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        Rune Seeker: A Progression Fantasy litRPG (Book 4 running on RR)

    
    
    
    
                Rune Seeker Book 1, 2 and 3 have launched on Amazon! If you'd like to read it, find it here: https://www.royalroad.com/amazon/B0CBSQZMW4

Or Try the Audiobook, narrated by Ralph Lister (Mage Errant, Malazan): https://www.royalroad.com/amazon/B0CDMVD1YM

Book 4 running on Royal Road

####

Hiral is the Everfail, the weakest person on the flying island of Fallen Reach. He trains harder than any warrior. Studies longer than any scholar.

But all his people are born with magic powered by the sun, flowing through tattoos on their bodies. Despite having enormous energy within, Hiral is the only one who can’t channel it; his hard work is worth nothing.

Until it isn’t.

In a moment of danger, Hiral unlocks an achievement with a special instruction: Access a Dungeon to receive a Class-Specific Reward.

It’s his first—and maybe last—chance for real power. Just one problem: all dungeons lay in the wilderness below the flying islands that humanity lives on, and there lay secrets and dangers that no one has survived.

New powers await, but so do new challenges. If he survives? He could forge his own path to power.

If he fails? Death will be the least of his problems

####



            

    
        Chapter 1 – Everfail

    
    
    
    
                Hiral took a deep breath as he stared at the stylized sun on the heavy door in front of him. The same sun tattooed on the center of his chest; both the symbol and source of a Shaper’s power. His power, if he managed to pass the test…

No. No, he couldn’t think like that. He would pass this time. He had to.

“You’re nervous.” The gravelly voice of his teacher and sponsor, Loan, came from behind him. “You always roll your right foot and stand on the edge of it when you’re thinking too much.”

Hiral snapped the sole of his foot back down on the ground, the thin wooden sandal of his ceremonial outfit clapping on the stone. 

“Nothing wrong with thinking,” he said to his mentor without turning. “You always tell me to visualize. I’m visualizing.”

“I tell you to visualize success. Shaping. Forging your will and the energy granted to you by the sun to bring your tattoos to life. This, what you’re doing now, is visualizing failing.” Loan’s comforting hand dropped onto Hiral’s shoulder. 

Hiral took another deep breath, letting it flow out of his lungs along with the building anxiety. Loan was right; Hiral was nervous.

“I know you want to, so go ahead and take a look at your status window. I can practically see your fingers itching,” Loan said.

“I…” Hiral started. Would it make a difference? He knew what it said. What it always said. But, then again, if it had changed—finally—then maybe it would ease his nerves. “Just give me a second.”

Hiral reached his hand up to the sun on his chest and pushed gently on it, the warmth of the solar energy flowing through his body focusing on that spot. “Do you want me to share the window?” he asked Loan.  

“No need. It will be your turn any minute now.”

Hiral nodded and pulled on the only magic he could use, his status window, and the information sprang to life in front of his eyes like he was reading from a luminescent blue page. 

Name: Hiral Dorin

Race: Maker

Class: Unavailable


Attributes

Strength (Str) – 18 (0)

Endurance (End) – 18 (0)

Dexterity (Dex) – 20 (0)

Intelligence (Int) – 18 (0)

Wisdom (Wis) – 18 (0)

Attunement (Atn) – 18 (0)


Solar Energy Processing

Absorption Rate: S-Rank

Capacity: S-Rank

Output Rate: Unavailable


Abilities – Tattoos 

Herald of Peace (Head, Left) – Unavailable

Herald of War (Head, Right) – Unavailable 

Perfect Sense (Ear, Left) – Unavailable

The Crowd as One (Ear, Right) – Unavailable

Equilibrium (Neck) – Unavailable

Wings of Anella (Shoulders, Both) – Unavailable

Spear of Clouds (Spine) – Unavailable

Way of Shadow (Chest, Left) – Unavailable

Way of Light (Chest, Right) – Unavailable

Banner of Courage (Bicep, Left) – Unavailable

Banner of Despair (Bicep, Right) – Unavailable

Touch of the Primal (Abdomen, Left) – Unavailable

Abode of Asinef (Abdomen, Right) – Unavailable

Dagger of Sath (Forearm, Left) – Unavailable

Dagger of En (Forearm, Right) – Unavailable

The Pack (Thigh, Left) – Unavailable

Waters of Frey (Thigh, Right) – Unavailable

Path of Butterflies (Calf, Left) – Unavailable

Disc of Passage (Calf, Right) – Unavailable

 

Well, the constant training had paid off, with his Str and Dex both increasing by a point—that was no surprise, really. His eyes continued down the page until he found what he was looking for. Output Rate: Unavailable. 

“No change to my output rate.” Hiral withdrew the power fueling the status window, and the page vanished. “I’m sure it’s wrong, though. I mean, I can open my status window, so there has to be some output.”

But, when had a status window ever been wrong? No, don’t think like that. It has to be.

“Remember your training,” Loan said, having had this discussion dozens of times in the past. He added a squeeze of Hiral’s shoulder. “You work harder than anybody else. Practice longer. Your mind is sharper than any of the other initiates and ninety percent of the full Shapers. Present company excluded, of course.”

“I’m also ten years senior to any of the other initiates, and older than many full Shapers. Present company excluded.” Despite his words, he found himself quirking a smile back at his mentor. 

Meridian Lines spanned the towering older man’s cheeks and forehead, running back across his shaved head and then down his neck to vanish beneath the loose robes he wore today. Due to years of Shaping, the lines had a faint luminescence to them against his dark skin. Those same lines glowed where they showed on his arms and the backs of his hands, their power feeding the intricate and similarly shining tattoos that covered him from head to toe. 

If Hiral passed the test, mastered his power, that was what he would look like in a few years. Sure, he was leaner than his teacher—the man, like most Shapers, was almost as wide as he was tall, with arms as thick as Hiral’s legs—and, while the tattoos covering Loan’s seven-foot-tall body glowed with the energy he absorbed from the sun, Hiral’s were noticeably dark. Not for long, though. This time, he’d…

“You didn’t shave your head.” Loan’s words interrupted Hiral’s thoughts, and the older man glanced at the unruly mop on Hiral’s scalp. 

“I…” Hiral started, but a gong sounded from the opposite side of the door, catching the rest of his excuse in this throat and setting his heart thumping like a drum in his chest. 

“Breathe,” Loan said with another squeeze of Hiral’s shoulder. “Let’s go.”

Hiral nodded at his teacher, and the bigger man let go of Hiral’s shoulder and stepped in front of him. He then put both hands on the heavy stone doors and leaned into them, legs bracing. 

Muscles bunched on Loan’s back between the wide strips of cloth that crisscrossed his upper half, Meridian Lines flaring as he called on his sun-granted strength. With the power of the Meridian Lines, and being mid-B-Rank, Loan had to have close to 160 Str—almost ten times what Hiral had, or more. A grinding along the stone floor accompanied a gentle grunt escaping the man’s lips, and a gap split down the middle of the doors, bright sunlight piercing the darker room. 

The huge doors, symbolic in the strength required to open them, parted to reveal the open-air testing stadium. A warm, sun-drenched breeze rushed into the opening and over Hiral’s skin, his body instinctively reaching for the light and pulling some of that power into his core. While he couldn’t output any of that power—yet—drawing it in was just as easy as breathing. 

“Come,” Loan said, taking his hands off the thick blocks of stone pretending to be doors.

He strode toward the center of the stadium, where seven equally massive Shapers stood waiting along with six much smaller initiates. Barely more than children, the oldest possibly ten years old, if that, they were almost comical beside the huge, sun-powered Shapers. 

Years of pulling on the sun’s energy had made the Shapers’ physiques legendary. Each in the B-Rank and standing seven feet tall on average, their corded muscles bunched and flexed with every breath. Like Loan, their Meridian Lines glowed faintly from long use, though their individual tattoos varied widely, giving each of them unique strengths. 

“You’ve got to be kidding,” one of the women said when her eyes fell on Hiral stepping into the stadium. “This is a waste of our time.” She focused her ire on Loan and crossed her arms.

“Jukil is right; we’re done,” the man beside her said, turning his attention to the six initiates. 

Each of the children stood tall and proud where they lined up, none with more than the sun on their chests and the Meridian Lines running straight up to circle the base of their throats and connect to their shoulders. No tattoos to shape beyond the simple daggers on their inner forearms, and no intricate system of Meridian Lines stretching out across the rest of their body to strengthen their limbs. 

Judging by a quick look, those tattooed daggers couldn’t be higher than C-Rank. None of the children would ever be powerful or influential Shapers—but if they passed the test, at least they would be Shapers. As for Hiral…

No. Stop thinking like that.

Still, compared to the full set of Meridian Lines connecting Hiral from scalp to toes, and the multitude of S-Rank tattoos painstakingly etched into his skin, they were practically naked. And yet… and yet they looked at him with pity and disdain. They didn’t hide their smirks, and the one on the left end even went so far as to elbow his neighbor and whisper, “The Everfail.”

“Hush, now,” the eldest of the Shapers said quietly, turning a quick glance on the children. Though her skin stretched and sagged from her almost two hundred years, her tattoos glowed the most fiercely of all. “Though you may have passed the physical test of giving shape to one of your tattoos, you are far from Shapers if you believe behavior like that to be acceptable.” Her eyes turned toward Jukil and the man beside her, as if reminding them of the same fact. 

Jukil had the decency to look abashed, until her eyes settled on Hiral again. “Well, what are you waiting for? Let’s get this over with.” She jabbed her finger toward the center of the stadium. 

Hiral let the bite in her words roll off him like the warm breeze. Her attitude wasn’t anything new. She’d been the same—no, worse—the year before. This time… this time, he would prove her wrong. He’d show them all he could do it, that he could pass…

“Your tenth attempt,” one of the Shapers said. “Nine times, over nine years, you’ve come before us, and been unable to shape even the smallest thing. Not the Daggers of EnSath on your wrists, the Wings of Anella on your shoulder blades, neither of the Ways of Light or Shadow nor the Waters of Frey, or the…”

“Vule,” the eldest Shaper said softly. 

The Shaper who’d been listing off Hiral’s past attempts gave a small bow of his head to the elder. “No offense intended, Ilrolik. I’m merely curious as to why this initiate, this… man…”

“Everfail,” one of the children snickered, but straightened at a sharp look from Ilrolik.

“As to why he thinks this, his tenth test, will be any different,” Vule went on as if the child hadn’t spoken at all. 

Hiral waited for a small nod of Ilrolik’s head before he answered. “I’ve trained extensively for the year since my last test, and my father has finished the last of the tattoos on my…”

“The Spear of Clouds is finished?” one of the quiet Shapers interrupted. “Truly?”

“… Yes,” Hiral said slowly. “He finished it within the last pass, and the bandages came off…”

“Yes, yes, yes, you heal slowly,” the not-so-quiet-anymore Shaper said, striding out from the rest and right up to Hiral. “We know. Just show us the spear.”

“I wasn’t planning on shaping the spear…” Hiral said, and the Shaper waved a quick hand to dismiss the thought. 

“Of course you weren’t. Nobody has been able to shape it in thousands of passes, despite how many hopefuls have it inked. The odds of you bringing out more than a puff of light in the vague shape of the spear is so small, I would never…” He trailed off at a slight cough from Ilrolik. “Ahem, yes. Let’s see it, then.”

“I don’t… This isn’t why I’m here…” Hiral said, looking at the man. 

“Please humor us,” Ilrolik said, coming up beside the other Shaper. “Your father’s work is masterful, and to finally see his rendition of the S-Ranked Spear of Clouds is a treat for us. We will proceed with your test after that.”

Hiral’s eyes went to Loan, and the man gave a small nod as he and the other Shapers walked over and encircled Hiral. 

“As usual,” Loan said, “Master Dorin’s work is exceptional. It took my breath away the first time I saw it. Hiral, if you would…” He gestured to the wide swaths of cloth over Hiral’s shoulders.

Even the initiates crept over as Hiral slid the shoulders of the ceremonial robe down his arms so they hung loosely by the tight belt around his waist. 

“Well, where…?” Vule started to ask, but the gasp from one of the Shapers behind Hiral had the whole group moving around behind him. Predictably, there were twelve more sharp intakes of breath as the others joined the first. 

Hiral stayed perfectly still as their eyes became glued to the spear tattooed up the length of his spine. The less he moved, the sooner this would all be over so he could take the test. 

“The detail… Amazing,” Jukil said in barely a whisper, and fingers traced down Hiral’s back.

“Master Dorin has truly outdone himself with this,” Ilrolik said. “His work is usually so small, but the scope of this has allowed for unprecedented detail. The spear almost looks like it could shape itself with the faintest application of power.”

“There has never been a more perfect version of the Spear of Clouds, I’d dare say,” Loan agreed. “Other than the original, I would imagine. Though, since none of us has ever actually seen it, perhaps my statement holds some truth.”

“It does… It does,” Ilrolik said as more fingers ran along Hiral’s back. 

“My test?” he asked, turning to face the semicircle of gawkers. 

“Such a waste,” Jukil said with a shake of her head. “If Master Dorin is capable of this, I should go talk to him about getting…”

“It’d do you no better,” Vule quickly interrupted. “You don’t have the Solar Absorption Rate or Capacity necessary to shape a tattoo of that Rank. None of us do, other than…”

All eyes turned to Hiral, more than half the people scowling out of jealousy, the other half out of disappointment. 

“Next year, he’ll have the Emperor’s Greatsword tattooed…” Vule started, trailing off at Ilrolik’s hand on his shoulder. 

“Let us begin your test, Hiral,” the old Shaper said. 

“And, just in case you forgot what it is you’re trying to do,” Vule said, and nodded at the six young initiates, most of them less than half Hiral’s age. “Shape,” he commanded them. 

Almost as one, the six children touched the dagger tattoos on the insides of the left forearms with the fingers of their right hands. The suns on their chests glowed faintly, and as they pulled their right hands away, glowing light—almost like smoke—flowed from their dagger tattoos for several seconds before solidifying into life-size versions of the weapons. None of their Output Rates could be higher than E-Rank with how long the shaping took, but that was still infinitely higher than Hiral’s. 

“Well done, initiates,” Vule said before turning his attention back to Hiral. “The minimum expected of a Shaper. Nine times you have…” He stopped with a glance at Ilrolik, then started again fresh. “Your turn.”

Hiral nodded and took a deep breath, focusing on the solar energy stored within his body. It flowed through him like a raging river, the S-Rank power—his potential—just waiting to be tapped and shaped. All he had to do was draw it through the tattoo of his choice to prove to them he could be a Shaper.

The Spear of Clouds running the length of his spine—the weapon said to have separated the ground from the sky itself—was too much for him at this point. As much as he hated to admit it, it was beyond him for the moment, as were most of his other tattoos. Sure, they were all technically S-Rank, but with the level of detail his father had put into them, they should more likely be classified above that.

No, like the other initiates in front of him, Hiral’s best bet—and biggest chance of success—lay in the first tattoos he’d received: the daggers on his forearms. 

With another deep breath, he moved the fingers of his right hand to the tattoo of a dagger on the inside of his left forearm. Unlike the simple things held in the hands of the initiates, daggers that looked like things of simple metal, the tattoo on his wrist was a weapon seemingly made of water. Blade and hilt both. 

It was one of a pair, with the other sitting on his right wrist. Together, the Daggers of EnSath were said to have slain a beast of fire threatening to burn the world to cinders. Beautiful. Powerful. Deadly. 

The wall between Hiral and his dreams. 

“The same tattoo you tried in your first test?” Vule asked. 

“Back to basics,” Hiral said, not really paying attention to what his mouth was saying as he instead focused on pulling the solar energy in his body out through the tattoo. 

Nothing happened. 

Stomach flipping at the memory of all his past failures, Hiral pushed it back down and focused harder on the tattoo. The energy was there, waiting for him to call on it, just like when he used the status window. So he called as hard as he could, pushing his will and everything he had into shaping the dagger. 

Still nothing. 

“Whenever you’re ready…” Vule said, and Hiral glanced up to see the Shaper focused on cleaning the dirt out from under his fingernails. 

“Just… visualizing…” Hiral said, and spared a look at Loan.

The man gave Hiral a nod of encouragement, but there was a tightness around his eyes. Unlike the other Shapers, Loan wanted Hiral to pass… but he didn’t really believe it any more likely than the others. 

All the more reason Hiral couldn’t fail. He lowered his eyes to focus on the one thing he needed to do. 

Come on, he practically screamed in his mind at the energy in his body. It was everywhere in him, in every muscle and bone. It was so much a part of him, it practically glowed, but never once came when he called, like something was blocking it. 

If the solar energy in his body was a river, then there was a dam obstructing it somewhere, and that meant one thing—he needed to rip it right down. 

More focus. More pulling. His fingers drove into the skin of his wrist as he willed the energy to come through. His eyes squeezed shut as something wet and warm ran down his wrist. 

“Hiral,” Loan said quietly, but Hiral blocked out his words. It was… It was right there… literally on the tips of his fingers…

A flash behind his eyes hit him at the same time a jolt of searing pain ripped through his body and dropped him straight to the ground. 

His head bounced off the warm stone as darkness clouded his sight from all sides and a single child’s voice filled his ears. 

“…Everfail…”

            

    
        Chapter 2 – Definitely Next Year

    
    
    
    
                Hiral groaned as sensations overcame the darkness, and his eyes flickered open. Pain—or was it the memory of pain?—shot through his body, and then faded away almost as quickly. What in the Fallen’s names had happened?

“You’re awake.” Loan’s voice drifted over to Hiral’s ears, and the large man shortly followed, leaning over to look at Hiral’s face. Fingers thicker than sausages pried Hiral’s eyes wide, and Loan looked at each long and hard before finally leaning out of Hiral’s line of sight. “Bring up your status window, and let’s see if any lasting damage was done.”

Lasting… damage? Still, Hiral didn’t say anything, pulling up the window for Loan with a thought.  

“Hrm, your attributes look fine, though I really wonder about these intelligence and wisdom scores after that stunt. And this—what’s this down here?” Loan pointed at a notification near the bottom of Hiral’s window. 

Overcharge attempt: Unsuccessful

Debuff applied: System Shock

System Shock: No class abilities can be used for one hour (174 seconds remaining)

“No class abilities can be…?” Hiral started, then barked out a short laugh. He didn’t even have a class for abilities. 

“This isn’t something to laugh about, Hiral,” Loan said, more seriously than Hiral would’ve expected. “I’ve heard of others triggering this Overcharge. It maximizes Solar Output for a brief moment, but comes with risks. At best, nothing happens. More likely, people suffer this debuff, and their internal solar pathways are shut down so they can’t be damaged further. At the worst, though, well, people completely lose their ability to utilize Solar Energy. 

“And before you wonder if that’s maybe what happened to you, they can’t even use their status window anymore. Try to avoid doing that again.”

Hiral nodded, but mention of the Solar Output Rate turned his attention to that section of his status window. He’d felt something when he Overcharged, but apparently, it wasn’t enough.

Output Rate: Unavailable

“Go ahead and close the window,” Loan instructed, and Hiral followed suit, more than happy to ignore those cursed words while his eyes refocused on his surroundings.

The ceiling of the room told him he wasn’t in the testing arena anymore, and the cot beneath him was uncomfortably familiar. Back in Loan’s training compound?

Hiral turned to the question that’d been rattling around his head since he opened his eyes—the one he couldn’t work up the nerve to voice. “Did I pass?”

A second of silence, then two… three…

“No,” Loan finally said. “I thought you’d had it. Something stirred inside of you, obviously the Overcharge, and your eyes flashed like your power was finally coming out…”

“And then?” Hiral asked when Loan didn’t seem like he’d continue on his own. 

“Then you collapsed, blood coming out of your ears, and your body shaking in seizure. Even Vule looked worried.” Loan chuckled, then caught himself as Hiral squeezed his eyes shut. “I’m sorry, Hiral. Can you move?”

Despite what had happened, Hiral swung his legs off the cot and pulled himself up to a sitting position. The room spun for a second, but quickly settled, and he ran his hand through his hair. A good thing he hadn’t cut it after all. 

“How do you feel?” Loan asked, seated across the small room in his large wooden chair. 

Hiral’s eyes settled on his bandage-wrapped wrist, the red of blood soaking lightly through. “I failed. Again,” he said quietly, something in his chest contracting so much, it felt like his whole body would collapse on itself. 

Everfail. The whisper in a childlike voice echoed in his ears over and over, and he saw the other initiates laughing at him as he closed his eyes. Another year. Another fiasco while other… children… half his age succeeded where he failed. Another embarrassment. Another shame to his family. 

He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and dropped his hands into his face. Ten times. Ten. Ten years, and he hadn’t been able to shape a single thing. Not once. What was wrong with him?

“What will you do?” Loan asked softly. The same thing he’d asked last year. And the year before that. 

Hiral squeezed his eyes shut as hard as he could, the tops of his fingers digging into his scalp under his hair, and he took a deep breath. Holding the air in his lungs, he squeezed everything, pushing all his frustration to its peak… and then let it all out with his breath. 

Raising his head, he looked at Loan. “I’ll try again next year.” 

The expression on Loan’s face didn’t shift even a little. “You’re sure?”

“Something was different this time,” Hiral said. “I felt something. I’m getting closer to a breakthrough. I’ll get it next time.”

“Hiral, the blood coming out of places it wasn’t supposed to is what was different. Are you sure you should keep pushing…?”

“Yes,” Hiral interrupted. “If I give up now, what will the last ten years have meant? They’ll all have been nothing but a waste. I have to succeed or… or…” Hiral trailed off and looked away from his teacher. 

“Do you want to find another instructor?” Loan asked evenly. 

Hiral shook his head immediately. “No. You’ve stood by me all this time. The problem isn’t you. It’s me. Besides, nobody else would take me on as a student,” he added, only half-joking. 

“Hiral, maybe…” Loan cut off as the door to the room cracked open and Hiral’s father poked his head in. 

“I heard voices,” the man said, opening the door all the way and stepping in. 

“Elezad,” Loan said, using Hiral’s father’s first name.

With a small nod to Loan, Elezad came over to crouch in front of Hiral. He took Hiral’s right hand in his, putting a thumb over Hiral’s wrist and nodding in time with the heartbeat he felt. Then he turned his attention to his son’s left wrist and the bandages there. “The dagger failed you again. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not… You didn’t… You don’t have to be… You saw?” Hiral started and stopped until he finally got a question out. 

“Of course I did. I wouldn’t miss your testing.”

“Did Mom…?”

Elezad’s eyes drifted to the side, then back toward Hiral. “Your mother had important work she couldn’t get away from today.”

“I understand,” Hiral said, the words somehow stinging despite him knowing they were coming. His mother hadn’t come to a test since he’d failed his first. Why would she have come to this one? It was better, really. One less person for him to embarrass. It’d be bad enough when word of his tenth failure left the testing grounds. 

Who was he kidding? It was likely already all over the island and probably all the way down to the Nomads by now. 

“Let me take a look at your Meridian Lines; maybe I made a mistake somewhere when I was inking them,” Elezad said, turning over Hiral’s arm. Starting with the circle on the back of Hiral’s hand, Elezad followed the thumb-thick line up to the circular node on Hiral’s elbow, then continued up the connecting line toward Hiral’s shoulder. 

“Dad,” Hiral said, trying to pull his arm away from his father’s grip, but the man was always surprisingly strong for an Artist. “You’ve checked my Meridian Lines every year. You didn’t make any mistakes when you inked me. Even the Shapers at the test marveled at the work you do. You’re the best there is. There is nothing wrong with my tattoos.”

“Mmm, your mother might disagree with part of that. Did I hear you say you’ll be trying again next year?” Elezad glanced back down at Hiral’s bloody wrist. 

“Yes,” Hiral said simply, meeting his father’s eyes. 

“You could come work with me, you know,” Elezad said predictably. “You don’t have to be a Shaper.”

“I can’t be an Artist. Can’t take that class,” Hiral said, pulling his wrist back and crossing his arms to hide the bandage. “You know my blood doesn’t mix with the ink. I can’t do what you do.”

“Maybe the test was wrong,” Elezad said. “Being an Artist would explain why you can’t shape.”

Hiral looked across the bare skin of his father’s arms. Toned from hard work, yes, and with the same Meridian Lines all Makers had, but completely bereft of any other tattoos. His father, the most skilled Artist in the city, like any Artist, couldn’t shape tattoos into reality—the two classes were mutually exclusive.

But at least he had a reason he couldn’t shape. Unlike Hiral, who was just a failure. He couldn’t shape. Couldn’t inscribe. Couldn’t even pass the same test nine-year-olds were breezing through.

Everfail indeed.

“I’ll try again next year," Hiral said, mainly to drown out the echoing children’s voices in his head. “And the year after that, if I have to, until I pass. I will be a Shaper. It’s what I was meant to be.” 

Elezad opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again, stood up, and put his hand on Hiral’s shoulder. “And I’ll be in the stands watching until you do. Loan”—Elezad turned to the Shaper—“you’ll keep working with him?”

“I will,” Loan said. “Once he cracks the wall holding him back, he’ll make them all regret their words.”

Nobody in the room needed to specify who “they” were. Everybody. 

“Well, how about we go find something to eat, then? You must be hungry,” Elezad said, breaking the dark silence. 

“How long was I unconscious?” Hiral asked instead of answering. 

“About an hour,” Loan said. “You sure you’re feeling okay? We cleaned you up, but without knowing what caused that…”

“An hour? Fallen’s balls,” he cursed, then coughed at the glare from his father. “I have to get over to the port.”

“The port?” Elezad asked. 

“Work,” Hiral said, pushing himself to his feet smoothly. His limbs were stiff, and despite what he’d told the others, the pain wasn’t completely gone. Good thing he’d become so good at faking he was okay over the last ten years. “Scheduled for a trade run down to the Nomads.”

“Arty would understand if you didn’t make it today,” Elezad said. “I know this new place that just opened up. Been smelling the bread every morning on my way to the studio.”

“Dad,” Hiral said evenly, “nobody other than Arty will hire me. If I lose this job, what am I going to do until I become a Shaper? Besides, it… it’ll distract me. I need that right now. And you—if you’ve been here for the hour waiting for me to wake up, you must have clients lining up at your door. Do you really think Yanna would appreciate you coming back any later than you already are?”

Elezad winced at his receptionist’s name, but nodded. “You make a good point. Look, fine, you win. But I’m bringing bread home tonight to go with dinner, so don’t you dare fill up on some port-market junk food.”

“I’m going to work, Dad, not to shop,” Hiral said. He turned to Loan and gave a bow. “I’m sorry I let you down again. Thank you for continuing to support me long after anybody else would’ve given up on me.”

Loan coughed, the sound muffled like he’d put his hand in front of his mouth, then cleared his throat. “When I took you on as a student, it was because I saw the potential in you. Not just the potential the Measure saw when they put that crystal in your chest and your status window came up for the first time.” He touched his own chest, where his crystal was embedded under his sun tattoo. “You had a look in your eyes—still do—that spoke to me. Something I don’t see in a lot of initiates. 

“Most of the children who walk through my doors act like they are entitled to become Shapers, just because the Measure and their status window said they had a little bit of potential when they were born. Even though only about one in ten of the people who come take the test actually have what it takes, they all assume they are that one. 

“Not you, though,” Loan continued. “You told me you’d earn your place among the Shapers, and work as hard as you needed to. Even if it’s turned out to be a bit harder than either of us expected, it hasn’t changed my opinion of you. I know you’ll succeed, and I’ll be there with you when you do.”

“Just to rub it in Vule’s face?” Hiral wisecracked to keep down the emotions bubbling in his chest. He could break down later, both at his own failure and the undeserved support, but for now, he had to keep it together. Keep faking. For them… and himself. 

“Might be part of it,” Loan said, his voice a little hoarse, and he coughed into his hand again. “Didn’t you say you had work to get to? The port isn’t close, even for somebody with your dexterity, and you can’t be planning to go down to the Nomads dressed like that?”

Hiral straightened and looked at his arms, the Meridian Lines and tattoos still dark against his skin, then shook his head. No, no, he definitely couldn’t go down looking like that. 

“You’re right. I need to get home and change first,” Hiral said to the two men, his father so normal-sized compared to the gigantic Shaper. “If you’ll excuse me…”

“Go on, then,” Loan said, his big thumb running along the bottom of one of his eyes.

“I’ll see you at home,” Elezad said, obviously not planning to leave with Hiral. 

“Don’t keep Yanna waiting any longer than you need to,” Hiral said, but ducked out the door before his father could respond. He put his hand on the knob and gently pulled it closed as his father’s whispered words crept out behind him. 

“Do you think he has a chance at it next year?” 

Hiral closed the door before he could hear Loan’s answer, then ran away from there as quickly as his legs would carry him.

            

    
        Chapter 3 – Time Trial

    
    
    
    
                Hiral checked up and down the hall—clear in both directions—then opened the door and slipped in before anybody noticed him. Quickly closing the door, he leaned back against it and gently banged his head. Once, twice, three times. 

He’d only told a partial lie to Loan and his father—he did need to get to the port for work, but not quite as soon as he’d suggested. He still had a couple of hours before Arty was expecting him, and after the test, he needed to vent some frustration. It was that or collapse in a corner and completely shut down. 

Why couldn’t he just do it like everybody else could? Why did he have to be the Everfail? Why was he broken?

Hiral pushed off from the door and walked down the narrow hall, pounding the bottom of his fist against the stone wall every few steps. He’d worked so hard. Trained every day. Read all the books and done every exercise he and Loan could think of. And it still hadn’t been enough. 

Twenty feet—and an endless stream of internal insults—later, Hiral exited the hallway into what looked like a small waiting room. A crystal sat on a pedestal in the middle of the room, a plain wall beyond it.

Looking at the pedestal, he almost turned around and left again. He’d planned to have a class the next time he came here, but… apparently, that wasn’t in the cards this year. 

“Nothing for it, then,” he mumbled to himself with a sigh, then stepped forward and put his hand against the crystal. Luckily, it didn’t require an input of solar energy. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been able to use the interface, even though the System Shock debuff had faded.

Not even a second later, a blue screen similar to Hiral’s status window materialized in the air above the pedestal. 

Fallen Reach Training Room – Time Trial

Difficulty – E-Rank

Top Scores

Hiral Dorin: 1:01

Hiral Dorin: 1:02

Hiral Dorin: 1:03

Attempt Time Trial? 

Yes / No

Hiral scratched at his cheek while he looked at his previous times. So close to breaking the one-minute mark, and he’d hoped having the stat boosts from his Meridian Lines after getting his class would make the difference. If any Shapers actually came down to the training room, one of them would’ve shattered his records without even really trying. It was only because they all preferred sparring up in the Amphitheatre that Hiral’s name was on there at all. 

“Ah, whatever,” Hiral said, tapping the Yes icon hanging in the air. 

Fallen Reach Training Room – Time Trial selected

Choose Difficulty – Low / Medium / High

Hiral tapped High, and the blue window faded at the same time blue energy swirled in front of him like some kind of doorway. He rolled his wrist a few times to make sure the injury and bandage didn’t get in the way—little tight, he could deal with it—then stepped through the portal into the next room. As soon as he passed through, the portal closed, and another blue window popped up to his left. 

Begin? – Yes 

The lack of a No option always made Hiral chuckle, but he took a moment to check out the course ahead of him before he hit Yes while he took his sandals off. As always, the first hundred feet had triangular islands suspended above water, and then a slowly spinning disc immediately after. When he’d first done the course, he’d had to leap onto each triangle and grab the top, and then—only after catching his balance again—leap to the next and repeat. Then again, he’d only had 10 Dex at the time. 

Still, falling meant swimming, and there was no way he’d crack one minute if he got wet. Even with his higher Dex of 20, he couldn’t get cocky now. 

The moving disc would have three opponents to defeat, generated somehow by the Training Room itself, and then a new path would open. His best times had come when the three enemies were thin but fast. The ones who carried stupidly large shields always ruined his run, even though they opened the easier of the two paths. 

Hiral took a deep breath, blew it back out slowly, and repeated the process twice more. At least the familiarity of the Training Room helped keep his mind off the test. Of course, as soon as he realized that…

He slapped the Yes button before his brain could get in his way, then dashed straight ahead as soon as a glowing blue Begin appeared in the air. Ten feet, and he was up to a full sprint. Fifteen, and he changed his angle slightly. Twenty feet, and he leapt from the platform to the first triangular island ahead and to the right, his foot barely hitting the incline before he pushed off toward the next slanted island three feet ahead and to his left. 

Left, right, left, right, left, right, he bounded back and forth between the triangular islands, his feet only touching them long enough for his leg to bend and then spring him off again. With his high Dex and hundreds of times running the obstacle course, almost all of his momentum kept him racing forward. A handful of seconds later, he was halfway to the spinning disc, and three red icons appeared in the air above it. 

Fallen’s luck. Red means shields.

Nothing to do but keep going, Hiral bounded back and forth between the islands until he leapt from the final one to the spinning disc. Tucking into a roll to absorb some momentum as soon as he landed, Hiral popped to his feet at the same time three red humanoid constructs of solid light started appearing with shields as tall as they were. A couple good hits were enough to bring them down—they didn’t have much health, if he could get around the shields—but the shields themselves completely negated any damage they blocked. 

I need to try something different. 

Hiral moved in the second it took the opponents to fully solidify, darting toward the one on his left, then swept out and around the shield. Suddenly behind the red shield-bearer, he could probably land enough blows to bring it down from that angle, but there was another idea he needed to try. Instead of lashing out with a kick to a vulnerable flank, he instead rushed in and wrapped his arms around the shield-bearer’s waist, then hauled up with all his 18 Str. 

Far lighter than expected, Hiral’s opponent went up and over as he bridged his back, slamming the red head to the stone with an echoing crack. Knowing the other two would already be moving, Hiral gave a gentle push, and the momentum of the shield-bearer’s legs carried it over the edge of the disc to fall into the water. 

Ah, no, if it isn’t…

One of the red icons above the disc vanished at the same time he kicked up to his feet.

Wait, did it vanish because of the damage I did, or because it fell into the water? That could mean…

Hiral spun to face the other two, who were already shield-rushing straight at him. He’d learned the hard way they could shove him right off the disc if they hit him, so he’d always fought them near the center of the spinning platform. But it was time for a new plan. 

Bending his knees, Hiral set his feet and forced himself to be patient as the shield-bearers charged. They moved fast, but it still felt like it took them an eternity to corner him on the edge of the platform, and then they both twisted their shields so they held them horizontally instead of vertically. The move exposed their heads—it’d still take more than a single blow to put them down—but also completely cut off any escape routes along the disc. 

Suddenly with nowhere to go, Hiral took a step back, the heel of his left foot hanging off the edge of the platform. The shield-bearers charged in, intent on pushing him over the side even if they went with him. When they came so close Hiral could touch the shields if he reached out, he bent his knees and then leapt straight up, hands extended for the shield-bearers’ shoulders.

Feet just barely clearing the rushing shields, Hiral pushed himself off the shoulders toward the center of the disc. That slight nudge was all his opponents needed, and they went tumbling into the water. Still, his landing wasn’t as graceful as it could’ve been, and he stumbled and fell to his hands and knees, losing precious seconds while he twisted to look at the red icons hovering above him. 

Both winked out.

With no time to waste, Hiral pushed himself to his feet and spun to orient himself, eyes peeled for the path that would open…

There!

He was on the wrong side of the disc, but that gave him a chance to build up speed as a wall on one side of the hall lifted to reveal a narrow balance beam. Fifty feet long, and only as wide as the palm of Hiral’s hand, it was still no match for his Dex, and he vaulted onto it without hesitation, ran along it as easily as a normal floor, and then jumped to the next platform without slowing. 

As soon as he landed, however, he paused to peer down into what would be best described as a moving, jigsaw-puzzle pit. Blocks all along the twenty-foot depths of the pit moved back and forth, sliding along one wall, and then hovering across the opening to sink into the opposite. Originally designed for racers to leap down block by block, Hiral instead waited for the familiar pattern, and then simply jumped into the middle of the pit. 

Arms tight at his side, and through a space not much wider than his shoulders, Hiral dropped straight between the shifting blocks to land on the next platform below, crouching down to absorb some of the impact, then launching forward like a sprinter. The long hallway, bare by all appearances, stretched a good two hundred feet ahead of him, but he immediately went over to run along the right wall. 

No sooner than he’d covered fifteen feet, arm-thick poles rotated out of the wall on his left, reaching just past the middle of the hall—but not quite far enough to whack Hiral. One, two, three, four poles swung out at varying heights, and then Hiral dove forward over another bar that rose out of the floor and went from wall to wall at shin height. 

Easily clearing the tripping bar, Hiral tucked his shoulder and rolled under another bar that dropped from the ceiling. Up and to his feet again, he only lost half a step, then ran against the left wall as more bars swung out from the right toward the center of the hall. 

Part of him would’ve felt guilty at the way he almost cheated by memorizing the movements of the Time Trial, except he’d also gained just as many mental stat point increases from the training as he had physical. If anything, he was supposed to learn and memorize the course’s obstacles to get the best time. 

Two more shifts from side to side, a quick jaunt of hopping, and one final tuck-and-roll got him to the end of the tunnel. Sliding under the last bar, Hiral popped to his feet as three blue icons appeared in the center of the walled room. 

Not even waiting for the three thin constructs to form, he dashed at where he knew one would emerge. The instant its outline appeared, he skidded to a stop and launched a quick barrage of blows—kidney punch, liver punch, right hook across the blue jaw—and the construct was gone. Shifting his weight, Hiral spun around on his lead foot, bringing his left arm up just in time to catch a high kick aimed for the side of his head on his bandages. 

Because of his 18 Str and End, he didn’t even budge from the impact. Instead, he leaned his weight on his back foot and raised his right foot, narrowly evading the sweeping kick from the other blue construct he knew was coming. Like he was just stepping over the low kick, Hiral dropped his foot back to the ground as soon as it was past, simultaneously reaching up and hooking the high-kicking leg as it tried to retract. 

Turning as he grabbed the leg, a shoulder-bump to the blue fighter stole its balance, and then Hiral hauled in the other direction. With a solid grip on the leg, his Str was more than enough to lift it completely off its one foot, and he swung it around to slam into its partner. The two blue bodies crashed to the floor in a tangle of limbs, and Hiral dove on top of them in a flurry of punches that first dispelled the top fighter, and then the bottom one almost immediately after. 

Lacking even the time to take a deep breath, Hiral was back on his feet and sprinting toward a wall just now raising. Before it reached the ceiling, he was already in the air, leaping for the two bars attached to the wall above another water-filled hallway. His lead foot touched down perfectly on the lower of the bars, about the same level as the floor he’d just left, while his hand reached out to barely touch the bar at shoulder height. 

Just inches from the wall, and no wider than the balance beam had been, Hiral quick-stepped along the lower bar, using his hand as a guide and nothing more. When he reached the end of the fifteen-foot path, he leapt across the eight-foot hall to more bars on the other wall. 

Faster!

Hiral devoured the fifteen feet on this bar and sprang across the hall to the next set, bare feet slapping with each step. Five feet before the end, he eased up on his mad sprint and focused on the coming trial. The horizonal bars coming weren’t a challenge by themselves, but he’d learned the hard way that if he jumped to them with too much momentum, it’d mess up his rhythm and slow him down in the long run. 

Step, step, leap, and Hiral caught the first horizonal bar with his right hand, his forward momentum swinging his legs well above the water below. Still, he’d hit them with a bit too much speed, and his only chance was to… reach!

Hiral extended his left arm past the next bar and instead reached for the bar after that, just barely snagging it with his fingers. Without a full grip on it, it’d be a risk to let go with his right hand, but to have any hope of breaking one minute, he’d need to take a chance and trust his End. 

Here goes. He let go with his right hand, letting his inertia swing him around on the fingers of his left hand, while he brought his right back around and reached for the next bar. So close… Got it! With a secure grip, Hiral fell into his usual powerful rhythm to swing from bar to bar. 

Almost there. Only the rope left…

Fifteen bars in total, barely a few seconds to get across them all, and Hiral reached for the last one while snapping his legs forward. Up and outward he sailed across the three feet of empty air to catch the rope hanging down through the last vertical part of the course. By the time he’d gotten here during the first hundred runs or so of the Time Trial, his arms had been burning to the point the fifty-foot climb seemed almost impossible. Today, he barely noticed it as he tucked his feet around the rope and began the hand-over-hand climb. 

What’s the time? Am I going to make it?

Hiral pulled himself up in what felt like record time, a small swing and jump getting him back onto solid ground before he lunged out and tapped on the floating blue Finish hanging in the air. Leaning forward and taking deep breaths, he waited the prerequisite six seconds before he got the result. It was almost as though whoever had designed the Time Trial wanted to add a small flare of drama. 

Fallen Reach Time Trial: Complete

New Record

Hiral’s breath caught at the mention of a new record, but then he blew out the air in his lungs with an annoyed sigh. 

Time: 1:00

Well, he had improved his time, but just like the Shaper test, it wasn’t enough. His new time, along with his old, hovered in front of him, along with a new prompt. 

Try Again / Exit

Hiral ran his hands through his hair while he breathed out. He’d made progress, but it still felt like he’d failed again, and the child’s mocking voice flitted through his mind over and over. 

Everfail… Everfail… Everfail…

He slapped his hand on the Try Again button, and another portal opened up to where he’d started his last run. 

“I will do this,” he grumbled, then started the course all over again. 

            

    
        Chapter 4 – What’s Wrong With Me?

    
    
    
    
                Hiral put his hands on his knees, then leaned back against the wall in the shade of his home’s overhanging roof as he sucked in air. Sure, maybe he hadn’t needed to sprint all the way home after two hours of running the obstacle course, but as soon as he’d left the Time Trial and the first set of eyes fell on his tattoos, then his small size, the whispers had started. 

No Shaper had as many tattoos as he did without being almost seven feet tall from their constant use of the energy gifted by the sun. Only one person in the entire city, on the entire island, fit his description. 

“Everfail,” he whispered to himself as he shook his head, eyes landing on the tattoos covering his sweat-sheened skin. 

Fallen’s balls, even the fact he was sweating with that many tattoos made him stand out. Sure, his End was higher than most E-Rankers because of his constant training, even without a class, but a Shaper with that many tattoos would be at least D-Rank, with three times the End stat. Sweating and out of breath? No way. 

He hadn’t even gotten a sub-minute run for all his trouble. He’d managed to tie his best time twice more, but the rest of the runs were abysmal, despite him having figured out the best way to deal with the red shield-bearers when they popped up. Maybe after his work with Arty, he’d hit it up again. Or, maybe he should wait a few passes? That was a question for later. He did actually need to get to work now. 

He couldn’t go to the port dressed like this, with everybody watching him. Whispering. Time to lose the ceremonial outfit and put on something a little less… revealing. 

Then he had to get to work. He hadn’t been lying when he said nobody else would hire him. He couldn’t afford to lose this job… even if there really wasn’t any good reason Arty had hired him in the first place. 

“He’s just taking pity on me,” Hiral told himself for the hundredth time, then straightened and walked around to the back door of the building, still sucking in air through his teeth. 

The stitch in his side ached like somebody had stuck their hand in and ripped something out, and he rubbed his abdomen as he scanned the wide backyard to make sure his mother wasn’t out there tending to her hobby garden. When he thankfully didn’t see her, he scooted around to quietly push the door open.

“You’re terrible at being sneaky,” his younger sister said as he peeked his head in. “The deep breathing right outside the studio window… I thought some creeper had come looking for me while I was home alone.”

“Hey, Nat,” Hiral said, carefully stepping through the door and looking around. 

“Mom’s not home, if that’s who you’re looking for,” Nat said from where she leaned against the studio doorframe, arms crossed. “Nobody but you and me.”

Hiral let out a sigh of relief. One less thing for him to deal with right now. 

“You… you don’t look like you’re in the mood for celebrating,” Nat said, and Hiral looked up to find concern in her eyes. She stepped away from the wall and came over to wrap her arms around his chest. 

Even though she was only three years younger than him, she was small for her age, and her head settled just below his chin. “Want to talk about it?” she asked, ignoring how damp he had to be against the side of her face. 

“You can probably guess,” he said, fighting to keep the bitterness out of his voice. 

“I’m sorry I couldn’t make it. I had a test in class, and I…”

“It’s okay,” Hiral said, and gave her a hug. “Your classes are important. You’re going to be the next Master Dorin, if even half of what I’m hearing is true.”

Nat stepped back out of the hug, blushing, and shook her head. “It’s not like that.”

Hiral mussed his little sister’s hair, almost as long as his own. “Don’t sell yourself short just because I had a rough day. I need some good news before I get cleaned up and head to work. How did your test go?”

“Good, I think,” Nat said, walking upstairs with him as she talked. “Won’t have the results until later today, but it was just a messaging tattoo. They wanted us to do the Bird of Twittering. That bird is so boring, though, and there are too many limits on how long the message can be. So, I decided to do…”

“Two Minds as One?” Hiral interrupted, and Nat blushed again. “Nat, that’s an A-Rank tattoo for a test that was calling for a D-Rank. If you didn’t do it perfectly, they can’t even give you partial marks.”

“I did do it perfectly,” she said as they got to the door to Hiral’s room. “Better than perfectly. You should’ve seen it.”

Hiral smiled at his little sister. He couldn’t help it. She was just so… perfect. Everything their parents could want in a child. Smart and determined, which was why she was a level 17 E-Rank Artist—just three levels shy of breaking through to D-Rank, even at her age. Not to mention she was funny and, judging by the number of boys who came by looking for her, pretty as well. And somehow, Hiral couldn’t begrudge her for it even on his worst day of the year, because she dropped everything she was doing to check on him.

“Dad’s bringing home bread tonight to go with dinner from some new shop that opened up. Will you have the results by then?” Hiral asked her. 

“I should,” Nat said. 

“Perfect. I’ve got work, but I should be back by then. There’s a cake shop at the port. I’ll grab something to celebrate you passing your test!”

Nat smiled up at him, eyes practically sparkling—the girl loved cake—but then a shadow passed over her face and the smile vanished. “Maybe we shouldn’t. It’s not a big deal. Just a small test…”

Hiral forced a smile on his own face, as easy as putting on a pair of pants. “Don’t be silly. You deserve this. Look, I’ve got to get ready for work, but I promise I’ll be back for dinner,” he said, putting his hand on the doorknob to his room. 

“Hiral,” Nat said quietly, “do you want me to ink a lower-Rank tattoo on you? Do you think it would help you… I mean, you know, next year?”

Hiral’s fingers tightened around the doorknob, but he managed to keep the smile on his face. “I appreciate the offer, Nat, I really do, but if you put anything less than S-Rank on my body, it would lower the potency of all my tattoos. All of Mom and Dad’s hard work would be gone. All tattoos share the potency of the weakest tattoo—isn’t that the third tenet of being an Artist?”

“I know, but what’s the point of having S-Rank and above tattoos if you can’t…” Nat snapped her mouth shut before the words could come out. 

“If I can’t use them anyway?” Hiral finished her sentence with the smile still on his face. “Can’t use them… yet,” he said, and mussed her hair again. “Yet. I’ll get there. Have a little faith in your big brother, okay?”

“How can you stay so positive?” she asked, her voice quiet. 

“Same way you got to level seventeen,” Hiral said with a wink. “Hard work!”

“I’m almost level eighteen,” she said, a hint of pride in her eyes. “And that’s kind of thanks to you. That tip about practicing without using my Meridian Line bonuses was a winner. Gets me more experience for every tattoo I do, and makes leveling easy. Almost feels like cheating. How’d you figure that out anyway?”

“Just an educated guess based on some reading I’d done,” he said. “Anyway, I should get changed. I have to get going.”

She held his eyes for a few long seconds, searching for… something… then finally nodded. “Yeah, but you know, if you change your mind about…” She trailed off. 

“I know just who to talk to. Now, go get back to whatever you stopped doing to make sure I wasn’t a crying wreck.”

“You do ugly cry when you get going.” 

“Learned that from you,” he shot back. 

“Bleh.” She stuck out her tongue and then forced a smile onto her face. She wasn’t quite as good at it as Hiral was, but she was trying… for his sake. 

He waited until she went back down the stairs before he opened the door and ducked into his quiet room. The blackout curtains were still in place, leaving him shrouded in darkness as he closed the door and then leaned against it for support. 

“Ten… times…” He breathed out, his chest clenching again as he had a moment to himself, with nobody to maintain a strong face for. Sliding down to the floor, Hiral dropped his head into his hands and struggled for breath.

He’d told Loan and his father he’d keep going until he passed, but… could he really do that? Hadn’t he worked hard enough? Suffered enough? What else could he possibly do? What would it take to make his status window change?

“I’ve tried everything,” he whispered, tears of anger finally bursting out from behind his eyes and running down his cheeks in a rush. “Why am I such a failure? What is wrong with me?” He drove his fingers into his scalp beneath the hair. The pain was a distant thing compared to the emotions ripping apart his chest from the inside. 

Hiral’s heart hammered against his ribs, pounding like it wanted to get out, while the rest of his body shivered like he was under a lake of freezing water. The air he managed to suck in between his teeth barely filled his lungs, and he was already trying to breathe in more before the last breath even left. Faster and faster he gulped in air, but it didn’t seem to be doing anything, and darkness deeper than the room around him clawed at his vision. 

Despair and rage warred within him; one telling him to give up and the other driving him back to the Training Room. He imagined obliterating those light constructs over and over again, until he either passed the test or broke himself in the effort. Then he would stand before all who’d doubted him, with a new tattoo of the Emperor’s Greatsword blazing in his hands—just like they mocked. What would they say then? What would they…

Hiral tried to focus on that image, but it slipped away. After all, he had destroyed the constructs in the Training Room; enough of them to fill an entire army. And if that hadn’t helped for ten tests, how would it help for eleven?

He couldn’t do it… Just couldn’t…

A door closed somewhere downstairs—probably the front door, from the sound of it—and Hiral forced his lungs to stop their spasmed gasping. Who was it?

The bottom stair creaked; somebody starting up to the second level. If it was his other, youngest sister, Milly, she’d come right to his room to ask how he’d done on the test. Wouldn’t even knock. 

He couldn’t let her see him like this!

Somehow, his need to appear okay snapped him out of the downward spiral enough to push himself to his feet. Another creak—that’d be the middle landing—and Hiral staggered away from the wall toward his small bathroom. She’d come barging in, but if he was in the shower, even she would leave him alone. Probably.

Legs heavy and hands still shaking, Hiral shouldered his bathroom door open, then kicked it closed with the heel of his foot. Without even pulling the ceremonial robes off, he stumbled into the small, enclosed corner of the room and passed his hand over the flat crystal embedded in the wall. Streams of hot water came gushing out of the ceiling above him. 

“Hiral, you in here?” Milly called from inside his room. “Oh, you’re in the shower? Come find me when you’re done.”

Hiral held his breath, waiting, just in case, to see if she’d come in anyway. She didn’t quite get how privacy worked. Well, at least not anybody’s other than her own. When the bathroom door stayed closed, Hiral finally leaned his head back and let the hot water flow over him. 

Was he broken? Would he ever be able to shape anything, or was he really… Everfail? And if he was, then what? What would he build from his life?

The falling water didn’t seem to have the answer.

            

    
        Chapter 5 – Best (?) Friend

    
    
    
    
                “…then you snuck out of the house so you didn’t have to face Milly?” Gauto roared with laughter, slapping Hiral on the back. “Why are you so afraid of your sister?”

Hiral glared at his best friend, though maybe best and friend were both overstatements at the moment, and ground his teeth. “You know very well why I didn’t want to talk to her. Do you remember what she did the third year when I didn’t pass? Six years old, and she marched over and challenged one of the presiding Shapers to a match in the Amphitheatre of the Sun!”

“Yeah, I remember that. Didn’t you end up having to take her place?” Gauto asked. 

Hiral scowled at the memory of stepping into the Amphitheatre against a full Shaper. A master, B-Rank Shaper, no less. Right after his third failure, to boot. Embarrassing was an understatement. “Yes, and… it …didn’t go well…” Hiral snarled enough that a couple walking past him did a double take. Actually, didn’t go well was also an understatement; he’d gotten beaten so badly, the Shaper wouldn’t have even gotten class experience for it.

“So? That was years ago…” 

“She’s done it three more times since then. Thinks it’s funny,” Hiral deadpanned. 

“Last year was kind of entertaining,” Gauto said, his fingers stroking the patchy scruff on his chin. Having a full, sagely beard to fit his new job at the Academy just wasn’t in the cards for him. “Venix chased you around the arena for a good fifteen minutes. If you’d had your Meridian Lines strengthening you, you would’ve wiped the floor with him. Still, the fact you have more dexterity than he does—and he’s C-Rank—is kind of impressive.”

