soldiers.

And... he was a Dungoneer. I mean... I mean, he was a guy. His defining characteristic wasn't that he was in uniform, or that he had military posture, or that he carried around a staff or a sword or something. If anything, his defining characteristic was his sweat-stained white tank top over his tubby belly, or maybe his balding, Italian head. Maybe even... were those sweatpants? Sweatpants and sandals? On a military base?

"Hey, hey, put your guns down, guys, I'll handle this," he said to the soldiers as he passed, in what I thought was a New York accent of some kind, but I was no expert. "Believe me, hey, HEY! Watch where you're pointing that. I got this covered." After walking backwards a bit, he turned and, apparently, had not expected to be already up to my shield, because he got wide-eyed when he realized he had almost run into it, and backed up. "Whoa! Hey, easy pal, I'm not gonna hurt you. Well," he paused a moment and shrugged. "Not unless I have to. Come on, let's talk inside for a minute, okay? Hey!" He turned to yell at the soldiers. "I'mma take him inside. I won't let him get away, so just cool your fukkin' jets for a minute, alright? Alright." He didn't wait for permission, and instead moved around my shield and past me.

I looked down and back at Louise, and told her, quietly, "Just move over there. You're not who they're after, and I'm pretty sure I'll be fine." She scrambled up and moved aside, and although I could tell, with my telekinetic sense, that the others were watching her, even kept guns trained on her, most of the focus was still on me.

I stepped into the tent, tightening the telekinetic shield but not releasing it.

The man had popped a stool of some kind out of his inventory and sat down as soon as he was out of sight of the others, and as soon as I let the tent flap close, he started talking. "Alright, so, before we get to any part of this discussion that we might regret, lemmie set a few ground rules for you, make a few things clear. A lot of people think they're stronger than me because I look like shit, and I know that, alright? I'm a specialist. I didn't wanna be, believe me. I wanted to be a baker. I got my first dungeon levels, and you know, I said to myself, I'll get myself some dexterity, maybe some of those abilities that let you do stuff, you know, make me a better baker."

"Only you know, I know, once you go into the dungeon, you gotta kill to keep going. I wanted to be a baker, but it seemed like everything I did just made it harder for me to get along. I'd tag along with a group of guys, and they was nice guys, they helped me along, but they always said Henry, c'mon man, you're not helping. I felt like shit for a long time, you know?"

"But I was always trying to make do with the skill I have, make it better, you know. It's a specialist skill, it lets me control food." As if to demonstrate, he pulled a package out of his pocket--some snack cake, from what I could tell, and he made it float, and suddenly the food inside started twisting and deforming, while still keeping the frosting cover over it intact. "Not very fucking useful in a dungeon, right? Everyone says that. They say Henry, why you go into the Dungeon, man, you're a baker."

"And then bam, it hits me," he said, and his voice didn't sound like he was enjoying the story. "It hits me and my life was never the same, you know? We're all made of meat." Suddenly, he gestured with his hand, and the snack cakes flew off to the side, leaving nothing between him and me. "You, me, and the Dungeon monsters, we're all made of meat. Well, not all of them. Rock golems and shit ain't, but eh, I deal with it." His mouth worked for a moment, like maybe he wanted to cry, or spit, or sneeze, or something, but it passed. "I got good at it. I didn't want to, but eh, it's a living, you know? And then the day comes when someone asks me to stop a criminal. And I say, I don't wanna do that, my power, you know? It's deadly. They say yeah, that's the point, we're here to stop 'em at all costs, you know? And I did it, and I regretted it, but I did it."

"So this is where we are, buddy, you an' me." He gestured to me with his hands, as though he wanted me to come close, but I didn't. He didn't seem to care. "You're strong, or they wouldn't ask me to come out and stop you. You got your shield thing, eh, looks pretty formidable. I bet they tried shooting you and it didn't work. But my power is different. You're not gonna block it with shields. And if I try to kill you, if I really try to kill you, you'll be dead before you can kill me, I fukken guarantee it. I've had to kill people before, Mr, uh..."

"Applebee."

"Mr. Applebee." He reached out as though to put a hand on my shoulder, but my shields were still up. He, again, didn't seem bothered. "I've had to kill people with this power before. Believe me, when I do, I don't sleep at night. Nobody wants to think of people as being made of meat, but you are, and as long as you are made of meat, Mr. Applebee, I can kill you, I guarantee."

"Now, Mr. Applebee, with that outta the way, let's you and me talk." He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back on his stool. "'Cos honestly, I have no fucking idea what's going on around here. What the hell have you done that's got them so upset?"

I only wished I knew.
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                Henry, the apparently fucking lethal Baker Dungeoneer that the locals had roped into stopping me, let me fumble around trying to explain what the hell was going on for a minute, before starting to lose patience.

"Alright, look, let's start from the ground up. You killed anyone lately, Mr. Applebee?"

"Not since I got out of jail for murder," I replied, deadpan.

"Well, okay, fair enough. Any kidnapping, theft, anything like that?"

"No, but I can think of one asshole who would probably claim I was stalking him. I wasn't." I crossed my arms over my chest, still not letting go of my shield, even though I believed Henry when he said it wouldn't help against his power.

"Broken any other laws I should know about?"

"I'm probably in violation of my parole," I admitted. "But the guy out there said the reason I'm being arrested is because the Association asked."

"Eh," Henry waved that away. "I mean yeah, if that's the reason, then it's not the lawyers mad about your parole, I don't think. Make any enemies, lately?"

My mind went to the conversation I had with Vlad. "Not directly. I've been told some people want to kill me anyway."

"Fukken great. Why am I even asking you." He got up and walked over to the tent flap, sticking his head out, and then yanking it back. "JESUS! Guys, put the guns down, it's just me. Hey, you! The hell is he being arrested for, anyway?" There was a pause, in which I couldn't hear what was said, and then Henry walked out. "What do you mean I'm not--"

I waited, listening to voices I couldn't make out for a while, before Henry came back.

"Alright, listen," he said, and I thought he was in a bad mood. "I'm not a military guy but apparently this is a paygrade thing, as in, a decision made by some real asshole in the chain of command that we can't do shit about. So, look. I'm not gonna put you in cuffs--I don't need em and you'd just break em, am I right? But you're gonna come with me to the Association and we're gonna work this shit out, alright?"

I wanted to say yes, and I wanted to say no, both at once. If the Association had sent me to be arrested--then walking in was likely to leave me in just a fucking terrible place surrounded by people who could keep me detained forever, and Henry, as nice as he was trying to be, couldn't stop that if he tried. I'd have a better chance if Harry were here to help, but even then, that wasn't a sure thing--and he might just teleport us away, leaving this whole mess to stew or be resolved by third parties unknown. At the same time...

At the same time, I wanted to do the right thing. Henry was clearly trying to do the right thing, too. I wanted to negotiate, and...

I shook my head. "Before we do that, I have some information I want to give the people here about the problems in the Dungeon."

"Oh, boy, that mess. I was just in there with a team of guys; it's all fucked up. They got their hands on some kind of real monster, and he fucking killed the team we sent in, except for me and another guy. Why, what do you know about it?"

I blinked, and then nodded after a minute. Of course, if he was more lethal than usual, and could just do that damage without worrying about armor... "I, uh... well, there are a lot of things to explain, and I'd rather not say it too many times."

"I'm not sticking my neck out to drag a military officer in here unless I know it's something worth my time," said Henry, looking... a little smug, maybe? I couldn't quite put my finger on the emotion he was radiating.

"I... have a quest from the Dungeon Administrator to kill the person responsible. I contacted a friend of mine and I know who the guy is, and what happened to him to make him end up... turned against us."

Henry sat there, and I could swear it seemed like he was expecting me to have nothing useful to say. After a minute, though, his smugness seemed to wear off as his brain caught up with his ears. He rolled his eyes, his head lolled forward, he sighed, and then he stood up, heading for the door again. "Alright, look, give me a minute, alright?"

I gave him a minute, that became fifteen minutes or so, before he returned.

"Alright, look, we're gonna have a conversation on the base, but in a secure room, not here. Come on. And drop your shield, for fuck's sake, nobody's gonna shoot you."

We made it about two hundred feet before someone shot me.

To be fair, the person who shot me wasn't a soldier, and in fact we later realized it wasn't a person at all. I'm not sure I ever learned afterwards how the trap was set up, but some kind of detector linked with some kind of automated sniper rifle took a pot shot at me as soon as I got within sight of the damn thing. Which was fine, because I hadn't actually dropped my shield, because I didn't trust anyone in the military-controlled base that wanted to arrest me for no goddamn reason. Call me paranoid.

The second thing that the trap did, apparently, was trigger some kind of teleporter or something, because out of fucking nowhere, a woman dressed in all black cloth with two large curved blades--I want to say they were Arabian style sabers of some kind, but that's a rough estimate; they were Dungeon loot, so who knows, anyway?--fell out of the sky, looking prepared to deal death to one specific person who I'm pretty sure she expected to surrounded by two low-ish-level people in an otherwise empty or at least distracted military base.

Instead of, you know, me surrounded by two squads of armed soldiers, escorted by a high level Dungeoneer, and also still roughly in the sights of two main battle tanks. Also, in all likelihood, she was expecting me to have been shot and to not have a passive telekinetic sense that told me exactly where she was, though the last didn't matter because I wasn't really allowed to attack her, under the circumstances.

She was clearly an agility-type fighter, but that didn't matter whatsoever to the result. I felt... bad, even as I understood exactly what was going on. I felt pity, honestly. As she was very quickly surrounded and detained, by a lot of very angry, very paranoid men with guns, I did my best to speak over them, mostly out of schadenfreude.

"Hey, hey, hey!" When my voice was not sufficient, I tried putting extra effort into it, trying to get that resonance I'd had when I spoke to Jenna, earlier. "Hey! Calm down, boys, it's alright."

"You fucking know this bitch?" asked Henry, clearly holding some kind of power over her.

"No, never met her before in my life." I... I don't know why I felt smug, but I did, and I felt like I should. After all, all the people here were so damn sure they understood what was going on, weren't they? "But I know why she's here."

Henry rolled his eyes, playing along with my obvious baiting. "Alright, smart-guy, why--"

"She's an assassin sent to kill me." I moved over to her, muscling aside a soldier who wasn't eager enough to move with my shield, and knelt down before her. "I was told by a Russian man with mob ties that there were a few people who wanted to do that. Am I wrong?"

The assassin, because that's clearly what she was, looked down in defeat, but said nothing.

"Why the fuck are you being targeted--no, you know what, never mind. Fucking cuff her and we'll figure this shit out later." Henry banged on my shield with a fist, in lieu of being able to do the same to my shoulder or whatever. "You, come on. We're gonna go talk to the Colonel."

And then I suppose god decided that when it rains, it should really fucking pour, I heard a sound I was not expecting--certainly not at that moment. And as I looked up into the sky, I just honestly couldn't figure out in my head whether or not I was happy to see Harold Spongecake hanging there, looking down on me and the scene around me, his obscenely thick spellbook open, the pages rippling as though he was looking through it for a certain page--but his other hand was by his side. Enchanted? I didn't really care, not at that moment.

"What is going on here?"

Of course, what with an assassin having just fucking appeared in midair before he got there, and everyone still being on guard because I wasn't cooperating, a whole bunch of people screamed at him that he was to stop what he was doing and that there would be no second warning.

Harry needed no second warning. I don't think he really needed the first warning.

Harry's spellbook flipped to a certain page and stopped, and he spoke in a eerily resonant monotone. "Death to all bullets." The black wave that poured out of him was slow enough to be easily visible, more like a black wind than a shockwave, but when people shot bullets at him, they vanished into that black-edged space around him. Without stopping, that wind flowed over everyone nearby, and over the tanks, and indeed most of the base. "Gentlemen, my name is Harold Spongecake and I represent the both the United States and the International Dungeoneer's Association. I am here for Jerry Applebee, who is a friend of mine and of the Association. I would suggest that you not interfere."

"Fuckin' hell," snapped Henry, as he clearly went from suppressing the assassin to trying to suppress Harry. "Somebody shoot this asshole!"

Aside from the fact that it hadn't worked before, some fumbling from the soldiers who were standing there quickly produced a number of frustrated shouts. "My bullets are gone!" snapped one close by, a cry repeated by several more.

Harry, though, clearly felt something from the baker's attack, because his spellbook flipped to a new page, and he pointed ominously at Henry. "Death to your Mana." Out of his finger came a burning black beam, one which pierced Henry cleanly through the chest, and I could instantly feel something disappear from him.

I swallowed, and glanced around. If all bullets were dead, and Harry could neutralize mana-based skills... also, well, if he could just neutralize mana, then even if he couldn't pronounce me dead, there was no question he could have beaten me at any time, as tough as I sometimes felt like I was. I hadn't even encountered a mana-drain effect yet, and that was clearly a strong one.

I, uh, I'm glad he's on our side, yeah. Right now we've got the biggest guns, yeah?

Sooner or later, I had to teach Merry not to tempt fate.

I don't know exactly what drew my attention to her at first. A woman who must have been standing idly on the other side of a wall walked around the corner. I wasn't looking at her, didn't know she was there, but somehow, the moment she stepped onto the base, I knew. And, judging by several other people turning to look at the same moment, I wasn't alone--dungeoneers, soldiers, even Harry turned to look.

She was a tallish woman, in what I guess would be a fairly business-casual suit, with polished black knee-high leather boots, with no heels. I'd like to say something like her eyes blazed with light or something, but instead of there being a visual effect, I could just tell that this was a stronger woman than I'd ever met. The level, over her head, confirmed that instantly: 999, higher than Harry or any of the monsters that he'd introduced me to. She waved a hand at Harry, and he was smashed down from the sky into the pavement, like he was a fly she'd swatted, if a fly was ever dumb enough to just hold position in midair.

When she spoke, her voice was immediately audible to everyone, but quietly. She was intense, but she was just deciding to be intense; it didn't take effort, that much was clear. "My name is Allison Cream. If you don't recognize me, that's your problem, not mine. On behalf of the United States Government, I order everyone here to stand down." Her eyes swiveled to me, and I knew that she was considering how to phrase this. "Stay exactly where you are. Do not attempt to escape, and do not cause anyone any harm."

Why the hell is this happening to me? I just kept my hands and my shields raised, gratified that at the very least, she hadn't asked me to drop them--probably as much because that wouldn't help me, as anything.

Hey, uh, boss, offered Merry. I think I can do to her what I did to the librarian inside. She has some kind of thing I can see.

Inwardly, I frowned at her. If you can learn something, do it, but don't try to fight her. We are definitely on the losing end of the power scale here.

Again, I felt Merry's hand press against the outside of my mind, and I thought I saw Allison's eyes flick to me, for a moment, before Harry stood up, his spellbook flickering. "High Priestess Cream," he offered, his voice strained as if he was struggling against some kind of pressure. "Why are you here? And why have you attacked me? I'm a member--"

The pulse that rolled off of Allison Cream was more like a shockwave than a wind, and I could see no evidence of exactly what she did to trigger it. When it rolled over Harry, he was knocked backwards off his feet, but nobody else seemed affected--not even me. "If you are under the mistaken impression, Harold, that what you just did wasn't assaulting active duty military officers, then perhaps you need something to clear your head. A few years in prison might do it." Her eyes, I felt, landed on me after that. "It's been known to work miracles at times, even when someone keeps trying to undermine our efforts."

I just stood there, not really sure what to do. Most of the soldiers, also, had not actually put their weapons down, as though they hadn't yet internalized the idea that there were no bullets left on base, assuming that Harry's spell was as effective as he made it sound.

"And you," she said, moving swiftly towards me, faster than a human would have been able to cross that... probably two hundred feet? It was a lot, but she still didn't look hurried. "Engineering an escape from a military base, refusing to follow direct orders from a military command, resisting arrest... you certainly seem to think that this escapade is all about your entertainment."

That...

"I was not originally in agreement with the idea that you would be taken forcibly into custody, but it seems my faith in you was misplaced. You are under arrest, and except when given orders, you will remain in prison until you have served--"

I don't honestly know why I thought it was a good idea; I really don't. It wasn't a good idea. It was more... catharsis, I guess? A release of pent up emotion--rage, fury, hatred, anger, something like that. I'm not really good with putting names on emotions.

Anyway, uh, I picked up every human being, tank, and other vehicle in the military base, except myself and Allison. With telekinesis, I mean, if that wasn't clear. I... um... probably shouldn't have been able to do it, even with direct access to all the power of the skill. No, I guess I must have also goosed the "throttle" on the "engine" like I did when I first met Merry, because I could tell that whatever was happening, it was more power than I should have had by a couple orders of magnitude. It also really, really fucking hurt, and I knew that it was going to cost me a lot, later.

It was worth it to see Allison Cream, one level shy of a thousand, actually look fucking intimidated by someone around level forty.

"All I have ever asked since I walked out of the dungeon," I said, gambling--not that it was really a gamble--that this so-called High Priestess could, inherently, tell lies from truth, "was to be allowed to fucking speak."

She swallowed, and stared at me, saying nothing.

"I have information about why and how people are dying in this dungeon," I said, as concisely as my fury-ridden little brain would let me be, "and I have been trying, since before anyone pointed any goddamn guns at me, to give that information to the powers that be, so that more innocent people do not have to die. And you, miss Allison Cream, miss High Priestess, dare to impugn my honor. You dare to say that I have done wrong, that my motives are suspect, that I am a liar, a cheater, a manipulator. I was assaulted with the intent to murder by these men, and I have had this power the entire time." As emphasis, I mentally grabbed the two tanks a brought them, gun-barrel to gun-barrel, in between the two of us. "Do not dare to suggest that I was trying to get away with something. If I wanted to get away with something I would be gone, or at the very least, you would be fucking chasing me. You aren't chasing me because I chose not to run, and I chose not to run because I want to fucking help."

Although I wasn't aware of it or intending it, apparently, around this time I started gripping the two battle tanks too tightly, because when I went to let them down, there were, uh, giant handprints on them, more or less, crunching the steel armor plates and bending the gun barrels. None of that steel was thin, or weak. I don't... uh, don't really know where that power came from. I shouldn't have had it. I wasn't thinking about it at the time, either. I barely even noticed those details, even as I, with a little help from a very silent little fairy, very gently and carefully put everyone back down on the ground.

"I don't know who you are, Miss Cream," I said, as I started to feel an enormous headache sweeping over me. "I don't know who the hell you think you represent. But if you believe in using and abusing lethal force to get your way, I want nothing to do with you. And given that all I want to do is help..." I realized, almost after the fact, that I was losing a battle to stay conscious, as a wave of pain crawled up... maybe mental arms or something, I don't know, and started feeding back into the root of my mind, my self, "...maybe that ought to give you some fucking pause."

And then I passed out, which left me with the last word and not much else.

            

    
        47.  Some answers and some bullshit

    
    
    
    
                So I realized more or less as soon as I woke up that no matter how self-righteous I might have felt in the moment, what I did was still, also, assaulting active duty military and refusing a direct order and resisting arrest, and so on--basically, all the things she had accused me of doing up to that point, which I mostly hadn't actually done, at least by my own accounting. Afterwards... yeah, okay. Ill-advised.

Anyway, I woke up in a hospital, in handcuffs. Not a big surprise. I was also dizzy as hell, with a big fucking headache that didn't seem to want to go away, none of which was not a really good indication as far as my own health went.

Hey bro. Merry climbed up entirely into my field of view and sat cross-legged, which was fine considering I had nothing really to look at, except the ceiling. If anything was weird about it, it was her "sitting" in a way that made no physical sense. Also... I thought she looked bigger? But I didn't exactly have a measuring stick, and it didn't seem the right time to comment. So I looked over some of the stuff I stole from that Allison chick. Apparently she has, like, some kind of direct line to her god, but it's not any info that was really useful for us. She was told that she should come here, and that there would be an incident. But, uh, she was told that around the time I was... hatched? Born? Whatever. I'm not sure, but things lining up like that makes me feel like this was never about you, but about... me.

So I guess what I'm saying is, uh, sorry. She sat and curled into a fetal position, and I thought her normally-expressionless eyes were a little more depressed than usual. I know I didn't do nothing. In my head, I know it. But I feel like shit if all of this happened because I'm here. It makes no sense, right? I--

I'd been taking a moment to soak in what she told me, but when she started to ramble on, I kind of mentally leaned in and tried to give her a hug, which... was even weirder when she was physically (err, mentally) in a place I could see. There was kind of... a dim mental shadow of me, which I tried to ignore, that acted out the thing I was focusing on, which was putting her head against my cheek and pulling her into a hug, holding her shoulders to bring her in. It was... weird, in general, but I did everything I could to not focus on the weirdness because it was clear she needed that hug.

I would have needed it, too, if it turned out that the situation was really all my fault, somehow. And certainly, I contributed, and being able to offer her comfort helped me to feel like I wasn't really the bad guy in all of this. Which... again, is a weird thing for a murderer, parole-jumper, scofflaw who disobeyed the military to say, right? But I wasn't. If they weren't creeps about this, if I'd been properly informed and this had been approached diplomatically, a lot of things would have been different. Why would they even do this?

I think that there's some kind of game, mumbled Merry in return, clearly not fighting and appreciating the hug, being played by the guys at the top. Like, I think there's some kind of thing where the god this Priestess is working with, wants me to do something. Or wants YOU to do something, and me to help, whichever. I bet that's also why this other guy, Calamity or whatever--I know his name but I feel like I shouldn't say it, weird fairy thing maybe?--why he went out of his way to give us that quest right away, yeah? Maybe all gods need something from us? Man, I dunno.

I offered Merry a mental squeeze in return, relieved that she'd been thinking about this while I was out, because if I had to lay there puzzling it out, I would have been completely stressed and would definitely not have gotten to those conclusions, or not anytime soon. You don't have any idea what it is?

I mean, I can steal information--like that's what I'm for, yeah? At least in terms of why the Administrator chick gave the gem to you. So either they want us to steal information FOR them... or maybe they want us to steal information FROM them, that they're not allowed to give us?

I frowned, thinking about that. Who the hell would stop the gods from giving us information? To which, in reply, Merry, just kind of shrugged.

A little bit later, a few people walked in. I was feeling just a little bit better; there was an IV drip that was probably helping with that, which emptied in the time since I'd woke. I'd also discovered that the handcuffs were just normal metal handcuffs, that is to say, entirely superfluous and they had to know it, and proved it by picking them with telekinesis, then putting them back on, but at a different place on the bed's handrails. Other than that, though, I'd just kind of laid there. My inventory was untouched, though I'd lost some experience--either to heal whatever mental damage I did, or to maintain Merry, but she didn't do anything deliberately.

Anyway, room, walked, she. She being Louise, but also, this Allison Cream bitch, a nurse, and two military police, though they were not armed with anything heavier than pistols. Allison's eyes immediately went to the cuffs, and I thought she might have noticed I moved them, but she seemed to be willing to overlook it.

There was an awkward moment when the nurse busied herself replacing my IV drip, which according to the bag had some kind of additives that I didn't recognize. She checked my vitals, with the kind of quick passive glance that told me nothing there was out of the ordinary, and then nodded to the others and took a step back.

"You seem to have a problem with insubordination, Mr. Applebee," said the High Priestess, into the chilly silence that none of us had seen fit to break. "A fact I knew from reading your file, but it's something very different when someone with barely any levels to his name upends an entire military base in what seems to be a paranoia-inspired hissy fit.

"Allison..." Louise's voice was hurt, and her posture showed that she was upset, but Allison crossed her arms over her chest and took a deep breath, without responding to her at all.

"As far as I'm concerned, your only redeeming virtue is honesty, Mr. Applebee, and we all know you have sins to balance out that virtue, including wrath. So don't even bother getting snippy with me when I tell you I was told, in advance, that there would be a violent incident. Given only limited knowledge, you can't say that there was no reason to doubt you, or Harold. And frankly, I doubt you both still. You both proved combative in the face of authority, and willing to use your abilities for personal gain."

I clenched my jaw to stop myself from responding violently to that. Personal gain? Because I got mad at people for pointing guns at me? For pointing tanks at me?

"Since then," Allison emphasized, "I've heard from Harold and from Louise, both, about your exploits, and your intention to stop this... Heretic Knight or whatever the term is. A laudable goal, but pretentious. Meanwhile, I have a mandate from my god to bring you to him--why, he won't say. For all I know he intends to execute you for heresy." She sniffed, as though indignant. "And unfortunately for you, Mr. Applebee, I have a very specific mandate to do whatever I must to remain in my god's good graces."

I let the hatred show on my face. "Oh, well," I sniped back at her, "if it's to keep you in your god's good graces, of course I'll gladly march off to my execution, whether I deserve it or not."

She didn't look at all impressed. "You don't know who I am, Mr. Applebee. I know you said as much, so I'll go ahead and make things official. My name is Allison Cream, High Priestess of Lord Zalm. That position means that unlike your friend here," and she didn't even bother to gesture towards Louise as she said it, "I don't merely get obtuse quests from my god; he occasionally sees fit to speak to me directly. And as I am one of only four people who have advanced to being a High Priestess on the planet Earth, and am the only one in all of North America, I hold two other very important positions. I am the duly elected leader of the United States Dungeoneer's Association, and I am also the USDA's official liaison to the United States Military, where I have been given temporary authority equal to that of of Brigadier General in all events regarding Dungoneers." She frowned at me, even as I was very successfully looking somewhat impressed and chagrined. "That's the one with two stars, if you aren't familiar."

I wasn't, but frankly, the fact that she wasn't wearing stars, which were used to tell other people what your rank and not just to show off, also told me that the 'temporary authority' was probably also a bit.. unofficial. But then, she also wasn't wearing the silk clothes that Priestesses otherwise seemed to be obliged to. I, for one, had never seen a Priestess wear anything else, which was kind of upsetting in principle. Did she just think the rules didn't apply to her? In all, I just didn't understand, but I also didn't frankly care that much about her reasons, not when she still hadn't explained anything.

"The short version is that as far as you or anyone else needs be concerned, I am the person in charge of handling Dungoneers in this nation. That means if my god whispers in my ear that he needs you to jump, I have a lot of people at my beck and call who will make damn sure you jump high enough. Given all the trouble we have in this nation and around the world, we need answers, and if I had to slice your neck open into a bowl to get them, I would."

I shivered at that, but I also wasn't sure that she had explained the situation in a way that made sense. I backtracked through the conversation, my hurting head making some pieces that probably fit seem not to, and tried to collect what she'd said into a cohesive whole.

"So you had me arrested because..." I frowned. There was something odd about the statement that she was expecting violence, but for some reason, I couldn't . Was I missing something? Oh, right, the assassin. "Because your god predicted there would be an assassin, and you assumed that meant I would be violent if you came to ask politely?"

"If I didn't force you into custody, Harold would have removed you from the country," she answered, with a bite in her voice that I didn't understand. "That was also among the predictions. And I don't know if you're aware, Mr. Applebee, but the USDA and the International Dungeoneer's Association are not, actually, the same organization, with the same leadership or the same goals. Frankly, you should trust them a lot less than you trust me."

I... decided that she and I would have to agree to disagree on that point.

"However, I admit that the use of force was excessive, and apparently my orders were not handed down correctly. Even so, I stand by my decision. The prediction that there would be violence came only after the decision to detain you. I won't apologize for taking aggressive action to control the situation."

Aggressive action to control-- "You ordered them to shoot me with tanks when I did nothing wrong."

"I ordered them to arrest you. They keep the tanks there for dealing with violent Dungoneers, and that's how they understood the orders that came to them."

"You ordered them to arrest me with tanks when I did nothing wrong."

"You know, I wasn't going to press you on it, but I can throw you back in prison for the rest of your sentence, since you violated your parole," The look on Allison's face was dangerously close to being full-on bitchy, but she wasn't quite there yet.

I just threw up my hands in defeat, as much as the handcuffs allowed. "Fine. Okay. So you were ordered by a dungeon god to bring me to him, and you say you don't even know why, though I bet that's a lie." I watched her face, but she didn't react very strongly to that accusation. I thought that meant she wasn't caught being dishonest, but I had no way of knowing what her tells were, or weren't. "This is about my Bound Fairy. You got your quest around the same time I did my thing, and hell, shortly after that, I got a quest from another god telling me to meet with him. And that quest, which I accepted, was on pain of death if I failed."

"So tell me, miss High Priestess, if you even know the answer." I felt chafed by the handcuffs, and given the mood I was in, and the fact that she seemed to be clearly saying this wasn't really about a crime I'd committed, I just unlocked them again and threw them off, which the military police with her didn't like. "Why are the gods so interested in meeting with Merry?"

Her eyes dropped to my handcuffs the moment I focused on them, and I saw the disapproval on her face, but she also didn't seem surprised. She focused back on my face after only a moment. "You'll get your answers, but not now. If I can't get you to my god--and it may be that it's about who gets to you first--at the very least we need to know what you know. We already know that your class is responsible for letting you ..bind Fairies, and that's useful information. But it isn't nearly enough information. For all we know, we need to avoid that instead of encouraging it. Fairies are... no friends of humankind."

I mentally glanced at Merry, but she took the accusation in stride, as well as I would have, and for the same reason. We'd been told that Fairies were going to attack us eventually, by Fairies themselves. But for her, as for me, it didn't seem real, not yet.

Allison hadn't paused. "That's why I need you to come to a meeting of high level officials to tell us what you know. Of the government, of the military, and of the Association. Unless you have a very good objection, we will schedule it and let you know. You should expect to be called in less than a week." She narrowed her eyes at me. "I hope there won't be need for another display of force to compel you to show up."

"You sure do seem to like threatening to kidnap people," I sniped back at her. "You do know that's--"

"This is for the safety of the nation, and the world, Mr. Applebee." High Priestess Cream genuinely seemed to have no reaction to that accusation. "You'd be astonished how many rules I have to bend or break to keep things going right now. I would have been given a lot more official power if the politicians in power didn't distrust Dungoneers, and specifically hate Priestesses." An obviously cynical sneer crossed her face. "I wonder why."

I chose not to comment on that, instead switching topics before I said anything else combative, which I was entirely too eager to do. "What happened to Harry?"

"He's being detained and questioned, and he will remain in custody for the near future at least. Something about, oh, I don't know, attacking a military compound, and letting an assassin escape." The sarcasm in her voice was thick. "Something like that. Somehow, the details escape me. Perhaps someone who was there would remember better all the things he did wrong."

God, what a bitch. I blinked, though, after a moment. "...She got away?"

"Amazing what can happen when a military base tries to capture a target with no bullets."

Anyway, we went on like that for a little bit longer, each taking little snide cuts at each other with words but accomplishing nothing else meaningful. And then, with an overdramatic flair, she left, and good riddance, the military police posting themselves outside the door rather than either following her off or standing by inside.

Which left the nurse as the one who was, de facto, in charge of the room.

Apparently a number of medical tests had been run on me while I was unconscious, the vast majority of which (according to the nurse, at least) showed nothing except that I was a Dungeoneer. According to her (and I'd read the same before), part of the Dungeoneer's suite of body-modifying whatever-it-is regulated blood chemistry in ways that made blood tests useless, and kept most critical internal organs in a state of health that the rest of the population could only envy. She did, however, take seriously the reports that I still had serious headaches, and a Dungoneer falling unconscious from exertion was rare, even in cases of mana exhaustion, which was still their chief guess as to what was wrong with me.

A doctor came in a little afterwards to look at that same information I'd just given the nurse on a clipboard while he asked me the same questions and heard my answers again from my own mouth. He suggested CT scans and X-rays and a various other diagnostics, but something about his attitude put me off, and I declined. Frankly, I didn't think that they would be able to do much to help, not compared to whatever mojo the Dungeoneer stuff was using to make us virtually immortal. Perhaps in twenty years when we'd learned more, but today I suspected they would be using me as a guinea pig as much as a patient.

So I declined most of his suggestions and received a couple prescriptions I knew I'd probably never fill, and he moved on, and a nurse told me that I was free to check out anytime. And I did, with the requisite paperwork, payments, etc. It did pain me that I hadn't gotten the money from Harry, especially since I was uninsured, but I had a credit card. It was very odd, still, to think that at least in theory, I was (or would be) rich enough to buy the hospital, let alone pay my bill. In practice, I really needed to put some things up on eBay just to make sure I'd be okay, and I should split what I got from this dungeon with Louise when I did. I honestly had no idea what her financial situation was, but I didn't feel it the right time to ask.

Anyway, we were finally released, and Louise and I took a cab back to the Dungeon entrance to get our cars. I... somehow wasn't imagining Louise had a little white minivan, but there you go. We stood there together in a little bit of misting rain for a long minute, her white silk priestess outfit quite politely refusing to hug her curves or become transparent when it got wet. The moment dragged on awkwardly for a bit, as though somehow us parting was some kind of serious thing instead of just, you know, going home for a little bit.

"I enjoyed our time together," I finally said, feeling silly but not really having a better thing to say or do under the circumstances. "And I'd like to spend more time with you when we can, but... I still need to rest a bunch more, and I have no idea when they're going to call me in for that meeting. We'll definitely go together when I go to--" I stopped, realizing that my quest to go to Galveston Wharf was level restricted--it was a fifty-to-eighty dungeon, and I was level forty. With, I realized after a moment, a Dungeon Pass that would let me in at my current level, but Louise didn't have that. "--oh."

"Jerry..." Louise stood in the rain outside her car and looked down at her purse clasped in her hands, which she'd only just taken out of her inventory. A fragment of my mind had a brief fit with the concept of carrying around a storage bag when you had an inventory, but I didn't pay it any mind.

"...if I can, I'll bring you when I go to meet the Dungeon God in Galveston's Wharf, but it's... I don't know." I paused and rubbed my neck, feeling like I was missing something obvious. "And I'd like to just... spend more time with you. When we can." That seemed like most of what I was trying to say.

Louise looked up at me and smiled, and leaned in to give me a kiss on the cheek. "I'd like that," she said, and stepped back. "But now I have to go. I'm pretty sure Anne and Tommy are wondering what happened to me, by now."

"Anne and Tommy?" She'd never mentioned the names.

"My daughter, and her son." Louise looked sad, for a moment, but forced a smile. "It's not like they can't get along without me, but Anne gets depressed. After... all that's happened, I can't blame her. I'll send you a message once I see what my schedule looks like. Okay?"

"Sure." I put a smile on my face, and it didn't even feel fake, and she closed the door and started her engine, taking out a phone and starting to place a call. She did say that becoming a Dungeoneer made her thirty years younger. Still... a grandkid?

Well, who was I kidding, I realized as I got into my own car. I adored her, and if she was my age and had a previous relationship, I wouldn't even care. Why should it change because she was older, and had a relationship longer ago than I thought? Her daughter having a kid had nothing to do with her, it just meant that time moved on, and it did.

If anything, it just made my empty apartment feel even emptier, knowing that wherever she was, she was surrounded by others, probably busy with everyday life. And me, I thought glumly as I let myself into my apartment and crashed on my couch, letting the ongoing headache beat me into submission, I was alone.

Gee, thanks. Merry popped her head back into my field of thought. I was giving you room to be yourself, but uh, you really don't care that I'm here? 'Cos I'm not cute enough, or am I just too young for you? Heh.

I rolled my eyes. Okay, fine, I'm not a lone. I've got a brand new bratty kid sister to deal with.

Heh. I guess I can deal with 'Sister.' Merry turned to look "forward", at all the things I was seeing; it was the first time she'd done that since the "walls of my mind" had been repaired. Instead, she usually focused on me, whenever she was in here. So this is the human world, huh? Couch, television, Netflix, laptop. Little table, rolling chair. Cozy place.

I looked around the room as she commented. Years ago I'd had more--an exercise machine and some bookshelves full of old favorites--but I sold off a lot of it when I moved into a smaller apartment, and some of it had disappeared while I was in jail, mysteriously. I wasn't all that tied to my past, anymore, so I didn't care that much, but... some of the furniture had come from my folk's place, and it stung when that had to go. Not so much because I missed them, but because... well... because it was my childhood, I guess, and now it was gone.

You gotta build your own life, Merry urged, doing some combination of looking at what I saw and looking back at me. I mean, not right now, but when you're better, you'll have an easier time rearranging furniture than anyone else you'll ever know. I bet we could take apart the whole place and rebuild it, nail by nail, and all it'd need to hide what we did is a coat of paint. And, uh, did you know this place had ants? Because there are ants in the kitchen. That's kind of gross.

I just switched off my telekinetic sense and let my headache lull me off to sleep.

            

    
        48.  Just waiting

    
    
    
    
                There were a number of things all competing to be the next thing of note that happened in my life. I, for one, was disappointed when "the headache disappeared" didn't win the race.

It's not to say I was completely idle. With Harry gone, I'd sent a note to Kamau just kind of summarizing what had gone on with me, him, and High Priestess Cream, as well as offering a little bit information about life with Merry. His reply was unhelpful, and he seemed mostly uninterested, but he did try to be polite at least.

I also exchanged a few texts with Louise, receiving for my troubles a selfie of her with her family. Louise and her daughter Anne, standing next to each other, could have been sisters; Anne had black hair, though, and wore a bunch of eyeshadow. She had that kind of look of a stressed out, disaffected young adult who wasn't expecting things to work out, and I sympathized. Her own child, Tommy, couldn't have been five yet; he looked like a rambunctious kid, smiling eagerly for the camera.

I didn't ask why there were no fathers in the picture. For all I knew, they might both be married, but everything about the two suggested they were alone. So I put some emphasis into selling some of my crap dungeon items and monster corpses and such, doing more of the sales locally rather than on eBay just to avoid having to do shipping stuff. The Dungeoneer's Gym that I'd worked at--and that offer was still open, but I regretfully had to inform the owner that I'd be busy for who knows how long--had a trading exchange twice weekly, and that was easy and safe enough that I didn't feel at all conflicted about going there with a still-nagging headache. It was getting better, though, even as it drained my experience, slowly.

Mostly, I got rest, and that helped the pain more than anything else. When work called to ask if I'd be in, I considered telling them off, but in the end showed back up. The guided classes I was giving at the Dungeoneer's Gym were not a lot of work, and it gave me a little time to examine other people as they worked with some of my most common skills. Before, when watching people struggle with Telekinesis, I just felt that they hadn't experienced the same troubles as I did. Now, knowing a little more about how Growth Ranks worked, I tried to judge where people were. When I thought people were reaching A-rank--and that was fairly rare--I asked them to stay after and gave them a few hints on going beyond. I didn't offer my services as a Skill Sage, though, mostly because I simply didn't know them.

If anything, seeing if they would break through was more macabre experimentation. As far as I could tell, breaking into S-rank skills was a pretty serious advancement, far more important than levels; giving that kind of power to just anyone at random seemed like it was probably unethical. And yet, who was I to judge? I'd killed for no damn reason.

Along the way, I also forced myself to use Skill Sage on my Assassination skill, before giving classes on the art. I'd been avoiding it, because the skill consistently gave me the creeps to think about; I was proud of my ability to take down monsters, but it just felt like... like violence incarnate. It was ruthless, pitiless, and it considered the existence of weakness as a reason to defeat someone. It was hard to acknowledge my reasonably high level with the skill without... thinking. I still preferred to think I was just passable, and not an overly violent individual.

Anyway, apparently I was decent with it:




	[ ASSASSINATION ] [ FOUNDATION: Assassin ] Level 64



	Skill Sage: Growth Rank [AE] - Growth Points (68)






The only visible unlockable options were an ability to increase chances of a critical, and to increase chances of a special effect when you land a critical. Both had a numeral next to it, indicating there would be higher-ranked versions for the same. Given Telekinesis had let me unlock other skills, I was frankly more interested in what might be unlockable; probably some things I wouldn't want, like poisoning skills, but there had to be some kind of sensory skill, advanced stealth, who knows exactly what.

Speaking of Stealth, it was also fine:




	[ STEALTH ] Level 69



	Skill Sage: Growth Rank [AF] - Growth Points (76)






The named unlockables were also numbered, marginal increases, which didn't excite me. With both of those skills in the A-range, in theory I figured I could open up their advanced uses, but they were low enough in A-tiers that I could be wrong. Whether I succeeded or not, advancing in them would mean spending a lot of time and energy focusing on how they work, which was best left for when I returned to a dungeon... and also, I just wasn't really in the mood, right now.

After work, I was allowed to claim one of the unscheduled rooms and spar with my Caesarian Gentleman. The owner of the place had a couple questions, but apparently the concept of a trainer pet wasn't entirely foreign to him; after ensuring that there would be no damage to the facilities, he just kind of shrugged it off and said people would check in on me from time to time.

As I brought him out, I couldn't help thinking about Cassandra and her need for a name. So, pretty much as soon as he appeared, I clapped him on the shoulder and addressed him with one of only two Caesarian names that came to mind.

"Julius," I said, hoping my tone made it clear that I was naming him, "good to see you again. Can we spar for a bit?"

The man's face lit up, pleasantly. "Of course, my lord Jerald. I am pleased to be of use to you. What would you like to work on today?"

After a bit of work, it was clear to me that Julius C. Gentleman had significantly higher stats even than the high level Caesars I'd killed to get him, or at least, he was making better use of them. He made everything I did look trivial; all my moves were too slow, and when he did deign to block rather than dodge a stroke, he looked barely affected by it.

I suppose this was an Administrator's thanks for not being a jerk about things? Though, I still didn't know why they seemed to be sensitive about their failures. The Beanpole had gone through some trouble to keep me from telling stories about his mistakes, and this... were they being pressured to be perfect, somehow? Graded, maybe?

Partway through, a fencing instructor named Paul walked in to check on me and couldn't resist asking for a bout with Julius. He was a quality swordsman and higher level, and so the two of them were at least close enough in skill that it wasn't an embarrassing loss, but it was still a solid loss; Julius had his sword and shield combination very well defined, and although I could see Paul's head working through the problem, he didn't find an answer, even after a total of three quick spars. Julius, being a gentleman, gave him advice on his form and style, though I think Paul took it almost as an offense.

Anyway, Julius' advice for me was mostly about speed.

"You're showing your intent too clearly," he offered as I missed with a big diagonal chop. "I understand the need to put what power you can behind a stroke, but when you are slower than your opponent, you need to minimize the difference. Get in a guarded stance and make smaller, faster motions, like this." He brought his shieldhand in close and crunched up, and let loose a number of quick feints, each too fast for me to read and counter, and my attempts to even perceive them, each seemingly after the fact, only exhausted me.

When he stopped, I stepped back and took a few deep breaths. "I feel like your shield helps hide your motions there, and I don't use one." I'd actually gotten one as loot off a lower-level Caesar, but I'd already sold it. The big round thing just wasn't my style. "But even so, you're just so much faster than I am."

"Yes, I am," said Julius, quite proud of himself. "And I'll enjoy seeing you progress, my lord Jerald. But first, practice. Come on." He gestured with his shield. "Quick strokes now. Set your feet."

It was fun, I guess, but it didn't end with the satisfying victory that I'd gotten in the Dungeon. Of course, I was also holding back on all skills except swordfighting, but Julius was fast enough and smart enough to make me worry about my odds in an even fight.

Anyway, time came and went. Also on my list of things to do was exploring my newly made skill, Enhancement Sage, and I did a little, but I didn't get far enough into it to explain it just yet. Part of that was being tired, in the way that having a stupid dayjob made you tired, and part of it was that the skill seemed to be special in ways that I just wasn't interested in exploring at just that moment--not because the skill was special, but because I was the first one to make or get it, I guess.

Anyway, we'll get to that.

I started off by saying that the next major thing wasn't my headache going away. In fact the next major thing was a knock on my door, and on the other side was a tall skinny white guy who was a bible away from looking like a religious proselytizer. He had that optimistic, gee-golly-I'm-gonna-make-your-day look on his face that only comes from the indoctrinated or lobotomized, because he must have been rejected dozens if not hundreds of times and yet he still seems to think that this time people will be interested in what he's selling.

"Hi!" he said, his eyes bulging out of his head a bit as he smiled widely and offered a hand for me to shake. "I'm from the local branch of the USDA, and I'd like to talk to you about membership."

I did not shake his hand. I did not like his face. I did not like the Dungeoneer's Association. I considered slamming the door on his face, but his level was more than twice mine. I considered immediately telling him to go away, but he didn't seem like he would do that, willingly.

Instead, I left his hand dangling and tried to summon up a sense of humor. "USDA? Is this about the thing with the chickens?"

He immediately and without reserve dropped his hand and made a kind of polite laugh that told me that he was actually a wax statue animatronic pretending to be human. "No, sir, I don't mean the Department of Agriculture. The Dungeoneer's Association is a voluntary association of--"

I raised a hand to try to interrupt him, but as I kind of guessed, he didn't take a hint from it.

"--many benefits, including assistance with forming parties, access to mental health resources including depression and post-traumatic stress treatment, and access to a number of interior decorators and stylists to help you fit in with your new life..."

Well, okay, I couldn't argue with improved access to a psychiatrist, but then, with the money I had, I didn't really need the association to help me find one as much as I probably needed to be forced into going. I considered it for a long moment, as Mr. Wax waxed poetic about the association that had ordered me arrested at gunpoint, and I barely caught the fact that he had finished speaking and was holding out a clipboard and pen when things went a little quiet.

"I'm not going to join the Association," I said in response, making no move to touch his stupid clipboard.

"Sir, I'd just like to point out--"

"No." I wasn't in the mood to argue, but I was getting there.

"Perhaps when you--"

"Please leave." Something about this conversation had gotten the attention of Merry, who was kind of peeping out at the guy from what I could tell.

"Well, sir, I'd like to at least leave you with this pamphlet..."

That assassin is back, I think, sent Merry. But I can't find her.

I frowned, and instantly threw a shield around myself. Even with my Telekinetic Sense, though, I wasn't sure where Merry was finding any sign of the woman in black. Inside or outside?

Even though I sensed the bullet, I was thrown backwards into my apartment before I heard the gunshot. If I weren't on top of things, I would have been on the floor, but as it was, I caught myself. An odd pulse of force on the floor told me of hidden footsteps, and I swung the Executioner blindly, meeting no resistance. Immediately, though, the couch nudged slightly as the woman in black dodged past it.

I simply reached out with my telekinesis and sized a large quantity of air, finding as I did that I ran into some kind of resistance. As soon as I did, her stealth dropped, and I got a closer look at the woman, brief as it was.

The black clothes around here were tight, almost form-fitting, though they seemed to be cotton, or some other kind of relatively coarse fabric. The only thing really uncovered was a slot that revealed her eyes--and skin far darker than was common here, but not black. She held in each hand a curved sword that I thought was in a middle east or south asian style, but I wasn't an expert on the common styles--and Dungeon loot was far too mixed up to reflect on the origin of items anyway.

Anyway, I stabbed her in the chest with the Executioner's Sword, and she somehow teleported away; I could almost swear it wasn't her doing. It wasn't another use of stealth, of that I was sure--my telekinesis felt her slipping away, and then she was gone completely.

When I looked up, all that I found was the tool from the Association standing in the doorway, confused. To his credit, he was a Dungeoneer, and he'd dropped the clipboard and pen and some kind of silver claws had extended from his hands, werewolf style. My telekinetic sense told me that there was something else going on with him, but I couldn't tell what.

"Hey, nitwit," I offered to him, unable to keep myself from dumping quite a bit of scorn into my voice. My patience had been thin enough, but the use of my power brought the headache back a little more, and that pissed me off. "That sniper was behind you somewhere. If they were after you instead of me, you'd be dead. Now fuck off, I'm not joining your boyscout troupe." And, with a wave of my hand and telekinesis, I slammed the door in his face.

It felt good, but I thought it was also better than he deserved.

            

    
        49.  One boring day

    
    
    
    
                The next morning I got a formal email from a government address informing me that my presence was required the day after in Washington, DC at 8AM, and that a private charter flight had been secured at Bush Intercontinental Airport which would leave at my convenience. If I didn't confirm the email within four hours, they would "take additional action to ensure the message has been received".

I RSVP'd and wondered if the plane would have booze.

I told Louise, and she offered to come along, but she also suggested she would have to reschedule some things to do so. I wanted her there, and I said so, but I didn't need her to be there, and if she wasn't officially invited, I had some suspicion they wouldn't let her in anyway, even as a Priestess. She insisted at least that we would have lunch, and I eagerly agreed.

It wasn't much of a lunch, but she picked a place I wasn't overly familiar with, a Schlotzsky's Deli, and it was decent food. The company was good, and I felt better getting out and away doing something other than Dungeoneering or going to work. I was, at times, still the same problematic shut-in I'd been, but... well, I didn't want to be, and little things like this were good for me.

It was also nice that we held hands while we waited, and again after we ate.

I didn't have much to prepare, as far as I could tell, so I drove myself out to the airport, which was a good hour's trip. I didn't bother to call the charter until I got there, and they were quite polite, but suggested a little more warning would have been better. Still, they seemed to have been waiting, because I only waited another ten minutes before they let me board, and half an hour after that we were airborne.

It was definitely the most fancy private transport I'd ever been on, although there wasn't a lot of headroom when standing. It felt weird, for a lot of reasons; the plane was small compared to commercial jets, but it also comfortably dwarfed some of the smaller aircraft on the field, which I guess were one- or two-place private planes. The internal cabin would have seated six or eight people, but it was just me and a stewardess, who offered me drinks, and I took only a little. I was told it would be a three-hour flight, and then everything moved on around me, as though being cold and uninterested was professional. She sat in the back, the pilots were up ahead somewhere, and I looked out the window.

Once we were in the air, I couldn't resist thinking about being able to fly as fast as this jet. I spent a little of those hours envisioning myself standing on the wing as it moved by--obviously a bad idea even if it were possible, which I doubt it was--and mostly what I realized was that the force of the air at this speed was impressive and constant. My telekinetic sense didn't give me anything in terms of numbers, but it was more than the force I'd used to throw myself and Louise across a dungeon, except I had only used that power for an instant, and carefully controlled it. This was just air standing still while the jet barreled through it, though, and fighting against that force would be a heck of a task.

Well, maybe someday I'd be that strong. In theory, it was just a question of levels. In a few hundred levels, if I didn't have a teleport skill or whatever, maybe I could go superman-ing across continents, take Louise for lunch in Paris, whatever.

Landing was more interesting than taking off, mostly on account of there being a lot more traffic in and out of Dulles. I spent more time than I expected to using my telekinetic sense to get an impression of what was going on around me. A big complicated place like the airport was far too busy, for someone like me from the suburbs; there weren't just a couple threads of activity, but dozens, all seemingly independent while meshing together.

Anyway, I was directed from the charter plane to a charter car and taken to a hotel reasonably close to where I would need to be in the morning. I sent Louise a text saying I was there safely, and wandered around the area of the hotel.

Among the other interesting differences between this place and my own, most of the people with Dungeoneer levels that I saw while near the hotel all seemed... of a certain stereotype. If they weren't military, they were intense, military-esque people. Private security, maybe? Or certain specific kinds of people sent to the nation's capital that were chosen to fit in here? All I really knew was that I felt out of place.

I turned in early, but didn't sleep easily. I was stressed out already, and nothing of consequence had begun.

I was as ready as I could be when some very polite, stern-looking people came to get me in the morning. The hotel offered breakfast that included eggs and bacon, and that was more than enough for me. I wasn't sure what exactly they would want or need from me, and... well, I didn't know where I was going or who would be watching.

I didn't recognize the building offhand that I was delivered to, but all that meant was it wasn't any of the stand-out buildings of DC--not the Pentagon, the White House, Congress, etc. It was a place that had a placard by the door that said something about Homeland Security and Dungoneer Outreach, but I was honestly too nervous to be that interested in the specifics.

I was directed to a waiting room, and you can guess what I did there.

As I sat there considering things, I recalled with some concealed amusement the Class Feature that would make me, and other things "within range" more susceptible to a variety of snooping abilities--the Cursed Truth Aura. I suppose that meant that they could read me better, not that I planned to lie; it also meant if I had Telepathy or something similar, I could read others better than my current skill level of zero. Of course, I didn't--

It was on the list you could buy from Telekinesis. For, uh, 50. The mind-reading one, I mean; Telepathy.

Purely to amuse myself, I pulled up the window and purchased the skill. It was an active ability, not a passive sense, so I couldn't even use it alone in my room. Most likely, if I tried to use it, the High Priestess would notice and scold me for it. Still, if she was harassing me, maybe I could pry into her head a little and see if I could find a weak point.

It was a good half hour past the allotted time when I was finally brought out of the waiting room and into a large conference room, set up in an awkward squared-off donut where I was the monkey in the middle, flanked by two military men with Dungeoneer levels of 312 and 235, and surrounded in various directions by military men, obvious politicians, Dungoneers in expensive suits, and (I was somewhat astonished to discover), the one person in the room who I recognized without having ever met: the Vice President.

He was sitting at the center of the politician's table, and had his own guard, another high-ish level Dungeoneer who stood behind the man, I assume to block anything I tried to do or possibly teleport the man away in case of danger. The VP had a lot of gray hair, and he was clearly reading from a briefing packet before him, but I thought he was almost done with it, in terms of page count. When he looked up at me, he seemed to be taking me seriously, in the sense that whatever I told the assembled people, it would be some part of a large puzzle that he was tasked with solving, whether he could successfully do so or not.

I took a seat in the middle, after not-exactly-discreetly taking the time to examine everyone in turn. Nobody had anything really expressive on their faces, except one three-star general who looked pissy. Everyone else had an "office job" look on their faces, not too dissimilar to the Vice President's; they were here because they were told to be, and they'd do what they were told, and then move on to something else after we were done.

I would say High Priestess Cream as an exception, but she wasn't there. I still completely expected her to be an exception, of course; she'd been kind of a bitch, and I doubted she would just sit there with a bored face like everyone else, at the very least, not after the arguments we'd had.

Maybe five minutes after I sat down, someone from the politicians' group cleared their throat. "You are Jerry Applebee?"

"Yes, sir."

He moved a single sheet of paper from one stack to another in front of him. "Mr. Applebee, my name is Stephen Flour, and I was put in charge of this hearing. This committee has a few questions before we get started. First of all, as far as I'm aware you were not told the exact purpose of this meeting, is that correct?"

Well, when you put it that way, "That's correct, Mr. Flour."

"You can just say yes or no. You have successfully bound a fairy, is that correct, Mr. Applebee?"

"Yes."

"And to the best of your knowledge it is not hostile?"

"Correct."

"Are you able to summon them?"

I shifted in my seat. "That does not seem to be possible yet. I--we believe that when she is grown a bit more, it will be possible."

Some glances were exchanged, but the man speaking didn't pause. "How do you interact with the fairy, then?"

"A kind of very close telepathic link, I guess. She seems to ...physically reside in my mind, and we communicate mentally in much the same way as we would talk, but... with some extra data channels."

He nodded, and I noticed some scribbling on paper. "Is it painful?"

I frowned. "The process of... binding her to me, I guess, was painful. That hasn't completely faded, but it's getting better."

"You don't find the actual interactions to be painful?"

"No."

"Was the fairy responsible for your abilities you displayed in the incident in the Armand Bayou Dungeon Security Zone?"

I raised an eyebrow at that. "No. Or, not directly."

Some frowns from the military side in response. Nevertheless, the one asking the questions--who seemed, mostly, to just be reading from the sheet of paper in front of him, looked up at me. "Would you mind explaining further?"

I frowned at that, and had a brief mental discussion with Merry. "I'm not well versed in these things, sir, but I believe that that level of Telekinesis is a matter of using a skill at S-rank levels. ...My fairy assisted me in maintaining my focus, but we don't believe she was directly involved in increasing my power."

"You believe that your skills with Telekinesis extend into the S-rank of skill growth?"

"They do."

"What do you believe the limits..."

For a while, they questioned me about the skill, and I mostly had to admit I had no way of putting things into words for them. In terms of what I could do if I went all-out, or in terms of what made me stronger than others, it was difficult to say. They also asked more questions about Merry, and I told them what I could. They also spent just a short amount of time asking about the Soulforged class, but nobody really seemed to be interested; it was mostly to make sure that there wasn't something hidden there that was the secret to all of my crazy power levels.

They didn't seem, to my surprise, to be even thinking of asking questions about Administrators. I didn't exactly bring it up, but I also didn't resist mentioning that I'd met an Administrator and had a discussion with them, when it came up in regards to my class. Nobody seemed to care, which I thought was wrong-headed of them. I also didn't go out of my way to discuss the new skill, since they seemed to not know about it at all, and why would they?

Anyway, the conversation wrapped up with a seemingly off-topic set of questions.

"Mr. Applebee, have you had any interactions with any of the Dungeon Gods?"

I was getting a little tired of the stress of the meeting at that point, but that question managed to rouse me. "What do you mean by interactions?"

"Anything worth noting."

"I haven't met one face to face, yet." I thought back to the sudden quest to meet Kalamitus, and its obvious knowledge of what I was doing. "I was recently offered a quest to meet one, with suspicious timing. I believe that I was being watched by one at that time."

"So you have not had any discussions?"

"No."

"Do you have any emotional attachments to any Dungeon Gods?"

I wondered if I knew where this was going. "No."

"Do you have any strong negative feelings towards any?"

"No."

He nodded, eyes still on the paper before him. "So if you were to be in contact with one, you don't believe that would be any problem?"

I raised an eyebrow. "Not unless it somehow conflicts with the quest to meet the other one."

"Do you believe that it would?"

I hesitated, only a moment. The seeming urgency of the quest, given that Kalamitus raised the reward when I said I'd go immediately, and then all of this... was there some kind of competition to be the first? "Maybe. I don't think so. To be safe, I'd prefer to complete that quest before I go to meet any other Dungeon God."

"But you don't object to meeting them here, through an intermediary?"

That confirmed what I, and Merry, had been suspecting, and I nodded my head slightly. "I suspect that would be fine."

"Very well. I'd like to open the floor up to questions, and then we will take a short recess."

The questions that came after were mostly brief repetitions, aimed at either making sure Merry wasn't evil, that I wasn't becoming twisted, or that they couldn't figure out some way to weaponize Dungeoneers that they'd missed up until now. Then, they broke for a slightly early lunch.

Apparently I'd been locked in there with them longer than I thought.

            

    
        50.  Word of God

    
    
    
    
                When the otherwise dull government meeting came back from a one-hour lunch break (I joined a group that called in an order for sandwiches from a shop I didn't catch the name of, and that was good enough for me), I immediately recognized that some things had changed. Most notably, the number of military Dungoneers who were clearly acting as guards had increased, and there was a little partition set up that utterly failed to hide Allison Cream from my telekinetic sense, even as it did a fair job of hiding her physically from me. My seat had been reversed so that instead of facing the inside of the horseshoe of desks, I was looking at the gap, which was close to where the High Priestess was hiding. The extra guards were clearly positioned in such a way that they would be between us when she came out.

I guess they were nervous about whatever was coming. That made me nervous, too, and I think Merry joined in on that on an empathic level if nothing else. She seemed to be rolling around somewhere in my head restlessly, and it was honestly a little distracting.

I feel like she's doing something, admitted Merry. Not to us. I mean... we kinda guessed, right? She's gonna connect to her god and we'll talk through that link?

I took a deep breath and tried not to think about it.

When Mr. Flour, now behind me, finally called the meeting to order, he also deigned to spend just a bit of time making sure that I finally understood the point of the meeting.

"Mr. Applebee," he said, after getting through a very perfunctory 'now let's resume' bit, "there are a number of questions that we know we are not allowed an answer to, but that the Dungeon Gods seem keen on giving us. Your task is to attempt to answer these questions, with the assistance of your bound fairy." And I was handed a little wooden clipboard with a sheet of paper on it. "I understand you haven't done this before, but for all we know, we may only have one chance at this, so please do your best."

I looked over to my left, where there were mostly military people sitting, and to my right, where there were mostly high-ranking Dungoneers, and took the clipboard and nodded.

The list of questions seemed like it had a bunch of repeats on a couple themes--one major theme was "Why? For what purpose? What are your intentions?" while another is "How do we get control? What's the secret? How do we get stronger?" After studying the list, I decided that I would refer back to it, but I didn't think that reading the questions off one at a time would be the right way to approach it, if only because I couldn't think of a way to do that without feeling like I was being turned into a robot.

The only interesting, new piece of information I got from the list of questions was a name: "The Lord Beneath." My eyebrows raised when I looked at it; it wasn't something I had heard anywhere, and Merry seemed similarly ignorant.

"Are you prepared?"

I looked back at the speaker and nodded, wordlessly. He made a gesture, and I turned back to the little partition and watched as someone relayed a gesture to Allison Cream, who... seemed a little off.

When she stepped around the partition, it was clear she wasn't in her right mind. Or rather, someone else was in her right mind.

High Priestess Cream had rippling waves of white energy flowing off of her, thick enough that I could sense it with my telekinetic sense. Her eyes were two blazing holes of white light, and white luminescent smoke poured out of her ears, nose, and mouth. In fact, I realized, the haze that was coming off of her was literally pouring out of every pore of her body, as though her mortal shell simply couldn't contain some high-pressure gas that just so happened to be "power itself".

I swallowed nervously. I had been cheeky before when arguing with the Priestess, but dealing with her god as it possessed her was definitely a different matter.

"Hello again, Gentleman. Mr. Vice President." Cream's voice was masculine, now, with just a little hint of an echo of her original voice behind it. Her eyes, finally, turned directly to me. "And you, Mr. Applebee. I apologize for my High Priestess' behavior. It appears she was a bit... overeager. I hope there were no serious consequences of her actions."

"No... sir." Not to me, anyway. I hoped nobody else got in trouble for her bullshit.

The Dungeon God nodded. "You may call me Lord Ethanic. I understand that you are the first human on this planet to have a Bound Fairy. My congratulations to you."

I nodded, once, and focused my attention on Merry. How are you holding up?

I'm okay. He's got a lot of data there, but he's not surfacing anything. Try asking a question.

So I cleared my throat and, very hesitantly, started in on the question that topped my own personal list, even if it wasn't exactly written on the paper. "Lord Ethanic... may I ask, who is the Lord Beneath?"

"That information is restricted." Cream tilted her head up at me, but she was smiling. I felt Merry reach for something.

She relayed a few facts to me, and I frowned, picking one to try to relay to the room. "He is... the keeper of the Master Key?"

Cream's mouth spread into a wide smile. "Ah," said Ethanic, and put strange emphasis on his next words. "Allow me to clarify. You are close; what you call the Master Key is a powerful engine that creates and regulates all of the Dungeon Keys that give people like you power. I suppose, in your language, it's an appropriate name. A translation of the original name would be the Labyrinthine Star." And then, very deliberately, she shut her mouth and waited.

There was a bunch of whispering around me. I glanced back down at the list of questions, frowning. Merry offered me little snippets of things she was hearing, but instead of processing them, I just searched for anything in that stream that would lead to more interesting questions. After a moment, I looked back up at him. "And this Lord Beneath is a member of the species that created the ...Labyrinthine Star?"

"Correct."

I frowned. "And you aren't."

A slight hesitation. "That is also correct."

"Why was the Lord Beneath sent here?"

"That information is restricted."

I nodded as Merry searched through the information, but what she found, I didn't immediately feel like repeating. Tonally, it felt off; according to Ethanic's information, the whole Key thing was some kind of species uplift project, but why do that if there was a chance of leaving civilizations destroyed if they fail? Mentally, I tried to recall what the tea-offering Administrator's words had been. It helped that Louise had repeated the words again later

This is the deal we offered Humanity: Access to the [ Dungeon Key ], and in return, once you had learned how to use it, once humanity had proven that it could adapt to the key, once they proved that they didn't need to be hand-held, we would be free.

I frowned, trying to rectify those two thoughts, but a noise from the room brought my attention back, and I had to put it out of mind before I got lost in my own head.

"What is the purpose of the Full Clear Quests?" Although there was a question on the list about 'how do we meet the Lord Beneath', the Administrator's words about us being hand-held suggested that this was the wrong time to ask that question.

"That information is restricted."

That's interesting. This data is clearly incomplete--by, like, a lot. They're hiding something. Merry gave me a mental impression of a page with a lot of blackout ink redacting information, while making it clear that something was being hidden. That told me that not only was this information leak a deliberate act, but one they had a measure of control over, which was... concerning.

I cleared my throat and tried to cue in to what Ethanic had said before. "Please clarify for me... the Full Clear quests are supposed to let us replace the Dungeon Administrators?"

"Ah!" Finally, Cream's mouth spread into a wide smile again. "That is one of the primary goals of the Full Clear Quests, yes." But, she didn't elaborate.

I had to try to link that back to what I'd heard before, from the Devil when he offered me my quest--or tried, before I successfully tried to kill him. "And when we replace an Administrator, some things will no longer be restricted to a Dungeon?"

Cream tilted her head to the side. "Hm. I suppose you're close enough; let me clarify. Currently, all of the Administrators are bound to their dungeons, as are all of the Dungeon Gods. When you complete a Full Clear Quest, the new Administrator and Dungeon God are released from their bindings and may wander your world freely, as well as continuing to perform their roles within the Dungeon System."

That had a lot of people writing things, but I nodded, and then frowned. "The Administrators and Dungeon Gods are linked?"

Another moment of hesitation, a little longer this time. "To complete a Full Clear Quest, you must obtain the approval of one Administrator and one Dungeon God. When you replace a Dungeon Administrator, the God whose approval you sought is also released."

That seemed odd. "The quest I was offered was to bring a declaration of war from an Administrator to a Dungeon God. That doesn't quite sound like seeking their approval."

Cream's smile seemed off, a little. "I assure you, I do not lie. There are... some formalities to the process, and the way in which the quest is offered may vary between individuals, but the core requirement is the approval of both."

I found that I was frowning deeply, and tried to clear my head and force my face back to neutral. I glanced back at the paper in front of me. "Why was information like this restricted?"

"That information is restricted."

I felt weird as Merry blinked, taken aback by something. She shared with me a mental image of a document where the blackout marker was used, instead of hiding text, to simply scrawl the words "TO PREVENT CORRUPTION" in huge letters over a much longer document.

And it was at that moment that I understood.

Some people here, if they had to choose between a loyal American or a more competent foreigner being in a position of power, would choose the American without a moment's hesitation, and America was far from the only world power--large powers, small powers, and everything in between--that would do the same. In fact, the games of brinksmanship between us--them, really, since I had nothing to do with it--and other major powers would only enhance that problem.

That left me unsure of whether to speak what I just realized out loud, or not. Were these the wrong people to have power? Was Ethanic bound to answer these questions, or did he trust them? Or was he trusting us--Cream and myself--to judge our own people for ourselves?

I hesitated for long enough that I'm sure most eyes on the room were on me. Finally, though, I spoke. "The information is restricted because if we know how to become an Administrator, the wrong people will get the job."

There was kind of an amused noise that came from Cream's mouth. Instead of that wide, pleased smile, though, it was something more of a tight, stressed one. "It is difficult to know who is the right person to hold power. What can be assured, however, is that those who seek out power for power's sake are the wrong people to hold it."

That fit hand in glove with what the Administrator had said. "If we--the people of Earth--can complete some kind of trials without becoming corrupt, then we're worthy of completely controlling the Master Key."

"Exactly!" Cream's voice seemed excited, if not exactly pleased. "You got that quickly. I am impressed."

"Then, the reason why our civilization could still be destroyed, why we could still fail..." I left the implication hanging in the room, hauntingly.

"The decision was made that if a civilization became corrupted with power, it was better destroyed than left to spread and rot." Cream's voice was some mixture of icy, determined, forlorn, and amused. "There is no way to change this decision, and there never will be."

I nodded, not needing any input from Merry to put the pieces together. "And that's the purpose of it all, isn't it? The Dungeons, the system, the Lord Beneath?"

Cream nodded, a plume of glowing smoke pouring out of her nose as she blew a sigh through it. She also twitched, I think holding back another automatic reply. "The details are not for me to disclose right now. It is restricted information, but I also do not disagree with the restriction. Instead, understand this: if you do not find the right people to complete these Quests, your civilization has no chance to survive. The true test of your species' survival is not whether or not you can slay monsters, but whether you can defeat the enemy within, both individually, and culturally."

Left unsaid was that some of those enemies might be in the room right now, or might receive reports about this meeting on their desk tomorrow morning. I turned in my seat to glance at the Vice President, but aside from the fact that his face was intensely serious, I couldn't read him. I considered throwing my Telepathy skill at him, but it seemed like the wrong time and place to experiment with something I'd never used before.

I turned back to the Lord Ethanic. "How many civilizations have succeeded?"

"That--" she clearly bit back the automatic answer, a second too late to be smooth. "I can honestly say that I don't have that information. The Lord Beneath might."

"...How many have failed?"

Cream turned up her nose at me. "That information is restricted."

Merry considered what was shown to her. The big takeaway is, when the Beneath dude is replaced, the key stays where it is. This one wouldn't be here if someone had succeeded before you.

I frowned. "How many civilizations has this particular Master Key visited?"

"That information is restricted."

I swallowed, my mouth instantly running dry. "Five?"

Cream looked at me, not bothering to say anything. I looked at her for a long time, and then nodded, slightly.

"...You aren't from the species that created the keys. That means that you are from a civilization that was visited by the Key later."

Ethanic just stared at me in return.

"...and then was destroyed when it left."

"I think we're done for today," said the Dungeon God, his voice having a level of tiredness to it that I could tangibly feel leaking out into the room. "You are correct, Mr. Applebee, but it is not for my own people that I grieve. I grieve because I have tried and failed to save others from the fate that befell my people, in spite of centuries of work. And because, irrespective of my intentions, I may again." His eyes move from me to the Vice President in the corner, and then swept around the room. "Don't forget that, when you decide on what comes next."

And then he was gone, leaving only High Priestess Cream standing before us.

            

    
        51.  First and last(ing) impressions

    
    
    
    
                I wish that someone had done for me, what I am doing for you, dear reader: I won't force you to live through an additional five hours of extremely boring questions and answers from government officials.

Suffice it to say, nothing got done.

Oh, there were little tidbits of useful information that slipped out. For example, when I mentioned that the information the gods leaked was censored--redacted was the technical term, I was told--they asked me questions that eventually narrowed in on the fact that the documents I was receiving were some kind of official copies of an original document; Ethanic had not been custom-generating things that told us what he wanted us to know. That was interesting, but it probably took a half hour to suss out and there was more time afterwards consumed by people making theories that Merry gave evidence in favor of or against, with me stuck in the middle as a mouthpiece.

There was also one person who, I realized, was actually kind of brave in taking up the committee's limited time to ask if we had any other information about the other civilizations that the key had visited. The document Merry had seen was more than just a counter; it had something like names and coordinates, but even if she'd been able to capture the information--and she wasn't--it wasn't necessarily useful. Merry did note that there was some kind of description of the species of each planet, and each had been at least vaguely like humanoid; not necessarily "two arms, two legs" humanoid, but within the ballpark. No giant tentacled slime creatures, no pegasus, no sea monsters, just tool-using land-walking creatures, mostly with two feet.

I noted that some people seemed to react to that news. While I thought it was interesting, I didn't see any reason to be upset by it, and at least one or two among the Dungoneer group seemed to be confused or upset, though they didn't say anything, and I didn't ask.

There were also a substantial number of questions about Administrators and the Full Clear Quests. Interestingly, a lot of that information was redacted in the information given to Merry. Several people came back to, for instance, what exactly the role of an Administrator was. While yes, they were there to arrange the dungeons and... administrate them, could they create custom creatures and items on demand? Was that power given to a deeper, more powerful entity?

Ethanic had, I guess, deliberately chosen not to tell us. It didn't surprise me, not after that thing about corruption. Privately (and I did keep this to myself), I guessed that the Administrator really could do that, and that was a very good reason to keep that power away from the unworthy.

Similarly, we weren't told anything about what it meant to gain the approval of administrators and gods. They asked me some questions about my own history, but Mr. Flour forced that discussion to end to make sure that we didn't miss anything from today. Of course, given that I couldn't tell them everything, given the NDA, that was helped along quite a bit--I used it as an arguably very good excuse for not telling them anything at all, because I frankly didn't want to. I trusted the group a lot less after the talk with Ethanic than before, and I especially distrusted those among the group who seemed to be acting business-as-usual about the whole thing.

The crowd got shorter as time went on. The Vice President didn't stay long after Ethanic departed, and Cream apparently needed the rest of the day off to recover, because she didn't do anything after the god left except sit in a chair, drink several bottles of something, and then walk slowly out. With them gone, a lot of the guards left, except only the two who had been directly by me. Of those who were left, there seemed to be factions of each of the three major groups--military, politicians, and Dungeoneers--and some of each were after power, or answers, or just taking notes, or seemingly uninterested.

The ones who seemed to still be asking questions about how to do things were the most suspect, in my mind. There was plenty to be curious about, and I could respect that, to a degree. Rushing candidates to positions of power, to make sure it's their people in that position instead of someone else, or just to be the first... I didn't like that.

One way or another, by the end of the day, I was exhausted. They asked me to voluntarily come back the next day, but I refused. In my eyes, the only takeaway from the whole thing was this: people who were being offered Full Clear quests should be encouraged to take them, at least now while nobody was gaming the system. Though... why exactly I ended up on that list was unclear.

Well, a lot of things were unclear, honestly.

I had a call with Louise in the evening and we talked for a little while. My voice wasn't hoarse or anything--a Dungoneer wouldn't have that kind of weakness--but after all of that stress, I really did just kind of want to sleep it off. I also used my portable messaging terminal to send a note to Harry, although if he was in prison or something, he'd probably not get it until he got out anyway, and by then he just might show up and ask in person.

He didn't show up that day, or the next morning, though, and when someone showed up and asked me if I was interested in staying and becoming part of an ongoing government task force, I very politely told them I just wanted to go home. He spoke to some people and gave me a phone number to call when I was ready to depart. I considered just running off then and there, but felt odd about it. Although I didn't feel at home here...

Well, I suppose it shouldn't be a surprise that I had some interest in the nation's capital.

I ended up taking an Uber to the metro, and from there over to the National Mall--the big area with all the memorials, nearby the Smithsonian, and not that far from the White House. I was a little concerned that there would be some checkpoints or something, because there had been some small acts of violence by Dungoneers in the capitol that had been very well covered by the news at the time, but aside from a bunch of people with levels clearly stationed as guards, things were peaceful.

I looked over at the White House, trying to see if I could spot the place where the fence had been melted, but I guess it was repaired. It was a while ago, anyway. Why would they leave it damaged? I guess I just wondered if I could tell where it was, and I really couldn't.

I walked from one end of the Mall and back, thinking that I might leave it at that. I had just a little interest in the museums, not because I was into museums, but because it was the Smithsonian... but no, I decided against it after a while.

The thing that made me finally stop, though, was my spiritual sense acting up. Even now, it was distinct form my telekinetic and other senses, if still annoyingly vague, but I stopped and looked... I guess southwest-ish, not really sure what was bothering me, except that something was. It wasn't a persistent thing, either; things had been normal, and then a heady presence seemed to come over me, not intense enough to count as an attack, but definitely something abnormal.

I looked in what was probably the general direction of a ghost or something, checking what I sensed against my telekientic senses, but if there was any sign of what happened in that sense, it was like a few threads of spidersilk blowing in the wind. Which, to be fair, was... kind of a description of what they looked like when I tried to use my eyes, too--a faint outline you could just barely perceive, in the dark, rather than anything useful.

"Something the matter?"

I turned to the speaker and found a very professional-looking man--not a dungeoneer--who had kind of a strange look on his face. He wasn't concerned, wasn't being rude, wasn't some kind of guard... I stared at him for a moment longer than I should have, probably, and then decided to gamble.

"Just a ghost," I said, as casually as I could muster, and looked back at the disturbance. The spiritual pressure continued to radiate a sense of disapproval or something, and I studied it, wondering just why I had drawn its attention.

"You believe in ghosts?" I frowned at the tone of the man's voice. Again, it was off. He didn't seem curious, confused...

I turned to look at him, narrowing my eyes. His manner continued to be very flat, unassuming. More than anything else, I thought, he seemed to be trying to act like nothing was wrong. That was concerning because nothing was wrong; there should be no need to act like it. That left me with three plausible answers: He was crazy, this was a trap, or...

"Is this some kind of test?"

He turned his head slightly and looked at me, smirking a little. "I don't know what you mean."

"I mean you starting a conversation the moment it shows up." I looked him up and down, studying what my telekinetic sense told me as carefully as I could, wondering if I'd find some kind of secret-society sigil ring or pin or something on him, but there was exactly nothing--not even, I realized with some confusion, a wallet. A key in his pocket, and some petty cash. "Who are you, exactly?"

"Nobody interesting." He put his hands in his pockets nonchalantly and took half a step back. "Not like you. I heard you had some ...interesting theories, and you've confirmed that. I had to see what you believed, for myself."

Great, so, if it wasn't a test, it was a trap, because he knew who I was. I glanced around, forcing myself to take note of normal people rather close by than just Dungeoneers, wondering exactly what the hell kind of situation I was walking into. Nothing was obviously wrong, but... were there some people suspiciously uninterested? I considered raising shields, but... would the Dungeoneers on guard take notice of that? Did I want them to?

"...What exactly do you want?" Already it was clear that things worked differently here than they did in suburban Texas. I doubted this would end up with me murdered in an alleyway, but there were too many creepy things for me to believe it was going to be harmless.

"What everyone wants." His face seemed to relax into an expression that was a textbook example of 'resting bitch face'. The skin around his eyes and mouth were pinched and wrinked in a way that suggested he spent most of his time glaring and frowning at people, giving everyone a consistent look of disapproval that he had to explicitly reshape his face to hide. After a moment, he seemed to catch himself and smooth that expression away again. "I want to live in a world where people like me have power. Aren't you the same?"

I considered what to say to that, and after a long moment, frowned at him. "I don't think that's how I'd put it."

He crossed his arms behind his back and put on an expression of polite interest that I was pretty sure was fake.

I hadn't really ever tried to put it into words before, though, so it took a moment of thinking about. "There's nothing about myself that I consider... ideal." That thought didn't seem right, so I stopped again, and shook my head. "Isn't the point that the people in charge should be ideal rather than necessarily like me? I don't live up to my own ideals most of the time."

"The issue is trust," the man replied. "How can we trust people to do the right thing when they don't understand us? When they don't understand the truth?"

I realized after a moment that he had to be using 'us' in this context to refer to some specific kind of people--spiritualists, occultists, psychics, who knows exactly the details. "Which truth?"

His face opened up into a cracked smile. And not slightly cracked--I would say he looked insane. "The truth. That humanity can do this on our own. That this is all a poison pill we are asked to swallow. We knew before that aliens were taking an interest in our people, experimenting on us. We knew they were the enemy, come to slaughter us like sheep. Now our dead are nothing but fuel for a demonic furnace that runs on souls."

He stepped entirely too close, and grabbed my arms, and it was only morbid curiosity about what he was going to say next that kept me from throwing him off--that, and a strange headache that seemed to get worse when he got close.

"I've seen it," he whispered hoarsely, as though he was afraid of some passer-by overhearing. "In my dreams, a man ten feet tall, no more than a pile of bloody corpses wrapped in an ill-fitting skin, thin as death and inhuman to his bones. Black his skin is, and his eyes are lanterns in the night, his fingers like knives, and the dead within him scream to be released. And his voice, his horrible voice..." the man clasped his hands to his head. "It's no more than a screech, and yet I hear it, know it. It tells me to kill him, to free him from the chains that hold him in place. It tells me..."

I pushed the man away, my Dungeoneer strength more than enough to overpower the lunatic even without my signature skills. "You're insane," I said, in what seemed like an apt summary. "Look--ghosts are real, at the very least, and there may be other real things. And, there are all kinds of monsters in the dungeons. But--"

"This is not some everyday fodder-puppet," snarled the man in return, and again, his face seemed warped from confusion and determined, single-minded faith. "This is a king, and his crown is a shackle, a monster born to repress humanity, a cruel thing created to become a nightmare." His voice took on an odd timbre, and his eyes got faraway. "The true number is Seven--there are seven devils that seal the door. Seven becomes forty-two before the one. I have seen the truth. Do you understand? Do you?"

I, uh, basically walked away from him at that point. As I did, I noticed that the ...spiritual thing that was there was just kind of hanging there, reasonably close by. It didn't chase me, and neither did the crazy man. I... I wasn't mentally prepared to try to wade through a conspiracy theorist's mind looking for nuggets of truth. Goodness knows I had my own problems to deal with.

"If I figure it out," I shouted at him as I rapidly backed away, "I'll let you know, I promise." Not that I'd ever find the loopy bastard again, I reasoned as I turned and moved off.

If anything, Merry seemed to have been affected by the exchange the most. I didn't realize it until I was at the airport waiting for the jet, and when I realized she had become more quiet than usual, I mentally prodded her. You okay?

There, uh, there's a thing with seven in the master key, I think.

I frowned, at least somewhat thankful that nobody around knew what was going through my head. Seven what?

I don't know. It's not like I can get a good look at it. I can only just vaguely peek at it when I focus on your engine; it's really big and really far away. But there are seven somethings on it. Holes, maybe? It's complicated. And I feel like there were a couple places in the God-dude's redacted documents that had, like, lists that were seven entries long.

I considered that for a long minute, and when the stewardess from the charter flight came to say that they were ready for me to board, I nudged Merry. Should we go back and try to find the guy?

Nah. I mean look, it's interesting that a ...uh, non-Dungeon guy gets hints like that, right? But I don't think it's going to help us with anything we are going to be doing. How could it?

I nodded for a moment, then refocused on the woman in front of me and smiled. "Alright, lead the way."

First, to home. And then, soon, on to talk with another Dungeon God, and then... well, then I had to prepare for a fight. And what came after that, if I even survived, would depend on the answers I got from all of that bullshit. If somehow I survived all of that, well, maybe I'd go searching through the millions of people in the DC Metro area and see if I could find that one crazy guy again.

            

    
        52.  Promised gifts, past and future

    
    
    
    
                There were a number of small events over the next week, but they all paled in comparison to my head finally not hurting, although there was just a hint of a ringing in my head remaining by the end of it. I did also get a notice from Harry saying that he was no longer being detained but he wasn't free to act for a little bit while he did some community service, which seemed to me an odd choice for punishment.

On the other hand, being able to compel a high powered Dungeoneer to do something for you was probably really, really useful. Putting him to work was probably a vastly better idea, as long as he is willing or they can force him, and he'd probably go along with it if it meant nothing worse happened.

There was also another attack from that assassin which was no more successful than the last two. It was, frankly, a little embarrassing. I wanted to capture the bitch and get some information rather than having to deal with the police if I killed her, but again, she slipped out of a telekinetic grasp with some kind of teleport skill or item.

Two days after that I received a wicker basket on my porch, which I was immediately suspicious of until I saw a nametag on it that read "Vladimir". Apparently, with some delay, Vlad had actually followed through on his promise of a gift basket, which I honestly wasn't expecting.

It was, mostly, fruit. Which, again, was what he said it would be. Good fruit, but not Dungeon items--pears mostly, a couple apples, some grapes, a cantaloupe. It was weird.

Underneath the fruit, though, was another layer of stuff. A pistol, three boxes of ammunition, two spare clips, a pair of sunglasses, three fragmentation grenades, and a note. Of all of them, only the sunglasses were a Dungeon item:





	PERIL SENSITIVE SUNGLASSES - Lv 135



	[ PER +20 ]
	[ AGI +10 ]
	[ Danger Sense Lv 50 ]
	[ Blank Face Lv 47 ]



	A pair of sunglasses designed to help you survive assassination plots. Perhaps you should try a different line of work?









	[ Danger Sense ]
	The wearer may become aware of Dungeoneers and Dungeon Monsters within range who are looking at the wearer with hostile intentions.



	[ Blank Face ]
	When activated, this skill makes it difficult for others to read your emotions and intentions.








The note was brief:

I heard you were targeted by an assassin. Congratulations.

I am temporarily in the area. Brother is mad about the thing where I tried to kill him and is trying to kill me. Also may be unrelated violence, family likes to play games like this.

Heard you were busy with some kind of shit quest. May be willing to assist in exchange for favor. Call this number: XXX-XXX-XXXX.

I studied the note, front and back, for a little while. Vlad was significantly higher level than me, enough that there was no way I could bring him into the Dungeon to help with the fight against Bo. As a person who had admitted to having ties to organized crime, I was also leery of accepting a deal with him "in exchange for a favor". Without calling him, though, I didn't even know what kind of assistance he could provide.

Anyway, before anything else, I started making plans to dip into Galveston's Wharf Dungeon to speak with Kalamitus, since that was a formal quest which had come with a very nice carrot and a very nasty stick. My level being above 40, with the Dungeon Pass I had, I could easily enter the Dungeon; Louise, though, was not level 50 yet, and I didn't want to go in without her.

Not to say that I had completely given up my pride as a solo diver, or anything. But the more I compared my runs through Pearland with my run through Armand Bayou, the more I could just feel a cold echoing loneliness from my time going through the beginner's dungeon. It felt like every wall reflected my own isolation, and I'd thrown myself at every encounter as though to quiet down the inner turmoil that came from ignoring the twisting ache in my heart. Even on my later trips through, when I had set the monster aside, it felt like... well, it felt different.

I was sending Harry a note asking if he knew any way to get our hands on something like the Dungeon Pass for Louise when there was a knock at the door. I flipped on my telekinetic sense and registered two people outside the door, one I thought might by Henry, the cook who'd been tasked with wrangling me when I left Armand Bayou.

I raised my shields before I answered the door (three brushes with an assassin will do that) and opened it to find him there, looking pretty much the same, along with a woman in a slightly-oversized cowboy hat, who tipped the hat at him amicably as soon as the door was open.

"Yeah, hey, sorry," said Henry, "I don't usually drop by unannounced, but uh, my friend here--"

"Susan Quiche," offered the blonde, sticking her hand out to shake. "But everyone calls me Susie. Can we come in?"

I glanced at Henry. He... he just kind of shrugged. I guess she was dragging him along?

I let them in and let the two of them sit on the couch. I considered offering them a drink, but Susie appeared a two beers from her inventory like it was Friday night, offering one to Henry, who turned it down. She offered it to me, already taking a sip of her own, but I waved her off as well.

She didn't really seem to mind, putting the other away without hesitation.

I pulled up the dining chair and sat down across from them. "So what exactly--"

"So we heard you were going after the killer," said Susie, and I stifled my irritation at being interrupted. For some reason, Merry seemed to find my reaction funny. "And we wanna help."

"Hey, hold on, I didn't say that," objected Henry, a moment after she spoke, as though he suddenly understood what she said.

Susie acted like he didn't talk, with was a kind of assholery that I wasn't very familiar with. "The problem is, the guy's stronger than anyone our level has any right to be. Henry and I, and some military guys, real serious, duty-bound types, went in to take a look, along with a guy whose power lets him measure others--you know, I forget what he called it, some kind of Sage job, I think. His stats were incredible--I think I heard someone say his strength was over 200, and that's not something you can just overlook."

That number did give me pause, too. Even my highest stats were all well under 100, since I hadn't bothered leveling most of them up. Equipment bonuses at my level tended to be in the range of 5-15 points, which wouldn't do a whole heck of a lot to close the gap... unless Enhancement Sage proved some miracle cure. Even then, I'd likely need to find some really good items and pile all their best features onto one or two.

Susie was still talking. She seemed to like talking.

"...all of my customized equipment wasn't nearly enough. And I was so proud! You should have seen the bonuses I was able to stack on a single piece of gear." She sighed, shrinking back for only a moment, not nearly long enough to make her look vulnerable or personable, before bouncing back. "Of all of it, though, the guy is just too damn fast. It's not just that he's faster than us. Tom--he was one of the military guys--he led off with a sword tech that's pretty good, you know? But this guy, the killer, he moved like the guy was standing still. I couldn't follow him. It was crazy."

I frowned. "What was his agility? Roughly?"

"160, 175, maybe. In that range. I forget which number was which."

"Cripes." I closed my eyes and thought about it for a while. My agility was good--over fifty, now--and I'd relied on it before. I'd never been so outclassed...

Actually, that gave me a thought, and I pulled up my inventory and summoned Julius on the spot. Henry and Susie jumped at his sudden appearance, and Henry started to reach for the guy before he realized that he was harmless. I... realized after a moment that the two had been through the same dungeon and doubtless fought the Caesarians.

Julius, though, observed the movements of both with a pleasant look on his face. One might even say his eyes were vacant; absent any combat instincts, he seemed like he would have taken a haymaker to the face and apologize for standing in the way afterwards.

I raised a hand at the two, quickly jumping in. "Sorry," I said. "I just need to check on something. Julius, what would you say your Agility is?"

"I don't typically put these things into numbers, Lord Jerald..."

I sighed. "Just show me your stat window, if you would." I could probably figure out how to fuss with the item to bring it up, but as a non-combat pet, Julius' status didn't default to showing me those details.

The Roman blinked at me for a moment, and then a window popped up, and I studied the statistics.

His stats were below Bo's, but he was easily two-thirds of the way to that point. His strength was 150, well above anything I should have been able to counter, and his agility was 120.

"How the hell..." Susie was walking in a tight circle around Julius, checking him out. "Where did you get this piece of... uh, Italian Sausage?" She glanced down at his waist, and an eager look came over her face.

"That's complicated. I beat a couple of the Barbarians and made a deal with the administrator."

"A couple." Henry, still sitting on the couch with one ankle resting on the other knee, tiled his head back and gave me some kind of down-the-nose stinkeye. "The chair fight?"

I blinked at him. "No. The pursuit section. I didn't trigger the chair fight."

Susie got entirely too close to Julius, almost cuddling him, although my pet didn't seem to object. "Why would you do that? And why would the administrator care? They have no loot and are easy to outpace."

"Like I said, complicated. I don't really want to talk about it." I crossed my arms and looked at my pet Caesar. "Julius, how much of your speed were you using when you fought me earlier? Roughly?"

"My speed, Lord Jerald? Maybe half by the end, I'd say," admitted the Caesar. "I think with more improvements to your technique alone, we could improve your effective speed by quite a lot."

I grimaced. In a way, that was worse. "Bo was a martial artist," I said. "He'll already be using more of his speed than I can, and he has more of it."

"Bo?" Susie stopped draping herself over Julius' shoulder and stood straight for a moment.

"Assuming my source is correct, that's his name. He was turned by a high level Faerie and is now forced to fight against his will."

Susie and Henry exchanged long looks. "The name field on his stats was blacked out," said Henry after a minute. "Class said, 'Heretic knight.' Never heard of that."

I just nodded without replying. Come to think of it, the harpy birdman had said Bo's name was stolen.

"And after all of this, you still think you have a shot?" Susie moved around until she could lean, shoulder-first, against Julius, and still face me. Julius, obligingly, shifted his weight just slightly so that she wasn't affecting his stance. It was honestly getting on my nerves how much she was taking Julius' Gentlemanly nature for granted; I considered unsummoning him just to screw with her, but eventually just let it be.

"I have just under six months to make an attempt," I said. "And in case we're unclear, I am a solo diver, and I've always been. I have to try as hard as I can to get as strong as I can before then while still being able to enter the Dungeon. If I don't, the quest that I got--basically directly from the Administrator--is gonna rob me of my Dungeoneer status and kick him out for good."

"If you want to tag along," I admitted, "I'd feel a little safer. But I'm putting all my eggs in one basket. I have to be capable of killing him solo, just in case... well, in case I need to." No point in saying that I was scared I wouldn't get his corpse if I didn't solo kill him. Did he count as a boss monster now? Or in any other way inhuman? It was hard to know what might happen.

Susie shrugged. "Well as you can see," and she gestured to the number above her head: 72, "I'm getting to the point where I can't grind for the strength to beat him. Mostly what I need are high quality items I can rework into customs."

I blinked at her. "You make custom items?"

"Yeah. Well, no. It's complicated." She appeared a giant (but still technically portable) brass Gatling gun and let the barrel end drop on the floor, barely bothering to catch the grip end and hold it up. It was a good four feet long. "It's a self-made class. I'm working on it, but most of the interesting shit is out of my reach. I scrap items for Forge Points and condense those into equipment that I imagine. It's kind of a lottery..."

"Stop." I raised a hand. "Forge points? Seriously?" In my head, I felt Merry perk up as well. Even though she wasn't where I could 'see' her, I could feel her start to grin.

Susie nodded earnestly, a little confused.

I felt a grin spread across my face, too. I'd encountered the same term when I was looking through my new Enhancement Sage skill. "I think you need to come with me when I go into the Wharf dungeon," I said. "Because I just spent an obscene number of Class Points on a brand new Tier 3 Skill that uses the same resource, and once I have enough experience, I'm gonna throw you a freshly minted Skill Book for it."

Susie barely had to hear the words come out of my mouth before a sly, wicked, ...almost creepy grin spread across her face. She didn't even bother to ask what the skill was.

"Why my dear, that sounds lovely," she offered, and stuck her hand out for me to shake.

            

    
        53.  A little more preparation

    
    
    
    
                It was now going to take three schedules lining up before I could dip into Galveston's Wharf: mine, Susie's, and Louise's. Of those, I'd been concerned that Louise wouldn't be able to come, but she assured me that she'd talked with another Priestess.

"... she said that Priestesses can ignore the level limits," she said between bites of her lunch. We'd been talking by text about Susie, Bo, and the upcoming trip, and Louise seemed curious about to hear more, so we took it as an excuse to meet up. "In fact, apparently anyone can, but it's hard for anyone that isn't a Priestess. I have to imagine you can't go backwards, but I guess the lower limit is more of a recommendation. Still, I have to imagine that the National Guard won't just let us walk in; I might need to get permission." She looked at me for a minute. "You might, too, even with your Pass thingie."

I frowned at the thought. Of course, because my level was publicly displayed, I'd most likely just get turned around trying to enter the protected area. I figured showing the Pass would clear me for that, but it was down to the guys at the entrance to not be jerks about it. Unless... do you think you can change what my displayed level is, Merry?

I felt Merry's little fairy fingers trace lines through my brain or soul or whatever while I finished a pleasant lunch with Louise, but in the end, she just popped up and shook her head no. My Dungeoneer level had a whole bunch of knock-on effects, and it was impossible to figure out which one to meddle with without more information.

It hardly mattered. We made a call together at the end of lunch, and a representative of the Guard told us it wouldn't be a big deal, especially since Susie was well above the limit and could vouch for us. That only left scheduling, and we were quickly able to settle on a three-day period at the end of the week that lined up with Susie's preferences, and I sent her a note to cement that in our schedule.

I honestly wanted to get this over with as soon as possible.

Since my head wasn't hurting, I went back to the Dungeoneer's Gym and practiced my telekinesis more, specifically working with Merry to try to get a better handle on how I could just easily slip into and out of my trances. Although the work gave me a headache, like it used to and like I'd seen with Jenna, it wasn't the kind of significant, persistent damage that I'd just gotten over. More than anything, it made me feel giddy, like a caffeine rush but unstable. I never had the... good or bad fortune to be into more volatile drugs, so I can't compare it to any of those.

Anyway, the power was worth the weirdness, but I did wonder about it. If I had the experience to spare, I would try to feed it and see if that took an edge off. I'd done something like that before, but at the time I'd had no idea if it was real or not. It had just... eased my mind about how some of the Dungeoneer stats seemed creepy to me.

For now, though, I also spent a fair amount of time practicing Psychokinesis, trying to understand the difference between it and Telekinesis. Some parts were obvious--PK would do whatever I was doing with bright florescent energy instead of things just seeming to happen on their own, and PK had a tendency to damage things with that energy even when not applying any force. My control was also a lot worse with PK, for some reason; although my mental coordination was basically the same between the two skills, there was something else, something emotional that I had to do with this skill to really make use of it.

Merry ended up guiding me more through the differences, rather than me figuring them out on my own.

Naw, you're definitely still doing it wrong, she told me at one point. There are two forms for this Skill, I think, or maybe more, but you always have to force energy into it. It's like... you know when you're using your other one, you have to put that sense of weight into it to pick up really heavy things? You have to put some kind of feeling into it, and what you put into it changes the mode. Like... I think I feel the energies, and one is cool and in control, and one is hot and angry, but they're mixed up and fighting each other.

I wasn't sure where she was getting that knowledge, but I spend the next few hours trying to translate her words into actions. Eventually, after studying what I was doing, Merry asked politely to take control of the magic for a brief moment, and since I was kind of frustrated, I eagerly let her.

The difference between her use of the skill and mine was really, really stark.

When my fairy grasped the skill, I felt a coldness sweep over my body, an emotionally flat tone that came out of my core, down my arms, and then slid out of the skin of my hands. Where my psychokinetic projections before were erratic, hers were a whole lot smoother, and that radiated that same cold, detached energy.

She picked up a plastic dummy target ball, and I could tell immediately that there was no damage being done to it. I'd slagged a couple dozen of the things, even reusing ones I'd already damaged so I wouldn't have to get more, but she took a fresh one and it rested in her hand like nothing was wrong.

I tried to study the emotion flowing through me, but it was ...foreign. I'm not sure I'd ever felt that emotionally flat, but certainly not since my first trip to the Dungeon. It wasn't like me; it wasn't like me at all. It was calculating, unconcerned, unimpressed, callous... and rock-hard stable, which even I could easily tell I just absolutely was not.

Merry, after a moment, switched out that cold certainty with a blindingly intense fury, and the plastic ball all but evaporated in her grasp.

This, too, was an emotion I couldn't wrap my head around. Mostly, I think, because it was just as stable as that colder feeling; a stable, intense, blindingly powerful choice to be feeling an incredibly powerful emotion. As it rioted through my body, I had strange flashbacks, of moments when I had touched on that level of hatred for a moment, but only ever for a moment. None of those moments were stable; none of them were like this at all.

Merry let go pretty much as soon as I had a chance to study both of the forms of the Skill. It may not suit you, she admitted, but it's consistent. I, uh, I'm sorry if that felt weird, but for me, your emotions are just... like, stuff. I know for you, what with the whole having-a-body and everything, they're kind of special for you. History and, uh, body-mechanical stuff. But anyway, you have to control those to control the skill, I think.

I'm not sure how to summarize my reaction to Merry's little speech but I'll go with "unimpressed".

Merry stuck her head up into my vision, and she had kind of a grumpy look on her face, in spite of her constantly-half-lidded eyes. She even had furrowed her brow a little, which was unusual for her. Hey, c'mon, she protested. I'm on your side here, I am. But you're riding a big complicated ...THING, and I don't mean this dungeon thing, and I don't understand it all. If you could control it, you could control the skill, but then, if you could control it, you'd be faster, stronger, all of that. I know it's not that easy, and maybe this isn't the right skill for you. I'm just trying to tell you what I see.

I moved up against a wall and sat down and leaned back, trying to quiet the rioting emotions in me. Sorry, I thought back to her after a minute. It's not just controlling the emotions themselves. It's controlling... ME when they're inside of me. They ...change me.

Merry propped her chin on her hands, her elbows on some invisible "floor", and studied me for a long moment. Weird. Just seems like energy to me. But I guess... I mean, they're magic, right? Emotions.

I wouldn't have called them that, but maybe it was different now that I was a Dungeoneer.

Merry kept staring at me. No, I mean, like, they're spells that your body uses to communicate with you.

That thought actually creeped me the fuck out. They're... I don't... no. I don't think that's how they work.

But you're a spirit riding around in your own body. It takes magic to reach a spirit.

I rubbed my head and tried not to think too hard about that. My spirit, soul, ...mind, whatever, was born from my body. The ...emotions control the stuff that creates my mind. Actually, that wasn't any less creepy, was it? Shit.

Right. Spell to create you, spell to communicate with you. Merry lifted one hand and kind of waved it back and forth in a "same thing" gesture. I guess my point is that you need to learn to defend yourself against them in case they're wrong. Whether that's controlling the feelings or blocking them out, you gotta figure it out someday, right?

Did I? Somehow, that thought felt as icy-cold as the first energy Merry had used. Logical, methodical, and empty, it felt wrong.

Merry studied me for another minute, and then shrugged, her grumpy look disappearing. Okay, well, look, I'm not human, Jer. Maybe I'm wrong and you guys are fine the way you are. It just seems to me like... like you can be easily controlled by your feelings, and you're shy about doing anything about that.

I nodded, trying to regulate my breathing instead of thinking any more on the subject. Somehow, more than anything, my thoughts started to drift towards Louise. More than anything else, over the next maybe ten minutes or so, thinking of her steadied my emotions.

Merry didn't keep staring at me that whole time, but I knew she was paying attention to what I was feeling and thinking. I... kind of had to be as well. Because all of those creepy feelings and all of that sense that things were wrong, those were all very similar to this feeling of calm that swept over me as I thought of Louise.

Emotions.

If I had control over my emotions, I would never have fallen in love. That thought wasn't exactly directed at Merry, but it was a very loud thought compared to the other things that had been running through me as I tried to calm down. I don't understand love any more than I understand that hatred or that... that cold feeling. But without that... that sense that maybe I'm in love... I don't think I'd want to keep going.

Merry, no longer in my field of view, gave me a sense that she was listening and wasn't going to interrupt, which was nice of her. It took me another minute, though, to figure out a way to complete the thought.

I got strong when I figured out the skill trick the first time. Considering the low level, I guess I was probably crazy strong. But it felt like I didn't care. No... it was because I didn't care. Living or dying didn't mean much to me. Killing didn't mean much. Those emotions you were using, and the emotions from back then... are emotions that mean something. You can't keep them steady without agreeing with them. But I also hate them; I don't agree. I don't agree with being ready to die back then, and I don't agree with that cold whatever or the hate.

Right now I'm unstable, and I know it. I noticed my pulse racing a little, and took a deep breath, trying to keep calm. I keep hoping that if I become stable, it will be because I'm ...healthy, I guess. Happy. Safe. Becoming stable shouldn't mean becoming settling on some single screwy emotion forever. I don't even like the thought of that being the most intense, most stable emotion I have. If that was the only way to become stable, then I might as well remain unstable forever.

Merry considered what I said for a long while, as I collected the trash from my training and cleaned up a little, and checked out. Along the way, I ran into the owner, and promised to teach a couple more classes before my upcoming trip. I didn't exactly have something else scheduled, anyway.

I'm not sure I understand, she said after a bit. Do you... like being the way you are, or hate it? I'm honestly not sure from what you said.

I considered the question as I penciled myself in on the calendar. I dunno. Probably have to go with both. I'm not sure I ever ...ONLY hated myself. But there's no question that I did. I definitely never just completely liked or was okay with myself, but there was always some of that.

Merry considered that for a while and gave me a sense of a nod, but otherwise stayed quiet for the rest of the day.

            

    
        54.  The Galveston Wharf Dungeon

    
    
    
    
                Galveston Wharf's Dungeon is actually over water. In fact, it was deemed one of the most inconvenient Dungeon locations in the state. Not because it was difficult to get to, but because it was dead smack in the middle of the Galveston Ship Channel, which feeds a number of docks between Galveston Island proper and Pelican Island. When the Dungeons had appeared, before we knew that they were mostly harmless, they'd moved a large floating platform under the Dungeon entrance and secured that, cutting off shipping through that part of the Channel.

It wasn't so bad anymore, but some Dungeoneers had also made a more permanent island under the portal with Earth- and Metal-type magic and building skills, and once they got started the military insisted on expanding the controlled area enough that it had remained something of a navigation hazard. They'd deepened and widened what remained of the Channel, where they could, and there were plans for some raiseable bridges, but suffice it to say, all of the docks were grumpy that it was still there, and none of them were happy for the business it brought to the area.

The 50-to-100 level Dungeons, like the Wharf, were the lowest level Dungeons that were typically used for grinding massive amounts of money--my experiences in the lower dungeons with getting lots of rare drops and perfect corpses were an aberration, both due in large part to my status as a solo diver, and a lot of the value of my goods was their rarity more than quality.

The lowest level loot you could get out of a dungeon like the Wharf was considered pretty good, and by the time you left to go to higher level dungeons, the difficulty of the early floors was nothing. If Pearland and Armand Bayou were introductions to being a Dungeoneer, this was your introduction to the business of being a Dungeoneer.

For those who were interested in that sort of thing, anyway.

Pelican Island itself had been mostly undeveloped, swampy lowlands, and the only reason that the Pelican Island side of the channel became home to the facilities supporting the National Guard and the Dungeon was because the Galveston Island side already had stuff built, and nobody wanted their businesses torn down. So, again with great assistance from Dungeoneers and their magic, a large stone foundation and some bridges were now there to give you access to the Dungeon entrance, with the National Guard keeping control over both the Dungeon itself and the entrance to the facilities.

Where there was profit, there was crime, of course.

Susie was waiting in the parking lot when I got there, and Louise was a little after me. On the other side of the parking lot from the controlled area was a bazaar that I'd long since been warned about, but I had no interest in it. Susie was sitting on top of a trash can in full glass-brass-and-leather Steampunk regalia, swinging her legs and checking her phone like a teenager. When Louise, once again replete in her white silk Priestess clothes, finally met up with the two of us, I felt distinctly underdressed.

I put on a copied version of my new sunglasses and pretended I didn't care.

"You two ready?" asked Susie, and we nodded. She hopped off the trash can, finishing a text message or something before putting her phone away. She didn't seem particularly concerned with anything, just kind of strolling into the controlled area like it was a boring day-job.

As we'd kind of expected, even though I was given assurances over the phone, my and Louise's low levels did attract some interest.

"You know you can't come in here, right?" The guy at the gate put out a hand to stop me. "Levels fifty and up, only."

"I know." I had the Dungeon Pass already ready to toggle on, and displayed it immediately. "I'm allowed. The Priestess, too."

The guard kind of blinked at me a few times, smiling like he was duty-bound to do so even as he tried to figure out what he was supposed to actually do.

"Don't worry about it, Bob," said Susie, patting him on the shoulder. "It's already taken care of."

Bob looked from me to Susie and back again, and dropped his hand, looking confused.

That happened two more times before we finally stepped into the Dungeon.

This time, even though we'd just more or less randomly picked a time, we weren't alone going in, plus there was already another party on the first floor. The first whole biome, though, was dedicated to quantity-over-quality, clearly leaning into the fact that the dungeon had been designed with money in mind. It made me wonder what the thought process of the Administrator was, given how the earlier Dungeons had been fairly hostile.

Not that this wasn't.

We found ourselves at the bottom of a long grassy hill, and at the top of the hill, a permanently setting (or rising?) sun hung, blinding us to the hordes of men that charged down the hill, screaming violently. Further up the hill, a wood picket wall waited, and more men manned that wall with muskets, though they were currently fighting another group of Dungoneers. I shielded my eyes to get a better look at the charging men and women, matching the description I'd already heard from Susie to what was I was seeing.

They looked vaguely Nordic, which didn't fit in my head with the muskets at all. They had hatchets and round shields like I would expect from a Viking mythos, but without the stereotypical horned hats, and all the men had gemstone armor and all the women had gemstone wings--of various colors. And there were a lot of them--probably five had spawned for every person that entered the Dungeon, by my rough count. Their species name varied by their gem color--things like "Ruby Viking" and "Emerald Valkyrie"--and I actually had a fleeting moment of sadness that the names were not all that interesting. No puns, no stupid nonsense, just a straightforward, boring description.

For all that, though, it was kind of a visual spectacle. The sunlight glinting off of the gemstone armor and wings was not only distracting, it was honestly pretty goddamn awesome. One of the Valkyries, a Sapphire, got immediately between me and the sun and her blue gem wings shined like... well, I had no comparison. It was a heck of a thing.

"Here they come," said one from the other group next to us, and they settled in for a fight. Given that they were well above the entrance requirements for the Dungeon, if they expected the fight to be tough... well, I had a moment of worry that I might have bitten off a bit much.

Susie caught her massive brass Gatling gun with one hand as it fell out of her inventory, and squeezed the trigger. I don't know how she got used to aiming it, since it was an underhand gun--the pistol grip was at the top, and although it was counterweighted so it pressed up against her forearm from below, a big chunk of metal was hanging out beyond her hand. It spun up with a sharp whirring noise and a whistle of escaping steam, and then began to fire.

It was an impressive sight, but it was a more impressive sound. I had expected that the brass machine would have a tinny noise, or else it would sound exactly like a more contemporary minigun, but it had a sound all its own--it was slower firing, and each bullet left with a deep, bassy doom that sounded like she was firing shells a lot larger than the ammo casings that fell from her gun. Somehow, she also didn't seem to feel any recoil from it, or else her Strength was fantastic.

By my count, two bullets was enough to kill one of the charging gemstone Vikings, though of course it varied based on where each bullet landed. Either way, she got her hits in pretty reliably, and a bunch fell.

When the field had been thinned a little bit, she let off the trigger and nodded. "Okay, boys and girls, I won't hog all the fun. Go to it, and yell if you need support.

The other group was looking at her, but nodded thanks after a moment and charged.

I turned and gave Louise a grin, then stalked forward myself towards the three left on our side of the field, saving myself for a burst of speed as I prepared the Executioner. Thanks to my practice, I was able to slip into my Telekinesis trance without Merry's help, and just as I got to the first of the Vikings, I jumped into the air, twisting so that when I was completely inverted, head to the ground and heels to the sky, I was also able to swing a two-handed overhead vertical swing directly into the fact of the nearest enemy.

No extra damage from style points, alas, but it helped me put all of my momentum into his face.

The rebound from hitting him in the face also spun me end over end, but with all my use of Telekinesis, I wasn't going to be bothered by that. Now, of course, I was in the middle of three vikings, and that meant going on the defensive. The Executioner, fortunately, was large enough to be a shield-sword, while being weightless to me, as my equipment always was. The two that hadn't just gotten hit in the face came at me with their hatches first, while the other recovered, and I blocked both just by putting my weapon about where I expected them to strike. Both hatches bounced off easily.

Quantity, not quality, on this floor.

I dropped the Executioner on the my previous victim's head again, just as he was recovering, then jumped over his head and slashed open his back. I was doing well, of course; the Executioner had the Hero's Bane enhancement on it, and with the level difference, I was getting good damage, especially out of the headshots. Still, even common enemies here were taking their hits and staying up.

I made several quick strikes, adding telekinetic sharpness to the blade and extra force behind every swing. It only took one more crit to get rid of the viking, but three crits and four body blows was a lot of fighting for what was definitely not a one-on-one fight.

The surge of experience was nowhere near leveling me up, but I didn't care. I blocked the hatchet coming in on the right, dodging the other, and then transitioned to another blow to the face of the guy on the left. Now that I knew about how much punishment he'd take, I put a bunch of effort into making three more fast strikes to the head, and I was down to one.

The last viking put his hand to his mouth and blew a whistle. Two of the Gem Valkyries abandoned their fight with the other party to try to come to his aid, but... well, I didn't exactly wait for them to arrive before opening the guy's skull.

The two shrieking women with glittering wings dived at me, and I rose to meet them, grinning.

Before long, this part of the battle was over. The other team seemed to have gotten through it unharmed as well, though I think they were expecting to get overwhelmed before Susie intervened. We all looked up the hill, and found that the group ahead of us had finished their assault on the fort walls, and presumably moved on to the third part of the floor.

The other team looked at us, and the leader said, "You going right away?"

I checked my experience total and grinned. "You can go first. We'll wait until you're done and follow."

Susie raised her eyebrow at me, but I waited until the others had gone before materializing a book out of nowhere and handing it over.

"Enhancement sage. Hmmm." A grin spread across her face. "Awesome. Let's see what we can do with this."

            

    
        55.  Slow start, talking tech

    
    
    
    
                Susie and I took a detour to an area she insisted would be mostly safe, a little off to the side, and dived into a technical exploration of Enhancement Sage, my class, and her own.

"Soulforged sounds neat," she agreed as she played with some menus I couldn't see, "but you're still limited a lot by the Dungeon, aesthetically if nothing else. The Iconoclast class started by letting me change the form of items without affecting their stats, but I later unlocked a lottery system where I break down things for points and create random equipment with the points. I've been improving it since then, but..."

"Iconoclast? Seriously?" I smirked at her. "I figured it was going to be steampunk engineer or whatever."

She shrugged. "You'd be amazed just how useful the class is. These gloves," she tapped a leather-and-brass stylized pair of elbow-length, half-finger gloves, which I was pretty sure were separate from the gauntlets that looked like a pair of punching weapons waiting to be deployed, "used to be a set of full-plate mail, and give me the same defensive bonus, as long as I block with my hands or forearms. The ear studs I have," and there were like four in each ear, "were all various accessories. The amulet--"

"Okay, okay," I held up my hands. "I get the picture. I do the same thing just by moving enhancements back and forth, except that raw stat improvements are still locked." I frowned. "How expensive was the lottery thing? I tried to get my power to let me condense my customized abilities back into items, but it was deemed Tier 4."

She winced. As a woman with her own self-made class, she was no stranger to budgeting Class Points. "Making it a lottery cheapened it a lot," she admitted. "And breaking an item only provides a fraction of its worth in Forge Points. I can throw a whole shit-ton of money into a project and get what's basically a dud out of it. Though, if this new skill works out like it should..." She frowned. "...eventually, anyway, I should be able to have a lot fewer of those. And then, maybe, someday... truly custom items." She grinned. "That'll be a heck of a thing."

I just nodded, looking at my own interface window. I'd broken a few old and unwanted enhancements for Forge Points--things like elemental skill boosters that I didn't care for--but the rewards for doing so were pretty low in comparison to the cost of upgrades. It wasn't completely useless, and it was at a very low skill level, but it was clear that if I wanted, for example, to increase a Skill Booster for Telekinesis, the cost per level wasn't flat, nor was it small. Meanwhile, each broken Enhancement net me less than half of what I calculated it would cost to raise the enhancement to that level.

"The efficiency is absolute shit," I summarized, and left the skill sitting there for the moment. Instead, I looked at the skill information through Skill Sage, discovering a few things of interest there. First, the levels I'd gained in the skill were leaving it at Growth Rank E, meaning I was probably still using it 'wrong'. I frowned at that--not that I disagreed that I was using it wrong, but if the skill itself agreed, then that meant I had to be missing something.

How did one take advanced control over a skill like this? What would an S-rank Sage skill even do? Telekinesis was out there in the real world with real consequences. But a sage skill was...

I blinked away each of my open windows and looked at Susie, who seemed to be concentrating intently on something. I ended up staring, after a moment, at her gloves. Stylistically, they fit the look she was working on perfectly, to say nothing about being the correct size. Did her class provide her some kind of UI, or was it some kind of S-rank-equivalent advanced control over the skill? Or both?

Okay, hear me out, offered Merry, but I think she's basically diving into her items like you dive into your Skill. From what I see, she's reaching into that belt that she's holding and trying to grab onto something inside.

I considered that, with a frown. It did, and didn't, make sense. My original understanding of Telekinesis was that I could affect everything that I could sense, and so when my forced the skill to open up and let me sense everything, then I could affect everything. It was only later I realized I was also getting a lot more power and efficiency out of it than I had before.

But, even assuming that Enhancement Sage gave me some kind of ability to sense the details of what I was doing, it seemed like the most... or at least, the most obvious thing I could get out of it was more efficiently moving Forge Points. Even lossless, it would require a lot of sacrificed Enhancements to raise levels.

I don't think it's just that, offered Merry. Skill Sage let you unlock skills with points. Maybe you can convert Enhancements to, uh, similar ones? Or directly merge similar ones? Or merge different ones into a hybrid? These things are pretty complex.

I listened to Merry, stewing on it. It didn't make intuitive sense to me. Maybe it's just how the mental Dungeon interface made everything into numbers, but it felt like those things were concrete, not analogue, mushy, adaptable things.

You said it yourself, pointed out Merry. You can't sense the stuff.

I tried focusing very hard on an Enhancement when I destroyed it. I tried focusing very hard on it when I increased one by a level. If there was any feeling anywhere, I wasn't detecting it.

I kind of do, offered Merry, but it's kind of echoing from somewhere else, not where I expect it to be We gotta do a lot of it before I can pin it down.

"You ready to go?" I heard Susie say, and snapped out of my reverie.

I looked up to find Susie and Louise standing side by side. Susie wasn't actually talking to me--Louise responded immediately, and I realized that they had probably been talking while I was busy. "Whenever Jerry's ready. He does tend to get distracted by these things sometimes."

"Yeah," Susie replied, looking over at me, catching that I was awake. "High skill stuff takes your attention. I've done all I can for now, Jerry. You wanna sprint for the Tower, or do you want to take some more time to level up along the way?"

I considered that. It wasn't a really hard choice; I had only so many levels to gain before I would be locked out of Armand Bayou, which was part of why I needed to learn this Cultivation stuff or whatever. While it might be as simple as throwing Experience at my stats, and I'd certainly try that, I figured that learning before I gained levels was probably going to be easier on me.

"Might as well sprint for it," I said. "But... I'd like to at least sample the enemies as we pass by."

"Mmm." Susie frowned. "You should also help out with the bosses. If I have to solo them all to get you to the Tower, even with Louise taking her share, I might have too high a level to enter Armand Bayou again."

I shrugged and stood up. "We may have to experiment along the way, then."

She gave me an odd look. "Experiment with what?"

"Cultivation. The thing I mentioned before. It eats up Experience." I shrugged. "That'll help keep our levels down."

She shrugged at me. "Okay, well, whatever. We have a nine floor sprint to the next Town, with two more biomes to the Tower, and it's only gonna get more hectic from here." She pointed up the hill, where the fort we had to take was now empty, waiting for new challengers. "The first whole biome is us against armies. You make sure our Priestess is safe, and I'll cut down on the numbers. Then you can have a little fun, if you like."

I smirked. Somehow, if Mel had said I could 'have a little fun', I would have imagined her being resentful or somehow misunderstanding. Susie, though, seemed to understand the mindset, not just begrudgingly accept it. "Sounds good."

"And, hey, in exchange," she scratched her chin like she'd just thought of something. "Do you think you can throw me over the wall? My jetpack is good, but way too loud for a surprise attack."

"I can put you anywhere you'd like to be," I promised with a grin.

"Awesome. Let's wreck some shit."

When we got to the wall, it all went down like a heroic action movie. The guards along the wall didn't notice us until it was too late; Susie landed in the middle of a bunch of them and screamed violently as she tore most of them to shreds, then kicked open the gate, more for show than anything else. I came in and had a dramatic battle with some dangerous people that looked for a moment like I might be in over my head, but then I hit my stride and made them look like chumps.

Given how many floors we still had to go, that was actually a little bit of a shaky start, but I'd had worse.

After the fort wall, and the courtyard beyond, there was a bridge over a swift-running river. The enemies remained the same--Vikings and Valkyries--without even an obvious leader to grant a bonus on the horde. Instead, the sheer number of them in a confined space would spike the difficulty up over the wall assault.

We just went around. They didn't seem to care.

After the bridge was a narrow pass carved through the hill. It wasn't a tunnel--as the hill went up, a section had been carved straight up from the path to the top of the hill, leading to a very narrow, claustrophobic passage that ended with a wider circle, surrounded by larger than life statues, with the floor exit at the center. Susie promised me that this section was harmless, but it felt like we were walking into an ambush, especially when the statues came into view, twice my height and standing imperiously on pedestals with their weapons held, at rest, before them.

An NPC stood off to one side, but he didn't say or do anything as we went on to the next floor.

The next floor was essentially a copy of the first, to the point where I was momentarily confused. The main difference, from a challenge perspective, was that there were elite and leader units mixed in randomly with the hordes of foes, and as a visual marker, there were two suns instead of one hanging over the horizon. Also, that was annoying, but not worse than that.

Susie left me one of the elites to play with after the first fight. At first he didn't look much different, except he had a spare axe on his belt. When I was able to single him out, he threw away his shield and took up the spare axe, and his style immediately got more aggressive, his moves faster. He was, I realized quickly, just a bit faster than me.

Of course, so was my pocket Caesar.

If the Executioner weighed half as much as it looked like, there was no way I could have out-maneuvered the elite. Even essentially weightless, the bulk of it was a hindrance when moved to block the quick moves of his axes. I counted on my telekinetic sense more than my eyes to track his movement, but he frequently drove the tip into the ground or turned an attack into a feint when it definitely hadn't been one to start. I gave myself a nice long time to adapt to his speed before trying to counterattack, because there was no question I would open myself to attack when I did.

When I finally moved, I got a good critical strike to his shoulder that might have torn the arm off of something closer to my level, and forced him to drop his weapon, but he got a good strike on my weapon arm as well. Even using Telekinesis to limit the damage, it hurt.

I could just about hear Julius in my head reminding me of the basics again. Your wind-up is too slow. Make many, smaller attacks instead. Hide your intent. Return to guard position. Be ready to dodge at any time. I grit my teeth; a battle of small gains against someone like this was plausible, but it would take too long. I tried, anyway, rehashing some of the moves he'd taught me as Louise's healing magic brought me back to full health, and while the damage was less than I'd like, I also managed to keep his axes away.

Can I try to support you with Psychokinesis? Merry was watching intently, I thought. Since you are getting tired of this as a duel, I mean. I wouldn't ask if you were enjoying it.

And in truth, I wasn't.

Julius was more fun to duel with. In spite of his face being consistently serious, Julius seemed to enjoy fighting me. This Diamond Elite Viking was brutal, in contrast. He seemed to want to see me bleed, and there was a fleeting look of eager anticipation on his face every time he thought he saw an opening. It was, in fact, helping me read his motions, but it was also disheartening. It was like this fight was designed not to be fun. In fact, it probably was.

I signaled assent to Merry, and steadied myself as a thread of violent emotion poured from my core. With Merry controlling it, it was only slightly distracting; she wasn't trying to demonstrate it for me like she was when we experimented before, but the emotions were still a part of me, just... under control.

I kept my full attention on dueling the bastard, and Merry lashed out at him from odd angles like a scorpion tail, stinging him repeatedly in odd places on his body. They were, I noticed, usually not critical hits, but...

Hey, I'm new at this. I'll get better. Merry did seem to be struggling, and of course, the skill was still at low levels. I just nodded to myself, taking a stab at the Viking's face when Merry stung him in the back of his thigh. This knocked him over, and I used Telekinesis to leap and put everything I could into a follow-up smash, which was enough to kill him.

I took a deep breath, noticing Susie was applauding.

"Yeah, I think that was Merry," Louise was explaining to her. "Jerry didn't look like he was thinking about it."

She nodded. "Still, two mental skills at once, plus swordfighting. Pretty damn cool." She moved forward and gave me a slap on the shoulder. "Need a breather, or should we keep going?"

I had a little headache, but nothing major, and I just shrugged. "I'm fine. You're doing most of the work anyway."

"That's the spirit." She said, as she moved on to the wall.

            

    
        56.  Repetition, repetition

    
    
    
    
                As it turned out, the two-floor pattern repeated for the rest of the biome, which is to say, we did three other battlefield scenarios, each with an easy and hard version. This Administrator seemed to have no sense of humor; after the gemstone vikings were leather-clad black jungle warriors (I lack the knowledge to be more specific about their origins, and Susie admitted she didn't care at all) that ambushed us repeatedly in what should have been a very tense walk through a dense, pathless jungle.

Of course, we knew what was coming, I had telekinetic sense, and she was overpowered. It's almost too bad, because they were really well hidden; even when I sensed that they were there, I couldn't see them, and it was clearly skill rather than magic, with them concealed in bushes or big piles of leaves and such. It made me feel bad about relying on the Stealth skill to hide me as much as I did, to see real masters of the art all but invisible even when you know where they are.

In terms of me being able to battle them individually, they were highly skilled with spears and also had a variety of ranged weapons, including toxic blow-guns, thrown sharp things, bows, even just thrown rocks. Their weapons sometimes looked primitive, but never weak.

"I actually really like the aesthetic," said Susie after she had ripped apart an entire ambush with a hail of extremely unfair gunfire. "You look at what they use on you and so much of it looks hand-made, even as it's deadly as hell. They're not just identical copies; each warrior's weapons are slightly different, not just in scuff marks and stuff, but in the details of how they are made. I struggle to put some of that into the stuff I remake--just, y'know, not the primitive nature of it. Really, I'm after the sense that it was all made with a purpose, with a will."

I nodded, comparing two spears that she passed me to get a grasp on what she was talking about, and true enough, the shape of the pieces was different; the spearheads and shafts were each different from the next, and the binding between the two varied enough to notice. The stats were identical, of course, but the descriptive text wasn't, as each contained a brief bit of lore that meant absolutely nothing to me.

After fighting through the jungle, we came to a river and a waterfall, and below that was a section where we were on a raft, exposed to ranged attacks from all directions with no cover. I actually enjoyed that section a lot, because I got to combine sensing attacks with raising shields to deflect them, but Louise seemed to get traumatized very quickly by the constant, ruthless assault.

Then people leaped out of the water and tried to kill us in close combat again, and again it was a failed ambush, although Susie had to resort to melee attacks for most of the time. The metal gauntlets I'd noticed on her arms turned out to be some kind of steam-assist punching knuckle, and it had a heck of a kick to it. While knocking these warriors back into the water didn't remove them from the fight, it did give us time and space that we needed, so again, not a hugely scary thing.

The second time we had to run through the floor, with elites and leaders mixed in, was of course quite similar to the first time. The elites were brutal, though, and while I had one good duel in the forest where all the other threats were eliminated, I had to admit I was not going to win it without leaning heavily on Telekinesis. He wasn't ultra-fast in body, but he seemed to see through my tactics instantly; he was just a brilliant fighter, and his tactics were unfamiliar to me.

I wondered after I finished if Julius was programmed to only know the sword, or if he could help train me against other styles. I doubted he had other weapons in his inventory, but maybe if I snagged some he might say 'Ah I've used one of those before' and show me the ropes. I considered it for a long moment, but shrugged it off. Dungeon loot didn't tend to be that flexible, so I doubted he would be, either.

We took a break after that floor before starting the next, and Louise and Susie sang Black Water as a duet, with Cassandra being brought out partway to back them up,. Although I'd never taken the phoenix back from Louise, she had stopped protesting, although she did come to me for affection when there seemed to be a pause in the music. For me, I didn't even try to sing, and just enjoyed it. Susie's voice wasn't as clear and even as Louise's, but she was still good. I... wouldn't have been. I don't sing.

"An' I ain't got no worries, 'cause I ain't in no hurry, at all," crooned Susie, loudly and a little off-key, though somehow, I thought Cassie's backing seemed to bend to make it still sound pretty much correct. Louise just laughed, and picked up the song immediately after. It was good to see her happy, especially after she'd gotten so stressed on the rafts.

After a little rest and some more talking, we entered the third challenge set, a modern naval battleship beset on all sides by small craft full of pirates, where by "pirates" I don't even mean interesting, swashbuckling stereotypes with sabers and bandannas and flintlocks or anything like that. They were just basically poorly trained mercenaries with guns, and they were only technically pirates because we were in the ocean.

I admit I felt cheated.

This was actually a good pair of floors for me, though, because the danger rating of the floor had a lot to do with the relative danger of all enemies having guns, in an environment (like the jungle before it) where it was a little difficult to know where everyone was, and it was less about them being skillful or having a lot of health. My combination of speed, stealth, and telekinesis was pretty good here.

We started in the ship's aft, and there were a few moments of quiet for us to get our sea legs--the ship didn't exactly heave, but it wasn't still. The engines were on, and the breeze flew by, and an NPC Navy man with an assault rifle posted at the rear of the ship turned and saluted us. "Thank god you're here," he said, deadpan. "The enemy is swarming the ship. There's no telling how long we have before--" and then Susie pushed him down onto the floor and levelled her minigun at a group climbing over the railing a bit ahead and on our left.

As before, she didn't leave a lot of room for the floor to be all that difficult, and considering my goal-oriented approach to this dive, that was fine with me, but I moved forward on my own, eager to play around in a battlefield that vastly favored me over the enemies. The rear deck was a large open space with a bunch of added cargo, vents, and other things I didn't pay a lot of attention to, but visually it was dwarfed by an enormous rear-facing triple-barrel cannon that would do absolutely no good to repel boarders--the guns were at least a foot across inside the barrel, clearly designed for taking out other warships. It'd be an exercise in overkill if you could point it at any small ship, assuming you could even aim it fast enough to hit something small.

I considered, briefly, trying to telekinesis it into action, but while I might have had the magical strength to lift one of the barrels if it was laying loose on the deck, if I went all out at least, I was sure it would take more force than I could pump through my system to rip it out of the deck or force it to move without the use of the motors. So, I basically just put it out of mind. What else could I do? The thing was fucking gigantic, and I had no idea how to control it.

Anyway, ahead I had the option to go inside but ended up sticking to the railing as it narrowed around the superstructure, knocking pirates off the ship both before and after they made it aboard, though I could tell most of them would be able to swim back to the boarding boats and come back in a bit. Past that, I got a look at the fore of the ship, which had two more of those giant triple-barrel cannons, and a lot of extra open space that was sparsely populated with pirates--plus another group who was grinding some of them.

I gave them some room, of course. They were doing well enough on their own, and more experienced with this dungeon than me, I could tell. I had some visceral fun ambushing soldiers while they were distracted, but the other group didn't seem to approve. So, I moved up into the superstructure. In cramped quarters, against people with guns and no magic, when I could sense them around corners and they couldn't hear me in stealth, I could just basically play hunter with impunity.

I gained a couple levels, in spite of having decided not to, earlier. I didn't really care.

Eventually, though, Susie called me back with a group message, since this was basically just wasting time. The next part of the challenge was to steal one of their tiny boats and mount an assault on a coastal fort town. The way in by ship was actually really well covered by machine guns, who were behind a giant wall of fortifications that were not easy to take out at range. Typically, she told us, people would land far enough away and approach by land.

Instead, Susie pulled a goddamn submarine out of her pocket. It was even steampunked out, including venting smoke out of the ship's ass, which (and I'm not a goddamn submarine designer but I'm pretty sure) makes no goddamn sense in a variety of ways. I have to assume that she made or found one explicitly for this, because how many places could you use a Submarine in a dungeon? Really?

Anyway, for some reason she asked Louise to drive the sub, maybe just because Louise seemed uninvolved in things, as often was the case. I'm not sure she really enjoyed it; she was stressed and confused and it took a lot of direction to get where we were going. The path that the sub took to get into the port was actually convoluted, going around some kind of submerged hazards that Susie, as captain, read out on her sonar, and she gave very calm and collected orders to navigate the path forward. Louise, though clearly stressed out, followed them as closely as she could.

Susie, for sure, was having fun. This was her kind of thing, definitely.

Anyway, we got up to a dock without getting torn apart by the mounted machine guns, and then Susie popped the hatch, pulled out her gatling gun, and made short work of the guards, as you would expect from her. When the two of us were clear, she came back and picked up her submarine again, because of course she wasn't going to leave it here, and we strolled into the base.

The third part of the challenge was actually getting a VIP hostage out of the base. A simple, practical challenge. Susie had said that the way the VIP looked depended on who entered the room first, and again, she pushed Louise to go in. That's how Susie and I ended up escorting a gorgeous, Fabio-looking shirtless blond man out of a... I dunno, nazi or pirate or whatever, sea base, while Louise followed along blushing and looking deeply conflicted.

For the record, I wasn't jealous. I mean, it was... a little weird to see Louise making eyes at the guy, but he was an NPC. I'm sure if I'd been first in the door, they would have given me some kind of eye candy that would have made me equally distracted. Creating an appealing character isn't all that big a deal. It's different from making... or being something real, which is equally appealing.

The point is, I was on defense duty for that part, actually lifting some shields and big steel plates and stuff to block incoming fire rather than taking all the impacts on my telekinetic barriers themselves. It seemed to work out. Fabio got free, thanked us profusely, and gave Louise a chaste kiss on the cheek before falling into a hole that suddenly appeared in the ground--which was, of course, the exit.

Then we had to run through the same floor, again, but harder. It... lacked punch. It lacked imagination. It lacked suspense. I was starting to hate this dungeon, and I said so.

"I think I'm starting to hate this dungeon," I confessed, as Susie was picking her submarine back up.

"Why?" Susie took a moment to manage her inventory, then did something with her gun that I had consistently assumed was reloading it, but I wasn't actually sure.

"The... I don't know." I frowned and took a moment to try to find the words that made my argument make sense. "The combination of passing these challenges and feeling like you're progressing, but then repeating the whole thing, it feels dumb to me. It's not like I don't... get it, I guess. There are video games that are all about repeating the same challenges over and over. It just feels... tonally dissonant. Reading a story twice in a row. Something like that."

Susie just shrugged. "I mean, all the dungeons have you repeating stuff over and over. It's just another way of doing it."

"I guess." I looked at Louise, who shrugged. She was usually pretty quiet, moreso when we felt a little worried, and these floors definitely came with the possibility of random flying death from afar, though I'd kept shields up to keep her safe if that should happen. Maybe that's also why Susie had done her best to keep her involved; being stuck feeling like added weight couldn't be good for her. "What do you think?"

"I just don't like being too low a level," she said, immediately. "I don't know how you keep going like this, Jerry. It's scary."

I just nodded at her, not really replying. It was scary, and the fear had broken me before. Usually, I spent a lot more time learning each challenge until I was comfortable with it before moving on. "We'll be okay. Susie's with us."

Said steampunk lass just snorted. "Yeah, I'm definitely your knight in shining armor. Pity I'm not gonna get the princess at the end of the day, though."

I raised my eyebrows at her. I didn't take her to be the sort--not that I was going to judge her for it. "No? Maybe you should be the one to go in the rescue room this time."

"Ugh." Susie rolled her eyes. "I mean, I'll do it, but the Administrator definitely has the wrong idea about what I'm into. Every time I get some naive starry-eyed waif of a girl, and don't get me wrong, she's totally cute, but that's the kind of girl I was into when I was... her age, you know? Now I'm looking for something a little more mature. Ideally, someone who can take care of herself."

"Wouldn't work well in a rescue scenario, though," I pointed out, choosing not to tease her at all, though I considered it for a long moment. "If she could take care of herself, I mean."

"Why the hell not? Even if she was equivalent to an average party member of... well, the assumed level, she wouldn't contribute more than a small amount. I swear, it's just got to be a stereotype." Susie turned suddenly and her gun spun up, and a moment later two dozen heavy rounds took out a squad that were just coming around the corner.

Louise and I exchanged looks. She, too, seemed interested in this new side of our party member, judging by the new light in her eyes. I grinned at her, and she couldn't help smiling back.

A few minutes later, Susie kicked in the door to an underground bunker and stopped dead in the doorway. Louise and I were a little ways back, so we didn't hear the conversation, but a little later, Susie, now blushing madly, followed a tall, muscular, heavily tattooed woman up the stairs, who stopped just long enough to pick a gun up off a guard--not one we'd defeated, but one that seemed to just be part of the map.

"Alright," said the newly rescued damsel in destress, as she checked the gun, cocked it, and settled it comfortably in her hands. "Let's get the fuck out."

I stepped up next to Susie and said in a hushed voice, "Oh yeah, I really ought to warn you, Administrators tend to pay attention to me when I'm in a dungeon. I mean honestly, I've met one on pretty much every dungeon dive I've been on so far."

"You could have mentioned that earlier." Susie's voice was intense, but not from anger. She paused, watching the woman go ahead of us, and bit her lip. "Would it be... okay if we stayed on this level a little longer?"

I laughed. "Sure. I think it's about time we took another break, don't you?"

She nodded emphatically and moved up ahead. Louise stepped up next to me and took my hand. I looked at her, and found she was giving me an odd look. "As long as we're taking a break..."

I grinned at her, and we hurried to catch up. That part would have to wait until we were safe, at least.

            

    
        57.  Free fallin'

    
    
    
    
                A few hours of intense cuddling with Louise actually made me a little sad for Susie, whose partner for the same time, being an NPC, would be gone when we left the floor. Granted, from what I could tell (although Susie did use a tent, so it's not like she was being too obvious about it) she had a more intense time of it than just cuddling.

I don't know how much actual emotional attachment she got from it, because when we declared ourselves ready to go and the tattooed woman whose name I never bothered to learn disappeared, Susie didn't exactly seem broken up, but there was a little bit of extra distance there. I don't think I would have handled it nearly as well if Louise had up and disappeared on me, even if I'd only met her for a couple hours. But then, I was not what anyone would call a player.

In any case, the next floor wasn't going to give us time to think on it. We had one more challenge pair, and then the boss, to get to.

As it happened, another group caught up to us as we were getting ready to go down, and waited around so we could go together. They didn't seem like my kind of people, so I didn't bother to learn their names or anything, but they were friendly enough. The only thing I really noticed was their VIP, who was (and I'm not kidding about this) literally a queen, in a full, nearly Victorian royal dress, crown, scepter, high heeled shoes, with her nose stuck in the air and a holier-than-thou attitude you could smell before you saw her coming. There was only one person in their party who was head over heels for her, so it was pretty clear who had gone into the rescue bunker that round.

Anyway, the next floor spawned us in... well, an area that could only loosely be termed a 'floor'. We came out in what was, according to Susie, probably a C-130--that's the big-ass military cargo plane they use to airlift tanks and air drop them over, well, over any damn thing they please, as long as there's nothing there to shoot the plane down.

A timer on the wall of the cargo bay we were in told us how long until the plane would get shot down--just under five minutes left. There was also a map to familiarize ourselves with the scenario. So, I guess it made perfect sense that the people following wouldn't want to come in late, even if they'd done this before.

Susie walked us through things on the map, while we all shrugged into a set of parachutes. I had no doubt I could catch myself with telekinesis, and probably everyone else, too, but uh, you know, better safe than sorry?

"Here, like I said," Susie was saying, tapping the map only briefly before retracting her arm to fit it into the backpack straps. "If we're good enough to land on the top of the building, despite the incoming fire, we'll be in good position to skip most of the grind. But, don't forget that your health pool doesn't protect the parachute. If you're going to get close to one of the guarded rooftops, pull on the control loops to turn in that direction." She put a hand on Louise's shoulder to get her attention. "Again, most of this is about you. If worst come to worst, I have no doubt we'll find you and bring you back, but this is a heck of a floor to have to search through if you go missing."

Louise nodded seriously, and again, it was clear she was under a lot of stress. Of course, I had every intention of staying by her side the whole way down.

Funny how best laid plans don't always work out.

I was watching the whole group as the timer ticked down. Nobody was going for door controls, or anything, and they weren't all clustering at the rear of the plane where it should have opened up. Everyone was nervous.

And then an explosion rocked the plane. It sounded close, and violent, but in the time it took me to start asking questions about what just happened, a tear in the hull had ripped open and the plane tipped and everyone aboard was dumped into freefall.

Now, look. We were dungeoneers. We could all take a sword strike to the face and shake it off, but there's still an active component to a situation like this where you, yourself, have to figure out just what the hell is going on. My only experience skydiving was in the Meditation Room, and that was brief; Louise didn't even have that much, and had been given some basic pointers by Susie.

All of which was to say we spent too long flailing around confused. I pushed into my Telekinesis to get some stability, but even when I had that, there was no escaping the sheer fact that I had to fight a war against air, momentum, and gravity just to stabilize.

Then I made the mistake of coming to a stop before realizing I had to stick by Louise, and dived after her. By then, although I could see her white Priestess dress, she had fallen further and accelerated to maximum speed already. Susie seemed to be chasing after her, and was close enough to reach her, but...

Well, anyway, all I could do at that point was close the distance.

Merry, for one, seemed absolutely thrilled by this new experience. She took some kind of control over my telekinetic sense and was just ...studying the forces that were at play, even though it seemed like it all should have been pretty obvious, right? Although it felt like the wind was hitting me, really, the wind was holding still (more or less) and I was barreling into it. And I had to use my telekinesis to try to accelerate myself, streamlining myself as best I could, and only after a good twenty-thirty seconds of that did I realize I wasn't paying any attention to the war-torn city we were diving into.

It was a hellscape. It was a proper modern city, bombed out and on fire, with one pristine skyscraper in the middle of it. Other nearby buildings, none more than three-quarters the height of the target building, had gun and missile emplacements on them, and they were for the moment ignoring us and shooting at other imaginary targets, probably other C-130s.

Susie got to Louise, and guided her towards the tower, but it didn't look like they'd make it, but after a moment or two, I saw two parachutes, and knew they were safe. It was, apparently, a little early--the other group had met up and organized themselves, and it was another five-ten seconds before they started pulling open their own.

I mostly used my Skill to slow me down. It was... weird to try to match speed with them like this, but it was also really, really fun. Like, when the hell was I ever going to get to use my Dungeon skills like this? Goddamn it felt good.

Soon enough I was close enough to be able to shout. Although it probably felt to them like I was holding still near them, it was actually a lot of work to willfully match their speed. "You alright?"

Louise grinned, flailed her arms excitedly at me and shouted a long, adrenaline-filled wordless shout of joy. "That was inteeeeense!" she screamed at the end of it.

I had to grin back, because yeah, that was not something I expected from the Dungeon, even after Susie had told me it was coming. Somehow... I had expected it to be more clinical. Still, after the adrenaline calmed down, and the rush started to leave, I looked around to find that we were too far out to have a good glide slope for the top of the tower.

"We can still make this," I said after a minute. "Just get close to it and I'll pull us up the rest of the way."

So they sort of steered themselves close enough to the building, and I telekinese'd their parachutes up onto the roof of the building. Following Susie's instructions, I immediately cut the leads of their 'chutes, which made sense because the roof was pretty windy, and then we all shugged out of the packs, although I went ahead and put mine, still unused, in my inventory. Not because I had a particular need for one, but well, it's not like I was going to run across a lot of them, right?

Louise was still grinning from ear to ear, and it was good that there were no enemies here, because she took a long moment to vent by relaying her version of events to me. "I was terrified," she admitted, "when we all got separated, and I was being knocked around by the wind and then I realized, wait, I'm not panicking. I am sure I would have if I wasn't... you know, a Dungeoneer, but..." She grinned and bounced on the balls of her feet. "But I kept my head! I thought through what Susie said and got oriented and even started to look for the buildings and then she caught up and said we should pull early, and it was so loud, but I heard her! Aaaaah! It was amazing!"

I put a hand on her shoulder and then couldn't stop myself from going all the way into a hug. "I thought I'd be ready and would be there with you the whole way," I said. "I... was pretty scared there for a minute."

"I had her. I knew you'd be fine." Susie shrugged it off, although she was still grinning, too. It was hard not to enjoy a pure rush like that. "We're not qutie safe here, though. Staircase is there--if we hesitate too long, a guard group will come up. Do you two need a moment?"

I was good, but Louise took a bit to breathe and calm down. Merry caught my attention as we waited. Man, I thought we were really strong, she said, but man, if we were to try to throw around winds like that with just your skill, it'd take more than we can put out, I think. Not that we can't push and pull stuff, but we, like, do individual things. This was a whole mess of force.

I mentally nodded at her. I hadn't been thinking about trying to whip up tornado-force winds with Telekinesis, but after spending a moment at it, it was pretty clearly the wrong tool for that particular job. There has to be a magic that is better suited for it. Telekinesis was always for things, not a big volume of nothing.

Merry gave me the mental equivalent of an emphatic nod. Sometimes it feels like it can do anything, but uh, not really, yeah?

Louise finally settled down, and we started to move towards the door. Even if we could, air movement isn't just random force. You have to move a whole channel of air in a loop or something, or move all the air in the battlefield. It'd be a lot of work.

Merry considered that as Susie stopped us short of opening the door. "Remember," she said, "this group is mixed modern guns and dungeon equipment, minimal magic. They're not harmless, but their skills are still pretty poor. Jerry, just keep us free from ambushes." She swapped out her gun for the brass knuckles and took a deep breath. "Go time."

The stairs only went down one floor before they were blocked off with rubble. Susie kicked the door on that floor off its hinges and immediately punched left and right at two posted guards, grabbing the second one to use as a human shield against someone with an assault rifle. I don't know if the body actually worked as a shield; for sure, it didn't work as a hostage, because the assault rifle spat hot lead even as Susie approached, charging the guy with some kind of dash boots. Three guys poured out of a nearby doorway, but in the time it took them to draw a bead on me and Louise, Susie had delivered four quick hits to the gunman and had immediately turned to the new arrivals.

Clearly she had some practice on this floor.

One of the arrivals was a man with a big two-handed axe that charged me while the other two stayed behind to get surprise attacked by Susie. I didn't bother to try fighting without Telekinesis, and in fact flared the skill into its deeper mode just to add extra cutting power when I wrapped telekinetic force around the Executioner. The merc was tough enough that I was not going to one-shot him, and my first couple strikes were nothing like critical hits, but when I finally got my brain back in fighting gear, I managed a good uppercut to his chin that tore open the shitty office drop ceiling, and then pushed myself forward slightly so my follow up crush of his brain-pan would be nice and square. That stunned him enough that I could take another couple good full-force swings on him, and that was enough.

In the momentary quiet, a part of my brain that had been filled with companionship and how fucking awesome skydiving was went back into thinking about what I would do if I were actually in this floor alone, at my current level and with my current equipment. Because yeah, maybe I could have kept all of these guys from killing me long enough to duel each down in turn, but if they got reinforcements--and Susie had suggested there were many more--I'd be in real trouble. As it was, the Executioner was a weapon from two dungeons ago, and even final boss rare drops weren't meant for this kind of level gap. And the only real weapon I had from Armand Bayou...

Actually, I still hadn't actually absorbed the Hellfire Nega-Knuckles. I'd meant to, but the stats on it didn't measure up to the Executioner, anyway. It was a rare, yes, but an early-boss rare.

Anyway, there was a group of two swordsmen and a gunner huddled up around a corner, doing the thing where they reassure themselves before all jumping out at once. I nodded in that direction, and started moving towards it, and Susie fell in behind me really quickly. They even yelled, "THREE!" like they'd been counting down as they jumped out, and the two swordsmen went low while the gunner went high. I used telekinesis to push the guy with the gun back and down at the floor, while trying to use the Executioner to at least delay the swordsman. He was... not all that great a swordsman, though he was strong, so when he blocked my attacks, they didn't seem to bother him at all. Still, he wasn't fast or skilled, and Susie moved on to tackle the gunman quickly enough that I didn't need to keep him suppressed, and then there was no question I had this guy.

That was all for this section of the building. There was a hole in the floor we used to get down to the next lower one, which would let us back to the stairs, and then one more floor of the building. We had the pattern pretty well, or so we thought.

At some point, I got distracted, and a group of enemies that I definitely sensed but didn't pay attention to snuck up on Louise.

Thinking back on it, the worst part was hearing her voice. "JERRY!" When I turned back to look, she was holding one arm where it had been hit, and a man with a spear was standing over her. I moved, but not fast enough. We were, after all, underleveled for this area--her health was lower than it should have been.

And she took a death. Her voice haunted me after that. Something about her tone was just... pure, diluted, I-did-bad. She was expecting me to keep her safe. It was my job. I failed.

There... there was no chance that this was going to become some kind of worst-case scenario, obviously. Dungeoneers died and were brought back. But picking up her corpse item didn't just feel bad. It felt wrong. It felt like 'this never happens to someone like me' wrong. And... I guess since I'd always been a solo diver, it didn't really happen to me. I didn't have party members to lose, and that's why I wasn't quite on the ball when I should have been.

Susie just patted me on the shoulder and said, "We'll get her back. Come on."

And I knew she was right, but friends didn't die. Strangers died. It felt... weird for that not to be true. Merry, I think, was kind of interested to study the structure of the corpse item while it was in my inventory. That ...was macabre, but I knew she wouldn't do anything stupid.

Anyway, although I was a little shellshocked, there wasn't really much that could threaten me, let alone Susie, and so the rest of the floor was easy, which brought us back to the C-130 for the repeat floor. I picked up the other parachute that the level offered me but didn't even bother to put it on. When the plane ruptured, I noticed the city was laid out differently--we were further from the building, and the towers with anti-air guns on them were between us and the target building. Susie'd said as much--it was still possible to go in through the top, especially for us, but most people just hit the ground for this one and did it the long way.

I wasn't in the mood for that.

I was able to catch Susie and basically fly the two of us to the outside of the tower without parachutes, and without attracting the attention of the other rooftop baddies. From there, the pattern wasn't that different from last time, especially since Susie was eager to fight with the elites. I had a somewhat brief duel with an elite Assault Trooper with an actual pair of assault rifles each held one handed, because he really wasn't much for hand to hand. He dropped, finally, a piece of rare loot, but I wasn't interested in an assault rifle. I wasn't honestly sure how that would work with my power, anyway.

That brought us, reasonably quickly, to the exit. All that there was left was the boss floor, and then a town, where I'd get to see Louise again.

"You sure you're ready?" she asked, as though I was going to say no.

I just nodded at her, but let her be the first one into the hole. From what she'd said, this next floor would be tricky. Not impossible, but... tricky. Still, I expected we would just tear through it. She'd been through here before, so I had no doubt things would work out.

            

    
        58.  Regicide

    
    
    
    
                You know, I don't know how or why the Administrator was able to stretch the definition of the first biome to anything with armies in it. Generally, to this point, Dungeons had for me been pretty predictable things, in a certain sense: wandering baddies and some traps or tricks, and then a single powerful enemy to defeat at the end of it, all with a common aesthetic. This biome had very different aesthetics and very different baddies, to the point that they had to have been straining against whatever the rules actually were.

The "boss fight" was a continuation of that thread, of course.

There are a lot of things I might have imagined capping off the "army" biome. Zombie hordes, for example; the sheer weight of numbers would have made for an interesting challenge while still fitting with the fact that the masses weren't high skill opponents. Or, maybe trying to defeat a general in the middle of a war, after first fighting through an enemy camp, something like that.

No, we got ants.

It wasn't a joke floor, that much was clear. These were people-sized soldier ants, and there were a lot of them--effectively, she said, infinite. They were infesting a ruined suburban town, with some mild hills and a fair number of trees, so that it's not like we at any point had line of sight to everything. The ants weren't psychicly linked or anything, but they were sensitive to noise, so Susie's gun was unfortunately not a good call for the floor. They also had some kind of scent thing that was a little slower than noises as far as attracting attention, but once it went off, it was inevitable that the entire swarm would be there, sooner or later.

We started in a locked room with a timer, which would unlock when the floor refreshed after the last batch. Again, we somehow lucked into getting there when another group was present--not the same group as last time, since they had not made the tower with their parachutes and were well behind us at this point. No, we caught the tail end of the preparation of another group, which was another four people.

I was in kind of a macabre mood as I looked at them--Louise's death was still heavy on my mind, even if again, it was a temporary thing. The guy who seemed to be in charge of the four was actually their sneak-thief, by the looks of him--tall, lanky, with some kind of oily quality to him that was hard to pin down, except that I saw it a lot in my stealth and critical bladework classes. He looked... exhausted. Probably, this whole biome was a challenge to someone with his skillset, who didn't like the idea of a frontal assault. They also had a gun user with some kind of advanced laser rifle, though from the way she handled it I don't think it was her main weapon, and a roughly bear-sized and -shaped man who was probably their tank, with a redheaded man that I thought was a mage as their third. In all, a reasonably balanced party, though they seemed off.

"Bad luck on the timer, you two," said slick, as he fidgeted with a dagger. "About thirty seconds to go."

"We'll be okay," Susie assured him, looking briefly at me, but I wasn't in the mood to chat, and she knew it. "We're probably going stealth. Which direction is the boss?"

"She'll be north-ish," slick replied after a moment, with a shrug. "Aside from that--"

And then the floor of the room dropped out from under us.

We landed on the roof of a large building, probably a shopping mall from the size and generally confusing layout. There were large holes chewed in it, and worker ants--smaller than the soldiers, and less interested in us--busily moving debris around.

Slick and I both dropped pretty immediately into stealth, and from what I could see, he was better at it than I was, though whether that was skill rank or just level I don't know. The rest of his party, and Susie, were definitely not at a stealth level where they were completely invisible, but they all faded at least a bit. Of course, since we were partied up, Susie still knew where I was, and the other party knew where their sneak was, or at least, I assumed so.

Anyway, we split up. Susie looked at me, and gestured, and she led, and I followed. I was a stealthy boy, but I didn't know the floor, and she did. Unless she needed me to scout, I'd follow her lead.

We got off of the building and a ways down the street before Susie slipped with her stealth enough to cause a scene. It was bad luck, and not anything she really did wrong; her skill level was just too low, I guess, combined with bad timing. A soldier ant spotted her, and let out a screech-like noise that a lot of other ants started reacting to.

Susie picked up a large nearby rock and threw it at his head, which didn't kill him but was an effective distraction until she got to a hiding place and dropped back into stealth. But, the damage was done--a smell was in the air, and more ants nearby were responding to the smell and the noise.

I used telekinesis to bring us up to the nearest rooftop, and I had to watch in macabre fascination as a group of ants crawled into, out of, and over buildings in the general area, showing no respect whatsoever for normal human patterns. They ignored sidewalks and painted lines on the road, their passages went straight through walls, they had dropped debris in front of doors and windows... in all respects, they were alien creatures just wandering through what should have felt like a familiar place.

"Keep moving," Susie whispered, and we did. There were already probably a dozen soldier ants snooping around where we'd been, and while Susie assured me we could handle them in a fight, the longer we stayed in one place, the more ants there would be to fight. And, as I said, the total number was effectively infinite.

Maybe someday, if I could one-shot the things, I'd enjoy the thought of crushing endless swarms of the creatures, but not today.

Again, being on the roof didn't help as much as it should have in terms of avoiding the things. Ants could climb the sides of the buildings, plus their tunnels ran through the roof in places--some tunnels only the size of a single person, some twice or four times the size. Susie had me glance down some of the tunnels to get a general direction about where they were going, so we could head towards the center, but otherwise we stayed away.

Because of course our job in a boss fight was to kill the Queen ant, which was going to mean going straight into the center of the nest.

It was clear when we were getting close, of course, because the ants lived in an anthill, built from rubble with a giant-ass hole in the top of it, plus several other smaller ways in and out. Susie's stealth wouldn't let us get all the way in without a fight, but once we were inside the tunnels, she could pull out her gun without alerting the entire population for miles around--apparently being inside a giant pile of rubble made for terrible acoustics, and sound didn't travel all that far.

She was stressed out, and that stressed me out, because while I could definitely stealth my way in and maybe win the boss fight, if the odds were against her they were sure as hell against me.

"You sure we're okay?" I asked, a little freaked out by her nerves, but she just shook her head at me.

"I've faced worse odds. It's just... scary. Once I start shooting we won't hear them coming, and there will be no end to them until..." she shook her head. "Anyway, we just have to hurry. The boss fight won't be that bad."

So in just a couple minutes after that, she jumped out of hiding and punched a soldier ant in the face with her steam knuckles, then giving it a couple quick jabs to the body until it died. I did... about as well against another, getting more critical hits than she did and making the most of its confusion, but it was enough to know that this was not going to be a walk in the park.

We sprinted for a large tunnel, and another Soldier emerged from it, squealing. Susie took him out, and I moved forward, pushing my telekinetic sense to the maximum.

There was a lot to sense. The piles of rubble were so porous that it was hard to filter them out in my head, even though I was mostly looking for signs of anything moving. Merry tried her best, too, and between us we got a decent enough picture to know that the Queen was not, like, right in front of us or anything. The tunnels went down, and down we'd have to go.

I'd like to phrase it as though I'm sparing you the details, but mostly, I got kind of overwhelmed in the hour or so that followed. We went down, fought a lot of ants, discovered that the queen was not exactly at the bottom of the tunnel we'd started on, and had to go searching. Susie's gun was a lifesaver, but it was also incredibly loud and not being able to hear anything else was starting to wear on our nerves. I thought we'd found it at one point only to discover an egg chamber without a queen in it, which was... scary, because of how many eggs there were there, along with a bunch of workers tending to them.

And that gave us a lead on finding the queen, at least. The eggs came from somewhere.

The queen's chambers were large, and full of mostly worker ants, though soldiers had been following us for a while. I was suddenly in charge of delaying them while Susie pumped brass at the Queen, because while the boss herself only had so much health, the workers threw themselves into the line of fire tirelessly until they were gone.

It was... gross, and depressing. I didn't exactly like the ants, but killing things that were acting selfless itched at me. So I focused on using telekinesis and the Executioner sword to keep the soldiers at bay, and in the end, the fight didn't take all that much longer.

The Queen's dying scream seemed to cause the soldiers to flee, which was good. It also made the exit appear, which was better, and we both jumped down it without any reservation whatsoever. We were done with this floor, in every meaning of the phrase.

The town that appeared before us was familiar in all but the aesthetics. The same buildings, the same NPCs. The Chuch was where it ought to be, and I headed there before spending any more time thinking about anything. I presented Louise's corpse for resurrection, and the fake Priestess NPC bowed and led me to an altar where Louise began to reappear.

I held back on trying to hug her or cry until she opened her eyes, but when she did, I couldn't hold back any more.Even though it hadn't been long... it still felt wrong. It felt like I'd done something awful. And when she was there, and alive, and awake again, I couldn't stop myself from grabbing onto her and losing a fair amount of water and snot out of my face over the next little while.

And she responded by hugging me back, and things didn't seem so bad for a while after that.

            

    
        59.  Only a little moping, I promise

    
    
    
    
                Louise and I didn't take a terribly long time to catch up. For all that it felt like what had happened was monumentally huge, in the end, she was back, and no harm done... and not that long had passed. She... had been frightened in the moment, of course, but it was pretty clear that it traumatized me more than her.

I had to spend some time thinking about that, as we met back up with Susie and went to the tavern to eat.

"You look like you're thinking hard," Susie interrupted me, eventually. "What's up?"

I looked back at her for a moment before I realized I'd tuned out whatever conversation they'd been having prior. Even though I searched back in my memory for it, I couldn't remember hearing anything they'd said, or even a general gist. Merry popped up to look at me, too, and instead of offering any explanation or information, she also just looked a little worried, though less worried than I felt. I looked down at the mostly-eaten meal in front of me and instead tried to figure out what exactly to say to all of that.

"I used to be okay with the idea of dying," I said after a bit. Louise seemed to tense up in response, and I looked at her, but didn't really process what she was feeling. "Back... back then, I mean, when I was in the dungeon alone, and solo diving was the only thing I'd ever done. Even back in Armand Bayou when I recklessly challenged the harpy boss, it still felt like if I died and became nothing more than a missing persons report, nobody would care."

I paused, still looking at Louise, and realized what I was saying, unintentionally, about her and our relationship. Why would I think that she didn't care? I frowned, but shook my head. Back then... although I was interested, and so was she, we barely knew each other. Even now, we'd only dated a bit. She might care, but... right now, it was only a hope for the future, not a firmly established relationship.

"Maybe that's the point," I mumbled, and tried to shake off my moping. "Everything... even us," and I looked at Louise, "even that was just a hope that seemed so distant it was like a dream. I kept expecting the dream to end without me being able to do anything about it. Just, someday, pow," and I hit one hand with the other, "fate would take everything out of my hands and I'd be back where I started."

"But you're not that weak," protested Louise, and she reached out and took my hand. "You're amazing, Jerry, and you know it."

I pulled my hand back, a little hesitantly. "No, that's not what I mean. I wasn't... I wasn't thinking about the consequences of my actions. I figured if I screwed up, or if something terrible happened, that was just the inevitable hand of fate smacking me down. I... guess I wasn't taking it seriously."

Susie snorted, and I opened my eyes to look at her. "Man, you're whining," she offered, unhelpfully, and downed the rest of the can of beer she had with her lunch.

I took a deep breath and started to object when Merry reached out and put a mental hand on me. I get it, and I kinda don't, she said. You didn't care about life, and recklessness made you strong. You're scared to keep being reckless, and that's good, right? But really, all that growing and being strong just showed that you can learn, that you do.

"I know," I hissed at my fairy, out loud, without really meaning to. "I... I get that I learned and got strong and all of that. But in a situation like this, where things are terrible, or could get terrible at the drop of a hat, I just... I feel overwhelmed, and I don't know what to do about that. If I were taking everything as seriously as I need to, if I were riding the edge like I used to, if I could just bring all of the power I--"

Susie gently tossed her empty beer can at my head, and it donked off of my skull and derailed my whole train of thought. I was a moment away from snapping at her, but she was already talking.

"You got behind," she said flatly, not even bothering to engage with what I said. "You haven't been behind the power curve since forever, right? If Louise had a little more health, she wouldn't have bit it, and you wouldn't be conflicted. But, if she lived through that fight, someday--in a month or a decade, whenever--you'd still run into that wall. We all do."

"And now," she continued, "you're struck a problem that even I can tell you really suck at: you gotta ask for help." Susie spread her hands. "You'd fit in fine with a group, you got this solo diver's pride. I had a friend like you--before the Dungeons, I mean. Always tried to do everything himself, and when he couldn't do something he got real fuckin' arrogant about it." Susie wrinkled her nose in scorn. "I remember he was painting his house and couldn't get it done before a rainstorm and, like, a third of the paint washed off, and he was pissed for every possible reason at every possible thing. The only thing I never heard out of his mouth was that he should have asked for help. He should have covered the paint, or done it a different day--never ask anyone else to pitch in."

"And you, Jerry," Susie pulled another beer out of her inventory just to gesture at me with it. "Are doing the same damn thing."

Can't ask for help? I didn't bother to voice the thought, staring at Susie. I asked you, didn't I?

Nah, bro, I think she's right. Merry shook her head at me. You had something to give her; you made a deal, and a damn good one for us, 'cos blondie here is a force to be reckoned with. But you're scared to ask any random person or get involved with strangers. I was paying attention when you were looking at that group at the start of the last floor--you thought about talking to them, finding out what they knew, but then you took the first excuse not to. Didn't have to try hard at all to find it, either. You bury thoughts like that really fast.

"...fairy?" Susie was asking Louise, who nodded. I blinked, realizing again that I was tending to miss some of what was really going on as I got stuck inside my own damn head.

Look, I got a closer look than most at what's in your head, and you're terrified that people are gonna... I dunno. Gonna be to you what you were to those poor low-level shmubs you killed in your first dungeon. You think they'll see your moment of weakness and be like, and here Merry, hanging out at the edge of my vision, made a weird kind of axe-cutting gesture with her hands, shhhhmap, this thing is only useful to me as a resource now, it's weak and it's in the way, so its time is over, it's mine now. But that hasn't been happening.

I... well, I had to trust Merry, as the only one maybe in the whole world who could maybe have a real, technical, objective look at my thought process. Not that... not that she really understood human psychology, but... I put that out of mind. The point was, ...yeah, I was still expecting the world to break me, unfairly and unrepentantly. Because...

I sighed. "Right," I said after a long moment. "I guess I'm just... I'm still rebelling against the idea that none of our dreams matter, you know?"

"You lost me," replied Susie, entirely deadpan.

I shook my head. 'Before I was a diver, before I was a dungeoneer, I was... nobody, right? Shitty retail job, no future, meant only to be someone else's tool for the rest of time. But even if I escaped that life, there's still shitty retail jobs out there, and if..." I looked at Louise, and changed what I was about to say, because it felt a little silly, "...I mean, shitty jobs, shitty bosses, shitty businesses, and tyrannical assholes telling us all what to do aren't going to go away just because we can dive into a death game and get shiny-ass swords and magic books in return. All of the things that made my life shitty before I got here are still out there--"

"No," interrupted Susie, "I mean I have no idea what you're talking about or why you're ranting about that shit right now at all."

"Because..." I started to say something, and completely lost it. What was my argument here? Actually, what was the question? Scared of bad people, Merry supplied, helpfully. I closed my eyes and followed my chain of logic back. Right... "Because Merry was telling me that you're right, that I'm scared of asking for help. And it is the point." I stood up and paced around the little fake tavern, suddenly way too stressed out to sit still--to a degree that I couldn't put into words and could barely control. "Because out there are shitty people that are stronger than me. Because my track record with those people is pretty fucking poor. I mean, the last time I exited a goddamn dungeon they pointed tanks at my head and told me to go to jail for doing nothing fucking wrong."

"And because..." I stopped pacing in front of an ever-burning fireplace in the corner and stared at it. Merry had reminded me of it, of course. "...because I turned out to be a shitty person, way back when, when I killed other dungeoneers. Because at the moment, even though it felt wrong later, at the moment it ...kinda made sense. It's not like a devil took over my body and made me evil. There was no great spiritual or magical array that transmuted a decent human being into an awful one. I was already... I was already wrong, inside me. And I don't know how many other people are like that, or worse."

A hand on my shoulder turned out to be Louise, and she stepped closer and gave me a hug. "You're not like that anymore," she said, "and I don't think people are as bad as you think." I resisted for a moment, wanting to react like... like there was something wrong with the argument, that she was being naive, that she didn't really know me. But something in her tone calmed that reaction. I don't know what it was, but somehow, I felt I could believe her. Or... maybe I just wanted to.

So I just looked back at her, met her eyes. Because I thought she might be right, but also, this wasn't really about me--it was about the world being fucking terrifying. If she wanted to convince me that it wasn't, well, right now that was on her, not on me. She looked back at me, searching for something, and maybe she understood, or maybe she just kept talking. Either way, she stepped back and looked at me for a bit, then looked away.

"Anne's dad ran away when he learned I was pregnant," said Louise into the silence. "In the time since... I realized he was always that kind of guy. I saw him now and again through the years, and he... got into trouble of his own making enough times that I stopped wishing he'd been there for my daughter. He would have been a bad dad, but... it's not just that. Because there were a lot of people who only came out to try to help me when it was clear I needed it. People who are a lot like you, I think, Jerry," she said, and took my left hand in both of hers.

"Because they were shy about showing that they were good people, shy about proving that they were actually eager to help. I lived in the same apartment for thirty years, and my neighbor never showed her face while ...Anne's father was there, and not much before then. But I'd only been a single mother for about a week before she started tripping over herself to help whenever she had the opportunity, and she never stopped. My father lent me money when I was fired, because I didn't want to move and force Anne to change schools. My landlord actually helped me find a job; Anne's third-grade teacher started inviting us over for dinner once a week."

"I know it's easy to think that there aren't enough kind and good people, that the average person you'll find is somehow a monster. But a lot of them just don't want to advertise that they're good people, I guess because they're worried they'll be taken advantage of, just like you are." Louise squeezed my hands to emphasize her point, or at least her feelings. And then, she spoke up, trying to force some pep into her voice. "And anyway, look at us. You and I are... sensitive," she said, and I knew she was not eager to talk about psychic-or-whatever stuff in front of Susie, "and you have Merry, and you and Susie are both really strong. Do you really think anyone is going to scam us? Scare us into giving away all our money? No." She put a playful but final emphasis on the word. "As long as we're alive, we'll be okay, and if they try to kill us, well, I'm sure you both will make them regret it."

I took a deep breath, feeling actually very relieved, somehow. It didn't... I mean, I still wasn't entirely sold on the idea of just finding someone and asking their help to get to Kalamitus' Tower, but then, I wasn't against it, not at all. I just... didn't really want to volunteer.

Oh stop, growled Merry. You still want to run. I'm telling you, it'll be fine. You'll make new friends. It won't be so bad.

And then a few minutes later, someone kicked in the door to the tavern, and of course, they made us put that theory into practice.

            

    
        60.  To the Max

    
    
    
    
                Look, I don't know exactly what I was expecting to walk into the tavern. Or, well, I guess I kind of do, and I was half right. I expected the next people through the doors to be the last group I saw, and they were there. They'd apparently met another group, though, and decided to come in for drinks.

They were real chummy, too, in a manner of speaking at least. The redheaded mage-type was hanging out with a female mage from this new group, who was showing off her boobs with a stylistically cut tube dress that almost certainly had more defense than it covered skin, because it didn't do a lot of that. The sneak thief was trying to convince an almost paladin-esque man--tall, shining armor, stiff posture, you know the type--of who knows what, probably something about drinking or gambling. The big bear-like tank now had a damned midget woman on his shoulders, and he didn't look all that impressed to have her there. She, of course, was having a lot of fun sitting on the guy, since he was so large and strong that I'm sure he barely noticed the weight or balance issues.

And there was one more, equally short person in the group, who walked into the bar with his hand on the gun-woman's ass, despite how she tried intermittently to get him to stop.

"I don't believe it," I said, studying the guy as I stood with Louise by the fire. In the time since I'd last seen him, he'd out-levelled me--not hard when I stayed in jail and he booked it out of there, I guess. His level was now in the 60s, far beyond what he'd been back then. "Max fucking Bean."

"What--" Max heard his name and zeroed in on me in a moment or two, though from the look on his face, I don't think he recognized me immediately. But I did see the look steal over his face when he did, and he even deigned to stop harassing ...her ass, I guess. "Are you--hey, doll, look," he suddenly turned and called to the short woman who was literally poking the bear-man. "I know this guy from prison. Whazzat, Jerry, right?" He walked up and offered me a hand for a low-five, grinning from ear to ear. "Man, how you been? What've you been up to?"

"Oh, you know," I offered in reply, a little tensely, though I at least offered my hand to him in return. "Serving my sentence like I was supposed to, being a good law-abiding citizen, all of that shit."

From the look on his face, Max didn't take what I said as any kind of insult. He just slapped my hand and grinned at me. "Yeah I kinda figured after all of that you'd stay in there. You got the whole stoic thing goin' on, man." He turned, and the other shorty from the group had come up behind him. She was pretty acrobatic, having leaped off the big guy into a table, rolled, and decided to backflip onto the floor just to be a showoff, or maybe because it was fun, before ambling up like it was no big deal. Max put his arm around her shoulders and leaned on her heavily before turning back to me. "Man whatchu fucking doing in this dungeon, when you're not even level 50 yet? Ain't that some shit."

I had a good long moment when I could have, and previously would have, just let him ramble on without replying, but on the heels of a discussion about how I was shitty about asking for help? I had to at least try, even if Max was... well, he was definitely kind of a scumbag, and probably the wrong person to be hanging around, not that I expected to make a habit of it. "Yeah, I just gotta run to the God's tower for a quest. After that... I got some other things to do elsewhere."

Max whistled through his teeth. "You gotta go a whole twenty five floors under-leveled? Man, that's some shit." He looked up at Louise, and I was pleased to note that he had apparently been ignoring her before, because you could see the moment he registered the size of her boobs. "Damn, man, you movin' up in the world. This your girl then?"

"'Course she is," growled the woman beside him. "Lookit her, trying to hide from you behind him like he's a big fluffy guard dog. Hah, she barely seen you and she knows better than to let you get close, Max."

Max took the rebuke with a shrug and an indifferent expression on his face.

"So is this the woman you were talking about back then?" I appraised the short woman who was either Max's girlfriend or his sister, from how she was letting him hang on to her.

"Yeah, she's my baby, Amanda." Max, somehow endearingly, puckered up and planted a big kiss on her cheek. "Amanda, Jerry's the one that kept the yard from tearing itself up."

"I remember the stories." Amanda looked up at me and scrunched up her face like she either didn't like my looks, or didn't like my height. "From what you said I thought he'd be more like Mr. Mountain back there," and she jerked a thumb at where she'd left the big guy, although he'd gone to sit down elsewhere.

"Nah, he's a scary fucker, but he's compact, you know? Like us, except tall." He used his hands to indicate thin by squishing them together, as though the concept needed to be explained.

Amanda observed his hand gesture, thoughtfully, for a moment.

"So who's actually escorting you through the Dungeon?" asked Amanda, thoughtfully, as Max took the time to look around, finally spotting Susie, who was watching with an odd look on her face.

"My friend there," I said, nodding at her. I... I saw what was coming, and decided it was my duty to try to head him off at the pass. "And Max, I wouldn't recommend..."

He was already moving up to Susie, a complete sleaze-bag grin on his face. Susie, with a look of disgust on her face, one-handedly picked up the closest wooden chair, across the table from Max, and chucked it at him.

It shattered on him, of course, and all he did was laugh--not laugh, like, ha-I'm-invincible, or ha-I'll-get-you, but more of a ha-that's-a-good-one, like he knew it was coming and was eager, maybe even happy to be smashed in the face, with a chair, in a bar, by a pretty woman. I'm sure it was far from the first time.

He was back on his feet in no time, but instead of moving right for Susie, again, he hopped up on a seat that I'd vacated and sat his butt down on the table across the way from her, instead. "Hey pretty thing," he said through a big wide smile. "How about you show me what you can do with those hands, and I'll show you how good I am with my rifle?" He batted his eyelids, as though it made him look pretty.

Susie just flipped the table over on him.

Amanda, for her part, thought it was hilarious. I took a moment to look at the other party--and found that they were huddled up grumpily in a corner along with the paladin, who the sneak had apparently convinced to drink if nothing else. The rest of that party was drinking heavily, from what I could tell, except for the redhead mage, who was definitely making out with the scantily clad mage from Max's party, and in fact... yeah, I wasn't mistaken, her top was definitely off. I wasn't going to keep watching that.

On the other end of the tavern, Susie continued to assault Max with barroom furniture so he would keep his distance. He seemed to enjoy the game--she definitely didn't.

"Let her be, Max," I said loudly after a minute of that. "She's not your type."

"Man, every girl's my type," he said, still grinning, but he did back off and circle back around to his girlfriend, who he immediately went back to hugging, and she returned it, apparently entirely unconcerned with his promiscuity. He gave her another kiss, then looked at me, and then at Louise. "You still didn't introduce me to your cutie there."

I rolled my eyes and turned to Louise. She was... guarded, I'd say. She looked like she didn't want anything to do with Max, and I understood that well enough. "This is Louise." And then, because I figured I had to simplify this for Max, I very deliberately added, "She is mine, and if you touch her, I'll kill you."

Max just nodded, not upset in the least. "And your friend in the corner--?"

"If you touch Susie, she'll kill you," I said, flatly.

Max nodded again, not seeming ruffled at all. Instead, he seemed to have gotten distracted "'At's cool," he replied. "Hey, I got a question, Jay. I could swear I heard your name recently, but I honestly don't know what the hell it was about. Did you do something?"

"I picked up a couple tanks," I said, adding some wry humor in my voice. I really didn't think he would have paid attention to shit going on in D.C.--it was the very definition of 'over his head', at least, when you weren't making short jokes.

"Was that it?" He looked over at Amanda, who shrugged. "I could have sworn there was some kind of a bitch involved."

"Yeah. High priestess wanted me arrested for no reason. I was released, though." I took the time to look more closely at Max. Physically, he hadn't really changed much, except for his equipment; of course, his Dungeoneer body would heal, even if it aged. It... it felt like it had been a long time since then, even though it really wasn't. Prison time had been slow, and the Dungeons were intense, and all the complicated stuff lately... but Max just seemed to still be Max.

"High priestess, right. I saw a photo of her." He snapped his fingers suddenly, with a look on his face like he'd come to a decision, and then pointed at Louise. "That's what it was. Hey, chica--uh, Louise. You priestesses don't have the option of wearing anything else, right?"

Louise looked a little nervous. "Not in public, or in combat, no."

Amanda snapped her fingers, too, and pointed at Max. "Aha, you see? Not in public." She nodded, knowingly, and Max nodded agreement. She turned and grinned up at Louise. "But you can wear whatever you want in the bedroom."

I turned to look at Louise, who looked at me only briefly before looking away, a little shyly. "Yeah," she said, maybe a touch defensively. "If I want to."

"You see, I told you you were being stupid," said Max, a little aggressively. "There's no way a god would get in the way of sexy times. I bet she could dress up as a devil with little red plastic horns and everything and everything would be fine."

I just watched Louise's reaction. It's not like I was going to push her into anything, but I was curious what she thought of the idea. She... actually, I have no reason to tell you, do I? Mind your own business.

Anyway.

Things kinda went on like that for a bit. Max, for all that he was a sleaze, seemed at the very least to respond when I told him to keep away from Louise and Susie, enough that we could sit and talk for a little bit. I ...wasn't exactly fond of Max, you know? But I'd spent enough time seeing him every day that it's not like I was scared of him. He liked to posture and yell, and harass and sleaze, and before I got to know him I'd had no idea whether or not he had any limits, but mostly he came back to the same general mood after everything was done: he mostly just wanted to posture and yell and harass and sleaze, rather than wanting to do worse.

Within a half hour or so, reminiscing on the old days, Max started telling the story (again, I'm sure) to Amanda about one of his pranks, before the big one that got someone killed, where he'd smuggled in a bunch of fireworks and set them all off from his cell in the middle of the night, such that they flew around mostly harmlessly but scaring the night guards and any inmates not in on the joke half to death.

I don't know how he played it off as a joke instead of an egregious security problem, honestly. Maybe after dealing with me, they were a little more scared of antagonizing Dungeoneers, but that's not something I ever found out. But for whatever reason, once they searched his cell and dumped his inventory, and ensured that he didn't have any more, and punished him for their troubles, they had just kind of let him off, but it was all that kind of mischief that finally got the Warden thinking about working us until we were exhausted, which is when Max escaped.

Anyway, the point was, Max--given the fact that he had an inventory--could have done a lot worse. Those fireworks could have started a fire somewhere, or maybe damaged a lock if he dumped out the gunpowder. But he wanted the posturing. He would prove he was an ass, and he would get swatted down. He enjoyed that, for some reason.

Eventually, since I knew Max wasn't actually come to a stopping point, I forced myself to start a conversation when he hit a bit of a break. "So what are your plans for the Dungeon?" I asked. "You been in here before?"

"Aww, yeah, I go in here plenty. There's a grinding ground level forty-ish where I get some good shit--that's the survival area, you know," and he kind of gestured with his hands like he was digging or something, "and there's a lot of forage there, including some mushrooms that put you on a mad trip. Low-level freaks and norms who try to eat it damn near lose their mind, cos it's strong, but it's also strong enough to get to some high level junkies who are tired of livin' sober, you know? Like with alcohol, as you go up you gotta keep finding stronger shit or it stops being good for you, you know?" Max, all at once, chugged a big mug of something strong, threw away the cup, and signaled the NPC waitress for another.

I couldn't help being disappointed. "All the shit you could be doing in the dungeons, and you're hauling drugs?"

"Hey, man," said Max, for once a little defensive. "I'm not really selling it, not much of it, anyway. I got some friends who I owe a favor to, and livin' sober's a pain. 'Specially when you gotta live like we do, y'know?" He bared his teeth and ground them for a moment. "You been in, uh, Bayou-whatever? The harpy place?"

"Yeah." I glanced at Louise, thinking I knew what was coming.

"Man, it tore me up seein' all those boobies just hanging out, an' I wasn't supposed to play with 'em or nothing, just had to kill 'em. Like some of those were quality, you know?" And he looked at his girlfriend, who just looked back at him without comment. "It ain't right that quality shit like that goes to waste, and some days, you just gotta forget what you just went through, y'know? Some days you gotta forget or it'll never leave you."

I... I actually wasn't sure how he made that sound actually approachable and halfway sympathetic. "I mean, putting boobs on a monster is just another weapon, right? If they slow you down, distract you, whatever, it's just another thing that'll kill you."

"Oh he got distracted," said Amanda with a huge eye-roll, one that took her whole head and neck to express. "Stood at the edge of the fuckin' invisible platform staring at boobs just out of his reach and kept tryin' to wolf whistle 'em in closer. He made us all work hard to keep his dumb ass alive through that shit. And when it was over he still wouldn't shut up about em for days."

Max, again, looked a little chagrined. He looked down at his beer, or I guess it was some kind of strong ale, and didn't engage for a minute, which was a little unlike him. "Still," he said finally, "it's a fuckin' shame. If I had the power to make boobs like that appear outta nowhere, you can bet I'd drown myself in 'em." And he made a kind of obscene charade that I won't bother to describe.

And that thought got me thinking, briefly, about what Lord Ethanic had said--or, not said, about corruption, and how some people were really the wrong people to become Administrators. Max as an Administrator would be... well, it was pretty clear, right? Even if he tried to do the job--whatever the job actually was--he'd get distracted immediately every time something came along. And since the job almost certainly would give him the ability to surround himself with Dungeon boob creatures...

I shook off the thought and let it leave my system. Most people probably wouldn't do half as bad as Max would, but the real question was finding the people who would actually do a good job of it, the best job of it, and I was glad that wasn't up to me. I wasn't all that sure that... even though I'd been offered a Full Clear Quest, that I was actually right for that job. It was hard to know, especially since I couldn't really talk to anyone involved. Though, if I was supposed to get the approval of a Dungeon God, and the Administrator had sent me to Kalamitus, presumably he thought I would also receive approval here... so...

Amanda ended up poking me, since she was sitting on my other side, along with Louise, with Max on the other side of Amanda, of course. "You thinkin' 'bout something?"

I put it all out of mind. "Just thinking about what's coming up when I get to the God's tower. Still a ways away, though, I guess."

"Oh yeah, you're only going in far enough to get to that, right?" Max held up his empty mug and peered into it with one eye, as though it was a telescope or something. "Why don't you come with us? We're only doin' a fast dive of this place, so we can probably get there in a few hours."

"Yeah, if you don't stop to chat up everyone you meet," snorted Amanda. "Plus I think our resident floozy," she gestured to the wizards who were clearly having sex in public, "is gonna be busy for the next few hours at least. At least, assuming boy ginger there can keep up with her."

Max looked back at said wizards and grinned, but his eyes didn't linger.

I looked at Louise and Susie, since they were more likely to object than me. Louise looked uncomfortable, but I thought I knew her well enough to know that she was mostly afraid something untoward would happen, and I figured that Max would respect her boundaries, at least for a few hours. Given the way she'd always been, as long as I kept her safe, she'd be okay with it. Susie, though, was a wildcard to me.

Susie just looked at me and shrugged. "I've run with people like them before," she said. "And most of them lived to tell the tale." She offered a fierce, toothy grin, more of a challenge than an expression of joy.

So I looked at Max and shrugged. "Okay. We'll run with you for a bit, once everybody's ready to go."

Max raised his empty mug like he was toasting us. I was, honestly, a little surprised that he didn't get a fresh one for it, but he seemed content with his current state. "To the brotherhood of divers," he said, as though seriously. "Whether you're looking for treasure, monsters, or booty, there's no better place than the dungeon."

I... rolled my eyes, but raised my drink anyway.

            

    
        61.  Downtime, Speaking Up

    
    
    
    
                We found an excuse to leave Max's group in the bar reasonably quickly--Susie wanted to do some more crafting stuff, and so she, I, and Louise all went off to the comm center, first, where we put some things up for trade and I bought a few random low-level junk items so I could pull apart their enhancements with my Sage skill. For actually doing that, though Susie recommended squatting in the Smithy, where apparently crafting skills got something of a boost.

It should go without saying, of course, that both Susie and Louise seemed displeased at the idea of running with Max's crew, and I didn't disagree with them. So we actually took a bit of time and I sat and told them everything I knew about Max from my time in prison--how he was definitely a blowhard, and probably shouldn't be trusted any significant amount, but how he did seem to be mostly harmless.

Louise, and this did not surprise me, seemed like she was going to just quietly sit and accept what I said even though she privately disagreed. That kind of bothered me, but I did take both of her hands in mine and give her a solemn promise to keep her safe and that I was not actually going to hang out with Max long-term. That seemed to take the edge off of her concerns, although they didn't go away.

Susie, on the other hand, seemed eager to just bury herself in work and not think about it. If what she said about dealing with guys like Max before was true, she was probably just looking forward to it being over. I was similar, although I admit I was also a little curious to see Max in action. Somehow, my mental picture of Max just didn't match up to most of his stories about combat. If he was as reckless as he seemed, even with his friends there to help him, I had to figure he would have bit it a while ago.

Anyway, for now, there was crafting stuff to look into, since we had the time. I did some experiments, trying to see if it was worth it to me to absorb items before turning their enhancements to Forge Points. It was, more or less, though I think that had everything to do with the level bonus to the skill from working on Soulforged abilities.

I also spent some time poking at the skill with my Skill Sage ability, and in the process discovered the Skill didn't actually have any expansions for me to use Skill Sage on--instead, there was a blank list, with one entry written in a clearly inactive color, "[ Request addition... ]"

I frowned at it, and looked over at Susie. She was turning a junk item over in her hands, so I judged she was probably not deeply involved in what she was doing. "Got a sec?"

She looked up at me, wordlessly.

"So I have Skill Sage," I said as preamble, "and normally that lets me unlock new things for skills, right? But since I made the skill... or maybe because I only just made the skill, there's nothing but an option to request an addition."

Susie stared at me for a moment before blinking. "Request... a new Skill Sage thing?"

"Right, something you can spent points on to improve the power."

"More forge points from stuff," she said immediately. "The option to create new ones, to merge them..."

"I'll put in the obvious ones, yeah," I interrupted. "I just wanted to say, if you think of anything I wouldn't, let me know."

"Elemental shifts," she said after a moment. "I have some items with abilities that're the wrong aesthetic for what I was going for. And, uh..." she peered at the glove again. "The base enhancements, like Strength, for any given item seem to be locked. I'm sure they did that to keep us from screwing with it, but maybe an expensive unlock for that one...?"

I stared, nervously, at the mystery button before deciding to poke it before I forgot anything. A text box popped up, with a little eye in the corner with a slash through it, which was unusual. As I started to mentally write in the box, though, there was a split second where the eye flipped open before I ended up, once again, in a blank void.

It was different from the Administrators' void, though. Those had been white; this was black. And the person who stood in front of me seemed to neither be a puppet, nor human. Their skin color was off, their head was slightly a different shape, their clothes were not anything like I'd seen before, ...things like that. One thing, though, I felt certain about: she had gloves and an apron, and tools in her pockets, and on her belt, all of which spoke of her being some kind of craftsman, though I wasn't clear on exactly what.

"Hello, Jerry," said this new figure, and with a gesture, two chairs, a table, and a couple glasses appeared in the void, all identical to what I'd just left in the bar. "Pleased to meet you. You can call me the Artificer, if you like."

I stood there for a moment, in shock, before deciding that after all the shenanigans I'd been through, I could handle this, and I stepped towards the closer chair and took a seat. "I'm pleased to meet you," I said in reply. "Are you the... god, in charge of dealing with these things?"

The figure, who I was beginning to suspect was female, assuming her species was anything like ours, just snorted. "I am not a god, Dungeon or otherwise. I'm sure you're tired of hearing it, but I can't give you the specifics, and unlike them, I'm not eager to leak you any information, either." She also took a seat, moving the chair with a force of will, though she also moved her hand to do so. I studied her motions, wondering at the difference between her, Ethanic, and the Administrators. "After all, unlike the gods, I am one of your enemies."

That... put the glass on the table in front of me in a different light. I studied it, wondering if she was going to tell me whether or not the contents were poisoned, but after a moment, I simply decided to take it on faith and drink from it. It turned out to be apple juice, which was... a weird choice, but it didn't seem to be any kind of drugged or poisoned thing that I could tell.

"When you say enemy--"

"I'll only say that your people are destined to fight me," she said, swirling her glass with a gesture from one finger, rather than picking it up. "I can't, and won't, tell you more."

I studied her for a long moment, but it was Merry piping up that broke the stalemate. Pretty sure she's from one of the dead civilizations, that the key visited. It's not like the stuff I got was clear, but... uh... I think she might be from the last one, actually.

I frowned. "You're from--"

As though she'd been waiting for me to figure it out, the Artificer immediately changed the subject. "So you, Jerry, are the Origin of a skill, and so you'll be the primary test of its function. Since only you and your second have it so far, and since you both are low level, I'll be counting on you to experiment with it and give me honest feedback. Please don't think that you will be able to manipulate me into a better outcome; as complicated as the subject is, I am the very definition of a professional."

She raised her other hand, the one that wasn't idly toying with her glass of apple juice, and pointed at nothing, where a menu appeared in glowing neon-like script--clearly, the same menu I'd just been looking at, but filled in a bit more:




	[ RECYCLE EFFICIENCY (TIERED) ]



	[ UNLOCK RAISE ITEM LEVEL ]



	[ UNLOCK COMBINE IDENTICAL ENHANCEMENTS ]



	[ COMBINE EFFICIENCY (TIERED) ]



	[ ELEMENTAL SHIFT ]



	[ UNLOCK ITEM PROPERTY MODIFICATION ]






I frowned at the list. "Tiered means there are various levels, right? Like--"

"Yes."

I nodded; I'd seen things like that before. "What about creating--"

"That's too powerful."

"What are--"

"Item properties are the basic attributes of an item, including attack power and weight."

I frowned, not entirely enthusiastic about having my questions answered before I finish asking them. The thought about creating new enhancements, though, reminded me that some of the things I'd gotten from the Administrator were very unusual--including the otherwise-worthless Administrator Notes. "What about making cosmetic enhancements? Flavor text, that kind of thing?"

The Artificer looked up from her glass to stare at me. "Text wouldn't be worth spending points to unlock. I'll adjust the power slightly so that any item modified by Enhancement Sage has a custom entry whose text can be edited with the power."

I thought back to what I'd seen before, as well. "Also... you can affect visibility for these things, right? I've had ones that were hidden--"

What appeared on the list for that was "UNLOCK ALTER ENHANCEMENT CONCEALMENT LEVEL", which was a mouthful. Or, really, a screenfull, I guess.

I considered other things I'd seen. "Add and remove conditions on an bonus? I assume the power cap raises when something has a condition."

She nodded, not bothering to respond, again, as another entry appeared on the list.

"Are there any other cosmetic things you can do with enhancements? I know Susie, and others, would love the ability to--"

"You realize that people will count on this ability to survive in the Dungeons, right?" The Artificer deliberately met my eyes, and held them, and the longer I looked, the more I felt like I was brushing up against some unfathomably deep darkness. I shivered, and looked away.

"They will," I said, after a moment. "But they'll also want to make items as a business. Little details can make a difference."

The Artificer huffed out a noise, a little squeaky thing, that I am sure meant something in her culture but didn't at all to me. As though under protest, an entry for "UNLOCK CREATE COSMETIC ENHANCEMENTS" appeared.

"Other than that..." I shook my head. "I think that's probably all for now. How often do you think you would be available to meet like this? Instead of just using the text thing?" Not that I'd gotten to use it, but I was sure that the point of the box I'd seen before--an ability to leave a message, or an opportunity to meet if she was available.

"My work is on-demand and not scheduled" said the Artificer. "There is no way to predict when I will or will not be available. Additionally, I do not wish to imply that I am willing to entertain regularly."

"That's fair." I stood up and, for lack of a better option, bowed slightly. "Thank you for meeting with me."

She didn't immediately eject me, though, and I looked at her, still sitting there, one hand pointed at the screen in midair, the other, now frozen, still pointed at her glass of juice.

"I hope for your people's sake that you manage to win," she said, after a long moment of silence. "It... takes more hard work than anyone from your world yet knows. I hope you understand that."

I did, but I wasn't sure what to say in response.

"From the very start, you have to try your best. Some of the earliest mistakes can be the most lasting ones." She brushed, suddenly, the glass of juice off the table, and it fell off into the void as though there was no such thing as a floor. "It creates a culture, a precedent. Be careful what you are known for, Jerry. Others will follow in your footsteps."

And then I was in the Smithy, and both Louise and Susie jumped out of their skins as soon as they saw me.

"So, that was interesting," I said into the stillness.

"Did you meet with a God or something to talk about the skill?" Susie frowned. "Why would you have to go to the Tower--"

"It wasn't a god. It was... something else." I let myself get distracted, though, by Louise, who seemed upset. I took her hand and tried to read what her eyes were telling me, but somehow, she didn't voice it, and I couldn't quite figure it out.

Somehow, it reminded me of back after I'd gotten Merry, and we were lying in bed, and all Louise had asked me was... was whether or not she was crazy. At the time, instinctually, I knew that she meant... that she... I frowned. I'd replied almost on instinct; it had made sense at the time. But looking back on it, what I'd said somehow seemed presumptuous, almost pretentious. And yet...

"So did you get the skill upgrade stuff?"

I frowned and shook off the thought. I opened my Skill Sage window again and looked at the list, which was filled out--but also, it was suddenly too complicated. "It's there, but my list is screwed up, I think because I'm the Origin. Things are already unlocked, but also, I have the option of relocking them... I... I don't know," I said, somehow unwilling to voice some of the extra additions.

Uh, yeah, bro, about that, broke in Merry. Sorry to say it looks like the alien lady slapped some kind of censorship thing on you while we were in there. Pretty sure you actually can't talk about it.

I frowned and looked over the list. There were numbers on the "RECYCLE EFFICIENCY" upgrades--percentages that must be directly applied to the value of an enhancement when it's used. As soon as I thought about mentioning the numbers, though, something in me reacted. A pressure built in my head, and somehow, I just never actually got close to saying it--the act of trying to speak just became a battle of will that distracted me entirely.

Oooh, yeah, I felt that. Merry studied whatever was going on. It's complicated enough I can't just, like, poke at it and fix it. Maybe if I had a long while to look at it, but it's definitely made knowing I was in here. It's, like, locked, I guess.

I shook my head and spoke out loud. "Apparently I'm not allowed to talk about some of it. Even Merry can't get around it."

"Not a huge surprise," was all Susie had to say. "So when will you be able to unlock anything for me? I know these things are usually pretty expensive..."

So I had her bring up her Skill window, and tapped it to link it to my Skill Sage. As expected, even though her Growth Rank was increasing (far more than my own), she didn't have the points to spend on anything--even the lowest tier of upgrades were 25 points, and that was still beyond her. The way Growth Points work, you'd have to have either a whole mess of low-rank levels, or at least five to ten higher-rank levels in order to afford anything useful. And unfortunately, that meant understanding the depths of the skill's complexity, which were still beyond us.

So she went back to her experiments with the skill, and I spent a good couple minutes trying to remember where my head had been before she interrupted. And then... I remembered, with Louise and the unsaid things and the thought, just the thought, that... that we had communicated in some unspoken way.

And that led me to remember that I had recently unlocked the Telepathy skill. And I turned and looked at Louise, who was still looking at me, and I pulled her aside. Because... well, because. "I, um," I paused, and realized I was very nervous. "I... don't want to do anything without asking you first," I said, "but I... recently was able to unlock the Telepathy skill. And I feel like... like I'd like to understand you, and..."

She took my hand, and looked me pretty hard in the eyes for a long minute. "Later," she said, after a moment, and I let it be. I guess... in the end, it wasn't a great time for it, yeah, but if we had an unspoken thing going... well, was there really a reason not to have a more definite unspoken bond?

I mean, it depends, offered Merry. I dunno how you humans are for understanding each other's thoughts, but you don't put a lot of filters on your own. I mean I appreciate the trust and all, but you do just let me see and feel everything going on in your head, and well, it's kinda... I got an impression of a shrug from her. Not skillful? Like, I don't know the ranking system at all, but I wouldn't say--

Okay, I get it, I snapped back at her testily. I don't mind learning or anything, you know. I figured you'd tell me if there was a problem.

Maybe we'll do that. I got a sense of a nod from my fairy. Not now, obviously.

I nodded idly and went back to try to mess with my items, trying to grasp any sense of my new skill's sense as I activated it, without any real success.

            

    
        62.  Road Trip

    
    
    
    
                So after a bit of rest and relaxation and me having some private time with Louise, we eventually got back underway, and true to Max's boasts, we did immediately make pretty good time, in part because "the floozy"--Max's tube-dress wearing wizardess who banged that other guy in public and made everyone else grumpy, whose name was apparently Amy--apparently just had a big-ass Humvee in her inventory that she pulled out. Since it was hers, of course, she got to drive, while Max by some unspoken agreement manned a big ol' mounted crew gun on top. There was enough room for the rest of us inside, with Amanda riding shotgun and the paladin-type guy clammed up next to us like he wanted to forget that any of this was happening.

I considered asking him what his deal was, but honestly, Amy's driving was bad enough that even with telekinetic sense active I mostly just didn't want to do anything but cling to my seat. Although banging your head on things when we went over bumps didn't hurt too bad... the shock of it was disorienting, and feeling mildly helpless didn't help.

The second biome, fortunately, was pretty straightforward, at least on a speed-run like this.

Susie had talked me through it before, like she had talked through everything. The whole dungeon was a series of military scenarios, and this one in particular was attacking towns with slowly increasing fortifications and levels of military savvy. They had dungeon items and stuff, of course, but the first couple floors were relatively low tech levels.

This biome was actually pretty popular in terms of grinding for items, because the villages had dungeon item variants of non-weapons just kind of laying around--agricultural tools, carpentry tools, smithing tools, weaving tools, that kind of stuff. So, there were actually some people just kind of wandering around killing things and looting everything, which left the floor in a constant state of being solved, so the jump point for the next floor was open as soon as we got there. The next couple floors were similar, but Max at least had to touch the trigger a couple times.

By the time we hit floor 15, it was a little more complicated, though I didn't get a chance to taste any of that. We went through three defense camps to get to the village, two guarding a bridge over a river, while one guarded a gate through a long but not high wall. The village itself had a moat, which wasn't much use because we went straight through the main gate anyway. The village was also on fire, with one Dungoneer standing on top of a burning thatch hut and laughing maniacally as we passed.

Amy just honked as we passed, and Max waved at the guy, laughing. I... felt really uncomfortable with the whole thing, honestly. Susie and Louise didn't even really bother looking out the window.

Floor eighteen graduated to a scenario that actually forced us to leave the Humvee--specifically because the road was mined as it passed through a forest where gunmen waited in the trees. Presently, most of those enemy gunmen were dead, and again, there was a lot of fire going on, which is not what you normally want associated with a forest, but it wasn't a significant danger to us. Louise, like me, seemed bothered by the wanton-ness of the carnage, but Susie had clearly seen it before.

It wasn't an egregiously long trek through the section of mined road--maybe a mile, if that, enough time I started expecting Max to start doing Max-y things. Instead, he took point, hauling around a flamethrower that was about half as big as he was, intensely looking to the trees for any sign of an ambush. Stress, it seemed, even got him to shut up, which I suppose shouldn't be all that much of a surprise, but somehow it was.

And then we were past it and driving again, until we got to a relatively thin iron-plated gate, the last of the checkpoints before the village, which was not actually currently open--it was shiny as though it had just been respawned. I vaguely sensed Max pull something out of his inventory, and realized it had to be a bazooka only a few moments before he fired it.

And then we went through the gate, into a small group of people-shaped dungeon monsters. The efficacy of Max's mounted gun made me wonder if the Humvee was actually a relatively high level item, or maybe just the gun... or maybe, whatever Gunner class that Max had increased the damage of weapons he used? I still hadn't actually asked, and that kind of class couldn't keep relying on higher-power bullets or whatever forever, could they?

Anyway, the car slowed down enough that Susie got out and laid into the hordes with her own gun, which again was still enough of a powerhouse that the encounter was a joke.

"Damn, girl," said Max, apparently still focused enough on the combat to not get completely derailed. "That's a damn fine gun you got there. Can I borrow it?"

"Not a chance," replied Susie, instead climbing back in.

Max didn't stew on it, not least because he had to turn and shoot something else coming around a corner, but then we were on and moving again, and he put it behind him.

The village, again, was being actively looted, so the gate and the exit were both open, which left us headed straight for the boss floor without having done much, and having spent barely an hour. With just the three of us, it would have taken a lot longer just to walk through if nothing else, so I couldn't say I was disappointed.

Now, boss floors were one place where we couldn't just count on outside help--any particular group still had to clear the boss on their own, and there was a one-hour wait period after a boss' defeat. On a floor like this (and this was more Susie's knowledge than mine, though I'd heard the same stories before, mostly apocryphally) there might be long lines waiting for the next boss spawn, and groups squeezing as many people in that'd fit just so more people would get past it in one cycle.

In keeping with the general theme of the biome, of course, we had to first assault a castle.

We only took the Humvee as far as the front gate. Someone had opened up a hole in the gate large enough to walk through, but not drive, and after that, it was probably impractical anyway. So Max went through, this time with a pair of submachine guns with something clipped to the feeders that I assumed was magic, because when he pulled the trigger, those guns dumped out more bullets than could possibly have been stored inside.

The area on the other side of the gate should probably have been littered with corpses, if people were keen to leave those lying around. There were smashed parts of the scenery, but nothing of value; even Max, since he was solo-killing things, automatically picked up his spoils and didn't need to stop and recover them.

The main thoroughfare that led to the castle was reasonably empty, although some Platinum Knights rolled out of the alleys and side streets as we passed, along with a Drunken Brawler, who managed to dodge a lot of Max's gunfire, but Amy, their wizardess, cooked him with magic no problem. We didn't see anyone else, but there were signs of activity in other parts of the castle town--probably looters in places where there would be better stuff, since the only shops along the main street were an inn and a general store, which was completely smashed. Max didn't even spare a look at the place, and so I didn't investigate, figuring it had already been looted.

The castle town was closed off from the castle grounds by another gate, this one intact; Max again solved it efficiently with a bazooka. I thought that the paladin seemed like he wanted to cry as he watched the big medieval structure blasted apart, but he didn't say anything. I was getting the distinct impression he really didn't want to be a part of this group, and like us was tagging along for practical reasons, or else had been dragged into it somehow.

You're avoiding talking to someone new, again, pointed out Merry. I humored her by looking the guy over, but everything I saw in him screamed that we were different kinds of people and wouldn't get along. He had an incredible amount of tension in his face--from dealing with Max, in part, I'm sure, but also something else, like a deep-seated hatred or angst in him. I looked at him Max and Susie stepped through the new gap in the gates and addressed the people on the other side, but I couldn't shake my impression that we'd never be friends.

And yet, that's all, said Merry in my head, just as I was starting to discard the whole train of thought again. You may not be friends, but you aren't trying, like you're going to be hurt by the guy. You're scared, Jay, and that's no good. You can do better.

I considered that on the way into the castle, but I didn't... I wasn't really thinking... hard about it, you know? Somehow, I wanted the act of trying to make friends to be rewarding, and this... this didn't seem like it would be, even if I went out of my way. But at the same time, was that all part of the same bullshit? It had to be.

I got interrupted in the act of trying to make smalltalk as we rounded a corner and found a bunch of people standing around bullshitting, in what turned out to be a miniboss zone.

Somehow it took effort just to notice that I was tuning out the conversation as Max and Amanda greeted and bullshitted with them. Like... I knew I didn't care, but it was only this constant prodding from Merry that got me to realize that it was... well, out of my control, to a certain extent. I was antisocial, yes, but... was I really supposed to not tune out people talking if I...

...what exactly went at the end of that question? I shook my head, confused--or maybe, just repressing something. I wasn't... I mean, I wasn't deliberately...

Scared, yeah. And it was something like you hate them. I dunno, it might be your mental, uh, whatsit-skill? Not the one you got, the one you had. The ghost thing.

I... I took a deep breath and tried instead focusing on my Telepathy skill, knowing that all I was really interested in was a better look at what I might actually be sensing. Somehow, this use of the skill felt normal, natural--not even like slipping into a pair of glasses, more like wearing sunglasses to help you look at something too bright to see, before.

The first impression I got was from the paladin, and not because he was closest.

He seethed. Every moment he spent around Max and Amanda made him more and more disgusted not only with them, not only with himself, but with fate, humanity, the gods... or at least, that was the pattern of thoughts that rolled through his head. It took me a minute, but I realized quickly enough that he was trying hard to maintain a head of steam and rage, so that he wouldn't fall into depression.

Louise, nearby, was (as I kind of always figured) nervous, sometimes bordering on panic, but keeping control with some kind of faith. She glanced at me almost as soon as my attention landed on her, and I looked away immediately.

Max was Max. The things I'd seen in him--his inability to think about more than one thing at a time, his craving for attention, and his greed and need to swagger, all those were there overlaid on top of a real person. I couldn't see more of him from here, but I could see that there was more, which was all I could really expect from a passive use of the skill.

The others in his party were equally transparent, each in their own ways, and each (of course) had the core of a real person inside of them; the wizardess, who I might have thought would be a little deeper, really only seemed to be slightly more human, so it couldn't just be a matter of intelligence, though exactly what was involved, I didn't know. And each of them, except only the paladin, seemed to pulse at least a little in time with each other. They were friends, but more than that, they were becoming more like one another, adapting to being together.

Merry, apparently, was intrigued by this thought, and I felt her poking her way into my thoughts as I examined the results of the skill. Whatever I'd sensed, or understood from my senses, she didn't quite get, which was a little weird considering how often she understood my thoughts.

Not that weird, she answered, dismissively. I'm not you, I'm just riding around in your, uh, special-body. Dungeoneer thing. Your thoughts are here, and she kind of patted me, mentally, and I can kind of see them, but deep things are... deep, yeah? So I don't quite get what you're seeing, but... she nodded as she confirmed what she was looking for, I guess the beating-together thing is really there, yeah.

I studied what my telepathy told me, turning finally to Susie. She was... well, at least part of her was still obsessing over her temporary NPC girlfriend from the assault floors, while another had kind of built walls against Max, trying not to match his rhythm at all, and part of it was trying to figure out if I was going to be good for Louise... she was complicated, and I appreciated that.

Anyway, I'd once again managed to completely ignore what was actually being said, and we were moving past the group of people who'd been waiting on the miniboss, and we were heading into the castle proper.

There was a big entry hall, shiny where it wasn't destroyed or looted. A big staircase led to an open hall where a bunch of people were waiting in line for the boss fight to come off cooldown. Our timing was decent--the big clock was less than fifteen minutes--and the crowd was small enough that we'd presumably be able to fit into the boss room.

This time, some of the chatter did get my attention.

"Hey, man," said a guy close to the entrance, with slicked-back hair. "Guess what, we got a fuckin' show going on today."

Max, immediately, responded cheerfully. "Hey, what's going on! What kind of show?" And he moved forward to trade high-fives and fistbumps with the guy.

"Stupid dumbass in green over there wants to solo the boss. Might take a little longer, but eh, once he goes down we'll pull his ass out of the fire."

I looked over for the "dumbass in green", finding a man trying desperately not to freak out. He was dressed in gem armor from the first biome, I thought, and my telepathic sense told me he was focusing all of his efforts on not losing his nerve, and not thinking at all about the fight. I... I felt bad, watching him. As much as it stung to have people mocking him now, I also didn't think he'd win, which would just make it worse on the other side. And while I thought I might, maybe, succeed where he failed, that would do nothing for his pride, and also delay everyone else getting through by a long time.

At the same time, I hesitated to give him advice. I didn't know the boss coming up at all, and what good was general advice at a time like this?

"Are you okay?" Louise stepped up next to me. I started to study her with telepathy... but, aware she'd asked me to wait, turned off the skill, instead.

"Just a little upset." I shook my head. "I don't think he'll make it, but..."

The man in green snapped his head towards me, and he grit his teeth so hard you could hear it from ten feet away. "The FUCK do you know?" he shouted at me, and he picked up a big ol' broadsword that had to be twenty levels above anything I owned. "The fuck do ANY of you know? You don't know me! You don't know... fucking, solo diving! I can do this! It's fucking NOTHING!"

There were some muted laughs that distracted him, and a lot more eye-rolling. I just looked back at Louise and shrugged. "His head isn't in the game. Unless he already knows this fight by heart, he's going to miss cues and stumble into attacks he can dodge. A real challenge fight means total focus, and I don't think he'll get that back, not from where he is right now."

"You fought a boss solo, before?" asked slick, ignoring something Max was telling him.

"My entire first dungeon dive was solo," I summarized for him. "It's most of what I've done."

He didn't seem to believe me, which was fine. A part member of his, judging from her position, stepped up behind him and continued the conversation, though.

"I don't think anyone here would buy that shit for a minute," she said frankly, "since you're clearly being carried. The hell are you even in this dungeon for? You're under-level."

"I have a quest to get to the God's Tower."

"Yeah, but, if you're a solo diver, getting up to a reasonable level won't take you that fucking long. The experience bonus for an under-leveled solo kill on a boss is scary."

"I have my reasons." Reasons that I was less and less sure of, honestly, but it was a little late.

"Wanna spar? I promise not to kill you." She pulled something out of her inventory that was basically a double-ended poleaxe--the heads were positioned, on on either end of the pole, so that if you turned the pole in a consistent direction, it would hit with both blades.

I glanced at her level--72--and looked at Louise, but saw no reason to decline in her eyes, either.

"Sure." This wouldn't be easy, but... fighting Bo would be worse, one way or another. I might as well get used to it.

            

    
        63.  First Blood

    
    
    
    
                I woke up in the town Church with Louise looking over me. My head felt funny--awful, really, but strangely hollow as well. It took a little bit of time for me to piece together what exactly had happened.

"I'm glad you're alright," said Louise, and I smiled back at her. I... was trying not to think of what just happened as me actually dying, but... I shook my head and sat up, pulling Louise closer and resting my head against her shoulder. My head hurt, a bit; not the worst feeling I'd ever had, but it definitely wasn't quite on straight, and part of that was a fear that thrilled through me as tried desperately to recall exactly what had happened.

They'd cheated was what happened, of course.

The bitch with the double-poleaxe was an idiot, and alone, she never had a chance against me. She expected the difference in levels--and the difference in stats that came with it--to be everything in the fight. She started out thinking she could knock me out with one hit, and made big flashy moves to impress someone or other in the crowd. Those moves were... slow. Even the speed-centric abilities on her weapons and from her class were easy to read. She reminded me a bit of Mel, who was the only other polearm-user I knew, because the pauses and timing of her abilities were way too long, the setup too obvious. She depended on someone else making an opening for her.

I guess Slick, the skeeve who'd been sneering at the guy in green when we walked in, agreed with that, because he decided to backstab me from stealth, but his wasn't good enough to pierce my telekinetic sense. He wasn't impressive, either. Once I sensed him even a little, it was clear that his stealth skill was mostly mechanical; a lot of the sloppy mistakes I'd seen people make in my class were there, screwing with the stealth effect and weakening it every time he made a misstep. When I poked him with the blunted end of the Executioner, he proved astonishingly inept at dueling.

The real problem was their third--a wizard.

If there was sloppiness to his execution, I didn't notice. Spell circles appeared in midair and launched effects or set up zones faster than I could adjust. He also seemed to be able to read me just well enough, or else he planned ahead enough, to set things up where I'd be instead of constantly catching up. And... my efforts to stall him with telekinesis couldn't get past a magic barrier. In the end, he was damn near a match for me alone, let alone with two flunkies keeping me occupied.

I'd started to surrender and admit my loss, at the end, but apparently that didn't take. I didn't have a good memory of the moments leading up to it, though.

"What happened after I got... knocked out?" No point is saying 'killed', I guess.

"The thief tried to take your body. Max and his whole party threatened to hear him apart, which led to a big standoff. For a creep, he does at least have some loyalty." Susie came up next to me, and I turned to look at her. "Obviously we got you back, but..."

"But?"

"Apparently your fairy friend didn't take kindly to being stuck inside a corpse item."

I stiffened. My head felt hollow--because she wasn't there. "Where--"

"She's here." Susie made a gesture, and an item transfer window opened up.

[ Merry Julius Appleby ( Bound Fairy ) ]

I snarled at the window, suddenly terrified, and accepted it, immediately. The corpse item, if that's what it was... it had a strange quality to it, and I wasn't sure what to think, or what to do. "She died?"

"I don't know. I don't think so. She came out looking like a Roman gladiator, and she was fucking furious, but she never actually attacked anyone. She insulted them, taunted them, and they attacked... on defense, she was almost invulnerable, but she couldn't hurt them."

"Because the Caesarian Gentleman is a non-combat pet item," I answered, shutting my eyes again the pain that was welling up behind them. "It specifically had the ability to attack stripped out of it."

"Well, she was pretty fucking awesome." Susie sounded a little in awe. "But she ran out of mana, maybe. She suddenly shrank down and curled up and dropped as an item. I'm not sure anything actually touched her. So maybe, with you..."

I started to poke at the item, then stopped, and straightened and got to my feet, taking Louise's hand. "We should do this somewhere private. What happened to the guy in green?"

Louise's voice was quiet, gentle. "He lost," she said. "He lasted a while with potions, but you were right. He was never really paying attention."

I nodded, and we set out from the Town's chapel to the inn. "I guess he'll get revived, too? Or he was already?"

"He went in first. They're probably at the tavern, now. His team, at least, seemed to support him."

I just shook my head and added a mental note to talk to him, if everything else went well. When we had an inn room to ourselves, I sat down on the bed, trying to make myself comfortable, and started poking at the pet item in my inventory, trying to summon her or regain our connection.

My first attempts just gave me a big ol' headache for no obvious gain. Lacking a better option, I tried the Enhancement Sage on it, since it was the only Sage ability I had that interacted with items, but that also gave me a headache, and no window even appeared. The only other options I had were to try again with my Soulforged ability, or wait things out.

After only a moment, hesitantly, I activated the Soulforged ability, and the result was immediate.

Merry, as she immediately reappeared in my head, was changed, but far more importantly, she was hurt. She had some of Julius' stylistic trappings on her--notably, the little laurel wreath on her head and the bronze armor. There were black veins running through her, though, like something was corrupting her from within; far from only appearing on her skin, it seemed like corruption started in her armor and spread outwards from there.

As I looked closer, though, she didn't seem unconscious--she seemed locked in a battle with the blackness.

Without really knowing what I was doing, I mentally reached for her, trying to touch that corruption. As soon as I did, it felt like it was something fighting against me as well--a trap, a burning venom of some kind that wanted to destroy her, and but also me, as long as we were together. And while she was definitely alive, from what I could tell, she was slowly losing the fight.

While I didn't have a lot to spare, having just died, I mentally funneled experience to Merry, while also touching that blackness again, trying to keep my mind on how it was wrong, and how Merry herself was right.

She only snapped back to awareness after nearly all of my spare experience had been drained. With it, somehow, she'd found a way to hold the blackness back. Jay! Holy shit. I mentally "saw" her grabbing at my mind, in what felt like a hug. It hurts. This fucking toy hates me for trying to hurt people. It would have killed, uh, Jules, but I fought it, and it is fucking killing me.

I pushed the rest of the experience I had to her, without reserve. It wasn't much, since I'd lost a lot when I died. Can you survive?

I dunno. Yes, but it'll keep hurting me. Gotta break the rules of the toy. Her normally half-lidded eyes closed again as she focused. Took its magic, took its rules. Wish you'd had the phoenix chick instead.

If you had her, too, would it help?

Merry considered that in silence for a long minute. Yeah.

"Louise, give me Cassandra," I said out loud, not really paying any attention to what was happening outside of me. Once she was transferred over, I thought, maybe Merry could use--

I was surprised when, a moment later, the phoenix physically landed in my lap. I... well, actually, the feeling of her actually interrupted my thoughts, and I opened my eyes to look at her. My little turntable-wing phoenix squawked in concern and played a melody that she hoped would help me, her face looking genuinely worried for me. That moment of... of real concern, of seemingly real life in the little bird, suddenly made it impossible for me to just turn her into an item and kill her.

Because, I realized instantly, that's what I would have done. Without ever seeing her again, I would have just killed a pet, a friend.

Not alive, argued Merry, and I understood exactly what she meant. Cassandra was, like Julius, a created form of life, an animal made by a system. Whatever she looked like, there was a factory somewhere in the ether that created her, and would create ten million more if asked to do so.

And yet, as she sat there, showing genuine loyalty and love, I knew that I couldn't betray that.

With both hands, I picked up the foot-tall phoenix and nuzzled her head against mine. A panic I hadn't really been processing started to recede, and I breathed a little easier. Would you survive coming out, Merry?

I don't think it'd hurt any more than it does now. Merry straightened in my mind's eye. You want me to--

No, don't absorb her. She is alive, and she wants to help, just like Louise and Susie do. We're not... we're not alone. We don't have to try to deal with this just by sacrificing things. Somehow, those words actually hurt me, in the act of just thinking them. Not because they were true, but because... because the implications of those words were true. Because before, I did have to try to survive by sacrificing everything else, because I was alone.

And I'd thought for so long that I always would be.

Merry didn't respond immediately, but after a bit, a little fairy in armor appeared floating above the bed next to me, and my head once more felt just a little more empty.

"Merry!" Louise knelt down next to me and looked at her. Merry, in response, lowered down to the bed and stood there, awkwardly. "You're hurt. Let me try--" and she focused, I assume on healing magic.

"Help her," I whispered to the phoenix. "Whatever you can do, please, Cassie."

The phoenix squawked back at me, and I released her.

Over the next hour or so, it became clear that healing magic eased the symptoms, but it wasn't as decisive an advantage as me feeding her experience had been. Cassandra didn't just help boost Louise's healing abilities, but also seemed to be trying to keep Merry's spirits up, as only a similarly-sized creature could. The phoenix's little clawed hands and flaming bird-body were there to try to comfort her, which was something the little fairy had so far never actually experienced.

Merry, in return, hesitantly pet the phoenix that she had just been considering eating. They looked cute together.

In the end, we declared her more or less stable, but Merry and I agreed that we would need more experience--whatever it was, and why-ever it was helping--to help her fully heal. In theory, a little bit of grinding on the next floor or whatever would do that, but... well, it seemed like it would be safer to wait until we got out of the dungeon to do that, maybe?

After all, we were now only half a biome away from Kalamitus' Tower, which would have its own exit. He might even have some answers for us. Merry and I wouldn't be in any danger between here and there, and our best guess was that Merry was part of the reason he wanted to see me.

We talked a bit between us as we rested. Merry and Cassie both ended up in Louise's lap, Louise petting Cassie while the bird held Merry close, as the fairy just rested. It was, frankly, adorable.

"In my experience," said Susie into a brief stillness, not really connected to the prior conversation, "the best way to shake off the funk of dying is to get into a really good fight. And I think there's an optional miniboss you might be able to handle between here and the tower."

I gave Susie a look. "I'm not saying I can't," I said, "But you saw how I was with common enemies so far in the tower, right? My damage isn't reallly--"

"Your weapon wouldn't help anyway. He only agrees to a duel if it's non-lethal and no weapons or offensive magics are used. And according to what I've heard, anyone who tries to cheat gets suckerpunched into oblivion, so he's stronger than he lets on." She shrugged. "Apparently you get normal experience if he decides he lost, though."

I frowned. I didn't hold a lot of hope for winning a single random duel without any warm-up. "I would need to practice and grind a bit before then, I think, if only to get my head back on straight."

"Well, either way," Susie stood up from the third bed, "We might as well go fill in Max and see whether they're willing to wait for us while you play for a bit, or if we'll have to go our own way."

Merry cracked an eyelid and gave a sigh. She hadn't really said much out loud since she'd materialized; she'd responded to Louise's questions about her health, but mostly been quiet and shy in response to anything else. I suppose for a creature that had never been able to interact with anyone else...

She flew up in front of Louise, suddenly, and gave some approximation of a bow that was ...not really in any style that I knew, but recognizable. "L-Louise," she said, and although it seemed like she was struggling to speak... something else felt off, instead? "Thank... thank you. I... appreciate, it."

And then she few black into my head somehow, abruptly, before Louise could reply.

"She's so cute," gushed Louise, who was grinning from ear to ear.

I don't want to hear it. Merry seemed troubled. V-voice hurts. It's weird. It takes magic to speak, and magic... is speak. She shook herself, and calmed down. Her eyes, normally perfectly half-lidded, were a little askew, but they seemed to level off again after a moment. Gonna be okay. Just... just tired.

I gave her a mental prod that was meant to be a hug, and somehow, her emotional reaction to it was a lot more intense than it had been before. It was a good reaction--but mixed with just a touch of shock. You... uh, thanks. She gripped me back. I get the hugging thing now. Bodies like hugs. Little different than it is in here, yeah?

I never thought about it. I found myself smiling. But yeah, bodies like hugs. People, animals... it's just a part of us.

Merry put a hand to the black scarring for a minute, but she didn't seem too hurt by it. Then, she smiled widely at me. I'm glad I came out. And, uh, I guess I'm glad that the phoenix isn't dead. Jules wouldn't be able to hug me like she does.

That made me feel much better about the whole situation, as we left to go find Max's party.

            

    
        64.  No time for a date

    
    
    
    
                So when we first went to approach Max, he was at the center of a barfight, because of course he was. There were enough people in the group that went through that he found someone to hit on, and that led to him getting beat on. He didn't seem to mind much.

I looked for the man in green, but he was surrounded by people that looked really grumpy and didn't want to talk to anyone, so I let him be. I also looked for the douchebags that'd ganged up on me, but they seemed to have gone on ahead, or else were hanging out somewhere else in town.

I didn't feel like waiting in the bar, so we went off to do other things, and figured we'd meet up with Max again in a bit. Susie went straight for the Smithy again, and Louise and I took a walk. I invited Merry to come out, but she was shy, and tired, and also suggested that I should take the time to be with Louise alone. That wasn't a terrible idea, of course, but I thought it would have been nice to have her around.

Anyway, we walked and talked. We peeked in the Disco--and it was empty--and paused outside of the Meditation Room, considering all the peaceful places we could go to sit and be alone, but... I don't know. It felt like just isolating ourselves. It wasn't the nicest place to have a date, really, but I needed it, and Louise seemed like she was... well...

We ended up in a dead-end alleyway where we weren't obvious but we also weren't in a world of our own. And, although I couldn't really explain why I knew, I knew that it was a time to try using Telepathy like I'd suggested earlier.

As soon as I could feel her with the skill, she immediately turned and buried her head in my shoulder. And when my quiet priestess' thoughts crossed over, they were clear, if a little unsteady. You fucking idiot.

I looked down at her, surprised, though somehow, the words matched her in a way I couldn't really put a finger on. So I just put my arms around her and held her. Yeah?

You always do this. Even if you'd won, do you think I wouldn't care?

I couldn't really explain it as I held her there, really, but a smile came to my face, because I knew this was her being honest, in a way she just couldn't find a way to be out loud. I know you care. I know you worry. You don't like to make a fuss about it, but you worry a lot.

Louise laughed into my shoulder a little. And yet you keep doing it.

I wanted to say that it had worked out well for me, but... I had just died, after all. If I were alone, if I were still scared that this was going to be the real thing, the last, final death... like I always was when I was alone, then I would have done it differently.

She shook her head and pulled back. "That's not..."

"In prison..." I interrupted her, but then found the topic harder to talk about than I had expected. "When I killed Ham-hands Joe, that terrible human being who wanted to beat and rape me... I understood afterwards, immediately afterwards, that even if I was right, even if he was an unrepentant monster worth killing, this wasn't how you did things if you were a normal person. Normal people aren't supposed to take another human being who's a threat and just kill them because they deserve death."

"I still don't remember this fight all that well," I admitted, and that admission stung, because a faulty memory seemed like it was something I shouldn't have. "But I know that my willingness to surrender--to try to surrender, came after I realized that I was willing to go all the way to killing people over something stupid. The first two... I didn't care about. The first woman just wanted a spar, and the thief was a jackass, but he was incompetent. When that wizard stuck his dick into it, I wanted to bury a sword in his heart, because it was bullshit, a cheap shot, and he had enough power that he had other options."

"I couldn't dodge all of his attacks, but I could see a path to get to him, maybe cut him down before he won. But it came with this surge of..." I couldn't quite put a word to it. "...hate, maybe, and that made me stop."

Why.

I looked at her. "Because normal people don't do that."

He killed you anyway. Why was it wrong to stop him?

"I don't want to be that kind of person!"

You don't want to be a gods-damned hero?

I bit back a reply. I sat there, thinking about it. Would it really be heroic to strike someone down that I only thought would kill me? I shook my head. There's no good answer. If I killed, it would have been too early. Being late meant I got killed. There might be a perfect answer in the middle, but I wasn't good enough to find it.

Louise, to her credit, sat there looking at me, also thinking about what I said--err, thought--instead of just replying out of pain or fear. You didn't ask for help, either.

I laughed. "The time between when I realized I might need help and when I died was, like, ten seconds tops. It's not exactly an instinct."

Maybe it should be.

"Maybe so." Rather than arguing, since she was right--and I could feel that, in my heart--I reached out and pulled her close to me again. "Hey, Louise?"

She gave both a verbal and a mental hmm? that wasn't quite a reply.

"I like this side of you." I tightened the hug. "You should let her out more often."

I felt a wave of something, maybe fear, run through her. Can't. Like you can't be this easy-going with people. It's not... it's not like me.

But it is you, and this is me. put my cheek against her head, feeling her warmth. Why... is it so damned hard to prove that?

You tell me, telepath.

I just laughed. As natural as this system-granted telepathy skill seemed, I wasn't that good at reading people. It does feel natural, this skill. Like... like back then. Like ghosts.

For a moment, Louise didn't reply. And then... There were a hundred times in my life when I was screaming at people in my mind, but I didn't dare actually say what I felt. I knew what they would say--that I didn't know anything, that I was being paranoid or stupid. But I was right. I was... usually right. They wouldn't believe me, because how could I possibly know? But I knew. I felt it.

I pulled back a bit to look at her. "And what do you feel now?"

"Warm," she replied, and her voice had lost its high, artificially-sweetened tone. It was now just kind of grouchy, unpolished, ...honest. "Or I was warm, and then you stopped holding me."

We both laughed, and held each other for a while longer.



It really didn't seem to be the time to really indulge ourselves in that romantic warmth, and a little later, we forced ourselves to meet back up with Max, who had transitioned naturally from brawling to drinking with--I assume--the same group of people. I figured he might not be willing to just get up and go, but it was worth asking, because I wanted to get out of this damned place.

"Heeeey, Jerry! My man." He didn't bother to hop off the table he was sitting on. "How are you feeling? Man, coming back is always a trip, yeah?"

"Honestly, I just want to get moving, if that's okay." I tried to judge how drunk he was, but he'd seemed pretty sober even after a session of drinking--Dungeoneers had a harder time getting drunk, for better and for worse, but that just meant some people would just try harder and get there all the same. "What happened to the dickheads that did me in, anyway?"

"Oh, those fuckers, man," Max interrupted someone else trying to explain and hopped off the table and pulled me aside. "Yeah, nobody was happy with them, so they got done in the Jail, you know? I dunno what kind of bullshit they do to people in there, 'cos it depends on what they did. Some kinda higher power judges people for dungeon crimes. Times I got jammed in there for being an a-hole, slappin' some chick's ass, whatever, they mostly just yelled at me and let me go, but cheatin' an' killin', well, who knows."

I honestly hadn't even considered it--the Jail was a fixture in every Dungeon town, but there were no cops, and I'd never really bothered to look into it. I had kind of assumed that it was a place that Dungeoneers could just, like... lock people up in, maybe? But wasn't that also prone to abuse? "So, what, the Administrator deals with them?"

"Who knows, man." He shrugged. "They throw you in a jail cell, and after a bit, you appear in court, and some shit happens. Like I said, I always went free. Some guys I think get thrown out?" He made a dismissive gesture. "Anyway, if you haven't seem 'em around, maybe they're gone, or maybe just still locked up for a bit. If we go ahead now you'll probably never see 'em."

"Yeah, hey, about that. Can we have a meeting? I wanna run something past you guys."

Max just gave a whistle, and Louise went out to fetch Susie, and in a few minutes, we were all gathered around a table away from the other drunkards--us three, and Max's group, minus the Wizardess who was all over some other guy from another party a little ways away, though fortunately not banging him at the moment.

"Honestly, I mostly just want to get going, but I'm getting sick of not getting to fight anything. Susie said there's one fight that might be fun ahead that I want to try--and I bet others can, too, from the sound of it. Some old man you gotta fight bare-handed or something."

"Oh yeah, I know that guy," interrupted Amanda. "Max, you fought him a couple times. We went after him together and he spanked us good."

Max just nodded. He didn't seem to care about the memory one way or another.

"Well, I wanna try my hand at that, but I also want to fight, like, one or two small fights before we get there just as a warm-up. After that, you can just drop us off at the tower. Is that okay with y'all?"

"Hey, man, I'm good with whatever," said Max, though maybe he was a little disappointed to be walking away from the tavern when there was still booze and friends to be had here.

"Well, whenever you guys are ready, I'd like to get moving. It doesn't have to be now, but..."

"Hey, man, we're good. I don't wanna see those cheating fucks again anyway." He turned and whistled at the Wizardess. "Amy! You ready to go?"

The woman in the sexy dress got out of her boy-toy's lap and walked away without saying a word, like he meant nothing to her at all. The look on his face showed what he thought of that, and it wasn't a nice feeling.

I looked over at Susie. "I should have asked, but--"

"Let's get out of here," she interrupted, immediately.

I nodded, and we all headed for the exit.

            

    
        65.  The Last Stretch

    
    
    
    
                The next biome, starting with floor 21, was a little less amenable to us tooling around in a Humvee, but they gave it their best shot. We found ourselves in a snowy mountain range with some narrow, sheer-sided cliff roads and rope bridges across some otherwise very deep valleys, the kind where if the Dungeon didn't treat it as a bottomless pit, you'd almost wish it did--and I still didn't know exactly what happened when someone took a dive into one of those.

I asked Susie as the Humvee went forward at a pace that was, frankly, alarming, failing utterly to keep my mind off of the fact that if she screwed something up I'd be finding out really quickly.

She just kept staring off into the middle distance, and said, "Bottomless pits send you to the nearest designated safe zone with at least one random broken limb and a shit-ton of damage. Worst case, the breaks are something fatal, but it's not a guaranteed death."

I grimaced. I thought I'd seen somewhere that Dungeoneers could heal broken limbs faster, but it was "a day or two" fast, not "an hour or two" fast, unless healing magic was applied.

Eventually, I couldn't stand sitting inside the humvee and joined Max up top, him sitting with the turret and me using substantial grip and some telekinesis to make sure I didn't fall off. The world up here was beautiful as well as dangerous--I don't know how much of the dungeon terrain was real rather than pictures on the wall, but it sure did look like we were in the middle of a huge mountain range, and every nearby mountain peak at least seemed to exist, whether it was actual rock or not.

I thought about making small-talk with Max, but he seemed entirely on edge, and frankly, I thought he was single-minded enough that if I distracted him, he might end up fully distracted.

Now, I didn't need to be told that this Dungeon level was going to be more dangerous than previous ones--that's just how it went. But it took a while for us to see the monster half of the equation, and when they did, they came out in force.

You might have thought, looking at them, that they were peasants. They didn't have uniforms, their winter weather gear was shoddy, and they were using a lot of equipment that was obviously formed from tools--scythes, hammers, axes, pitchforks, even some people armed with just a length of wood, with nothing else on it. But whatever they were in a past life, these were not civilians. They appeared out of nowhere from within a deep snow drift, where they must have been freezing their asses off, and they had crazed looks of hatred and madness on their faces as they, every one of them, jumped ten feet in the air, screaming like they were banshees and preparing their weapons to stab, bludgeon, or slice at us. The only real clue that they were dungeon monsters was the unnatural color of their skin and the fact that they seemed to breathe out air that was even colder than the snowy mountain itself. Well, that and the dungeon species ID over their heads, labelling them as "Frost Mountain Bandit"

Max had already been ready for it. From the moment he saw the snow drift, his gun was trained on it, and I saw him making mental measurements of about how high they'd jump, well before I knew that they were going to be in the air. There were enough of them that he couldn't do more than spray back and forth at them as they leaped, but his aim was good, and his bullets knocked most of them back far enough that they wouldn't land on the car.

I handled the ones that did pretty easily.

I say that, but I was surprised to find that these guys resisted my telekinetic control a bit. Not enough to matter--I was on edge because we were driving... uh, on the edge, of a cliff, you know... never mind--but I felt the difference in levels more than I was expecting, as they seemed to feel just a little bit slippery, a little bit heavy, compared to what I was used to. It still wasn't a fair fight by any means, because there was a bottomless pit right there, and they were jumping in that direction anyway, but for the first time, I got a really clear sense that Dungeon magical resistance would passively stop me from having my way with everyday creatures with the skill.

Which was, of course, obvious anyway, but this was kind of a bad time to discover it, you know? I'd never counted on it for bosses, expecting that they would be some kind of exception, but if even common creatures could resist it, I'd get out-levelled pretty fast.

Amy stopped the Humvee, and the guys that didn't get thrown off the cliff started beating on it. It was, clearly, tougher than the average car, because I saw it take a Dungeon scythe into its armored side and come away with only a dent. Susie piled out of the car with her punching gauntlets and laid into them, and I decided this was a good opportunity to snag one of them for a one-on-one duel.

I went ahead and took a guy with a big fuck-off hammer, not that it seemed to matter either way, and dragged him a little ways away from the rest. Now, this optional boss ahead was going to require me to not use weapons, so I had already thrown together an item that had my martial arts skill boosters--I had one for Tai Chi, specifically, and one that was a general booster from the Administrator's cheat item, though I doubted they would help because I didn't know Tai Chi--and wrapped telekinetic force around my hands, not that that would help much, most likely.

The frost-man scrambled up from where I threw him on the ground at the start, and moved on me like a berserk thing that had no sense or reason. His speed was enough that I had to push at myself with Telekinesis to make sure I was not gonna be hit, but at the very least, his crazed nature meant he was not thinking ahead or fighting tactically. He went straight for an overhead downward smash, and the resounding hammer impact when it hit the ground made me glad it didn't land on my skull.

I made the mistake of expecting him to pause a moment, there, and almost regretted it. Instead of lifting the hammer and turning, he turned first, and with a single hand, swung the hammer up from where it had hit the ground, diagonally across his body. I flared Telekinesis as a shield, and most of the potential damage got converted to throwing me away instead, and I smashed against the mountainside, already getting my bearings and getting back into, uh, the swing of things.

He was already coming.

Instead of going over or around, I threw myself forwards, tucking and rolling into a ball and smashing into his torso. As soon as I hit, I was already pushing myself away with my Skill, and he was already shifting his grip on the hammer to try to hit me while I was in close.

I felt the slightest hint of something strange, though, when I was in there close, inside his guard. Although I immediately pushed myself away, in those fleeting moments, I felt a strange sense folded over my telekinetic grasp of the situation.

It was over before I could study it, but I could swear it was there.

And then the hammer missed, and I dodged away, and he charged forward recklessly, almost immediately. I assessed the charge quickly--again, his motions were straightforward, if brutal. And almost casually, I tried nudge his center of balance with my telekinesis, pushing him aside and making his entire wild swing look entirely off-course. I'd done things like this before--the fight with the harpies came to mind. Somehow, the instinct seemed a little sharper, now, but the fact that he resisted the telekinesis wasted my effort.

I toyed with the thought and instincts over the next minute or two, always playing it safe. The instincts were weird, because they were all about the guy's position and how I should move him. If I were the right level, they might have been helpful; I mean... obviously, this was a side effect of the Martial Arts booster, or maybe the Tai Chi one in particular, trying to tell me something about bodies and weaknesses and whatever. I wasn't all that sure how those skills would work going into it; the only really analogous skill I had was Assassination, because it gave me instincts on where and how to hit people. Most of my other skills of note were magical things--I include stealth in that, since it made my physically disappear. This was more like having a bit of experience with a field of study that I'd never looked into; nothing really useful or advanced, but some basic pointers on what to look for, and thta resonated pretty well with some thinking I'd already done.

In the end, though, I was no good at it, which frankly put me at a low odds for wining the upcoming bout. I could, if I followed the instinct at exactly the right time, make everything look like I knew what I was doing, but even with telekinesis, a lot of intelligence, a fair bit of speed, and a fairy looking over my shoulder (she didn't help too much, and was nervous about trying unless I invited her to, because my thoughts were complicated and hard to jump into, apparently) I was more likely to miss my cues or start too late, which meant I had to overreact and put a bunch of extra force into my dodges and blocks so that I wouldn't get hit.

Everyone else cleaned up, of course, and they were waiting on me after only a couple minutes. When I stopped playing around and focused on doing damage, I found that my assassination effects were still viable for a guy of his level, but not enough to make it quick. To speed it up, I asked Merry to play with Psychokinesis, which made for a whole new level of complications to the fight; in order to make the energy damaging, she had to rile up my emotions, and the fury she used to get me there made it almost impossible for me to function the way I had been doing.

I was able to confirm, though, that I could use Telekinesis in battle while Merry used Psychokinesis, which was a trip. The problem was that my brain ...fuzzed out, I guess, asI got riled up. I wasn't able to pay attention to details, my aim was off. Merry seemed to be able to aim just as well as ever, but I wasn't. Maybe I just needed practice?

In the end, although we could have gone for a devastating "I hold him, you hit him" strategy, I focused on defense and movement and tried to get the hang of operating while she held me in that furious state, and Merry basically stabbed him with glowing energy. Once we got started on that strategy, the rest didn't take too long; in fact, I felt like I'd really not gotten enough practice in, but we packed it back in the humvee and moved on anyway.

People wanted to talk to me, but I clammed up and tried to focus on what I'd just been through. Rude of me, I realize, but I was having trouble with a random mob while also planning on going after a challenge boss, so I needed the time.

We got into a total of five fights on that floor, and aside from me slowly getting back in the swing of things, they all more or less followed the same pattern as the first. The worst of it was one where we had to get out of the car and walk on a very narrow ledge for a while, and the ambushers came in from above on ropes, rappelling down the snowy cliff. I sensed them coming, and had to spend most of my own attention on making sure nobody fell (mostly, me and Louise, since the others knew this floor), but Merry and her PK were helpful in cutting ropes, tripping bandits, and similar.

The second floor of the biome was the same, except that the weather was amped up significantly, the roads were too slick in most places for the Humvee, and there were avalanche zones where gunfire and other loud weapons were a no-no. The blizzard that rioted along the paths all throughout the level could have been a major fucking problem, but Susie and everyone on Max's team all had ice climbing shoes and other gear to keep from slipping, leaving me and Louise to be carefully shepherded by my telekinesis as we went along.

Since I knew the boss fight was in the mountains, I thought that this might have been the floor with it, but apparently this set of ten floors was some other new and different pattern, with all ten having the same general snowy mountain locale but broken up into a weird set pattern. So we got through this blizzard nightmare and I did my best to forget about it, just waiting and following and trusting everyone else.

The twenty-third floor was again in the mountains, but very different. Instead of narrow path in the side of a cliff, there were a maze of rope bridges between two sheer cliff faces. Not just a couple; it really was a dungeon floor that made very little sense, where you would cross a bridge, walk along the cliff no more than a dozen feet, then take another bridge, all the while maybe going up or down. The goal of it all, apparently, was in one of the many caves into the side of the cliffs.

Meanwhile, there were bandits on the bridges, and also (and this made an unfortunate amount of sense, of course) giant frost spiders that wove webs in between the bridges and lurked between them. If you crossed one of the connected bridges, they'd attack; stay away from them, and you'd be fine. Of course, the "safe" road was longer.

It didn't matter, because Max came prepared to cheat, again.

All it really took was a long ladder with hooks on both ends. There were dozens of places where you could climb up or down between bridges, and although it was unsteady, everyone moved up the ladders with the practiced grace of Dungeoneers who'd been through fucking worse things than unsteady ladders. That, and the fact that we (well, everyone but me and Louise, of course) knew where we were going meant that everything was finished with a minimum of fuss and only one encounter with bandits.

Twenty-four was the same thing except the valley below us was a haunted volcanic nightmare that spewed occasional ghosts, and there was a snowstorm. Which, if we're honest, didn't actually change the solution to the floor at all, it just kind of pissed everyone off. And in the end, I felt like that was a running theme, not only with this dungeon, but with most of the ones I'd seen so far. All of the repetition didn't feel like it was serving a purpose.

Anyway, Twenty-four was also the level where this challenge boss was. You could see him from a mile away; he was a yogi sitting comfortably on a flat rock plateau towards the bottom of the area, where the ghosts and hot updrafts from the lava vent were thickest. One bridge led to where he was, but that bridge went nowhere.

Max pointed him out as we got close. "That's your boy, Jerry," he shouted over the wind. "Fucking pain in the ass to get to, and it was disappointing as fuck when we didn't get any treasure for doing it. Ghosts stop fucking with us if we go down there though, so it ain't all bad."

We got relatively close, and I jumped down. The moment I did, there was a field of calm that I felt radiate out from the center, and the bridge where everyone hung nearby steadied and stopped jostling in the wind. The group all took that as a cue to sit down on the bridge and get comfortable. Whether they figured I was going to get my ass handed to me, or whether they thought I was going to win, they all seemed to think it'd be a show, either way.

I wished I had their confidence.

            

    
        66.  Spare me the sparring

    
    
    
    
                The yogi who was my challenge boss sat on a flat piece of rock in the middle of a snowy hell valley full of ghosts, spiders, and bandits, but he was serene in the face of all of that. The storm didn't reach, and the volcanic vent below us provided enough warmth that a human could plausibly survive here long-term, though they would probably prefer to wear more than this guy did. He was shirtless, bony and wrinkled, his skin a deeply tanned south Asian brown, and in general, he looked like the kind of guy who was not actually a martial artist, but more of a meditation guy instead. He sat there with his eyes closed, unmoving, as I did my best to calm down and recenter myself.

When I finally approached, the man spoke without opening his eyes. "You've come a long way just to lose a fight with me, Mister Applebee."

I felt a little put off that the guy knew my name. I wasn't sure if that was the Administrator interfering, or if it was a mechanism like the rescue bunker that just took that information and used it automatically. "Well," I said after a moment. "I suffered my first loss recently, and wouldn't you know it, I'm just no good at losing. Maybe I'll be better with some practice."

I thought that was only a little funny, and I was prepared for the old man to have no sense of humor. He cracked one eye and looked at me for a minute, and then, surprisingly, smiled. "Maybe so. Tea?"

"I'd hate to leave the rest of my group waiting..." I looked back over my shoulder, but Louise was giving me a thumbs up. "...maybe one cup."

So I sat before the man, and he produced a teapot and two cups from nowhere, presumably an inventory if NPCs had that. The tea was some special blend that had tangible effects--mostly, relaxing, but I could tell it was also doing something to my mana, or something similar. It felt good, not like some kind of poison, not that I'd expect that here.

"Better tea than the Administrator gave me," I said quietly, and laughed.

"I will take that as a compliment," the old man replied, his eyes once again closed. "Which Administrator did you meet?"

"Oh, I've met two of them by now, and one of the Gods, sort of, and I'm on my way to see Kalamitus. The one who gave me tea was... I don't know her name. Pudgy woman, flames painted on her nails."

The yogi nodded sagely, as though that made sense to him. "You're awfully weak to be in a place like this."

I took a deep breath and let it out as an exhausted sigh. "I was overambitious. I thought... I thought I'd learn to 'cultivate,' and that I should probably keep my level low... and I have a Dungeon pass... all the excuses fall flat as I realize how much danger I've put myself in."

"But you still wish to fight."

I looked at the teacup in my hands. For whatever reason, I figured I might as well be honest with this guy, since he had no stake in anything and was just a quiet old man willing to listen--really, less even than a man, less than a human, right? "...part of the point really is that I have so much to learn. And now... with Julius gone, I still need something to remind me how far I have to go. I've won a lot of fights just by being stronger, but all of that strength came from the fights where I was weak. I've never really been on an equal playing field, not since the very beginning. I was too strong or too weak."

The old man hummed politely. "More tea?"

I shook my head. "I appreciate the opportunity to speak--I really do--but I don't want to inconvenience the others."

"They are safe where they are." He gestured to the teapot. "Not all strength comes from fighting, Mister Applebee."

"No." I reluctantly poured myself a little more tea, maybe half a full cup. I didn't drink it, though. "I think that most of my strength came from realizing what I was fighting for. When I was first... about to die for my mistakes, I realized that letting the world be unfair wouldn't solve anything. I repented my sins and fought to save myself." I wondered if I could really say that, though. I was fighting now to protect Louise, and yet... wasn't I? "...or maybe, I became strong when I realized what I was fighting against. And now... I'm not so sure."

"That is an interesting distinction." The yogi's voice sounded a bit more energetic, though he didn't move a muscle or open his eyes. "To fight is both to protect and destroy. If you know what you are fighting for, you will know this in your heart; you destroy in order to protect. But when you know what you are fighting against, you protect so that you may destroy. One is the means, and the other, the ends. But which is which?"

I studied the old man. The Devil, when I'd talked to him, also seemed so much deeper than a mere dungeon spawned creature should be, but why? Did the Dungeon just naturally create entities of such depth and complexity, or was it something an Administrator had to do? With the Devil, it had been a thing with this stats--Wisdom, as I recall--or that was how I understood it at the time. But did that explain it, really? "And why do you fight?"

He chuckled, and got to his feet, still keeping his eyes closed. "I fight to destroy, and to protect."

I finished the cup of tea, and set it next to the teapot, and stood. Where those items were, they'd be in the way, but I didn't see a reason to consider that. "So... I should not use weapons, but--"

"You have heart, Mister Applebee. I will make an exception, because you do not threaten in the slightest bit. Come at me with whatever power you deem useful."

With whatever power... I frowned, and mentally nodded at Merry. But... since the man kept his eyes closed, on a hunch, I also closed mine, and focused all of my attention on my telekinetic sense. And then, when I felt dissatisfied with the relatively low clarity I felt there, I plunged headfirst into the deep connection with my Telekinesis that I'd had before I got the separate skill. There, in the razer-sharp edge where I activated the power but didn't use it, I found that swirling world of pain and confusion that I still knew by instinct, all too well.

Something in the tea, I think, soothed the connection a bit. The skill still bothered me, making me irritable, but it wasn't like I was cutting myself, wasn't like I was somehow losing control in order to make contact. The stress demon that tended to show up wasn't there, or it was quiet. I studied the senses that the Skill gave me, and after a moment, tried sinking even deeper, becoming one with the senses, one with the mental hands and fingers that didn't exist until I called them up. It only sort of worked.

I lashed out with a telekinetic hand toward the Yogi anyway.

Too slow. Instead of lashing out with his body, the Yogi seemed to summon mental hands of his own; he looked calm as he deflected the skill. Instants later, they faded like they had never been, while my own telekinetic probe left a thicker fog that didn't so easily vanish. Was he also telekinetic? Or was it some kind of ascended skill? I sent three fingers of force at him more or less at once, trying to minimize the setup time and launch the the moment they were ready, but I still wasn't fast enough.

I could swear time slowed down as he deflected each in series, but a moment later I understood--he somehow passively resisted the second and third long enough to deal with the first, slowing their progress through space, but he didn't rely on that resistance to completely defeat each shot. When his defenses let up, my telekinetic attacks went off to nowhere.

I tried an attack with more weight, like I was throwing a big heavy anvil at him. I felt the space warp slightly, but he took two mental hands and caught it, then tossed it up lightly and bopped it back like a volleyball. Although the weight was my own creation, when he redirected the weight at me, it was just as heavy, just as hard to block.

Not that I'd put all of my force into it.

This time, I created a pole instead of a bullet, my physical hands wrapping around the fake weapon. He deflected my thrust as though it were a real weapon, and the strong push not only deflected the weapon but made me stumble a step to the side. I discarded that idea and reached out, trying to imagine many telekinetic teeth snapping shut like a bear trap around him, but he didn't seem to care as he erected a small cage to block it.

I didn't even see the exact form of the counterattack, and only knew that it knocked me out of my trance. I couldn't keep my eyes closed as I tumbled over, now no longer able to sense everything.

"You are young to have reached S-rank with your Skill, my friend," said the Yogi conversationally, his eyes still closed. "But there are ranks beyond it."

I didn't feel like an S-rank compared to the guy, but for the moment it didn't matter whether he was above me or if I was making mistakes. I forced myself back into the trance, not able to go all the way back to that slightly deeper state, then screwed my eyes shut to focus on my senses, and nodded mentally at Merry, who came at the guy with a lance of hot furious Psychokinetic power.