Hiral glanced down at the back of his hand, though the glove and sleeve hid his tattoos from sight. Those, along with the hooded coat he wore, were generally enough to keep people from recognizing him on the street. “Without the lines to harden and strengthen me like the full Shapers have, staying out of the way is the best I can do. Most of them put all their points into strength and endurance, so they’re pretty slow.”

“Well, if you ask me, it did make for a more entertaining match than most of the ones we get. Those Shapers tend to just stand there and take turns hitting each other. First one to fall loses.”

“Like I said, strength and endurance,” Hiral said. “When your skin is practically indestructible and you have the strength of almost twenty average people, it does kind of make you cocky. On the other hand… Shapers who avoid getting hit are seen as cowards…”

Gauto glanced at Hiral, but didn’t say anything. The implication was obvious.

Hiral, for his part, forced himself to look around. Anything to take his mind off the test. Like always, the day was beautiful, the sun directly above the city, and people crowded the streets. Midway between the Academy where Gauto worked and the port where Hiral was headed, small stalls of goods lined the streets. 

They offered baked goods that made Hiral’s mouth water, small toys for children, quills brought up from the Nomads for the Artists—though a quick glance showed their low quality—and a dozen other things. If he couldn’t find what he was looking for in the port when he came back from work, he’d definitely be able to find something for Nat’s celebration in the warren of shops. 

“When you come back up from your business with Arty, why don’t you come by the Academy?” Gauto asked, finally breaking the silence. “Lika and Professor Itone would love to see you. The professor asks me at least once a week if I’ve been able to convince you to join us. He says you’d make a fantastic Academic.”

“What did you tell him?” Hiral asked. 

“That I’d be thrilled if you joined!” Gauto chuckled. “You’ve got the head for it, Hiral. Your attributes are way above average, even compared to somebody who has a class. I don’t know why you’d ever want to be a Shaper.”

“You took the test too,” Hiral pointed out. “Three times.”

“And that’s when I learned where my true calling was. Turned my attention to academia, and I’ve never been happier.”

“Or chubbier,” Hiral said, gently elbowing Gauto in his soft side. 

“We can’t all be toned perfection like you,” Gauto said, eying Hiral up and down. “Though nobody would ever know, with all the layers you wear.”

“Stops people from noticing me,” Hiral said, though he’d told his friend that more than once, and pulled his hood lower around his face. Like always, the day was warm under the constant sunlight, but at least he wasn’t the only one in the street dressed like that. 

“The only benefit I can see from all the work you do to join the Shapers is how much the ladies would appreciate your toned body under their fingers.” 

“Not going to happen,” Hiral said, forcing the smile back on his face. “Most girls won’t even talk to me once they realize who I am, let alone touch me. They think my inability to shape is contagious.” 

“You’re harder on yourself than anybody else is,” Gauto said. 

“Maybe. Anyway, back to your original point, I’m not ready to join the Academy yet,” he said, choking off his own words. Yet? Yet!? Was he really considering a future that didn’t involve the Shapers? No, it was just the depression after the latest failure. He’d get it next year. 

… Which was the same thing he’d told himself last year…

No, he only had one chance at a class, and he needed to pass the Shaper test to get the one he wanted.

“You have the stats for it,” Gauto said. “You enjoy the puzzle of figuring things out. I mean, come on, you love testing more than I do. You remember that time we tested how much we could magnify sunlight before it burned even a Shaper’s body?” 

“We were twelve, Gauto. And the result was us getting chased by said Shaper halfway across the city.” Hiral chuckled. Why am I always getting chased by Shapers…?

“Yeah, but I remember the smile on your face the whole way. Okay… something more recent, then? Last year, when we started my thesis on the strength attribute relative to the force of a punch? It should’ve been a linear relationship…” 

“No, I knew it wouldn’t be,” Hiral corrected. “Rank reinforces the body in ways outside of just plain stats—I’m sure that’s where we’re seeing the change. Not to mention our natural attributes that aren’t modified by Meridian Lines; I’m sure they also factor in differently. What we need to do is…” Hiral trailed off when he saw the huge grin on his friend’s face. 

“See? That’s what I mean. You’re an Academic at heart, Hiral,” Gauto said, though his voice softened. 

“I admit, some of what Academics do interests me. But being a Shaper has been my dream since I was a kid.”

“So you can fight in the Amphitheatre?” Gauto asked. “Sure, there’s fame there… but also head trauma.”

“Not for that, and you know it. That isn’t what Shapers are meant for. Shapers are supposed to be protectors. Explorers.” 

“What are you going to protect us from up here? A sunburn. Not that we can burn with anything less than eight-times magnification.” Gauto chuckled again, obviously remembering the large magnifying glass they’d set up over the sleeping Shaper.

“I’ve got the Disc of Passage,” Hiral said. “If I could use it, I could go… anywhere. And I could take you with me. Think of what we could learn. And it’s not just that. I’ve put so much work into passing the Shaper tests. Not just me either. Loan, my dad. My sisters. You. You’ve all supported me for… so long…” He had to force the last part out. 

“You think giving up would be letting us down,” Gauto said, and it wasn’t a question. “It wouldn’t be. You’re too smart to believe anything else.”

“Yeah, part of me knows that.”

“Ah. It’s not just us. It’s them,” Gauto said, reading into Hiral’s silence. “You want to prove them all wrong. The doubters.”

“I… do…” Hiral admitted, his fist clenching at his side. “Gauto, I enjoy the research with you because it’s a challenge. I like pushing myself. Testing my limits. I’ve trained with Master Loan every day for years. How to move, how to fight… for when I finally become a Shaper. I want that challenge too. I need to know how far I can go… and… this…” he said, gesturing his hands up and down himself, “…this isn’t enough.”

“I’ve seen you train,” Gauto said, a twinkle in his eye. “So, when you finally get your class, I hope you do spend a few days in the Amphitheatre. You’re going to be a terror, and that’s a show I’ll happily pay to see.”

“I’ve got a few scores to settle, don’t I?” 

“I don’t think a few is usually counted in the dozens, but yeah, something like that,” Gauto said. “Anyway, at least come by and take a look at our newest discovery when you come back up?”

“What did you find?” Hiral asked, happy to move the conversation along. His friend was only looking out for him—he always had—but it was still hard to talk about. 

“Some old rooms underground. Like a catacomb or something under the city,” Gauto said, the excitement of it infecting his voice. 

“Rooms? Underground? How in the Fallen’s names did you get approval to dig?”

“We didn’t,” Gauto said. “Somebody was doing renovations on their home in the east end of the city. Floor gave out from the work, and they found the secret room underneath. Called us right away.”

“The floor gave out? That’s unusual… but, was the room empty?” Catacombs under the city? Amazing! How had they stayed hidden all this time?

“No,” Gauto said, his eyebrows doing a little dance up and down his forehead. 

“You’re going to make me ask, aren’t you?” 

“I’m going to make you come see if you want to know.”

“Not interested,” Hiral lied, but he had a lot of practice making people believe what he said, and Gauto’s eyes widened. 

“Come on!”

“Nope. Busy,” Hiral said. “Some moldy old pickle jars aren’t worth the time.”

“They aren’t… pickle jars…” Gauto said, clearly insulted by the mundaneness of it. “Weapons, Hiral. Crystal weapons.”

That got Hiral’s attention, and even he couldn’t keep his true feelings off his face. 

“Crystal?” Hiral asked. “Like…?” He pointed at the nearby pearly white tower, then up its height to the large crystal that sat at its top three hundred feet up. The crystal that grew brighter as Hiral watched, then suddenly went dark as if all the light inside drained out. 

Wait… If the crystal did that, it meant it was…

Hiral blinked and looked at the narrow tower, barely wider than his spread arms from fingertips to fingertips, then at his friend. “That is Lusco’s Tower, isn’t it?” 

Gauto looked from Hiral to the deep-red crystal at the top of the tower and back again. “Speaking of head trauma… did you hit your noggin during the test?” Gauto pointed to another barely visible tower ahead of them, its crystal glittering in the sunlight high above the buildings. “That’s Bellina’s Tower there, Lusco’s”—he gestured at the tower near them, then turned and pointed at a third, exactly three miles behind them—“and that’s Pallidis’. You know where we are now? What day it is? Do you remember the fifty chips you owe me?”

“I don’t owe you any money,” Hiral snapped, eyes glued to the tower crystal. “So, the time is…?”

“A few minutes past fifth pulse,” Gauto said. 

“Fallen’s balls, I’m going to be late!” Hiral said. “I’ll drop by the Academy if I have time.”

“Make sure you do.” Gauto said as Hiral dashed off. “And not just to see the crystal weapons. I want you to double-check the numbers on another project for me. I think the island might be slowing down…” 

Then he was gone, Gauto’s words lost to the noise of the market. Hiral shoved his way through the crowd. All thoughts of mysterious underground caverns and crystal weapons fled his mind as he focused entirely on weaving his way through the crowd. Sure, if he’d had Meridian Line-induced strength, he could’ve barreled through without slowing down. It was what most Shapers would’ve done. 

And left a dozen broken bones and Fallen knows how many bruises behind. 

Instead, his lack of a sun-powered body, his sister’s ill-thought-out challenges, and his 20 natural Dex had taught him something, and he weaved through the constantly moving throng of people like an expert dancer. 

A turn of an ankle there meant the person was about to change direction, and Hiral twisted around in perfect time with them, sweeping by so only their clothes barely touched. Another quick sidestep brought him between an arguing couple, but he was gone before the surprise even left their mouths, ducking low under an emphatic gesture, then picking up speed as he found some open ground. 

Three strides brought him to a full sprint while the people ahead of him shifted forward and back into two solid lines, which could only mean…

Hiral vaulted up and over the cart as it was pushed out into the street, his legs just an inch above the carefully piled fruit, then touched down and turned for a quick apology. The small shriek of surprise from ahead was his only warning as he turned his attention around, where a small child, maybe five years old, suddenly moved in front of him. 

Again, while a real Shaper probably would’ve simply gone through the child and then blamed the kid for not moving, Hiral instead kicked off his lead foot into a high cartwheel. His eyes met the child’s as he sailed over, their faces close enough their noses almost touched. Then his feet were on the ground again, and he was running off. This time, he didn’t try to turn around to apologize, and his own words were lost to the wind as he ducked behind one of the stalls and ran through the clearer space against the wall. 

Several annoyed barkers shouted after him, but they paid him little heed other than that. Few people tried to steal, with Shaper justice being what it was. A left turn down a side alley, another twist around an intimate embrace, then it was clear running. 

Good thing, too. If he wasn’t at the port in the next fifteen minutes, Arty might well leave without him. 

That or he’d yell, and Fallen knew which was worse. 

            

    
        Chapter 6 – The City That Chases The Sun

    
    
    
    
                “What took you so long?” Arty yelled at Hiral. “We were just about to leave!” He dramatically pointed at the pier. 

The empty pier. 

Hiral raised an eyebrow at the excitable merchant, and Arty squinted his eyes. 

“Glasses… glasses… glasses…” the man muttered as he rifled through the pockets of his knee-length jacket. “There,” he said, finally pulling the pair of glasses out and putting them on. A second look at the pier, a few blinks, then he turned his attention to a large pile of boxes near the end of the dock. 

“Why aren’t we ready to leave?” he shouted at the three hulking Shapers. 

“You told us to wait for…” the one in the front, Shaper Fual, started. 

“Told you that ages ago,” Arty shouted. “Get the platform out and loaded up.”

“Sure, sure,” Fual said, strolling out along the pier and then stopping at the end. 

Large tattoos covered his body from head to toe, though his Meridian Lines weren’t naturally luminescent from long use, and one tattoo in particular on his upper-right chest began to gently glow as he reached up and touched it. From a distance, it looked like little more than a large square filling with the light flowing out of Fual’s fingertips. 

The Platform of Movement, a lesser C-Rank version of the Disc of Passage Hiral had on his right calf. Had he been able to shape, he’d have been the one carrying them down to the Nomads under the city.

While Hiral watched, one second stretched into two. Three. Four. Five. Fual had never been the fastest Shaper. C-Rank Output Rate at the highest. More and more light worked its way through the intricate details that made up the tattoo until, finally, something snapped into place and the color went from a bright white to a warm glow. 

Nodding to himself, Fual pulled his hand away from the tattoo, a streamer of liquid light like a plasma flare trailing behind and connecting to the tattoo. He looked over at Arty. “Right here?” 

“Of course right there,” Arty snapped back. “Same place as always!”

Fual nodded again, then jerked his arm out, the tether of light growing taut in an instant and pulling the glowing tattoo off his chest. In less than a heartbeat, the hand-sized block of light grew into a floating platform of heavy stone bricks, forty feet by forty feet, perfectly level except for the small pillar in the center he would use to direct its movement. 

“Ready to be loaded up,” Fual said, stepping off the wooden dock and onto the platform.

“I can see that! So, what are you all waiting for?” He gestured at the other two Shapers leaning against the pile of boxes.

Without a word, the towering man and woman effortlessly began moving crates as big as Hiral, and likely twice as heavy.

“Just about to leave?” Hiral asked with an effort to keep the sarcasm out of his voice. 

“Just is relative. Obviously,” Arty snapped. “Are you going to help or stand there?”

“Let me get my stuff from my locker?” 

“Pah, you’re fine the way you are. We’re just going down to make an exchange with Caaven for quills. You won’t need your weapons.”

“I’m supposed to be a guard,” Hiral said. “What good is a guard without weapons?”

The skin around Arty’s eyes tightened, and he stepped in closer to Hiral. “Didn’t go well today, then?” he asked quietly. 

Hiral forced the smile back onto his face. “Almost had it this time. Next year for sure,” he said, repeating his mantra. 

“Do you need the day? Those lugs can manage. Not much use when it comes to thinking, but they can lift a box like nobody’s business.”

“They can also hear a pin drop from forty feet away,” Shaper Jenno shouted in her deep voice. 

“Should be lifting instead of listening,” Arty said without turning. 

“Nah, I’m fine,” Hiral said, only stealing a glance at the Shapers. 

If they hadn’t heard about his test, well, they knew the result now. If he took Arty up on the offer, as appealing as it was, that’d just make it look like he was running away. Shapers respected facing things head on. He’d do that here. 

“Well, we won’t be there long anyway. Should just be a quick down and back. Few hours, tops. Assuming the crates ever get loaded,” he added, turning back to the working Shapers. 

For their part, the towering trio ignored the mouthy merchant and his usual behavior. Really, Arty wasn’t a bad guy, and he paid well for people to put up with him. While his class was technically an Artist, he’d branched out into the merchant field to acquire some of the highest-quality quills in the city from the Nomads below. Without those quills, it would be impossible for Artists like Hiral’s father to do their best work. Or any work at all, really. 

“Last time we went down, Caaven only had a half-order, and not his usual quality,” Hiral said. “You think he’ll have what we need this time?”

“He’d better,” Arty said while glaring at the three Shapers. “I’ve got customers practically beating down my door looking for new quills. You know, if we could find a way to use a quill more than once, we wouldn’t have this problem.”

“Or if we could harvest them anywhere but from the backs of some very particular animals only found in specific dungeons on the surface,” Hiral added. “Hasn’t anybody tried breeding them?”

“They die quickly outside of their natural habitat. Something about the dungeons… I can’t believe we call them that—they’re caves!—is important to their lifecycle. Maybe you should bring some of your friends from the Academy, see if they can’t figure it out.”

“Ah, the Nomads wouldn’t let us go on a dungeon run with them,” Hiral said. “What did they say, proprietary information?”

“Proprietary price-gouging, if you ask me,” Arty seethed. “If we don’t know where the dungeons are ourselves, we can’t send some of our own muscle-heads down to clean the place out.”

“Muscle-heads that can still hear you,” Shaper Jenno called, a massive crate on each shoulder.

“Bah,” Arty said with a wave, and pointed at the rest of the crates. “Seriously, Hiral, I’d pay good chips to get a look at one of these dungeons where the Quillbacks live. There must be a reason the Nomads call them dungeons instead of caves, and what’s so special about them that the Quillbacks can only live there? The surface is such a mysterious place.”

“Mysterious and dangerous,” Hiral amended, walking over to the edge of the pier with Arty as his eyes scanned the horizon for the distant, ever-present storm-wall. Just over one hundred miles away, surrounding the city in a perfect circle, the churning gray clouds poured torrential rain on the ground that slowly scrolled past nine miles below the city. “What do you think it’s like down there? I mean, really like.”

“Our ancestors left for a reason, Hiral,” Arty said, but he also looked down at the distant landscape. “Built an entire floating island that circles the world to follow the sun for a reason. It must’ve been a good one to go to all that trouble. I’m more than happy to stay up here where it’s safe.”

“And where you can make enough chips to feed your hoarding hobby,” Shaper Jenno said as she walked past with two more huge crates. 

“It’s not hoarding. It’s collecting, and you wouldn’t understand,” Arty said. “They’re works of art,” he added, only loud enough for Hiral to hear. 

Hiral nodded, but wasn’t really paying attention to the exchange. The ground below them was so green, with a valley over that way, wide forests blanketing the rest until the terrain changed drastically to towering mountains ahead. The highest peak still didn’t reach even close to the main island, but the Nomads’ trailing islands would flow right between them as the city moved in that direction along the EnSath River. 

“Do the Nomads ever talk about the river?” Hiral asked Arty. “About why the city always follows its path around and around the world?”

“Some stories that are little more than superstition, if you ask me,” Arty said. “I think the Academy’s theory is more likely.”

Hiral nodded again. “Path of least resistance. It’s the only passage through the mountains ahead, and others.”

“A few more minutes and we’ll be ready to go,” Shaper Jenno said on another pass. “Anything else in the warehouse?”

“No, everything was already out here and waiting to go,” Arty said. 

“Got it. We’ll let you know when it’s done.”

“I’m going to go grab the weapons,” Hiral said. “I know we’re just going down to Caaven’s island, not the surface or anything, but at least let me look like I’m doing my job.”

“You’re there as much for your eye for quills as anything else,” Arty said. 

“Multitasking so you keep me around,” Hiral said, backing away from the edge of the pier, then spinning on his heel and jogging back to the warehouse. 

He nodded at a few of the workers inside—they knew him from his years working for Arty and generally kept the gossip to a minimum when he was around—but didn’t slow until he got to his locker. 

A quick wave of his hand past the crystal sensor, and the door popped open to reveal the few belongings he left there—his weapons among them. 

The sigh escaped his lips before he could stop it, and Hiral shook his head. Last time he’d hung these up, it had been with the hopes he’d never need them again. That he’d pass the test today. 

“Looks like you’re stuck with me a little longer,” he whispered to the sheathed swords before slipping them over his shoulders and securing the belt across his chest. A quick check to make sure nothing rubbed the wrong way, then he stepped back and closed the locker door.

“You’ll get it next time,” a voice said from where the door had just been, and Hiral nearly jumped out of his skin. 

“Fallen’s knickers in a knot,” Hiral cursed. “You scared me, Nanilly.”

“Sorry,” the older woman said quietly. “I wanted to catch you before you went down with Arty. You can do it; I know you can.”

“Thanks, Nanilly,” Hiral said, his breathing back under control after the startle. “Yeah, I’ve got it next year for sure. Just you watch.” 

Nanilly nodded but didn’t say anything else, and Hiral gave her a small wave before he jogged back out of the building. 

Sure, he talked a good game, but what was he going to do differently next time? Maybe it was time to pay the Academy another visit. He’d checked before about anybody with his… condition, but maybe he’d missed it? Or maybe he could find something else to help him along. That was how he’d figured out that training without using the Meridian Lines improved experience and attribute gains. 

“We’re ready to go, Hiral—get over here,” Arty called from where he stood beside Shaper Fual on the platform. 

“Sorry, coming,” Hiral called back, putting the Academy out of his mind until he got back.

            

    
        Chapter 7 – Nomads

    
    
    
    
                The platform pulled away from the pier without even a shudder, and then arched out slightly from the island to avoid clipping any of the other piers. Hiral, meanwhile, stepped up to the edge of the platform so the crates didn’t obscure his view, and simply enjoyed his favorite part of going down to the Nomads.

Up in the city of Fallen Reach itself, the scale of the island floating in the sky was completely lost, and Hiral’s eyes traced down along the rock underneath. Like something had reached into the ground and scooped an upside-down mountain out, then tossed it into the air, the image of the floating island still defied reason, no matter how many times he’d seen it. 

Even though the city occupied about half of the island’s thirty-mile surface diameter, the mile-deep bottom completely filled Hiral’s sight as the platform gently descended. Dropping below the outer edge, his eyes naturally turned to the spiraling mist that stretched from the island all the way to the river nine miles below. Hundreds and hundreds of feet across, the source of all water on the island, it looked like a thick wall of almost impenetrable fog even from fifteen miles away.

Then, there, trailing near the back-most point of the island, the numerous smaller Nomad islands followed like some kind of comet’s tail, though the highest of their islands was only about three-quarters of the way up. 

That highest island, where the elders of the Nomads resided, was also the only Nomad island directly under Fallen Reach. Dozens of other islands of varying smaller sizes followed behind, connected by huge roots that lashed them to the largest island in the front of the pack. 

“Looks like they lost one of the smaller islands from the back,” Arty said, coming up to stand beside Hiral. 

Hiral did some quick math in his head, then nodded. “It’s been almost a full rotation since they lost the last one. Good thing we’re coming up on the Needle Mountains soon. They should be able to find another one there.”

Arty’s mouth made a thin line in response. 

“You don’t agree?” Hiral asked. 

“Needle Mountains live up to their name,” Arty said, pointing toward the mountain range as the platform continued its decent. “Narrow and sharp, more like giant stone tree trunks than actual mountains, it’s harder for them to find something large enough to make into an island. Has to have the right composition to get caught up in Fallen Reach’s magic too, even if they manage to connect it to the others.”

“Huh, hadn’t thought of that,” Hiral said. “You know, now that you mention it, I don’t think I’ve ever been down to the Nomads with you while we’re passing over the Needles. Why is that?”

“No quills while we’re in the Needles,” Arty said. “If there are even any dungeons down there, the Nomads don’t go. Too hard to get back up to their own islands since they can’t reliably climb the Needles.”

Hiral looked from Arty back to the Needles. Fallen Reach moved at a constant, never-changing three miles per hour, and the edge of the Needles was just visible outside the storm wall, which meant about one hundred miles away. Three cycles and they’d be there. “So, you’re saying that if Caaven doesn’t have any quills for us, we won’t have a chance to get more before we come out the other side of the mountains?”

“Longer than that,” Arty said. “The Sea of White is on the other side. It’ll be at least thirty cycles until the next dungeon. And after the last short shipment, well, we’re running out of stock as it is.”

“So, why’d we load so much onto the platform?” Shaper Jenno asked. 

“Caaven is good for it,” Arty said, shivering and rubbing his arms. “We’ve been trading for years, and they rely on what we’re bringing down just as much as we rely on the quills they provide. And why in the Fallen’s names is it so cold?”

“Ah, sorry,” Shaper Fual said, running his hand across one of the crystals on the pillar in the center of the platform. “There, I turned up the protection magic to keep the cold out a bit more.”

Hiral looked, only slightly enviously, at the control pillar. The disc on his right calf would take care of environmental conditions automatically, as well as move much faster than the platform. If only he could shape it. On the whole island, there were only a dozen people or so who had the disc and could activate it. Being in that crowd… well, that’d show everybody. Prove them all wrong. 

Though, technically, they weren’t wrong… yet. 

“Looks like Caaven is already waiting for us,” Arty said, gesturing with his chin to the third island, his hands still rubbing up and down his arms despite the cold being held back. “Watch out for the kites on our right, Fual.”

“See them,” Shaper Fual said, shifting the direction of the platform to avoid the kites transporting Nomads between islands. “Why don’t they just walk like normal people?”

Hiral raised his eyebrow at the Shaper. “We’re not walking, and it would take forever to follow the roots from one island to another.”

“Those kites are dangerous,” Shaper Fual went on. “How do they even control where they’re going without magic?”

“You complain about the same thing every time,” Shaper Jenno piped up. “Why don’t you just ask one of them this time?”

 “Me, an Islander, talk to one of those filthy Buggers? No, thank you. I might catch something.” Shaper Fual’s chin rose higher with each word. “Uh, no offense, Arty.”

“It’s fine,” Arty said. “Thinking like that is why I can trade with the Nomads without much competition. Keep the Bugger talk to yourself while we’re down there. The hives they farm are important to them.”

“I know, I know,” Shaper Fual said. “But seriously, how can they spend so much time around bugs almost as big as Hiral? And eating them? Just… yuck.”

“They’re just livestock, like our cattle,” Arty said without turning, his hand going up into the air to wave at somebody on the nearby island. “Now, really, enough. Time to get down to business.”

“I don’t see a lot of crates there waiting for us,” Hiral said, looking from Caaven waving back to the cleared-off area for the platform. 

“Depending on the wind, they get spray from the mist,” Arty said. “Probably have the crates inside to keep the goods dry. Probably.”

“Probably,” Hiral agreed, but he scrolled his gaze along the edge of the island. 

There seemed to be a bit a commotion further down, half a dozen people with… Wait… weren’t those the suits they used to go down to the surface? If what he knew about dungeon runs was true, they’d barely have time to get down and back before the last island reached the Needles. 

“Caaven, my friend,” Arty shouted as the platform gently settled down on the island. “How’ve you been?”

“Arty, it’s good to see you,” Caaven replied, but the hand he held up in greeting was the only open part about his body language. His other hand was held in a fist, and there was an unusual tightness to his shoulders. The man didn’t have good news. 

And from the way Arty’s hand dropped to his side, he saw it too. 

“Things haven’t improved?” Arty asked.

Caaven shook his head, his other hand balling into a fist at his side as well. “I am afraid not. We are still waiting for the harvesting party to return.”

“To return?” Arty asked. “Shouldn’t they have been back a cycle ago?”

“Two,” Caaven said. 

“Any idea what happened?” Arty asked, genuine concern in his voice as he stepped off the platform and walked up to Caaven. 

Hiral quickly joined him, though the three Shapers stayed firmly in place on the platform. 

“None. It should’ve been an easy trip,” Caaven said, his voice cracking with the words. 

“Your niece is part of the party, isn’t she?” Arty reached out to put a hand on the other man’s shoulder. 

“One of them,” Caaven said, his head turning briefly to look at the group of people preparing the kite-like suits further down the edge of the island. “The other is planning something stupid.”

“But, just because they aren’t back yet, that could mean a few things, right? Maybe they just had to make for another jump point?”

“That’s one of the possibilities,” Caaven said. “The one we’re hoping for. The other possibility is that they’re…”

“Where’s the dungeon they went to?” Hiral asked as the man trailed off, unable to finish his sentence. 

“Almost directly below us,” Caaven said, and it was a testament to just how worried he was that he answered Hiral’s question so quickly.

“So, there’s still time for them to get back to the islands before we’ve passed,” Hiral said. “There’s still hope.”

“Thank you,” Caaven said with a grateful nod. “Now if I could just convince Seena of that. Fool girl is insisting to go looking for her sister. I’ve tried to stop her and the others, but they’ll be ready to go within the hour.”

“If they go…” Arty started. 

“They risk not making it back in time, I know. It’s cutting it too close, and that’s if things go perfectly.”

“The party that went to the dungeon, what Rank were they?” Arty asked. 

“All High-E-Rank. Close to breaking through to D.”

“Why didn’t you send anybody of a higher Rank?” Hiral asked. “Somebody with more experience?”

“It’s only an E-Rank area—this is how we do things,” Caaven answered. Then his eyes widened, like he realized he shouldn’t have spoken so frankly. 

“What classes did they have?” Arty pressed on.

Caaven looked off to the side, then back to Arty. “You know I can’t talk about that. I’ve already said more than I should in my worry. Please forget most of what you’ve heard.”

Hiral glanced at Arty, then back at Caaven. In those few sentences, they’d learned more about these so-called dungeons than the Nomads had revealed in years. 

“Arty, I know this is a lot to ask,” Caaven said, but his eyes went to the platform behind the merchant. “I can’t stop Seena and the others from going down, so I was hoping you could perhaps take them on your…”

But Arty was already shaking his head. “Afraid not. The Platforms of Movement don’t have the range to make the trip. It can go maybe four miles before it needs to stop. We’d get halfway to the ground, then fall the rest of the way. It wouldn’t help anybody. If we had a Disc of Passage, maybe we could talk about it.” Arty then coughed, apparently remembering what Hiral had tattooed on his leg. 

“I… I see,” Caaven said, not even looking in Hiral’s direction. 

With the layers he wore down to see the Nomads every time, they didn’t even know he was trying to be a Shaper. They thought he was an Artist like Arty, which was fine by Hiral. All Makers—or Islanders, as the Nomads called them—had the Meridian Lines, so it wasn’t possible to tell Artists apart from Shapers by their faces alone. 

“So, there’s nothing you can do to help?” Caaven asked, a hint of desperation clear in his voice. The look on his face told it all; he was terrified of not losing just one niece, but two. 

Arty shook his head again. “I wish I could,” the merchant said, not even mentioning the quills that were supposed to be part of the deal. 

“I see,” Caaven said, slightly deflating. “Thank you for at least entertaining my offer.”

“Of course.”

Caaven looked at the girl who had to be his niece further along the edge, then back toward a house near the small warehouse. “About… the other reason I asked you to come today,” he said with a sigh of resignation, his face lowered. “Did you bring your tools?”

Tools? What tools would Arty need? He was an Artist…

“Uh, why don’t we talk about it in your home?” Arty said, throwing quick glances from Hiral to the Shapers on the platform. “Talk… about… the quills you were referring to,” he said again, throwing a painfully obvious wink in Caaven’s direction. 

Caaven’s eyebrows bunched up, and his mouth made a little O shape as he looked at Hiral. “Right, the quills,” he said. “I’ll just be inside with Evenyn… so she can talk to you about the… quills,” he finished, giving his own version of the painfully obvious wink. 

Arty winced and nodded. “Right, right. I’ll be along in a few minutes.” He watched as Caaven retreated back to his home. “Let’s you and me go for a walk,” Arty said, putting his arm over Hiral’s shoulder and leading him in the direction of the party getting ready to go to the surface.

“What was that all about?” Hiral asked. 

“Well,” he started, but then looked back at the Shapers again. “Should be far enough, even with their stupid hearing,” he muttered. 

“Far enough for what? What do you need your tools for? You can’t tattoo Nomads.”

“Tattoo… no. More of a… glyph. Something much simpler than a tattoo,” Arty said sheepishly. 

“A glyph?” Hiral asked. “Wait, Evenyn is Caaven’s wife. You’re not doing a Glyph of Fertility, are you? Those are illegal!”

“Shhhh,” Arty said, throwing more looks back at the Shapers, though none of them seemed to have heard Hiral. “They’re illegal in Fallen Reach because of the side effects they have on Makers. On our race. Nomads are a different race—Growers, they call themselves. The glyph doesn’t have the same risks to them. It’s safe.”

“You’re sure? How?” Hiral asked, but the look on Arty’s face told it all. “Oh, this isn’t your first time.”

“It’s how I got the trade contracts in the first place,” Arty admitted. “Look, you’ve got to keep this to yourself. Even if it’s safe for Growers, the Council in Fallen Reach won’t think the same. I’d lose more than my merchant’s license, if you catch my drift. Might get to see the surface after all… while falling the nine miles to get there.”

Hiral rubbed the bridge of his nose, but nodded. Arty wasn’t exaggerating. Council law wasn’t often invoked… mainly because of how seriously they took it. “I won’t rat you out. But I’m not going to go in with you and watch you do it.”

“Good, because you’re not invited. Besides, I’ve got something better for you to do,” Arty said, a small wave of relief washing over him. 

“Oh? Am I going to like it?” He suspected he knew the answer. 

“Depends how much you like talking to girls your own age,” Arty said. “Go talk to that Seena girl, see if you can’t find out a bit more about the dungeons. We may not be back here for a year, but the more we know…”

“Fine,” Hiral said. If he was honest with himself, he was pretty curious about the dungeons. 

“Good, I’ll come find you when I’m done. Try to stay out of trouble.”

“Out of the pair of us, I’m not the one who gets into trouble,” Hiral said before spinning on his heel and starting over toward the small group getting their equipment ready to jump off the island. 

            

    
        Chapter 8 – The Fall

    
    
    
    
                Hiral approached the small group working on checking bags, some of the kites they used to go between islands, and even a few weapons. It consisted of four young men and a young woman who had to be Seena, unless the child playing around the group—she couldn’t have been more than five—was actually the secret leader of the party. 

“Hi,” Hiral said as he walked up to them, his hand up. “Anything I can do to help?”

A few turned their heads in his direction, took in his Islander clothes, and then went back to what they were doing. 

“Your face is funny-looking,” a small voice said from beside him, and Hiral looked down to find the child standing in front of him, a kite almost as big as she was in her hand. 

“I get that a lot,” Hiral said. He crouched down in front of the girl, then scrunched up his nose, squeezed his eyes shut, and stuck out his tongue.

“Hehe, not that kind of funny-looking, silly,” she said. When Hiral opened his eyes again to look at her, she reached out and poked him in the cheek, right where his Meridian Line was. “Did somebody draw on you?”

“Kind of,” Hiral said. “Everybody has these where I’m from. Well, everybody older than ten or twelve.”

“Oooooh,” she said, tilting her head up to look at Fallen Reach high above them, where the sun just glinted over the edge like a horizon. “You’re from up there?”

“I sure am.”

“Is it hot, so close to the sun?” 

“We’re not actually that much closer.” 

“Yeah, you are,” she said, pointing up. “Way closer.”

“Ah, okay, good point,” he said instead of arguing about it. “But, no, it’s not really hotter. It’s actually cooler the higher up you go, but the magic of the island keeps it comfortable. Same as here.” He then took a good look at the girl’s clothes. And the clothes of the group preparing to go down. They were just as layered up as Hiral was. And they weren’t the only ones. Everybody he saw was dressed for cool weather. 

There wasn’t any magic here to keep the temperature constant. How had he never noticed before? Ah, because he was too caught up in himself to think about it, most likely. 

“We don’t use magic for that, silly,” the girl said, confirming what Hiral was just figuring out. “It’s for growing stuff!” she added proudly, pointing to a green fence that started about a hundred feet away, then continued off into the distance. 

Considering how high up they were, a wall around the edge made sense, except in areas like the port. 

“Come on, Favela, don’t bother him,” the woman around Hiral’s age said, coming over and putting her hands on the young girl’s shoulders. 

“She’s not bothering me,” Hiral said. “She’s actually teaching me quite a lot. You must be Seena, right? Ah, sorry, I’m Hiral.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed at him, but she gave a single nod. “Go play, Favela, but stay away from the edge or I’ll take your kite away from you.”

“No, it’s mine,” Favela said, clutching the kite closer to her chest. “You said it was.”

“And it will be… as long as you stay away from the edge,” the woman replied, staring at Favela until the younger girl nodded. “Good, now off you go.”

“She really wasn’t bothering me,” Hiral said. 

“I know. Now, how do you know my name?” 

“So, you are Seena, then?” Hiral asked, then waited until the woman nodded. “I’m here with Arty to trade with Caaven. He said something happened to your sister. I’m sorry…”

“Nothing happened to her. She just decided to stop and look at something shiny. Gets distracted easily,” Seena said defensively. 

“You’re probably right,” Hiral said. “But, if that was all you were worried about, would you really be getting ready to go down to the surface yourself?”

Seena glared at him for a moment while chewing on her bottom lip. “She also trips and falls a lot,” she finally said. “I’m just going to help.”

“But, from what I understand, it’s pretty risky. You could miss making it back up.”

“We’ll make it. We’ve done it before in less time,” she said, looking back at the four men quickly getting their equipment in order. 

“Are the dungeons really that dangerous?” Hiral asked, his eyes on a pair of spears. “I thought I heard something about you not killing the Quillbacks to get their quills?”

“Quillbacks aren’t the only thing down there,” Seena said, part of the worry over her sister seeping out into her words, but she quickly turned her head toward the edge. “Hey! Favela, what did I say about getting too close to the edge?”

“But the wind is better here for the kite,” Favela whined, the kite a few feet above her and climbing. 

“You’ll lose it to that wind,” Seena said.

“No I won’t. I have a good grip. See?” Favela showed the thick kite string looped over and over around her wrist and hand. 

“Doesn’t matter—it’s not safe over there. Come back here before you…” Seena started, but cut off as a gust of wind whooshed by her like it had a mind of its own and yanked the kite high into the air with a sound like a whip. 

And then everything happened all at once. 

“Favela!” Seena screamed. 

Instincts Hiral didn’t know he had kicked in, and he dashed forward. Even with 20 Dex, though, he wasn’t fast enough, and the good grip Favela had on her kite hauled the girl right up into the air with it as it went. 

Up… and out over the edge. 

Favela’s eyes opened wide in shock as her feet sailed away from solid ground, the kite still pulling her up. 

Could he make it? Grab her before she dropped?

The gust of wind faded, and then Favela was gone.

No! No, no, no!

Hiral changed the angle of his dash, just slightly, grabbed one of the kites used to go between islands, then sprinted hard for the edge. A quick glance told him there were straps that looked like they were meant to go around his wrists while he held on to the kite with both hands. 

He didn’t have time for those. 

Or for both hands. 

With one hand wrapped as tight around the main shaft of the large kite as 18 Str would allow, Hiral ignored his mind telling him this was a stupid idea and leapt off the edge of the island. 

Already hundreds of feet below him, Favela’s face was a mask of shock and fear as she looked back up at the sky, arms and legs flailing, the ground miles below. Miles that would vanish all too quickly, and that was assuming Hiral wanted to reach the surface, which he certainly did not. Not like this. 

“I’m coming!” he shouted, all his focus on the girl below him. 

He tucked the kite against his side like a shield as he dove down, cutting the air like a knife. The wind whistled in his ears, slashed at his eyes as tears flew away, and tried to rip the kite from his hand. Body rigid, Hiral hurtled downward, each small shift of his body or gust of wind threatening to take him off course. 

The girl screamed, her voice reaching Hiral’s ears in strange, alternating waves as he raced down toward her, the hood over his head snapping back and his hair whipping in the wind. And, somehow, her kite was nowhere to be seen. 

Of course she let go of it now.

Squeezing his right hand as tight as he could around his kite’s shaft, Hiral extended his left hand out toward Favela, though she was still more than a hundred feet away. The small shift changed the angle of the kite, and suddenly, Hiral was barreling off to the side, whipping out wide from where he needed to be to catch her. 

His fall devoured distance like a starving man, islands coming into view in his peripheral vision and then gone again bare seconds later. He’d closed half the distance to Favela, but was now fifty feet out too wide. Her arms and legs still flailed as she fell, increasing her wind resistance, and if Hiral didn’t do something now, he’d shoot past her. 

Muscles in his abdomen tensing, Hiral twisted ever so slightly, the kite at his side cutting the air and dragging him back across to where he needed to be so hard, he almost got whiplash. But at least he’d… No… his momentum took him too far in the wrong direction! He’d overshot where he’d needed to be and cut the vertical distance between them in half. 

He needed to change the angle again… but that would only do the same thing he’d just done, whipping him past. He couldn’t get back directly above her—he just didn’t have the practice or control—so he’d need to snag her on the way by. 

Yeah, sure, no problem. 

…Everfail… a child’s voice seemed to echo on the wind. What was he thinking? He couldn’t do this. He couldn’t even pass a children’s test. What had made him jump off the Fallen’s arse-end of an island in the first place?

“Funny-face!” Favela’s voice somehow broke through the wind whipping past his ears, and Hiral forced himself to look at her. At her wide eyes and face full of fear.

That was why he’d jumped without thinking. She simply didn’t deserve to die like this. 

“I’m coming, Favela,” Hiral shouted, though whether she could hear him or not was impossible to tell. So he stretched his hand in her direction, fingers wide like he was reaching for her, and her hand reached toward him. 

Maybe he couldn’t do this. Just like he couldn’t pass the test to be a Shaper. 

But that had never stopped him from trying before, and it wasn’t going to stop him now. 

Hiral twisted the kite in his hand, the drag in the air practically flipping him over as it shot him toward Favela. Spinning, once, twice, round and round, Hiral’s eyes never left that small hand reaching for him. 

At fifteen feet away, the wind gusted and tried to yank him off course. He pulled the kite closer and snapped back toward Favela. 

At ten feet, he was upside-down, hand stretched out and eyes watering from forcing them to stay open. 

At five feet, Favela’s lips moved to form Funny-face.

Reeeeeeeeaaaaaach, he pleaded with his hand as the wind swirled around them like a living thing, threatening to pull them apart. His fingers brushed again something—skin, cold from the wind—but then slipped past. 

No! He’d missed. He…

Something dragged on his sleeve; Favela’s small hand had somehow found a grip, and Hiral twisted his body around under hers, using the wide side of the kite to slow his descent so that she practically fell into his chest. 

“I’ve got you,” he said, snaking his left hand around her wrist and pulling her into him. “Put your arms around my neck. Go on, hurry, I’ve got you,” he coaxed until she let go of his hand and wrapped her small arms around him. 

More islands whizzed past the corners of his eyes. How far had they fallen? How many islands were left? Ah, it didn’t matter; he was going to make this happen!

“This is going to be bumpy,” he said. “But no matter what, do not let go. Okay? Can you do that?”

Favela’s small head nodded against his neck, and Hiral made sure he had as good a grip on her with his left hand as he could. With her small body snug to his, he turned his attention to his death-grip on the kite. It all came down to this. 

Would his 18 Str be enough to hold on? If he’d had his Meridian Lines, it would be no question. If he’d had a class, no question. 

He didn’t have either of those things. All he had was one little girl counting on him to save her life. 

“Here we go.” Hiral took a breath and leaned toward the top of the kite so that it tipped forward and they were rocketing straight down, headfirst, again. 

Then, before his brain could tell him how colossally stupid this was, Hiral pushed the kite out from his body at the same time he pointed the nose away at an angle. 

Pain lanced through his arm as the kite caught the wind under it with a terrifying SNAP. His arm? The kite? All of the above? The questions fled his mind as his legs whipped down and around, Favela screaming against his neck at the sudden jerk and twist. Then came more pain, like his fingers coming out of all their joints at once. 

Hiral grunted through the agony, focusing all his effort on those digits despite the pain. Everything hinged on them holding on. He would hold on, even if it meant they’d need to cut his fingers away from the kite later. 

His body swung back the other way, Favela’s arms still tight around his neck, the whooshing wind battering against his face, and his legs trailing weakly behind… but …that was it. 

That was it!?

Hiral forced his eyes open—when had he closed them?—and looked around. The sky stretched out around him, the distant storm-wall gray and angry, but the rolling landscape beneath him comparatively peaceful. 

And far closer than he was comfortable with. They’d already fallen miles. 

Tearing his eyes from the scenery, Hiral spotted the trailing islands—several were still below him, but not for long. He wasn’t falling at the same speed he had been before—more gliding now—but they were still moving fast and losing altitude. 

“Almost there,” Hiral said, forcing his aching arm to pull on the kite to try and turn it. 

Come on, come on. Nothing happened. If he didn’t change the angle of their flight—just a little, that was all it would take—he’d still miss the islands and end up Fallen-knows-where. 

“You’ve gotta lean more,” Favela said, and he glanced down to see her small face looking up at him. “My Da always talks about leaning.”

“I’m leaning as much as I can here,” Hiral said, and didn’t mention it was taking everything he had just to hold on. 

“I can lean too,” Favela said, shifting her weight in his arm to his left. 

Like some kind of magic, it actually worked. The kite gently arched around toward the nearest island, and Favela centered herself as soon as Hiral told her they were on track again. 

“You’re a natural,” Hiral said to her, and her tear-streaked face beamed up at him.

He—no, they—had done it. They were going to make it back to the island. All that stood between them and solid ground was a bit of open air and…

Fallen’s balls. 

A huge green wall. 

            

    
        Chapter 83 – Asylum  (END OF BOOK 1)

    
    
    
    
                It turned out they needed to wait five hours—and four dungeon resets—for the portal to finally open, and Hiral let out a breath of minor disappointment when he didn’t get to kill the Lord again. Heh, I’m thinking too much like Yanily. 

“If the portal is open, that means P—the Enemy—isn’t out there?” Right asked, changing what he was going to say after a brief look at Cal. 

“Hope so,” Hiral said. “Still, be ready for anything.”

“I’ll go first,” Left said, shaping his Dagger of Sath and leading the way with Right and Hiral close behind, Cal bringing up the rear. “Clear,” Left said as the others emerged. 

Hiral still did a quick look around at the room and all the new chunks of wall, floor, and ceiling missing. Most notable was the new tunnel opposite the one they’d entered through, their glowing root path leading in that direction. 

“Somebody was looking for us,” Right said, running his finger along one of the gashes in the floor. 

“And they weren’t happy when they couldn’t find us,” Hiral muttered. Was Picoli down the new tunnel, or had she finally given up? Either way, they couldn’t stick around. But, first, he spotted the dungeon interface and swiped his hand over it. 

“Clear Times,” Hiral said, as Dr. Benza appeared. 
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“Whoa,” Right said. 

“A fast dungeon, one way or the other,” Hiral said, nodding. “They must’ve done the same thing we did and went straight for the Lord. It also means they should be out here any minute now, assuming they got stuck in the same reset loop we did. Left, keep an eye down the tunnel we entered from. Right, get the other one, please.”

“Got it,” they both said in unison, moving to take up positions. 

This time, they didn’t have to wait long. A portal opened, and the five Growers piled out, ready for a fight. 

“Just us here,” Hiral said quickly with his hands up. 

“How do we know you’re not…?” Yanily started, but cut off when Hiral subtly pointed to Cal standing in the corner of the room. 

Seena, on the other hand, breathed out an obvious sigh of relief. “You got through.” 

“After being reckless,” Right said helpfully from where he watched the tunnel. 

“Thank you, Right,” Hiral said flatly. 

“Did you tell her?” Seena asked quietly, eyes zipping to Cal and back again. Hiral just shook his head. “Seeyela will talk to her, but she must’ve realized it when we came out.”

“I think maybe she had an idea even before,” Hiral said. “She got some kind of mirror from the dungeon, and she’s been wrapped up in it. Maybe it’s for the best. Either way, I think we should get out of here while we can. There’s a new tunnel.”

“I see that. Everybody ready to move?” Seena asked, though her lips tightened when she saw Cal fall into Seeyela’s arms, shoulders shuddering. “Sis?”

“We’re ready,” Seeyela said, patting Cal on the back. The healer pulled away, tears still streaming down her face. She wouldn’t be much help if it came to a fight, but at least she’d be walking on her own. 

“Left, can you take the lead again?” Hiral said, pointing down the new tunnel, and the group quickly moved that way. Not even a hundred feet later, the tunnel widened significantly, and they found what looked like another dungeon interface. Twenty feet beyond the interface, the floor dropped off completely, only darkness below, though the tunnel continued off into the distance, the glowing roots running along the sides of the wall. 

“They expect us to fly?” Wule asked. 

“Or clear another dungeon?” Nivian said, eyeing the interface. 

“Maybe not,” Hiral said, joining Nivian. “Hey, everybody, stand close. I think I know what this is.”

A WHAM echoed back from the way they’d come, small rocks and dust falling from the ceiling. Then, WHAM again. 

“Maybe skip the explanation?” Seena suggested, the party drawing weapons and facing the tunnel. 

Was that Hiral’s imagination, or could he hear footsteps? Running footsteps, getting closer. Fast.

Hiral put his hands on the interface, and the image of Dr. Benza predictably appeared. 

The image of the doctor shimmered briefly. “Accessing PIMs. Access complete,” Dr. Benza said, his voice oddly flat. “All zone-dungeon clears detected. Asylum destination unlocked. Would you like to proceed to the Asylum?”

“Yes!” Hiral said, along with everybody else around the platform. 

“Destination selected,” Dr. Benza said, and a dome of soft blue light rose around the circular platform. Then it gently pulled ahead into the wide hallway so smoothly, Hiral couldn’t even feel it moving under his feet. 

At the same time, the sound of running steps grew louder and more frantic, glowing eyes and a manic grin appearing in the distance. 

“Dr. Benza, faster, please,” Hiral said, pushing back the rising panic. If Picoli got on the platform, would they take her right to the one place that was supposed to be safe?

“Speed increasing,” Dr. Benza said, and the platform bolted away from the hall at the same time the thing that was Picoli arrived. 

It skidded to a stop at the edge of the floor, nothing but emptiness immediately in front of it, then dropped down to hands and feet, a familiar glow appearing under the soles of her feet and the palms of her hands. 

She’s going to try a Rejection-enhanced leap!

Seena and Seeyela both recognized the threat at the same time, and all three raced back to the end of the platform. Hiral poured energy into his Rune of Rejection while a Gravity Well and a wall of Spearing Roots each filled half the hall. If Picoli jumped, they’d make her work for it. 

But, as one second turned to two, to three, four… five, and the distance between them grew and grew, Picoli instead stood up. Her eyes narrowed, then she threw back her head and let out a raspy, keening howl, the sound quickly getting swallowed by the darkness as the platform accelerated away.

“Something tells me we haven’t seen the last of her,” Seeyela said, a note of sadness to her voice. 

“Maybe we can find a way to bring her back,” Seena said, the words forced, but Seeyela nodded her appreciation. “So, Hiral, what’s this?” she asked, pointing at their feet. 

“It’s a Disc of Passage. But, a real one. Not a shaped tattoo. It makes sense, I guess. All our tattoos were based on actual items from history.”

“Glad this is a bit more real than history,” Seeyela said. “It’s taking us to the Asylum?”

“Seems it,” Hiral said. 

“Doesn’t even feel like we’re moving,” Seena said. 

“The disc creates a protective shield around it—that’s the blue dome, I think—to maintain a steady environment within. We could even go underwater, and we wouldn’t notice. But, if you look at the roots along the walls, you can see just how fast we’re going.” Hiral pointed to the side in demonstration. 

“I know how much you like testing things, but can we avoid the underwater bit?” Seena asked. 

“Not up to me,” Hiral said with a shrug. 

“Since the travel is taken care of, I’m going to check on Cal,” Seeyela said. “This is hitting her pretty hard.” 

“Sis… how are you doing? Cal isn’t the only one who… who lost…” Seena started, but couldn’t finish. 

“Once we get to the Asylum and can finally relax, I’ll deal with it. For now, I’m just not thinking about it. I can’t. It’ll be too much.” A crack formed in her façade, but she quickly buried the emotion. “See. It’s that close to the surface. Excuse me.” She spun on her heel and went over to join Cal. 

“I don’t know how she’s doing it,” Seena said quietly for Hiral. “If that was me… would I be able to keep going?”

“You would,” Hiral said. “You’re both strong.”

“I hope we never have to find out,” Seena said. “Losing Vix was already hard enough. I couldn’t bear to lose another one of you. Yes, I’m including you in that category, so stop being reckless,” she added with a soft punch to his shoulder, then walked over to join the others. 

Hiral, for his part, turned back the way they’d come, eyes trying to pierce the darkness to make sure Picoli didn’t find a way to follow them. That thing inside of her could fly, couldn’t it? So why didn’t it burst out and give chase? A shake of his head, and he let it go—there were just too many questions he didn’t have answers to. 

Instead, he walked over to where Wule was handing out rations, and took one from the healer. “You guys have much trouble with the Lord?” 

“Yes and no,” Wule explained. “The fight was brutal, but relatively quick. We had a pretty good system by the fifth time we had to fight it, but it didn’t get any easier. I can’t believe you two made it through. You’re lucky you didn’t have to fight it multiple times.”

“Uh…” Hiral said, then took a bite out of his ration. 

“You did fight it five times? Just the two of you? Well, four, I guess. Maybe that’s not so different than what we did.”

“Except Hiral solo’d the Lord the last four times,” Right said. “One swing. Boom. Dead.”

“What!?” Wule exclaimed. 

“Overpowered S-Rank weapons,” Yanily grumbled, running a hand along the shaft of his spear. “Don’t worry, baby. I know you’re just working up to it.”

“In all seriousness, you want to tell us how you managed?” Seena asked. 

So, Hiral did, outlining the fight as the disc traveled. His story finished, and they took their turn. Then, from there, it became stories about Lonil, Balyo, Vix, and Fitch. They seemed to avoid talking about Picoli for the time being, but even Seeyela and Cal joined in. Minutes turned into an hour, then two, before the trip seemed to be nearing its end. 