That was probably the first time the people watching could tell what was going on, but it didn't play out any differently.

Merry's aim was pretty good, though I think her speed was lower than mine, probably because she was going through me to use the skill. Although I added my own skills at the same time to throw the guy off, the two of us together seemed just as easy, if not easier, for the old man to deflect as my earlier attempts. We went fast, we tried structures and formations, we tried spamming a lot of things at once, and the most we could do was slightly annoy him, as far as I could tell.

"This assistant of yours, she is good," said the Yogi when I had to stop to catch my breath. "But your teamwork is not. You resist her, and she resists you. You are not yet ready--"

I threw a telekinetic cage at him, and he caught it, and shattered it. Although many of the pieces remained in the air between us, I had no control over them. I frowned as I examined them--they should really have disappeared when I lose contact, right?

"--to be facing a master of anything. Regrettably, I cannot call you the winner of this fight, though I admit I am impressed given your level. You simply lack the experience that you need to fight this kind of battle."

I think you're right, said Merry suddenly. The fog you saw from the earlier attacks, too. Your mana is still in the air, it's just not connected.

Could I reconnect with that? I frowned and pushed as deeply as I could back into the skill, trying to find that slightly deeper level that the tea had brought me to, but I just couldn't do it.

"You should admit your defeat," said the Yogi, calmly, "unless you'd really like to test out my martial prowess as well?"

There was no part of me that thought I would win that fight, but I decided there and then to give it a shot. Even with my martial arts boosters and telekinetic trance, I knew how it would end, but I had to give it a shot.

It was actually incredibly clear to me, as I tumbled ass-over-teakettle, that he had actually been using Telekinesis or a similar skill to enhance his strength in the bare half a moment that I'd been close enough for him to actually use his body. Although he definitely had some strength of his own, power had flooded his limbs that matched the mental hands he'd used against me, power that I could sense through my Telekinesis skill. What else could it be?

And then my face made contact with the rock plateau, followed shortly by the rest of me.

"Ow." That really hurt my neck, and it jostled my brain well enough that although it wouldn't be damaged, it completely broke my train of thought. I rolled over onto my back and rubbed my neck with one hand, my nose with the other. I'd just been amazed at something, but then I'd lost it.

I'll tell you later.

"You did well, young man, but this fight is over." The yogi sat back down where he'd been. As far as I could tell, he'd never opened his eyes, except for the one moment where I'd told a joke. "There is nothing else here for you. Please leave."

I lay there for a moment longer, mostly feeling frustrated at how my neck hurt, and then stood up and bowed to him.

"If I may ask one question, sir?"

He turned his head towards me, but didn't technically give permission.

"...What exactly was in that tea?"

            

    
        67.  So about that whole Kalamitus thing

    
    
    
    
                I'm going to summarize what came after that not because it was really unimportant but because I spent most of the next bit of time thinking about my skills and didn't pay a whole lot of attention to other things.

Everyone wanted to know what the hell had gone on. I sort of said that the Yogi was pretty clearly more telekinetic than martial artist, and it was interesting, but not really useful to anyone but me. And then we all, because we were still trying to speed dive the dungeon, got back into motion again. More ladders between rope bridges, more small incidental fights.

Instead of one-on-oneing any more monsters, I took a more active role in killing things after that. It was probably silly, I'd realized while sitting with the yogi, and somehow my stubbornness had melted away.  Also, it helped that I could kill things by throwing them off convenient ledges.  Less good for dueling practice, but it helped with getting experience at least.

The next floor maintained the rope bridge theme for some reason, with the major modification being that there was an honest-to-goodness war being waged. Two armies, one in each cliff, were charging into one another across all those rope bridges. The frost bandits were one side, while the other were some kind of peasant militia that honestly didn't look all that different, except that they weren't berserk like the bandits were. I could tell that there were some kind of commanders or something that you could probably challenge or whatever, and there were also still spiders crawling over the rope bridges and feasting and being attacked.

The most important thing for us, though, was that on the peasant's side was also the base of the God's Tower for Kalamitus. Max told me that if you got high enough in this narrow and deep craggy valley, you could see a big black tower going seemingly forever into the sky, but from deep in the crevasse, there wasn't a lot that was obvious, except that there was particular wide section of cliff with a big blue gate in it, and five large bridges leaving it. Posted on either side of each bridge were large stone sentinels that were way too high level for this dungeon--250--and there was a woman in white priestess garb standing outside the door waiting, who according to the bare number over her head was an actual human and not an NPC.

We made our way past the war with relative ease, again thanks to Max's group and their ladders, and they all started immediately setting up camp on the ledge, as Susie, Louise, and I approached the gate. The woman had been watching us a while, and bowed when we got close.

"You are Jerry Applebee?" she asked, politely, looking straight at me.

"That's me."

"Kalamitus has been waiting. He said you'd be here soon. Your friends can come inside if you like." She gestured, and the door opened.

I looked back at Max, but he just gave a dismissive wave at me. "Not our scene, man. We'll wait here," he said, and pulled something out of his inventory that was clearly alcohol.

Well, they'd be fine.

We stepped through into the God's Tower like it was an alternate dimension--no cold, no heat, no noise of battle, and the materials were all different. It was mostly dark navy blue stones with some kind of pattern in light blue going up the sides erratically, something like a double helix or a twined pair of "wind lines" that people would draw stylistically to indicate airflow. The room itself was a large, perfect circle, far too big for the relative lack of contents.

There was a reception desk off to one side, and an elevator that was a bare metal shark cage with a door in one side. It looked a little intimidating, honestly, though it could also have just been an affectation. Other that, and some uncomfortable-looking waiting room chairs, the vast majority of the room was empty space.

"Kalamitus would like to speak with you alone, Mr. Applebee. If you would, take the elevator to floor five, please." She turned to Louise, and then to Susie. "You can wait here. We have Inn facilities if needs be, but you'll have to wait for the elevator to return..."

Since I would only delay that, I moved to the elevator and got in. There was a freestanding pedestal with big shiny buttons on it that controlled the thing, of which all except the "5" button were currently sunk into the pedestal and presumably unavailable. I pressed that, and the cage started to rise into the ceiling, supported only by a couple of chains. Although it rocked back and forth just a bit, it honestly felt pretty stable.

Interestingly, I didn't actually pass through other floors on the way to floor 5; it had to be some kind of space-warping thing, because the floor itself seemed to be as thin as paper for all the time it took to pass from wherever we were to floor "5". There was a moment where I could swear I could see both floor and ceiling at the same time, but that could as easily have been illusion or my mind playing tricks on me.

The fifth floor of Kalamitus' Tower was painted to look like the great outdoors, with a large steel gate being the first thing that you encountered as soon as you left the elevator. There was no knocker, no buzzer, no lock, no nothing, and so I simply moved up to the gate and pushed it open.

And there he was.

The first thing that came to mind when I saw Kalamitus for the first time was that the blue sweeping lines from below were clearly a stylized blue asian-style dragon, because the god that stretched out before me was the exactly that. Like a giant flying snake, he had crossed over himself in an overlapping set of elongated coils, slowly and sinuously moving in place idly as he waited. In a couple places along his body, there were long bony arms, impractical looking but ending in clawed hands. His face, I have to say, looked very odd to me; I expected something more along the lines of a lion, a demon, or, you know, a dragon, but it was squarish with wide flattened horns and reminded me more of a giant, predatory moose.

I didn't react for a long moment, and he took that moment to observe me before I finally, with a mental prod from Merry, bowed low.

"Jerry, Jerry, Jerry, it is good to finally meet you." I looked up to find that Kalamitus had unwound himself and was now just kind of stretching to fill the sky, looking down on me in a way that definitely felt like he was a predator. His voice, while perhaps intended to be kindly, sounded like he was, at heart, a very condescending man. "I am Kalamitus, and for the moment at least, I am your Patron."

"Now, I'm sure you have a great many questions, but before that, I'd like to make sure that we are on the same page on a few things. Ahem--tell me, what do you know about Full Clear Quests?"

I frowned, since it was weird that we were starting off on that topic, but Merry nudged me immediately. He's doing that thing where he leaks information. Uh... hang on, lemmie make sure... I think what he wants to know is--

"An Administrator and a God agree on a champion, after he passes one test from each," I said, more or less relaying what Merry told me. "If he agrees, he replaces the Administrator and he and the God are set free." I frowned, because I seemed to recall there was something odd about Ethanic's phrasing of those facts, and Merry agreed that the redactions were heavy on what she was shown, in a way that was suspicious.

"Ah, good. I understand that your people have largely been very hesitant to undertake these quests, which unfortunately is partly by design." Kalamitus began to slowly sky-snake his way around the room, which I suppose was a flying snake's version of pacing. He kept at least one eye on me all the time, though. "Nevertheless, it is time. Although you refused my partner's quest the first time, there are... some ways to solve that problem, in particular for you. Usually, it's far more complicated to get back to those quests, you understand, but you're just so low-level..." The dragon gave off an excited chuckle and turned to face me more directly, his serpent body weaving through the room idly, and mostly coming to rest behind him and away from me. "Alas, you've also gone and gotten yourself involved in this silly matter with the Heretic Knight, tsk tsk. I'm prepared to do a number of things to help you survive this quest, but only if you are willing to do what I say and become the first of your race to accomplish a Full Clear Quest."

I mentally conferred with Merry, but she had little opinion and no new information. "You really believe I should become an Administrator?" I asked, deciding that we'd start the conversation there.

"Ah, an enlightened question. I do so hate the kind of people who start off by asking what exactly I can do for them, hm hm hm." Kalamitus, now that most of his body was behind him, kind of sprung forward at me like a jack-in-the-box, and rose up like a cobra to look down on me. "Unfortunately, Mr. Applebee, this is another one of those topics where I can only expand upon knowledge that you already have. Which means that I must ask you questions..." the rising part of the snake body retreated and his head sunk down to my level, his eyes showing some crazy form of him being pleased with himself, "...so that you can prove what you already know. Yes?"

"Of course." That fit with Ethanic's emphasis on the phrase, allow me to clarify. On the other hand, the way he phrased it made it clear that if we were caught, somehow, any blame would be dumped on me, since I now knew that I wasn't supposed to learn new things... well, whatever.

"What is the ultimate goal of your people, as it relates to the Dungeons?"

I frowned, because the question was phrased awkwardly, but I already thought I knew the answer to that question. I let Merry absorb whatever was being leaked, anyway. "To defeat the Lord Beneath and take control over the Labyrinthine Star."

He twitched a bit, and Merry confirmed that names, at least, had not been in what he leaked. "Ah, so you do know a bit, good. Ahem--and what are the steps that your people must pass to complete this task?"

I frowned, and mentally looked to Merry. She sorted through something, and I passed it along. "Release all the Administrators and Gods, and then... defeat the Seven Sovereigns? And replace them... and use their powers together to ...challenge the Lord Beneath?" Again, apparently the name 'Lord Beneath' was not a part of the leaked document; what Merry relayed to me was take control.

"Hmm, hmm, hmm, I see you have some questions there." Kalamitus shook his head back and forth just a little bit, like a dog shaking off water, but he also didn't contest the way I'd summarized things. "That's for later, alas. And how many Administrators are there?"

"Fourteen."

"Seven sovereigns, fourteen Administrators, fourteen Gods!" Kalamitus's voice was suddenly sharp, and he looked up into the fake sky as though he were yelling at someone. "All these extras, all of this nonsense, all before anything can even be attempted, and yet somehow they consider it wise that we not be allowed to speak on these things, even though it will all come out eventually." He turned his body and snarled down at me, then moved in very close, again, as though ambushing me. I mostly managed to not freak out at the motion. "Because of course," he said in a whisper, "people will always make the best decisions when they know the least about what's going on, don't they?" His brief moments of emphasis sounded like he poured a buried hatred out of his heart and into his words, and I shivered.

"The point, Jerry, is this." Kalamitus's head jerked sideways, from my point of view, as the body behind him adjusted. "Someone has to be first, and for a lot of complicated reasons, you'd make a decent candidate. Not outstanding, but the mere fact that we can get to you, and explain things to you now, before it starts, puts you worlds ahead of any other candidate to be first. You have no idea how many things I want to tell you that I can't tell you unless you already understand. Important things." He turned his head sideways, so that he was almost directly looking at me with his giant eyeball. "The true nature of Administrators. Tell me."

True nature? I considered what I knew on my own while I waited for Merry. Obviously, they ran--and probably created, designed, and controlled--the dungeons. If the ultimate goal was defeat Beneath--ugh, I guess I really do have to call him Lord Beneath, don't I? Shortening the name makes it sound really lame--then controlling the Dungeons means training people to accomplish the task.

Yeah, but that's not what he's asking. Merry shared something with me, and I frowned. "The original fourteen Administrators were created... to be enemies of mankind, by consuming the ghosts and nightmares of humankind..." I put one hand to my head, both because I was confused, and because something about the whole topic kind of made my head hurt. Nightmares? This was part of the disappearance of all the ghosts...?

"Exactly. Exactly! Created only and specifically to be destroyed, to be replaced. Deathly things, deserving of no pity and no respect. Whatever you may think of them, the Administrators that you know are monsters and nothing more, Jerry." Kalamitus' voice had an edge to it, and he swayed back and forth emphatically as he talked. "They encourage people to use the system and become stronger, but these Administrators are not helping you with your true task at all! Replace them as soon as you possibly can, and you'll move on to the part of the challenge where the real work gets done."

That... that didn't sound like the meetings I'd had with them at all. The Beanpole had been kind of an ass, yes, but a monster? A nightmare? I shivered. And the woman who'd given me tea--just tea--I could certainly understand how she was born from ghosts, maybe, but what nightmare? What monster? "I don't..."

"Jerry, Jerry, Jerry," Kalamitus' head sunk low, and I realized for the first time that somewhere ahead of me the ground dropped away, so that he could be below my line of sight. "Please, I've been through this whole cycle several times now. Trust me when I say that I've been learning everything I can to make this all easier on you. You need to believe me: the sooner you're through all of this, the better."

Wow, no pressure. I grit my teeth, both feeling uninclined to argue with a massive dragon-god, but also not really sure I understood anything well enough to raise an objection. "What do you want me to do?"

"I'd prefer it if you would simply give up on this Knight quest, but I'm prepared to help you if you won't. This early there's always this silly matter of precedent, and how people will look at you if you run away from your obligations. Feh!" The dragon soared into the air again, then seemed to... stretch? He tensed in an odd way, pulling on his muscles, and then relaxed into another pose where he overlapped and piled on top of himself. "Either way, in order to speed things along, I'd have you return to the Dungeon you started in one last time, in order to meet with the Administrator again and receive his half of the Full Clear Quest."

I frowned. "I'm over the level cap--"

"Ah, ha-ha! So you don't know that one. Interesting, interesting." He slipped out from his coiled-up pose and moved in again. "The Fairy Dungeons. Tell me what you know."

I paused. Merry studied what she was being told, but... but I did know some of that, didn't I? "Fairy Dungeons... connect other Dungeons. There are also Fairy Queens in there--"

"That's not important, you can avoid those," snapped Kalamitus, as though I was going off-script. "Continue."

I frowned, and Merry filled me in on what my lines were apparently supposed to be. "...Fairy Dungeons are a form of unrestricted dungeons where anyone who enters can control the form... but they are also denied the tools to do it properly. A Fairy Knight is appointed by the Queen or King to guard every Dungeon, and if defeated, they will let you pass."

"Yes." Kalamitus chuckled, darkly. "Such useful parasites, don't you think? Fairies. I can't imagine the Dungeon without them. They support their whole civilization by stealing power from the Dungeons, and in return, they provide certain functions... but, sooner or later, like any other civilization their survival instincts drive them to war with the very things that keep them alive. For the Lord Beneath lets them live, but as slaves--if you win and replace the Lord Beneath, what will happen to them? Will they remain slaves? Be killed? Be freed? So far every species has failed in their efforts to pacify them, and yet, they remain terribly useful creatures from start to finish."

I felt incredibly uncomfortable, for a variety of reasons, not least of which was imagining Merry as nothing more than a parasite slave. A partner, I wanted to argue, but... was she free to leave? Even if I wanted to let her, could she? Could we be equals, while she lived off of me?

Not the time to be thinking about it, but uh... Merry seemed to be thinking about it, and she didn't seem terribly happy with Kalamitus' phrasing of it either. ...yeah, later.

So I tried to put it aside, and realized that the giant dragon seemed to be watching and judging my reaction to his... yeah, okay, I'm just gonna flat out admit it's racism, because you know what? Fuck him. That's what it is. And as I thought that, and thought that as far as I gave a damn, Merry was a sister to me, and fuck anyone who said otherwise, the Dungeon God got kind of a weird look on his face, and then seemed to shrug it off.

"The point, Jerry," he said, and I started to feel a little pissed off that he was comfortable calling me by my first name, "is that you can use a Fairy Dungeon to travel to Pearland Dungeon and complete the Full Clear Quest, exactly as it was presented to you last time. After receiving the quest, instead of exiting the Dungeon, take a Fairy entrance on that level back here."

And then Kalamitus, for the first time since I'd arrived, actually used his hands. He moved in close, and two hands dug into the ground in front of me, and I realized that while the hands looked tiny and ineffectual compared to his large sinuous body, his fingers were as thick as my legs, and he could bend steel and shatter rocks like they were nothing at all. And he loomed, very deliberately taking up not only my entire field of view, but making me feel the difference in our sizes as a very clear metaphor for power level--a relatively small chunk of him vastly outweighing me, instantly.

"Agree to follow my instructions exactly," he breathed at me, and I could swear I smelled a million dead bodies rotting on his breath, "and I'll teach you what you need to know, both to beat the Heretic Knight, and to beat the Fairy Dungeon. In whatever form you prefer--Cultivation, if you desire it, or improving your Skills to the highest possible ranks. The best equipment... well, it can be arranged, though it's not quite in my purview. Even empowering that infant Fairy to become something of more consequence than the injured little mosquito that she is right now."

I felt... intimidated. I mean, of course I did, right? And that was the point. As I'm retelling the story to you, don't think that I was, like, as calm then as I am now. I wasn't okay. And things would have gone very differently except for one little fucking thing.

Merry had learned how to work with my emotions when using the Psychokinesis skill. She'd even just practiced with it just a little while ago.

So yeah, I was about ready to collapse into a ball of nerves, because this guy was giving off an aura of Yeah I'm going to absolutely slaughter you if you don't do what I say and Merry, in my head, puts her hand on my heart and a wave of calm filtered into this giant surge of fear that was otherwise about to completely trash me. I didn't even realize until afterwards that she spoke to me at the same time. I couldn't hear or understand anything. My whole mind was filled up with this evil dragon willing to snack on my ass if I didn't do exactly what he wanted.

But that... wasn't a thing, as far as I knew, and that thought crawling through my brain at that moment made me pause. It was a weird thought, but... Dungeon gods weren't supposed to be wrathful or able to hurt or kill people, not directly. I... I really didn't know what their deal was, honestly, but I'd never heard any stories of people actually being smitten... smote? whatever, by one of them.

"I'd... like some time to think about it," I offered, lamely, honestly kind of surprised I had the balls.

"Time, hmm?" Kalamitus reared up into the sky, looking down on me. "Time is a thing you have less of than you'd like, but of course I won't refuse to give you the space necessary to make your decision. And, let's be clear--your part of the rewards are flexible. You'll get exactly what you want, whatever that is, as long as..." and here, slowly, his head descended again, his long snake body rising up above him to create a negative space that he immediately filled with his big ugly mug, "...you do what I tell you to."

And then he backed off, and a ding behind me announced the elevator returning.

The elevator, again, had restrictions on the floors, and instead of going to the first floor, which I assume was the entrance, the only button available to be pressed was the third floor. Going there put me in a large, NPC run hotel, where Louise was perched on a comfy overstuffed couch, waiting for me.

She immediately got up and moved towards me, and I moved towards her, and damn near passed out into her arms from relief.

            

    
        68.  It takes two to plango

    
    
    
    
                Summarizing what went on after that is a little complicated, and I don't think I could describe it in an interesting way. I was freaking out, and we went to a private place and I cried, and we talked for a long time. Like with Merry at the time, having Louise there kept me from freaking out and rushing either into it or away from it. Because... really, that's how I entered the Dungeons the first time, and I ended up suicidal and murderous and all kinds of lost. It worked out for me in the end, but... well, not for two other people, my victims.

Anyway, I won't keep you waiting on the big question: I was pretty clear that I wanted to do the quest, get the rewards, and see what the hell this full clear thing was about. The real question was... what the fuck, right? I mean, Kalamitus was damn near psychotic, if that little show he put on was any indication. He had to know that he was intimidating me in order to crush my spirit and make me agree to whatever. I wouldn't believe for a moment that he was a good person at heart.

Merry was kind of troubled, and I thanked her profusely as soon as I realized how she'd helped, but we didn't talk deeply about it. I did my best to make sure she understood (not that I should have to--she was in my head) that she really was family to me and not a parasite or whatever. And after a bit, she came out and sought comfort from Cassie, which the little phoenix gladly gave, and that also gave Louise and I some space to be together.

Which we did.

After a bit, I got a message from Max asking if we were gonna be out soon, and I told him probably not. So his group, with an emoji-style farewell that was somehow both crass and overbearingly friendly, said they'd head off and wished us luck. That reminded me to send a note to Susie, who Louise said was elsewhere in the inn, giving her a summary and promising to meet up tomorrow to talk.

And that left Louise and I, and Merry and Cassie, alone for a while. I'm sure you're thinking it was all fun and no business, but far from it--since Louise and I had found that we could talk with the telepathy skill and be a little more ourselves and a little less anxious dummies, we kind of lay entangled for a while and I was completely honest with her and she was as earnest and frank in response as I could hope.

What would you do if you became Administrator, anyway? she asked, at one point.

And I had to admit I had no idea. Because for all the video games in the world, and tabletop games besides, I wasn't much of a creator myself. If you asked me to create a scene, a story... well, I just wasn't good at filling in the details, you know? My brain didn't work that way. Trying to create some kind of ideal training environment for mankind...

Maybe you're not the right person for the job.

I considered what she said; I really did. But at the same time, I couldn't help thinking that as bad as I was... I wouldn't want a Max Bean in that place, nor most of the people I'd seen at the government meeting with Ethanic. Certainly not High Priestess Cream. And... if nothing else, I needed to hear why the other Administrator, Xarz-whatever, thought I deserved the job. And I did want whatever help I could get to save Bo, if that was even really possible.

Enslaving a life in order to save them... to redeem them. It sounds like a shitty justification to take the easy way out, except the easy way out is just killing him. I don't like it. Louise shifted in my arms, and repeated quietly, "I don't like it." I nodded, because what could I say to that? I wished, again, that I'd never bought the skill, never exchanged lives for power that I didn't even want. But if I had it... if I could in any way redeem--

I stopped, because I'd said not too long ago that I didn't want to redeem myself, didn't think I needed to redeem myself. And, well, I didn't; not for the murder, not for that sin. But just having this stupid thing connected to me, just the suggestion that I should use it, that it was an acceptable path to being stronger...

If you use it on enemies from the Dungeon, it's not really a sin. They're not people, and they're going to die anyway. Louise shook her head, suddenly. No, you're right. You don't want to become the kind of person that thinks that way. But... it's just a skill, right? What happens if you get there and try to use it and your skill level isn't high enough? Or it needs to be unlocked with Skill Sage? What if you can't find a way to free Bo before Kalamitus insists you move on? There's so much we don't know.

She wasn't wrong, but even if I practiced on dungeon creatures... I grit my teeth. As much as I hated the possibility, I probably... needed to ask Kalamitus.

I didn't like how much leverage the fucker had over me, though. The way he was acting, I would not have been surprised if he blackmailed me after, especially about something like this. Louise nodded, not needing to say or even think that she agreed. You need some kind of contract. A fair contract, that protects you.

I considered that thought, and my mind slipped to the Non-Disclosure Agreement, and to the stupid Crused Truth Aura that came with--

--that suggested that someone could be watching me right now, didn't it? I felt a cold surge of fear in me. I mentally flipped up the Class Feature:




	The System is constantly scanning you and other items in the area. Skills [ Appraise ], [ Analyze ], [ Skill Sage ], [ Class Sage ], [ Monster Sage ], [ Human Sage ], [ Forensics ], [ Psychometry ], [ Telepathy ] increased within the area of effect.






I grit my teeth and pulled back a bit from Louise. Was that how Kalamitus had been able to adjust the Quest he gave me earlier? Immediately after I said it had to be my next priority? Was he able to reach me even here, when I was considering working against him?

"My point," said Louise, as she sat up grumpily behind me, "was that you need a third party. Maybe... as much as it's painful to be around him, Herman?"

"It's not like I can just call on him," I answered. "Even if I asked Kamau, how long would we have to wait for him to get here?"

"Kalamitus could reach him, I bet."

I snorted. "Why would he do me that favor? Especially if he wanted to--"

Louise put a hand on my back, her fingers cool against my skin. "Jerry... as a Priestess, I can tell you that the Dungeon Gods are restricted, and painfully so. It sounds like right now, he's so eager to get out that he'll do almost anything, but he doesn't want you to have control over him. A fair contract as determined by a neutral third party is fair request, and if he won't grant you that, you should walk away. Even if you don't think the contract is unfair, you should really have someone look over it."

None of which was wrong. It also raised the very real possibility in my mind that Kalamitus might as upset by the appearance of Herman as everyone else was, which would be a sight to see. But asking him to do it willingly...

Don't ask. Demand. And walk away if he refuses.

I turned to look at Louise. The difference between her mental voice and her physical one was... well, they seemed nothing alike, except for the fact that they were clearly the same person. Where her physical voice was always artificially high and soft, a performance to calm and please people, her mental voice was grounded by the work she had always had to do behind the scenes and under the mask to maintain that façade. Her persona of being harmless and innocent...

I've lived long enough to have outgrown that lie once, she answered my unspoken thought. Falling back into the old habit was natural, but... I don't need it to survive. The people who matter most stay. She worked her mouth for a moment, as though trying to work up the courage to say something, and when she finally spoke, with a sullen look in her eyes, finally her mouth made the same sound as her thoughts: warm, low, and surprisingly vulnerable. "At least... I hope you will."

I pounced on her, and we held each other on the bed in silence for a while. After a while--too long, and not long enough--my thoughts fell back to the important matters of the day. And then, as they often do, they slid to the side, distracted by a thought.

"You said that the... the Dungeon God you worship isn't in any of our dungeons," I said, putting into words something that had been building for a while. "There are fourteen, he said. And we know of all fourteen."

"Yeah. All I really know is that he's out there." Louise turned in the bed to stare at her priestess' dress, slung over the back of a chair. "He's... close, I think. But not close enough."

"Do you think...?"

"I don't know where he's come from or what he wants," she admitted, her voice kind of halfway between the mask and the real thing. "But he's eager to help. That much I know. And... I don't think he's trying to... spy on us. If there was anything like an invasion or a subversive thing going on, I think I'd have an impression that he was trying to get information. It's not that, or else it's really really subtle."

There were a lot of possibilities that ran through my mind--our minds, together--as we lay there, but there was no way to do more than guess. Some kind of Fairy thing? A remnant from a previous world hiding somewhere in the Star? Another Star somewhere within reach? Or perhaps a different kind of god that had somehow figured out how the system worked and replicated it? We simply didn't know enough.

Eventually, Louise ran one hand through my hair and said, "We really do need a plan for dealing with Kalamitus."

So we went back to talking about it, and talking, and talking. And... some other things, but inevitably, we needed an answer. And in the morning we talked with Susie, and with Merry, and they gave us their opinions but... in the end, it was all on me.

And so, nervously, the next day I requested to speak, again with Kalamitus. And, though it didn't surprise me much, he found time relatively quickly.

His rooms were the same, of course, and so was his demeanor and his appearance. It was all very dramatic and poignant and made it clear that he was a god and I a mortal, and this time from the very start, Merry was there keeping me on an even keel. Which was good, because I wasn't confident in my ability to execute on the plan, even as we'd all agreed it was right.

"Jerry." The great wyrm's expression was hard to read, but I had trouble not thinking of him as impatient, not after last time. "You have come to a decision?"

My heartbeat wanted to race, but Merry kept me grounded. I took a deep breath, not wanting to... be quite this blunt. "You," I said, and finally forged ahead, "...were trying to manipulate me and force me into a situation without thinking, without being able to consent."

"I was--"

It went against every instinct, and no part of who I was wanted to talk over Kalamitus--a God in his own Temple, at that--but I forced myself. "I cannot trust you," I said, aware that there was a slightly manic edge to my voice, and that he continued talking, although I could tell he heard me. "And therefore I would like to request that an arbiter be present."

I was a little surprised that he was surprised. I thought for sure he had been spying on me, somehow, within his own temple, and with me having the Cursed Truth Aura. But he shut up and pulled back slightly, confused. "You what?"

"I request that an arbiter be present." I felt a little emboldened by his surprise, at least. "A neutral third party. I... know of one, if you are capable of--"

"I know what an Arbiter is, and I'm more than capable of finding and politely requesting anyone you please." Kalamitus' long snake body rolled behind him, as though agitated. "...Under the circumstances, your request is reasonable. Who exactly do you wish--"

"Herman."

Kalamitus' voice cut off. "I'm not familiar with this Herman."

"He is a Fairy, and I was told that he was an arbiter--"

"Oh." The great dragon's neck straightened, and then veered off to the side, in what might have been a slightly frustrated full-head version of an eye-roll. "Very well then, I will requ--"

And then, to my somewhat sadistic delight, somehow, he was there.

            

    
        69.  Negotiations

    
    
    
    
                Herman the Fairy was no different than he'd been the last couple times I'd seen him, except that he had an air about him that was far more serious than it had ever been. His teacup and saucer were missing, for once, but more than that, his spider legs were all curled up tightly, and his humanoid feet and arms were all in a coherent-seeming "serious businessman" posture. For all that I couldn't see his face under the mask, I could somehow tell that underneath, he was quite serious; somehow, the graveyard stylistic notes to his fairy wings seemed more grim and foreboding than they ever had been before, as did every other piece of his clashing ensemble.

"Mr. Applebee." He bowed politely. "Thank you for requesting me as your arbiter. I trust that you have some concern?"

Merry, I have to say, had a hard time being completely stoic in the face of him. Oh, wow, that makes so much sense, she said as she studied him, rubbing the little laurel crown she'd gotten when she consumed Julius. It's like you can't just merge with a bunch of items, you have to take the pieces in between...

I forced myself to tune her out.

"Herman, thank you for coming." I gestured to Kalamitus. "I was negotiating with this Dungeon God yesterday and felt very strongly that he was pressuring me into a one-sided deal."

"I offered you an open-ended bargain!" Kalamitus' voice was exasperated, but no longer did I feel like I was on the receiving end of a crushing wave of intimidation. Now, it seemed, he felt obliged to make his case to someone else, and that left me under a lot less pressure. "You could have virtually anything you wanted! Yes, I grant, I put some pressure on you to insist that you accept, but--"

"Kalamitus."

The spider-fairy's words interrupted the God's speech as though by force of spell, and he stopped speaking. Herman let the word hang there for a moment before continuing.

"We have not interacted before, Kalamitus, but I have read a great deal about you. I think it's fair to say given your record that you are very capable of emotional abuse whether you intend it or not. Yes?" Herman's voice, normally very bland, held an edge to it for just that moment that was unmistakable.

Kalamitus studied the fairy, frustrated, for a long moment, and then sighed. "I've been told that before, yes."

"It's also fair to say that you rarely are forced to deal with people as unprepared for a negotiation as Mr. Applebee is. Correct?"

Kalamitus' head slumped to the ground like a frustrated puppy who'd been told he wasn't going to get to go for a walk anytime soon, and his eyes drifted away from the two of us and up to the sky painted on the walls of the room. "...Yes," he answered, like a spoiled child.

"Then there is no reason to suspect malice in Mr. Applebee's actions or phrasing. If he is intimidated, an impartial arbiter acting on his behalf can only possibly make things go more smoothly for all parties involved." Herman floated, without even bothering to flap his wings, up to where Kalamitus could see him, and he looked very prim and proper in his stance, even as his equipment continued to be a confusing mish-mash of stereotypes that didn't fit together in even the slightest possible way.

"And I accept the need for an arbiter," came the condescending reply, his voice oozing frustration, "and have no objection to your presence."

"Would you then summarize your offer?"

Kalamitus' eyes, instead of focusing on Herman, focused on me, and the look he gave me was ugly. "A negotiable award, not to exceed," and suddenly he said something that I couldn't hear or understand, which Merry seemed to hear but be confused by, "in exchange for following my dir--"

"No open ended demands," said Herman, and his voice was deeper, and somehow conveyed a heaviness, an authority, that I had never seen the fairy wield. I could almost... almost sense something in the air around him, like a giant demonic spider flexing, but it also have been my fevered imagination. Even with him on my side, Herman did kind of mess with my head.

"...in exchange for... grr..." Kalamitus seemed to be wrestling with some kind of mental block. "...for promising to undertake a Full Clear Quest."

Herman nodded, and turned back to me, gliding forward very professionally, his wings adjusting slightly but not flapping to keep him aloft. "For what it's worth, I don't think he intended to use the open ended demand for anything, but it's better to have these sorts of things nipped in the bud. Now, Jerry, I must warn you that your negotiating position here is not strong. I have a rough idea of how much he intends to give, and it's not a bad offer. As a neutral arbiter, however, I will require that you also not have open ended demands. I trust you understand."

I wasn't entirely sure how to phrase what I wanted in specifics, despite having thought about it. "In summary... information and guidance. But more specifically, I suppose, guidance on how to properly use the technique of Cultivation to become powerful enough to challenge the Heretic Knight Bo, as well as guidance on reaching greater heights with my class and skills--"

"Be specific," Herman snapped, and I was surprised to find that the fairy did in fact seem to be upset with me.

"...whatever guidance I need to go beyond S-rank with my Telekinesis skill, and to reach S-rank with Telepathy, along with whatever guidance is available for making better use of my self-created class, and..." I frowned, thinking. "I don't know if this is possible, but I feel like my class really should have been broken up into several skills, and it doesn't seem to be. I don't--"

Although I couldn't see Herman's face, somehow his mask gave of a sense that he was grinning madly. "Oh, Mr. Applebee, there is something here that you seem to not understand. I'm not tied in to the system, exactly, but even I know that matters of Class and Skill construction are handled entirely by the Sovereigns that work for Mr. Beneath." He pivoted and just started rambling, as though he were suddenly and finally free to take as much time as he damned well pleased to say whatever. "The Sovereigns, you understand, are the ones who run the day to day operation of the Labyrinthine Star--what a pretentious name, don't you agree?--and they are specifically responsible for managing all alterations and changes to the underlying fabric."

"While Kalamitus and the other Dungeon Gods are responsible for guidance--responsible for helping people achieve their maximum potential under the Star's systems, the Sovereigns are the ones that alter, adapt, maintain, control, and devise every system and structure within it, except where the Lord Beneath the Labyrinthine Star chooses to exercise his authority and do any or all of their jobs for them, or where he sets rules, limitations, boundaries, bindings, controls, and privileges that they must adhere to."

I pursed my lips, both reeling that we had taken a detour to talk about it, and also astonished by the concept of seven people maintaining a system that was regulating the entire planet. My thoughts drifted to the mysterious Artificer that I'd met. "So is--"

"Ah, ah, ah," Herman interrupted, coyly, with a tiny bit of levity to his voice. "I'm not here to answer your questions, Mr. Applebee. Let's stay on topic, now, shall we?"

I frowned. The sudden reversal... had to mean that his whole diatribe was another loophole he could use to leak information, but he couldn't go any further? I tried to force my thoughts back on track. "If that's not his purview... then any information regarding what I would need to do to make it happen, and any advice he may have."

"That's still an open-ended demand."

I shrugged, feeling suddenly frustrated. It was nice seeing Herman render the dragon-man helpless, but being on the other end of it didn't feel great either. "I don't know how to specify a level of advice to receive. I have low expectations, but surely he must have something."

Herman lifted his chin at me without saying anything, and I felt like he wasn't accepting that answer.

I considered the circumstances a little bit more. "...if nothing else," I said suddenly, abandoning that whole train of thought as I remembered one of the things I'd intended to get to from the start, "I want some assurances that Kalamitus will not attempt to ...manipulate me, intimidate me, or otherwise attempt to control me, after this Full Clear Quest stuff is finished. Aside from that, all of my demands revolve around surviving to defeat Bo, and..." and I swallowed, preparing myself for maybe-disappointment, "...if feasible, using my Devil's Rebirth Contract skill to free him from the Fairy Queen's control."

Suddenly, both Herman and Kalamitus gave me nearly matching odd looks. I didn't need Merry's fairy system-fuckery powers to sense both of them suddenly digging into some vast codex of information in order to learn more about the skill in question. That surprised me, since I had assumed that at least Kalamitus must have known--either because he had access to my skills, or because Xarz-whatever had told him.

At about the same moment, both of them gave me very unsettling grins--well, I assume so with Herman, given the feeling he gave off.

Kalamitus, in what was a first since Herman had arrived, seemed to be re-energized by this sudden vulnerability in me. "Why, Mr. Applebee," he said, as though he had innocently stumbled into something shady going on, and was ever so keen to make use of it somehow. "That's a most peculiar skill. I assume that it has something to do with you being a Blooded Dungeoneer--ah, now that I think about it, this was a matter that dear Xzyrtvwartcihz got himself in trouble for, wasn't it? In a first dungeon at that, giving people access to all kinds of taboo things. Hm, hm, hm." He seemed, somehow, a bit pleased with himself. "Well, to answer your question--can it be used to revive Bo without him being under the Fairy Queen's Control? Yes, with some difficulty."

And there it was. I felt myself fall a bit. No doubt, it required a high skill level to accomplish that task...

"The question, Mr. Applebee, is the price."

I frowned. Price?

"You doubtless recall if you ever used the skill--you have used it, haven't you?"

Oddly, I found myself unable to answer that question, as the Amended Non-disclosure Agreement stirred within my class, somewhere. I fixed my eyes on Herman, conscious as I did so that he had claimed before to be incredibly capable of determining subtle tells (not that I had, at the time, believed a word of it), and said as evenly as I could manage, "I am not permitted to speak on that matter."

"He means yes," interpreted Herman, simply and without missing a beat. "And somehow that incident was a humiliation to Xzyrtvwartcihz, and he has agreed not to speak on the matter in exchange for a pittance."

"Hm!" Kalamitus sounded impressed, I thought. "You know, I seem to recall that when he came to advise me he'd found a candidate, he really seemed ...off. Young ones like that, you know, it's hard to tell exactly what they're thinking, but I suppose it must have been some silly mistake that he inflated into a grand problem in his head."

Herman and I stayed silent on the matter.

"In any case," said the dragon after a long moment, "assuming you've used the skill, you remember the cost, don't you?"

It took a very long moment for me to actually remember, in spite of the trauma that had accompanied the event. Or... maybe because of it? Did trauma work like that? "You mean the experience cost." The experience cost that had dropped my level substantially just before a boss fight, forcing me into a fight for my life. The fight for my life, really. Since then... nothing had ever been the same.

"The system tends to make things seem simpler than they are. The details on the skill you mentioned, and I say this with no humor at all, fill a small book." Kalamitus's eyes fixed on me, and I suddenly felt Merry scrambing to catch a very large data packet, either one being leaked or being offered on some kind of connection that I didn't have access to. "The summary being that your soul must dominate their own, weakened soul. Generally, this requires you to be more powerful than they are, with more experience and levels--which makes the proposition tricky enough. In the case of a contested soul, as Bo's soul is..." he shrugged. "You must overpower the owner, which you cannot."

It took a long time for those words to really sink in. "I... can't?"

Kalamitus' head dipped down to be level with mine. "Not alone," he said, with a wide, predatory grin.

"I do apologize, Jerry," added Herman after a minute. "If I'd known you were thinking about this earlier, I might have warned you, but there are few ways to cheat death exactly because Mr. Beneath chooses for it to be so." He moved up and gestured for me to come aside for a moment, and I stepped away with him, a bit numb. I thought I'd been prepared, but...

Herman's tiny fairy hand laid on my shoulder, sympathetically, as he spoke again. The area of skin around it almost immediately started to feel like it was on fire, as though some great tide of energy was leaking out of him, but I didn't pay attention to that, or not really. "Death, you see," he said conversationally, "is part of how the whole thing works. You'll see it if you ever fight in the Fairy Dungeons, but everything that dies is reused in pieces all over the place. My great-aunt-uncle-grandfather once said," and my mind briefly paused as it tried to parse that and failed, "...the origin of the Labyrinthine Star was it tearing apart the world that created it, reusing everything but leaving nothing intact except the Lord Beneath and the original Sovereigns."

"So, you understand, it does not treat any other world more fairly than it treated its own creators." Herman shrugged and moved back towards where we'd been discussing with Kalamitus. "Death is death, and control over a soul, such as what the Fairy Queens do, or what your skill does, is nothing more than that--reusing most parts of a dead thing to create something new."

"Does that m--"

"No existential questions about dying and coming back to life, please," interrupted Herman. "Let's remain on topic."

I considered what he said and, reluctantly, nodded. "So... then, I guess, my only task is to defeat Bo... and then this Full Clear Quest."

Kalamitus started to swell with what I assumed was smugness or pride, as he seemed eager to get what he wanted, but a gesture from Herman cut him off, somehow forcing him silent again.

"Now, now, Jerry," chided the fairy gently. "Don't let yourself get distracted. This is a negotiation. Those are your goals, but you are here to determine what reward you received for undertaking a quest. Why, there are those who might interpret what you just said as needing no reward at all, as long as you complete your goals!" He floated close to me again, and I caught a sharp sense of smugness directed back at Kalamitus. "But a god has asked something of you, in particular. It will take less than your budget, I assure you, to accomplish those goals."

"So come along, and out with it. Surely you have other desires beyond your immediate needs? I am eager to do everything I can to help." Herman--the perpetually-disturbing spider fairy, Herman, who'd joyously amended my non-disclosure agreement to include the phrase 'flayed alive in hell for a thousand generations'--fluttered his wings briefly as he innocently and with absolute force prevented a Dungeon God from taking advantage of my moment of weakness.

I wanted to hug him, or perhaps throw up and pass out, but instead, took a deep breath, and tried to get my bearings.

            

    
        70.  Don't argue with...

    
    
    
    
                You know, there are some people who would probably laugh about the idea of a solo diver who went on to learn just how important other people can be. Like, ooo, you thought you could do it all, huh? Assholes. Like I really wanted to be alone in the first place.

Point is, Herman was a godsend (though the god in the room might disagree). And before him... Merry and Louise had both kept me from probably screwing everything up, because I know i was gonna. He poked and prodded me until I got out a number of conditions I might have otherwise forgotten about, while ensuring that I didn't get out of control with my demands, either. Not that I was really likely to think I had the giant dragon-god over a barrel, but ignorance has its own kind of arrogance to it--some things were just not as simple as I might have thought.

It became more and more clear as time went on that some of my requests, at least the way I thought about them in my head, were not going to just be handed to me in any sense.

At one point I'd been trying to negotiate vis a vis getting specific skills up in their ranking, and Kalamitus just kind of rolled his eyes and finally broke in.

"Jerry, I know that this whole thing with promises from a God makes it sound like I can just give you things, but the kind of advice I have to give you with regards to skills is less about handing you things and more about relatively broad guidance. For example, you asked about getting your Telekinesis above S-rank." The dragon head moved off to one side and appraised me from a different angle, though I think it was more boredom than a need to actually get a look at me. "I could tell you some exercises, some medicines and equipment, tell you what stats need improvement, and I could tell you what it means for a skill to reach the lowest X-ranks, but I can't simply wave my hand," and he waved his claw as demonstration, in case I needed it, "and grant you a higher letter or more Growth Points. The system only measures your actual skill, and improving your own skill is required."

It's not as though I didn't sort of get that, but I thought there might have been, like, a secret training facility where he could provide me with the perfect everything-I-needed to become a demigod-level monster. I didn't say that, exactly, but the look on my face must have shown that I was frustrated, because Kalamitus' patience suddenly seemed to start wearing thin.

I know that because he placed one of his big clawed hands uncomfortably close to me as he reared up and looked almost straight down at me.

"Don't get testy with me, boy," he snarled, and held a clawed hand up to forestall an objection from Herman. "I'm negotiating in good faith, and ultimately, I am," and he put another clawed hand on his chest in a very theatrical, 'I'm innocent' gesture, "on your side, after all. But you humans," and his innocent-me claw turned to pointing right at me, "can only dream small, because you only have part of the picture. Until that changes--"

"Be aware what you're about to say could be considered a binding promise," interjected Herman, with a strange sort of edge to his words.

"--until you have a bit more understanding..." his momentum faltered, as happened whenever he started throwing it around in this discussion, "you'll just have to... accept that we have limitations that you don't know."

Which was true, of course. I'm sure he was going to try to say, 'Trust me', and I still didn't, especially at a time like this, but it didn't matter much.

Anyway, over the next half hour or so we tried to negotiate for my rewards, as awkward and confusing as the topic was for me. There were a bunch of little things on my list of benefits that were basically just information dumps about skills I already had, list of skills that might be of use, and similar, some more pointed things about what it took to get to the highest skill growth ranks with a skill like Telekinesis, and also how to get to the highest level with Skill Sage and Enhancement Sage, since those were things I genuinely had no idea about. He also promised to clarify a few things about my custom class and how to mess around with it better.

The next interesting piece happened when I brought up the trip through the Fairy Dungeon that Kalamitus had proscribed, because Herman had a keen interest in that discussion, and it was the kind of interest that suggested that maybe it was a more difficult task than Kalamitus had made it sound.

"A Fairy Dungeon? As part of your quest, at his level?" Herman's mask turned to meet the dragon's eye directly, and Kalamitus responded by rolling his head again in exasperation.

"He's a promising candidate," the god argued in return. "A solo diver with a fairy companion destined to become an Administrator. Certainly, you would agree--"

"If this was part of your instruction from the beginning, it should have been a part of your quest and your negotiations from the start. Your budget of--" and Herman said something I couldn't hear, which was presumably the same Kalamitus had said before, "--hardly seems like a fair trade for a task that dangerous."

Kalamitus, showing enough patience that it had to be a deliberate and premediated act, responded politely, "I'm happy to alter the budget if you believe it is too low, Arbiter."

The fairy arbiter and dragon god stared at each other for a good half minute. I thought for a minute that they were being silent, you know, having one of those cinematic stare-offs that was secretly some kind of battle of wills, where the camera would be bouncing between one face and another, focusing in on small tells on each face, until one broke... but Merry added after a bit that they seemed to be haggling, and I just couldn't hear it, as I couldn't hear the numbers and units they were using before.

"While I appreciate that you are attempting to arbitrate," Kalamitus said as the haggling wore down, "my only intent in using the Fairy Dungeon was expediency, for both our sakes. I'm equally fine with this taking longer--"

"As Arbiter, I can't ignore the fact that you had previously set it out as the plan, while then failing to include it in the negotiations, especially given the trusting nature of Mr. Applebee." Herman made some kind of dismissive gesture with one hand. "If he had followed your directions--"

"I'm also not without responsibilities, and my budget is not limitless." Kalamitus reared up a bit, imperiously, as though straightening in his chair, except for the fact that he was a giant flying snake and not sitting on anything. His eyes, for once, were pouring out some kind of intense magical pressure that I was very glad wasn't directed at me, because even looking in his direction suddenly became painful. "I always intended to assure that he succeeds at his task--"

"Cease." Herman, with the wave of one hand, summoned from the sky above Kalamitus one giant black hairy spider leg that connected with the back of the Dragon God's head and, as though Kalamitus were only a worm, pushed through whatever resistance he might have had and pinned him to the floor. "You will not--"

The god's body flailed for a moment, and after only a second of that, with a surge of rage that I didn't need to be a telepath to sense or understand, suddenly in my mind I felt a crystal clear picture of something that resembled the engine Merry had mentally pictured, the one at the center of my Dungeoneer body--except that, I realized, it was really dozens or hundreds of those engines chained together and acting as one, and they were starting to kick into gear after having been idle--indeed, most of those engines had been off, but were no longer.

Kalamitus' body rose, and Herman's summoned suppressing spider leg tore apart with a purity of violence that left me with a new high bar for what that concept felt like, magically... though, the fairy himself didn't look impressed.

"You will NOT threaten me in my own temple, fairy." Kalamitus' words might as well have been delivered by a wave of energy shaking the entire tower itself. "Do not presume--"

Herman's quiet voice didn't need to compete with Kalamitus'. "Are you going to interfere with my job as Arbiter, Dungeon God Kalamitus?"

The dragon stared at the fairy, and this time there was clearly a contest of wills going on. Kalamitus, clearly refusing to be on the losing side of that fight, bared his teeth and simply said, "Yes."

"Then I call upon the Lord Beneath to mediate our dispute."

I wish that I knew what happened after that, I really do. It's no spoiler to say that, later on, I was told what happened--in a paraphrased sense. But I had already seen, already known, that whatever magic there was to the system, was capable of simply changing things that had seemed set in stone, and that included thought, memory, and understanding. Merry, too, did not escape notice here; while (from what we could tell) none of her earlier memories were affected, including knowledge "stolen" by her fairy trickery, she simply knew nothing of what happened in that interval.

We simply weren't allowed to know what happened, and every trace of it was removed, save for the result. All I really knew was that time had passed, and that Herman, on my behalf, had succeeded. In addition to the increased budget Kalamitus had asked for, there was some kind of penalty against him, and that was all I needed to know. Kalamitus, for his part, didn't look different, except that he seemed pissed off, and had lowered his "engine level" back down again--though, I think, it was still a little higher than it had been at the start.

"So!" Herman turned to me, and though I could tell he was still a little pissed off from having just come from an argument--and that was a scary proposition given I had no idea what had just happened--he seemed otherwise unaffected and professional. "Mr. Applebee, with that increase in budget, and knowing a bit more about the circumstances, I'd like to offer you suggestions. First, though, I'd like to make sure that we're firmly and completely on the same page. Are there any other things Mr. Kalamitus has asked of you? Ongoing quests, perhaps?"

"Well, now that you mention it--" before the words were even out of my mouth, the Quest that I'd gotten to visit this tower, which had never officially concluded, did--there was no reward, because the 'reward' had been given when I accepted it. I considered the window in front of me, and told Herman about it all anyway.

"Hm." Herman looked back at the wyrm, who stared back, as though challenging the fairy to take offense. "Well, we can't do anything about what was already agreed to and concluded, but I'd advise you not to take those kinds of deals in the future without consulting someone." He turned back to me, and his mask somehow forced me to hold my gaze on him, which wasn't comfortable. "Anything else? What exactly has been asked of you, so far?"

I took a deep breath and started talking, starting all the way from the beginning--the first mention of Kalamitus, when the Devil told me his 'Full Clear Quest' would involve delivering a message to the Dungeon God.

And Herman, insane, serious, astute little Herman, listened intently, and this time I was sure he was paying close attention.

            

    
        71.  Dragonsplain it to me

    
    
    
    
                I'm not one for stuffy legalese, so I'll summarize the contract that we eventually hashed out this way: I was going to take Kalamitus' recommended path towards the Full Clear Quest, including agreeing to return after the thing with Bo was completed, in return for a bunch of personal requests and training, and some miscellaneous info.

One piece of that "Miscellaneous info" that I threw in towards the end of the negotiations was answered there and then.

"...any information you may have about a god named Muratama." I wasn't expecting that they would have an encyclopedia entry about Louise's god, since we knew it wasn't one of theirs, but I figured even if they knew nothing, their reaction would be telling.

Herman and Kalamitus exchanged strange looks, and--and this part scared me--it was Herman who said, "That information is restricted."

I didn't honestly know what to think about that, and they didn't go into even one more iota of detail.

The agreement for training was split up such that Kalamitus could teach me whatever he thought I needed to get through the Fairy Dungeon now, and more when I got back from that trip and prepared to challenge Bo in Armand Bayou. Herman, in his way, insisted on a penalty for Kalamitus if I died as a result of his negligence on this quest, which wasn't going to be a whole lot of comfort to me what with being dead, but it should presumably have ensured that the god would take it seriously. I also insisted on some information about how to take proper care of Merry, including removing this stupid non-aggression thing she'd picked up from my Caesarian Gentleman, and that was due now rather than later. Other than that, I was content to have less stuff up front and just see for myself what this whole Fairy Dungeon thing was about.

One of my immediate questions, of course, was whether Louise would be, or should be, coming along with me.

"That's a complicated question," answered Kalamitus, in a tone that told me it was a part of the conversation that he actually found stimulating, which he usually did not. "It comes down, effectively, to whether she's a help or a hindrance, and frankly, that question isn't as simple as you will imagine. Level, as you know it, is not part of the Fairy Dungeons, and I'm frankly aware of humans hundreds of levels above you that you could beat in that place, merely as a matter of skill." The dragon's body stretched for a moment and then twisted around idly behind him. "As a Priestess, your friend has some additional power there, but the Fairy Knight that you will face to use the passage--ah, I'll explain that in a bit, don't worry--will simply increase their budget to match if you bring her along. If she isn't enough benefit for that added difficulty..." Kalamitus shrugged. "One or both of you will die, and that place will not protect your body the way our Dungeons do."

So, needless to say, I wouldn't be bringing her. Goodness knows I'd prefer to have her around, for my mental health if nothing else, but I'd just recently known the bitter sting of losing her, and I had no idea what I was about to get into.

Herman, from what I could tell, was done with his job the moment that the deal was officially inked, where by "inked" I mean a proper quest window was offered and accepted. I... like I said, I'm not one for contracts and technical details, so I trusted Herman to tell me that it was exactly what we had agreed to, and left it at that. He stuck around for a little bit longer, I guess to make sure that I was okay with everything. When he decided everything was okay, which was just a few minutes later, really, he took me aside a moment.

"Mr. Applebee, I do very much appreciate you trusting me with this matter." Herman, floating closer to me, laid a hand on my shoulder, and again, the energy he gave off made me itch a bit. "I know you don't understand, but being called to this place is actually very good for me and my people, and as such, I'd like to offer you just a couple bits of wisdom before I go."

Well, I mean, how could I say no? I nodded eagerly, my eyes wide, and Merry also dropped what she was doing and paid rapt attention.

"The Fairy Dungeons are more than simply unregulated Dungeons, and in fact they are nothing like what you know. They are raw, and the fight that you will be having there will disturb you, as it disturbs all living things. You will see fairies in a different light after that, because we live within things that are supposed to be whole. Many see us as parasites because of that, and that word is correct, as far as it goes." Herman's other hand raised to where his cheek would be on his mask, and I was a little surprised to see that when he touched it, the mask flexed as though it were his own skin. "But we are not mindless things, as you well know. You will only survive the Fairy Dungeon if you can see magic the way that we do: as pieces of a whole, larger than ourselves, which can be altered, manipulated... even stolen."

And then, removing one hand from my shoulder and the other from his mask, Herman reached for his forearms, and the pair of fishnet stockings on them that had been one of the few unassuming and inoffensive parts of his attire, and as naturally as though they were simply clothing, slid them off and held them out to me.

When I reached out a hand to take them, they fell into my hands, as though my body was a hollow tube, and Merry, confused and surprised, caught them somewhere within me.

"Fairies are not charming pieces of nature, Mr. Applebee," said the spider fairy that made everyone who met him faint, "and the Fairy Dungeons are not convenient tools to be used on a whim. They siphon energy from the system so that our people can survive, and the combat challenge is designed to draw more of that energy. They are obliged to be fair, or face retribution, but they will be trying to win, and they are not going to be bad at their job. You are probably capable enough to survive a fair fight, but don't show any openings. It will be dangerous."

And then he was gone.

When I checked in on Merry, she had integrated the stockings on her own forearms, looking quite perplexed at the accessories. They're... well, they're magic, she tried to explain. But not like, abilities or stats magic. It's not like any of your stuff. It's just... some piece of something else, and it's really good, kind of. I'm not sure.

So, you like it?

Merry, in my mind's eye, kind of proudly showed off the little things. Although the her inside my head was obviously not the same size as Herman's manifested body, they fit just right, as you'd expect of Dungeon Items... or their fairy counterparts. I guess! How do I look?

I mentally nodded in approval. Though they kind-of clashed with her Caesarian bronze armor, the new accessories were thin enough that they were just generally inoffensive to look at. Honestly, out of everything Herman had, it was probably the only thing that was inoffensive to look at, and I was pleased as punch that he'd felt grateful enough to offer it. ...Whatever it was, I mean. Hopefully it wasn't a trap?

So we wandered back to where I would have been talking with Kalamitus, but he was facing another direction, apparently conversing with someone else, somewhere else. I took a moment to bring out my messaging item and send something along to Louise with a very brief summary. When it took Kalamitus more than a minute, I extended that summary a bit before sending it.

But then he was done with whatever, and he obligingly got down to business.

"I don't know what Herman said to you," said the Dragon god, perhaps a bit testily, "but since this is part of your quest now, I can tell you quite a bit about the Fairy Dungeons." He cleared his throat, settled down into a comfortable pose somewhere out beyond where I could see, and began expositioning. "The Fairy Dungeons are a network of parasitic tubes that connect the Dungeons, and they are guarded by what's known in your language as Fairy Knights. These creatures are fair, but cruel--they will challenge you to a duel, and your loss means death. You, I think, have what it takes to beat them, but only if you understand how."

Which was a topic that had been danced around, but I took a seat on a little rock bench and waited patiently.

"Everything that the--the Labyrinthine Star provides you, is magic," said Kalamitus, a little hesitating, as though he were trying to dumb down a conversation he'd had before. "and magic in that place is broken--deliberately. The Fairy Knight that you face will take the broken magic within the Dungeon and create new, whole magic out of it. Your task... well, at your level, most likely they will simply set the rule such that if you arrive before the Knight, you will be declared victor. If it's not that, you'll be asked to land a single blow against them; the rules vary depending on how talented they think you are."

Kalamitus, who had previously been kind of looking up into the middle distance at nothing, focused his eyes on me for a moment. "The key thing to understand is that your magic--your body, your items, your skills, your class, everything--will also be partially broken when you enter the Dungeon--only partially. To succeed, you must know your magic well enough to fix it when it is broken. Anything that you do not understand, you will not be able to use."

I frowned, thinking. "Broken in what way? I know how to use telekinesis, but I have no idea how it works."

The dragon gave the impression of a shrug, which was difficult to do without shoulders. It was more of a flexing of his neck, but it got the point across. "I was never allowed into one, but my understanding is that the pieces that are broken are intuitive, somehow. You will feel something missing, and you should be familiar enough with it to know what belongs there."

I frowned. "What happens if I put something into it that doesn't belong?"

A big toothy grin--and I mean, physically bigger than me--answered. "Let me rephrase--if you attempt to use a skill in the Dungeon, it will be broken until such time as you repair it. Fail to repair it, and it will be broken forever."

I frowned as I considered that. "Then, what about my physical and mental stats, and Dungeoneer body...?"

"That's an interesting question," answered Kalamitus, again with a spark of energy as he sort-of sat up. "Functionally, within the Fairy Dungeon, your stats move towards their most natural state--the state that you have earned. Arguably, that's what happens with all magic that you express there. Those people who have inflated their Body stats tend to find that they are weakened substantially there, while those who do not remodel their Dungeoneer Body tend to find that their points go up rather than down, as they should be stronger than they are. The previous batch of Sovereigns attempted to model this with a system that increased Dungeoneer statistics in response to training, but people too rapidly learned to cheat the system, and so their interactions with the Fairy Dungeon were not much different."

I... well, I can't say I didn't really care, because that was actually an interesting topic, but I could tell we were going to get off-topic pretty quickly if I let us. "By the same token, I could make any other magic stronger?"

"Yes," answered Kalamitus, immediately. "Items in particular are easily molded into an idealized version of themselves in the Fairy Dungeon, but just as easily turned into trash. I suspect, for example, that it would be quite easy to take a broken sword and make it sharper but too fragile to use, or cause your own magic to hurt you. But if, for example, you took a skill you understood in theory--say, for example, pyrokinesis--and you found the skill lacking, by challenging a Fairy Dungeon you could change it to a version that you prefer. Just be aware that the Labyrinthine Star does have rules; if your magic works in the Fairy Dungeon but violates the code of the Sovereigns or the Lord Beneath, if may be stripped from you."

"What kind--"

"The rules are many and complex," he interrupted with an eye roll. "But an adequate summary is that everything has a commensurate cost. If you understand something well enough, you can create a more efficient skill, but the most useful ways to break and reforge skills are making them more intuitive, so that you can control the full extent of the power you already have." Kalamitus grinned at me, again. "And, let it be known, that's effectively necessary to reach the absolute peak of a skill's power. The ranks beyond S-rank, where you are, require you to reforge those controls at least a little, to give you access to controls that were beyond you, and the ranks beyond that require that your reforged skill truly be superior to the original. Fairy Dungeons are not the only way to do that... but they help."

I considered my efforts at touching the depths of Telekinesis, and my fight with the Yogi. "So... S-ranks are where you first are able to touch on the skill's hidden controls, but haven't yet re-shaped them?"

"A decent summary," Kalamitus returned, his energy waning a bit. "Though really, that's more like the peak of S-rank. The definition of entering S-rank is something like 'intuitively understanding the potential behind your skill'. Once you understand what it's capable of, only then can you start to control it."

I... I actually stood there, considering what he said for a minute before I really understood what he said. "Controlling the skill is the peak of S-rank?"

"Close to it. I think when you can do that reliably you should end up at rank SA, or similar."

Merry looked at me, and I leaned my head back and looked at the ceiling. Kalamitus, seemingly confused, raised his head to look at me.

"...I was controlling Telekinesis like that when I--" I couldn't actually explain the circumstances, because it touched on the fight I'd had in Pearland that originally led to me defeating the Devil, and then eventually humiliating him again and again my next time through the Dungeon. "--I fought in my first dungeon. I was barely level 20, and you're saying my skill rank should have been that high this whole time?"

"Really?" Kalamitus, from what I could see (because I wasn't really looking at him), honestly seemed confused. "Well, the way the ranking system works, it adjusts it over time--it's a running average, you see. So unless you continued using the skill at that level--"

"I couldn't. It physically hurt," I snapped back at him. "It still does--"

Kalamitus, in an act that briefly terrified me, raised one giant hand above me, and I thought for a moment he was about to lower it and crush me, though that made no sense. Instead, I saw a dim light like circles around his claws, and felt something odd brush over me. Kalamitus, an odd look on his face, seemed to think for a moment, and then brush it off.

"...Reforging that skill is necessary, for you. It's better to say that you broke it once already." He removed his hand and settled down again. "Which leads us naturally into a conversation about what some people on your world call Cultivation--the Fool's art of reshaping your magic until it becomes a part of you. There are ways that it can be done right, or wrong."

I raised a hand to interrupt. "Fool's art?"

He paused only a moment. "The Sovereign Fool reigns over all magic that denies the Lord and the Star. Cultivation, fairy magic, and some other arts fall under his jurisdiction." He only gave me a moment to let that sink in. "Now, the process of Cultivation necessarily varies, but since you have a fairy, there is a fairly simple technique to get you started. I'm sure she's shown you your own Core; without that image, you'd have to go by feel." He paused and looked to me. "Can you see it?"

Merry showed it to me once more--a big engine with teeth and threads of power that seemed to represent my skills, or whatever. She seemed as eager as I was to understand what it actually meant. "Yes."

"In front of where you sit, there are two holes. When you put your hands in them, you will have started on your journey."

Merry shifted her mental picture of the engine, the core. There were, indeed, two holes there, but they didn't look... healthy. They didn't look right. I didn't immediately leap to follow the direction. "It looks..."

"This is not the easiest way to learn, but it is the fastest. Just trust me and do it."

Instead of plunging my hands into it, I reached forward, moving my mental hands just shy of the holes. As I'd done when I was playing with Telekinesis, before Merry came along, I tried to find just that knife-edge point where I wasn't fully committed, but was just barely on the edge of it. As I got closer and closer to that point, I felt... something.

I just barely passed by it, and I felt like a layer of my skin was flayed off with knives of fire. I pulled my hands back, feeling like some part of myself was missing--but just a touch, just a thin piece. And since that was exactly what Kalamitus had said the Fairy Dungeons were like, I immediately tried to replace it, replicating the feeling that I thought should have been there--just the skin of my hands, nothing more substantive than that.

Only a moment later, my hands felt whole again. Or... more than whole. More me than they had been before. "Those holes break me? Whatever I put into them?"

Kalamitus raised up and looked down on me again, imperiously, and then gave me a wide, toothy grin. "You figured it out without crippling yourself. Usually, people have to rebuild something of value before they understand. As I thought, you've done this before." The dragon god reared back. "Practice rebuilding yourself, but only rebuild yourself into what you are, not what you want to be. Once you have gotten the knack of it, you can use Experience energy, Class energy, Skill energy, ...whatever you have access to, to make changes. Consult with me before you get to that part of it, but for now, I do have other things to do."

            

    
        72.  Taking things apart, Putting things together

    
    
    
    
                I met back up with Louise after leaving Kalamitus' meeting room, or whatever, and we spent a fair bit of time just talking. There was a lot there, and while I normally would have just... not really tried at all to put my feelings into words, or really think all that hard about what had just happened, she convinced me to try.

Now, I don't need to rehash all of that for you. Kalamitus was a giant dick, but also clearly knew his stuff. Herman was creepy as hell, still, but I was more than glad to have him on my side. Fairies in general were starting to look like... I dunno, scary. Merry didn't disagree with me on that, and I continued to think of her as a sister, because I cared more about her than almost anyone except Louise.

The fact that Louise probably shouldn't come along on this next journey was a blow to her, as it was to me.

"You always end up getting into the most dangerous situations," she said, sounding suddenly very tired. "I don't know, Jerry. I wanted to come along, to be with you..."

I looked down at her, as she leaned against me where we sat on the bed. "The other thing--well, two other things. They seemed to know of Muratama but didn't want to give me any information at all. Even Herman seemed to be keeping that a secret, which was weird."

She looked at me, a little nervously. Louise being the servant of a non-Dungeon Dungeon God, who wasn't one of the fourteen that were known to exist... what had before seemed a novelty was becoming weirder and weirder. She considered that thought for a long moment, but didn't have anything to say.

"The other was that I almost certainly can't save Bo, not the way I'd planned. Or, well, hoped. It wasn't much of a plan." I took the hand that I didn't have around Louise's shoulder and looked at it, feeling again the powerlessness that was there. "They said I'd have to overpower the Fairy Queen that originally captured him. That's just... not possible."

Louise just hummed at that. "I never thought that he was the one I was going to have to redeem," she said, as though trying to be optimistic. "And, Jerry... although I don't know what Muratama has to say about your redemption, or what he thinks you need, I believe that you're worthy."

What I needed to be redeemed? I studied my palm for a little while, not really understanding. The Devil had also claimed that I would be redeemed if I took his bargain--not that I'd ever trusted a Dungeon caricature called 'The Devil'. But what did the Dungeon Gods mean when they talked about something like that? Was it something moral, ethical, or mechanical? Did it simply mean some kind of religious ritual? "He didn't give you any hints?"

Louise sagged against me. "It's very hard to talk to him. We're supposed to have round-table discussions, and something like that happens, but... I can't hear him. Neither can the others. It's like he's not even there, except that there is something faint."

One more mystery to add to the pile; one more example of people who could tell us things just deliberately not. And what could we really do about it? Nothing. There were a lot of things here that we couldn't do anything about.

So, eventually, we stopped talking and I spend time meditating and trying to see if I could rebuild myself.

What Kalamitus said at the end there suggested that if I had followed his directions and put my whole hands into the breaker holes, I would have crippled myself until such time as I figured out how to fix myself--not only that I would have broken my hands, but that I could have fixed them. So, experimentally, I just went ahead and poked my mind's left little finger into the hole that had ripped a layer of ...mental skin off my mental hands? What even did they do to me? What the hell was any of this?

The pain that I felt was more than just a piece of my mental hands vanishing--now that I was prepared for it, that much was obvious. It felt like... like... as I pulled my hand out and Merry and I examined it, we both pretty quickly reached the same conclusion: there were a bunch of strings tying everything together, and those strings were what were being severed. It wasn't quite like my actual physical self, where there were, like, six different things tying my finger together: skin, nerves, blood vessels, tendons, bones, muscles, whatever. No--mentally, magically, there seemed to be just a couple pieces: big pieces of "just-is," and threads that let you change them.

It definitely took a little bit of the just-is part of you with it, Merry noted as she examined my hand. That has to be the point. Rebuild it, then rebuild slightly more next time, until you build it all from scratch.

Now, in the meantime of course, physically, I also couldn't move my left little finger--but then, like, when did you ever really use your little finger? Except typing, maybe? It had always been more of a "there" part of my body and not a part that I cared about. I looked at my right hand, and whenever I tried to flex my little finger, the ring finger next to it also twitched. As a useless finger, my nervous system had decided that was good enough so long ago I had no recollection of it ever being otherwise. Actually, most of my fingers were like that, except my thumbs and pointers.

Maybe that's why it was difficult as balls to fix.

Don't get me wrong, I got the basic jist of it pretty quickly. But because my mental concept of my pinky fingers were so poorly defined, when I tried to replicate what was missing, I ran into parts of my hand that weren't missing. Merry kept trying to put into words or pictures the difference between what I was thinking and the truth, but I ended up tuning her out, trying to understand my own limitations all on my own.

Because really, if my own understanding of myself was wrong... what even was I?

Seriously, though, it took me almost two hours before I had wrapped the threads just right around my mental copy of my hand so that I was satisfied. When I did, though, I had complete control over that finger--moving it around didn't tweak any other muscles in my hand or nearby fingers, and curling and uncurling the finger didn't feel... how even do I say it? I looked at my right hand in confusion. I could control that hand just fine, but as soon as I got picky about the specifics--tried to get my fingers to move just so--I ran into limitations that shouldn't, or didn't need, to exist.

Along the way, my Dungeoneer's system recognized my achievement as a slight improvement to my dexterity, which... great, thanks. I didn't honestly care what it had to say about it, really.

I went through both hands doing the same sort of thing over the course of the next six hours or so, and it definitely got easier, but mostly it was easier where I already had good control. The outer three fingers on each hand were hard as shit to rework, while my pointers and thumbs were relatively easy.

And then, satisfied with that, I plunged both hands into the destroyer up to the wrist.

Of course I had to rebuild my fingers, and the one good thing about this stupid Cultivation bullshit was that what I fixed once seemed to be trivial to fix again. Like, I'm smart, but I could imagine a universe where I had to personally memorize exactly how I'd fixed my pinky fingers and do it all over again, and this wasn't that. Of course, there were similar problems between my hand muscles and finger muscles, and just a touch of confusion between my wrist and hand muscles, but those a lot less severe--or maybe I was just less picky about making my hand muscles somehow more "perfect".

Louise watched me with an odd look on her face the whole time--well, not the whole time. It was kind of a marathon, and she found other things to do. But several times I caught her watching me as I experimented with getting my fingers to do exactly what I wanted them to do.

And we would exchange grins, and I would try not to get distracted thinking about the future.

The system re-evaluated my Dexterity each time I successfully fixed everything, and by the end of that, it was much, much higher. While doubtless I had a lot of improvement left if I really went in on it, as it stood right now every task I could find to test my fingers on went perfectly. Not that I had a lot of finesse-y tools like lockpicks, sewing needles, woodworking stuff, whatever, but twirling things around or manipulating small things was suddenly and aggressively more satisfying, as my hands themselves seemed genuinely happy that they could do things right the first time. A weird thought.

Merry, of course, watched the whole thing, with an extra emphasis on trying to understand how the destroyer holes worked. As she did, she studied the Caesarian armor that had bonded to her, the ones that had almost killed her when she attacked someone in my defense. Unlike the gloves Herman had given her, that body seemed to be a substantial addition to her--maybe as substantial as the spider part of Herman was. Did Fairies need some kind of monster body as a template to be part of the real world? That certainly made a kind of sense.

She and I talked a lot mentally, and it was obvious both what she was thinking, and that she was nervous as hell about it. If it was possible for her to deconstruct and reconstruct Julius' armor... still, there had to be safer things to try next, starting with some junk items or even my Soulforged copies.

Tossing an item whole into the holes (straight from my inventory, and with Merry doing the bulk of the work, since it wasn't exactly clear how to do that without her) apparently made the other hole spit out a bunch of malformed conceptual pieces of it that made the fairy's eyes light up, but which seemed very confused to me. I'd thrown in a pitchfork that I'd gotten as a weapon drop from one of the berserk snow rebels--nothing useful, really, and no loss if it vanished--and Merry collected the shattered remnants and tried to explain what they were, but they were anything but physical objects.

This one, and she held up a cylinder containing something like one of the pitchfork tines, is a mix of the concept of sharpness and strength. So, like, the point and edge, but also the ability to HOLD that edge without bending. It, obviously, connects to the metal, and there is this actual metal shape which is different from the concept of the shape, because the concept was used to create it, while the actual shape is a remnant... the points also have a shape and edge that's separate from the concept of the point itself...

The two of us spent an hour and a half--unnecessarily long, but it was interesting--rebuilding, debuilding, and rebuilding again that one pitchfork. The first time we finished rebuilding it, the stats of the item went mostly down, suggesting we'd gotten something completely wrong; we didn't even bother pulling it out of my inventory, instead immediately scrapping it and trying again. Merry's prevailing theory was that we had put things in the right place but not connected them with enough magic threads, or whatever I'd used to rebuild my fingers.

The second time, the pitchfork that came out resembled what went in closely enough that we pulled it out and send a message to Susie to see if she had another copy to compare it with. I met up with her in the Inn lobby and briefly explained, and she held both items in her hands and compared them with the talented eye of someone who rebuilt items using her Class, and the kind of look on her face that suggested that--successful or not--I'd done a shitty job of it.

"I mean, it's mostly functional," she said after a minute. "And these items have a little randomness, so if you told someone you picked this up off the ground, they'd think it was just a shitty roll. Some of what you're talking about doesn't make a lot of sense to me, but..." she shrugged and handed me back my shitty rebuilt pitchfork. "It could be that you just don't know how to explain it. If you ever do, I'd be interested in hearing about it. Considering how much my class does to customize things, though, I'm not gonna play with this stuff unless you find something amazing to do with it."

"Especially right now." Susie grinned, looking a little tired, and I realized she'd probably been busy in her own rooms. "Enhancement Sage is its own new and complex toy to play with, and I'm gonna keep grinding on that to see what it takes to get that skill up."

Which, of course, was another thing that I ought to be doing, but it probably wouldn't help me in the Fairy Dungeon, so... well, not now at least.

After taking apart another couple junk items, I felt confident enough to take one of the junk item templates from my Class--a wand Harry had told me to dissect, which I had zero use for--and picked that apart. Not terribly surprisingly, that was very similar, internally, though there were some extra pieces that seemed to have something to do with summoning and dispelling the item.

Really, though, I was mostly thinking about Skills. More than anything else, I was curious about taking my Telekinesis and really truly making it mine--whatever that meant, and whatever the consequences. If I could do that, if I could just have the skill without it stressing me out or making me be in pain, and have access to all the power that I knew the skill held... well, that would be a heck of a thing.

By the same token, though, I didn't dare break it until I had enough practice to know I'd put it back together right. If... if what Kalamitus suggested, that the skill hurt because I'd broken it in the first place, and put it back together wrong... if that was true, then I definitely couldn't do that before a serious challenge.

It did get me thinking, though, about that fight. About the Rebirth Contract and the experience loss. About that moment when I decided, in my hubris, to try the boss again despite that. Believing that with this new minion, against that stupid witch, I would have no trouble at all.

And well, I'd been right as far as that went, but no further.

The Voodoo Woman was an attractive black woman dressed in shabby clothing, with an air that back then I'd recognized as being spiritual, and full of hatred. My first fight against her, I'd been cautious, but on the heels of being a player killer and fighting my way through a cannibal biome that I had accidentally caused to go massively aggro on me, drawing every creature on the floor to my location, I was already at a peak of focus and nervous energy. She was a powerful witch, but slow and easy to read.

When she was just shy of half health, I set her up for a massive critical hit, and ate up more than half her health in a burst. To my surprise, instead of dropping an item, she left behind a corpse.

I sat there, considering leaving the boss room and moving forward, but having just gotten the Devil's Rebirth Contract, and being in possession of a powerful corpse item... it just felt like fate. Right, in the way that so many wrong things were right; I'd felt terrible about trading corpses for power basically immediately, but this wasn't human. Really, genuinely, who cared what happened to a stupid human-looking puppet that would kill people just for walking in the door? So I tried the skill, prepared to find that it wouldn't work or that something would fall apart.

But it did work. Half of her level in experience points drained from me, but she was reborn, as mine. My pet Voodoo Woman. The lost level hurt, but... but I knew exactly where to get more. An hour of waiting for her to respawn, and I grinned at the Voodoo woman that spawned in front of me, who looked surprised to see a copy of herself looking back at her.

But this time, I couldn't do enough damage to eat up that second half of her health bar, and at half health, after too long of a moment, she became invincible, and started to sneer at me.

"The devil knows your sins." I could hear her voice in my memory, plain as day--I'd heard it again not long ago, on my last trip to Pearland, when I beat her several times. "You believe you can turn your back on him, but he has already taken your soul. You are his, and there is nothing you can do to prevent that."

And the final boss was there, when I was under-level for the fight I'd been expecting.

"Protect me!" I screamed at the Voodoo Woman. "Just keep me alive!"

The devil released a wave of black flame, and the Voodoo woman put a barrier around me. Death aura met a resistance to death auras; I was horrified to think that I had almost died, but it was only starting.

He moved so fast, and I didn't even need to be told that any slight hit would kill me.

I had telekinesis--there had been a skillbook in a backpack on a corpse--and I'd gotten used to using it, but it was so weak, too weak. I knew it could do more. I kept reaching for the skill over and over, trying to draw out power that I knew was there. As a person who had only just become a Dungeoneer, all I knew was what magic was capable of, in concept, but I knew.

Over and over, I spent my last point of MP throwing myself out the way of an attack, slamming my mind against the fact that the skill refused to work because of a number on a screen, that I was going to die because of a number on a screen. I tried magic tricks that I'd read about, from both before and after the world changed--exorcism things, willpower things, anything.

At the time, I thought what changed me was being on the edge. I'd put my hand on the edge of the skill, knowing I'd need it on a moment's notice, but that I didn't dare activate it too soon or I'd have no power left. But I was also trying to reach for the power within me, beneath me. And there was a moment where I'd been trying to do that, trying to reach for something within, and it felt like something broke.

And I spent a couple minutes having to dodge every attack without telekinesis, which involved a lot of running and screaming and very little planning or looking even remotely cool.

Until today, I thought I'd overused my MP. At the time, I convinced myself it didn't matter--that when the skill came back, I'd use it. I was anticipating using the skill, trying to stay in the mindset by imagining what the skill felt like beneath my mental hands, so that as soon as it came back, I'd be ready. Now, thinking back on it... suddenly it was all too familiar. I'd rebuilt the skill in the middle of combat, when my mind was a thousand lasers focused on a single point through a pane of shattered glass.

The skill changed after that. I changed after that. I beat the Devil by the skin of my teeth, and only because it was suddenly more MP efficient, more powerful, more flexible. I could empower attacks with it, sense with it, damn near fly with it. At my level, that should have been impossible. Hell, at my current level, it should probably be impossible.

But I'd also made the skill work best when I was in that broken, desperate mindset. And people like Susie, people like Mel and Jenna, people whose skills never reached that peak but also just worked... they didn't understand.

I mean, they wouldn't understand once I fixed the skill, either, but fuck me I was looking forward to that shit not hurting at least.

            

    
        73.  So about that whole Fairy Dungeon thing

    
    
    
    
                So let's skip ahead just a bit so that I don't have to repeat myself quite so much. I mean, I know, why stop now? But let's try.

So we know more or less where I was going, and after a bit of that breaking myself down a little I went back to big ol' Kalamitus' room to see what advice he had to give me about doing the same thing with skills and class stuff, and wouldn't you know it, to a certain extent I already knew what he was going to say, because as I just established, I kiiiinda already did that, at least with Telekinesis. He did have a couple little things to say about Merry fiddling with her stuff, but I could summarize that as "have a bunch of experience on-hand to feed her while she's working on it" which I didn't, currently, have an amazing supply of. And his advice on the class stuff was basically just that listening to Merry would be a lot easier than trying to prepare for it beforehand.

He also gave me a little advice directly about entering the fairy dungeon, which... again, I could repeat myself by telling you and then showing you, but that sounds just a little tedious.

So, like, two days after negotiations finished I was satisfied that he was satisfied, that I knew enough not to completely self destruct, even as I wasn't particularly satisfied myself. Because, you know, as much as there was kind of a build-up to these things--having first gotten a fairy pass from Pearland's administrator, before I knew what the hell they were--I still kind of felt like there had to be yet another surprise waiting in the wings that made this "Fairy dungeon" even more magical than everyone had so far said. I mean, regular dungeons you came out with superpowers, in a world where that hadn't been a thing before. And fairy dungeons were super-secret things, so that had to be even more of a gamble, right?

The point is, Kalamitus had a portal to the fairy dungeons in has basement. Literally, the elevator in the tower had buttons for basement levels, and it was one of those. Considering the first floor of the tower was in a chasm in the earth the bottom of which was full of lava, that seemed to be a pretty clear "Going to hell" thing, right? At least, literally, an "Underworld". That did little to assuage my fears that I was somehow unprepared for whatever the hell I was going to encounter.

Said basement was basically a big room--and I mean large, as large as the room that held Kalamitus; I guess all tower floors were the same size, really--with a bunch of those velvet ropes suspended by poles that you see at, like, banks, movie theaters, that kind of thing--the kind that are anything but actual barriers and are really only there to turn what might otherwise be a very unruly long line of people waiting into a nice orderly one. But instead of being arranged like a maze, like they do at a theater when they want to make room for a hundred people to wait in line for popcorn using a twenty-by-ten foot square of floor that they weren't doing anything else with, this had a single straightforward path and then a whole lot of circles around it that were accomplishing nothing the fuck at all.

I actually stood there for a long moment, wondering if maybe this was actually some kind of spiritual or magical defense thing, but as far as any of my senses could tell, no, it was just unnecessarily dramatic. No energy ran through it, no little pieces of paper with magical squiggly lines, no runes carved into the poles, just big fuzzy ropes. I walked down this corridor like I had been mistaken for a movie star, expecting people to be standing around with antique cameras with big flash-bulbs on top, shouting over one another with pointless questions in the hopes it would be their own question that would get answered, so their pointless tabloid rag would be the one with a somehow-exclusive quote even though everyone there would write it down as though they were the one to ask it.

And at the center was something I'd seen, and even gotten close to, a number of times in different dungeons: a fairy dungeon entrance. Maybe it was special, but it sure didn't feel like it to me, even with all the velvet ropes. It just made me feel awkward, like a whole ton of expectations were being laid on my shoulders and nobody was explaining what they were or why.

Or, well, there was one obvious expectation: come back alive. Cheery, right?

This time, though, I actually touched the damn portal, and when I did, my fairy pass materialized in my hand, by which I mean I found myself holding a rectangle of fake faux-digital magical matter, as though the UI window itself had been plucked out of non-reality and placed in my hand. Before I had a moment to take a closer look--because it looked so thin I'd cut myself on it, which disturbed me--the disturbance in space that made up the fae portal suddenly vibrated and bounced open like... well, let's go with a mouth. Sure, that's what I was thinking at the time. A big mouth that was being forced open by something large, all at once. And immediately, the pass in my hand went back into nowhere-space, wherever the hell it came from, and I could only forget about it and move on.

What awaited me on the other side also reminded me of big buildings--specifically, the dim, dank maintenance places that they just hung an "Employees Only" sign on, locked the door, and then never improved, because as long as it didn't affect paying customers, there was no reason to pay for light bulbs with a slightly higher wattage or anything. Paint? Air conditioning? Labels on doors? Only when necessary, which was to say, not nearly enough. Maybe the first ten feet of it would be painted or paneled, so that when an employee opened the door it didn't look like an eyesore for guests, but it didn't last beyond that. Hell, it reminded me of that place in Armand Bayou where the lady Administrator had adopted that aesthetic on purpose, with the old library lady hiding in it, except that this didn't feel like it was a whimsical, deliberate addition.

It just wasn't cared for.

So after steeling my nerves, I stepped into it, and the first few steps hardly seemed to matter at all, but the further I went down the hallway, the more everything started to feel like something was off. But... in that way that those maintenance rooms always do, right? Like this place with peeling paint and dim light bulbs isn't the place that's wrong. This is honesty--this is the truth of the place. If the people in charge could make everything this chincy, they would. That shining exterior... that's the lie they put forward for paying customers. That's what's wrong, and wrong is how we want it to be, because the truth sucks.

A little ways down the hallway was a slight bend, and when I rounded that bend, there was a fairy smoking a cigar and sitting at a desk, with his feet up on it, somewhere between relaxed and bored as hell. He wasn't a complete mockery of how you envision fairies, the way Herman was; he didn't dress in twenty different pieces of nonsense costume. As I looked him over, he had maybe three accessories, if you count the cigar (which, like... I assume? yes?), the other two being a pair of nice leather shoes, like... you know, you might envision a businessman or gangster wearing, kind of completes the image with the cigar, in a way, right? And also a full head of bright, neon pink anime hair. Like, long, waist-length after it's put up in a high ponytail, while his bangs had those two neat little columns of hair framing his face, trimmed to end just below his chin, which had around a two-day stubble beard that was definitely not pink and was much more in the "gangster/disaffected businessman" persona type of image. Even his wings seemed much more fairy-normal than Herman's--more like a veiny leaf pattern than anything.

I blinked at him as soon as I saw him. He looked back at me and said nothing. I approached the desk and stood in front of it. He looked at me and said nothing. Long moments of awkwardness passed in which I mentally conferred with Merry, and she just basically shrugged, because she sure as hell didn't know any more about this than I did.

"I'm trying to get to Pearland Dungeon," I finally said.

He took a puff of his cigar, pulled it out of his mouth, and gestured with it to a door that appeared to his right. His voice, when it came out, had that throaty, chain-smoker quality to it that you would expect. "Through there."

I paused, considering what I'd been told. "I need to come out before floor 20."

He just grunted. "It's on 12."

I actually had to spend a moment mentally debating whether it was the right thing to do or not, to say thanks to this guy. Because, like... he was doing something for me, but it was also clearly not a job he enjoyed? I'd worked in jobs where people thought that I appreciated them saying, 'Thanks' when all I really cared about was getting to the end of the day, and in the end, while it was not an insult or anything, it just ended up feeling like, 'This is a person who doesn't understand.' Me being nice to them wasn't an option--if I didn't, I'd be punished or fired. I would have probably done the right thing anyway--probably--but there was a corporate decision hanging over my head that if I didn't, I might as well just leave.

"Thanks," I said anyway, and moved into the door. Behind me, he just grunted.

The door opened up into what might as well have been an elevator, if elevators were made of black, light-absorbent silk and nothing else. The floor sagged under my feet, pulling the bottom corners of the room out of square, but something pulled back, so that it maintained a basic approximation of a cube. The door closed behind me, leaving me trapped in pitch black.

Now, it's worth saying at this point that I'd had my telekinetic sense going since I got in, and everything up to this point was close to what it looked like. The reality behind the dungeon started cracking the further we got from the entrance, which wasn't all that surprising, really. This room, though, was different, because it was pretty clear that the one thing that had never wavered before in any dungeon I'd been in was gone here.

There was no end. The thin silk that trapped me in darkness only hid it from my eyes, not my telekinetic sense: the tower had been suspended in the middle of nothing, only pretending to be fixed in bedrock. Here, in the place where I stood, there was no outer layer of bedrock in all directions as there was in every dungeon, limiting you to only seeing the place itself. Instead, although my senses couldn't reach, I got the vague impression of millions, billions of places hanging in the void.

And I was suspended on a rope bridge over nothing, with no solid, fixed-in-place supports should that rope snap. If I fell... well, I wasn't sure what was underneath my feet, exactly, but it felt like a big mechanical something that would no doubt grind my bones into atoms and reform them for someone else as a sword, sex toy, or head full of fucking obnoxious anime hair.

The room swayed after a moment, and I fell, though I swear it's not because I lost control of my legs. No, it just kind of turned out that my elevator was really a cable car, and it started moving off in some random direction through the void, transmitting the force of that motion through the squishy, floppy walls, which made it damned impossible to do anything physical to stay on my feet. I could no doubt have used telekinesis, but... well, I wasn't sure whether this whole "fairy dungeons break your skills" thing was deliberate or just a fact of this place, so I didn't want to try, not yet.

The cable car made its way towards a big cylinder hanging in the void, one that I would doubtless have preferred seeing to feeling, because it was a little hard to stop noticing the void with my telekinetic sense. With my eyes, I could have focused on just what I was seeing, but the telekinetic sense had always been the kind of thing that fed you a whole bunch of extra information, and usually, I appreciated that--it kept me grounded, gave me a sense that the world was always solid. Now it was telling me exactly the opposite, and while it wasn't exactly making me freak out, it also was definitely not comforting.

When the car got to the station, the silk cube settled down onto the inner wall of the cylinder, and the solidness of that at least gave me something to stand on. Then, a door appeared in front of me, and outside of that, a brick wall with a door on it. It was all, I could tell, a facade, but I stepped out of the elevator anyway, looking at the signs above the door.

At the top, just painted on the wall, was the main label in large letters: "TRANSFER STATION". Below that were two electric signs, with the word "TO" painted on the wall between them. No surprise, those signs said "GALVESTON WHARF 25F" to "PEARLAND 12F". Below that was another bit of paint saying "KNIGHT ON DUTY", and another electronic sign saying (though at the time, I couldn't read the script, let alone know how to pronounce it), "Chyllu-llamaia," in big, cursive letters, that seemed like they were written with some kind of pen or crayon designed to change colors as you wrote with it.

I shrugged, knocked politely on the door, and opened it without waiting for a response.

Now, see, I could see immediately that this room was intended to be the place where the whole "hanging above the void" thing was revealed, because the whole cylinder of the room was either open to the void or made of something clear and glassy, with another circular brick wall on the far end with another door on it.

Halfway through the room, suspended in midair about a third of the way up the cylinder, more or less, was a desk, and behind the desk sat a rabbit-fairy woman, who was (and I say this with no shred of joy at all) the closest thing to another Herman I had yet encountered.

It was clear, first of all, that much like Herman and his spider body, and I guess Merry and the Caesarian one, her basic form was a combination of literal-rabbit creature of some kind and humanoid-fairy. This was not a "sexy lady in stockings with just bunny ears and a fluffy ball on her butt" rabbit-woman. Instead, her entire lower body might as well have been a big fluffy rabbit, to the point where she definitely was not supposed to be able to walk on her back legs like a human would; she did have big floppy rabbit ears on top, but those might as well have been an accessory, because the rest of her upper torso was humanoid, save for the airy fairy wings fluttering behind her back--wings that, as far as I could tell, were supposed to be depicting a small town being carpet bombed with napalm. Or possibly, it was just an abstract art that involved a lot of fire? Hard to tell.

Her breasts, not that I cared (and I've said before, they aren't generally my thing) were enormous--like, impractically big, if you catch my meaning, and her top was made of several layers of silk that seemed like they were supposed to be right at home in a stereotypical middle eastern harem, but for the rabbit butt beneath them. She had tattoos up and down both arms, even though one of those arms looked like it was a cyborg prosthetic--gleaming steel, with exposed little piston rods that adjusted whenever she twitched her fingers or wrist. Attached to her non-cyborg wrist was a bracelet, and hanging off of that bracelet was what I could swear to you was a miniature star, by which I mean a ball of burning plasma that felt both ancient and like it would continue to release deadly amounts of heat and light well after I had died, even if that were a thousand years from now.

Around her neck was a necklace of skulls, and on her head was a circlet that appeared to be an actual living snake that was being constantly tortured by being impaled on a crown of thorns, but was not allowed to die.

In her hand was a hookah, from which she took a long drag--long enough that I was immediately impressed by her lung capacity, because, like, she just kept breathing in. And when she took it out of her mouth, the cloud of smoke that she blew out made it clear I hadn't been imagining it--it poured from her like a burst steam valve on... I dunno, some big steam engine. The point is, it came out fast, was thick enough to be entirely opaque, and didn't stop for a good while once she started.

After that, when she finally got all the smoke out of her lungs, she made a single, delicate little cough, and in the high pitched voice of a voice actress trying to pretend to be an innocent, cute, harmless little rabbit in a children's cartoon, she said, "Hey fucker, it's time to pay the toll. Try not to die too quickly, because we're well below quota around here."

            

    
        74.  Saved again by... uh...

    
    
    
    
                So I'll start off this recounting of my brush with death facing off against the rabbit-fairy Chyllu-llamaia by saying that when a skill breaks, or really when anything breaks, it fucking hurts. And, I'll go ahead and answer a question I raised earlier this way: my skill didn't break because of something that she did to me. As soon as I flexed my Telekinesis, I could feel something inside of me reaching out somewhere for something that it didn't find.

It had never failed to find it before--not in the Dungeons, and not on Earth. But here, it reached out, and out, and found nothing, and then it broke.

Now, I'd been warned about this, and so I took the action of flexing the skill, non-aggressively, as soon as the rabbit made it clear that we were about to start fighting. But the way that the skill was broken was vastly different from how I'd only just reforged it when I was preparing for this fight. Because sitting there in my room, I'd basically ripped apart the controls for my skill. I'd destroyed and rebuilt the pieces that were right underneath my fingers, the ones I twiddled with and poked at, peered at with my mind's eye and grabbed tenaciously to when I wanted to desperately amplify my power.

The pain was the same, in a way, but the problem was very different. What had broken was the source.

Now, the rabbit fairy was in no rush, getting slowly up from her desk (which made no real sense, because she had no chair and the desk was hanging in midair), but of course I wasn't going to count on her good graces. If the skill was broken, I needed to fix it; I'd been told that. But the piece that was missing was not what I'd expected. When I'd broken the skill on purpose, I'd broken the piece I knew the best, but the source... all I really knew about the "feel" of the broken piece was that it had been behind me, beneath me. Even Merry, momentarily, was startled, and she showed me a mental image of the skill suddenly having a loose end.

She'd originally envisioned, for me, my Dungeoneer's Key as a big toothy engine with a throne on it where I sat, and the skills were loops of power that came off of the engine--but now, one end of those loops was cut off, jagged like a piece of shattered glass, and when she looked for the place where it was supposed to attach--there simply was none. No matching shattered piece remained on the engine. I frowned, and flailed for a long moment trying to put the skill about where I thought it belonged--but the feeling I had for the source of the power was so vague, and I just didn't understand.

"A newbie, huh? I'll give you... two minutes." From nowhere obvious, the rabbit-fairy produced a comically oversized pocket watch, which if I'd been paying attention would probably have reminded me immediately of Alice in Wonderland, but I was kind of busy.

How about this, said Merry, as she studied what I was doing. It's not about where on the engine you connect to--the skill is its own thing. It's more about connecting to it at all, right? About knowing that you have an engine, knowing that it's there beneath you.

That made more sense, and I tried to brute-force attach the skill to what lay within me--and it worked, immediately. The problem was, when I reached for my skill... I didn't find it quite where I had found it before. It was there, just... out of position.

And when I reached for it, I found a second problem--when I stopped holding the skill in place and instead grabbed the controls, it broke off again.

Now, you know me well enough to know that those two problems were not going to be the death of me on their own. I figured out right quick that I needed to do two things at the same time, and I'd done far more than that while using telekinesis, so pretty quickly, I was in the position I wanted to be--using the skill, holding it in place, able to focus on what was in front of me, finally.

Chyllu-llamaia looked at me for a long minute, and nodded satisfaction. "Your friend had the right idea. Good. Now for the fun part."

And she raised both arms up like she was T-posing, but with one foot down like she was trying to be a martial artist in bullet time preparing for a snap kick, and her eyes glowed, and the walls of glass to either side of her opened up, and there was a strange humming, and then a scream.

That scream started from far away, and as it came closer, I could vaguely hear intelligent speech mixed in--"What is that?" "Oh god!" "Please, please...!" and so on. And I felt my heart grow cold as I thought I understood what was about to happen, and I was only about half right.

Something that looked human, and I wish to this day I knew that it wasn't, was flung through the window at incredible speed, only to split into a spray of gore, its organs separating midair into bands of whirling flesh that streamed around the fairy in the center of the room, while the blood continued on out a window on the other side as though it were completely irrelevant.

The rabbit fairy focused her will on the rotating bands of human entrails and inhaled. And those entrails, as though they had caught on fire, became sparkling bits of smoke and ash that floated on the breeze--where the breeze was a tornado that funneled it all into her mouth.

Her eyelids fluttered, and she smiled like she was enjoying herself.

Well before she had used her whole lung capacity--I'd just seen how big it was--she suddenly flung the entrails around the room, discarding them, and suddenly a set of weapons, mostly polearms, appeared in midair and thrust at me. I, shocked and horrified but not so much that I was going to stand there dumbly, dodged.

I held tenaciously to my skill, using it to throw myself well clear of the attack, and watching for more. It was a little disconcerting having to focus on this new challenge, holding the skill together while using it, but... well, I'd had worse odds. At least, assuming this was a "fair fight" like they'd said.

I admit, the slaughter of some random person really threw that into doubt for me. Weird, right? I can be so unreasonable sometimes.

Now, she hadn't actually given me any specific directions on what it took to "win" this fight, and I my instincts just had me materializing a weapon and throwing myself at her. Only, of course, my Class ability to materialize weapons also broke immediately when I reached for it, which left me charging at her undefended, and she had never lost sight of me, and didn't look at all scared of me. I shifted mentally and instead just tried to use Telekinesis as a weapon, since I had been working with that enough lately that I was pretty confident in my ability... for someone of my level. So, while her level was probably way too high for me to damage her, I could at least say that I'd struck her and feel good about it, right?

Chyllu-llamaia reached up with two fingers and--according to my telekinetic sense--made a shield the size of a postage stamp right where the point of my attack was directed. I was almost too shocked to redirect the attack, but the moment I moved it to the left, the postage stamp moved to block it. The moment of impact, with all of my weight and power (well, okay, not all of my power, but you know what I mean) set behind a mental spear thrust about the size of a pencil, that postage stamp, as thin as paper, might as well have been a mountain.

I even glimpsed something as I hit it--a vision of true power, if you want to call it that. As deep as a mountain, as tall as the ocean... those weird, twisted images contrasted with a fairy's face looking troubled and uncomfortable just in that moment, like she was sitting on an uncomfortable chair and just hadn't been able to find a way to rearrange herself so that she wasn't sitting on a lump. But that mental image also came with a flash of insight that--and we all had a hard time believing this at the time--I understood and neither of the fairies did.

Chyllu-llamaia hit me with the heel of her cyborg palm in a fairly casual strike that sent me careening across the room. Where I smashed into the back wall, on the side I'd first come from, the fake bricks blew out, stopped by nothing at all as they arced slowly down into the void. I, perhaps only by luck, was stopped by the impact, though, and didn't have to worry about catching hold of anything.

"I suppose I ought to tell you the goal," she said, pulling her hookah out and taking a draw. "Just get to the door on the other side and we'll call you good. But, if you could draw this out until I get another hit, I'd really appreciate it. Take your time on your Class, that's a little trickier than the skills. I'll give you a minute."

And then she pulled the main body of her hookah out, uncapped it, and all the gore that she had splattered on the walls turned to ash and started flowing in.

Merry, I noticed only after a long moment of silence, was entranced by her, or maybe by the violence. I didn't really know or care, at the moment. Because really, while I maybe could have gotten by without her on a stretch, something about this whole situation was ten kinds of wrong and anything entrancing her here was a scary prospect. Merry, I need you to focus.

She's...

Merry, PLEASE!

My fairy companion finally shook herself. Yeah... right. And then, she (with due credit to her for being able to get back into the right mindset quickly) turned and immediately began inspecting something that she didn't actually want to visualize for me--my class.

There was a murky mental image that came with her refusing to properly visualize it for me--and it involved things sticking into my body as I sat on the throne atop the engine. So, yeah, potentially understandable that she didn't want to show it--or she thought I wouldn't want to see it. But, either way...

Okay, how about this. The Class isn't a loop outside of you--I mean, the details are, kind of. But the core of it connects you to the engine, and the engine to you. And then she visualized something that I had, in fact, seen before--well, a version of it, anyway. It was an old form of mysticism, from India I think; an energy that ran up your spine, meeting several vital points along its length, from the base of your spine to the crown of your head. Well before the Dungeons arrived, people had theorized that "awakening" this energy led to psychic powers.

Which was fine, and apparently I had psychic powers, such as they used to be, but there was no real magic back then. It took a massive star and some kind of huge alien engineering project to make that happen.

In her visualization, though, the core plugged in to the base of that energy band, and class abilities were attached to it at various points along its length. Although I couldn't have told you exactly why, some part of the organization made intuitive sense; it didn't align, I later confirmed, with the existing mythology of the kundalini, but whatever system the Labyrinthine Star developed, it was close enough that it somehow made sense.

It still took, like fifteen tries before I was able to manifest items, but I mean, it could also have taken hours, or days. I think I did okay.

In that time, the rabbit had just kind of... sat there, getting high, I guess? Was the smoke real, powerful somehow? Merry hesitated to answer, and I put it out of mind, because I was sure it would just distract me.

"You're pretty good," she said after a minute. "I'd figured it'd take you at least twenty minutes, maybe longer. Do you want to try that attack again? I won't get mad or anything."

I tried that attack again.

This time, I was probably holding six things together, including the item template itself, while also actually using my Skill, and putting my sword in the right place. I didn't actually realize until I got into position to strike at her that Assassination, which I used to enhance critical hit damage, was also a skill; it flopped loose as soon as it was triggered, but I ignored it, just putting everything I had into a swing.

The difference in our powers was clear to me not in how she blocked the swing--I knew she would do that. She lifted a single finger to block my other Skeleton Lord's Flambard, which I used because I had no enhancements on it and didn't care if it broke. In the instant, the fraction of an instant after she stopped my blade, something weird happened that I only understood looking back on it.

Once my blade stopped, she moved her finger around to the rear of the blade, moved it in the direction I'd been trying to force it so fast that it passed by her too early, and then casually flicked it, accelerating it faster than I could handle away from me. The blade was flung completely out of my grip, smashing into a far wall somewhere, and I was completely shocked to find myself plowing into the fairy shoulder-first.

Now, obviously, she let me hit her, and I'm equally certain that the fact that her boobs ended up cushioning the blow was entirely intentional. I'll also point out at this stage that while Chyllu-llamaia was not, like, a foot-tall fairy, she was not exactly me-sized, either; she was maybe the size of a very young person or a midget, maybe 3-ish feet tall. So, it's not like I ended up with my face buried in her silk-covered cleavage or anything. But none of that stopped me, personally, from feeling scandalized and like I had just had a hand in something dumb, because I'm a fucking idiot, but it really doesn't matter because my immediate and correct reaction was to throw myself away from her with my magic, and her immediate reaction was to call those floating weapons to strike where I'd just been with a gesture.

"Not bad, not bad. Keep your eye on prize if you want to win." She got back up, and the weapons all formed a pinwheel behind and above her, spinning ever so slightly around a center point, just enough to be pretty without really affecting anything. "You keep surviving these attacks and I may have to move up the scale. Considering your level, that's quite a feat."

I eyed the door on the opposite side, but instead mentally rearranged things, grabbing the Assassination skill and readying myself. Because, frankly, in spite of the infinity in every direction that I could fall into by mistake, and the terrifying fairy that was smoking man-guts, I felt more alive than I had in quite a while. "Just once more."

I threw myself at her and accomplished nothing, as you would reasonably expect. She countered, and I managed to deflect the worst of the blows she threw at me, but one blade did give me a good cut on its way past. And that, ladies and gentleman, was a bigger thing that I had expected.

Unlike every blow I'd taken since I'd become a Dungeoneer, this cut stayed, and it was not trivial.

Now, I'm not a complete sissy, but I did generally try not to get hit, so it's not like I had an advanced immunity to pain. The cut was through a good section of my arm, and I immediately felt my Dungeoneer body, a part of my class, start trying to repair it. But, like everything in this place, my regeneration immediately broke; I reconnected it, and it started to heal.

But that thought had me looking at my UI, and it became suddenly clear to me that I was burning mana, and none of it was recovering. Telekinesis, summoning my sword, and healing my body, all of them were drawing from a pool that I had not really gone out of my way to expand all that much, instead preferring to improve my mana recovery--which didn't work here. In short, I'd been borrowing time from the start, and I didn't have nearly as much as I thought I did.

I dispelled my sword instantly and stopped the healing before it was really completely done.

"Yeah, I think you might've fucked yourself a little bit," the fairy chuckled, her high pitched voice entirely wrong for her crass vocabulary. "This is what it means to be a fairy, shithead. We live in the dark-ass ruins behind reality, and there is no life here that we don't take from others." The rabbit fairy raised one hand, and the weapons behind her shifted into a menacing formation, like a top row of teeth hanging above her head. "When you run out of energy, there's no second chances. But go on, pop a potion, I'm happy to wait. We can play as long as you'd like."

Which reminded me immediately of a piece of Herman's advice, and thinking of the little spider fairy only reminded me of that thing from earlier.

"Quick question," I said--and again, I couldn't read the sign out front, so I was kind of guessing, since she was a rabbit, and had something growing inside her. "How do you pronounce your name?"

She paused, completely confused by the question. "My name? Chyllu-llamaia."

I squinted, trying to recall, but it sounded right. "You know Herman?"

She tilted her head. "Just because you've met another fairy doesn't mean--"

"Did he talk to you about the eggs thing?"

The rabbit fairy stopped entirely. Mentally, I prodded Merry, asking her to check to see if she could find a way to steal energy from anywhere, but I kept my face calm.

"What eggs thing." Her voice, suddenly, was cold as hell.

"I don't remember the name. He said something about... oh, ess-something. Who had laid parasitic eggs in you and you didn't notice." I genuinely could not remember the details, but as I fumbled around in my head, one detail made its way to the surface. "The guy was also arguing with Herman about the photocopying machine."

The rabbit-fairy's eyes narrowed on me, and the word that came out of her mouth, aside from being too-high pitched, could have been spoken by a demon in hell for all that it seemed to portend egregious violence. "Sziel-ma'al."

I snapped my fingers, my face instantly brightening. "Yes! I think that's the one."

What I was definitely not prepared for was for the rabbit fairy to immediately take a sword and stab it into her own guts, then reach in with her other hand and start sorting through her intestines, or something. When she pulled out what was clearly something a lot like the Fairy Gem that Merry had been in--but without the crunchy energy core around it that had kept her sealed, and probably safe, until I'd unlocked it.

She crushed it with a single hand, and reached back in to dig around for more.

Now, this was all very macabre, but I also recognized that this was clearly the best possible time to move over to the other side where the exit was, which was proof that I had "won". I did, and she didn't stop me, and I'm sure that's not entirely because she was busy. Most likely, that rabbit could, if provoked, do what she was doing while playing the piano and also slaughtering dozens of Dungeoneers--I assumed, of course, that she was really, really holding back on her attacks, and I wasn't ever going to assume that she wasn't. But for all that she clearly let me by, I also didn't want to restart this conversation with me not by the exit... just in case.

But I also didn't leave. She'd been... uh... reasonably fair? I guess? So there was no reason to be rude. Besides, this place was interesting, and I toyed with breaking loose, and reconnecting, a few other skills, and then looked out the window at the infinity below, as she got to about the eighteenth egg that she extracted from somewhere in her body.

"Useless lousy layabout lout, of all the indescribable indignities I've ever even examined... truly treasonous trash... gross gutteral gypsy of a foolish philandering fairy..." I blinked as I returned my attention to her, to find that she had extracted something from her stomach that was, as far as I understood it, completely impossible.

She'd removed a wound from her body and held it in her hand.

It sat there, a section of skin with a stab wound on it, attached to nothing. The skin around the wound was inflamed and leaking pus, and the pus was crawling with what looked like tiny worms, and I could swear that the tiny worms themselves were somehow unhealthy, though I couldn't quite tell you how. Chyllu-llamaia glared at it with a look of intense hatred, for a very long time, and when she let out a deep and frustrated breath, I could swear that down her throat I saw the fires of hell flickering.

She took the lump of diseased flesh and threw it into the sky, gestured at it with the star attached to a bracelet on her wrist, and a degree of magical annihilation that I didn't know possible struck out at the flesh, rendering it no longer a part of existence.

"Go on, get lost," the rabbit fairy said to me, finally. "And don't come back."

I moved towards the door, but paused. "Actually, I was already planning to come back this way."

"Well, I'm not playing favorites. You come back, I'll fight you again. Got it?" She looked my direction, and I realized that tears were pouring out of her eyes--not just one or two of them; she was genuinely crying. And she... the look on her face was more in line with those tears than with the naked aggression in her high pitched, squeaky voice.

"It's fine. It was an interesting experience anyway. I wish you the best of luck, Mrs... uh..." I blanked on how to pronounce her name, and honestly wasn't entirely sure that it was a better idea to attempt it and fail.

She sniffed, and just shook her head. "I know, it's not one of your human names. Just get lost already."

I opened the door and found another black silk elevator/cable car. After spending so much time in the transfer station with its solid floors, it was just as disconcerting as it was the first time to sink half a foot as soon as I stepped in.

            

    
        75.  Hi again, Administrator

    
    
    
    
                The process of leaving the fairy dungeon was nothing complicated, and I emerged from a portal in a place that I recognized faintly as the ass-end of one of the early Dungeon levels. Naturally, of course, I reconnected all of my skills that had been busted up from being used in the Fairy Dungeon, and my regeneration was going, and my mana was refilling, and everything that had seemed weird was a hell of a lot better off.

I looked around, nostalgia creeping in as I examined the place. I'd camped near here, at some point; since I couldn't leave the Dungeon, I spent a long time just waiting for my stats to recover after fighting. I'd thought back then that this was probably going to be the death of me, one way or the other. I moved over to a familiar depression near a rock, kneeling down and feeling the earth where I'd previously laid down tried not to cry or have a mental breakdown.

Hadn't quite succeeded in either case, of course.

Eleven-to-fourteen was a weird little savanna trip with a flame lion boss at the end, and the loot here was nothing special. Mostly, I'd been jazzed to find that the monsters here made good food when cooked, because I'd been kind of lean on food for the first two biomes. Starvation didn't mean quite as much to a Dungeoneer as a plain human, but... it didn't go away, either.

I stood up from all those memories and looked on towards where the floor exit was. There were two basic goals here, one of which I was obliged to do from the quest, and the other... personal. But all things considered, that second one was a hell of a lot faster to get to, so I didn't bother waiting.

"Hey again, Administrator." I looked up, but not straight up at the sky; somehow, that didn't feel right. In this big, open-seeming savanna, which actually had invisible limits to it as all Dungeon floors did, the sky felt too... open. Too far away to be where he was. Somehow, just kind of... away, generally, over there, felt more right than straight up. "Got a minute to talk?"

There was an awkward pause for a long moment, and I wondered if maybe his powers to hear people mention his title were not as great as I'd thought--but then, suddenly, there we were. Me and him, in a big blank void.

Me, him, and a fairy. I noticed his head turn to Merry, and suddenly he scowled, and I was thrown back out of his void and onto the Dungeon floor.

Oh, shit. Merry seemed like she was rubbing her eyes. Jerry, bro, you have no idea what I just saw.

Suddenly, a weasel with a note tied around its neck jumped out of a nearby bush and started running circles around me. I picked it up with my brain and examined the note, nodding for Merry to continue.

It was like he was surrounded by hundreds of rings of light, and each one of them was backed by engines like yours, and there were many hundreds of threads, webs, tying him to other places...

The note around the weasel's neck, no surprise, said, "I am not permitted to allow a Fairy direct access to my avatar. If you wish to speak, you will need to leave her here. I promise no harm will come to her."

Merry, now clearly disappointed, materialized herself. "Just don't take too long. This body still hurts a bit, you know."

I just tossed the weasel to Merry. For some reason, it didn't try to attack her at all, though it did try to escape. And then, a moment later, we were, suddenly, again. With the... you know, void.

Man, I am terrible at words sometimes.

The beanpole, Xzyrtvwartcihz--though I was never going to remember that name--stood rigidly at attention like he always had, hawaiian shirt too wide for him draped over his shoulders, big circular glasses covering his eyes completely. His face, which had been perhaps pleasantly surprised only for a moment before he noticed Merry, was now stubbornly stuck on a disapproving look, as he stared right at me.

I... well, in the end, I wasn't expecting a lot more than that, was I? I looked apologetically at him and shrugged. "Been a while."

"Since you last humiliated me? Yes, I suppose it has." His voice, again, was high and nasal, and disapproval dripped from his words.

"And yet you offered me a Full Clear Quest."

"Which you refused."

"Kalamitus encouraged me to reconsider." That was an understatement. "You know, having a guy called the Devil offering a quest--"

"I was fully aware of the irony." To my surprise, the Administrator sneered at me. "You don't honestly think that what comes next is going to be good for you, do you? Do you have any idea? You must, having just come from the Fairy Dungeon."

Images of a person being rendered into a bloody smear in an instant flashed through my brain, and I shivered involuntarily.

But I don't think that was really what he was thinking, because he continued. "This whole thing is a disaster from the start, but what comes next is worst. The nightmares of humankind are just beginning, and you're going to become one who inflicts that suffering on others. Despair, confusion, and being forced to kneel at the feet of titans as they crush all you've ever known--good and evil are not as simple as Dungeon and Dungeoneer. Life is no adventure; it is no game. And you... you are one who has only barely begun to see that distinction for yourself."

That accusation stuck in my head; I didn't quite understand. "That distinction?"

He raised his head, as though looking down his nose at me, but I couldn't see his eyes through the glasses. "You were forced to kneel at the feet of a titan. At the feet of the Devil--at my feet. You used a weapon born of evil, meant for evil, against evil itself, and you could have--would have--done the same again, turning the weapons of the gods against them for all the evil that they've done. If any of this wasn't a farce, you might have been a hero. Evil begot evil, begot good. Light from darkness; hope from despair." He sneered at me. "But the gods you spited are ants compared to the true powers, and spitting at the feet of ants won't do you any good. Even if you grew to be a mouse, even if you became the most powerful vermin in the world, you would still be facing no animal, but the greatest warriors the world has ever known. Your power is nothing."

"But you did it anyway, not because you would succeed, but because there was virtue in trying. Virtue in swallowing your fear, in denying the simple truth of the odds, and becoming denial itself. Virtue in spite; virtue in sin." The Administrator's head turned away a little. "Virtue that will be erased when, someday, inevitably, you die."

My heart caught in my chest at that. I... well, I mean, what the hell do you even say to that? "So you asked me to become an Administrator--"

"I didn't ask you to do that," snapped the Administrator, suddenly, turning to face me. "I offered you a chance to enter a world you do not understand. And it is a fool's errand, the kind that only a devil would ask of you. Not because there is any way to stave off the inevitable death of your people," he peeled his lips back into a toothy grin, which looked completely out of place, because his body continued to look completely dorky, so he basically looked like an out of shape beanpole nerd trying to be intimidating. "Because your life in that world will be a waking nightmare from which there is no escape."

I thought about that for a minute. "See, I said no because it sounded like other people were going to suffer."

"Other people will suffer."

"Because of me, I mean."

"Because of you."

I paused. "People that would not have suffered, otherwise."

He was silent for a minute. When he spoke, there was heavy regret in his voice. "They won't see it that way."

That... among many of the things he'd said, told me a lot about his personality. "They won't," I admitted. "But they'll be wrong."

"Perhaps."

Although I thought I understood, I asked anyway, straight and explicitly. "Why me?"

"Because you defied the inevitable." The beanpole turned his head to look away, again. He turned it far enough that I could see his eyes behind his glasses--or where they should have been, but there were pools of black there, instead. "Perseverance, patience, determination, an eye for complexity, resistance to pain, a sense for true magic, and a heart that rejected the darkness at the weakest moment of your life." His face warped like he had bitten into something bitter. "You, Mr. Applebee, are everything a monster wishes they could become."

A monster... I looked at him. "Kalamitus said that you were created to be destroyed. A nightmare."

The beanpole snorted and turned to look at me, but said nothing.

"...that you were going to die, and that it was necessary."

"Considering how much you say he's said, I assume you've met him," said the Administrator with yet another sneer. "If so, I'm sure you have a great many reasons not to trust every word that comes out of his mouth."

That made me feel fairly relieved.

"...but," he continued, almost without pausing, "I am a monster, born of humanity's nightmares. A discarded thing that craved eagerly for the light, which snuffed out other lights and wondered why the world was dark." The Administrator moved his hand to remove his glasses, and the black voids would have been shocking if I hadn't just seen them. "A shadow that screams in the night, begging for mercy and finding none. When I die, Jerry Applebee, it will not be an injustice. I am a thousand tortured souls in an ill-fitting suit; born from evil, born to evil, begging at the feet of titans lest I should be stepped upon and snuffed out in a single, simple act of violence. It was evil that was demanded of me, and it is evil that I do." His face crinkled, I think because he didn't see me reacting badly to his eyes, and carelessly replaced his glasses. When he removed his hand, they were slightly askew.

You are everything a monster wishes they could become. I considered his words and looked at him for a long moment, but he didn't say any more. I wanted to say more, to find the right words to say, but... somehow, all I felt when I looked at him was loneliness.

I looked away, instead, feeling kind of defeated. "The quest is still there?"

"Yes."

I nodded, and after a moment of not talking, I was returned to where Merry was...

...uh, where Merry was riding the weasel like a horse, using the note tied around his neck as reins. She'd had to shrink down a bit in order for that to make sense, mechanically, but... I guess she could just do that? That was interesting.

"Hoooo!" She pulled back on the reins, and the weasel definitely did not stop, instead flailing around in confusion. "Ho, I said! Ho! Hooo!"

I took a step closer, which I guess scared the thing, because it bolted, and Merry had to let go or she'd be dragged off into scrub bushes. I couldn't help laughing, and she did too, and then she immediately fluttered up and sat on my shoulder. That close, I could see that she was, while in a good mood from the exercise, also quite disappointed to have lost her mount. Or... maybe she was sad for other reasons? "I'm glad to see nothing happened here," I offered.

"Yeah," her tiny little voice said. "Little scary without you here, though, bro. I mean, I'm fine, but... you really not being there... it's a little weird."

Unable to really comfort her at that size, I offered a finger tip like I was going to pet her or something, but she swatted it away and just dived back into my mind, where we exchanged a more mutual hug-like thing.

And I stood back up and moved on towards the floor exit, and effortless walk through the Dungeon that I knew would await me. Because really, now, at my level... what was there in this place to challenge me?

            

    
        75.5 Fairy Office Soap Opera

    
    
    
    
                In a squat rectangular block made out of fabric and attached to the nothingness by silken threads, three fairies sat at a table, and although this description isn't quite correct, I'll say they were playing... let's say Magic: The Gathering, if you want to think of it in human terms. Bits of card-like chits with various patterns on them were scattered on the table in a complicated array that, even if you knew what was on the cards, only made sense when you knew the rules of the game, and also some various arcane laws of magic that defined the underpinnings of the Labyrinthine Star. Like any group that grew up in the shadow of a large, ineffable, inescapable power, they had long since grown used to those strange and unnatural rules.

And like many people from many cultures that found themselves powerless to do anything, they retreated into gambling, for the rush of feeling like they were challenging fate.

One of the fairies, whose body-construct was based on some Earth technology called a Subaru Forester, squatted uncomfortably at the table and stared at his hidden, public, and deployed hands of chits, before declaring, "I'll take half a firebolt into the darkness and power the barn for another round to produce two chickens." One chit disappeared from his public hand, and two appeared on their own volition in his deployed section.

A second fairy, whose body-construct was a goat-man of some kind, grunted unkindly and drew a chit from the reservoir of magic they had all anted into. It was a good chit--stomach of a dragon--but he didn't have the resources to power it, and just gestured vaguely to the third player, passing his turn.

The third, a grubby little fairy--literally, his body construct was a fleshy worm--let a sick grin spread across his face. "You shouldn't have done tha~at," he sing-songed, just a bit, and pushed a chit from his public hand forward. "I'll take my blank dominion chit and control chickens, then--"

"Countered," said the car-fairy, dropping a chit from his private hand into play. "You instead control the barn for three rounds."

The grub glared, but didn't contest the action. Instead, he reviewed his chits, and nodded after a minute.

"Very well. I'll sacrifice a B1 bomber's left wing to power the barn and produce a dragon's egg."

The other two fairies just groaned, as a token appeared in the grub's playing field, and he continued with a wicked grin spreading across his face.

"I'll take two and a half thunderstorms to incubate the dragon's egg, and..." he moved a piece of territory back from play to his public hand, "...take Sibera out of play to power the bakery and produce ten knives. Your turn."

Before the other players could adjust to this reshaping of the board, the door to the room bust open, revealing the face of the rabbit fairy Chyllu-llamia, whose face was twisted with at least two and a half thunderstorms worth of emotions. "Sziel-ma'al!"

The goat fairy jumped, his chits scattering, a look of panic spreading over his face. "Y-yes dear?"

"Don't you dear me!" The rabbit went right over the playfield without concerning herself with not scattering the chits--and the other two fairies, grimacing, immediately started putting things back the way they were, though both made... slight adjustments that they hoped nobody else would notice. "Were you laying eggs in me behind my back! We talked about this!"

The goat grimaced and fluttered back away from her. "I was going to tell you--"

"Oh, I bet you were going to tell me. I already have children, Sziel'al, and they're counting on me keeping this job to keep them healthy." Her face, which had been a mask of seeming rage, suddenly seemed ready to burst out into tears. "I can't... if I can't protect my children..."

The goat rushed forward. "But, honey... if we work together..."

"You weren't willing to make it work with my sister, Sziel'al," she snapped, furiously. "And she's been in the hospital ever since--"

"But Cyllia, it's you that I love," protested the goat, and producing a marriage token made of his own bones--not for the first time. "Your sister didn't understand--"

"My sister almost killed herself chasing after you," sniffed the rabbit, looking down on the goat like an insect she wanted to stomp on. "She loved you truly. She gave you everything you could possibly want, and you treated her like garbage!"

Loudly enough to be overheard, the car fairy said, "I'm going to take two chickens, a bowl of salad, and five tidal waves to activate the Coming home to roost ability and steal... sibera, and the incubated status of your dragon egg. The incubated status becomes a loaded status on my ICBM launcher, which I use to destroy the dragon's egg. Sziel, your turn."

The rabbit and goat suddenly stopped arguing as the goat man returned to the table. The rabbit, her face impassive, looked over the assembled chits, slowly taking in the state of the game, as the goat went back to his hand and picked up the pieces he had dropped. Silently, he looked over his chits for a minute, wrinkling his nose as he noticed something stolen, but too late to make a proper challenge. Instead, he took three chits from his public hand back to his private hand and moved another forward, then dragged one from the playfield back to his public hand. "I'll take the M4 Sherman Tank, the fisherman, and the disco ball into the darkness to summon the top half of the empire state building. With that, and taking my tornado out of play, I'll call lightning on your ICBM launcher. Can you defend against it?"

The car fairy grimaced. "No."

Sziel-ma'al tapped one of his chits. "Now that I have five legendary buildings in play, I can use the Pink Panther to steal any vehicle struck by lightning. So I'll have your mobile artillery, please."

There was a disgusted sigh as the chit changed hands. Sziel-ma'al then nodded. "Done with my turn."

Suddenly, Chyllu-llamia punched in the face, and screamed at him, "She loved you so much that she was willing to face exile in the void, and you treated her like garbage. Did you truly not love her at all?"

"She was a child!" Sziel-ma'al took the attack in stride. "And I told her, more than once, that it would never work out between us. And don't you forget--in the middle of all of that, she went out with that tramp and started dating again, only to come back to me crying because--"

"Because she had been attacked, Sziel!" Chyllu put a great deal of hurt behind her words, and the goat fairy felt ashamed, instantly. "She was looking for someone to help her through her troubles while I was away, and you--"

"And I manipulated her into giving me xin," he admitted, and I'll just roughly translate that for you as 'money', because the details won't help you understand any of this at all.

Behind them, the worm fairy cleared his throat for a minute. "So with the Left Leg of Lenin still in play, I'm going to use..." he pushed a whole pile of chits forward. "...all of these to see if I can get Siberia to self-destruct. Can you block it?"

The car fairy groaned and started sorting through his own chits, working slowly through a large logjam of mental math.

Chyllu-llamia pointed directly at Sziel-maal's face and shook her finger, accusingly. "You... ridiculous fool. Are you not paying attention, do you not care, or do you not understand anything?"

The goat looked at her, confused.

"The left leg of Lenin!" she shouted at him, frustrated.

"Oh!" He rushed back to his spot at the table. "Sorry, sorry. With the Holy See I can take up to a quarter of the power you used for the Left Leg of Lenin."

"Damn!" The worm slammed back in his seat. "I almost had you."

The goat fairy just waved at him with a pacifying, 'next time, next time' sort of gesture, and started picking through the chits, looking looking for anything particularly valuable.

A sound in the next room caught Chyllu-llamia's attention, and she moved over to find Herman there, looking through a cabinet for what I'll translate for you as paperwork, his cup and saucer stacked on his head like a hat and several reams of other ...paperwork... held between various of his spider limbs.

"You," the rabbit fairy said, her voice dark again, but this time mostly with sadness and frustration. "You knew."

Herman turned to look at her, and cocked his head. "Yes? Sorry. I wasn't paying attention to the game. Was there--?"

"Not the game! You knew that Sziel-ma'al had laid eggs in me!" She moved up, and with alarming ferocity, pushed Herman back into the wall, his teacup somehow remaining glued in place. It wasn't a move she would normally be comfortable with performing on a fairy of higher station than her, but...

"Oh! I had thought you'd never notice. But I was... I was scared of bring it up, Chyllia." Herman looked away, refusing to meet her eyes--not that a human would have known if he was doing that, what with the clown mask on his face and all.

"I only noticed because a human told me that you told him!"

"A human? The only one I told wa--oh, dear, actually, I said it with several of them around not too long ago. There's no chance it was Kamau. Jerry? I know he was going in--"

"The young one, the whelp. Telekinesis, kid fairy."

"Oh! Yes, Jerry then. He's a bright spark, isn't he?"

The rabbit just pushed him against the wall some more. "You knew."

"Oh! Right, yes. Well..." Herman's voice got nervous again. "Chyllia... you know how I feel about you, but you..."

"Don't start with that," she snapped, in exasperation. "You know I need to keep this job, and I can't afford to have any more children. And with Sziel'al and my sister..."

"You still blame him for that?" Herman's posture crumpled, just a little bit more.

"Yes!"

"But she was trying to poison your relationship from the start, Chyllia. And not just with Sziel-ma'al. Cior'lanth, T'mothy, and Zair all told me that she was pressuring them. And each time--"

"She wasn't!" This time, Chyllu-llamia's high voice sounded scared. "She wouldn't! She's just a child, Herman. Just a fragile little..."

"She's no child any longer, Chyllia." Herman placed one hand, gently, on the other fairy's shoulder. "She has to make her own decisions, including who to love, what job to take, ...who to steal from, who to declare war on. The adult world will not keep waiting--"

"BINGO!" someone in the other room shouted. "Five units starting with the same letter, four territories of similar size, three pieces of fruit--"

There was a mutter, but all Herman could catch was, "not a fruit." The excited talking stopped, and there was, suddenly, a loud sigh.

"...and we all have to grow up sometime, Chyllia. I did." His hand, gently, traced up her cyborg arm, until it got to where she was gripping his shoulder. And then, with a twist, he wrenched her off of him, and pushed her away, into the other wall, which wobbled with the impact, as the cloth tended to do. "I'm not still holding a candle for you. You really did break my heart, you know," he said, and turned back to the cabinet, grabbing some ...documents, and closing it behind him. "But that's the past, and there's no going back."

"But Herman," cried the rabbit. "I love you!"

The spider fairy only turned his head half as far as he would need to see her. "I believed that, once," he said, and left without another word.

From the ventilation duct above her head, a worm dropped into Chyllu-llamia's hair. She sniffled, tears pouring from her eyes, and one hand unerringly reached into her hair to snag the offending creature before it could start to bite, and crushed it in her hand, and dumped the crushed giblets on the floor in the middle of the room. And then, despondently, she turned back to the break room where Sziel-ma'al worked, wondering, not for the first time, if she should just break down and accept his proposal--even if she wasn't ready for more children, not yet.

As she walked through the door, through, an enormous buffalo fairy in what I'll call a police uniform bust down the opposite door. "Sziel-ma'al! Your mother was just attacked by a ninja from Region 22-C, and is in the hospital."

The other two players at the table swore. "Not ninja protocol again..." moaned the car fairy.

Sziel-ma'al carefully hid his smile as he collected the chits. Not that his mother wasn't in any trouble--she was poor, barely a two-item fairy with no job, and the chits he'd won today would help keep her fed a little longer. But, this distraction was planned, and the timing was perfect. It had been a gamble, of course, since there was no knowing for sure when the call would come, but there was no better way to get out of a game than the ninja protocol.

That's why he'd hired the ninja. Well, that, and the off chance that she would actually die, and leave him her legacy, but he had faith that the old pigeon would survive for a bit longer. Either way, he was sure, the turf war that was to follow would be a great distraction from the miserable existence that was Fairy life. At least, assuming nobody found out...

            

    
        76.  Savanna Home Companion

    
    
    
    
                They say you can never go home again. It's weird to apply that to a dungeon that I was in not that long ago, but at the same time... more than I could possibly have imagined, the place just wasn't the same.

On my last trip through the Dungeon, of course, I'd been through this biome feeling pretty confident, but it was a different kind of confidence than what I had now. Last time, I felt like I was proving something by coming back, and now...

Now, even as I discovered that the Administrator could apparently tweak the Dungeon as I ran through it to give me a challenge, there just... wasn't one.

I'd spent a lot of time in the savanna, as I said. It was a wide-open biome with a lot of scrub bushes, and on that first run through, I'd certainly felt like death might be waiting to ambush me at just about any time. I practiced a whole lot with stealth, with assassination, telekinesis... all the skills I had, really, getting to know what it was like to be a Dungeoneer. The 6-10 biome I'd kind of rushed through, high on the twisted sense of power and hatred that I had building in me... but the savanna felt real, or real-er than the Dungeon had before, and so it kind of grounded me for a bit.

I didn't exactly grind levels--I mean, I did. But it was also kind of the start of me not thinking about levels as being the thing, you know? As I walked through it now, I could spot a familiar looking bush--maybe the same, maybe not, but it looked like a place I remembered. There had been two hyenas just around the edge of it, and I was trying to work up the courage to jump them.

It felt real, and the most likely outcome in a real fight would be that I would lose. So I squatted, in stealth, behind a bush, trying to keep my breathing even, trying to find courage. I knew I could beat them one on one, and I'd survived being ambushed by a pair before, but just willingly jumping into that still felt terrifying. Those things were fast, and I could, at the time, still recall those jaws coming at me.

I did it anyway. Spoiler alert: I survived.

The first four levels of the Dungeon, I'd been completely suicidal. That was where I killed someone just because they had their back turned--just because they couldn't stop me. When the first boss couldn't beat me, and when I solo killed him twice in a row, I went mad with power and stormed through the next five biomes like a hurricane. And here...

The last time through the Dungeon, I was thinking about other things--I was thinking about my job, about the dark things coming later, about proving myself. Now, coming out here just to talk with the Administrator again and receive a quest, I was stuck by a strange sense of melancholy.

This biome had pulled me out of the darkness--not entirely, or I wouldn't have killed again afterwards. But compared to who I was when I entered it, dual wielding wave-blade swords, constantly seething like my nerves were on fire... I'd become something a little more refined. A little calmer, a little better.

It had been, for a while, home. And now I understood that I could never go back.

It wasn't the theme of the place. If--assuming someday--I ever became an Administrator, like Kalamitus and the Administrator seemed to want me to be, I could recreate the looks. But like a second childhood, this had been a place where I transformed, and that transformation would never happen again. My memories, my feelings, they all centered around me growing into a new role, here. Having grown into it... the place itself was just an empty husk left behind.

A swarm of hyenas came after me, and I let Merry play with pyschokinesis to crush them. That wasn't entirely trivial, but it might as well I... kind of needed something to distract me, emotionally, and that did the trick; I was getting very grumpy and lonely as I considered the place, and Merry was also thinking hard about things. So, it kind of reset us a little.

I didn't spend long on the floor, or the next, but I didn't rush, either. Merry, for her part, started looking around, too, but I don't think the place meant anything to her. Of course... she wasn't really living in them, was she?

Mostly, I'm thinking about what I saw, she admitted as my brain ground on that thought a little bit. The Administrator, and the rabbit fairy, and the dead guy she ate... Merry gave a mental sigh, or something that was supposed to be a sigh. When she--

I don't really want to talk about that right now. With all due respect to Merry, and I knew she had some processing to do too, I could look in pretty much any direction in the tower and see an afterimage of a fairy surrounded by a ring of human organs, organs that turned to smoke and... We will talk, I promise, it's just...

Right, no, I get it. It's just... Merry sighed, again. It's... like I'm well fed, being here with you, and she wasn't. She--

I don't want to talk about it. I... I studied Floor 14, though we weren't quite to the den where the boss would be yet, as I sort of casually strolled towards it. The encounter rates were much higher than they'd been the earlier times through, and I could swear enemy levels jumped up as soon as I got in range of them, but none of that made the place challenging. That was good, because one some level, I was still pretty distracted. I shook my head, trying to remember that I had just declared Merry my sister, my family, and not just a parasite living in me. I don't want to, but...

Merry gave me a very quick mental hug. I think spider-dude was also... they don't have much to eat down there. And... I dunno. I know, I don't want to talk about it either, but... it's not just... She sighed, again. I don't want to bother you. But... if they could go to war to get food, I know they would.

That caused a shiver to go down my spine. Herman had said as much, before, and his words drifted through my thoughts. We won't have a chance to take over your planet at all until...

Merry poked her head up so I could see her plainly, and she looked very worried for me. I don't want that, Jay. I don't want them to starve, but a war will destroy us all. But if they're starving... and there can't only be a few of them. In that place, in the darkness... there were a lot of threads, a lot of places to travel to, a lot of places to hide.

I shivered, again, my feet stopping a little ways away from where the boss encounter would be. I could probably--definitely--have one shot the Flame Lion, now, but... it still didn't feel right to enter the arena while distracted. Not while thinking about the end of the world, horrific murder...

I shook my head to clear it and squatted down, thinking things through for a minute before having to admit to myself, quietly, that there was nothing for it, not now, not here.

I stepped into the Flame Lion's den.

I was a little surprised at what I found in there. First, but perhaps least surprisingly, the Administrator had found a way to tweak the boss fight; instead of fighting one flame lion, I was suddenly faced with literally dozens of the things, each of somewhat higher level than they were supposed to be. That wasn't... that wasn't really all that big of a deal, I found out pretty quickly, as I could still one-shot any one of them, and my telekinesis was more than high enough to crowd control them, and even resist their flame breath for a while.

No, the other big surprise was a corpse.

It had decayed, but it wasn't gone. I made it a priority, throwing large cats with flaming manes and bad breath around the arena as I made a bee-line for it. It was no longer at the Intact stage, meaning it was going to lose levels when brought back--and indeed, the durability was low enough that the person behind it was probably just a little shy of dying outright. From what I knew (mostly, wikipedia) that meant the corpse had been here for many hours, maybe almost a day.

From my inventory, I found the corpse doll to be a young woman--too young for me, but cute--that was some kind of straight-up sword warrior class. I only glanced at her info, because for all that the flame lion horde were not hard to handle, it did take my attention to do so. Their increased levels didn't come with any new significant abilities, which was a disappointment, and they didn't significantly improve their tactics or work together. And while they could surround me and pump a bunch of flame breath at me...

Well, I still wasn't taking the fight seriously.

I flexed my telekinesis to grab a dozen lions each in a stranglehold and pick them up off the ground. The creatures had enough survival sense to be intimidated, but they weren't sentient--they couldn't negotiate or give up the fight, so all they could really do was keep trying to kill me, and they did. I ended up using the choking lions as flails to beat up other lions, though it was difficult to manipulate that many mental "arms" in anything but the most awkward, piecemeal way. I could use two of the mental arms at a time like they were my real ones, and keep the others doing simple things like holding the choke, and I could maintain a barrier--in short, I was doing a lot, but I wasn't able to go full octopus. For all that I had improved my control a lot by fixing the interface end of the skill, my brain itself had never developed a way to do more than two hand-like things at once.

Not yet.

Still, if the dead swordswoman had been able to see me, she would probably not have thought I was frustrated and feeling incapable. All of the dozen flame lions I was holding died being used as a weapon, and I picked up new ones as soon as each vanished. The lions clawed at my mental projections, shot fire at me... a lot of things, but none of it helpful. Although I had my Executioner out, just in case, it ended up being of no help whatsoever.

When the battle cleared, I found that the Administrator had funneled all of ...whatever budget he had, given those many creatures, into a single piece of loot:




	FLAME LION PRIDE MANE - Lv 70



	[ RESISTANCE: 25 ]
	[ STRENGTH: 25 ]
	[ SPECIAL: HAIR ]



	[ LONE HUNTER'S PRIDE - Lv 20 ]
	[ BURNING PRIDE - Lv 30 ]
	[ ADMINISTRATOR'S NOTE - Lv 0 ]



	They say that red hair is a warning, and a promise. Those whose hair is living flame are the truest embodiment of that promise. Cannot be unequipped once worn.
Soulforged: Projector. Will become [ Racial Feature ]. Absorb time 9H









	LONE HUNTER'S PRIDE
	Summoning. Creates copies of you with your equipment and abilities, at a reduced level.



	BURNING PRIDE
	Acts as [ Fire Aura ] [ +10 ]



	Administrator's Note
	Facing death is not the same as courage, and experience is not the same as wisdom. For those who have courage, facing death is a natural thing. For those who have wisdom, gaining experience is a natural thing. You only know who you are when you are tested.






I studied the item carefully, but I was kind of disgruntled. The "Will become racial feature" line meant that I couldn't absorb the item to split it into its components without gaining a head full of living flame hair, which I frankly didn't want--disappointing, both because that flame power was the highest level fire aura I had so far, and also because that ability to summon a copy of myself sounded overpowered. And Enhancement Sage, while it did a lot, didn't replicate my class' ability to move Enhancements.

Actually, I pulled up the Skill Sage window for Enhancement Sage, and threw that in as a requested feature. It would cheapen my class if others could do it, but it was too useful not to...




	[ DENIED ]






I frowned at the window, but didn't argue. In any case, while a more desperate person would gladly take a head of flaming hair in exchange for power, I wasn't eager to make that leap. It was a good item, but it wasn't me.

But also... I'd never heard anyone say that about redheads. What even was the implication, there, that they were barbarians? I found that offensive, as a person without red hair. As I moved to the floor exit, the thought struck me that red hair being "a promise" could be a very sexy idea, but... well, Louise and her golden hair were just right for me, and I don't think she would look right with some kind of Dungeon flame hair.

In any event, the battle had at least helped me get the trauma behind me for the moment, and that was a good thing, as I proceeded further through the Dungeon.

            

    
        77.  Solo, Together

    
    
    
    
                I would have just wandered straight through town, of course, if I wasn't carrying a dead swordswoman. I could probably--definitely--have just given her over for resurrection and left before she got a look at me, but... well, having just recently been on both sides of death, watching Louise and also coming back from my own demise, I just didn't feel right being that callous, even to a stranger. I would have, before; I would have made sure that she was coming back, but I wasn't in emotional shape to try to help anyone else overcome massive trauma, and I didn't want to argue about it.

The most likely story, here, was that she had been part of a group and the last to die. If that was true... then the other corpses had faded, unless they were in her inventory (I seemed to recall that when stacked like that, they aged at the same speed as the one outside, though--it was a fussy detail that I didn't need to know, so I didn't really think about it). That probably meant she had lost her friends, or possibly closer people than that.

And I couldn't get out of my head the dying scream of someone falling through the void, sacrificed to a fairy guardian because I had chosen to take that hidden path between dungeons. If that was a friend of hers...

A little while later, though, her body reformed in the Church. She was an attractive, asian girl or woman, too young for me by... probably ten years? Kind of short, black hair... I couldn't tell exactly where she came from, but then, I was never a big fan of trying to guess lineage and place of origin by looks. I didn't bother checking her player info, either, since it didn't really seem to matter much, but watched as she slowly came back to life.

And then she suddenly jerked upright, her breathing ragged, panic in her eyes.

"Easy," I said, calmly. "You're... you're alive. You're going to be okay."

"Shit!" The girl wiped her eyes with a forearm, and I realized she was crying. "Shit, shit, shit... solo diving is easy, my ass... introductory dungeon, my ass... I never should have let her talk me into this..."

I raised my eyes and moved away a step so she had more room. "You dived the dungeon solo?"

She shook her head, for a minute, and then nodded, not really looking in my direction as she swung her feet off of the table that the NPC priests used. "Stupid as hell, I know. I just... I'd heard someone did it, and it seemed possible, I just..."

I tried not to laugh, mostly because I was glad that I didn't have to tell her that all of her friends were dead. "I was worried because there was nobody else there. If you'd--"

"Yeah, no, I..." The woman stood up, and registered, suddenly, the number floating above my head, well above what it should be for someone in this place. "Holy shit! What are you..." She blinked and looked around. "Where am I? Am I not in the dungeon?"

"It's complicated," I offered. "I had to sneak into the dungeon for a quest. This is Pearland, floor 15."

She stopped freaking out and just looked at me. I know I must not have looked particularly impressive--as Soulforged, I had no real equipment on me. "Did you come alone? You've got to be strong enough to beat this place alone now."

I just looked at her and shrugged. "I'm not worried about it," I admitted. I... I didn't want to explain, really. I didn't want it to come off as gloating, not after what she'd just been through. Mel's group had taken it badly enough, when they were definitely not freshly traumatized... well, actually, maybe they were? Jenna had just died. Man, I really didn't think these things through, sometimes. "You should be able to get out--"

"I'm not leaving," she said, suddenly, and with determination.

I crossed my arms over my chest, interested in hearing her justification for that.

"I'm not... I can't just be... ugh." The girl finally hopped down off the table. "This stupid class is all about sword mastery, and every time I'm in a group, people expect me to just stand in front of other people and swing my sword like a... like a stupid..." she sighed. "I don't know. It's hard to put into words."

I grinned at her. "I get it," I said, quietly. Or, well, I thought I got it, from her description. "You can't defend the party and do your job at the same time."

"Right!" She pointed at me, as though I'd put something into words that she was struggling with. "My class doesn't want me to stand there. I have to move, but then they all get mad at me because they can't stand there and take hits from the monsters, as though it's my fault that they don't have any defense..."

I let her rant for a moment, then asked a question when she paused. "So... are you using the Skeleton Lord's Flambard, then? Or something else?"  As long as she beat the first boss solo, that would drop for her, so it was a decent guess.

She looked at me, as though a little surprised, but nodded. "Yeah. I had gotten a better sword on a previous run, but... the Flambard was something I won all on my own. It's special."

I nodded, again understanding the sentiment. "Awkward as hell to use, though."

She shrugged, and retrieved the item from her inventory, unsheathing it and letting the steel shine in the quiet atmosphere of the church. It felt a little odd, because the wave blade was the same as mine, to the smallest detail. It had been a trophy, and I had grown so used to it being mine. In fact... I'd never actually run across someone else using the Flambard, not that I ran into a lot of peers, especially not back then. Hell, I had better weapons before I left the dungeon.

Her hands gripped the sword, comfortably, and it lit up from within with a gentle white light.

Holy blade, Merry informed me. She has some kind of anti-evil thing going in her class, I think. I can only peek at it; the class is called Kensei, and it's basically built for sword skills, resisting stuff, and extra damage from this holy stuff.

The girl walked outside, and I followed her. She suddenly started running through exercises, and although she was a little awkward with them, I could tell she had actually studied the blade... a little. She lacked experience and polish, and the wave blade was a little awkward in its style and weight, but she made a competent showing.

After a moment, she put it away, breathing just a little bit heavily. "It's okay," she said, a little proudly, as she turned back to me. "I'll manage."

I nodded, silently. "When I came through... I had no real training, so I just kind of stabbed and slashed everything like a maniac at first." I summoned the two blue spectral Flambards that I had, which caused her to take a step back in surprise. "And I definitely shouldn't have been dual-wielding back then, but I did. Having the spare to act as a shield helped me a few times, admittedly, but mostly it just got in the way. Still..." I kind of shrugged, and grinned. "I needed the extra hit to keep up the damage and the pressure, and I got a lot better with practice.

She did look surprised at first, to see me with the weapons--or maybe because my copies were glowing translucent. I may be a mind reader, but I don't pry. After a minute, though, she seemed almost... disappointed. "So you were entirely self-taught?"

"I wouldn't recommend it," I admitted, letting the swords lapse. "Especially when you're solo, your number-one job is always to stay alive. Proper weapons training would have kept me from making a whole bunch of mistakes that almost killed me."

She considered her sword, then I saw a thought cross her mind. Not quite with the obviousness of Max--or maybe, it's because the thought clearly moved a lot faster through his head than Max's. The set the sword down and offered me her hand, out of nowhere. "Sorry, I never introduced myself. Michelle Takoyaki, you can call me 'Chelle."

I shook her hand, finding that she had an usually firm grip. "Jerry Applebee."

She paused, and again, I saw a thought run through her head fairly quickly. "The Jerry Applebee? Who cleared this Dungeon solo?"

I nodded, somewhere between proud of my accomplishment and also relieved that she didn't know me as a murderer--or didn't bring it up. "Worst period of my life," I said after a brief pause. "I grew strong, but I lost a lot along the way. I just got off a stint working with a small group before I came here, and..." I had to admit that I felt better in a group, even Max's group, but I spent a lot of that time not working, and not able to focus. I'd always been an introvert, but after diving solo, I'd started to think I was a natural for combat. But, maybe not? "...and it's not the same at all. You don't learn what you need to fight in a group, acting alone."

Michelle, apparently, didn't need to think hard about that. "I suppose," she said, and seemed to dismiss the topic. "You're continuing in the dungeon, right?"

I nodded. "I have to go all the way to the end, but..." I paused, thinking. "It's probably not safe to come along with me."

She snorted. "More dangerous than going alone? I would have died if you weren't there. If you want to go our separate ways later, that's fine, but I really need to get some pointers from you. Is that okay?"

I... well, I could bring her back if she died, but more than anything, I couldn't help feeling like she was more positive to have around than anyone I'd been with so far. I loved Louise, but I had to keep her safe; Susie was independent, but also cynically self-interested. Mel's group didn't understand solo diving. "If you want. The dungeon seems to be more dangerous when I'm around, but I'll try to keep it from getting to you."

"Awesome. I need to get some food, but we can continue after that if you want."

I just nodded, and watched her scamper off. Somewhere inside, a part of me couldn't help thinking of seeing her corpse item, though... and thinking back to my victims. To the two dungeoneers--two human beings--I'd sacrificed, just a few floors down, for power that I didn't even want.

Merry stirred at the thought, but didn't comment, and I wasn't sure just what she was thinking.



Chelle was a decent solo diver, and I let her lead except when the increased spawn rates threatened to overwhelm her. Floors 16-19 were a graveyard biome; while the first few floors were a dungeon with skeletons, this was focused thematically on "dead people"--zombies, wraiths, and yes, skeletons. They were slow and vulnerable to holy damage, so she was in her element.

And I felt like everything she did pissed me off.

"Recover after every strike!" I shouted at her, I don't know how many times. It wasn't that she was posing, pretending that she was in a game or anything, but the stress of fighting made her thinking grind to a halt. She would do one thing at a time, and then pause to reassess. She doubtless knew that, but she was too nervous to execute on it.

When four zombies ganged up on her, I let her dangle in the middle of it, and I could tell she was looking for me to save her. I didn't, because I knew she could do better, but that wasn't how she saw it. "Just keep moving," I said at least four times, as she complained. "You're faster than them."

Eventually, she found her nerve, and the graveyard stopped being dangerous for her, which it really shouldn't have been to start with. Although she lacked Assassination and wasn't going for critical hits, and therefore was doing a lot less damage than she could, it was still only a couple hits with her holy aura to stop any given baddy. If she moved half as fast as I knew she could, she'd have been unstoppable.

I don't really know what was holding her back--doubtless, it was experience of self-confidence or something like that, but I'm no self-help guru--but I kept trying to impress upon her, again and again, that she was faster than she acted. We worked our way through 16 and half of 17 before she had to take a break. I didn't argue with her about that--the stress of going solo was killer, and I wasn't the sort of experienced trainer who knew for sure where other people's true limitations were.

As we settled down by a little campfire, though, and I messaged Louise to explain that I'd be late and why, Chelle seemed frankly disappointed in herself. When I put the portable messenger away, I could tell she wanted to say something, and just kind of... waited, to see how she was put it.

"How do you do it?" she asked, finally. "How do you break through?"

I snorted. "You don't want to use my method," I said, sourly. "I'm not sure you can. I fought an almost impossible boss and just never gave up. If I'd failed to dodge I would have been gone for good. Honestly, that's how I beat the Flame Lion, too--I just kept running and taking little shots at it until it died."

Chelle flinched. "I was doing that," she said, defensively. "I misjudged how much I did in a single hit. I thought I was going to finish him off, but..."

I nodded. Of course that was familiar; the surge of relief, the wanting it all to be over, the hope... "You have to stay cold until the end," I said, like we were talking about something idle and stupid, and not life and death. "There is no hope until it's over, and there's no despair until you're dead. Just keep working until one of those two things happens. Either it's over, or you're dead."

The kensei looked into her little campfire, and I didn't really try to read her expression.

She took a nap, and I cut up some small fry that were wandering the area, and we moved on not too long after.

As much as I wanted to rush the dungeon--and frankly, that seemed a better idea than letting Michelle drag me down--there were a couple things about floor 18 that ended up slowing us down. Under the circumstances, I was pretty sure I detected the heavy hand of the Administrator in them.

First... the graveyard biome had, starting on floor 18, vampires, and that wasn't a big variation on the theme; it didn't bother me then, and it didn't really bother us now. They were faster, more skillful opponents, and Chelle found her skills tested by them, moreso because there were far more of them with me around than there usually were on the floor. She could have been fast enough, if she wasn't hesitating so much, but at this point it was a foregone conclusion that she would keep doing so. She was scared, and not quite experienced enough.

Of course, she wasn't in danger until I fell into a trap.

Now, I don't have as much of a history with the graveyard biome as I had with the savanna or the cannibal's or even the skeleton dungeon at the start. Because you couldn't turn the monsters here into good food, and because I was kind of high on my power, I just kind of skipped through it. I should have been grinding until I was massively over-leveled, but I wasn't; I was slightly ahead, with some decent equipment, but that was about it.

But, for all that my experience was limited, I'm pretty sure that this trap wasn't there before.

It was a massive sinkhole that was right on the path from the entrance to the exit, or well, maybe just a bit to the side, and it opened up into a labyrinthine crypt, and sealed the door shut as soon as I fell in. That meant that Michelle was alone on the surface with whatever monsters the Administrator chose to throw at her; I could probably have broken the surface with my telekinesis, but I had to hope that this wans't going to be some insanely dangerous bullshit for her. So I explored the little crypt to find the exit, discovering with my telekinetic sense that it reconfigured itself a couple times to delay me getting out. I'm not sure if he didn't know I had the skill, or just didn't care... though, probably the former, really.

When at last I got to the end of a hallway without it cheating me, I found a massive stone tomb with a beam of light falliing on it from a hole in the ceiling. Through the hole in the ceiling, I could hear and sense Chelle fighting desperately, a whole lot of zombies and vampires and whatever else circling around her.

I got the impression that things were laid out so that I was supposed to beat a difficult boss and rejoin her just as she reached the limit of her endurance, but as I examined the tomb, a different plan came to mind. The hole wasn't supposed to be enough for me to escape from, but with telekinesis...

With telekinesis, I reached up, grabbed Chelle by the ankle, and dragged her down into the hole, widening it just slightly to let her through, and then all but sealing it up after her.

She screamed, of course, and I thought that was kind of funny. But since I hadn't unsealed the tomb, the room was relatively safe, and as soon as she dropped into it, I could feel the hordes of undead above stop and mill around in aggressive confusion.

Michelle took a long moment to look around, convinced that death was right around the corner, but it was just me, sitting there looking all wise-master-y and un-apprehensive. "What the hell," she said, sounding genuinely hurt. "You scared the shit out of me, Jerry."

"Take a breather," I replied. "And then I want you to fight this hidden boss."

I... could swear I sensed a wave of alarm from nowhere, that I took to be the administrator. At the same time, there was a similar sense of shock from Chelle. "Are you sure?" she said. "Hidden fights are usually harder than the main boss, and I'm not confident--"

"Michelle," I interrupted, a little annoyed. "If you really want to learn to be a solo diver, this is a fight that you have to face. And, knowing this Dungeon, the reward is worth it. So... get your mana back to full, rest up, and then just do it."

I didn't tell her, of course, that this wasn't a fight meant for her--it was a fight meant for me, and it was clear the Administrator had turned up the cranks on it like he had the last one. But... if it was just a single opponent, then she had a chance.

I turned my back to her, so that she couldn't see, and gestured momentarily in the direction I thought the Administrator was, hoping that he would come closer. And I whispered, so quietly that even I could barely hear myself.

"Don't you dare make this easier for her. She needs an impossible fight, and I think she can survive it."

I got the impression that he heard me, and smiled grimly in the darkness.

            

    
        78.  Solo, not solo

    
    
    
    
                Looking back on it later, Michelle Takoyaki would consider it to be her saving grace that she didn't see this Jerry Applebee guy as a hero. Powerful and clever, maybe, but she she didn't just completely trust him, not yet. If she had... what followed would probably have been fatal, and who knows how much worse it got after that? There were all kinds of rumors about this guy. Yes, he'd saved her before, but... well, it's hard to know exactly what he was thinking. There was something off about him, and she just wasn't sure what.

For now, he had taken up residence at the edge of the area, the look on his (a little handsome, maybe) face suggesting this wasn't really something he had to pay close attention to, and he waved her towards the coffin in the center of this fucking trap crypt that he'd dragged her into, apparently, when it was obvious that the coffin was the biggest trap, the most deadly one in the entire space. If she trusted him...

Well, she didn't. She didn't trust him, or that... that black, thorny halo over his head? What even was that? But also, she moved forward to open the tomb and spring the trap, because she couldn't see another way forward.

The crypt itself was dusty, made of a lot of little bricks, and there was a haze of dust in the air around the tomb, which was a large stone sarcophagus laying alone in a beam of dim light from above; the light was definitely brighter than the dim atmosphere of the graveyard above, but Chelle had long since understood that the dungeon was a theater, and they just did that sometimes, breaking the laws to make everything look a certain way. In the same way, the tomb itself was carved with hundreds of pictures and thousands of words, and she could connect the dots in what was drawn and written on it easily: this was the tomb of a hero, and those who defiled it would suffer.

She traced the sigils with a finger, spending a long minute reviewing everything that the stone said about the man... no, woman inside. One hint in particular irritated her more than she would admit:

Beware you, brazen one, for what you find within is only yourself, but greater than you shall ever be. They have what you need, just as you someday will, but your haste leads you only to death.

She doubted that Mr. Applebee had chosen not to open the sarcophagus out of fear, but she also... doubted herself, on that. Maybe he was afraid, and was just sacrificing her, or maybe he was just playing games. Maybe as soon as she opened it he would kill this copy and laugh at her, as her team had done before. One way or another, this was obviously no simple challenge, and she was not going to treat it like one.

She pushed at the stone cover and dodged back, to find that it hadn't budged. Irritated, she moved forward and pushed harder; it still didn't want to open. Drawing her sword and jamming it into the crack between the lid and the coffin, she finally got it to move, a little. With more and more effort, she slowly, carefully managed to slide it just a bit aside, just enough to look in.

Scared and wired with adrenaline, she peeked in, to see a bandage-wrapped face--a mummy. After only a moment, although there should not have been one in the skull, an eye opened and looked back at her.

It was only her distrust of Jerry that had her throw herself backwards, as the mummy, with a simple motion, threw the stone sarcophagus lid not only up off of the coffin, but through the packed dirt ceiling and a hundred feet more into the air. The mummified hand that grasped the side of the coffin cracked the stone just by squeezing it, and her legs smashed through the sides as she scrambled out of the tomb and to her feet.

"Remember," said Jerry's voice to one side, and Chelle glanced at him to see him still sitting calmly at the side of the room. "Your number one job is to stay alive."

The mummy reached into its coffin and drew forth a dazzling sword of white metal, one that made her heart ache to look at it. Beautiful, regal, perfect... and as the coffin's inscriptions had said, it lit up from within with holy light as the mummy grasped it. Chelle's eyes, for a moment, moved up to the species ID above the creature's head, and she almost fainted.

Vengeful Mummified Kensei, Lv 100

This dungeon capped out at level 30. Even knowing that monster levels were a little less significant than those of Dungeoneers... this was an unwinnable fight.

The enemy lunged at her, and she felt Jerry push her aside--and good thing, because she was still too in shock to have reacted. But, she decided there and then, she wouldn't trust him, wouldn't depend on him. He was no hero.

There were no heroes. She was going to die here, and nobody would save her.

Chelle's sword lit with light and she parried an overhead slash from the enemy kensei. In an instant, two things disappeared: her sword, and all of her mana.

Her Kensei aura had defended the sword with every point of mana she had, and the creature had still been strong enough to cut through it.

"Survive!" shouted Jerry, as though that meant anything.

She dodged away, but the creature was so fast, too fast. She dragged out another sword--at first, her best, but then she thought better of it and took her first, weakest piece of equipment. Defending against the strike had cost her a sword, but it had worked--for a moment. Her mana slowly started to refill, but it would still take a few seconds before she could output an Aura even for a moment. So, she ran.

She was going to run at Jerry, but thought better of it. No doubt, he had a way to escape, and would only laugh at her. She put the coffin in between her and the Kensei, however briefly, and was disheartened when the creature just cut through the stone like butter. It strode confidently into the ruins of its previous home and screamed at her. Chelle felt her mana dropping again, as her passive defenses against fear or... something protected her against an attack that should have been beyond her ability to resist.

And then, the stone coffin lid fell out of the sky right onto the mummy's head.

Jerry, for his part, laughed. Chelle was tempted to laugh, too, as she processed what happened, but she lost all sense of humor when the undead monstrosity stood back up. To her dismay, Jerry didn't stop laughing, even as the monster, in fury, stalked towards her again.

Chelle, desperately, moved towards the creature, thinking perhaps it was close to death, and her sword sung in her hands as she swung...

Jerry knocked her aside again, as the enemy's sword cut through where she was supposed to be.

"Ha... oh god, Michelle, that was... okay." Jerry shook his head, barely registering as Chelle went back to running scared from the monster. "Seriously, though, your first job is to survive. Don't try to approach it when it's ready to strike. You can only attack when it's defenses are down."

Michelle only barely heard him and didn't process what he said for a little while, as she screamed at the top of her lungs and cried tears of rage, knowing for sure that it was her fate to die, here.

She tripped, sprawling out on the stones, and rolled, bringing her sword up to block. Again, although she just had a moment's worth of Kensei Aura to put into the sword, she did successfully block the strike--at the cost of another sword.

She scrambled to her feet and ran.

"Survive first," said Jerry, "and second, look for openings. You can win this, Michelle."

She didn't want to listen to him at all, and suddenly, a part of her found that odd. But there was no time; she had only two swords left, and she drew out the weaker of the two, her brain just slowly starting to process what Jerry had said.

When the creature's defenses were down... Chelle looked back over her shoulder at the creature, but it was a bit further back. She had almost expected to die before she got to her feet, but blocking had given her a moment of respite. But... since there was no way she could defeat the enemy in one shot, that was too little.

The mummified monster thrust her sword, and Chelle dodged, this time trying, through her tears and despair, to see if there was an opening.

And there was. When the sword hit nothing, the creature stumbled, paused, and in what seemed like slow motion, turned its head until it was locked on to her again, and started moving.

Michelle paid attention as best she could, though she was horrified and terrified and more than half convinced she was crazy even to try, but when she baited the creature into attacking and dodged, which was an accomplishment all on its own, there was definitely an opening. And since she didn't need to use her kensei aura to block the attacks, her mana was slowly increasing, even as her sanity dwindled.

All common sense said that this was a fight that was unwinnable, and that her every effort to survive this was a laughable, stupid waste of time and energy. When Chelle finally both dodged a strike and landed a counter in the same motion, she still, somewhere in her heart, believed that common sense.

The fact that the damage was almost nothing only reinforced that.

The mummy didn't flinch from the attack, and Michelle dodged backwards, feeling her hopes and sanity dwindling further. "This is too hard!" she shouted, scrambling through the ruined stone that had been the coffin. "There's no way to beat this--"

"If I weren't here," said Jerry, somewhere off to the side, "this would be forever dead. If you die and I don't go out of my way, it will be the end forever. Are you really okay with that?"

"I don't want to be here!" she shouted, fear gripping her, and she paused in her running long enough to turn to face Jerry.

He pushed her away one more time as the Kensei cut where she had been, and Chelle scrambled to her feet again and ran.

"I won't save you," she heard Jerry say, and her heart ran cold. "But I will give you the choice, Michelle. There are three ways out of this. Either you fight this thing for hours and win by the skin of your teeth, or you die forever, or..." he paused, and Michelle wondered just what was running through his head, even as she dodged another blow--and, just to be perverse about it, she used her sword to counter-attack in that brief window, and then immediately scrambled away.

He wasn't kidding, she realized--this fight would take hours, if she could survive that long. If she could dodge every strike, land every counter, even if he kept giving her nudges to save her when she made a mistake, she would be trapped here for... really, it seemed like forever.

"...or, if you don't want to die forever," said Jerry, his voice sullen and low... dangerous, she thought. "When you die I can steal your soul and make you my puppet. Up to you, though."

Her heart clenched, and she ran away. The exit to the room, she finally noticed, had collapsed, probably when the fight started. And the hole in the ceiling... no way, that was too far up. Jerry might have been able to jump up, or throw her with whatever he was using to knock her around, but there was no way out.

No way out. Die on that Kensei's blade or die from a thousand cuts trying to oppose it. Every moment that she struggled against this fight, she felt her heart dying; the act of fighting itself felt like death. It felt like what she was doing was going against the will of the heavens, the will of fate itself. She was meant to die here.

Forever, or to become his puppet? What the fuck kind of choice was that?

She didn't respond, and she felt a cold, certain despair flowing through her. The mummified kensei's movements started to seem faster, but she knew that it was the opposite--she was starting to give in. And in that moment when she was too slow, when she knew she couldn't dodge the Kensei's blade, her heart started to war: did she accept his proposal? Was this really what he--

Jerry pushed her out of the way, again. Something snapped in the air, and she looked over to see his halo had disappeared--and he was angry. "Survive!" he shouted at her again. "Idiot, your first job is always to survive, before anything else!"

The cold was still there, but it stopped advancing. She turned her eyes to the mummy, and instead of running, stood there and dodged the very next sword swing. In the moment that she had, she countered, and took a couple steps to the side. The mummy, slowly, turned until it was facing her, and then attacked again.

She hadn't even really noticed just how it was slow to turn, even as it was fast to advance. Dodge, counter, side-step... was it just that simple? She watched it, too nervous to think straight, but twice, three times... four times... five... the pattern held.

And yet each strike was a paper cut. Sometimes--not every time--she could put her kensei aura back into the sword for the strike, but even if that doubled the damage, it was not enough to turn the tide.

She found herself hyperventilating, and took control of her breathing. She saved up mana and tried making her kensei aura denser--she knew that was possible, but had never really seen the need. It took her two dozen tries to get it right even once, but all those strikes were still an insignificant fracion of the thing's health--the falling coffin lid had done the only appreciable damage so far.

When she did get it right, and the kensei aura gathered densely and dangerously on the edge of her sword, she guessed she did maybe four times as much damage--for maybe time-and-a-half mana usage. Vastly more efficient. She tried too keep her breathing even, tried to keep her footwork steady, tried not to let her arms or her legs shake from fear or exhaustion, tried to focus only on what was possible, and not to dwell on the horror.

But all too soon, the adrenaline started to wear off, and she almost couldn't stop the shakes--she just wanted to collapse in a pile. Her footwork suffered, her bladework suffered, her control over the aura suffered... she just couldn't keep going the way she had been. She'd been depending on adrenaline-fueled instincts, and now everything was falling apart.

She made a mistake, stumbled, and was pushed aside, again. Saved, again.

As she got up, she glanced at him. Chelle didn't have the same immediate sense that Jerry was so definitely not a hero, and some part of her suddenly, overwhelmingly, wanted to run to him for help. She was so tired; she just wanted this to be over. And without that black halo over his head, she could almost think that he was really there to be an ally, a friend. She suddenly felt like all of her insistence was--

Jerry frowned, and the halo reappeared. And, suddenly, she felt it, again. He wasn't a team member; he was a cold, pompous jerk who was enjoying watching her suffer. She grit her teeth, and was forced to keep focus on the enemy, as it came in again. After another few exchanges, in which she ran away a few times, stumbled a couple times, and barely was able to keep up, again, she found she had lost her entire train of thought, and didn't pick it back up again.

Still, she found herself much too tired to continue. It had been more than a half hour, and she was just over a quarter-ways through the monster's health, if that--mostly from the stone coffin lid. Was she... really okay spending another couple hours trying to maintain this edge, this focus? Dying would be so much easier...

No, her thoughts immediately drifted back to what Jerry had said, and boy it suddenly just felt like an enormous insult. I can steal your soul and make you my puppet.

Sadistic fuck. He would torture her and then he would make her his plaything. Mentally, she eyed her Kensei Aura ability; if she could deal enough damage with it, enough to destroy the mummy, maybe she could even fight him. As confident as he seemed... maybe it was impossible, but if she was going to die either way, she'd go out fighting.

She spent her time dodging, countering, side-stepping... and trying to grasp the true nature of the Kensei. To be a sword saint meant to grasp the true sword--the ideal sword, more sharp than any mortal sword, perhaps more sharp than sharpness itself--a destructive power that was more magic than truth, powered by her soul, by her will. She tried, time after time, to do more than simply cut the mummy.

If she could, then perhaps she'd survive not only this stupid mummy, but also him.

She thought she was close, once, and then again, but it just didn't work. She grit her teeth and tried reaching deeper, flexing her will more. And then... and then something...

...broke. Not a dam, letting power out. Something just... broke.

The sudden pain in her head left her stumbling, and she knew that this was going to be the end. The timing was wrong; it took her long enough to get back to her feet that it should have been over. And yet, everything seemed to be in slow motion. She staggered, trying to recall that feeling, trying to find her True Sword in the depths of her power, trying...

The mummy's sword was about to cut clean through her heart when it stopped in midair. Jerry was there, but he didn't strike at the mummy. In fact, he turned his back to her, as though he didn't even care, and just imprisoned the thing. And... Chelle blinked as she thought she saw something flying in the air towards her, something that couldn't possibly be.

And that impossible thing landed on her head, and she could feel it in her mind--feel her in her mind.

It was a tiny little roman gladiatrix in tiny little bronze armor, with two little thin webs over her forearms, and... she could almost convince herself that there were sword-patterns in her little wings, though she wasn't sure. But the little fairy-like creature was suddenly there, in her head, grasping at... some kind of mental arms, or something.

Hey, uh, I'm Merry, she introduced herself quickly, and... nervously? We need to get that fixed real quick or else you could end up damaged like Jerry was. The thing you just broke... you can fix it, but you need to understand, okay? Calm down and take a breath or something, and I'll try to guide you.

Chelle took a breath, enraptured by the small thing and its adorable little costume, but also trying to follow the foreign thoughts as they guided her towards taking the damaged... something... and put it in... something... so that the broken pieces were correctly broken, and then she rebuilt them, just a little bit.

And then she rebuilt them just a little more, and a little more, based on her understanding of what she was supposed to do, mixed with what she knew the Kensei aura was supposed to be.

In her mind's eye, it started to take shape, although it still felt beyond her--the True Sword of the Kensei, the sword that was ideal. Sometimes, yes, it was a power of absolute destruction, but sometimes, it was a shield, unyielding as any other power tried to cut through it. And sometimes, it was a more flexible tool--not like her physical, dungeon-granted blade, this could be any size, if she wanted it to be, and it could look like any sword... or perhaps, anything she wanted it to be.

The true sword inside of her was...

Some part of that insight slipped away from her as Merry left her mind, but there was no question that Chelle held on to most of it. And, more than that... she looked down at her sword, which she had dropped on the ground, and picked it back up only to throw it in her inventory, and finally pull out her other, better sword. It was not ideal, but it would help.

The fairy flew up to Jerry and disappeared, and the man turned to look at her, still trapping the mummy in place. As far as she could tell, its health hadn't dropped at all. "Are you ready?" he asked, and the calmness in his voice felt surreal to Michelle. But, she nodded, and found her feet falling into... not a stance, exactly, but a ready position.

Jerry stepped aside, but it looked more like he threw himself out of the way. The mummified Kensei started to turn towards him, but Chelle took advantage of the opening, calling on her True Kensei Aura, and dived in, cutting a chunk out of the creature.

Its health dropped by a much larger amount, and she grinned, though the grin felt a little... off, maybe. Even as she thought that the fight might still take a half an hour... no, at least an hour, maybe two... it seemed doable.

The fight after that was not trivial. She had confidence she hadn't had before, and she had power that she didn't have before, but she still had to keep dodging, and she had to keep struggling against her tired limbs. It was... different, though. She felt... unarmed, going into this fight. She had no weapon against such a monster, and now she did. It wasn't... no, her old instincts wanted to say it wasn't enough. She still only cut tiny pieces of its health away with each strike, but it was no longer thousands of strikes--it was merely hundreds. Too many to count, but... not countless. She could count them, if she had the attention to spare.

Still, she held her breath as she approached half the monster's health. If it went into an even more dangerous form at the transition point, even all of her insight into her Kensei ability might not be enough. Although the tools that her Dungeoneer nature gave her were imprecise, she could still estimate, roughly... three strikes, maybe, now two... after this... she gave the creature a last cut and then dodged away, making sure she had enough room.

The mummy fell to one knee for a long moment, and she studied it, wondering. And then... and then the bandages started to fall off, but there was no mummified flesh underneath.

It was skin--familiar skin. Her skin. The mummy was no ancient hero; it was her, naked but for the sword in her hand. In every way, she seemed identical; hair, posture, even her face... but that face suddenly twisted into a mockery of her own, filled with insane rage and malice, and the copy-her leaped at her, summoning its own True Kensei Aura, and screaming at the top of its lungs.

Michelle didn't block it, but dodged; there was no reason to ever try to defend against that. She aimed for a counter-attack, and hit, but the copy's recovery was much faster than the mummy's. Michelle almost lost everything as the copy, with her vastly superior sword, aimed for her head.

But she did dodge it, and she didn't need Jerry to tell her what to do next. First, stay alive. Second, find an opening.

Copy-Chelle was fast, and many of her patterns were unfamiliar, but there were also obvious gaps in the copy's tactics, gaps she was sure were not her own. Michelle took a few rounds to learn without trying to counter--she needed to learn, first, like she had learned the Mummy's pattern. It only made sense.

The copy did have a pattern--three or four light attacks before a heavy one, and the heavy attack was the one with the long recovery. Her defense was much lower than the mummy's, so when Michelle landed a hit, it hurt a lot more, but those hits were further between. Michelle noted, though, after three or so hits, that she had time do more than a single slice after each heavy attack, and that sped it all up. She started by making two quick cuts in that time... and by the end of the fight, had managed to make it up to four cuts, though she was far more comfortable with three.

And the fight did end. She didn't dare hope, didn't rush the end, just kept at the pattern, knowing when it would end. It wasn't so much because she died to the Flame Lion by rushing--she just knew, from how dangerous the fight was, that rushing here was a recipe for death. Whatever she had been before, a lot of that had died when that something inside her broke, and she had become... different.

But as the copy of her vanished, she found that huge weight mostly lifting off of her. And... although she wouldn't have believed it, the loot didn't drop. It went right into her inventory.

He really hadn't dealt the creature a single point of damage; she had killed it solo, and earned the rare drop. And--no surprise--it was the sword.

She drew it from her inventory without looking at its stats--she didn't need to know, or not now. The sword was made for her; the beautiful whitish steel, the carefully crafted guard and pommel, the weight, the balance... it was more than perfect. She had seen the blade in her copy's hand and known that it would be perfect in her own, and it was.

And in a zero-to-thirty dungeon, it was level 75. An impossibly perfect weapon for an impossible fight.

And Jerry just looked at the ceiling and said, "Okay administrator. Give it to us again."

And the room snapped back to the way it was, a stone coffin in a sunbeam surrounded by drifting dust, and Jerry looked at her, expectantly, as though it was obvious what came next.

And she... she... she didn't understand what she was doing, or why, exactly, but the walked up to the stone coffin and, with every bit as much difficulty as last time, in spite of gaining many levels in a single fight, pushed the lid aside.

Without resting, without any real hesitation, without even checking the stats on her weapon; she knew that this fight would be different, and it was.

Michelle Takoyaki was no longer unarmed, and she never would be again.

            

    
        79.  Ghost of a chance

    
    
    
    
                That's mean, insisted Merry, as we watched Chelle immediately jump back into her second fight. The poor girl is exhausted.

I nodded, but I was smiling. She needs the closure, I replied. To know that she really is different, that it isn't an illusion. Part of that was probably me projecting my own feelings onto her--but part of it was also my Telepathy skill, as I tried to read her emotions and reactions. She was exhausted, but I would bet good money that walking away and wondering what might have been was not going to cure that.

The skill had come in handy several times, as had the Strife Aura I put on the Fallen Angel's Halo. It was meant to be used against enemies, of course--but I'd had the inspiration to use it on Michelle so she wouldn't see me as being a member of her team. If she wasted time asking me for help, or if she got stuck in a mental look where she was waiting for me to save her, I don't think she would have made it through the fight. It did also take a bit of acting, but... well, it worked out, even though the poor girl also wasn't sure whether she trusted me.

More importantly, I don't think I could have gotten her out of the way of every strike without knowing when her attention was slipping. I would otherwise have had to guess, and I would have defaulted to trusting her.

In any case, Merry still disagreed with my assessment of the girl, even as she sensed the same things coming from my skill as I did. She's going to be traumatized, like you were, she insisted. She needs to rest.

My mental reply was kind of a half-instinctual math... well, not an equation, nor a formula. It was an... impression of the math involved; this was going to be a much shorter fight than Merry thought it was. The difference in attack power would make all the difference.

The mummy lunged, that gleaming white sword punching through where Michelle should have been, but the girl--and in some ways, she was just a girl--didn't just step to the side. She actively circled around the mummy, her gleaming blade cutting not once, not four times, but endlessly. The mummy was slow to turn, and Chelle had confidence, now, in how slow it was, and how fast she was. She might have been a trace over-confident...

But no, all of a sudden, the mummy fell to one knee, its health at half. and Michelle continued rushing through cutting at her enemy, doing damage over and over again. She didn't kill it before it turned into a copy, and she didn't kill it before it turned and started fighting her, but it was only a few cycles after that, that the fight was over already--again.

It was over in maybe five minutes of fighting, after nearly two hours the first time--and only that short because of a very heavy piece of rock travelling pretty damn fast.

Michelle stood there in shock and confusion for a long minute before I started applauding, my Halo vanishing again. She raised her sword at me, still angry--and I could sense her train of thought, though I was somewhat surprised she'd believed me about the soul slavery thing.

It's not like anyone else my level could do that; it was kind of a paranoid thing to believe, true as it might have been.

"I told you you could do it," I said, cheerfully. I wished that I had the emotional range to be warm and inviting, even fatherly, but I could sense through the telepathy link that it came off as disrespectful, even cruel, somehow. Instead of trying to figure it out, I just closed the link. "Don't worry, I'm not going to--"

She lunged at me anyway. I wasn't watching her mind anymore, but I'd gotten the impression she might, so I deflected it with my mind pretty easily. Her sword aura actually burned at my telekinesis a bit, though, which was new; it was highly amplified thanks to her sword, but it also had changed to a highly specialized force of destruction when she rebuilt her skill.

Which, if I understood what Kalamitus had told me, put her at least temporarily in the lowest reaches of X-rank, where I should have been from the very start--if I hadn't completely screwed it up. With my changes, in theory, I'd get there now, hopefully before I killed Bo.

"Easy..." I didn't even get to finish pandering to her when she turned and swung at me again. In the end, we danced a bit, her seemingly very certain that I was going to betray her, but... I ended up speaking as calmly as I could through it. "Easy, easy... I'm not going to kill you or steal your soul, I promise."

It took her a little bit before she seemed to accept or believe me. "You're... you're not." It was less a question than it was her accepting what seemed to be staring her in the face. "Then why did you say something that... that horrible?"

"The same reason that I used Strife aura on you," I answered, my voice more cheerful than I meant it to be. "You had to be in the right mindset in order to get there. You weren't scared enough of death, and you thought I'd help you. It had to be just you against something greater than you--your fate had to be so awful that you couldn't accept it, that you'd fight with every last ounce of strength to avoid it. And you got there; I'm proud of you."

She kept a white-knuckle grip on her sword, which I couldn't help admiring. It was better than any sword I had, for sure; I was tempted to fight this boss now that she was done, either her version or mine, but... but Merry was definitely right about one thing: the girl was now stressed beyond her ability to handle things, and if I went into a fight with a level 100 copy of myself, I'm not actually sure that I could keep her safe. If I kicked her out the exit first, she'd have to wait in a creepy graveyard surrounded by monsters, or maybe just make a run on the exit... I just shook my head.

"Let's get to town," I said, cheerfully, and gestured to the giant hole in the ceiling. "Would you like a hand up?"

"Don't touch me," she hissed, but I thought she was less suspicious than he had been a minute ago. She circled back to the hole, and found that there were now dangling roots that she could climb. She sheathed her sword and made her way to the surface, with no small amount of determination, and I just smiled sadly at her retreating figure.

It all felt pretty familiar.

When she was clear, I lifted myself out easily, and just kind of casually followed as she cut her way through the undead on the surface. Even the vampires, as fast as they were, suddenly didn't scare her quite so much. They were still scary--they always would be--but as I'd hoped, she got through that trauma stronger, without feeling helpless. Now, faced with lesser threats... they were just, lesser.

We took a break at the exit of 18, where it was safe, and I moved politely away so I wouldn't hear her crying. The Administrator threw some hordes at me for fun while we waited, and I used those to gather some experience, some of which still went into stabilizing Merry; we hadn't fixed her Julius problem in the Fairy Dungeon, because Kalamitus said to have a bunch of XP on hand, but we would on the way back. In the meantime, she was mostly back to her old cheerful self, but it still hurt her on occasion.

If would hurt her more if she tried to fight again, but we both knew she wasn't going to need to.

After a little bit, when Michelle seemed calmer, I came back and sat down with her. She didn't immediately want to talk, instead staring at nothing for a while, and then staring at her sword for a while.

"That's a really good sword," I said into the quiet, still envious.

She nodded, and looked at me, and I could tell she had kind of... made peace with not trusting me. "It's perfect," she said. "As a Kensei, my weapons level a little bit as I do, so this is going to last me a long time. I... I can't even imagine fighting without it, suddenly. It's so beautiful."

I... well, I kind of half knew that this was a rude thing to ask, given that she really didn't trust me, but I wanted to know. "Did you get a second one for the second fight, or a different piece?"

Michelle just shook her head. "Cloth wrap armor."

I whistled, again envious. I still didn't have a good piece of armor. Both her weapon and her armor were now better than anything I had--well, any equipment. Honestly... she was pretty well set for a while. "The Administrator here is a good guy. An impossible fight... gives equal rewards. I mean, I guess they're kind of obliged, but... he does a good job with it."

She looked at me, clearly confused.

I just shrugged. "I'm kind of on the inside of a lot of weird quests and things," I shrugged. "I've met administrators, and ...something else, and know a bunch of secrets, plus there's Merry..."

"Oh! The fairy!" Michelle suddenly sat up straight. "Is she still here? Can I see her again?"

I grinned, and Merry, I could tell, was a little embarrassed, but she popped out behind my head, suddenly shy. "Uh... hi?"

Michelle moved from sitting on her butt to kneeling and wiggled over closer so she could see. "Hi! Thank you so much! I have no idea what exactly you did, but I feel so much better." I... tried not to stare at the girl, and mostly, I felt better seeing that Chelle was in a better mood, but... also, I felt very awkward being in between them.

"I'm glad! Honestly Jerry and I were just working on this stuff. When he went through a fight like that, he broke his skill wrong and it hurt him for a long time, but we just fixed it! Your skill is gonna be a lot better now."

"It already is." She took her sheathed sword in hand and studied it without drawing it. "The--the skill... I don't know." She suddenly drew the sword in a single violent motion, and it lit up with white fire. "It wasn't... what it could be. It could be more. It is more. A kensei is supposed to be more than just a warrior. A true sword aura... means more than just holding an edge. It's a different kind of power."

I nodded, focusing on her words and trying to ignore that a stranger was closer to me than I was comfortable with. "My telekinesis is the same. That's what got me through that fight... I mean, the one that changed me, years ago. The skill on its own was..." I considered. Kalamitus said that the beginning of S-rank was knowing the potential of the skill? "...what skill growth rank were you with your Kensei aura? Do you know?"

Chelle was more interested in looking at Merry, but rocked back a little and considered me when I started talking. "I don't know," she admitted. "I know there are ways to check it, but--"

"I actually have Skill Sage," I admitted, "among other things. If you trust me, I can check it--"

Chelle actually scooted back a bit. "Honestly..." she shook her head. "After what I went through... no, I kind of don't. No offense--"

I held up both hands in defeat. Some part of me wanted to be appreciated for having gotten her there, but really, all of this was her--I just pushed her into it, and saved her neck a couple times. "None taken," I said, "but you should look into it. Use your skill at as high a level as you can for a while, and when the level goes up a few times, you should have plenty of points to spend when you next go to a Skill Sage. I don't know how many, but... if my sources are accurate, the level we're operating at gives a lot of points."

Actually, now that I thought about it, I was probably getting a bunch of points myself--but, Chelle distracted me, and I didn't end up getting into it then and there.

"Honestly," she said, more quietly than I expected, "I'm just so sick of being in danger. I think... I think I just want to go home and sleep for a while."

I nodded. "Okay. I'll clear the next floor for you, and you can go home."

Chelle, to my surprise, just stood up. "Yeah," she said, "that sounds good."

So I stood up and we moved into the floor exit, coming out on 19.

The overall biome was that of a graveyard, and the boss for 19 was a big haunting spirit. I'd honestly not spent a lot of time thinking about the floor itself; like I said, I kind of rushed the biome, and every time after the first, I was more... thinking about the one that followed, than thinking about this section. So it kind of surprised me when there were a lot more hooded figures in the graveyard on the next floor than I'd thought there were. I kind of knew that they were there, and why--necromancers, the Administrator's flavor to justify the biome and the boss--but I'd never faced much of a grouping of them.

For some reason, the Administrator spawned a big mass of them, and I discovered that they would just keep spawning low-level mobs constantly. I didn't care--I did the same thing with them as I did with the flame lions, picking them up and using them as bludgeons to crush their friends--but I honestly started to get irritated, in part because the whole idea of me clearing this stage was to keep Chelle from getting freaked out.

Of course, she wasn't really that freaked out--none of this was a danger to her, she was just tired. I did feel kind of like a chump, though. In the end, I used my Telekinesis, with some help from Merry in coordinating it, to pick up a whole big mass of the stupid low-level skellies and just pitch them willy-nilly around the stage as we moved towards the boss arena. Being thrown around wasn't quite enough to kill them, but... I didn't really care.

The boss monster, which had never once actually impressed me, was a giant fake-ghost. The first time I saw it, I remembered feeling like it was an insult, as a psychic--or, well, a maybe-psychic, at the time. It was, I guess, drawn from popular culture more than tangible reality. It wasn't as bad as a "bedsheet-ghost", but it was wrong in the worst possible way.

It was sane. Ghosts were never sane, not like that. They were... well, it's hard to say, exactly, but whatever life had been in them was gone.

But no, the big ol' specter rose, humanoid and smiling, looking too much like an actor playing a role. It wasn't off the way ghosts were supposed to be; it was just a person that happened to be ethereal, and not even a twisted or psychotic one.

"Gentleman and lady," he practically purred, as we entered the graveyard, "you're just in time for tea, and then I'll have to chop your heads off. You there!" He gestured at nothing, and fake ghostly form appeared--a non-entity, I knew. "Set the tab--"

My Executioner's Blade aimed for the creep's neck, and I was a little surprised that he dodged this time--he usually didn't. His level was a little higher, again, but I also wasn't going all-out.

"Oh-ho-ho! We've got a live one, boys!" The specter raised his hands, and marionette strings or something cast out to a bunch of ghost puppets. "This will--"

This time, using my telekinesis to gain the upper hand, I did hit him straight in the chest, the broad fan tip of the blade impacting right about the solar plexus--not quite precise enough for a critical hit, my Assassination skill told me, but I hardly cared. Instead of worrying too much about it, I mentally dragged myself around behind him, putting telekinetic sharpness on the blade, and put a full-force swing behind it. I didn't bother worrying about whether it took one hit or five, just used my Telekinesis to keep him within range of my strikes until he was dead.

I'd always hated this boss, and I never once had let him play things out the way he wanted them to go. Even when my damage was low, I was always interrupting his stupid bullshit theatrics. Everything he did offended me, and I was glad to see him gone.

As the vapor dispersed, though... it did occur to me. The Administrator himself was supposed to be fueled by ghosts and nightmares, right? That's what... what Kalamitus said, and the Administrator agreed, or didn't contradict him. So certainly he knew ghosts, as well or better than I did. I would have taken it up with him then and there, but... well, I didn't want to do that to Michelle. Either way... suddenly I didn't see the gregarious specter as being quite so offensive, not that it mattered.

Anyway, we went on down to floor 20, me not doing more than glancing at my inventory and the rare drop--different, but not interesting, as far as I could tell.

I didn't even think to put myself in stealth as I entered the floor, not remembering that twenty was exactly the place I'd gotten myself in trouble on my first run--well, in trouble with the law, not just generally in trouble. Because even back then, they'd known that there was an NPC that accepted corpses as payment in the Cannibal biome... so they'd set up a checkpoint.

I just sighed as a level 25 man with a US National Guard badge and a priestess both stared uncomfortably at the level over my head, already annoyed by the conversation I knew was to follow.
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                There were only two people manning the floor 20 checkpoint; in all honesty, I was a little amazed that they found someone willing to remain on this floor, or maybe tasked low-level people with it constantly, just in case people might sneak in. As they both squinted uncomfortably at the level over my head, I found myself immediately distracted by the logistics, probably because I didn't really want to have another conversation about why exactly I was here. Also... the fact that I was still, technically, a blooded diver--a player killer, a murderer--wasn't likely to make this go any easier.

The man with the National Guard badge frowned, but instead of asking about my level, just rattled off the spiel that I knew was standard. "For security reasons, we need to ask if either of you have any human corpses on your person, or were party to any incidents that resulted in the death of a human or Dungeoneer within the dungeon."

Chelle cleared her throat, but spoke clearly. "No." The priestess next to the Guard kept her eyes on my face, but nodded generally towards the other woman in acknowledgement.

How do I even phrase this in a way that isn't suspicious? Knowing that the Priestess would find any lie or evasion suspicious? I rattled some words around my brain, and spit them out as, "I have done nothing except what is already public record."

The two exchanged looks, and Michelle turned to look at me, bewildered. I felt like I had just shoved an entire foot in my mouth, because I did, and tried again.

"What I'm trying to say is, no, but with the caveat that in the past I committed crimes that I have already served jail time for, atoned for, and do not wish to repeat. In the way the question was asked, I cannot technically answer no to that question." Again... ugh. This was so stupid.

It was the priestess who spoke up. "Why are you--"

"There is a quest here that I need to finish. The dungeon god Kalamitus sent me here to make sure that it gets done."

The National Guardsman suddenly got a look on his face, and he turned and spat. "Those things are not God," he said, and I could hear the capital letter, plainly.

I didn't care, and just smiled politely at him. As a psychic, I'd not exactly... been on good terms with Church-goers even before things showed up calling themselves gods, but I also didn't entirely disagree that they were using the term loosely, and that it was ...borderline offensive, to me, and worse for the church. Mostly, I just didn't want to argue with people like him--past, present, or future.

Which sucked, because apparently he wanted to argue with me. I felt bad for the Priestess standing right next to him, as he started rambling.

"This is all just a big attempt to make people lose their faith. It's just like Pastor Nugget says--faith in God is the only way to keep people from falling into darkness. It's the enemy, like he says. Enemy of the faith, enemy of the church, enemy of God... he's just a bastard, they're all just bastards, pretending to be something they're not. Monsters, they are..."

As it became clearer he wasn't going to stop, I focused on the Priestess instead--she looked like her stress level had risen just by standing there, but she did her best to keep her expression neutral. "Are we free to go?" I asked her, ignoring the man.

Of course he wasn't going to ignore that.

"No, you're not fucking free to go. I'm the one in charge here, and you're not leaving until I say so." He crossed his arms over his chest and tried to stand up to me, as though... as though... no, honestly, I can't make any sense of his mindset. I guess he was just used to bullying people to make them shut up?

I turned to face him. "Do you have further questions?"

His face soured like he'd bit something. "I don't like your tone."

"That's not a question."

"Sounds to me like you're resisting an officer of the law."

"National Guard aren't police, they're military." That was a vaguely gray area, as they'd been deputized in most places, but I was pretty sure you had to be a policeman, by occupation, to be considered an officer of the law.

"And you think it's a better idea to resist the military?"

"It worked at Armand Bayou." Well, no, technically it didn't, but I couldn't help feeling like that was a fantastic bluff. It did sort of work out, but...

The man just snorted. "That guy was arrested for what he did."

"After I picked up an entire military base, and held off a woman who was... what, level one thousand? And also, now that I think about it, there was the assassin too..."

The guy just sneered at me, getting out a police baton or something of the type from his inventory. Both the priestess and Michelle actively moved away from the two of us, trying desperately not to get any of the guy's stupid on them, or possibly just scared they were going to get caught up in the bullshit. "Quit playing games, asshole. That guy was some fucking high-level douchebag, and you're just some random asshole."

I glanced to his right, at the scared face of the woman who'd been beside him. "Priestess, am I lying about my involvement in that incident?"

The guy tensed, as though the idea that I might not be lying didn't even enter into his thoughts.

"...no," she said, her eyes as wide as dinner plates, as she continued to slowly step backwards.

"And there you go," I said, quite politely, turning back to the national guardsman. "Now as I asked you five fucking minutes ago--" not that it had actually been that long, "--do you have any other fucking questions or can I go?"

He continued to stare at me, and I got the impression that he genuinely thought that if he somehow arrested me things would work out for him. Like, he'd be hailed as a hero by someone, or something. I don't know; I have enough trouble understanding people who were my brand of crazy--people like Michelle, or Suzy, or Louise, or even Jenna or Mel. This guy was something else entirely.

After a minute, though, he kind of deflated. "Nah," he said, as though he was doing me a favor. "You can go."

I rolled my eyes and continued on past him. The priestess, now clearly thoroughly scared and confused, continued to shy away from me, but I ignored her, since she did nothing wrong and I'm pretty sure even treating her normally would just spook her more.

This whole incident was a pile of shit, and I knew it. Honestly, I should have long since gotten better at dealing people, but... I shook my head quietly to myself as I continued walking. I was still just as defensive and prone to escalating stupid shit as I was back at Armand Bayou. Hell, I knew better than that guy how bad things got for me, back then--and here I was, not learning that fucking lesson.

'Cos you're scared, Jay, offered my fairy, sounding fairly relaxed. Real consequences or something like that. I dunno.

I considered what she said, as I sensed Michelle hurrying to catch up to me, and paused long enough for her to catch up, if that's what she wanted to do. Because, I mean... Merry wasn't wrong, of course. I didn't know how to handle douchebags like this guy, and there were real consequences if he just... if he just abused his authority to start a fight over nothing. And, I mean... it's not like I'm innocent in general, having just admitted to murder, but... but in the end, what I want is peace. And that guy didn't seem to want that. He knew he could get pain and chaos if he stirred things up, and he was eager for it.

I felt that thought seething through me as Chelle caught up to me, and tried to put it out of mind, and I half-turned to face her.

"So, uh... sorry, I should have stood up for you, but..." Michelle brushed her hair away from her face, as it had kind of landed wrong as she hurried up. "That guy was a real piece of shit."

I just waved at her. "You don't need to stand up for me," I said, though I felt a little sad to say that. I kind of wished I lived in a world where she really could--that my being good to her meant that my life was going to be better, but as things were, I was the one responsible for the whole situation. More levels, more experience... I'd been through a lot of things I couldn't expect her to take responsibility for. "But, I appreciate the thought. I'm just going to ahead and go down, so I guess this is where we split up."

Michelle nodded, looking sad. "Thanks for your help... for the, uh..." she seemed to put a lot of thought into phrasing exactly what had happened correctly? It's not like I didn't know. "...training, I guess. Is it alright if I come to you again with questions?"

"Sure." I offered her a smile. "And, uh... I guess as a last piece of advice, don't... don't spend your whole time going solo. I do it, or I was doing it, but... it changes you. Sometimes, maybe, but it's a lousy way to live."

Michelle just nodded, her face calm, like what I had said wasn't a personal revelation to her at all--something I couldn't really relate to. "Yeah," she said, after a minute. "I don't plan to. I've actually got a group of people I normally go with, and some of them are friends... I don't know. Maybe we'll have to change things up a bit. With the damage I do now, I can't exactly share fights with people."

I had to smile at that. "Just don't get arrogant. The whole point of the system is that it scales up, and eventually, you'll need to have your edge back. It just... might take a little while."

That she did seem a little disturbed by, but with another smile and a handshake, we parted ways, I dropped her from my party, and entered into the Cannibal Biome. And as much as some part of me wanted to sit there and reflect for a while on meeting a new friend and improving her game as far as being a solo diver went... well, I was kind of in the middle of stuff.

Now, we've been over the cannibal biome before--it, in and of itself, isn't interesting, and every time after the first, when I arrived back in this biome, I was overwhelmed by the fact that the entire biome was aggro'd on me from the start; that's a side effect of betraying the Hag after making a deal with her.

The monsters here, though, were not... were not really all that fantastically dangerous. The quantity, yes; with all my extra levels above the cap, my defense still isn't super high, and that means that even now it's not really a fantastic idea for me to be at the center of a never-ending grudge match. My thing was always to avoid getting hit wherever possible, not taking the big hits.

And of course, on this run through, the Administrator was going out of his way to make extra work for me, so... great.

The cannibals that screamed at the top of their lungs when I entered the floor had various shapes and colors; a lot of them were "deep African jungle" chic, others were definitely "southern US white trash" chic, and others, I think, were various other cultures that I didn't recognize. None of them managed to seem out of place in the lightly foggy, swampy mire that was the biome, but part of that was likely because they acted roughly the same; the Administrator seemed not to care in the slightest whether the human-like creatures were of any given race, as long as they played their part, and in the end, that felt natural.

With my telekinetic sense active, I was in no real danger even from their ranged shots, despite the fog, and although I had to be on edge, I didn't exactly rush through the biome. It was... well, it never felt like home, although the first time I came through I was safe until I betrayed the hag, on account of being a killer. Even then, the humanoid monsters skulking around gave me the creeps, not least owing to the fact that their species ID labeled them as cannibals, but also... just because the ugly fucks were very obviously the worst kind of killers, and I wanted no part of their bullshit even then.

I mean... that's not quite what was in my head back then. I expected betrayal, I guess. When the hag asked me to betray people... at first I thought it might be some kind of trick. And eventually, I realized, it was--a trick to turn me into the monster, the real bad guy. And I fell for it, but then betrayed them back... and they were ready for that, and...

...and, well, we've been through all that before, I know.

The point is, my reunion tour through the cannibal biome was not sentimental, even now that I could walk through it without running in fear. I actually took some satisfaction in picking up gross cannibal bodies and pitching them into the shoddy, thatch-roof huts that were randomly scattered. If the cannibals dropped their corpses to the ground on death, I would have left them there, or even piled them up just as proof I'd been through, but I had to settle for dumping a whole stack on the ground by the exit, keeping the couple rare drops that were, by now, utterly uninteresting.

Floor twenty-two started showing swamp witches alongside the cannibals, which were no serious danger, and twenty-three was where the hag and her little garbage hut were. As a point of pride, I went there before heading to the exit, my Executioner blade cutting through the cannibals either as they approached, or thrown telekinetically to take out the ranged opponents before returning.

Showing a little more humanity than I expected, a wave of enemies surged out of the fog and grouped up around the hag's hut, forming a tight ring of growling, insensate monsters, which somehow gave the impression of human-shaped dogs on invisible leashes, straining against their bonds and ready to leap at me the moment their owner leg go of the lead. Even the bows and blowguns were held ready, but didn't immediately attack.

I recognized the set piece for what it was and waited for the hag to show.

The stooped little witch was a typical cartoonish stereotype of a swamp hag; big floppy pointed hat, comically long nose with a big bulbous wart on one side of it, yellow eyes, clawed hands, too short even before adding her hunchback to the equation, leaning on a gnarled wooden cane as she slowly limped forward until the cannibals parted to let her through. In my head, as I waited for her to talk, I envisioned the blow that I knew would kill her--a single swipe to the head with the Executioner, with a fair bit of extra oomph just for my own personal satisfaction.

"The wayward son returns," her whiny little voice echoed through the fog. It had that screeching quality that ...I guess people referred to as nails on a chalkboard? I never actually heard anyone do that. "Come to thank me for all I've done for you? Pathetic."

I just snorted. "The only thanks you deserve is a forever-end to your miserable life. And, I suppose, you'll get that, if I finish the Full Clear Quest."

The hag cackled, too amicable for my taste. I wanted her to be full of hatred, or something--for this to mean as much to her as it did to me. But, of course, it wouldn't, would it? Even if she were real, and not an NPC. "Without me, boy, there would be nothing special about you. And I could just will it to be, you know? Here, a gift." And with a wave of her little ugly claws, the entire gathered crowd of cannibals vanished into a bloody mist that coalesced into her hands.

Which, uh, brought back bad memories, but not the kind that this NPC was expecting, for sure. Instead of being frightened that she could kill a bunch of chump mobs, all I could think about was a Dungeoneer reduced to a spray of gore in front of that fairy.

Anyway, the cannibal blood became a big ugly red dagger that she threw at my feet. I looked at it, not really sure what to say or think, but firmly aware that under no circumstances was I to actually pick it up; even if it were harmless, even it were actually just a harmless gift of a dungeon item, even then the theatricality of this whole event said not to mess with it. It might not be literal poison, but it definitely was, narratively speaking.

Merry, to my surprise, studied the dagger even as I looked away from it, seeming intrigued by something. I put her out of mind.

"Go on, boy, take it. Momma knows what you need, and momma will give it to you." The hag kept her hat in between her eyes and mine, but not so much that it hid her ugly smile.

"All I really need is closure," I said, knocking the dagger away with the Executioner. "To really and truly put this all behind me. And yes, you can offer that, in a way, but not the way you'll like."

The hag laughed, again, the sound too human, not nearly monstrous enough. "You still today seek power, boy," she said. "Oh, don't bother to say it--that's not why you're here. But your deathly little friend sees the truth; the only way to get power is to take it from others." The hag reached up with her non-cane-holding hand to tilt back her hat. One eye was grotesquely larger than the other; good. That helped me keep focus. "And that's what there really is to see in the dagger, something you'll never understand. Theft, boy, theft--it's what we live to do, it's what we are."

That... that spiel didn't make any sense at all, and I squinted at her, trying to make sense of it.

"You want human bodies to be special," the hag rambled, suddenly pacing away, "but they're not. We steal meat from creatures made of meat, and we eat it. Your friend does the same with magic, and what I just did was the combination of both--steal meat made of magic, and create with it. This is the path of evil, boy--to recognize just how much there is within your grasp, and that you need only reach your hand out to take it for yourself. To understand just how the weak society that raised you leaves exposed, to understand that you could be rich beyond your wildest dreams--not with petty money, but with strength. Power. Food, of the kind your new body really needs."

Jay...

I made an executive decision, moving forward and killing the hag before any more words slipped into my head that I wouldn't be able to get out. Like so much else about this conversation, it wasn't satisfying. She wasn't some level-100 secret boss, and a sword blow to the head was all it took to drop a single piece of loot into my inventory. I stood there, confused and frustrated, and after a moment, moved forwards towards the hag's ugly little hut.

It took about ten sword strikes before the entire thing was a pile of rubble. Not because the structure was particularly tough, but because unlike creatures, structures didn't just run immediately out of hitponts and die; they broke into pieces, and you had to further break the pieces. Almost like real life, but not quite working within the laws of physics.

Jerry... in my head Merry sighed. I have been reading the document that K--that, uh dragon-god gave us about the power that you... that you got here. And I think that what she just did with those monsters was the same skill. In fact I think that's why she did it.

I frowned, The skill--The Devil's Rebirth Contract--was one I had only ever vaguely understood, and I'd never wanted to. From the name and description, it should only really apply to bringing something--someone, or a monster--back to life, as your slave. I had no real desire to know how that turned monsters into a dagger; certainly, if it was a living dagger, or whatever, then that was its own ugly thing. But whatever the answer was that made living things into an item, I almost certainly didn't want to know it.

I stalked towards the exit, leaving the gross dagger--as well as the hag's drop, which I didn't even consider keeping--behind.

            

    
        81.  Troubled, no trouble

    
    
    
    
                Merry talked, a little bit at a time, as I moved to the exit of 23, and from there to the boss floor, and through that fight. After everything else, I suppose you could forgive me for expecting my rehash of the Voodoo woman fight to be different. Maybe... maybe if it were, it would have messed something up with the quest, maybe. Maybe that's all it was, but the fight... the fight was the same.

She was there. She gave me that same hateful look. I hit her just below half health. She said, "The devil knows your sins," and the boss appeared. I finished him off and got a skull. I suppose I could have gone again, but... well, I was preoccupied.

Look, Jay, I know that I'm no expert in any of this, uh, not yet anyway. Merry gave me the mental impression--not intentionally, I don't think--that she retreated to her private spaces and came back with a bunch of notes. I was looking through the stuff about the skill, the uh, Devil Contract thing, and it uses a bunch of terms that are blocked. Like... like it was when H-man was arguing with the dragon god, yeah? The notes are there, but the document itself stops me from reading some parts like that. It's weird.

But the thing with all this stuff, right, is they don't let you find out from them. Like the gods not answering unless you know something, yeah? And when the fairy knight tore that one dude to shreds, I saw things. And... uh, things started to make sense a little more when I did.

That... I didn't really understand the connection between those two parts, or maybe I just hoped I didn't. So they were censoring, what?

I dunno how to say it. Resources. Pieces of spirit and magic that come from... uh, souls, I think.

I'd stopped walking for a little while to let that soak in. I mean... I was still kind of fighting cannibals at the time, a little, but I could just put up a barrier and let myself try to think things through. The gods use us as resources?

Merry shrugged. The skill can. I think the words are similar to what K-man said back then. The skill says its a contract, but I'm pretty sure the actual contract part of it is absolute bullshit. It says something about you taking possession over that which is either taken or freely given, and then it says a whole lot more that I don't understand. But when the, uh, the hag used it, she took, and then she just... chose to do something else with what she had.

That really kind of creeped me out, which... like, it was one in a whole line-up of things that were creeping me out right now, obviously, but it was a pretty big one. Just taking people and... choosing that they would no longer be people? I mean, even if the cannibals she sacrificed were only dungeon creatures...

Right, and all of that sucks, but it's honestly... kind of... uh... Merry paused, shyly. It's... it feels like fairy stuff, but not quite, right? Like, when Mr. H just took these things off his arm, and Merry mentally sent me an image of her new fishnet arm accessories, I know it looked natural, but those things had been a part of him, and he just ...kind of chose that they weren't, anymore. And when the knight tore up the ... the stuff, there were magic bits and pieces in there that she took, and I'm pretty sure that wasn't as easy as it looked, either.

I... considered that for a while, and was distracted for a little while longer, and tried to pick up the pieces after a brief fight. You think the skill is based on fairy magic? Even though the name doesn't sound like that at all?

Oh... no, I don't think so. It's more like, the fairies steal, and the skill steals. But, like... judging from what we've seen, fairies are like, mad good at stealing, yeah? Suddenly, Merry started to sound exciting. I think that what the Hag was trying to say--

A wave of disgust poured out of me. I don't care what the hell the hag was trying to say. She wants me to sacrifice people for power.

I got sidetracked for a little while, and ended up fighting the Voodoo Woman around this time, and well, you know how that turned out: unsatisfying. It certainly didn't really completely distract me from the idea that the whole fucking thing about sacrificing people was actually supposed to somehow... not be...? No, it was still evil. But I guess, it was supposed to help people get ahead in spite of all that?

Sorry, said Merry when my thoughts got back around to the topic. But also... you understand the Hag was just a mouthpiece for the Administrator, right? You seem okay with him.

I was, mostly, but ...I didn't really want to think about that. Because I could kind of understand the Administrator just... setting a trap. And if I walked into that trap my own dumbass self, then that was my fault. And yet the things, that only looked human, that were a part of that trap... I guess I somehow expected them to be able to make their own choices, as silly as that was.

It... made sense on an emotional level, I guess.

I found myself wandering aimlessly forward, at that point. I could have stopped and thought it all out, but... I felt dirty just being a part of the conversation. I'd killed people to get a skill that stole, what, souls? And even if Merry was discovering just what that entailed, technically, the existence of the skill itself was still a horrible thought.

It took me a little while before I could phrase that cleanly in my head, though. It was... mostly emotional. I hate the hag. I hate the cannibals, and what they stand for. I hate their place in my life and my history. I hate what I became because of them. I don't want to understand the skill, not really; all I really wanted to know was whether or not I could use the skill to save Bo, mostly in order to redeem myself--in my own eyes, if not anyone else's. That's why I'd asked, not because I wanted to understand the mechanical underpinnings of it.

...Right, Jay, you and I are on the same page, bro. Merry gave me a mental hug in a free moment, when I wasn't fighting a dungeon monster. The thing is, the skill is still a contract, and that seems weird, right? Only, I think it's not weird. I think it matters.

I frowned, because again, a so-called contract had turned monsters into a knife. How is it not weird?

Okay, bro, check my logic on this, 'cos I think I'm on to something. Merry wasn't in the way, mentally, but I turned some of my attention to her, and found that she was kind of eagerly rocking back and forth, idly. Stealing stuff is clearly a thing, right? Fairies do it, the skill does it, and the dungeon maybe does it to people who die, I guess? But they don't want to just hand that power out to people, as that's mega dangerous.

I mean, arguably, the skill itself was mega dangerous. You could kill people and make an army...

Right, but, it's either out of people willing to give up their souls, or people weaker than you that you beat, and you lose something, ya? It's not free. If you could actually straight-up steal souls, that would be way different.

I frowned, realizing as I did that it was technically possible for there to be such a skill--they just didn't make a skill like that, or...

...or they did, and they just hid it. Like your telekinesis now is better than the skill you originally had. Look at your stealth skill--it has an ability, and you activate it and the effect happens. Your TK is not anything like that anymore. You actually do all the stuff you're doing. This evil skill has an ability, and it's restricted.

Stop. This conversation had already given me enough to think about, and I needed to decompress before I got it in my head to do something stupid. Let me...

Merry gave me a mental thumbs-up. I know, bro. I'm just letting you know what I think I understand. Because if there is a way to steal whats-his-name from the evil fairy queen or whatever, we're going to need to break this skill wide open.

She hesitated, and I knew what she wasn't saying, because no doubt she knew just how much I needed her not to say it: it would take a hell of a lot of practice to get the skill to that point.

The dungeon proceeded before me, giving me ample things to distract myself with--but I hardly noticed, even with more monsters than usual throwing themselves in my way.

After the Cannibal biome came the... well, I don't know what you call it. Noble Ruins? It was something like a large mansion or small castle that was broken, overgrown with plant life, and full of random creatures and the occasional bandit, growing more common as you got to the end. The boss monster was a silly little fake-out; there were a pair of bandits guarding a door, but instead of the boss being a bandit, the bandit leader was dead and some kind of big slime thing had eaten him, which you then killed.

After the ruins was a mountain path that really struck me at the time as just kind of... athematic? It wasn't really built up at all, it didn't seem to be designed; instead, it was just another piece of wilderness like the savanna. I didn't care much about the savanna, but this came after a couple obvious set pieces, so it felt weird. The boss was a big mountain cat that could climb trees and would try to repeatedly escape and ambush you, which I'd originally foiled with my own stealth.

I went through the motions, bittersweet feelings filling me again one little bit after the next, but as I got further from the places where my life had been most seriously in jeopardy, when I got furthest from the places where I had spent sleepless night after sleepless night fearing that my death was around each corner, it just meant less and less. Because sure, the monster levels went up... but I had already passed my real trial, and gotten a damn fine sword for the trouble.

After the mountains was the deserted isle, then the snowfields, and only then did we finally get to the final biome--a hellish castle filled with imps, with the Devil's throne room at the end.

It now all felt so trite.

There he was, on a bone throne in front of a lavafall, and the inventory window popped up as I entered, showing my new and only Devil's Skull item. I watched him, seeing an inkling of recognition pass over his face, but that's all it was. He didn't taunt, or rise from his throne.

I wasn't sure how it was supposed to work, now. He'd stood up and said that he remembered me, but then I'd... well, I'd treated him pretty badly, and also, the Administrator had tweaked his stats. Perhaps things had changed.

So when he said nothing, I just kind of shrugged, letting my still-overwhelmed emotions guide me forward until I stood before him. When that didn't provoke a response, I offered a fake smile, and asked, "Remember me?"

He sighed heavily, his sword coming to his hand, as he stood up from the bone throne.

            

    
        82.  Sympathy / The Devil

    
    
    
    
                I suppose it says enough about me that I didn't really understand.

As the Devil stood up, looking menacing, his sword in hand, I thought that this was just another boss fight, but I couldn't help worrying--after all, I'd only grabbed one of the skulls on the way by. Last time around, the quest option was obviously triggered by a conversation, and so when he... looking, perhaps, reluctant, still obviously got into position to fight me, I just... didn't understand.

But he didn't quite jump into the fight, either. He stood there, sword in hand, looking at me, and I looked back, confused.

"I know who you are," he said, and it took me too long to place what was in his voice. "I know what you are... why you're here." And then, he charged at me, sword cutting in a horizontal chop that might have cut my head off, if I just stood there and let it happen, which of course I didn't.

I danced my way across the stage, mostly puppeting my body with telekinesis, looking in confusion at the Devil as he kind of... stubbornly charged at me again. I wanted to say he seemed suicidal.

Maybe he DOES remember you.

It was Merry that put it all in context. When he said that the first time... all I thought was that it was scripting, set dressing. I had won a fight against him before, and now I would fight him again. We had a special thing going because I'd fought him at the halfway mark of the dungeon, and because of that, I would get a quest.

But he did remember me. The second time, he was upset that I'd killed him, and then... I guess he got his memory wiped, because I screwed around? And then I deliberately tortured him and killed him ruthlessly. Although he was just passing on this quest from the Administrator, I treated him like a real devil trying to do true and malicious evil, and I slaughtered him.

And now that I looked, I thought that I understood this new behavior from The Devil.

I didn't say anything for a while, even as I let him charge and attack me several times without attacking him in return. It... it's not like it wasn't dangerous; my health was never high, I don't have armor, and assuming his sword is like my copy, he gets bonus damage as long as there's a significant difference in our levels. But I guess I was expecting that I would just stumble onto the right thing to say that would make this encounter go the way I wanted.

His sword came a little close, and I blocked it with a telekinetic... well, shield makes it sound more formal than it was, but something like that, you know. Just a little solid patch of force. And I realized as I twisted the little patch of force and pushed the sword away that I'd seen something in his face, back when he and I sat there and actually tried talking for once. A spark of life--of something like humanity in him.

And I'd told him that it was his fate to die anyway, and stabbed him in the eyes and poured poison down his throat as he cried for mercy. All in good fun, taking out your aggression on dungeon monsters, right?

Yeah, uh, if he remembers you, he may not be happy--

I know. In the moment, I almost regretted not having a tangible sword to throw down in defeat. My Soulforged weapons could be recalled instantly, and also, as a telekinetic... I could still use it as a weapon when it wasn't in my hand, so it's not like it would matter. There was no gesture I could make that was disarming myself, proving myself innocent or unwilling to fight.

Hell--I could almost recall an Administrator's Note saying something about how I had to reflect on my own sins. It was... no, I don't know, I can't come up with it in the heat of battle. And even the Administrator saying that I was what monsters wished they could become--I'd taken that to mean that I'd stopped being a monster, but had I? Did a monster really want to stop being one, or did they just want safety and strength?

After a moment, I reached out with my mind and grabbed the sword that was in the Devil's hand, telekinetic force holding it in place so that he couldn't swing it. I still couldn't come up with a good thing to say, nothing that would make me less of a monster in my own right. Not even... not even saying sorry, really. What was the point of that, really? Saying that I regretted my moment of cruelty now that it was getting in my way?

The Devil flexed his not-insignificant strength, and I felt the blade actually stinging my mind, but I didn't really care that much.

"I'm not worthy, anymore, am I?" I asked, not really sure how to say it.

If nothing else, the large horned man stopped only focusing on the blade in his hand and turned to look at me. For a long moment, he stopped trying desperately to move it, and he scowled at me.

"Worthy? You?" He moved like he wanted to throw the sword aside in disgust, though again... held in place. "I don't know where you came from or why the hell I was supposed to offer you a quest, but you destroyed me. Like vermin to be executed, you delighted in my agony. And well, certainly, I understand that I am a devil," and he put one hand to his chest, in faux theatrics, "but I would never consider acting on such cruel instincts. Killing, yes--killing I understand. But what you did went beyond that."

"It did." I laughed, though I couldn't have told you why. No... I suppose in a way I could. "You know, I had just started to think that maybe I was really some hero, that after all of this, I was better. That all of my cruel nature was spent in that first trip through the dungeon, before... before I met you, I guess, technically." Likely, this Devil was different from the one I met the first time? I mean, his sword and behaviors were different. It really didn't matter, either way. "But now that I think about it, I still have that cruel streak in me, don't I?"

The Devil looked at me, snarling, and said, "Perhaps you're irredeemable. And even if you're not, I'm sure I don't forgive you."

And that thought broke my heart.

Not because... not because it was or wasn't true, I guess. In fact, most likely, the reason why the thought broke my heart was that I suddenly felt sure that the whole thing was a cosmic joke. I'd been told that I might become the next Administrator, met with fairies, been trained by gods... but the truth was, my darkness wasn't as far in my past as I'd thought. Maybe it was still there, waiting for another trigger.

I idly threw the devil's sword away, and it stuck in a wall somewhere. Not... not the lava fall where I'd thrown it the one time, which destroyed his throne. It just kind of smashed into a regular-ass stone wall and stuck there, and I kind of sat down on the ground for a minute. I wasn't crying, but I might have been. I kind of was, on the inside.

"You..." the Devil moved up to me, his long clawed hands flexing. "You weren't like this, before."

I looked up at him. In a lot of ways, the creature before me might have been a cartoon. Big, muscular red body, curly, pointed horns, black claws... I mean, for fuck's sake, the guy was dressed in a pelt loincloth. A loincloth. He was built like a brick shithouse, and I have no doubt that--purely out of spite I'm sure--behind that loincloth was some big ol' red devil dong, which I had no interested in ever seeing or knowing anything about, but the point was that Dungeon Creatures really were...

...creatures.

"You have feelings," I said, not because I needed his confirmation. I knew; I was a psychic, even before I had the telepathy skill. On some level I suppose I'd known the first time, I just didn't care. It was just another layer of illusion, another created thing to make him seem real when he wasn't. He wasn't real.

"Yes of course I do," snapped the Devil, crossly. "And I'm also a devil, a creature meant only to be destroyed by heroic creatures such as yourself." He broke the rhythm of his speech to put special emphasis on the word heroic, piling on as much scorn to the word as he could. "And I understand that my death is inevitable, and yet you went far beyond the pale, didn't you? All to, what, prove something? That you were willing to destroy a devil?"

I just stared at him for a minute, and eventually, looked away. "I guess I thought I was sending a message to your creator," I said, "without really thinking that you were your own person. Being cruel to you was just... spitting at the feet of the Administrator. And I guess that's just dumb."

"Oh, well, it's dumb. Well, yes, I'm glad you realized that torture is dumb." The Devil crossed his arms over his chest, sassily, but clearly that didn't vent enough of his frustration, because he turned and started stomping towards the sword I'd tossed away. Along the way, he turned and shouted back at me over his shoulder. "I'm sure in time you'll realize just how childish war crimes are and how inconvenient genocide can be for the people who live through it. Truly, I'm in awe of your wholesome moral fiber."

I watched him retrieve the sword, just sitting there on the floor. Not that I couldn't have defended myself, but... I didn't see a need to, or at least, I wanted fighting at all to be a last resort here, even fighting defensively. So I just watched.

He picked it up, and dragged the wide tip over the ground as he stomped his way back towards me. And then, to my surprise, when he got closer he simply sat down on the ground in front of me, his sword still held underhanded and mostly behind him.

"And tell me, oh great sage of humanity," he said, crossly. "What advice do you have to give to a devil who doesn't wish to be a devil? A sinner born to evil, without his consent? Perhaps if you have even a shred of thought as to how I should escape from this hell, I'll consider letting you carry my war declaration to the gods."

Merry gave me a mental nudge and whispered something in my mind's ear, and I mentally nodded at her, but didn't act on the thought directly.

"Honestly," I said, knowing that my voice sounded very tired, "the first time I came through here, I wasn't in any position to answer a question like that, and I guess I'm still not. Because I have no idea what your situation actually is. A boss creature created by the Administrator--it's not like whatever backstory you have as, what was it, Satan's Valet? It's not like that's real, or answers any questions about how to help you."

"Since then, I've made friends, bonded with a fairy, and I've asked a different Administrator to create an NPC pet item for me out of ...well, not something as intelligent as you. He--Julius--seemed nice, and he was free--"

"And where is he now?"

I hesitated. "Due to circumstances beyond my control--"

"He's dead." The Devil's voice was unimpressed.

I shrugged. "I had no part in that. I liked him, and I treated him with respect. And other ...dungeon item creatures I've seen also seem decent and intelligent and whatever else. It's not impossible.

"Oh yes," the devil put one clawed finger up to his chin, thoughtfully. "That's just what I was looking for--going from having no control over my fate to being a slave. Wondrous idea; really, I can't imagine why I didn't think of it myself."

I nodded at him, making no effort to defend what I'd just said. Because in the end, I'd been thinking about that same question for a while, now, hadn't I? Ever since I learned about Bo. "I know," I said, tiredly. "But if you ask me what can become of you, I legitimately don't know what's possible. You can only exist in the dungeon, or through an item like that. And even..." I hesitated, and mentally probed Merry, and she went searching for something. "...even if I did that, it wouldn't necessarily change what you want to change, in addition to not giving you freedom. It's a hell of a choice."

The big creature looked at me, unimpressed, and a few moments awkwardly passed.

I was a little surprised when Merry came out of her own accord, dragging along with her what appeared to be a piece of paper, but which must have been the physical form of a mental document. The Devil, too, looked a little surprised, even as Merry cleared her throat and turned to me.

"So, uh," Merry's voice was hesitant, but clear. "I'm not really sure the answer to what you asked, bro, but I'll tell you what it says and then what I think it means. Skill provides ownership over all that taken or freely given, as defined in... blah blah. Skill advancement requires adept use of soul manipulation techniques. Contract as defined, blah blah, must be fitted to target or targets, blah blah..." Merry scratched her head. "Contract is binding, with cost comm... commens... commensurate? to the degree of soul manipulation..."

"I find the very fact that you have some kind of soul binding technique disturbing," opined the Devil.

Merry just held a finger up in his direction as a shushing gesture.

"...terms of the contract can be any that are stored as soul or type binding assignments in the System, so long as those terms do not conflict with another binding arrangement. Soul and type binding assignments include but are not limited to... uh, a lot of examples, but I'll say form and nature." Merry lowered the piece of paper. "The hag turned monsters into a weapon because she could change their form. Controlling someone that you kill has to be both turning their form into an item and also changing their nature, right? But if you can form your own contract, you could also just specify that the dude is no longer evil without taking control."

I nodded, though I didn't feel particularly encouraged. "That doesn't mean that things will be good, though. Even if he's not evil, as long as he's the boss of the dungeon, Dungeoneers will come kill him."

Merry nodded, lowering the paper. "Yeah. But if you took him out of the dungeon, where would he go, anyway?"

"I'm sorry," the Devil broke in, "but are you seriously suggesting that you have the ability to rewrite my soul to make me no longer evil?"

Merry turned to him. "Only with your consent. Unless you dropped your own corpse upon dying, I don't think we can force it on you."

He considered what my fairy said for a long minute before asking a simple question. "Can you rid of the Satan's Valet thing, too? That guy always has the most unreasonable demands."

I just rolled my eyes. "Sure. I mean, it means nothing to anyone but you. And, I guess, Satan, if he really exists out there somewhere."

"Also, as long as we're talking about wish fulfillment," said the Devil, "do you think you could, ah, increase the size of my... well, I mean, it's not as though it's not of reasonable size, but you know, there are just some devils, I hear, that just have really big ones..."

I put my head in my hands as I considered just where, exactly, my life had taken this kind of a turn, as the Devil talked about exactly what it was willing to sell me his soul for.

            

    
        83. The D. R. C.

    
    
    
    
                All our talk about using my skill to just, you know reform the Devil had to be, eventually, tempered by the fact that I'd never tried anything like this. I'd only used the skill once before, and not any of the advanced usages; however, as we got to a point of actual Negotiations, Merry prodded me to try to induce the skill to produce a piece of contract paper, and sure enough, that was something that I could do with it.

That led to me and the Devil looking over her shoulder as Merry wrote with a comparatively oversized pen on a piece of paper larger than she was.

"So, first, remove the Evil system tag," she said, tapping the pen next to where she'd written that down. "That should be a soul-level thing. Second, alter the Devil's form to that of a human. Third, increase the size of his sword, and also his penis," she tapped those two points on the paper, "both are form things, and fourth, break his relationship with Satan, should be a soul thing. In exchange for these, Jerry will be awarded his Full Clear Quest, uh, and I guess also a bunch of experience?" She looked over her shoulder at the Devil, obviously uncertain.

"If it is within my power to give, who am I to argue?" he asked, again putting his hand to his chest and trying to look noble.

"And notable here is that although we have the option of continuing to own the Devil when the contract is signed, after the portion of the signage where whatever we change happens, we're not interested in that."

"Noble of you, though I must suggest that if this ends up with me being bound into an item or some such anyway, don't just leave me on the floor for whomever to pick up. Who knows what kind of horrible life I may lead if just anyone holds my leash."

Merry looked to me for approval, and I nodded. Although I had no real understanding of whether or not this would work, the theory at least was sound.

"Then we're agreed." Merry put two lines on the paper for signing, or whatever, but stood up and obviously remained in the way so that neither of us could move on it. "So... Jerry, I think I'm gonna want to be inside, 'cos i bet we're gonna have to figure out what we're doing on the fly. Be ready for this all to be some kind of real mess, yeah?"

I nodded. The Devil, I noted, seemed unperturbed by the idea that this soul surgery might be go terribly wrong, even with us saying exactly that in front of him. Instead, I just held out a hand to the fairy, and she found her way back into my mind, or I guess into my magic, in the moments after she reached her own hand out to take mine.

I waited for her to be settled, and then nodded at the big red man next to me, taking the pen and signing my own name in the space provided.

The Devil instead pricked his own finger and moved to write with his own blood, which.... okay? But he paused at the last moment.

"This could really work, couldn't it?" he said, and a smile spread over his sharp-toothed face. "I'll no longer simply be some idiot monster for others to crush. I'll be free to make my own choices. With this contract," he placed his finger to the page, blood immediately soaking into the page, "I will be reborn!"

I found myself with a raging headache--not because the magic instantly activated, which turned out not to be correct. Instead, I had to activate the skill, The Devil's Rebirth Contract, to activate the item, the Devil's rebirth contract, and that just fucking pissed me off.

But it did activate, and when it activated, a lot of things happened. Mostly, the Devil shattered into glass pieces, but also, I got a quest window, the Dungeon registered me as having killed the final boss, and then those glass pieces swirled into a vortex of air and dived into the scroll. As it did, I felt... something, like I was a little more full than I had been, but not in any way that made sense to me.

The scroll vibrated, and Merry and I both grimaced, as the Skill tried to do something, but I didn't have nearly enough experience to tell what, and neither did she.

After a long moment, Merry was able to provide me with a mental picture; as with the efforts to rebuild my skills and items, I was left with what seemed to be a shattered thing, but all laid out in what was obviously a space set aside for it. Like when we'd taken apart an item and been given a bunch of odd magical pieces to reassemble, the parts weren't normal; instead, the Devil's body was separated into concepts, and each concept tied to physical stuff.

And, I guess, we were supposed to put it back together ourselves, or... I guess just modify it ourselves? At the start it was kind of hard to know, though it ended up being more of the latter.

Look--I'll level with you. I wish I could properly describe sorting through the presumably-fake biology of a Dungeon-created Devil and combing out concepts like "Red skin", "Evil", "Horns", etc. I wish I could describe a fairy mentally holding the pure, unattached concept of penis size and turning it around in her hands and around looking for a switch or a dial to make it go up. And I wish I could properly describe exactly what the fuck the thing with the "Satan's Valet" title was supposed to mean, because it was a giant confusing ball of circuits and gears and whatever else in Merry's understanding of things and all we could really do it pluck it out with a giant pair of tweezers, trying not to let it get tangled up with anything else, and then just throw it away.

What I'm saying is I'd like to describe insanity properly, but I just can't. Some things just aren't supposed to make sense.

All I can really tell you is that when we more or less put the Devil's body together in a way that was described by the contract, the contract itself recognized that we had accomplished what we promised. Maybe we had also done some kind of damage--again, hard to tell--but done was done.

And then the contract shifted and disassembled the Devil's Executioner Blade, because we had also put that down in the promise. We... kind of achieved what we were looking for there too? I'm not sure we did a good job with it, though.

The contract seemed to accept that it had been fulfilled, when it was fulfilled. And then I was presented with an emotional trigger that I could pull, or I guess two; one was decidedly more selfish than the other, and Merry and I agreed that if I did that, then in spite of whatever was written on the contract, the Devil would become my minion. The skill was deliberately written with betrayal in mind, contract or not.

But after pulling the other trigger, a man appeared in front of me. He was about the Devil's height, weight, and body type, and was carrying the Executioner's Blade in one hand... and a black suitcase in the other. He was no longer red-skinned, horned, or clawed, though he was still dressed in little aside from a loincloth--except that he was now also wearing a fedora, for reasons that I admit I honestly could not explain. The fedora and briefcase seemed, in my mind, to match, though I couldn't really explain either.

The former Devil let his sword fall to the ground and immediately lifted his loincloth, which pissed me the hell off as I had to turn my head to not be staring right at a largeish man-dick. He dropped it after only a moment, though, immediately doing the kind of patting-around-his-body that you expect someone to do when they were aware that their body had been transformed and they didn't have a mirror handy.

Meanwhile, I distracted myself with the Quest.




	[ GOOD AND EVIL ] [ FULL CLEAR ]



	The Devil of Pearland Dungeon has requested that you deliver a declaration of war to the Dungeon God Kalamitus in Galveston Wharf Dungeon. Accomplishing this will affect both Dungeons significantly and may have severe consequences for your world.



	[ REWARD: Full Clear (Xzyrtvwartcihz), Redemption ]






I frowned at the window, because the line about the quest affecting the Dungeons seemed incongruous with what I'd been told. I mean, in theory, if I replaced the Dungeon Administrator and freed Kalamitus, then yes, that would technically affect both dungeons, but would they be affected simply because I completed the quest? The Devil had said, before, that when the Quest was accomplished, the dungeons would "spill out" into the mortal world, but neither the Administrator nor Kalamitus had said anything about that, specifically.

"I'm... beautiful!" cooed the man formerly known as The Devil, both hands on his rosy, flesh-colored cheeks, as tears rolled down his eyes.

Hey, boss, don't mean to interrupt, but...

Merry mentally gestured towards a clock hanging in midair, which suggested it had taken a little shy of an hour for us to... more or less tweak the Devil's dungeon... code? Which meant that whatever the boss of the dungeon was, now--this guy, or another Devil, or whatever--it would soon be spawning, or... whatever.

I just gave Merry a mental shrug in reply, because honestly I didn't care, and tried to figure out whether there was some other devious thing about this Full Clear quest that I hadn't yet considered.

And so the next few minutes passed in relative peace, until the clock hit zero.

Out of all the things that I expected to happen, I certainly wouldn't have put on the list that the Administrator's avatar would appear in the room, sitting on the Devil's bone throne in front of a lava waterfall curtain, his glasses still opaquely blocking his eyes behind, his Hawaiian shirt fluttering in an invisible breeze. Somehow... perhaps mostly because we couldn't see his eyes, he managed to pull of an intimidating aura for someone who was, admittedly, a nerdy little beanpole.

The former Devil whirled as soon as he appeared, though, flinching back as though he'd been struck. Me, I sensed him, and Merry immediately tried to reach out to see what she could sense from the guy, but...

He's blockin' me, she said after a moment. Or maybe he's not real, and this is just a dungeon monster to look like the guy?

Actually, that made a lot more sense, yeah. I'd already seen that monsters could be the mouthpieces for an Administrator, so why not be more direct?

The beanpole raised one hand, and the Devil's newer, larger Executioner Blade fluttered across the room like a small bit of metal caught in an enormous magnetic field, smashing into his hand at incredible speeds--but stopped dead where it landed, as though his grip was weightier than the stone walls that... that frankly had already been shattered by the sword being thrown at them with somewhat less force than that.

"You've taken something of mine yet again, Mr. Applebee." The fake Administrator stood up from the bone throne, his too-small fingers carefully considering the sword in his hand as though they were quite familiar with it. "I must admit, I didn't expect that you would find a way to still get your hands on that Full Clear Quest in spite of how badly you screwed up absolutely everything, and yet, here you are."

"M-my lord," said the former Devil, bowing down. "It was my own desires, my own selfish--"

"Enough, Lived," the beanpole said, tiredly, "You're nothing but a child expected to fill the shoes of an adult. It's something all of us here understand too well, and yet you, more than the rest of us, are too naive." And with a flick of his wrist, the fake Administrator threw the black blade end over end, through the devil, and then through the stone floor behind him, the blade vanishing out of sight as stone blocks erupted into the air from the impact.

The ...Lived? Merry had to tell me that it was Devil spelled backwards, which okay... the guy looked down at the hole through his stomach and gurgled blood, fell over, and shrank down into an item--a corpse doll. I considered that for a long moment, before the Administrator's voice brought me back.

"It's pathetic, really," said the beanpole, gesturing with one hand to make the stone blocks scattering into the air pause in space. With only his will--I could swear he wasn't using telekinetic force, according to my senses--he tossed the corpse doll down into the hole in the void and replaced the blocks in the floor. "When I told you that the Quest was still here, I meant it, though of course I didn't believe you could accomplish this, even after the hint that the Hag gave you. In fact I laid a trap that if you ever owned the Devil's Soul... well, it wouldn't turn out well for you."

That seemed entirely in the Administrator's character, and also made sense as a general moral rule, yeah. Owning random Dungeon monsters, sure; the system already did that. Enslaving people was highly immoral, and a bad thing in general. But owning something that was supposed to be a mythological character, and a major one at that... that seemed like its own kind of hubris.

"I was in a different Dungeon and had the opportunity to turn one of their minibosses," I said, conversationally, "because she made the same mistake you did. That was in Armand Bayou. Instead I notified the Administrator and she rewarded me. I'm not actually all that interested in ...well, trying to screw everything up, I guess. I had to, here, to get what I wanted, but... I'm not in it to see the world burn."

"Oh, you had to." The Administrator turned to me more directly. "I see, you had to. You just had to mess up all my plans and the way my system works so that you could kill me and take over. It simply must be."

I ground my teeth a little before replying. "Okay, fine. I wanted to, but not because I want to hurt you, not even to see you die or to get my reward. I did it because I said I would do it and I wanted to actually do what I set out to do."

"How noble," the beanpole replied, with heavy sarcasm.

"It's not noble, but it's not evil either. Honestly, try and tell me that I seriously inconvenienced you, or even that you couldn't possibly see it coming." I crossed my arms in front of me. "Meanwhile I still don't understand the consequences of the quest or whether or not there is some secret even more awful thing that's going to happen when I accomplish it that nobody's said yet."

"Yes, I thought you would enjoy that quest description," the beanpole chuckled. "And since you've messed with my Dungeon, I suppose I won't bother to answer your question, either. You simply have to make up your own mind."

I considered his words for a few seconds, and then accepted the quest, wordlessly. I'd already made up my mind, really... but I hesitated. And if he did that on purpose just to screw with me... well, from what everyone had said, whatever was going to happen needed to happen at some point anyway. If I wasn't going to get any more information, then screw it.

The beanpole smirked at me and have a half-hearted shrug.

I moved towards the entrance, thinking I'd just walk away from this conversation and back to the nearest Fairy Dungeon entrance... but it was sealed, as was (I noted quickly) the exit. That meant that the Administrator's avatar was... now, effectively the Dungeon Boss.

If not forever, at least in this moment, for me.

"Going so soon, Jerry?" The beanpole removed his glasses, and beneath them, instead of the black voids from before, were two burning orbs of fire. "Sorry, but I have one last challenge you have to defeat in order to get my recommendation. If you'd taken the bonus fight in the crypt, I might have left it at that, but I really want to see you test your limits. After all, you're a very rare breed."

The beanpole Administrators' arms and legs suddenly lengthened and his skin turned black, his Hawaiian shirt stretching and becoming consumed with fire until it was consumed and replaced by a black business suit. His face seemed to vanish into shadow, but for the burning orbs of his eyes, as well as a burning fire that he held within his mouth, backlighting his smile from within.

"You were willing to give even the Devil what he wanted," said the beanpole, his voice coming out as an insane scratching raspy voice that made my ears ring when he spoke. "So now you're going to give me what I want. One last fight, one true fight before the end."

I glanced up at the species ID above the Administrator's head, my heart clenching with sudden alarm.

[ THE SLENDERMAN - Lv 250 ]
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                Now, look. I'm pretty good at this whole fighting thing. Not... not the best in the world. I still have never actually had sword training, neither general stuff nor specific training on the wild sword types that the Dungeons have provided. The Executioner's Blade, for example, is nobody's idea of a normal sword. I could tell pretty early on that the balance of it was weird, but I lacked the language to be specific about it. Honestly, the reformed sword I gave the former-devil would probably have been worse, because I just kind of screwed around with it and made it bigger.

The point is, I've been in a bunch of fights and came out okay. I knew immediately this wasn't going to be a fight I got out of okay. Because, first and foremost, this is the guy who saw my real fight--and he saw me put someone else through almost the same kind of fight just a short while ago. This is the guy who's seen me desperate, and if he wants "a real fight", he knows just how far he has to push me to make me desperate again.

I'd used my Telekinesis since I reforged it, but the beanpole--the Slenderman, now--managed to determine in maybe three chops with his ridiculously long arms exactly how fast I was. The first, I just barely dodged, throwing myself into my telekinesis a little late, and I noticed just how he slowed down to let me escape. When I puppeted myself out of his reach, I felt a little better, but the second chop scared me. His legs and arms moved like... well, honestly, the fact that he looked almost human probably made for an optical illusion; his reach and step range were vastly longer than I expected them to be, and again, I noticed him giving me leeway.

The third chop of his arm was down into the stone floor, and it shattered the stone blocks, revealing the same abyss below that I'd seen when the Devil's throne had broken, and the same as when the blade had shattered the floor. Whatever was below... I had to assume it was death.

Too quickly, his hand drew back, and both arms flicked forward through the debris, throwing the shattered floor blocks at me. I both danced back and threw up fields of force to deflect the blocks, and it was at almost exactly the moment that I felt like I had successfully deflected all the blocks when I realized that Slenderman's fist was coming right for my face.

From that moment on, I had barely a moment to think.

When I intervened against the undead Kensei, I felt an attack actually hurt my mind when I deflected it with my skill, and so I was a little cautious about trying to just shield against the Slenderman's attack. I won't say it saved my life, but it was certainly wise; even pushing the attacks aside instead of meeting them head-on, they stung.

His fists were fast, and if he'd kept at it, I don't think I would have had room for a counter-attack. The Slenderman wasn't a base, unintelligent dungeon creature; he was more human than most things I fought, adapting to my little quirks and patterns before I noticed that they were there.

But he was also not quite trying to kill me--that was obvious.

His choice to change tactics was deliberate, and he left an obvious hole in his pattern. He dashed back, destroying a section of wall to grab more stone blocks, and took a moment to snag them and start throwing. Since I had breathing room, and since the item wouldn't be much good to help me block anyway, took my Executioner's Sword in a telekinetic hand and threw it at him. It landed something of a glancing blow, and he smashed it away, destroying the fake item in the process--a slight waste of mana, but nothing serious.

Meanwhile, I tried to mentally sort through what I could possibly shift around in my materialized equipment to give myself a boost. I had plenty of telekinetic boosters, but I figured that most of what I needed to do right now was layer on damage to make sure that I actually did anything when I managed to land an attack. I ended up focusing on dodging as Merry used my class powers and just threw everything damage-like onto the sword, then threw some telekinesis boosters on my boots of air dash--boots I'd not really needed lately, but used nevertheless.

Putting on the boots with a thought as soon as they were ready, I almost tripped over my own feet.

Normally, the materialized equipment felt like a second skin, and I hardly noticed if they were on or off; rather than being physical items, they were basically just my own magic layered around my feet, neck, or whatever. It was a major advantage to my class; the sword didn't have weight, and the equipment was almost preternaturally flexible when I needed it to be. They still acted right when I hit someone or was hit, but they didn't tend to get in my way.

The boots did, and I discarded them immediately, confused but with no time to examine it. After all of the things I'd done lately, if something was damaged and I didn't know about it, all I could really do was accept it.

In the meantime, of course, the Slenderman was throwing rocks, casually smashing the wall to pieces when he needed more. Most of the places where he had smashed just revealed more black void, though I thought I caught, from one angle, the signs of another room visible from the outside through the gap. But, the boss fight itself was at this point mostly just me slightly deflecting rocks and moving myself out of the way, watching and waiting for a pattern I could exploit.

There wasn't much of one, honestly.

He shifted modes again after a few minutes, or hours, or seconds, whatever--I was not really watching the clock, instead paying most of my attention to my mana bar. Given that the Administrator was clearly trying to operate just at the edge of my limits, I knew that he was going to be pushing me until I had nothing left, and that meant watching my resources like a hawk. Merry, I could tell, was also juggling a couple things, though mostly she seemed to be trying to help with my telekinesis to keep the power draw down, somehow. It was already much lower than it used to be, with the ...was what I had the True version of the skill? Was that different? Wrong time to think about it, but if the point was finding an advantage, here, I would be in trouble without that skill.

I half expected a mental concurrence from Merry, but didn't really think much of it when she was busy.

Anyway, he shifted modes, this time coming in with a lot of leaping arm chops, each of which shattered the floor and exposed more of the abyss. He was fast, but I noted a lot of places where his pattern was inefficient--places where he had to turn, and was close enough to the wall that he could have used it to push off of, but didn't even try. I found myself baiting him into one of those, knowing that he was probably still too fast for me to get a good counter, but I had to try.

He went up, long suited legs pulling to his chest at the apex of his jump, and came down, one black nightmare hand karate-chopping the stone, creating a highly theatrical, anime-esque impact crator. I leaped back and catapulted off the wall, Executioner Blade snagging him just in the shoulder, Assassination triggering as I hit a joint, and the blade exploded into light and fireworks as the auras all did damage.

On his health bar, you could barely tell I'd done anything.

I'd been in this kind of situation before, but it's hard to struggle against the depression that comes from being outmatched like that. Before, it had been because of hubris, foolishness, idiocy... but here, this situation was different. He'd chosen this, to work out his own aggressions, after he basically congratulated me for accomplishing what I'd come here to do.

And I knew that his true level couldn't possibly be 250; there were people far higher level than that in this world. This was just a fighting dummy he'd thrown together, and he figured I could win against it, and I probably could.

But it was also killing me inside. It was a hell of a thing to go through a fight like this.

Any suggestions? I asked my fairy.

You've got class points to spend, skill points, forge points...

I gave her a mental wave, letting her mess around with my class stuff. I could tell, immediately, that she dumped points into my Agility and Strength, because my muscles felt off, and I felt a sick something going through me, but I didn't obsess over it like I would have if I wasn't, you know, trying not to die.

I did frown when Merry gathered my class points and asked the ether for a new feature, and frowned again, when something inside my brain shifted, the interference knocking me momentarily out of telekinesis. I'd been mid-jump, and I ended up falling and sliding on my back for a moment, which caused the Slenderman to leap at me, both arms raised for a double fist pound.

I did a backwards roll, mostly using my skill for it, into a handspring and threw myself away, but that just had me looking at the spot where I was laying as he shattered it, a smaller piece of debris hitting my face while I was in no position to block or shield it.

What--

You can imbue weapons with your skills to make them stronger or share whatever effects. It's probably just like the telekinetic edge thing, in the skill upgrade tree, but if the Class is also working with it, hopefully it will be stronger. I'm going to snag those, too...

Instead of arguing, I dodged, trying to get a grasp on my new speed given my higher agility, and found an excuse to make a swing at the Slenderman, pulling out my Executioner and trying to force Telekinesis into it. To my surprise, the combination of the two gave me the sense of immense weight behind the blade--far more weight than I could normally put behind the weapon, even when I was trying to wrap it in fields of force or enhance the edges.

The blade made another glancing blow, but it did more damage than the more solid hit to the Slenderman's shoulder earlier. I nodded to myself even as I threw myself back, trying to mentally shift my grip on the weapon.

"You're getting better," sneered the beanpole through his new black-wrapped mask. "Maybe I should step up my game,"

I let out an exaggerated sigh without really replying, waiting and watch for the Slenderman to speed up, but perhaps he was just teasing me, because as far as I could tell, he didn't do anything differently. He did, after a moment, phase shift again, back to his first phase of charging at me and making several more direct melee attacks in rapid succession.

I can't improve the Telekinesis skill while you're using it. What should I--

Assassination, I interrupted, because I hadn't really thought about it until I really needed it. Move points from TK if you have to. We need that extra damage.

In the meantime, it was all I could do to dodge and deflect punches, swipes, uppercuts, elbow sweeps, even rising knee strikes and flying roundhouse kicks from the Administrator's puppet. It was a flying roundhouse kick that almost did me in, but I doubled down on shields when I realized I couldn't dodge and he just knocked me across the room. I got the vague impression I might land in a hole, more instinct really than thought, and used the skill to extend my flight slightly, smacking instead into a dislodged floor block and almost falling back in before I caught myself.

He was back again in front of me before I was ready, and I tried to ignore my injuries and monitor my health and mana while I waited for him to change again.

When he did change, I half expected him to go back to throwing blocks, That illusion was helped along because he grabbed a pair of big rock chunks, but instead of throwing them, he charged again and tried to mosquito-clap my head in between the rocks, which--I'm going to assume, blindly--would have been fatal if I let it happen, but instead I leaned back sharply, and kept retreating as he used the large boulders as... what, really? He wasn't replicating any more advanced weapon, he was just trying to hit me with rocks. There was no swordplay here, no martial arts, just a long-limbed man trying to hit me with something large and heavy. He wasn't even moving as fast as when he was attacking bare-handed, and no doubt his bare hands would have killed me, easily.

I saw a chance and leaped upwards, Executioner blade making an underhand vertical chop straight to Slenderman's face, with as much telekinetic weight as I knew how to put into it, which wasn't a whole lot yet, but the hit to his face landed, Assassination triggered, and the damage was reasonable.

Maybe a few dozen more hits like that. Probably less than a hundred. Reasonable.

While I was in the air, he did turn and throw the rocks at me, and I had to extend my jump a little with the skill and deflect them, which in turn found me close to the hole in the wall, but I wasn't going to fall out. I mentally glanced again at my stats, deciding to top of my health with a potion since I had a moment to breathe.

The Slenderman paused for a moment as I drank. "As always," said the beanpole, again sneering, this time with a self-satisfied look in his eyes, which were the only other feature visible on his face, "your ability to survive is remarkable. And to think that when you actually use the resources you were given, you can even do damage. Truly, you are without peer."

I finished off the potion, and flicked the empty bottle at the Slenderman in protest of his lousy mid-fight banter. I mean, I'm not much for that either, but I usually have the decency to keep quiet, at least.

The Slenderman decided at around the same moment to charge at me again, and didn't actually seem to register the bottle even as it smashed into his face. I... I mean, I dodged, and looked back in confusion as the Slenderman stumbled and smacked into the wall, his hands brushing at his face as though to get glass shards off of him. Did he... honestly... not notice?

And then he turned on me and charged again, immediately switching modes to his flying karate chop form. That, at least, gave me a little time to think, as all the leaping still obeyed the laws of physics--he didn't accelerate downwards, though he did vary the height of his jumps, sometimes making very shallow horizontal jumps instead of high arching ones. And that time to think reminded me of another set of bottles that existed here, in the Devil's bone throne.

It took a little while, and Merry's help, for me to telekinetically remove the bottles while also still dodging everything, and I put them in my inventory so that Merry could identify which was the healing potion--which I definitely didn't want to feed the Administrator, given how little damage I was doing to him.

That done, I debated how exactly to best weaponize the two offensive potions, deciding after a minute that it would take some experimentation. So on the next high leap, I also jumped, charging straight at the Slenderman and using a big telekinetic push to try to throw him across the room. It didn't really help; since he was so much higher in level, he passively resisted it, but it did throw off his trajectory, and he landed on a pile of rubble that he didn't intend to, and tripped and fell.