The Disc of Passage slowed to a stop when it ran out of tunnel, but then rose gently straight up. A moment later, the party found themselves in a wide, circular room seemingly cut from the stone itself, two more holes in the floor that looked like they’d fit their own discs, and a single tunnel leading out. More glowing roots ran along the walls and domed roof, and the air felt stale as Hiral breathed it in. 

“It’s been a long time since anyone was here,” Nivian said, his voice barely above a whisper. 

“Doesn’t matter, as long as it’s safe,” Seeyela said, then strode toward the only exit. 

The group walked down the narrow tunnel—just wide enough for two people to walk side by side—with their weapons drawn, the familiar roots their only light. This tunnel seemed to go on and on, so long, Hiral had trouble making out where they’d entered, and then further still. Ten minutes they walked in silence before somebody finally spoke. 

“Why couldn’t the disc thing just take us all the way?” Yanily complained, his voice echoing strangely off the stone around them.

“Shush,” Seena scolded. 

“Just saying…” Yanily mumbled, but they continued on in silence for another five minutes before emerging into another room. 

Unlike the first room or the tunnel, the domed ceiling of this one was made from or covered in the same crystal as Hiral’s weapons. Four more doorways branched off from this area, their own rooms visible beyond—so no more long tunnels, at least—and, of course, there was an interface pedestal in the middle. 

“This is the Asylum, isn’t it?” Wule asked as the group spread out around the room. 

“This looks like some kind of training room over here,” Nivian said from beside one of the doors. “It’s huge.”

“A kitchen here, and… a garden?” Seena said from beside another door. 

Hiral veered over toward another door, peering in and finding what looked like workbenches, a forge, and tools lining the walls, among other things. “Some kind of workroom here. For trades or crafts?”

“This one looks like… a house?” Seeyela said, Cal close at her side. “Living quarters or a dorm or something. I see more doors further down, but it kind of reminds me of the inn we stayed at.”

“Any Troblins and their inappropriate paintings?” Yanily asked. 

“Don’t even joke about that,” Wule said. “Hey, I think I can activate this pedestal even though Hiral isn’t close.”

“Try it,” Seena said, and Hiral made sure not to move closer despite his curiosity. 

The healer waved his hand over the crystal, and Dr. Benza appeared beside the pedestal. 

“Welcome to an Asylum,” he said. “If you’re here, that means you’ve cleared the three dungeons in the area. Congratulations. Within these walls, you will find safety, shelter, and a place to regain your strength before you push on to the next set of dungeons. 

“The remote location, along with the rare materials used to craft the Asylum itself, reduces the chances of Enemy detection to almost zero. Though, this does limit the maximum occupancy to only eighteen,” Dr. Benza added with a shrug. “Believe me, if we could’ve just built more Asylums to house our people, we would have. The dozen we’ve constructed around the world as waypoints for your journey through the dungeons will have to do, however. 

“During your stay, please feel free to make use of the fully equipped training room, the well-stocked kitchen and garden—though watch out for the rabbits, they bite, little bastards—and the multi-purpose workroom. You will, of course, also have access to the Tutorials and Help sections equivalent to the number of dungeons you’ve cleared. 

“With all that in mind, I’m sure you have many questions, and I would be happy to answer…” The image flickered, then vanished. 

All at once, red lights came on within the crystal dome overhead, tinting the entire room the color of blood, and Dr. Benza’s image reappeared, though this time, it looked… older. Tired. Ragged. 

“If you’re seeing this version of me, it can only mean one thing—the magic keeping Fallen Reach in the sky is failing. 

“You need to act. You need to save it. If you don’t, within one year, the island and everybody on it will be destroyed.”
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                Hiral sat back and rolled his shoulders, upper body stiff from how he’d been hunched over the workbench, but couldn’t help but smile at the progress. The shattered… stuff… he’d gotten as the dungeon reward from the Troblin Throne sat organized and sorted back to a semblance of its former shape. Using the flowing script inscribed within the crystal itself, he’d been able to carefully align the hundreds of broken shards until they formed a flat ring almost two and a half feet in diameter. 

“Still no idea what you do,” he said to the ring quietly, fingers practically itching to start using his Mold Crystal ability to mend the seams. Considering he’d gotten the item for basically soloing the zone-capping dungeon, it had to be good… whatever it was. 

But… 

Hiral’s eyes drifted up from the bench to the red glow of the Asylum’s central room just beyond the workshop door. They’d arrived there just around twenty hours ago to be met with Dr. Benza’s shocking proclamation. 

“If you’re seeing this version of me, it can only mean one thing—the magic keeping Fallen Reach in the sky is failing,” Dr. Benza’s tired image had said. “You need to act. You need to save it. If you don’t, within one year, the island and everybody on it will be destroyed.” 

Then, before anybody even had a moment to really digest the words, he’d continued. “Accessing PIMs. Access complete. PIMs of suitable power to achieve necessary results not detected. Failure calculated at 98.3%. Shutting down external access to run crisis response scenarios. 

“External access to be restored in approximately twenty-four hours.”

Dr. Benza had then vanished without another word, leaving the entry room with its ominous blood-red glow, the interface unresponsive to the party. Maybe, in a way, that’d been for the best. Considering everything that had happened—the deaths of four friends and the… loss… of Picoli—the group needed a rest. The Fallen Reach crisis wasn’t something they could do anything about immediately anyway, so the forced twenty-four hours of downtime after so long on the run? Not a bad thing.

Needing to stretch his legs, Hiral got up and began to slowly pace around the central workbench. As he did, his fingers traced along the tabletop while his mind replayed the events that had brought him there. The first long edge of the table was like his time without a class—his time on Fallen Reach as the Everfail. It made sense it was the longest part of the table—it’d been the longest part of his life, after all—but still, that wasn’t who he was. Yes, it had shaped him. No, it didn’t define him. 

He reached the corner, which represented when he’d jumped off the Growers’ island. Twice. Two jumps and one turning point that’d brought him to the surface with Seena, Nivian, Yanily, Wule, and Vix. Hiral’s steps faltered slightly as Vix crossed his mind, but he pushed it aside; that part of the journey was further down the table. For now, this short end of the table represented those first chaotic hours on the surface. The search for Seena’s sister, Seeyela, and her party. The run-in with the Shapers from Fallen Reach who’d captured and planned to kill the Growers. 

And, most importantly, at the next turning point—the next corner of the table—his getting a class. Never in a million rotations—or years, as Dr. Benza preferred to call them—would he have predicted the crystal monster that’d chased them gifting him a class. But it had, and his entire world had changed. 

That led him to the next long section of the table, representing the first part of their time stranded on the surface. With their way back blocked by the Shapers, they’d done the only thing they could—returned to the dungeon. What followed were arguably some of the best times in Hiral’s life, despite the circumstances: Challenge. Growth. 

Friends. 

Real friends. Oh, and his doubles, Left and Right. 

Hiral shook his head a bit at that. It was surreal literally talking to two different versions of himself complete with their own abilities, thoughts, and personalities. It was also enlightening and brutally honest. 

His fingers continued along the table as memories of their battles in the first two dungeons, Troblin Keep and The Mire, played out in his head. The Troblin bosses—the summoning ritual, the Butcher, and finally the Eloquent Duke—had been a literal trial by fire, packed with explosive growth. The Runic Hand Cannons he’d gotten there, along with the experience using his new runes, had led to his evolved fighting style. In The Mire, the King and Queen of the Swamp, The Scholarly Sealer, and finally the monstrous hydra, The Prince of the Swamp, had forced the party to work together like never before to survive. To thrive. 

His reward for surviving that dungeon had been the legendary, S-Rank Emperor’s Greatsword, and his eyes went to where the broken blade rested on another nearby table. He still had a quest to repair it, but even in its current state, it was fearsomely powerful. 

All in all, things had been going pretty well… until he got to the next corner of the table. 

The corner where everything changed. It was then that the Enemy had found them. The thing Dr. Benza had warned them about. He turned the corner slowly, and in the short edge of the table, Hiral relived watching his friends die. Lonil the tank, smashed into the ground. Vix, his party-mate and friend, yanked into the dark, night sky. Picoli, possessed by the Enemy, and her fist through Balyo’s chest. Even Fitch, asshole that he was, was gone. 

After they’d barely escaped the carnage with their lives, Hiral had somehow managed to solo the third and final dungeon of the area, the Troblin Throne. That’d opened the path to the Asylum. It was a success that would’ve been celebrated any other time. 

Still, so many lost in such a short time, and Hiral lifted his hand from the table before he got to the next corner. What would come after the next big change when the Asylum interface unlocked? 

“Not something I’ll find an answer to walking circles around a table by myself,” Hiral muttered, taking one look at the shattered ring on the table, then spinning on his heel and exiting the workshop. 

After the initial shock of Dr. Benza’s words, the party had mainly dragged themselves to one of the beds in the dormitory area and then collapsed into unconsciousness. With Left and Right keeping watch, just in case, they’d slept for hours.  

Hiral hadn’t been the first to awaken—he’d found Seena and Seeyela out in the living area chatting quietly, but it’d looked like they needed time. So, he’d given it to them, going to explore the multi-tiered training room and then losing himself in fixing the crystal ring in the workshop. Now… now it was time to see how the others were doing.

Following the rhythmic thunking of metal on wood, Hiral peeked into the kitchen first. 

“Hey,” he said, spotting Nivian in a floral apron behind the counter, a mountain of chopped vegetables beside him. “What you making?”

“Hey Hiral. Stew,” Nivian said, looking up while still chopping. “Figured we could use something a bit more wholesome than rations. The pantry is fully stocked, and the garden over there”—he nodded his head in the direction of another door—“is surprisingly extensive. I think there’s even a section further for small animals like rabbits.”

“Are they covered in spikes, or Elites?” Hiral asked with a chuckle. 

“Heh, not the one I saw,” the tank said. “Er, though I didn’t View it, so it might be Elite. Wouldn’t that just be something? A killer rabbit in here with us?”

“Dr. Benza seemed like he was kind of a sadist, so I wouldn’t be surprised,” Hiral said. “Do you need any help with dinner?”

“Just need you to keep Left and Right out of here,” Nivian said, actually stopping the knife to point at Hiral. “If I hear one more comment about needing more salt…”

“Whoa, got it.” Hiral held his hands up and patted the air. “Where are they anyway?”

“Think I saw them in the training room with Yanily,” Nivian said, the knife blurring back to activity. 

“You… sure you don’t need some help?” Hiral asked once more. 

The knife slowed, then picked up speed again as Nivian shook his head. “I think I just need the time to myself, if you don’t mind,” he said, his voice low. 

Hiral opened his mouth to tell the tank it wasn’t his fault the others had died. That he couldn’t protect everybody all the time. But, between Nivian’s slumped shoulders and too-firm grip on the carrot, Hiral sensed the words would only do more harm than good. 

“Well, let me at least do the dishes, then,” he said instead. 

“Deal. I hate dishes,” Nivian said without looking up, and Hiral left the kitchen silently. 

“He’s still cutting vegetables?” a voice asked as Hiral entered the blood-red interface room.

“He been at it long?” Hiral asked when he spotted Nivian’s twin brother, Wule, leaning against the entrance to the living area with a book in his hand. 

“Almost as long as you were nose deep in that crystal stuff in the workshop,” Wule said. “You make any progress?”

“Just about ready to put it back together, assuming my Mold Crystal ability works,” Hiral said, walking over to join Wule. “Nivian going to be okay?”

“Give him time. He’s taking it pretty hard. Who am I kidding? We all are. Lonil was kind of a role model for Nivian, though, and after he’d promised to take care of everybody…” Wule trailed off. “Can we not talk about it, though? I picked up a book to try and forget some of that.”

“Sure. What did you find? Anything good?” 

“Steamy romance,” Wule side, sliding a finger into the collar of his shirt and pulling it away from his neck a few times like he was trying to cool off. “Don’t expect me to get anything productive done until I finish it.”

“Just picture them all as Troblins,” Hiral said, and Wule visibly blanched. 

“Aaaaaaand I’m done,” he said, the book clapping shut. “Thank you very much. That painting still haunts my dreams, you know.”

“Sorry, couldn’t help myself,” Hiral said. 

“Yeah, and I’ll remember it the next time you need a heal,” Wule grumbled before stomping back into the living area. 

“Oh, come on! It’s not that bad,” Hiral called after him. 

“Whatever!” Wule said, tossing the book onto one of the couches. 

Seena and Seeyela glanced up at him, though their faces still looked serious. 

Hiral gave the two sisters a wave when they saw him, but it didn’t look like they were ready for company yet, so he waved a second time and then went into the training room. 

“… to jump higher,” Left was saying as Hiral walked in. Yanily stood in front of the double with his spearpoint driven into the floor, Right hanging back a few steps.  

“I’m jumping as high as I can,” Yanily said, lifting his spear up from the unmarked floor. The surfaces of the training room had proven to be extremely durable when Hiral had been in there earlier. “Right just moved too quickly.”

“Oh, I should just stand still while you bunny hop?” Right asked. 

“It wasn’t a bunny hop!” Yanily said, his hands slowly spinning his spear in his Dancing Spear Style. “It was majestic and fearsome.”

“Bunnies can be fearsome and majestic,” Hiral said, walking over to join the three. “Just ask Nivian about the Boss-level one in the kitchen,” he added, thumbing back over his shoulder. 

“There’s a Boss-Bunny in the kitchen? Think it’s worth much experience?” Yanily asked, the spear whipping around his back in a tight spin like it was second nature. 

“Not that you could hit it with your bunny hop,” Right said.

“Not a bunny hop!” Yanily snapped again. 

“Should I ask?” Hiral said. 

“Yanily is working on a new ability,” Right said. “Er… a new move? It’s not an actual ability.”

“Need any help with it?” Hiral asked. 

“Oh, yes, a third one of you critiquing me will definitely help,” Yanily said dryly. 

“I’m a little more balanced than these two,” Hiral said, giving his doubles a small glare. “What are you trying to accomplish?”

Yanily twisted away, his feet moving smoothly across the floor in a dance akin to the namesake of his spear style, then dropped into a fighting stance with the spear held in front of him. “The last dungeon… and… and the things that happened before that… they showed me a lot of my weaknesses. When I had…” He gulped, then forced the words out of his mouth. “When I had Vix opposite me, we played off each other, moving fast to keep our opponents off balance. 

“We also never fought anything really strong. But then, against the Troblin Lord and… and Picoli… I hardly did anything. I couldn’t punch through the Lord’s armor, and you saw Picoli move around me like I wasn’t even there. Getting better with Dancing Spear Style will help with that second one, but I need something like what Balyo had. A one-hit, big-damage move.”

“And that’s what you’re working on?” Hiral asked. “Something you’re trying to create instead of an ability you got from an achievement reward?”

“Yeah,” Yanily said, his spear thrusting up rapid-fire like the shaft was made of rubber—or a giant reed. “I’m hoping for a spontaneous ability evolution, or… you know, maybe just doing it like you do. Through practice.”

“Can you show me? I might have some pointers.” 

“Sure. You know my Reed Spear Style,” Yanily said, continuing the rapid thrusting. “I’ll keep using it for straight on fights, but what I want to do is…” He trailed off as the spear went from thrusting back to spinning around him in wide arcs. Sweep right, left, around his back, and then his feet moved in as the spear’s blade whipped down then up in a powerful uppercut. More than that, Yanily leapt into the air as his blade went up, letting the momentum of the swing carry him until, at the apex of his jump, he spun the blade around again to drive it point-first into the ground as he landed. “That,” he finished. 

“I see,” Hiral said, replaying the maneuver in his head. “Which part do you want to be the big hit?”

“The thrust from the sky,” Yanily said. 

“Sky is pretty low these days,” Right mumbled, and Hiral shot him another glare. 

“The uppercut part was really well done,” Hiral said, “but—I hate to say it—for the final part to pack enough punch, you need…”

“More than a bunny hop,” Left said. 

“I was going to say height,” Hiral said, tapping his lip in thought. “If you had the Runes of Rejection and Attraction…”

“Don’t have your abilities,” Yanily pointed out.

“No, but I have an idea about how I can maybe… loan them to you… so to speak,” Hiral said. “Let me work on it and get back to you.”

“Really?” Yanily asked, his eyes practically lighting up. 

“Yeah, just don’t get your hopes up until we see if it works,” Hiral said. 

“That may have to wait,” Left said seriously, and Hiral turned to his double, who was facing out of the training room. 

Hiral followed the other’s gaze to find the blood-red glow from the entryway gone, and the normal image of Dr. Benza standing beside the interface. 

“Welcome to an Asylum,” Dr. Benza said. “If you’re here, that means you’ve cleared the three dungeons in the area. Congratulations.” Then, as though he felt Hiral’s eyes on him, he added, “I’m sure you have many questions, and I would be happy to answer them.” 

            

    
        Chapter 2 – Evolutions (And Explosions)

    
    
    
    
                Hiral left the training room with Yanily and his doubles close behind, making his way into the Asylum entryway at the same time Seena and her sister did. 

“Crisis mode or whatever it’s called is finished?” Seena called over when she saw him. 

“Looks that way,” Hiral said. 

“Right as I was putting the stew on, of course,” Nivian said, coming out of the kitchen while he wiped his hands on his apron. 

“Stew would’ve been ready hours ago if you didn’t try to cut every vegetable in the garden,” Wule said, coming out behind the sisters with another book in his hands. 

“Figured you’d be hungry. You have been putting on weight,” Nivian shot back, and rolled his hands out and around his stomach. 

“I have not! Take that back,” Wule said, only to glance down at his stomach and wince. “Okay, maybe I did overindulge a little in stress-eating those rations, but healing is hungry work.”

“Veggies,” Nivian said simply. Then he thumbed back over his shoulder and looked at the others as they all gathered around the Asylum interface, Dr. Benza smiling beside it. 

“What are we waiting for?” Yanily asked. “Don’t you all need to evolve to D-Rank?”

“Caleon?” Wule asked Seeyela. 

“She’s still in her room,” Seeyela said. “Hasn’t come out once. Must still be asleep.”

“The beds are pretty comfy, considering what we’ve been sleeping on up till now,” Hiral agreed, thinking back on the small dorm rooms they’d each claimed. Simple, with a bed and desk, but with their own private bathrooms. Eighteen of them in total. Luxurious compared to the stone cave floors they’d been sleeping on—when they got to sleep at all—but with Cal, it was probably more than just that. 

“She wouldn’t talk to me,” Wule said. “Seeyela, is she okay?”

Seeyela gently shook her head. “Not yet. Maybe not ever. You all know how she felt about Lonil—even if she never admitted it to herself.”

“Worst-kept secret, except to her,” Wule said, nodding. 

“Yeah, and now that’s she realized it—I mean really realized it—she regrets not figuring it out sooner while she still had time,” Seeyela said. 

“How about you?” Nivian asked softly, and the Growers all sort of looked at each other. They’d all given each other some space since they got to the Asylum, but it looked like the time for being alone was over.

They’re a party, after all. No, we’re a party. 

“Talking helps,” Seeyela said, wrapping her arm around Seena’s shoulder. “It’s still tough, though. I can’t… I can’t believe they’re not going to come walking in any second now, you know? Balyo and her stupid laugh…”

“Like a cat dying,” Yanily said seriously. “A wonderful, badass cat,” he quickly amended. “Dying. Slowly.”

“Yeah, I swear she could’ve used it as an ability in a fight.” Seeyela chuckled. “Lonil even tried tickling her one time when we were up against some Troblins to see if it would work.”

“Did it?” Nivian asked, smirking. 

“Heh, not exactly. Lonil ended up with a broken nose and Cal had to use her long cooldown to fix it. There was so much blood.” Seeyela laughed. “Like, gushing. Oh, I know I shouldn’t think that’s funny, but then the last Troblin jumped on Picoli while we were distracted. But… but… Lonil had knocked its teeth out earlier, so when it got her… it just sort of gummed her arm a bit.” She wrapped her lips over her teeth and gnawed on her own arm.

Everybody else just looked a little shocked, but once Hiral pictured the scene and failed to stop himself from giggling at it, the others quickly joined in. 

“Did… did you just let it chew on Picoli?” Yanily asked between chuckles. 

“Nah. Fitch bashed it over the head, then yelled at us for being careless,” Seeyela said, tilting her back so she could breathe through the laughter. But when her face came forward again, something inside her just seemed to… crack. “I’m going to miss them all… so much…” She clenched her jaw, trying to hold it together.

Seena got to her first, wrapping her arms around her sister, and the others quickly followed until it was only Hiral and his doubles standing to the side.

“What are you waiting for?” Seena asked him quietly, waving him over with small hand gestures. She made room for him when he arrived.

Hiral slipped in between Seena and Nivian, joining in the group hug until Seeyela’s shoulders finally stopped shaking several minutes later. 

“Well, that’s embarrassing,” Seeyela said as they broke up, wiping her eyes and then her nose. 

“No idea what you’re talking about,” Nivian said, his voice cracking a little. “I didn’t see anything. Too busy hugging.”

“Me neither,” Yanily said, eyes red and snot running down his top lip. 

Seeyela forced herself to smile at them, then turned to Dr. Benza, obviously ready to change the subject. “Want to see what he has to say?”

“I’m a little afraid to, actually,” Wule said. “But I guess we have to, don’t we?”

“Hey, we got to level twenty in the Troblin Throne since we had to keep killing the Lord.” Seena looked at Hiral and quietly asked, “How close are you?” 

“I got twenty too,” Hiral said. “Solo experience and that rested bonus ability.”

“Over… powered…” Yanily enunciated specifically, meeting Hiral’s eyes. 

“He had help,” Right spoke up.

“Only the first time,” Left clarified. 

“Only the…?” Yanily balked. “Seriously overpowered.”

“Yeah, but just wait until you get to enjoy the passive party buff I got from the achievements,” Hiral said. “Then you’ll be overpowered too! Uh, you guys did get that Party Interface ability, right?”

“We did,” Seena said before Yanily could answer. “But…” She looked at the people around the interface. 

“Parties can only have six people, and we have seven,” Nivian finished. 

“We’re going to need to figure something out,” Seena conceded. “After we talk to Dr. Benza here and get our evolutions.” She looked directly at Hiral and added, “Also going to need to coordinate new abilities, from the sounds of things.” 

Despite the slight glare Seena threw at him, Hiral couldn’t help but smile. She isn’t automatically leaving me out to fit Cal in. 

“Happy to,” Hiral said. “And like I was telling Yanily earlier, I think I have some ideas on how I can help you guys out with those crystals we got.”

“That’s great,” Seena said, then shook her head. “How do we always get distracted from what we’re supposed to be doing?” She looked back at Dr. Benza. 

“At least there isn’t a Troblin gnawing on your arm,” Wule said, stifling a laugh. 

“There is that,” Seena said, rolling her eyes before swiping her hand over the interface crystal. Of course, since Dr. Benza’s image was already there, nothing happened. “Fine. Right. Whatever. Rank Evolution.” 

As soon as she said the words, a streamer of glowing, smoke-like light extended out of the interface crystal and connected to the center of Seena’s chest. A pulse, and her entire body lit up from within, the dark shadows of roots growing insider her. Pulse after pulse of light, the roots spread further through her body, like they were stretching for the surface of her skin. Then it stopped, the light vanishing like it’d never been there. 

“Woah,” she said, blinking and looking at her hands. 

“It’s a rush, isn’t it?” Yanily said, gently elbowing her in the shoulder.

She looked at Yanily. “It is… and wow, we get four stat points right away?” 

“Yup! I didn’t mention that?” he asked innocently. Too innocently. 

Seena glared at him, but then her eyes went distant as she regarded her status window. “Same auto-distribution, but now I have an extra free point every level. Nice. I’ll just put one… here… and the other one? Um… there. There we go.” Her eyes refocused on the others. “My body feels lighter. More… I dunno… real. I can’t explain it. Who’s next?”

“Ladies first,” Hiral said, gesturing for Seeyela to go ahead, which she did. 

Nivian and Wule quickly followed, and then it was Hiral’s turn. Even though he’d gotten to level 20 in his class, just like they had, the idea of a rank evolution had been nothing but a far, far away fantasy for most of his life. Part of him wondered for a second if this was all just a dream and he was about to wake up, but then two hands pushed gently on his shoulders from behind. 

“What are you waiting for?” Right asked. “We can’t evolve until you do.”

“Uh… sorry,” Hiral said, stepping up closer to the interface crystal, at which point Nivian took an obvious step back. Then two more. 

“What?” the tank asked. “You have a tendency to explode.”

“Oh sh…” Yanily said, quick-stepping back as well. “Is this far enough? Do you think this is far enough?” he asked rapid-fire to Seena… who’d also put a good ten feet between them. 

“Something I should know?” Seeyela asked, seeing Wule also backing away. 

“Yes—he explodes when he gets excited,” Nivian said. 

Seeyela’s eyebrow went up. 

“Just… trust us. Take a few steps back,” Wule said, waving her over. 

Seeyela shrugged and walked over to join Wule. “Okay, let’s see the show.”

“I’m not a show. Tell them I’m not going to…” Hiral turned to his doubles, only to find even they’d backed far away from him. “You guys too?”

“Just safekeeping your solar energy,” Left said. 

“Go, Hiral, you can do it, rah rah,” Right added, pumping his fist in the air. 

“Sometimes I can’t believe we’re all part of the same person,” Hiral grumbled, then looked at Dr. Benza. “Rank Evolution.” The solar energy wafted up from the interface to connect with the Rune of Separation and the crystal embedded in his chest. 

Energy exploded out of him, lifting him to hover five feet off the ground and ripping the double-helix script off his flesh. Lines and lines of glowing characters orbited around him in a sphere of radiant power, energy dancing across his skin like electricity, and then everything went completely dark. Before he even had a chance to wonder—or panic—more of the shimmering script burst through the darkness of his sight.

Words. Sentences. Stories. Lifetimes. Truths. Primal facts.

He saw them all, stretching across the land, the sky, the universe… and into another. A place like his own, but not. A place of power where… 

The room appeared again in front of Hiral as he dropped straight down, collapsing to the floor in an instant while the glowing script tightened around his body again. The double helix pattern burned into his skin, filling him with the power of his PIM, and some of those truths he’d gleaned lingered in front of his eyes. 

“Haaaaaa…” He let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding, the air running up his throat and past his lips practically scalding hot. “Yeah… a rush…” he wheezed. 

“See. Explodes,” Nivian said from somewhere out of Hiral’s line of sight. 

“You weren’t kidding,” Seeyela said. 

“Hiral, hey, you okay?” Seena said, coming over and kneeling down beside him. Then, more quietly, she asked, “You’re, uh… done exploding, right?”

“I think so,” he said, looking up to meet her eyes. 

“Good…” Her eyebrows slowly climbed up her forehead before she leaned down very close to him. So close, in fact, their noses almost touched as she stared into his eyes. 

“Uh… Seena?” Hiral asked softly, almost afraid to move. 

“Seena?” Seeyela asked, a little more big-sister-protectively. 

“Your eyes,” Seena said, finally pulling back to a more comfortable two feet from Hiral’s face. 

“What’s wrong with my eyes?” Hiral asked, a different kind of panic in his chest. 

“Your irises—the colored part of your eyes—there’s… there’s writing in them. Like the stuff on your arms. Glowing. Too small to read, but it’s definitely there.”

“What? Let me see,” Yanily said, barging over and also getting far too close to Hiral. With the man’s bigger nose… well… they actually touched. 

“Uhhhhh… personal space,” Hiral mumbled. 

“She’s right,” Yanily said, leaning back like nothing had happened. “Totally glowing eyes. That better not be some other overpowered ability.”

“It’s not,” Hiral said.

“You sure? You checked your status window?” Yanily snapped back, crossing his arms. 

“Well… no…” Hiral said, then did just that. “Nope. No new abilities. Happy?”

“Is exploding listed on your ability section?” Nivian asked. 

“What? No,” Hiral said. 

“Then we can’t rule out the eye thing,” Nivian said sagely. 

“I didn’t explode.”

“Yes, you really did,” Seeyela said. “Just go with it.”

“I just… fine. Can somebody help me up?” Both Yanily and Seena took his hands, lifting him to his feet. “Thank you. Guys, shall we?” He reached out to Left and Right after Seena and Yanily let go. 

“Bout time,” Right said, taking one hand while Left took the other. 

“Everybody is such a critic today,” Hiral said, but he absorbed his doubles and immediately activated Foundational Split. 

As usual, his tattoos and Meridian Lines didn’t even have a chance to fully rise again to the surface of his skin before they peeled off, smoke-like solar energy stretching out to his sides to solidify into Left and Right. 

“Oh, yeah,” Right said, his Meridian Lines glowing softly. “That is a rush. I feel like I could run all the way back to the Troblin Keep and solo it.”

“Not that you’d be able to get in,” Left pointed out. “But I feel the same way.”

“Why do you guys get a rush and I feel like I got a bad sunburn?” Hiral asked, running his hands down his arms, the flesh still abnormally warm. 

“Because you exploded,” Nivian said one more time, in case Hiral had somehow missed it.

            

    
        Chapter 3 – Advanced Classes

    
    
    
    
                Hiral ignored the comment—as well as the others chuckling—and turned his attention to the interface. “Let’s find out what he has to say?”

“Sure…” Seena said, one hand in front of her mouth. 

“Dr. Benza, Tutorial,” Hiral said, forcing himself to only look straight ahead, and to not smile. 

For the first time in his life, having other people laugh at him… felt good. This wasn’t like up on Fallen Reach. It wasn’t mockery of the Everfail. They laughed because they cared and felt comfortable enough to let their guards down, not to hurt him. 

It’s kind of nice.

“Accessing PIMs,” Dr. Benza said, his voice oddly flat. “Access complete. All zone-dungeon clears detected. Introductory-three and Introductory-four Tutorials unlocked. Please make a selection.”

“Let’s do them in order?” Seena suggested, and the others nodded. 

“Introductory-three Tutorial, please, Dr. Benza,” Hiral said. 

The image shimmered, and then Dr. Benza was pacing back and forth in front of them. “Is it recording yet? What? Why didn’t you say something? Oh, fine. Whatever.” He stopped, smoothing out the long robes he wore, then turned his attention towards the party. One second ticked by, two, three… four… five, and then he finally spoke again. “You made me forget my line!” he snapped. “Where’s the script?”

“You guys think he’s okay?” Yanily asked. 

“No. No, I don’t,” Hiral said, but he clapped his mouth closed when Dr. Benza started again. 

“You know what? I’m just going to wing it! Yeah, you heard me right. And what you do mean it’s still recording?” Dr. Benza facepalmed. His shoulders rose and fell, like he was taking a deep breath, and then he lowered his hand and looked straight ahead. “Alright, before we start in on Introductory-three,” he said, holding up his hands for air quotes, “there’s something I want to explain to you first.

“Now, I need to tell you about this before it leads to things like segregation, paranoia, or oppression. What is that thing? First, go ahead and open up your status windows. Go on, I’ll give you a second.” Dr. Benza crossed his arms and tapped his foot. 

“Should we?” Nivian asked. 

“Might as well,” Hiral said, his status window open. 

“Everybody got their window open?” Dr. Benza asked.  “Good, now what’s the first thing you see after your name?” 

“My last…” Yanily started. 

“Not your last name,” Dr. Benza said, like he could predict having somebody like Yanily in the room. “Under that.”

“Race?” Hiral and Seena said at the same time. 

“Probably says Race,” he said, again with air quotes. “Big R, small a, small c, small e, right? Well, that’s not what it’s supposed to say. What it should say is R.A.C.E. Stands for Role Affinity Classification Engine. 

“That’s right! You’re all the same race. Surprise! The intern doing the input didn’t pay close enough attention, and I hope you’re hearing this before anything major happens because of it.” Dr. Benza shook his head at that. 

“Anything major, like, say, living on separate islands?” Yanily asked. 

“Shush,” Seena said, then looked over at Hiral and kind of shrugged. 

“The R.A.C.E. tag was meant to help streamline what classes people would have access to through their PIMs,” Dr. Benza continued. “It turns out everybody has a kind of affinity, which the classification engine reads during the first interface. Kind of like how the PIM—oh, sorry, I guess I’m not supposed to talk about PIMs much until Introductory-four.

“Back to the main topic, now that we’ve gotten the race thing out of the way. This Tutorial is about classes and dungeon access. I’m sure you’ve been wondering by now why it takes at least two people from different races to access the dungeons, and it’s simple: cooperation. While we all have the same origin, we worried that grouping people by their affinities would create cliques and specialized parties. 

“That was a problem. There’s the old adage, specialization breeds weakness, and we believe the opposite is needed to defeat the Enemy. We need cooperation, adaptability, and variety to win this war. With that in mind, we made it so that at least two of the four ‘races’ needed to be present to access the dungeon. They’d need to work together to grow stronger. As a pleasant side effect, the nature of magic—which I’ll explain more in introductory-four—made it a more impactful dungeon experience. But I’ll get to that later.

“Back to cooperation. The most important part was that it’d hopefully also make sure we all focus on the Enemy instead of each other.”

“Didn’t work so well,” Wule said and looked at Seeyela, clearly referencing how she’d been captured by the Shapers. 

“It didn’t,” Seeyela agreed. 

“And that’s it for dungeon access,” Dr. Benza said. “On to classes. If you’re seeing this message, that means you’ve cleared at least two E-Rank dungeons, so you must be working your way to level twenty and D-Rank. I hope you’ve been enjoying your classes up until this point, but”—the image paused, the man’s lips parting in a knowing grin—"did you know you’ll have an opportunity for a class evolution once you reach D-Rank?”

“What? Really?” Hiral asked, looking at the Growers to see if they’d known. 

By the expressions on their faces, this was news to them too. While there were no A-Ranks on Fallen Reach, there were a few dozen B-Ranks, as well as plenty of C- and D-Ranks. How had Hiral never heard of class evolutions? Was it a secret to those with classes? No, that didn’t make sense. He was the exception, not the rule. So why… 

His eyes settled on the interface. 

“Of course,” he said. “The class evolutions must need the dungeons somehow.” 

“Ah, you know, this was probably all explained to you already before you even got sent to the dungeons,” Dr. Benza went on after his dramatic pause. “Maybe we should just skip this part?”

“No!” six voices said in unison, and everybody looked sheepishly at each other. 

“Don’t worry—I’m kidding,” Dr. Benza said. “Obviously I can’t trust somebody else to explain something this important without mucking it up. So, class evolutions. Yup, we’re getting to the good stuff now.

“When you reach D-Rank, a lot of new options will open up to your PIMs, and class evolutions will be one of the biggest and most impactful. Now, I have to warn you, not everybody will have this chance, and class evolutions are only available in D-, B-, and S-Ranks. That’s right—while the unluckiest of you may potentially never see a class evolution, some of you may even go through three of them. Those that do… well… We’ve done some calculations on their potential strength, and I have to say, it’s a little absurd. 

“From our math, a thrice-evolved S-Rank would be about as far above a non-evolved S-Rank… as that same non-evolved S-Rank would be above a B-Rank. Some people around here are calling the once-evolved S-Ranks, S+Rank. Twice-evolved are SS+Rank, and the ultra-rare thrice-evolved are SSS+Rank. It’s a mouthful, I know. Don’t worry—the evolutions don’t do weird things like make your hair glow and stand on end…” He trailed off, looking past the party like he tended to do. 

“Okay, I’ve just been corrected. It’s believed that some of the evolutions might do just those things. Guess we’ll find out when somebody gets there.” He shrugged. 

“At least Hiral and Yanily won’t have to worry about the crazy hair,” Wule said. 

“It’ll grow back!” Yanily said, rubbing his hand over his still perfectly smooth head, then glanced at Hiral’s scalp. “How do you keep it so shiny?”

“The fancy special effects aren’t what make the S+Ranks so desirable, though,” Dr. Benza went on, thankfully saving Hiral from having to address Yanily. “Some of the classes do get additional attribute points to distribute, but only some. No, the common theme amongst the evolved classes is clearly the more advanced abilities and ability evolutions. It’s not an across-the-board-type thing where all the abilities evolve at the same time, but each of the evolved—or advanced—classes tend to focus on a strength. 

“As you can imagine, considering what I just said about specialization breeding weakness, this made us nervous at first. It’s one of the reasons we developed benefits to working in groups, but… but… the theoretical power of the advanced classes, especially when as a member of a party, far outweighed the risks. Really, if any of you watching this get an evolved class, it will be a big step towards victory in our war against the Enemy.”

“Okay, that’s great and all…” Nivian said. “I mean, Yanily is literally drooling over there…”

“Not because he’s thinking about your cooking,” Wule said quietly. 

“… but how do we get these evolved classes?” Nivian continued while scowling at his twin. 

“Let’s ask,” Hiral said. “Dr. Benza, how do we get evolved classes?”

The image in front of him didn’t even shimmer, though Dr. Benza’s lips curled up in another smile, like he’d purposely put in a second dramatic pause to make somebody ask the question. “You’re probably wondering about how to get an advanced class, right? There are a few ways to do it, though none of them are guaranteed. This goes back to saying that some of you may get one. 

“The advanced classes need to be… let’s call it… unlocked. This unlocking process will happen through your own actions and choices while in D-, B-, or S-Ranks. Skills you choose to use, how you approach battles, or perhaps how you solve dungeon encounters. All these things will feed into the PIMP and its calculations, judging whether or not you’re eligible for an advanced class. Understand this though: the PIM system was built to make the strong stronger, not to gift the lazy with easy progress. 

“If you don’t work for an advanced class, you won’t get one. It’s that simple.” Dr. Benza stood straighter and crossed his arms. “And that concludes our Introductory-three Tutorial. I’ll see you in number four.”

The doctor’s image shimmered and reverted back to him standing calmly with his hands clasped in front of him. 

“How much work do you think it is to get one of those advanced classes?” Seena asked.

“I’d say it’s probably doable,” Hiral said.

“Maybe for you, Mr. Overpowered,” Yanily said. 

“No, seriously,” Hiral said. “You already learned that Dancing Spear Style from the Lizardmen we fought, and you’re working on a new technique, right? It sounds like those are exactly the kinds of things considered for the class evolutions. And, I may not be an expert on it, but I’d say nobody here is average. You’ve all been working hard to improve. I’d honestly be more shocked if we didn’t see several class evolutions.”

“Hiral’s right,” Seena said. “I’ve known you all our whole lives. If anybody can get these evolutions, it’s you guys.”

“Thanks, boss,” Nivian said. “So, should we jump right into the fourth Tutorial? That was a lot of info.”

“It was, but pretty straightforward. Let’s hear what he has to say about PIMs, then we can… Well, we’ll have to talk about Fallen Reach. That issue isn’t going away. I know we all needed some time to decompress, but…”

“No, you’re right,” Seeyela said. “One way or another, we can’t hide from what we heard. Putting it off will only make things worse. First PIMs, then Fallen Reach. 

“Dr. Benza, Introductory-four Tutorial please.”

            

    
        Chapter 4 – Balancing Act

    
    
    
    
                Dr. Benza’s image did its familiar shimmer, and suddenly the man was tapping his lip like he was thinking about something. 

“You probably don’t know this,” the doctor started, “but magic is all about balance. Unfortunately, because of the appearance of the Enemy, we learned that all too well. Since they arrived—since they’ve been systematically killing us off—we’ve been building the planetwide PIM system.

“That’s probably a lot to digest, so let me start from the beginning before we get into the finer details. Like, for example, why you’re not all S-Ranked from birth, or what the PIM is in the first place.” Dr. Benza paced side to side like he was lecturing a class. 

“Magic is about balance. Yes, I said that already, but it’s important enough I needed to repeat it. Before we developed the PIM, we had magic. Magic very similar to what you’re familiar with. It was part of the world we were born into, and over the course of our history, we learned how to manipulate it. Magic was an integral part of our society.

“But it was too weak. When the Enemy attacked, we were completely overwhelmed. The magic we’d grown so accustomed to—that we relied so heavily on—let us down. We’d been… complacent. We felt we’d deserved the magic, which meant we didn’t earn it. Effort equals results, and we didn’t put in the effort. That was our first clue. 

“Well, technically our second. Let me back up a minute and tell you about the Fallen.”

Hiral’s eyes widened. What do the Fallen have to do with anything?

“Ah,” Dr. Benza said, looking beyond the party and shaking his head. “Apparently the Fallen are the topic for the Intermediate-one Tutorial. So, please come back after you’ve cleared your first D-Rank dungeon.”

“He’s just a tease,” Yanily said. 

“Yeah, I don’t get this censorship,” Nivian said. “Why doesn’t he just tell us everything we need to know?” 

“This is actually a good example of balance,” Dr. Benza continued, again tapping his lips. “It’s why we broke up the Tutorials into different levels after certain accomplishments, and why we limit the information the public receives. It makes your PIMs more powerful. Okay, I jumped way ahead there. Yes, I know, this is what happens when I go off-script. Thank you for the reminder. 

“Anyway, going back to the arrival of the Enemy. Ahem. When we realized our magic wasn’t strong enough and saw an example of stronger magic, we decided to completely start over. Yes, we found a way to utterly destroy the magic system we’d used. Then, and only then, we rebuilt it from the ground up. We sacrificed our history to give our future a chance.” He held out his left hand, then his right. “Balance.

“We constructed the PIM system based on what the Fallen use, but modified it to take this balance into account in the hopes of forging magic capable of defeating them. Effort equals results. The true power of the PIM isn’t how it tells you what your stats are—or how it modifies them—but how it grows exponentially based on how much effort you put in. 

“We designed the system to grow with you. The more you grow, the more powerful you get. Kind of obvious, right? To give you an example, our strongest warriors were probably around what you would call Low-C-Rank. That was our cap. The most powerful we’d ever get. And not nearly strong enough to stop the Enemy. 

“However, by building the PIM to start at the bottom of E-Rank, the magic balanced it out by giving it a very high ceiling… S-Rank. Or, SSS+Rank if you consider the theoretical class evolutions. We also built in other requirements to push that ceiling up, such as requiring solar energy, the limit of attribute points you get per level… and even levels themselves! Yes, having twenty levels per rank, instead of say, one, allowed the PIM to be more powerful overall.

“It’s why we went to all the trouble of building dungeons and Fallen Reach. These efforts allowed us to create a magic system with tremendous potential. Enough potential, we believe, to finally defeat the Enemy and the Fallen.” 

A shiver ran through Hiral’s body. “Why did he just group the Fallen in with the Enemy?” he asked quietly, and the Growers in the room looked his way. 

“We gave up everything to build the PIM system,” Dr. Benza went on like nobody had said anything. “But, what is it? Personal Interface Magic? It sounds so simple, doesn’t it? The status window you can pull up conveniently tells you what your stats and abilities are, but is that all the PIM does? Rhetorical question, I know. It does far more than that, though that is where we started when building it. 

“The PIM both reports on and modifies your attributes. It’s part of who you are, but also separate, all at the same time. It’s the lens through which magic is focused into you, but also a filter that feeds information back to the PIMP. Balance. Now, I can’t go into details on the PIMP in this Tutorial, but needless to say, it’s integral to the magic of the PIM system.” Dr. Benza then held his hand up beside his mouth. “It’s also listening to what I say,” he added more quietly, giving a wink. 

“An added bonus to the PIM growth as you cross Ranks is that it allows the incorporation of more and more outside influences. What do I mean by this? At E-Rank, the gear you can get from dungeons is somewhat limited, in that it can modify abilities to a certain extent or, more likely, grant new ones.

“Don’t get me wrong—versatility is very important, but not always a direct path to increased power. Once you reach D-Rank, you can also start getting equipment that will give you things like bonus attributes. Need more strength? You can get rings that do that, because your PIM has evolved to have that functionality. Neat, huh? Also, in case you didn’t guess it, this is part of that balance I was talking about.”

“Wait, Nivian, don’t you already have an amulet that increases your endurance?” Hiral asked, thinking back to their first dungeon.

“Uh… not exactly,” Nivian explained. “It doesn’t actually up my endurance number, but makes me tougher relative to my strength and dexterity. Kind of like armor. It doesn’t make me get tired slower or anything.”

“As for how the PIM manifests itself,” Dr. Benza continued. “Well, that goes back to our race discussion from Introductory-three. The four races identified by the classification engine have different PIM manifestations, each with their own advantages. The Makers, for example, need to have their skin inked to access the power of their PIMs. Growers have roots… uh… growing within them, while Bonders rely on their animal companions. 

“Builders, finally, have the truths of the universe written on their skin, which allows them to power the runes they inscribe in crystals. Each of these systems has strengths and weaknesses. For example, only the Growers are truly self-sufficient, needing no outside objects or help. Makers, on the other hand, can manifest very powerful tattoos, assuming they were inked on their skin by another.

“Balance,” Dr. Benza said again, holding up his hands. “And that is the end of the Introductory Tutorials. I’ll see you again after you’ve cleared your first D-Rank dungeon. Who knows? Maybe one of you watching this will even have your own class evolution by then!”

With that, the image reverted to the standard “waiting” image they’d seen earlier, and all eyes turned to Hiral, who looked down at the runes on his arms. 

The truths of the universe? Is that what the double-helix pattern is? But he said Builders needed to use the runes inscribed in crystal. There must still be more to it. 

“Over. Powered,” Yanily said. “We get roots and he gets the truths of the universe. How is that fair?”

“He also explodes,” Nivian said. 

“So, Hiral, I always thought Fallen Reach was just a name,” Seena said, ignoring the banter in a practiced fashion. “He brought up the Fallen a couple times in all that. Anything you can share?”

Hiral let his arms drop to his sides—he could mull over Dr. Benza’s words later—and looked at his party. “Fallen Reach is named after the Fallen, as you can probably guess,” he said with a small chuckle. “They are—were—heroes, or so history tells us. They were the ones who put Fallen Reach in the sky to chase the sun.”

“That doesn’t exactly match up with what the doctor was saying,” Yanily said. 

“It doesn’t, though maybe we’re missing something? He said he couldn’t talk about it until the Intermediate Tutorials, so…” Hiral trailed off with a shrug. 

“Are they important to you?” Seena asked. “The Fallen, I mean. Do you worship them or anything up on the island?”

“No,” Hiral said immediately with a shake of his head. “Like the tattoos”—he thumbed at Left and Right—“they’re part of our legends. The towers are named after them—the ones we use to tell time, because one pulses every hour—but other than that… they’re basically just a footnote.”

“Do you know anything about them?” Nivian asked. “Anything that might be a hint?” 

Hiral ran his hand over his scalp while he thought about it, then shook his head again. “Honestly, no. Other than them being heroes, I don’t think I’ve ever read anything about them. We use them in our curses.” He chuckled. 

“Well, I guess we’ll find out more when we get to the next Tutorial,” Seena said. 

“Are we going to get to the next Tutorial?” Nivian asked. “I think it’s time we have this conversation. Don’t get me wrong, that stuff about the PIM was interesting and all, but it doesn’t change what Dr. Benza said when we got here about Fallen Reach crashing.”

“It’s kind of moot, isn’t it?” Yanily asked. “Even if we wanted to do anything about it—and if the doc here would tell us anything—Fallen Reach passed by ages ago. We can’t catch up.”

“If I may?” Left asked, and the others looked at him. 

“Got an idea?” Hiral asked. 

“Possibly,” the double answered. 

Hiral glanced at the others, and when they didn’t have any objections, he nodded at Left. 

“Dr. Benza,” Left said, “can you tell us more about Fallen Reach crashing?”

The image of the doctor shifted briefly and then shook his head. “Crisis response data is limited to those at C-Rank and above, or those at D-Rank with evolved classes and above,” he said with that monotone voice he used sometimes. 

“If we were going to Fallen Reach anyway, would you tell us?” Left persisted. 

“No,” Dr. Benza said. “Access is limited as outlined previously and cannot be circumvented.”

“Think this is one of those balance things?” Hiral asked Left. 

“Possibly, at least partially,” Left said, not turning away from the image. “Dr. Benza, when we leave this Asylum to get to the next one, how do we travel?”

Another image shift. “A Disc of Passage will take you to the next zone of your choice when you’re ready to continue your growth.”

“Of our choice? Doctor, can you show us a map of the zones?” 

Dr. Benza’s image stuttered to the side, and a glowing, three-foot sphere appeared beside him. Blue, green, brown—the colors started blurry at first, then sharpened as mountains grew, rivers connected to lakes and seas, and a wind seemed to blow across the grassy plains. 

“This… this is our world?” Wule asked, stepping closer to the incredibly detailed globe.

“It appears so,” Left said. “And a far better depiction of it than I’d hoped. Dr. Benza, where are we?”

A blinking blue dot appeared on the side of the globe closest to Left. 

Taking a step forward, Left reached out and touched the sphere, then gently squeezed his fingers closer together, the whole globe shrinking in response. A smile quirked the double’s lips as he reversed the motion, making the sphere grow until it was as big as they were. 

“How did you know it would do that?” Hiral asked. “We don’t have anything like this on Fallen Reach.”

“Just a hunch,” Left said. “Regardless, this is where we are… and I believe these are the Needle Mountains.” He was pointing surprisingly far to the south. 

“Is our world really small?” Yanily asked. “That seems pretty far away.”

“The discs move really fast,” Hiral said. “Assuming they’re like the tattoos, I mean. We could’ve easily traveled seven hundred miles or more in the two hours we were on it.”

Somebody whistled at the number. 

“And if these are the Needles, that means this is the EnSath River,” Left continued, drawing his finger in a line between the mountains, “and the Sea of White beyond. Dr. Benza, can you show us where Fallen Reach is now?”

A blinking yellow dot appeared above the Sea of White. 

“See?” Yanily said. “Even if we wanted to go, we’re never going to catch up to it. We have to wait for it to come around again.”

“Dr. Benza, please show us the zones we’d have access to travel to,” Left said, and different areas on the globe glowed a soft red, dotted lines connecting them to the blinking blue dot. 

“I see what you’re thinking,” Hiral said, looking at the lit-up zones and walking around the globe. “None of them are beside the river, though. Even if we get ahead of the island, we need a jump point.”

“Get ahead? How…?” Yanily started. 

“The discs,” Seena caught on. “Left and Hiral are suggesting we take a disc to a zone near the EnSath River, ahead of Fallen Reach, then jump when it gets close.”

“Exactly,” Left said. “The EnSath River runs along the equatorial line of the planet, almost too perfectly to be natural when looking at it like this.”

“There are Academics who are pretty sure it isn’t natural,” Hiral said for the Growers’ benefit. “Something to do with the pulses is one theory. Sorry, that’s not important now,” he added as he finished his second rotation around the globe. “I checked again; none of these zones are where we need them to be. Left?”

“Dr. Benza, assuming we clear the three dungeons in the D-Rank zone, will we have access to another Asylum and the zones connected to it?” Left asked. 

“Yes,” Dr. Benza said simply. 

“Can you show us the connected zones and their ranks?”  

More areas blossomed red, though this time they were slightly different shades and had large letters in the middle of them. 

“D and… C. Zone ranks?” Nivian asked, looking at one of the zones. 

“Must be,” Seena said. “Anybody see one beside the river?”

“Here!” Hiral said, putting his finger on the globe, and the others rushed around to join him. “It’s actually not too far ahead of us, and just two trips.” He traced his finger along the dotted lines back to the blinking blue dot. 

“Do any of you know this area?” Right asked. 

“Can you make it bigger again, Left?” Seena asked. “This area right here.”

Left put both his hands on the globe and then gently pulled them apart, increasing the size of the globe even further. Interestingly enough, as the sphere grew, it also rose up into the air, forcing the group to tilt their heads back while they looked at the planet Left seemed to be holding above them. 

“That’s enough,” Seena said. 

“Explains why this room is so big,” Hiral mumbled, looking at how the globe almost reached the tall ceiling. The details of the map, on the other hand, were impressive. 

“I think… I think I know this area,” Seena said. “Nivian, do these look like The Horns to you?” She pointed at a pair of curved mountains straddling the EnSath River. 

“Those are definitely them,” the tank said. 

“These are jump points,” Seena said, tapping the mountains, though her finger barely made the light shimmer. 

“So,” Hiral said, nodding as the pieces came together in his head, “we take a Disc of Passage from here to this zone”—he drew his finger along the line connecting the blue dot to the first zone—"clear the three dungeons there, get to the next Asylum, then immediately take another disc to here.” He traced along the second connecting line.

“From there,” Seena picked up, “we cross the zone, ignoring the dungeons if we have to, to get to the jump point before Fallen Reach does. Are you sure the discs are fast enough to get us ahead of the island?”

“Dr. Benza, can you add a scale of distance to the map?” Left asked, and a small notation appeared in the corner. “We have about two hundred to two-fifty hours until Fallen Reach arrives at The Horns. I estimate each of the disc trips is roughly two or three hours.”

“Easy peasy,” Yanily said. 

“There’s also the time we need to clear the dungeons,” Nivian said.

“Not to mention getting to them,” Wule said. “This zone looks huge. We’re going to be doing most of this on foot, remember.”

“Then there’s the rain…” Hiral said, and everybody just kind of paused. “If it’s light, I think we can pretty safely move through it. But if it’s storming… that seems to be when the Enemy comes out. We need to think about hiding when the rain is at its heaviest.”

“There’s also the issue of needing to be C-Rank or have an evolved class to get any information about what’s going on up there,” Seeyela said. “But that’s something we can work on while we travel. If we get to this zone ahead of schedule”—she pointed at the zone with The Horns in it—“we can always go the dungeons there to farm.”

“You think we should go?” Seena asked her sister. 

“How can we stay here safe and sound if what Dr. Benza says is true?” Seeyela asked. “Even if he won’t tell us what’s going on… Favela is back there. I’m going.”

“And we’re going with you,” Seena said, glancing at her party members, each of whom nodded at her in turn. 

“I guess it’s settled, then,” Yanily said. “When do we leave?” 

“Not until at least after dinner,” Nivian said. 

            

    
        Chapter 5 – Rune Testing

    
    
    
    
                Hiral stretched as he leaned back from the workbench, his finished products lying on the table in front of him. Seeyela had wanted some time to talk to Caleon and explain what was happening before they left—and, of course, there was the issue of dinner—then they’d have one last good rest. That gave Hiral a couple of hours to work with the crystal they’d found back in The Mire and the Troblin Throne. 

The small projects for Yanily and Nivian had gone relatively quickly, though molding crystal had been a bit more difficult than he’d expected. It wasn’t that the material was difficult to work with—in fact, it was just the opposite. It was too malleable. He did everything with his hands directly, including inscribing the runes into the crystal, and even slight pressure could completely ruin it. He’d had to start the first project for Yanily over more than a dozen times. 

The large ring had taken the longest time, with its hundreds of pieces and needing to make sure the edges were seamless, but even that was done. 

Though… what the ring actually did… Yeah, that was still a mystery.

“Progress?” Left asked as he walked into the workroom with Right, the second double flipping one of the small crystal chips they’d found in the Troblin Throne up from his thumb and catching it. 

“Yes, finally,” Hiral said. “How long until dinner?”

“Fifteen minutes,” Right said. “Found out what these are too,” he added, holding up the chip. 

“Tell me on the way,” Hiral said, picking up three of the small crystals with runes inscribed in them. While one was just a flat rectangle about as long Hiral’s hand, the other two were small discs that would fit in his palm. “Yanily is back in the training room?”

“Doing his bunny hop,” Right confirmed. 

“Perfect. That’s our first stop,” Hiral said, heading out with his doubles beside him. He couldn’t help but look up at the glowing globe dominating the room. “Left, I know I’ve said this already, but good job figuring out a way back to Fallen Reach for us.”

“That’s what I’m here for,” Left said. 

“So, Right, the chips?” Hiral asked. 

“They’re currency,” Right said. “Dr. Benza explained it through the Help section. Apparently as we fight monsters, these will charge up with some of the solar energy from the things we beat. That solar energy can then be used to buy things in the Asylums.”

“What? Where?” Hiral asked. 

“From the interface,” Right said. “There’s a new option called Shop, and the doc said it was like a… What did he call it, Left?”

“A vending machine, whatever that is,” Left said. “The interface Shop apparently connects to the Vault Dr. Benza had mentioned before. I took a look at some of the items available, as well as the amount of currency we have from killing the Troblin Lord five times each—it’s a surprising amount—and I have a few recommendations on what we should buy.”

“Oh, we already have some of this currency?” Hiral asked. “That’s nice. Can you tell us about your suggestions over dinner?” Just then, they entered the training room and found Yanily hard at work. 

“Yes,” Left said, then added more quietly, “We have two parties’ worth of currency for one, so…”

Hiral could only shake his head at that. The currency situation was good, kind of, but how they’d gotten there? By losing five people? Nothing even close to good. With a second shake of his head—he couldn’t do anything about it for the moment—he turned his attention back to the Spear Warden. 

“Think I’ve got something to help you out with your new move, Yanily,” Hiral said, holding up the three crystals between his fingers. 

“What you got there?” Yanily asked, jogging over. 

“Runes,” Hiral said. “Like I use, but I’ve put them into these crystals using my class ability Mold Crystal. These little devices will basically activate a very specific function of the rune when you thread solar energy into them.”

“What’s the specific function?” Yanily asked, leaning forward to look at what Hiral was holding. 

“This first one here is for your spear. It’s the Rune of Attraction, and when you put your solar energy into it, it should draw your spear towards your target.”

“Should?” Yanily asked, one eyebrow going up. 

“First time I’ve done this—give me a break,” Hiral explained. “When I inscribe the rune in the crystal, I have to focus on a concept—it’s hard to explain—that will be part of the trigger. For this, I focused on the concept of your target. Whatever you consider your target, well, the spear should be attracted to it. I figure it will help you with the coming-down part of your leap attack.”

“Okay, I like the sound of that. How do I use it?”  

“I need to attach it to your spear. Just below the blade would be best, I think. May I?” 

Yanily handed the spear over. With a quick application of his Mold Crystal, Hiral wrapped the crystal band around the haft and secured it so that it was basically a piece of the spear itself. 

“There, that should do it,” he said, handing the spear back to Yanily. 

“Can I test it out?” Yanily asked. 

“Oh, please do. In case there are… uh… any kinks we need to work out.” Hiral shrugged. 

“Kinks?”

“First time! Anyway, focus on one of those practice dummies as your target and see what it feels like.” Hiral made sure not to stand in front of the spear. 

“Okay… so I just need to… WHOA!” Yanily shouted, the spear ripping out of his hands and shooting forward ten feet to embed itself in the dummy. “That… that wasn’t what I expected to happen.”

“Me neither,” Hiral said. “But at least we know it works.”

“Losing my spear isn’t exactly a success,” Yanily pointed out. 

“It’s not perfect, no,” Hiral agreed. “You’re going to be using it after you’ve jumped, though, not while you’re on the ground. Try it out after we put these runes to work, and then we’ll see if we need to make some adjustments.”

“Why do I feel like a test subject?” Yanily asked, but he retrieved his spear and came back over to join Hiral. 

“You get used to it after a while,” Right said with a chuckle. 

“Now, these two runes,” Hiral said while ignoring his double’s comments. “These are for your boots. Runes of Rejection. The plan is for them to help you jump higher, faster. They’re going to have similar force to the spear, though, which is why I wanted to try it first, so you could see how much energy was involved. I’m going to put them in the heels of your boots.” He looked down at Yanily’s feet. 

“Do I need to take them off?” Yanily asked, also looking down at the hydra-scale boots he’d gotten from The Mire. 

“Would be easier,” Hiral said flatly. 

“Fine!” Yanily whined. He dropped to his ass on the ground and took off one boot, then the other, handing them to Hiral. 

“Should be pretty easy to do this,” Hiral muttered to himself, molding the crystal to the heel of the boot and then making it as thin as possible. “This should do it. Might feel a little odd walking until you get used to it.” He handed back the first boot. 

“What if I only put solar energy into one boot?” Yanily asked. 

“Probably only that foot will jump. There could be situations where it’s a good thing, but, uh, practice and testing.” He then handed back the second boot. 

“Okay, let’s do this!” Yanily said after he got his boots back on, standing up and taking a few test steps. “Feels a bit different. Do I look taller?”

Hiral just looked at Yanily, then at the practice dummy. 

“Yeah, fine, testing. Got it.” Yanily dropped into his fighting stance. “Should I try it with one of my spear styles?”

“Let’s just start with seeing how high you jump,” Hiral said. 

Yanily looked at the hole in the practice dummy from his launching spear, then nodded. “Good idea. I’ll just… WHOAAAAA!” He launched end-over-end, ten feet into the air. His boots stayed firmly planted on the ground. 

“Whoops…” Hiral said, Yanily crashing to the ground a short distance away and immediately jumping to his bare feet. 

“What was that!?” he asked, his empty hand pointing emphatically at the boots clearly not on his feet. 

“I may have been focusing on you leaping into the air instead of rejecting the ground when I inscribed those runes,” Hiral said, considering where he might’ve gone wrong. 

“Can you fix them?” Yanily asked while both Right and Left chuckled. 

“Yeah, won’t even take a minute,” Hiral said, quickly picking up one boot then the other and re-inscribing the runes—careful to focus on the floor this time. “That should do it. Ready to give them a try?”

“Little nervous to,” Yanily said. “But no pain, no gain, right, Right?”

“As long as it’s your pain, and not mine,” Right said. 

“At least you’re not exploding,” Left pointed out. 

“I don’t explode,” Hiral deadpanned. 

“Wait… exploding is a possibility?” Yanily asked, glancing down at his feet like they were suddenly very dangerous things. 

“Like Hiral said, this is his first time,” Left explained. “Of course it’s possible.”

“Uh…” the spearman started. 

“If you were going to explode, it would’ve already happened,” Hiral said with a wave of his hand. “Just get back to testing.”

“You knew it was possible to explode…?” Yanily said quietly, but then just sort of shook his head and shrugged. “Meh.” 

“Small possibility,” Hiral said quietly, so that only Left and Right could hear. 

The doubles shook their heads while Yanily dropped back into his fighting stance. This time, when he threaded solar energy into his boots, he launched into the air—keeping his footwear—in a controlled leap that arced almost gracefully until he landed fifteen feet away.

“Nice!” Hiral said. “How did it feel?”

“Not bad. It’ll take some getting used to, and I’ve got to use the spear part while I’m up in the air there… but… yeah, not bad! Thanks, Hiral.” Yanily turned around and then leapt again to get back to Hiral and his copies. The man stumbled a bit on the landing, only staying upright this time because Right caught him, but he had a huge grin on his face. 

“You should have a bit of time to practice before we go—make the most of it,” Hiral said. “I’ve gotta go give Nivian his thing.”

“You got a thing for Nivian?” Wule asked, wandering into the training room with another book in his hands. “Did you get me anything?”

“You made jumping boots for Nivian too?” Yanily asked without responding to Wule. “Oh, please tell me you made them for Seeyela. I would pay to see that.”

“Jumping boots?” One of Wule’s eyebrows had climbed to his hairline. “And Seeyela? Never mind. I don’t think I want any part of this. Actually, do me a favor and forget I was even here.”

“Something a bit different,” Hiral said with a chuckle to Yanily. “Though I’ll keep that last part in mind if I run short on chips. Anyway, good luck with this. Right, you’ll help him? 

“I’ve got some experience being thrown around by your runes,” Right said. “I’ll make sure he gets the full lesson.”

“Back to my book, then,” Wule said. 

“Aaaaaactually,” Yanily interrupted before either Hiral or Wule could get more than a step. “Since you’re both here, what do you say about helping me work out the kinks, Hiral? It’s been a while since we did any sparring. I’ll even go easy on you, and Wule can patch you right up.”

Right’s knuckles cracked as he grinned. “That’s a lot of confidence you’ve got going on there.”

“Uh…” Yanily quickly looked at Hiral, then Left and Right, only then remembering they were actually part of Hiral’s ability. Sparring with him would mean sparring with all three of them. “Just you, Hiral. You know, so you can get some practice if… um… they are too busy to help you…”

“Too busy doing what?” Left asked. 

“Helping Nivian in the kitchen?” Wule asked. “I know that gets me all the time.”

“Exactly!” Yanily said, latching on to the excuse. “And no S-Rank sword of unfairness.”

“I’m the one getting the handicaps… and you’re going to go easy on me?” Hiral asked. 

“Generous, right?” Yanily asked, spear spinning in his hands. “So, what do you say?”

Hiral thought about it for a second—getting a bit of a workout after all the time in the workshop might be a nice break—then tossed his ‘present’ for Nivian to Left. “Hold on to that for me, will you?”

“You really going to make us sit out?” Right asked, clearly disappointed. 

“Don’t worry, if he embarrasses me too much, we’ll gang up on him for revenge later.”

“Fiiiiine.” Right went over to join Left and Wule near the wall, with only a minor pout. 

Hiral, for his part, unslung his RHCs from his thighs, the weight comfortable in his hands, then went through a few light stretches. 

“Try not to outright kill each other,” Wule said, barely looking over the top of his book. “Or break too many bones. Only Cal can heal those. I can probably handle a minor maiming now, though.”

“Does maiming come in minor?” Left asked. 

“Objectively speaking,” Wule said. “When I’m not the one being maimed. Yes.”

“Fair.”

Hiral just shook his head and put the banter out of his mind, turning his attention to the spearman across the training hall from him. Yanily wasn’t all talk. If Hiral didn’t take the spar seriously, well, getting embarrassed wasn’t an exaggeration. The man likely wouldn’t try to hurt Hiral, and Wule was around in case of any accidents… but… 

That competitive part of Hiral was rising in his gut, demanding he push to see how far he could go. How far he’d come.

“You ready?” Yanily asked, spear still spinning lazily from hand to hand. 

“Are you?” Hiral asked, but didn’t wait for the man to answer. Rejection burst under his feet as he shot straight ahead, RHCs coming up in a snap, his fingers squeezing the triggers. Bolts of Energy-infused-Impact—thanks to the modifications he’d made to the weapons—zipped ahead at the wide-eyed spearman. 

Even though he obviously expected Hiral to try and keep his distance with his ranged weapons, Yanily didn’t miss a beat, tightening the rotation of his spear’s movements. Just like the lizardmen in The Mire dungeon, both bolts deflected off the spear’s shaft, harmlessly passing Yanily by. In that same movement, he darted forward, the blunt end of the weapon seamlessly coming around to bludgeon Hiral across the top of the head as they streaked for each other. 

There was a challenge in that simple movement—lightning fast as it was. Yanily had used the blunt end on purpose.

Hiral resisted the urge to scoff at the spearman for underestimating him, and twisted to the side, just enough the spear’s haft passed an inch in front of him. Momentum carrying him forward, Hiral started to slip behind Yanily, only to catch the pointy end of the spear in his peripheral vision streaking at him from the continued rotation. Maybe Yanily hadn’t underestimated him after all, and Hiral dropped to his knees to slide along the ground—and under the spear. 

Two feet past the other man, a burst of Rejection kicked Hiral back up to his feet, and he spun just in time to find Yanily already after him. A thrust for his chest. Another side-step. Then a second thrust—parried aside with an RHC—a third dodged, a fourth ducked under, and a fifth that had Hiral flipping and diving to the side. His high Dex and Atn were letting him keep up with the barrage, but Yanily’s Reed Spear Style was no joke. 

He couldn’t let the other man stay on the offensive. 

The moment he hit the ground from the dive, Hiral rolled back to his feet and spun, pointing the RHC in his right hand at Yanily. A pull of the trigger at the same time Yanily’s spear came around to block the expected blast, and it was a race as to which would arrive first. Time seemed to slow as the searing bolt of Impact cut through the space. As it got deflected up to strike the ceiling somewhere above. As Hiral’s eyes never left the spearman. He didn’t have the same Atn Hiral did, but Yanily’s instincts were scary good, completely negating the advantage Hiral should have at a range. 

So, he launched himself back in instead of firing his second shot when time snapped back to normal speed. Yanily just grinned, sliding ahead to meet him. 

Down and at an angle, the spear’s blade practically whistled as it streaked for Hiral’s shin, forcing him to stop short and lift his lead foot. With Hiral’s leg still in the air, Yanily continued his spin—having swapped to Dancing Spear Style—but Hiral hip-fired his other RHC. 

The blast deflected harmlessly off the spear’s shaft, though the move forced Yanily to change his tempo, and bought Hiral the second he needed to plant his foot. Then, not slowing, Hiral stepped in with an angled, rising knee. Yanily’s spear moved perfectly to block the strike, and his eyes widened as he realized it was a feint. As soon as knee collided with spear, Hiral twisted at the hip just a touch more, and turned the knee into a kick. 

This time, it was Yanily who went diving to the side, though the spearman quickly rolled to his feet and spun, weapon already moving.

Up and around, Yanily’s spear came as Hiral gave chase, forcing him to duck low to evade the sweeping blade, while he brought his own RHC in tight to his chest and pulled the trigger. Close like they were, it would be impossible for Yanily to block the blast. Except, the nimble spearman didn’t even try. Continuing the rotation of his spear like it was the most natural thing in the world, the movement of the weapon twisted Yanily’s body so the bolt of Impact slipped between his torso and arm, while the spear arced for Hiral’s thigh.

High enough he couldn’t lift his leg, and low enough he couldn’t dodge, it was a masterful counterattack. One Hiral was ready for, and his second RHC dropped down to block the strike. Crystal rang out against the twisted metal of Yanily’s spear—while Hiral gave silent thanks to how sturdy his weapons had been built—and he pivoted to shoulder-check into Yanily. Little more than a shove, it pushed the spearman back on his heels, and Hiral thrust out with his RHC.

Still on cooldown, he didn’t bother pulling the trigger, but instead just stabbed it into Yanily’s chest. Though neither move did any damage through Yanily’s Hydra-Scale Armor, they did keep him from falling into one of his weapons styles, and Hiral pressed in. Close as he was, with Yanily off-balance, he had the chance to…

Solar energy flared from the soles of Yanily’s boots, and the man vaulted away from Hiral, instantly opening a dozen feet between them.

“I feel like that’s cheating,” Hiral grumbled as Yanily landed and caught his balance, a huge grin on the spearman’s face.

“On the contrary, isn’t that the whole point of this spar?” Yanily said, dropping down again into a comfortable fighting stance. “But, Hiral, I have to ask—is that all you’ve got?”

Hiral narrowed his eyes at the man across the room—and specifically at the smile. Yanily was enjoying this. A lot. And, though it took him a second to realize it, so was Hiral. They’d pushed each other—though neither went all out—and it was pretty much a draw. Sure, Hiral had ‘landed a pair of hits’, but they weren’t anything more than no-damage taps. No, if either wanted to break the stalemate, they were going to have to up their game.

Let’s do it.

Solar energy weaved its way to his Rune of Rejection at the same time Yanily activated his boots, and the two shot directly at each other. A second burst of Rejection pulled Hiral up short, while a tug with his Rune of Attraction yanked on Yanily’s spear to pull him off balance. Unfortunately, it did little more than pull the weapon past Hiral, though it was enough to let him slip in close. From there, the RHC in his right hand came up in front of his chest, and he pulled the trigger to fire at the man beside him.

Spear twisting, Yanily used the momentum of the weapon to bend over backwards, the blast zipping by straight above them, then rolled out of it in an athletic move that defied understanding. One moment it looked like he was going to fall to his back on the floor, and the next his weapon was stabbing straight for Hiral’s face.

Rejection pushed the weapon just wide of punching into his cheek—that kind of maiming might be beyond Wule’s abilities—the speed of it hauling the air across his skin, and he hip-fired his other RHC again. A small twist of Yanily’s wrist deflected the bolt—barely—and then Hiral was in close even as the pair moved to circle each other. Spear against Runic Hand Cannons, the weapons played out at their least ideal ranges as Hiral and Yanily jockeyed for position. While the spearman tried to force distance between them—just an extra foot or two—Hiral fought to stay as close as possible, even if it meant his shots always came at bad angles.

Solar energy flared under Yanily’s boots to jump away again, but Hiral wasn’t going to let him do that a second time. A flood of energy to his Rune of Attraction turned the leap into little more than a hop, completely negating the move, and Yanily seemed to accept that was the range they were going to fight at.

Choking his hands up higher on the shaft of the spear, he wielded it like a quarterstaff, keeping it closer to his body in a blur to turn aside Hiral’s blasts. Practically on cooldown, the spearman managed to parry or evade the shots, while Hiral  danced between the near-constant sweeps from the spear—even though they were so close it would be intimate in any other circumstance.

The problem was, they were falling back into Yanily’s tempo. The man was just too good at controlling the fight. And Hiral wasn’t making any ground just by pushing harder. It was like everything he did, Yanily rose to meet it.

Pushing, huh…

Weapons a blur as they moved around each other, Hiral kept his RHCs above his waist, gradually bringing his shots higher and higher, forcing Yanily to raise his weapon to keep up. From deflecting near his chest, to blocking shots aimed for his face, Yanily didn’t slow in the least. He didn’t even wince at the shots that could break bone—or worse—he just kept going. And, even though Hiral felt like he was directing the fight, some small part of him was screaming that Yanily was the one leading him around.

Which meant he needed to act. Now.

One RHC after another, Hiral pulled the trigger, watching Yanily watching him for the trick they both knew had to be coming. Right weapon, straight for Yanily’s face, deflected aside. Left, dodged underneath. Right caught in tight and pulled off-target. Left, ducked under. Right, hooked under the barrel to shoot high. Left, side stepped.

Yanily was leading him. Purposefully only making contact with the weapon in Hiral’s right hand. And if Hiral was realizing that, it was leading to something. Yanily was anticipating everything he was doing. Countering it. What could he do that Yanily wouldn’t expect…?

Hiral threw his RHC at his opponent, Yanily’s eyes scrunching up in confusion even as the spear instinctively came up and slapped it aside.

Moving forward in that brief opening, Hiral’s now empty hand continued past the spear. He wasn’t close enough to land a punch, at least not before the spear came back across hard enough to likely break his arm. Good thing he wasn’t trying to hit Yanily yet. Instead, his open hand erupted with a burst of Rejection right in front of the spearman. 

The sheer amount of solar energy he’d released threw Yanily back like a ragdoll, flipping through the air, though he still managed to bat Hiral’s other RHC-blast like he knew it was coming—while upside down. Hiral was already hot after him though, and as soon as Yanily’s feet touched down, an Impact-enhanced fist whipped around with enough bad intentions to make Right proud, before stopping an inch in front of Yanily’s face.

“Give up?” Hiral asked, the rune glowing between his knuckles and Yanily’s nose.

“Was just going to ask you the same thing,” Yanily said, his eyes darting from Hiral’s face to somewhere lower. Following the other man’s look, Hiral glanced down to find the tip of Yanily’s spear brushing up against the side of his abdomen.

“I… would’ve hit you first…?” Hiral said lamely, then they both chuckled at that. “Ah who am I kidding? You controlled that fight from beginning to end.”

“You didn’t do so bad yourself,” Yanily said as Hiral took a step back. “I’ve got some pointers for you, if you’re interested.”

“Definitely,” Hiral said. “I’m not too proud to say ‘no’ to improving. But, after dinner? I need to get over and talk to Nivian before that.”

“Yeah, that’s fine. We still have time,” Yanily said. “Off you go then. Right can keep me company.”

Right just nodded, while Wule looked up from his book just long enough to make sure everybody still had all their pieces attached. When he was sure nothing was missing, his eyes went right back to the page, and he exited ahead of Hiral. 

“You did well,” Left said as he and Hiral started for the kitchen. “I also have some pointers if you’re open to hearing them.”

“Sure am,” Hiral said as he walked with Left. He wasn’t kidding when he’d told Yanily he’d be happy to get some advice. And, Left had a keen eye for things. Speaking of which…“You know, I never asked… What are you putting your fourth stat point into now that we’re D-Rank?”

“Intelligence,” Left said right away. “You’ve got attunement covered, and all the Growers have very good wisdom. I figured I would specialize in that to balance out the group.”

“Makes sense; it’s what I would do. Guessing Right is doing something similar? Probably… strength?”

“Exactly,” Left explained as they entered the workshop again. “You and Yanily focus more on dexterity, but we felt Right could offer big, single-hit decisiveness. Like Balyo did.”

“Definitely something we need, even if Yanily’s new training pays off. What do you think—can he force an ability evolution by practicing something like that?” 

“I’d need more data points to speak definitively on the subject,” Left said, “but I believe it’s possible. For you as well. From what Dr. Benza was saying, it sounds like the PIMP system is almost like a living entity. One constantly growing and evolving. I suspect there are even abilities and combinations not foreseen by the creators. 

“What the system is today may not be the same thing as what they believed it would be all those years ago when they built it,” he finished as the pair entered the kitchen. 

Hiral could only nod. There was so much they didn’t know about the PIM and the PIMP. Still, as long as it gave them the avenue they needed to get stronger, did it really matter? It was obviously already catering to their needs with the specific loot and abilities it provided, so for now, he’d just have to trust it to do its thing. 

Meanwhile, he’d do his.

“Hey, Nivian, I’ve got a present for you,” he said, holding up his new runic device. 

This one should work a little smoother than Yanily’s. 

Should.

            

    
        Chapter 6 – Party Formation

    
    
    
    
                “You can’t be serious?” Nivian said as the eight of them sat around the table, plates full of piled food. “Cal wants to stay behind? Here? By herself?”

“That’s what she told me,” Seeyela said, and Hiral looked to the empty ninth chair set at the large table. 

The healer hadn’t come out of her room, not even once, since they’d arrived, but Seeyela had found a way in. When she’d come back out for dinner, she’d dropped the news on them: Cal didn’t plan to leave until Fallen Reach came around again. 

“What’s she going to do here by herself?” Wule asked. “It’s not just a few hours alone. It’s basically a whole rotation.”

“She’s got that mirror,” Hiral said, thinking back to the item she’d gotten from the Troblin Throne dungeon. “The Mirror of Memories, I think it was called when I used View on it.”

“Any idea what it even does?” Wule asked. “No, never mind, that’s not important. We need to change her mind. Bring her with us.”

“You suggesting we tie her up and make Nivian carry her over his shoulder?” Seena asked. “Cause, from what Seeyela was telling me, that’s what it’s going to take.”

“She’s shaken. Badly,” Seeyela said. “The loss… What happened to… to the others… She thinks we never should’ve left that first dungeon. Partly blames herself too, I think, since she was the group’s healer.”

“She wasn’t even there… or conscious… for most of it,” Wule said. “How can she blame herself?”

“It’s not logical; it’s grief,” Left spoke up. “I’m sure there are a dozen things she wishes she could go back and do differently, and no matter what we say to her, nothing will change her mind until she’s ready for it. This isn’t a process we can force.”

“So, you think we should just leave her?” Wule asked. 

“I think we should consider her wishes,” Left said. 

“I hate to be the one to say this…” Yanily started, “but I’m going to anyway. Cal staying behind—as much as I don’t like it—solves an issue about party size and dungeons.”

Hiral’s spoon paused on the way to his mouth, a mix of relief and hesitance churning in his chest. He’d been thinking the same thing—everybody must’ve been—but it was always the question of who was going to mention it. Thank you, Yanily. From the looks on the others’ faces, Hiral wasn’t the only one feeling that way. 

“Yanily… has a point,” Seena agreed. “Look, I’m not happy about it either, but with the Party Interface option and the limits on going into the dungeons, it’s something we need to actually talk about. We can’t just pretend it’s not a thing.”

“We could hold off on forming the party through the interface,” Nivian offered. “Do it like we’ve always done it. Alternate somebody in and out to get all seven of us through the dungeon.”

“That’s always an option… if she agrees to come with us,” Seena said. “Seeyela, really, if we hold off on leaving for a bit, do you think she’ll change her mind? From what Left says, we don’t have to head out immediately.”

“To be clear, there are a number of unknowns,” Left said. “Sooner would be better, but… there is probably some leeway.”

“She’s not going to change her mind—at least, not any time soon,” Seeyela said. “I’ve seen her like this before.”

“Should one of us stay with her?” Wule asked, but all eyes settled on Seeyela. Out of everybody, it would have to be her. Wule, Nivian, and Hiral were all needed for the dungeon runs. They were part of Seena’s party, so it meant she would be going, and then Yanily… well… Yanily wasn’t somebody who got left behind to offer moral or emotional support. 

Seeyela was already shaking her head. With a threat to Fallen Reach—and her daughter, Favela—there was no way Seeyela was staying behind. “It’s Cal’s choice, and at least we know she’ll be safe here. There’s plenty of food, and we don’t have to worry about the Enemy, according to Dr. Benza.”

“So, that’s it, then,” Seena said. “We’re going. The six… er, eight of us. Like Left said, sooner is better, but we’ve been pushing hard since The Mire. I suggest we take a bit of time to make sure we’re rested and ready to go. Once we’re on the road again, who knows the next time we’ll be able to let our guard down?

“Twenty hours, I’d say. Any objections or suggestions?”

“I just want to check, one final time,” Wule spoke up. “We’re really doing this? Leaving Cal behind?”

The two sisters exchanged a look, their lips parting like they were each going to say something. Then, as if they had the same thought at the same time, their mouths tightened, and they nodded at each other.

“I hate it too, Wule,” Seena said. “But, if this threat to our islands is real, we have to go. We have to try.”

“We don’t even know what the threat is,” Nivian pointed out, then sighed and faced his brother. “And staying here won’t tell us. She’s right.”

Wule looked in the direction of the dormitory, as if he could see through the walls to Cal in her room. “I know she is. It’s… probably better this way. Cal is safer here than she would be out there, and if she’s distracted… then she puts us all at risk. It’s the wrong choice for the right reasons.”

“Then it’s settled,” Seeyela said, her face clearly a mask of forcing a strong front. “Twenty hours.”

“I can prep some other food to take with us,” Nivian said, after the weight of the choice settled on the party’s shoulders. “The rations are good and all, but there’s enough here to add some variety to them. Stuff that’ll keep.”

“Might offer some different buffs as well, depending on the situation,” Yanily said. 

“Good idea,” Seena said. “Need any help?”

At least five sets of eyes widened at Seena’s offer, and every head around the table quickly shook. 

“We want buffs, Seena,” Yanily said. “Not debuffs.”

“Maybe we should leave Yanily behind after all,” Seena said to her sister. “Tie Cal up instead, drag her along. Could be worth it.”

“I’m good taking care of the cooking,” Nivian said. “Could use a few volunteers to maybe test things and see what kind of buffs the food gives, though.”

“Looks like this,” Hiral said, pointing at his dish while he had one eye on his status window, “gives bonuses to endurance and attunement.”

“Good buff while we’re traveling,” Wule said. “And I can help be a taste-tester.”

“We can all help,” Seeyela clarified. 

“Right and Left also found out something interesting,” Hiral said when the food conversation seemed finished. “We got currency from the Troblin Throne. The chips…”

“The currency is called wats,” Left said. 

“Oh? Thanks,” Hiral said. “Anyway, these wats accumulate as we defeat monsters, absorbing some of the solar energy released. We can, in turn, spend the currency at the Asylum interfaces for equipment. Left was saying we already have quite a bit from killing the Troblin Lord several times, and he has some suggestions as far as what we should spend it on. Left?”

“The current equipment we can purchase from the interface Shop is relatively limited, but there was one very stand-out item,” Left said. “So stand-out, in fact, that I almost feel like the PIMP is suggesting we purchase it.”

“What kind of item?” Yanily asked. “A weapon?”

“The item is called an Interspatial Ring,” Left said. “According to the description, it’s some kind of storage device that contains an instanced sub-space, similar to a dungeon. It will allow us to carry far more supplies than a normal backpack would, and without all the extra weight. It’s simply a ring.”

“How do you store something in a ring?” Seena asked. 

“I’m not sure on all the details,” Left admitted with a shrug. “We have enough wats to purchase six of the rings, though.”

“That’s oddly convenient,” Nivian said. 

“Which isn’t unusual for the PIMP,” Hiral said. “I’m pretty sure it’s doing what it can to tailor our paths towards whatever will make us strongest, without simply gifting us that power.”

“Says the guy who got an S-Rank weapon,” Yanily mumbled. 

“Which, based on what we learned from Dr. Benza, means he earned it,” Seena said. “If you want an S-Rank weapon, I guess that means you’ll have to work harder. We all will. Anyway, about the ring, let’s buy one and see how it works. If it’s useful, we’ll pick up the others. Can we put things like tents in it?”

“I think so,” Left explained. “I did see some limits to what it would hold, and I believe it takes time to deposit or withdraw items, so it may not work well in combat.”

“Either way, pick one up after we finish here and let us know?” Seena said. 

“Certainly. I’d also like to spend some time doing what I can to reconfirm our route.”

“Please,” Hiral said. “I’d hate to get lost along the way. We should also form a party through the Party Interface ability. I poked around a bit, and one person has to act as the party leader and invite the other five.”

None of the others spoke up, but they all looked at Seena, then at Seeyela, and back to Seena again. 

Right. Seena was the party leader, but Seeyela was the—what did they call it?—raid leader. 

“Go ahead,” Seeyela said. “This is your party, after all.”

“You sure?” Seena asked.

“Yeah. Slot me in as a damage dealer, I guess.” 

“Whoa, I thought I was going to be a damage dealer now?” Wule said. 

“Throwing snowballs doesn’t make you a damage dealer,” Yanily said. “Not like we’re going to be fighting more Lizardmen in the next zone anyway.”

“I think you’ll be a good fit to our party,” Seena said, ignoring the others with practiced grace. “Hiral has his RHCs, but with Left and Right up with Nivian and Yanily, it’s getting kind of crowded at the front line. We should probably take a few hours and do some training together before we head out. Get used to the new flow.”

“I think Yanily needs a couple hours to work on his new move, and I’d like a few to finish what I was doing in the workshop as well,” Hiral said. “Can we meet up after that to practice together?”

“Knowing you, you’d just be off in your own little world if I asked you to train before you were ready anyway,” Seena said with a smirk. “That works. So, here’s the plan. A few hours on our own to get ready. A few more after that to smooth out our teamwork. Rest. Save Fallen Reach. Simple, huh?”

“I like how you just slid that last bit in there like it was no big thing,” Yanily said. 

“Yeah, now we just need to figure out what exactly we’re saving it from,” Hiral said, putting another spoonful of the stew in his mouth. 

            

    
        Chapter 1 – Give Him The Shoulder Tap (Beginning of Book 3)

    
    
    
    
                Hiral watched as the shapes of Wule and Nivian grew smaller and smaller, then finally faded from sight as the Disc of Passage sped away. 

“This isn’t right,” Seena said from beside him, her sister and Yanily both shaking their heads at the situation. “We should stop the disc and go back. Make them come with us. Or… or stay with them and help.”

“It’s not right, not at all,” Hiral agreed. “But it’s what they wanted.”

“Who cares what they want?” Seena snapped. “What about what I want? First Cal back in the Asylum, now them in a city full of undead? We stopped the Urn of Ur’Thul from spreading its power. Practically saved the world, if we believe what Odi was saying. And what do we get for it? How many friends do we have to leave behind? How many friends do we have to… lose…?”

“They aren’t dead,” Yanily said. “Well, Wule isn’t. Not sure about Nivian, with the whole undead thing, but that doesn’t matter. They aren’t gone. We’ll see them again.”

“Will we?” Seena asked. “It’s them against an entire city.”

“Seeing what Nivian did to Ur’Thul, I feel bad for the city,” Hiral said. 

“This isn’t funny, Hiral,” Seena said, turning from where she’d been watching the hall behind the speeding Disc of Passage. 

“And I’m not laughing,” Hiral said, tears running down both his cheeks and a pit like some endless whirlpool in his stomach. “I may not have known them as long as you all have, but they were my friends too. I didn’t want them to stay behind any more than you do. But… they stayed behind. We didn’t leave them behind.

“They chose. Nivian’s advanced class—and what the Urn of Ur’Thul did to him—changed him. Made him into an undead of some kind. He was afraid of what he might do to us if the hunger overwhelmed him. You saw it in his eyes as much as I did. Can you imagine what it would’ve done to him if he’d lost control? If he’d hurt—or worse, killed—one of us?”

“He’s right,” Seeyela said, her voice hitching. “I hate it too, Seena, but he’s right. Nivian is fighting against something inside him. Something we can’t understand.”

“We could’ve tried. Been there for him,” Seena said, but there was less heat in her voice. “We were so close to being free of that stupid city.”

“He’s still got his brother with him,” Yanily said. “And Wule’s advanced class will help Nivian stay in control, and heal him if he gets hurt. Kind of strange he doesn’t have solar energy anymore, just health, but…”

“Probably the only reason he can still use his healing abilities on Nivian,” Hiral said. “Pure solar energy hurts the undead.”

“Lucky.” Yanily shook his head. “Or… was that the PIMP? Giving them the chance to survive?”

“Probably,” Hiral said. “I bet the influence of the Urn had something to do with it, too, but either way, if anybody can survive this, it’s them.”

“Mistress, they made the right choice,” Li’l Ur, the Lizardman mini-lich floating at Seena’s shoulder, said. “The hunger isn’t to be underestimated, but neither are your friends. There is hope to see them again, if what Odi said is true. And the one called Nivian is now a Death Knight; there are few classes more powerful among the undead. 

“It is second only to being a lich.”

“What about a Dracolich?” Hiral asked. 

“Those don’t count. They’re cheating,” Li’l Ur said. “If anything can reach the heights needed to stave off the hunger, it’s a Death Knight.”

“Did you suffer from it?” Seena asked Li’l Ur. 

“As the first undead, I did not. If anything, I… created… the hunger…” Realization dawned on the little lich’s tiny face, only to be replaced by panic. “Uh… Mistress, I’m sorry, I…”

“Don’t blame you, Li’l Ur,” Seena said, gently patting the lich on the head and forcing a smile. “I know that wasn’t you. It was that jerk Nivian pounded into bone-dust back in the city. Good riddance to him. Do you really think Nivian can beat this thing?”

“I do, mistress,” Li’l Ur said, clearly relieved Seena wasn’t blaming him. 

“He’s not the only one who believes that,” Hiral said. “We all do… you included.”

Seena blew out a breath between her lips, then nodded. “Yeah, I guess so. Never known either of those two to give up on something, especially not each other. With Wule there supporting him, Nivian won’t stop until he succeeds. 

“I just wish we could’ve stayed to support him too.”

“We will go back, if he doesn’t catch up first,” Seeyela said. “After we save Fallen Reach. Since we know about the Asylums, we can just take these discs back and find him as soon as things are wrapped up on the islands.”

“Won’t be that easy,” Seena said. 

“It could be,” Seeyela countered, but then she shrugged. “No, who am I kidding? It won’t be. Never is. Still, doesn’t change that we’ll be coming back.”

“Fine,” Seena said. “I know you’re right—they were right—it just doesn’t make it any easier.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Yanily said, going over to Seena and putting an arm over her shoulders. “But, hey, as long as we have their Party Interface buff from Till Death Do Us Part, we know they’re okay.”

“You just want the bonus stats,” Hiral said, punching Yanily gently in the shoulder. 

“Not just…” the spearman said. “I mean, I’m not complaining about them…”

But Seena didn’t seem to be listening. Her eyes were glazed over, likely staring at a notification window or something. 

Probably looking at her status window to make sure we have the attribute bonus. Yanily is… actually right. As long as we have the bonus, we know they’re okay.

“Thanks, Yan,” Seena said, her eyes focusing again. “It’s good to remember that.”

“See, she likes the bonus too,” Yanily said, but Hiral and Seeyela just shook their heads. 

“Anyway,” Seena said with a roll of her eyes, “what’s in the sack Nivian left? My money’s on sandwiches.”

“Plenty of those, for sure,” Left said, crouching in front of the open bag. “Looks like they put the currency we can exchange in the Asylum—what we got from Ur’Thul—in here as well.”

“They could’ve held on to it,” Seena said. “They can come to the Asylum if they need a breather.”

“You know they won’t do that,” Seeyela said. “They’re both too stubborn to take a real break. Well, Nivian is, and he’ll strongarm Wule into keeping up.”

“You sure?” Hiral asked. “I always thought it was because Seena was such a taskmast—” Noticing the scowl coming his way, he quickly amended to, “Uh, motivational leader…” 

“Nah, he was just making excuses,” Seena said. “Back before you joined up with us, on our surface runs, he was always the first one up and the last one to sleep.”

“To make sure we were okay and to cook breakfast,” Yanily said. “I’m going to miss the guy.”

“Guess meals are on you now, Yanily,” Hiral said. “Unless you’d prefer Seena or Seeyela to handle it?”

A look of pure horror passed over Yanily’s face, and he shook his head. “Sandwiches. We have sandwiches. And we’ll be back up on the islands in… what? How long now, Left?”

“Around a hundred hours,” Left said. “At most.”

“See! We have plenty of sandwiches for that,” Yanily said. “It’s not like Left or Right need to eat...”

“Nice, Yan, nice,” Hiral said before turning to Left. “Any idea how far we are from the Asylum?”

“Like the first time, a couple of hours, I think,” Left said. “I suspect the tunnel has to be long enough the Enemy can’t follow. There is probably some kind of protection to dissuade the Infested as well.”

“I was kind of wondering why the thing inside Picoli didn’t just use the Rune of Attraction to run along the wall. Maybe there’s more runes too…” Hiral trailed off as he turned to inspect the walls blurring by. He barely shifted before a hand grabbed his chin and twisted him back around to face Seena. 

“Nuh-uh,” she said, shaking her head. “The disc isn’t nearly big enough for you to explode.”

“I wasn’t…” Hiral started, but a not-so-gentle squeeze on his chin made him stop that line of excuses. “Pwobabwy fow da bestu,” he forced out. 

“I thought so,” Seena said, giving one more friendly squeeze before she let go. “I need some time to… process all of this.” Then she looked at Left and Right. “Keep him out of trouble.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Right said.

Seena walked to the front end of the Disc of Passage and plopped herself down. Then her shoulders started shaking, and Hiral took a step in her direction before a hand caught his arm. 

“If you like living, don’t go over there right now,” Yanily said, letting go of Hiral’s arm. 

“Just give her some space,” Seeyela said. “And take Yanily’s advice. She does not like when people see her cry. There’s nowhere to Bamf if she tries to blow you up.”

“That bad?” Hiral asked. 

“She was scary before she had the magic firepower to wipe out a city,” Yanily said. “I really don’t want to push her.”

“You probably have a point,” Hiral said. “Hey, Left, give me one of those sandwiches, and maybe you guys can tell me some of those stories about your first trips down to the surface?”

“Hah, tell him about the second time we came down,” Yanily said, taking an offered sandwich as well and sitting down. “The time Nivian missed the landing spot and we had to go get him down from the tree.”

Seeyela groaned and leaned her head back. “How that man—well, boy then—managed to get stuck on the top branch, I will never understand.” She dove into the story, and when it was finished, Yanily started on another. By the time they’d gotten to the third story—this one about Wule and the time he was reading instead of healing—Seena came over to join them. 

One story led to another, hours passing for the group, until the Disc of Passage slowed beneath them, then came to a stop. 

“We must be here,” Left said, looking straight up at the wide shaft stretching above. No sooner had he said that than the disc shot upwards, hundreds of feet passing by in a heartbeat, until it stopped again in a wide, familiar room. 

“We’re… uh… sure this is a different Asylum, right?” Yanily asked. 

“Left?” Hiral prompted. 

“According to the map we saw in the last one, this should be a new location,” Left said. “One much closer to the jump point we need. And, if you look there…” The double pointed to a wide crack that ran along the floor and up the wall. “That wasn’t present at the last Asylum.”

“It also makes me nervous,” Hiral said, lifting his RHCs off his thighs. 

And he wasn’t the only one getting his weapons out.

“Keep your eyes open,” Seena said, raising her arm as if to give Nivian the shoulder tap. Instead, her hand sort of hung in the air, her mouth open until she purposely closed her lips and lowered her arm. “Going to be a tough habit to break,” she said quietly. 

“You can tap Yanily’s shoulder,” Right offered. 

“No way I’m going first,” Yanily said. 

“Somebody has to,” Left pointed out. 

“I’ll go first,” Hiral said. “I’ve got the best chance of spotting anything out of the ordinary anyway.”

“There, he said it,” Yanily said. “Seena, give him the shoulder tap and let’s get moving.”

“Do you need it?” Seena asked Hiral. 

“If it’ll make you feel better…” Hiral said, shrugging. 

Seena reached out and tapped Hiral on the shoulder, then gave him a wink. “Don’t die.”

“You never said that to Nivian!” Hiral said. 

“I’m being a motivational leader,” she said before giving Hiral a shove towards the tunnel that should lead into the main part of the Asylum. 

“Rah, rah,” Hiral said under his breath. He squeezed his fingers around the grips of his weapons, then started down the tunnel. 




            

    
        Chapter 2 – You Explode When You Test

    
    
    
    
                Like the first Asylum they’d been to, the hallway extended far into the distance ahead of him, nothing but a glowing root on the left side for light. The root on the right looked shriveled and long dead, which meant this was probably a different Asylum, like Left had suggested. 

But what happened here?

Hiral had read about something called an earthquake that occurred on the surface from time to time, and about how they had the power to move the land around like a child throwing a tantrum—except on a continental scale. Could that be what this was? And, if so, were they safe here? Should they just head back to the discs and find the right one to take them to the next zone?

Then again, an earthquake was better than some of the other explanations about what could’ve happened… 

“Anything?” Seena asked quietly behind him. 

“Nothing yet,” Hiral said, his voice echoing off the narrow hall around him even though he’d barely spoken loud enough to be heard. 

“Should we really be going this way?” Yanily said. 

“We need Dr. Benza to tell us what the threat to Fallen Reach is,” Seeyela said. “We have to go this way.”

“We can ask the version on the disc,” Yanily suggested. 

“Pretty sure he won’t know; it seemed like something unique to the Asylum version of him,” Seena said. “No, we have to keep going.”

“Maybe we should stop talking about it, so nothing hears us,” Hiral suggested, eyes peeled and fixed straight ahead. Every breath was heavy and stale, like nothing had moved or lived within the walls for a very, very long time. 

Lived? If all the root systems are connected, could the undead influence have spread here? Do we have zombies waiting for us at the end of the hall?

Hiral looked again to the glowing root on his left, a soft orange like sunlight on the horizon, and let that worry fade. The roots back in the undead city—Did it even have a name?—had all been shades of blue or green. When they’d purged the death energy powering the Urn that held the nation under its curse, the color of those roots had returned to something closer to this. So, that ruled out an undead influence. Probably.

Which just left earthquakes, the Enemy, or something else Hiral had never seen before. 

Gee, so many choices. 

“Anything?” Seena asked again. 

“It’s been fifteen seconds,” Hiral hissed.

“So?” 

“No, nothing… Wait, I do see something.” Hiral squinted ahead, where the root’s straight path seemed to curve and vanish. “I think we’re almost to the crystal room.”

“Wule, buffs…” Seena started, but Hiral heard her teeth clack shut as she cut off her own words. “I guess Lashing Vines will have to do.”

You have been buffed by Lashing Vines.

Vines will make independent attacks to enemies within range for 39 minutes.

Hiral glanced at his shoulder to find the vine with flaming thorns, the independent construct hanging lazily down his back. A quick look at the one on the other shoulder showed it similarly relaxed. Maybe they know something I don’t. 

A tap right beside where the vine extended from, and Hiral shook his head, then continued down the hall, RHCs pointed straight ahead of himself. Holding his breath and focusing on his hearing, he took step after careful step, alert for any scuff or hint of movement ahead of him. Nothing. Not a peep or shuffle. 

Closer now, he could make out the faint glow he’d seen in the last crystal room, like the walls and ceiling themselves gave off light, and he spotted the outline of what had to be the interface. 

“Get ready to cover me,” he whispered through the party chat as he closed to within fifteen feet of the doorway, then burst ahead. 

Quick steps followed behind him as he darted into the room, head—and RHCs—swinging first left, then right. Nothing immediately attacked or tried to eat his face, and he paused just a few feet inside. Like before, there were four doors leading off the main room, more soft light glowing within, though it flickered off and on, off and on, off and on, like a slow heartbeat. Hiral kept his eyes on each for a few seconds before turning his attention back to the crystal room. 

Just to his right, a massive crack stretched across the floor beside the interface, then up the far wall and to the domed ceiling above. At his feet the crack was only an inch wide, but by the time it reached the far wall and climbed to the ceiling, it was at least three feet from edge to edge. 

This is the first time I’ve seen the crystal broken… 

“Looks clear,” he finally said, slightly relaxing the tension of his shoulders. 

“Looks broken,” Yanily corrected. “What happened here?”

“Enemy?” Seeyela asked. 

Hiral carefully stepped over to the crack and looked down, then up, nothing but darkness greeting him. “Doesn’t look like it goes all the way to the surface,” Hiral said, eyes on the ceiling. 

“Maybe Dr. Benza knows,” Seena suggested. “Let’s get that interface activated. If we need to leave in a hurry, we have to figure out what the threat to Fallen Reach is first.”

“On it,” Seeyela said with a bamf. She appeared beside the interface, then waved her hand over the crystal. 

Nothing happened. 

“Uhhh…” she said, passing her hand over it again, and a glow within the crystal flickered. Jagged veins of light pulsed through the dome around them like an echo, but still… no Dr. Benza. 

“Ideas?” Seena asked. 

“Let me take a look at it,” Hiral said. 

“You think it needs two different races?” Yanily asked. 

“No, but maybe my Runic Artificer class will tell me what’s wrong with it,” Hiral said, giving the four rooms one last look before sheathing his RHCs on his thighs. With his hands now free, he jogged over to join Seeyela at the pedestal—Teleporting sure is convenient—then looked at the interface. 

“Nothing looks wrong with the crystal itself,” he said, carefully checking it for cracks or fractures. “The interface column doesn’t seem to be damaged… which means…” He trailed off, moving over to crouch at where the crack split the floor beside the interface pedestal. “Seeyela, try it again.”

“Did you fix it already?” she asked. 

“No, just testing something,” Hiral said without turning. He heard several sets of feet stepping away from him, and when he glanced over, he found everybody other than Seeyela—who was looking squirrely—standing a good ten feet back. 

“What?” Seena asked. “You explode when you test.”

“Just try the interface crystal,” he said with a sigh, focusing his attention back on the split in the floor. 

“Here we go,” Seeyela said, and Hiral waited for… There! Small flickers of light, like glowing smoke, stretched from one side of the crack to the other before sputtering out. “Got it. Whatever powers the interface crystal seems to be cut off.” 

Hiral lay down on the ground so he could get a better look. A small feed of solar power into his Rune of Energy, and a sphere of light appeared around his hand, outlining where the power should be flowing. On both sides of the crack, there were the broken ends of what had likely been some kind of crystal pipes. No, pipes wasn’t right; they weren’t hollow. Actually, solar energy would probably travel better directly through crystal, which would explain why they were solid. 

“Can you do anything about it?” Seena asked him. 

“I think I can, actually,” he said, pulling some of the raw crystal they’d gotten way back from The Mire out of his Interspatial Ring. Rolling it between his hands and extending it into something like an inch-thick, crystal rope with his Mold Crystal ability, he then reached down to measure the length. “Little shorter and thicker,” he muttered to himself, shaving two inches off the rope, then making it a touch wider. One more check to confirm it was the right size, and he touched one end on the near side of the crack against the broken crystal. Another pulse into his Mold Crystal connected it like it’d never been broken in the first place. 

Gently pulling to make sure it wouldn’t snap off immediately, he extended it over to the other side, connecting it there. 

“Done?” Seena asked, now crouching on the opposite side of the crack and watching what he was doing. 

“Two more,” Hiral said, starting on the next one. Now that he’d done the first, the second only took half the time, and the third half again. Just a few short minutes later, he had the three crystal paths ready for the energy to travel to the interface. 

Assuming he was right about what the crystal veins did.

“Ready for me to try again?” Seeyela asked. 

“Yeah… Wait… no!” Hiral quickly amended, pushing himself to his feet and then taking several steps back from the crack. He waved for Seena to move away as well. “This might actually explode if I did it wrong.” 

“Wonderful,” she said, coming over to join him. 

When they were all clear—just in case—Hiral gave Seeyela the go-ahead, and she waved her hand above the crystal. 

Orange light blossomed out of the crack on the ground, and Dr. Benza appeared beside the pedestal. 

“Welcome to an Asylum,” he said, his image flickering slightly, but his voice strong. “If you’re here, that means you’ve cleared the three dungeons in the area. Congratulations. Within these walls you will find safety, shelter, and a place to regain your strength before you push on to the next set of dungeons. 

“The remote location, along with the rare materials used to craft the Asylum itself, reduces the chances of Enemy detection to almost zero. Though, this does limit the maximum occupancy to only eighteen.” Dr. Benza shrugged. “Believe me, if we could’ve just built more Asylums to house our people, we would have. The dozen we’ve constructed around the world as waypoints for your journey through the dungeons will have to do, however.”

“Same thing he said last time,” Yanily whispered. 

“Exactly the same,” Hiral confirmed.

“During your stay, please feel free to make use of the fully equipped training room, the well-stocked kitchen and garden—though watch out for the rabbits; they bite, little bastards—and the multi-purpose workroom,” Dr. Benza continued like nobody had spoken. “You will of course also have access to the Tutorials and Help sections equivalent to the number of dungeons you’ve cleared. 

“With all that in mind, I’m sure you have many questions, and I would be happy to answer…” The image truly flickered, then vanished, though Hiral didn’t even bother checking his work. 