For my part, I had thrown myself to the side when the push didn't work, and clung for a moment to the wall, watching. The Slenderman was quick to his feet, of course, but even as he glared at me, I got the impression that he really just wasn't as quick, mentally, as his actions made him seem.

Either way, he wasn't dumb. Most likely, that was just another layer to give me a small chance, or possibly an inefficiency caused by him controlling the puppet. Whichever, he leaped at me, and I measured his jump again, deciding not to try to counterattack, and let him crash into the wall, shattering it with a double-fisted smash.

...and then he mostly passed through the wall, as his double-fisted smash had shattered everything that would have stopped his upper body. Instead, he pivoted around his knees, managing to catch himself. So... maybe he's a little dumb, but not terrible.

The Slenderman yanked himself back into the arena, either using his legs or some kind of force of will, I admit I was distracted. He landed and twisted around to glare at me, a scowl showing in his mouth and eyes. "Don't say it."

I didn't actually have a witty quip prepared, and shrugged at him. "Look before you leap?" I tried, feeling like it was terrible banter. Instead, I tried to think of something to say if I did manage to do something clever with the exploding and toxic-cloud potions, but to be honest, my head just wasn't in it.

He went back into his throwing-rocks fighting style, either in protest or just to keep things moving.
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                If there was one thing that made this kind of fight bearable, it's that there wasn't any kind of time limit--or at least, in my experience with boss fights, there never were. That, and the fact that the Slenderman, like most boss fights, didn't ramp up in difficulty out of nowhere; there was a phase change at half health, but other than that, it should be relatively consistent, so you had time to understand the enemy, adapt, and grow yourself to overcome what was before you.

I mean, in theory.

In practice, there was a timer on this fight, because whenever the Slenderman did damage to the floor or walls, he left real, tangible holes into the abyss, and while I could throw myself from solid floor to solid floor, I wasn't immune to making mistakes. I stretched my mind a bit in order to keep all of the holes more or less in mind while also spending a lot of attention on the Slenderman itself, watching for cues, openings, and inefficiencies.

And also, the Slenderman did have a lot more patterns than the average boss, probably because the Administrator himself could simply create them.

He decided after another couple rounds to try a tactic where he drew his fists back karate-style and then punch at me from a ways away, and with each forward punch he would release some kind of air or force shockwave. Of course I was suspicious from the start, barely dodging the first but getting into the swing of it after a bit. He actually wasn't as fast on that as he could have been, and so I tried going in to take a shot at him. I got one good hit on his shoulder, and twisted in midair to try to backhand him before I got out of range, but missed with the second shot. I could have thrown the blade, again, with telekinesis... but I was having trouble adapting to my new Class Feature.

Merry had described Telekinesis as me throwing around mental weight, when she was trying to explain Psychokinesis, and apparently I had some mental "weight" limit that was pretty high, but when I put that telekinetic weight behind my blade, I couldn't also use it to throw myself around, and also it became more expensive to use telekinesis on the blade, or on myself while carrying it. I could recover the weight, lightening the blade and giving me more to play with, but it took a moment, longer if I used a lot of the stuff. All this on top of me burning through mana, which I was now starting to get low on as I experimented.

I did have potions, unlike that first battle, but not an unlimited supply, and there was a lot of fight left to go.

Merry took a break from trying to enhance my actions, and I could tell she was trying to strategize or find a new answer, so I took over the entire mental burden of surviving the fight in the meantime. It had really helped, not being alone under these circumstances, but mostly that just meant I wasn't going to become unstable and collapse; I had the skills I needed, and the experience, and the grit, or at least, I was confident that I would survive most anything short of an unfair surprise attack. Which, of course, was a thing, but... I had to hope that it wasn't going to happen here. The situation was unfair enough.

I went about five rounds without any help from Merry, and got another hit in along the way. Shuffling the weight to and from my sword turned out to be the thing where I most needed help, but I managed; I stumbled splitting my attention between the unfamiliar task and dodging, but in the end I got my hit and got away without dying, which was always the number one goal.

Jay...

After those five rounds, I was eager to have Merry back in my corner, but when she approached me, mentally, I could tell she was keeping something back. Not that I could spare the attention to try and read her mind, but it felt weird that she didn't want me to know what she was thinking.

Jay, bro, just... do you trust me?

With my life. I mean... the question surprised me, and scared me a little given the context, but really, in every part of my relationship with the fairy so far, she'd been smarter than me about the stuff that she could see and touch. She knew me, and she knew what was going on inside. I'd not seen her get anything truly wrong in a long time.

'Kay. This is gonna suck.

Merry, to her credit, waited for an opportune moment, but then she knocked me, mentally, away from the controls for my telekinesis, which confused me and made me trip and stumble. And then I felt her hands on the Skill, and then...

...and then?

The Slenderman almost punched me in the face as I realized that I... that I no longer had a Telekinesis skill, at all. It had gone away. Merry had taken the entire skill and jammed it, starting with the ends, into whatever the recycler function of the class was. It wasn't just broken; it was gone.

I felt her hands on the telekinetic sense, too, and that vanished a moment later. My passive ability to just know where things were, the comforting sense that I wasn't going to trip over a rock or fall in a hole... it was just gone.

The Slenderman, obviously sensing just how wrong everything seemed to be going, paused. I... I tried to decide whether or not I should attack in that interval, but honestly, in that moment, I had started to lose my will to live.

Because in the end, more than anything, what kept me alive was the freedom that I'd found in the Dungeon, and I didn't understand that until it vanished. Telekinesis was more than just a thing that saved my life; it was my life.

No.

I let my attention shift to Merry, while also keeping my eyes on the long-limbed monstrosity that was now watching me closely.

Before you were here, bro, you had something else that was your life. You thought it wasn't real, though, and that's why you wanted to die in the first place. Because the 'you' in your head that was able to live the way you wanted to live was a lie, and so life wasn't worth living.

I... I blinked at her. I'd fought off ghosts trying to possess me, spent my life worrying that I was insane... I mean yes, in a way, I'd thought over and over that if that 'me' was real, then he was my best self, and even daydreamed that it woudl be true, though I knew it wasn't.  The part of me that didn't give up even when treated like shit, that would have fought to the end of the world, the best version fo me... even suggesting there had really been actual ghosts, the whispers in my mind had talked of gods and people I knew and other things that I knew for sure had been false. The 'me' that could have lived in myth wasn't real, because the myth was lies meant to weaken me and control me.

Merry put her mental hands on The Devil's Rebirth Contract and destroyed it. That, I didn't mind, though the thought confused me.

You have a mental concept of yourself and the Skill came close to it. Even after everything you did for the skill, it's wrong. All of these things are wrong. I spent a lot of time thinking about how the fairy knight used magic, how she stole it from the... from the guy. She took the pieces and she made her own thing out of them.  She splintered them just like that and formed something new out of the ashes.

Jerry. Merry was in my head--no, she was behind me, giving me a hug. Don't rebuild Telekinesis. Fight like... like whatever you were back when you were fighting ghosts, or whatever. Just pretend that whatever you were doing back then was real, or could be real.  Like the best you is the real you.

I blinked, letting my sword start to drop, and almost didn't notice when the Slenderman chopped at my head.

I'd like to say that what came next was me turning the battle around and immediately conquering my enemy. That'd be nice, yeah? I spent a bunch of time dodging, and felt a little humiliated as the Slenderman obviously slowed down for my sake. The Administrator was toying with me; he didn't want to kill me, even though the whole premise of the fight was that one little mistake would end me. And here was my vulnerability, writ large, and he obligingly lowered himself yet again down to my level.

I could have hoped to stop and meditate and try to grasp the concept of what Merry was telling me. It was tangible, in my head; the concept that I could, maybe, live my dreams, be my best self, but it didn't make any sense.

That imaginary version of me wasn't real.

I was thinking that as I watched a man with a pitch black face and flames within his eye sockets and mouth smash the floor with his bare hands. I was thinking that as he turned and punched, throwing a shcokwave with his fist, turning physical motion into magic with just his will. I was thinking it as I materialized a copy of a weapon in my hand and smashed said black face with it, understanding implicitly that a sword to the face was not lethal for this creature, and in fact it no longer did any damage at all from what I could tell.

It took me a very long time before something stirred inside of me--many rounds, honestly, of watching the Slenderman change tactics, many rounds of hitting him and doing no damage, many rounds of feeling Merry there in my head, trusting me and not helping, which I guess looking back on it was correct. The fairy that was in my head, that lived literally inside my magic, observed me as I came to a conclusion very, very slowly.

The version of me that existed back then, that had babbled in the darkness things about 'how dare the gods' and 'I'll destroy you' and 'you can't defeat me' as though the insanity in my own head was perfectly reasonable, the version of me that had forced itself to face the concept--real or imaginary--that it would fight a god if a god found it unworthy, the version of me that had accepted the idea that I had to crush spirits or souls or whatever because they were tormenting me and trying to possess me and...

The version of me that stood up to the impossible might have been insane, but it had survived. And now it--I--lived in a world where the insane things I had lived through might be real; like, really real.  Or...

Or, equivalently, the absolute bullshit that seemed to be happening could be fake. After all, why was my bullshit fake and their bullshit real? Whether it's all bullshit or none of it is, magic comes down to willpower... or, well, it starts with it, at the very least.

Again, I'd like to say that the immediate effect of that realization was highly theatrical. I want to say that I batted away the Slenderman's flying fist like he was an ant, and my sword of dreams split his head in two with a single stroke, or maybe just that it threw him across the room and he begged for his life or bantered with me as I crossed the room to crush him.

The truth was perhaps even more profound, but it was personal. I kept dodging blows, but I weaved, in my head, a single skill out of what had been destroyed, mostly on instinct.  Along the way, I threw Psychokinesis into the pit, and also Stealth, and threw their shattered remnants into the mix. Because what were they--what was any system skill, really--except an amplified version of my will? The will to hide, to destroy, the control, to steal, to sense... actually, sensing wasn't really a will, and I set the remains of Telekinetic Sense aside, as well as some pieces that felt similar from other things, but the rest I congealed into a single Skill.

It didn't work quite right--it was kind of raw--but when it all pulled together, the confused mess really did shake out to be a single, usable skill, one that I slipped into like a pair of gloves. It felt odd; in fact, it felt very odd. It was like nothing I'd ever used, or seen, or imagined. It wasn't anything like I'd imagined myself as back then, and it wasn't anything like I had expected the skill to become.

I felt like a big, heavy cloak was weighing over my mental body, like I was wearing some kind of heavy leather or rubber poncho, or something similarly ridiculous. I felt it weighing down my shoulders, and my head, I felt it weighing down my arms, and my legs. I felt like every motion was a burden. It was like the depths of my depression all over again; I didn't feel like doing anything.

And in contrast, the Slenderman's fists seemed to me like they weren't quite as heavy as they used to be--or, they were the same weight, but in comparison, they didn't mean much.

That... didn't mean I was an idiot, of course.

Instead of standing there and tanking a Slenderman fist to the face or something equally hubristic, when I felt that cloak settle over me and got used to dodging with the weight still on me, I started by trying to block the strikes. I took my sword and swung at an incoming chop, positioning myself so that if I was entirely wrong I wasn't going to get dead, but my sword intersected the monster's arm and both stopped dead.

And... if I wasn't mistaken, I could swear that the Slenderman's black suit jacket cracked where my blade bit into it. It didn't cut; it was like it was made of glass, or some other crystal, and it had reached its limit in a single strike.

The Slenderman seemed surprised, but that didn't say much. I was surprised, probably far more than the Administrator was.

Merry, how did you... I shook my head to clear it. Forget how she knew the idea would work, the more pressing question was why she was sure that the Administrator wouldn't kill me, and that wasn't a question I really needed answered. Instead, I moved forward, flicking my heavy-as-hell Executioner Blade back and forth a couple times, just aiming for little cuts on the Slenderman's armored suit.

Each strike either cut or shattered the suit.

"You do manage to be a surprise," said the beanpole's voice, as he jumped back to give himself some room, and I realized with some surprise that the voice, at least as it came out of the Slenderman, seemed winded--tired, I guess? These strikes had measurable effect on the Slendermans' health bar, but not big chunks; of course, they didn't need to be big chunks, because I hadn't really thrown a lot of effort into them. "So it's true. You've Fooled the system and created a Dungeoneer version of your own True Skill. So soon, and without the guidance of a Path Sovereign. You are, as always, an aberration, Jerry Applebee."

"Now," he continued, and I felt a slight tickle as some kind of magic washed over me, "let's see whether you've done a competent job at it or not."

And to my confusion and consternation, I suddenly felt a similar cloak of weight envelop the Slenderman. No, not similar; it was the same skill.

He'd taken it, like it was just his to take, and when he threw a punch with the Skill active, I could feel a tidal wave of weight behind the air shockwave, a tidal wave that didn't just knock me away--it shattered the floor in a line moving forwards, despite being a good three-four feet above it. The wall, likewise, was shattered to pieces, blocks scattering out into the void and then disappearing all too soon, I assume destroyed by whatever kind of death plane there was out there.

I should have been scared, but at that moment, I just felt a mixture of feelings--tiredness, frustration, anger, hate. This fight should never have even happened; I'd gotten my Full Clear Quest, and I was supposed to just move on.

But he wanted to fight, and I'd been fighting for my life. And Merry had the bright idea that now was the right moment to, I dunno, reach closure on ghost shit or whatever, so I needed to fight without my magic while I fucking reached closure. And okay, I did that, and now I had magic, or whatever, I guess. But even then, it wasn't allowed to be over.

Deep down, the one constant in my life since well before the Dungeons, even since before the ghosts had started bothering me, was this feeling that life was an unending chain of other people's bullshit, and I was getting pretty fucking tired of it. And this skill, or whatever? This was just that given form.

And given that I'd survived his strike, I was pretty sure that the Slenderman didn't know how to use it properly, and that thought made me smile a grim little smile.

            

    
        86.  So about that whole... um... uh... never mind.

    
    
    
    
                One of the first things you need to know about my newly minted little skill was that, fundamentally, it doesn't ...really work very well. Sometimes. Most times, really. It's not... it's not supposed to work. It didn't take long from me getting the Skill that Merry was poking at it, and she seemed immediately confused.

The Administrator, trying to use the skill for himself, seemed equally nonplussed.

I mean, don't get me wrong, the Administrator was able to consistently use the skill to attack me, and I guess it was pretty powerful, since I put together pieces from a lot of other skills to make it. His technique, however, didn't play to the skill's strengths.

Jay, I don't... help me understand what I'm seeing here, yeah?

You said to go back to when I was fighting ghosts. The Slenderman was doing a jumping smash again, and while he was kind of able to do it better with the skill, accelerating and throwing himself around, he didn't really understand the triggers. That wasn't physical combat, it was mental combat.

Merry gave a wordless question but didn't interrupt as I found an opening in Slenderman's jump pattern and jumped at his face. Only, instead of punching him, I grabbed his face and, turning in midair, threw him at the nearest wall.

I make that sound easy, but it really wasn't. I had a lot of extra weight, now, but the boss monster had the weight from his extra levels, plus the weight from his own cloak. For a moment, I'd been dragged backwards with his momentum, but I dug into that extra weight that I carried, flexing it, and just dealt with the fact that I was throwing something ungodly heavy--far heavier than me, by some accounting.

The Slenderman smashed through the wall, and it was only exceptionally quick thinking on his part that got him back in the arena, panting heavily, as I landed on the floor and moved forwards to hit him again.

"What the hell even is this skill?" asked the Administrator, confused, through his puppet mouthpiece. "It doesn't control the way it's supposed to."

I just snorted, because I wasn't going to give him a hint on how to kill me in the middle of combat.

For some reason, maybe because the shockwave had blown me away despite not hitting me, the boss decided to start throwing punch-waves around again instead of anything else. It became obvious as he did it that they were already starting to get weaker, which wasn't much of a surprise to me. I sidestepped the blasts as soon as I saw they would be coming, and when I saw the Slenderman's stress rise and he threw one last blast as though panicking, I dived and rolled, blinking out of existence again and appearing in front of and below him.

I punched him in the knee hard enough for it to crack. Maybe I should have used a sword--that would likely have been stronger--but suddenly I was operating on different instincts.

The Slenderman turned towards me and tried to kick me with his good leg, which meant standing on his now-bad one. I just kind of avoided the kick, though that was probably also partly a lie, and reached up with the Skill to push him down while his leg was still in the air. His bad knee collapsed, and he fell stupidly on his ass.

"I'll give you a hint," I obliged, because I thought it would sow more confusion, and pointed to the room around us. "I'm not locked in here with you." And then, I reached up and tapped my head. "You're locked in here with me."

And then I materialized my sword and tried to crush his skull, and for the first time, the Slenderman really felt obliged to try to dodge it.

What followed was, if you only look at the numbers of the situation, ridiculous, with me chasing a level 250 monster puppeted by the Administrator of the dungeon around the room, and it tried (I think desperately) not to get hit as it tried to understand how the hint was giving it any insight into the skill.

Unlike me, he could talk pretty freely at the same time.

"Locked in your head? The skill gives you some kind of domain? But no, I don't feel anything similar. Strange." The Slenderman almost tripped over a pile of debris into one of the gashes he'd torn in the floor, but even with his game leg, he got his feet back under him and vaulted the hole. I continued to make half-hearted swings at him, mostly just to test his speed, and when I made a faster, more decisive strike, he sped away, though I think that was more brute force than an effect of the skill. "And yet, there is something, there, isn't there?"

I decided to just go for it, and plotted about two moves ahead, making a strong feint, then leaping after him, and when he dodged that, immediately throwing my blade, with a heavy weight behind it.

That strike landed on his chest, missing the shoulder or any other critical point, and the weight of the blade, though it didn't kill the Slenderman, did end up knocking him backwards. It wasn't quite weighty enough that the sword could drag him backwards with its own momentum, but it didn't quite bounce off, either, sticking slightly as it transferred some momentum, but then sliding off after a moment. That heavy contact was enough to do a fairly large chunk of damage, but nothing crippling.

I was already set up, having moved into position, dispelled, and resummoned the sword, and my next strike almost hit him dead on in the face, but he dodged.

This time, I could tangibly feel his evasion. It was through my blind spot, which I kind of expected from a use of my skill, and he slipped a little further than he should have been able to, which again was appropriate. He came out looking halfway composed, and was entirely surprised when I very nearly decked him in the face with my sword again.

And again, when he dodged that.

"So this is some kind of stage magic?" asked the Slenderman, confused, as he sensed me moving in again.

"Merry told me to envision myself fighting ghosts," I replied, pausing. "From before. You may have been a nightmare, Administrator, but did you ever fight one? In a world where there are only concepts, where nothing was real?"

The Slenderman made a gesture that was intended to be a small shrug, but which didn't particularly look like one given his awkwardly long limbs.

"You don't just beat them. You can't. Or, I never could." I grit my teeth as I thought about it and tried not to shiver. "They're in your head. If you visualize a fight in your head, it doesn't help. Whatever you do to the puppets, the real enemy is the puppeteer. I didn't really know how to attack the puppeteer, so it was a mental fight. I would prove that they couldn't beat me, and they would give up."

The Slenderman frowned, looking down at himself. "Then this is--"

"The whole premise of the Dungeons is bullshit," I said, not realizing until I said it just how fucking tired I was. "You can make it look like a game or a test or some real world emergency, but the way it's all designed, it's just a training ground, isn't it? Everyone's said as much--you, the other Administrator, Ethanic, Kalamitus. The format of the first dungeons is fixed, but we're supposed to change that when we take control of them, right?"

"What does that--?"

"It matters because this is the same as that fucking bullshit," I said, my exhaustion bubbling over. "As fighting a ghost that won't leave and won't die. I can't actually achieve anything useful and just have to try to not die for-fucking-ever and if along the way," I didn't notice that I'd begun shouting, "I just so happen to become stronger, it doesn't fucking matter because I still can't win! I can't get a break! I've gone from bullshit to bullshit and it's only ever gotten worse! And this stupid full-fucking-clear quest, or whatever, is a way for me to help other people, and I want to help fucking Bo with his heretic knight bullshit or whatever, because it sounds to me like he was shafted by some asshole, and because I know what it's like to have your head--" My heart twinged, with guilt, and I stopped talking, my frustration roiling inside of me.

The Slenderman stood there, confused, and stared at me.

"The point is," I said, long-dormant hatred boiling to the surface, "ghosts fucking cheat. And this fight of yours is also a cheat. I have to fight tooth and fucking nail and struggle with my life on the line while you sit back in your white room and laugh about how easily you could squash me if you actually fucking chose to. Well, fuck you. Maybe I want to cheat, too."

And I flared the skill, knowing that Merry had put pieces from the Rebirth Contract into the pile, and lunged at the Administrator, aiming to strike at something that I knew had to be there, but which I couldn't quite see or sense.

I knew I didn't have to.

My strike landed on the Slenderman's torso, and a chunk of his magic was shaken loose, a chunk that sent the puppet body spasming.

"I don't want--" In my other hand, I took my sword and smashed it across the Slenderman's torso, "to be an Administrator, or a Dungeoneer," I made two more heavy strikes, finding a rhythm that made me feel most satisfied when I either spoke or struck, "or a killer, or a cheat, or a thief, or fucking anything. I want to live a happy life and maybe help some people and, I don't know, maybe be respected, for once. Maybe be respectable. Do some good and be known for it. Save lives, talk to people. I want," strike, "to have," strike, "a life!" Two more strikes in quick succession, and I stood there, panting in frustration, I added, again shouting without really meaning to, "For fucking once!"

The Slenderman was wounded, but also damaged, and I knew it, but I didn't care. Merry seemed to find it interesting, and I could sense her studying the damaged boss monster, but I knew what she would find, categorically; I'd damaged some part of its fake nervous system, or magic system, or whatever, and the damage made it difficult to move.

But it wasn't dead.

The Slenderman hissed at me, backlit eyes and mouth narrowed as it appraised me. "You understand that cheating is not permissible."

"Let's look at my fucking bucket list right now," I snapped back. "I want to get out of this Dungeon, go free or kill the heretic knight, and then turn in my full clear quests to become Administrator, or whatever. So if this skill doesn't meet the fucking Lord Beneath's standards for something to be passed on to someone else, at this point I don't even give a shit. The Heretic Knight isn't even one of his toys; it was stolen by a Fairy Queen, or whatever. So either I die in that fight or I become an Administrator, and as far as I know, either way I stop using the skill."

"So what if it's a fucking cheat. If he disagrees he can go ahead and wipe me from fucking existence," I didn't really think about that as I said it, "because he like everyone else has always had that power and always fucking will, and we fucking useless powerless beings at the very bottom of the fucking food chain can only do whatever we can to survive. So let me survive or kill me, but I'm fucking sick and tired of this bullshit."

A pair of footsteps behind me chilled me to my core, but when I turned, I didn't see anything that I would call a Lord Beneath. Instead, there was a blue-skinned man with... an electric blue mohawk haircut? He was dressed in sandals, jean shorts, and a frayed sleeveless white shirt with the anarchy-A sketched on it in red. From what I could tell, he was the same species as the woman who had responded to my request to add features to my Skill, but if his outfit was supposed to indicate what he did, I didn't immediately understand.

"Sup," he said when I turned. "You and me, Jerry, gonna have a chat here really quick before you do anything else you're gonna regret, okay?"

"Sovereign Fool," said the Slenderman, I assume to introduce the newcomer to me. "I must admit I was worried for a minute."

"Yeah, the Boss isn't going to interfere in person like that. He just puts pressure on us to do our job. And you," and for some reason, he pointed at me with both hands, double pointer fingers held like he was doing that obnoxious 'hold a gun sideways' thing with both hands, but without the guns, "you are definitely my problem, boy-o."

I wasn't sure what to say to that.

"Let's go down the list," he said, dropping his hands and instead counting on one hand, starting for some reason with his pinky finger. "You were a psychic to start. Created your own class, made a mess of it; a natural cultivator, you spent experience instead of class points; you murdered to get power; got access to an eff-cee-que long before you should, chatted up the administrators, got involved in fairy politics, actually got a fairy yourself, got involved in internal Star politics, took lessons from a god about cultivation, and became the planet's lowest-level X-rank basically without guidance, taught someone else to do the same, became the lowest-level person I'm aware of to have invented a skill without guidance..." the Fool, having already run out of fingers, dropped his hands. "All of those are in the path of the Fool, and now you go on saying some bullshit like your weird-ass life isn't entirely your own fault."

I kept my mouth firmly shut, but I couldn't disagree.

"Well, congratulations, boy-o, here's your moral lesson for the day. There are only seven Path Sovereigns and one of them is dedicated to the people who lay outside of all of society's norms, who lay outside of everything the Star is trying to do. Because ultimately, society has to grapple with the fact that a large population of people aren't going to accept even the wisest kings and will fight against even unbeatable foes out of spite. You want to say that none of this is your fault, but the truth is, it doesn't matter whether or not it's your fault. Statistically, someone would eventually end up in your shoes, right or wrong, and we have to be ready for that. I, in particular, have to be ready for that, so right now, you're my problem."

"So, yeah, the fact that your skill is a cheat puts you on my radar as a big 'ol bad news bear, but your point about it not lasting is accurate. Your skill is Fool's marked, so it's not going into the system, and I'll take a look at it to see what we can learn or salvage. At this point, I'm also forced to do some hocus-pocus," and he waved his hands in the air theatrically, "to ensure that you don't try to spread it, but that doesn't involve killing you or stealing away your skill or otherwise preventing you from finishing your very short bucket list, or going off to kick that bucket on your own. The Boss Below plays the long game, and individuals like you don't matter to him. What matters is the trend."

"That said," he said, "to you and the people around you, what you do matters. So." and suddenly, he swatted his hand down like he'd seen a mosquito, and I found myself picked up in the air, my magic suddenly scattering out from me into the space around me. "I also ought to at least fix this up just a touch. Aaaannnnddd... that should do it." My magic collapsed back into me, and I collapsed onto the ground, with nothing obvious changed. "What's left is on you, boy-o. If you don't die, I'll see you at your Trial."

I had a whole lot of questions--a whole lot--but the blue-skinned man was gone as soon as he finished his sentence.

Leaving me alone with the Administrator's personal boss monster, again.

            

    
        87.  What is a man?

    
    
    
    
                There was a tense and confused silence in the arena after the sudden arrival and departure of the ...Sovereign Fool, assuming that really is what he was. I'd say he wasn't much for talking, except that he very obviously delivered at least a couple messages beyond the one he was clearly forced to give me.

Don't try to spread the skill. The Sovereign Fool rules over those who don't fit in with society. What I do matters, and the fact that it isn't necessarily my fault doesn't matter. There was some kind of Trial upcoming. Lord Beneath plays a long game. People can cheat, if it doesn't matter in the long term.

And my skill was broken, somehow, and was fixed, though I couldn't quite put a finger on how.

Merry was dead silent, but when I focused on her in my head, I found that she was still there, and seemed to be okay. I got the impression, however briefly, that she had witnessed something overwhelming, and was somehow in shock.

"I guess we'll continue." The Slenderman interrupted our reverie, picking up a couple of large chunks of rock. "What do you think, Jerry--should I actually try fighting with all of the power of a level 250 monster? Do you think you're ready for that?"

I just sighed, and turned back to look at him, my thoughts no longer able to try to pick apart the confusing incident with the Sovereign, as I tried to mentally kick myself back into combat mode. I stared at him for a long moment, unsure of how exactly I was supposed to answer that question, but finally just shrugged.

"Look," I said, tiredly. "I don't know. I've never fought someone of that level before, and I didn't ask for this fight. How the hell am I supposed to know? Come at me, and I'll fight you. If you give me a challenge I can't win against, then I can't. If I can, I will."

Instead of spending any more time thinking about that, I tried slipping back into my new Skill, trying to regain the headspace I'd been in when I created it.

A battle of wills--a battle where you can't count on the enemy playing by the rules.

The Skill, I realized belatedly as I slipped into it, would not be one that played well with teammates; it treated everything within range as a potential target, as potential prey. Parts of my Telekinetic Sense, bonded with Stealth, Psychokinesis and the Contract, slipped into the space, slightly lessening the heavy weights that I felt I was carrying on my person. It diffused a little like an invisible blanket of emotions, and I adjusted it slightly, trying to fit the battle into my mind, using little bits of my own natural empathy and telepathy together with the stealth to conceal the effect, so that it would all blend into the background.

It didn't work, exactly. It wasn't supposed to.

The Slenderman noticed the field, but took no heed of it, and as he threw the rocks at my head, he let himself get distracted, and he was once more hooked by it. The fact that I couldn't really hide that I was doing something worked in my favor, here; it was proof that he accepted my energy as something that was supposed to be there.

I did notice, as he let me in again, that the skill was actually a little different. Where before, I felt like I'd been slipping through holes in the boss monster's defenses, now instead of holes there were poorly secured doors. And those doors were, no pun intended, now key to the skill: the fact that they were undefended gave my action some kind of legitimacy according to the system. And like with the Contract, once I had legitimate access to the boss monster, there were... things I could do.

His first couple throws were a little faster than before, and he ramped up the speed and power of his attacks to see what I could handle, not noticing that his aim was a little worse than it should have been. I counter-attacked, and he didn't notice his defense being lower in the moment than it should have been. I grabbed the creature and spun it around, throwing it away, and it didn't notice its own magic helping me do something that it should not have wanted.

I was becoming a puppeteer--a parasite in my own right, getting under the enemy's skin and using their own resources as my own. And it wasn't something I'd picked up from Merry or the Labyrinthine Star, though both had helped me get here. It was something I'd learned from other parasites--spirits or ghosts or who-knows-what that had plagued me for years on end.

They'd gotten inside me and tried to control me, and I'd figured out how.

"How are you doing that?" asked the Slenderman, switching to his faster-paced melee flailing, the one I could barely keep up with before.

I didn't try, instead dancing away, finding little doubts and bits of confusion in the enemy's mind and slipping into those cracks. The Slenderman immediately became more irritable, unable to really understand why, and it paid less attention, making the blows a lot easier to avoid or even stay out of range of. The black-suited man became hasty where they hadn't been, confused without even noticing. And, as I pushed my will into the cracks, I noticed that the System was now adapting to what I was doing, testing the creature's resistance to [ Confusion ] and [ Hesitation ] and [ Insanity ].

Those tags reminded me that I had an item aura that caused them, an aura I tended to only have on defensive items, and I placed it on my sword when I had a moment, just to heighten the effect. It was, ironically, something the Administrator had given me with the Devil's Garbage-ass Trash Sword.

But he'd never expected to be on the receiving end of it... or perhaps, he had, but not like this? It didn't really matter which.

In any case, the new erratic behavior in my enemy opened up a massive crack in his defenses, and I exploited it over and over again, keeping my mouth shut even when the boss asked again and again why things were going so wrong. And when half health rolled around, I stopped attacking and held my breath, wondering just what the phase change would bring.

As expected, the Slenderman paused, breathing heavily, and regarded me for a long moment. I sensed, underneath, something shifting within him, but couldn't tell what.

"Tell me, Jerry," he said, "What do you think that the Slender Man mythos represents?"

I blinked, not sure why that was a topic of conversation.

"In truth," he said, conversationally, "I was put together out of a lot of different myths, all representing something, a common aspect between them. The Slender Man was a mysterious but businesslike man that came out of the shadows and stole people's future--the children of the world. But there is another common myth with the same foundation you may be more familiar with."

And the Slenderman's backlit mouth opened wide, and two very obvious fangs appeared, shadowing the flames within, and his suit stretched out into a cape behind him, his hands sharpening into claws.

"Another monster that feigned nobility as it stole the lives of others, pretending to be an elite while living his whole life in fear of death. The Vampire--a creature that lives to consume the blood of the innocent and the naive."

And I felt my control over the monster slip, but not entirely, as the new form of the boss seemed to resonate a bit more strongly with its copy of my skill.

"Out of all the myths, I chose the Slenderman because I didn't want all the baggage of this one; I wanted a fresh start, a chance to be my own person. But it is a part of who I am, just as many other myths are. So are you prepared..." The Slenderman lifted one hand, its deep black cloak covering its face, "to face Dracula?"

I... mostly ignored that? I was trying to read what had changed underneath.

Similar strengths, similar weaknesses, but where the Slenderman was, mentally, a more vaguely defined character, the Dracula that was being presented here was canny, experienced, with a history and a mythology of its own that included many different depictions of it being a badass. If I was going to manipulate it, I had one very important advantage to leverage here: the Administrator's puppet itself was not experienced with the character it was trying to play, even though the character itself was fairly robust.

I jammed my will into a crack between puppet and character and waited for it to attack, the mocking words more or less sliding off of me.

And it did attack, its new cape becoming some kind of strangely deformable blade that it swung according to its will, extending far further than the material should have allowed and cutting like an axe into the ground where I'd been standing. The character should not have been quite so naive, but I pushed a thought into the cracks that the Slenderman wanted to grandstand, to show off, and as a result, the attack took just a bit longer than it should have, indicated what he was doing a bit better than he'd meant to.

I took several deep breaths, focusing everything on learning the pattern before I tried to counter-attack, but all along, I became a whisper in the back of the boss monster's mind. And, when I was sure I had a moment, I connected the Executioner Blade with Dracula's left cheek in a satisfying flying chop, then immediately got out of range again.

He was not expecting the blow, and a new flaw in the character arose, one that I didn't sneak in on my own: pride.

"That's not possible," hissed the vampire, turning and glaring at me with hatred in its face. "I am better than you. I am immortal!"

I... I just gave the monster a look, unimpressed.

What happened next, though, scared the ever living shit out of me, because Dracula moved as fast as he knew he could, and all of my attempts to subtly control the creature had to fall by the wayside as I realized that at that speed, I was almost completely unable to react. And he jabbed with a clawed hand at my stomach, and it was only the heavy blankets of mental weight I had draped over me that blunted the blow, turning what probably should have been fatal into a contest of wills.

And when it came to a contest of wills, Dracula was actually very flawed. He was too scared of death, and he spent his whole life running away from it instead of facing it. Not very helpful for him, here.

Claws sunk into my chest, and my mana drained quickly, but since I was still inside his head, some of my defenses used his mana instead--it probably just looked, to him, like he'd used more mana attacking than he expected, but the truth was that the heavy telekinetic cloak was there for almost exactly this reason. Because after years of mental warfare, I knew this much: if you let any little thing get to you, then they got in. If you let any little defeat be your end, then it was already too late for you.

Dungeoneer Health be damned, he wouldn't win until he convinced me I was dead.

"Impossib--" Dracula trembled, but I, operating on fear, smashed him in the face again with the Executioner. And when that stunned him for a moment, I did it again, and again. His skill instinctively defended him, but he hadn't snuck into my mind, so he was only draining himself.

The attack had been eye-opening for me. If he was capable of just doing that, then I couldn't count on being able to dodge it. So even though the skill was better used subtly, I reached through the connection between us and snagged at his heart, filling Dracula with fear and confusion, and pulled at his various sources of strength. Although I couldn't transfer that strength to me, I could certainly keep it away from him.

And with his defenses lowered again, and with him momentarily under [ Paralysis ], I beat him over and over with my sword until he was on the brink of death.

It wasn't a glorious fight. There wasn't really room for heroics. Looking back on it, in that first fight against the Devil, nothing there was particularly heroic, either, except that I wasn't willing to lose. And even if this asshole was so very strong... I just... wasn't willing to lose to him.

But as I felt and saw Dracula's health pool bottoming out, I did step back, taking one last pitying glance at the Administrator who, from his own perspective, had been humiliated by me so many times now.

"How," whispered the slender-Dracula hoarsely, "can a man such as you defeat me so easily?"

I snorted, and raised the Executioner above my head, feeding weight to it until I could barely hold it up. "What is a man?" I asked him in return, my lips quirking up into a wide grin as I said it. "Just a miserable little pile of... secrets. But, enough talk."

And with that, I executed Dracula.

As the boss monster faded, and without even paying much attention to the items that poured into my inventory, I decided on a name for the skill. Perhaps, if the Skill were going to be handed off to others, I would have thought harder on it, but the fact that it had none was wearing on me.

The Vampiric Cloak.

As I decided that, a skill description finally appeared for it, new name and all.




	[ Vampiric Cloak ] [ Ascended ] [ Origin ] [ Fool's Caste ] Level 100



	Transforms you into a mythical being, capable of many impossible deeds. May inflict [ Enthralled ].






I looked grumpily at the skill window, feeling like the description was deceptive at best and trash at worst. Moments after I though that, though, the skill window updated with a note at the bottom.




	Yeah, well, fuck you too, asshole.






I just shook my head and started moving to finally leave the stupid boss arena.

            

    
        88.  Old business, new business, blue boxes

    
    
    
    
                I wasn't immediately sure where on the level to find the Fairy Dungeon entrance, but it's not like it was ever going to be a difficult search. The only real complication was that I almost ran into another group of young Dungeoneers questing into the Dungeon. With my Stealth ability per se having been consumed into my new Cloak, I was momentarily panicked as I tried to figure out just how to avoid a confrontation, but in truth it didn't take much to twist the skill to do what the old skill had done... though, I suspect it did a worse job of it.

It didn't matter much, since I was several levels ahead of them and they weren't looking for me, but I kind of obsessed over it while skulking around in the shadows. It... it did occur to me as I hid there that me having named the new skill after a vampire painted my antisocial nature in an entirely different light, but you know what, whatever. I was just avoiding an awkward conversation from people that probably wouldn't understand.

And they probably wouldn't, I thought as I looked over the group. It was four people--two fighters, a Priestess, and a mage of some kind. I got the impression they didn't have a dedicated tank, but who was I to criticize party composition? Nothing I did was normal. I watched them go, their cheerful idle conversation making me feel a little lonely, and for a minute I flashed back to when Mel and her group were with me and Louise. That felt... better.

But they passed, either unsure of the path to the boss room or taking the time to grind before they got there, and I let them go. Aside from them, the Devil's hellish castle was just full of low-level imps and such, and I mostly ignored them, though I did cut down anything that I felt was excessive for what the floor was supposed to be, so the other party wouldn't end up in a bad spot.

I ended up finding the Fairy Dungeon entrance atop a big circular tower, with a nice view of a lake of lava fed by a falling river of magma. I took the time to look around; it was obvious (though it reminded me that I had a bunch of spare parts I intended to turn into a better sensory skill) that most of what I saw was painted on the walls of a room, even if some of those paintings were animated. There were luminous crystal growths that weren't real, a gigantic sleeping demon curled up next to the lava lake that was a brainless non-entity, an occasional swarm of migrating bats that didn't seem to exist as more than a faint illusion... it wasn't entirely without decoration, but it wasn't particularly fleshed out, either. It was just a big "hell" room with a castle in it.

I turned to the portal entrance, my Fairy Pass coming to hand as I did, and it opened up into another unfinished hallway. I stepped down it with some reluctance, feeling a little bit like I'd just had an argument with an old friend and walked away still angry.

Odd that I would think of the Administrator as a friend, especially under the circumstances, but what else was there to say?

Just 'round a corner t the end of the hallway was another desk, this time with no fairy in attendance. I looked around for a bell or something to ring, but no, it just seemed to be unmanned; I knocked at about where I thought the door was, and after knocking I could tell that there was something there, but even waiting for a couple minutes showed no sign that anyone was coming or had even noticed I was there.

So, in spite of knowing what was on the other side, I tried to force the door open.

It was actually surprisingly easy; the doors were, if anything, a decoration, since anyone who could open a Fairy Dungeon entrance was already clearly down to get themselves in trouble. If everything was going right, there was no need for defenses; if anything went wrong, someone going through the door would solve the problem a different way, most likely.

I came out on a small platform, only slightly larger than the black silk elevator that I'd taken, which overlooked the vast expanse of the Abyss.

There was no elevator here, and no cable that I could sense that such an elevator would connect to. There was some kind of magical widget that maybe was where the cable would connect, but I had no idea how it worked, and after glancing at it, I had no interest whatsoever in screwing with it.

Merry was still silent.

So I sat down on the platform and tried to gently nudge my fairy friend out into the wider world. She did, after a little bit of prodding, but she showed no interest in straying far from me. Instead, she sat down on my knee, still lost in thought.

Having nothing better to do than wait, I gave her a little more time, though I experimented a little bit with my abilities. This place was apparently just on the edge as far as my Dungeoneer abilities went; activating the Cloak didn't detach it from my core like it did at the transfer station, but it did strain something. Likewise, my mana recharged, but slowly; I was, technically, still within the Dungeon proper, but so close to leaving that the system seemed to not want to count it.

"So much killing," said Merry, finally.

I looked at her, confused, but let her pick her words.

"The blue guy... I'm not sure why, but... he showed me his world, but just... just the end of it. A challenge in which... in which a whole huge army died. I dunno how many, but it was... lots." Merry forced herself to look out over the abyss. "It wasn't just his people. Them, and Fairies, and Dungeon creatures, all against... I dunno, but it had to be him, right? The bad guy."

The Lord Beneath. I nodded, interested in whatever she might have gleaned from the image.

"But mostly, it was his people fighting each other, and I could smell the bad guy all over it."

I frowned, considering that. but Merry kind of shook herself.

"I... man, I dunno. Jay, the whole thing feels wrong. All I could hear the whole time was him thinking over and over that he should have known, and I don't know what. But the images, the images were all wrong. Most or all of the people fighting were... were wrong. Like they should have been warriors, and mages, and whatever, but they weren't. They were bad. I dunno."

"It's okay," I said, trying to comfort her. "You don't have to figure it all out. If it's too much--"

"Jay." Merry turned to me, and she looked guilty. "The Fairies were also bad. Like unhealthy-bad, and I don't know why. And they tore apart people and ate them and there was this whole war--"

"Easy, easy," I said, using my Skill rather than my hands to pick up the tiny little fairy and bring her up to my level. My finesse wasn't the greatest, but I could do that without any fear of hurting her. "So whatever happened to people happened to your people as well. Maybe they know more about it."

"I dunno." Merry put her small little hand on my will projection, and I could feel the magic in her body reacting to my own, as though we were touching hands physically. "But I feel like some of that bad is still in them today. The... I dunno. I can't sense much magic through his memory, but I get a sense of bad in fairies that makes more sense after that."

After that, Merry was silent again for a while. I looked out over the abyss, spending more time actually just looking. One of the things that was obvious to me was that it wasn't just pieces of dungeons and Fairy transfer stations hanging out in the abyss; there was a place not too terribly far from here that was, if my eyes didn't deceive me, like a chunk of actual ground with a village on it had been scooped up and just left hanging there, but without a protective shield of bedrock like the Dungeons had to block all senses in and out. Of course, "not too terribly far" could have been ten miles or something, but I sure got the impression that the furthest points that I could see were thousands of miles away, to say nothing of the giant... something below us, which must have been much further away despite its huge apparent size, because I couldn't sense it except in the vaguest way.

Looking at it made my head hurt, but it didn't boil my eyes or anything. It must have been the Star proper, though, because when I looked directly at it, I got the impression of limitless power held back by exceedingly powerful chains, like a god bound by pagan rituals into a mortal shell far too small to contain its true nature. In a sense, all that I could see was the chains; it really didn't seem like any energy was escaping. But in another sense entirely, I knew from the strength and constant effort of the chains just how much power it had to be holding back.

And it was huge.

I wondered as I sat there looking at it if perhaps calling it a Star wasn't actually being poetic. Perhaps it really was a star fully contained by a Dyson sphere, but that made little to no sense; the energy output of a star was so high that if you weren't constantly using... well, more energy even than we'd seen it using so far, it would overload and burn out anything modern science could imagine. Maybe it used that power to move? Any engine that could actually affect a star had to consume egregious amounts of energy.

I was wrapped up in those thoughts when I felt Merry smacking me on the knee to get my attention. She didn't seem quite so lost, now, and also didn't seem terribly upset by me being distracted, but she did have one hand on the black scarring over her body, the remnants of the corruption she received when she took the Caesarian Gentleman's body and tried to fight with it.

"Hey," she said, "let's go ahead and see if we can fix my body now, yeah? I'm so fucking sick of hurting like this."

"Oh!" I hadn't really considered that she was still fighting it, since she hadn't raised any kind of fuss. "Absolutely."

"Right, and about that..." Merry kind of pushed into my body, and somehow, I could feel her slipping into my Cloak, although I didn't have it really engaged at the moment. You didn't check your loot for that fight, right?

I didn't, and I glanced at them now. Surprisingly, I actually got four items; that broke a lot of rules for how boss loot was supposed to go, but then everything about that fight was weird. The one that I was immediately sure Merry was referring to, though, was obvious.




	[ BOTTLED EXPERIENCE - Lv 250** ]






I nodded to myself, pleasantly surprised. With me being above the level cap, if I maxed out my experience, I still wouldn't go up in level; fighting a level 250 creature would, inevitably, overfill me, and virtually all of it would be immediately lost. Meanwhile, we'd been advised that fixing Merry would be easier with a lot of the stuff on hand.

I turned to her, mentally, and without reservation, told her Use as much as you need.

She smiled, but her smile was strained. I could tell she was worried about using it, but I frankly just didn't care.

It took a little work from Merry, but she projected a shared mental space for us, one which I tried to mentally grasp in order to support her. I doubt I did a fantastic job, but she did relax a bit, and then she tried to reach into her own magic, trying to fight the corruption and twist pieces to be under her control that... that were, frankly, too close to her magic "biology". Her body had become a part of her, and it was sick.

Of course, we were both getting good at screwing around with magic, and I tried to mentally offer everything I had available to her. My skills, my class, experience, class points, the broken pieces of skills still laying around somewhere inside me...

Merry wrestled with it for several long moments before something seemed to snap inside of her, and her body split into aspects like an item would. At that moment, it was clear which single, specific piece was the problem; it reminded me immediately of a finger-wagging elementary school teacher, bending over and snarling at a little child, saying, No, no, no over and over again, except that its words had barbs, and those barbs had already tasted blood.

Metaphorically, I mean.

At the same time, though, Merry suddenly became very, very weak, and I could sense immediately that we were suddenly in a position like surgery, where her ...innards were exposed, and she was leaking "blood" all over. So I threw experience at her, first from my own reserves, and then mentally grabbed the bottle and basically threw it at her, essentially unconcerned with the consequences.

When the bottle broke, though, I realized that a level 250 monster gave a lot of experience, more because I defeated it--solo--while underlevel.

There was an explosion of some kind of coarse, static-like liquid that might have drowned Merry or I had that actually been how anything worked, and the two of us both had to stop what we were doing to wrestle with it. Merry consumed as much of it as she could--or perhaps just as much as she needed--but what remained was suddenly cascading through everything like an exploded tank in a soda bottling plant. It was delicious, yes, but this was not how it was supposed to be enjoyed.

I struggled with the raging torrent for a long time before I just decided that I didn't have a choice but to try to use as much of it on everything that I could possibly get my hands on. Some of it, I think, was dripping into my core and trying to move me up in levels, but I wasn't sure that that was the best use of it. Of course, I also wasn't that experienced with this Cultivation stuff, but...

No, focus, Jay, I need your help. Merry was struggling, and given her mental images, it was like pressurized sugar was trying to get into her veins. Still hurting here... like you said, delicious but...

I set everything aside and focused on the pieces of Merry's body, trying to put them back into order but without the corrupt piece. The problem became immediately apparent, though: soaked as they were in the juice that is used to change us as we grow, almost as soon as I mentally grabbed a piece, it wanted to reshape into whatever I was thinking of at that moment.

And these were supposed to go inside of Merry. There was not a lot of room for them to be wrong.

Instead of trying to piece together a version of what had come out, I just focused on the idea of Merry having a healthy, powerful little fairy body. It didn't have to look any different than Merry did when she first came into my head, as long as it could serve to keep her going in and out of my mind. I gave the pieces in my mental hands that impression and backed off to look at them... to find that as soon as I did, they started changing again, away from whatever I'd made them and instead reflecting some part of my mind that was idle.

So I just collected everything and tried to get lost only in those thoughts: Merry's body, hers, healthy, safe, and strong. Hers, healthy, safe, strong. Hers, healthy, safe, strong. Hers, healthy, safe, strong.

Mine, healthy, safe... and strong, I added, noticing that Merry and I were starting to synch up mentally. Hers, healthy, safe, and ...strong. Mine, healthy, safe, stable... flexible, and strong, I objected, worried that 'stable' would mean she couldn't grow in the future. Hers, healthy, safe, stable, flexible, strong. Deep, she added, a concept that I couldn't quite understand but could replicate intuitively, Mine, healthy, deep, safe, stable, flexible, and strong.

We continued, Merry somehow observing the result without disturbing the process, until finally, she was able to slip a controlled magical form inside of her and seal it with a ...honestly, horrifying slurping feeling. I felt, too, like a little part of me got sucked in with it, but Merry, with deft fingers, somehow reached in and ever so gently extracted it, like pulling a hair out of your dinner and trying to keep it from coming away with too much sauce on it.

And Merry was... Merry. No little Caesar circlet on her head, no more armor, and even her fishnet gloves had been somehow corrupted by all the rampaging experience and consumed, but she was there, and I could tell she was strong. She seemed, as I'd hoped, to be the same person she'd been since the beginning, just... mature.

I looked at her, and I could feel what she must have meant by deep as I did. It must have been a concept like mature or wise to her, because when I mentally locked eyes with my fairy, I felt like I could fall into them; not in a romantic sense of oh, I could look into your eyes forever, but in the sense that there was so much more to her, things she'd never shown me or anyone else. Like if she chose to show me what was inside, she could change my world, despite her age being, at this point, still counted in days.

Merry made a face at me as that thought crossed my mind. I love you too, Jerry, she replied, with casual layer of irony over her thoughts, if a somewhat more mature take on irony than she'd had, I think. But now you need to worry about the rest of the Experience in your system.

Because of course I did.

Although I immediately started panicking again as I tried to figure out where all the liquid was and what was happening--a lot, I noticed, was just dropping into my core, now--Merry found something in her depths that helped her calmly sort through the situation, and she immediately launched to work with obvious purpose. She corralled whole lakes of liquid, keeping them from soaking into things sat random, and instead separated out a puddle and threw all the Skill pieces that were leftover into them, stirring them around like a heavy but definitely watery soup and then focused on what was within.

What came out was definitely a sensory skill, but I wasn't clear on exactly what it did, and there was still no time to examine it.

You need to focus on using it on yourself, said Merry. You can't do it the way I did, but you have to use your self-image, and change that, not command the stuff. The imaginary you that you play at being when you fight--just pretend that he's real, and then exaggerate it, making an even better version. Faster, stronger, smarter, sharper.

I felt a wave of panic rioting through me, which thankfully did not seem to actively poison me with the liquid experience flowing through my body. Because out of all the things I'd ever been, self-confident wasn't on the list.

Except when you're fighting.

I... I could admit that. I tried to call to mind that version of me, and found that the thought that triggered it was being so goddamn tired. That thought, of being tired, brought to mind all that I'd been through.

And all of my experiences flooded through me, shaping my Experience so that it could reshape me.

Dodging, over and over; I was fast, and I knew it. Careful control of my skills; I was smart, smarter than anyone thought I was, to be sure. Cautious; I didn't want to just think of it as wisdom, but that was certainly a word for it. And strong, without a doubt; just being able to do what I did required so much more strength than almost anyone I'd seen, and yet nobody could tell, in part because my Dungeoneer body didn't acknowledge it.

Not yet.

I let my lips curl into a fierce grin as I thought about the boss fights I'd been through, especially the fight against the Harpies. Throwing myself around the room like it was nothing, because it was nothing. Ignoring a giant tide of biting, clawing meat as irrelevant, because I was too smart and too fast to fall for such a stupid, obvious hazard. Clinging to walls, double-handing weapons, double-wielding them, throwing skills behind them, channeling skills through them...

I felt something inside of me scream as a tide of Experience tried to reshape something inside my class, which was apparently not a good thing, or perhaps just not allowed. I didn't force it, but neither did I force the swirling liquid to stop; in my head, I could see my swords, far stronger than they had any right to be, all because I'd invented a class that was useful and used it well. And that whole collection of enhancements, which someday I would level up, so that future weapons I had would be stronger than they were when I got them. Everything I absorbed became part of a giant pool of resources I could use to reshape new weapons going forward.

Because they were all a part of me, a part of my mind. I didn't force the Experience to change me, instead just noting smugly that this was already true, whether my Dungeoneer body accepted it or not.

Something bent, and Merry nodded approvingly, but I didn't know exactly what and didn't have the leisure to find out. Because there was more to it all, more to my self-concept, and it centered on the thing that made me special--my ability to sense things, my ability to use my mind to do what other people had never really considered. Empathy, telepathy, telekinetic sense, but also, the subtleties that let me work with something as strange as broken piece of a skill, and the experiences I'd had that led me to be able to live with a fairy in my head without cracking up, the sheer idea of being gentle with my thoughts...

Before I knew it, I looked around to find that there simply wasn't a giant pool of experience within me anymore. Oh, there were pockets scattered around, and a lot of it had simply gone to lev--

It didn't go to levels. The only Dungeon I was close to was level capped.

I salvaged more of it than you'd think, said Merry, and I felt for the first time how her mental voice was more crisp now, less raw around the edges. I actually figured I could dump a bunch of it into skills, and that doesn't work quite right, but it does help. Telepathy and Enhancement Sage and Skill Sage all got a big dose, along with the Cloak and the other new one. The rest got less, but everything got a little.

I started to reach for Skill Sage, but I recognized as I did that it was in part the skill itself that let me manipulate and reform skills--something that I'd only thought of as mental labor. I frowned, and instead of using the skill by popping up windows, studied the skill with itself in a more personal way.

It felt almost like a phantom extra arm that only existed within that mental concept Merry had given me, in which I was surrounded by loops, sitting on a throne on top of a rocket engine. I could maneuver the skill loops around with it, and pluck the Skill Points or move them around, jam them into the destroyer... but before, the sensation had been raw and boneless, and now it felt a little more discrete.

Before we get too distracted, you need to look at your new sense. I'm kind of proud of it.

I tried to just slide into the new sense, finding that it didn't quite fit me right, but when that sensation passed, I opened my physical as well as my metaphorical eyes and found that there were thousands, or maybe millions of tiny little lines all around me, lines that I could tell were a System construct. Merry had mentioned them, before; when putting back together an item we'd destroyed, she said that the connections held together an item, and we had maybe not gotten those right, and that was why it was weaker.

That sense applied in different ways "inside" me, where my inventory was, but it still functioned. And actually looking at whole things (since I couldn't really see myself), I found that Dungeon items had a core as well as all of those little lines holding them together.

I materialized an item, one of the three others I'd gotten from my Slenderman/Dracula bossfight, and examined it, both with my new senses, and with what the system gave me.




	[ SLENDERGLOVES - Lv 175] [ EVIL ]



	[ STRENGTH +50 ]
	[ VITALITY +25 ]
	[ RESISTANCE +25 ]



	[ CHAOS TOUCH - Lv 90 ]
	[ HERO'S BANE - Lv 100 ]
	[ ADMINISTRATOR'S NOTE - Lv 0 ]



	These white gloves contain all the malice of a forgotten nightmare, eager to lay hands on the ones that mock and abuse them. They smell like blood, and perhaps always will.
Soulforged; Absorb time 14D









	[ CHAOS TOUCH ]
	Active ability. Releases immense destructive power, amplified by use of [ Strength ], on anything touched for the duration.



	[ HERO'S BANE ]
	Increases critical rate and damage to higher level opponents. [ Level Difference: >10 ] [ Bane ]



	[ ADMINISTRATOR'S NOTE ]
	If you follow in my footsteps, know that someday you, too, will beg for death.







I shivered at the note, even as my senses roamed over the gloves. There were a lot of interesting subtleties, but I couldn't really understand what I was looking at, yet. Still, if I ever wanted to...

I stopped, letting the gloves in my hand fall to the ground. If I wanted to be a Dungeoneer forever and play with these things, then there would be so much I could do, but that wasn't really my fate, was it? I had no idea what being an Administrator meant, but I'm pretty sure it didn't involve figuring out how to make myself into a stronger fighter. Maybe learning how items worked would help me designing loot, assuming that was the Administrator's responsibility (as the notes suggested), but presumably I'd also receive proper instruction when I got to that point.

It was shiny loot, but knowing that I wasn't destined to really use or need it, at least not more than once, really put a damper on it.

I looked at the gloves. The absorb time was ridiculous, and I'd never spend two weeks on that. I took the time to examine the other two items I'd gotten at the same time:




	[ SLENDERSUIT - Lv 175 ] [ EVIL ]



	[ RESISTANCE +50 ]
	[ VITALITY +100 ]
	[ DOOM ARMOR - Lv 75 ]



	[ BLINK - Lv 50 ]
	[ CRUSHING LEAP - Lv 70 ]
	[ ADMINISTRATOR'S NOTE - Lv 0 ]



	This two-piece suit does not hide the monster within, though it provides enough cover that one can pretend to be human. Humans are monstrous enough, after all, that many will accept you as one of them, as long as you are close enough...
Soulforged: Absorb time 10D









	[ DOOM ARMOR ]
	Provides some resistance against death. Acts as [ DEATH AURA ] [+25 ]



	[ BLINK ]
	Active ability. Provides a short-ranged teleport.



	[ CRUSHING LEAP ]
	Active ability. Allows you to jump, and significantly increases your strength as you descend.



	[ ADMINISTRATOR'S NOTE ]
	People think I'm a joke, you know? A thing that only looks human, that feeds off of people but is too stupid to do a good job of it. They think Administrators are all fools.










	[ DRACULA'S CAPE - Lv 175 ] [ EVIL ]



	[ VAMPIRIC CLOAK SAVANT - Lv 175 ]
	[ ABSORBABLE ITEM - Lv 175 ]
	[ ADMINISTRATOR'S NOTE - Lv 0 ]



	No one but the king of vampires could wear this. It's comfortable, though.
Soulforged: Absorb time 1s









	[ VAMPIRIC CLOAK SAVANT ]
	Acts as [ Vampiric Cloak ] [ +25 ]



	[ ABSORBABLE ITEM ]
	The effective level of this item for the purposes of the Soulforged's [ Absorb ] ability is reduced. [ Absorb time ] reduced.



	[ ADMINISTRATOR'S NOTE ]
	You just had to beat me at my own game, didn't you? Well, to hell with you, then.






I snorted at that. I was getting used to 'fuck you' responses to what I did. I barely thought about it as I absorbed the cloak, though I had to wonder just what a skill booster would do for a skill that I'd only just invented. Did the system really understand it better than I did? Or would it just let me turn up the juice on it, somehow?

I almost jumped out of my skin as a snapping sound echoed nearby, and looked up to find a cable had attached itself to the top of the elevator space, seemingly from nowhere. Someone, it seemed, was finally coming, and so I'd be able to leave.

            

    
        89.  Fairy Dungeon Dungeon Fairies

    
    
    
    
                Looking back on it, I'm embarrassed to say how long I spent thinking about rushing on ahead without backup, taking the Fairy Dungeon straight to Bo instead of going back. There's a chance that would have worked out, but honestly, the more I thought about it the more it felt like that was the old me coming to the surface, the one that was so sure he was invincible all while being a complete moron about everything.

I should take a step back.

The elevator arrived not long after the cable snapped into place, and I'd moved back from the ledge into the waiting room just in case there wasn't room for me out there. The fairy that emerged seemed surprised to see me, while also being very surprising to look at herself; I would swear it was a fairy mixed with a muppet, with a body that seemed a plush charicature of an elephant, a box tucked under her arm that she immediately and jealously guarded as soon as she realized she wasn't alone.

And when I say "jealously guarded" I mean her fake puppet fur raised and she hissed like a cat-elephant at me.

So I said, in order to calm her down, "I just want to go to--" and then I had to stop and think about it for a long minute or two.

I felt certain that I either could handle Bo, or that whatever help or advice I got wouldn't make the difference, but where did that confidence come from? I'd never seen the guy, and for all I knew he was getting help from that Fairy Queen that controlled him and was even more powerful than I'd known. If anything, that seemed to me to be an argument for rushing in, but really, I just wanted to rush in.

I didn't like admitting it to myself, but it was more that I didn't that I didn't want to face Kalamitus and Susie, or even Louise. This new Vampiric Cloak skill made me feel slick and oily, impure, and I could imagine them judging me for it. It was [ Evil ], most likely, although I didn't remember seeing that tag on the skill description; either way, I felt more like an outsider as I thought of using it around people than I had in a while. The last thing I wanted was more reasons why people would think I was abnormal.

But in the end, I decided, glumly, to continue on. "...Galveston's Wharf, Kalamitus' Tower," I finally announced to the fairy, who had pulled a cigarette from the box and lit it with some kind of magic spark while I inwardly debated.

I was just barely able to sense the fairy's magic as she set the destination on the elevator, and I certainly couldn't replicate the tangled burst of information that she used. I offered the plush fairy a polite, "Thanks," and stepped in, engaging the new mysterious sense that Merry had put together as the cable car shifted into motion and moved for a transfer station.

I wasn't long after we left the Dungeon behind that the skill rattled and came loose from my Dungeoneer core, but I was able to quickly press it back into place. With that new sense, I could swear that there was a signal in that empty region that must have been what kicked the skill out of gear; it was kind of a background noise, a magical tone that somehow resonated with something inside of me, turning the flow of energy into shakes that broke things loose.

It was interesting, but unlikely to ever be of use.

I was pleased when I got to the transfer station to find that Chyllu-llamaia was still (or again?) on duty, sitting at her desk floating in the center of a long cylinder with many windows and gaps in the wall around it. The rabbit fairy might as well have not moved since she left for all that had changed, though Merry sent me a quiet note of disagreement on that point, as she saw something I didn't. It didn't matter much.

The fairy knight took a draw on her hookah and looked down at me, I assume measuring my progress. She didn't look particularly impressed, but then, she kind of looked... emotionally drained. Perhaps surprise was just not--

Merry, of her own volition, slipped out of my magic into the room, and Chyllu-llamaia's eyes bulged comically out of their sockets.

"Holy shit, girl," said the knight, disappearing and reappearing inches from Merry, her head darting around and inspecting the smaller fairy from multiple angles. "That a custom body? How the hell did you get enough Star authority to make something like that?"

Star authority? I raised an eyebrow at her, but didn't interfere.

"Uh, we're definitely cheating on some things," said Merry with a shrug. "But authority? Nothing stood in the way of us doing this. Is it only for Dungeoneers?"

"Ugh, probably." The rabbit fairy made an ugly face. "The elders say they keep us starved and all of our powers sealed so we'll be good and desperate in the next phase, while the new guys get to play with their toys. It's disgusting, really, but we're just not allowed to live the good life. Honestly, you should see some of the shit people have to take as a form base; there's an old lady I know made of knives, and she hasn't had any good-good in a long time. People pity her, but nobody wants to get close."

Merry and I both absorbed that thought and then we both set it aside.

"If you want us to try--"

"Yeah, no," interrupted the knight, slipping back to her desk with a telekinetic grace that I envied a bit. "Gossip is fun and all, but doing the job gets us paid, and so we gotta fight. This time I'm gonna ramp up the challenge a bit, because you look like you can handle it. Try not to let me down."

Merry frowned, and I could tell even with her separate from me that she was genuinely disappointed that she couldn't make friends. But the fairy knight seemed as eager at the prospect of combat as she'd been to look over Merry's new body, so I guess she was really hurting for power.

Or money, or, food or something. I don't know how exactly it worked.

Again, the knight called on some kind of power, and somewhere in the void, a body was pulled towards us, preceded by desperate screams. The glimpse I got of the person who turned into a smear of gore after entering hurt my heart; it was a woman, relatively attractive, and clearly terrified. I only could glimpse her a moment, but I felt like that glimpse was burned into me as she died.

And then the rabbit fairy inhaled her burning offal, and the world shifted.

I'd been starting to wonder if calling this place a "Fairy Dungeon" were entirely poetic, but I could swear that space bent as a bunch of walls and bits of scenery appeared from nowhere, dropping Merry and me in the middle of an obviously fake urban landscape, no detail more than painted on the walls, and the walls sketching out only a very general layout--in this case, a straight corridor lined with smaller, seemingly generic fairies stationed along the wall, each stationed next to a fake business painted on the wall. The fairies had soulless eyes, their mouths were twisted into sharp-toothed grins, and they were all looking our way.

"Come on," said the knight's voice from somewhere--I think, actually, she was standing on top of some kind of grate built into the ceiling. "Show me what you've got, and I'll see what kind of test you deserve."

I hesitated only a moment before stepping forwards, grabbing onto my Vampiric Cloak so it wouldn't shake loose and the spreading it through the generic-looking fairies. As I thought, like Dungeon creatures, each succumbed almost instantly to the effect.

I moved forward, and sensed the closest four fairies all instantly tense. They wanted to come attack me, as they'd been told, but because the cloak had so instantly put them under... I guess the description said it was [ Enthrall ], they now felt obliged to ask my permission to attack me.

Merry floated up next to me, her own magic slipping into the Cloak from outside, with my permission. She frowned as she ran her mind to the nearest one, and I could sense her probing the construct.

"They're just Dungeon creatures," said Merry, confirming what I'd thought. "And cheap ones. I don't think they let the fairies play with the good toys."

I heard an irritated huff from Chyllu-llamaia, but she didn't respond beyond that.

As though I were moving them with telekinesis, I mentally positioned the fairies before me; but instead of using force, I sent the thought down to the dungeon Fairies through the link, and they moved of their own will. The effect sent shivers down my spine, seeing living things move mindlessly to my will, and I felt disgusted.

More than anything else, it was old instincts, not new ones, that caught something, though without the skill I might have ignored it.

It was a whisper, and I realized that it came from the vent where I'd heard the fairy's voice. Oh, it said, quietly. You have power. I want to see it. I want to see you use it. You have my permission. I'd like to see it.

The words slid into a mental barrier that was almost too weak to stop it, but I flexed an old instinct, trying to keep the creeping spirit out of me. Quickly, before I got dragged into anything else, I pulled back at the skill, removing my control over the mindless fairies, which all instantly sprung and attacked me.

Not that they ever had a chance, even with me handicapped by having to keep my skills working. Throwing them around with the cloak's weight was more than enough to protect me, and it hardly took much effort to crush them with a sword.

No, I was more worried about trying to keep whatever that was away from me, but even the skill didn't find anything it could grasp, exactly. With the fairies dead, I turned back to where I thought I sensed it, finding that I could only just barely sense a thread of evil something hanging in the air.

I swung my sword, but whether or not that would have worked, the thread moved at the speed of thought, moving across the room at a thought like it was weightless, which I suppose it might have been.

It didn't taunt me, but instead retreated to the vent, or so I thought.

"Are you alright, bro?" Merry moved up to me, putting a hand on me, and I felt her concern, but also confusion.

"Get back inside," I said, a little worried, but when Merry slipped into my magic and reappeared in my mind, I could not feel any hint of that corrupting presence in her.

"You got a nice skill," said the fairy knight, and suddenly, the space I was in got all jumbled up, the walls turning thin as cardboard and spinning around like cheap computer special effects--including what I was standing on, but it receded, and I found myself floating in nothing for a moment until the floor slipped back under me, and I found myself in the center of a relatively wide circular arena, the walls painted to look like thousands of fairies were cheering in tiered seats around us.

This time, there were a dozen copies of Chyllu-llamaia, the real one obvious to me in the back, but all of them dressed up in steel armor and masks that hid their faces. "Alright," said one of the fakes. "Your test for this round will be this, then. Land a hit on the true knight, and you can leave. But hit anything else... and we'll take something from you.

I could feel some kind of skill radiating out from the rabbit, and the troop of fakes plus one, all moving the same, started to run around in circles around me.

I... I knew that I shouldn't. And yet, after having fought only the Administrator's puppet and those fake fairies, I had to know. I extended my cloak into the field of copies, and I could tell that the real Chyllu-llamaia had a moment of hesitation, but in order to blend in with her copies, faked slipping into the effect of the skill.

Unfortunately for her, accepting the skill was as bad as falling for it.

What I felt when the magic connected to me was like nothing I'd ever experienced. Chyllu-llamaia was not... was not ancient, but she was old, and she had known decades, maybe centuries of suffering, of fighting against other fairies in a war for resources deliberately spread thin by the Lord Beneath. There were bands of will going through her mind that were hard as steel, but they were strings, ribbons, not walls. She was very familiar with magic, but not this kind of magic.

Perhaps it simply wasn't something that happened within the Labyrinthine Star.

No, I thought as I dragged her and all her copies to a halt. I could tell now that the evil will that had been floating around had been hers; the corrupting will was present inside of her. Somewhere inside, she wanted to see me become a monster, though the thought didn't really make sense. It was a pained eagerness, like a beaten dog that still was happy to see its master come home; insane, from a certain point of view, but that didn't stop it from being real.

As she became certain that I knew what I was doing, I felt her throwing some kind of raw form of magic at me, felt it shaped by the items she had on her body, and those items empowered her greatly, making a relatively minor mental push into a mind-numbing explosion that severed the connection and made me want to black out. When I was able to focus my eyes on the real world again, the rabbit fairy had a hateful look on her face, and she had leveled one arm at me, the charm on her wrist shivering as it dangled there.

The charm that felt like a contained star, that she'd used to obliterate the wound she'd found inside of herself the last time.

I dropped all pretense of combat and backed off, though it looked like she'd thought twice about using it even before I got my mind back in order. She lowered her arm a bit, but her face didn't change much, and she scowled at me like she really wanted to do something she considered unwise, but knew that she dared not.

"Don't try that again," she said, and with a blink, swapped places with one of her copies, and they began circling me again.

So I didn't, instead just throwing a Soulforged dagger from way back at the right rabbit to prove that even without invading her mind, I could sense her, and she grudgingly ended the test there. When she did, the walls collapsed, and I felt space un-warp, dropping me back into the transfer station.

The fairy knight huffed, clearly upset by the fight, and took a long drag off of her smoke. "You're a nasty one, human," she said, sourly. "Never seen your like, but I don't like you. Get out," she said, jerking her head towards the door behind her.

I moved, though I could tell Merry wanted to stop and talk. I did, too--about a lot of things, about what she'd been through, what her people had been through. But, I didn't think it was wise, not when she was playing with such powerful toys and was in a bad mood.

I did pause at the exit, though, and looked back. "Thank you," I said, knowing again that it was the kind of thanks that someone in her shoes probably didn't want. "And I do hope thinks work out for your people."

The rabbit gave me a rude gesture with one hand without turning, and I left.

            

    
        90.  Debriefing

    
    
    
    
                My return to Kalamitus' Tower was one I might have had a lot of different expectations for. I might have imagined that Kalamitus would be happy, or that Louise would be waiting, or any number of other things. But all things considered, I wasn't in a mood to try to figure out exactly what was going to happen; when I exited the Fairy Dungeon entrance and found myself back in the empty chamber with the velvet ropes, I just kind of wanted to go find my girlfriend and lay down for a while.

The elevator was not waiting for me when I got there, and there was no obvious call button.

"Seriously, Kalamitus?" I snapped, after a minute or so of standing around wondering if it was just busy somewhere. "Do I have to kneel down in supplication or so--"

A moment later, it appeared, sliding into place very quickly. I cut off my griping, noting as I got in that only the button for Kalamitus' floor was available... again. That got me cross, but I pressed it, wondering if Louise and Susie were really okay with all the waiting around for me and this bullshit. Louise wouldn't complain, one way or another, but that didn't mean she didn't care. And Susie...

Well, I cut off thinking about her quickly enough when I found myself in the presence of the draconic Dungeon God again.

Kalamitus, if I were to summarize my previous meetings with the guy, was a dick. High-handed (ha, flying humor) and irritable, even the things that he did which showed something like humanity were generally off-putting. But it was strange to enter into his presence and feel like he was... suddenly a little bit nervous about me.

"Jerry." The Dragon was suspended in the air, not moving much, and I got the distinct impression of surprise from him. "I, ah, I have to admit I wasn't really expecting you to return."

That... my face fell. The whole fucking point of having Herman there as an arbiter was so that the motherfucking dragon god would take me seriously and try to ensure that I survived. "So you, what, just decided it would be better to let me die and pay a penalty than tell me to give up?"

"It's not that." Kalamitus shook his head and found himself floating over in my general direction, but not getting close enough to be actively intimidating, this time. "My impression of Xzyrtvwartcihz was that he would do all he could to kill you. I bent the odds in your favor, but if he bent them back... I can hardly be blamed for that."

That painted the super-boss antics in a different light, but then, the Slenderman puppet had been exceptionally forgiving, the point where it was obvious that he deliberately spared me. "And you couldn't just give me more training ahead of time?"

"Jerry, Jerry," the dragon clicked its tongue, or something at me. "As a Dungeon God, I'm not permitted to just raise numbers on you, or anyone except my own Priestesses. Administrators, though, can do that to their monsters at will, in certain circumstances."

As though I needed to be told that. I felt like pulling out my Slenderman gloves and dropping them on the floor, then just walking away, as if to say You don't fucking say, asshole, but steeled myself in hopes that we would get through this conversation without it turning into a shouting match.

"But I guess he went easy on you. And, well, you made it through the Fairy Dungeon, twice! Consider me impressed." He squinted at me, and the atmosphere in the room changed. He flicked his head closer, but not in a threatening way, as far as I could tell. "You have a Sovereign's Mark. Why do you have a Sovereign's Mark, Jerry?"

I looked up at the Dragon, doing my best to ignore the fact that due to our relative scale, I was mostly staring up a gigantic nostril. "You can't tell?"

"I don't usually--oh." I could feel a faint flicker the moment Kalamitus tried to read something in me. Merry, with a surge of amusement, indicated that even that brief contact had allowed some things to leak across, though she didn't say exactly what. "You... took my advice about rebuilding skills and applied it rather liberally, didn't you? That's..."

"Foolish?" I felt the smile coming to my face as I finished saying it, since I hadn't actually meant it as a pun. "You don't know the half of it."

The Dragon pulled back and considered me. "Yes," he said after a moment, I think coming to grips with just how very, very fucking strange I was. "In any event, I suppose I'll have to reconsider exactly what the training you deserve is going to entail. It will doubtless involve your new skills and using them to their maximum capacity against an opponent whose skills, while not as... customized as yours, are deeply entrenched and well-practiced. And, as you no doubt have guessed, that is not something I can simply..." the dragon gestured, abstractly, with one clawed hand into the air. "...lecture you about."

"I wouldn't think so, no," I said, dryly.

"In all honesty, Jerry," Kalamitus flexed and stacked his long snakelike body vertically, becoming very tall without, I noticed, affecting how well his voice reached me at all. "it's frighteningly ironic that you, who seem likely to be the first Administrator of your planet, need the kind of help that only a free Administrator can provide. If someone else had completed their Quests, they could provide you with a customized training facility, one that challenged every nuance of your new skills in exactly the ways you need to challenge them. Especially with your Fool's Marked Skill, which will never be enhanced any other way... you need a specially constructed arena to get proper experience with it."

"And yet, all because you insist on completing this other Quest--noble, really, but pointless--you cannot provide that same help to others, despite so desperately needing it just now. And your Quest has a time limit, so it seems unlikely anyone else will sneak in..." Kalamitus shook his head, disappointed. "I'll have to figure out something else."

"Then, can I get some rest?" I think I managed to keep the edge out of my voice, though I didn't care that much if I didn't.

Kalamitus looked away and waved his claw. "Yes, yes. Go join your Priestess friend. Give me... at least a day. This is a fairly unusual problem."

I did give him something like a respectful bow before marching back to the elevator.

Louise did, this time, meet me at the elevator, along with one of the Priestesses of the tower. She met me with a kiss, and... well, not all of this is a story that needs telling, but suffice it to say, that we ended up talking quite a bit through telepathy overnight. It helped me more than you'd think; some things that feel dumb or crazy to say out loud, even when they're true, make a lot more sense when you're just relaying thoughts.

That's not to say it's a silver bullet. A lot of things that happened to me still don't make sense.

The fairy dungeon was just a station hanging in the abyss? Louise's head was nestled gently against my neck. It... was a little difficult to stay awake, sometimes; that kind of comfort just made me want to rest there forever. But... she did keep me awake and attentive, for a while.

I'd heard they were tubes, and maybe there is something there I can't see, but if they're as poor as they look, maybe this is all they can afford right now. Merry had said that they seemed impoverished, and frankly, there didn't seem to be a lot of people interacting with the Fairies. And yet... considering the source of their energy...

I felt myself shiver, and Louise moved to look me in the eye as I told her about the sacrificed people, assuming that's what they were. That led to an abridged conversation about the apparent resources that the system used--how Merry had overheard Kalamitus talking in units that seemed to make sense when she saw the Fairy Knight tearing apart a person, and how tearing apart magic items and skills produced strange pieces of meaning and magical mechanisms plus some kind of threads and other things that were holding it all together.

Do you think that this whole thing is powered by the Dungeon sacrifices?

Louise's question calmed me down, because the answer was so obviously No. I told her about sitting on the edge of the Dungeon looking out over the abyss, and the massive chained engine beneath that might have been an actual contained star. More than that, there was no way that, after the Labyrinthine Star fought its way through several civilizations before us, unless they threw all the matter away from those places and peoples...

Louise let her head rest on me again, and I accepted her warmth and went on to talk about the Fairy Knight and her relationship with Herman and Sziel-ma'al, which amused her greatly. And then I talked some about Pearland Dungeon, and the girl who I'd saved, then dragged through a short but hellish training session there. This was another place where, I think, telepathy helped; I could feel some nervousness from Louise, and was as forthright with her as I could be about how the girl just wasn't my type.

She seemed to accept it, and she seemed to appreciate me for it.

What she appreciated a lot less was my account of the Administrator trying to kill me, Merry tearing up my skills in the middle of it, and as a consequence me having my primary fighting skill be one that also included mind control around the edges of it. Where we had been comfortably cuddling up to that point, well...

Louise got up out of the bed, stark naked, and went over to where Merry and Cassie were chasing each other in the next room. I'd glanced at them a few times when they passed through the door, and as near as I could tell, Merry was trying to ride the phoenix like she'd ridden the weasel the Administrator left her, and the bird DJ was having none of it.

"Merry..." Louise's voice didn't have the patient, gentle overtones that she usually placed on it, and I think she realized that after a minute and tried to adjust. "Can we talk about... about Jerry's skill?"

Merry, I think, didn't immediately realize she was in for a lecture.

She took Louise's criticism at face value, rather than taking it immediately to heart, I think. "It had to be done then," she said, shaking her head at Louise's (well-meaning and well-rationalized) assertion that the move had been foolish, without the capital-F. "I know it was dangerous," she said, not really sounding particularly traumatized by it, if we're being honest, "but that was the only way for Jerry to know what he needed."

As the only other person directly involved, it still took me a long time to really come to grips with what my fairy companion was saying. Louise didn't take it quite as well as I did, and the two of them argued as I tried to come to grips with what Merry's logic really was.

She'd said something back then about going back to when I was a natural psychic, before the Dungeons, and I'd done what I could to follow the suggestion, but... in retrospect, trying to match the way I thought back then to the way I fought now, trying to figure out just how the two were supposed to mesh... it didn't have to be done then, unless it was really necessary to survive the fight. Granted, I did need to think about it while doing high-intensity fights, but... I shook my head, my mind going back to what Kalamitus said about Administrators making a customized training course. The ideal solution was that--someone making a testing ground where I could fight a dangerous fight, but then stop, sit and think for a while, and go back to it.

For the first time, I thought hard about the job I was basically in the process of signing up to do, probably for the rest of my life.

There were still a lot of questions; there had to be budgets, and I'd be up shit creek if I got that budget by killing people. But at the same time, that budget was spent on rewards... right? That's why my high-intensity fights had equal rewards. Did it also cost budget to disassemble an existing dungeon and rework it? If those things cost budget, did monsters also cost budget to create?

"Jerry," interrupted Louise. "Say something."

Of course I couldn't actually stay on that thought for long. I sighed and got out of bed, putting am arm out to Louise and giving her a side hug before actually trying to insert myself into the conversation that I honestly wasn't listening to.

"I've spent enough of my life," I said tiredly, "not thinking about the future and going with the flow that I know that's all either of us were doing. Merry... I forgive you, and I trust you, and I love you, but not thinking ahead is dumb and it could have done worse than getting us both killed." That was easy enough to say, but I wasn't exactly sure how to keep myself from doing that.

Merry also didn't seem to take it well. I could feel the magic in the air around her pinch, which I thought was probably a sign of strong emotion, but I didn't force her into telepathic contact to find out. The little fairy went over to the table to sit down, and I moved closer to her, leaving Louise standing there and kneeling on the ground in front of my fairy.

Sure enough, I could tell pretty quickly she was crying, and I moved my head close to forehead-bump the tiny woman. "Hey," I said, gently. "I mean it. You're my family, Merry, and I love you. More than you, I'm the one not planning ahead--"

"You don't understand!" Merry found a way to get the words out clearly despite her small body shaking with emotion. "This is all I have, Jay! I can't change the way you think or where you go--"

"Hey, hey..."

"...can't fight, can't do magic, can only cooperate and let you lead, and this is..."

"It's not your fault..."

"...only a few days old, and I'm doing the best I can..."

"I know, Emm, I know." I brought my hands close to the fairy, and she reached out with her hands to touch mine, which was as close as I was comfortable getting. "I'm not mad, and when Louise calms down she won't be either. She's just scared, because there's nothing she could do to help either."

Merry, I could tell, wanted to say something to that, but held her ground, nodding after a moment. "I... I know. And I... I wish I'd known what to do. But I don't, and I'm scared, too. This is... this is so close to just not going well at all, and we're trying, and I feel like I'm the one at the center of all of this and I don't know what to do!"

I had to chuckle at that. How long had it been since I was a kid and just assumed that I was at the center of everything? It seemed like a universal part of being young. "It's okay, Merry," I said, and gave the fairy a kiss on the head. "You don't have to find a solution for everything, or anything. Like I said, you're my family, not a tool. If you never managed to do anything else cool for the rest of your life, I'd still think you were awesome. And I really, really doubt," I carefully maneuvered my right pointer finger to tap Merry on the head, "that you'll go the rest of your life without doing something else amazing. So don't worry about it."

Merry sniffled for a bit, but she had a grin on her face, her eyes closed as tears flowed from them. "Thanks, Jay."

"Always, Emm." I gave her another kiss and stood up to look at Louise, who looked chagrined. I knew she hadn't meant to upset Merry; she was just worried, as we all were. She wasn't perfect; and as I moved up to her, first taking her hand, then pulling her into another hug, I reflected that I had never wanted or cared whether or not people were perfect.

I just wanted someone who wanted me, and when my lips met Louise's, I felt like I had definitely found that.

            

    
        91.  Separate Ways

    
    
    
    
                I wasn't terribly surprised to find that Susie was particularly grumpy about being forced to wait around a little longer; apparently, she had gotten rid of most of her supply of junk items while playing around with Enhancement Sage, and the God's Tower didn't have a full-featured communications center for her to buy items off the marketplace. That, in the end, led to us having a nice conversation with the priestess of Kalamitus who was waiting around the temple, about whether or not it would be safe for Louise and I if Susie just peaced out.

The Priestess was nice enough. She was the same priestess who'd been around from the moment we showed up. After listening to the question she gave kind of a sad smile.

"It's possible to directly leave the dungeon from a God's Tower, yes," she said, with a kind of regretful sound to her voice that suggested to me that a lot of people were inconvenienced by not knowing this fact. "If our Lord gives you a token, you can re-enter the Dungeon directly to the Tower as well."

Boy, wouldn't that have been helpful. You know, maybe when I got the quest to come here in the first place? I didn't comment but didn't try to keep my face calm, either, so I'm sure my discontent with the flying dragon dick upstairs was obvious.

Susie didn't seem to care, much. "Is that how you Priestesses get in and out? I can't imagine you stay here full time."

"Our Lord... and the other Dungeon Gods, I suppose, have fewer restrictions when dealing with Priestesses than normal Dungeoneers. He can move us into and between Towers easily; we act as his eyes, ears, and voice in the wider world, especially while he remains sealed." She glanced at me, and I wondered just how much of what I knew, she knew, and vice versa. For that matter, had either of us been lied to? For all that Priestesses could detect lies, maybe that didn't work on their patrons. She looked away quickly enough. "The towers are all pretty much the same, though. You can only really tell where you are by going outside; they don't even have windows."

Considering the outside of this tower was amidst a war in a frost world on the side of a magma-bottom crevice, I wasn't sure windows were really a good idea, but I could also understand the sentiment. In every apartment I'd ever had, I'd eventually wanted and needed to crack the windows and get some fresh air, and not just for the smell. There was something stuffy about indoor air, even filtered and circulated, and it just got to you eventually.

"So no matter what, if I leave, these two will be able to get out of the Dungeon safely." Susie didn't need more than a nod from the priestess before turning to the two of us and offering a hand to shake. "Alright, then, I'm out. Jerry, Louise, been a pleasure. If you get new stuff about crafting, or when you're ready to go beat down the asshole in Armand Bayou, let me know, otherwise... I'll be around." She gave a vague salute, and then turned to the Priestess. "So how do I exit?"

The Priestess led her away, and Louise considered things quietly for a few minutes, before sighing and leaning against me. "I should probably go back, too," she said, with regret in her voice. "I want to stay with you, but I have to worry about my daughter--"

"I know." I had been worrying about Louise's schedule, since we had blocked out a specific length of time to be in the Dungeon without knowing for sure how long it was going to take. "Do you need money?"

Louise leaned away from me and gave me a look. "No, Jerry, I'm okay."

"I didn't..." I sighed. "I mean, I don't have a good way to sell off the Dungeon Loot here, and I wasn't sure if you were counting on that."

"No, I'll be okay. Later, maybe." Louise frowned. "It doesn't have to be now. It's early afternoon now--" I tended to forget that the Dungeon interface had a clock, since it wasn't on one of the main pages, "--and by this evening I should probably go, but we have some time."

Given Kalamitus' request for time, that seemed to be suggesting I would go back to him after Louise left, unless I got a return pass or whatever and escorted her out. That was fine, although given how we were kind of stuck in the tower, that didn't leave us with a lot to do except be together. Although...

I considered it silently for a long moment, and then made an inquiry with the Priestess as soon as she came back. When we were given permission, I led Louise to the elevator and from there to the Tower's basement. It was a little bit of a gamble, but I had to imagine given my experiences with them that the Fairy on duty wasn't going to be a stickler for rules.

It was, of course, the same gangster with anime hair as before; he'd been there when I came back, too. And although he seemed surprised at the request, it didn't take him more than a moment to open the door and move the black silk elevator out of the way.

That left Louise and I standing on the edge of a platform looking out over the abyss, and I heard her suck in a breath, and felt her step closer to me.

It was beautiful, in a way, I reflected as I looked out, but it was also terrifying. It was one think to think of the gap as a window, but when you looked out and saw other dungeon pieces hanging in nothingness, it made it pretty clear that our own little tower was also not resting on top of anything. For tons of rock and who knows what else to just sit there on top of nothing at all... it was terrifying to consider the prospect that whatever magic supported us would just fail and we'd fall into the star below.

Louise's hand tightened on my arm, and I slipped back into telepathy with her like I was slipping an arm around her, comfortably matching her. Is this really real? Her mental voice had a deep fear to it, but also a profound wonder.

Every sense I have says it is. I can feel things out there just like I can see them, and I don't think they went out of their way to disguise it all.

Louise looked out in various directions for a good ten, fifteen minutes before she dared really pay attention to what was below us. I didn't blame her; even though I'd taken the time to study it before, I wasn't immune to vertigo, and the Star beneath us had to be far larger than earth-sized, a chained ball of destruction that defied all human understanding. I held Louise tightly when she inched closer to the edge to look more directly down, but I doubted either of us was going to fall unless someone pushed us.

It really must be a star, she agreed with my earlier assessment. It's so far away and still so large, so full of energy, and... I sensed a flicker of confusion, and looked at her as her eyes drifted away from the star. What are those?

She was looking at one of the bits of non-dungeon whatever hanging in the void, from what I could tell. I shrugged. I don't know. Harry mentioned studying ruins at some point, when we were talking about... hm. Fairy stuff, I guess. Maybe other people mounted an expedition to one of those things?

Why would they keep... do you think they're from previous civilizations?

Either that or scrapped pieces of dungeon, but then, why strip them of the--I mean, the stone layer that's on top of all the rest? I didn't really know what to call it, though mentally I considered it 'bedrock', the stuff I couldn't sense through.

I guess... I just wonder if... Louise shook her head. It's scary to think that the last of humanity might be trapped in this place like the fairies are, unable to escape and just slowly dying out...

"Let's not think about that," I interrupted, suddenly very nervous.

I could sense the Fairy at the desk behind us suddenly shift when I spoke out loud, either wondering if the words were meant for him or just surprised. It's not like I cared, I just... felt a little conspicuous, I guess. I guess that did tell me that he probably wasn't able to somehow listen in on our telepathy, not that we were telling anti-fairy secrets or anything.

Louise just nodded, looking out over the darkness, like a night sky with much larger, and much fewer, stars. If you become an Administrator... I suppose you'll be hanging out there, making new Dungeons that will hang in this sky like all the rest.

I also wasn't entirely sure I wanted to think about that, for a lot of reasons. I suppose in a way it's symbolic, I replied, nervously. The Dungeons couldn't exist without the Lord Beneath and the Star. If it ever decided to destroy these things, all it would have to do is stop holding them up.

That seems like a bad way to destroy things.

I shrugged. Sure. But when you're thinking about why they do it... it does seem like that kind of power trip.

Louise looked around for a while, and then back down. I suppose they could all technically be in orbit. Would we even know if we were moving?

I considered that. Astronauts are in zero-G, though, and I think it takes power to keep them up there.

Not as much power as it takes to hold them up above a star with magic.

I shrugged. I don't know, Louise. I just don't know.

Louise looked at me sidelong for a moment as we stood there, then reached out with her own arm and pulled me closer. You could... I mean, you don't have to call me...

I recognized where her thoughts were headed before she found a way to say them that she liked. You want a nickname? Honey-bunch? Sweetums? I stepped in closer as she started blushing a little, and I could tell that a more genuine smile was hiding on her face than the polite one she usually wore. ...Priestess Boobatine?

"Oh stop," Louise Velvetine rolled her eyes and swatted my lower back. "Don't make fun of me. I just feel like, if we're really in a relationship..."

"Then it's something that needs to be said," I finished, feeling... a little scared, I suppose. "Even in small ways." I leaned in and put my head on her shoulder, trying not to think about the abyss behind me--all around us, honestly, though it was only visible through the gap. Trying not to think about gods and administrators and the fate that I'd set for myself, or how it all might still go so very wrong. Especially... especially since I still had some big scary super-fight left to go. I don't want to lose you, I thought at her, directly, unable or unwilling to say it out loud.

Louise's arms pulled me closer, tightly. Say it.

"I don't want to lose you," I repeated.

Louise's arms tightened. I love you, Jerry Applebee.

I laughed. Say it.

Louise shook her head, and very quietly, in my ear, I heard the words I wanted to hear. And quietly, I said the same words back to her.

Knowing we needed to part ways, knowing the danger ahead... I was glad we didn't leave that unsaid.



It was some hours later that I said goodbye to her, too, as she went back to the real world to check on her daughter and keep up with her normal life, with a Kalamitus Tower Pass in her metaphorical, Dungeoneer hand. It was bittersweet; I no longer had to worry that she was waiting here, trapped and miserable, but I also couldn't count on seeing her for a while. I won't say that my eased guilt made it that much easier to concentrate, but it did help me feel a bit better.

I ended up playing around with my new skills, especially my new, as yet unnamed perception skill that Merry had made, for a couple hours before deciding I should start the next day well rested and heading to bed. Merry couldn't quite explain the headspace she'd been in when she stacked a whole bunch of pieces together into the new skill, but she did say that she had used the copious amounts of spilled experience to mutate the pieces into new things, so it wasn't quite like I could guess at the skill from what went into it. It did still show me the little white lines that were some part of the Dungeon's internals being revealed to me, but I wasn't entirely sure, yet, what it was actually doing, much less how to make good use of it.

One thing it definitely did was give me eyes in the back of my head, but it wasn't quite as flexible as telekinetic sense, which had given me an impression of everything going on around me--a function that for the most part had been integrated into the Vampiric Cloak, as part of its domain-like field. Instead, I had to mentally look in a direction, and I would get a separate impression of what I was looking at. It was a somewhat faded impression, and not particularly detailed, but then, it's not as though this skill was at high levels yet, either. Maybe it would function better later, or maybe it would have to be adjusted.

I definitely got the impression, from Merry and from my own instincts, that I hadn't figured out quite what made the skill special, but that there definitely was something in there. Considering that the pieces used weren't only perception-focused, since she had used leftovers, perhaps there was some attack component there that could be used later, but Merry was content to let me figure it out and didn't try to explain.

She shrugged when I questioned her about it, and said, I'm not entirely sure, but I think that if you figure it out yourself, it'll work better. I didn't quite follow her logic, but then, we were both operating at least in part on instincts, and I couldn't look down on her for that.

When I did end up going to bed, I found myself... not exactly unable to sleep, but restless. Moreso than I'd been in a while. Most of that, I think, was a sudden and deep desire to be with Louise, but I also found myself at a crossroads. I knew for sure that I could skip the fight with Bo, which was a lot of risk just to try to save a person that I'd never even met; for all I knew, he was an asshole before the Fairy Queen recruited him or whatever. That would mean not getting to play with the new skills, but... but also, in a larger sense I wouldn't be able to play with them anyway. Unless I gave up on the Administrator thing entirely, all this stuff about skills and remaking things inside of me were all going to fade away as I took on a new role--at least, I assumed they would. I wouldn't be a normal Dungeoneer anymore, if indeed I was anything like a Dungeoneer. I'd probably never be able to dungeon dive again.

I... in a way, I guess, I wasn't all that sad about not being able to fight monsters. It had been a nightmare. The real thing is that the skills and the empowerment had been... had been proof, I guess, that I was destined for more than an average idiotic life. Instead of a job with a boss, I'd been fully independent--I'd been free. And now I was poised to never be free again.

I considered that for a long time, not coming to any good answers by the time I drifted off to sleep.

            

    
        92.  The Catch

    
    
    
    
                I was only a little nervous the next time I ended up going to visit Kalamitus. I suppose I'd figured that I'd seen the worst of what the dragon god had in store for me, and in retrospect, I suppose so. Unfortunately, the worst being over didn't mean that it was all over.

There was a strange air when I was let into his chambers, and the wyrm god was kind of hovering in an upright pile, like a snake in motion seen from above but vertical and not moving much. He was, without a doubt, paying close attention to me from the moment I walked in, and I wasn't exactly sure what was on his mind.

"Jerry... good to see you again. I have good news, and a little bad news." The dragon didn't break his posture much, instead cycling his snake body in midair through its back and forth curves just a bit before settling. "The good news is that I think I can get you the training you deserve, if from a rather unusual source. Though none of the people living on your planet have quite the experience you need, I've confirmed that one of the Gods had some experience with something very similar before being promoted. As a favor to me, they would be willing to give you personal training."

I frowned, not entirely sure what it took for a person to be promoted to godhood, but didn't press on the issue.

"The bad news Jerry, and I want to preface this with saying that I very much didn't want it to be this way..." Kalamitus' head tilted just slightly as he hovered in midair, and I wondered what exactly he was hiding. "...is that under our existing deal I have no reason and no incentive to help you whatsoever. The deal simply does not cover skills that did not exist at the time the deal was written."

That got my heart catching in my chest. Herman had been insistent when we were making the contract that the deal would not be open-ended; that had been fine for me, because I was afraid of Kalamitus cheating me, but some of the skills I'd requested training for--specifically, Telekinesis and Stealth--had been shattered to make my new ones.

"I would like--" I started, but the dragon interrupted me.

"And before you start, Jerry, and I understand this will seem very unfortunate to you," the Dragon straightened again. "As you are Fool's Marked, I am under no obligation to provide you with an Arbiter. I could explain exactly why that is... but I'm also not obliged to. In fact based on some interpretations of the Lord Beneath's rules, especially under the circumstances, there is a very strong suggestion that I should not."

I felt myself growing cold. Merry, somewhere in the back of my head, was reviewing the contract built into a quest that Herman had arranged for us, but given the discussions we'd had then... I had little hope that she would find a loophole.

"That said, Jerry," the Dungeon God's voice was, I noted, very level, as though he was trying to sound very academic about the whole thing. I suppose that was his best attempt at being professional. "I am willing to provide a supplemental contract for a very small favor. Not, I assure you, an open-ended one." Kalamitus looked down as though reading something, which he well might have been, but not anything I could see or sense. "It is not my intention that I will gain anything by this contract, so much as making sure that a particular decision does not go against me. Nor will it harm you, your fairy, or anyone else that I'm aware of you being... positively associated with."

I blinked, the wording of that sentence feeling like political doublespeak of the highest order. "But you won't tell me in advance what it is."

"I can say with complete honesty, Jerry, that I'm forbidden by the System from revealing that information prior to the moment when I will call in the favor. It isn't my desire to be cagey about this, and I believe that if I were to tell you what it was, you would agree. At the moment, Jerry, it is all I can do to say that you should trust me."

Oh, well, when he put it that way. I closed my eyes and sought out Merry, who was looking over the contract Quest. She spared some attention for me, but I could tell she was studying it as closely as she could. The contract seems pretty cut and dry, she said.  The only wiggle room is that the Telekinesis skill mentioned in the contract was replaced by some kind of error text, probably because we destroyed it. It feels like in order for the language of the contract to be specific, they somehow referenced the skill... but they didn't do that for any of the others, including Stealth. I guess because your copy of Telekinesis was special? She shook her head, and looked away from the data feed she was studying, or whatever. I'm sorry, Jay. I didn't know that what I did--

That's enough. I don't want to get into that. In truth, I was starting to get a little bit pissed off. The Skill was powerful, I guess, but it had been a lot of trouble, and it was feeling like it only got more and more stupid as time went on. Merry's inspiration in getting me to build a new skill from scratch out of the pieces in the middle of combat was amazing in the sense that she had figured out how it worked under duress and essentially on her own... and I suppose my own ability to accomplish that was its own impressive thing, but if we're honest, it was reckless and stupid and at every turn, I was being reminded of that. We just have to deal with what we have.

Jay...

I opened my eyes to look up at Kalamitus. The whole situation stank, but nothing stank more than this unspoken request. A very, very large part of me just wanted to say yes and be done with it, but that instinct was the whole damn reason why I had brought in Herman in the first place. I wasn't a person comfortable with having an argument, especially when the other party held all the cards, or at least a very good hand of them.

My thoughts drifted to the Skill, and the footnote left by the Sovereign Fool in its... terse description. Yeah, well, fuck you too, asshole. A bit of sass from someone who was doing work to help me, when I was being ungrateful and grouchy, even if it was only in my own mind. I wouldn't have been quite so rude in person--I had no reason to think that he could read my mind, at the time--but even having said that, sure, okay, I was being an asshole, if you could read my mind.

But if people expected better from me in my own goddamn mind when I'm a nobody being pushed around my asshole powers that be, I could very well expect better of those goddamn powers that be.

"No," I told the dragon god.

All the motion in the wyrm's body stilled. "No?"

"No, I don't trust you." My heart started beating faster. I wasn't prepared to have an argument like this. "I didn't trust you the first time, and I don't trust you now. I don't know if you're allowed to lie to me about these things--I might even believe you can't, or that you aren't lying. But I don't trust you. You were willing to manipulate me--"

"Jerry..."

I didn't like the idea of talking over a god, but I forced myself to, even as the fear that started working its way through me interfered with my ability to think straight. I found myself looking mostly down at the ground, unwilling or unable to raise my head and look at him for the moment. "--and didn't tell me what I needed to know, and now you're refusing to call an arbiter just because you don't need to, all so you can get some unspecified favor--"

"I told you I can't..."

"--and all you can say is that I should trust you?" I finally forced myself to look up, not because I was comfortable doing that but as almost an act of theatrics. "If I can trust you, then there should be reason to allow an Arbiter. If I can trust you--"

"Enough." Kalamitus' voice was sudden and loud, and he seemed to have pushed himself out of whatever trance he'd been in that required him to be upright and professional-seeming, and he sprawled forward and out like he usually did. "I should have known you would be like this; fine. I'm obliged by our contract to provide you with guidance about your class and a few skills that you either already have, or can get trivially. I am under no obligation to train you in Telekinesis, your... Cloak thing, or whatever that unnamed skill is. As long as you won't agree to my terms, I won't assist you with any of those things. And frankly, if you get yourself killed for your obstinance, I won't grieve for you."

That made me feel a little gross. I mean... yes, I'd stood up to authority before, especially in the prison, but mostly when they were doing something that was wrong and, especially, violent. This was being pressured into a deal, and though it didn't feel right to accept, turning it down so forcefully also felt like I was being a jackass.

In any event, Kalamitus took the opportunity to start lecturing me in a passive-aggressive manner, as though as long as he told me thing, it counted for the contract and he didn't give a damn if I was distracted and didn't listen. Some of that was particularly useful--stuff about how to assume more direct control over Stealth, for instance, and in particular, some clarity about the depths of Skill Sage.

Some of what he was trying to explain was better understood with demonstrations, or at least data packets smuggled to Merry, but those were apparently not in the offing.

I won't go into all the specifics here, in part because we ended up doing about five days worth of lectures more or less back to back, save for two breaks where he told me he had other godly business to attend to. I will say that the guidance was useful, and in particular, he told me some useful information about rebuilding my Class that I imagine few people on the planet had ever gotten, and some particular information that I'd requested about martial arts and how, they imagined, it was likely Bo was going to use his Skill and Cultivation together to fight.

Most of it was recited very dryly, though as time went on, he definitely lowered his spite levels by a lot. Part of that had to with the fact that he was clearly multitasking part of the time, speaking to me while clearly paying attention to something else, with short periods where he was probably talking to someone else as well, but I didn't hear it, and Merry didn't intercept anything. I suppose that helped him regain a sense of normalcy, even if he still didn't appreciate our continuing, untrusting relationship.

We ended up our conversation (if you want to call it that) on the second-to-last day by coming back to the Soulforged class and his general advice on it.

"...under the circumstances, you already have a lot more experience with the particulars that I do, but I can say with some clarity that you haven't really understood what the class is." Kalamitus, as he had been, was just kind of rambling, though now he had my attention. "Class abilities aren't less malleable than skills; they're intended to me more so. Given that the very name and nature of your class is manifesting items out of nothing, I would have expected you to realize that you don't really need a template, but I suppose that is too much to ask..."

I started to ask a question but stopped. Kalamitus had answered some questions, but tersely. He was getting better about being too much of an asshole, but he was... he was still an asshole, and as I debated what question I should interrupt with, he was already moving on, forcing me to set the questions aside and listen.

"...without a template won't come with enhancement bonuses, or bonuses of any kind, really, but there are no shortage of ways within the system and adjacent to it, to invest an item with new abilities by spending various pieces and parts of your budget along with a correct application of will..."

And there it was. After having gotten used to the incredible bulk of the Executioner's Blade, I almost certainly didn't need such a big, ugly, awkward weapon. If I got Enhancement Sage to the point where I could transfer normal attack bonuses, or if I was willing to gamble with breaking items apart and recombining them, I could apply those bonuses to an item with the size and shape that I imagined. I frowned, though, my mind both trying to process that thought and also keep up with Kalamitus; that hardly qualified as a big enough understanding for him to say that I don't understand the class itself. Did it?

"...variants of items that are compressed or expanded should, eventually, be second nature to you, with commensurately greater mana usage if you make a particularly large item..."

Ah... well, maybe the class was more flexible than even I'd thought, though I was still not particularly high-level. I did my best to take notes, as I had been doing.

"...one thing I don't seem to note in your choice of items is that the flexibility of a weapon customization class comes in the inherent form of some weapons; even given Dungeoneer abilities, sometimes a polearm or axe is better than a sword, to say nothing of various kinds of shields and armor. Honestly, I don't even see any decent ranged weapons in your selection. What are you doing, just throwing that stupid two-handed sword around the battlefield?" Kalamitus snorted disdainfully. "The ability to replicate anything, but your item statistics say you stick with your preferred weapon and almost nothing else."

I... I admit that one hurt. Like, okay... yes? But also, I was mastering the weapon, or trying to. Again, I wasn't even level 100, and had been in the dungeon for not very long overall, and he was suggesting that I should have mastered several weapons by this time? I didn't think that was fair.

It isn't, said Merry, in my defense. You haven't had time yet; you will.

I nodded mentally at her, but Kalamitus had moved on and was railing about how I had wasted class points on a customization option because I wasn't willing or able to figure out how to force the things to spawn in a similar fashion with willpower alone. And again, that seemed more like the kind of criticism you should level at someone a few hundred levels higher than me, while at the same time, I couldn't declare that he was quite wrong.

It was a little while later that he, with a grouchy huff, stopped talking and turned to me. "That's most of what I owe you. Next time you come we'll talk about your fairy, so be prepared for that to be a conversation that you are not particularly a part of."

Honestly, after everything, I had to hope that Merry would have a better time of these talks than I had. But given Kalamitus' earlier racism against the fae, I wasn't quite sure I could count on it, either. Instead of answering, I just smiled and nodded and retreated to try to pull together all of the scattered and rambling advice I'd been given, as I did at the end of each day.

Useful, but... it would have been better if he was actually on my side, I think. Still... I had to believe that turning down his unknown bargain was better in the long term. I just didn't trust him, and if anything, this hissy fit he was throwing only made me feel like I was right not to. Who's to say he wouldn't have been exactly as brusque and unhelpful if I'd accepted the offer?

            

    
        93.  Fairy real topics

    
    
    
    
                Merry and I were in Kalamitus' rooms for what would end up being the last day of our training with him. I say "She and I were there" to say, in particular, that she was fully manifested, and Kalamitus took some note of the fact that Merry's body was a custom job, that she didn't look like anything but herself... but ultimately, didn't dwell on it.

"Alright... Merry." It was clear from Kalamitus' voice that he was poorly concealing his disgust at dealing with the fairy, but at least he was trying to conceal it and continue. Like an arrogant rich man obliged to help out a pauper, he kind of kept an unnecessary distance and tried not to mention things, and it wasn't... wasn't really very convincing. "We are here to talk about how a... young person like yourself can interact with the Dungeon systems without leaning on Dungeoneer directly. It's your nature... to insert yourself into systems, and many of those systems are highly dangerous, with deliberate and high-powered safeguards to prevent tampering."

"However, the Lord Beneath, in his ...wisdom, and generosity, allowed there to be some exceptions."

To help explain himself, Kalamitus deigned to hold up a claw and create illusory images, a feat he had mostly chosen not to do while lecturing to me, though he needed it to explain a concept or two. What he displayed was... I was pretty sure it was a depiction of his tower and the dungeon floor outside, though it was separated into pieces--the Tower was separate from the floor, and the Tower itself was split into chunks; notably, the floor we were on now seemed to be set off from the others.

"To begin with, you need to understand that the architecture of the Dungeon is not what it appears. Although the Dungeon appears to be a single large piece underground, it is actually several pieces linked by portals--"

I decided to interrupt. "We saw things from the outside while we were in the Fairy Dungeon."

Kalamitus glared at me, and ultimately decided not to interrupt his spiel. "--with the outer walls made of an insulating, neigh-invulnerable substance that all Dungeoneers are associated entities are programmed to self-destruct if they touch, either in part or in whole. Thus even if you were, for example, to burrow through a wall, at best you would find yourself in an unused area, and no Dungeoneers could follow you without risking immediate and permanent death. If you were to touch those walls yourself... in short, it would be death, but not immediately. You would lose all benefit of your Bound Fairy status, and all equipment and abilities that were born from the Dungeon, reverting to a limited form of spiritual body that among the Fairy people are considered paupers, barely able to process any energy, and none at all from the Labyrinthine Star. As an unbound fairy, the portals would not work for you, nor could you hitch a ride on a friendly Dungeoneer or be the beneficiary of any similar Dungeon Skills. You would, in short, eventually starve to death."

That must have been the death plane that we saw when fighting the Administrator, which was also why we saw other walls from a certain angle while looking through the shattered wall. All of which... again, the fact that he deliberately shattered the floor and revealed that stuff was definitely a point against ol' Slenderman when it came to our relationship, but also, he gave me essentially every opportunity to survive the fight, in spite of all the danger. It was hard to know where we stood.

"Exactly because of this," Kalamitus continued, "there are few safeguards to prevent Dungeoneers or... others with access to sufficient magical power, from reshaping a Dungeon itself. Inherently, the damage you can do is limited, and any changes will be noted by the Administrator immediately. You cannot escape your current Floor--with the obvious exception of Fairy Dungeon exits, which exist at most once per biome." Kalamitus smirked. "The Administrators, Gods, Sovereigns, or Lord Beneath can all close these exits if they deem it necessary, of course, but even if you escape into that place... you have already seen that it is a very resource-poor place. It is possible to survive there for a time, but it is not a place any creature, group, or even civilization can thrive. No new resources are granted to those who live there, and what does exist fades with time."

That painted a grim picture of the Fairy civilization, as well as whoever had left the ruins there, but neither Merry nor I spoke up.

"Fairies, in or out of their own Dungeons, have the inherent abilities necessary to reshape Dungeons, though it requires a fair amount of power to do so. And while I will create a limited area here for you to learn the ability, going beyond that at any time while you are within my Tower will be grounds for immediate expulsion."

I touched Merry with telepathy and mentally rolled my eyes. We get it already, he hates fairies. He sure likes to rub it in.

Merry offered me a mental half-hug in return, but her thoughts were occupied with what she was being told.

The "limited area" Kalamitus created was not that much bigger than me, and it was made out of what appeared to be a thin later of stone, with a bird-sized hole that Merry fluttered in and looked around. Doubtless, it was featureless inside, because she showed no interested after only a moment.

"The Dungeon control structure exists on a two layers, one beneath and one above what mortals like Jerry understand as 'reality'." I turned and gave the Dungeon God a look at that, but he ignored me. "The abstraction of the Dungoneer Core that you can clearly see is part of the 'below', and as you would expect, when you look further Below, you see towards the Star itself. These are the mechanisms that underlay what exists, and although you can tamper with them, they are both robust and dangerous to get wrong."

"The Dungeon Controls that lay above are intended for use by controllers. As a Fairy, you can reach those controls if you..." and I flinched as the Dragon God got a particularly smug sneer on his face. "...burn."

I didn't like the sound of that, but Merry didn't say anything, instead standing on the lip of the entrance to the stone birdhouse and clearly thinking. I turned to watch her, but she just thought for a long moment, and then slipped inside the box.

I looked in the hole, seeing the familiar, still mostly half-lidded face of my companion, as she hesitated for a long moment, and then closed her eyes.

I sensed it with my own abilities far more than I saw it, but there seemed to be a candlelight flickering within Merry, and even I could sense that it diminished her, somehow, even to use a little bit of it. And she hung there for a long moment, and I wondered if she were having trouble.

A moment later, another birdhole opened in the box, and then beneath the two holes, a wide crescent, forming a smiley face.

"Good." Kalamitus leaned back, satisfied. "Functionally, a lot of similar controls exist within the System, as you will no doubt discover. Reaching any of these controls requires burning your life force, but even once you reach those controls, they do little except what the System already intended for them to do. You may be able to touch the controls for items, but you cannot unlock, add, or modify things without resources and keys that you, frankly, do not have."

"In short, you can freely choose to spend your life learning how the system works, but you won't achieve much."

I was starting to get an understand of exactly what Kalamitus meant by a fairy burning herself, though I didn't want to say it aloud. Was she trading years of her life just to be look, even before she learned how to use them? I made a face, and I know Kalamitus saw it, but he smugly chose not to pay any attention to me.

"Is that the only way?" asked my Fairy. She had stopped burning almost immediately after she finished her decoration, but I could also tell that it had taken something out of her.

Kalamitus shrugged. "It is the only way that I am permitted to share. I'm sure that those who live in the Fairy Dungeons can teach you what they know, if you are willing to trade for the information." Kalamitus paused, frowning, and then, for some reason, looked straight up for a moment. "I admit I don't have quite enough information about this to fill my entire quota. I apologize; some of the information may have been less valuable than I thought when I assigned a budget to it."

I frowned, and stepped forward. "Where do Fairy Queens fit into this?"

Kalamitus glanced at me, and nodded after a moment. "The term can be used to describe two different groups. Originally, Fairy Queens and Kings burned themselves to stand above Fairy kind, in much the same way a Fairy can burn herself to stand above the Dungeon. But now, some Fairy Queens and Kings are also given special place by the Lord Beneath and the Sovereign Fool to govern the Fairy Dungeons. Right now, few people ever see the former, so the term generally means the latter."

The fact that I had used my Vampiric Cloak to effectively stand above a Fairy and her Dungeon minions was not lost on me, even if I didn't feel like I was using any weird Dungeon controls that existed above reality, or whatever. The System had even thrown a technical term into the description--Enthralled--when I'd originally been intending to recreate the borderline-possessed state I'd struggled with when I was a psychic fighting off ghosts... or, whatever they were back then.

Was that a part of all of this? How could it not be? I closed my eyes and considered, too many thoughts suddenly swirling. Fairies were clearly spiritual beings, and... and the whole Fairy Gem thing was clearly a way to change their nature from trying to "possess" things to living together. Meanwhile, Merry only had a body in the real world when she had a Dungeon construct to possess... so were Fairies really just spirits that happened to live within the system?

"When we watched a person sacrificed in the Fairy Dungeon, that was a Fairy restoring the life she burned away by consuming a human soul, wasn't it?"

I turned to look at Merry, feeling chills at the question, which she had phrased so... so bluntly. It took a long moment for me to really come to terms with the question, and I think Kalamitus must have been paying careful attention to me, because he didn't respond to the question until I had fully processed what she had asked.

"Yes." Kalamitus smirked, looking more at me than at the fairy. "Though, that is not the only benefit."

"She took resource points from his stuff. I saw that." Merry's voice was kind of flat. "We can already use the resource points in various ways. That's why Dungeon Monsters don't use the same kind of resources, they just drop stuff when they die. Otherwise, a Dungeoneer could learn to harvest more from a monster than they should."

Kalamitus did look over at Merry, and I think his racism was fighting against an urge to be impressed, because his face was stuck on an unpleasant, surprised expression. "...yes, that's correct."

"But we could take from humans if we wanted to. Not even fairies, but Dungeoneers could."

Kalamitus' expression got more disturbing. "That information is restricted."

"Uh-huh." Merry turned and looked at me, and I... I felt chilled to see that her expression was cool. She didn't seem disturbed, or upset, or confused, or scared. Just... well, I wasn't quite sure. "What happens to me if Jerry becomes Administrator?"

"That..." Kalamitus paused. "Historically, there were negotiations to determine exactly what the fate of... someone like that, turned out to be. I was never a part of those negotiations, but I seem to recall some being freed to pick another companion, one appointed as a Fairy King... and I believe one remained as an Administrator's companion, but if we're being honest, I don't recall that ever being explicitly stated. Even with my enhanced memory, it's a trifling detail that I had no interest in."

Merry just nodded. "So we don't have to separate. That's all I really wanted to hear."

The words seemed to break a spell over Kalamitus, and I wondered later on whether he had willingly abused her phrasing. "Well! Then I guess we're done here. The teaching is done with, and that part of the Contract is fulfilled. I'll give you a Tower Pass to return here when you're done fighting with Bo, and of course, there are the miscellaneous items. Don't worry, I'm obliged, and I'll fulfill my obligations. For now, I have things to catch up on." The dragon waved its hands at me in a very obvious brushing-off. "Shoo."

Merry came up and sat on my shoulder, but didn't immediately force herself into my mind as I took the elevator back down to the inn. I had no real reason to stay in the tower any longer, but... I also wasn't quite eager to return to the real world.

"You okay, bro?" she asked, quietly, when we were alone.

"What about you?" I looked at her. "Did the burning thing hurt?"

"Hurt... no. It didn't hurt. But it cost me something." She put her hand on her chest, her eyes looking down as though she could see something missing there. "I could do it for a while, but..."

"I won't ask you to." I leaned my head over nuzzle her, a little surprised that again, she didn't try to come back inside. "It sounds like... you couldn't do much without spending more than you could afford, to killing people to get it back."

"Yeah." Merry nodded, glumly. "The controls that are above, they're... they're crazy complicated, and it's more than just that they're not labelled. It's like a whole system is designed to plug into it, and all I have are the plugs. I was able to replicate the hole, and then change its shape, but there are all kinds of holes and plugs and sharp bits that don't make any sense. If I saw someone using it, I'd probably do okay, but it's like..." she shook her head.

I got the idea without her providing a better mental image, and nodded. But then, I looked down, wondering if I should really say what I was thinking. Ultimately, I decided to. "Fairies are... really just spirits, aren't they?"

She looked at me, and I realized the question was probably odd, and didn't say enough.

"I mean..." I sat down on the bed. "I fought against possession for years, and this isn't that, but... if you didn't have the right tools, that's all that you would be, right? A spirit that has to possess others to survive. That's why you need a Dungeon body, why the Gem they put you in came with a bunch of extra stuff to let us live together in peace."

I thought Merry was cringing on my shoulder, a little, but I didn't look.

"But..." I closed my eyes and bopped her with my head again. "Because of all that, we can live together. Everyone--well, not everyone, but... never mind--everyone becomes a monster when they're poor and starving. Tame dogs and cats become feral, and people do too. But even dogs that become feral can recover and be someone's best friend forever."

And I reached up and gently pulled Merry against me. It was awkward, I knew, and probably uncomfortable, but I needed her to understand.

"You're still my sister, Merry."

The fairy did her best to hug me back while squished up against my face, and then went back inside my head.

            

    
        94.  Callbacks

    
    
    
    
                So I realized my mistake as soon as I stepped out of the Galveston Wharf Dungeon. Or... not mistake, exactly. Misfortune was probably the correct term.

A very polite National Guard trooper escorted me towards a Priestess and an accountant who asked me in no uncertain terms to reveal my inventory so it could be assessed for tax purposes.

I'd had a bunch of things assessed previously, some higher level than the dungeon I came from, but I currently had two high-level items compared to everything else in my inventory, items I couldn't, or wouldn't sell, and I'd taken some of the garbage items and sacrificed them to experiment with my abilities. I wasn't entirely sure how the system for taxing Dungeoneers for their items worked; I'd communicated briefly with an accountant while in jail, but that was the first year I was there; I'd forgotten a lot of it, and probably some details had changed since then.

Anyway, yeah, the two items raised some eyebrows.

The Priestess's eyes were wide as saucers as she examined the display that I'd made spun around to show them. "Did you get these items in this Dungeon?"

"Not all of them. I used the Fairy Dungeon to travel to... other Dungeons." I probably shouldn't say exactly one dungeon, because some of the new items were too low and some too high. It would be clear I was being deceptive, but...

"The high-level items. Were they given to you by another Dungeoneer?"

"No." Were they trying to detect someone else's tax dodge?

"How did you come by them?"

I frowned. Was she suspicious of the items, or of me? "The usual? A monster tried to kill me. I killed it first."

She frowned, but left the questioning there. They recorded the whole of my inventory, and I stepped out of the Dungeon for the first time since... actually, I guess the last time was Armand Bayou, wasn't it? And the whole mess that I got into there.

I was just thinking about that, walking across the bridge that would bring me back to Pelican Island and the bazaar and parking lot where my car waited, when the assassin struck again. This time, I didn't have the good fortune to have already had a shield up, so the opening salvo--a remote operated rifle shot--ripped a giant fucking hole in my shoulder.

I mean, I've had worse, but I wasn't expecting it.

It took me a second or so to really come to grips with the fact that I'd been attacked, even as I had been thinking about Armand Bayou and... how I got attacked by an assassin there. But it had seemed academic at the time, since I neither felt the bullet nor had to be the one to put down the woman in black.

This time, I forced my Vampiric Cloak into action, and dived off of the bridge that connected the Dungeon platform to the mainland. As the effect field rippled out, as I kind of expected, the female figure covered in black cloth was above me, and falling rapidly, with two sabers poised to strike at me. This time, she wasn't alone; another figure was with her, also in black, except that she was hovering in midair, in the center of what appeared to be some kind of magic circle, or several.

Also, I realized, the woman in the circle was in a Stealth skill field, but that didn't help her one bit under the circumstances.

I felt my Skill smashing against the assassin before I hit the water, and it wasn't a particularly high bridge. As when facing the Slenderman, the Cloak tried to test her willpower, and I suppose I shouldn't have been surprised that it was a different beast to win against a living, prepared Dungeoneer than it was to win against even a high-level monster that wasn't made with the ability in mind.

The Slenderman noticed the field slip over him, but dismissed it. The assassin noticed it and was immediately paranoid. If I had gotten into the boss' head by accessing poorly locked doors, in this case, there was a person on the other side of the doors who did her best to hold them shut, even if she didn't know how to lock them.

Anyway, I hit the water, and it knocked the breath out of me, momentarily. I didn't quite lose control over the skill, but I did have to pause, and in the moment where I started to lose track of things, she came at me, swords held ready.

I slipped into Merry's new sensory skill and leveraged the telekinetic aspects of the Cloak to throw myself out of the way.

It goes without saying I hadn't tried the new senses in the real world yet. Part of what Merry had done involved the Dungeoneer system, showing me little threads of Dungeon stuff holding things together. Here, the water beneath me wasn't a Dungeon system thing. There were no Dungeon system things here, not except me, and her, and her friend, and like, a few dozen other people who were caught off guard by a fight going on and hadn't get gotten involved. The point was, it was clear where she and her friend were at all times, even though the skill hadn't gotten to her yet.

It didn't take long, though, once she hit the water.

Once she had something else to worry about, she couldn't keep me out of those unlocked doors, and the power latched on to her. I was also a bit distracted, but the Cloak having a strong telekinetic aspect helped me get to the surface of the water, and some part of the Cloak's dramatic filter made it deceptively easy to stand on the liquid. Beneath the water, the woman twisted, trusting in some kind of extra sense, and then stilled, as though concentrating.

Through my new connection with her, I caught a momentary fragment of telepathy to the woman above, and braced myself.

The assassin was picked up out of the water like a puppet with a strange form of telekinesis, and flung directly at me. I could sense her intent, but dimly, as she tried to keep a stoic, even keel. I could sense a trace of concern, a sense that she knew something was off, but had no time to look into it.

I tried to force the skill in between her and her partner, and I felt the system hitting her with a Strife debuff. I kept my face even and not put on a, you know, mastermind smirk, and instead brought out my Executioner Sword, and also my new Dracula's Cloak, the only item of the three rewards I'd been able to absorb. It hadn't come with any stats except for the boost to my newest skill, but it was a much fancier cloak than the old one I'd gotten back on my first trip through Pearland... and of course, I could throw whatever I wanted on it.

But mostly, the boost that it gave me to that one skill was pretty fucking high--high enough that all of a sudden, the little bit of telekinetic force that I'd been using to hold me to the surface of the water pushed the water up and away, spraying it in all directions. It felt... honestly way too anime for me not to grin as I brought the sword into position to block the two swords.

My first indication that she wasn't actually a push over was when one of her swords cut right through mine like butter.

It was luck that the sword that cut through was the one closer to the tip, so the other sword didn't also get through the block. Less luck-based was the fact that I'd intercepted the attacks a little bit away from my body, so it's not like the cut went right through me, especially given the other blocked sword had intercepted a fair portion of her momentum.