He’d been expecting this.  

All at once, red lights came on within the crystal dome overhead—though only on the right side, with veins splitting the left like lightning—and tinted the entire room the color of blood. A second later, the older version of Dr. Benza reappeared. 

“Here we go,” Seeyela said, palms on the hilts of her daggers at her back as if having the weapons in hand calmed her.  

“If you’re seeing this version of me, it can only mean one thing: The magic keeping Fallen Reach in the sky is failing. 

“You need to act,” he said dramatically. “You need to save it. If you don’t, within one year, the island and everybody on it will be destroyed.” He flickered again, his whole body growing static. There was a flicker, then another, and Hiral’s eyes went to the crack in the floor, where small stutters interrupted the previously steady light. 

Is something wrong?

“Accessing PIMs,” Dr. Benza said, drawing Hiral’s attention back to the once again solid image. “Access complete. PIMs of suitable power to achieve necessary results detected. Success calculated at forty-eight-point-three percent.” 

“Did he just say we have worse than a one-in-two chance of still failing?” Yanily asked. 

“He did,” Hiral said, but that kind of made sense. Only two of them had the advanced classes, and for now, they were all still D-Rank. Sure, they were level 19, and within spitting distance of C-Rank, but they barely met the minimum requirements. 

Dr. Benza’s image shifted again, away from the rigid and tired form, and now he paced back and forth in front of the group. Once, twice, he passed the party before finally looking up like he’d noticed somebody was there. 

“We were afraid this day would come, though we estimated it wouldn’t be until thousands of years after I recorded this message. The seals should’ve held that long. Longer, if the Enemy was defeated. Which can only mean they haven’t been… yet. It means you’re still fighting. And, I hate to say this, but things will only get worse if you don’t save Fallen Reach. 

“If you don’t stop the Fallen from awakening.”

            

    
        Chapter 3 – The Fallen (Final stubbing date has been picked. It is the 8th: see author note)

    
    
    
    
                The Fallen awakening?

“Yes, you heard me correctly,” Dr. Benza said, as if he could read Hiral’s thoughts. “I don’t know where you’ve gotten to in the Tutorials, but if you’re seeing this, you’re at least C-Rank. Or, if we’re really lucky, have advanced classes. So, I’ll just explain things here. Now.”

“Finally!” Yanily said with a sigh of relief. “I’ve been waiting for those words since we first met this guy.”

“Most of what I’m going to explain to you is covered extensively in the Tutorials,” Dr. Benza said. “But if you haven’t had the chance to view them yet, I’ll give you the most important details. And it all starts with the day we found the dying member of a very strange species. Something almost like a squid, but with a body that bends the light around it. Stranger still, it possessed a magic very unlike our own, utilizing powerful runes that commanded some of the foundational forces of how the universe operates.

“If you haven’t guessed yet, that was our first encounter with what we came to call the Enemy. This discovery was years before I was even born, and the creature quickly died in our care. Though we tried to nurse it back to health, we couldn’t figure out why it continued to get worse and worse. It wasn’t until years later we realized it needed rain. Not water—rain. Even now, we’re still not sure why, but rain is its natural environment. I’ve theorized that…” He trailed off, looking at something behind the party, then shook his head. “You’re right; my theories aren’t important now. 

“Where was I? Ah, yes, the corpse. Even though the creature passed away, that didn’t stop us from dissecting it. Scientists and researchers spent years going over every inch of the body, trying to unlock its secrets. We were able to discover how they moved solar energy through their limbs—a much more focused activity than how we passively circulated it. But, beyond that… almost nothing.”

At this, Dr. Benza lifted his hands in front of himself and stared at them. “I can only imagine my predecessors’ frustrations. So many secrets locked away within the corpse, and they couldn’t unravel them. So, for years, the body stayed in storage, until one day, somebody asked a question nobody else had bothered with: Where had the squid come from? Surely it wasn’t a creature of our world. 

“There was nothing like it in any of our records. Subtle inquires with the Troblins and their less advanced cousins, the Duggers, led to no answers. The lizard-like Squalians lent us access to their history records, and even their museum. Despite their excellent variety of species, from the bones of the extinct phoenix and reclusive dragon to marvelous mechanical constructs, they had nothing like the squid.

“By this point, dozens of years had passed since the discovery of the creature, and a new group of researchers took over the project. These were some of our best and brightest, perhaps ever, and they made monumental discoveries.  

“They were able to trace the energy of the preserved corpse to another world entirely. Maybe world isn’t the right word. Realm would be better. A sister-realm that existed next to ours. And more than that, the researchers found a way to open the doorway to the other side.” Dr. Benza dropped his hands to his side and tilted his head backwards as if he were looking up at the ceiling. 

“A doorway that should’ve remained closed forever. Yes, these researchers were the people who would become the Fallen, but we’re not quite there yet. Before that, they spent years unlocking that gate and prying it open. And then, when the barest black crack existed between our two realms, they pulled another of the squids through. 

“With a new, healthy specimen, the experiments continued. The things they learned from the research—the torture—advanced our understanding of magic by leaps and bounds. It still wasn’t enough for them. No, they theorized there was even a way to steal the squids’ power for their own, so they pulled another through. Then another, and another… and more. 

“With each squid they forced into our world, they widened the gate—a black crack in reality that seemed to feed on the life of the creatures passing across—and allowed bigger and bigger things to come through. More powerful things. Which only excited them further." 

“I think I can see where this is going,” Hiral mumbled, but Dr. Benza continued before the others could question him. 

“After somewhere around one hundred sacrifices to their research, the scientists made a revolutionary breakthrough,” Dr. Benza said, back to pacing. “By grafting a still-living squid to somebody, reinforcing the person with the squid’s limbs, they could use the squids’ magic. Could harness their power, without the need for the rain to sustain them. 

“Those early hybrids were unstable, however. Powerful, yes, but they broke down quickly. From what I’ve read, their deaths weren’t pleasant. Or quick. External grafting wasn’t the answer. They needed something more… symbiotic. So, they continued their experiments, this time bioengineering the squids to meet their needs. 

“More and more, they pulled specimens through the crack now as big as a true door, bodies piling like firewood. Their work produced results, though, and finally they created a batch of twelve perfect squids. 

“Eleven of these squids were implanted here,” Dr. Benza said, reaching down to his own stomach, “and the Fallen were born. The squids’ tentacles stretched through their bodies, carrying unparalleled amounts of solar energy with them and empowering the Fallen with magic the likes of which our world had never seen.”

“Sounds like an Infested,” Seena said. 

“He said eleven, didn’t he?” Seeyela asked. 

Before Dr. Benza had a chance to say anything else, something flashed within the crack in the floor, a sizzle sounding, and a wide band of glowing smoke rose into the air. 

“Hiral?” Seena asked, but he was already on his way back to the split. 

A quick push of Rejection cleared the smoke to reveal one of his three ropes of crystal completely fried. Worse, a second later, a whole section of the crystal dome to his right blinked and then sputtered out, leaving light in just two-thirds of it. 

“Hiral…” Seena said again. 

“One second,” he said, focusing back on the two remaining ropes of crystal in the crack. 

He couldn’t do anything about the dome for now—if it even mattered—but what was the cause? It didn’t take him more than a few seconds to figure it out: There was too much energy for his improvised connection to handle. 

Maybe it’s the wrong kind of crystal for this? Or I did something wrong? 

“My repairs aren’t going to last long,” Hiral explained, crouching down and reaching towards one of the ropes to try and reinforce it. “The energy is too much for them.” 

His hand couldn’t even get closer than two feet before an arcing whip of solar smoke lashed across his palm. Jerking his limb back with a yelp of pain, he turned his hand over to find a nasty red welt forming and then vanishing under the effect of his Regeneration+.

“You okay?” Seeyela asked, the two sisters coming over to join him. 

“Yeah, fine, but I don’t think I can fix this,” Hiral said. “We’re on a timer.”

“How long do you think it will last?” Seena asked. 

“More than a second and less than a year?” Hiral offered with a shrug. 

Seena glared at him, but she got it. “Yan, try activating the interface again. See if that will unpause Dr. Benza here.”

“Why me?” Yanily asked. 

“Because you’re still right beside it,” she pointed out. 

“Ah, good point,” he said, not even having to stretch as he waved his hand over the crystal. 

“Now, you’re probably asking what happened to the twelfth squid,” Dr. Benza said, his image coming back to life like it’d never stalled. “It escaped. Back through the portal, but the Fallen didn’t worry about that. They were too busy being drunk on their own newfound power. And, in their defense, nothing happened… immediately.”

“You two should stand over by Yanily,” Hiral told them as Dr. Benza took a breath to collect himself. “I’ll keep an eye on things here as best I can.”

“Be careful,” Seena said, but the sisters moved away from crack, and Hiral watched the two remaining glowing crystal rods. The way they’re getting brighter and brighter can’t be good…  

“It happened about a year later,” Dr. Benza said, drawing Hiral’s attention. “Around the same time the Fallen turned their attention from research to dominance. I still don’t know why anybody was surprised. Of course people with that much power would want to rule. But, that’s not what we’re talking about now. This was also when they started actually being called the Fallen, for how far they’d fallen from grace. Once lauded as our people’s greatest minds, they were now moving to overthrow our government. To take the rule for themselves. 

“And, if we’re being honest with each other, they would’ve succeeded if the squids didn’t pry the crack open from their side at that point. Now big enough to drive a carriage through, monstrous versions of the creatures the Fallen had experimented on rushed through, and they weren’t happy. Even worse for the rest of us, the modified squid that had escaped through the crack returned—with its progeny. This squid saw the Fallen as some kind of gods who had created it, and it led a faction of its kind to join with them. 

“Now, we weren’t only dealing with wild, angry squids, but also the Fallen and their fanatical, otherworldly followers. It was… a bad time… And this was when I was born.

“Our empire was in chaos around me as I grew up, forces on all sides fighting for survival. The wild squids battling against the Fallen and their troops were the only thing that really gave us a chance to scurry off to the side, so to speak. While they struggled for control, we fled. Hid. 

“And… continued some of the Fallen’s own long-lost research. This would be what led to the development of the PIM system and the PIMP. It took some consultations with the Squalians, and access to something they called the Urn of Ur’Thul, but that gave us the final clues we needed to rebuild our understanding of magic from the ground up. 

“I quickly found myself part of the team working on the PIMP, as my unrivaled skill and genius showed itself…” Dr. Benza again looked past the party. “I heard that, Laseen. No, don’t you snicker over there, Fenil. You know, two years ago, both of you would’ve been tripping over yourselves to compliment me…” He shook his head and continued.  

“Whatever. While my team worked on the means to battle the Fallen and the Enemy, another team worked on a way to trap the Fallen. To delay them. And, as fate would have it, their plan solved one of our biggest hurdles: power.

“The PIMP would be revolutionary. It would change the world. Give us a chance to save our people and defeat the Enemy, except… it needed sunlight. Solar energy. Massive amounts of it. By this point in the war, the Enemy had already begun their weather alterations, bringing more and more rain to our world. Sure, the root system you’re probably familiar with existed even then—a natural evolution of a world with such a slow rotation—but it wouldn’t be enough to power the PIM system.

“And, worse, to keep the PIMP safe from the Fallen and the Enemy, we needed to build it deep, deep underground, in a place they would never find. How were we supposed to supply it with that power? We needed a location safe from the rains, so the Enemy couldn’t find it, and a place the Infested couldn’t destroy. 

“We needed… Fallen Reach.” 




            

    
        Chapter 4 – All You Have To Do Is…

    
    
    
    
                “You know, I half-expected him to say the PIMP was in Fallen Reach,” Hiral said as Dr. Benza went back to pacing. 

“Me too,” Seena agreed. 

“At this point, I need to explain how we captured the Fallen and got Fallen Reach into the sky in the midst of the war. It was a bloody, brutal two years of work, but we…” Dr. Benza’s image vanished as another violent flash erupted from the crack in the floor. Solar smoke vented into the air, sizzling on the stone where it touched, and everybody quickly backed away. 

Long seconds passed as the raw solar energy pitted the stone in a thick cloud before finally fading, spent. Then, as if that were a cue, another third of the light within the dome on the right side of the room blinked out of existence. 

Hiral held up a hand to Seena before she could even say his name, then swept a wave of Rejection over the area just to be sure. That done, he carefully approached the crack… and blew out a breath at what he saw from a safe distance. 

“Second bar is gone,” he said. “Just the one left now, and I don’t know how long it’ll last.”

“Can you fix the other two?” Seeyela asked. 

“Don’t think it would matter,” Hiral said, pointing at the wall while he stared at the remaining crystal bar, noting how it glowed like a molten sun. “I think when the other two bars blew up, they created some kind of feedback, damaging the larger system. Once that last third of the wall fades, we’re out of power. The interface will die. At least, that’s my best guess.”

“Can we power it with our own solar energy?” Seena asked. 

“Maybe, but I don’t know if it would be worth it,” Hiral said. “Even if we completely drained ourselves, it wouldn’t even be a drop in the bucket compared to what’s moving through the bars. We might be able to get some functionality out of it, but it would likely only be a few seconds at most. A minute? No, we just have to hope Dr. Benza gets to the important part before the whole thing goes.”

“Never known Benza to be brief,” Seeyela said. 

“Is there anything you can do, Hiral?” Seena said. “Anything we can do?”

Hiral squinted at the crystal bar before answering, “We need to hurry. Even without the projection, the energy is damaging the bar. Turn it back on. Turn it back on now.” 

Thankfully, Yanily didn’t hesitate, waving his hand over the interface. 

When Dr. Benza reappeared, he wasn’t in the same position as when he’d left, and he held a cup in one of his hands. 

“… and so, that is how we captured the Fallen, despite their power and advantages, and got Fallen Reach into the sky to circle the world—even though I still hate that name. The lives it cost will never be forgotten, but those deaths gave us a chance. Gave us the Fallen trapped on the island, and provided us with the solar energy we needed to power the PIMP.”

“Huh?” Seena said as Dr. Benza took a sip from his cup and let out a breath like he’d just told a very long story. “Did we just skip something super important?” 

“Seems that way,” Hiral said, glancing at the crystal bar. It was almost too bright to even look at. “We should probably thank him… or… the PIMP. Did it do this, knowing we’re short on time?”

“You probably have two questions,” Dr. Benza said. “We don’t have time for more than those. Apparently, the recording is getting close to the limit of what an Asylum interface can handle. No, Fenil, it’s not because I talk too much! Ahem. Anyway, back to what I suspect your questions are.

“One, why did we need the Fallen trapped in Fallen Reach? Easy. Their bodies, once bonded with the Enemy, were tremendous, rechargeable solar batteries. Each of them could process more solar energy than hundreds—no, thousands—of people. By using them to collect solar energy to be sent down to the surface, we solved the PIMP’s power needs.” He then took another sip from his cup. 

“Down to the surface?” Hiral asked, and then something clicked in his head. “The pulses!”

“What about them?” Yanily asked. 

“The pulses, the ones every hour, those are the energy being sent down to the PIMP. There must be something in the EnSath River that collects the energy and feeds it underground. That’s why Fallen Reach goes around and around, chasing the sun—because it is the power source for our PIMs.”

“That’s great and all,” Seena said, obviously thinking about something else, “but if they have the Fallen captured somewhere on Fallen Reach, why didn’t the war end there?”

“Your second question is probably why the war continued even after we’d managed to capture the Fallen,” Dr. Benza said at that moment. 

Seena just thumbed at the image and shook her head, but Hiral glanced at the glowing crystal bar in the crack. At where parts of it dripped off to sizzle below. It’s not going to hold much longer.

“The answer is simple: The Fallen were dangerous, but they weren’t the only threat. By that time, the doorway to the Enemy’s realm was as tall as a building, and only getting bigger. Time seemed to slow around it, and it sucked some of the life out of those who got too close, making it almost impossible for us to try and close. Meanwhile, more and more of the squids were coming through every day, their rains spreading across the world. They’d expanded past the boundaries of our land and begun invading other… kingdoms. The death toll wasn’t just rising; it was multiplying. 

“We knew we couldn’t match them, so we did the only thing we could: We played the long game. We set the stage so that people like you would have the power to one day stand up to the Enemy in a way we never could.” Dr. Benza put his cup down, and the item vanished from the image. 

“Except, if you’re seeing this, the Fallen’s seals are weakened. Our models suggest one will awaken first, with the others naturally stirring within a few years, unless the first manages to wake them as well. All is not lost, though. With what I’m about to tell you, there is a way to make sure they stay asleep. It’s a bit complicated, but listen closely.

“First, you’ll need to…”

ZZZZAAAAAAAPPP! FWAAAAAASH! A gout of solar smoke shot from the crack in the floor all the way to the ceiling, like a volcano blowing its top. At the same time, the last red light within the right wall completely vanished, leaving the venting energy as the only illumination. 

Even the light from the roots had faded, and it almost would’ve been pretty, had it not been dropping deadly, scorching gas from above. Hiral threw out a wave of Rejection while the whole party dashed away from the interface. 

Bamf! Seeyela got to the doorway first, but the others weren’t far behind, and they all scrambled into the tunnel, then turned to watch the cloud settle on the ground. As soon as the first wisps of solar energy touched the stone, a soft hissing and popping began, quickly escalating as more and more of the deadly gas spread across the floor. Even at a distance, Hiral saw small holes forming in the stone, the pitting spreading almost as quickly as the raw energy. 

“Should we move back more?” Yanily asked, his spear pointed at the cloud like it would actually do something. 

“No, I can cover a small area like the entrance,” Hiral said, feeding solar energy into his Rune of Rejection. The heavy fog naturally resisted the push slightly, but nothing he couldn’t overcome. It gradually slowed, then stopped a few feet out in a semicircle around the doorway. 

“That was bad timing,” Seena said. “He was just about to tell us how to save the island.”

“Worse, we don’t even know where the Fallen are sealed,” Seeyela said before turning to Hiral. “Unless they’re just on display right out in the open.”

“Uh…” Hiral said, looking at his doubles. 

They both gave him a nod, like they were thinking what he was. Then again, since they were him, they were probably doing exactly that. 

“That might actually be true, Seeyela,” Hiral said, doing a quick check on the corrosive solar smoke before continuing. Less seemed to be venting out of the crack in the floor, and the spread had slowed, but it still wasn’t anywhere close to safe in the room. “Remember when I told you we had towers named after the Fallen?”

“You use them for time or something, right?” Seena asked, though she was nodding along. 

“Yeah, they flash every hour. Sound familiar?” 

“Like the pulses,” Seena said, catching on. “Are they connected?”

Hiral nodded. “I think so. At the top of each of the eleven towers is a large crystal. One that looks, now that I think about it, remarkably similar to…”

“The seal we used on the Urn of Ur’Thul?” Seeyela asked. 

“Got it in one,” Hiral said, pointing at the older sister. 

“Odi did say something about that seal only physically stopping the Urn, and not doing anything about its energy,” Seena said. 

“Exactly,” Hiral said. “They must’ve somehow captured the Fallen and put them at the tops of the towers—the highest points in the city—to collect solar energy. Then, every hour, the system drains one of them of the energy they’d stored up, and shoots it down to the surface.”

“Feeding the PIMP, and in turn, our PIMs,” Seena said, nodding along. 

“How are they even still alive?” Yanily asked. “It’s been a long, long time since Dr. Benza built the island, right?”

“That’s a really good question,” Hiral said.

“Are they undead?” Seena suggested. “Or maybe they just live a really long time because of the Enemy attached to them?” 

“Or the seal does more than just hold them physically,” Left suggested. “Hiral has runes of time; it’s possible there is a concept like that at play here.”

“Either way, it doesn’t matter,” Hiral said. “We have to assume they’re alive, and when this one wakes up, it’s going to be angry. And, now that I’m thinking about it, it might even be worse than that…”

“Of course it is,” Seena said flatly. “Well, out with it.”

“Okay, look, nobody has ever really been sure how Fallen Reach stays in the sky, but it’s always been assumed solar energy plays a part in it. My guess, now, is that it’s using runes, and yes, they’re powered by solar energy. That energy is probably coming through the Fallen. If they’re so efficient at absorbing it, they’re probably sending energy down to the surface and keeping the whole island up.

“This means two, equally bad things,” Hiral went on, holding up a finger. “The first is that they’re probably somehow connected to the runes… and maybe every other solar energy system on Fallen Reach.”

“Do you think they can control those systems?” Seeyela asked.  “And, if they can, how bad is it?” 

“No idea to either of those questions, but I bet really cold showers won’t be the worst of it,” Hiral said. 

“Cold showers?” Yanily mouthed to Right. 

“What’s the second thing?” Seena said. “Is it worse?”

Hiral held up a second finger and nodded. “I don’t know if the island needs all eleven to stay in the sky, or if the PIMP does.”

Seena rubbed the bridge of her nose. “You’re saying if this Fallen wakes up and escapes, that might be enough to crash the island?”

“Might be,” Hiral said with a shrug. “But, if the Fallen wakes up and stays connected to the system, it could be even worse. If they can control the systems on the island, they could force it to the ground, or shut off the magic keeping the weather at bay. The more I think about it, the more I think leaving an awake Fallen connected is worse.”

“If we had to, could we knock one of the towers down?” Seeyela asked. “Break it to break the connection?” 

Hiral shook his head. “Over the years, we’ve been careful not to damage the island, since we don’t know how to fix it if something major breaks. But accidents do happen from time to time. We’ve learned a bit about which structures stand up to damage better than others.”

“And the towers stand up to it pretty well, I’m guessing,” Seena said. 

“Practically indestructible,” Hiral said. “There’s an old record of a pair of B-Rank Shapers throwing down in the market. One of them accidently punched the tower there. Rang like a gong from one end of the island to the other, but didn’t even scratch the stone.”

“Great, so we really need to make sure this Fallen doesn’t wake up,” Seena said, looking past Hiral into the central Asylum room. “Looks clear. What do you think?”

Seena was right. The deadly smoke had vanished, though the floor looked practically porous, and Hiral pushed a wave of Rejection through the room just to be sure. 

“Let’s see if there’s something we can do to get the rest of his message,” he said, cautiously leading the others out of the tunnel. “Uh… we’re going to need some kind of light. Looks like there are still some roots in the side rooms, but… this is dark.”

“I’ve got you covered,” Seena said, lifting her right hand into the air. Flames burst to life, coating her arm down to her elbow like a glove. 

“That’s… handy,” Yanily said, and Seeyela punched him in the shoulder. 

“Terrible, Yan, terrible,” she said.

Hiral forced himself not to grin at the pun—it wasn’t that bad—then moved further into the room with Seena beside him. His boots didn’t melt as soon as he stepped past the semi-circular divide where he’d blocked off the gas—Good sign—and he walked up to the interface. Like the floor, the stone and crystal of it looked like they’d been devoured by the bites of several thousand insects. 

“Think it’s still going to work?” Yanily asked, doubt in his voice.

“Only one way to find out,” Hiral said, passing his hand over the interface crystal. 

Nothing. No reaction. Not even a flicker. 




            

    
        Chapter 5 – The Path Forward (Post Book 3 note located here)

    
    
    
    
                “Damnit,” Seena cursed. She looked like she was almost ready to punch the interface, and with her flaming-gauntlet-thing, there was no telling how much damage it would do. 

“Wait, wait, wait,” Hiral said, holding up his hands to delay her frustration. “Let me try one thing first.”

“Thought you said there wasn’t anything we could do,” Seeyela said. 

“I doubt it’ll work, but it’s better than hitting it, right?” 

“Debatable,” Seena said, still scowling, “but go ahead.”

After one more look to make sure she wasn’t going to start swinging as soon as his back was turned, Hiral went over to the crack in the floor. Stone crumbled underfoot as soon as he got close, and he had to quick-step back so he didn’t fall in. He approached more carefully the second time. The damage inside the crevice was exponentially worse than the rest of the room, and he only spotted one cracked shard of crystal remaining on the near side. 

If it’s still connected to the interface, maybe we can at least get something else from it. 

Stepping over carefully to make sure he didn’t tumble down in the split in the floor—I wonder how far down it goes. Hrm, on second thought, I don’t want to know—Hiral crouched at the side. Then, leaning down, he fed solar power into his Rune of Energy. A sphere of light appeared in the palm of his hand, growing as he pushed energy into the rune, until it touched the edge of the broken crystal. 

Almost immediately, there was a tug on his solar energy, like the totem they’d used to seal the Prince of the Swamp, or his Ring of Amin Thett, and Hiral gently let energy flow into it. Eyes on the crystal every second the energy moved, he watched for any changes, any instabilities that could result in another violent ejection of energy. His face was far too close to the crack for that to be safe. 

“So far, so good,” he muttered, following the connected flow of energy with his mind. 

Just like Cycling, in a way, the energy got pulled through several nodes within the interface, spread out to the area where Dr. Benza usually appeared, and then ran up towards the crystal. The nodes closest to the surface were horribly damaged, the energy stalling there and even visibly leaking out—which made the others take a step back—but all in all, nothing exploded. 

Nivian would probably be disappointed. 

“Give it a try,” Hiral said, eyes never leaving the flow of energy. 

Nobody moved. 

“Oh, come on, it’s probably not going to blow up,” Hiral said. 

“He said probably,” Seena said. 

“Give Yanily the shoulder tap,” Seeyela suggested. 

“I don’t want the shoulder tap!” Yanily quickly said.

“I’ll do it,” Left said, and Hiral sensed movement behind him. 

The next second, more energy pulled towards the interface crystal, and Hiral meticulously fed it. 

The flow of energy changed a second later, rushing towards the floor off to the side of the pedestal, and suddenly Dr. Benza flickered to life. 

“Welcome… Asylum,” Dr. Benza said, his speech broken as his image faded in and out. “If… that means… three… in the area. Congrat. I’m sure… ny questions, and… would… answer them.”

“Nice, Hiral, nice!” Seena said, moving closer. “Can you make it any stronger?” 

“One second,” Hiral said, forcing more energy along the channels leading to Dr. Benza’s image. Something popped, a small section of the floor under Dr. Benza’s foot bursting, and his whole left leg vanished. “Damnit.” Hiral pulled the extra energy back, as he felt two more of the channels on the verge of rupturing. “No, that’s the best I can do. Any more and the whole thing will—you guessed it—explode.”

“It’s fine,” Seena said. “We’ll just have to ask him about it and piece it together. How long can you keep this up?” 

Hiral took a quick look at his solar energy capacity. Nice, the belt and the Life of the Party+ efficiency boosts seem to be working for this. Still, energy is draining steadily. “A couple minutes at most,” he said. 

“Left, banner,” Seena said quickly, catching on that his limit would be his personal solar energy. 

Left reached over to his left bicep, a glow quickly forming on his fingertips as he touched the tattoo there. Not even a heartbeat later, he pulled his hand away with a streamer of glowing smoke. It stretched from his arm to his hand, then snapped into reality as he shaped the Banner of Courage. A dome of golden energy spread outward as soon as the banner was fully formed, and a notification window popped up in front of Hiral’s eyes. 

You have been buffed by Banner of Courage.

Critical Strike Rate increased by 12% for 180 seconds.

Critical Strike Damage increased by 40% for 180 seconds.

Minor Healing Over Time for 180 seconds.

Minor Shielding granted for 180 seconds.

Immune to Fear and Fear-like effects for 180 seconds. 

Solar Absorption Rate increased by 1 Rank for 180 seconds.

“Thanks,” Hiral said. “Still, make it quick.”

“Got it,” Seena said, turning her attention to the one-legged image flashing in front of her. “Dr. Benza, how we can stop the Fallen from waking up?”

“Infor… len… found… Tutorial…” Dr. Benza said, his speech broken, face contorting horrifically with each blinking word. 

“Any idea what he just said?” Seeyela asked. 

“He was referring to one of the Tutorials,” Left said. “But… this isn’t the same Dr. Benza who was telling us about Fallen Reach.”

“Damn, you’re right…” Seena said. 

“No, he’s Left,” Yanily whispered quietly to her. 

“… this is the younger version of him,” Seena went on as if Yanily hadn’t spoken. “How can we get old-man-Benza back?”

“We might not be able to,” Hiral said. “When we saw him, the room was in crisis mode or whatever. Red light in the dome. That has to be where the old him was coming from. With this crack, the connection is completely broken.”

“So, he can’t tell us anything?” Seena asked. “Nothing useful?”

“There is one thing we need to check,” Left said. “The path to the next zone where we’ll jump to Fallen Reach. We don’t know which Disc of Passage to take.”

“Can you figure it out, Left?” Hiral asked, energy continuing to drain out of him just by Dr. Benza standing there. 

“I think so.” Left turned to Seena. “May I?” 

“He’s all yours,” Seena said, gesturing to Dr. Benza. 

“Thank you,” Left said. “Dr. Benza, can you show us the connecting zone maps, specifically to D-Rank zones?”

“… hzrfrap…” Dr. Benza’s voice came out completely distorted, and there was a sudden tug for energy on Hiral. He let the solar power flow out of him, the extra resources straining the channels, and fought to hold the flow just below the breaking point. 

Come on, come on, he told himself, though he could feel the tiniest of cracks forming within the buried crystal lines even as a globe of light formed in the air. Unlike the globe they’d seen in the last Asylum, this one had huge chunks missing—even with only D-Rank zones selected—like it’d been the victim of some terrible worldwide war. 

“Hurry,” Hiral said, all his attention now on making sure the globe had enough energy to do its job, but not so much it blew out the channels. “This is going to go any second.”

“Dr. Benza, show our location and Disc of Passage routes,” Left said, reaching out with one hand to grab the globe. 

As soon as the red dot and blue lines appeared, he quickly spun the sphere this way and that, stopping a few seconds later on one section that looked to have the EnSath River flowing through it. A spread of his fingers made the globe suddenly larger, more solar energy rushing into the channels, and another one burst. 

Dr. Benza’s right arm vanished up to the shoulder, along with another chunk of the globe. 

“Warn me next time,” Hiral said, pulling and pushing different streams of energy in a battle to hold the system together. A battle he was losing. 

“There shouldn’t be a next time,” Left said. “Seena, are these the Horns you spoke of?” He pointed at a mountainous formation on both sides of the river. 

“Looks like them,” Seena said. 

“Dr. Benza, please activate the Disc of Passage to take us to this zone,” Left said. 

“..sc… age… vated…” Dr. Benza said, another surge of energy shooting off into the distance, and that was it, all the system could take. Channels ruptured throughout the room, small pops sending porous stone fragments jumping harmlessly into the air, then leaking thin lines of glowing smoke. Within seconds, it was over, Dr. Benza and the hanging sphere winking out of existence. 

“Good job, Left,” Hiral said, cutting off his flow of energy as he stood and stepped away from the crack in the floor.

“Yeah, I was so focused on the Fallen, I’d completely forgotten about getting to the jump point,” Seena said. 

“Does that mean we’re going now?” Yanily asked, but the man was leaning on his spear. And it wasn’t his usual confident lean—he was tired. 

He wasn’t the only one. 

They’d battled through two dungeons, practically back-to-back, without a real rest. Add in the emotional turmoil of leaving Nivian and Wule back in the city—They chose to stay… but it doesn’t make it any easier—and it was no wonder exhaustion was catching up to them. 

“Do we have time to rest, Left?” Seena asked. 

“I estimate we still have around one hundred hours,” Left said. 

“Okay, let’s do a sweep of this place to make sure nothing crawls up through the crack to eat us while we rest, then we’ll get some sleep,” Seena said. “After that… well… we’ll figure out what our next step is.”

Hiral was nodding before he even realized it. 

“Sounds good,” Yanily said, literally stifling a yawn. “But, if this is like the last Asylum, watch out for the rabbits in the garden. They have big teeth.” With that, he stuck his fingers in front of his mouth to imitate fangs. 

Yup, terrifying… 

            

    
        Rune Seeker 2 Launched on Kindle and Audio (Chapters following after this)

    
    
    
    
                HIIIIIIII! IT'S LAUNCH DAY!
So, Rune Seeker book 2 launched today on kindle and audio, which is very exciting of course. It's been the upmost pleasure for both Carter and I to watch all of you go through book 2, and it's great to see book 2 meet the audience on amazon and those that listen on audio as well.

It's amazing to be here, and we're truly thankful we truly are.
That said, we could use your help!
We don't have a Patreon for this series so this is the only way to support Rune Seeker.
If you have Kindle Unlimited then downloading the book would be super helpful, and reading it if you feel like a reread. Using a credit on audible would also be amazing or buying if you so choose.
You do not have to do any of this, but know it is very helpful :)
You can find them here: 
Amazon: https://www.royalroad.com/amazon/B0CKXX7D6C
Audible: https://www.audible.com/pd/Rune-Seeker-2-Audiobook/B0CN1WLVKK
ALSO it would be awesome if we could get some upvotes on these reddit posts.

https://www.reddit.com/r/ProgressionFantasy/comments/193a1od/rune_seeker_2_is_out_on_kindle_audible/

https://www.reddit.com/r/litrpg/comments/193a1p0/rune_seeker_2_is_out_on_kindle_audible/
Now, to celebrate FOUR CHAPTERS TODAY! LET'S GOOOOO!!!


            

    
        Rune Seeker 3 launches today!

    
    
    
    
                Welcome to Rune Seeker 3 everybody!
Thank you for your patience while we edit Rune Seeker 4! 
And today RS 3 launches on Amazon.
We're so thankful to have taken this journey with y'all! If you wanna support the series, since it has no Patreon, give it a download or buy here! https://www.royalroad.com/amazon/B0CRD2PG6R

Even downloading it helps!
Also: If we could get upvotes on the following posts, that'd be siiiick:

https://www.reddit.com/r/ProgressionFantasy/comments/1c6evdh/rune_seeker_3_launches_today/ 
https://www.reddit.com/r/litrpg/comments/1c6exca/rune_seeker_3_launches_today/
But that's not all, for today we have a little bit of BONUS content! Stay tuned:

            

    
        In The Rain - A Short Story

    
    
    
    
                Jan stopped short at the sudden pinprick of cold on her arm. Was that her imagination? She ran her finger across her skin and brought it right in front of her eyes. Moisture? Could be…

She scanned the sidewalk, but, no…nothing. 

Her eyes went up to the dark sky roiling above. That was definitely not her imagination. 

Damnit, had they taken too long scavenging in the grocery store? She checked her watch; if anything, they were faster than expected. So, what’d happened? The clouds sprinting across the sky answered her question. A fast-moving storm, a bad one they didn’t know was coming, had snuck up on them. 

“Guuuuuys,” she called slowly, her pitch rising with the length of the word, while she tightened the straps of her backpack over her shoulders. If she needed to run, she couldn’t have it bouncing around. 

“What’s up, babe?” Roger asked as he left the store. 

Jan didn’t turn, but pointed up with her free hand. 

“Oh, shit!” Roger cursed. “Hey! Get a move on. We’re out of time. The skies are about to open up out here!” he shouted back into the store. 

One by one, in quick succession, the others joined Jan and Roger until they numbered eight. 

“Should we go back in, wait it out?” Rose, the youngest of the group – and wearing a jacket colored to match her name – asked nervously. 

“No way, you saw that ceiling. Bet it leaks like a sieve,” Hussein, the oldest, answered back. 

“We make a run for it,” slender-Mike said, pushing the glasses up his nose like he always did when he was nervous. 

“Less talking, more moving,” Jan said and started down the street at a jog. The pack had to weigh a good forty pounds on her back – why’d she grab so many damned cans? – but they could make it if the skies held back just a little longer. Just a few more minutes.

 A fat raindrop slapped the tip of her nose so hard she jerked back like she’d been punched. 

“Babe?” Roger asked and stopped beside her. 

“We’re out of time,” she said, quarter-sized splotches of wetness appearing every second or so on the street around her. “We need to find shelter. Now. Before it gets worse. Before they…”

A shimmer flashed across her line of sight, no bigger than her pinky finger, but her blood ran cold. 

“They’re here,” she whispered, her eyes raking across the abandoned cars in the street, and the ruined buildings on both sides. It looked like a war had torn the city apart, and that wasn’t exactly far from the truth. If they didn’t find a place to hide from the rain…

 “The entrance to the subway tunnels isn’t far,” Roger said, grabbing Jan’s arm and pulling her forward. “If we run, we can get there before it gets too heavy.”

“They’re already here,” she said weakly, but let him pull her along. Get it together, Jan!

“Just the small ones, and the rain isn’t hard enough for the big ones to come out yet. Tunnel’s just a few blocks and…” Roger said.

“…we’ll be safe there,” Jan finished for him, her voice strengthening. Roger was right, the rain was getting heavier, but they could make a few short blocks.

 “What the hell is the hold up?” Hussein asked from about fifteen feet in front of them, the other five gathered around. “We don’t have time to be gabbing.”

“We need to…” slender-Mike cut off as a shimmer the size of an adult’s leg knifed through the air in front of him, the falling raindrops hitting its skin the only reason the group could see it. 

Everybody froze as their eyes followed the shimmer swim through the air faster than a galloping horse, down the street, up the side of a three-story building, then over the roof and out of sight. 

“How come it didn’t attack?” Mike asked, his head swiveling to the people around him who could only shrug. 

How come, indeed?  

“Maybe it wasn’t hungry?” Hussein asked.

What else could there to be to eat around here? There’s no reason for it to leave us alone unless…

“Look out!” Jan shouted and pointed, all she had time for, half-a-dozen shimmers racing over the top of the building and rocketing towards the larger group of people. 

Slender-Mike turned, as if in slow motion, while the others dove aside.

The lead shimmer lanced straight towards him, splitting down the middle into a frenzy of writhing tentacles that wrapped around his face and upper body as it collided with enough force to lift him from his feet. He hit the ground ten feet back, muffled screams mixing with the sound of breaking bones as the shimmer’s tentacles squirmed around his shoulders and squeezed with inhuman strength. 

Blood jetted into the air, painting the briefest outline of the shimmer, like some kind of otherworldly five-foot-long squid, while Mike twitched and jerked underneath. Within a heartbeat, the steadily increasing rain washed away the crimson, leaving little more than a conical outline atop Mike’s horribly broken body.

“Go, he’s gone,” Roger said, and shoved Jan towards the closest car still in one piece. The other five were already running. 

Rose dashed into a nearby phone booth and slammed the Plexiglass door behind her. Hussein and his oldest son, Samir, ran into an enclosed bus stop, somehow still standing after everything that had happened. The other three, Yin, Erik, and Peter, raced into an old fast-food diner and dove under the long-unused tables.

Jan spared one last quick look at Mike, the other shimmers had joined the first, and the heavier rain outlined their features as they feasted. 

“In, in,” Roger urged, and pushed Jan into the front seat of the car, then slammed the door behind her. The back door opened and closed in quick succession as he joined her in the vehicle, even going so far as pushing down the lock with a click. 

Heavy rain pattered along the hood with a sound like tin while the wind picked up, lashing the car and gently rocking it.  

“Hell of a storm,” Roger said quietly. “We shouldn’t have come. Never should’ve come.”

“We needed food,” Jan whispered back, her eyes locked on Mike’s body as the almost invisible predators devoured it. Great chunks of him just vanished, swallowed inside the monsters she couldn’t quite see. 

So, they weren’t transparent. Something about their skin must’ve refracted the light around their bodies. Useful information, if she survived long enough to tell anybody. 

“The others?” Roger asked. 

“Okay for now. Rose is on her own, but she’s out of the rain and got the door closed. Peter made it inside, with Yin and Erik, so as long as the roof holds, and they stay quiet, they should be fine. It’s Hussein and Samir I’m worried about.”

“Where?” Roger asked, peeking through the bottom of the backseat window. 

“The little bus-house, or whatever it’s called. They’re sheltered, but with the wind picking up, the rain is going to get inside.”

“They can’t stay there.”

“They can’t leave.”

“Never should’ve come out.”

“This isn’t on you, Roger,” Jan said, glancing back between the space separating the front seat and door. “You made the right call. We couldn’t wait another day; everybody was already getting antsy.”

“Tell that to Mike.”

“He knew the risks when he volunteered.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” Roger snapped, then they both ducked lower in the car at the volume of his voice. 

“No,” Jan said, rolling onto her back, her heart skipping a beat when she saw the sunroof. Her panicked mind took a full three seconds to realize she wasn’t getting wet as she stared up at the falling rain. “No,” she said again. “Knowing you, you’ll never feel better. You’ll beat yourself up over this for months, but it doesn’t change it was the right call at the time.”

Roger sighed then shifted in the back. “We need to get them out of there. Maybe a distraction or something so they can get to the diner?”

Jan gazed out the sunroof at the pitch-black clouds high above. When did it get so dark? Jagged lightning split the sky and briefly illuminated a shimmer as big as the car lazily weaving above the street before the darkness swallowed it whole again. Thunder like the world breaking echoed a second later, rocking the car and reverberating straight through Jan’s chest.

“It’s too late,” Jan said when she found her voice, then propped herself up to try and catch a glimpse of the large shimmer again. Thick rivulets of water ran down the windows and windshield, and she couldn’t locate it in the driving rain. The big ones had arrived, which meant they weren’t going anywhere.  “The rain’s gotten too heavy. Anybody who goes out there… isn’t going to make it. We have to hope they don’t get noticed.”

“This is my fault, Jan.”

“And getting yourself killed with no guarantee of saving them won’t make it any better!” she shot right back.

“Damnit,” Roger hissed, but stayed in the car. 

Jan took a deep breath to calm down, she had to keep thinking, but a small part of her couldn’t help but marvel at the power of the storm. Wind drove the rain almost sideways, lashing the car hard enough the pattering had become more like a drumming. Thick streams already formed in the road, flooding water through the long-deserted streets and overflowing out of the debris-filled sewer drains. 

“Maybe it’s better we didn’t make it to the tunnels,” Jan said. “We’d be swimming all the way home.” 

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Roger agreed. “It was sunny when we left this morning.”

“Right, you were from…where was it, Ontario or something, before all this started?”

“Yeah, came down here for a vacation. Sun and sand, you know?”

“Guess you don’t get a lot of hurricanes in Ontario then, huh?”

“This is a hurricane?”

Thick trees at the nearby intersection waved in the wind like they were freshly sprouted instead of a foot thick. Rain hit the ground so hard it exploded into mist, leaving a haze-like layer hanging over everything like a blanket.

“I don’t know,” Jan admitted. “But that’s the only thing I’ve seen like this.”

“How bad does it get?”

Jan didn’t answer immediately. “The shimmers may not be our biggest concern,” she finally admitted. “We might be able to ride it out in here, if it doesn’t get much worse. Or, we could find ourselves literally down a river.”

“The others?” 

“No better. Probably worse.”

“So, you’re saying we’re screwed? Because of my choice to come out?”

“Enough with that, okay? It’s not going to help us. If the weather doesn’t get any crazier, we can make it.”

“I don’t like relying on ‘if’,” Roger said quietly. 

“Neither do I…” Jan admitted. 

“… Szzhhhtt… Jan… Jan I’m scared… szzhhhtt…” static and Rose’s voice hissed from Jan’s backpack, and Jan nearly jumped out of her skin at the volume of it.

“Turn that down!” Roger said, simultaneously trying to look out all the windows at the same time. 

The walkies! Jan shifted, struggling to get the backpack off without rocking the car – why’d she tighten it so damn much? – and then dug the walkie out of the front pocket. 

“… Szhhhtt… Jan, what should I do, Jan… szhhhtt…” Rose’s voiced echoed out of the walkie-talkie as Jan lowered the volume. 

“It’s okay, Rose. Everything is going to be okay,” Jan said softly into her walkie and looked out the car window towards the phone booth. Rose huddled down in one corner, barely more than a red outline through the rain.

“Could you two possibly keep it down?” Hussein’s voice scolded over the walkie. 

“Turn your volume down then, she’s scared,” Jan snapped. 

“She isn’t the only one, but she’s going to bring those things down on all of us,” Hussein shot right back. 

“Jan, do you have a plan?” Yin’s voice joined the conversation. 

“Yin! Are you guys okay in there?” Jan asked. 

“That’s it, I’m turning this off,” Hussein said. 

“Yeah, you do that you old…” Jan said without pressing the button.

“Be nice, Jan,” Roger warned gently.

“Whatever, he’s always…”

“We’re okay… for now…” Yin said quietly, interrupting the conversation. 

“For now?” Jan asked.

“The whole back of the building is missing. Water’s pouring over like a waterfall, and there’s a dozen leaks. I’m stuck under a table, but I can hear drops hitting it every second or so. Erik and Peter are under the counter, I think, but I can’t see them. I don’t know…”

“Peter here,” a new voice joined the conversation. “Erik hurt his ankle pretty badly getting in here. Dunno if it’s broken or just sprained, but he doesn’t think he can walk. What’s the plan, Jan?”

“Why are they asking me?” Jan asked Roger without pressing the button on the side of the walkie. “You’re the one leading…”

“Because you’ve always been the best in emergencies. You keep your head on straight while the rest of us… don’t…” Roger said. 

“Jan… Jan… can I come to you?” Rose asked, her voice shaking, or maybe it was just the rain interfering with the connection. 

“No, Rose, no. You’ve got to stay there,” Jan said quickly, looking towards the phone booth to make sure the girl hadn’t done something stupid. “You’re safe in there. Just stay put. Okay, Rose?”

“… okay…” Rose said. 

“Mike? Is he with you Jan?” Yin asked. 

“… he… isn’t…” Jan said vaguely. 

“Damnit,” Yin said quietly. “Back to Peter’s question. What’s the plan?”

“The weather’s bad,” Jan said, shaking her head at the ferocity of the storm. “We’ve got to wait it out.”

“Wait?” Rose’s shrill voice practically shrieked. “I can’t… I can’t do that Jan. I’m coming to you.”

“Rose, Rose, don’t do that,” Jan said strictly as the girl’s red outline stood inside the phone booth. Stupid girl! Stay there. “You’ve got to stay in where it’s…” Jan’s voice cut off as movement caught her eye. Her head slowly tilted back, then back some more as she looked up. Mouth suddenly dry, her jaw worked, but no sounds came out. 

“Where I’m what, Jan?” Rose’s panicked voice crackled over the walkie. “Stay where I’m what?”

“Babe? Babe, what is it?” Roger asked from the back seat. 

“A… above… the bus… shelter…” Jan said, forcing her mouth to spit out the words her brain was struggling with. 

“Jan, what do you… oh… fuck me!” Roger said as his eyes must have found it too. 

A shimmer, at least thirty-feet long and ten-feet wide, hovered lazily above the bus shelter. The heavy rain, torrential and constant, outlined the sinuous, barbed tentacles as they split and spread, gently reaching down to probe the top of the glass building. 

“Rose… stay inside. You can’t, CAN’T, go out right now. You hear me? You have to stay inside,” Jan said as firmly as she could. 

“Hussein and Samir? Can you warn them?” Roger asked. 

“He said he was turning off his walkie,” Jan replied. 

“Try anyway!” Roger snapped. 

“Hussein. Hussein, can you hear me?” Jan asked and waved in Hussein’s direction. Was he even looking her way? The rain made everything little more than a silhouette. “Hussein, if you can hear me, say something.”

“What’s wrong?” Peter asked. “Something going on?”

“Hussein!” Jan said, squeezing the walkie as hard as she could like that would make Hussein hear her. “There’s a shimmer right above you. A huge one! You’ve got to… got to…”

What could he do? If he left the bus shelter, he’d be exposed to the rain, and it wouldn’t just be the huge shimmer he’d need to worry about. But, if he stayed inside and that thing found him…

“Peter! Peter!” Yin’s urgent voice interrupted Jan’s thoughts. “In the back. Do you see it?”

“See what?” Peter asked nervously. 

“There’s a tentacle coming through the waterfall… it’s huge!” Yin answered. 

“What?! Where? Holy shit!” Peter said. “Erik, get over here man! Yin, does it know where we are?”

“I don’t think so,” Yin said. “I can’t see it other than where it’s coming through… oh… wait, I think it’s gone. Must’ve been too dry in here.”

“Thank goodness. Not really anywhere for me and Erik to go. Don’t look at me like that, man, you’re the one who tripped,” Peter said, relief in his voice. 

Jan turned her attention back to Hussein, the massive shimmer floating down and resting on the top of the bus shelter. Tentacles as thick as trees snaked over the edges and around the glass hut. Hussein has to see those…

“Jan!” Hussein’s voice crackled over the radio. “We’ve got a problem in here Jan. Can… can you see it? How big is it?”

“It’s big, Hussein, bigger than I’ve ever seen,” Jan answered. “Are you guys okay?”

“No, Jan, we are NOT OKAY!” Hussein shouted into the walkie, obviously not caring about being found any more. “The glass is starting to crack under the pressure and… shit… it’s coming in. Samir, get in the back, behind me. Don’t argue boy, now!

“Jan, Jan, you need to make a distraction or something. Get this thing away from us so we can make a run for it.”

“I’ll do it,” Roger said from the back seat. 

“No! It’s suicide,” Jan said. “I’ll think of something.”

“Jan! We need it now. At least get Samir out of here. You owe me this, Jan!” Hussein shouted into the walkie. 

“Oh shit! It’s back,” Yin’s voice broke into the conversation. “Two… no… three tentacles. Peter. Peter, man, they’re heading right for you. You’ve gotta get out of there.”

“Damnit, the one by the diner is just as big as the monster going after Hussein,” Roger said. “Since when did they get this huge? What can we do, Jan? What did you think of?” he asked. 

“Yin, where are they, Yin? I can’t see them,” Peter asked. “No Erik, stay there.”

“Jan, I’m scared, Jan,” Rose’s voice pleaded.  

“I need a distraction in here NOW Jan! The glass is spiderwebbing,” Hussein roared. 

“Peter, it’s right above you! Get out of there,” Yin commanded. 

“Jan, what do we do?” Roger asked. “Fuck it, I’m going!”

“No, Roger…” Jan started, but a banging on the window behind her cut her off. She spun, a blurry outline of red visible through the rivers of rain running down the window. The palm of a young hand slapped against the glass, and then Rose’s face pressed right up against it, eyes wide and soaked hair plastered to her cheeks. 

“Stupid girl,” Jan hissed and grabbed the steering wheel to pull herself up. 

“Rose?” Roger asked. 

Jan didn’t answer, instead unlocking the door and throwing it open. 

“Jan…” Rose cried while Jan made room and waved the girl in. At least she’d made it.

Rose ducked and started to climb into the car, but tripped and fell flat on the seat, her legs still outside in the driving rain. 

“What are you doing?” Jan hissed. “Come on,” she said and grabbed the girl’s hand to pull her in. 

Rose must’ve found her feet, because she got up to her elbows, but then she kept rising, and her panicked eyes met Jan’s.

“Jan, Jan, something’s got my leg. Jan, help me!” Rose pleaded. One of her hands grabbed the stick-shift, while her other held onto Jan’s for dear life. 

“I’ve got you,” Jan said. “I won’t let go.”

A sharp jerk pulled Rose’s wet hand out of Jan’s with impossible strength, and Jan couldn’t do anything but watch as Rose was catapulted up and over, then hurled thirty feet to smack into the side of a concrete building two floors up. 

Rose fell limply to the ground and didn’t move. 

“No, Rose!” Jan screamed and scrambled past the steering wheel and out the door. Something strong grabbed her by the arm, but she ignored it, her eyes on Rose’s still form. This can’t be happening. And suddenly she was back in the car, Roger’s top half between the two front seats as he held her down. His mouth moved, but Jan couldn’t make out what he was saying.

The sound of shattering glass cut through the roar of the storm, and Jan stopped fighting, her head turning mechanically towards the noise. 

Fifteen feet away, the bus shelter finally collapsed under the strength of the huge shimmer, Hussein and Samir standing back to back inside. They held their hands out, as if to ward back the massive tentacles, but what good would it do? 

Hussein’s eyes met Jan’s, blame somehow crystal clear through the rain. 

Then his body was compressed into Samir’s with such force the two of them appeared to be a single person before Jan could turn away. 

Roger pulled her all the way back into the car and closed the door. 

“Erik, don’t let go!” Peter’s voice crackled out of the walkie on the floor. “Jan? Answer me… are you still there? It’s got Erik!”

“Aaaaargh, it hurts!” Erik’s distant voice came out of the radio.

“Yin! Yin, you’ve got to help us,” Peter said, gasping.

“I… I’m… I’m sorry, I can’t…” Yin practically whispered. 

“Yin you chicken-shit! Help us. Erik, don’t let go! I’ve got you,” Peter shouted, then cut out. 

“I’m so sorry,” Yin cried into the walkie, Erik’s pained screams echoing in the background.

“Yin! If you don’t get your ass out here and help me…” Peter’s distant voice shouted, barely audible through the walkie. “No! Erik!”