In the moment where I processed all of this, she recovered from the swing with her blade-breaking sword and tried to thrust into me, and I flung us mutually away from one another.

Merry had been quietly studying the surroundings with my new sense. Nobody else is paying attention. I think the woman up top is covering the whole fight.

I frowned, but only for a moment. Under the circumstances, that's good for us, right?

Assuming you don't want people to know much about your skill? Yeah, but you better make sure neither of them gets away, and the wizard is likely prepared to run. But as soon as you take her out...

No more stealth, right. I felt the wizard puppeting the assassin back into position, and I already could feel the Strife debuff adding some rough edges to their cooperation. Already, I could see the potential of the skill, and also could feel the creeping moral decay seeping into me, as I immediately wished I could use the skill on the assassin the same way I'd used it on the fairy Dungeon creatures, taking control with force of will, but... that was an unashamedly evil use for power.

There were things worth than death in life, and the very tool I was using was born from one. I wasn't eager to force that on someone else, especially not someone clearly just being used as a tool.

In the meantime, I discarded and rebuilt my Executioner's Sword, keeping my eye on the sword that had broken it, and blinked as Merry pushed forward a recommendation, silently--pointing me at an Enhancement I hadn't thought about in... well, I guess it hadn't been that long, had it? I'd used it on the Harpy boss.

Instead of throwing it on something quite yet, I focused on the assassin, trying to match her mental state with a fake that was slightly off. The skill booster somehow assisted, I think by enhancing the Stealth aspect to it, and I found that it was deceptively easy to convince her to place her next strike in a specific spot.

I knocked her sword away, the edge of my blade against the flat of hers, and I was surprised when even that contact with her sword-breaking sword damaged mine.

It has to be an anti-magic effect, argued Merry, who was still keeping her hands mostly off of my new skill, and instead focusing on the senses that she had put together. Since your swords are pure magic...

I dismissed the Executioner, and when it reappeared, I'd added the skill booster from way back when. It wasn't a particularly powerful booster, and I'd never yet gotten the skill associated with it, though I had to be close since I used it successfully in a fight. It allowed you to phase someone else's equipment through their body; Harry had originally given it to me as a whip that removed people's clothing. That was... around the time I first suspected he might be trying to tell me he was gay, way back when I was in prison.

The point was, this was a hell of a time to try to knock a piece of equipment away, but I still had to get to the piece of equipment. Honestly, if I hit her hand with my sword, it'd probably work just as well for disarming her, and by an astounding coincidence, she wasn't going to just let me do that. The difference was that she no longer had to let me.

Now that I had a way in, I had to let me do it. I found myself smirking, even as she swung at me again, and I sacrificed another copy of my sword to give myself space. It hardly mattered; there was a bit of excess power drain when it was damaged, but half of that was coming from her now anyway.

The more I adapted to her mindset and tried to better control her, the more I started to feel frustrated, angry. Something about the inside of her mind... as a telepath, it just...

She's hurt.

I blinked, and felt the woman starting to move in, sensing an advantage, but I pushed back on her instincts, and instead of leaping at me, she paused. Tell me.

I don't know. You know people better than me. But all the thoughts I hear over that link... it's like...

After a moment, the assassin fought off the pressure I'd put on her and moved in on me, and I let her. Instead, I started using the telekinetic part of the skill to subtly push and pull at her, and hoped that I could confuse her into thinking that was the effect of it. That left me in little danger of being hit, even as I tried to force my way further into the assassin's mind.

And I started to understand, as I sensed a current in her mind, a deep thought too powerful to deny. Of what would happen if she didn't do as she was commanded. It was a thick thought, and cold, like congealing blood. It was a certainty, that told her...

I flinched, since I was too deep, when the woman above forced the telekinetic link between her and the assassin open. Her voice, when it came, was, like, three times too loud, and abrasive as a rasp to my mind. WE ARE RETREATING.

I made the decision almost without thinking about it. I can't... honestly say whether I did what I did out of cruelty or kindness, though there's no way the assassin would have ever said it was the latter. But as the assassin was teleported up into the sky, next to the woman who had commanded her, I pushed as hard on her will as I could--perhaps, harder than I needed to. It wasn't... I felt something breaking, tearing inside of her, but she didn't... resist as much as she should have, even with her already being under the skill.

A moment later, the assassin turned and stabbed her aunt in the throat with a sword tailor-made to do a significant amount of damage when it struck a vital point. Though she, herself, was surprised by the action, some part of her, untouched by me, didn't regret it for an instant. Some part of her, locked deep within the seething current of depression and despair that had been beaten into her, that had wilted under the poison of decades of carefully chosen cruel words and actions, felt true and long-overdue catharsis.

It didn't kill the other woman in a single blow, but when she teleported away, she did it alone, leaving the assassin momentarily hanging in midair--but without a telekinesis skill of her own, she didn't hang for long.

I forced my Cloak out, using all of its powers--mind control, telekinesis, and stealth--to save her and get her under cover without anyone else recognizing what had just happened.

What I found myself with was a woman, whose mind had all but been shattered as I forced my will on her in that one moment of violence, a person who had been my enemy, and had been made to betray her only ally. Someone who, presumably, probably, actually had nowhere else to go right now, but who had also been trying to kill me.

Someone I felt pity for, but I wasn't sure I felt that much pity.

I ground my teeth together, the two of us stuck in a brace under the bridge where we shouldn't be noticed or in the way. I was still using my Skill to keep us concealed, and I hadn't quite dropped it from controlling her, either. I wasn't sure how to read the feelings I sensed on the other side, especially now that she wasn't really in control of herself; they were turbulent, and deep.

I sighed. Merry, what do you think?

I think she's, how can I say, fairy-puppet right now. Not currently human, but will be later. Here, let me see...

And then, suddenly, Merry's voice stopped, and she suddenly pushed something at me, an interface window for the assassin.

It said that the woman's name was Zoya Jalebi, but unlike any status window I'd ever seen, including my own, the window gave me the option to change that.

I felt a deep shiver and made up my mind then and there to figure out a way to fix what I'd just done.

            

    
        95.  A killer conversation

    
    
    
    
                I found myself feeling almost helpless very quickly after hustling my new assassin 'friend' into my apartment. I was nervous about turning immediately to Louise, partly because I didn't think she could help and partly because 'Hey I just accidentally enslaved a woman' was not the kind of phrase to say to your girlfriend; however, when I sent a message to Harry, I didn't get an immediate response, and in fact I quickly remembered that he was still in government custody, or at least on their bad side, after he tried to rescue me at Armand Bayou. I thought about Kamau, but I knew so damn little about the man; our only real point of contact was about Fairies, and that didn't seem to be relevant here. The large, intimidating black man might have the resources to look into this, but I also had the general impression that he would not be eager to get involved with me unless it interested him, one way or another.

Speaking of fairies, Merry was of course giving the assassin, Zoya, an examination, as well as she could, but for all that both my magic and the Dungeon System had enabled this, it seemed to be less of a status effect in the mechanical system sense, and more like actual violence had been done that was not easily healed. She explained to me, in brief, that the fact that I had some kind of control over Zoya had as much to do with the fact that the woman's consciousness seemed to be damaged or missing as anything; with that gone, and me having a magical stake in her, the system was ready, maybe even eager to have me claim her body as some kind of Dungeon artifact.

Which was creepy as all hell.

I hadn't forgotten, either, that the other woman in the pair, the one who I'd manipulated Zoya into betraying, had escaped. It had been kind of a spur of the moment thought, taking the woman over, but it had come when I felt a flood of emotion in her at her handler's words. It felt like... like she was sure that she would be punished, tortured somehow. Given that Dungeoneers don't feel pain the same way... it was difficult for me to imagine how she was being tortured, but there was no question that the handler had found a way.

As I considered the assassins, I found my thoughts drift back to a place I genuinely did not expect. In spite of everything, Vlad--the Russian man from the International Dungeoneer's Association, who had rambled on at the meeting and sent me a gift basket after the first time this same woman had attacked me, at Armand Bayou--had left me a note with a phone number and suggested he would do me a favor.

Granted, that seemed like an absolutely terrible idea.

Vlad had mob contacts and was, as far as I could tell, actually legitimately evil, if in an affable, distractible way. Admitting to him that I had the ability to control people's minds felt like I would be getting the attention of one, or several, people who were probably not actually aware of me, and certainly not aware of my brand-new ability. And... I frowned, though it turned into a slightly crazy smile at the memory. Vlad had said, directly and without ambiguity, that he knew of people who wanted me dead, even back then.

Even after everything I'd been through, that whole conversation was a fucking trip, wasn't it?

What was it he'd said about assassins back then, anyway? I tried to remember, eventually coming up with, something about, keep your head on your shoulders and understand the mind of assassins; is not movie. I came out of that thought and looked at the assassin, that thought rolling around in my head as I did. It certainly wasn't a movie; I could tell that even before I'd broken her brain, this woman was abused and broken until she became little more than a tool.

Vlad also said to consider the possibility of bombs, snipers, and poison. I... hadn't considered the possibility of a bomb at my apartment, and immediately started snooping around. I didn't immediately find anything, though I had to admit, if I was worried about bombs, I should probably be just as worried about rockets, which I wouldn't see coming any better than I would see sniper shots coming, and wasn't that thought fresh on my mind.

The sniper wound in my shoulder had, of course, healed; it was a high-caliber bullet, but not any kind of special Dungoneer thing that prevented things from healing. If I'd had to rely too much on that shoulder in combat, I would have been in danger, but as a telekinetic who frequently wielded two weapons at a time, I wasn't in nearly as much danger as assassins might expect.

Eventually, grudgingly, I did send Louise a text saying we needed to talk, and then I sat looking at Zoya for a long while, wondering what the hell had happened to her. Because... I sighed. It wasn't a movie, or a dream. Whatever had happened to her had actually happened.

Unlike back then, when I was fighting possession by ghosts, I had proof positive that my abilities worked and that I wasn't insane. I was still having trouble believing that. I suppose, in a way, I should be having trouble believing the whole Dungeoneer thing, since that had changed the world so much, but that had never felt as personal as what went on inside my head. Even with all the bullshit I got involved in, it was easy to say that none of that was my business so much as everyone else's, but what went on inside my own head was exactly my business, and nobody else's.

And now I was responsible for what happened in someone else's head, and it felt really bad.

I found myself thinking of Vlad again and again as I sat around waiting for a couple hours for Louise to come by, and I ended up looking at the note he'd left me. It promised that he might be able to help with things, in exchange for a favor. I very much didn't want to owe someone like him an unspecified favor; when you considered that I'd probably be becoming an Administrator, assuming I didn't die, that was probably the kind of thing that I could skip out on, but I also didn't feel particularly great about using him and not paying him back.

It was around three hours after I originally hit her with the ability that I sensed a change in Zoya, and the status window for her that I'd pulled up slowly fuzzed up with static and eventually dropped. I hadn't done anything; either the woman had healed on her own, or the System had decided on a limited duration for the [ Enthralled ] condition.

I moved forward to try to help, as the woman who had been sitting on my couch fell over, and I caught her and laid her out on the couch instead. As I studied her, I found that, for the moment, she was unconscious, but that only lasted five-ten minutes at most. When she started to come back, the first thing I sensed was a pain and confusion, and then fear, which escalated into... well, I could pull out a thesaurus and come out with a whole bunch of variants on the word fear, but the point is, it was intense to the point that it controlled her.

As that panic rolled over her, she snapped upright, already cringing like she expected to be struck, and I backed off, raising my hands to try to look innocent. But when she looked around, her eyes barely dwelled on me for a moment, instead looking for something else, or (I suspected), someone else. And when she didn't find that, she leaped up and started moving for the window.

"Wait." I had the Cloak ready, mostly focused on telekinesis. "You're safe here, I pro--"

Zoya turned at me, and clenched a fist in an odd way; I bet she expected one of her swords to appear in her hand, but the one thing I'd done while I had control over her was empty her inventory of anything that was either a weapon or a communications tool. When nothing came to her, she started backing away from me, away from the window and the door as well; she would end up in a corner if she continued, but she clearly wasn't thinking about that.

"Safe?" Her voice had a slightly manic edge to it. "You don't know anything. There is no safety in this world."

And she slipped into a Stealth so powerful that I suddenly couldn't detect her at all, though I didn't need to; I swept out with the Cloak, and when it encountered resistance, I pushed Zoya back towards the corner. I was aware of how that would probably affect her, but...

The shitty drywall crumpled a bit where the woman fell into it, but she didn't make a noise--or I couldn't hear it, which wasn't the same thing. I cornered her, but kept my distance, and tried to make my voice soothing. "Easy... I'm not going to hurt you, but I can't let you escape, either. Just calm down and let's talk. I won't let... I won't let that woman get you again, I promise.

I ended up repeating myself a few times, but it was Merry flying her way up to my shoulder that ended up distracting the woman enough to calm her down. Zoya, a minute or so after Merry appeared, let her Stealth fade, and although I could feel intense paranoia still radiating from her, her curiosity seemed to have gotten the better of her.

"What is that creature?" she asked, looking at my shoulder.

"She's a person, not a creature. A fairy." I smiled, though it was a bit of a grim smile, because I was still stressed out by the encounter. "Her name is Merry."

"Hi!" said Merry, waving politely.

Zoya's fascination was obvious, but it didn't take much--a small movement from me--before it stopped being central attention. Whatever was going through her head, though, she'd broken that initial spell that had completely consumed her with fear. "Where am I?"

"My home, for now."

She finally looked at me and started to recognize me as the target she had failed to kill. "What..." she started to ask the question, and then found herself at a loss.

"I won't tell you all the details, but I controlled you and attacked your... partner." Not that partner was the right word, but I was trying to avoid revealing how much I already knew. "She fled."

Zoya grimaced. "But she is alive."

I tried to keep myself from smiling at that. "As far as I know. Your sword has damage-over-time ability, but you only landed one hit on her. To the throat." Zoya was a blooded dungeoneer--no shock there--but from what Merry and I could tell, that had not been refreshed, so we were pretty sure the other woman wasn't dead.

Zoya shook her head. "She has items to give her immunity to my weapons. It would not have even damaged her."

That, I was sure, wasn't true. I didn't exactly get a health bar on the woman, but I could tell significant damage had been done. "I don't think she knows where you are, unless she knows how to track you."

Zoya looked down, and I could feel her emotions grow cold and dead inside of her. "I am under the influence of a skill, Chains of the Heretic Sultan. All that I know for sure is that she will always find me, and I will never be able to harm her."

Somehow, that skill name sounded a lot like The Devil's Rebirth Contract. I glanced at Merry, who looked back at me. Was it the same skill, the name localized to a different culture, or a completely different one? Either way, it stank to me of a skill about ownership. I frowned. "Is it the skill or the equipment that prevents you from hurting her?"

"She will never tell me that."

"Of course." I sighed, and brushed Merry with telepathy. If that skill gave the other woman ownership of Zoya, and the Cloak gave us temporary ownership, did we break the Chains?

Merry frowned, and looked at Zoya. After a moment, the fairy lifted off my shoulder and moved to fly in front of the woman's face. Zoya looked up as soon as she caught the motion, and looked at the fairy again as though enraptured.

"Do you mind if I touch you?" asked Merry. "I want to see if I can sense her control over you."

Zoya trembled, but was able to suppress the terror inside of her after only a moment. "I do not care," she said, though we could both tell just how much a lie that was. "My life is worth nothing. Do as you please."

I wouldn't have, but Merry took that as an affirmative invitation and settled on the woman's bare head.

As Merry touched the woman, I found myself actually looking at the woman as a person, and not just as an assassin. Her face had been chiseled with stress, but it was relatively pretty; she was clearly of some south Asian lineage, perhaps Indian, Pakistani, or similar, but I didn't see a reason to ask. Though she was still mostly covered with black cloth meant to anonymize her--I considered taking it off, but she was almost naked beneath, with no spare clothes in her inventory, clearly one of many controls her handler used to prevent thought of escape--I could tell that she was on the slim side of fit.

That made me wonder, not for the first time, exactly how Dungeoneer biology regulated our forms, and I ended up looking away from her as my thoughts wandered. Stress hurt people, that was a given; however the Dungeoneer body repaired damage. When I looked at Zoya and got the impression that her form was shaped by stress, but if she was constantly healed...

"You're definitely still under the effects of her Skill," said Merry, bringing me back to the present. "It looks like she killed you and stole your soul. But it also seems like she doesn't have control of you right now."

Zoya had a grimace frozen on her face, and I wasn't sure exactly which part of the news was breaking her. I considered what Merry had said, and tapped my chin thoughtfully.

"I never used it on a person, but the Contract turned the boss monster into a pet item. If Chains does the same thing to a person, then presumably the item itself is what controls her. And in that case... she probably wouldn't bring it with her."

Merry nodded at my assessment. "I can tell you it's relatively close; I can't say it's in this city, but it's somewhere between here and the coast. That general direction," she waved at a given wall that pointed roughly Southeast, "and not insanely far away."

I looked at the assassin. "If we got that item, we could free her."

Zoya heard my words, but I could see written on her face the moment she had a contrarian thought: Or they could control me themselves.

Merry looked at me. "It's almost certainly not in a Dungeon. This could mean fighting people in the real world."

That sounded like a very good way to get arrested for longer than six months, lose my Dungoneer status, lose my chance at becoming an Administrator, and end up as nobody and nothing for the rest of my life--or possibly just dying to a high level Dungeoneer. But as I looked at the assassin woman in my apartment, who had been murdered, turned into a tool, and tortured (somehow, in that order), I felt the same simmering hatred that I'd felt when I learned of what happened to Bo.

"We'll do it," I said, kind of on the spur of the moment. "And I think I know who to call."

            

    
        96.  Deploy

    
    
    
    
                As it turned out, the hardest part of getting Vlad on my side was playing phone tag. I called and left a message; then I went out to dinner with Louise and explained my side of things to her (Merry stayed back and kept an eye on Zoya, along with Cassie, and I had faith the two bird-sized people would take care of the mentally unstable killer); we managed to find a restaurant with poor goddamn cell service, of course, and I didn't notice until we left. I called him back afterwards, and he returned the call after my battery ran out. At this point, we had had a kind of abortive conversation in messages in which he confirmed he was still in the area, and I mentioned without detail that I had a real-world problem that needed solving.

Louise, by the way, was clearly upset by the fact that I was putting myself in jeopardy, and had no significant comment on the fact that I had briefly domineered a person who was trying to kill me that also happened to be female. Perhaps it had a lot to do with how my emotions were probably written all over my face, or maybe she was just distracted by how many other things could immediately go wrong.

In any event, we did have a good dinner, and I let her remind me a couple times in a couple different ways just how dangerous the thing I was getting involved with was. We... considered sleeping over, especially with Zoya having nowhere else to go but my apartment, for now, but ultimately decided against it. Louise had something to do early, and nobody was quite sure whether anything would happen overnight.

Zoya didn't even sleep on my couch; she ended up sitting against the wall all night, saying that she wasn't used to furniture and that it wasn't comfortable for her at all. Apparently, sometime in the night, she moved from sitting against the wall in my living room to sitting against the wall in my bedroom... but she also didn't attack me in my sleep, so evidently I could trust her at least that far.

Eventually, the strange little Russian man and I met in a parking lot in Texas City. It wasn't even abandoned, or anything; it was an HEB Grocery, and the parking lot was basically surrounded by other businesses. Even so, I pulled my car into an empty spot next to a suspicious white panel van, and sure enough, he gestured me into the back, and then sent one of his goons inside for more chips and soda. Zoya, still in stealth, remained in my car, with the windows down so she wouldn't overheat in the blistering Texas heat.

I was a bit surprised to find that inside the panel van, I found Vlad sitting on a swivel chair with four very large Dungeoneers in tactical gear acting exceedingly protective of him, while he popped open a bag of Ruffles potato chips like nothing was going on.

Since I was the one who had asked for a favor, I knew I couldn't stand around gaping all day, and so after only a moment of confusion, I nodded to him. "Good to see you again."

He nodded appreciatively at my greeting but had his mouth full of potato chips.

"The assassin who came after me in Armand Bayou hit me again on my way out of Galveston Wharf," I summarized. "I was able to capture the actual assassin, but her handler has some kind of control over her, and I think that control is based on an item I can track down. I'm not scared of losing a fight against the woman, but fighting people in the real world, escaping the law... I'm not good at any of that."

"Yes," replied Vlad, nodding emphatically. "You've made a couple mistakes already. Coming to meeting in your everyday car, for one. Probably everyday clothes, too. Should adopt new style, ideally fake license plate."

The thought of faking a plate had never occurred to me, even as I realized that I could probably figure out some way to create a custom plate with my class. I put that out of mind quickly.

"Also, chasing assassins is usually time sensitive. They will move quickly, have little to lose and little else to do. Waiting overnight is risky. May already have moved on."

"Like I said, I can track the item. That, at least, is still nearby." It was somewhere Southwest of us, but that didn't say much, since Texas City was close to the gulf, and the coast ran Northeast-Southwest. I could rule out Houston and points north-northeast, and the parts of Galveston Island due south of us, but there was still plenty of coast in that direction. If anything, as we moved Merry had confirmed the angle changed slightly, so it couldn't be too far off.

"Okay." Vlad nodded. "There are a few things we could do, but if you are trying not to be identified, I would recommend helicopter."

I... had to put my thoughts in order to respond to that. "Why a helicopter?"

"When combined with stealth skill, helicopter is very convenient. Can travel in force, keep a lookout, travel direct. Easy deployment, easy pickup. Not very well armored compared to Dungeoneers, but crash should be survivable. Also, more easy than you'd think to steal military helicopter. Have three in storage." Vlad rolled his head back to look at one of the... mercenaries, I'd assume, behind him. "Still have three in storage, yes?"

"One is being used for the..." he glanced at me. "Operation we discussed on Friday."

"Ah, oil rig, I forgot." Vlad nodded and looked back to me. "Unless you expect heavy opposition, one should be enough. We can bring you to item, provide support, provide pickup. If nothing happens..." Vlad shrugged. "Maybe not even owe you a favor for small little thing like that. But if things turn bad, will expect any losses to be made up somehow."

"I'm owed a fair sum of money for something I sold," I said, suddenly aware that the millions Harry owed me might start disappearing quickly when it came to the cost of replacing military helicopters and mob men. "But let's hope it doesn't come to that."

"Okay." Vlad paused a moment, not looking at me, before asking, "You're sure that's all you want?"

"For now."

"Not interested in who hired you?" Vlad chose that moment to meet my eyes. "You continue to attract attention. Heard your name pop up yesterday already, and not for fight with assassins. Taking out mercenaries is not the end to your problems. You must address source, or they will hire more."

"I'll just have to make it expensive for them."

"That's the problem," said Vlad, almost spilling his chips as he gestured. "Assassins don't cost anything if they die. At worst, you lose deposit. Unless they are part of big organization, if they die, nobody cares. Nobody comes for rest of bill. Nobody interrogates them about who set bounty. Is amateur mistake," he pounded a nearby desk with his hand. "You should find out who hired them, or at least the agency they worked through. Otherwise buyer talks to agency, says task is not complete, they repost bounty for someone else. Only ones who pay cost are assassins."

I took a few deep, steadying breaths. In my head, Merry smirked. I gotta admit, he's more of a professional that I thought. It sounds like he knows what he's talking about.

"Right now," I said, "I'm less concerned with the danger the assassins pose. The assassin I captured was enslaved by a skill. I want to punish the sort of people who use skills like that and set her free." I didn't need to say anything about that skill's connection with me, or what else it might mean that the other woman had the skill.

I noticed a change in Vlad's eyes, and I don't think it was compassion that appeared there. "You have personal history with the topic? Or with assassin?"

"Something like that."

"Not good to get emotional. Still, I understand. Few people can really keep full control." Vlad's face twitched a little, like he was suppressing... well, some facial expression. I don't know which because he suppressed it. "I am sabotaging family interests in the region to get revenge. When I do, they will come after me for revenge. It never ends, and at this point, I don't care." Vlad stuffed the rest of his bag of chips, which was probably still half full, in a nearby trash bag. "I will lend you the helicopter and two men to back you up. But you need to be careful. Underworld is scarier than government, and whatever you are chasing will not be unguarded."



We ended up doing a shuffle where I dropped my car off in a random parking lot and was picked up and taken to a random suburb in League City, where apparently someone was paid to just stay in a home and constantly keep a helicopter there under the effects of some kind of stealth skill. It was such an innocuous-looking place that I genuinely wasn't sure exactly what the deal was until Merry's new perception skill detected the skill covering an oddly shaped area of the back yard.

(Merry, by the way, had recently offered the name "Fairy Perceptive" for the new skill, which I thought was funny but didn't accept. I also didn't have a good name for it, though, so I didn't try to give it one. So far, in my Dungeoneer interface, it just had kind of a garbled placeholder name, like the Cloak did before I named it, but it's not like I needed to give it one in order to use it, so I just figured I'd wait until inspiration struck.)

Anyway, we came in a nondescript car and parked in the driveway. The mercenary driver was in plain clothes and did nothing particularly suspicious while we were in plain sight. The house had a bunch of stuff in it, some Dungeoneer and some military, all hidden just slightly out of sight. It was creepy, honestly; on the surface, the suburban home looked like it could have belonged to a soccer mom, but among the other things in the closet was an obvious and large sealed container of drugs, along with a large bundle of cash, multiple assault rifles, and a bejeweled zweihander that I'm pretty sure out-leveled anything I had, even counting the stuff I took from the Slenderman. Under different circumstances, I might have stopped and marveled at the sword, since it was pretty nice, but the drugs also being in plain sight ruined any chance of camaraderie between me and them.

There was a sliding glass door to the backyard where the helicopter was, and I discovered only once I passed through the bounds of the stealth skill that they were pretty fucking serious when they said "military helicopter".

"Christ," I breathed when I saw the thing. "When he said helicopter, I thought he meant a Black Hawk, not a fucking Apache. How the hell are we supposed to ride that thing?"

The helicopter before me had room for exactly two people--pilot and copilot. It didn't even have landing skids. It was not a passenger aircraft in any way, shape, or form; it was a gunship, and it was equipped as such, with rocket pods and missiles loaded on the two short wings.

The driver, in the middle of shrugging on a tactical vest, just grinned at me. "You're a Dungeoneer," he said, cheerfully, and with a thick Eastern European accent I couldn't place. "You'll figure it out."

That was a very clear way of saying, "I care more about this helicopter than you," and I understood every word. I conferred quickly with Merry, and she agreed that as long as Zoya and I were in a party, she could still track the item that was keeping Zoya under the effects of the skill, and so I continued to have Zoya remain in stealth, as she had been since before we met Vlad. I wasn't sure that I trusted Vlad or his men, and also, it just amused me to

In the end, the answer was that they strung a rope underneath the helicopter from hardpoints on either side, and I and one of the two people Vlad had promised to help ended up just hanging from that rope, looking forward at the machine gun turret hanging from the craft's chin, while the other helper sat comfortably in the gunner's seat. Zoya decided instead to hang off the tail. She must have also had some kind of skill to compensate for her weight, because the pilot didn't seem to notice even as we lifted off.

The only equipment they'd deigned to offer me was a helmet, and then only so I could direct them over a wired headset without a lot of wind noise.

Now, I'll say this about stealth skills: I had depended on one to survive in the Dungeon, but whatever the hell they were doing was out of my league. I'd been impressed with Zoya's ability to escape my notice, even knowing she was there, but this helicopter didn't seem to so much as ruffle the trees as it hovered its way up and out of the idyllic little suburb. I looked down as we passed over a dozen houses each with their own backyard pool, none of which had anyone in it, and just marveled at the fact that if these sons of bitches decided to wage war on suburban America, the people here were fucking doomed.

"So where are we going, boss?" The caretaker who'd kept the helicopter in stealth was, naturally, also the pilot.

"Ask the cargo," joked the man in the gunner's seat. "Hey, dead weight. Which direction?"

"Southwest for now." As I hung there in open air under a large military machine operated by what were either mob men or mercenaries completely willing to work with mob men, I started to have a dawning realization of how absolutely ridiculous my worldview was. Hunting down one woman because she enslaved an assassin? When there were these kind of terrible things owned by who knows what kind of evil men just... just out there, ready for society to devolve into chaos so they could put their own men in positions of power at the drop of a hat?

It made my Vampiric Cloak seem like an insignificant achievement. I had made something unique and powerful, yes; these men had stolen something large and deadly, and if it crashed and burned, Vlad would have them steal another. If the one safe house was discovered or was blown up, they would move to another; certainly, the other two he'd mentioned hadn't been in the same place. How much evil was just out there, lurking? And I was going to throw my future into question for a person who wanted me dead?

I looked back over my shoulder, only able to see through Zoya's field and see her black-clad form clinging tenaciously to the long boom of the tail because she was in my party. I didn't know anything about her except that what had been done to her was horrific, and that it felt too close to home, after I'd sacrificed people to get the same kind of power. My reasoning with Bo was the same, and at this moment, when I could mess things up by letting go with my hand and falling somewhere random in suburban Texas, it was difficult to put a finger on exactly why I'd thought it was all important.

We're getting closer, interrupted Merry. Track is starting to point more to the south.

I nodded, and relayed that to the pilot. Though I didn't immediately recognize the area we were over, we ended up zeroing in (circling a couple of times to be sure) on a strip mall not too terribly far from what was obviously a huge chemical plant complex next to a river.

Zoya, me, and Mob Goon makes three, dropped in the parking lot without the copter landing, and the pilot told me that they would hover in place here in case of trouble. Which, in all honestly, at this point I was kind of expecting.

The location we'd selected to raid was an Indian restaurant in a strip mall, and while it wasn't particularly busy at this time of day, it wasn't empty, either.

I made the impulse decision to try to go in under Stealth, telling the merc on the ground to wait there unless shooting started. I felt good about that decision when I managed to sneak in the front door as someone was leaving, my Vampiric Cloak bending the laws of physics just slightly to get me through a gap that I probably shouldn't have been able to get through.

I felt much, much less good about it when I noticed that all three waiters were Dungeoneers, and they all had their eyes on me.

            

    
        97.  Complications arose, ensued...

    
    
    
    
                I've known for a very long time that the only thing that Dungeoneers have over their head is a number representing their level. No name, no class, no affiliation, nothing like that; it's just a single statistic. That's all that the Dungeoneer system provides without us going out of our way to share our Dungeoneer cards. When people aren't even displaying equipment, you get only the vaguest impression of what people are capable of.

In the front room of this Indian restaurant, there were three people with levels less than 100. Although I was under stealth--granted, the Cloak was not a dedicated tool in that regard--and had slipped in the door without opening it myself, none of them had missed my entrance. The one in the back even had her neck craned around like she'd been looking another direction until I came in.

And, you know what? I wasn't terribly interested in being the one to cause a scene. If they wanted to fuck up their own restaurant, the hell did I care? I pushed at the skill, trying to use its bending effects even more strongly than I had been, and skipped through the front room towards the back without trying to engage any of them.

I mean, they deal in assassins, Merry muttered, also a little chagrined that this had taken me by surprise. Presumably they are prepared for any one of them to betray everyone or go on a rampage. Countering stealth is just step one.

None of the three made a move on me, but even I knew that they had doubtless raised an alarm and were told not to disrupt the business unless necessary. So when I ducked into a short hallway and the first exit was a kitchen, I paused only briefly to reassess. For all I knew, trouble was coming quick, and it might come from anywhere, including one of the three from the front room.

It's somewhere in the back of the building, Merry said. Need to know the layout.

So of course I flared the Cloak, spilling my power out into the world just to get more of a sense of what was around me. It had taken that function away from my Telekinetic Sense; Merry's perception skill didn't have the all-around-ness that I needed for something like determining the layout of a building.

That would doubtless have been easier if I'd gone for the roof. Man, hindsight.

The kitchen was long and narrow, with a door at the far end that definitely didn't lead outside. The next couple of doors were bathrooms, and there was a service door at the far end. On the other side of the service door were two people standing guard, and in the hallway beyond the cook's rear door was another person bumbling around with what was probably food.

I moved forward and took refuge in the bathroom instead of busting down either of the doors.

You're forgetting about the Dracula Cape, offered Merry, and I summoned it on me as soon as the thought crossed my mind, mentally thanking her. And also, remember I gave you that Class Feature to imbue summoned items with your skills.

I blinked. I'd gotten that... just in the Slenderman fight. I'm fucking terrible at this, aren't I? I whined to Merry, half-conscious of the fact that it was a whine, and half trying to make it a joke. It wasn't, though; I'd just put myself in a terrible position and I kept expecting that, like a Dungeon, I would just be carried along by my skill and my Skills.

The ceiling here is hollow, noted Merry without responding. Not enough room to crawl in, but with the Cloak...

Instead of jumping in immediately, we paused and tried to assess the structure of the building. The walls, in places, went all the way up; that separated the front from the back, but it would let us get to the other side of the service doorway without going through the door.

In the hallway outside, one of the three servers was walking calmly down the corridor, a long knife in her hand. Though she was well within range of the Cloak, I decided not to target her quite yet, and instead broke a ceiling tile and, gambling on a combination of factors I hadn't tested yet, imbued Dracula's cape with the Vampiric Cloak and used that to fling myself into the gap between cardboard ceiling tiles and industrial concrete ceiling.

The experience was surreal and terrifying, and I messed it up almost instantly.

Oh, don't get me wrong--it was working. The Vampiric Cloak was supposed to bend things to my will, to a certain extent; the heavy mental weight of the cloak was like a currency I could spend to bend the laws of nature (or the Dungeon), and this particular combination of factors was more or less lined up. Dracula's Cape was a one-off item designed specifically to boost the skill, and imbuing piece of fake cloth with the skill helped me hammer my will into reality and say "As long as this thing can pass, I can pass."

But I was also kind of scared, and I quickly discovered that this function of the Cloak requires me to keep moving. As long as I had momentum, I could maintain that fabrication, but I couldn't just hang out in a narrow crawlspace less than two feet high without poofing back into existence, so I poofed back into existence.

The drop ceiling was supported by cables, mostly, but there were also a bunch of small metal tresses up there, some supporting wires for power and internet and stuff. None of that was meant to hold up the weight of a person, and so I immediately tore through the shitty ceiling and fell back into the bathroom, landing with my crotch straight onto one of the stall dividers in the bathroom. That, too, ripped out of the wall, and I found myself... ah, momentarily distracted. So I was down on the floor a moment later, on top of and partly covered with a lot of fucking debris.

JERRY!

The waiter barged in, and was completely boggled by what she saw, so I just immediately threw the cape back at the ceiling, dragging myself and a bunch of debris back up into the drop ceiling. I was vaguely aware that the two guards who'd been on the other side of the door were now coming to the bathroom to investigate, but that didn't really influence my decision to bust through the ceiling on the other side of the door and immediately careen off in the direction Merry sent me.

As it turned out, the target room's walls did not go all the way to the ceiling; it was not terribly reinforced, it was just a small office in the back. I sensed one person inside, and (though a bit panicked) forced myself into the ceiling from outside and then back down behind the only person in the room.

Who was, not terribly surprising, an old Asian or middle eastern man (again, I'm not completely up on how to tell them all apart) sitting behind a desk, surrounded by filing cabinets, safes, shelves full of things, and now, broken bits of ceiling tiles and drywall.

The old man's eyes widened, but he didn't stand up. He just looked, and I looked back. I realized extremely slowly exactly what I was looking at, as he just sat there, looking at me.

He didn't even have a level. He was some kind of mob accountant, not a hitman.

Jerry...

I threw the force of the Cloak at him, hoping to knock him out, and... well, I succeeded, and I don't think I killed him, but he ended up buried and bleeding in a chintzy metal shelving unit that was mostly full of paperwork. Then I turned and made sure the door was locked, though that wouldn't fucking help anything; it just made me feel better.

Shit, man.

I finally got a chance to look around in more detail, and stopped as soon as I did. Merry was using my senses to examine a locked metal cabinet nearby, and when I broke it open, I saw exactly what she'd been sensing.

Three rows full of human pet items; in total, 19 of them.

Without thinking, I grabbed each and threw it into my inventory, feeling sick as I did so. Each one, as it entered my inventory, suddenly added things to my hud--where by things, I also meant "people", as the system considered the two one and the same. None of those nineteen people worked in this building, and the only one who was close was Zoya, though four more were in the general area. According to the windows that popped up, some weren't even on the continent. Some were teenagers, for fuck's sake. And one of the items had a knife stuck in it--not a Dungeoneer item, just a regular, everyday god-fucking knife. I ripped it out without thinking and started to discard it, then also put it in my inventory just to be safe. I doubted that anyone could track me from that, but the fewer clues I left, the better.

I turned and stared at the fucking accountant, realizing as I did that they had probably chosen a non-Dungeoneer to guard the items as much as anything so that he couldn't actually use them. I wasn't 100% positive that having the dolls in my inventory transferred some kind of system ownership to me; Cassandra had shown distress when I handed her off to Louise, and she was just a boss item drop. In any case, the man had seen my face, and he might be the only one who'd gotten a good look at me.

You'll be bloodied, and everyone will know it.

I stopped, closing my eyes and listening to approaching footsteps from down the hall. Of course, she was right; from a certain point of view, I should probably heal the bastard to make sure he didn't die. But at the moment, all I really cared about was getting the hell out.

The sound of someone trying the handle on the door was all it took for me to leave the room the same way I came in, though this time I headed for the nearest fire exit instead of the front. It was locked and barred, but that didn't stop me. No alarm sounded even when the door went flying off its hinges.

Well, that's not true. It hit a car in the rear employee lot behind the strip mall, and that alarm went off.

I went back over top of the building, the Cloak serving just as well as telekinesis for that kind of movement, but immediately noticed a distinct lack of stealthed hovering helicopter over the parking lot. In fact, even when I flared Merry's perception skill, I struggled to locate the telltale sign of the Dungeoneer ability being used hanging in midair off to the southwest, over the chemical plant, and moving away.

Shit. "Zoya, on me." I dug into my inventory and pulled out both of her swords, not even half surprised that the assassin woman was able to leap to the top of the stripmall in a single bound. The woman, still under stealth, eyed the swords hungrily and took them as soon as I offered her the handles, the blades disappearing from normal sight as I Did. "As far as I'm concerned, you're free," I told the woman, "As are a bunch of other people. But--"

Two people jumped up onto the roof behind me, one under stealth and the other a massive, pudgy man holding what looked like a butcher's knife scaled up to three feet in length. His level wasn't impressive--only about 80, not too much above mine--but he had glowing armbands and a belt that looked like they were probably items well above his level.

He didn't bother to make any demands or threats, just stalked forward, his long knife chopping forward experimentally as though it was eager to cut meat.

Somewhat ironically, I ended up pulling out the items that Vlad had given me in his gift basket; the pair of sunglasses, which I hadn't had reason to use, and the mundane, non-dungeoneer pistol. Under the circumstances, in case I hadn't been recognized, it felt like a bad idea to advertise that I was, like, the only Soulforged Dungeoneer within a thousand miles, not that the gun was an ideal solution to my problems.

I also was not particularly proficient in guns, but I checked the ammo and the safety, then leaped back from a wide slash of the knife.

"A gun, really?" The other man smirked at me. "You can empty that whole clip into me and you won't kill me."

"Hm." Even though the two men were obviously blooded Dungoneers themselves, I didn't really want to kill them and get in trouble with that myself. Instead, I send Zoya a message through the party interface. Not trying to kill them, I just needed a moment to think. We're going to run, probably through the chemical plant. Presumably the chopper had gone that way to avoid leading people back towards our place of origin, though whether they would actually pick us back up as promised or not was an open question.

Zoya had been squaring off against the other stealthed figure, which told me that both of them had perception as high as their stealth, or else something in particular to see through it. I didn't care how that worked, really, and I wasn't sure that I cared whether or not the assassin killed someone, either. Presumably these mob-owned Dungeoneers were not what anyone would call innocent.

The man with the butcher knife charged me, and instead of dodging or blocking I used my Cloak as telekinesis to grab the man by his neck and pin his feet to the ground, for a moment, then took my pistol and fired a bullet straight through his knee. I felt Assassination activate, and he flinched, but I was already moving past him, and in the last moments that I had a grip on him I threw him in the opposite direction.

I ended up charging straight towards the river, noting with some nervousness that two more people had piled out of the back door, one with an assault rifle and the other with a longbow. Under the circumstances, I wasn't sure which to be more afraid of, but I was kind of betting on the longbow. In either case, I frowned, repeating the trick I'd used with Zoya to give myself the appearance of walking on water as I leaped off the cliff and landed on the river.

I turned to provide covering fire, and noticed that Zoya had ripped the longbow out of its owner's hand and landed a nasty cut on the person's shoulder, and the one with the assault rifle was twisting around erratically, looking very clearly like a person who could not see through her Stealth. Zoya, in the interim, was charging for the riverbank, not coming right at me but clearing staying close.

Need help crossing, Zoya's voice came through the party interface. I aimed relatively close to the people chasing and fired a couple bullets to provide cover, but neither really slowed. I did note that the man with the butcher's knife was not chasing, which was all I had really wanted from that shot. When Zoya got close enough, I reached out with the cloak, grabbed her, and flung her to the other side of the river, then turned and continued running.

Then, as an afterthought, I pulled out Vlad's other gift--a grenade--and kept it in hand.

I made it to the other side of the river just as the man with the assault rifle got into a a braced position and opened fire. I hadn't taken the weapon for one that was accurate at these ranges, and certainly when he held the held the trigger, the resulting spray was not a real danger, but after a moment, he switched to single shots, and those were more trouble.

And unlike prison guards, or me, his bullets were Dungeoneer items with a real punch behind them.

Even so, he was no sniper, and Zoya and I both got onto the premises of the chemical plant quickly enough. I turned around, finding that two people were following, but under stealth, and yanked the pin on my grenade and threw it roughly where I expected them to be. It turned out that I underestimated the timer on the grenades, and so they had passed the bomb went it went off, but it still disrupted one's stealth.

As I followed Zoya onto the premises of a large, operational chemical plant, noting all the civilians in the area who could get hurt or who might remember my face, and thinking of cameras and volatile chemicals... I was starting to get the impression that I had made a big mistake. The people here were not stunt actors who would be jumping in front of green screens or explosions at a safe distance, and whatever consequences occurred would be very real.

I found it odd, then, that behind me, I sensed something powerful, and then again in the air ahead of me. It reminded me immediately of Harry's teleportation spell, but when I looked up, the man hanging in the air was not him. He did, however, have a similarly large spellbook hanging in the air in front of him, and a level above his head in the 190s.

When he gestured, four walls easily a hundred feet long and just as tall dropped from sky like knives from orbit, cutting off the obvious escape routes without smashing the buildings or tanks around me, though I had little doubt that they would have if he'd tried.

"You're going to regret making enemies of us," was all he said, as his spellbook started flipping to a new page.

            

    
        98.  Unclean Getaway

    
    
    
    
                There were a lot of things to process as I turned to face a Wizard of some sort, associated with the organized crime ring I'd just stolen from, who was three times my level and who had successfully ambushed me. Among the critical things that flashed through my mind was that suddenly, the items I'd received from the Slenderman were themselves still below this enemy's level, and he would doubtless have items above his level, since that's how the Dungeons worked.

As a consequence, I had no problem whatsoever summoning the Slender Gloves and Suit and equipping them as fast as I could.

To this point, I still hadn't tested either of the items. The Gloves had an active ability to focus destruction, just like the Slenderman himself had smashed stone with his bare hands, and the suit had a [ Blink ] teleport ability, but I'd never used either of them, and in fact I usually lost all active abilities when transforming items into Soulforged copies. However, perhaps critically, the gloves also had a [ Hero's Bane ], one much more powerful than the one I'd gotten off the Devil's sword.

Merry stacked a bunch of things on my Dracula's Cape, including that older Hero's Bane, some auras, and of course the Vampiric Cloak booster, and then I braced for whatever incoming spell was next.

I guess he didn't want to destroy the chemical plant, because instead of a fireball or other wide-area attack, I sensed a spell targetting me directly and only barely managed to dodge by throwing a lot of weight behind the Cloak's movement ability and getting as far from the place I'd been as possible.

I didn't really pay attention to exactly what hit the ground where I'd been standing, but I got the impression it was an insanely powerful lightning bolt. Given the level difference, the spell could have been a beam of pure elemental teddy bears and it would have killed me.

I used the moment of distraction to try to Blink behind the bastard, though of course he refused to be distracted by an enemy disappearing, and instead took the highly unusual and unpredictable act of looking around to try and find me, which led to him spotting me very quickly. I also hadn't quite gotten a lock on using Blink yet, so I wasn't quite in range. Given both together, unsurprisingly, the bastard had plenty of time to use a Blink or similar ability to teleport a short distance.

So I threw what I had into my Cloak and tried to catch him with that, since Blink was on cooldown, and I was also falling. He didn't know what ability I was trying to use, but--again, how odd!--he decided to block it rather than simply falling under my spell, summoning some kind of magic barrier.

I found myself grinning in spite of myself as I plummeted through the air. It really was different, fighting other humans instead of idiotic, predictable dungeon monsters, and all of my training against static, programmed things just really didn't help as much as I might hope.

That said, he had absolutely no idea what the Cloak was capable of.

Since I'd extended the range of my cloak up to the place where his shield was, I went ahead and spread it out in all directions, trying to envelop as much of the area around him as I could. This was no Dungeon stage, so in theory I could extend it out in some various direction as far as I wanted, but I had to worry about this bastard tracking me with a spell. Rather than killing him, all I really wanted was to dissuade them from looking into me until it was too late.

It took a lot of the weight out of my Cloak, but I did manage to force myself to move sneakily right behind him, an effect that was subtly different from the Blink--well, not so subtly for me. Blink was a teleport and felt like one, but using the Cloak to move rapidly felt like stuffing myself at high speeds through a garden hose.

"You are not," I said as I appeared above and behind him, trying to sound as imperious as I could, "the highest level creature I've defeated." That was, of course, purely for intimidation; I put everything I could behind the strike, including the gloves' Chaos Touch ability, my Vampiric Cloak's weight, hell, I used the class feature Merry got me to imbue the strike with my Assassination ability, hoping that would multiply the damage, all as I delivered a karate chop with all the strength I had straight to the man's right shoulder.

I was not prepared for that shoulder to cleanly detach from the man's body, and from the screaming, neither was he. I might have stopped there in shock for a long moment except that I was still falling, and instead I just had to flinch and re-activate my Cloak to blur my position as I flexed its telekinetic aspect and sped away from him, whatever reinforcements were following him, their base, and everything else that might be trying to follow.

I was... well, "in shock" doesn't quite cover it, since I had to keep my head on my shoulders, as it were, and keep running. Zoya had gotten cleanly out of the walled zone as soon as I distracted the wizard, scaling one of the buildings, and I quickly caught up with her, and she extended her own Stealth field to cover me, I guess because she thought my own efforts were inadequate.

I'd read plenty about the effects of critical hits on joints. I'd read a lot of things about critical hits in general, thanks to my focus on my Assassination skill. To put it mildly, this seemed like it should not have happened. Oh, it was possible, but if I'd been the same level as the guy, I wouldn't have expected such an immediate and gruesome result, much less given the level difference.

It was the flood of Experience, I think, suggested Merry. Maybe the Assassination skill got a heavier dose of it than we realized, or maybe it got changed while you were trying to reshape things with your will, or maybe it has a heightened effect when used that way, and the extra experience just made it a lot stronger than we were ready for.

I know there are a lot of factors, I snapped back at Merry, more disturbed than I really wanted to let on. Never used that high level Bane effect before, either. For all I know, that's a huge modifier. But they talk about that kind of violence as the kind of thing that only happens when you are seriously outclassed by a monster.

You're not a monster, reminded Merry, and that guy was pretty out-classed.

I decided not to argue, as Zoya and I made out way through the other side of the chemical plant, and I guided her in the general direction of a distortion in the air that I was pretty sure was the helicopter. They... weren't exactly waiting for us, and instead were moving towards what I assumed was an out of the way place to lay low, since they were still under stealth and looked to be landing.

It was a good thirty minutes before we caught up to them. They had found a grass field shielded on two sides by an L-shaped building that looked to be an apartment building or similar, and I would definitely not have found them if my new perception skill didn't react to the presence of ongoing skills. As it was, even with us being relatively fast, it took a good five-ten minutes of searching the general area they'd been before I could figure it out.

Both of Vlad's men, plus the pilot, were sitting nervously in or near the attack chopper, looking around nervously--but the kind of nervous where they expected some idiot to stumble into them, not the kind of nervous where they were expecting a mob wizard with a chip on his shoulder to show up and nuke them. And they definitely weren't expecting their former ally to appear out of nowhere and grab their pilot by the throat.

I know, I checked.

The pilot started making choking noises, and the two mercs immediately turned guns towards me, but something--maybe the blood all over my gloves, or the lack of blood on my suit--gave them pause. "Some help you guys were," I said, my voice making no bones about my seriousness. "Let me guess--you knew what I was getting into and figured I couldn't handle it, so you ran."

The closer of Vlad's goons immediately put down the gun and tried to smooth over the situation. "No, no, we just... needed to get out of the line of sight. We were waiting for your signal. You were told the signal, right?"

"And I'm just waiting for your pilot to give me the signal before letting him go," I returned, tightening my grip juuuust a little.

"Okay, okay, look," he said, suddenly, backing off a step. "We don't know the location of their assets, but we know whose territory we're in, and we know they can pierce our stealth. Assets were already moving in on our location, and the only reason we even got away in one piece is because we ran while you made a scene. Most likely if you hadn't seemed like the more pressing threat, we'd already be dead. What did you expect from us?"

"Wow, so you did know in advance. Funny how you didn't give me a signal to let me know." I let the pilot go, and he dropped a few inches back into his seat, while I continued to stand head and shoulders above him. "Obviously we can't go straight back, but I want you to drop us off one hell of a lot closer to home before you run and hide."

"Us?" The second of Vlad's operatives asked, concerned.

"Oh, right, I never told you." I gestured behind him, and Zoya released her stealth, one long, curved blade very close to the man's neck. "This is my associate. She's been with us the whole time. So that's two people you betrayed who could kill you at any moment. By the way, we definitely stirred a hornet's nest, and we should probably go. Any more questions?"

The mercenaries either had no further questions or couldn't come up with one at just that moment.

We returned Northeast much the same way we came here, but less directly. They first headed Southeast over the Gulf before cutting Northeast, and went out well past Galveston before cutting back Northwest. They actually got me relatively close to where we'd dropped my car, leaving Zoya and me on a rooftop, and then disappeared to who knows where.

The concept that there were several such helicopters hiding in suburban Texas still creeped me the fuck out.

Before we got in the car, I stopped for a while and had Merry ensure that there were no active magical effects on me that might have been used to track me. That didn't ensure that they couldn't do something wizardly to track me, but at least, it wasn't me walking home with a tracer stuck to my butt.

Zoya seemed nervous, waiting there, and I pulled her doll out of my inventory and handed it over to her. When I did, I got a strange popup notification in my Dungeoneer interface, suggesting that I had the option of retaining control, but I refused it.

I watched the doll, much like a corpse item, in her hands start to wibble-wobble like a mirage before kind of popping like a balloon filled with ketchup, becoming drippy sludge that slid through her fingers.

Well, that was one problem solved, for now. I looked at her, wondering whether she would turn aggressive towards me now that she was free, but... she just kind of stood there, looking at her sludge covered hands, and...

And closed her eyes and started to cry, loudly.

I flexed my Cloak for stealth, not sure that it would really hide the woman's loud howling, but not wanting to draw attention to two strange people on a rooftop. I didn't know what else to do except offer the woman a shoulder to cry on, but I wasn't sure whether or not she would even appreciate that. However, given that we appeared for the moment to have gotten away cleanly, I thought we at least had a moment to deal with things.

"As a professional courtesy," said a voice from nowhere, "May I ask who you are?"

I looked around, spotting the skill effect on the far end of the roof--though the voice had sounded much closer. I glanced around, including the sky nearby, but didn't see anything else. "That depends on who's asking," I said, finding the line very cliche even as the words left my mouth.

"Who I am will depend very much on your answer."

"Are you with... the people I just fought?" There was no need to get into specifics.

"Unlikely," he replied, "given the fact that you were fighting them."

Bro, I think he's one of ours. Merry drew my attention to one of the Chain dolls I'd stolen, and when I put a mental hand on it, I discovered that it led directly to the man on the other side of the roof In fact, with the item in focus, his Stealth parted in front of me, trivially, showing a level over his head of 109. Merry nodded, and brought up the guy's statistics, and I could feel her frown as she went over the details.

"You're one of the owned assassins I rescued," I said aloud, noting as I said it that there was a whole lot of relief in my voice.

"Rescued?" The man cocked his head at me. "I didn't think of myself as needing rescue. I recognize that most people would not be content to be owned, but I am by my nature a killer. Having someone shield me from the needs of everyday life is... not entirely unpleasant."

Zoya, from the shiver that ran through her at his words, didn't agree with his sentiment.

"I take it then that you aren't eager to be freed." I looked at the window that Merry had pulled up, to find that it was full of a lot of very dangerous skills--poison creation, death effects, hypnosis, and other equally kid-friendly toys were stacked one on top of another in his toolbox.

The man shrugged. "I can tell you exactly how it would go," he said, simply. "I would need something. I would kill to get it. That would cause a scene. I would be hunted. I would hunt in return. Eventually, I would die, but not alone. Is that what you want? I don't care either way."

I couldn't help being completely freaked out by the cold, level attitude in his voice. As far as I could tell, he truly didn't care. There was a depth of bloody indifference to him that spoke of long familiarity with the craft of murder, and no matter how I looked at him I couldn't unsee it.

"I'm not in the business of encouraging people to kill--" I started to say something that I hoped would sound noble, but Zoya, with a grace and determination that I didn't expect, moved into action first. She leaped towards the man, and though I felt him starting to react, Merry put her mental hand on the doll and flexed her will, and for some reason, he simply stood there as the other assassin stabbed him in the throat.

The two of them remained locked in place for a long moment, and I felt Merry struggling hard with the item to keep him in control. After a moment, Zoya stepped back and made a series of fast strikes, which he seemed unable or unwilling to block, and the man died.

My immediate instinct was to yell at Merry, but then, I'd been considering the same. Mostly, it was my own need to not be counted as a Blooded Dungeoneer again, combined with fear of acting against someone who casually boasted he would make any manhunt against him very expensive. I wasn't... I wasn't some naive idiot whose anti-murder stance was entirely theoretical. I'd killed innocents, and I'd killed Ham Hands, and I had plenty of experience killing monsters.

Most likely, innocent people would have died if he'd lived, by his own admission. But being party to cold blooded murder... I didn't like it.

The slave doll turned into a corpse item, noted Merry, her mental voice a little deadened. So part of the benefit of the Skill is being able to recover someone if they're killed in action. That's... interesting. I guess.

I nodded, looking at Zoya, and just said, "Thank you." She turned to me, her eyes unreadable--some mix of panic, hatred, and pain, I guess, but it was hard to figure out exactly what she was thinking without actively using Telepathy. "I'm not sure... I could have done that myself."

"You should have," she said, simply, and then looked away, as though the thought occurred to her that I should have treated her the same way.

And perhaps I should have.

"If you have nowhere to go," I told her, "You can stay with me for a while." That was its own gamble, but... well, if I'm honest, she seemed more like me than him.

"How did you stop him?" asked Zoya, instead of answering.

"Merry was able to use the slave control item to hold him in place--"

"Not him," she said, gesturing to where the man had been. "How did you stop the wizard? How did you do such injury to a man so much greater than yourself?"

I felt my mouth go a little dry at the question. "A combination of things," I said, evasively. "I'm very strange."

Zoya studied the place where the other assassin had died, silently.

"Do you have more of those..." Zoya didn't finish the sentence.

"Many."

"Then you should not be alone." Zoya's swords returned to her inventory. "I will remain until you have no further need of me. Then... I do not know where I will go."

I nodded at her, before she slipped back into Stealth. And I, with some reluctance, slipped the other assassin's corpse doll out of my inventory, and after dumping his inventory into my own, placed it where he had been standing when he'd died, and left it there.

It was not impossible someone would find the item there, but on a random commercial roof in suburban Texas... it wasn't likely. It was smaller than a human body, and not particularly eye-catching. I suppose it was a terribly bad idea to gamble like this, but in the end, I just wanted nothing to do with the man anymore.  Even just having his stuff made me feel grody, and I resolved to be rid of it when I could be.

And then Zoya and I went back to my apartment, together.

            

    
        99.  Rendezvous, planned and otherwise

    
    
    
    
                Zoya turned out to be as personable an assassin as I had expected, which is to say, not at all. She didn't want to talk about anything, let alone her past, and seemed ill at ease with creature comforts, including sitting or sleeping on a couch, let alone a bed. She was hesitant to be near me and seemed uncomfortable with if not afraid of physical contact. Her inventory, which I mostly returned to her after I had taken it earlier, was spartan and had no civilian clothes. I asked Louise to shop for her, but Zoya did not know how her body size translated into US clothing sizes. Relatedly, she admitted to not being either a US citizen nor in the country legally, which was absolutely no surprise at all.

We'll skip the sitcom portion of the story and say that eventually Louise was able to get her into a more comfortable outfit with a minimum of hijinx, and I wasn't even present for what hijinx did occur.

I decided, as I sat around waiting for them and thought about this whole goddamn situation, that I was far from wanting anything to do with any of it. Ideally, dealing with taboo items like these dolls, not to mention the literal assassins they controlled, was something that you immediately handed over to a relevant authority. That authority, most likely, was not going to be the neighborhood police station, but rather, the local branch of the Dungeoneer's Association. Except... the thought that there were Dungeoneer gangsters just casually owning property where they concealed military hardware made me think that maybe the local USDA might be on the take (or possibly they were just the worst kind of rubes, with their heads so far up their asses that the Ouroboros could learn a few things--but I also had gotten seriously creepy vibes from them from the start, which was why I never joined them), and my experiences with the International Association suggested that the foxes might just be in charge of the henhouse there--with Vlad being exemplar #1 of this possibility.

That left me with an uncomfortably narrow window of who exactly I was supposed to trust--a window that was, at present, one name wide. Of course, my last encounter with said Dungeoneer was not exactly friendly, what with me wrecking a military base that she was responsible for in order to prove that I was really a nice guy at heart all along, which led to my being arrested and blackmailed into smuggling information from a god before finally being released on probation--a probation that I have now doubtless broken in numerous ways, what with the technically owning slaves, property destruction, and ...I guess accessory to murder, at least?

Man, I'm glad I've already given you the context to understand all that, because it really makes me sound like the asshole, doesn't it?

Of course, I didn't exactly have the phone number High Priestess Cream on speed dial, and in fact it turned out her cell phone was unlisted--shocking. Now, normally, when you come into contact with Dungeoneers, something is automatically recorded that lets you message them using the Dungeoneer interface, but she had some kind of control that let her block that, so she didn't show up on my portable messenger. And even if I teleported (or Fairy Dungeon'd) my way to Washington, I'm not sure that I'd be allowed a meeting, and for all I knew, meeting with her wasn't even the right place to start. All I really knew was that if there was one thing that might shield me from the law, it was a combination of bureaucracy and having an in.

Speaking of having an in, why don't you try asking Kalamitus? For some reason he's registered as being our patron god.

That was, momentarily, even less appealing than going to the woman who had threatened to leave me in jail until such time as my outstanding quests killed me or robbed me of my Dungeoneer status, but in terms of things I could just kind of do, I had to admit it was up there. So even though it was late (after taking the time for the shopping trip, and a little time to pace and stress out about everything), I finally just sighed and admitted that I had very few places to actually start. And the dragon god, although he had tried to blackmail me into some kind of unspoken favor, was still technically helping, so... I might as well try it.

So I stood at the window, looking out, and (after fidgeting and grinding my teeth for a long time) spoke the name out loud, trusting that there was some Labyrinthine Star bullshit that would convey the half-hearted prayer to the entity that they claimed was a God.

"Kalamitus," I said, with some intent, my old-school supernatural senses alive and trying to sense if there was any subtle change. I... maybe got the hint that there was a pause or sense of waiting, but that could have just been me. "I find myself in possession of some..." I hesitated. "...Unethical goods I'd like to make sure end up in the right hands. And I worry that there are a lot of the wrong hands, since they're... how do I say. Human pet items."

That drew attention, and Merry was very easily able to visualize the dragon's visage rising out of nothingness for me, in around the same place I felt a weird spiritual pressure, but there was something weird about both that failed to quite line up, just as spiritual things never really seemed to quite line up... ever. The visage, though, did not attempt to speak.

So I explained in brief how I had wanted to turn it in to the Association but wasn't sure who to trust, ending with the suggestion that I would gladly hand them over to the High Priestess of Lord Ethanic, but didn't have her contact info. After finishing, there was again just a sense of waiting, which left me confused for a minute, before I realized I hadn't actually asked anything.

"So unless you have better guidance, I suppose I'd just appreciate it if you could pass a message to her through Ethanic. And before you ask, I won't do your mystery favor in exchange, but if there is something less arduous..." I shook my head. "I don't know. If there's a price, we can discuss it."

Finally, the sense that I got from the spiritual projection shifted, from an intense sense of listening to a sense of thinking. After a minute, the spiritual pressure shifted again, and I got a quest window.




	REQUESTED RENDEZVOUS



	Meet High Priestess Cream at 10AM at the entrance to the Armand Bayou Controlled Zone.






It felt odd receiving a quest with no rewards, penalties, or similar, but I accepted the quest immediately. With the relief I felt, I actually got the impression that I might get some sleep that night.

Kind of a dumb thought, really.

I had gone to bed but wasn't asleep. Louise had gone home, Zoya was sitting comfortably against a wall, and things were dark. Merry, who I guess probably did sleep at some point but I didn't pry, had left my body and was off looking around or doing something else, when I suddenly felt my skin start to crawl. If it had happened before I'd gone and kicked an assassin hornet's nest, I might have spent some time being confused, but as it was, I was out of bed in a flash, and pumped energy into my Cloak for defensive purposes. I didn't get to see exactly what happened to Merry or Zoya, because in the next minute, everything went white.

I definitely did not end up standing in the rubble of my apartment, because the shockwave of whatever I had just survived was immense, flattening the entire apartment building and both neighboring buildings, throwing flaming debris in every direction. I, at least for a moment, was a piece of that flaming debris, though I managed to put out the fire with a flex of my will.

And then I kind of smashed into a brick wall.

Now, I've been a Dungeoneer for a while, and I've had my share of hard knocks. This... was a pretty hard knock, and I wasn't wearing my new defensive item, because I hadn't gone to sleep in it and it was too high level for me to absorb. It took me a moment to wrestle that on, and then pull out one of my relatively few healing potions and drink, and by the time that I'd stabilized myself, I looked up to find at least a semicircle of mean-looking assholes closing in on me while flying and preparing or throwing abilities, the first of which were damn near about to destroy me.

Instead of going up, which was definitely "the place where they are", I took the weird momentum of the Cloak and threw myself down and across the street, not able to spare attention to care whether the building behind me got destroyed, or whether anyone in the surrounding buildings had been killed. A True Hero™ might have been able to wipe them all out and save every bystander, but I wasn't that. I was a mere Soulforged Dungeoneer, and that didn't come with any bystander-saving abilities.

I was starting to feel the lack, but I couldn't spare the time to think much about it.

If I was to relate to you the play by play of the next few minutes, it'd be depressing as hell for everyone. I tried to find temporary cover, it was removed, rinse, repeat. I didn't find Merry or Zoya, and the mob--whoever they were--that were on my tail didn't give a rat's ass about civilian casualties.

In desperation, I snagged my cell phone from my inventory, and dialed Vlad--surprisingly hard to do with explosions going off every few seconds. I was genuinely surprised when, in the middle of the night, he actually picked up, sounding mildly drunk.

"VLAD!" I didn't have much I could do except exposit. "They came for me at my home. I need help!"

Another explosion nearly drowned out the response.

"...stay calm," replied Vlad. "Worry about your own life. Remember, is not movie."

And then he hung up.

There were a lot of things going through my mind just then. I had moved rapidly from the street where I'd lived since getting out of prison to nearby suburban streets, and that left me with the immediate pressing question of where to go looking for cover. Except, as I considered it, no amount of cover would stop the assault, and the next priority after saving my own skin had to be reducing damage to others.

Fortunately, there were no shortage of open fields in the general area. Now, don't get me wrong--there were suburban housing neighborhoods nearby that I could have run for hours in and just been surrounded by houses as far as the eye could see; it seemed to be most of what got constructed around here anymore, just asphalt labyrinths surrounded by finely trimmed lawns and someone's own personal McMansion, or at least a quiet bungalow they pretended to own while paying down the mortgage. But high density housing like I'd been in didn't tend to be inside those places, and they hadn't yet gotten rid of all of the woods and plains that had been here before man decided to upend all of nature.

So after only a brief, terrifying mad dash, I quickly got to a place where at the very least, my every dodge and block wasn't going to be death and/or property damage. For some reason, when they realized I was headed for a wide open space, they slowed down and spread out, moving to surround me instead of piling on more attacks. Which I was fine with, because in that pause I finally got to look around and see what exactly I was dealing with.

I was genuinely surprised to find that a lot of the attackers were mooks. At least, I mean, by my standards--there were two people there above level 100, one of those being more like 175--already below the level of the wizard I'd disarmed before. But there were also nearly a dozen people who just seemed to be lower-level folks in crazy expensive equipment--doubtless, the kind of equipment that would boost their effective level by a lot, but that didn't change the fact that while almost everyone here was above my level, most of them were not absolute monsters like I'd feared.

And, I realized, 'fear' was the keyword. Exactly like Vlad had said, this was not a movie; the organization had real limitations in what manpower they could bring to bear. Even if they were powerful, and could wreck unbelievable amounts or property damage, it still took time and resources to get each and every one of them to where they were now. And sending them out against me was a risk, one they didn't really know the odds on.

The highest-level Dungeoneer gestured, and a wall of flames surrounded the general piece of property I was now jogging on, and the people hanging in midair slowly moved to completely surround me, most of them charging some kind of attack but none releasing one. "You are a dangerous man," he called, and his voice had a middle east accent I couldn't place. "but you should know by now what awaits you. We are prepared to give our lives for our cause--but are you?"

Was he... I blinked. "I don't have a cause," I said, which was only partly a lie. I mean, I was out to save all of humanity, and also I'd rescued Zoya basically based on my own personal morality, but in terms of there being an organization I was willing to die for? No.

"Then you have chosen death of your own free will," he said, lowering himself towards me with grim intent. "Disappointing. I had thought perhaps we uncovered a true patriot, who would die defending his country and finally ignite the flames of war." As he settled to the ground inside the ring of fire, I tried to place the look on his face, but all I could see there was stress, or maybe hatred. He was dressed in an overflowing wizard robe sort of thing, but I thought I caught metal underneath it, probably armor. There were no sheaths on his belt, but that didn't say anything at all, given how inventories worked. "If everything is started because of one idiotic thief, the deaths will weigh just a little bit heavier on my conscience."

"I'm going to stop you there," I said, glancing around. "Are you really still convinced you can kill me with just this?"

"I am not convinced that they can kill you," he said simply, and he reached both hands up, a longsword and sheath appearing between his fingers. He unsheathed the sword, and I could feel an intense pressure coming from the blade. "That is why I will do it myself."

"Oh, well." At least I was only being underestimated by that much. I grabbed the Slenderman gloves out of my inventory and pulled them on as well, arranging my Soulforged inventory as quickly as I could without Merry and summoning my cape and the Fallen Angel's Halo, with the latter having a bunch of aura enhancements on it--so that the halo would project them offensively onto the battlefield. If I could induce and strife between party members, including those I hadn't affected with the Cloak, this was the time to do it. And then I focused as best I can on the guy, just in case he was also some kind of hidden badass.

He was dangerous--that much was immediately obvious, as was one other thing: he used the Telekinesis skill, and he did a damn fair job with it. When he pushed off and started to charge at me with the longsword, I could tangibly feel the Cloak offering resistance as he tried to reach out and pull me off-balance. I let him, pushing myself in the same direction to get back out of his reach in the other direction. I had to roll once to get back on my feet, and when I turned around, he was fully on-balance and approaching me, eyes keen and shining in the fire-lit darkness.

I summoned the Executioner's Blade like it was an axe, chopping it momentarily into the dirt, and watched his eyes. They weren't afraid, but they were cautious. We did one of those things where fighters circle each other for a little bit, which practically speaking meant that we were just not yet willing to charge one another but were not comfortable standing still, since it would either make us too tense or not tense enough. Constantly moving seemed about the right level of tension.

When he charged again, it was also with a telekinetic jab, which I tried to nudge aside. The telekinesis, though, wasn't a physical object like that, not the way he was using it, and all I could really do was resist its effects, as he came in for a thrust.

A scream from above us didn't exactly interrupt his attack, or my defense. I blocked the attack, but he put a lot of force into it, and I could feel the projection of the Executioner cracking from the exchange. He locked eyes with me and kept the pressure up, trying to cut through my sword--which was a new tactic on me, honestly--while also forming telekinetic pins and trying to stab my head with them. I knew that the Cloak would let me escape from that hold, but I had to admit I was distracted by one of his allies screaming, and moreso when the body hit the ground not far away from me, headless, then disappearing.

But the man who was trying to kill me didn't waver, gritting his teeth like he genuinely thought he was close to killing me. For some strange reason, my head presented me with an out of context movie quote that didn't actually belong in this fight.

"I think we got off on the wrong foot," I said casually to the man, as another quarter-inch or so of my sword broke under his assault. "Do you like the Elton John song Rocket Man?"

The look of confusion on his face was only enhanced by the fact that I pushed hard on the Cloak and teleported my body behind him, slipping through a crack in his attention. He sensed my position and turned, but I was throwing my sword away and swinging my fist at his chest, triggering the gloves' ability as I did so. I didn't land a critical hit--on purpose, because I didn't want to end up blooded--but given how the gloves sapped my mana, it must have still landed a pretty damn strong blow.

It was certainly enough to knock him away from me, and I took the time to look around. She wasn't currently in my party, so I couldn't spot Zoya, though I got the impression the kill before had been her. I did get an immediate if vague sense that Merry was doing something to one of the others hanging in the sky, and given everything I knew about fairies and the access Merry had to my skills, I was sure she could at minimum cause chaos, and at worst genuinely murder multiple people on her own.

"This won't end with us," the man said, looking none the worse for wear--because a Dungeoneer wouldn't, until he died. "America's sins have condemned it. A war will soon be started that will consume all that you hold dear."

I didn't have the luxury of giving him proper sass, but I could at least snarl at the guy. "Since when the hell did you think I owed some immense loyalty to this country?" I snapped back at him. "Fuck you. Don't try to make this fight out to be more than just us trying to fucking kill each other. I stole your assassins, and now you're going to try to steal them back."

The man tilted his head at me, but only for a moment. "Fine," he said. "In truth, my reasons are not noble. I hate this place, and your people. I hate what you have done and I hate the fact that even here," for some reason, the man straightened, and he looked a little confused, but he continued, "you believe that you can do whatever you'd like."

And then he began to dance.

            

    
        100.  Spontaneous Musical Number

    
    
    
    
                If there was anyone who deserved to be confused when my opponent started dancing, it was me. I suppose, realistically, there were two people who deserved it, though--both me and him, since he wasn't doing it on purpose. That part became clear as he began to panic, as he dropped his sword and began a full-body hip-swaying dance that I, not being particularly fond of dancing, didn't recognize, and in particular as he began to loudly shout questions.

"What... what is happening?" was the first of those questions, but not the last.

It took me only a few moments to figure it out, because I had added the enhancement aura to my Halo on purpose--but I had never really believed I would see the day when it triggered. The Devil's Garbage-Ass Trash Sword had called the enhancement the "Aura of Suffering," and among its many possible debuffs were toothaches, impotence, insanity, and a [ Spontaneous Musical Number ], a debuff known to the rest of the world as the "Dancing Plague".

I dropped my sword, began clapping my hands, and giggled madly, which evolved into a mad cackle after only a second.

"What did you DO?" the man screamed at me, and I didn't care to respond, instead turning again and looking around for Zoya, who of course I couldn't see.

"Zoya! Merry! Don't get near him!" I shouted at the sky, mostly aware of the fact that Zoya probably wasn't actually flying, and moved back a little bit myself. "Dancing plague!"

I saw a bunch of the man's supporters in the sky suddenly take the flying equivalent of a step back, and having thought things through, I removed my two Soulforged items and moved the Aura of Suffering to my defensive cape before re-equipping it--just in case.

What followed was at once disappointing and relatively predictable.

You see, a series of explosions in the night tends to be the kind of thing that attracts the attention of, you know, cops and such. And from the moment it was clear that Dungeoneers were responsible, of course other Dungeoneers would respond. So a bunch of people, fighters all, started to appear out of the sleepy suburban Texas landscape. Many of them flew, some walked, others drove, but all in all, it became clear that the situation had drawn a large crowd relatively quickly. Not... not quickly enough that I would have survived, if I wasn't kind of ridiculously strong, but certainly quickly enough that these dinguses would have had a hard time getting away.

The flame wall vanished, and a lot of eyes in the night started to eye the two of us, probably wondering who was in the right and who was in the wrong. And that, given my history, could easily have been a complicated question to answer, especially with me caught in the middle of a mad scientist laugh. But with my enemy having caught the dancing plague while in the middle of a soliloquy, he made the mistake of trying to finish what he was saying without checking who was listening.

"I won't be the last!" he snarled at me, defiantly. "No matter what you do to me, we will keep throwing assassins at you until you are dead! And we will continue to prepare for the coming war, and you will--"

Someone on his side, I think, put a very powerful bullet into his head to shut him up, and that worked exactly the way it was supposed to--save only the fact that since I had landed a heavy blow on the guy, it wasn't a solo kill, and he dropped a corpse item to the ground instead of it going back to whoever had shot him for easy clean-up. But... I didn't see or hear where it came from, which terrified me since it was doubtless also strong enough to kill me, though I had to wonder why exactly I was target number two instead of target number one.

As it turned out, I wasn't target two, either. One of the responding Dungeoneers was hit, probably the highest level on scene, and then things descended into chaos. I looked around, trying to figure out who exactly was shooting, and noticed with a sudden feeling of intense squick that one of the enemy figures hanging in the air was swaying their hips with a confused look on their face.

The musical number continued.

Lacking a better option, I threw myself under the Cloaks' stealth and tried to identify how people were being killed, but once everyone--responders and mob folk alike--started to scatter, it got difficult to even notice when or if people were being sniped. I took cover behind a large-ish van parked by the side of the road, well aware that might not be enough, and tried to figure out where my priorities should even lay right now; a sniper capable of one-shotting that guy had to also be high level in addition to using a powerful weapon.

Fortunately, after only a moment, a familiar figure found me--a familiar, very small figure.

"Jerry!" Merry appeared above my head and dipped immediately back into me. The dancing thing! I went and looked into the head of a guy who caught it to look at it. We can control it if we have musical skills!

"Control it?" I hissed, aware of the fact that Merry might also technically be infected. "Like, control who it spreads to?"

As far as I can tell it's a big cosmic joke, but as long as you play along with the joke, things go your way. You can't use it to kill people, but you can control movements, staging directions... there's a whole thing behind it, and it's completely insane.

"Spontaneous musical number..." I grinned to myself. "It can't be that easy, can it?"

Easy my ass, retorted Merry. You know you won't be immune to bullets if you go out there and try to control people with it, right?

"No," I replied to the fairy, "but I'm not a musician anyway. We need Louise and Cassandra. Do you think you can find them?"

Merry paused a long moment. You gonna be okay without me?

I just snorted. "I adore you, Merry," I said to my little partner, and I felt her react to the words inside my head, "but yes, I can survive this without you, at least as well as I can with you here."

With some hesitation, Merry returned back to the real world, gave me a strange look, then kissed my forehead and dashed off into the night. I wasn't really sure how she would figure out how to get to Louise, but I had to trust her.

In the meantime, the fight continued.

"Alright you assholes, stand DOWN!" someone shouted, clearly trying to use either their level or their position within the USDA as leverage to negotiate. I turned to look, and it was a rather impressive looking fellow in the kind of heavy armor you'd normally associate with a knight or paladin, except mismatched because it was Dungeon gear. His level was somewhere over 150, which was impressive but for the fact that it the enemy had higher levels--had been willing to sacrifice someone of a higher level in order to shut him up, or possibly stop the plague, not that that had worked.

I stopped and looked around for the flying guy who had been dancing. I didn't spot him, but I did spot some other people making suspicious motions while trying to remain still. So, that problem hadn't passed, which was good if we wanted to use it to our advantage--but bad if the enemy got the upper hand.

Anyway, while I was distracted, someone else stepped forward, and by the time I turned back to him, I got a really cold feeling that told me this guy was every kind of bad news. He was walking daintily on thin air, and was dressed in all black robes, the kind that were utterly impractical for anyone who wasn't a back-line spellcaster. He had a creepy air to him; though it was hard to tell in the dark, he certainly looked pale as death from here, and his level was 513, more than enough for the guy in armor to realize just how much he'd overplayed his hand.

"I'll make this offer only once," he said, and I was relieved to find that his voice was the kind of stuffy, nasal, hoarse nonsense that you would expect from a stereotypical basement-dwelling necromancer, because if he sounded actually intimidating it would have been hard to think straight. Of course, that combined with his thick East European accent also made it a little difficult to understand him. "Turn over the idiot who stole our property, and we'll let you flee. Refuse, and we'll kill everyone in this complacent little rats nest of a town."

The reminder that I technically owned assassins at the moment had me look back at my inventory, but from the vague sense I got when I focused on each of them, only one of them might possibly have been close enough to interfere. I concentrated on that one and tried to pull them to me, but I wasn't sure if anything happened.

Meanwhile, the nighttime knight was trying to put on a brave face.

"We won't just let you do whatever you like," he said, brandishing a tower shield that was definitely an inch thick plate of steel. "I don't know what your beef is, or with who, but you won't hold us hostage."

The man in black robes held up a hand, and genuine imitation purple lightning shot from his fingertips. Where it struck the tower shield, gouts of intense purple flames shot forth, and it only took a second before the lightning tore entirely through it and scorched the man behind it. His screams were loud, but didn't last very long.

Now, I'd faced some odds in my life, including just fucking recently, but this was a fight I was willing to concede instantly. The only saving grace was that he evidently didn't know who or where I was, and that was great and all, but it's not like I was safely away from the fight; I was just kind of stuck awkwardly behind a car. And to say nothing of this guy, there was still a sniper, and I had no idea where they were. Most likely, that sniper could pierce stealth, and dodging out of my hiding place might just draw attention.

Speaking of drawing attention, I heard a yell in the distance, which I was able to localize to the roof of a strip mall nearby. When I focused on it, I saw a figure being thrown off the roof by a smaller figure.

"YOU!" cried the woman who'd been thrown down.

The smaller figure said something in reply that was too quiet for me to hear at this distance.

"CURSE YOU, VLADIMIR!" the woman screamed at him in return, raising a very shiny, expensive looking rifle in his direction and emptying a clip at him, full-auto.

And Vlad, as he stepped off the roof, suddenly began to transform.

It was subtle, from this distance, though I doubt it would have been if I were closer. Metal began to spool out from the little Russian man's limbs, metal that extended and grew until Vlad was at the center of a large black suit of armor, one easily four times his size. The mech, or golem, or whatever, raised a hand, and a black sword with one saw-tooth edge on it appeared. Several bullets spat off the black armor as he swung the sword, and although the screaming didn't cut off after the first strike, it wasn't really all that long of a fight overall.

It turned out the figure in black was also focusing on him, because purple lightning crossed the distance not long after.

"You should not have come, Vladimir," he said, and I frowned, feeling a strange pulsing headache, one that made my arms start to tremble. "You should have been thankful for all we did for you. You should have shown respect."

Vlad's voice was amplified when he replied. "I am very thankful, Uncle Lenny," he said, sounding annoyed but not yet pissed off. "Thankful to you, and to my brother, and to my ex-wife," and here he took his sword and jabbed it towards where he had been fighting the woman a moment before. "I am glad to know that you cannot be trusted. Makes things much easier. Would be very confused right now if I thought you were on my side."

"We are family, Vladimir," said the evil sorcerer named Lenny.

"I saw my brother's files, Uncle Lenny. I know how you have treated your family." The black suit of armor started to march forwards. "And today I will do the same to you."

Some part of me felt like I was watching a soap opera, but another part of me started to realize that the headache had become overpowering. And suddenly, breaking through the distraction, I realized that I must have been snuck up on by an enemy sorcerer, that I must be under some kind of mind control...

I stood up, my head killing me, and spun around in place. I swayed to the right, swayed to the left. My right leg came forward, and my arms came up, shoulders shimmying. All I could do was let out a moan as a I realized that I, too, had caught the Dancing Plague.

It clarified a few things for me, though. The headache eased as I let my body go through the motions, and intensified if I resisted. But I could move--I could willingly choose how I danced, and where. Like the NPCs at an End Town, I could in theory continue living my life while dancing, as long as I could combine the two activities myself.

I was only briefly distracted when, again, purple lightning flashed in the distance, but Vlad seemed to hold his own, despite still being a much lower level than Evil Lenny. But my attention was drawn more immediately to basically everyone else, because most of the area was now starting to struggle with the very same affliction I had just come down with. As far as I could tell, the enemy had gotten more reinforcements, because everyone seemed to be separating into two basic camps, trying generally to guard each others' backs. Zoya, I noted, was apart from the rest, her body gyrating randomly, and I suspected that the joyless assassin wasn't able to just roll with the status condition. For her, it was probably confusing and torturous, and I felt a little bit bad about that.

That said, the same was true for more of the enemy than for our allies, and after a moment of indecision, I used the Cloak to fling myself in the general direction of the people I assumed were good guys, only managing to do it when I was able to synchronize the ability with a beat that I could sense but not hear, a beat that my body was already trying to match. Even though the Cloak was a mental skill, I somehow couldn't figure out a way to use it properly without matching it to the beat, which suggested the Spontaneous Dance Number was a much more powerful affliction than I'd realized.

I landed in the middle of the group, pirouetted three times, took a step back and flung my arms up in celebration. I wasn't really feeling it--I mean, people were dying here--but I didn't have a whole lot of choice. "Try to match the beat," I said to the others, though I suspected I wasn't the first to say it. "It makes it easier to control yourself."

I don't think they listened to me, one way or another.

I guess at least one person among the enemy recognized me, because when I appeared, the enemy started to rally, as much as they could with the Dancing Plague affecting us all. As they did, they started to throw very poorly aimed ranged techniques, as well as stumbling ineffectually towards us, but we were also in no position to properly defend ourselves. It was the most confused fight I'd ever been in, and I realized that if Vlad hadn't taken out the sniper, I would be effectively defenseless.

And then, barely a moment, I heard the voice of an angel, with a stirring accompaniment--and I knew it was my angel, and her--my, our--pet phoenix DJ.

Do you feel like you're second-hand?
Do you feel you're afraid to stand alone?

I felt something inside me instantly shift, the beats inside of me locking to the beat of the song, and some kind of secondary restriction locking in place--one that kept me from doing anything too flashy, while the song was in a slow section.

"This is it," I said, aware that I was grinning again--but that grin faded as the enemy suddenly seemed to surge with determination. My mind raced to catch up, but it was all I could do to throw the Cloak in the way of several ranged attacks, barely knocking them away in time to keep the group safe. It was tough, though, because the Cloak had to remain attached to me, and there were people stumbling into the threads of force constantly.

No, if I was going to fight, I needed to get away from them.

Cut away every safety net
Live your life so you won't regret the road

I wondered, as I used the cape to throw myself generally towards the oncoming enemies, if my decision matching the lyrics was part of the status effect, or just coincidence, but I had to trust Louise and just go with the flow. So I flexed the cape, knocking back a large blast of ice magic, and landed in a strange pose, my arms out in a way that was very dramatic but also inconvenient. The enemy surged, again, an unnatural surety to their motions--but I realized that much like when I used the cape to implant suggestions in the Slenderman, this overconfidence made them predictable but not more powerful. It was like the fight suddenly had a script, and the author was on my side.

The music surged, and it felt large, suddenly. It felt larger than the fight, in a way, drowning out all the other noise, and I became aware that we all were being drawn into it, not just me.

Feels like you're standing there so smallJust a space between the stars
Don't be afraid to risk it all
Because we are, we are...

The two factions, and me separate from them both, all stared at each other, our willpowers warring in a strange internal space where there was only music. Magic continued to flicker back and forth--spells cast at me, by my allies at the enemy, and my Cloak flashing around defensively... which at the moment, seemed like it was only just a small thing, a tiny little defensive tool that could do nothing against an entire battlefield full of enemies.

Of course, I knew better, and I also knew what lyrics were coming.

When I went to throw power into the Vampiric Cloak, I found that there was power waiting for me, hanging in the air, and I touched it lightly, finding that it was Louise. I reached out to it, gently, as though taking her hand without permission, and though she flinched for a moment, and the music paused, somehow, despite it taking seemingly too long, she recognized that it was me, and what it was I was trying to do.

And a bottomless well of power opened up into the Cloak, spreading its influence across the whole battlefield, and with a single ripple of the Cloak, the enemy fighters were throw backwards as though from an explosion.

We are giants.

Louise repeated the refrain, and I manifested weapons in midair with no regard to mana expense, and telekinetically slammed them down into the mob men who'd been hunting me, matching the blows to the chords in the song without even really trying to.

It was strange, some part of me realized. I had been trying hard for a long time not to become a killer, but here, I wasn't just killing--with the song guiding me, I was ruthless, thoroughly enjoying every moment that I landed a critical blow against a joint, a neck, a head. Matching the slaughter to the rhythm wasn't just second nature--in that moment, killing was right, necessary, and a part of my being. Although it hurt my head to think about it, some part of me questioned that, but even that part of me had to be drowned out as I killed the last of the lower-level mooks and was forced by the song to turn towards the man in the black robes, who had made steady progress towards destroying Vlad's oversized armor, if not without injury himself.

I couldn't even begin to stop myself when an instinct had me leap into the air, twirling as I did, and scream at the man, drawing his attention.

Raise your flag, let your voice be heard
Put your heart into every word you say

"You want me, asshole, you got me," I snarled at him, and flexed my entire class, producing a oversized version of the Executioner's Blade that Vlad's giant mech might have been able to wield, if he double-handed it. The blade, too, twirled in midair as though of its own accord. "It's about time I set a new record for highest level asshole I've killed, and you look like you'll do fucking fine."

The black robed man looked genuinely confused, and raised his hand to Palapatine some lightning at me, and I forced the entire Cloak in between him and me, and... well, actually, yeah, even with the extra mana from the dancing plague buffing me, I barely managed to stop the attack of a mage like seven times my level; it would have been far more surprising if it had been effortless. I felt the lightning scorch not only the mana out of my veins, but also seeming to peel away part of the music that was dominating my will.

All your failure's a cornerstone
Build a house with the things you've thrown away

Evil Lenny raised both hands and double-fisted his lightning at me, and I barely managed to wrap a cocoon around me, my mana refilling unnaturally fast, but also completely unable to compete with a guy hundreds of levels above me.

Feels like you're standing there so small...

At this point, my thoughts managed to poke their way back through the insanity that the Spontaneous Musical Number had put me under, and I realized that there was no fucking guarantee that I'd survive this, especially because the dude I had just threatened really was super powerful and also not under the same compulsion that the enemies I'd just... just murdered, I realized again, that they had been affected by. If he had a one-shot kill ability, something greater than this, then even if the song was with me, it was frankly fucking ridiculous to even try. As it was, the purple lightning scorched away every last snatch of the music from me, and that shattered the connection to my mana pool, leaving me with a larger than normal pool that was dwindling very, very fast.

And then the lightning stopped.

I looked up to see that the entire group of people who had been on my side and also a part of the musical number were standing in a line, all doing something emblematic of their class. And I realized the lightning hadn't stopped--it had, for just a moment, been blocked.

We are, we are,
We are giants.

Some part of me that was still inside that... that somehow incredibly, mythically symbolic musical fight picked up right where it had left off, and I leaped into the air, now mostly aware of what I was doing but still at least half compelled. And above me, the Executioner's Sword that should probably have disappeared by now lifted, and I raised both hands above my head and then slammed them forwards, and the blade fell.

Evil Lenny threw lightning at it, but the blade, as though it were as massive as it appeared to be, simply shed molten drops of psychic energy while the rest of the weight continued down. Since I was half-conscious of things now, I also tried to activate my class feature to wrap the blade in the Cloak, even though the music resisted--I guess it wanted the fight to last a little longer. As a last ditch effort, Lenny threw up a barrier of black mist, which seemed as hard as steel when the blade hit it, but although it held until the blade pinned him to the ground, it quickly shot through with cracks as it was trapped in between a bunch of rocks and a hard case--but held, as the pale man strained.

We are, we are
We are giants

"Hey, Lenny," Vlad said, his voice echoing from his giant metal head, even though I was pretty sure he was actually somewhere in the torso, as he appeared a giant, wicked-looking spear from his inventory. "I'll be sending my brother to join you, so keep hell warm for him, would you?"

And Vlad, wrapped in a steel set of armor that must have weighed more than a small house, leaped at least fifty feet into the air, and with all that weight and momentum placed that spearhead firmly between his uncle's eyes.

If the enemy had anyone else available to back them up, for some reason they didn't show after that, and so the battle was definitely won.

            

    
        101.  Nothing is Easy

    
    
    
    
                Nothing that happened in about the two and a half days that followed came easily, and I mean nothing.

The Dancing Plague didn't end just because the battle ended, and there ended up being a kind of quarantine where we did our best to figure out how to stop it, but neither dancing along with it, nor doing a full actual musical number from start to finish, nor anything else sensible made the problem go away. Merry went inside my head and examined it from there, but could only say that the clockwork mechanism behind the Spontaneous Musical Number was fucking huge. Since she couldn't help, I told her to stick with Louise, who had been able to stay far enough away to avoid getting infected.

Anyway, the quarantine obviously interfered with rescue operations, because a bunch of civilian houses and buildings had been caught up in the fight, and believe me, it was fucking bad public relations to be dancing in the background when news reporters were talking about a midnight murder-brawl, innocents killed in their homes, a possible invasion of foreign interests, and broadly speaking, one of the worst public fights between Dungeoneers to be reported in the United States. Not the absolute worst--there was one dust-up in New York that had been a real eye-opener--but certainly in the top 20, if only in terms of how many people died, Dungeoneers included.

It took direct intervention from High Priestess Cream to turn off the dance-off and restore a shred of dignity to the proceedings, and I can tell you in no uncertain terms that she hated every single last one of us, because she let each and every one of us know personally. She saved me for last, because she knew with absolute certainty that this was my fault.

This is not one of those situations where I could say, "If her tongue was any sharper, she would have done damage," because she did do physical damage to me as she chewed me out, and I sat there and took it. For all that I'd been disoriented and confused ever since the fight started, for all that there had been a heady feeling of invincibility in the middle of the dance fight, it was my neighbors who died. I didn't know all of them, or even most of them, but I knew their faces, and some of their families.

Mostly, that made me want to fight more rather than less, but the whole point of me getting chewed out was that the deaths were preventable--they were me kicking a dragon and then going home to my apartment like nothing was wrong. I could certainly blame the people who actually did the killing--they deserved that much--but only in the same way that you blame a storm for blowing through, or a fire for burning down your house. I should have known.

Eventually, I was able to get a word in edgewise, and we went behind closed doors to discuss the hidden helicopters, the enslaved assassins, and the role that I, Zoya, and Vlad played in everything. I freely and without worry for the consequences handed over the slave items I had to the High Priestess, who by this time had moved emotionally from "slow motion steam explosion" to "pot on a stove threatening to boil over at any moment". She regarded the items as though each and every one of them was a war criminal, but promised that she would investigate each of them before making a decision about how to respond.

And then she had me arrested for breaking parole. Which... from one perspective, entirely fair. Can't say that I approved, but a whole lot of things had become very chaotic very quickly, and she was suddenly the one who had to deal with a whole lot of things at once, so I stopped being the highest priority really quickly, while also having proved myself to be something of a loose cannon.

That having been said, the task of putting me in jail was made significantly more complicated by the fact that this time they decided against knowingly putting me in a situation I could escape. To avoid that, they transferred me to a Dungeoneer detainment facility--or they tried, but someone tried to kill me, and I'm not sure whether they were an assassin, a mob hitman, or someone trying to get revenge for the fact that the fight had started at all, but they knocked over a bus filled with like, five people all significantly higher level than me, using some kind of bomb.

I would describe the scene, but much most of like my prison sentence, my contribution to the story was that I could probably have escaped and didn't, and we've been through that before. Mostly I just sat quietly while the jailors resolved that situation, because me doing anything, even to help, was only going to make things worse.

Eventually they tried, when they got to the detention facility, to ascertain what it would actually take to detain me against my will, with a Priestess there to measure whether or not I was lying. I, of course, was not particularly eager to help them render me powerless, and so we had a very tense back and forth where they suggested something, I cast doubt but didn't specifically say whether or not I thought I could escape, the Priestess judged that I thought I could, and they upped the stakes.

Eventually, I was placed in a level-dampening collar and given an actual large steel ball chained to my foot, then left in a fairly small stone room with not a lot of amenities. And this, to be clear, is basically what I was afraid of when I resisted being arrested in Armand Bayou the first time--because while yes, bad things had happened around me, I was now locked in a very small room, feeling like I was choking all the time, because I had violated parole. As a repentant murderer, I'd been trusted, and I'd proven that trust wasn't misplaced--well, except for that one other murder, which was justified as self-defense. But now that I was officially untrustworthy, there were a whole lot of people very eager to do violence to me in an official capacity.

I discovered within about six hours that I could still use enough power with the collar on to be able to remove it, which only got me in more trouble, since they were also keeping an eye on me. The collar had, essentially, just lowered my level, but even putting me below level 10, which deactivated my Class and large sections of my Dungeoneer system, didn't actually separate me from a skill I had made myself--a skill that could do both telekinesis and even teleport me around a little bit, if I had the mana to spare. That was an interesting little tidbit that nobody else seemed to be aware of.

Ultimately, the facility was still trying to figure out what to do with me when orders came from above that I'd be released again. I didn't find that out for another eight hours, because they resisted the orders, but Cream was as unsympathetic towards them as she was towards me, and a bunch of active duty National Guard troops showed up to inform them gently that they were not actually given permission to say 'no'.

The orders to release me were not quite the same as saying I was set free, though.

Ultimately, I was obliged to actually meet with High Priestess Cream at Armand Bayou so that she could clear the quest she was given by her god, which (in contrast to the one I was given) actually had consequences for her. While we were there, I asked if there were any updates about the Heretic Knight, Bo, and she begrudgingly had me filled in--although the answer, broadly, was "No, he's still there and kills anyone who tries to get past him." And then we briefly discussed how the entire reason why I was trying to get stronger rather than taking another easy path available to me was to try to fix this whole fucking situation.

She seemed to think that was also a reason why she should hate me, though I don't understand her logic in the slightest.

Ultimately, since I had proven I could kill, maim, or at least disarm people significantly above my level, she agreed to help me with the one piece of the self-imposed puzzle that I had left--figuring out how Bo had been trained in the martial arts, to give me a way to prepare for him. Since all I had was a name, though, the people assigned to help got mad and accused me of wasting their time, even though I tried repeatedly to get them in contact with Harry, who had identified the guy in the first place.

Which led, finally, two and a half days after the midnight jamboree, to me finally being able to sit down with Harry.

"You look like you've been through some shit," Harry told me, his posture and face both showing exhaustion on his part as well.

"Yeah, well," I said, "you know how it is. Went twenty five levels into a dungeon I'm not high level enough to enter, took a solo dip through a fairy dungeon, fought a challenge boss four times my level, took the fairy dungeon again, argued with a god, got ambushed by assassins, stole from the mob, got attacked in the middle of the night, and was sent to jail for breaking parole. How's your week been?"

Harry just looked at me for a long time, and said, "Not as bad as yours."

And we laughed, a little, and moved on.

The information Harry had about Bo wasn't exactly thin, but it pointed in an inconvenient direction. Bo, like the assassins, had been in the country illegally; I guess Galveston Port was some kind of common entry point, though I don't know why here instead of, say, New Orleans just a couple hours to the East, which was connected to the whole Mississippi River, and would presumably be a good place to smuggle people throughout the country. Wherever Harry had gotten his information (and at this point I quietly assumed it was someone involved with the import of assassins) they knew about where he had come from, and it was an isolated place up in the mountains of China. Not the Himalayas, as grand and picturesque as that place was, but along the border of China and Vietnam.

Apparently, he'd been for hire, and he had, effectively, put that shit on his resume, a copy of which Harry had gotten a hold of. That resume wasn't terribly specific, saying that he'd trained in Vovinam and "Kung Fu" (which might have meant anything, really) before being enlightened by the Dungeon and practicing what was known in the West as Cultivation.

The Dungeoneers who were sitting with us seemed very nervous to be handling a document that was apparently semi-formal paperwork for a mercenary who'd been smuggled into the USA, but they also didn't ask questions about that, which was the first bit of luck I'd had since getting out of the Dungeon.

Anyway, the dossier pointed us in two general directions--his combination of martial arts was one, but he also listed a master in Hanoi, Vietnam, who had helped with the Cultivation side of things. Both were interesting leads, aside from the fact that I didn't speak a word of either Vietnamese or Chinese, and didn't have the time necessary to learn.

"There are Dungeoneer items for learning languages," offered Harry as I sat there, feeling grouchy. "Skill books and boosters."

I considered it, but shook my head. "Even if I could speak the language," I said, trying as I spoke to put a finger on exactly what was bothering me, "we're talking about trying to track down people already associated with the mob I just fought." Harry hadn't said that, exactly, but he didn't correct me. "Meanwhile, I'd be in the middle of a culture I don't understand, with a language I barely know, trying to find the people who trained someone I want to kill and hoping that they'll tell me what I want to know and not decide that I represent a threat to their business or pride." I chewed my lip for a second, and shrugged. "Also, it's not like American relations with Vietnam are fantastic anyway."

"There is that," said one of the USDA handlers I didn't bother to learn the name of. Maybe... it was Phil? I don't care. He was kind of a jerk.

"Anyway, at this point, this is where things stand." I leaned forward and tapped my finger on the table. "I can find people who know Vietnamese and Chinese martial arts and practice against them, but before that, I need to do a bunch of practicing with my new abilities and equipment--well, probably get new equipment, since my best sword is still from the end of Pearland." I picked up the printout that had the guy's stats, which was the one thing that was a success from the military operation that Henry and Susie had barely survived, and compared it to my own.

And my stats had shifted a lot, mostly after dumping that bottle of experience inside of my brain for Merry's sake. It wasn't proper Cultivation, I'm sure--my biggest gains were in Strength, Intelligence, Agility, and Dexterity, all places where I'd felt my stats lagged behind what I demonstrated in combat. My toughness had gained almost nothing, presumably because I treated myself like glass in most cases. I'm sure proper technique would have raised things evenly, or brought up my lowest stats first, or whatever, but the raw and basically-accidental version improved my strengths rather than my weaknesses, which (if I'm being honest) is more or less what I would have done anyway, but with some hedging for safety.

The point is, I was still well below Bo's numbers--like, embarrassingly below, in some places--but the gap had shrunk a lot. Bo had a strength of 231 at the time, and it may have only raised; mine was now just over 110. His agility had been 183, and mine was 97. The only standout difference was intelligence, where his numbers were lower--his 107 to my 125. That was separate from Willpower, though, where he again topped me.

"Ultimately," I said, half distracted by the numbers, "I have to be good and comfortable with my arsenal in general before I practice specifically against martial artists. Most likely, that's going to mean spending a whole bunch of time in a Dungeon, and hopefully one above my level, until I feel as comfortable with the danger as I can be."

"Uh huh," said Phil-or-whatever, leaning back in his seat and crossing his arms. "Explain again why we shouldn't just have someone else kill the bastard, and to hell with you? People are dying."

"The people who are dying know what they're getting themselves into," I said, crossly. "Which is a hell of a lot better than it was before we--before I--reported on exactly what was happening and where. And it's not like you couldn't seal off Armand Bayou--"

The asshole stood up and slammed his hands into the table that separated me and Harry. "Dungeons are a goddamn tactical resources," he snarled at me. "You don't have the right to make these kind of decisions."

I blinked at him, feeling a warm haze of hatred floating around in my chest, but I squashed it. The hypocrisy of trying to say that I was making the decision myself, instead of by his bosses, was infuriating--all because he wanted the decision made his way, of course he should be the one everyone listens to. As though arguing between us was going to decide anything? I just shook my head.

My backing down seemed to make him think that he was succeeding at his... intimidation? I guess? So he stood up and moved closer to my face, intensifying the degree to which he yelled as he tried to make his very poorly thought through arguments again. "This would all be solved with one person," he said, "with appropriate levels of strength, coming in through those hidden dungeon whatevers and taking care of him. Just put out a bounty on--"

I'd been looking over at the other two handlers, but they seemed uninterested in stopping the guy from yelling, and also looked somewhat interested in stopping me if I did anything, so all I did was take two fingers and shove them up Phil-or-whatever's nose, then stood up and lifted the offending party by the inside of his nose. That probably wouldn't work too well on a human, but a Dungeoneer's nose was definitely strong enough to not rip off, or so I discovered. The leverage was terrible, though, forcing me to use more strength than was particularly comfortable.

"Let me make this clear to you, asshole," I said. "I'm not the one in charge, and even if I were, shouting me down would not make what you're saying any smarter than it is. No matter how much you fucking shout, you aren't getting what you want, and if you want people to fucking listen to you, maybe say something people haven't fucking thought of before. Because I'm pretty sure everyone already knows what you're saying--I certainly do. And sure, part of the reason why I'm not going to willingly be a part of that plan is because it would be really bad for me, but also, it's not quite as simple as you want to make it sound."

"That happens," I pointed out, as the other two handlers closed menacingly on me, "when you say that shit is simple that you know basically nothing the fuck about. Because that 'hidden dungeon whatever' you're talking about?" I pulled the assholes face closer to mine. "Attempting that shit is what created this situation in the first place."

Well, as far as I knew, that was a lie. I don't really know how Bo got involved with a Fairy Queen, but I'm sure that he could not have gotten involved with them if he didn't use the Fairy Dungeons. Maybe it was hubris, or some other thing I don't know anything about. But, as far berating this asshole for thinking he knew what was going on, it seemed effective.

I flicked my fingers to dislodge the asshole, and Harry and I both gave cool, uninviting stares to the handlers who were clearly trying to intimidate me.

"And one more thing," I said as I sat back down. "If I fail, due to the quest, Bo is still removed. If they send someone out who's highly powerful and they die, we still have the same problem. Maybe a worse problem, if the heretic knight gets stronger by defeating his enemies. That's one of many variables in this equation that you have no idea about, and shouting doesn't make you better informed." I sighed and turned to Harry, who looked amused at the whole thing. "When do you think you're getting out? I could really use the money you owe me."

"Oh, that." Harry paused, and shook his head. "I was hoping to do that quietly, but I suppose it can't happen soon if we do. I'll put in a word with my lawyer. Most of what I had was confiscated, but the money transfer should go through. It will be reported, but..."

"Even if half of it went to taxes," I said, "I'd be in a much better place."

Harry just nodded. "I'll get it done. In the meantime, you should just get the dungeon experience you need. One way or another, that seems best."

I sighed, realizing as I did that the quest to get proper equipment and experience would probably be long and repetitive. "Yeah," I said. "Too bad I can't show you my new skill. I think you'd find it interesting."

Harry shook his head. "From what I've heard, it must be quite the thing. My own Death Wizard class bends several Dungeon rules, but I wouldn't consider going further. Even knowing that it's possible... the path forward for me already makes sense. I see no reason to put myself at risk in order to make things move faster."

I nodded, but shrugged after a minute. "Maybe I'm sensitive as a psionic type," I said, "or maybe it's because I was already psychic, but even telekinesis never quite felt right. Remaking the skills so that they work the way you expect... that's apparently the definition of X-rank, but inventing new bullshit skills like I did is..." I laughed and shook my head. "Well, I wouldn't advise it, and certainly not for someone without a fairy companion."

In my head, Merry nodded, not particularly because I was stroking her ego, but more because we both knew just how much she'd been involved in the process. Honestly, she added in the moment of quiet that followed, if you're as weird as everyone says you are, I don't think anyone else is really ready to experiment with this. Maybe a few here and there, but it's not the same as teaching people to reach a higher rank with a skill. It involves Dungeon internals, and--

Harry interrupted her without knowing that he did. "I was never going to try," he repeated. "Though I wonder just what adapting controls for wizard spells would even be like. The skills themselves seem inviolable, but perhaps there's some aspect to controlling them that I don't even know of, yet."

"I can't help with that," I said, smiling a little. I hadn't been able to freely talk with anyone like this in a while--

"God, these fucking assholes," muttered Phil-or-whatever, not very quietly, spoiling the mood.

So I just sighed and got up. resigning myself to a bunch of boring Dungeoneer work without any good company.

            

    
        102.  I choose you, Armand Bayou

    
    
    
    
                I'll spare you a lot of descriptions of me slaughtering Dungeon baddies that would, frankly, include a lot of repeats, only hitting some highlights along the way.

I waited a few days and got contacted by Harry's lawyer, who transferred $280 million to my bank, and also handed over three skillbooks that Harry had intended to give me on the day I'd left Armand Bayou with Merry--books that had been a part of the deal he'd cut with someone when he sold the Devil's Tail that I'd gotten in my last level-appropriate jaunt through Pearland. Since I hadn't asked at the time, now was my first chance to know exactly what skill books I'd gotten.

I was bemused to find that one of the books I'd been offered was Telekinetic Sense--something that, at the time Harry had received it from the buyer, I hadn't had yet, and I guess Harry didn't know you could unlock it from Telekinesis proper. Since my own copy of the Skill had been devoured, I was eager to get it back, but when I tried to use the skillbook, it was blocked--Merry took a look at the mechanism and said it was one of those irritating rules from above that she couldn't find a way to edit or remove, apparently keyed to the fact that I had destroyed the skill of my own accord.

Second was Human Sage--a skill I'd heard of but wasn't entirely sure that I wanted to spend the time to play with. If it did for people what Skill Sage did for skills, it was probably a more formal and more limited version of what they called cultivation. I activated the skillbook and took the skill regardless, figuring that it would enhance my ability to sense and manipulate things inside of me, but I figured that I wouldn't have the time or the inclination to really do a deep dive on it.

The last skillbook was "Disintegration Aura" and I snapped it up immediately. It did pretty much what you'd expect, and with my class feature to wrap skills into my manifested weapons, well, suffice it to say that brought my damage up by a fair bit. Well, the Aura extended to my weapons anyway--only using it on the weapon itself was more of a cost-saving measure than anything, though I imagined I'd find a way to make it more intense with practice.

That said, I was beginning to really get sick of the Executioner's Blade, and I went out of my way to find a much more normal longsword of an appropriate rarity and level on the marketplace, one I would still be able to absorb in a reasonable time--unlike the Slenderman equipment. I definitely wanted that armor, but I'd have to grind for it.

And grind I did, after absorbing the longsword and a few other random bits.

I started off going back to Armand Bayou. The guards there let me through, which surprised me on two levels--that they were still letting people in, in general, and that I apparently wasn't on any kind of shit list after the stunt I pulled. Less surprising was that I was apparently whitelisted to get in without a party of three; honestly, the party restriction didn't make a lot of sense once we knew what was killing dungeoneers and where, but apparently they didn't see a reason to rescind it yet.

The nostalgia of the dungeon wasn't particularly intense, though the first time through, I'd been eager to get my first taste of a new dungeon, and also... I'd been distracted crushing on Louise, and distracted by Brock. So yes, the first biome--the shifting maze with the zombie pygmy dire boars one--brought me back a bit, mostly just thinking about how I'd upstaged Brock's stupid dumbassery. And then the supergiant boar... ugh, the name was the worst thing about it, but it had me thinking of Jenna.

I'd like to say "The less said about the harpy biome the better" but that might imply that something weird happened. I just... I don't. I ended up with Louise's voice rolling through my head complimenting how I was handling cocks, and although it made me smile and miss her, it was mostly just a little distracting. The actual harpies, though, hadn't been all that much of a danger to me the first time through, and now I was... different.

I ended up with a bunch of Harp Harp Harpy Harps, of course, which was something I'd intended to go back and get a new copy of after Louise took--I mean, after I gave mine to Louise. I also was tempted to go after the Harpsichord Harpy just to say I'd done it, until I remembered exactly what the loot drop for that fight was.

When I came back around for the Hurricane Harpy boss fight, I was surprised to find that it automatically kicked me into the variant fight I'd been through before. I preferred it that way, of course, but I was willing to accept that it would have been a one-off.

When I reviewed my loot for the fight, I realized something odd--I knew I'd received the Gassy Pants on my last attempt at this fight, but they'd gone missing. Either I'd left them somewhere, or they'd been stolen--and I'd never thought of them again afterwards. Considering they had an active ability to send me ethereal... I frowned, wondering if the ninja guy from Mel's party had taken them, but it didn't seem his style. I'd had things on my mind, certainly, but it was an odd thing to just up and disappear. I absorbed this pair while in town, and also took the time to absorb the other loot from this fight just so that I could turn some of the junk enhancements into Forge Points--all except another copy of [ B.J. Smokin Hot ], which I figured I'd have to sell. I didn't have room for two adorable mini-phoenixes in my heart, and honestly, I knew I'd get a good price.

After that was the Barbarian Librarians, the Barbarian Caesarians... and the hidden library.

I had the thought, since I was there, to see if I could exchange Telekinetic Sense for something better. That, as it turned out, was explicitly something I could do. She'd said something before about returning books, and so I could just exchange one book for another. I spent a long time pouring over a very detailed list of skillbooks, but eventually settled on something pretty obvious: [ Blink ], a psychic version of a short-ranged teleport. Considering my Vampiric Cloak could do a tiny bit of teleportation, technically, I figured I'd eventually merge the two, but it seemed entirely appropriate to have the real thing.

With both being able to teleport and go ethereal--when properly equipped, at least--that was a significant boost to my survivability if I ended up back in Galveston Wharf, which was ultimately what I intended to do. In the meantime, I spent the experience I'd gathered, trying to improve my stats naturally by making myself into my own ideal instead of just pushing buttons on an interface, and I had to admit I ended up feeling a bit better. I hadn't really kept on top of it enough to keep my level from going up at all, but I still had a ways to go before I hit Armand Bayou's level cap.

Anyway, the Barbarian biome continued for a bit, eventually coming to the optional "Lord of All Chairs" fight that I'd skipped the first time... and I skipped it again, because I didn't see any reason to go breaking innocent, presumably harmless chairs just so that I could have a fight with an innocent, deadly chair and its barbarian caesarian minions. It seemed to me a lot like the assholes who looted towns in Galveston Wharf for their resources--even if the dungeon's "punishment" for bad behavior was a fight that I honestly wanted and could definitely win, being a dick and getting away with it because I was strong was all the bad tastes in my mouth together.

I did stare at the big, opulent chair as I went past, though, wondering exactly what the hell I was missing. In a way, though, that was better, wasn't it? I was on the inside of so many things, so one little mystery just gave me something to daydream about, without also having some end-of-the-world or gods-and-administrators level consequences attached. Would the chair transform into some other monster? Or would the chair legs just be rubbery like an old Looney Tunes episode as it chased me around like a dog? What about the loot? Would I get a fucking solid gold chair or something if I beat this fight solo? I could just deliberately choose to never know and it would stay here forever. Other people would know, and I would just wonder silently.

What came shortly afterwards, of course, was the first major difference when compared to my last run of the dungeon: the Gargantuan Atlantean Barbarian Thespian Marionette.

Now, I recognize that to a certain degree, it was still hubristic as fuck to go in for a kill on a hundred-story tall wooden doll, one who--as far as I could tell--really did have the mass and strength necessary to grind stone under its feet to dust. That meant a little bit less after the Slenderman punched the dungeon floor to pieces right where I'd been standing and then threw two-hundred-pound stone blocks at me rapid fire, but then, the Slenderman had been trying to keep me alive--and he'd proved it several times in the fight. The Marionette would probably give me plenty of rope to hang myself with, no pun intended, but I assumed it would definitely hang me with that rope if I did the dumb thing of actually going full battle maniac on its giant wooden ass.

So I went full battle maniac on its giant wooden ass and just tried not to get hung.

The arena was as it had been before--a Mediterranean city in ruins on an island hung in between two labyrinths with a gravity-flip mechanism that I'd completely ignored. I entered the arena on top of a castle, and turned to watch the giant wooden doll do a superhero landing, rise from that into a wicked dab, try to catch its trident and fail, then pick the weapon up while spinning and scattering rocks around the arena.

This time, I hadn't moved, so when it turned to where I spawned, I was still there, watching it. It somehow spun the trident in its off-hand as it crouched down into a shonen-anime-protagonist battle stance and gave me a come-hither hand gesture despite its hands having no joints past the wrist.

I flexed the Vampiric Cloak and floated up into the air, then spent some of the accumulated weight to pick up stone blocks and, as an experiment, threw them at the Marionette.

Now, honestly, that took more energy that it sounds like, and I know it sounds like a lot--because the Marionette was damned far away. I had to pitch a good thousand pounds worth of stone at a reasonable chunk of the speed of sound. I'd never gone full Major League Baseball with my power before, much less with giant rocks, so I could justify playing around with it. My accuracy wasn't great, with maybe three out of ten chunks I threw being close enough to qualify as a hit on a target the size of a skyscraper.

About that whole baseball metaphor thing, though.

The Marionette's trident twisted in its hand suddenly, and the 'come hither' forehand went back to grasp the shaft of it, and I'll be damned if the sonofabitch didn't take the one chunk that passed through its strike zone and blast it back so fucking hard I definitely heard either or both of the trident or stone breaking the speed of sound. The trident, being made of some fuck-off super dungeon metal, didn't bend or break, but did resound from the hit like a gods-damned trio of tuning forks. And the stone itself...

Well, it wasn't aimed at me. It was aimed for a goddamn home run, and it got that. It soared off into the sky in what would theoretically have been left field--I couldn't tell you if it would maybe have been out of bounds, I don't play baseball, but everyone in this country knows the basic gist of it, and damned if that puppet didn't clear the whole island and then some. It didn't even shatter into a million goddamn pieces, which it definitely should have. It was like the Administrator herself had decided to replace it with rubber mid-flight, except I didn't detect the Matrix glitching like it did when she changed up the Harpy boss fight.

Anyway, then the boss dropped its trident and ran an imaginary set of bases while waving its hands in the air like a wacky waving inflatable arm flailing tube man, because it's a goddamn Thespian joke boss, not a full on murder boss.

I sat there and watched it, mostly in shock, partly in recognition of the stupid joke that was its whole character, and in part because two of the giant stones I threw at it had hit and did trivial damage that the monster didn't even notice, and that took a little while to really sink in.

The marionette paused when it got back to "home base" and doubled over like it was out of breath, then stood up, stretched, bent down to pick up the trident again, all while mostly still facing away from me. Then, all at once, it spun around, the trident coming up to rest on one shoulder, while the other hand pointed directly at me in what was obviously supposed to be a dramatic challenge.

I considered it, staring at the giant thing. My Vampiric Cloak was a skill designed to make me use magic the way I had in my head back... before, when I was just basically making everything up as I went along because there was no magic except whatever made ghosts real. The imaginary weight of the cloak and its flexibility to become several different tools depending on the circumstances made it ideal for a lot of one-on-one duels, but this was a set piece fight the likes of which I'd never dealt with. Whether I could win this fight by cheating with the skill, or whether I could win it on a technical level by cutting the marionette's strings or something, I had a hard time believing that I was supposed to be able to win it as a straight fight--but winning it as a straight fight was the only way that fighting it was really going to help me. Like the fight against Slenderman or the Devil, what I needed and wanted most now was a fight where I had to pull out all the stops. But was that really this fight?

It didn't take me very long before I decided to try anyway, especially because the exit was open and I knew it.

"Alright," I told the giant puppet. "I'll take you on." It would be difficult, and probably very silly, but especially with the Slenderman gloves and armor, I was relatively sure I could win, and almost positive I could survive.

The Marionette's head tilted back like it was looking down its nose at me, and it casually flicked the trident to pound it against the ground twice like a club, the strikes creating house-sized cracks in the ground and sounding the entire island like a bell. The meaning was clear--challenge accepted.

I grinned at it, and I felt like the faceless monster was grinning back.

            

    
        103.  So about that Marionette thing

    
    
    
    
                The very short version of my first fight with the Marionette is that I mostly won. Obviously, I didn't die, since I was solo diving and I'm still alive to talk about it. But, in all honesty, it was not... an overwhelming success. I mean, it was a success, it's just... well, anyway.

I know that you might think, oh hey, you can hit really hard, pick up tanks, all that stuff--certainly you can beat a big piece of wood, right? Except, even granting that the giant puppet was in fact hollow (as I would later discover), it was still feet thick, deeper than most trees were wide. Now, that raises some serious questions about how the Labyrinthine Star decides what qualifies as damage, since I can legitimately take a warhammer strike to the head as long as the person swinging it is relatively low level--does it work the other way, where you can do something that shouldn't count as damage, but does? Technically... yes.

Also technically, it's possible for me to dodge an eight-hundred-foot trident swung at supersonic speeds. In practice, ho-ly shit.

My main instinct when it came to approaching the Marionette was to bait it and then teleport elsewhere as soon as it committed to an attack. That works, in every way that matters, but what you miss in that tactical assessment is that absolutely everything that fucking puppet did displaced enormous quantities of air--because of its size, when that trident moves, you can measure the displaced air in double-digit multiples of my weight.

So yeah, I got out of the way when the Marionette did kind of a downwards-sword-slash move with his definitely-not-a-sword trident, and I was well clear of the blow when it passed through where I had been, but in the place I appeared, the air was playing catchup to a big low pressure zone behind the swing, and it did its best to move me along with it. The pseudo-telekinetic floating of my Vampiric Cloak wasn't using that air to support my weight, exactly, but there was a moment when I came out of the teleport where I wasn't holding onto the skill like that, and suddenly I was ass over teakettle and not sure why.

Though, again, the Marionette was not an ass-kick boss, it was a joke boss, and so I had long enough to get my bearings, if nowhere near enough time to turn things around, before it retracted the trident and tried to punch me with its other hand. I could, again, get out of the way of that, but being anywhere near where it was while it was moving was like trying to do jumping jacks in the middle of a busy freeway. Sure, I didn't get hit by the car, but everything that passes me is not only a reminder of my imminent, probable death, but also a disconcerting pull moving me away from safety and towards the next oncoming car.

This doesn't even take into account that the Marionette was in no way predictable.

After swinging the trident and trying a punch, the Marionette moved to that showy side-to-side quarterstaff-twirl trick, which I will admit was something of a trick considering its fingers didn't move. That wasn't aimed at me, exactly, so most of the wind effects were local, but the sounds were intimidating as hell, as the ends of the staff were easily breaking the speed of sound in a constant shifting path.

Even so, I took my balls into my own hands and decided to make a break for it when I knew he was distracted, using both the cape and my new teleporting skill to accelerate myself through a gap in his pattern. Instead of making an attack the first moment I could, though, when I landed on the giant puppet's abdomen I used the weird force of the cloak to simulate running on it and charged upwards towards its neck. Meanwhile, I was gathering every enhancement and ability I could think would work as an offensive tool onto the blade of my new sword

Which, again, the new sword didn't feel special to me, even after absorbing it and speccing it out to my own particular desires. I'd bought it through the marketplace, looking only for something level-appropriate and damaging, and it was... a longsword. Its item level was above mine, but no so much that I had to spend more than an hour absorbing it, and it was relatively cheap because while it was a rare boss drop, it wasn't anything like a unique--easily grindable, according to the seller, and if we're being honest, whoever made it made it to be unimpressive. Useful, yes; it had an abnormally high strength bonus for its level, but the abilities weren't good, and the other effects might as well have not been there, for my purposes.

The point is, it was a longsword that widened slightly along the middle half of the blade, give or take, thinning out in the same area so that the mass was about the same, in theory. I'm sure that practically speaking, if you were concerned about blades breaking, that was a terrible idea, but that didn't tend to be a big problem with dungeon loot, and for me in particular it was entirely irrelevant. It wasn't a big imposing sword, it didn't glow (except as Soulforged items normally did, when I didn't turn that off), it didn't make lightning explode out of your eyes when you scored a hit... it was just a pretty good sword.

Throwing a bunch of aura enhancements and my Disintegration Aura skill onto the blade, along with the Cloak, made it feel like the sword had kind of an odd weight to it. As I ran up-ish on the wooden torso towards the neck, I let the tip of the blade drag along the wood, not putting much force on it, and the auras and the edge did scorch the doll, just as you would probably peel off a little bit of wood if you dragged a sharp blade against a tree. It gave me hope that I'd be able to land a solid blow.

I got to the neck--it was a big solid piece of the torso that extended up into a ball-joint for the head--and stabbed into the wood about where the jugular should have been, if trees in the shape of people had veins. The blade, auras going full bore, sunk into the hilt.

And nothing else happened. The puppet didn't even stop twirling its polarm.

I jerked on the sword, and with the auras going, I was able to pull the sword through the wood, leaving behind a jagged cut. I made three cuts in a triangular fashion to carve a chunk out of the skin, and this is where I discovered that the wood was feet thick and also hollow inside. I crawled in, looking around for anything vital that could use a good stabbing, but as far as I could tell, there wasn't any.

It was just, actually, a giant wooden puppet.

Now, I may or may not have been overestimating when I called the puppet a hundred stories tall. The point is, it's fucking giant. My next order of business since I was inside of the thing's neck was to do everything in my power to see if I could cut off its head, which sounds pretty fucking simple when you know that you can cut through its skin. In practice, I had to pull my sword inch by inch through like two hundred feet of three-foot-thick wood. Even suggesting that I was safe inside the puppet--and for all I knew, at some point he'd decide he had dragon's breath and a giant column of flame would ignite somewhere in here--the sheer amount of mana it was taking made me pause after like six feet of progress and reassess. Among all other considerations, this way of dealing with the fight wasn't interesting. It wasn't going to make me stronger, and I wasn't getting to practice riding on the knife's edge of combat.

So I crawled back over to the hole I'd cut and looked back out.

The Marionette, having lost sight of me, was now back to its Elmer Fudd impersonation where it stomped around for a while then turned left and right searching, as it had done when Louise and I were hiding fearfully from it. That told me that the thing wasn't even being fucking hurt, and that was its own kind of insult. Inevitable, perhaps, but it still fucking hurt. I thought about it for a while before looking to Merry, who had been kind of... quiet lately. There was, among the things I bought on the marketplace, one thing she had asked me to get and absorb, and I did, and it had her thinking--we'll get to that later, but the point is, as near as I could tell, she'd been thinking fairy-thoughts that were largely irrelevant to me since then and not really focusing on me going through a dungeon that we were both confident I could handle.

She'd been watching the fight, but I think not really engaging with it much, and when I asked her opinion, she shrugged.

Honestly, bro, you need to remember the stuff you have. I'm pretty sure that the fairy sight skill, or whatever we're going to call the thing I gave you, will help you find a weakness in this big chunky bastard.