“It… took Erik,” Yin said flatly. “Jan, I’m sorry. I just… couldn’t…”

“Couldn’t what?” Peter’s voice roared.

“Peter… don’t Peter… please! Jan… Jan and Roger can hear everything!” Yin pleaded.

“Like I care, we’re all dead anyway,” Peter said, followed by a series of thumps and the sound of the walkie dragging along the floor.

“…Peter…” Yin coughed, a lisp to his voice, but a sharp crack stopped him from saying anything else.

“This is your fault,” Peter shouted, followed by another thump. “You damn coward.” Another thump. Yin’s pained cough.

“Pe’er. Pu’ease,” Yin begged. 

A wet thwack, like a baseball bat hitting a melon. 

“That’s… for… Erik…” Peter said between panting breaths. “Never should’ve brought you wiiiiiiiiii…” Peter’s voice trailed away from the walkie in an instant, then silence.

Jan shook in Roger’s arms. From the cold? The shock of it all?

“They’re all gone,” Jan croaked, her voice barely a hoarse whisper. 

“I know,” Roger said quietly. “Nothing you… we… could’ve done.”

“They were all looking to me to get us out of this,” Jan said, tears mixing with the rainwater on her face. “I said I’d think of something…”

“And I got us into this in the first place,” Roger said. “We can blame ourselves when we get back.”

“Are we going to get back?” Jan asked, doubt worming its way into her heart.

“Of course we are. Those things seem to be leaving the car alone. Like you said, we just need to stay quiet and wait out the storm.”

Something jarred the car, slamming it to the side and throwing Jan and Roger apart. Up was down, left was right, as the vehicle rolled, and Jan bounced around like a pinball. When the rollercoaster ride finally stopped, both Jan and Roger sprawled out on the ceiling, the car upside down. 

Blood ran down Roger’s forehead, eyes closed, and he didn’t move. 

“Roger?” Jan asked quietly, blinking to dispel the stars dancing across her vision. Red ran into her left eye, and she quickly wiped it away. “Roger? Can you hear me?”

She shifted to push herself up, but froze when her hand splashed. 

The windows on one side of the car had completely shattered, and water ran in and pooled an inch deep. But the rain…the rain had stopped. Was it over? 

Jan stared out the window, it was barely believable, but the street was calm. No more pitter-patter of rain on the car or the street around her. Even faster than it’d come, the storm was gone. 

If that was the case though, why did her gut clench like she’d just been punched by a pro-boxer? What was she missing?

A car down the street slid sideways, hinting at the answer to her question. Something pushed it aside, crushing it against a nearby building, and then another car, this one closer to Jan, was shoved aside. 

What the hell? One of the bigger shimmers? But there isn’t any rain… 

More and more cars were pushed around while Jan watched, like a child sweeping toy cars apart.

With that thought, Jan blinked and refocused, and it became suddenly, terrifyingly clear. A single tentacle, as wide as the four-lane street, coming straight for her. 

The rain hadn’t stopped. No, there was just something unimaginably large shielding the car, and the whole city block, from the storm. Something directly above her.

“I don’t think staying quiet is going to help us…” Jan whispered. 

            

    
        Chapter 1 – That Makes Me Nervous

    
    
    
    
                Hiral carefully – very carefully – slid the rope of braided crystal into place, channeling his Mold Crystal ability. Like his senses were extending outside of his fingers, he felt the edges slip into the space he’d just prepared, then fused the ends right where he needed them. Still holding his breath, he eased himself back until he was sitting on the floor, looking up at the crystal roots beneath the final Fallen’s tower. 

All ten towers were now complete, and it’d only taken…

Uh, how long did it take?

With each tower he’d gotten faster and faster – more sure of his ability and what he needed to do – but it’d still all blurred together. Hours, at least. More likely dozens of hours, and that was even after he’d taken a break to meet Seena. 

When they’d gotten that quest. 

Blowing out his breath in an exaggerated sigh, he opened the blue window so he could read the quest text for the hundredth time. 

Dynamic Quest – That’s Asking a Lot

Though you’ve saved Fallen Reach, the Enemy is still out there, with free entry into your world.

Will you let that stand? 

Black Gates closed: 0/3

World saved: 0/1

The whole party had gotten the quest, as had other B-Ranks and above on the islands. The Black Gates mentioned had to be those doorways the Enemy was using to cross worlds, and apparently there were three. Or, at least three the PIMP believed needed to be closed.

“Whatever,” Hiral grumbled, dismissing the window again. They’d have to talk about it sooner or later – probably sooner now that he’d finished repairing the Fallen towers – but he was hoping for a small break before that. Was that really too much to ask?

A small flash at the corner of his Party Interface said it might be, and Seena’s voice reached his ears a second later.

“Hey,” she said. 

“Hey yourself,” he replied, reaching over to grab his canteen. “Miss me already?”

“Already? You’ve been holed up so long even Li’l Ur was pestering me about whether you were okay or not.”

“He was just worried he wouldn’t have my body to turn me into his undead apprentice,” Hiral said flatly, and Seena didn’t immediately respond. 

“It’s the thought that counts…” she finally said. 

“Not exactly sure that’s how it works,” Hiral chuckled. “Probably not what you wanted to talk about though. If this is about cheese…”

“It’s not. Unless… you have some?”

“You polished off my stash last time we saw each other.”

“It was good.”

“It was. So…?”

“Right, sorry,” she said. “How close are you to finishing the towers?”

“Actually, just finished. Not even a minute before you contacted me.”

“Perfect!”

“Oh? Why’s that?”

“Fallen Reach is about twenty hours from leaving the Horns zone and moving into the next, but we found the second dungeon. We need to run you through it before we leave,” Seena explained. 

“But, it’s a D-Rank zone,” Hiral said. “Shouldn’t that make the dungeon D-Rank too?”

“Mid D-Rank, actually,” Seena said. “Not even a wild dungeon.”

“We’re B-Rank now… actually, did Yanily hit B-?”

“He’s about to. We’re waiting for you so you can get the benefit from Evolutionary Inspiration.”

“Oh, wow, thanks! Back to my question – Why would we want to run a D-Rank dungeon?”

“The same two reasons we run every dungeon,” Seena said, then seemed to consider something. “Well… the two reasons we would run dungeons if we hadn’t been rushing back to save Fallen Reach.”

Hiral only needed to think about it for a second before he figured it out. “Loot and achievements?”

“Exactly! The experience for us at B-Rank is terrible, but this dungeon has a piece of loot you need to get, and the achievements will be handy too.”

“I didn’t think we’d actually get achievements from a dungeon two ranks below us…”

“Normally wouldn’t,” Seena interrupted. “But, we will if we escort some people who are E-Rank through it.”

Hiral whistled gently. “How did you ever figure that out?”

“Yan did, actually. He was helping some people cross from E- to D-rank, and he got it at the end of the run.”

“Nice! So, what are these achievements?”

Seena actually chuckled. “I won’t ruin it for you.”

“That makes me nervous.”

“Oh c’mon, where’s the trust in your party leader?”

“Fiiiiine,” Hiral said, but his tone made it clear he didn’t actually mind. “Can you at least tell me what the loot is, or who we’re escorting through?”

“The ‘who’ is another surprise, but I think you’ll agree they’re a good choice. As for the loot, I guess I shouldn’t keep everything from you.” Even though Seena said that, she didn’t immediately continue. 

“You’re going to make me ask, aren’t you?”

“Preferably with some praise at how amazing I am as a party leader to make sure you’re included, along with apologies for how you’ve been ignoring me,” Seena said smoothly. Like she’d practiced it. 

“I was sealing the Fallen, which is slightly important! It’s not like I wanted to avoid you or anything.”

“That was neither praise nor an apology for our mistress,” Li’l Ur’s voice rasped over the party chat. 

“He has a point,” Seena added, and Hiral could practically envision her patting the head of the six-inch-tall, lizardman lich floating at her shoulder. 

“You know I would’ve much rather been with you than in these tunnels,” Hiral said. “And I am sorry we didn’t get to spend more time together. Let me make it up to you with another bottle of that red, along with the cheese from that place at the port?”

“Hrm, as a generous party leader and girlfriend, I’ll accept the peace offering.”

Hiral’s heart fluttered at the word girlfriend – were they actually that far along again? Apparently. All the implanted memories from the Rise of Fallen Reach dungeon surfaced in his mind, and he found himself blushing. I guess it’s time to find out how real all of that is.

Instead of mentioning any of that, he said, “Thank you oh generous one. And, as such a sagely party leader, I would be in your debt if you shared with me the loot you so wisely suggest we get.”

“Little over the top there,” Seena said. 

“Yeah, I took it too far,” Hiral agreed. “But, the loot?”

“A Recall Token,” Seena said, a hint of conspiracy lacing her voice. 

“A what now?”

Seena laughed. “I said exactly the same thing when Yan told me what he got.”

“Does it do something for memory?” Hiral asked, rolling the name of the item around in his head.

“Nothing so boring,” Seena said. “It actually teleports the holder back to the Grandfather. Or, I guess, the Measure for Makers.”

“Whaaaaaaat?” Hiral said, literally spitting out the water he’d just drank from the canteen. “Teleports? What’s the range? How many people?”

“Whoa, slow down there,” Seena said. “It only works for the person who looted the stone; there’s some kind of connection. Yanily showed me the window for it, and I think it said it was something called soulbound. Anyway, everybody in the group got one, and it has a really long cooldown.”

“Range?” Hiral repeated. 

“Didn’t see one…” Seena trailed off like she was thinking. “Maybe it doesn’t have one?”

“I guess that could be possible,” Hiral mused. “If it’s got a long cooldown and can only take the person who owns it, that could be enough of a balance to make range not matter. And we can each get one from the same dungeon? It drops every time?”

“We’ve had six groups run it so far, actually, maybe more by this point, and everybody got a stone on their first run. Anybody who ran it a second time didn’t get anything, but that’s no different than the dungeons’ usual loot rules.”

“Hrm,” Hiral mumbled as he thought over the uses for an item like that. “That’s kind of amazing. For anybody running dungeons, it means they can get back to the safety of Fallen Reach – or your islands – from just about anywhere. Don’t have to worry about making it to the jump point or risk getting trapped on the surface.”

“Exactly!”

“Would’ve been handy to have those before.”

“You know that’s not really true,” Seena said. “If we’d had those, everything that happened since we went to the surface wouldn’t have happened. And Vorinal would probably be awake right now. Which means we wouldn’t be.”

“You’re right,” Hiral agreed. They’d had this kind of conversation several times. “Still means we should get one now, though. Is the teleportation instant? Do you know if we can use it from inside a dungeon?”

“No idea on either of those questions,” Seena said. 

“Guess we’ll have to do some testing,” Hiral said, unable to completely keep the eagerness out of his voice. 

“I can see why Gauto thinks you should’ve been an Academic. Again.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Would need to be a Maker and not a Builder for that.”

“Did you ever talk to your mother?” Seena suddenly changed the topic. “About, you know, the glyph? Or how she treated you during your childhood?”

Hiral’s stomach dropped at the mention of his mother and the glyph of fertility she’d gotten while she was pregnant with him. The glyph that’d possibly caused him to be born as a Builder instead of a Maker. That’d caused him to get branded as the Everfail for not being able to pass the Shaper test even after ten attempts. 

That’d caused him to go to the surface with Seena and the others. 

He… couldn’t really be mad at the glyph. If his theory was true, the single character inscribed on his mother’s stomach had completely changed the trajectory of his life. It’d opened up new classes and opportunities for him, and there was no way he’d be where he was if it wasn’t for the glyph. Unless…

For a moment, he imagined himself as a Shaper. Seven feet tall, slow and built like…well, like a Shaper. Or maybe he just would have been like Left and Right: still him, just with different powers. He might have been happy like that—and strong—but how different would he be? If he’d had it so easy from birth, maybe he would have been one of the Shapers sneering in the arena, looking down on the Growers.

No, his path in life, even those hard years as the ‘Everfail’ were worth it. Without them, he would never have gone down to the surface. Never have discovered the truth.. Never would have met Seena.

In the end, the glyph was for the best.

His mother’s behaviour, on the other hand, wasn’t something he could think about so rationally. A decade of indifference – and outright ignoring him – hadn’t exactly endeared him to her. 

“Not yet. We always seem to miss each other at the house,” Hiral said, the words coming out lame even to his own ears. 

“How many times have you even been back since you started repairing the towers?” The tone of her voice made it very clear she would know if he was lying. And it wouldn’t be good for him. 

“Once,” he admitted. 

“What?! Where have you been sleeping? In the tunnels by the towers?” Seena rapid-fired the questions. “Wait… have you been sleeping?”

“Uh…” Hiral started. 

“Still having nightmares?” Seena asked softly, the genuine concern in her voice melting Hiral’s resistance to answering the question. 

“Yeah,” he admitted. He’d been… killed twice during the Fall of Fallen Reach dungeon, and even though his That All You Got? ability had brought him back, it didn’t remove the memories. The… nothingness after Vule had punched him or Vorinal had hit him with the super-death beam – as Yanily called it. 

It’d only been a heartbeat he’d been gone, if that, and he couldn’t really remember anything about that instant. While he was awake. When he slept, though, his mind filled in all the blanks… with terrible things. As soon as he woke up – which he did, sweating like mad and his heart racing – the nightmares fled before he had a chance to latch onto the images. Something about that fraction of a second before his ability rewound his time was terrifying. 

And it came to him every time he slept. 

“I’m sure they’ll fade with time,” he lied. 

“Hiral…”

“It’s fine, really,” he quickly interrupted. “Cycling is almost as good as sleep. It’s like meditation. Back to more important things – when are we leaving for the dungeon?”

“You’re sure you’re okay?”

“Just fine,” Hiral said. “Besides, a good ol’ dungeon run will let me stretch and work off some tension.”

“If you say so. How about in an hour? Should be plenty of time to get the others together. Meet us at Arty’s?”

“Arty’s?” Hiral asked. “Why don’t I just head down to Caaven’s on Drake?”

“We need you to carry somebody else with you down to the dungeon,” Seena said, another conspiratorial note in her voice. 

“Down to the…? One of the people we’re escorting is from Fallen Reach? Is it Arty?”

“You’ll find out when you get there in an hour, and I’m not telling you until then! See you soon!”

With that, Seena vanished from the party chat, and Hiral was left with his thoughts. The Recall Token sounded amazing, and would really allow dungeon runners to push harder. Which would get the PIMP more, stronger fighters sooner. It was win-win. 

And, truth-be-told, Hiral really wasn’t against going to do a dungeon run. All the work on the towers had been important – and not not fun – but his body was already missing the workout from the near-constant fighting they’d been going through. 

“Maybe I’m as much an experience junkie as Yan is,” Hiral sighed softly to himself. 




            

    
        Chapter 2 – Welcome to the Party!

    
    
    
    
                After a quick burst of Rejection to remove the dirt and grime – faster than running home for a shower, and less risk of seeing his mother – Hiral finally left the tunnels beneath the city of Fallen Reach. Sun kissed his skin for the first time in hours, and after all his time on the surface under the pounding rain, he stood with his head held back to soak it up. 

“Feels good, doesn’t it?” Right asked from beside him. 

“Better than Cycling, but not as good as sleep,” Left said with a slight reprimand in his voice. 

“You know about the nightmares better than anybody,” Hiral said quietly to his doubles, keeping his voice low so passer-bys didn’t overhear. 

“I do,” Left agreed. “I just don’t think avoiding them is the best way to deal with them.”

“It was just while I was repairing the towers,” Hiral lied. The look on his double’s face told him he wasn’t fooling anybody. “After we get back from the dungeon, okay? We’ll all join up together and take a nap.”

“Pretty sure you don’t need us to sleep,” Right pointed out. 

“Coward,” Hiral said flatly. 

“Those dreams are terrifying,” Right admitted. “But! Once you get over them on your own, we don’t have to worry about them anymore.”

“You’ll remember them just as well as I do.”

The forced grin on Right’s face faded as he looked at Hiral. “It’s not something we’ll ever forget. And, in a way, I don’t want you to get over it. You did something – as Seena would say – very reckless. You basically died on purpose. No, don’t give me that look. We know why you did it, but Hiral, what if the ability didn’t work? What if Vorinal was so powerful he could ignore it?”

“I would’ve really died,” Hiral admitted, some of that existential terror welling up in his gut again. The thought of the world existing without him… forever… while he was nothing; not conscious; not thinking; not part of it; it unsettled him. No, that was a vast understatement. 

“And you’re not the only one,” Right reminded him. “Not trying to guilt you here. We just want you – need you – to be a bit more careful than that in the future. I know you’re probably going to take risks and be reckless, it’s kind of what you do, and there will be situations that demand it. We get that. Just… don’t throw yourself in front of super-death beams for a stat bonus?”

“Before you say anything,” Left interrupted as Hiral’s mouth opened. “I am going to guilt you. Think of how you felt when Yanily died in the Rise of Fallen Reach. Then, think of how your friends would feel. Think of how your sisters would feel. Your parents.”

“Mom wouldn’t care,” Hiral said reflexively, then shook his head. “Sorry. Not trying to deflect. I get what you’re saying, and I hear you. That All You Got? is a powerful ability, but I won’t try to abuse it like that again. There’s no guarantee it’ll always work.”

“And all it will take is one failure for it to be your last,” Left said. 

“I know,” Hiral admitted. “I appreciate you guys reminding me.”

“Yeah… expect to have the same conversation again,” Right said. 

“Why? I already agree with you guys. And you’d know if I was lying.”

“Uh… not with us,” Right said. “Pretty sure Seena’s been waiting until you finish with the towers before she took her turn.”

“We were just warming you up,” Left said.

Hiral buried his face in his hands. “She’s going to kill me.”

“Probably not, but it’ll be close,” Right said. 

“Li’l Ur, on the other hand, will likely urge her on,” Left added.  

“Can I cancel the trip to the surface? Tell her I forgot one of the towers? Maybe make up a hidden one. She’s not a Maker; she won’t know for sure…” Hiral mumbled. 

“You know that’ll only make it worse for you,” Right said. 

“It so would,” Hiral groaned. “Save me if it gets bad?”

“No way we’re getting in Seena’s way.”

“Yeah, thought as much,” Hiral said. 

“Besides, if she does kill you, at least you have That All You Got? eh?” Left added.

“You know.” Hiral’s eyes narrowed in thought. “That’s a good point—”

“That was a test, Hiral, and you failed immediately. What’d we just talk about? Don’t say that in front of Seena or she’ll kill you twice.” Left gave him a withering look. 

Hiral winced. “Guess we should get it over with. Anything you guys want from the market on the way to Arty’s?”

“Pastries,” Right said immediately. “Uh, not for me. Figured it would be a good way to butter Seena up.”

“Sure.” Hiral eyed his double. “And it doesn’t have anything to do with the flakey goodness you seem to be addicted to.”

“Nothing.” Right said it with such a straight face, Hiral almost believed him. Almost. 

Still, after Hiral made sure the entrance to the underground tunnel was closed with a wave of his hand over the activation crystal, the three joined the crowd. With their matching Coats of Ur’Thul, along with the Ring of Amin Thett and Emperor’s Greatsword, the trio kind of stood out. Not enough to make it easier to move through the crowd, but enough people would turn, point, and whisper at his passing. 

Most – if not all – of Fallen Reach had known him as the Everfail for the better part of his life. And, even with word spreading of his role in saving the island, there were more than a few people who still didn’t believe the “rumors”. Those people seemed to think Hiral was trying to take credit for what the “real heroes” did. 

Funny those “heroes” are the Shapers we rescued from prison, and who spent most of the time fighting the rebels. 

Hiral shook his head at that. Whatever. It didn’t really matter, as long as the Makers and Growers kept working together. There were too many benefits to putting aside the old hatred, and running dungeons was just the beginning. 

“We could take Drake,” Right said after the group exited the bakery, a large bag of delicious treats in his arms. 

“He’d cause too much of a scene,” Left said. “Not that we need him to get where we’re going. Arty’s isn’t much further from here. With our own abilities, it would be easy enough to bypass the crowds.”

“I missed the crowds,” Hiral said, despite the dirty look he saw coming his way from an absolute stranger. Okay, so not all the old hatreds will vanish so quickly. “After all that time on the surface, let’s just be… normal. With people.”

“You’re pretty far from ‘normal’,” Right said. “In fact, one could argue you’re the strongest person in Fallen Reach now.”

“Ilrolik,” Hiral started. 

“Strong, for sure,” Right said. “But with your achievements and gear? Nah, you could take her. Especially now that you’re B-Rank and don’t have to worry about the rank disparity.”

“Don’t even think about suggesting Loan,” Left said quickly. “He may’ve taught you everything you know, but your In the Hands of the Duelist ability took it all to the next level. Because of it, you’ve mastered every weapon you ever dabbled in.”

“Or imagined dabbling in,” Right added. “Whips? Really?”

“I thought it’d be fun to swing from stuff when I was a kid,” Hiral said, heat crawling up his neck. 

“We were literally in your head,” Left said. “We know that wasn’t your only… fantasy.”

“Does Seena know?” Right suddenly asked. 

“I will kill you,” Hiral said. 

“That All You Got?” Right asked smugly.

“Or unsummon you. Forever. Or let Gauto study you. Something you really wouldn’t like.”

“She’d never look at us the same way either.” Right shrugged like he wasn’t really afraid. 

The friendly banter continued between the three odd friends as they crossed the market district near Arty’s office. Unlike the main section of Fallen Reach, this neighbourhood was actually close to the edge of the island. Normally, on the rest of Fallen Reach, it was farmland or nature, with the city taking up the central section of the island. However, on this side of the city – not far from where Vorinal’s tower used to stand – a peninsula of buildings stretched the miles toward the edge. 

It wasn’t the busiest section of the city, with it only being a few streets wide, but many of the city’s more esoteric shops had opened along the way, with Arty’s dynasty occupying the end. Maybe dynasty was a bit of an exaggeration, as Arty only owned three of the dozens of port buildings spreading in both directions along the edge of the island. 

All the companies that traded with the Growers – previously known as Nomads to the Makers – had space nearby. It was just so much easier to fly down to the Growers’ islands from the ports along the edge than to head out from the center of the city. The extra fifteen miles made a huge difference. 

“Huh, what are they doing here?” Left suddenly asked. 

Hiral followed his double’s line of sight – expecting to see his party members – but his eyes widened when they landed on two familiar women. Girls, really. 

His sisters. 

Seeing them together like that, it was impossible to miss the resemblance. Just a year apart in age, people who didn’t know them often mistook them for twins. Milly was letting her hair grow out, while Nat preferred to keep it shorter. Besides that, though, they could practically be mirror reflections of each other. 

And of a younger Mom, I guess…

“Nat? Milly?” Hiral asked as he walked up to his two chatting siblings with Left and Right at his sides. “What are you two doing here? You knew I wasn’t working today.”

The two girls looked from Hiral to each other, then back again. 

“He doesn’t know?” Nat, the middle sibling, asked Milly. 

“Doesn’t look like it,” Milly, his youngest sister, responded, and Hiral’s stomach did a flip. 

“Don’t know… what?” he tentatively asked. Then his eyes went to the floating crystal sphere near each of their shoulders, tattoos etched into the surface, and some pieces began to click into place. “I should’ve known.”

“You should’ve,” Nat, always the smartass, agreed.

Left and Right both seemed to catch on pretty quickly, but it was Left who spoke up. “You already inked your Mediums?”

“Mom and Dad helped us,” Milly said, looking at her own Medium – the crystal sphere floating by her shoulder. 

Since Vorinal’s attack – awakening – the previously dormant systems of Fallen Reach had come to life. While Hiral and his party had battled a literal horde of the mobile, flying spheres, it had turned out island defense wasn’t their primary purpose. No, they were meant to be bound to Artists and Academics as a way to allow them to use tattoos, much like Shapers did. The connection didn’t give the two classes the same sort of physical power the Shapers possessed, but it turned out to make them amazing healers and buffers. 

“Doesn’t matter,” Hiral interrupted. “I’m not taking you to the surface to run a dungeon.”

“What? Why not?” Nat asked, eyes narrowing dangerously. 

“I’ll tell Mom,” Milly threatened, then seemed to think better of it. “I’ll tell Dad,” she corrected in a slightly quieter voice. 

“You do that,” Hiral said right back. “Does he know you’re going to a dungeon? They’re dangerous! You could die.”

“Says the guy who died up here where it was safe,” Milly countered. 

“Twice,” Right clarified.

“While it was a dungeon!” Hiral said to his sister, then turned on his double. “And you’re not helping.”

“He likes me more than you,” Nat told Hiral. 

“He does not,” Hiral said, though he looked at Right sideways. “Do you?”

“No comment,” Right said. 

“Left, you’re on my…” Hiral turned, only to find Milly running her hand down the unbelievably soft sleeve of his Coat of Ur’Thul. 

“You can show him what a real big brother acts like, can’t you?” Milly said. 

“Traitors, both of you,” Hiral grumbled. “But, no, you’re not coming. And that’s final.”

“Says who?” Nat asked, a dangerous sparkle in her eye. 

“Says me!”

“Pretty sure it’s my party,” Seena said from behind Hiral, and he didn’t even need to turn around to imagine the quirky smile on her lips. “And I get to decide who joins it.”

 “Checkmate,” Right said quietly to Hiral, then turned to Milly and Nat. “Welcome to the party!”




            

    
        Chapter 3 – Fool 

    
    
    
    
                Hiral turned from his conniving sisters and traitorous doubles to find Seena, Seeyela, and Yanily coming out of Arty’s building, with the merchant at their side. Despite the conflicting emotions of his sisters wanting to go to the surface, he couldn’t deny how good it was to see his friends again. 

Seena stood at the front of the group – Li’l Ur at her shoulder, of course – with her flaming mantle falling like a fiery waterfall behind her. Bulky gauntlets covered her hands almost up to her elbows, while a pair of pouches on her waist held the tomes she used as weapons. Armor made of red and green feathers covered the rest of her, and it probably wasn’t his imagination when he saw small bonfires burning in her eyes. 

Seeyela, her sister, stood just to her right. In her Armor of the Ghost-Web Matriarch, she cut an imposing figure. Even without the eight-eyed helm on her head – it was currently cradled under one arm – the ivory carapace gave off a dangerous aura. Or, maybe that came from the Fangs of the Lady, the hilts of the two daggers peeking out from behind her hips. Hiral could only shudder when he briefly remembered the horror of being inflicted with the venom those daggers carried – and how close it’d come to killing him. Those daggers weren’t her only weapons – though they were the most dangerous, besides the woman herself – and the handles of Seeyela’s hand-crossbows jutted just above her shoulders, where a cloak of literal blood hung down her back. 

Like her sister, Seeyela had a ‘go on, I dare you to argue’ smile on her face. 

Putting that aside for the moment, Hiral looked at the third and final member – Yanily. 

Hiral’s heart still sang at having his friend back from the dead. Left hadn’t been exaggerating the pain they’d all felt when their friend sacrificed himself to protect them. And yet, there he stood again, almost like nothing had ever happened. He still wore the same hydra-scale armor he’d gotten from one of their first dungeons, but the charred – and somewhat ominous-looking – spear he’d carried before had been lost when he died. 

Instead, as part of the reward for completing the Fall of Fallen Reach dungeon, Yanily had been given a Splinter of the Storm. Looking like little more than a crystal needle, the splinter had been part of the Spear of Clouds, the legendary weapon that held back the storm around Fallen Reach. Of course, such a small shard didn’t contain the same power as the original, S-Rank weapon, but the description of it promised it would grow into its own weapon, given time and the right environment. 

What did that right environment turn out to be? A crystal spear Hiral had created himself, and into which he’d placed the Splinter. Now, the whole weapon had taken on the same name, with bolts of tiny lightning arcing within the clear weapon, and dark clouds boiling and moving from end to end. It really looked like a bottled storm – though in the shape of a spear. 

A B-Rank spear.

Without the Splinter from the dungeon rewards, Hiral was sure he wouldn’t have been able to make anything above C-Rank, even with the materials he’d salvaged. Honestly, the PIMP must’ve been trying to make up for the emotional distress of losing Yanily, as Hiral had felt like his hands had been guided through the process – much like when he got a critical hit – during the forging of the spear. Whatever it was, Hiral was thankful. Not as much as having his friend back, but still thankful. 

Behind the three party members, Arty stood with his hands on his hips, looking at Hiral. 

“You never visit,” Arty said simply. “Thought you were dead, then I thought we were all going to die with that storm, and this is still only the second time you’ve come by. And it’s only to leave again!”

“Been busy,” Hiral said, though the words sounded hollow even to him. He owed Arty a lot more than the time he’d given him since he’d been back. “You’re right. I’ll come by…”

“After the dungeon,” Seena interrupted. 

“Yes, yes, I know,” Arty said with a wavy hand in Seena’s direction. “Dungeon this, dungeon that, it’s all anybody is talking about.”

Hiral looked from Arty to the Medium floating at his shoulder, then back to the man again. If he had one of those, he had to be planning to do dungeon runs himself. 

Huh, what is he? D-Rank? C?

Hiral answered his own question with a quick use of View. High-D-Rank huh? Not bad. He must’ve gotten all that experience from doing merchant-things. 

Putting his grumbling, merchant friend aside for the moment, Hiral turned his attention on the party leader, ready to argue to the surface and back how much of a bad idea it was to bring his sisters. Ready… until he saw her soft smile, and the slight flush glowing on her cheeks. Ready… until he realized she’d missed him just as much as he’d missed her while he was fixing the towers. 

Every single argument he’d been lining up since he’d realized what was going on fled his head in a heartbeat, and all he managed to say was, “Hi.”

“Hi, yourself,” Seena replied, with a small – yet entirely adorable – shuffle of her feet. 

Even Li’l Ur rolled his eyes at the uncharacteristically shy gesture, and he didn’t even have eyes. 

Still, Hiral only noticed that because of his absurdly high Atn, with most of his attention focused on Seena. 

“How’ve you been?” Hiral asked. 

“Busy, you know,” Seena said. “Helping train people how to use Cycling, explaining dungeons and the surface… you?”

“Towers,” Hiral said with a shrug. “It’s been…”

“Oh, come on!” Arty interrupted. “What are you, teenagers? I thought there was some big rush to get down to the dungeon. Some big rush to prevent my valued employee – and I thought friend – from having lunch with me to tell me all about how he’s been. 

“And…” Arty’s voice got quieter while he looked down to the side and crossed his arms. “And… to let me explain a few things.”

Ah. He wants to talk about the glyph of fertility he gave mom. He’s probably been blaming himself as much as anybody for me not being able to become a Shaper.

“I don’t blame you,” Hiral said, tearing his eyes away from Seena to look at Arty. The man really was more than just a boss. He’d supported Hiral through most of his life – though Hiral had only figured out why recently. Even though that support had started through guilt, Hiral didn’t believe for a moment it was the only reason as the years had passed. They’d become good friends. 

“Blame him for what?” Yanily asked Seeyela quietly. 

“Read the room and don’t talk,” Seeyela whispered out of the side of her mouth. 

“You should,” Arty said. “If I’d been more careful…”

“I never would’ve met any of these Growers,” Hiral said. “Wouldn’t have Left and Right. Wouldn’t have gone to the surface or come back up from it strong enough to help save the island. In a way, Arty, you saved Fallen Reach by that choice you made before I was even born.”

Arty had to open his mouth and close it a few times before words finally came out. When they did, the older man’s voice cracked, and it was obvious he was holding back his emotions at not getting blamed. “It was… so hard for you.”

“It was,” Hiral admitted. Arty had seen him at his worst after the ten failed Shaper tests, and plenty of times in between. Bullied, ridiculed, ignored, Hiral had gone through it all. And Arty had always been a shoulder to lean on. “But it’s not anymore.”

Hiral lifted his black-clad hand up in front of him, and clenched his fingers into a fist, while a Rune of Impact flared in front of it. “I’m happy where I am now. Happy who I am now. So, you don’t have to worry about what happened before. I know I don’t.

“I’m not the Everfail anymore.”

Ignoring the others – and completely failing to hold back his tears – Arty walked up to Hiral and wrapped his arms around him in a tight hug. “You’ve no idea how long I’ve been waiting – hoping – to hear you say those words. Good for you.”

Hiral returned the hug, holding his good friend, when four more sets of arms joined in. Left, Right, Nat, and Milly had either been with him – or remembered – all the years it’d been so tough. They stayed like that for just a moment, before Arty mumbled something about suffocating, and extricated himself from the group. 

“Come see me when you’ve got time,” Arty said gruffly. “No rush. Just, it’ll be good to talk.”

“It will,” Hiral agreed. Then the merchant coughed a few times like he hadn’t just been crying like a little kid, and strode back towards his office. 

“He’s a good guy,” Right said. 

“He is,” Hiral agreed, letting himself take a breath to get past the wild ride of emotions from the last two minutes. With his mind settled, he stepped back and put his arms over each of his sisters’ shoulders. “So,” he said to Seena, “what’s this all about?”

“Well,” Seena said while Li’l Ur seemed to be wiping the tears from beneath her eyes with a tiny cloth. 

“There, there, Mistress,” the floating, little lich cooed. 

“We need somebody E-Rank to come with us to the D-Rank dungeon so we can get the achievements,” Seena explained. “And, being a lower rank, Nat and Milly will also get an achievement for clearing a higher-rank dungeon. It’s win-win.”

“It’s a dungeon,” Hiral said. “It’s dangerous. Even more so since they’re a rank below. Rank disparity alone could make almost any damage they take lethal.”

“So, what, you don’t want us to run dungeons?” Nat asked. Her tone had the familiar – yet terrifying – pitch she used when her question was a trap.

“That’s not what I said.”

“Sounds like exactly what you said,” Milly joined in, and Hiral really regretted choosing to stand between them.

“You haven’t been down there,” he said. “You don’t know what it’s like. How you can…”

“Get tons of experience and loot,” Yanily interrupted. “Not to mention the achievements that make you really strong.”

“Not helping, Yan,” Hiral said. 

“Actually,” Seena said, “I think he’s helping more than you’re letting yourself realize. No, let me finish. I know you just want to protect your little sisters, but they are going to run dungeons eventually. Everybody is. And, really, Hiral, what’s better than running their first dungeon while you’re there to physically protect them?”

“Yeah, if you’re as strong as everybody is saying,” Nat piped up. “It shouldn’t be hard for you, right? You can show us the ropes, so we don’t make stupid mistakes when you’re not around.”

Hiral looked down at his little sister on his right. “You two don’t make stupid mistakes. You’re both way too smart for that, and it’s not what I’m worried about. Even without mistakes – even when you’re strong – bad things happen.”

“Bad things happen when you’re weak, too,” Milly said. “I couldn’t do anything when those Shapers came to catch me and mom. Then there were the clouds, and we could feel the solar energy from the fight you were having with the Fallen. And what could we do then?

“Nothing.”

“We don’t want to sit back and have somebody else save us,” Nat said. “Sure, bad things happen even if you’re strong, but at least then you have the power to try and stop it.”

Hiral inwardly groaned at the sound argument. He really hadn’t lied when he’d said the two sisters were smart. 

“We don’t have a healer,” Hiral pointed out. 

“I’m a healer!” Milly immediately told him. 

“Wait, what?”

In answer, Milly untangled herself from his arm, then reached up and physically grabbed her Medium to show him. She probably could’ve just willed it over, but the excitement was clear on her face. 

“You know I was going to be a doctor-type Artist after I graduated,” Milly said, face beaming. “So, I got Mom and Dad to put those kinds of tattoos on my Medium.”

“Let me see that,” Hiral said, taking the head-sized, crystal sphere in hand to look at what his parents had inked. 

“If what she told us is true,” Seena said. “She’s going to grow into an amazing party healer.”

“What? Why do you have this?” Hiral practically exploded, finger jabbing into the mark on the sphere. “The Fool! Why do you have the Fool tattoo?”




            

    
        Chapter 4 – Shameless Reference

    
    
    
    
                “Because the Fool is amazing,” Milly said, that quirk of her eyebrows the other clue that everything Hiral’s sister was about to say was another trap.

Still, despite knowing that, Hiral couldn’t stop his mouth from spitting out more words before his brain caught up. “It’s not! It’s possibly the worst tattoo you could ever get for dungeon running. How did Dad ever let you get that? Can you take it off? Get a new Medium?”

Even as he asked the question, he knew the answer to the last part – having spent an hour listening to Gauto talk about the system for Mediums after he’d met with Seena. Artists and Academics could each bond one in the lower ranks – E through C – then another at B. There was a theory they could get a third at S-Rank, which would not only up their offensive and defensive abilities, but also just give them more physical space to ink tattoos. Each of the spheres was limited in what it could hold because of size, so doubling or even tripling the amount of space was a major upgrade. 

The downside was, of course, that once bonded, there was no easy way to unbond. Sure, the sphere could be destroyed – though it wasn’t easy – but the backlash from doing that was not good. Not good at all. In the short term it was utterly crippling, resulting in reduced solar attributes, along with actual penalties to stats, not to mention the loss of all skills. Since there had only been one “test” of this, nobody was even sure how long the backlash lasted. 

Gauto estimated as long as a full rotation – one year, as Dr. Benza would say. 

There was no way Hiral would knowingly put his sister through that. 

“Dad didn’t let me get the tattoo,” Milly said, and Hiral’s eyes widened. 

“You didn’t tell him?” he asked, shock running its way from the top of his shiny, bald head down to the tips of his toes. 

“He didn’t let me, because he inked the tattoo himself,” Milly said, triumph glowing in her eyes. 

“He inked…?” Hiral started, practically at a loss for words. “Was he drunk?”

That last comment seemed to turn Milly’s look of triumph to one of insult. “He did it because I convinced him how good it would be.”

Finally, Hiral’s brain got control of his mouth, and he stopped it before he said anything else. He’d more than once in the last minute reminded himself how smart his younger sisters were – both of them. And, if Milly was standing in front of him telling him the Fool tattoo was actually good, then he needed to stop being a hard-headed big brother and listen to his little sister. 

“What do you know that I don’t?” he asked quietly, and the insulted look faded from his sister’s face immediately. She’d gotten him to listen.

“Whoa,” Seena said. “Before you answer that, Milly, can somebody explain to the rest of us why this foolish…”

“Fool,” Hiral corrected without breaking eye contact with Milly. 

“Fine, why this Fool tattoo is so divisive?”

“Milly?” Hiral offered his sister the chance to explain, and she practically glowed at being given the opportunity. 

“The Fool is one of the five Mark tattoos,” Milly began as she gathered her thoughts. “Unlike the normal tattoos you are probably familiar with – such as the ones Left uses – the Marks are all passive effects, instead of active. In other words, whoever is inked with one of the Marks will always have its ability granted, at a minor but permanent cost to their solar energy capacity. None of them have an activatable effect, which is both their greatest strength and their greatest weakness.”

“Okay, I think we’re with you so far,” Seena said, getting nods from the other two Growers. 

“Now,” Milly continued. “Like most of our tattoos, such as Hiral’s Spear of Clouds or Wings of Anella, the Marks are based off an old legend which is where their power comes from. In this case, the legend speaks of a band of heroes roused every hundred years to fight off an ancient evil. Each of the heroes would bear a Mark to fill a specific role and wield a specific power within their group.”

“Which means each Mark has that specific power?” Yanily asked. “What are the other Marks?”

“You are correct,” Milly said, sounding far too much like an academic professor instead of Hiral’s little sister. “As for the other Marks, there are four others, besides the Fool. In general, from the names alone, you can get an idea of what their roles and abilities would be. For example, the Saint tattoo vastly improves all healing done, be it through the magic of other tattoos, or the simple application of knowledge and medicine.”

“If that’s the case, why didn’t you get the Saint tattoo?” Seeyela asked. “You told us that was the role you were looking for.”

“There is another, very limiting connection between the Marks and the old legend,” Milly said. “Only one new tattoo of each Mark can be inked every hundred rotations. All the Marks besides the Fool are still… on cooldown. And, even if they weren’t, there’s a long list of people waiting in line for a chance to get one. For example, I think Ilrolik and Loan are both waiting for either a Champion or Chosen, but they’re both still several rotations away from becoming available again.”

“What happens if somebody tries to get a Mark before the hundred years – rotations – is up?” Seena asked. 

“The Mark will consume all of the solar energy and potential of the Maker, along with all of their existing tattoos,” Milly said. “As Hiral would say, it’s a bad time.”

“It really is,” Hiral spoke up. “I met a Shaper through Gauto a few years back who tried to skip the queue. Gauto thought maybe it was connected to why I couldn’t shape, because he was like me in some ways, but very different in others. The Sage tattoo glowed fiercely on his shoulder, but all his other tattoos just looked like scar tissue. And he couldn’t move solar energy at all.”

“This is all great to know,” Yanily asked. “Good lore dump and a shameless reference to the legends – Is there a book I can read? – but what does this have to do with right now and Milly’s Fool tattoo.”

“Excellent question,” Milly said. “I’ll skip to the relevant information. Each of the Marks has a boon and a bane, though for most of them, the bane is so small and the boon is so large, it hardly matters. Back to the example of the Saint, while it vastly increases how much healing somebody can do, it also reduces the efficiency of non-healing abilities – they cost a tiny bit more solar energy.”

“Doesn’t seem so bad if it’s only a tiny bit,” Seena said. 

“It’s not bad at all,” Milly agreed. “In fact, since only the elite are allowed to get the Marks, normally, they don’t even notice it.”

“And for the Fool?” Yanily prompted. 

“The Fool drastically increases learning ability, efficiency, cooldowns, reaction speed, and solar energy costs of anything not related to fighting or combat. On the downside, anything directly involving fighting suffers massive drawbacks, to the point it’s nearly impossible.”

“The Fool,” Hiral interjected, “would be ten times worse than the Disoriented debuff from the Endless Tunnels if Milly tried to punch somebody seriously.”

“That… does sound bad,” Seena said slowly, her face showing she was seriously reconsidering her decision to allow the two sisters to go to the surface with them.

“Except healing doesn’t count as fighting,” Milly said, and there went that eyebrow again.

“Reaaaaaaally?” Hiral asked, thinking about the implications of it. In a way, it made sense, as no Shaper in their right mind would get the Fool tattoo since it would impact their ability to fight in the Amphitheatre of the Sun. And, really, that was where they got all their experience. There were no parties on Fallen Reach. No dungeon runs. 

Until now. 

“And since there was no queue to get the Fool,” Hiral continued, “Dad got you to the front of the non-existent line.” 

“He also proposed it as a test to see if the Mark tattoos would work through Mediums,” Milly said, nodding all the while. “And it does. He’d hoped the downsides wouldn’t transfer, but the Fool works exactly like it would if it was inked on a Shaper. I have the passive effects all the time. Really helped my studying.”

“Have you tested it beyond that?”

“We did,” Milly said. “And I was careful to get abilities that wouldn’t trigger it. Having the Fool tattoo has significantly improved my learning – I’ve been devouring medical textbooks – and improves my reaction time as if I had twice the Dex and Atn when it comes to my healing abilities and buffs. Not to mention the efficiency boosts. I’ll be a party healer and support.”

“And an amazing one at that,” Nat said, speaking up for the first time in a while. “We’ve done some practice together, and when it’s just the two of us, she’s strong. With six people, I can’t even begin to imagine.”

“Why would more people make a difference?” Seena asked, her mind likely going to the same place Hiral’s did – Wule. Healing the whole party had been more difficult for him until he’d gotten special gear, achievements, and abilities for healing the group.

“Because of the tattoos I chose,” Milly said. 

“Let’s see what you’ve got,” Hiral said, turning his attention to the sphere. Of course, there was the Fool, but then Hiral’s eyebrows rose as he looked at each subsequent tattoo. “Well, damn. That’s… I wouldn’t have thought of doing it that way. And it works?”

Milly nodded. 

“Hey,” Seena snapped her fingers. “There are others here.”

“Sorry,” Hiral said. “Milly here only took one single-target tattoo, the Shield of Kollash. It’s… I guess you could call it like a barrier. A short-lived one at that, to absorb a small amount of damage before expiring. Kind of like your Molten Shield. No explosion at the end though…”

“But, I also took Spiked Shields and Protective Healing,” Milly interrupted. “Makes Shield of Kollash, Dome of Force, Balance of Fate, and Ashes’ Armor inflict damage to attackers based on my Wis and Int.”

“And Chain Heal will leave another shield thanks to Protective Healing,” Hiral mumbled. “Which in turn does more damage from Spiked Shields. Nice synergy.”

“You just said a bunch of names that don’t mean anything to us,” Yanily pointed out. 

“Sorry,” Hiral said. “Look, instead of explaining each ability, Milly will basically be able to shield us from most damage. Even if we do get hurt, her Balance of Fate will even out all our health and provide another shield, or Chain Heal will bounce between us to top us off. All while doing damage back to anybody who hits us. Ashes’ Armor has some nice bonuses to it as well.”

“You think it’ll work?” Seena asked Hiral.

“I think we need to test it out,” Hiral admitted. “On paper it looks good.”

“Test it out,” Milly asked hopefully. “Like in a dungeon?”

Before Hiral answered Milly, he turned to Nat. “And what about you? Did you get some crazy Mark too?”

“No way,” she said, though she frowned like it wasn’t quite fair. “Like Milly, I focused a bit more on support than pure offense. The Mediums can already provide basic attacks and defense, so I took crowd control abilities.”

Hiral returned Milly’s sphere to above her shoulder, then took a look at Nat’s, and immediately whistled at the buffs and debuffs he saw there. “You’re going to have to use some of these on me…” he mumbled, then looked at the Growers before one of them could ask. “Most of her tattoos are for disabling enemies. There’s a stun in here, a mesmerize – which should make most enemies just sort of stare off into space unless we damage them – as well as a tattoo that works to slow down reaction speed. Plus a few more. 

“Again, in a party situation with others to deal the damage, it’s a very powerful loadout. Not a combination we’d ever see on a Shaper, but with the introduction of parties, it makes sense.”

“Enough sense to run a dungeon with you?” Nat asked a question very similar to Milly. 

Hiral gave the tattoos on Nat’s Medium one more look to buy himself the time to think about it. What Seena had said made sense. His sisters were going to run dungeons at some point. Wasn’t it better their first time in danger was when he was around to keep them safe? Their choices of tattoos would be very powerful in a party setting – though he was a bit worried about how effective they’d be in Boss fights – but there was only one way to find out. 

“Fine,” Hiral finally said. “Do our parents know what you’re planning?”

“They do,” Milly said. 

“Nat?” Hiral asked this other sister, since Milly’s version of the truth could sometimes be a little… subjective. 

“They said we could go as long as you agreed to it,” Nat said. 

“Oh, so I did have some say in it after all?” Hiral asked, standing a little taller. 

“Don’t kid yourself,” Seena immediately knocked him back down a peg. 




            

    
        Chapter 5 – Man Up

    
    
    
    
                After stopping by the Grandfather so Yanily could get his rank evolution – and the others could benefit from Evolutionary Inspiration – Hiral carried his sisters down to the surface for the first time on Drake’s back. The summoned dracolich was even on his best behaviour, as if he was being extra careful of the two comparatively-frail E-Ranks on his saddle. 

“The surface looks so much different from closer,” Nat said from where she sat behind Hiral. She had to practically shout to be heard over the whistling wind from Drake’s flight. Despite the bonuses, they couldn’t invite the two sisters into their party since neither had the Party Interface ability – which meant no magical communication. 

“It’s not so different when you get down there,” Hiral shouted back. “Scenery is a bit different, but as long as you stay out of the rain, it’s like going for a very long walk on Fallen Reach.”

“Is the rain really that bad?” Milly asked. 

Hiral shrugged. “It wasn’t as bad as I expected, honestly. Very wet, yes, but the whole water falling from the sky thing? Kind of amazing – it’s not just like a shower, in case you’re thinking that – aside from the killer squids flying around.”

“We won’t see any of them while we’re down here, right?”

“We’ll be up and back before the storm wall reaches the dungeon,” Hiral said. 

“Not to be eavesdropping,” Seena said over the communication magic, Vili flying just to Drake’s right. “But, we had a B-Rank team head over to the Endless Tunnels to run it. They said the rain was pretty light. Barely more than a drizzle. Didn’t see even a hint of squids, either.”

“Pretty risky to go that far without flying mounts,” Hiral said. 

“They had the Recall Tokens, so they went and teleported right back,” Seena explained. 

“Okay, yeah, those tokens are going to revolutionize dungeon runs. Still, it’d be nice to have actual bases of operation on the surface instead of heading back to Fallen Reach every time.”

“That’s what Asylums are, aren’t they?”

“For a maximum of eighteen people – three parties,” Hiral said. “If the PIMP really wants us to fight back against the Enemy, we’re going to need more than that. Sorry, I know we promised not to talk about that yet.”

“It’s fine,” Seena said. “After we run this dungeon, though, there was something else I wanted to talk to the party about…”

“Going to get Nivian and Wule?” Hiral guessed, and by the second of silence, he’d been right. “They won’t have the same tokens to come back with us, but it would make sense to go find them once we have that safety net.”

“You know it’s rude to talk when we can’t hear you,” Nat shouted from behind Hiral. 

“Sorry!” he shouted back, then added more quietly for Seena. “We can all talk about this after the dungeon. I think it’s a good idea, even though I’m not sure how we’ll actually find them. If they left the undead city…”

“I have an idea for that,” Seena said. “I’ll explain after the dungeon. It should be down in that area there.”

Hiral looked over to see where Seena was pointing, then followed her gesture to find a whole lot of… nothing. The landscape was, all-in-all, pretty barren. Almost entirely flat, dry land with low bushes that looked barely attached to the ground. There were other, stockier plants of some kind that were bulbous and… spikey? Of course, everything on the surface has spikes or shells or… 

Besides the plant life, the only other thing of note were the occasional pillars of wind-scoured stone. Even those didn’t stand more than fifty feet tall, with the largest one only being about twenty feet wide. 

“Is that where we’re going?” Milly asked as Drake turned to follow Thunderclaws – Yanily’s gryphon mount. 

“Seems that way,” Hiral replied. 

“Are dungeons really small?”

“They exist within a hidden sub-space,” Hiral said. “You know this! We just need to find a place big enough for the interface.” But, even as Hiral said that, it had to be located in one of the larger stone pillars they were angled towards. Or, more likely, under.

“And we’re going to be fighting worms or something in here?” Nat asked. 

“That’s what Seena said.”

“How are worms worth experience? I can just step on them without using my Medium.”

“Just because they’re called worms doesn’t mean they’re small. They could be…” Hiral trailed off and just pointed towards a section of the barren landscape to their right. He didn’t need to look to feel his sisters turning to see what he’d spotted. 

Sprinting along the cracked ground, some kind of very fast – well, for a D-Rank – four-legged animal seemed to be running for its life. Like a cross between a goat and a horse, the thing was lightning quick, each of its leaping strides carrying it dozens of feet at a time. As for what it was running from? It wasn’t immediately clear beyond the way the ground behind it seemed to shift, like something was passing just below the surface. 

Something that had to be more than fifteen feet wide, and faster than the dashing animal. From above, it was clear the prey was aiming for a wide but low slab of rock almost five-hundred feet away. At the speed it was going, it would be there in no… 

The ground immediately beneath one of the animal’s leaping strides erupted upward in a shower of rock and dirt as a massive maw shot towards the sky. Rings and rings of sawing teeth lined the gullet leading down into the depths of the huge cylindrical creature as it snapped up and engulfed its meal. The thing had to be more than twenty feet wide, and as soon as it had the other creature within its mouth, a ripple of muscle washed up along its body, then it hauled itself back underground. Another second passed, and dirt filled in the hole to leave the ground almost perfectly intact. There was barely even a disturbance to the nearby plant-life. 

That has to be magic…

“Anybody catch that with view?” Seeyela asked over the party chat. 

“It was called a Burrowing Gorger,” Hiral said. “Mid-D-Rank. Not elite. Probably the kind of thing we’ll find in the dungeon.”

“Great, we have to watch for the ground at our feet trying to eat us?” Seeyela asked. 

“Better than spiders, at least,” Seena pointed out. 

“Much better,” Yanily agreed.

“Nothing wrong with spiders,” Seeyela grumbled back quietly.

“So,” Hiral said loudly to his sisters sitting behind him. “Still think you could stomp one of those without your Medium?”

“I’d need a bigger boot,” Nat admitted. Then, more seriously, she asked, “Is this armor you made going to be enough protection if that happens to one of us?”

Hiral knew what she was talking about without looking. He’d taken some of the crystal armor found in the underground rooms on Fallen Reach – looking like little more than five plates that went on a person’s chest, upper arms, and legs – and modified it a bit. Runes of Rejection and Increase had dramatically improved the protection they offered, making them easily equal to high-quality, High-C-Rank equipment.