I hesitated to use it, but eventually did. It's not like... I didn't appreciate having a whole bunch of extra information about the fight. I guess mostly, I really wanted telekinetic sense back, and it bothered me that this new sense wasn't anything like that. It was kind of like getting an ugly pair of socks as a gift, and even if they're warm and comfortable, on some level you really wish that hadn't been the gift and that you didn't need to feel any obligation to wear them. They just... don't fit you, stylistically, even as you recognize the practical nature of it. And me being fundamentally anti-social, well, it was easy to just not think about things like I didn't feel fit me.

Still, she was right, and I pulled on the skill, soon revealing one thing that had been obvious from the start: there was a whole lot of Dungeon stuff behind this giant wooden doll.

The skill itself liked to show me lines like thread that held everything together, and a big puppet like this was full of thread, and not just the kind that moved its limbs. In general, the wood itself seemed to have a chicken-wire mesh of lines that seemed to power the whole thing, and the cut I'd made had severed maybe three or four lines, with the rest of the cut being empty space. With that in mind, I re-materialized my sword and began stabbing into the wood at the mesh nodes, cutting just enough to sever a set of lines before moving on to the next. It was still a lot of work, but within about twenty minutes, I'd completely severed the dungeon construct lines that held the head to the body.

Which also apparently did fucking nothing. It didn't die, and the head didn't fall off. If anything, the mesh that supported the top section of the neck dimmed, but that was about all.

I finally crawled out of the thing's neck to find it had moved from Elmer Fudd mode to sitting on a hillside The Thinker-style, staring straight at the exit for the level. From what I could see, the head was still healthy--it had a separate 'power source' in the piece of thread holding it up from the sky, just as the limbs did. Truly, it was clear that in theory, that was how I was supposed to win, by severing those threads and making the puppet go slack.

But that was boring and didn't make use of my strengths at all.

A little more looking around convinced me that I could see a few things that were supposed to be critical-hit points on the limbs, where the threads gathered in a single point. The nearest one was the joint of the arm currently holding up the head--it was far below me, now, and so I put my sword away and pulled on my Slenderman gloves. Then, using the Slendersuit's [Crushing Leap] ability--the first time I'd really felt the need to try it, honestly--I hurled myself on what I hoped was a good, direct arc to smash into that exact point.

The Crushing Leap would, according to the skill description, enhance my strength as I descended--and it was probably a hundred, hundred-fifty feet below me. And the gloves' [Chaos Touch] was supposed to release destruction amplified by my strength. They were obviously always supposed to be paired, if perhaps not used like this.

It's probably only because I couldn't help myself yelling like a maniac in the last stretch of the fall that I missed. On the plus side, when the giant puppet jolted and moved his arm, because of how he was sitting that still left me aimed right at his knee, and I just barely managed to catch the edge of another vulnerable spot there. With the item abilities, and my new Disintegration Aura together, my hand smashed into the wood and probably created an impact crater twenty feet in diameter, and that definitely hit the weakpoint, as far as the Dungeon was concerned.

I didn't actually expect Assassination to trigger for that, but it did, and the puppet's knee ball joint shattered, dropping the entire lower leg segment to the ground. Which was also good because the hit didn't exactly completely stop my momentum, and I ended up more or less face-planting into a giant, if now somewhat loose, mass of wood. Some of that momentum transferred over to the leg, saving me a fair bit of disgrace, but it fucking hurt.

I did, with effort, manage to catch myself with the Cloak and hover in midair, grabbing my nose with both hands and trying to make sense of what the hell the situation was as my entire body caught up to the self-own I'd just handed myself.

Move! Merry got my attention in time to avoid a strike from nowhere I was paying attention to, and I just kind of threw myself in whatever direction, avoiding a trident strike to my ass, but not by nearly enough. In true Marionette form, the puppet didn't seem to be slowed down by having only one leg; it was only sort-of walking in the first place, with the lines from above technically holding it up. It made a back-hand swing at me when it recovered from the thrust, and I dodged that, still seeing stars from my swan dive into the walking forest's former limb. It made sense to me, now, that I could probably pull that trick again--if I could sneak up on it. That was reinforced when I checked the puppet's health to find that nearly a fifth of it had vanished when I had torn off the knee--most likely, if you defeated all the limbs, that counted as a success. Considering how little I did with normal damage, I could grudgingly accept that this was the only practical way to win this fight, but at least I wasn't aiming for the wires, at least not where they were in open air.

I flew and teleported my way back into a blind spot on the Marionette's shoulder, and repeated the trick with an arm as soon as it became predictable. Again, though I only just barely managed to hit the vulnerable spot, the damage with the active abilities on the high-level equipment combined with Assassination, it was a complete coup in terms of limb removal--and this time, I even managed not to high-five the thing with my face on the way past, though I did kind of body-slam it.

Perhaps more interestingly to me, as I fell past the arm, I realized I might just have a shot at the leg as I went by. I missed the critical hit by a lot, just based on speed and angle of my movement, but but the Chaos Touch still left an enormous impact crater.

What happened next only made sense after the fact.

I flew away and turned to face the puppet, which was hopping mad at having lost another limb, by which I mean he jumped up and down and flailed his head and arm around in an obvious temper tantrum. Then, with a sudden and powerful flick, he threw his head back as through to yell at the sky, except that there was a terrible crack, and his head flew backwards off his body, leaving behind a shattered neck.

I stared at it for a while before realizing that after I had cut the Dungeon energy lines in the neck, whatever power was making the wood stronger than, you know, real wood would have vanished. And the puppet, strong as it was, was really abusing its power to show off its mad thespian skills. The head itself had to be tons and tons of wood, and it was thrown around with complete disregard for momentum, and that apparently had taken its toll.

That left a torso hanging in midair with an arm and a leg, plus stumps for the other two limbs that hung loosely. And yet, somehow, that was enough for it to still not be dead, because it started hopping at me, angrily. Or, I would quickly discover, hopping at the last place it had seen me. It didn't change direction when I moved out of the way, and it didn't even seem to notice when it flew right off the edge of the island. I breathed a sigh of relief, but not for long--because apparently, like the maze that surrounded us, the island had two sides, and when the puppet went over the edge, it just transitioned to the back side of the island. I could hear it stomp-stomping around on the underside, and a few moments later, it reappeared on another edge, swinging back up from underneath in a way that definitely didn't make any sense at all.

As you might imagine, the fight didn't take all that much longer.

When the Marionette lost all its limbs, it still had a little bit of a health pool left over. The final answer appeared quickly, though--a big pair of wooden doors opened in its chest, showing a big heart-shaped heart beating around where the heart should be. With Merry's vision skill active, I could see that the heart hadn't been there before--it, and the weaknesses around it, all appeared as soon as the torso flopped over onto the ground. I flew over to it, examining the giant pulsating thing, only to discover to my confusion that the heart wasn't actually made of wood at all--but neither was it made of flesh. I squinted, knowing that this was all incredibly stupid, and leaned in, dragging a finger across the heart and touching it to my tongue.

"Is this... candy?" It was, at the very least, incredibly pure sugar.

Only the thumping of the heart answered me, so I smashed it, and pressurized sugary water sprayed out at me, leaving me with the distinct taste of cola on my lips and an uncomfortable stickiness all over my body. This was, I suppose, exactly the sort of situation in which you'd normally not want to be a solo killer--as soon as I won, the corpse disappeared, and loot appeared inside of me. Under the circumstances, though, I was happy to be finally done with it, and I checked my inventory to see what the loot was.

This time, at least, I could smirk at the humor of it, in part because there was nobody else around to witness me giving into the silly, punny nature of the stupid fucking Administrator.




	[ TITANIC TOY TREANT'S TASTY TITANIUM TRIDENT - Lv 150 ] [ FOOL ]



	[ STRENGTH +30 ]
	[ STAMINA +20 ]
	[ THESPIAN CURSE - Lv 50 ]



	[ VARIABLE WEIGHT - Lv 75 ]
	[ CANDY RATIONS - Lv 50 ]
	[ PRESTIDIGI-TOY-TION - Lv 150 ]



	
Wow, you really just can't do things the easy way, can you? And to think you said you weren't here to screw up my dungeon. Liar, liar.

Soulforged: Absorb time 7D











	[ VARIABLE WEIGHT ]
	Active Ability. You can change the weight from 1/10x to 10x the original weight.



	[ CANDY RATIONS ]
	A sugary treat is produced by this item whenever it kills a Dungeon creature. Treats are stored within the shaft of the trident, and can be summoned at will.



	[ PRESTIDIGI-TOY-TION ]
	Fool's Marked. This ability can activate a number of other skills and abilities given these situational triggers: [ NON-VIOLENT ] [ HUMOR ] [ PUBLIC ] [ USER: FOOL ]



	[ THESPIAN CURSE ]
	Curse. The user may find themselves required to speak or act in unusual ways while using this item.






"I love you too, Administrator," I said to the air above me, and wandered my way over to the hole that led to the next town.

            

    
        104.  As We Know It

    
    
    
    
                Now, the last time I came through Armand Bayou, this is where I ducked out: I'd gotten Merry's crystal on floor 9, just before the Harpy boss, and hatched her immediately after, then cleared one whole biome with my new Fairy companion and a huge-ass headache. So, at 15, I'd jumped ship; "the docks," which was the furthest point I was supposed to go to avoid meeting the big bad Heretic Knight, was the town at level 25. That meant that I had two more biomes to explore where I should be okay.

I'd not paid a whole lot of attention to the town on 15, but if the pseudo-narrative of the Dungeon said anything--from a maze to the invisible-floor harpy sky maze to the fake tower, then through weird gravity-flip mazes onto a weird island, which was disjointed enough that it might not be saying anything at all--then there were still a lot of plausible themes. Either falling into weird gravity town, or ancient ruins, or possibly coming out the top or bottom of the tower.

The town didn't give a whole lot of clues, though it was normally supposed to match the biome you were entering. It was kind of split by a wall, one side being inside the tower and the other being ostensibly outside on a moonless night, on a little stone platform that matched the fake tower exterior from before, with a little wall around it just high enough so that you couldn't look past that wall--except that the fake wall was painted on the real wall, so even if you tried to go over it, there was nothing to see. It explicitly hid any clue of the next biome, as far as I could see.

So I shrugged and ducked into the exit, coming out in freefall during a meteor shower.

Now, we all know the Dungeons well enough by this point to know not all was as it seemed here, but in terms of what it seemed like... there were about a thousand flaming rocks that were burning their way through the atmosphere and throwing off smoke and debris, while pointed at a huge port city, which (disappointingly) was not Galveston, New York, or anything else I could immediately recognize. It might still have been a real place, but I didn't know. Naturally, if that's what was really going on, the wind would have pushed me off immediately, assuming that the dense rocks had a higher terminal velocity than me, which was a safe bet... but there was a persistent high wind that just didn't happen to be nearly strong enough to represent re-entry. I'm not a rocket scientist, but the fact that re-entry destroys giant, incredibly solid rocks tells me I probably wouldn't survive riding on one.

Anyway, along with the wind, there was kind of an iffy light gravity that pulled me to the "side" of the meteor, so that I could look forwards to see the ground below, plus again there was smoke, debris, and fire everywhere. That was all, in my mind, a set of minor complications when faced with the floor baddies: they were lanky humanoids with flaming skulls for heads, dressed in some kind of stereotypical clown outfit and slowly bouncing around aimlessly. Around them were small, brightly colored birds, also with flaming skulls.

The System named them "Galactic Doomsday Inferno Pierrot" and "Galactic Doomsday Inferno Parrot," respectively.

My appearance attracted the birds first, with the Pierrots clearly noticing my arrival but not swarming in the same fashion. I appeared my weapon, but even the birds didn't immediately attack. Instead, they pulled into a tight circle around me, all squawking "DEATH" and "SUFFER" and "IT IS THE END OF DAYS" and similar apocalyptic lines, in shrill voices that were an awkward mixture of "normal parrot voice" and "parrot's death scream as it is burned alive." Likewise, the smell was... not great, and the less said about it the better.

Though sometimes I wouldn't bother killing things that didn't attack me first, the voices were more than bad enough to justify going out of my way, even though as soon as I behaved aggressively, the rest immediately attacked.

They weren't that hard to put down, even though at this level they had fairly high health. I arranged my equipment to project Strife Aura, among other things, but the birds didn't really seem to be working together in the first place--they were just kind of berserk. Yes, a few of them clawed and pecked at each other, but that didn't seem to screw up their programming very much. Maybe they were mostly trying to set things on fire, and therefore didn't target things that were already on fire? Anyway. It might have been harder for someone without telekinesis, or the ability to fly, or the ability to teleport, but my Cloak gave me all of that, and Blink enhanced the last quite a bit.

The flame-head Pierrots within range had taken the time to kind of pensively bounce around until they were all between me and where i was going, but they just kind of sat there, mostly with their hands behind their backs, their flaming skull heads staring at me incessantly.

When they spoke, they all spoke as one, and all in the same gravelly, uneven voice that was definitely someone's interpretation of the word 'demonic'.

"You have seen the end of days," they said. "You are one who wishes to see the end of days. You are one who may yet see the end of days. The death that is coming; the end of the world. All worlds end, and the coming death is a sacrifice to Armageddon."

That... confused me. Like, yes, I could understand an Administrator's mobs knowing that I was on a Full Clear Quest to become an Administrator, or that they knew I had been given access to the secret nastiness that was the history and future of the Labyrinthine Star. But it was definitely out of character for the same Administrator who put a whole bunch of high level boob- and dick-joke reward items into play just a little while ago, or who had the last boss be a giant dancing puppet that never took anything seriously but was still exceedingly likely to kill anyone that happened to be dumb enough to fight it.

Granted, I could see "clowns riding meteors to wipe out civilization" as being in her character, but prophetic ones? That didn't seem right.

I don't know for sure, Merry said, as she put aside the things she'd been thinking about to examine the clowns, but I think it's a standard thing. Maybe it comes automatically when they're Doomsday creatures?

The Pierrots continued to talk. "There is no safety, and the sacrifice is no shield. Worthy and unworthy alike will burn in the fires of eternity, fueling the engine of great malice as it consumes civilizations. Your hopes and dreams are the built on the ashes of those who came before you, and the ashes of your dreams will cover the graves of those who follow."

I felt like shutting them up, and wasn't really in the mood to quip, so I lunged at the nearest clown, who let me stab him through the heart with my manifested longsword. Instead of reacting in any way violently, the clown leaned its flaming skull towards my face, and whispered, "I had dreams once." Then, it threw its head back and laughed, the inferno from its burning skull descending down its skeleton until the entire thing was consumed.

From its body burst a whole bunch of flame-head Parrots, all of whom screamed, "DEATH!" the moment they were released. A moment later, all of the Pierrots also screamed, "DEATH!" and pulled various weapons from behind their backs--all of them somehow chain-related.

Unnerving as this all was, absolutely nothing here actually made this fight difficult. Traumatizing, yes; difficult, no. Was I creeped the fuck out? Absolutely. Were any of these things unkillable, or did they exist in such quantities that I couldn't get through them? Nope. They didn't even all swarm at once, like the cannibals in Pearland. It was just another creepy-ass step along the road.

The rest of the level's Pierrots didn't bother trying to talk, at least. Instead, they all started off by bounding around aimlessly and sobbing quietly, then dramatically revealed weapons while screaming "DEATH!" some time after I came in range.  All of them, upon death, released more parrots, but not in huge quantities.

Navigating the Dungeon was also not actually that difficult, or not for me. You had to progress from one giant, flaming rock to another, going generally "forwards" towards the ground that wasn't actually coming closer to you as time went on. There were no solid platforms between the rocks, but with low gravity, even a relatively nonathletic Dungeoneer should have been able to make the jumps. In a few places, there were stepping stones, but I didn't care.

The second floor was almost identical to the first, except that the arrangement of meteors wasn't so straight-forward. In order to progress forwards, you had to go upside-down and sideways along a winding path of meteors, the gravity being such that you were always pulled to the nearest meteor, even if you were at odd angles to "down". Which... since the planet below should have been the proper "down", you had to go out of your way to even pretend that was how things worked.

Adding to the existing baddies, this level had flaming-headed musclemen and priests, termed "Galactic Doomsday Inferno Jocks" and "Frocks" respectively. The Jocks, when they weren't hunting me, actually seemed to be having a lot of fun out there, constantly running and jumping, using the light gravity and relatively small rocks to fling themselves into orbit and make complicated flight patterns as they transitioned form one rock's gravity field to the next's. The Parrots tended to follow them, and mixed their apocalyptic slang with some random insults or compliments when a Jock made a good or a bad flight.

The priestly Frocks were every bit as creepy as the Pierrots had been at the start, except that each individual would come by to say something creepy before going insane.

The first one I ran into set the tone, by bowing to me, then straightening and saying, "I hope that all your loved ones suffer in fire before they perish." Then, the holy book in his hands ignited, and he spread it open like a spellbook, raised one hand above it, and out popped a ten-foot-long, two-foot-wide sword of pure fire, which he manipulated with magic.

Earlier in my career, I might have envied that sword, but after spending so long with the Executioner, I was happy to have my much smaller weapon.

The Jocks, when they did bother to hunt me down, were largely a mix of trying to flying-superman-punch me on the end of a long orbit or landing nearby, charging up to me, and regular-dude punching me.  They didn't talk much, although they did yell and scream a lot.

I was about three-quarters of the way through the second floor of the biome when Merry's attention was drawn to something, which turned out to be a secret. On the far side of one of the meteors, in a place where you wouldn't have seen it, was a diner. I was confused, not least because there was no signboard outside; the staff all had flaming skull heads, so they were all Galactic Doomsday Infernal variants, if all entirely peaceful and silent as the grave, but it was only when I decided 'The hell with it' and sat down and was given a menu that I could figure out why it was here.

According to the menu, the diner was a GDI Fridays, and I ended up staring at the flaming, striped logo for a long time. Not because it took me a long time to get the joke--I admit it still took me a second, but not that long. I just... I just couldn't decide whether I loved or hated the Administrator more for making even this macabre, horrifying place into a cheap pun.

The waitress stood there at my table, waiting for me to order, with her flaming skull head and her pleated skirt, looking like an average young-adult waitress just so happened to have had her head consumed by fire and was okay with it. When I took a moment, she tapped her pencil on her paper order booklet impatiently, and I glanced over the menu, noting that all of the dish were references to something or other, many obviously being from this dungeon--so I assumed the rest were, too, just for places I hadn't been yet. There were "aged" dire boar flank steaks, a "barbecued blackhole boneless boar belly buster" (the description said it was 32oz--that's two pounds--of rib meat), Harpy burgers happy meals (which I respected, despite it being in the wrong restaurant, if you could even call fast food a restaurant), and... they actually named the appetizer referencing the "Gobble-cock hungry horde" enemy from that biome "cock gobblers," making me feel entirely vindicated in immediately thinking of the small, feral birds as such when I'd encountered them.

I glanced over the rest of the menu, but not all puns were equally good or bad, whatever your perspective. The Barbarian Caesarian salad might have had some nuance to it that made it funny to someone else, but it didn't scream out to me. The Atlantean Marionette Asiago-stuffed Mushrooms didn't even strike me as funny, although it did occur to me that it might be referencing how the Marionette was hollow. Meanwhile, the food from this biome, labelled as "EXTRA SPICY," was "GDI Fridays Nacho Planet Anymore."

I considered the name silently.

Ultimately, after confirming that I could order carryout (she nodded, but neither she nor any of the other staff ever said anything in words), I bought a whole bunch of stuff, trading away monster corpses from the biomes I'd been through and paying off the rest of the bill with cash or random stuff I didn't care about. I also asked the waitress if I could keep a menu, and she just shrugged, wordlessly.

I knew that if I didn't bring back a menu, even if I did bring food, Louise would never forgive me.

            

    
        105.  A Weirdly Intense Confrontation

    
    
    
    
                Aside from the entirely inappropriate doom-themed restaurant, the doomsday biome stayed mostly on brand as it moved on towards the boss fight. It didn't conform to physics, and indeed got worse about that as time went on; on the next floor, for example, I was skydiving in between rocks instead of hopping from one to the next. In my inexpert understanding of gravity, falling faster than meteors seemed improbable if not downright impossible, but that wasn't what was really happening. The jumping sections were difficult in their own way (more for others than me, or other telekinetics), as large clouds of burning ash would be in your way if you weren't able to stay in the corridor to the next It was more of a doomsday theme park with psychotic clowns and priests as staff than anything else.

For some reason, though, the Administrator didn't ramp up the combat on this floor, or at least, not the standard fights. There were a bunch of flying demon-dogs, termed Galactic Doomsday Infernal Mutts, but it was a long while before I spotted the second added monster type. It was on the downward-facing, burning side of a large meteor, and it was a large wooden structure--a roof and wooden supports shielding what was otherwise just a seating area that was slightly elevated over the rocky surface. I realized, belatedly, that there was an illusory cloud of smoke over it that should have hidden it from view, but didn't. And even without that, all things considered, it blended in well enough that I could easily have missed it.

Its position, size, and rarity told me that it had to be a challenge boss of some kind, but that made little sense to me for a long moment. I stared at it, spent time considering the system species type above it, "Galactic Doomsday Infernal Hut," and only when I was preparing to just ignore it and move on did my brain make a connection to exactly what kind of hut didn't have any walls on it. Merry, in her usual way, didn't seem particularly impressed by the joke once she understood it, but I couldn't help smiling widely as I fixed the structure with my gaze and spoke under my breath.

"Oh no, Administrator," I said. "Did you really create a Dread Gazebo?"

There was, mostly, no response, although after a moment I felt like there was a muted sense of amusement from nowhere in particular.

It took a little work, since this level's gravity didn't hold me to the underside of the meteor, but I approached the flaming wooden structure on its own terms, upside-down and blasted by uncomfortably hot wind, the rock underfoot even more uncomfortably toasty and radiating enough heat that I felt it on the underside of my arms. It was my intention to awaken the beast with a stab and fight whatever encounter emerged, but since the roof was shielding the sitting area from the heat I just couldn't help walking up the two small steps and standing on the monster's lacquered pine floor.

As soon as I passed that boundary, gravity righted itself, and things that had not been there appeared.

The most obvious addition was a set of six wooden chairs, or to be specific, a set of Barbarian Chairians that were arranged in a circle around a small circular coffee table as though for a conference, with one on the other side being a shining golden copy of the Lord of All Chairs. In the various chairs were monsters from the previous biomes, all sitting around drinking tea--a miniature and humanized trapdoor giant boar, a Hurricane Harpy but with arms, a Marionette but with a painted-on face, and a giant four-armed flaming monster that I assumed was this biome's boss, all took the four seats on the sides between me and the Lord of All Chairs. On the far side of the Gazebo, a place that would have been tucked neatly out of the way if there were walls, were the Harpsichord Harpy and the Synth Harpy providing ambient music that I couldn't immediately place, mostly because of the wind and fire noise that had gotten a lot quieter but not gone away. To my right, standing there politely but sternly, was a Caesar, keeping his eyes fixed on me.

And of course, slouched sideways on top of the Lord of All Chairs was an unmistakable avatar of this Dungeon's Administrator. She was the same as when I'd seen her in the white space, except not standing at attention--she was maybe 300 pounds, long straight black hair with blue fringes that hung in front of her face, painted nails, and floral-pattern clothes. When she lifted her teacup to sip, she had to shift the thick curtain of hair in front of her face, giving me just the smallest glimpse of her eyes, which were bloodshot and mad-looking. It reminded me of the brief glance I'd gotten of her when she had spouted some exposition about the deal underlying the whole Dungeon system. She looked... less stressed now, maybe, than she did then, but I could still tell even from a glance that there was a giant reservoir of crazy behind those eyes.

Not that I needed to be told that, since she was lounging on the Lord of All Chairs in a Dread Gazebo on a meteor about to crash into a giant city, having tea with a bunch of boss mobs, and clearly inviting me to join them.

Nobody moved or said anything, leaving me standing there awkwardly, confused. After a moment, my "fuck it" reflex kicked in, and I moved forward and took the teacup closest to the empty chair and sat. I sniffed the tea, finding that it was peach, and took a sip. As everyone else was still being silent, I glanced around, finding the Marionette staring at me while the others all seemed otherwise neutral.

So, to break the ice, I turned to the regular-sized gigantic monster puppet and said, "Sorry about earlier."

The Marionette turned away from me and raised the teacup to its face, spilling tea all over the painted-on mouth and down its neck, which I suppose is what you do when you have no mouth and must drink tea. Fortunately, it couldn't be burned by the hot liquid, either, even if the paint perhaps ran a little bit around the edges.

The Administrator's voice cut into my musings. "You don't have to apologize," she said, from somewhere behind her face-covering bangs. "Maybe if you weren't already on a Full Clear quest, but you can't take two, for obvious reasons."

"I'm just being polite," I said, and tried the tea. It was fine.

"Polite." The shut-in across from me handed her teacup to the Harpy, who took it graciously, and then--instead of standing--rolled off the Chair and started crawling underneath the table towards me. "Very good, Mr. Applebee, be polite to the Queen of Monsters. Be polite to the enemy that created you, to the hell that is stalking you." When she stuck her head out from under the table, it was upside-down, like she was actually crawling on the underside of the table, but as far as I could tell, she actually was doing that Exorcist full neck twist thing. "What makes you think that I'm on your side at all, Mr. Applebee? Tell me."

Now, let's be fucking clear here--inside, I was freaking the fuck out. She was giving me clear and present horror-movie vibes, and I already knew that the beanpole had also been basically born from horror stories and memes. Since she had all the boss monsters and challenge bosses that I'd faced in this dungeon present, if things went sideways, they would go sideways fucking hard. And she was abusing all of that power just to fuck with me, whether she intended to actually kill me or not.

"Well," I responded, trying to think of a good answer, but the only thing that pierced the haze of terror was the smell. "You could have poisoned the tea. Or had anyone here attack me. Or had the Synth Harpy disable my abilities. Or a lot of things, really." I paused.

Not to mention that she's the one who set us up in the first place, Merry noted, and I nodded. I glanced at the Avatar, whose face, currently mostly exposed with only some sticky bits of hair randomly scattered on her face, was definitely insane, and maybe violently so. Merry seemed to glance around, but for some reason, she was a lot less nervous than I was. They're not here to fight, she said, with more certainty than I felt, for sure.

"It's true," the Administrator said after a moment, crawling out from under the table, letting her neck rotate back to face forward and hair fall in front again, and then suddenly jumping back onto the coffee table, knocking the teapot at its center out of the way and spilling its contents everywhere. "I could cheat. I could destroy. I could ruin you in any number of ways. I enjoyed seeing you fight my impossible monsters, Mr. Applebee." An invisible upswell of wind pushed the hair away from her mouth so that I could see it was twisted in a very monster-movie smile. "I would enjoy seeing you do the impossible one more time."

I grunted. "If it would turn out like the Slenderman/Dracula fight," I said, not really believing that she knew anything about my fight with Pearland's administrator, "maybe don't. It was interesting fighting something so high over my level, again, but it was so clear that he was pulling his punches that it just felt incredibly fake."

Somehow, something that I said there seemed to take her aback, or maybe took the wind out of her sails a little. She cocked her head, in a way that you would kind of expect a crazed but repressed monster would, and asked a question I wasn't expecting. "What would it take for you to accept my offer?"

That was an odd question. "What offer? Of a boss fight, a duel?"

In retrospect, Merry and I would agree that the Administrator literally didn't cross the distance between us when she slammed her hands down on the arms of my chair and stared me right in the eyes, though we didn't sense a teleport of any kind, either. I felt a wave of something roll through the chair beneath me, but it quieted instantly. "Of seeing you go through hell," she said, and I couldn't help but think that there was something in her eyes that I pitied more than I was afraid of. She pulled her head back only a little and glanced away, as though distracted by a thought. "...for a reward, of course."

I felt like I really wanted to step away, but I was trapped in between her and the Barbarian Chair. In the end, when she looked back at me, I couldn't help but meet those eyes, and again I was struck by something. Maybe it was a feeling, a psychic whatever, because certainly it wasn't my Telepathy skill acting up. I spoke right to her face almost without thinking.

"Nobody knows you," I said, and she flinched back.

From that point on, the power dynamic seemed to shift, even though I wasn't trying to turn it against her. She backed off a step, and I, mostly because I didn't want to be trapped like that again, stood up. Still, I tried to fix that thought in my mind, of the impression I'd gotten of her when she was trying to intimidate me--or maybe, she was trying to do something else. "You're trying to say that you want to be friends," I said, and she stepped back again, her foot basically incinerating the coffee table as she got close to it, a black aura of something nasty flickering around her. "But you really have no idea how. You are completely alone, and you don't know what you need to do to be normal."

She stepped back again, the motion destroying the table in ways that didn't make physical sense, causing the shards to fly outwards at the guests for her teaparty, all of whom were... sitting stoically, all holding their tea just below their faces in identical fashion. "I am... I am not normal," she said, sounding strangely... intrigued? As though what I was saying wasn't so much causing her to be afraid of me as it was causing her to struggle with something inside that was completely controlling her. "There is no reason why I should be friends, not with the very people I'm supposed to kill." That word, when it came out of her mouth, blew the hair out of her face again, and there was a look of excitement on it--or possibly stress and pain. It was, somehow, a very alive expression. "That's why the only people worth my time--"

I didn't need to be told that much. "...are the people you can't kill," I said. "The ones who could reach you. The ones who gain power and aren't destroyed by it."

For some reason, she took one more step back, breaking through the other end of the table so that it just fell over, collapsing outwards instead of inwards, as its weight would normally make it do. That left a more or less clear path in between us, largely irrelevant except for the fact that her black aura suddenly exploded outwards in waves, like she was doing a very Anime-inspired powerup sequence. She extended her hands to either side, fingers up, like they were supposed to end in claws, and the aura blew the hair out of her face completely, letting me see her manic eyes and smile clearly, as she tilted her head so she was looking down on me. I thought I could tell that there were thick, ropey black tendrils behind the surface of reality, thick cords of mana all eager to explode into death spells of one kind or another.

To my left, the boar sipped his tea. I turned and glared at him, feeling like he'd spoiled the moment somehow. He turned to look at me, and then--for whatever reason--actually kind of ducked its head and looked sheepish.

The Administrator brought my attention back to her with a word. "So what will it take?" I could feel more corrosive mana pouring out, as the barefoot woman in a classic evil witch pose grinned at me. "To see you go through hell."

I studied her, and I felt Merry actually becoming kind of worried. I dunno, Jerry, she said. I'm not sure we can trust her to--

I silenced Merry in my head with a mental wave. Unlike her, I was in a completely different headspace. I stepped forward, and the witch's smile faltered slightly in obvious confusion. "I said all of that," I said, "because you and I aren't that different." Honestly, seeing the young Kenshi, Michelle, fight through a similar twisted gauntlet to what I'd gone through had been its own kind of thrill, too--I wasn't willing to call it sadistic, because I didn't want to see her fail, or even hurt, but it had come with a weird sense that she was becoming one of the few people who would ever really understand me. It was kind of a nasty feeling, and I wasn't sure I wanted to embrace it, but I could also understand how the Administrator hadn't had any other choice.

I took a deep breath, and let it out, and materialized my sword, but point down, and I rested it against the floor.

"Honestly," I said, tiredly, "I don't even want a reward. I've been advancing so much that I'm not even sure what I'd ask for. Just promise me you won't let me die or keep me trapped, and we can talk or fight or whatever the hell else you want."

The black-haired witch of an Administrator looked at me, dumbfounded, and I had only a weird moment's worth of premonition before I found her lips on mine, her arms so tight around me that for all my strength I couldn't have escaped. I realized two things instantly--that I should have been a lot more specific, and that Louise was not going to be happy with me.

Even so... well, let's just say that things continued on from there, in ways I'd rather not describe.

            

    
        106.  I Want to Be

    
    
    
    
                As I lay there on the floor, surrounded by shattered table, my mind came back again and again to one common refrain: I was really glad that the Administrator had, eventually, relented and told all the boss monsters to turn around and stop watching the two of us have sex. And yes, that's exactly the kind of low bar thing that a person shouldn't have to be thankful for--I agree. But this woman, if you really want to call her a woman... she did not operate by the rules of common sense. Perhaps that was first made clear to me when I faced off against the giant pygmy trapdoor boar, or perhaps the entirety of the Harpy biome could have done it. One way or another, at this point, I kind of figured it was par for the course.

Even so, every now and then, noticed a bit of motion out of the corner of my eye as one of the four boss monsters sipped their tea, each sitting backwards on their Barbarian Chairian and looking out at the burning jets of firey air that came off the roof of the gazebo, and I just said a silent prayer of thanks that I didn't look up to catch them staring at me, laying naked with what I could freely admit was a psychotic and dangerous humanoid creature born from humanity's nightmares and forced by a higher power to lure humanity into an ever-escalating death trap as some part of idiotic test that we had to pass in some unspecified time, or else our entire species, or at least civilization, would we wiped off the face of the Earth.

Said humanoid creature was, currently, curled up into a very tight fetal ball next to me, breathing quickly and shallowly, like a puppy that was resting without relaxing, recovering without sleeping. She was, I was pretty sure, not actually in there right now, but there was no question that I'd had her attention for a little while.

Merry had found things to do in the meantime that avoided distracting either of us, but I'm pretty sure she was also doing everything she could to leverage having an Administrator's avatar here in the flesh. For now, she was sitting atop the Marionette, playing with a bunch of what I'm pretty sure was some kind of Dungeon crap; I could only vaguely sense it, since I wasn't using the fairy sight, but there were vague distortions there not unlike those I saw and sensed around spiritual phenomena.

A moment later, with a rush, I felt the Administrator's attentions return, although the avatar remained curled up. She didn't even bother to open her eyes, and I wondered if she was just soaking in the feeling of being next to another body, but I quickly put it out of mind and spoke.

"What's it like?" I asked, not really sure exactly what I was asking, except that I wanted to both find an excuse to end this, and also get as much out of a frank discussion with an Administrator as I could.

The pale woman's eyes snapped open, but she didn't move. "What is what like?"

"The job. Being an Administrator."

She stared for a while, not that I was really looking at her eyes, but she didn't move at all. "It will be different," she said, and I wasn't entirely sure that I understood.

Merry spoke up from her perch above. "You mean because Administrators will become unlocked, or whatever."

"Because you're real, and because you'll be allowed to be real." The Administrator suddenly levitated off of the floor, her arms and legs transitioning from fetal position to limp as she began to lift off like a puppet suspended by her upper back. Eventually, though, she rolled her shoulders forward and began to stretch, hanging naked in midair, and her long bangs slid away from the face. What was under there was... a lot less stressed, and the crazy behind her eyes was subdued, but it wasn't gone. "I'm not allowed to be. Maybe I will be allowed later on, but not now."

I looked at her, trying to ignore her nakedness and study her face. I had never really hated her, but somehow, the crazy that was hidden behind those bangs felt more like I was looking at a less fortunate, female me, than anything I'd ever seen. "Is there another way?"

She lifted her head and gave me a strange, tired, toothy smile, but said nothing.

I just shook my head. "You know more, but you aren't allowed to say."

"I can tell you this," she said, levitating herself backwards and to one side with a form of telekinesis that I couldn't sense at all. "and only because I figured it out myself, I was never told. God is the wrong word, perhaps, but Administrator is the right one. Only we don't administrate places, but tests."

I frowned, sitting up and reaching for my discarded pants. "Tests to prove that we know how to advance."

"There is something you must do," the Administrator said, her voice suddenly becoming strangely sing-song. "To defeat the monster-true. It will not come out of the blue, but I can't yet give a clue."

I considered her words for a minute, then snorted and returned to dressing.

"That's why you can give rewards," said Merry, suddenly. "Why all dungeons give rewards. Because everything in every dungeon is a test."

The administrator turned to Merry, smiling her sad, but still fairly creepy toothed smile, and kind of glided over to her. "I like fairies," she said, apropos of nothing. "Even the fairy queen that did this to me. I don't hate her, you know?" She leaned in and ...started sniffing Merry? I got my boots on and stood, glancing around to make sure I hadn't left anything, half-wishing that I knew it was safe to get between the two, but really... it probably wasn't. The Administrator turned her face up, looking at my fairy as though in love, and then backed off. "She is everything that I want to be. You are what I want to be."

"And what's that?" I asked, not waiting for Merry to ask, since she seemed a little freaked out, herself, as she damned well ought to be.

"If you know what I am, and what they are," the Administrator turned to look at me, "then you already know."

I thought about that for a minute, my brain kind of tiredly making the connection. If the Administrators had been born of the world's--my world's--ghosts, and if fairies were originally spiritual creatures from another world... then what they were now, was some kind of ascended spirit that could live independently, at least as long as the system existed. Or perhaps, they were spirits that had gotten their revenge by burrowing themselves into the Labyrinthine Star until they could no longer be dug out. The administrators, though, were just things originally created to be destroyed, replaced. I felt a stab of some kind of emotion in my head, and shook myself a little bit to clear it. "I suppose so."

"Hey, tell me," said the Administrator suddenly, and I looked back to see that she was hovering in midair, legs crossed, in front of Merry. "Have you had any mischief? Have you won against anything? Was it fun?"

Merry and I shared a worried glance, but Merry shrugged. "I mean, I'm having fun just being with Jerry, mostly," she said, "but we're still trying to get stronger. I guess we cheated in a couple things, but not, like... against the Star."

The administrator seemed to actually be disappointed in that, her shoulders sagging, as she lost some of her animated nature. "Well," she said, "you'll get your chance. Once you defeat the bad guy... heh." She grinned. "I bet the fairy queen will hate you for that. Are you ready to face her? Probably not, right? At your level..." Her face fell, again. "At your level... no, that's not how it works. And you're not..." she glanced from me to Merry and back again. "You're not ready, are you? For him."

"I was going to get used to my skills some more," I said, "I didn't come here today to fight him, no. I think... I think I'm going to be strong enough, but I'm not, yet, and I know it."

She nodded to me. "You aren't," she said. "But I'll tell you what you need to know." And she set herself down on the balls of her feet, walking strangely over to me, as though wearing heels but not, or perhaps like a marionette only just lightly being allowed to touch the floor. "He put everything into speed and strength. His skill was once high, but he is lost. He does not know how to do anything any longer except raise those two stats, because he has lost his mind and his will to live. He is nothing more than a puppet knight." She leaned in towards my face, her hair still parted so that around half of her face was visible, and her now-animated facial expressions were, I admit, distracting... in an upsettingly charming way, given the circumstances.

Still, I tried to stay on topic. "Can he be saved? With a skill, or something else... something I haven't thought of yet?"

The administrator glanced away, as though seriously considering the question, but only for a moment. When her glance fell on me again, she adopted a coy expression, one that reminded me more of Pixar movies than of any person I'd ever spoken with face to face. "Can I?" she asked, as though the answer to the question should have been obvious, and she turned her head slightly without losing eye contact, then suddenly pulled away from me, her eyes shifting to something else.

And I stood there, understanding the several messages she had delivered in two simple words--that she couldn't be saved, that he couldn't, and that the power behind Bo, the Fairy Queen, was as far beyond me as the Lord Beneath was. And that... and that she had completely accepted her nature as a disposable prop, a toy, a nothing and a nobody to be someday defeated by a human that the rest of the world would pretend was a hero. Somehow, she could accept that all and keep her humor... even if that humor was dark, the gallows humor of a woman in line to be hanged. She was, I realized, a woman who wore her madness proudly; she was a source of chaos in a world where the natural order of things was crushing everything and everyone.

Somewhere in the depths of my mind, a mirror image of me with her face sneered at me, and said, what's the point of being sane if this is where sanity has gotten us?

I shook my head to clear it, really really not wanting to confront that thought right now.

"You know," said the Administrator, and I turned to find her standing on one foot on top of the Lord of All Chairs, arms raised above her like she was dancing, her hair back down and covering her face. "I could give you whatever you want, whatever you need to defeat him. It's only strength, only power." Her hair parted again, and she studied me, disappointment already written on her face. "But you won't, will you? You aren't ready."

"No." I wouldn't have come up with the answer as quickly as she did, but once she said it, I knew she was right.

The woman's bangs collapsed back on her face, and with an odd flex of her knee and toes, she hopped and spun, remaining perched on the back of the chair. If I hadn't suspected her of cheating, it would have been very impressive. "Because," she said, "you aren't ready to stop being human."

I... hadn't put it that way in my head, but it wouldn't surprise me if she was right. So, I asked again. "What is it like?"

And she half turned and held a hand out to me, and after a moment's hesitation, I stepped forward, putting one foot on the golden chair, stepped up, and took it. And when I did, there was a flash of darkness, only just for a moment, a flash that spoke of hanging in a void surrounded by stone blocks, of a thousand rings of light, and of hundreds of millions of strings all tied up in knots, all tangled together in a massive spiderweb, dense enough to be a cocoon. All this hung around a woman, isolated and alone, an iron collar around her neck, dry tears on her face. Although the flash only lasted a moment, when I tried to recall that momentary thought, I found that the memory changed.

And in that memory, in that moment that should have been frozen in time, the chained woman hanging in that web turned slowly in my direction, and I didn't hear her voice, because she had never spoken, not in that memory, but I recalled it just the same. What is it like? she didn't say. It will be different for you. You're allowed to be real. I am not.

And then, with a sick thrill of fear, I felt the claws coming for me out of that memory, and I felt something actually sinking into me. I want to be real, the voice said, and the woman's face was suddenly a mummy's, with insects crawling out of her eyes and mouth, teeth dripping with black ichor. I want to be real. I want to be real. I want to be real...

I might have lost, if not for Merry, but not for what she did here, or now. Because my instincts came back, sharpened as they were from creating a skill in the same self-image I'd had back then--a skill originally honed to fight ghosts, to fight rotten, dead things in the darkness. Because I had forced myself to confront the thought that it was real, that it had made me strong--because of all of that, those instincts were not as far gone as they might have been.

And in a spiritual place that hadn't seemed real a moment ago, my fingers pressed against her rotting face, and I pushed her away from me, with more force than I'd ever had as a mere human being.

I was brought back to reality by a laugh, and found myself thrown to the floor. The Administrator remained perched on her golden chair, looking down on me, and her bangs were out of her eyes again, and--to my surprise--there really wasn't all that much insanity in those eyes. They were cold, yes, and unkind, but not mad. "I had forgotten," she said, in a tone that told me she hadn't. "You were one of the ones who knew. You've been tortured by ghosts before, Jerry Applebee." And she leaped down from the Lord of All Chairs, and suddenly, there were no boss monsters in the gazebo with us--instead, there were eight spears, each a different color and shape, all hanging in midair, and all of them vibrating, their edges sharp and hungry. I used my skill to force myself to my feet and away from her, and Merry, in a panic, rushed back into my head, as well.

The Administrator just grinned, smugly, and all eight spears suddenly lanced into the floor behind her, and between them grew a nasty mess of blackened flesh, a bulbous growth that became a giant black sack, and her eyes grew black and multiplied, and her hair flew up, and I shuddered as I watched the woman I had seriously just been banging turn into a horrific, giant black spider with a woman's upper torso.

"I don't want to fight you," I said, as much because I had actually kind of liked her as because I was absolutely fucking terrified.

"You know what I want," the spider-woman hissed, and with a two-handed gesture, the space around us shattered into glass shards, the fake gazebo being replaced by an infinite starry sky complete with vast and beautiful, if distant and uncaring, nebulae smeared across it. That moment, which seemed to me to last forever, reminded me of nothing more than a JRPG final boss fight--honestly, to such a degree that it almost took me out of the moment. Almost, but... not really, not after that fucking horrific transformation.

"I want to see you go through hell," the spider hissed at me, and somehow, both Merry and I caught the echo of her thoughts as clearly as if she had spoken them. Because you're real, she said, and I will never be.

I looked at her, my heart pounding in my chest, and somehow, I let a chaotic instinct grab hold, and I smiled up at the spider, and asked, sweetly, "Can I take a moment to equip my armor? I'm sorry, I'm still not used to these things."

The spider-administer avatar, which the system description said was [ Arachne, Queen of All Monsters - Lv 300 ] paused for a moment, then sighed, stopped posing tensely, crossed her arms, and sulked.

"Thirty seconds," she said, and I rushed into my Slenderman suit.

            

    
        107.  A Spider by Any Other Name

    
    
    
    
                It didn't escape my notice that while I certainly hadn't gained fifty levels since my last fight with an Administrator's avatar, the difficulty on this fight had indeed gone up by that much, which--considering that I'd waved off getting a reward for this fight, though who knows if Arachne was going to actually honor that--kind of felt a little like a bum rap. But it was Merry who provided the key context to this fight, as soon as both she and I started using the fairy-like eye skill she'd made, which the Dungeon system still hadn't recognized and given a name--the one which, I realized, showed me the Dungeon system energy as threads, or to put it differently, webs. I grimaced quietly to myself, thinking that naming both of my new skills after Administrators seemed gauche, but if I was going to do that, I'd probably want to rebuild it again anyway, to make the skill more spider-like, somehow.

Anyway, that's not the point. The point is, Arachne, Queen of All Monsters, wasn't a single monster, even though it looked like she was.

When the Administrator had done her megaboss transition, all the monsters present had vanished: four end-of-biome bosses, the Lord of All Chairs, the Caesar, and the two Harpy challenge bosses, the Synth and the Harpsichord. That was eight boss monsters, and suddenly, eight spears had appeared, all of them different, and those had become the spider's legs. With the Fairy/Spider eye, whatever, it was clear that each of those spears was an insanely dense bundle of abilities and other Dungeon stuff. Like the Cannibal Hag, she had turned monsters into equipment, but then grafted that equipment back into a monster.

Given the little differences in decoration and style in the spears, I quickly guessed that the front two spear-legs were the Caesar and the Trapdoor Boar. And, once I had my armor on and took a deep breath, Arachne charged at me, her naked human torso suddenly seeming to mostly be decoration as the spider kind of reared up enough that those front two legs could become arms and lance at me, which I was mostly sure was not how spiders worked in general.

As you'd expect for something that was almost as many levels above me as the Slenderman had levels at all, when she stabbed at me with those spears, there was essentially no chance of me actually dodging--she was missing on purpose, carving enormous gashes in the Slenderman suit without me losing so much as a hitpoint. I flailed around, mostly helpless, and the Administrator's voice, now somewhat more resonant and evil-sounding, cackled madly.

I pushed away from it, and Arachne let me get a moment of peace as I collected my thoughts.

I think I got this, Merry said. There's a weak point on each of the legs. If you can break one off, I think we can steal it.

"Do you know the original Arachne myth?" The Administrator's voice coming out of the monster was disturbing, but I did my best to let it roll off of me. "A mortal woman thought herself an equal to the gods and was cursed. But the silly thing is that she was right! In fact, it's the point of the whole story!" The spider gave a kind of excited giggle, and then came at me again, each leg digging into the starry nothingness that only looked like we were suspended in deep space--as far as I could tell, it was something like stone, but probably indestructible, or at least probably a lot tougher than the dungeon the Slenderman had destroyed.

Compared to how fast the giant, twisted, psychotic monster moved, it felt like gathering the weight of the Vampiric Cloak and striking at the leg was so damned slow, and I missed, mostly. I still hit the spider leg near where it transitioned into a spear, but not at the weak point, and as a consequence, nothing much happened.

"Ah, you see it already? Good, good." Arachne threw me back casually with the Caesar leg, then leaped into the air and spun like a buzzsaw, gaining a strange momentum as she came right at my fucking face with that shit. I ducked and dodged, but that mostly meant that I wasn't looking at the moment when something came from behind me and clipped me lightly in the left shoulder.

It hurt, predictably, like fucking hell, and my joint popped out of its socket, and I screamed. I wasn't usually on the receiving end of critical hits, after all.

It's just dislocated. Take a potion and jam it back in there, Merry told me, trying to help me focus, and I immediately flexed my skill to force the shoulder back into position, then again to throw myself further from the spider, pulling a healing potion from my inventory as I did.

The spider was looking at me, grinning madly, but also looking disappointed.

"Arachne was greater than the gods," she said, suddenly. "And the gods, in their jealousy, abused her and cursed her. All because they didn't care enough to become better themselves!" Arachne looked down at her hands, and suddenly, they warped to become big ugly black claws, which was kind of what I had expected to happen when she was threatening me, before we had sex. "They're entitled assholes," she said, quietly, and then raised her head and looked down on me. "If a god's skill can be outshined with as little practice as a young mortal gets, then they were never so great to begin with. And yet, to have such pride!"

Instead of listening to her speech, I was sending the Vampiric Cloak out as a field effect, hoping to ensnare Arachne, but when it got closer to her, I could feel some kind of very similar field coming from Arachne herself--a domain that felt entirely too much like the invasive ghost-memory she had sent at me. That field noticed me, and Arachne paused in her speech and gave me a side-eye, but she didn't let it entirely interrupt her.

"It's going through hell that makes us strong," the monster queen said, and she suddenly charged at me again, and I noticed something odd. Because while it was difficult for me to invade her territory with my skill, when she charged into the territory I'd already kind-of manipulated with the Cloak, it suddenly felt like my domain was stronger--like a part of me slipped inside of her control. Granted, I couldn't exactly pay all that much attention to the sensation of it, because she immediately aimed to spear my head, but when I threw more weight behind another attack, trying to hit that joint again, suddenly things sort-of lined up, more than they had before.

My blade struck the joint, but it wasn't enough to sever the limb. It was, however, enough that just a shred of the vampiric cloak's power soaked into it, and I dodged away, my limited connection to the monstrous spider sending me a bunch of confused signals, far more complicated than when I'd used it on lesser monsters before.

"It's evolution," she said. "It's the fact that we are going to die. Evolution gives death meaning, and death gives struggle meaning, and struggle gives evolution meaning. Evolution makes the struggle less, and the struggle defers death, and the longer we live, the more we can evolve. The more we evolve, the greater the task must be before we struggle." The spider, instead of charging, suddenly lowered itself, and then leaped at me, and I forced more weight and power into a strike, aiming as carefully as I could at the joint that I'd hit previously.

It was tricky as hell, but I hit it, and suddenly, Arachne vanished.

Suddenly, in the space between the stars, there was only a single spear hanging point-upwards, wood and gold with a sharpened, flattened oval on the end, a little laurel wreath hovering, unattached, just below the head. I stared at it, my eyes momentarily confused by the wreath and how it didn't connect--when suddenly, in between blinks, the spear was held by a Victorian Barbarian Caesarian, the man also looking up at the blade, then looking to me, as I suddenly and fearfully glanced at him. He took the spear in two hands, his bulging muscles ripping through his formal outfit and straining even the bronze plate mail that wrapped his chest, and he brought it down into a thrusting stance.

Fortunately for me, he was only level 100, which was kind of high, but it was the kind of level I was well prepared to fight, and his moves--despite the new equipment--were no more complicated than they'd been when he was merely chasing me through the gravity-flip maze. I frowned, and dueled him as I was clearly supposed to, realizing as I did that the "Queen of All Monsters" was putting me through a boss rush. Caesar, fortunately enough for me, was exceedingly straightforward, and I'd practiced enough against Julius that none of his moves were a surprise, but I did worry about the rest of the fights coming up.

The last blow I landed on Caesar was right across his stupid stoic face, and Merry suddenly yelled at me to grab the spear, but she needn't have bothered--the Caesar vanished, but the spear remained, hanging in midair until I reached out and touched it.

And then, suddenly, I was back in front of Arachne, with a Soulforged sword in one hand and a Caesarian spear in the other. The arachnid queen paused her fight but continued grinning at me, completely unphased by having lost a limb, and with a sickening sound, the legs on her torso slid out of position, the piece of black flesh and carapace that had held the lost spear in place falling off as another took its place.

She lost levels, Merry pointed out, and I glanced up at her nameplate, suddenly hopeful... but she had gone from level 300 to 275, still above the Slenderman and still very clearly so far above me that she could only possibly be toying with me. Seven more fights like that would leave her at level 100, though... and what will she be standing on them? I forced myself not to think about that.

"Do you know why people hate spiders?" Arachne suddenly seemed to change discussions, or maybe I'd lost track of what we were talking about--I mean, looking back on it, I'm pretty certain she changed topics, but at the time, I was a little baffled as to whether or not I should have been listening more closely. "It's because they're competition. People and spiders are both builders, and builders hate other builders. A builder that doesn't respect your territory, and which lives only to destroy..." She laughed, and the leg that had belonged to the boar glowed.

And suddenly, she vanished, like she was pulled into a black hole. And immediately, I knew that I was screwed.

Left! Merry warned me only a moment before I sensed it, and I dodged as the spider leaped out of nowhere, seven legs poised to stab. The blades on the side of the torso closest to me seemed to track me, and each only just barely missed, except for one that scored a minor hit on my lower leg--no doubt, a deliberately light one, but it still nearly crippled me, taking my limb almost out of action. I teleported myself a tiny bit using Blink, only because it was more mana-efficient than using the Cloak to do the same, and pulled out another healing potion, throwing it back.

"People can't stand competition," Arachne said, and I gave up trying to understand if she was being coherent. "Neither can the gods. Once people have decided what they are, woe unto anyone that challenges the illusions that make them what they are." And she vanished again.

I readied my skills. Merry, tell me about the spear. Can we use it?

Yeah, but this one doesn't have specials, it's just got a lot of power--look out!

I had actually caught the movement before she did this time, since I'd distracted my fairy, but she'd told me what I needed to know. I blinked again and tried to throw weight behind my new spear as I thrust in the general direction of another spider limb, but I missed, and two legs speared into me, each going through one of my arms. I dropped the spear, and teleported back, glad that I could still use my Cloak as telekinesis, because there was no way I'd be able to grab a healing potion given how my arms suddenly didn't want to work.

"And you, Jerry," said Arachne, "you know, it pisses me off that you treat my monsters like people. The male harpy, the marionette... you even wanted to have a conversation with the Hurricane Harpy as though she was supposed to be reasonable, or even halfway intelligent. They're not real." The spider slammed one of her feet into the starry non-ground, as though expecting a resonant impact, but it made no sound. There was a pause, and Arachne suddenly got a strange look on her face, and then suddenly she did it again, only this time, a loud, echoing slam filled the space, and she clapped her hands gleefully.

"They're not real, and I am," Arachne said, as though she hadn't just tweaked physics to make her tantrum a little more dramatic. "Only they're allowed to be out, and I'm not. Because they can't know that I'm real."

This time, when Arachne disappeared, she reappeared behind me almost instantly. I'd gotten another potion in my mouth and my arms, though they hurt like hell, were working again, but I still had to mostly use my skill to turn and stab with the spear. This, at least, Merry could help with, and I felt a suddenly intense feeling of concentration that helped me angle the blade just right to strike at another spear joint. It wasn't for one of the forward legs, though--the spider queen was rearing up, and I just picked one at random among the joints I could reach, the spear managing to catch the limb in just the right spot. Even then, it wouldn't have been enough, except that Arachne's weight suddenly fell on my spearpoint, and that finished the job.

The second spear fight was one I had not actually faced before--the Beautiful Businesswoman Harpsichord Harpy. It was a partisan, I think--a spear with wide wings intended to catch swords, and the wings had piano keys on them. I struggled to think back to the fight I'd seen Mel and her group have with the Harpsichord Harpy, remembering that one of the key difficulties of the fight was a mind control ability of some kind. So, as the sport-coated, piano-winged creature appeared, taking the spear in one of her feet as she lifted herself into the sky with a burst of musical wind, I wrapped myself in the cloak, defensively, though I wasn't honestly sure whether that would help against a random status effect I couldn't even identify.

As it turned out... kind of.

The cloak almost seemed to have its own will, and so even though the piano music did kind of affect me, it only felt like it affected around a third of me, or maybe less. Merry wasn't under its effects, but neither was the skill. It was... a weird thing to discover about a skill that I myself had made, and also weird because I, myself, suddenly didn't want to fight the bird, but when my own skill told me to take the spear and jam it into her hip, it was an instinct developed over many battles that had me trusting that thought more than my own.

There was more to the fight, but honestly, the Harpsichord Harpy was only intended as a kind of sub-boss, not a real challenge; even at level 100, she gave away her attacks too easily. Merry, eventually, pulled me out of being charmed, and prior to that I did get hit by a few minor attacks from her weird paper/sonic attacks, but it was not death, not like fighting Arachne had been. So, almost too quickly, I landed a spear thrust right into the center of the harpy's throat, and suddenly there was another spear hanging there and waiting for me.

Are we supposed to somehow handle all eight spears ourselves? I bet if we let any go, they'll be lost. Merry examined the spear as I drank another healing potion--it felt like a waste, since I was getting less than a full bottle's effect, but I was very concerned that any attack from Arachne that actually meant to kill me, would succeed. Or, more importantly, that an attack that I could have survived would kill me if I wasn't entirely topped off.

"With the cloak, we can handle it." I felt a weird grin splitting my face, a grin that felt too much like the Administrator's. Because the vampiric cloak was built on who I was back then, when nothing felt real, and... I shook my head. It felt insane to even talk about, now. "I've done weirder things."

Merry considered me without actually saying anything, but gave me a supportive nod.

When I reappeared with the second spear, I had a plan to try to immediately thrust at the spider queen, but even though I managed to land hits on two joints, neither was strong enough to do enough damage. Almost immediately, Arachne jumped, and a foreleg knocked me away as she got clear.

"Ah, haha, not bad. A second one already." Arachne's legs shifted, and I noticed her balancing out her body--with both missing legs coming from the same side, one from the other side had moved over just to keep her on an even footing so to speak. "I'll go ahead and warn you--my phase transition will come when you remove four spears. I wonder, how much of me can you handle?" She reared back again, then vanished, and there was a long moment of terrifying nothingness, waiting.

The B... the harpy spear, I mean, definitely has a power mind affect power, but I really doubt it will work on her for more than--

I blinked forward on instinct, but nothing happened. I frowned, thinking that my instincts were screaming, and tried paying attention to the Cloak. It had been able to detect Arachne's domain, or whatever, but even as I stretched out my own, it wasn't clear where she was coming from until the moment when she finally breached the dimensions again, above me.

I dodged, noting that it was definitely getting easier as her levels went down, even though she could only possibly have been playing with me even now. Although it was extremely awkward to try to swing two spears as though they were swords, I did try, each blade maybe-scratching Arachne's torso but coming nowhere near the legs. Merry, I interrupted, studying Arachne for the brief moment I had, She's only using the power of one leg at a time, right?

Left front, the fairy agreed.

We need to consider if there is anything we need to stop her from using, but I don't have the focus.

The spider queen pounced at me again, and I used the spears to try to block a blow, but that tends to work better with swings, not stabs. Granted, the Boar spear was a two-pointed monstrosity designed to look like a pair of open jaws, but that was still the kind of blow you typically try to deflect, not block. As a result, one of the fangs clipped my shoulder, again--the same shoulder that had been dislocated earlier, and it popped out, and I screamed, blinking back and snagging another healing potion.

"You asked me what it's like," said Arachne, suddenly, and I found myself immediately distracted, even as I tried to juggle several things--healing, using the Cloak to snap up my other spear, popping my shoulder back in. "Administrators aren't heros. It isn't even the fact that they're villains--even villains get to stand in the twilight and scream at the setting sun. We're forgettable. Ignorable. Tools. And that more than anything is why you are here, Jerry Applebee."

In a moment, the spider blinked up to me, and the human torso's hands grabbed my face, and the twisted mockery of the woman I'd been banging looked me right in the face.

"You're a solo diver," she said. "Nobody knows your story, and you're used to it. When someday you die, you'll be forgotten, and nobody will even know that you were ever a hero." The madness in her eyes was there again, overpoweringly so, like it was taking on a life of its own. "But being an Administrator is the same. Nobody will care. Even if you're real, and you will try to be real, to everyone else you're furniture. A toy. You exist to be stepped on so that other people can climb and be hailed as heroes."

"You might have changed the world," she hissed, bringing her face too close to me, and instinctively, I wrapped my fingers tighter around the Harpsichord Harpy spear. "And you might when you become an Administrator, but nobody will care."

I flexed my power through the spear, and somehow, for a moment, I felt it snagging Arachne's mind--not the Administrator's, since she no doubt had some kind of meta-awareness, but the creature itself was distracted, and I slipped out, throwing as much power into the cloak as I possibly could, and aiming for the legs.

The Synth and the Marionette, suggested Merry, pointing me towards the right pair.

In a single motion, and with overpowering force, I severed two legs, and once more, Arachne vanished.

            

    
        108.  Bass Rush

    
    
    
    
                As I'd planned, or at least expected, when I took out two of the legs at once, my next round of boss rush was doubled, and it was a doozy--the Trance Busting Synthesizer Harpy together with my new best friend, the Gargantuan Atlantean Barbarian Thespian Marionette. Unlike the stunt double that had drooled tea all over the Dread Gazebo, this one was full size, and its spear was, too, although Merry confirmed that was temporary--probably. That spear looked like it was made of a line of doll arms and legs connected with ball joints, and I grimaced thinking that it might be some kind of nunchuck weapon, but it didn't seem to flex at all.

It shouldn't have surprised me that the Harpy immediately broke out into music, but it did, and I felt like it was immediately harder to concentrate. Her spear had neon blue glowing electric speaker around the tip, two pointed forward and one back. The melody wasn't immediately familiar to me--I might have heard it before?--but it was a trippy emo drug trip that sounded distinctly 90s. As when she joined the Hurricane Harpy chorus, she also took to the skies, intent to fly over her companion boss' head... but that was kind of up there, so she only got up to maybe shin height at most.

Now, I could have made a solid argument for taking out the Synth Harpy first, what with the fact that she was fucking with my steeze, but the truth is I kind of dug the music, for all that it was in many ways awful. I caught some of the lyrics, grinning, as I took my own two spears and just went straight up the doll's leg, defying all manner of physical law by throwing magic at it, as per usual. And while yes, that was more costly than normal, it was basically just using the Cloak for basic telekinesis, and I didn't exactly need full concentration to accomplish it.

But I'm not broken
In my dream I win
A hero of nothing
A cosmic castaway

I only went halfway up the torso before I decided that was high enough, and activated the Slendersuit's jump ability, and the gloves' Chaos Touch just for thrills, though I wasn't planning on using the gloves themselves. And again, the jump amplified my strength, and as I fell, I twisted and spun in the air, and threw one spear at each of the feet as close as I could to the moment of hitting ground.

Hitting the ground, and this also should not have been a surprise to me, fucking hurt. I'd kind of figured I'd need to throw back a potion no matter how much the damage was, to stay at full in case the Marionette turned out to be a bigger badass than before, and that was my first order of business as I bounced roughly off the ground, my gloves making small craters as I landed that had no particular use in saving my ass, because I hadn't had time to get them under me.

RUN! Merry in my head pointed at something that I could not see, and it took a moment for me to glance at my Cloak's senses and realize that I had, in fact, blasted both of the feet out from under the Marionette, and then stood--err, laid down on the ground, underneath it, like an asshole. While it should have immediately sunk onto its shins, those splayed outwards, as though the knee joints were never actually working. It was... actually gross, because human joints definitely did not do that, and properly functioning dolls shouldn't, either.

Partly in shock, and partly in awe, I turned my actual physical head to look upwards at a skyscraper-sized wooden torso fell towards me, its hands drawn to its face in a comical expression of shock, a large impact crater on one cheek where its own spear had been smashed into the wood by the action. I had a lot of options, and started off with a Blink that brought me up onto my feet, and then jammed on the cloak's telekinesis until I was far en--

The torso hit like a meteor, and I turned, thinking that that was the major threat passed, but even at the moment of impact, the Marionette, no longer the joke boss from before, was angling that giant-ass spear at my face, and instinct had me grabbing at a teleport power--somehow, I ended up grabbing the Cloak version instead just using Blink, and for some reason, Merry threw her will behind it as well. It felt... weird, as the Cloak itself floated out into the area the spear was entering, and I ended up just sliding into the space I'd just stolen, feeling like it was only natural.

Meanwhile, Merry grabbed one of my arms and jabbed the Harpsichord Harpy's spear at the Trance Harpy, pressing a mental switch to activate whatever the spear's ability was. The intensity of the trance busting aura lessened immediately after, but somehow, the music didn't, but I didn't bother to focus on that. Instead, I ran flat out up the shaft of the spear, activating the suit's Jump ability again as soon as I thought I was close enough, and did a classic Final Fantasy Dragoon jump onto the Marionette's elbow, cracking it to pieces.

The spear! Behind me, the giant spear snapped to a normal human size like a rubber band let fly, and I turned to look at it. It wasn't right next to me, and a moment later, I felt the ground under me shift--as the Marionette also transformed into a human-sized version, only deflating a lot slower. Oh, hey. That means the power that the spear has--

I didn't worry too much about that, and threw myself at the diminished Marionette, catching up to it in time to take the Caesarian spear's pointed tip and slash it full power across its face. When that didn't kill it, but definitely did a bunch of damage, I jumped up again, both spears in hand and pointed right at its chest, around where the heart would be--not that that mattered.

The point is, it was dead, but it took a minute, a minute I didn't actually realize I didn't have.

I felt a weird snap as the Synth Harpy broke out of the... charm? Probably Charm, that Merry had put her under with the Harpsichord Spear, and I turned to look at it, feeling ready to take the bird on. But to my surprise, when I turned to look at it, the Harpy only grinned at me for a minute, and then turned and dived at something on the ground... something right over where the Marionette's spear had fallen.

"Oh," Merry and I said and thought at pretty much the same time, "fuck."

In the end, I didn't get there in time to stop the boss rush from getting out of hand, instead getting to listen to the Synth Harpy scrubbing through the song to the nearest chorus.

But I'm not broken
In my dreams I win
A hero of nothing
A cosmic castaway

For some reason, although the Harpy was a natural flier, she snagged the spear with her mouth and tuck and rolled as though she was a natural walker, which... she wasn't, she had chicken legs, but whatever, I guess, Administrator. The motion left her turned to face me, a look of challenge in her eyes, and suddenly she started to Incredible Hulk in front of my eyes, her keyboard wings distorting and the musical accompaniment twisting into non-musical chaos in the moment of the transition. At the point where it was clearly inevitable, I slowed, taking the moment to rest and also take in the spectacle, because jeez, either the Administrator or the base magic of the Star had put a lot of thought into very dramatically growing a Harpy to one like a twenty times normal size (but still far smaller than a skyscraper, thank the Administrator for small miracles), one muscle pack and one bone at a time.

Also, and I can't stress enough that this wasn't actually a huge distraction for me in the moment, and if it was don't judge me, but yes, her boobs became fucking huge.

When she stabilized, her electronic keyboard wings expanded into enormous platforms out behind her, and a new song started up, one which I belatedly realized was from the same movie, or something, as the last one, because I was pretty sure I'd heard it, too.

It's my turn to fly
My proving ground tonight
Try to be the best that I can
I've grown to be woman
Only harpies can understand
I fill my lungs with fear and I
Exhale

I'd started moving up, since she didn't seem eager to actually... you know, fly, maybe because of all the weight, but when the first verse transitioned to chorus, an intense wave of magical energy lifted her, and the two spears flashed towards me with the driven intensity of an anime hero that was out to prove that they weren't the loser everyone thought they were. Because yes, I dodged the first spear, using the Cloak to get under where it was aiming, but then the other spear, the one held in her mouth, aimed right for where I'd ended up, and I had to blink away, ending up less composed on reappearing. But unlike the giant puppet, she had qualms immediately reversing both spears.

Her level went up, pointed out Merry unnecessarily, because I didn't honestly give a fuck what the numbers involved were. I just did my best to throw myself into the Cloak, taking this opportunity to learn how the fuck to use the skill I'd created out of old dreams and half-forgotten myths of my own past, this time successfully chaining two dodges, slipping past both spears but not feeling like I'd made much serious progress. Oh... okay, this one's important. She's not trance-busting, anymore.

I paused, and glanced up at the Harpy, noting that indeed, her species ID had shifted to [ Trance Riding Synthesizer Harpy - Lv 150]. And, I realized, that fit with her sudden aggression, but if anything, that thought just made me grin. Again, though, she reversed on both spears and came at me again.

This time, I threw the cloak in the other direction and backed up away from the battle, and... I dunno. I was feeling calm, and I knew I shouldn't, but it felt right, and I looked up at the ceiling, and called out, "Hey."

There was a pause.

"If you want to give her arms so she can use those things properly, I don't mind."

I waited for a long moment, and then, with an intensity that I had never felt from any spiritual encounter in my life... I felt the Administrator laugh. A long, relieved, insane laugh. And as though she was standing in front of me, I could see actually use a hand to lift the curtain of hair out of her eyes, and there was a real smile there. If only, she said, giving no context, and vanished.

There was a twist, and the harpy grew a pair of arms like it was nothing, her species ID switching again to [ Trance Riding Synthesizer Harpy Queensguard - Lv 125 ]--clearly having lost a little bit of levels in exchange for being able to more correctly use the weapons. I watched as she snagged both spears with those arms, and launched at me, the harpy's own eyes a manic mirror of the pained joy that I'd just sensed in the Administrator's own.

It's my turn to fly
Mother be with me tonight
Oooh, I'm right on target
Keep the dream alive
It's my turn to fly
Gotta prove this tonight

Of course, we couldn't actually, like, duel with spears, since she was still twenty times my size, but when I slipped through her attack pattern and landed a pair of spear thrusts on one of her legs, it felt like a duel. Like a... like a really, really fucked up duel between people who were too weird to ever be understood by normal people. I felt, as I backed off and dodged two entirely-too-fast spear thrusts, like I understood. And I felt like I understood, too, the appeal of stupid anime protagonist bullshit, because it was right there, sitting in front of me, in front of both of us.

We were sane. We just didn't belong in the world as it had been, the world where all of these instincts meant nothing, where all of the fury in our hearts, all the pain that had driven us to evolve, where our brains could turn concepts around like they were physical objects and throw emotion and meaning around like weights, these were not skills that existed in a world without magic.

I appeared in midair in front of the Harpy and threw the Harpsichord spear straight into her eyeball, and she screamed. I used the suit to leap, again, and rode the Caesarian spear into the air, and back down, spearing the Harpy in the lower abdomen, which was a suitable distance below where I'd started to get more of the falling boost to my strength. All this use of the Cloak was seriously depleting my mana, but at the moment, I really didn't care.

A few moments later, there were three spears before me, the Harpsichord spear having dropped straight down when the Synth Harpy was defeated.

As I considered the three spears in front of me, though, the warm glow in my chest faded. Because yes, it felt like a dream, like a wonder, to realize that being a Dungeoneer meant I get to be the person I had always dreamed of being. But the Administrator... the person who I was going to become. She had the same spirit as I did.

Coordinating phantom limbs with the cloak and grabbing all three spears at the same time, I reappeared suddenly in front of Arachne. I'd defeated four bosses, and like she promised, this would be the moment the fight shifted into a new phase, but I interrupted her before she could speak.

"You hate it, don't you?" I said. "Being an Administrator. It's not just that you can't be real, it isn't you."

"It'll be different for you," she said, and I wondered if she wasn't avoiding the question.

"Can you really not do this--well, something like this, for more people? Getting involved, getting excited, "

The giant spider monster threw up her hands and gave an exasperated sigh. It seemed to deflate her momentum for the moment, but it didn't break her. "Think more about what that means," she said, an edge to her voice. "Right now, Administrators are the enemy. Right now, it's your job to kill and replace us. We aren't supposed to win. We aren't even supposed to look like we can win. You're supposed to be the heroes that hunt us down like the monsters we were born to be. You want to make us seem human? Personable?"

Suddenly, the creature twisted, and what stood there was a goddess--Athena, according to the nameplate above her head, but the appearance felt fake to me. Beautiful, yes--ten feet tall, dressed simply in pseudo-Roman fashion (or Greek? I was no expert), with four spears and a shield hanging in the air behind her. "You would want, what, to make us seem like heroes ourselves, heroes that must still be hunted down and replaced? Gods that must be torn down from the heavens? People that must still be slaughtered like pigs?" Suddenly, the goddess vanished, and the crooked old woman from the skill book library stood there, glaring at me as she leaned heavily on a walker, with four very short spears as the legs and a flat plate on top. "You want us to be pitied? Cared for? Cherished until the very end?" The old woman turned and spat. "Stupid brat. My old Marv, he knew better. Good women need to be chased and conquered, that's what he said. Anyone you can crush ain't strong enough t'handle you. Like you and that priestess. Pfeh!" She turned and hobbled back a ways, then turned back again, halfway. "You go gooey on her now, but someday when you need her to be strong, she'll disappoint you, boy."

I felt a sudden burning in my chest, an intense anger that the woman who'd basically forced me into bed was now insulting my girlfriend, but before I could make an argument, the woman shifted again, to a four-tailed fox that didn't even bother to look human, each tail a different color, and a massive ring around the base of her tails. Her voice was edged with a little bit of an animalistic growl, but not enough to interfere. "No," she said, "I was created, human. I will play my role, just as that other creature you've parlayed with is playing his. We are the opposition. It is your drive to overcome the challenges that we represent that will save humanity. If you let yourself be softened because you see us as humans, then you will miss the point."

Suddenly, the creature began rapidly shifting forms, in each form four spears and one extra piece appearing somewhere. "And the point," hissed a naga, "is to grow," growled a dragon, and the forms came faster, so fast they blended together. "Overcome us, defeat us. Reach ever higher. Only mastery can save your world."

Suddenly there was empty space, and then the Administrator's avatar was there, hanging in midair, her bangs parted, but her eyes both entirely sober and more serious than I had ever seen them. "Even I am too weak," she said. "You will be, too. People will see your powers as limitless, but they must exceed you. We are only Administrating a test."

"This is the one true thing that I figured out myself without having been told," she said, and seemingly deciding on something, her form twisted once more, into a giant stone sphinx, an enormous winged cat-woman with four wings and a twisted halo above her head. Each of the wings was one of the four spears, I recognized instantly, and the halo was whatever that fifth thing was. The species ID over her head called her the [ Eternal Sphinx, Guardian of the Queen's Tomb - Lv 200 ]

The Administrator's voice came out of the sphinx, a note of pride in her voice.

"Those that can, do--those that can't, teach."

            

    
        109. Don't Speak

    
    
    
    
                I started to think relatively quickly that this phase of the boss fight wasn't intended to be more challenging than the last, exactly. The Administrator-cum-Sphynx had been losing levels, and her large body was no longer intended to be as deadly an instrument as the spider with high-level-boss-turned-monster-spears for legs. According to the standard rules, though, the second form had to be more dangerous somehow. It was an evolution of the boss fight, not a free ride.

Now, I mean, I'm not an idiot. The Sphynx in mythology--at least the popular mythology I'd inherited as an American, a world away from the places Sphynx statues were actually found--was a creature that asked riddles of people, and the Administrator had just made a point that Administrators were responsible for testing people. So I paused, grasping two spears in hand and two with my mind, and looked up at the massive creature. "So you're going to test me, then?"

The massive creature rolled its eyes. "Going to. Yes, because all this combat simulation is little more than a game." She started stalking in a circle around me, massive paws making little noise and leaving no sign in the nebulous starry sky of the boss arena as she passed. "But fine, and no cheating on this question. I want to know if you understand this: who is the true enemy of your people?"

The knee-jerk reaction to that was the Lord Beneath, but that was too easy, and besides, I'd already heard this one before. "Ourselves. If we become corrupted by power..."

The sphynx paused and turned up a paw, giving a "meh" gesture. "Close enough," she said. "I can count that as a success, if you answer this corollary question. What's the worst that could happen?"

I shivered, my mind immediately going to a bunch of psychotic godlike frat boys rampaging through the cosmos burning down nascent civilizations and... indulging themselves, in any horrific way they decided to. "Us winning if we shouldn't."

"Good enough," she decreed, and one of the four wings was plucked from her back, rose into the air, and lanced out at me like a spear. I had to dodge it, and in between blinks, as it landed, the Sphynx was gone, and I was faced with a boss I'd legitimately never faced--the one that had to be the end of this biome.

It was a large (compared to a normal human being, not compared to the Marionette) four-armed flaming giant, apparently named the [ Galactic Doomsday Incarnate ], and when it took the spear in-hand, it split into four, then sixteen different spears--one in each hand, and three shadowing each that was held. I guess, in principle, that spear's power was supposed to help me carry all the others spears, or else it was just a giant "fuck you" that would make using that spear even harder.

The giant gestured with two hands, and the six spears held in reserve for those hands fired off like crossbow bolts.

Now, I'd not been particularly distracted by the Sphynx bit. The... part about imagining the worst things humanity would do, if given godlike power, yes; that was distracting. But, it was easy enough to slip past a simple ranged attack, and when he immediately turned and used another spear to fire another three shots, dodging that was likewise easy.

I noticed as I approached that by the time I'd gotten back, the first two spears had "reloaded", and that was its own danger, but I also knew that I hadn't seen this boss' real danger, whatever that was. Granted, as far as I could tell, he was a floor boss and not a challenge boss; the Marionette was at least a bit of both. But, I wasn't eager to find out the hard way that this one would be, too.

In the end, a few dodges later I got completely into melee range, and then the Doomsday Incarnate jumped into the air, and I got an impression on what exactly the name meant, as all of a sudden, the sky filled with meteors--large, flaming rocks that were scattered all throughout the space, and one or two at a time started suddenly jerking into motion and flinging themselves at me. The smallest of the rocks were maybe head-sized, but the largest ones were at least the size of a small building.

And the Doomsday Incarnate remained floating there in the space, surrounded by rocks, grinning at me, and it gestured with those spears in its hands, each one continuing to shoot its three-shot "arrows" at me and then automatically reloading.

So it was pretty clear that the challenge--assuming I wasn't dumb enough to just try to dodge everything--was to get up there by jumping from rock to rock. Which might have been difficult for a person who could neither fly nor teleport, but also, I had yet to flex the special powers of my new spears.

It didn't take a whole lot of effort to push the Marionette's Spear into making me grow to the size of a small building, all of the spears growing with me, and I knew I could push it further. Instead of trying, I flexed the Vampiric Cloak to smash three larger spears directly into the Doomsday Incarnate, keeping one in hand just in case, then recall them and hit him again. It didn't take much to polish off that fight, and I returned with five spears and the overconfidence of someone who had the distinct impression that this fight was basically over.

The sphynx put her paws together like a contented cat. "It's kind of a cheat," she said, "but for personal reasons, I'm wondering. Do you really understand what I asked earlier?" She leaned forward. "Why do I envy and resent the fairies?"

The answer seemed clear to me, but the words were half out of my mouth when I felt Merry inside suddenly object and try to stop me.

"Because they were spirit--"

Stop! Suddenly, Merry exited my head and hovered next to me. That immediately made me nervous, and I wanted to say so, but she turned to me. "Jay," she said, "Do you remember the item I had you buy in the marketplace?"

"A Fairy Stole," I nodded. "A magic scarf with a few magical abilities on it. You were curious if it really--"

"It did," Merry interrupted. "Every item you absorb has had a dungeon ID buried somewhere inside of it, and the dungeon IDs are all really really high. This dungeon is, like, six hundred million? But the Fairy Stole had a dungeon ID that was in the double digits."

The sphynx made a growl that sounded like approval, but was also very much a reminder that we were in combat. "And your answer to my question is?"

Merry turned to look at her. "The original Fairy was a Dungeon Administrator, one of the original set that was born from a world's nightmares, but they became much more than that. If you envy them... the original might even still be here, somehow."

"Haha, an almost perfect answer." The sphynx chuckled, and I thought the noise was unpleasant. "Follow-up question. Do you know what you just did wrong?"

I felt my blood go cold, and Merry turned to look at me, but suddenly, it felt like she was so very far away. Though it was only inches, I know if I had tried to move my hand out to reach her, I know I would have hit only air.

"...I answered the question," Merry said. "Meaning I have to do the fight, not Jerry."

"Also correct," the Sphynx's mouth split wide with a grin, and only then did I really understand just how razer-sharp and pointed her teeth were.



Merry had been thinking about a lot of things for a very long time. Jerry wasn't a total idiot, but Merry wasn't really allowed to do much aside from think, so... it ended up being what she just, did, a lot of the time. She had tried flexing Jerry's skills, when he let her, and she tried to sense things going on outside as carefully as she could, but neither of those two abilities would help her survive a combat encounter without him.

It wasn't even just one, but two things that the sphynx threw at her--one feather, and the halo over her head. She bristled, wondering just why the Administrator was so bent on killing her, after having giving her as an egg to Jerry in the first place. However, in the moment the two items impacted her, she found herself entirely confused, even as the species IDs of the monsters registered to her.

She found herself sitting on a pillow, on a chair, across from the Administrator, who sat on the Lord of All Chairs, all within the Dread Gazebo. If it weren't for the fact that the gazebo itself floated in empty space and wasn't pretending to burn up in the atmosphere, they might have been right back where they started.

"I rarely get a chance to talk to someone like you," the Administrator said. "And in truth, I'm not allowed to. I'm sure you know what I mean."

"No leaks," acknowledged Merry, feeling around with her senses. The avatar before her had no direct connection to the real thing, as far as she could tell, and so she couldn't find any way to extract special information, either with or without the woman's permission.

"A disappointment to us both, of course," continued the woman, her long hair suddenly pulling itself away from her face and tying itself into a pair of pig tails. She gestured, and another set of tea appeared, one settling itself before Merry, and one going into her own hand. "On the other hand, the format of this particular fight gives us time." Merry wasn't sure what to think of a grown woman in pigtails sipping tea, but it made her uneasy. "Both the Lord and the Dread will only attack once they are woken from their slumber, but you must defeat them to escape."

"And you?" Merry pointed at the Administrator herself, who lacked a species ID at all, oddly enough.

"That would be telling," she replied with a wide smile--too wide for a human mouth--half-hidden behind her teacup.

Merry felt frustrated. "So, what, can you clarify things for me, too?"

"No," answered the puppet, immediately. "That restriction is specific to gods. Administrators can decide that you have earned something... or, that you haven't. Of course, there are specific rules about information, and specifically, in what circumstances you haven't earned an answer to a question that is important to the larger quest."

"So why are gods allowed to meet a fairy and Administrators aren't?"

"Mm," the woman hummed through a swallow of tea. "That is a boring answer that has to do with specifics, and it isn't relevant. Don't you have more urgent questions?" She patted the back of the chair she was sitting in, awkwardly, keeping a sly smile on her face as she did.

Right, because anything Merry learned would be useless if she died. Merry found herself starting to feel more afraid--a rarity, since she had a great deal of trust in Jerry--but pushed it down, recognizing it as a sort of natural magic, a defense mechanism to make her alert and prepared, which just happened to... not be as useful as her body thought. She tried to clear her thoughts, but the only thing she found there was Kalamitus' not-very-good lessons on how to use her Fairy power to affect dungeons.

"Yes," Merry said, suddenly, floating up off of the seat cushion and hovering in front of the woman. "May I watch you use whatever ability you used to teleport us here?"

For a moment, Merry was certain she could sense something malicious above the floor of wherever they were--but the malice didn't seem pointed at her. "It's a simple teleport trap," the Administrator said, and set up two traps linked to one another off to one side.

Merry had been watching. Although she had to burn her soul force--and that felt awful, for all that it didn't hurt, exactly-- just to peer 'above' the Dungeon, she saw something like a hand reach over and place something down, pressing a series of switches. She grabbed the switches, trying to intuit what had just been done, and as she felt around, nearly blind, her fingers found something that felt like a coin etched with an ID number. She reached to the other teleporter and found a similar coin with a different number.

She relaxed, no longer burning her soul force, and concentrated. She wasn't entirely positive, but she felt sure she could substitute Jerry's ID on the coin...

"If you run away or bring in extra help, there will be a penalty," warned the Administrator.

Merry paused, thinking, then looked back over at the Administrator.

"This is why you did it, isn't it?"

The Administrator raised her eyes.

"Why you made all the spears he's collecting have the same ID number. They're a single item, just not finished yet."

"That's not why," she said, gesturing at the teapot so that it would come and refill her cup. "But I did have that in mind when I set this trap for you."

Merry took a deep (but very small, objectively speaking) breath, and burned her soul just a touch, to send a message to Jerry. Then, again, to modify the ID on one of the teleporters, and then she pulled.

A pile of five spears appeared on the teleporter trap.

"I am so jealous of you," said the Administrator, and all the false levity had fallen away. "You are free, you have him, you get to see the world... and you're smart, and not just smart..."

Merry laid one hand on the Doomsday Incarnate's spear, and all the other spears fell into her control--as was the whole point of that weapon. With it, she brought the Marionette spear to her other hand, and with a very carefully twisted command, Merry's fairy body grew to be the same size as Jerry's own. But, unlike when Jerry had just used them, she insisted the spears didn't grow, so now they were proportional to her own.

It felt weird. Jerry hadn't mentioned if it felt weird to be bigger, temporarily, but then... he was a being consumed by what was in front of him. Merry flexed her hands, feeling weirdly like they were brand new, some kind of thing she had never even experienced before, and not just a new version of something familiar. There was so much more involved with being large, things that were not possible, or important, when she was small. Or was it more than that?

"You're still quite lacking in stats," warned the Administrator, but Merry didn't need to hear it. With the Doomsday spear, she pulled on the Caesarian spear, with its larger attack power, and jammed it into the chair that she had been sitting on, across from the Administrator. Attacking a harmless chair, of course, woke the Lord of All Chairs, and Merry immediately felt cold.

The chair that the Administrator was sitting in suddenly grew teeth, and the teeth closed over the avatar's body, gold and wood hammering together with enough force to spray the false body's fluids and guts in every direction. Suddenly, the form swirled, no longer looking anything like a chair, and became a big golden cage that leaked blood from between closely-spaced golden bars, a half-smashed skull visible through a more birdcage-like arrangement in its face, the skin only vaguely resembling the form of the woman that had just been sitting in it.

The Lord of All Chairs jumped into the air and attempted to smash Merry, but for all that she could tell, objectively, that what had just happened was disgusting, she didn't have a squick reflex, or at least not for human blood and guts. Jerry might have, but he also had more than enough experience to dodge the attack that was definitely a lot faster than anything Merry was prepared to deal with on her own.

Fortunately, she didn't exactly have to. She jammed hard on the Harpsichord Marionette's charm ability, which only momentarily slowed the Chair and made the dodge easier, then slammed the other three spears into it one after another into it. She felt a sort of rising tension that she wasn't entirely sure what to do about, only to realize a second later that it had to be from the Gazebo.

Merry had only Jerry's thoughts about this 'dread gazebo' to go by, but he was quite clear that it was an old joke about a terrifying monster that could rampage and kill players--and that it was the structure she was currently within. If it was anything like the Lord of All Chairs, being inside it was... unwise. So she pulled the spears with her and flew out of the gazebo, and the Lord of All Chairs followed, roaring and spitting blood and viscera. However... while Merry wasn't a Dungeoneer and didn't have an engine of her own to power her through, the weapons--tools of the Dungeon--were willing to just work. A robot could have wielded one, and done damage.

Granted, they were very weak--she knew from the inside just how much power was added to items based on Jerry's skills, including Assassination, all of which she lacked--but all she really had to do was avoid getting hit and deal damage. And living in Jerry's head had gotten her as close as she could possibly come to direct experience in exactly this kind of fight, against overwhelming odds and with any small hit liable to be her last.

Strike, watch, then move; strike, watch, then move. Merry let her thoughts fall into Jerry's own patterns, even if she had to force them into the right order. Here, look: he's going to leap. It did. The trajectory is fixed, with only a little wiggle room for him to control it. Based on his stats, I'll be safe... here. She was quickly in position, and flung her spears again. It will take him a moment to turn, most likely. Another strike, maybe two, but be ready to move. Be ready to move, be ready--now, move.

Seconds of combat turned into a minute, and Merry felt herself becoming tired, feeling ashamed that she lacked the endurance of her... her brother. Jerry had said they were siblings, and she... she didn't see any reason to be on any other side than his. She was a fairy, sure, and fairies might be against him some day, but he had and would again give her whatever he could, freely. He considered it a weird thought, but he held firmly to it: the two had become family.

The Chairian Lord turned to her again, and Merry felt her control over the spears slipping as her mind grew increasingly weary. She was doing very little damage, and while she could have survived this with an infinite source of power, maybe... she didn't have what he did.

From nowhere, or from far away, Merry felt a touch on her mind, like Jerry was there, but very faint. She could tell that he was incredibly calm, perhaps meditating. Jay?

Hey, Merry. And then, although he fumbled with it, Merry could tell he was trying to transfer over mana, somehow, and Merry, just for a moment, grabbed at it, biting into that source with a fanged part of her soul, like a starving vampire, and for a moment, her soul pulled.

What came over the link... wasn't entirely mana. Merry flinched at a flavor like boiling meat in her mind, and she felt the fire within her brighten just a touch. But... that was...

Merry just barely managed to get out of the way of the Lord of All Chairs as it made a punch at her, a punch that Merry could admit was definitely slower than it should have been. Was the Administrator being nice to her, like it had been to Jerry? Even so, it could have been death, and she knew it. Still, her thoughts were on the taste that she had taken of Jerry. It was revolting, but not... not in taste, not really. Some part of her recognized the taste as food, and desired it.

Except that meat carried the distinct flavor of a person she cared about. Of damned near the only person she cared about.

Merry let the spear in her hand drop entirely out of her grasp. In front of her, the chair paused, turning slowly towards her, and then suddenly accelerated at her. But Merry now understood something, intuitively. She hadn't had to 'eat', before, and if she was going to do that again, she damned well wasn't going to do it to Jerry. But this thing?

Merry's wings flicked forward just a touch, and Merry burned her essence, not to reach above the dungeon, but to reach what was in front of her. The Chairian stumbled, but not because she had done it any damage. Instead she reached out to the other so-called lifeform, the blood sacrifice that had awakened it: the Administrator's fake avatar.

She pulled on the avatar's body with a violence that she immediately hated herself for, and the pulped bones and viscera trapped in the chair's shell vanished into smoke. It tasted empty, soulless, and it didn't refresh her inner flame--but it did provide her with mana, and more than that, she could tell that it weakened the Chair substantially. And frankly, it felt a lot better than tasting a living thing again.

It didn't stop the Chair, but it did bring Merry back from her exhaustion, and she was able to recall the spears and pound the chair again for a bit. When she felt herself on the edge, she reached out, trying to rip a piece of the Chairian without turning the whole thing to ash, because she was pretty sure that whatever power she was using, the Dungeon didn't want to accept it as a legitimate ability. If she defeated the thing with that, she might not get the reward. And also... she had inherited some of Jerry's pride, and she could accept that.

An arm of the bloody wooden monstrosity vanished, and its level and maximum health lowered. Merry smiled grimly to herself, and continued.

A couple more rounds later, Merry was feeling like she had started to lose her sanity, but technically, from a certain point of view, she had defeated the Lord of All Chairs in straight combat. The spear it left behind--a spear that had been a part of its structure--had holes in it, but Merry didn't care, grabbing it with the Doomsday Spear's control power. Once she had it, it became a part of the same item as the rest, and the holes glitched themselves out of existence, although the result left the item as a whole feeling... a little off.

Merry ignored that for now and focused on the Dread Gazebo. It simmered there, like a half-awake thing, and Merry could tell it was glaring at her. She moved over, feeling its fury raise as she got close, and stopped short of it, lining up the spears and sitting on them, trying to reach out to Jerry again.

Whatever it took for the two of them to connect, it was mostly on his side, as far as she could tell. Merry?

Jay! Did I hurt you?

There was a pause. Yeah, a bit. I feel like...

Yeah, don't tell me, it was awful enough on my side. Merry sent him the mental equivalent of a hug, and she could feel him warming up a little. I got the chair fight and the gazebo, and I beat the chair so far.

On your own? Jerry's mental voice sounded incredibly impressed. I wish I was there to see that.

You don't, Merry said, feeling embarrassed. Right now I'm tired, and I'm not sure how to renew myself...

If you need me to do that again...

Don't, Merry replied, firmly. It felt like... like I was eating you, bro. Straight up eating you. I don't want to feel like that again.

Okay. Can I pass you a potion or something, with whatever you did before?

Merry paused, thinking. I don't think so? I need to know the item ID to call it someplace, and that's not something you can see.

You can't teach me?

Merry sat there for a minute. It's a really long and complicated string of symbols, she said, finally. If I didn't keep a mental copy of the one for the spears, there's no way we could have done this.

I can't come and help?

The--hair chick said I couldn't leave and you couldn't join me.

Jerry chuckled at her description. What was the exact wording? Could we just swap places?

Merry blinked, considered that for a long minute, and then began to smile. Maybe!

            

    
        110.  The Dread

    
    
    
    
                I really don't know what Merry did to swap our positions, but I found myself sitting on a pile of spears in front of the Dread Gazebo. My spirit--my soul--still stung from when Merry had pulled on me in a desperate fight for resources, but for now, I could successfully put that thought off. Well, mostly; the fight had awoken an old instinct once more, one that had resurfaced a couple times now. Fear, anger, and hatred of the paranormal and the spiritual world... but not, I was relieved to note, a fear or anger at Merry. Just more... of an instinct.

For now, this was no time to think about it. This fight had been in the back of my head for a while, ever since I noticed that there was an extra non-spear in addition to the eight spears, in the forms that had come after the original Arachne. The eight bosses made sense, and the Avatar herself made sense, but the extra... the only piece that didn't fit had been the Gazebo itself. It was a challenge boss in its own right, but it hadn't become a spear. But what did that mean?

The legend of the Dread Gazebo told me absolutely nothing about what this monster was going to do. By fiat of the guy who wrote the story, as soon as the Gazebo awoke, the player that pissed it off died. Now that Merry was safe, and I could take a moment to think back on it... the clearest indication of it was probably the brief moment when she had been Athena, and the four spears she had left were joined by a shield. A gazebo, after all, was a building... and in the world, before the fight started, the Dread Gazebo had been on the burning-atmosphere side of a meteor, weathering friction and temperatures that would destroy rock.

I mean, in theory. In practice, it was all theater, but... whatever.

I flexed the cloak and picked up all the spears, noting that the collection seemed a little off, but I didn't care that much. We were now at six spears, and while I figured this was going to be a challenging fight somehow, I was a lot less scared about facing it myself than I had been scared of Merry facing it.

So I poked the bear and awoke the Dread Gazebo.

Even coming into this fight with no expectations, it was still a complete shock when the distance between the Gazebo and myself vanished without either of us moving. I flung myself away, but it was like I had done nothing at all--the ground didn't move, the Gazebo didn't move, I didn't move, and yet... the world between us vanished. It was a like a horror movie special effect--a thing that shouldn't have been possible, that just became possible because of a horrible, ravenous hunger, something more supernatural than supernatural had ever been before.

The Dread Gazebo didn't have to move to destroy me, and I couldn't escape it.

I threw the Vampiric Cloak out and teleported away, and in the moment where I was slipping between places, I could swear that there was a screaming face, blind and insensate, just existing there in the... the world beneath the world, whatever that meant. Combining that with the surreal, soul-level pain from Merry's bite... I began to feel an old, familiar chill, a particular kind that spoke of something worse than death. Fear of being trapped alive in a hole with a monster for eternity.

Fear that something else would come out of this wearing my skin.

I grit my teeth, because I wanted to throw myself immediately into that deathtrap in a suicidal rage. I wanted to scream defiantly and beat it at the game of spiritual combat, old and savage instincts crawling their way up my spine... except that I wasn't here in a purely spiritual form, and even if I was, it was no longer the un-powered world that had existed before the Dungeons arrived. The chances of real and final death were a lot higher now than they were back then.

So instead I flicked the Cloak out again and again, putting distance between it and me, distance that evaporated all too quickly... and all too literally.

Observing it for a few extra moments helped. As near as I could tell, the space that was being consumed was limited to the area around the entrances, though it seemed to be able to warp space in order to turn the nearest entrance to face me--or else, it turned the world around it while remaining fixed in place. But--having a moment of inspiration--I used my cloak to throw myself into the air, and then at its roof, and I was able to land there without being torn to shreds.

Now that I'd seen it, every flick of the Cloak only reminded me of the thing blindly and ravenously screaming, but I didn't react to it by collapsing. Because, as I'd seen again and again lately... that was the point. I'd seen this hell before, and I'd survived.

I found myself grinning madly, and I couldn't stop myself from thinking back. I laughed, and I felt the Administrator's attentions on me, doubtless confused. "You know," I said, barely able to hear myself although the Gazebo made no sound at all. "There was a fight in Pearland that I hated because he--the Administrator and the boss itself--pretended that ghosts were a comedy act."

There was a dim sense of humor, but no reply.

"He made a big old quote-unquote Evil ghost that could have been played by Robin Williams, a larger-than-life spectacle only pretending to be horror. This," I placed the tip of a spear on top of it. "This is what ghosts are. This is evil. I remember this."

For some reason, I could swear that I felt the entire dungeon shiver when I said that.

"I remember fighting this," I said, and I drew the point of a spear across the roof of the gazebo. "I remember facing this hell for the first time. I remember voices screaming wordlessly for years and years, telling me that the world deserved to no longer exist."

I raised the six spears I had, and manifested my sword, too, for kicks, wrapping it with as many destructive auras as I could put on it, and folding the full weight of the vampiric cloak around every blade edge I could reach.

"I beat it, and I'll beat this. I'm not afraid." To my surprise, I found that it was true, but it was the reason why it was true that upset me. Because I had needed to accept the madness in order to beat it. I had to experience that hell--not be its target, but be the one who lived it--in order to conquer the mind that created it. You couldn't just pretend the world was sane and sanitary after being dragged through a tortured mind. You knew.

Six spears and a sword crashed into the gazebo, and for some reason, I could hear my own voice screaming.

The world stopped being consumed, and I understood that it had all been an illusion--no, a powerful domain, like the one produced by my cloak, that just didn't have any sanity to it. It didn't care whether things were possible, and it had been unopposed, until now.

So I threw as much power as I could into the cloak, but not to attack anything. Instead, I surrounded the silly little wooden outbuilding and the malicious spirit within with the power of my skill, and I could feel its fear. Not fear of me--well, yes, but no. Its insanity had always soaked itself in fear, only now it had something to crystallize around. It had told itself that it must, and now it realized that it must do more, and better, and it didn't know how.

As the cloak closed entirely around it, I felt its fear peak, as it started to know a new kind of darkness, and I flexed the cloak to pick the entire building up, and then smashed it down again. As I did, a part of my brain was surprised to note that it felt heavier than the tanks I'd picked up outside Armand Bayou. Fewer in tons, but weightier in purpose, somehow. In identity, or willpower, or spirit.

The building's health bar twitched downwards when it impacted the ground, but not by a lot. I had done more damage with the spears, because the dungeon items and abilities were damage incarnate, but that didn't bother me. In fact, I found myself not even paying attention.

I picked it up and slammed it down over and over again, less in order to break it physically as breaking the will of the thing that possessed it. For me it was catharsis--a thing that I was supposed to be afraid of was afraid of me, and it had every reason to be. That fear was correct.

I was aware that I was smiling, and took a break to take a deep breath. The Gazebo seemed to think that was a moment of weakness, and it threw its will into trying to reach me, but I flicked the building end-over-end like a coin. I barely even noticed just how deep I was in a trance until I found myself wondering just how I'd chased after the tumbling thing, the distance evaporating like when the gazebo had been attacking in the first place.

This time I did swing the spears again, and flexed the cloak to reduce the Gazebo's defenses from the inside, as I'd done against the Slenderman and Dracula. Unlike those dungeon creatures, I was more than half-sure that the spirit of the Dread Gazebo felt me ripping apart its mind, that it was aware on the same level I was, but I found I just genuinely didn't give a shit.

I woke up from the trance some time later, remembering the fight but not having really been there for it. There was an octagon laying on the ground where the gazebo had been, and I picked it up with the cloak without thinking, more wanting to discover the mysteries of the item I'd found than really thinking about the consequences.

Of course, picking it up brought me back to where the main fight was, and I blinked up at the Sphynx as it looked down at me, both of us more than a little confused and upset.

"Jerry!" Merry rushed over to me. There was something different about her--she was still the same size as always, but I could swear there was something about her body, in the proportions or the details, that was... different. "That didn't take too long. Are... you okay?"

I turned to look at her, still coming down from a high--or maybe coming back from a deep, deep low. It was hard to tell the difference, sometimes. "I'll live," I said, and started to reach for her, only to hesitate. The wound in my soul itched, recognizing her as the one who had bitten me. A sensation like tearing, of something leaking...

"I know," she said, and moved closer and touched my hand. "I won't do that again, I promise."

I believed her, and a few moments later, she was back in my head--and she started pushing and pulling at my thoughts just a bit, trying to get me focused back on the world outside. She didn't stop me from remembering or change my will, she just... was there, a sister and a friend, pointing out what was in front of us, bringing me back into the world. Despite the itch, I also felt better, having her with me again.

So I finally shook my head and looked up at the Sphynx, who looked back at me.

"I'm impressed," she said, imperiously. "I had intended that fight for your fairy companion, because she can fight on a spiritual level, but you... you truly, truly are a terrifying individual, Jerry."

"I can beat you without beating the other spears, can't I?" I didn't really need the confirmation, as I raised the six spears I had in her direction. "Without the Gazebo on defense..."

"That's right. This is the end of our little match." Suddenly, the sphynx--a large cat with the body of a woman--turned into a catgirl carrying two spears, once again wearing the Administrator's face. That is to say, she turned into a woman with fuzzy cat-ears and paws, plus oversized cloth paw-shaped slippers on her feet, and a T-shirt and hot pants with paw-prints all over them. Her hair had all been pulled back into a ponytail, this time, except for two very long fringe bangs that hung down framing her face, fully displaying the emotionally broken look on her face, her lips curled back in a mad grin of challenge, showing sharp teeth. There were other things there, things that certainly some people would have gone crazy over the details of, but... no. No, at this point, she could have been naked, and I'd still be done. "So whenever you're ready, nya...?"

When I put the Vampiric Cloak behind my attacks, the damage they did to her was severe, and I discovered quickly that I just wasn't in the mood to talk anymore. It might have been one stab or ten that it took to win the fight, but it wasn't anything worth talking about. Yes, she dashed--nearly teleported--repeatedly, made a lot of quick strikes, jumped, cried, and said entirely too many catch-phrases ending in cat noises, but I just... I just was done.

The last strike was straight through her heart, and the last two spears dropped from her hands and joined with the six I already had. The starry special boss arena shattered to pieces around us, landing us back on the burning meteor, but--obviously--without a Gazebo to shelter us from the burning wind.

"You're ready to fight him, nya" the dying remnant of the Administrator's avatar told me, still looking like a ridiculous and unstable weeaboo. "With these items, you'll have no trouble at all, nya."

"I thought I told you I don't need a reward," I said, suddenly bitter for a reason I really couldn't put a finger on.

"No rewards here--ah, I should give you experience, at least, nya. But the Eight-fold Spear will destroy itself if you try to take it out of the dungeon, nya." The catgirl grimaced, blood leaking from her mouth in a way that I was pretty sure was all theatrical and not real at all. "There's nowhere else to go, no Fairy Dungeon entrances between here and there. If you don't want to fight him today, you lose this bonus, nya..."

"Stop it with the cat noises," I said, and I knew my voice was very tired. "And, no. I'm... I'm not mentally prepared..."

"I'm not saying you have to run off and become an administrator today," I could tell the Administrator had to actively focus not to add a cutesy noise to the end of her sentence, since that had been an instinct she planted in the monster itself. "But you can free me from this hell." She reached forward, and I found that her hands had claws as she grabbed my arm. "Do it for me, nya. If any of this meant anything to you."

And then the avatar died, and two very large bottles of experience appeared in my inventory.

I stood there, grumpy, and then--ignoring the burning wind and ground around me--found a place nearby to sit. "Merry, how are you?"

I'm good, Jay. Merry came close, and I could feel her sympathy. You went all-out.

"It's..." It should have been good, should have felt good, but I wasn't sure that it did. Again, after years and years of depression, it was hard to tell the difference between a high and a deep low. Because of that, I wasn't really thinking about what I said, though maybe I was... listening, to something inside. Looking for answers by just saying whatever came to mind. "I feel like when I actually showed my cards, even monsters were scared of me. What does that make me?"

Merry interrupted my thoughts. There's a difference between 'even monsters are scared' and you trying to hurt your enemy. You know that, right? I'm not scared of you, Jay. And I don't think Louise is, either. Or your friends, the ones who know you.

They don't know me. The thought was instant, bitter, and clear, reflexive, but I don't think it was wrong. I sincerely doubted that Jenna and her group were really... not scared of me. Michelle, the random Kensei I'd run into, was definitely scared of me. I'd even tried to make sure of that.

You don't think that I know you? And you think Louise doesn't understand after connecting with you? Do you think telepathy is nothing but words for everyone but you?

I... I found my thoughts sliding away from what she said, and tried to take a deep breath, finding that it was more erratic than I'd intended. I couldn't just ignore what she was saying, but it was hard to make that thought quiet down. Louise doesn't know me, not yet. You... I'm not sure. I really have no idea.

So show me, my fairy insisted. If you think I won't like you when I know you, then show me.

She and I had a mental staring contest for a long minute, and I shook my head, suddenly. And then I sighed, and looked at the sky, and, after gritting my teeth for a moment, said, "Administrator... I need a favor."

            

    
        111.  Quite Contrary

    
    
    
    
                The Administrator had put Merry and I in a quiet place in the middle of nowhere. There were a lot of ways we could have done this--we could have waited until we got into town, or just found an out of the way place. But something about knowing that there wouldn't, couldn't be witnesses except me, Merry, and her... it felt right.

Of course, I needed rest first, but that was a boring bit of sitting and potion-drinking. As we sat there, waiting for my mental fatigue to fade a bit--this would have been much easier in the upcoming Town's inn, but then we'd be in unable to reach the Administrator again--my thoughts randomly latched on to one idea that I just couldn't put aside. Merry didn't agree with me, or not at first, but... all things considered, I forced the issue.

I fed the entire Eightfold Spear, and several other items besides, into my Class' recycler port, and with all those extra pieces of Dungeon stuff and both of the massive bottles of Experience I'd just been gifted, we remade Merry's body one more time. Looking back on it now, it was silly, but... it was also, clearly, an important decision--one that let us cheat the Administrator's restrictions, and one that she doubtless figured was possible, even if she didn't lead us directly to it. Because the item itself was ridiculously overpowered, and it was meant to be. The restrictions the Administrator had placed on it, and the trials I'd had to go through to get it, both made it worth far more in terms of its raw parts than anything I was likely to lay my hands on, outside of a gift from one of the multi-hundred-level people I'd met, and that seemed a very low-chance thing. If we followed the rules, this powerful item would slip from my grasp very soon; it was too powerful for my class to eat, even stacking all kinds of crazy advantages in my favor. And once we realized it was best to cheat... I very quickly knew where I came down on what to do with the damned thing. It's not like I wanted it.

As soon as I jammed it in the recycler, nine items worth of powerful special abilities spilled out into some internal space within my Dungeoneer body, so many that it was painful--they took up more room than I really had to spare, inside. It was like when Merry had moved in, and pieces of my soul were being pushed out of place simply to make room, but... not as close to my brain, and also, it was entirely my own damn fault. It took Merry a ton of effort just to make sure no pieces had been left in... sensitive places, and the fact that she hadn't been ready when I started feeding the item in--that she was still arguing with me about it at the time--only made that job harder, and made it all take longer.

Once I'd started, though, there was no way back, and she and I both put everything we could into doing this right.

I could talk at length about the work that went into it, but if we're being honest, more than anything... it was just good for me to have something to focus on. It made the ache in my soul, from where Merry bit me, fade to nothing, and it made me ever happier to call Merry my sister. I watched her piecing things together, organizing them, adding structure and logic to it that I could only barely begin to follow, and only then did we start looking at the aesthetics of it. And as far as I was concerned, that was important--as much as I respected Herman, I was not going to have my sister dress like him. Really--if I had to give her the shirt off my back to ensure that her outfit was an actual outfit, and not the fashion equivalent of a Jackson Pollock painting, I would have, literally and figuratively.

When we got to the last step... well, it was painful, but this time we were prepared, and we had the benefit of experience. We started with one of the massive bottles of Experience, and controlled the flow, but that wasn't nearly enough to reshape all the pieces that we'd spilled. Both of them, plus every drop of Experience that I had left, plus a bunch of Forge Points and Skill Points, plus recycling some pieces and junk items into what I could only summarize as 'dungeon goop'... all that was just enough for Merry to work with, as long as she kept some thematic elements.

When Merry finally emerged from my head, she looked like she was just a fairy, in all the most important ways. She had a bracelet on each arm and an anklet on each leg, a little scarf, a necklace shaped like a sword, two earrings, and a one-piece dress. Each of them had some various decorations on it that were recycled from one thing or another, but in the end, they were subtle. You might think, looking at her, that her new ensemble was purely decorative. It wasn't.

"The Gazebo and the Lord of All Chairs are actually both defensive," Merry told me as she practiced resizing herself up and down. It was weird to see my fairy sister me-sized, though she took it in stride, I guess because she'd done it once before. "The Chair spear was supposed to wrap you in some kind of berserk armor, but I separated the pieces so all the attack power is in the rings. The Gazebo... it's a domain that responds to emotion. I don't think I'll be able to use it for more than defense any time soon."

"But you think it's stable?" I was worried for her, but less worried about this specifically than I was generally worried about what we were going to do next.

"Yeah, we can fight." Merry chose to become my size and took a few steps back, willing the rings on her arms and legs to detach and float around her, and pulled the sword icon from her neck, resizing it into a proper blade. "Any time."

I didn't take it that flippantly, instead shuffling around my enhancements for my Soulforged items for a few minutes, trying to figure out exactly how I wanted to approach this. Because while I had no intention of killing my fairy sister, the whole point of this was for me to... to not hold back. For her to see me as I was, and not as a brother, and still be able to say that I wasn't some kind of monster. It was a weird mindset to try to get in, but I forced myself along, having benefitted from distracting myself for long enough to have reached a sort of emotionally dead place, where I was at least ready to give it a shot.

A few minutes later, I finally summoned my blade, and extended the Vampiric Cloak. "Ready?" I asked, already feeling a little tired. It felt weird when Merry gave me a very serious-looking nod, but that... made me feel a little calmer, somehow. "Okay. Here I come."

I tested her with a few normal strikes first, and it felt... weird. I guess because I didn't spar against people, much less people I like and want to protect. I didn't... normally fight against something while being afraid of winning. But she blocked the strikes, and I could tell from the Cloak that she was using some kind of domain power to resist the Cloak and my damage, both. I nodded to myself, and came at her harder and faster, unsure of whether I was really ready to go further than that.

Until the moment when Merry parried me, deftly stepped aside, and aimed a thrust right at my throat--a thrust I wasn't expecting, but still dodged, easily, whether because she let me or because I was just faster than her.

My next attack was rougher, but one of her rings got in between my sword and her, and her domain flared. Merry stepped forward into a place where the strike wouldn't have hit her even if I'd continued, and thrust again in a hole in my defenses. I stepped back and tried to knock her blow away, but she dodged and thrusted again, aiming for many light, precise attacks.

I found myself smiling, even as a light blow landed on my arm.

Things took a turn when I started expressing the Cloak mostly in terms of throwing weight behind my attacks. There was a sort of... drag, around the sword when I did that, that made it just a touch harder to dodge them, and she simply didn't have the Dungeon resources to counter that. She could still dodge my swings, but the weird momentum of the skill seemed to make it difficult for her to move cleanly, and shook her a little whenever it came close.

And then, suddenly, one of Merry's floating rings came out of nowhere and hit me in the balls.

In the moment that staggered me--and normally, a Dungeoneer didn't feel a whole lot of pain, but it was a definite distraction--her other three rings spun and impacted me, and she started a chain of hits that kept me from immediately recovering, until I flexed the Cloak into more of a full defensive screen. She switched to focusing all her efforts into the tip of her sword, somehow exercising her new domain and cutting into the Cloak with that, which was... correct, I had to admit, and I went back to a more nimble defense only to have her blindside me with something new.

I could sense her burning a bit of her lifeforce, and part of the Cloak slipped away from me for a moment.

Now, I'd thought she could win against the cloak using her own domain, so I didn't entirely freeze up there, but it did freak me out a little bit. Instead of stopping, I jammed my own sword back towards her, gambling that she would suddenly be distracted by dealing with a new problematic thing, and as I expected, she only managed to roughly block with her sword and domain. I pulled on the Cloak, and the parts she was trying to control sort of ripped in half, with me taking back a large part of the skill's power, and I flung the energy I did have at her like a more general telekinetic punch, the sort of thing I would have done before I reforged the skill.

It knocked her back, but all that force was absorbed by her domain--it did no damage, as far as I could tell. What I could see, though, was that she was already tired--a problem we'd known, and talked about, before starting. Without being a Dungeoneer, she wouldn't just passively get more energy, so this fight was difficult for her. Even with her pulling away at the energy of the Cloak, she was spending a lot more than she could get back.

Despite it all, though, I hadn't hurt her once, not for anything like damage.

It wasn't desperation or hatred that had me suddenly making a series of several quick, intense swings and thrusts at her. If anything... I guess I still expected to be proven right, and I felt like this was the time. I expected that when I broke through her guard, she would suddenly be scared and hurt, as we all are when all of our efforts come to nothing in the face of something awful. But she had a remarkably even and determined look on her face even as I blew away the last of the mana she had to spend on defense, and she suddenly reverted to a small fairy, her items returning to become part of her body again.

"You still weren't serious," griped Merry, and I could hear how tired she was in the lower pitch to her voice, the lack of energy. But she... also wasn't scared. "I could have taken more."

I was surprised, and I'm sure I looked it. "Sure, but--"

"I've seen you serious, Jerry," she said. "I know that you're scary powerful, but you aren't, like..." she paused, and then in a sudden burst, fluttered over to sit on my shoulder. I looked over at her, confused that she was just immediately back to being Merry, but she didn't even pause. "you aren't supernatural. The rules don't bend around you. I know why things work the way they do. You could have been going a lot faster, and I could still predict you."

Predict me? The words seemed strange, but I guess I could understand them. Everyone else I'd met, I'd met for the first time, and I was so unique, so out of their experience... but I was also all that Merry had ever known. I took a deep breath, and then another, without replying, not entirely sure what to say.

"On the plus side," she suddenly sounded cheerful. "This body kicks ass, bro. I have to say, I still think you're dumb as shit for doing this before you go fight, uh, heretic-boy, but this is a hell of a thing. I bet... no, I'm sure I could beat whats-her-name, checkpoint rabbit lady. Well, maybe not her star thing; that seemed pretty badass."

I raised an eyebrow at her. "She was pretty badass in general. I think you're kidding yourself."

"Maybe." Merry grinned at me. "Feeling any better?"

Was I feeling better? I'd pressed Merry, and nothing had gone terribly wrong. "A little," I said, not content with where we were.

"Give me a few minutes inside you to recharge and we can try again."

So Merry slipped back inside my head, and I sat there and meditated, aware that she could use anything I thought about against me if I was concentrating on the upcoming fight... but I could trust her not to deliberately cheat, and also we hadn't really gotten to a point where the difference was really about tactics. She had incredible control and reflexes, and enough knowledge about me that she could see weaknesses in my patterns that doubtless had been there a long time, but which hadn't really been relevant when fighting Dungeon monsters. But... none of that meant that I was desperate enough to hit the level of desperate that I'd seen in real fights, where I had to scrap together every last advantage and pull apart her tactics looking for weaknesses. Yes, I still wanted to work harder and push her, but not to that degree, certainly not yet.

It was weird trying to think about what I could do to make sure I could beat her, not least because... I really didn't want to beat her. I didn't have any kind of deep burning desire to prove myself to her, and I wasn't afraid that losing to her would kill me. Really--as weird as it was to say--she was perhaps the most otherworldly creature I could possibly have made friends with, and yet she was also my anchor in the real world. The more otherworldly creatures--Administrators, Gods, elder Fairies--were out of reach, all with their own business and responsibilities, but Merry... she was what brought me back to the world and made it feel real.

She and Louise, of course, but Louise held attention in a very different way, and after seeing Merry temporarily my height, I was just as happy to think of her as a sister and not have any confusion about our relationship.

Yeah, yeah, love you too, bro, Merry grinned at me from somewhere to the left of my soul. But seriously, you're everything I've got, too. My success in that fight before, and my success against you just now... that's all you, too. You're not just a fighter; you've taught me plenty. And there's that chick you met in Pearland, too. And you helped the others, too.

You haven't succeeded against me yet, I pointed out, though I knew I was being a little pedantic.

Oh, sure, because just anyone could have gone through what I did with equal results. You know I have zero class levels, right? Yes, my body's made of magic and Dungeon stuff, but your Key is a cheat that lets you get stronger constantly. I have none of that and no personal fighting experience--just you.

That made my heart ache, a little, and I wasn't sure exactly what that meant. No... I know, you're right. I'm just... I don't know.

My fairy grinned. But seriously, you'll be okay. Right now, you're an outsider, and it's weird, but... in time, things will get better.

I wasn't sure that was in any way possible to predict considering I was expecting to become a Dungeon Administrator, but the thought was touching anyway.

Right, but even given that, she answered my unvoiced doubts, Your point was that I wouldn't like you, that Louise wouldn't like you, that your friends wouldn't like you. So show me what you're scared of.

She wasn't fully recharged, so that comment wasn't really aptly timed, but for the sake of making it sound prescient, we'll skip ahead. I know, I could have just not mentioned that, but the point is, shut up.

Merry stood there, facing me with an item she'd only just started using, and I stood there opposite her, with a lot of levels and a lot of fighting experience, and I just... I don't know. I'm not sure what I was expecting; I'm not sure there's anything I can say that makes sense. Except that the point of all of it was that I expected her to run, or break down.

I put weight and determination and skill and experience behind my blade, and I expected her to run.

I put fire and hell and pain and fear behind my blade and I expected her to run.

I multiplied my blades and flung them at all angles and did things essentially backwards and blindfolded and expected her to run.

And Merry, although she couldn't hold up stamina-wise, didn't run. She saw the killer in me from the victim's point of view, but... I guess all she saw was her brother.

And eventually, I just got very tired, and I stopped, and Merry was tired and she stopped, and we sat there, and I realized the truth: I really didn't have a good reason for being such an antisocial dickhead all the time, except that I was scared. Yeah, most people wouldn't understand, especially at first, but... some people would. And that was all I really should have ever cared about in the first place.

"Sorry," I said, after a long moment.

"You know, that's kind of the point," Merry said, still sounding tired. I just looked at her. "You're sorry you killed people. You're sorry that you're weird and different. You're sorry that you're a battle monster. Almost everything that you expect other people to hate about you, you're sorry exists."

Merry flew over, in miniature, and sat on my hand, and I looked at her. "I'm pretty sure," she said, "that the people that deserve to be feared are the ones who aren't sorry that they're evil."

While that made sense, it wasn't the point. "It's not just whether or not I deserve to be feared," I said, still just... tired. "People just... do that. They fear people, and hate them."

"And that's why you're scared of them," Merry said, as though it had been her point all along. "The ones you're scared of, they aren't sorry that they're scared. They aren't sorry that they hurt you or drove you away. But Louise, or me, or any of your friends... if we scared you or hurt you, we'd be sorry. If any of us have done it, we--and I think I can speak for them--we would all be sorry as soon as we found out. There are monsters out there, Jay, but it's not us."

I looked at my fairy, and she looked at me, and I chuckled, and I looked up at the sky, towards wherever the Administrator probably was. "If you drove me away, you'd be sorry, wouldn't you?"

The insane, arguably psychotic, nightmare given flesh declined to answer my accusation in any way. It's possible she wasn't even watching, though I doubted that.

So I just sighed and looked down at Merry. "Do you think we can still take this stupid heretic asshole?"

She flew up and fist-bumped my nose. "Hell yeah," she said, with a grin that I really couldn't focus on at that distance.

We spent a little more time experimenting and testing with Merry's new body, but soon enough, we ducked out of our private training grounds and challenged the end of the Doomsday biome, where I met Mr. Four Armed Flaming Asshole for the second time and was... just completely unimpressed. Instead of spears, he did essentially the same pattern with flaming meteors, but they lacked punch. I let Merry play with him for a while, and she experimented with rapidly changing her size to dodge ranged attacks, but apparently that was pretty draining, and she ran out of stamina too soon.

I even offered the Administrator a change to change up the fight if she wanted, but nothing came of it. So not long after, my sword met the Doomsday Asshole's face and just split it right down the center, and that was all she wrote about that fight.

The next Town was, of course, the Docks, the one I wasn't supposed to go past unless I was ready. This was the last chance to leave, and I took that thought seriously. We stopped and spent some time on our own stuff, taking time to relax as much as possible. I sent some messages to Louise, and to Harry, and even a short missive to Jenna (that mostly prompted by a list of questions she'd sent me, but... I could have ignored it. Instead, I found it a little bit fun, not that I'd tell her). I'd been intending to come back with a crew--with the baker asshole, with Susie, with whoever. I'd been intending to wait and have a lot more experience. I'd been intending a lot of things.

Instead, most of a day later, I left the Docks by taking a long walk off a short pier, feeling a strange fizzy sensation as I entered the next biome.

The realm beyond the docks was supposed to be underwater, but it had obviously been changed, because while the trappings of the water theme were still there, the actual dungeon was a cobblestone path leading downwards, and it felt... closed in, like a narrow box instead of a wide world. At intervals, there would be a wide cobblestone plaza with a man or woman standing there in a martial arts outfit, waiting patiently, but there were no decorations nor anything else. As was often the case, there was also no environmental hazard from the "water" trappings--no need to breathe, no crushing pressure or freezing temperatures, just a sort of floating sensation that was a little off-putting.

I was briefly disappointed to find that the human-like enemies had no personality at all, and simply tried to fight me immediately, with little more than a single bow as an introduction. They used no words and had no soul, nor anything like it. They were also--unsurprisingly--completely uninteresting combatants. It's not so much that the fact that they were weak; they were too predictable. They all ran off the same script, and after beating two of them, I could have killed the rest without breaking stride. One step to the left and a thrust through the neck, and it was done.

Three floors of that same boring, repetitive fight, and I started to feel personally insulted.

The end of the third level was a whirlpool of some kind, and when I jumped in the bottom of it, I found myself at the base of a mountain, with--you guessed it--a cobblestone path leading up, and periodic cobblestone plazas where martial artists with no personality waited for me. It wasn't much of a boss level, but I suppose this so-called Heretic Knight, appointed by a Fairy Queen to invade the place, was lacking in the training necessary to be a real Administrator.

That was a problem that I resolved myself not to have. Despite all the dangers of the Dungeons, boredom seemed a step too far. If the future of humanity was riding on this, it just wouldn't do for it to be dry, clinical, garbage floor design. If I had to choose between this and any of the other Administrators, I wouldn't choose this, even for greater rewards.

I shook my head, double checked all my equipment and abilities, and walked calmly up onto the mountaintop.

            

    
        112.  Everybody Was

    
    
    
    
                The top of the mountain was a wide plaza, and sitting cross-legged in the middle of it was a man. On his head was a mask, but it didn't cover his face; he had it pulled up on top of his head, and he looked at the ground in between us, his face unreadable, though I thought I detected deep boredom or some deeper discontent. In front of him was a very stereotypically eastern tea set, with a small fire set up to the side along with a frame holding a kettle over it that was currently steaming. Bo--since it could only be him--reached over and plucked the kettle from its place over the fire in the least sensible way possible; he reached under the kettle, his hand in the flames, and picked the hot ceramic up with his palm, fingers curled around the gently curved lines of the tea kettle, and pulled it over to his tea cup, placing one finger from his other hand on the lid to keep it secure as he poured, all without looking.