“The dungeon will be D-Rank, which means your C-Rank armor should offer you a lot of protection, in general,” Hiral explained. “First rule of running dungeons, though, is that everything in there is Elite, meaning it’s much stronger than most monsters you find outside – but immediately around – the dungeon. The second rule is that Mid-Bosses and Bosses are even stronger. Never, ever, underestimate them, even if you outrank them. They almost always have some crazy abilities that make them a challenge even for a full party.”

“Are they going to be a challenge for us?” Milly asked. 

Hiral chuckled. “Despite what I just said, I hope not. We’re two full ranks above the dungeon, not to mention our advanced classes. If we don’t steamroll the place, I’m going to be disappointed. That said, do not take this dungeon run as an example of how things normally go. Actually, one second,” he went from shouting to his sisters to talking to Seena through the Party Interface. “Seena, I hate to ask, but has anybody had any trouble with the dungeons yet?”

Seena actually groaned before replying. “For the most part, no. People have generally been smart about running their first dungeon – taking it slow. It was a learning experience, like our first one was, where we weren’t really ready for how much stronger Elites were than normal monsters. Once they got a grip on that, in big part from us warning them, they managed pretty well. 

“Except for one D-Rank group that went down. Overconfident idiots, Makers and Growers both. They lost their tank before they retreated to wait out the three-hour dungeon timer.”

“Damn,” Hiral said, somehow not expecting a casualty even though he’d asked about it. “The rest of them okay?”

“Some serious injuries,” Seena said gravely. “They were lucky they popped out right as a C-Rank party with a good healer showed up. They won’t be running this dungeon again at least until next year, though. Assuming Grandmother ever stops lecturing them.”

“Bet she gave them a good rap with her cane,” Hiral said. 

“Echoed across the islands,” Seena replied with a chuckle. 

Back to shouting to his sisters, “Sounds like somebody has already died in this dungeon, so I really want you to be careful. You’ll have us doing most of the heavy lifting, but the way that worm came out of the ground is likely to be a thing in the dungeon too. Especially with the Mid-Bosses or Boss.”

“Can we fight?” Nat asked. 

“Absolutely,” Hiral said. “In fact, this is a great chance for you to figure out how your abilities work together and in a party.”

“I’m confident in my build,” Milly said. 

“Your… what?”

“My build. That’s what people are calling the combinations of tattoos and abilities that are getting put together for dungeon runs,” Milly explained. “There’s even whole debates on theorycrafting what the next overpowered combo will be. What, have you been under a rock?”

“He literally has,” Nat said. “In the tunnels.”

“Oh yeah… Anyway, since I chose all my tattoos to work around the Fool and focus on buffing the party, that’s my build.”

“Huh,” Hiral said. “Kids and their slang.”

“Talking like you’re so much older than us,” Nat said, punching him gently in the back. 

“I am the big brother. But, back to my point, with us there, it’s a good chance to test your builds. Not all abilities are equal against all enemies. What works on a common creature might be useless on a Boss. That kind of thing.

“And, Milly, if you’re going to be the party’s healer, you’ll need to work on your timing. Too much healing too early and you’ll run out of solar energy. Too late and… well… somebody dies,” Hiral said, wincing a little at the pressure he probably just dropped on his sister’s shoulders. Still, if this was the role she was going to take on, she needed to understand the consequences. 

“That’s one of the reasons I took the barrier skills,” Milly said confidently. “Low cost, and pre-emptive. And with the Fool helping my efficiency and reaction speed, I have more wiggle room. Don’t worry, I planned it all out.”

“Planning and acting can be two very different things,” Hiral said seriously. 

“We know,” Nat said, just as sincerely. “We’re both planning to make the most of this opportunity with it being as safe as it can be. Don’t worry.”

“I’ll always worry about you two.”

“You’re the one who’s died twice,” Milly said, reaching around Nat to poke him in the ribs. “Dad asked us to keep an eye on you.”

“He didn’t.”

“Totally did.”

“Not to be eavesdropping again,” Seena cut in. “He asked me too.”

“What did he say about his daughters?” Hiral asked. 

“That I shouldn’t worry too much about them. They have good heads on their shoulders.”

“I have a good head on my shoulders too!”

“That you apparently lost in the Amphitheatre of the Sun,” Seena said, the pitch of her voice dropping dangerously. “Which, by the way, we haven’t talked about yet. Let’s add that to the list of things to discuss after the dungeon run.”

Hiral gulped and turned to look back to his sisters. “Do your brother a favor and make the dungeon take as long as possible? Test your magic until you master it.”

“Seena going to lecture you?” Nat asked. 

“Yup.”

His sister gently patted him on the shoulder like she was consoling him. “Best to just man up and get it over with.”

“I’d really rather not,” he said weakly as the mounts finally landed at the foot of one of the tall pillars. Just ahead of them, the familiar, rune-coverer arch revealed a set of stairs leading underground. There were even the glowing roots – though it was harder to see their light under the sun – leading right up to the entrance. 

“Aaaaaaand, we’re here,” Seena said, hopping off Vili’s back. The flaming phoenix screed once to its master, then vanished in a flash of flaming feathers to return to her Interspatial Ring. “Let’s get us some tokens.”

            

    
        Chapter 6 – The Best of Bad Options

    
    
    
    
                With Drake comfortably back inside the mirror shard within his Interspatial Ring, Hiral activated Foundational Split. Solar energy lifted off his skin and coalesced at his sides as Left and Right took form, each in their own Second-Skins of Ur’Thul.

White tattoos on black covered Left’s left side, while Right’s Meridian Lines glowed with purple, infernal flames on his right side. Both of them stretched like they’d just gotten up from a nap, then said their hellos to the group. 

While they let Hiral’s sisters run their hands up and down the unbelievably soft fabric, Yanily came over to stand beside Hiral. 

“Hey,” the spearman said. 

“Hey, yourself,” Hiral said. “How tough is this going to be for them?”

“The dungeon? Should be a walk in the park,” Yanily said. “I solod most of it for the party I took through here.”

“Will it give them a chance to test out their abilities?”

“There’s a few good spots for it,” Yanily said, tapping his own chin while he thought about it. “Yeah, two or three will be perfect for them – like the entry hall – without much risk. I’ll explain the Mid-Bosses and Boss before we get to them.”

“Wow, I can’t believe we’re not going into a dungeon blind for once,” Hiral chuckled. 

“There’re people writing guides for the dungeon up on the islands. Bet we’ll see more and more of them as we have people running the new ones.”

“Guides? As in, what the monsters do?”

“And any traps or anything to watch out for.”

“That… somehow seems less fun…”

“Right?”

“Probably… less risky, too.”

“Yeah,” Yanily nodded. “For the people new to dungeons, they’ll save a lot of lives. Not what I came over here to talk to you about though.”

“Oh, something on your mind?”

Yanily tilted his spear towards Hiral’s doubles. “Why are they back to being half again? In the fight against the Fallen, they had all their tattoos and lines.”

“Ah, yeah,” Hiral said with a shake of his head. “A quest.”

“Eh? Those are usually good things,” Yanily pointed out. “What’s it say?”

“Better I just share it with you, one second,” Hiral said, opening up his status window and going to the special section marked ‘quests’. With another thought, he shared the window so Yanily could see it. 

Dynamic Quest – The Price of Power

Combining Terminal with Foundational Split has stressed the skill to the point of breaking. Using the two together again could permanently damage Foundational Split, rendering it unusable. Still, there must be a way to bypass this limitation…

Find a way to unlock Foundational Split’s full power: 0/1

“Huh,” Yanily said after reading the window of floating yellow text. “The quest actually has a name. Haven’t seen that before.”

“I know,” Hiral said. “I got it after we saved Fallen Reach. Maybe the PIMP has some new features it hasn’t shown us yet.”

“More quests – and their rewards – can’t hurt,” Yanily agreed. “Any idea how to complete this?”

“One, actually. An ability merge like we got for Eloquent and Enraged.”

“The one that made them Eloquently Enraged+?”

“Exactly. When we got that, it removed – well, lessened – the downsides of using the abilities, and combined them into one. Thinking if I can do the same thing with Terminal and Foundational Split, maybe I can give Left and Right full access to their abilities without having to worry about System Shock.”

“Won’t you lose Terminal completely then? Can’t use it with any other abilities…”

“It’s to balance giving Foundational Split more power,” Hiral said. “Part of the reason I think it’s the answer – the whole balance thing, I mean. Besides, the downside of Terminal is usually too big of a risk, despite how powerful it can be, so I don’t mind losing it.”

“Which means… more dungeon runs!” Yanily said, and held out his fist towards Hiral.

“More dungeon runs,” Hiral agreed, bumping his fist against Yanily’s. 

“Hey, you two finished rekindling your lost love over there?” Seeyela asked from where the rest of the party stood in front of the arch. 

“I mean… almost?” Hiral called back with a grin. “One of us just needs to find flo…” he trailed off, looking down to find the spearman holding a small bouquet out in front of him. “How?”

“Interspatial Ring,” Yanily said with a wink. 

“And why do you have flowers?”

“For the next time I need to suck up to Seena. Lilies are her favorite.”

“Oh?”

“I heard that,” Seena said, the flowers vanishing from Yanily’s hand. “And you’ll need a much bigger bouquet for it to work.”

“But it can work,” Yanily said as he left Hiral’s side to join the others. 

Hiral could only shake his head as he followed, Left and Right falling in beside him. 

“Hope you were listening,” Right said quietly. “Lilies.”

“Got it,” Hiral replied seriously. 

“Arty knows a guy,” Left added. 

“Perfect,” Hiral said as he crossed the threshold of the dungeon arch, a slight shiver like ducking through a curtain of water passing over his skin. Just like that and it was gone again, and the party moved down the carved-out stairs. 

“Anything living down here?” Seena asked Yanily. 

“Nothing,” Yanily said. “Those worms outside are a little too efficient.”

“Surprised something that big wasn’t Elite,” Seeyela said. 

“There are already the Rocs in the area,” Hiral pointed out. “Too many Elites would make this zone a deathtrap.”

“I wonder what decides if something is Elite or not,” Seena pondered. “Is it the PIMP, or maybe just a gauge of their natural strength?”

Hiral tapped his lips as he reached the bottom of the stairs, a large stone-cut room expanding ahead of him, with the familiar dungeon interface sitting next to the far wall. “That’s a great question, actually. Maybe Dr. Benza can tell us. Is there a Tutorial here?”

“It… doesn’t work,” Yanily said. 

“Huh?”

“There’s an option for it on the interface,” Yanily explained. “But, when you say Tutorial, nothing happens. Like it’s broken.”

“Did you break it?” Seeyela asked. 

“Probably not,” Yanily said with a shrug. 

“Awww, the Tutorials don’t work?” Milly whined. “I wanted to see this Dr. Benza guy you were all talking about.”

“Let’s give it a try, just in case.” Seena walked over to the dungeon interface and waved her hand above the crystal. “Tutorial.”

Nothing happened. 

“He’s right. The option is there… but… Hiral, you want to see if you can figure out what’s wrong?”

“This place isn’t in bad shape like that last Asylum we were in,” Hiral said, giving the room another once over for any sign of damage. Nothing significant, as far as he could see. Then again, maybe one of those worms broke something deep underground? If that was the case, there wasn’t anything he could do about it. Still… 

“Try activating it again,” he said, focusing his attention – and Cycling – on the interface. 

“Tutorial,” Seena said for the second time. 

Hiral watched as energy… sputtered within the pedestal, as if it was trying to activate, but there wasn’t the power to actually get it going. “Again.”

“Tutorial.”

Same thing. The channels were lighting up with the faintest dredges of solar energy, barely more than wisps of it, but it wasn’t anywhere close to filling them. And, worse, the second time looked even weaker than the first. If he even saw anything on a third attempt, it would be a miracle. 

“Can you open the dungeon portal?” he asked, honestly a little worried. 

“Are we ready to go in?” Seena asked, then seemed to catch on to what he was saying. “Enter Dungeon.”

Instantly, strong lines of power hummed to life within the interface, connecting entirely different channels than the Tutorial had tried to use. Just beyond the interface, an oval of blue energy spiraled open to reveal the portal leading into the dungeon. 

“That seems to work fine,” Seeyela said hesitantly. “Hiral?”

Hiral studied the surging channels for a few seconds before replying. The energy was consistent – and strong. Completely normal, as far as he could tell. But, what could be…?

“Ah,” he said, and snapped his fingers. “I have a theory.”

“That’s why we were asking you, you know?” Seena said, though she had a small smile on her lips. “Is it a good one or a bad one?”

“Little of both, actually,” he said with a shrug. “The Tutorial and Help options aren’t getting any power. I saw a little when I was looking at it with Cycling, but I bet that’s just… leftover energy.”

“Leftover from what?” Yanily asked. 

“From when we had eleven towers supplying power to the PIMP,” Hiral said. “My theory – my guess – is that the PIMP had to cut down on some of its functions with the loss of power, and this is one of them.”

“So, no more Dr. Benza?” Seena asked.

“Damn, I’m going to miss that guy and his long-winded ramblings,” Yanily said. 

“The Tutorials were pretty helpful,” Seeyela added. “A lot of information in there, and we’d only seen the first few tiers of them. How much could they have told us about the Enemy. Or the rest of the world?”

“There’s still a chance Dr. Benza and the Tutorials will work at the Asylums,” Hiral said. “Or maybe a wild dungeon. But, honestly, if we were going to lose anything, I feel like this is one of the best options. Imagine if we lost the dungeons? Or rewards from them?”

“Or our entire PIMs,” Seena said with a small shudder. 

“Exactly.” Hiral pointed at the woman. “Losing the Tutorials is the best of bad options.”

“Too bad we had to lose anything,” Seeyela said, though she just shrugged, “but I guess you’re right.”

“All because somebody had to go swinging around their sword to prove how big it was,” Yanily said with a chuckle. 

“Men,” Nat said gravely to Milly, who only just sighed and nodded. 

“Hey, I don’t think either of you are old enough to make that comment,” Hiral said to his sisters. Maybe it was true – or maybe it was just his big-brother hope for their innocence – but he didn’t want to hear it from them. 

Half-proving his point, Milly stuck her tongue out at him. 

As the adult of the family – the present family – Hiral responded in the most mature way he could, his two doubles joining him at his sides to likewise return the gesture. Hah, three against one. 

“Getting back on track,” Seena said, fingers massaging the bridge of her nose. “We have an hour before this portal closes. While I don’t expect it to take this long, we’ve got new people we haven’t fought with before, along with new abilities since we ranked up. I’d like to take a few minutes to review what we can all do, so we don’t have any surprises.”

“Training?” Yanily asked. 

“No time for that.” Seena shook her head. “Just a quick status window review, and an explanation of any new abilities. This is a D-Rank dungeon, so we shouldn’t face anything too surprising…”

“Disoriented,” Hiral reminded her about the ability the Boss of the Endless Tunnels had used on them. 

“Ugh, just thinking about it makes me want to throw up,” Seena admitted. “Still, the priority is keeping the girls safe, giving them a chance to experiment with their new abilities, and getting us all the Recall Tokens within the three-hour window inside.

“On that note, let’s see those status windows.”




            

    
        Chapter 7 – Why is it an Equation?

    
    
    
    
                As instructed by his party leader, Hiral opened his status window and shared it with the others. While some people on Fallen Reach felt it was an invasion of privacy to even be asked to share their window, he’d travelled with the party enough he didn’t have any secrets.

With one look at how quickly he shared his window, his sisters followed suit, and soon there were six glowing windows of different colors floating in front of the party members. 

“Let’s start with yours, Hiral,” Seena said. “You’ve always got the most surprises…”

“Nothing that surprising,” he mumbled, but expanded his window so they could all see it, though he did hide the Racial Growth list – it’d just gotten too damn long. 

Name: Hiral Dorin

Race: Builder

Class: (Lost) Duelist of the Runic Cycle

Rank: Low-B-Rank (Level 1)


Attributes

Strength (Str)—18 (3+22) = 48

Endurance (End)—18 (3+22) = 48

Dexterity (Dex)—20 (3+202+15) = 328

Intelligence (Int)—18 (3+22) = 48

Wisdom (Wis)—18 (3+22+20) = 72

Attunement (Atn)—20 (3+202) = 307


Solar Energy Processing

Absorption Rate: S-Rank

Capacity: S+-Rank

Output Rate: S-Rank


Abilities—Runes

Rune of Separation—Primary

Rune of Gravity—Secondary 

Rune of Energy—Tertiary 

Rune of Connection (Neck)

Rune of Attraction (Forearm, Left)

Rune of Rejection (Forearm, Right)

Rune of Absorption (Bicep, Left)

Rune of Impact (Bicep, Right)

Rune of Decrease (Shoulder, Left)

Rune of Increase (Shoulder, Right)

Rune of Time Contraction (Chest, Left)

Rune of Time Dilation (Chest, Right)

Rune of Compression (Abdomen, Left)

Rune of Expansion (Abdomen, Right)

Rune of Unsealing (Thigh, Left)

Rune of Sealing (Thigh, Right)


Abilities—Active

Foundational Split, Terminal, Mold Crystal, Eloquently Enraged+, Intimidate, Distracting Shot, (Lost) Chord of the Primal Echo – Third Movement, (Lost) Shared Strength, Shatter Armor, Double Trouble+, Domain of the Sun+, Power Attack 


Abilities—Passive 

Infernal Conjuration, Gourmand, Racial Growth*, View (Enemy Health), Good Things Come in Threes, Walk on Water, (Lost) One-Man Army+ (+35%), Internal Injuries (B-Rank), I Bow to No One (moderate), Elemental Resistances (10%), Beauty Sleep, Inspirational Growth, Party Interface (Communication, Member Status, Shared Attributes), Killing Spree+, (Lost) Life of the Party+ (20%), (Lost) Echo Aura, (Lost) Solar Drain, (Lost) Cycling+ Technique, (Lost) That All You Got?, (Lost) High-Speed Regeneration+, (Lost) Evolutionary Inspiration, In the Hands of the Duelist, Ever Changing+, Cleaving Strikes, Unseen Strikes, Vengeance+, Solar Supply, Runic Mastery (15%)


There were a few new things on there from the reward achievements they’d gotten from the Fall of Fallen Reach dungeon. And the fact they’d managed to surprise even the PIMP by surviving. Seena would probably ask him to…

“What the hell, Hiral?” Nat asked as she and Milly stared at his status window. Both of them were very much glaring at him. 

“Nat…?” he asked carefully. What could they’ve seen that would make them…?

“What are all these numbers?” Nat asked, poking at the air where his attributes floated. “You’ve got brackets and plus signs and… why is your dexterity an equation?”

“An equation that doesn’t add up,” Milly pointed out. “Are you just dumb, or is the PIMP? Hrm, forty-eight intelligence isn’t bad, so it shouldn’t be the former. Was it because you lost your head?”

“Twice,” Right added helpfully. 

“Stop that,” Hiral hissed out of the side of his mouth, keeping an eye on Seena. To his sisters, well, he grinned. “It’s not like that.”

“Explain.” Nat had that no-nonsense look on her face. The one she usually got when it came to dessert. 

“Look, the first twenty is my base dexterity…”

“You have twenty base dexterity?” Milly practically shouted. “Base? Not modified by the PIM. I have twelve, and that’s considered stellar in my class! You have more base than I have total…”

“Remember how long I went without a PIM?” Hiral asked his sisters quietly, and both of their faces fell. “All that training and practicing I did, it upped my base stats. Just like I taught both of you.”

Nat nodded right along. “Yeah, you did. Helped me raise my intelligence and wisdom studying without my PIM. But, twenty? How much did you train?”

“Ten years,” Hiral reminded them. “Nonstop.”

“Yeah…” Nat said, then seemed to search Hiral’s face for any of that old pain. For any echo of the Everfail. When she didn’t find it, she gave her head a little shake and moved on. “What about the stuff inside the brackets?”

“The three is from this ring,” Hiral held up his hand. “Gives plus three to all stats. I wouldn’t be surprised if you ended up with something like this as soon as you complete a D-Rank dungeon. You can’t get stat-boosting gear until D-, by the way. After that, the two-hundred-two is a combination of my stats from leveling up, a pair of achievements, and my advanced class. Finally…”

“Waaaaaait.” Milly held up a hand for him to stop. “How many points are you getting from achievements?”

“Uh… fifteen. Five from one we got a while back – just to dexterity and attunement – and then ten to all stats from saving Fallen Reach,” Hiral explained. “That was the Still Standing achievement we got for beating Vorinal and completing the dungeon.”

“Ten points… to all stats?” Nat boggled. “From completing one little dungeon?”

“Not so little,” Yanily said. “It was kind of a big deal.”

“So, if you got fifteen from achievements,” Nat said, eyes looking up like she was calculating. “That means you got one-eighty-seven from your class?”

Hiral stopped to think about it him, then snapped his fingers. “Sorry, I forgot twelve points to all stats we got from a couple rounds of Evolutionary Inspiration.”

“You know what, I don’t think I even want to know,” Milly said. “And that last fifteen?”

“A Party Interface modification,” Seeyela helped explain. “We get a bonus stat based on each other’s highest stat. Hiral gets fifteen to his dexterity – from Yanily – while the rest of us get forty-five. Ten percent.”

“You guys get thirty dexterity just from being in his party?” Nat asked. “Why aren’t we getting it? Oh, right, the Party Interface skill. We need that first.”

“Exactly,” Hiral said.

“Okay, that explains the formula – still silly,” Milly said. “But, why don’t the numbers add up?”

“Hidden multipliers,” Hiral said, then held up a hand before Milly could jump all over that. “Because I have a base dexterity at or above twenty, I get a twenty-percent modifier to all my dexterity boosts, except from gear. Added on to that, we get another twenty percent from my upgraded (Lost) Life of the Party+. It used to be fifteen percent, but it got upgraded from the We’re Busting Outta Here achievement we got for freeing the prisoners up on Fallen Reach.”

“Not that you were even there for that one,” Seena said. 

“Yeah, we did all the work,” Seeyela agreed. 

“Says the ladies who got pretty significant boosts from my fight in the Amphitheatre,” Hiral countered. 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, keep bragging,” Yanily said. Since he’d technically been dead during those encounters, he hadn’t gotten several of the dungeon’s achievements. 

“Sorry, Yan,” Hiral said, then turned his attention back to his sisters. “That explain it all?”

“That’s… that’s…” Nat started. 

“OP,” Yanily said. “Short for overpowered. Yeah, you get used to it with him.”

“You really are strong now, aren’t you?” Milly said, clearly holding back her emotions. Her happy emotions. After everything he’d gone through – everything she’d seen him go through almost her entire life – he was good now. 

“One of the strongest people on Fallen Reach, probably,” Seena said. “If not the strongest. You’ve got an impressive big brother.”

“Shhh,” Nat said. “He’ll hear you, then we’ll never hear the end of it.”

“Brat,” Hiral said, mussing his sister’s hair. Then he looked at Milly. “Also means you won’t get quite as much of a laugh if you challenge a Shaper to fight in the Amphitheatre on my behalf.”

“Can think of a few I’d pay to see you trounce after the way they treated you,” Milly said seriously. 

“You might still get that chance,” Left spoke up. “There are plenty on Fallen Reach who don’t believe the Everfail could be involved with saving the island. Now that Hiral is out of his self-imposed isolation…”

“Where I was further saving the island,” Hiral grumbled. 

“… there will be plenty of Shapers lining up to take a shot at him,” Left finished after nodding his agreement with Hiral. 

“Let them try and get through me first,” Right said, smacking one fist into the palm of his other hand. “If they can handle that, then they get a shot at the big show.”

“That’s quite enough of the bloodthirst from everybody,” Seena said, though she leaned closer to Left. “Make sure you get me tickets when it starts.”

The double nodded and gave her a wink. 

“Now that we’ve overly discussed your stats, Hiral, let’s move on to those new abilities I see in there,” Seena continued. “Can you share what those do?”

“Sure.” Hiral started with his newest active ability, and shared the floating window of yellow text with the group. 

Class Ability (Active): Domain of the Sun+

Domain of the Sun+: Set the stage to claim the advantage. 

Grants the following bonuses to user and members of user’s party while within the bounds of the domain:

Cooldowns and damage taken reduced by 12%

Attributes, movement speed, energy efficiency, and damage increased by 12%

Critical hit chance increased by 6%

Critical hit damage increased by 18%

Note: Diameter of domain is 150 feet from central point at time of creation.

Note (2): Domain does not move once created.

Note (3): Domain restricts entry and exit of anybody other than the creator and their party, though sufficient strength can bypass this.

Note (4): Domain can take on aspects of other lasting area-of-effect abilities with a fixed range and duration.

Note (5): Duration—1 minute per Rank

Note (6): Cooldown—30 minutes

Note (7): Bonuses for user are doubled when dueling an opponent one on one.

“Upgrade to your Domain ability?” Seeyela asked. “Holy… that seventh note. You get double the bonuses if you’re by yourself? That plus One Man Army is crazy.”

“Left and Right don’t count against that, either,” Hiral said, smiling. It was a powerful ability when combined with his current – What did Milly call it? – build. “Few other small buffs in there as well. It’s good, though the cooldown is still a bit long.”

“Does it get its own cooldown reduced by twelve percent if you stay in there?” Yanily asked. 

“Hrm. Good question, I’ll need to test that,” Hiral said, already pondering how to best do that. Maybe if I can get a few more abilities that reduce cooldowns…

“Stop thinking about testing,” Seena interrupted. “Which achievement was that from?”

“Are You Not Entertained?, the one I got from the Amphitheatre,” Hiral explained. 

“Makes sense.” Seena nodded. “What’s next? You’ve got more abilities to show us.”

“Sorry,” Hiral said, bobbing his head in apology. “Next up, we’ve got…”

Class Ability (Active): Power Attack

Power Attack: Increase damage of an attack by 10% for every second the attack is held before striking.

Note: Damage caps at 30% (3 seconds of held time).

“How’s that work?” Yanily asked. 

“Right, you want to show them?” Hiral said. 

“Sure,” the double said, dropping down into a fighting stance and cocking back his left – non-tattooed – arm. “Using this hand so the glow doesn’t get in the way. Notice how my hand looks normal? When I focus on the fact I am going to punch, the ability begins to activate. Watch closely.”

After a second of, well, nothing happening, a slight blue glow began to surround Right’s fist. Another second had wisps of energy leaking off his fist, and halfway up his forearm. After the third second, the extra energy had condensed to a visible aura that warped the air slightly. 

“Looks impressive,” Yanily said. “What’s it…?”

WHOMP, the air rippled outward from Right’s jab, causing those standing nearby to take a half-step back. Poor Milly and Nat would’ve completely toppled over if Left hadn’t slipped in and braced them from behind. 

“Creates a shockwave of extra damage based on how much damage the original strike does,” Hiral explained. “We think. Planning to do some better measurements with Gauto later.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” Yanily said, holding up his hands. “Since when do Left and Right get your abilities?”

“B-Rank,” Hiral said with a wink. “Just some of the active abilities. Honestly no rhyme or reason to which ones, either.”

“None of the really good ones,” Right complained. 

“There, there,” Yanily said, patting the double’s shoulder.

“Three seconds is a long time,” Seena mused, back on the original topic. “Which achievement?”

“By the Power of…!,” Hiral said. “And, yeah. We’re still working out how we can fit it into combat. I’m sure the Chord will help with that.”

“Speaking of,” Seeyela said. “Looks like you got your third movement?”

“I did! From the I Wasn’t Worried for a Second achievement,” Hiral said. “You guys all at least got your second movements?” The others nodded before he continued. “The third movement is… nice.”

“Why am I not surprised,” Yanily grumbled, though he smiled the whole time. “Just tell us what it does so we can be jealous.”

“No,” Hiral said with a wink.

“Hiral,” Seena said simply. 

“Look, look, look,” he said quickly, holding up his hands to ward off the glare from his party leader. “It does two things, but, really, seeing the second thing will be much better than me explaining it.”

“What’s the first thing, then?” Seena asked. 

“Same as before. Buffs and debuffs from crits, but, they can also now apply to party members. The buffs I mean… not the debuffs. Short duration, only half as long as they stick on me.”

“Still, you have some strong buffs,” Seena said. “You sure you don’t want to tell us about the second effect?”

“Really, it’ll be more fun to see,” Right said on Hiral’s behalf. 

“Somehow, you saying that makes me more nervous,” Seena said, once again rubbing the bridge of her nose. “But, fine, keep your secret! One more ability on there. What’s Runic Mastery do?”

“Reduces the solar energy cost of all my runes by fifteen percent,” Hiral said. “Simple but amazing.”

“From When Words Don’t Work…?” Seena asked, already nodding. “I got something similar, fifteen percent reduction to any fire-based spells.”

“That’s the one,” Hiral said. 

“Okay, that’s all your new abilities. You got a new weapon from the dungeon too, didn’t you?”

“Two, actually,” Hiral said, though the thought didn’t make him smile like his new abilities did. Threading solar energy into the Ring of Amin Thett at his back, the runes lit up, and a single sword floated out of the seemingly empty space within. 

Thin and razor-sharp on both edges, the blade itself wasn’t perfectly straight. Instead, it was wrought like a gentle wave – or a moving snake. Cursive runes etched the gleaming blade all the way to the hilt, but that wasn’t what drew anybody’s attention. No, the crosspiece of the weapon was what really stood out. Tentacles forged of some unknown metal created a basket guard around the hilt, and though they weren’t living, Hiral always got the impression they moved when he wasn’t looking. 

“Fitch’s sword,” Seeyela said. 




            

    
        Chapter 8 – Eldritch Horror

    
    
    
    
                “Fitch’s sword,” Hiral agreed, leaving the weapon to float beside him. 

“That’s… creepy,” Milly said, unconsciously moving to stand a bit behind Left.

“I know you weren’t sure about taking it,” Seena said with a glance at her sister. “But, if it’s a powerful weapon, it’s best we make use of it.”

“You sure you’re okay with it?” Hiral directed his question to Seeyela. “I can leave it in the Ring of Amin Thett, or get rid of it entirely, if you’d prefer.”

“No.” Seeyela shook her head. “Seena’s right. You should use it. What’s it do, anyway? Besides make my skin crawl.”

Hiral looked to the side. “If you think its appearance is disturbing, maybe I shouldn’t share the window…”

“I don’t think this is one of the surprises they want in a fight,” Left pointed out. 

“Fair,” Hiral agreed, then opened the weapon’s window to show the others. Unlike the yellow of his personal status windows, this one came up black and wriggly. Yes, the window itself squirmed even as they read the text. 

(Lost) Flame-Bladed Rapier of Eldritch Horror – A-Rank

Effects: Grants user access to Ability – Dark Edge of Insanity and Ability – The Bad Touch

Ability – Dark Edge of Insanity: Coat the blade in darkness that breaks the mind and brings nightmares to the surface, hindering combat effectiveness of those struck.

Note: Dark Edge of Insanity intensity and duration based on user’s Atn.

Note (2): Dark Edge of Insanity has reduced effect on Undead and Constructs.

Ability – The Bad Touch: Pierce the veil between realms to release a fraction of that which lives beyond to attack nearby foes.

Note: The Bad Touch’s damage and duration based on user’s Atn.

Note (2): The number of active The Bad Touch summons is limited by user’s Rank.

“I feel dirty just reading that,” Nat said.

“It… gets worse,” Hiral said, taking the sword in hand. A quick slash at the ground by his feet activated The Bad Touch, and reality seemed to split open like worms beneath rotting flesh. That alone wasn’t too bad, until a tentacle with an eyeball at the end of it squirmed its way through the slice. At its base, it was about as thick as Hiral’s leg, and tapered off until the palm-sized eye blinked at its tip. And, of course, unlike a person’s iris, this orb housed a constantly shifting scene of darkness and light that made Hiral want to vomit just by looking at it. 

It almost looks like something reaching from within trying to escape as it gets pulled deeper and deeper underwater…

“Does it just stare at people, then?” Yanily asked.

Instead of answering, Hiral sent a mental command to the tentacle, and it whipped around to look at the entrance where they’d entered from. A split second later, a beam of pure, pink energy screeched from the eye to slap into the stone wall. 

“I can have up to three of them active at once,” Hiral said. “Ranged attacks. Pure damage. No debuffs.”

“Bet you were disappointed about that,” Seeyela chuckled. 

“Kind of,” he admitted. 

“Did… did the Enemy have eyes on their tentacles?” Yanily asked. “Cause I don’t remember eyes. And I’m pretty sure I would. Then again, I guess they are invisible…”

“I don’t think these are Enemy tentacles,” Hiral said. “Something else from where they’re from. Something… darker. Or, I guess it could be another species we haven’t seen yet.”

“What makes you say that?” Seena asked. 

“Just a feeling I get when I hold it,” Hiral said, looking at the sword in his hand – namely the script along the blade he couldn’t read. “Whatever the weapon represents is important to the Enemy – or maybe the Infested – but isn’t of them, if that makes sense.”

“A squid Progenitor?” Seena suggested. 

“Could be something very much like that,” Hiral said. “Li’l Ur, do you remember something that matches these tentacles?”

“I…” the little lich floating at Seena’s shoulder started. “There was something, but it’s gone. I can’t recall…” the lich trailed off, looking up with a somehow-pathetic expression on its skull-face.

“That’s okay, little guy,” Seena said, patting her pet lich gently on the head. “Let us know if it comes back to you?”

“Of course, Mistress,” Li’l Ur said. 

“Maybe whatever that something is, we can use it to our advantage?” Seeyela asked, looking back at the sword.

“We’ll see.” Hiral shrugged and pulled the sword back into the Ring of Amin Thett. “As for the other weapon I got as the dungeon reward, it’s much prettier.” With another quick mental command, a massive, two-handed greataxe emerged from the ring. 

Easily as tall as Hiral was, the weapon was made of the same crystal as the Emperor’s Greatsword across his back. Heavy blades sprouted in both directions from the end of the weapon, the tops of which curved around the sunburst-like design that capped it. Of course, like the sword before it, none of these features were what really drew attention. No, for the axe, it was the fact the weapon seemed to hold an entire universe within it. 

Stars, constellations, and other colorful galactic entities filled the haft and blades. Staring at it revealed a depth to the ‘space’ that couldn’t possibly be contained by the person-sized weapon – and yet was. 

“This is Fate Spinner,” Hiral said, then opened the weapon’s window for all to see. 

(Lost) Fate Spinner – A-Rank

Effects: Grants user access to Ability (Passive) – Inevitable and Ability (Passive) – Eternal

Ability (Passive) – Inevitable: Increases user’s critical hit chance by an amount based on Dex.

Note: Current bonus = 33%.

Ability (Passive) – Eternal: Abilities channeled through Fate Spinner are partially powered by the stars within, reducing solar energy cost by an amount based on user’s Atn.

Note: Current reduction = 30%.

“I’m so shocked I can’t even be jealous right now,” Seeyela said flatly. “Thirty-three percent to crit. From one item. How far over one hundred are you with that? Can you even be over a hundred?”

“I… don’t know,” Hiral admitted. “Haven’t done the math. Need more crit damage gear though.”

“That’s a strong A-Rank weapon,” Seena said. “Do you have a weapon skill for it?”

“Got one with a little practicing, thanks to In the Hands of the Duelist,” Hiral said, bracing the weapon with both hands and taking a few mock swings. Compared to all his other weapons, the axe was heavy. Without a Rune of Gravity – like the Emperor’s Greatsword had – he was whipping around its full weight every time. He’d tried using his own rune to lower and increase the weight, but it was oddly unwieldly compared to having a rune installed directly into the weapon. 

No, he’d have to do it the old-fashioned way. Good thing he’d gotten a few extra points in Str from the achievement…

“Anything else you want to share with us?” Seena prompted. 

 “Uh…” Hiral looked at the others, then released the axe to float in the air beside him. “I guess there is one more thing. Well, one more… group of things…” With those cryptic words, he once more activated the Arsenal of Amin Thett within the ring at his back, and four, head-sized crystal orbs floated out. 

“You have Mediums?” Nat asked. 

“Four of them?” Milly followed up, her voice a little more accusing. 

“Not… exactly,” Hiral said. “To either of those things. I actually have about two dozen, but four is all I can control at one time right now. One per rank, I think…”

“How do you have four?” Milly asked. “That’s not fair!”

“It’s really not what you think,” Hiral said quickly. “They aren’t the same as your Mediums. They’re not bound to me, and I can’t put or use tattoos on them. They’re just the same defensive orbs that were flying around attacking people on Fallen Reach. All they can do is fire attack beams or raise a defensive shield. Neither is particularly strong. B-Rank after I inscribed some runes to make them a little stronger.”

“What can they do?” Yanily asked. 

“Shoot stuff?” Hiral said with a shrug. “They’re another ranged option. Lower damage than my RHCs, but a higher rate of fire, and I can position them at different angles. Just more options, really. Four concentrated beams on one target should do some okay damage, I think.”

As he spoke, Hiral gestured with his hands, the four flying orbs following his movements to whip through the air in different patterns. Out to the sides, as if surrounding a nearby target, back over his shoulders like support artillery, then rotating around in an infinity pattern. Finally, he even brought them together in front of himself and activated their shield ability, creating a wall-like barrier directly in front of him. 

“Why do you have so many in your ring-thing?” Nat asked. 

“They’re not very durable,” Hiral said. “One or two good hits from a C- or B-Rank will be enough to bring one down.”

“And you really use all these weapons in a fight?” Milly asked. 

“Those and more,” Yanily said. “His ring’s ability – well, not the death beam – is called an arsenal for a reason.”

“You have a death beam too?” Nat asked, and this time she actually crossed her arms, and Hiral nervously nodded. “That’s it, I’m getting lost on the surface too.”

“I’m going with you,” Milly said. “Left, you’ll come with us, won’t you?”

“Perhaps we should talk it over with your parents first,” the double suggested, and Milly just huffed. 

“Is that really all this time?” Seena asked Hiral.

“That’s it for me,” Hiral said, stuffing all his weapons back into the ring. Once they got inside the dungeon, he’d pull them all back out. Then again, considering the glares he was getting from his sisters, maybe he didn’t need them all. He could get through a dungeon with just the new ones, couldn’t he? Yeah, it’d be a good chance to practice. 

Practice. That was totally the reason he’d leave most of his weapons hidden away. Not because he was scared of his two younger, E-Ranked sisters. Not. At. All. 

Guess I know where the doubles get their cowardice… 

“Okay, let’s do the rest of us,” Seena said. “Then we’ll move on to the girls.”

And, that’s exactly what they did. The others didn’t take nearly as long as Hiral – he’d gotten a couple of extra achievements, after all – and their new abilities were pretty straightforward. Yanily’s main upgrades included the spear that would grow with his own power, and a new ability that greatly increased his mobility. That one also happened to be visually amazing, with wings of storm clouds and lightning springing from his shoulder blades to move him around. 

Seeyela, interestingly, got a new kind of Gravity Venom that would affect anything she struck, increasing the target’s weight – and lowering its speed – with every hit. She, of course, also got the aura she’d activated during the final battle with Vorinal, Aura of the Void-Venom Empress, though it wasn’t quite as powerful as the one granted by her sponsor. As for her gear, she got a pair of anklets Hiral was able to install into her armor, which gave her a decent Dex boost, but more importantly improved her speed and balance. They were kind of like a combined version of what Hiral got from his Pants and Boots or Ur’Thul. 

Like her sister, Seena got a lesser version of her sponsor’s aura – the Aura of The Mother of Flame – as well as an ability that acted a lot like the crystal orbs Hiral had stowed in his ring. The Burning Artillery was aptly named, and created a sphere of flame at her shoulder which would throw firebolts at any target she attacked with another flaming ability. The damage wasn’t huge, but it was basically ‘free’, since the sphere would persist for almost an hour. 

Totally going to see if I can steal that through Shared Strength for my Primal Chord. 

As for gear, Seena actually got something for Li’l Ur. A tiny – and adorable – robe that boosted the buffs he used on his Mistress. The fact items like that even existed within the PIMP’s vault raised all kinds of questions, but they weren’t likely to get answers to those for a long time. Either way, they gave her a nice increase to her firepower. 

As if she even needed it. 

After the quick review of the party, they went through Nat’s and Milly’s admittedly limited abilities. Then again, they were only E-Rank, so they couldn’t be expected to have a lot yet. The group spent a solid ten minutes discussing how their magic worked, though, and came up with a few ways to give the girls safe opportunities to practice with them. 

Finally, with all that done, Seena gave everybody a nod, and more importantly, permission to enter the dungeon. 




            

    
        Chapter 9 – The Crawling Pits

    
    
    
    
                “You know,” Hiral said as he sat and tinkered on his RHC, “this really isn’t how I expected our first dungeon run at B-Rank to go.”

“No?” Yanily asked between bites of a pastry he’d pulled from his Interspatial Ring. “Wanted more of a challenge?”

Hiral looked from his weapon, down the slope from where they sat at the top, to his doubles and sisters battling against a never-ending onslaught of worms. “Considering the company, I wouldn’t say I wanted a challenge. But, between you and me, I do kind of miss it.”

“I may be an experience junkie, but you’re totally an adrenaline junkie,” Yanily said. 

“Which is why he keeps doing risky and stupid things,” Seena cut in over the party chat. 

“Not recently,” Hiral pointed out.

“You’ve been hiding away in tunnels,” Seeyela cut in from beside Yanily. “Give it time. We still have an entire dungeon ahead of us. How are the girls doing, anyway?”

“Getting better,” Seena said. She and Li’l Ur were overseeing the pair of sisters training under Left and Right’s watchful eye. The doubles would keep the girls out of any real danger, though that didn’t mean they weren’t getting hurt. “We’ll give them a bit longer before we push deeper into the dungeon.”

“Thanks again, everybody, for giving them the time to learn the ropes a bit,” Hiral said. Sure, he kind of complained about almost literally sitting around and doing nothing for the last hour since they’d entered the dungeon, but really, it was good for Nat and Milly. 

With an entry hall similar to the Endless Tunnels dungeon, this Crawling Pits dungeon was giving them the chance they needed to see what real combat was like. As Artists, they’d only occasionally trained for a fight, and it was more hobby than anything else. Even if they both had chosen strong support classes – and planned on having Shapers tanking the front line – that didn’t mean they’d ever truly be safe. 

Thankfully, this first room in the Crawling Pits had a wide… well… pit in it that endlessly spawned new monsters. They didn’t spawn in packs of five like the ant dungeon – and not nearly in the same numbers – so it proved a perfect place to let the girls get accustomed to things trying to eat their faces. While Left and Right mostly acted in the tank and damage roles, they weren’t pushing their B-Rank bodies to their limits. Instead, they almost seemed to purposefully let some of the worm-type enemies by to harass Hiral’s sisters. 

That resulted in some torn clothes and bloody girls – despite the armor Hiral had enhanced. Surprisingly, neither Nat nor Milly had complained at all. They’d just healed up and done it all over again. 

What happened on Fallen Reach really made them feel helpless. They don’t want that to ever happen again. 

“It’s no problem,” Seena said to his earlier comment. “This is how we got trained the first time we came down to the surface. Not in a dungeon, obviously, but the same idea. They’re learning quickly. Good reflexes – especially Milly – and a strong sense for the flow of a fight.”

“Milly’s Fool tattoo is strong the way she’s using it,” Hiral said. “Anybody who passed up on getting it is going to be so jealous when she gets a couple more Ranks.” Looking down at his sisters dealing with a trio of the eight-foot-long Wigglers – PIMP and its naming sometimes… – he had to agree with Seena’s assessment. They were handling themselves well for only really having an hour of experience. 

They weren’t perfect, yet, and the ground behind the group shifted as a fourth Wiggler erupted. The seemingly flat and rubbery end of the leg-thick worm split apart to reveal circular rows of leech-like teeth as it lunged for Milly’s back. For her part, the girl didn’t even see it coming, and while her shield and armor would probably protect her from it… 

Well, her big brother could protect her better. 

In less time than it took Hiral to blink, his right hand snapped out with his RHC, and a pull of the trigger spat a bolt of searing impact. The bolt moved so fast it almost looked like a line of light connected Hiral’s weapon to the “head” – if it could even be called that – of the worm. Then, just like that, the far side of the worm’s body exploded as the blast exited, hurling the monster hard to the side to slam into the ground. The crack of stone right behind them made both Nat and Milly jump and spin around to find the worm lying with a smoking hole in its side. 

It didn’t take either of them long to glance in his direction and nod their thanks before turning back to the Wigglers they were dealing with. 

That done, Hiral went back to tinkering with his weapon. 

“Something wrong with your RHC?” Seeyela asked. “You’ve been playing with it almost the whole time we’ve been in here.”

“Nah, nothing wrong with it,” he said. “At least, not exactly. It’s just…”

“Just what?”

“These are the first real weapons I got from the dungeons,” Hiral said. “Besides my runes, of course. And, I don’t know, I really like them, but I feel like they’re falling behind. D-Rank worms aside, they’re just not putting out the same kind of damage as my other weapons. And I’m not just talking about the Emperor’s Greatsword here.

“Maybe it’s because they have a cooldown between shots, even though that’s dropping with every rank I get, but I find myself going to my other weapons when I need to get something done. The Bestial Axes I got from the rat Boss, in comparison, are really strong – and they’re the same rank. Death Knell and Stormstrike have a lot of strengths too.”

“So, you’re seeing if you can improve them at all?” Seeyela figured. “Like you did with the crystal armor, or that undead sabre?”

“Yes, but I don’t think it’ll work like it did with the Reinforced Blightsteel Sabre or the armor,” Hiral said, looking to the side and blasting a distant worm out of frustration. Similar to the first one, the bolt tore the poor, low-rank monster in half. “The sabre and the armor were both D-Rank to start. They were made by us. Well, not us us, but our ancestors. The RHCs though, they’re A-Rank, which means they were made by the Progenitors. I don’t know if I can modify them. 

“At least, I haven’t found a way yet. They’re already… perfect? They each have the three slots where I can change up runes, but I haven’t found a better combination than Runes of Impact, Energy, and Increase.”

“My crossbows are better for delivering debuff poisons than actual damage.” Seeyela pointed to one of the grips over her shoulder. “Could you use them that way?”

“Other than Distracting Shot, I don’t have any debuffs I can use on command. Everything else comes from getting a critical hit through the Primal Chord’s Second Movement. And, no, before you ask, the Third Movement doesn’t change that.”

“Still waiting to see what that does,” Yanily pointed out. 

“Once we get moving, I’m sure you’ll get your chance,” Hiral said with a chuckle. “No, what I need are some more active abilities I can use with these.”

“Did you try that Power Attack ability you got?”

“Huh,” Hiral said. “No, I didn’t actually. That’s not a bad idea. I’ll have to see how it interacts with the cooldown, but it could work…”

“What are you waiting for?” Yanily asked while finishing off his pasty and immediately pulling another one out of his ring.

“You keep eating those and we’re going to be rolling you through the dungeon,” Seeyela said, poking the spearman in the gut. 

“I’ll work it off once we get moving,” Yanily said with zero-guilt, and took a big bite. 

Putting the two across from him out of his mind, Hiral turned his attention to the room where his sisters battled the constant stream of Wigglers. Picking another one at the far side of the room for his test, Hiral activated Power Attack at the same time he pulled – and held – the trigger of his RHC. Unlike normal, the weapon didn’t immediately spit a bolt of death at the weak monster. Instead, Hiral felt energy gathering within it. 

After one second, blue wisps of energy circled the barrel of the Runic Hand Cannon. After two seconds, the streamers seemed to be hardening and forming straight lines. After three seconds… Hiral could only blink in surprise as he continued to hold the trigger. 

The energy gathering around his RHC had taken on an actual shape – almost like an extension of the weapon’s barrel. A large extension. Solidifying as an additional foot in length in front of the RHC, the new barrel was easily four inches wide, and consisted of hexagonal plates of rigid energy. When he moved the weapon, the extension followed as if it was attached. 

“That’s new,” Seeyela said with a whistle. “You just going to swing it around, though, or see what it can do?”

In answer, Hiral snapped the weapon back towards his original target, and released the trigger. No boom followed – in fact, it hardly sounded different than the normal shot – and the bolt crossed the distance to punch through the side of the Wiggler exactly as his earlier shots had. Like before, the blast tore the worm in half, and Hiral was just about to complain about nothing different happening. 

Then the effect of Power Attack seemed to catch up, and it was like a large fist slammed into the sides of the two halves of the worm. About a foot around where the bolt had passed, the Wiggler’s body compressed before getting further shredded. 

“That’s right, it’s extra damage based on the original power,” Hiral mused. “With a ranged weapon, it must follow a heartbeat later.”

“Cooldown?” Yanily prompted. 

“Nothing, so the RHC cooldown must start when I press the trigger, not when I release it,” Hiral said. 

“That’s not bad,” Seeyela said. “Means you can chain them one after the other.”

“Well, every three seconds,” Hiral said. “Hrm. I wonder…”

With the musing, Hiral drew his second RHC in his left hand, then aimed both weapons at another distant Wiggler. If he could activate Power Attack with both weapons at the same time, he’d be able to… 

Hiral’s thoughts arrested when he noticed his twin weapons doing something unexpected. Sure, he’d been able to activate two separate Power Attacks – one for each RHC – but where he anticipated seeing bluish energy wisping away from each one, that wasn’t happening. Instead, the energy seemed to be rising off them as a pair. Even as he watched, the solid constructs of energy didn’t form around the individual barrels, but grew even larger around the two weapons as if they were a single entity. 

As soon as the third second passed, Hiral had a massive, almost shoulder-width barrel in front of him. “Hand cannons indeed,” he mumbled, at the same time a notification began blinking in his Party Interface. Before he addressed that, however, he moved the newly created barrel slightly. 

Instinctively, he felt that if he moved the barrels too far apart, or tried to aim at two targets, the ability would shatter, wasting the solar energy he’d dedicated to it. Not a big deal considering how little it is. Other than that, as long as he held the triggers or moved the weapons together, he could alter his aim easily enough. 

Could take some practice to use this while moving…

Catching Yanily’s mouth opening out of the corner of his eye – the spearman was going to ask what he was waiting for – Hiral released his shots at the distant worm. Like before, the two searing bolts crossed the distance in the blink of an eye and ripped the poor Wiggler apart. A fraction of a second later, the additional damage hit – almost like the compressed air of something passing really fast. Except this wake hit like a stampeding bull. 

A section of the worm practically evaporated beneath the power that ripped into it. 

“Not bad,” Hiral said, lowering the weapons and checking the notification. 

(Lost) Duelist of the Runic Cycle: Class Ability (Active) Unlocked – Dual Power Attack

Dual Power Attack: By focusing strength with both hands, increase damage of a two-handed attack by 15% for every second the attack is held before striking.

Note: Damage caps at 45% (3 seconds of held time).

Note (2): If two separate weapons are used, each receives the same damage bonus.

 Hiral couldn’t help but whistle, and he quickly shared the ability window with Yanily and Seeyela before they even asked. They both responded with a whistle of their own after they’d had a chance to read it. 

“That’s a real nice bonus,” Yanily said. “Though, it doesn’t do anything to change the weakness of the ability – the fact you need to charge it up for three seconds.”

“You think it’s enough to bring your RHCs up to the level of your other weapons?” Seeyela asked. 

Before he answered, Hiral looked at the two weapons in his hands. Yanily had a point. The increased damage was good – he’d never complain about being able to hit harder – but how would it fit into his build? His preferred style was hitting as often as he could, bringing on buffs and debuffs through his Chord of the Primal Echo. For that, it didn’t matter how much damage the individual hit did, as long as it was a critical. More hits meant more criticals. If he charged both barrels, sure he’d do a bigger single hit, but that would be one potential crit instead of six. 

And, actually, now that he reread the wording, it would actually be less overall damage, since he’d get two shots at almost one-and-a-half times damage, instead of six at regular damage. If anything, he was cheating himself out of a lot by using it, and he explained his thinking to the others. 

“You’re right,” Seeyela finally said, nodding along with him. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. Nope, that actually doesn’t sound worth using.”

“Good thing I didn’t waste energy getting jealous,” Yanily said sagely.

“That’s obviously the most important part of all this,” Hiral agreed with a chuckle, but cut off when he saw Seena coming over to join them. Nat, Milly, and the doubles were behind her. 

Though the girls looked more than a little worse for wear – dried blood, torn clothes, and hair like they’d just gotten out of bed – they both had satisfied expressions on their faces. 

“How’d they do?” Hiral asked Left. 

“They’re quick learners,” the double said. “Especially Milly, with her Fool tattoo. She made the most progress, but Nat is a bit more of a natural reading the flow of battle. Both of them need to continue working on the timing of using their abilities to control the fights, though they’ve reached the limit of what they can gain from challenging these same worms over and over again.”