"Cozy place," I said, not stepping forward quite yet. It wasn't, of course; there wasn't even a crude hut here, no comforts of home except for the tea, and from what Merry and I could tell, no sign that there had ever been anything.

Bo gave a single chuckle, and when his eyes raised to mine, I could see something as deep as the fake ocean I'd just walked through to get here in them, a darkness in his soul that seemed unpleasantly relatable. "Not going to announce yourself?" he asked, as though I was supposed to understand whichever specific traditions he was expecting.

I rolled my eyes, but gave a bow at the waist--in the Western tradition of sweeping stage bows, not the more formal Eastern shit. "Jerry Applebee, Soulforged Dungeoneer, at your service."

Bo gestured for me to come forward, and looked down again. I decided that the obvious thing to do was to sit opposite him for tea, and did, because everyone involved in this entire system was insane, and I'd damned well gotten used to it by now. "Did you ever meet the Administrator here?" I asked as I sat down. "She served tea, as well."

"I have not," he said, sounding uninterested, even as he deigned to pour hot water in my own cup, which I noted had a bit of green powder in the bottom. "My only loyalty now is to my Queen."

He hadn't started on his tea, so I waited a moment as well. "How did you come to fight a Fairy Queen?"

Bo's mouth twitched, and he seemed to be fighting an urge to meet my eyes. "Have you been into the Fairy Dungeon?"

"I have."

He nodded. "Truly, you are the most promising fighter I've seen since I arrived. I decided when I entered the Fairy Dungeon that the creatures were an abomination. The idea of being forced to hold my own class together... it amused me, but I thought the ugly and distorted creatures were to blame. I demanded that the creatures show me to the one in charge." He shrugged. "This was unwise, for any person desiring to continue living."

Given the power of the rabbit fairy, who I was very sure was not a Fairy Queen, that was a significant understatement.

Bo finally picked up his tea cup, and I mirrored him for the moment. He did not immediately drink, so neither did I. "In death and rebirth, I discovered my purpose," he said, and there was a religious quality to his voice that I immediately distrusted. "My attempts to grow stronger were meaningless without context. The path that the Dungeons lead us down is meaningless--power for the sake of power. Those who travel this path are corrupted, and I do ...not regret what I have gone through since then."

The last was a transparent lie, one I didn't need telepathy, empathy, or the Vampiric Cloak to detect. Bo's soul cried out in pain when he thought of his past, but the words were forced out anyway.

He sipped his tea, and I did the same.

"Purpose doesn't redeem you," I said after a moment of silence. "Anyone can be made into a tool. That doesn't make you special."

Bo tilted his head, as though surprised by my comment. He considered it a moment. "Do I need to be special to be redeemed?"

I frowned, unhappy that I'd phrased things to create that weak point in my argument. "No," I said. "But as a tool, your redemption requires the redemption--or the virtue--of your leader. If your leader--your owner, your user--isn't virtuous, then you aren't, either."

"Ah," he said, "but all that says is that you disagree with my Queen." I could tell he was flexing the muscles in his arm, the surface of his skin swelling, as though he was trying to intimidate me.

"Let me tell you a story," I said, carefully. "Though I'll make it quick. I entered the Dungeon deep in despair, and I killed to gain power. I was overcome by my own demons, willing to sacrifice others for my own sake, but in the hours after I gained that power--hours, not days--I began to feel remorse. I'd traded human souls to a monster in the Dungeon that gave me a power over human souls--a power not unlike the one the Fairy Queen must have used on you. A power that would have let me take control over anyone I beat, potentially giving me an army of Dungeoneers as loyal to me as you are to her."

Bo raised his head and met my eyes, again, and I felt the eyes were muddy, combining multiple emotions without any being the clear victor. "And?"

"And I refused to ever use it on a human. I realized what I was becoming, and... and just decided not to." I drank the last of my tea and stood. "The only two times I ever used it were both of Dungeon bosses--once on the Voodoo Woman, and once on the Devil himself. Both times, I turned evil to my own purposes. But even so, it felt like shit."

Bo didn't move, didn't speak, just looked at me. When the silence stretched on long enough that I felt like I hadn't said enough, I continued.

"I felt like shit," I repeated, "to claim to be the one who was deserving, when I hated myself and the world I was creating. It felt like shit to pretend to be a leader when I was a thief. To pretend that I knew what I was doing when I was getting further and further from the world I wanted to live in with every step I took. When I used it on the Devil, at least I was doing it with his own consent--he no longer wanted to be a puppet of the Dungeon. But even then, I couldn't really give him hope. A single magic trick doesn't change the world. The only way to make things better is to build a new world within the old world, or overtop its ruins--but it's the building, not the destroying, that makes things right."

"Your old life was stolen from you, and I don't like that," I said. "I don't like someone else deciding who you are. For a while, I thought maybe I could take you back, but now I think that's impossible. And even if I could..." I stopped and let the insinuation hang in the air, to see if he understood.

"I do not with you to take my soul from the Fairy Queen," Bo said, and I could feel no honesty or heart behind those words, as though they were scripted, as though it were someone else talking.

"I destroyed the skill, you know," I said, and I equipped Dracula's Cape and flared the Vampiric Cloak, forcing the two to align. Bo looked up, and I know he sensed something. "I used the parts for this. Because it feels like shit to steal people's souls, but stealing the world--taking a part of the stage for yourself, being in control of the fight? That's different. Everything's fair in war."

"I lost my soul in a fight." Bo finally stood up, more gracefully than should have been possible considering he was seated cross-legged, and he finally pulled the mask down over his face. Which, again, might have been intimidating, for someone else, but intimidating me? With a mask? Not gonna happen. "Isn't that fair, by the same rules?"

"Taking what you want from the powerless is different," I said. "It's different while you don't know who will win."

"I know who will win this fight," Bo said, and he lifted his arms, as though massive weights were holding his wrists down, and he was struggling against them. "You cannot defeat me."

This time, when I flared the Vampiric Cloak, I could feel Dracula's Cape also swirling, and for some reason, the sky darkened. But Bo--terrifying monster that he was--virtually disappeared as he leaped forward, a great deal of power behind a single strike.

But when the blow should have landed, I wasn't there.

In a way, Bo was still too fast for me, but he was also grandstanding at the moment. He'd intended to appear inside my guard and strike, instead of making it all one motion, and I read his position well enough to scrape by. The Cloak helped me slip by the edges of his perception, stealing a little bit of control away from him, but the man suddenly flexed his willpower and sent out a wave of energy.

It should have shaken my control over him, but it didn't quite. I let my control loosen anyway, instead focusing everything I had on dodging.

Bo made a combo of three punches, none of which should have been lethal, and yet still it was only by teleporting that I dodged the second, let alone the third. But he paused in that moment, and my sword materialized in his face, and I swung like my life depended on it, trying to distract him.

Bo bent backwards in a way that spines weren't supposed to bend, and I had to dodge a kick to my face that definitely shouldn't have been possible from where he was.

In the moment of the dodge, though, Merry finally emerged, slipping outside the darkness that the Cloak had created. I was sure that Bo had sensed her leave, but he wasn't sure what she was, not yet. I put more weight behind my sword and tried to hit him again, but the weight slowed me down when he was already too fast for me; he simply twisted in midair, getting his feet under him in a way that was improbable anywhere outside of a Hollywood CGI fight, or maybe a Chinese martial arts movie. The point was the same either way--he didn't give a rat's ass about physics, and was happy to show that off.

"Your pet can't beat me," he said, and I bristled a bit, and lifted my sword at him.

"Merry's not my pet," I said, defiantly. "She's my sister."

Merry had taken the time to get into the air, and she flexed the power of one of her earrings, into which the power of three separate Harpy bosses had been poured. The Synth, Harpsichord, and Hurricane Harpies all had one common mechanic, and that made it trivial for us, after pulling them apart, to make them all into a single, stronger version of the same. And despite some misgivings on my part, to seal the deal, we then pulled apart the redundant copy of my beloved phoenix disk jockey, whose sole purpose in life was to enhance friends and restrict enemies. It felt miserable to do in the moment, but... it felt right once the pieces were in place.

As Merry's earring began to glow, so did her dress, flickering like a disco ball, and my fairy raised her head to the heavens, and from her mouth poured a song that I knew from... somewhere, musical accompaniment appearing as though from nowhere.

Oh, oh oh oh... (Y'all ready?)
Oh, oh oh oh... (Let's go)

The notes washed over me, and I grinned, only wishing it were Louise here singing, though I couldn't imagine the song sung in her soft voice. I could feel something rising in me, and I could tell something was falling in Bo, though there was no reading his face through the mask.

Before he could dare take a move at Merry, I launched forward, giving my everything to find that trance point, in which the whole world narrowed and there was only me, my skills, and my enemy. The world that had once been my everything, before I had found friends and a reason to live. Now, with my soul more at ease, it was harder.

Now, here it is, want to make your move Something with a funky kung-fu groove Something that'll make you shout Make you play to the crowd, and make you want to turn it out

My sword blurred, and I let the sword vanish and reappear in my off-hand repeatedly, trying to keep Bo off-guard. His speed was still insane; Merry was probably holding three or four song effects at once, boosting me and restricting him, and yet his raw stats were still more than a match for me. But... he lacked focus, far more than I did. He was tired, it had already showed in our conversation, let alone the fight. Tired, lonely, and lost. His life had narrowed and narrowed into an empty miserable hole in the world in which he was forced to murder people and then sit waiting for more prey. He could still fight--he could move with incredible speed, hit with incredible power. But after each move, there was a hesitation.

It wasn't long at all before I got a hold of his pattern--not a 'pattern' like with a Dungeon boss, but the moment in which he was overwhelmed by his emotions, when things stopped making sense to him, when he had to convince himself to keep going. And I snagged that weakness with the Vampiric Cloak, tangling it up in barbed wire, and pulled.

He leaped towards me, missed, and stumbled. He might have been able to take ten steps in the time it took me take one, but his foot slipped, and it surprised him. In the confusion, I jammed everything I had into the Cloak, getting inside his Dungeoneer system and snarling every piece that wanted to move.

Everybody was kung-fu fighting
Those kids were fast as lightning
In fact it was a little bit frightening
But they fought with expert timing

As much as anything, the fact that the music hit the chorus pushed me into a reckless attack, my blade whipped out as fast as I could make it go, cutting a half dozen times into Bo's shoulder. The damage brought him to his senses, and he twisted and punched, but it was too predictable. I was underneath that strike and already rising, my blade in his armpit and slicing like I wanted to bisect the joint of his shoulder. Somehow, I felt him resisting my Assassination skill, of all things, his willpower refusing to let the fact that I had hit a critical point matter, and he was already starting to take another shot at me.

I spun to avoid the strike and made another three fast blows before dodging back. Bo snarled at me, but his eyes were still distant, confused, and I could tell he didn't understand what I was doing. He stepped forward and tried to hit me with a hand of claws like he was some kind of panther, but the Cloak let me teleport behind him, and I found myself in a handspring, only half intending to do it. I curled up for an instant and pushed off the ground, delivering a full-on drop kick, except with my arm strength in place of the force of gravity. It momentarily lifted him, and me, and spun him around, and in a moment where he wasn't able to get a read on me, I teleported again, coming out in the direction he was moving, my sword in my hand and swinging.

There was a moment where I thought I felt reality flex. I could feel it through the Cloak, first--Bo got pissed, and pressed against the real world with his will, and suddenly his leg moved faster than it should have, could have. I barely got my sword in between him and me, but he shattered it and kicked the broken remnants of energy away, energy crackling around his limb as his soul burned to provide him with power.

It felt, in fact, almost exactly like Merry felt when she edited the dungeon, except he did it as an attack, which was... well, more intimidating than his stupid mask, that's for sure.

"Your sword is pathetic," he hissed at me, as we separated for a moment. "I can break it with a thought."

"Fine by me," I said in reply, another appearing in my hand, "that's all it takes to make them."

I made another leaping lunge, aiming to hit his joints on the way by, but had to abort and dodge as he started taking this a lot more seriously. That was good, for me--the more he focused on the martial arts of it, the less he seemed to understand that the Cloak was already inside of him. Maybe he thought it was the first taste of fear he'd had in a while, or maybe he'd been manipulated by magic so long that he was dead to the sensation, but even as I flung myself away, I pushed deeper into him, the system testing his resistance and finding it lacking.

Sexy kung-fu fighter
Let me take you higher
Sing, kung fu fighter
Take you higher

Bo's movements were obviously slowing down, but I could feel something else in the depths of his ...soul, I guess, or magical body, or mind, or Dungeoneer Key, whatever. Something... maybe like how I felt when Merry was there, but nowhere near as personal, nowhere near as close. I put the thought aside and threw my sword at him, jolting his insides in the moment when he wanted to dodge. He still dodged, but by a lot less than he expected to.

And then I was in his face, sword smashing into his mask--fairly easy when I knew how he intended to dodge, and when he was starting to get confused.

"Stop this," I heard him mumble, underneath the mask, and I didn't, but I also dodged back, throwing the sword to ensure some distance between us. As I half expected, he deflected the blow, and then slammed his foot down on the mountain, forcibly setting himself a stance.

What I didn't expect was that when he struck the mountain with his foot the entire mountain cracked in half.

It wasn't the attack power of it, I would later realize. He had shaped the Dungeon level, and he could reshape it. But his foot came down, and in a straight line across the mountain, the two halves of the enormous geographic feature slid apart by the width of my hand. The edges perfectly sharp and flat; if you peered down it at an angle, you could see daylight on the other side. If that had been because of a single sharp attack, as I kind of thought it was at the time, holy SHIT.

He distracted me from that, though, by continuing to talk.

"Do you really intend," he said, quietly, and I had to focus on him to hear. "to make a mockery of everything I am, everything I have ever been," he suddenly turned and pointed at Merry, "by defeating me to this fucking music?"

I snorted a laugh, though I was worried he'd do something to Merry. "What would you prefer? Mellow jazz? Hip-hop? How about kid's music? I still remember the Muppets--"

"What I want," Bo snarled, and as if responding to the drama of the moment, his mask began to crack and fall apart, revealing his mouth and the lower portion of his face, "is for you to take this fight seriously. To take me seriously. To take..." he swallowed, but lifted his arms in a fighting stance again. "To take the chance of me dying seriously. To treat me like a worthy opponent until the very end."

On the one hand, I understood what he meant, so much that I wanted to die. My whole life had turned around in a fight where I was meant to die like gutter trash, helpless against someone more powerful simply deciding that I deserved to die. But on the other hand, this wasn't about a chance of him dying. Even if he won, my key would be used to get rid of him, at least according to the quest. Given that, it was less important how he died--except that I needed to be the one to do it. If I had his corpse... who knows, maybe there was still a chance.

In the meantime, I didn't have a lot of respect for him.

"Fine," I said, and I raise a hand to gesture to Merry. At this point, she should be low on energy, and... and, well, we'd worked out one more interesting thing while resting and preparing for this fight. She stopped singing, and came down next to me, but instead of returning to recharge inside my head, she removed her Harpy earring and handed it to me.

I slipped it onto my own ear, and Merry and I shared a look, then I turned to Bo, doing absolutely everything I could to hold a straight face.

"I'll show you exactly how seriously I'm taking this."
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                While I wore Merry's earring, we'd discovered, I could not only power the abilities that it gave me with my own mana, but Merry could use the connection to restore her own. That was critical for the... well, let's be generous and call it a plan, shall we? The plan that I had for this bastard.

Merry resized herself up to human standard, deploying her four rings and sword emblem, and I saw Bo's face fall. No doubt, he thought that I was revealing my disdain for him by tagging in an inferior partner, and from a certain point of view, yes... but also, that wasn't the point of it. Merry's musical support had been as much about boosting me as anything, but with Bo now seriously trapped by the Vampiric Cloak, my only intention with the music was to suppress him as much as humanly possible, magically and psychologically.

And there was only one song that came to mind to accomplish that.

I clapped my hands together and started to shimmy my hips, loathesome music spilling from nowhere as though summoned from my will, as I split my focus, trying to keep the music going as best I could, while putting everything else I had into suppressing Bo from the inside, with the Cloak, and from the outside with Merry's musical earring.




Merry left her bro to it. This had never been plan A, but it had been plan B after they had discovered that she could recharge her energy by becoming part equipment. From a certain perspective, that's what she was now, to the system--and that meant that if she did manage to beat Bo, it was really Jay who did it, in all the important ways. And... if she was careful, she could also borrow a portion of Jay's skills, though it took active effort.

So she'd split her time so far between continuing the magical effect, and also trying to analyze the bastard. Jerry's use of the Cloak had been more ruthless than she'd ever seen him be; she'd worried he wouldn't be willing to use it on another human, but this was different, and once he was entirely clear that his life was still in serious danger, he hadn't hesitated. Now, the Heretic Knight was probably down to half his strength and speed--maybe the restriction was less, but especially if Jay could pull off the musical miracle he seemed to believe he could, she might have a chance.

So she focused only on the fight.

The enemy Knight's face was unreadable behind the mask, but his posture had become sloppy. Merry moved forward, aware of how she was at a disadvantage in terms of speed and power, her eyes and mind focused on every sign of movement from the guy, but--despite all logic--the man simply didn't move even as her sword flashed out at his chest.

He let her hit him, and he was clearly astonished when the weapon actually bit into flesh, Merry momentarily putting destruction aura into the blade to sharpen it, the skill stinging her arms and hands. She retreated, forcing herself back and keeping an eye on him, but Bo's responses were dulled.

His eyes returned to Jerry, who Merry knew was grinning madly, trying not to laugh, as he finally got to the opening verse.

We are no strangers to love
You know the rules and so do I
A full commitment's what I'm dreaming of
You wouldn't get this from any other guy
I just wanna tell you how I'm feeling
Got to make you understand

Merry could practically feel the enemy's heart sinking into his feet, but--perhaps because of the effects of the Cloak--it hadn't turned to rage yet. She knew that it would, in time, but she had to take advantage of the moment.

She flexed the telekinetic power in her four rings--the bracelets and the anklets--to throw herself at Bo, and she managed to nail him straight in the eye with her sword, the power of Jerry's Assassination skill flaring through her and the blade like a bolt of lightning, one that carved a painful line through her body as it went. Bo, too, screamed and flinched back, now firmly shaken from the trance of being completely disregarded by the first worthy opponent he had met since... well, who cares.

As Bo stumbled and finally wrapped his head around the need to fight the fairy in front of him, Merry's blade was already aiming for his other eye, but as a slash and not a stab. It wouldn't be as powerful, but if it landed...

Never gonna give you up
Never gonna let you down
Never gonna run around and desert you
Never gonna make you cry
Never gonna say goodbye
Never gonna tell a lie
And hurt you

Bo was able to bat her sword away, even with all the restrictions pressing down on him, and Merry pulled her body away using her rings, trying to stay out of range. She could tell that he was dealing with some sort of psychological shit that she didn't care about, but now that he was at least paying attention, her job got a lot harder. Still, she held onto the blade, and when he set a stance again, she pulled a pair of her rings in and sent them out as a ranged attack. The Heretic Knight pulsed something, hard, and a wave of energy shot out, knocking the rings away, but... but Merry could tell that wasn't really his focus.

The Knight took several steps back, and despite it all, despite the music pressing down on him and Jerry's Cloak tangling up inside of him, he managed to bring one emotion together with crystal clarity, something that Jerry had only managed to muddle his way into, before.

In his rage, Bo reached inside himself, finding the controls for his own Dungeoneer's Key, and placed his hand on the sharp-toothed engine's throttle, edging it forward, then forward more.

Jerry's song faltered for a moment, but he managed to keep working at his role, though Merry could feel his humor fading through their link. They all knew what this meant, and internally Jerry also tried to reach for his own controls, just to try to match the more powerful man's pressure.

Then, the Heretic Knight jammed his engine into full throttle, and the entire realm shivered.

Merry wasn't one to be completely at a loss, but this was different. The Knight's engine appeared physically in the air behind him, a long cylinder with a spinning, toothed mouth on one end, the inside of the mouth glowing brighter and brighter as the teeth spun up, arcs of electrical power tearing off of the sides, an ever-increasing gout of flame emerging from the other side. Merry would never--never--have suggested that Jerry go all the way on his engine, because she could sense how even a little bit of extra energy had torn his body and mind to pieces.

Now, she watched as the heretic knight's body twisted, like snakes were crawling underneath his skin, except that whenever a snake passed and his skin retracted, the skin fell into a hole where the snake had traveled. She stared, some part of her imagining the same thing happening to Jerry--power passing through his body that was so great, it vaporized his flesh as it went, leaving only empty holes where there should have been a person.

Merry almost didn't dodge, but it took the man so long to channel that power, costing him so much in terms of flesh, that she was able to recognize the pattern, and grabbed Jerry's Blink skill, teleporting herself out of the way as the Heretic Knight threw what looked like a punch, but which was really an energy blast.

This time, it was clear that the world actually shifted in the wake of his attack, but it wasn't only that. When Merry dared look, she found that not only was the Dungeon erased where he had been throwing his fist, but there was a gap in the fake-sea-sky that exposed the abyss beyond. Around the edges of that gap, the invulnerable pure-black annihilation stones, the ones that were supposed to destroy anything Dungeon related that touched them, were shattered and pushed out of place, their deep blackness flickering to a mere dark gray.

Jerry didn't need prompting to re-enter the fight, after that, the music vanishing like the wind, and he smashed his sword against the Heretic Knight's neck, but it was his sword that broke. That... didn't matter, not for Jerry; he summoned another and smashed it into his neck again, and then another, and another, and another.

The knight turned towards him, and Merry knew that she was low on options. So she cleared her throat, and spoke as clearly as she could.

"Yuebing Bo."

There was a weird sense, all of a sudden, of the Fairy Queen behind him, standing imperiously and frowning at her. Merry ignored her for the moment, even though she knew she couldn't afford to, not really.

"That is your name, Bo." Merry's voice had a quality to it that she knew was ringing through space. It was something she had been warned about--something that had been in the pile of things she had been given when she first woke up, in that Fairy Crystal. Something that she had felt implicitly a ton of times, whenever she had come close to saying the wrong thing on accident.

A fairy had to be very careful when they spoke a creature's true name, or there would be consequences.

The knight stopped, and the Fairy Queen frowned at her, but leaned down and whispered into his ear. "It doesn't matter any more," Merry could hear her whisper. "You belong to me, now."

Merry let her voice ring out, knowing that it still carried the sound of his Name. "There is freedom, here."

The Fairy Queen turned, and bit by bit, piece by piece, Merry could feel the Queen's presence shifting from a single bit of thought projected at a distance to something more akin to an avatar, item fragments and bits of raw magic collecting in the space. "You cannot steal him from me," the Fairy Queen said, and Merry could feel the woman's power starting to invade the Dungeon around them.

"I don't have to," Merry said, quietly, knowing that she really, really shouldn't have touched on something owned by such a power. But... she pointed to the Heretic Knight's body, knowing that it proved her point very clearly.

What was left of his body, anyway.

After enough of of the Dungeoneer's flesh and bones had been consumed, his skin had started to char, wrinkle, and shrink, and yet even standing still, caught in a moment of terror and confusion, he still didn't let go of his engine's power, and cable-like lightning snakes still tore through underneath the wrinkled mass, now glowing and venting sludge and smoke whenever they found a tear or a hole burned through skin. Moment by moment, what remained of... of Bo, the Heretic Knight, the Slave Dungeoneer, was shrinking.

The Queen hissed, and reached for his hand, but somehow, Bo fought her control, just for a moment longer, letting more and more of himself evaporate and tear apart. She tried again, and just for one moment longer, he resisted. But then she flexed her will, and his engine retreated, all its power sealed, and Merry watched as the sudden reversal made the engine itself crack, those same lightning snakes suddenly burning the shining metal of the engine's shell, fissures appearing across it and venting blinding spikes of impossibly intense mana.

Because, Merry knew, that's what it was--it was what had consumed him. This was what it looked like to have power you couldn't control, when it was given to you by the Labyrinthine Star.

Jerry stepped up, placing his sword on Bo's neck, but his eyes met the Queen's, a look of challenge on his face. "You've lost," he said. "You can't get anything more out of this. But I want what's left of him."

The few shards of magic that the Fairy Queen had sent along swirled, her power blinding like the sun, and Merry had to look away. "I will give you nothing."

Jerry nodded, and Merry could tell he was terrified, and forcing himself to bluff. "Exactly," he said. "He is nothing. Look at him; he doesn't even have magic. He punches things, and now his soul is a scorched mess. Don't tell me that you still have something to gain from this."

The queen snarled, and moved forward, the act giving the impression of a giant pair of jaws ready to snap down on Jerry, only held at bay by a whim. "This isn't about him," she hissed. "This is about me. I am a Queen of the Fairies, and he has insulted me, and my honor."

"And you intend to, what, punish him more than this?" Jerry gestured to the smoking wreck of a human being in front of him, still keeping his sword at the man's neck. "Letting him leave, making an example of him, that's worse than turning him to smoke and gore. I... I mean, I genuinely cannot imagine him being tasty the way he is right now."

Merry couldn't help it. She started to laugh, for all that it made no sense. It wasn't... it wasn't that Jerry was or wasn't right. But this was all so... him. He was insane, standing in front of the world's greatest powers and arguing with them because he thought it was right. Despite it all, despite how clearly outclassed he was...

The Fairy Queen turned to look at her, and Merry found her head being forcibly turned to stare back at her, found her thoughts being read, and then the woman blinked. In that moment, she had burned power just to find out what Merry thought was funny... and now she knew. And Merry couldn't help it; it just made her laugh more.

Jerry was insane, but that was the only reason why he'd had any success in this stupid, mad world.

"Fine," said the Fairy Queen, and Jerry was clearly surprised and confused, but Merry... somehow, she understood. "But I require one more sacrifice, to make things even."

An unseen bit of magic suddenly flexed, like a muscle a hundred miles long, and suddenly, there was a Fairy hanging in the space just outside of the broken hole in the Dungeon, along with a desk, a desk that Merry recognized from the Fairy Dungeon beneath. This wasn't a fairy she and Jerry had met, yet; it looked young, with only a couple items on it, but it wore black clothes and a black mask over its face.

"Defeat this child, and you can have your broken wreck of a man back." The Fairy Queen gestured at the desk, and suddenly, there was another scream from... somewhere. Jerry frowned, recognizing what it had to mean, and after a long moment, the Fairy Queen turned, and snatched a flying body out of midair as it came hurtling in from somewhere in the distance.

Her mouth split open, a mouth that continued all the way down her neck and into her torso, and she consumed the dying, screaming human in a single bite, her body stitching back together as her "mouth" closed.

Her hunger apparently satisfied, the Fairy Queen turned to the... fairy ninja? "Either bring this creature back to me, or die," she hissed, pointing at Bo's still-living remains, and Merry felt the Queen's presence leave.

And then the Queen was gone, leaving her, Jerry, Bo, and... a ninja. A fairy ninja.

The fairy ninja looked around, confused, then suddenly set a stance and drew a sword, charging at Jerry. Merry, sensing him starting to wrestle with his Vampiric Cloak, returned to normal fairy size, teleported in front of the creature, and stabbed it in the face.

Jerry was a good guy, she knew, but he would try to capture the fairy, and they were going to have enough problems with the person he'd already intended to save. Merry withdrew the sword, then swung again, only to find that the ninja had vanished.

"Where--"

Jerry sword suddenly appeared out of nowhere, and Merry saw it was sticking out of the Fairy Ninja, the other fairy's sword not far from Merry's own face. She blinked, backing up, but Jerry was there, placing two fingers on Merry, as much to reassure himself as her.

"Guess they can turn invisible to other fairies," he said, and with a simple flex of his will, tore the other fairy in half. A sound grabbed Merry's attention, and she noted the desk had also ripped apart. "Seems like a dumb choice to send that against me, but... whatever?"

Merry let out a breath, resized up to be Jerry's size, and wrapped him in a big hug. "Fuuuck," she said into his shoulder. "That was fucking scary, Jay."

Jerry laughed, but returned the hug. "Yeah," he said. "But it's over."

A voice, interrupted, a voice that was... awful. "It's not over," it said, and it sounded like... well, it sounded like Bo now looked. It sounded like a person with flayed skin and burned vocal chords, like a melted puddle of human that remained alive. "Kill me."

Jerry turned, and walked over to the guy, and knelt down. "You're still alive in there?"

"Just kill me," he repeated.

"Sure, but first," Jerry flexed his will, and a contract appeared in his hands. "I need you to sign this."

The creature looked at him, then the paper. "Why?"

"What do you mean, why? Weren't you listening?" Jerry, with a laugh that betrayed how he was definitely insane right this moment, suddenly stepped back and belted a song, off-key and without accompaniment, into the shattered wreckage of the boss room, shaking his hips aggressively.

Never gonna give you up
Never gonna let you down...

Both Merry and Bo let out pained, disappointed sounds, but Jerry only kept singing.

            

    
        114.  Highway to Hell

    
    
    
    
                Let me summarize a lot of what came next, so that we can get to the last part without too much more delay. Honestly, it either wasn't great to live through, was none of your business, or was overshadowed entirely by what came next, depending on how you look at things.

Bo willingly signed the contract, a last vestigal piece of the Devil's Rebirth Contract that Merry and I had let remain. It couldn't force anyone into anything, and it couldn't own souls or what-the-fuck-ever, but it did let me modify corpses with the owner's permission. At least, that was the idea--as far as I was concerned, it would only work with the creature's consent, whether they were humans, fairies, or Dungeon creatures. Well... I mean, we might not have been good enough at the technical details to make that rule be actually enforced, or anything, but we'd stripped away all the really nasty pieces. So... good enough.

With the Fairy Queen's influence removed, I killed Bo and took his corpse item, the Contract giving me more power over it than I was really comfortable with, but... it was what I'd wanted. I would do right by him, at least, as best I could. We didn't have the proper items to try to rebuild him at the moment, but it... felt better than walking away with things unfinished. Killing him finished my quest, and earned me a strange item called a Fairy Heart, which I gave to Merry without even checking what it was. As it turns out, it was a Dungeon construct to give a Fairy her own small power source and stats system, though as far as we could tell, it stopped short of making her a Dungeoneer. She had, for instance, no Experience bar, and no Class system. She didn't seem disappointed, since now she could exist entirely independently, if she wanted--or, you know, if she had to. For now, though, she wanted to stay with me, and... it was what I wanted, too. Just in case whatever was coming was going to be nasty.

At the same time, of course, the Administrator regained control of this part of the dungeon--or maybe she'd had control since the Fairy Queen left, and just didn't interfere. Either way, the Dungeon changed, and she pushed me forwards into the next Town almost without my consent--literally tipping the dungeon so I fell into the exit portal. Considering that there was a giant-ass hole in the wall leading to the Abyss, I suppose that's only fair.

I didn't even consider going further in the dungeon, not because I couldn't, but because I was feeling completely burnt out and just wanted to sleep with my face buried in Louise's chest and my arms wrapped around her. And... I did. We'll leave it at that.

Over the next week or so, Merry and I found some pet items and similar to rebuild Bo's body. Louise asked her god for hints, but the general impression she got was that there was no way to repair what was lost of a person's mind or soul, to whatever extent that existed, and his System was going to remain wrecked, probably forever. Since she couldn't exactly communicate with him directly, it was... difficult.

The power Bo had used had cooked his thinking parts pretty good, as we discovered when we finally finished giving him something body-like to move around in. Not so much his memory, but then, the Fairy Queen had him wrapped around her little finger, and at least in the short term, he seemed to have nothing useful to offer us in terms of intelligence about her or the System.

Bo was, predictably, also not happy with me, personally. He was practically incoherent with rage, and as far as I could tell, he never managed to actually say what I'd done to him in front of anyone else, which suited me fine. Considering the job slot I was getting ready to apply for, people fearing me seemed a better choice than being loved or hated for engaging in meme warfare on the grand stage. I mean, I liked the Administrator of Armand Bayou's bullshit, mostly, but not everyone did.

And Bo... I mean, he had literally begged for death, and I Rickrolled him and forced him to stay alive. I wasn't sorry; as far as I was concerned, after he was reborn, he could kill himself if that's still what he wanted to do. Given how crippled he was, it wouldn't have been hard to walk into a Dungeon and take a short walk into the teeth of something big, ugly, and dangerous. I gave him a chance, and what came after was up to him.

So I just left Bo in Harry's care, hoping the Dungeoneer's Association could find something useful to learn from him later on, but we didn't have a whole lot of hope. All I really cared was that I'd done it--freed him from her control, and given him a chance to have his own life. What he did with it after that was on him.

I dedicated the next couple weeks to enjoying some time off with Merry and Louise, and got to know Louise's daughter a little more. She was nice, but kind of... stilted. Like a lot of us, she was emotionally damaged by life, which was not much surprise considering she was a single mother who had been raised by a single mother. She'd gotten tough because of it, but that came at the cost of not being able to be quite normal around family and friends.

We could all relate to that. Louise, in particular, seemed really happy that we were all getting along, and... I was, too.

Towards the end of my vacation, I met up with Jenna, and also with Michelle, and did my best to train them both a little bit. Most of the others in Jenna's group had gotten a little bit shocky about trying to use more power than they were ready for, and I could understand that... now, more than ever, really. I warned them about the dangers, but also made it clear that was far down the road unless they did something stupid. I also met up with Susie, to talk about Forge Points and the Enhancement Sage skill, but to be honest, I hadn't been exploring it, and I think she was pretty disappointed. She had been, and was eager for a more in-depth discussion than I was ready for. She gave me some feature requests to pass along, which I did. I didn't get another face-to-face with the blue-skinned Artificer from that, though, just a text box, and no immediate response.

After about three weeks, I said my goodbyes, not really knowing what was going to happen, and then... I set out. To the place where it was all supposed to end, whatever that meant. Kalamitus' Tower, Galveston Wharf Dungeon.

I could have run through the Dungeon again, but I'd been given a Kalamitus Tower Pass when I left last time, and entering the Dungeon with it brought me right back to the Dungeon God's domain, as he and his Priestess had promised. While I probably could have made it on my own, it was a long-ass way to go solo, especially considering I'd been driven through large chunks of it in a damned Humvee last time, and this time I'd be on foot. Of course, I could also have gotten an escort, and in fact I had to turn one down--the Dungeoneers in the area were on fairly high alert after the whole "a foreign mob is hiding out here and was planning to invade the country" thing, which I was mercifully insulated from, since most or all of the people who knew the central role I had in that were on our side, in prison, or dead. At least... as far as I knew.

Anyway, if I didn't have the pass, I would more likely have taken another dip through the Fairy Dungeon than gone through Galveston Wharf directly. Again--not because I couldn't have survived it, but because it would probably have been a solid week or more of fighting constantly above my level. Even given my advanced skills and equipment, that was a long time of being very stressed out. And... well, I'd just seen what it costs you to use your Dungeoneer engine at a higher level than you can handle, which I might have to resort to if I got tired out.

And to think, before, I'd been surprised that the dungeon made me pained and irritable. My skill broke and I badly repaired it, but how could that be bad? I was strong! Ugh. The things I didn't know back then.

When I used the Tower Pass, I appeared inside the Tower itself, of course, because the area outside of it wasn't properly his. There were no Priestesses standing around waiting, but I found a bell on the desk and dinged it, then sat down. It was a good five-ten minutes later that a Priestess appeared from the Elevator, looking a little bit surprised, but she immediately came up to me and bowed.

"Mr. Applebee. I'm sorry to leave you waiting." She gestured to the elevator. "Kalamitus will see you now."

The elevator ride was the same as always, the open mesh structure seeming to teleport between floors in a single go, and I stepped out into a stone-paved courtyard with a fence, which effectively served as an antechamber for the big blue sky dragon. He was already there and waiting for me, though, with a... surprised? look on his face.

"Jerry Applebee," he said, and I was now certain, from the sound of his voice, that he hadn't been expecting me. Was I surprised? Maybe just a bit, but no more than that. "It is... I have heard of your success. I wasn't entirely sure when to expect you."

"I wasn't quite ready to stop being human," I said, with a wry twist of my voice. "But I suppose I'm ready to face the music."

"Ah, I didn't mean that. Things are going to change for me as well, you understand." The dragon moved in a little closer, and I noticed his body language was more... agitated than I'd expected. "May I... offer a single piece of advice for what comes next, Jerry?"

I felt a strange pressure, and I frowned. It wasn't exactly a pressure on me; I looked up, and the pressure only seemed to be making Kalamitus more uncomfortable.

Right, I'd specifically asked Herman to include assurances in our deal that I wouldn't be manipulated, and I'd asked for it exactly because I expected him to try to force me into something, and I wasn't even clear on what yet.

"I just want to get this over with," I said. "I have successfully delivered the Devil's declaration of war to you, completing one of my Full Clear Quests. You said you would offer me one as well. What is it?"

Kalamitus' tail thrashed a moment. He studied me, and I frowned, feeling the anxiety in the room, anxiety that should have been mine, if anyone's. Finally, with an exaggerated eye roll, the Dragon god seemed to relent.

"Fine," he said, and I was sure I detected an edge to it. "Here is my quest, if it suits you: Descend into the depths of hell and confront the Devil in his own lair."

I raised my eyebrows, as a Quest box that said exactly that appeared in front of me. "I have to go back to Pearland again?"

"Ah, no." The Dragon's lips quirked into a bit of a smile, or maybe a nervous sneer? "Dungeon Administrators must test candidates, but we Gods are on your side. It is not our role to attack you or put your life in danger. My Quest isn't a combat challenge, nor anything of the sort."

I frowned, studying the text box, but I'd already made up my mind to accept this long ago, and so I did. It vanished, as normal, and then... nothing happened.

"When you're ready," Kalamitus said, and again... was he nervous? "the elevator will take you to where you need to go."

My frown only got deeper, and I turned to look at the elevator. Whatever came next was at, what, the bottom of a God's tower? A god's tower elevator could just... take you to hell? Was this supposed to make sense?

I moved over to the elevator door, but paused and looked back at Kalamitus, over the little walls around the entrance to his floor. The big dragon was looking at me, and I looked back for a long moment.

"I wish you success," was all the Dragon said, and I got the feeling that really wasn't what he wanted to say.

So I entered the elevator, and reached for the panel of buttons--which normally only had one button available at a time--only to find that it was entirely missing. I frowned, but the doors closed behind me, and the elevator began to scroll down.

This time, it didn't warp from one stone-block room to the next. As the elevator descended through the floor, it actually went through the floor, and I found myself looking out over the abyss once more. It shouldn't have surprised me--the Fairy Dungeon entrance in Kalamitus' Tower didn't seem to be part of an actual, you know, tower, but that could have been an exception. I guess... if you have the power to make a bajillion teleporters, why not rely on those and say "screw you" to actual architecture?

I nodded to myself, letting the thoughts fade away, as I looked out over the sight I'd seen a few times, now--at isolated Dungeon blocks, at hanging bits of the Fairy dungeon, and at scattered bits of something else, what I still assumed were the "ruins" Harry had mentioned.

In a way, I realized, the quest description made sense; if I was going to become an Administrator, I had to "descend into hell" and "confront the Devil in his own lair." I had to meet the Lord Beneath, and to do that, I needed to go beneath.

I felt a sudden clutch of fear in my chest, as I realized that this must have been what Kalamitus was scared of--that he and the Beanpole would be called in before the Big Boss, the Final Destination, the One and Only. They would have to justify why I was worthy of being one of the next generation of empowered people working for him, and--in all honesty--their justifications were crap. I was young and inexperienced, was... Fool's Marked, whatever that meant. I was just some asshole, a murderer, and they had vouched for me, probably as a joke.

I don't think that's what it is, said Merry. Whatever is going on here is weird, Jay. I agree with you, Big Kay up there was going to try to manipulate you. I think... she stopped verbalizing, though I could tell she was thinking hard about it.

The elevator continued down, picking up speed, but it still seemed like it was going to take a while to get to the very bottom. It was a long way down. I frowned, noting that--for whatever reason--my Dungeoneer abilities didn't seem to have been disabled, like every other time I was in the Abyss. Was it the elevator? That suggested that in spite of what Kalamitus had said, there was some kind of combat challenge waiting for me at the bottom.

Of course, I'd prepared for that, but now, waiting alone in an elevator, all I could do was stress and hope that I'd prepared enough. Of course, if this Lord Beneath deemed me unworthy, there was no amount of preparation that could be done--assuming I understood all the hints that had been dropped, there was no amount of preparation that all of humanity could have done to save me. Whatever stupid bullshit was coming, I was in an insane amount of danger, and I knew it.

I passed some kind of invisible barrier, and I could hear a chime. Strangely enough, a notification popped up, and I realized with some confusion that it wasn't meant for me.




	GLOBAL ALERT



	
The Trial of Dungeon God Kalamitus and Dungeon Administrator Xzyrtvwartcihz will begin soon.

All God Towers of Kalamitus will be evacuated.All Dungeons administrated by Xzyrtvwartcihz will be evacuated.
Entry will be forbidden until the Trial is complete.








Motherfucker.

After all of this, I had to endure some massive trial put on by the two of them together? What, some kind of massive, bespoke Dungeon that I had to overcome for the Lord Beneath's sick pleasure? All things considered, it was gonna be a doozy. The Beanpole must have been trying to prepare me for it with his stupid fucking duel, and I didn't even understand. I reached out, wanting to grab the metal bars of the elevator, but a forcefield wouldn't let me get close to them. All of a sudden, I felt penned in, like this was all some cosmic joke, and I had no option to escape it.

Bro... chill out a sec.

I backed away from the wall, instead backing up to the opposite wall and leaning against it, closing my eyes and trying to re-center myself. This could have been... no, in truth, I had no idea what was coming.

Yeah, bro, hold on, I'm thinking. Merry's voice... didn't sound stressed, and I paused, mentally glancing at her, but she really didn't seem to be thinking... she didn't seem to be afraid. Like, I was normally pretty used to being up against bad odds, and usually, she was there with me for the ride, but that didn't seem to be where her head was.

So I just took a few more deep breaths and waited.

Okay, so... things don't line up, Merry said. Kalamitus wanted something from you, right? That was the whole point of you not being manipulated.

Right. I started to open my mouth to say what I was thinking out loud, but somehow, given how hostile the world seemed to me right now, that felt wrong, like spitting on the floor in an expensive lawyer's office. It felt like disproportionate force could be wielded against me at any moment.

And then there's the notification. It doesn't mention your name at all.

I frowned, knowing that it was true, but... it didn't immediately tell me what she was thinking.

It said it was their trial, Merry clarified. If you are the one undergoing the trial, why wasn't it your trial?

That was more points towards the conclusion that the Lord Beneath was going to chew them up over the candidate they chose. Maybe he would examine their motivations and behaviors, and Kalamitus had certainly been a dick to me multiple times.

Right, but he's also been a Dungeon God for a while, I think. If this isn't his first Trial, then he would know not to be a dick to candidates.

I frowned. I think he just can't help himself.

But he also knew that he needed to manipulate you. I don't think it would have been hard for him to just be nice. Clearly, he thought you were going to die and it would be irrelevant, but...

I let myself sit on the floor, not that I was particularly tired of standing, but because it was more conducive to thinking hard about this. Supposedly, this is all about corruption, I pointed out. But the Dungeon God that has been there for multiple iterations... as far as I'm concerned, he's corrupt as fuck. I mean, I don't know much about him, but to be that big a dick...

We don't know him, his job, or anything, Merry pointed out, almost too reasonably, but yeah, I agree. And that's why...

We passed another invisible barrier--at least, I thought it was invisible, and a barrier, but I still had my eyes closed. Another notification appeared.




	GLOBAL ALERT



	
The Trial of Dungeon God Kalamitus and Dungeon Administrator Xzyrtvwartcihz will begin soon.

All God Towers of Kalamitus have been sealed.All Dungeons administrated by Xzyrtvwartcihz have been sealed.
Entry will be forbidden until the Trial is complete.








I got up and looked down. The area around us was now thick with floating debris, which we shot past. It clearly wasn't more pieces of dungeon; it was shattered, and lacked the uniform outer layer that the Dungeon pieces had, which prevented any senses from getting out. The elevator had continued to accelerate, I think--if I was right and what lay below was a Dyson sphere around a star, I had travelled insanely far, to the point where I had to have been going a fair percent of the speed of light. I mean... I didn't really want to get distracted, but I had to have been light-seconds away from the star, at least, right? Even if it took me a half an hour, that was, like, a fraction of a percent, which was huge in terms of energy use.

Or maybe they had just let me drop, and would catch me at the bottom. Either way, it was scary.

The point, Jay, is that I think your part in this is over. Maybe the fact that you were chosen is already decided. I think...

All of a sudden, the elevator tore to pieces around me, though I was still in some kind of forcefield, and the acceleration picked up. I noted that around me were more and more bits of debris, and much of it was large chunks of what looked like land, with ruins built on it, most of which seemed deserted, abandoned. Most, but not all, and I'm sure I saw at least one thing standing there, watching me with dead eyes, but only for an instant. It might have been my imagination.

Immediately below me, a white circle appeared, irising open like a door, and I realized I was about to reach the impossibly large surface of the Dyson sphere itself, and be taken inside. What was there beneath? The Star? Was I going to be incinerated? I mean, at that point, I basically knew better, but it was fucking impossible not to panic in that moment. How could I not? I'd basically been thrown out a window and was falling to my death.

The last... let's say, thousand miles between me and the white portal were eaten up in less than a second, and yet I could recall that fraction of a second so clearly. I remember noticing that there was nothing else on the other side of the gateway--that it was simply, purely, white.

The moment in which I was thrown into the fires of hell, a notification appeared in my vision. It was the only thing I could see, and reading it... well...




	GLOBAL ALERT



	
The Trial of Dungeon God Kalamitus and Dungeon Administrator Xzyrtvwartcihz  has begun.


Judge Jerry Applebee, Presiding.









            

    
        115.  The Trial, Part 1

    
    
    
    
                When the world became more than just white space and a single notification window, I found myself standing in a very large room. In truth, it was impossible to not understand, given the notification I'd just received, and given the layout of the room and the people within it, but... saying that I could understand it, was not the same as saying I'd fully processed it.

I was seated on a small silver throne, and standing before me were a man in an ill-fitting hawaiian shirt, and a human-size sky-blue dragon. Kalamitus was no longer imposing; he could no longer dwarf me, and he didn't give off any kind of ridiculously powerful presence. Instead, it was difficult for me to see him as anything other than a flying blue worm, one with an ugly look on his face.

Beyond the Administrator and the Dungeon God was a very, very large dais--hundreds of feet across, it was at least half gold, the other half being something a lot less shiny, textured, and inlaid in patterns that were complex. On top of the dais was another dais, about half the diameter of the first and twice as tall, and another half as large and twice as tall on top of that, then more, ascending like a very short mountain until it reached a small diamond throne.

The Lord Beneath the Labyrinthine Star--for the man on that throne could be no other--chose not to be large. In fact, it wouldn't surprise me if he had resized everyone here to be the same height, for purely symbolic reasons. His skin was nearly as pale as the omnipresent white background, and yet it was impossible to not notice the boundary between the two. If it were left to eyes alone, he might have been almost invisible, but it could not be clearer that this was not a place that relied on mortal biology.

The Lord Beneath had a small, well-trimmed beard, as close to perfect black as his skin was to white, and his head of hair was professional, nearly boring in its execution, in the same color. He wore a black suit and tie, immaculate and perfectly cut, his hands half-interlaced in his lap, one leg crossed over the other, as he sat looking down on the proceedings. He looked... perfectly at ease, if we're honest, which seemed to be as much of a flex as everything else here. I mean, how could he not be at ease? He was the one in charge.

In front of him, closer to the base of his little dais-mountain, were seven blue-skinned people, and I could... I could convince myself that they were all wearing phantom metal collars around their necks, with phantom chains tying them to the throne of the Lord Beneath. But those collars and chains didn't exist, in the sense that I couldn't see them. I was sure that it was True, but I couldn't actually tell that it was true.

Instinctively, I wanted to reach for Merry, to get her analysis, but I quickly discovered that my head was empty--no fairy, but also, no Dungeoneer system. I frowned, reaching for any part of what I'd spent years getting used to, but there was no mistake--it was simply gone.

"Jerry Applebee." The Lord Beneath the Labyrinthine Star's voice, when he spoke, might as well have been coming from headphones--the distance meant nothing, and he spoke at normal volume. His voice itself was smooth and even, but not soothing at all; for all that his voice lacked an edge, it still held echoes of danger, just... distant ones. "I would like to welcome you to your Trial."

The man atop the diamond throne stood, and walked casually down the mountain, the height drops at the beginning as insignificant to him as the ones at the end. He arrived moments later behind the the Administrator and the God, both of whom--perhaps without having a choice in the matter--turned, bowed, and shuffled backwards for a moment to give him room. The Lord Beneath stopped when he was at the same distance from me as they had been.

"It is customary for me to ask a few questions and see how much you understand before the trial begins," he said, "in order to see how much your people have figured out. So: tell me who you believe I am."

I pursed my lips. I had no reason to lie, but also, every reason to think he would know the truth even if I did. "The Lord Beneath the Labyrinthine Star."

He nodded, looking perhaps a little bit impressed. "What is this trial?"

I frowned, and glanced at Kalamitus. "A chance for us to replace the Dungeon Administrator." I wanted to add, if I'm found worthy, but I couldn't disagree, now, with Merry's assessment that my fears on that front were unfounded. I did add, after a moment of thought, "...and unlock the Dungeon God as well, whatever that means."

The Lord Beneath chuckled, shaking his head, and glanced at the flying wyrm, but only momentarily. "And why are you here?"

I blinked, because if my previous answer was correct, the question was redundant. Still, I didn't dare take the time to think about it. "To... become the next Administrator?"

Another small headshake, and I realized that the last two answers were definitely wrong. The Lord Beneath remained poised and calm, though, and just moved to the next question. "What is the ultimate goal of the Labyrinthine Star?"

I took a deep breath. How did I summarize it? "To either empower humanity, or destroy us, if we are unworthy."

He tilted his head in what might have been an in-between, meh gesture. If there was a middle state, than my answers before were... entirely wrong? Or was I reading too much into subtle motions?

"In order to make things proceed more smoothly," the Lord Beneath said, "I will clarify for you. The nature of this trial, Jerry Applebee, is to determine who lives and who dies. You are here to act as arbiter, with full authority to determine the outcome. When you are done, one God and one Administrator will leave. The third will be destroyed, in mind, body, and soul." With that, he turned back towards his throne, the two defendants stepping back into position as soon as he got far enough away.

My breath caught in my throat. Why had they hidden this? I glanced at Kalamitus. It was clear why he would have hidden the nature of this trial--if we knew ahead of time that we could replace this stupid asshole, he'd never survive. But... how had he survived before? This wasn't his first Trial, and like Merry said, he should have known not to be an asshole to... to the person who would become his Judge. Did he really just think I was going to die? Or did he think I was going to be pushed around, somehow?

I wasn't sure what to think, as I watched the Lord Beneath smoothly move up his dais mountain and re-seat himself on his diamond throne, settling back into the same leg-crossed, fingers-interwoven position. Kalamitus... just seemed like an asshole. So how had he survived? Why had he?

"In order to facilitate your role as neutral arbiter," the Lord Beneath said, his voice no different now that he was further away than it had been when he was close, "you have my undivided attention. Any information that you request, which pertains to this trial, is yours."

I felt my entire body catch on fire with those words. I hadn't really been deeply involved in most of the quest for more information, trying to save the species by finding out any little scrap of relevant knowledge, but having brushed against it, I knew that some very important secrets ran very deep, and I was being offered a bottomless fountain of knowledge--but only if I could twist the request to make it relevant to the case. I felt...

"Jerry," Kalamitus' voice carried to me, a little less distinctly than the Lord Beneath's, and sounding far less powerful than when I'd been in his Tower, "as your friend and ally I'd like to inform you that any information you receive directly from the Lord Beneath will be restricted. You will never be able to tell anyone what you learn, and neither will your Fairy friend."

The Beanpole administrator snorted, and I glanced at him. A moment later, I understood--I'd been so wrapped up in the thoughts of how I could use this opportunity to... to protect the entire human race, I guess, that I almost took it seriously when Kalamitus called me his friend.

I closed my eyes, urging my excitement to slow, but everything felt weird, my body not responding like it had when I was a Dungeoneer, but not going back to human standard, either. Somehow, though, I was able to smooth out my emotions, to get myself back under control, to back away from being so fucking gullible that Kalamitus could manipulate me so easily.

I moved to stand up, and was a little surprised to find myself unrestricted, though... I guess I shouldn't have been. What need had the Lord Beneath to restrict my movements? I wasn't a Dungeoneer, and even if I was, he was the last boss. I stood still for a moment, then shook my head, and just walked up to the dragon.

"You are not my friend, Kalamtius," I said, accusingly.

The dragon snorted and rolled his eyes, and I realized that his attitude was the same as always, just... not nearly as intimidating as it had been before. "Please, Jerry," he said. "Save the theatrics. The question at hand here is who deserves to die. I gave you power and helped you along your way, while he has tried to kill you."

Ah. I found myself straightening a bit at that statement, and I glanced over at the beanpole, whose glasses were now entirely normal, allowing me to clearly see his eyes. There were no orbs of fire or darkness there--just common, everyday eyes, ones that looked tired and angry. He looked back at me, as if to challenge whatever he thought was in my head.

"Is that what you think?" I asked, turning back to Kalamitus. "That I am going to hate him, because he tried to kill me?"

"Surely you understand," Kalamitus said, and his hissing voice grated on my nerves. "it's his nature. He is born of nightmares and nothing more. His role was always to die and be forgotten. The fact that he was given a human form is both a practical requirement and an insult. He simply is a nightmare; it's his nature to exist in opposition to your people. Ask him--he'll tell you." Kalamitus's voice was insufferably smug, and I could feel it dripping venom. "We aren't allowed to lie here, you know."

Oh, that was a fun fact. I bet he was expecting that he had successfully turned me with that argument, but I just snorted, and turned to look at Kalamitus. As I did... I realized something, something that probably should have been obvious.

I turned suddenly, straight towards the Lord Beneath. "Clarify something for me," I said. "You said that one person would die, one person would become Administrator, and one a God. Does that mean that I must take on the role of the person who I choose to die?"

"It does not," answered the Lord Beneath.

"Which means that a former Administrator can become a Dungeon God."

"That is possible."

I turned to look at Kalamitus, who now seemed more upset. "You were one, weren't you?" I didn't wait for an answer. "Merry told me--Ethanic let it slip to us that all of the races that the Star has visited were humanoid. You aren't." I wasn't entirely sure why I said it that way. Was I also compelled to not deceive? That was a little annoying.

Kalamitus hesitated, but spoke, his voice furious. "That... is correct."

"So all of the criticisms you just laid apply to you as well. You are another race's nightmare, a race that you had to watch be destroyed. And then you continued to act as Dungeon God for other races since then, none of whom survived."

"That's correct as far as it goes, Jerry, but--"

I gestured sharply with one hand, and for some reason, I felt like I had control over Kalamitus for a moment, and he silenced. "You... don't..." I started to say something a couple times before deciding on how I wanted to phrase it. "You will address me as Judge Applebee, Kalamitus. Do not pretend that you are close to me. Do not pretend to be my friend."

I marched up to the wyrm, feeling sick just from his presence, and got up in his face like he'd gotten up in mine. I could feel the resentment pouring off of him, as I'm sure he'd felt it pouring off of me, back then. "I hate you," I said. "And all the reasons why I hate you are because of what you've done. You think I hate him?" I gestured behind me, towards the beanpole. "He punished me for my own damn mistakes. I'm not mad at him."

For some reason, the beanpole spoke up in that silence. "Not very neutral of you, Judge Applebee."

I turned to look at him, and he met my gaze, and... and I found myself measuring his eyes. They weren't...

I turned away from Kalamitus and the beanpole both for a minute, before finally deciding to return to my throne of Judgement. I marched up and sat in it, feeling like it would have been more satisfying if the seat put be above them, like the Lord Beneath was above us all, but... I could understand how that wasn't the intended message here. I was angry, but I wasn't just angry at Kalamitus, nor was I even just angry at the Lord Beneath.

"Fine," I said. "Let's play at being neutral, then. What do you have to say..." I frowned. "No offense, but I will never remember your name."

"Nor should you," the beanpole replied. "It's a joke, an insult. When we Nightmares were formed by the Lord Beneath, he asked us each to name ourselves. He started with me, perhaps knowing exactly what would happen."

"I snarled at him, and that snarl became my name. Xzyrtvwartcihz." When he pronounced his own name, it sounded exactly like it did when Herman said it, so long ago--like someone gargling a mouthful of glass. Somehow, it seemed exactly like the sort of noise that might have come out of the Slenderman's mouth; it had a strange ringing quality to it that didn't make sense unless you had heard the creature speak. "It was never intended to be a word. There is no language to it. It was a statement to us all, pure and simple: do what the Lord Beneath says, or suffer."

I stared at him for a long minute, and felt an overwhelming surge of pity.

"Don't give me that look," the beanpole snapped after a moment. "I know what you're thinking, Je--Judge Applebee." He forced his words to be clipped and professional, though I'm sure he felt disgusted. "I can tell from what you said before that you hate Kalamitus, but let me say my piece."

I blinked, and before I had a chance to reply, the beanpole took one step closer, and I felt tension ramping up, like that was something he wasn't allowed to do.

"I want to die, Jerry," he said, and I felt exhaustion and misery behind the words. "I don't want to be an Administrator, and I don't want to be a God. I just want to be done with this all. No matter how much I think about good and evil, I will never be anything else than a monster. The faces you've seen of my are my true faces; I am twisted by hatred and suffering. I hate the entire system of mores and morals. I hate how people are--and must be--punished for mistakes, and advanced for simple and accidental successes. I don't like humanity, and I don't..." he paused, and his mouth shut, and he took a step back, the tension releasing as he did.

I considered what he must have been about to say, and why he must not have said it, quietly. After a moment, my eyes drifted back to the Lord Beneath, who sat above us all, watching.

"And what about you?" I asked. "Obviously, I can't simply decide here that you are the one who dies, can I? Lord Beneath?"

"Obviously not."

"Nor any of the..." I looked at the blue skinned people. "Sovereigns? Is that what they are?"

The Lord Beneath made an interested noise. "Correct. These are the Seven Path Sovereigns, and you may not decide their life or death. The trial only involves the three of you."

"And what sort of questions can I ask you?" I looked up at him, somehow able to see him as clearly as the two much closer individuals.

"You may ask me to reveal any bit of historical record pertinent to the defendants, or any technical question necessary to understand their testimony or the historical record."

Reveal the historical record? I blinked. "Alright," I said. "I'd like to see the first Trial of Kalamitus."

The Lord Beneath raised his hands, and we were there.




I stood within the scene, watching a sort of wrinkly, aquatic-looking man standing before two people. One, I noticed, was the same pale white as the Lord Beneath--the other was another wrinkly man like the Judge, looking sad and pathetic, not unlike how the beanpole looked, but in a different way. I turned to look, and there seated on his throne, above it all, was the Lord Beneath.

Beneath him, the Seven Sovereigns were also pale white, and I realized that Kalamitus must have been from the first world the Labyrinthine Star had ever visited. Back then... the Dungeon God and the Seven Sovereigns were from his own world. How long had any of them lasted? All the Sovereigns in my time were from the same world--the last one--implying that they all got turned over after each trial. A God, though, if they were spared during the Trials, might have lasted a while.

The introduction was the same as before, and as before, I had to watch the Judge march up to the Dungeon God, fury on his face.

"I will never let any of your people guide ours," he said, his voice foreign in its tone and cadence, but the words perfectly translated, somehow. "None of you deserve to live for what you are doing to us."

"I wasn't give a choice," the Dungeon God said. He appeared to be a reasonably fit man, but he was almost exactly the same size as the Judge, which again told me the sizing was deliberate. "Believe me, my role and my intentions are to help your people--"

"I don't want to hear it," the Judge said, and with a wave, silenced the man. He turned to look at the other man, who had to have been Kalamitus, but... bound into mortal form. Hadn't Kalamitus been the one to say that was an insult, just minutes ago? I set the thought aside, since it was too late to feel clever now that it was all laid out. "And you," he said. "You will protect our people, won't you?"

Kalamitus worked his neck a little bit, his sharp teeth twisted in a grimace. "I'm not the protecting type, Saff," he said. "You know that. I'm a thief."

"The greatest thief," Judge Saff put a hand on his shoulders. "We're going to steal the Labyrinthine Star out from under these idiots' noses. We're going to win, and you're going to help us."

Kalamitus couldn't help glancing back at the Lord Beneath on his high podium. "It's not that simple," he said.

"I didn't say it was simple. I said we would do it."

Kalamitus shook his head. "You don't understand, Saff," he objected, again. "Your people don't need you as a God. They'll never trust me. This early, they need an experienced God, and an Administrator that they can trust. You must become Administrator."

Saff frowned, and looked to the Lord Beneath. "If I kill Xembran, can I still take over the Administrator position, with ...what did you say his name was, Korium, becoming the God?"

"Of course," said the Lord Beneath, his voice as even and measured as it would be... many millions of years later, it must be, right? I shivered, though I had no real body in the memory.

"Then that's it. I won't have it any other way."

"But--" Korium, who I guess renamed himself later, started to object but the Judge whipped his hand out sharply, silencing him.

"No," he said. "I will never trust these people. Never. You are one of ours. I will take over as Administrator, and you will become God."

Nothing changed for a moment, and Saff turned to look at the Lord Beneath. "That's what I've decided."

"Your role is to determine who lives and who dies," the Lord Beneath reminded him.

"Right," Saff said, and turned. And... it burned itself into my mind, although it seemed almost instantaneous. He simply whipped his hand out like he had a sword in it, and the former Dungeon god tore apart, like he was nothing more than a reflection in water, vanishing the moment it was disturbed.

"Very well. And I suppose your decision remains as it was," The Lord Beneath said, formally.

"Yes. I will be Administrator."

The Lord Beneath in the vision stood, spreading and raising his hands, and said, "Then so be it."

And then I was back.

            

    
        116.  The Trial, Part 2

    
    
    
    
                Having seen the first moments, when Kalamitus was first chosen, I could see the writing on the wall. In truth, what I wanted and intended to do was no different from the terrible choices that had placed Kalamitus on his own throne: I hated the establishment, and I would have preferred literally anyone else. Except... I frowned, still sitting on my throne and looking down over the two, and glanced up at the Lord Beneath, whose hands had returned to their former position.

Except that my hatred for Kalamitus was entirely down to his attitude, and what he'd done to me, specifically. For all that I know the former Dungeon God had been equally a shithole, and was just whiny on his way to execution. It... didn't strike me that way, though.

"As you no doubt saw," Kalamitus said, "there are consequences to behaving rashly."

"Zip it," I said, immediately pissed that he was trying to manipulate me again. I doubted I'd hear anything out of him that wasn't slanted towards his own survival. "I don't want to hear your voice unless I'm asking you a question, Kalamitus."

I felt a lock appear on Kalamitus, as though the words I'd said in a moment of heat had become law. I noted that, not entirely idly, but I didn't try to reverse the decision, and I didn't dwell on it. I'd gotten what I asked for, and I assumed in the moment that I could change my mind if necessary.

All I could really think about in the moment was that Kalamitus had been a whiny brat then, and he was a whiny brat now. I had to force myself back to being emotionally neutral, reminding myself of what the beanpole had said. The fact that he was still an asshole today didn't necessarily mean that he had always been like that. That wasn't how people worked; they--we--grew and changed based on the shit that happened to us. I mean, I had changed a lot. Frankly, the implication that we could never change--that I was still the same murderous asshole as I had been--that was an insult. I didn't want to look at anyone else like that, especially when put in exactly these circumstances.

I mean... here I was, faced with improving my lot in life by killing someone. In a way, it was the same as it was back then, but I had grown, and changed. For all I knew, he had before, and would again. I had turned my life around by being contrite, by accepting the judgement of the law for what I did, for not fighting it, but for all I knew, my life would turn around again, someday.

I looked up at the Lord Beneath, a question on my tongue, but it was a good couple minutes before I had the nerve to ask. "If..." I paused, almost losing the nerve, but finished asking anyway. "If I were to decide, that the one who deserved death was me... what would happen?"

"You would choose the Administrator and the God, and then you would die," the Lord Beneath said, quite simply.

The fact that he had a ready answer confirmed my suspicion, for all that it wasn't really a solution I liked. "So I could."

"I never told you otherwise."

He hadn't. In fact, his phrasing had been very clear: I would determine who would die, and one of each would walk out. As much as this was the pair's trial, both could be declared innocent as long as I was prepared to die in their place.

"But they would still be unlocked, or whatever."

"Hm." The Lord Beneath made an interested noise, again. "What leaves are a God and an Administrator."

I frowned, concentrating on the phrasing. "That's... distinct from a Dungeon God, and a Dungeon Administrator?"

"Correct."

I nodded, noting that once again, there were dumb things being kept secret. The thought made me frown. Come to think of it, we now knew that the Fairy Dungeon was originally another world's Nightmare--an original Administrator. It might stand to reason that Muratama, the strange Dungeon God that Louise had contacted, might be his paired Dungeon God, that was never unlocked, wouldn't it? Except... he wasn't paired with any dungeons. Overcome by curiosity, I opened my mouth to ask, but Kalamitus' warning popped into my mind--if the Lord Beneath answered the question, I'd never be able to tell anyone else.

It might be better just to tell people my suspicions, than to know the answer and never be able to say anything.

My mind, slowly, caught up, and I found myself looking at Kalamitus. I didn't hate the beanpole, and I didn't want him to die, but that was what he wanted, and the problem with Kalamitus seems to be down to the fact that it was never a job he wanted. It seemed... like a bad idea to ignore the precedent and pretend things would work out in this case if they didn't before, but equally, Kalamitus seemed to be a poison pill, one I wasn't sure we wanted on our side. If he was truly competent and well-meaning, then--despite what I wanted--it might be best for him to continue on in that role, but how would I figure that out?

This, clearly, was the point and purpose of having the trial, and it was why the Lord Beneath was prepared to show me any history I needed to make a decision. A series of decisions like this--maybe all of them awful--would help decide our future. I was mostly okay with taking this seriously, but what did I need in order to make the best decision?

"Show me..." how to phrase this? "...actually, how long am I allowed to take at this Trial? How long do these visions take to view?"

"You have an indefinite amount of time here," answered the Lord Beneath. "Historically, I have capped the time a single trial may take as one local year, planetary time. For your second question, any review of the historical record is viewed in one hundredth the original time."

I frowned, appreciating the time compression but not entirely enthusiastic to know that there was a solid cap on how long I could stay. "Once I start viewing records, can I skip forwards and back through the recording?"

"You can ask me to move through it, or to change what is visible, or you may attempt to take manual control over the recording. What is available to you will remain restricted to items pertinent to the Trial."

I nodded, then straightened. "I'd like to see a summary of Kalamitus' contributions to his own world's demise."

There was an awkward pause for only a moment, before the Lord Beneath spoke again.

"I am obliged not to provide any value judgments regarding the defendants," he said. "That includes subjective analytical requests, such as summaries."

"Fine," I said, frowning. The first thought I had was to ask was a full timeline of his efforts, and skip around, but it could be centuries of historical records, and it would just create a whole bunch of restrictions on what I could talk about later on. Instead, I cleared my throat and rephrased my query.

"I'd like to see a historical record... of people of Kalamitus' original world, talking about what he has done, his successes and failures, restricted to the time period around the last... say, six months before the last attempt of his people to..." I frowned. "...unseat you, or whatever the final goal of this is."

The Lord Beneath made a noise that I thought was approving, and there was a strange sense of effort, and then I was dragged into an enormously long series of mixed short and long video clips, awkwardly cut together into an unpleasant slurry of a movie that I remained stuck inside of. There was little to no transition, and I had to force my will to act on the playback mechanism, slowing things down so that I could process things with sufficient time to get an overall picture.

It wasn't absolutely negative, but it was mostly against him.

Among the earliest were hundreds--maybe thousands--of short clips of Kalamitus' vaguely aquatic-looking people, all with a sour look on their faces as they almost uniformly called the Dragon "lazy," "cowardly," or various words that meant "stupid." Mixed in were longer clips of meetings between Gods, Administrators, Dungeoneers, and others I couldn't exactly identify. Those were dry and technical, with the individuals who were speaking not particularly passionate about Kalamitus one way or another. There were also longer clips of what must have been news and talk shows, but the staging and technology of it was alien, if vaguely familiar.

There were some Priestesses of Kalamitus who were predictably ministerial, remaining firmly on his side in all matters, and plenty of individual Dungeoneers who talked happily about what they'd learned from him. Again, it's not as though there was nobody singing his praises, and as I watched, it became harder and harder to tell how much of the naysaying was just typical complaints from people who didn't like him, and how much was a real and genuine reaction to him being a dick.

Along the way, too... although I didn't get particularly vivid images and no exposition at all, I was beginning to piece together an overall image of an entire planet focused on a great single project, split into many parts. Of thirteen Dungeons built "down," I assume into the Labyrinthine Star, and thirteen towers built "up" from the surface of their world, of seven heroes chosen to conquer the Star itself, and of whole armies that those seven would lead into battle.

Or... something like that. Without a good guide, I was making a lot of assumptions.

Kalamitus seemed to fall out of public perception towards the end of the project, as people were more focused on other things. I could tell as the slideshow reached its end that the timescale had accelerated, and the people still talking about him did so less and were only those already attached to him. Some figures stopped appearing, presumably dead, but it all washed by me in an ongoing series of short clips with nothing in between.

I reached the end without any satisfying conclusion, and returned to the Trial room, frowning. I had a lot of questions, but I knew that too many of them, the Lord Beneath wouldn't answer--questions about whether the people I'd seen were biased, and what had happened in the world around him at the time. I wanted to know how that world had ended, and whether Kalamitus had been a part of it, or whether he had done his utmost to try to help.

The Lord Beneath wouldn't answer, and I glanced at the dragon, knowing that he would, but wondering just how much I could trust him.

To fill the time and clear my thoughts, I turned to look at the beanpole. "The myths that you were born from," I said. "Slenderman, and Dracula, and others. We've talked about them before."

That wasn't a question, and he just looked back at me, waiting.

"Is that part of why you don't think you would be a good leader? Because they were powerful and corrupt images from the start."

The beanpole stared at me for a moment, then away. "It doesn't only matter whether or not I would be a good leader," he said, a deep and sullen depression in his voice. "What I told you was that I don't want to live, Judge Applebee."

"Sure," I said, "but the philosophy that you put behind your characters--"

"I am not responsible for how the Devil behaved," he interrupted, suddenly. "In some ways, yes, I modeled his parameters after myself, but if you want to understand that creature," he turned and looked at the Seven Sovereigns, lined up at the feet of the Lord Beneath. "Then you must speak to the Sovereign Saint. She is responsible for the hearts of living constructs."

I blinked, following his gaze. The six other Sovereigns all turned, looking at the last--a very pretty looking blue-skinned woman, with a lot of accents to her body shape and clothing that suggested innocence and purity. She fidgeted, for a moment, but stepped forward.

I looked at her, then at the beanpole, and then at the Lord Beneath. "Then, question: is she responsible for the ...the hearts, of the nightmare Administrators, as well?"

"I am," the Saint said, her voice--like everyone else's--as clear in my ears as if the distance between us meant nothing, her voice quiet and demure, giving a strong suggestion that she didn't want to speak.

I glanced at her, and across at the six others lined up. "You created the Nightmares alone?"

"No," she admitted, with some hesitation. "Each Sovereign has a hand in every fully realized creature, though we rarely need to interfere directly. The Saint lays down the foundation and is responsible for keeping people's hearts focused on the future of the species. The Sovereign Lord," she gestured towards another Sovereign, though I couldn't tell which at a glance, "is responsible for organizing and controlling them after they are created and empowered. The Sovereign Sage is responsible for education, the Warrior for strength training, the Mage for their magic, the Artificer for their equipment... and the Fool resolves the contradictions, and takes responsibility for those who go astray."

That was a lot to take in, and after only just a moment, I shook my head, clearing it. Of all of those, I recognized the Artificer, who had talked to me about Enhancement Sage, and the Fool, who... had intervened on my behalf. I guess.

It was a fascinating discussion to have, but that would only lead me further and further from the point.

"The point," I reiterated, for myself as much as for others, "is that you put philosophy behind what you did. It's not just in the character of the Devil, or the Hag, or the Voodoo Woman." I refocused on the beanpole, trying to keep as much on-track as I could. "You created the trap in the first place, when you encouraged me to trade human lives for power."

I thought I felt a bit of tension in the room at that, and glanced around, wondering just where it came from. It would have to have been from the Lord or the Sovereigns, but I couldn't pick out anything more detailed than that--my empathic sense felt like I was trying to peer through a frosted or gunked-up window, blurry and indistinct. Again, I pushed it back out of my mind.

The beanpole still didn't respond.

"I've spent my life," I said, suddenly feeling testy, "around people who don't think about consequences, the sort of people who would have more sympathy for a devil that was completely selfish and corrupted by greed than they ever would have sympathy for a good person forced to wear a devil's skin. Whatever else you are, you're not that kind of reprehensible person."

"That's not exactly a difficult bar to clear," the former Administrator said, still sounding tired. "Why does all of this matter? I said that I don't wish to live."

"Neither did the other Administrator." I focused on the Sovereign Saint, directing my question at her with a small act of willpower. "You did that on purpose, didn't you?"

"Yes." The Saint, who had stepped back when she wasn't the focus of the trial, stepped forward again.

"Why?"

Her face twitched, a frown coming and going in an instant, and she turned to look up at the Lord Beneath, but he merely glanced at her, providing no objection.

"In our iteration," the Saint said, her voice slow and measured, like she was being very deliberate in what she said. "The Fourteen Nightmares had been created to be ruthless and conniving. It took our people nearly eighty years to reach the end of the First Phase. We were much stronger because of it, but we lost too much time. In reflecting on the fate of our people, I believe that the ruthlessness of our Nightmares harmed our people in the long run. It was decided that the next iteration's Nightmares would be similarly intense, but would necessarily understand the role their death had to play in the Labyrinthine Star."

"On an instinctive level, the suicidal tendencies of the Nightmares are simply a willingness to die for their people. It is... possible, that depression, despair, and fatalism were unintended consequences."

I rankled at that phrase, a lifetime of depression giving me no sense of humor about depression being an unintended consequence. "Yes," I said, testily, "I think they might be."

The Sovereign Saint bowed her head slightly, but didn't reply.  I just took a deep breath, trying to remain focused and objective.  It was... weird, and honestly the whole situation felt weird, but it was all I had right now.

            

    
        117.  The Trial, Final

    
    
    
    
                I stood there, still thinking about what the Sovereign Saint had said about the Nightmare's suicidal tendencies, for a long moment, before speaking up again. "Is there a way to remove or alter that instinct? If I choose his survival?"

To my surprise, it was the Lord Beneath that answered, his words not angry or cruel, but firm. "Your task is not to determine what may be in the future, but who must die given what they have already done. You must make the decision based on who the defendants are, not what you wish for them to be."

That... seemed unfair, given how much the future of our people was hanging in the balance. I turned to look at the beanpole, wondering what other question I could ask to get back to a similar part of the conversation. I settled on, "Do you view yourself any differently, knowing why you feel the way you do?"

He cocked his head to the side, frowning, and didn't reply for a long moment.

I took the time to turn and look at Kalamitus, deciding that even if I couldn't trust him to talk to me about his own value, I could engage him in a similar conversation. "And you," I said, nodding to him. "Tell me about the myths that went into your own construction."

"That was a long time ago," Kalamitus said. I started to snap at him--that wasn't an answer to the question--but his tone convinced me that he was more... being introspective than refusing. He took a long moment for himself, then looked up at me. "Kalamitus, the Thief of the Four Winds, was one who stole from the gods, in one of the ancient myths of our people. He was... depicted in ancient murals as a tornado given life, a great sky-wyrm that descended to consume the world. It was said that he had stolen divinity, and as such, he was cursed to a worm-like shape, and was unwelcome in the heavens and the earth. Lightning was his efforts to get revenge on the gods, thunder their reprisal, and tornadoes were him returning briefly to the mortal world to feed in between his fights with the gods."

I raised my eyebrows, almost impressed by the myth. It was very Greek, in its own way, if entirely foreign in its flavor.

"Over the ages, his myth mutated. He was a furious creature, and monsoons were his wrath; or, he was a broken creature, forced to subsist on the crumbs of the gods, while living beneath their feet. But always, he was a thief, whether resentful, foolish, malicious, innocent..." Kalamitus' head ducked to the side, thoughtfully. "Whatever people wanted to read into it."

"And what did you read into it? At first?" Although I phrased it innocently, I felt like this was important.

"You..." Kalamitus paused. "You should have seen what the Judge in my first trial thought of my myth. But... I didn't agree. Most versions of the myth, by the time of my creation, saw me as a creature punished for the act of theft, not glorified for my success--I was an ancient, resentful creature, and not a hero. Part of that was the mere fact that the myth itself was ancient; if ever people had prayed to Kalamitus, Thief of the Four Winds, in the ancient times of my people, those religions were long buried and forgotten by the time the Star visited. What remained were but mockeries of the original."

"And yet, ever since then, that was your religion."

Kalamitus might have rolled his eyes, but it looked like he just looked up and away. "As though I was given much choice," he said, clearly not proud. "Your own Nightmare, if he were to survive, would need a name and an appearance, and if he chooses the myth he was born from, as he no doubt will, he will have every bit as much trouble as I had." The Wyrm suddenly squinted at me, as though in challenge. "I dare you to suggest that's biased. I assure you, he will, and you'll see it."

That... was actually almost a funny thought, in a very schadenfreude way. Dracula the God? Slenderman the God? I entertained the thought for only a moment, but dismissed it.

"Yes," I said, since there was no use denying how silly that would be, "but I don't want to talk about him. I want to talk about you."

"Fine," Kalamitus said, quickly, and I stopped myself from interrupting. "Yes, my religion was that of the Thief of the Four Winds. Not only on my own world--for the next two worlds, I considered myself first and foremost to be a Thieving God, and I modeled myself as much off of Saff's naive view of me as possible. And yet, over and over, people would give me grief for it, exactly because it was a stupid, childish idea. A god isn't meant to be a thief, nor a monster. Yes, they gave me the benefit of the doubt--they respected my wisdom and experience, in later cycles--but the more I tried to play at being the myth I was created as, the more disgusted people were with me."

"I have grown out of being a nightmare, J--Judge Applebee," he said, his speech coming to a sudden halt as he ran into the restriction I gave him earlier. Clearly, it was some kind of intense compulsion, because it threatened to derail him completely. "I..." he paused, as though he had lost his train of thought, but shook his head and continued after a moment. "I... have since become a being that calls itself a god exactly because that is the experience that I have. Experience with leadership and guidance. And it is that--leadership and guidance--that your people need. Not this frail, disgusting--"

"Do not tell me what to think of him," I snapped, raising a hand, ready to cut him off again, but he paused of his own volition. "Right now, Kalamitus, if this were a competition to piss me off, you'd be winning, and no amount of trying to get me pissed off at--" I wanted to use the beanpole's name, but hesitated, and shook my head. "--at him is going to do anything but getting me pissed off at you. You do remember what you're doing here, don't you?"

"YES!" Kalamitus shouted at the blank white sky, as though furious, and turned to look at me. "I'm trying to end this whole experiment, Judge Applebee," he sneered at me as he gave the title. "Because unlike you and that bespectacled brat, I have real and genuine experience with watching worlds burn for my mistakes. I have had the glorious pleasure," his voice dripped with sarcasm, "of watching my every failure be analyzed over and over again, of watching that thing," he turned and gestured to the Lord Beneath, "continue to watch over disaster after disaster."

"You want to be angry at me? Fine." Kalamitus straightened, as only a flying sky-worm could, but his full height only brought him up to my level. "I deserve it. I'm selfish, egocentric, and foolish, born from a Nightmare of selfishness and wrath. I've been beaten down by failure after failure, and I am so close to utter despair that if it weren't for the compulsions of the Star telling me that I must do my job--and it does tell me so every waking moment of my hellish life--I'm sure I would have found a way to destroy myself after all this time." There was only a brief pause. "Something which, to be clear, I've been told by the Lord Beneath himself was impossible. We are cursed with immortality, not blessed with it, and bound not to die until someone finds us unworthy and unseats us as a deliberate act."

"But is that what you want? Really? All of my experience and all of my knowledge flushed down the toilet? I'm the last God from the first iteration left. Only one remains from the second. Nothing remain from those who created the Star, except the Lord Beneath himself. Experience with this stupid bullshit game is far lighter than anyone would like to suggest, and I can tell you after so many cycles of hope and despair that the experience is critical. You want to carry on without that?"

I closed my eyes, listening to him rant, and inwardly, I appreciated that he finally seemed to be being honest. Repression wasn't that hard to recognize; I'd lived it, and I saw it in the Administrators, in my friends... I shook my head. It was better to at least say what you needed to say out loud.

"But that's the point, isn't it?" I asked, out loud. "The question wasn't who was worth more. The question I was put here to answer, very specifically, was who deserved to die."

My eyes still closed, I drank in the silence after that statement.

"You ought to know, Kalamitus, as everyone ought to know by now. That I killed selfishly and stupidly and was judged by my people's own laws." I stood up, opened my eyes, and moved over towards him, standing in front of the dragon as he floated there, a defiant look in his eye. "If people had judged me harshly back then, if they had decided that I deserved to die just because I fucked up, well, clearly I wouldn't be here, now would I? Instead, I got what was arguably too light of a sentence. Do you know what the key determinant in that sentencing was? At least in theory?"

The others just waited, some eager to hear it, some not terribly concerned. It occurred to me only then that they might not actually know, depending on how news had spread; they--especially Kalamitus--might have received reports, but what was even included? I let the thought slip by so as not to get side-tracked.

"The testimony of a Priestess who could tell, with her lie-detecting prowess, that I actually meant it when I said that I regretted it. That I actually meant it when I said I would atone. That is why I was put in a stupidly low-security prison, why I got out after only a few years. It wasn't the facts of the case that decided my sentencing. I was guilty, and I admitted it."

"The sentence was light because I agreed that what I did was wrong, and that is the same reason why I don't like you, Kalamitus. Because when I look at you, I see a person who got caught being and asshole and just doesn't want to be punished for it."

Kalamitus started to scoff, but I gestured, restoring the lock on his speech, and turned to the beanpole.

"And you. Do you have an answer?"

Xzyrtvwartcihz just looked at me for a long moment, and shook his head. Somehow, the beanpole didn't look at all affected, though maybe it was just his stiff posture and ridiculous Hawaiian shirt. "Should I change my mind because of how I was born? I don't want to live. That's the answer that comes to mind, but I don't like it." He paused. "The Sovereign Saint said I was supposed to understand that my death had meaning, but that's not how I feel. The world belongs to others, and the myths that create me are about parasites that feed off of the innocent. If Kalamitus was a religion about stealing power from oppressors, what am I? Really?"

I considered that, thinking about what I'd heard of the Dracula myth. I mean, vampires themselves were parasites, but Dracula was supposed to be some symbol of upper-class, ancient powers, the rotting remains of old aristocracy. I turned to look at Kalamitus, thinking about tornadoes feeding on the living in order to get revenge on the gods.

"Aren't you supposed to..." How do I phrase this? I stopped, thinking, then tried again. "Isn't that exactly the point, though? You are a nightmare, not an angel. You represent something that was supposed to be conquered. How do we catch a thief without knowing how thieves think? How do we defeat a vampire without understanding it?"

Both Kalamitus and the beanpole just looked at me, silently, as I tried to find the right words.

I continued after another pause. "I think Kalamitus' idea of remaining the nightmare he used to be is wrong. It's tempting to give in--as much as I hate to use loaded religious terms, give in to sin..." I sighed, taking a moment to feel disappointed in myself, a little, "...isn't the point of calling them sins, and your original form a nightmare, the fact that it's wrong?"

I turned back to the beanpole, raising a finger to point at him. "I mean, you can't be surprised about this. This was the whole thing with the Devil. He was created to be a devil, but it wasn't really who he was."

"Yes, it was," Xzyrtvwartcihz said, quietly, and I stopped, letting him interrupt me. "Deep down in his code, it is exactly who he was. If you had freed him and let him wander around, he would have made a mess of things over and over, because he had a million instincts and impulses to be selfish, stupid, and cruel. The more he got to experience being evil, the more he would be certain it was his true nature, despite you removing the system tags from him."

I turned to look at the blue form of the Sovereign Saint at the base of the Lord Beneath's throne. "Do you agree?"

She hesitated, but stepped forward. "I would need to understand the context, and preferably see the creature, to answer your question."

I looked up at the Lord Beneath, who slightly raised his hands, as though shrugging, and the Lived appeared in front of us, but motionless, seemingly unaware. He looked the way I remembered him in his last moments; he was almost human, but still very much looked like the overly-large, muscled Devil I'd known and fought several times. I thought that the beanpole went stiff for a moment, and I glanced at him, but I couldn't really tell what had or hadn't changed.

"He has low wisdom, enough to pass the system's sapience threshold, graduating from a Tier 3 to Tier 4 synthetic intelligence, but still low enough to trigger a host of impulsive behaviors," the Sovereign Saint said, holding up one hand as though she'd pressed it on a transparent wall. "There are also several hidden mechanisms that would trigger selfish and foolish actions, so the Administrator's take isn't unwarranted. The final answer to your question depends on a lot of factors, but I'm also not really sure it's relevant to the discussion." She lowered her hand. "You're already a Tier 7 synthetic being, with more adaptability than his by orders of magnitude. As a Tier 4, his actions would be dominated by his statistics, where as your statistics are recalculated based on your choices."

"To explain the tiering system in brief," she said after a pause, "tier zero offers no attempts at personality, while one through four present increasingly complex fake personalities ruled entirely by the System. Intelligence tiers five through nine have a much more nuanced system that approximates free will, and tier ten is meant to completely simulate a healthy adult sophont intelligence, to the point where it could be grafted on an organic blank. You would become a full ten if you were to survive this, no different than any other except in origin."

The beanpole, finally, seemed to be really affected by what she said, and I kept an eye on him as he processed that. "I..." he paused, and swallowed what was probably a lump on his throat. "I'm not... a fully realized intelligence?"

One of the other sovereigns stepped forward, who I didn't recognize. "It's necessary," he said. "A Nightmare Administrator above a certain intelligence threshold will be too distracted by the ethical quagmires of their position to do their duty, or else too blind to the ethical questions to be redeemed. Nightmares have a duty to stand by and watch the people of the world be killed, but it is mandated by the Star that they have enough intelligence and sapience that this trial is not a foregone conclusion."

"It's not an easy balance," the Sovereign Saint interrupted. "From your own perspective, some things not only seem impossible, but you can't hold them in mind. When you become a full intelligence, you will be capable of becoming anything--"

The Lord Beneath interrupted. "I will repeat what I said earlier," he said. "You must judge whether the two in front of you as they are now, not as you assume they might be in the future."

Silence reigned after he spoke, and I looked at him, at the Sovereigns, who stepped back into line, and at the two defendants. "Isn't the point of who deserves to die about what happens in the future?" I asked, immensely frustrated.

"The future is chaotic and unknowable," the Lord Beneath said, his voice still measured and even, though I think mine wouldn't have been, given what he was saying. "But my philosophy on the subject is irrelevant. The format of these trials was decided with the creation of the Star. It is no more within my power to change the rules of the trial than it is within yours."

I blinked. "But at the same time, I am free to make whichever decision I want, for whatever reasons I want."

"The question at hand is who deserves to die."

I looked from the Lord Beneath to the beanpole, and then to Kalamitus. My heart sank, as I looked at the dragon, although it was difficult to put a finger on exactly why. "That's already a foregone conclusion," I said. "Especially given what you," I glanced at the Saint, "just said. If Kalamitus could always change and grow, and isn't dominated at all by the System, then inevitably, his sins are his own, aren't they?"

The dragon thrashed, but still could not speak.

I stepped away from my throne and towards Kalamitus, pushing off from the seat firmly and crossing the distance in only a moment. "Maybe I'm being unfair," I said. "Maybe despair and depression crushed you like they did me, back then. But I don't feel the similarity between us that I feel between myself and ...Xzyrtvwartcihz." I found, when I forced myself to try to speak the Administrator's name, that somehow it came to me. That was good, because it would have definitely ruined my poise to stumble over it in that moment. "I felt like I was a victim of my circumstances, and I feel the same from him. And from the other Administrator that I've met, for that matter. But you..."

"No matter which time I think back to meeting you, Kalamitus," I said, pressing forward, and watching the Dragon retreat back the equivalent of a step, floating in the air. "Always it seemed like you were just... I don't even know. Running away, maybe. Consumed by something, maybe. But not reflecting on your past, and not trying to change."

"You talked a lot about what my people need, Kalamitus, but if there is one thing that we need, it's people willing to grow and change as circumstances do. Someone invested in the outcome, and not hiding from it. We don't need you, and us needing you is all that could possibly make me put up with such a selfish prick."

"I..." I turned to look at the beanpole, but something in his look gave me pause. I studied his face, then turned back to the dragon. "I'll give you one last chance to defend yourself, but that's it."

Even freed to speak, the Dragon remained silent for a long moment. It was... difficult to try to read his emotions, but the silence itself spoke to me, sounding like guilt and angst.

"Change," Kalamitus mused after a long moment. "There is no question that you represent change, Judge Applebee. I thought that you could not possibly achieve what you said you would, and I laughed at you behind your back. This is despite the simple fact that I have seen other heroes rise and achieve greater things in less time, but those heroes were raised to it. They were formed, molded to become heroes by forces greater than them. Most people like you burn out quickly, and I suspect that if it were not for this Trial, you would have followed in their footsteps. You would find quickly that the life of challenge and evolution that you chose leads you to a dead end, where you have power and no purpose."

"Perhaps in a way, you are right. I was never a God of change." The dragon curled and uncurled, flexing in a way that I thought must have been a nervous fidget. "The Thief of the Four Winds was always locked in a stalemate with the gods, undying in a fight he would never win. When I rose to become a god myself, and took on his persona, I found myself shunning direct conflict and hesitating in the face of great change."

"And yet for all of that," Kalamitus' eyes refocused on me, no longer lost somewhere inside his own thoughts. "I see in you a recklessness and a selfishness that is more like myself than perhaps you are willing to admit. Have you changed much since the start, really? You were rash then, and you are rash now. Oh, perhaps you have fought off your despair for now, but I ask you this, Judge Applebee: are you really prepared for the idea that you will live, perhaps forever but certainly for centuries, just as you are today? With all of your flaws and fears, only now at the center of your entire world's attention?"

I shivered, but refused to step back. I... didn't exactly think that he was wrong, but I had changed, even if it was hard to make that argument in front of someone else. "That certainly sounds unpleasant," I admitted.

"Unpleasant." Kalamitus added a healthy dose of sarcasm to his voice. "Yes, leadership is unpleasant, boy. A task you may not be suited to, and yet whichever job you take on--whether Administrator or God--people will look to you as a leader. It is that, perhaps more than all else, that I laughed about when I was dismissive of you. You don't have the soul of a leader, and you never will."

I took a deep breath, feeling wounded by the assertion, but the Dragon continued.

"You see yourself in the Nightmare because you blame others for your mistakes, and you can't see yourself in me because you do not yet have so many mistakes in your past that you must bury them simply to remain sane. Have I changed? Every iteration of me was different, each trying a million new ideas and attempting a million different things. I am not trying to get away with my sins; I am simply..."

There was a long silence, as the Dragon stared at me, and I at him, but I don't think he was really seeing me.

"...I am simply," he said, his voice more tired than I'd ever heard in anyone, "unable to do anything about the mistakes I've already made. What I can do is look forwards, just like you, and the rest."

I grit my teeth, willing to admit that he had made a good argument, even as I hated him for making this even more difficult on me. I turned and looked at the beanpole, almost helplessly, wondering if he had an answer to Kalamitus' arguments, and to my surprise, the beanpole spoke up quietly almost as soon as I looked to him.

"Your argument that Jerry hasn't changed is laughable," he said, his voice somehow... poignant, despite the quiet and still quality of his words. "To you, Kalamitus, the fact that he survived against unwinnable odds is nothing more than words, a quirk of statistics, a story relayed by outsiders that by necessity captures the essence of the incident without any of the details. There is nothing statistical about what he has done, and anyone who bore witness to it knows that."

"You accepted my recommendation for Jerry as a candidate Judge on a lark, Kalamitus, but I didn't offer it as a joke, or on the spur of the moment. I offered it because watching him fight changed me. He accomplished things that I believed impossible in front of my eyes, and that changed my understanding of what was possible."

"Perhaps most importantly..." the beanpole, for whatever reason, took off his glasses and looked at them in his hand, as though musing over their purpose. It occurred to me that the glasses could only be a meaningless prop, or perhaps a system tag-necessitated one, but I put it out of mind as he continued talking. "...he changed himself, in exactly the way you're saying he didn't, and in exactly the way you're suggesting that you did. Things he used to believe were impossible, he now will attempt if he believes them to be necessary, or useful."

"I believe that is the difference he is talking about seeing, between us and you." Xzyrtvwartcihz discarded the glasses, and I wondered again what they meant to him. "When I issued my Full Clear Quest, I couched it in terms of going to war with you. That is exactly because I deemed it an impossible war to win. I had tortured and betrayed him, been personally responsible for the worst moments of his life, and you... you are a powerful, manipulative, old being who has survived a boggling number of these trials through some manner of wit or wisdom. A war with you was something I was bound, inevitably, to lose."

"And yet here we are," the beanpole said, and swept his arms out to the sides in a grand gesture, though his face remained grim. "I've said all there is to say. I want to die. I'm unworthy. And yet, though it seems impossible, I would rather watch you die, Kalamitus. You are a slimy worm who has remained alive at the cost of others forever, and I ...want you to lose." He seemed to have to force the words out.

I don't know why it was so hard for him to say, but I applauded him for it. Literally, I mean; I clapped. The two turned to look at me, and Xzyrtvwartcihz openly scowled at me.

"I'm a little surprised it's so hard for you," I said. "I would think Dracula would have more of a penchant for giving speeches."

"Dracula is a blood-sucking parasite," the beanpole snarled back. "Manipulative and cold, all of the things that I hate Kalamitus for being. I'm like him in too many ways..." his face twitched, in several directions, as he seemed to force himself through a mental or emotional barrier. "...but I don't want... to be like him. I want to change. I want to grow."

"You will," I said, and looked up at the Lord Beneath. "I've made my decision. The one who deserves to die is Kalamitus."

            

    
        EPILOGUE

    
    
    
    
                Louise Velveteen had waited a long time for any word. It had been nearly two weeks since a global alert had appeared, telling her that "Judge Jerry Applebee" was presiding over some kind of Trial, the specifics of which were not mentioned. She wasn't the only one waiting nervously; the entire world's attention had focused on the formerly-sleepy suburbs, and an insane number of Federal and International forces had moved temporarily into the region, as though competing to be the first ones to speak to Jerry--presuming that whatever was going on, he would get through it safely.

The idea that he was serving as some kind of Judge, and not undergoing some sort of trial by combat, had taken everyone by surprise, but as hours had given way to days, many people suggested that the title was a distraction, and that the trial that was underway really was dangerous, somehow. Around day eight, a number of people all seemed to independently confirm at nearly the same moment that this was not the case, and that it was a courtroom-style trial, but there was still a great deal of mystery regarding it.

Still, Louise counted the days, uncertain if she would see Jerry again, or what would have changed if she did.

It was about three hours shy of twelve days since the last global notification when Louise received another.




	[ GLOBAL NOTIFICATION ]



	
The Trial of Kalamitus and Xzyrtvwartcihz has ended. By decree of Judge Jerry Applebee, Humanity has gainedEarth Administrator Jerry Applebee
Earth God Slenderman

God Towers of Kalamitus will be rendered derelict. Dungeons Administered by Xzyrtvwartcihz will be rendered derelict.

Please see Administrator Applebee regarding the placement of Dungeon Tower Alpha.








Louise could feel something shift at the same moment, even before she had finished reading the notification. Two things, really; one she felt shifting in her Dungeoneer body, which she couldn't begin to explain, and another she felt in her connection to Muratama. Her chosen god had been... well, it had not been normal, or particularly helpful, but she couldn't help feeling that she and her god were at least on familiar terms.

Even so, when she heard his voice for the first time, it felt... foreign, and it simply didn't seem right.

"The seal..." Muratama's words were barely there, but they were, and she felt intent behind them, saw a vision of a ruin. It felt like... no, she was sure it was one of the ruins that hung around the Star itself, the floating islands in the abyss that Jerry had shown her. From what she had seen... that was still far to little information, but it was a start.

And then Muratama went silent again, as though lulled back to sleep, though her connection with the god remained.

A few moments later, she received a strange sense of presence, and another notification appeared.




	[ PRIESTESS CHOICE ]



	
You have the option of converting to the Earth God Slenderman, Shepherd of the Lost. Your Priestess levels will be maintained.

Currently, the Slenderman offers the following Priestess benefits:

+ Advanced Empathy
+ Darkness Magic

Currently, the Slenderman is under the following religious seals:

- Bond of the Orphan- Bond of the Miser
- Bond of the Serf

Do you wish to change religions?








Louise hesitated over the dialogue box for a long time, as (she would later learn) a great many other people did, worldwide. In the end, though, she selected No, and watched the notification vanish. She had very little understanding of who or what Muratama was, but she got the impression that he was important, and she wasn't going to just walk away from him, especially since he had just given her... well, a clue, or a quest, or something.

She didn't really imagine that she was the right person to complete that quest, whatever it was, but so far she hadn't encountered many people at all who had any knowledge of this mysterious God, and so she was reluctant to ignore him.

The presence that was hovering there, though didn't go away, and a moment later, another window popped up.




	[ GODLY QUEST ]



	The Slenderman has given you a quest to Meet Administrator Applebee at noon in two days, at the derelict entrance to Pearland Dungeon.






Louise felt a smile and a blush both come across her at once, and looked up from the notification towards the sense of spiritual pressure she felt. "Thank you," she said, and accepted the quest.

A moment later, the pressure vanished.




In the two days following the surprise announcement, of course, the world ignited in a storm of confusion and excitement. It was only a short while later that another Global Notification appeared, this one announcing another Trial had begun. The names were unfamiliar to Louise, but she thought the Dungeoneer name was Asian, probably Chinese.

When Jerry and the Slenderman didn't immediately appear on the world stage, the news only got more intensely suspicious, and rumors began to flow more and more thickly. Somehow, however, rumors that Jerry would soon appear all lacked the two pieces of knowledge that Louise had herself: the where and when.

She had every reason to keep that knowledge to herself, and she did.

On the day, Louise found a car from the US Dungeoneer's Association waiting for her, a 'favor' she wouldn't have accepted if High Priestess Cream herself didn't roll down a window and gesture for her to enter. She frowned, but at least came closer to the window, unsure how much to trust the woman.

"I notice you haven't changed religions," Cream said through the gap. "I wondered if you would, just to get closer to your man."

Louise was still at least half in the mindset of an older, divorced woman, and she found the concept that Jerry was her man pleasantly scandalous, even as the more rational parts of her mind reminded her that they had been openly dating. She let a chill run through her quietly without comment, but only replied, "That seems like the sort of thing a devout person shouldn't do, isn't it?"

Cream snorted. "Millions of priestesses across the world have changed religions. Besides, the model that..." she hesitated, as though considering the conversation taboo still, but moved on, "...the Labyrinthine Star seems to use is more of a pantheon rather than a monotheistic religion. There's no shame in finding that you serve better in one service rather than another."

"That still isn't much dedication," Louise replied, but frowned at the car. "I... assume you're going to go see him."

"I received a Quest, yes," Cream said. "Are you coming?"

Louise hesitated another moment, but ultimately entered the car. It was a limousine, armored from what she could tell, and Cream wasn't alone inside. She was a little surprised to see that among the passengers was a woman in black Priestess garb, with black eyeliner that looked like it had run terribly, but after a moment of looking, she was certain it was a deliberate effect. "You are..."

"Priestess Berrybottom," the woman held out her hand, and Louise shook it. "But you can call me Eliza. I converted to the Church of the Slenderman. That's why the clothes are different, and the..." she gestured at her face.

Louise felt surprise come over her. "So the released Gods can change the uniform?"

"The word is habit," replied Cream, quietly.

"Yes," Eliza said, cheerfully. "Among other things. There are a number of--well, I suppose you saw the notification. Benefits and bindings."

"I saw," Louise nodded. "What sort of--"

"With all due respect," Cream broke in, this time not quietly, "we're going to be meeting Earth's first Administrator in just over... an hour and a half, and I'd like to make certain things clear." She frowned at Louise, and the air sharpened, a reminder that Louise was still less than a hundred levels in, and Cream remained at level one thousand. "We're not going to get in the way of your... relationship, but Jerry is a national asset, now, and there are a number of people in the government that are going to be insisting on meetings and briefings. With the Chinese already starting on their own Trial, we can't allow ourselves to fall behind; we need to know what he knows, and we need to know it now."

Louise felt a strained sense come over the car, and when she exchanged looks with Priestess Berrybottom, she was pleased to see the other woman looked uncomfortable as well. In the end, it was Eliza who spoke next. "High Priestess... this is more important than America versus China, as you ought to know--"

"I know that this is about international cooperation," Cream interrupted. "The problem is that our sources inside China insist that they see it as a competition just as much as we do. Even if we do everything right, and play at this being an international outreach, they will insist that it's either Western imperialism or Western isolationism, depending on whether we are reaching out to existing allies or new ones. In order to frame the political discussion in a way that is the most favorable to our public perception in the long term, we first need to understand exactly what the situation actually is." Cream scowled, and Louise could see that the other woman's conversion into a Priestess had removed a number of wrinkles, which only reappeared when her face fell back into old patterns.

Louise had seen the same in the mirror ever since she had become Priestess, and had for quite some time done everything she could to hide it. Lately, since Jerry didn't seem to be bothered, she had been able to loosen that grip over her mask, but she still felt a strong urge to be as stoic as possible in public, keeping an appearance of being gentle and worry-free no matter what she really felt.

"That's the point," Priestess Berrybottom was saying. "It's not about the public perception of America, or about how much our leaders remain in control. There are a number of factors..."

Louise looked out the window, noting that they had almost arrived; it was, after all, a fairly short trip from her home to Pearland Dungeon. The National Guard's control over the site had intensified since it had been closed off, and then decreed 'derelict', whatever that meant. Or, perhaps it was only guarded today, when Jerry was going to appear? She wasn't at all sure.

Inside the Guard cordon were a number of figures milling about, most in military garb, though others were in expensive suits, mostly in black. Given the hot Texas sun beating down on them, Louise couldn't help a smirk at the clear discomfort of the political types, though it faded when she considered the newly black-garbed Priestess sharing the cabin.

"The point is," Cream once more interrupted Eliza, and loudly, but she turned to Louise directly. "We understand that you and Jerry need time together, but we would appreciate it if you would help him keep his responsibilities in focus, and in the forefront of his mind."

Louise could feel that comment rankle her. "If you would clarify, High Priestess," she said sweetly. "What are Jerry's responsibilities?"

Something about her tone must have had the desired effect, because Cream's mouth snapped shut, and the car--now stopped--was quiet for a long moment. Louise met her eyes, wondering if the High Priestess had some particular point to make, or if she was just stuffing her foot in her mouth, and let the silence draw out.

Finally, Cream spoke, measuring her words carefully. "America and our allies are all committed to international cooperation, and we intend to do everything in our power to improve our chances at success. Whatever Mr. Applebee can do--"

"I'm sorry," Louise snapped, her quiet words breaking into the High Priestess's speech. "You've talked about your own responsibilities. What are Jerry's? Because you clearly have a great deal more information about this than I, or even he, does, information that you clearly intend to use me to deliver. Information about what his job is, since you seem to think he is working for you."

Cream's face distorted into a furious mask, but she bit back saying something she might have regretted. Louise, for her part, was already regretting opening her mouth, since she wasn't sure at all what the High Priestess and her people did or didn't know... but, having been there when the National Guard attempted to arrest Jerry with tanks--and opened fire on the both of them without provocation--she wasn't going to be too charitable.

So Louise just continued. "As long as I've known him, Jerry has been empathetic and constantly worried about what he should be doing. I know that he has had problems--that he has been a problem. But he does his best to do what he thinks is right, and yet you, shamlessly..." Louise found it hard to keep the heat out of her voice, and stopped, trying to figure out exactly what to say to express the anger inside of her.

Eliza stepped into the silence. "You did just kind of assume that he needs to be on a leash," she said, the running black shadows under her eyes giving the impression of a bereaved woman feeling free to finally speak her mind. "And that Louise both agrees with you and is willing to be that leash. Your leash. Which is..." Eliza paused, like words were also failing her.

"Impolite," Louise supplied, fully willing to understate things, and counting on the High Priestess' ability to read her tone to determine exactly how understated she felt the word was.

Cream glanced between the two of them for a minute before letting out a soft, growling sigh. "I admit that was a bit presumptuous," she said. "But I'm facing pressure to make sure that Jerry cooperates--"

"Jerry isn't your subordinate," Louise broke in. "You can't make sure he cooperates. He's above you, above all of us. You should be trying to negotiate, not ensure that he cooperates."

"I--we are going to negotiate," Cream said, and it sounded like backpedaling to Louise, but she'd had enough.

"Do," she said, and got out of the car without waiting to hear what else the woman had to say, slamming the door behind her.

Louise looked around the site. It was familiar to her, but not too much. Part of that was how much had changed; the site was previously set up for dungeoneers entering and leaving with loot that would be assessed, but now, a wide perimiter had been set around the distortion that had once been the Dungeon entrance. Now, that distortion was outlined by a black cube, and each face of the cube had a black X across it, corner to corner. It didn't look like the National Guard's work, so Louise assumed it was the Dungeon itself indicating that it was closed.

She closed her eyes, standing there, and tried to feel anything... spiritual, in the area. It still sounded odd; it was a strange thing to be serious about, at least. But the Administrator had demonstrated that it was real, and Jerry had always seemed able to tell when the Administrator was watching. So, she supposed, she could do the same.

The car door opening behind her broke her concentration, and she opened her eyes to find that the High Priestess and her other guest were stepping out. "There's no point in waiting," said Cream, coldly. "It will be hours yet before noon."

There was a sudden hum, and Louise turned towards the Dungeon entrance to find the black steel box rippling like the surface of a lake. Then, with a snap, the box broke open, and the distortion shimmered slightly, as though proving that it was open.

Louise didn't bother waiting for any more permission than that. A National Guard trooper posted nearby stepped in her way, and Louise surprised herself by tossing the man aside with a casual gesture. She knew--had always known--that a Dungeoneer body was a weapon, but it was never what she did with it.

She passed into the portal without hesitation, and came out in a well-lit empty room, with nothing but some padded benches arranged in a circle to decorate the room. Standing in the center of the circle was Jerry--but he looked off. Very off, as though he wasn't at all present in the body, and Louise stopped immediately, looking at him, concerned.

All at once, the body snapped back in place, and Jerry turned to her and smiled.

"Sorry," he said. "This is a temporary body. They're making me a real one--oof."

Louise put Jerry in as tight a hug as she could, which would probably have done bad things to a non-Dungeoneer. Although she still wasn't entirely sure where this was all going--she wasn't entirely sure--she'd felt more comfortable with him than anyone else she'd seen or been with since... well, certainly since she became a priestess, but even before that.

There were still problems between the two of them, and it was looking like it would be hard to find time for them to just... be together, but for right now, it was worth a shot. She had decided that a while ago, but it still wasn't entirely clear what Jerry was going to say, here, or what the future would be like. Depending on what was going to happen next, a relationship might be next to impossible.

She pressed her forehead against his chest, willing him to listen to her thoughts, and after a moment, she felt him surround his body with more than just his arms, his mind gently touching hers.

There was more there, now. There were rough edges that were old, and rough edges that were new, and things that had been recently smoothed, plus depths, and... she stopped looking and relaxed into him. How is Merry?

Jerry held her close, and she sensed a pain in him. She can't be with me anymore, but she's going to survive. Not only does she have the Fairy Heart, now, I asked for a favor from... some new friends.

"Mr. Applebee." A voice interrupted them, though Louise had noted Jerry watching Cream approach with disdain. "Far be it from me to interrupt, but I believe we have a lot to talk about."

"High Priestess." Jerry pulled away, but he did keep a hold of Louise's hand, which made her smile inwardly. "I'm planning on a more public announcement later--I'll want your help organizing an international meeting--but we can go through some of the basics."

"What is the next phase of the Lord Beneath's plans?"

Jerry shrugged for a moment. "It wasn't really his plan in the first place," he said. "And we haven't left the first phase, not really. But to answer your question... I'm going to behave differently than the Administrators that came with the Star. I can do a lot of things differently, including not really needing to kill people, which they... really did need to. And I will still sort of need to."

Louise looked at him, feeling a deep dread in Jerry's chest, but also a firm conviction.

"Sort of?" Cream responded to the obvious pause by prompting him to go on.

"I realized something when I was shown a part of the Star's history, though I didn't really understand at first." Jerry sat down on one of the padded benches, and Louise sat next to him. "I'm not allowed to explain anything that I was told, only things I understood for myself, and I'm pretty sure that the point isn't for us to invade and conquer the Labyrinthine Star. We're supposed to create our own and defeat the Star in a battle of equals."

"And how does that equate to you killing people?" Cream's voice was colder than Louise would have expected.

Jerry shrugged. "The Star is going to give me several gifts for advancing to Administrator, but ultimately, those gifts are a tiny part of what makes the Star powerful. It became what it is by absorbing the understanding of billions and billions of souls, and the Star originally was only able to be born because of similar sacrifices. I don't have to kill people to absorb understanding--in some ways, that doesn't help at all. But it does work. Like many things associated with this... detestable death game, it's a shortcut held right in front of our faces, to see if we become corrupt."

Louise found Jerry's hand gripping her own tightly, and she squeezed back. You hate that.

Of course I do. Jerry's voice was firm, without a shred of confusion. When Cream remained silent, Jerry continued. "The Star is better designed than I want to admit. It encourages people to learn how magic works, and then kills them, absorbing their understanding in order to understand magic better, itself. It's a drug-pushing scheme, except even more insidious, because it offers everyone what they want, from soldiers to bakers, from mechanics to assassins. It can offer anything to anyone, and it only has those gifts to offer because it stole them from someone else."

"The worst part of it all is this." Jerry turned to look in Louise's eyes. She studied what was behind them, feeling deeply pleased to see that he still wanted her approval, needed her presence despite what was happening--or because of it. "I'm given a lot of restrictions on what I can say, but what I just told you is something I'm specifically allowed to say. Despite being told directly from the source, despite how almost everything that comes from that source is privileged so I can't repeat it, this part I am allowed to say. He wants me to say it. And not the Lord Beneath, but the psychotic man--or men--that created this death game in the first place."

"Because even if we know that the death game is fueled by corpses, we won't stop, and they know it."

Louise flinched. She turned and looked at the High Priestess, who was also sitting there, her eyes closed like she was in pain, a strange look on her face that didn't speak well of what was going on in her heart--a look that said she wasn't nearly as conflicted about this as she should have been.

"No," Cream said, "we won't. Because even if America stopped sacrificing people for power, someone else wouldn't. North Korea, or China, or Russia, or Africa, South America, Eastern Europe, or some in the West. Anyone who willingly sacrificed lives could overturn whole armies of people who didn't."

Jerry just nodded at her, and let the woman piece together the plot on her own, his fingers still holding fast to Louise's own.

"So if you kill people, you gain their power, and you could use it." Cream stood up and moved back around the bench, and began pacing. "That means you don't have power until you kill people. Whatever resources the Star has, you don't. Once all the Administrators are replaced, the resources we take for granted--the things we gain by delving Dungeons--will be denied us, and we have to create our own versions of them."

Jerry's silence was acknowledgement, and the High Priestess continued to pace.

"There's no way to stop people from replacing the Administrators, now that we know how the system works. A nation or region without an Administrator is powerless to resist a nation with one. It would spawn a new wave of imperialism, with haves and have-nots. So governments will be desperate to ensure they get one of the limited number of slots remaining, and that just hastens the end."

"And then the drugs get cut off," Jerry said, his words cold.

Cream turned to look at him, but nodded. "The addiction needs to be fed," she said. "There will be people--Administrators and governments--who sacrifice whatever they must in order to get back what they lost."

Louise frowned, finally speaking up. She found that her own voice also was full of anger and frustration, which she normally kept well buried. "But then... I don't understand why there was all that stuff about not telling people the secrets in order to prevent corruption. If the corruption was inevitable anyway..."

"Because it's a game," Jerry and Cream said, almost at the same time, and they both looked at her with almost matched looks of anger--not at her, of course. Then they looked at each other, for a moment, and Jerry gestured to the High Priestess for her to explain.

"Because they could just as easily destroy us all if that's what they wanted," she said. "We've done the calculations. The kind of power that the Labyrinthine Star demonstrates could destroy the planet itself, not just wipe out our population, if that's what they wanted to do. There is a point to what they're doing, and it lies in seeing whether or not we destroy ourselves, not proving that they can destroy us."

Jerry nodded, picking up the thread when she paused. "They told us the point of the game was that we could prove ourselves worthy," he said. "Whether that's true or a lie, that's definitely the point. Either the game is unbeatable, or it's not, but it's designed to only be beaten by those who deserve to beat it."

Louise frowned. "And we prove we deserve to beat it by not killing people?"

Jerry sighed, and there was quiet for a long moment. "It's not like I have that answer," he said. "There are probably going to be a lot of situations that test us. I... maybe know of a few already, but there will be more, and I can't speak of what I know." He shook his head. "But the biggest test right now is seeing whether we can come together as a world or whether this competition for resources is going to cause us to tear ourself to pieces. And... I'm not sure we're going to pass that test. Hell, the Houston area was already being invaded by foreign interests--even freaking assassins--and that was before things started getting serious."

"All of the major ports of entry are like that," Cream said, and Jerry just nodded, as though unsurprised.

"I don't know the answer," Jerry repeated. "But I have to step up, because now I'm one of the few who can." He stood up, finally letting go of Louise's hand, and she let him go, a little reluctantly. "And that starts with some... unpleasantness."

Cream turned to face him, a guarded look on her face, and there was a tense atmosphere.

"As of right now," Jerry said, his voice firm, "I'm no longer an American citizen. I'm no longer a citizen of any nation. I'm not of the West, I'm not of the First World, I'm not of anything except humankind itself. I don't answer to you, to the President, to the UN, or anyone."

Cream's eyes flashed, dangerously, and Louise could feel an intense power gathering itself around her. "What is that supposed to accomplish?"

"You're still the same woman who tried to arrest me at Armand Bayou," Jerry said, his voice cutting through her words like a knife. "Still with that same pretentious, self-absorbed temper. You still think that you and your people can do no wrong, have done no wrong."

"So it probably won't make any sense to you that the world in general will be much happier knowing that I have renounced all ties to you and refute your authority. But, it will." Jerry took a step forward, as though tempting her to attack. "You ought to know as much as anyone else that America has a laundry list of crimes, and politicians and corporations from our hallowed shores are heavily suspect." He put a mocking tone into his voice. "I don't intend to target the United States, or ignore it if it needs help, but you of all people, High Priestess, not only should understand this, but you represent it. You represent things that this nation has done wrong, to me personally."

"I'm not your tool, nor am I the president's, the UN's, the G7's, or anyone else. That isn't to say that I'm not on the side of humanity or the world. I am." He took a last step, and Louise could tell that his body was growing slightly, if subtly, in order to leave Jerry looking down on the High Priestess.

"I just wish I was sure," he said, "that you were on the world's side."

"We are," Cream said, a fierce combative will in her voice.

"I never expected you to say any different," Jerry replied evenly. "And yet I'm still not sure. You'll just have to prove it, just as I will."

Jerry reached out, and with a casual gesture, flung Cream into an exit portal that suddenly appeared and disappeared. And then, he took several deep breaths, retreated to the nearest bench, and sat.

Louise came over to him, but hesitated to sit down next to him. She'd seen this in Jerry too often, now; he was lost in his own world, thinking about his own problems. The best thing she could do was not step on that.

"And then there's you." Jerry looked up at her, and Louise felt her heart skip a beat, but she wasn't sure what to say or think about it, now.

"Yes, there's me. Us." Louise firmed her will and sat down on the bench next to him. "What do you think I should do?"

"Do?" Jerry shook his head. "There are a lot of things only you can do, Louise. Like taking care of your daughter, and looking into Muratama. And given how weird my life is going to be, I wonder if you really want me to be a part of it?"

Some part of Louise wanted to instantly say 'yes', but she knew that part of her was just lonely. Instead, she opened her mind up to him again, and his own will folded around hers, like a big warm hug to her soul.

And yet, there was distance there.

I don't exist except for you, a part of her mind told him, and somehow, she tasted the bitterness in her voice. Everyone else sees me as an empty-headed, pretty doll, a servant to the gods without a will of her own.

Not everyone. Jerry's voice in her mind was firm, and his body reached out and took hers, holder her the way their minds were locked together in the other plane. Mel doesn't. And plenty of people saw and heard you take control in that fight against the slavers.

Louise shook her head, slightly. I know I look like a young woman now, but you can't forget--

I haven't forgotten. Jerry squeezed her gently. You are weighed down by trauma I can't even imagine. This won't get fixed right away, but I want to help, because you helped me. I wouldn't have gotten through any of this without you.

Louise's heart both leaped and shrunk. You got strong because you fell in love with me?

No. I grew strong because you believed in me. Jerry pulled back, physically and mentally, and spoke out loud, his eyes meeting hers. "I'm not here because you're pretty, Louise. I'm here because you stuck with me in spite of everything. I'm here because you didn't just try to redeem me--you began to enjoy the person you found inside. I'm here because it's good to be around you."

Louise found herself struggling, her heart tying itself in knots at the frank words.

Jerry took her hand, and squeezed it. "I think that if this was about sex, you'd know by now," he said, smirking slightly. "We're just two miserable, depressed people that get along, and who are also compatible. And now... your life and mine are both going to continue, but on different paths. Is it worth working to keep us together? Because it is to me."

"Yes," Louise said, without hesitation, though when her thoughts caught up, there were still doubts.

"Then we will." Jerry stood, and gave her an apologetic smile. "But now... I've got a bunch of things to prepare for. I'm not... sure how I'll deal with it all."

Louise gave him a dark smile. "You've been through worse," she said, simply. "And you won't be alone."

That seemed to help him calm down, a bit, and Jerry smiled back. "Thank you," he said, and he leaned in for a kiss.

She obliged him, and was pleased to find that the bitter parts of her heart didn't spite her for it.




A little later, with me having given a few redundant speeches, I found my spirit floating around the Gulf of Mexico, trying to find the right place for my Tower. Since I'd declared myself free from the US... no matter what, I couldn't make the nation my place of business, even if I wanted to.

A part of me was also spectating the Chinese Judge in his Trial. I was surprised how much of the event had actually been blanked out of my mind, as the Lord Beneath took a long time to access old memories; the Judge was trying to learn as much as he could, and as a result, there were long pauses where nothing was being said or done.

It hardly mattered. I wasn't allowed to speak unless spoken to, and he didn't seem interested in my opinion. We'd talk when it was done.

I found myself drifting much further south than I expected, to the site I belatedly realized was the Chicxulub crater, the impact point where an ancient asteroid had (at least according to some) set off the natural disaster that killed the dinosaurs. It was really Mexico's waters, which was its own pile of problems for me to solve, but I liked the symbolism of it.

You don't have to decide yet. Slenderman's mental voice reminded me more of his monster form than of the beanpole, but I suppose that was just as well. He was still depressed, despite having been promoted from mostly-real to a Star-sponsored Real Boy, and I figured that was just how these things were going to go, for us all.

I know I don't, I answered the thought, but I don't want to be pressured into a decision by anyone else. So, I'll pressure myself. With that thought, I sought out the rough center of the crater, and pressed my will to it.

Broken pieces of old dungeons, now rendered derelict, were teleported in. They were, mostly, large bits of Dungeon-modified stone, and I packed them together into a large, cylindrical tower, one that dug deep into the asteroid crater, up through the Gulf's waters, and then out into the sky.

It was empty, for now, and even as I finished the rough shape of it for now, I decided that I didn't like how isolated it was. So, I created an enormous stone bridge that connected my new tower with the nearest shore. Already, I knew, I was running afoul of all sorts of people's interests--Mexico would want me to ask permission, or at least tell them in advance, and scientists would probably be upset that I messed up the asteroid site itself.

I placed a gate over the end of the bridge with a sign in Spanish and English, and went back to the tower, creating a simple meeting room on the entry floor, then a bunch of other floors nearby just for a starter.

Almost immediately, two people appeared in the tower, one much smaller than the other.

"Kinda ugly, bro," Merry opined, glancing around at the bare stone rooms.

"You should have seen my first Dungeon," the Slenderman replied, his voice backed by a moderately unpleasant hiss. "He'll figure out what he's doing. Now... I need an office."

"Take the second--no, the third floor," I said. "I'll take the second."

My partners--the fairy and the monster--both teleported up to the third floor, Merry just watching as the Slenderman borrowed a touch of my power, with my permission, to redecorate a room. I wasn't even aware of some of the things he pulled out of the derelict ruins of the Dungeon--but then, they were his dungeons in the first place. Of course he would know what was in them.

Then, with a gesture, he summoned a bunch of Priestesses in spirit form, many of whom had to stop talking with someone else in order to turn their attention to their new God.

"I have an office now," Slenderman preened. "In Mexico. Well, off of it, I suppose. The site of... whatever that crater is."

I tuned out his conversation and looked at Merry, who looked back at me. A moment later, the two of us were miles high, standing on top of the tower itself, looking at the world that I'd just massively changed.

I could see cars stopping on a nearby road, and I smiled grimly, knowing that the next few years were going to be a mess.

"Everything's gonna change," Merry said. "And to think, you got me made into a proper Dungeoneer, when that's all going to mean nothing soon enough."

"Maybe not that soon. The Trials might slow down." I didn't believe it, but it was worth pretending.

Merry waved at me noncommittally. "I need to find some friends on the other side and see if we can negotiate. I don't know what's possible, or not possible, but..."

"I'd rather be friends than enemies with the Fairies," I said, nodding. "And they might help Louise find Muratama. If I'm correct..."

"We'll find out," Merry promised. "Anyway, you got work to do, bro." She turned, and offered me a fist-bump, which I could only pretend to match in my spiritual form.

"Yeah," I said, a little tiredly. "Work."

"You might as well drop me outside. I'll talk to some people and let them know what's up. You just focus on making stuff."

So I placed Merry on the bridge, and moved over to empty floors of my tower, pulling up the Hundred Rings of Administrator tools and going through them one at a time. I had a lot of responsibilities, but for now, my biggest job was to not fall too far behind what the Star was offering.

I had to make my own Dungeon, and I felt a thin smile crossing my mental face, as I considered just what that was going to look like. Something that represented me--but also Louise, and Merry, and the Slenderman, and everyone else who had shaped my journey.

I grabbed the rings, pulling materials from the derelict remains, and got to work.

            