“Does that mean what I think it does?” Yanily asked, popping the last bite of a third pasty into his mouth. 

“It does,” Seena said with a nod. “Time to work off all those sweets you’ve been eating by burying a few Mid-Bosses.”

“They’re actually both underground types,” Yanily said, licking his fingers. “So, they’re already buried when we get to them.”

“Don’t make me bury you instead,” Seena said, once again rubbing the bridge of her nose.

            

    
        Chapter 10 – The Rumbler

    
    
    
    
                Hiral simply side-stepped as the building-sized, Mid-Boss worm shot across the large room from one side to the other. Easily thirty feet around, and hundreds of feet long, the thing tended to keep most of its body underground, and just extend part of itself above to attack. It had long, whip-like, prehensile appendages lining the outside of its leech-mouth that it used to try and drag prey inside. However, one hit from Yanily’s spear had sent the creature straight into what the spearman called phase two of the fight. 

Instead of just sticking its head up and trying to hammer or eat them, the worm instead barrelled across the room from wall to wall like a runaway caravan. Thanks to the magic of the dungeon – or maybe a natural ability of the worm itself – it could completely vanish into the earth without leaving cavernous holes wherever it went. 

That, and the sheer momentum combined with the thing’s weight would make anything it hit seriously regret coming to the dungeon. 

But, compared to Hiral’s B-Rank body – and his admittedly absurd Dex – the thing was slooooow. The others had a bit more trouble dodging it, especially his sisters, but he wasn’t rushing to attack. Neither were Seena, Seeyela, or the very apologetic Yanily. 

Seena had lectured him for a full minute on pushing the Mid-Boss to its second phase before Nat and Milly had a chance to see what it could do. Since then, only Hiral’s younger sisters had been allowed to attack it. Well, try to, as neither of them was particularly well-suited for the challenge. 

Which, according to Seena, was exactly why they needed to try and solve this phase of the encounter. Yanily said it would – at most – last until the Mid-Boss hit thirty-percent health, at which point it would return to the floor to just stick its head up. For a normal party with a tank and two or three damage dealers, each rush of the worm past them would be a great opportunity to layer on the pain. 

For Nat and Milly, they couldn’t do much more than watch. Milly didn’t even have the option to use her Medium’s basic energy attack without the Fool practically crippling her. According to Hiral’s sister, trying to attack caused a sort of feedback loop from the tattoo, which would make her body almost do the opposite of what she was attempting. Left became right – and not the Foundational Split kind – while even standing up became a chore. No, she’d need another way to take care of things. 

As the Mid-Boss charged past yet again, Hiral kept his eyes on it long enough for its name to appear high, high in the room above its long body. 

(Mid-Boss) The Rumbler – Unknown Rank

Well, at least it’s not the King or Emperor of something. Maybe whoever is naming these things is feeling a bit more original…

“You think your sisters are going to be able to figure something out?” Yanily asked Hiral from nearby. The man was on strict orders not to stab the worm again, and he was clearly holding back every time an opportunity presented itself. “What would you do if you were in their shoes?”

“If it was me?” Hiral asked as The Rumbler made another pass at them. “I’d…”

WHAAAAAAM, and the whole cavern shook hard enough even Hiral had to step quickly to keep his balance. Off to one side, the Mid-Boss’s long body piled on top of itself against one of the walls, its health bar down below twenty percent. Blood oozed out of tears in its rubbery skin, and a large pool of the stuff expanded out from underneath it. 

“I’d probably do that,” Hiral finished. 

“And just what was that?” Yanily asked, his spear spinning in his hands again. 

Noting the worm wasn’t moving quickly to enter its next phase – obviously still disoriented from the blow it’d just taken – Hiral took the second to explain. “Milly specializes in barriers, while Nat can control a target’s senses to limited success.”

“With you so far.”

“Spiked Shields does damage primarily based on the endurance of the target shielded, but also partially on how hard it’s hit. Usually,” Hiral held up a finger, “the strength of the shield is the biggest limit to that. However, Milly has Force Dome, which is nearly impervious to physical damage. She also has Adaptable Barrier, which lets her alter the form of any shield or barrier ability. 

“With a little help from Nat to disguise the Force Dome shaped as a flat plane…”

“Seriously?” Yanily asked. “You telling me your sisters just got the giant worm to smash its own head against the wall?”

“With all that speed and weight behind it.” Hiral grinned. “That’s exactly what they did.”

As he said that, the disoriented Rumbler finally seemed to get some of its senses back under control. Groggily, like it’d been drinking, the worm buried its head in the packed earth of the floor, and slowly pulled its entire bulk back underground. Thanks, again, to the magic of the dungeon, it didn’t even displace the dirt. Also, while any living creature would probably run far away to recover, the fact they were in a dungeon prevented that from happening. 

Predictably, not even a few seconds later, the Rumbler erupted from the ground again. Blood waterfalled from its mouth, where shattered and broken teeth had torn it apart inside. And, the decidedly flat look of its head probably wasn’t Hiral’s imagination. 

“This should be the final phase,” Yanily said loud enough for Hiral’s younger sisters to hear. 

“How are you going to handle it?” Seena called to Nat and Milly. 

“Right,” Milly said, casting a barrier on him while Nat added a buff. 

Timed perfectly, the spiked shield appeared just as a pair of the Mid-Boss’s whipping appendages slapped into the double. Almost slapped into him. Instead, both tentacles shredded on the spikes as they got close, the barrier cracking but not falling, before Right countered. With Nat’s Celerity buff, the double burst forward – though he still limited himself to D-Rank effectiveness – with a comfortable twenty-percent increase to his speed. 

He dodged two more whipping attacks, let a third tear against the barrier – though that shattered his shield – then swept in with a combo of his own. Punches also benefiting from the buff, he laid into the rubbery hide of the Mid-Boss. Another pair of abilities came from Hiral’s sisters even as he attacked. The first was another modification of the barrier, wrapping Right’s hands in spiked shields, upping his damage even further. And, while Milly handled increasing Right’s offensive power, Nat seamlessly took care of keeping him safe. 

With a wave of her hand – and a glow from the Afterimage tattoo on her Medium – three more copies of Right spread out on either side of him. Through the magic of – well, magic – even though the worm didn’t see, the three exact duplicates of Right fooled the monster’s senses. Instead of thrashing all its tentacles at Right’s real body, it instead split its attention among the four, which even committed to small dodges and attacks of their own. 

“Yanily,” Nat said. “Get ready for the opening!”

A grin appeared on the spearman’s face even as his spinning weapon took aim. Just as Right’s next punch landed, another of Nat’s tattoos glowed, and the giant Mid-Boss seemed to freeze up. 

That’d be her Stun tattoo. 

“Go!” Nat shouted, while Right landed yet another haymaker. 

Yanily, at the same time, lowered his spear and leaned forward, wings of lightning and storm clouds bursting from his shoulders. Then, with a boom like thunder, he shot forward along the ground, twisting into a lunge as he reached The Rumbler. The razor-sharp, crystal spear plunged into the worm’s body – barely a toothpick compared to the size of the beast – and dropped the beast’s health below ten percent. 

As if enraged at the damage, the flailing appendages around The Rumbler’s mouth whipped through the air in a frenzy. Tattoo after tattoo flashed to life on Milly’s Medium as she activated Chain Heal and tossed up two more barriers while the healing ability bounced back and forth between Right and Yanily. With their health topped off and the Spiked Shields making short work of the attacking tentacles, the two were safe for the moment. 

“You’re up, Seena,” Nat said, tossing an Inspire buff the party leader’s way. The ability had a decently long cooldown, but it’d increase the damage of the next attack used. Seena didn’t waste it. 

A flaming lance roared to life between her cupped hands, then launched with a whomp that pushed her back a pair of steps. A second later, it slammed into the worm’s body before drilling its way through the flesh. Again, it barely seemed like it was big enough to… 

WHOOOOSH, flames gushed out of The Rumbler’s mouth at the same time it screeched in pain. The thing’s death throe – just one – echoed off the walls of the cavern, before it slumped to the side, the top part of its body causing the ground to shake. 

“Hiral!” Nat ordered, a notification window appearing in front of his eyes.  

You have been buffed by Rage.

Str Increased by 10% for 30 seconds. 

Dex increased by 10% for 30 seconds.

End reduced by 20% for 30 seconds.

Critical Hit Chance increased by 5% for 30 seconds.

Critical Hit Damage increased by 15% for 30 seconds.

With Nat’s other longer cooldown buff on him – though, really, it was only a minute – Hiral didn’t waste even the blink of an eye before his Runic Blunderbuss was in his hands. Up and aimed straight down the worm’s cavernous throat in one smooth motion, he pulled the trigger. With three Runes of Increase, to go along with the Runes of Impact and Expansion, the bolt of energy seemed unremarkable as it passed through the rows of leech-like teeth. 

Until it hit. 

An explosion of force tore the Mid-Boss apart from the inside, out. Worm bits and blood blasted away in a ring to coat the walls and ceiling, before the back half of the worm – now severed – slipped down into the ground from the weight of its rear end. 

“And that’s a dead Mid-Boss,” Seena said, not even bothered by the monster chunks scattered about the room. 

“I didn’t even get to do anything,” Seeyela complained. She stabbed the air a few times as if in frustration, then sheathed her daggers on her back again. “Though, seeing even more copies of Hiral is going to give me nightmares.”

“Those were copies of Right,” Hiral pointed out. 

“Who is nearly an exact copy of you,” Seeyela countered. “My point stands. I swear, I’m going to have dreams of an army of Hiral’s waterfalling off Fallen Reach to come visit Seena.”

Hiral actually stopped to think about it. With that buff cast on me, Left, and Right, how many could we…?

“Stop imagining it,” Seena said with a chuckle. “We’ve already spent half our dungeon time in here. Yan, didn’t you say there were a couple more good places for the girls to learn?”

The spearman nodded while leaning casually on his weapon. “The next section of the dungeon isn’t worms – it’s rodents. Moles, actually. They have more attacks than the worms do, and they’re big.”

“Dog-sized?” Hiral asked, thinking back to the rats they’d fought in the Rise of Fallen Reach dungeon. 

“More like carriage-sized,” Yanily said. “The Mid-Boss isn’t any bigger, for once, but I’ll explain it when we get closer. After the moles, then we’re back to worms, but I think they were called Wiggling Swarms. Groups of hundreds of smaller worms that work together to attack, like they have one mind.”

“That sounds… fun,” Seena said, visibly shuddering. 

“Yeah, one of the women in the other group was completely creeped out by them,” Yanily said. “Spent the whole section of the dungeon screaming at every little worm that got close to her. Which took a while, since they were good experience, and there were a lot of them.”

“Decent farm spot?” Seeyela asked. “How close are you girls to level twenty, anyway?”

“Close,” Nat said holding up her thumb and forefinger, with just a tiny space between them. “If we can actually farm a little more, just to be safe, we should be able to hit it in this dungeon.”

“Which means D-Rank evolutions,” Hiral said, excitement for his sisters building in his chest. There was something intoxicating about the progression the PIMP provided. Levels, evolutions, abilities and achievements…

Wait a second…

“I didn’t get an achievement for killing the Mid-Boss,” Hiral said to the others. Seena and Seeyela’s eyes widened as they realized the same thing. 

“No Dynamic Quest completion either,” Seeyela added. “Now that I think about it, we didn’t even get a quest start.”

“Told you that already,” Yanily pointed out. “Remember, we only get the achievements for completing the dungeon.”

“I thought we’d at least get the flavor text,” Hiral half-pouted, then looked at his sisters. “What did you two get?”

“The achievement was called Let’s Get Ready to Rummmmmble!,” Nat said. “Says we have to get to a dungeon interface to get a class-specific reward.”

“For killing The Rumbler,” Milly added. 

“That’s normal, you’ll get one for each Mid-Boss or Boss we kill,” Hiral said. “Which is how you get new abilities beyond tattoos. Oh, and if you do something that seems to impress the PIMP, you can get one for that as well.”

“I wouldn’t encourage that,” Seena said flatly. “That something impressive is usually risky, stupid, or both. Don’t follow in your brother’s footsteps.”

“I’m not that bad of an example,” Hiral said. 

“Don’t worry, we’re smarter than him,” Milly said.

“That’s not very nice.”

“Doesn’t make it any less true.”

“Let’s see how much advice I give you going forward,” he grumbled.

“Children,” Seeyela said in her best mom-slash-big-sister voice. “Seena had a point, earlier, we don’t have all day. If we want to clear this dungeon in under three hours – and give Nat and Milly a chance to farm some more experience – we should get moving.”

“True,” Hiral agreed, his sisters nodding along with him. “Let’s go get you leveled up to D-Rank.”




            

    
        Chapter 11 – Tank and Spank, Or Not…?

    
    
    
    
                It was harder than it sounded to limit himself to around D-Rank abilities, especially with his high Atn and Dex. He saw the D-Rank moles’ attacks coming a mile away, and they were so slow. He could practically eat a sandwich while waiting for a swinging claw to reach him. In fact, he was eating a sandwich as the three-bladed paw wound around in his direction. 

Then, trying to keep his reflexes to the level of somebody three ranks – and hundreds of Dex lower than him – he stepped back. Cutting through the air just an inch in front of him, the sword-like claws seemed to take forever to finish their arc, and he stepped back in. Starting to form a Rune of Impact around his left hand, he quickly canceled that – it would’ve created a Sandwich of Impact – and instead focused on his right hand. Even during that delay, the D-Rank Wildclaw Mole had barely begun to notice Hiral wasn’t in four pieces in front of it. By the time it did figure that out… 

WHAM, Hiral buried his fist in the mole’s bright-red nose. Damn thing is practically a target on its face…

Not taking the benefits of his Second-Skin of Ur’Thul into account – namely the fact it increased all his runes’ potency by a Rank – the rodent’s head exploded like a ripe melon. 

“Hiraaaaal!” Nat whined, her debuff landing on the corpse to have absolutely zero effect. 

“Sorry,” he said quickly. “I’m just not good at pretending I’m D-Rank.” This was the third mole in as many encounters he’d… exploded. Maybe, just maybe, the others are onto something with me and explosions. Honestly, it probably would’ve been more if the others didn’t make him sit out most of the fights. He was just critting far too much today. Every time, in fact. 

“Right and Left are doing fine at it,” Milly said at the same time her Chain Heal bounced between the party. 

You have been buffed by Chain Heal.

Moderate health is restored before chaining to a nearby ally to restore a reduced amount.

Note: Amount restored based on caster’s Wis.

Note (2): Chain Heal bounces between a number of target’s based on Rank, modified by Wis.

Note (3): Chain Heal can bounce back to previous targets as long as a different target is struck between.

Note (4): Lingering effect restores an additional 1% health over 3 seconds after being struck by Chain Heal.

Hiral dismissed the buff window, though he couldn’t help but smile. All of Nat’s abilities were considered buffs or debuffs, and a surprising number of Milly’s were too. Even if he wasn’t getting achievements from this dungeon, the sheer number of additional abilities he was adding to the Lost Chord was completely worth it. Maybe I should just go around the islands asking people to buff or debuff me…

“Okay,” Seena said, interrupting his thoughts. “That’s the end of that pack. Yanily says the second Mid-Boss should be in the next room. We’re just about done with moles.”

“Give us the run down on it?” Hiral said, then turned to Left. “Banner of Courage to top everybody off for the fight?”

Left just nodded and reached over to touch the tattoo seemingly emblazoned on his Coat of Ur’Thul. Not even a second later, he pulled his fingers away, a streamer of solar smoke trailing it before it snapped into the shape of a glowing banner seemingly fluttering in the wind. From the Banner, a shining dome of rejuvenating light encompassed the party. 

You have been buffed by Banner of Courage.

Critical Strike Rate increased by 18% for 180 seconds.

Critical Strike Damage increased by 60% for 180 seconds.

Attack Speed increased by 8% for 180 seconds.

Moderate Healing Over Time for 180 seconds.

Moderate Shielding granted for 180 seconds.

All Attributes increased by 5% for 180 seconds.

Immune to Fear and Fear-like effects for 180 seconds. 

Solar Absorption Rate increased by 1 Rank for 180 seconds.

Now at A-Rank – thanks, again, to the Second-Skin – the Banner was strong. Not only had most of its bonuses increased nicely, but it also now gave attribute bonuses. Five percent may not have seemed like a whole lot at first glance, but it stacked with all their other attribute increases. Even the twenty percent from Life of the Party+ and Hiral’s natural Dex and Atn bonuses. Other than the fact a person needed to remain within the dome of light to benefit, it was an extremely powerful buff. Possibly the most powerful they had.

And it still has at least one more Rank of growth. Maybe even two, when left gets to S-Rank himself?

Hiral just shook his head as he imagined going into a fight with those absurd increases. 

“This Mid-Boss,” Yanily said, pulling Hiral back to the present. “It takes ten hits to kill it. Doesn’t matter how hard you hit it,” he looked straight at Hiral, “or how soft. Ten hits.”

“That’s the trick?” Seena asked, then glanced at the girls. “All the Mid-Bosses or Bosses have at least one trick to them. It’s very rare it’s a straight fight.”

“No tank and spank?” Nat asked. 

“Excuse me?” Hiral asked. Where were his little sisters learning this language?

“Term that’s going around for direct brawls,” Milly explained, though she somehow managed to sigh in disappointment at her brother first. “The tank – you guessed it – tanks. Keeps the monster’s attention while the damager dealers spank it. In other words, do damage. Tank and spank.”

“It’s in the first-edition guide,” Yanily said quietly beside Hiral. “I’ll get you a copy when we get back up so you can learn the lingo.”

“Thanks,” Hiral whispered back.

“It’s actually not a bad strategy,” Seena said to Nat and Milly. “Most of the time. The more the monster is attacking the tank, the less it’s hurting your healer or damage dealers. You almost always want the fights to be tank and spanks. Even then, though, there will be tricks you need to take into account, and modify your strategy. 

“For example, in the Palace of Creeping Death dungeon we did, we fought the Hulking Behemoth Mid-Boss. In a way, it was a straight-forward fight. We hit it, and it hit us back.”

“Hit us back hard,” Yanily clarified. “You should’ve seen what it did to your brother when it caught him.”

“Are there any fights where you don’t get your ass kicked?” Nat asked him.

“That’s not the point of this story,” Hiral said, gesturing to Seena to continue. “I hope.”

“It’s not,” Seena agreed. “That fight wasn’t a damage race to see who could knock down the other one first. And, even with our tank – Nivian – doing an amazing job, and his brother Wule healing him the whole time, we had to deal with the trick. Incredibly high-speed regeneration. The Mid-Boss healed the damage we did almost as fast as we did it.”

“It didn’t actually have much health,” Hiral said. “Compared to some of the other Bosses we’ve fought. Just, for this one, we had to do enough damage quickly enough, while finding a way to slow or disable its regeneration.”

“Does the mole Mid-Boss have something like this?” Seeyela asked Yanily. 

“It’s called a Molitary Special-Forces,” Yanily said. “The room is set up with tunnels underneath, and trapdoors where the mole can pop out of. It spends most of the fight underground, then emerges and attacks quickly, before dropping back down into its tunnels. 

“No matter how hard we tried, we couldn’t follow down in the tunnels, so you have to wait for it to come back up and hit it before it hits one of us. Regardless of how much damage you do, it loses ten percent of its health.”

“How fast is it?” Hiral asked. 

“Compared to you, not fast,” Yanily said. “Compared to an actual D-Rank, seriously fast. And it has both ranged and melee attacks, though the claws seem to be the most dangerous weapon.”

“This is so strange knowing what we’re fighting before we fight it,” Seeyela said.

Hiral could only agree with a nod. “So, plan? Should we group up or spread out? How many trapdoors are there?”

“About two-dozen, placed throughout the room,” Yanily said. “Spreading out is dangerous, but the quickest way to hit the mole ten times. Leaves your healer and damage dealers exposed. On the other hand, if you group up, the mole will bombard you from range, and may never come up close enough for you to get a hit in.”

“Any other tricks to it?” Seena asked.

“One of the damager dealers in my last group used a big hammer,” Yanily said. “Hitting the mole with heavy, blunt damage added some kind of debuff that slowed it down. Made it much easier to avoid its attacks, and to catch and hit it again.”

“Good thing we have an expert in blunt-force trauma,” Seeyela said, thumbing towards Right. 

“With eight of us, that must be an advantage too,” Nat pointed out. 

“Definitely,” Seena said. “One of the benefits of having your brother in the party.”

“There’s more than one?” Milly joked.

“Hrm… he finds good cheese?” Seena said after some apparent thought. Then she looked his way and gave him a soft smile that made his heart beat faster. 

He’d missed being around her. 

“I do happen to have some with me,” he said. “We could let the others go deal with this mole while we…?”

She actually seemed to consider it before she finally shook her head in an attempt to look responsible. “After we finish the dungeon,” she said like she was trying to convince herself. She wasn’t fooling anybody. 

“I think I preferred it when girls thought you carried the plague,” Nat joked. 

“It wasn’t that bad,” Hiral said. 

“It was worse,” Milly said. “People at school even thought we…” her eyes widened as her mouth literally slapped shut. The glare Nat was giving her could’ve melted stone. 

Hiral looked between his two sisters – one trying to stare the other deeper underground, while the second looked like she wanted everybody to forget she was even there. Or that she’d said anything. 

“Are you telling me,” Hiral started, his mouth going dry at the implication of her words. “People treated you the same way they treated me because we were related?”

Nat opened her mouth to answer – too quickly – and Hiral’s finger snapped up with his full three-hundred-plus Dex to cut her off. “And don’t even think about lying,” he said. “I know all your tells.”

Nat’s lower jaw went side-to-side before she answered. “It was just stupid people.”

“You mean kids, right?” Hiral pressed on her choice of words. 

She didn’t answer.

“It wasn’t so bad when we got used to it,” Milly said. “And they mostly stopped after a few years…”

“A few years?” Hiral practically shouted, and purple flames flared to his side.

Right’s Meridian lines had lit up like he was going to war, and Left’s knuckles were white around the Banner of Courage. The two doubles were feeling exactly the same thing Hiral was, and his hand went to the hilt over his shoulder. 

As soon as his fingers touched it, the Emperor’s Greatsword flared to life, and he drew it in its fallen-star form. All around them, the walls of the dungeon creaked as gravity changed, and small stones lifted into the air. 

“Who was it?” he asked. “Give me names.”

Nat and Milly looked at each other as solar energy flowed off the three copies of Hiral. Purple, white, and yellow bled from their tattoos and runes, and the dungeon continued to creak. It was one thing for the people of Fallen Reach to treat him like the Everfail, but to target his sisters? 

No, just no. And… why didn’t I ever notice? Why didn’t they ever tell me?

Looking at the faces of his sisters – his loving sisters – he knew the answer to that question immediately. They didn’t want him to worry about them. They were protecting him. The opposite of what a big brother was supposed to do. 

“Who?” he asked again, straining to keep his emotions in. He hadn’t been so angry in… in he didn’t know how long. “Line them up in the Amphitheatre of the Sun – or all at once – I don’t care. I am…”

“We are,” Right corrected. 

“… going to show them just how wrong they were,” Left finished. 

“It’s a long list,” Milly said.

“Then we’d best get back up there to get started,” Hiral said, stalking down the hall towards the next Mid-Boss. 

“Hey, where are you going?” Nat asked. 

Hiral didn’t reply, his jaw clenched so he didn’t scream and swear at how furious he was. His sisters would’ve been children for most of that treatment. And adults – their teachers, probably – had behaved like that. Oh, he was going to make them eat those words. 

His fantasies played out in his head as he strode down the hall, until he finally entered a large room. Around two dozen mounds of loose, circular dirt dotted the room, and a carriage-size mole at the far end dove into one like it was a swimming pool. Just like that, in the blink of an eye, it was gone, and the battle’s mechanic began. 

Ten hits, Yanily had said. 

I don’t have time for this. 

Funneling solar energy into his sword, Hiral ramped up the Rune of Gravity, then layered on his own Runes of Expansion, Impact, and Increase. Then he simply leaned forward and swung with all his strength. 

 The sword cut into the stone directly in front of him, and a massive shockwave blasted out as the whole dungeon shook. Everything in front of him compressed in an expanding wave under the tremendous gravity he’d dropped with his swing. Stone buckled and crushed, just two feet deep directly in front of him, but pounding deeper and deeper the further the wave went. A dozen feet by the mid-point of the room, twice that as the wave raced towards the far wall. Dust that should’ve shot into the air only ground into the rock, further breaking it down. The loose-dirt tunnels collapsed along with everything else, a cacophony of cracks echoing off the walls.

“How’s that for blunt-force trauma?” he whispered, imagining every unknown face of the people who’d bullied his sisters. 

Just like that, the Mid-Boss room was reduced to little more than a steep ramp – almost like a theatre – in front of him. Meanwhile, footsteps rushed up behind him, and Hiral hauled his sword up while glaring at the room. Where was that damn mole? As soon as it popped up, he was going to… 

“Wow,” Nat said from beside him, and a hand settled on his forearm. “You completely one-shot it.”

“It’s dead?” he asked. “You’re sure?”

“Pretty sure. We got an achievement,” Nat said. “Whack-a-Mole.”

            

    
        Chapter 12 – Not Impressive Enough

    
    
    
    
                After a simple glare from Seena for killing the Mid-Boss without giving the girls a chance to fight it, the party leader sent the others on to start clearing the worm swarms on the way to the Boss, while the two of them hung back. 

“You calmed down now?” she asked, sitting beside him with her hand in his. 

“A bit,” he admitted, the emotions still rolling around in his chest. “I just… I can’t believe they went through that. Worse, I can’t believe I didn’t know. How could I have not seen it?”

“They were obviously hiding it from you,” Seena said quietly. 

“That doesn’t make it any better,” Hiral said. “Actually makes it kind of worse.”

“Why? It means they love you.”

“I know that, but… you know what it was like for me. As the Everfail. Sure, I’m over it now, but at the time, it was hard. Still, even then, I kind of felt like it was my fault. So I deserved it…”

“You didn’t,” Seena interrupted. “And we know it wasn’t your fault.”

“Yeah, I know that too.” Hiral gave Seena’s hand a gentle squeeze. “When I was a kid, though, I didn’t. And this is going to sound a bit twisted – thinking it was my fault somehow made the bullying easier. Like, if I could just pass the Shaper test, it would all stop. It was as if I could control the bullying, or at least control stopping it.

“For Nat and Milly, though? Nothing was their fault. There wasn’t anything they could do…”

“They could’ve fought back,” Seena said. “Could’ve pretended they hated you for what was happening to them. Could’ve actually hated you.”

Seena’s words stopped Hiral’s mouth before he could say anything else. That was true. His sisters could have hated him for how they were treated. He was to blame, wasn’t he? Well, no, not really – he wasn’t a Maker. There was no way he could pass the Shaper test. Except, nobody knew that. 

His sisters would’ve been well within their rights to despise him for getting bullied. How could he…?

“Stop,” Seena said. Though her voice was soft, there was an urgency to it that pulled him out of his spiralling thoughts. “I can practically see the wheels turning in your head. Don’t let your mind go to those places. Your sisters don’t hate you. And they didn’t tell you so you wouldn’t worry about them. Maybe you missed how strong they are? I don’t just mean their rank or tattoos. 

“They handled it. Sure, go beat the hell out of the people that bullied them – and let me help, if I can – but don’t lose sleep over how they’re doing. They’re fine, obviously.”

“But…”

“No buts,” Seena interrupted. “Take it from a sister, we’re stronger than you boys. If Nat or Milly couldn’t take it, you would’ve known. They could. They did. They’re fine. You’re fine. Just be happy with that.”

“After I beat the hell out of the bullies,” Hiral quoted her words. 

“Maybe twice. Can you do it twice? Is it allowed?”

“If they’re dumb enough to accept my challenge the second time,” Hiral said, his fingers tracing along the Emperor’s Greatsword lying on the ground beside him. “Thanks for talking to me, Seena.”

She squeezed his hand in return. “Anytime.”

“And, as much as I’m fantasizing about getting some of these people into the Amphitheatre, I’m not going to have time to, am I? We’re going to be coming right back down to go find Nivian and Wule.”

“I was going to wait until after the dungeon to talk to you about it in more detail.” Seena looked ahead through the smashed Mid-Boss room to where the others had to be fighting. “But, now’s as good a time as any.”

“You’ve got a plan for finding them?” he asked. 

“Two, actually,” Seena said. “You’re the first one.”

“My Rune of Connection?” he immediately asked. He’d already considered the idea. “I’ve thought about it. Except, I’m not sure I can pick out which strands actually connect to them. There are bound to be other things we have connections to on the surface. I could lead us in completely the wrong direction.”

“I’m sure you’d manage,” Seena said, reaching over with her other hand to pat his knee. “Still, that’s why it’s only part of the plan. The other half of it is kind of the same though – we’re not sure if it’ll work on its own.”

“What is it?”

“There’s another Grower who has a rare ability to track things by solar energy signature,” Seena explained. “If they’ve seen the person – or monster – use an ability before, they can track it. I’ve even heard they can pick an energy trail out of the air and use it to follow something. It’s pretty impressive.”

“A tracker, huh?” Hiral said while he considered the idea. “Nivian’s energy signature must’ve changed when he became a Death Knight, though. Oh, is it that other member of the party you mentioned the first time we came down to the surface?”

“No, and even if it was, his situation hasn’t changed. Baby was just born, and, if I’m being honest, he couldn’t keep up with us now. He’s still E-Rank.”

Hiral’s eyes widened a little at that. It was true. When they’d gone down to the surface, they were E-Rank – while Hiral was no-Rank – and they certainly hadn’t expected to get stranded, let alone rise all the way to B-Rank. Their old party member would be completely outclassed now.

“That’s… a good point,” Hiral said, not sure how to talk about it. So, he kept going with the previous topic. “Can this other friend of yours track Nivian’s energy?”

“Probably not,” Seena admitted. “Even Wule’s likely changed – since he doesn’t actually have solar energy at all anymore – which is why each tracking method is only part of it. Between the two of you, I’m hoping we can find something. If we even need to. They should still be in that undead city.”

“But if they’re not…”

“Exactly,” Seena said. “And, even if they are, we don’t know what the city is like at this point. It was already crawling with things that wanted to see us dead…”

“Which my assistant needs to hurry up and get around to being,” Li’l Ur said from where he sat on Seena’s shoulder.

“I like him the way he is for the time being,” Seena said. “Can’t you wait a little longer? For me?”

The little lich somehow blew out a breath – even though it probably didn’t have lungs, or need to breathe – then nodded. “For you, Mistress, anything. I shall be patient. I have eternity, after all.”

“Thanks, Ur.” Seena gave the lich a gentle pat on the head. “Back to what I was saying. The city could still be looking to kill us.”

“We are a lot stronger than we were before,” Hiral said, thinking back to their previous trip through the city at D-Rank. 

“We are,” Seena agreed. “But strong enough to take on an entire city? We have Cycling to help with the solar energy situation, but the city was already thin on that. I don’t want us to get worn down by an endless sea of undead, which is what we saw there before.”

Hiral couldn’t repress a shudder as he considered the undead hordes. The sea of unliving flesh and bones stretching through the streets and packed shoulder to shoulder. 

“Then there’s the Shambling Graveyards,” Hiral added. “A-Rank Elites. Yeah, we shouldn’t take them lightly. Even with our evolutions and gear, I don’t know if we could take one.”

“You got the closest look at one,” Seena said. “No chance?”

“Far closer than I would’ve liked,” Hiral admitted, thinking back to the giant monstrosity chasing him through the city. Literally through, as it had waded into the buildings like he would into water. Stone didn’t do anything to slow its trail of destruction as it had chased him. “We could put up a fight, but with rank disparity and its Elite status, I don’t know if we could do enough damage.

“Maybe if we got to the Heart of the Graveyard core of it,” Hiral said, referring back to one of the Mid-Bosses they’d fought in the Necropolis of Ur’Thul dungeon. The small monster had gathered up corpses around it – almost like armor – to try and construct the massive Shambling Graveyard. Luckily, Hiral had been able to destroy it before it succeeded. 

“We’d have to punch through how many feet of undead flesh to get to it?” Seena asked. “Let’s just avoid any we see.”

“And that’s why you’re the party leader,” Hiral chuckled. “All the smarts of the group.”

“Somebody needs to stop and think, with experience and adrenaline junkies like you and Yanily in the party.”

“Where does Seeyela fit in then?”

“Stabby junkie?” Seena asked.

“Her most recent abilities seem to be leaning back more towards the original gravity theme she had before she got the advanced class,” Hiral noted. “She may be less stabby in the future.”

“Nah, she’s addicted,” Seena said. 

“Says the girl who has way too much fun burning entire dungeons to the ground,” Hiral pointed out.

“Okay, we’re both addicted to our new advanced classes,” Seena admitted. “Don’t see you complaining when we’re raking in the experience.”

“Oh, no complaints here at all,” Hiral held up one hand defensively. The other hand, well, that stayed comfortably intertwined with Seena’s. “I think we make a great party. Lots of synergy. And, honestly, Seeyela’s combination of gravity manipulation and poison is only going to get stronger and stronger. Her sponsor, though – that giant spider – used something else entirely, didn’t it?”

“Not entirely.” It was Li’l Ur who answered. “The Void-Venom Empress’s power is a derivation of gravity and poison. Well, venom technically. The void she creates is the absence of everything, through combining those two concepts. If she truly has taken a liking to the Mistress’s sister – and bestows her skills – Seeyela will become a very powerful disciple indeed. 

“Should she survive long enough.”

“Disciple?” Hiral asked. 

“That seems to be the path,” Li’l Ur continued in one of his rare coherent periods. “It has been… millennia since any of the Progenitors have taken on a potential successor, and suddenly we have five. To say it is momentous would be an understatement. The wheels of history are turning.”

“Five?” Seena asked, glancing at Hiral. 

“Of course,” Li’l Ur said. “The Mother of Flame has chosen you – despite my minor rivalry with her. She is a very powerful sponsor, but she still owes me from a lost bet. As for the spearman…”

“Yanily,” Hiral reminded the little lich, who just waved his hand like the name hardly mattered. 

“He has been chosen by Heaven’s Punishment, the storm dragon.”

“The dragon’s name is Heaven’s Punishment?” Hiral asked. 

“Its title,” Li’l Ur said. “I don’t remember that battle-freak’s actual name. Too nasally and hard to pronounce, like all dragon names. I swear, they put consonants together for fun, not because they actually make words.”

“Ah.” It was all Hiral could say to the small rant. 

“What about the other two, then? Is Hiral your disciple?” Seena asked.

“He would be my assistant if he died,” Li’l Ur clarified. “Not my disciple. In this form, I do not possess the power necessary to have one. And, considering what you did with my urn, it is questionable if I shall ever return to the necessary level.”

“Sorry about that,” Hiral said. 

“Don’t be. If the other incarnation of me had gotten its way, Mistress would be dead. That I could not allow!”

“Such a good little lich,” Seena said, adding another head-pat. “Who’s Hiral’s sponsor then?”

“He doesn’t have one,” Li’l Ur said. “The other two are Nivian and Wule.”

“Whaaaaat?” Seena asked. “How do you know?”

“Their advanced class evolutions,” Li’l Ur explained. “Nivian emerged from the skull of Landbreaker the Titan, the giant progenitor. Also, the first Death Knight. I was very proud of him, though he may not have been… entirely on board becoming an undead. Meh, details. As for Wule, the lantern he came out of belonged to the Eternal Spark. Its… race is not one you would recognize – though perhaps we will see Spirits along our journey – but it commands a power that combines solar energy with lifeforce. The lantern it carries houses a spark of this unique energy.”

“Wule and Nivian both have sponsors?” Hiral asked, looking at Seena and the wide smile on her face. 

“That means they’re strong,” she said. “Strong enough to survive.” There was relief in her voice. 

Ever since the brothers had vanished from the Party Interface, they were all worried about what it might mean. If they had sponsors though – ancient Progenitors of immense power – then there was a much higher chance they were still alive. 

Hiral gave Seena’s hand a squeeze. That was good news. Some of the best they’d had in a while. It may not have been that long since they saw the twins – not really – but it felt like an eternity. One full of worry whether or not they’d ever be reunited. This increased the odds dramatically. 

“We’ll find them,” he said. “And soon.”

“We will,” she agreed, her eyes glazed over like she was imagining seeing Nivian and Wule. Or, maybe eating some of Nivian’s stew – she had mentioned how much she missed it several times recently. “Wait, Ur, are you saying Hiral is the only one without a sponsor from our original group?”

“It seems he’s not impressive enough to garner the attention of a Progenitor,” Li’l Ur said with a shrug. 

“Ouch, Ur,” Hiral said. “Words hurt.”

“There, there,” Seena said, patting his knee. “Don’t worry, I think you’re plenty impressive enough.”

“Oh, will you be my sponsor then?”

“Depends on how many offerings of wine and cheese you present,” she said, sitting up straighter. 

“Well, I just happen…” Hiral started, but movement behind them had him untangling his hand and leaping to his feet. Immediately at Seena’s back, a pile of six-inch-long worms was crawling over itself to stand up, with a humanoid shape clearly taking form. Two legs, the bottom of a torso…

This must be one of those worm-swarms. How did it get past the others?

He’d have to ask Yanily later, though for now he just wanted to end the interruption to his quality time with Seena. There shouldn’t be an issue in just smashing the damn thing since the girls weren’t around to benefit from it, right? Seena had barely even started to move, while Hiral was already on his feet with his hand cocked back, thanks to his high Dex and Atn. 

Readying himself to strike, he picked out something unusual about the swarm – a single, blood-red worm amidst the pile of otherwise almost black wigglers. Something like the Heart of the Graveyard?

Without waiting to figure that out, Hiral coated his hand in Separation, and thrust it forward like a knife. Black worms parted in front of his razor-sharp strike, and he buried his fingers in the sausage-like body of the worm. While that probably was enough to kill it – he hadn’t bothered to wait for View to come up to confirm it was Elite – he was frankly still annoyed at his sisters getting bullied. And at his time with Seena getting interrupted. 

Taking some of his frustration out on the poor worm-swarm in front of him, Hiral smoothly swapped from Separation to Runes of Impact, Expansion, and Increase. At the last second, he also added in a dose of Unsealing, just to disrupt any magic connecting the individual worms. 

Not that he need have bothered, with the whole monstrosity bursting like an overfilled wineskin. Worms – and worm parts – shot in every direction, though a simple wall of Rejection protected himself and Seena from getting icky. 

“What the…?” she asked, only then turning as worm-debris bounced off an invisible barrier just a few inches in front of her. 

“Monster snuck by the others,” Hiral said at the same time a notification began blinking in the corner of his Party Interface. Wonder what that could…?

“Okay,” Yanily said over the chat. “We killed the last normal monster, so the Boss could spawn anywhere in the dungeon.”

Hiral’s eyes went to the blinking notification, though he didn’t open it. “Anywhere?” he asked slowly. 

“Yeah,” Yanily said. “It’s a… hold on. What’s that Nat? What do you mean you got an achievement notification?!”

“Uh, she’s not the only one,” Seeyela interrupted. “I’ve got a dungeon clear notification blinking.”

“Hiral,” Seena said, looking from the pile of worm-guts in front of her to him. “What did you just kill?”




            

    
        Chapter 13 – Upgrade 

    
    
    
    
                Dungeon – The Crawling Pits: Complete

Time: 2:38:18

You have plumbed the pits of evolution gone awry and survived.

Time until Dungeon – The Crawling Pits instance closure: 59:99

Huh, no achievement for that.

“Hiral?” Yanily asked. “Your sisters are glaring at me, and I’m honestly a little intimidated. What happened?”

“Whoa, how do you know it’s my fault?” Hiral asked, though he quickly checked his combat notifications. While he didn’t get any experience for anything they fought in the D-Rank dungeon, the logs at least tracked what he’d killed. And… yup… that had been the Boss. 

“The Worm That Wanders,” he said.

“That’s the Boss’s name!” Yanily said. “You really did kill it, didn’t you?”

“Apparently,” Hiral said flatly. “It popped up behind me and Seena. I thought it was just one of those swarm things you guys were fighting. So, I punched it.”

“It’s fine,” Seeyela interrupted. “What’s done is done. We have to find the interface now, though.”

“It’s here with us,” Seena said. “In the Mid-Boss room. Probably because of where Hiral kill-stole the Boss.”

“Kill-stole…?” Hiral asked. 

“More lingo from the guide,” Yanily filled in. “Means you took a kill from somebody else – and the experience with it.”

“I didn’t even get experience!”

“Which makes it so much worse,” Seena said, with a faux-disappointed shake of her head. 

“Whatever,” Hiral grumbled. “Are you guys close? We should get achievements and loot, then get on our way.”

“We’ll be back there in a few minutes,” Seeyela said. “Wait for us before you swipe the interface. I don’t want the lights to go out on us while we’re walking there.”

“Fair,” Hiral said, then cut off his party chat and offered his hand to Seena. “Sorry about that.”

“It’s fine,” she said, chuckling. “You saved me from getting wriggled on… or whatever those worms would’ve done.”

“Probably fried themselves on your mantle, now that I think about it.” Hiral pointed to her Mantle of the Phoenix, and how it waterfalled constant flame down her back.

“That would’ve smelled terrible, I’m sure,” she said, taking his hand and letting him help her up. “Let’s go wait for them by the interface.”

Seena didn’t let go of his hand after she spoke, and Hiral wasn’t going to point it out. Instead, they walked over to the crystal pedestal and waited for the others to arrive. It didn’t take long for the six to exit the tunnel across the way – or throw dirty looks in his direction. 

“C’mon,” Milly said as soon as she was close, then swatted him in the arm. “That’s two!” 

“I’ll make it up to you,” Hiral said. 

“How?”

“I have pastries.”

“Those are mine!” Right jumped in, then took a step back when Milly turned a look in his direction. “Though I’m happy to share with our wonderful little sisters.”

“So generous,” Nat said flatly. “Even though we didn’t get to fight the Boss, Yanily told us about what the encounter should’ve been like. We’ll be fine when we come down and run this dungeon with our own party.”

“Still not sure how I feel about that,” Hiral said. 

“Good thing it’s not your choice then,” Nat responded with one of her damn grins. 

“I know,” Hiral finally relented. “Just promise me you’ll be careful.”

“Only if you promise the same when you go wherever it is you’re heading next. I don’t want to think you’re dead again.”

“Deal.”

“Great,” Seeyela said beside them and clapped her hands together. “Then let’s get our achievements and head home.” With that, she swiped her hand across the crystal interface. 

Just as her hand passed over, all illumination vanished from within the dungeon. Not even a second later, light began rushing down the tunnels on both sides of the Mid-Boss room, quickly resolving into what looked like a million squirming worms. 

The creatures didn’t come in a flood, but instead coated the floor, walls, and ceiling. In the blink of an eye, the wave of light reached the room, then spread up across the ceiling. While it almost looked like streams of shooting stars above, six rivers of worms coiled along the ground. Stopping just outside the party, each of the rivers spun a circle around a treasure chest, and then all motion ceased. 

“It’s kind of pretty,” Seena said quietly beside him. 

“Kind of is,” he agreed, though he wasn’t looking at the ceiling. When she noticed him staring at her, she gave him a surprisingly shy smile along with the reddening of her cheeks. 

“How do we know which one is ours?” Milly asked, and Hiral let his eyes linger a few seconds longer before he turned his attention to the chests.

“Those two are probably yours,” Hiral said, pointing to a pair or chests. “Let’s see your status windows. They’ll match.”

“Oh yeah, they do,” Nat said. “Look, look, this one is mine!”

Milly immediately went to the other one, then looked at her sister. “On the count of three?”

“One, two… three!” they both said together, then threw open their chests like they were presents. “Ooooh,” they somehow managed to echo in unison, and each drew out what looked like a scepter from the boxes. 

“It’s D-Rank,” Nat said, holding up her prize, with her eyes glazed over like she was reading a window. “And it… increases the chance of my debuffs landing. Slightly reduces the cost of them too. It’s perfect!”

“More dancing worms?” Yanily asked her. 

“Dancing...?” Hiral couldn’t stop himself. 

“We spent the last ten minutes watching Nat use her Charm tattoo on the worm swarms,” Seeyela explained. “It turned into a dance-off between… how many did you get in total?”

“Six swarms,” Nat said… proudly? “Hundreds of worms bent to my will. Dancing to my tune! Literally!”

“Was pretty entertaining,” Yanily said, then held his arms at his side and did a kind of shuffle. The worm dance?

“How about you, Milly?” Hiral asked, though he couldn’t quite take his eyes off the shuffling spearman. Something about it was admittedly mesmerizing. 

“Also D-Rank,” Milly said. “Except mine increases the power of my barriers. Like Nat’s, it slightly lowers their cost.” 

“Great items for your first dungeon run,” Seena congratulated them. 

“What about you guys, what did you get?” Nat asked, though she cuddled the scepter in her arms like it was a new puppy. 

“Good question,” Hiral said, spotting his chest. “Left, Right, you want to check the group chest? It’s probably those tokens…”

Right gave him a thumbs up, and the doubles wandered over to the central chest. 

“You’re going to love this,” Yanily said, a smug smirk on his face. 

“Wait, you would’ve gotten loot the first time you ran through this,” Hiral said. “You know what’s in here?”

“I think so. Like I said, you’re going to love this.”

“Seena, did he tell you?”

“No, he didn’t,” Seena glared at the spearman. “You got loot – more than the token – and didn’t tell me?”

“You didn’t ask,” Yanily said. 

“I… didn’t, that’s true,” Seena admitted. “Still!”

“Don’t worry, the surprise will be worth it.”

“That somehow makes me nervous,” Seeyela said, eying her treasure chest. 

“Stop stalling!” Right called over from where he and Left were opening the central chest. 

While they did that, Hiral shrugged and went to the one banded in yellow, then flipped the lid. He wasn’t expecting much – given it was only a D-Rank dungeon – so he was moderately surprised when he used View on the item inside. 

Solar Refinement Solution – Unranked

A solution that, when applied by a skilled craftsman to an item (or pair of matching items) of C-Rank or below, can increase the item’s rank by one stage (up to a maximum of B-Rank).

When applied to a B- or A-rank item (or pair of matching items), refines the crystal to unlock hidden potential, resulting in the addition of a minor effect.

Note: Only one Solar Refinement Solution can be used on a single item. Further applications will result in no additional effect. 

Note (2): Minor effect added to B- or A-Rank items is based off the type of item.

“Well then,” he said quietly as he lifted the vial out of the chest and held it up to the light. The amber liquid sparkled with what had to be solar energy within it. “Did you each…?”

“We did,” Seena said, and Hiral turned to find her and her sister each holding a vial similar to his. 

“One guess what I used it on,” Yanily said, leaning his spear forward. 

“Hold on,” Seena said. “Sis, I’m guessing you’re going to use it on your Fangs?”

“You bet I am,” Seeyela said. “A pair of matching items? Sounds like it was practically made for my daggers. Sure, I could use it on the hand-crossbows to give them more versatility, but the Fangs of the Lady are my main weapons. Wouldn’t make sense not to use it on them. I don’t have to do anything special with this, right? It only mentions the craftsman part for upgrading.”

“Hiral, you’ve got a literal arsenal of weapons, so I’ll let you think about it for a minute,” Seena said. “But! Before either of you risk wasting the potion and it not working because we don’t use it correctly, let me be the test subject. All my items are good, but not central to my build. I won’t be out as much if it doesn’t work.”

“It works,” Yanily assured her. 

“What did you get?” Hiral asked him.

“I’ll tell you after you do yours. More fun that way.”

“For who, exactly?” Hiral asked quietly. 

“What are you all talking about?” Nat asked. “What did you get?”

“Ah, sorry,” Hiral said to his sister. “This vial will upgrade one of our items – or pair of items.” Then to Seena, “Are you sure?”

“Completely sure,” Seena said. “And, yah, I’ll test the pair-part by using it on my gauntlets.”

“Thanks, Seena,” Hiral said. Seeyela echoed his statement. 

With that, the party leader plopped down on the ground and took off her bulky gauntlets. 

“Here’s the old status window,” she said, and shared it with the party. 

Gauntlets of the Brood Guards – A-Rank

Wearing both gauntlets grants: Ability (Passive) – For the Brood!

Ability (Passive) – For the Brood! increases all damage done by attacks and abilities by 15% when not holding any weapons in hand. 

“Then, I guess I’ll just…” she said, carefully pouring about half of the vial over each glove. Almost like the vial knew it was being used on two items, exactly half seemed to pour out over each one to Hiral’s high Atn. And, despite the very fluid nature of the liquid, not a drop spilled from the items to the floor below. No, the gauntlet themselves absorbed every ounce of it, and they glowed brightly for a few seconds before fading again. 

“Well, something happened,” Hiral said. “Anything changed?”

“Let’s all find out together,” Seena said, throwing up the items’ window for the party to see. 

Reinforced Gauntlets of the Brood Guards – A-Rank

Wearing both gauntlets grants: Ability (Passive) – For the Brood! and Ability (Passive) For the Queen!

Ability (Passive) – For the Brood! increases all damage done by attacks and abilities by 15% when not holding any weapons in hand. 

Ability (Passive) – For the Queen! When using an ability to protect the Party Leader, increase efficiency and power of that ability by 10%.

Note: Party Leader is designated through the Party Interface. 

“Daaaamn,” Hiral said. “That’s minor? Since you’re the party leader, doesn’t that mean all your defensive abilities just got a ten percent boost? And that sheath ability you use, the one that covers you in flaming armor, is that considered a defensive ability?”

“It is! But, do you think it works like that?” Seena asked. “We don’t have to make one of you the party leader?”

“Doesn’t say we have to anywhere,” Hiral pointed out. “What do you two… think?” 

Even as he asked the question, he realized neither Seeyela nor Yanily were listening. Seeyela was mid-pour with her vials, and Yanily was literally cheering her on.

“Go, go, Seeyela, you can do it,” the spearman said. “Rah rah.”

“He sounds like Odi now,” Hiral said, referencing the lizardman they’d spent three dungeons with.   

“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” Seena said, then looked at Hiral. “How about you? You’ve got a lot of items you could use that on. What are you thinking?”

“Great question,” Hiral said. “I could upgrade my Reinforced Blightsteel Sabre up to B-Rank, I think. Then it’d be a reinforced reinforced…?” He shook his head. “The other items would all be good choices too, and the Bestial Axes are pretty tempting since they’re already strong…”

“But that doesn’t sound like what you’re going for,” Seena said, recognizing the tone of Hiral’s voice. 

“No, I think the choice is pretty obvious,” Hiral said, patting the RHCs on his thighs. “I was just saying to your sister how these were starting to fall behind. This might be the perfect thing to bring their usefulness back up.”

“Well, what are you waiting for?”

“Another great question,” Hiral said flatly, then followed Seeyela’s example and dropped down to a cross-legged pose. His RHCs came out in his hands, and he balanced one on each knee. Lifting the vial up, he gave the sparkly liquid one last look before he popped the top. “Let’s see what you can do.”

Just like he’d observed with Seena, it was almost as if the vial knew exactly how much it needed to pour out to fully infuse his paired weapons. Up close, the liquid was a bit thicker than he’d thought – almost more like a syrup – and his crystal weapons greedily drank it up. As soon as the last drop fell from the vial, Hiral watched the process with Cycling. 

Solar energy got pulled from the environment around him – a startling amount in fact – and infused itself deeper into the crystal. Small bolts of energy spread within, like shooting stars, as the crystal reforged itself. And, thanks to his high Atn, it wasn’t his imagination when he realized those ‘lines’ of power moving within the RHCs were actually tiny, tiny runic equations. 

That’s how the potion is giving the items a new ability – it’s rewriting the equations that define it. Runes really are the laws of the universe… 

Hrm, actually… is it how the potions are doing it? Or how I’m seeing it? 

Though the realization – and question – wasn’t anything new, it did make Hiral nod in respect as the potion finished its work. A few seconds of the solar energy within the weapons flaring, and then it was done. The RHCs didn’t look any different on the outside, but he eagerly rubbed his fingers together as he activated View. 

Reinforced Runic Hand Cannons: Impact, Energy, Increase

RHCs project the power of the contained runes. 

Range and Damage (if applicable) based on user’s combined Dex and Atn.

Impact: Projects focused, concussive force.

Energy: Projects intense, searing blasts.

Increase: Multiplies effects of other inserted runes.

Grants Ability (Passive) – Hair Trigger

Ability (Passive) – Hair Trigger reduces internal cooldown of weapons by 0.5 seconds.

Hiral’s eyebrow went up as he read that a second time. It’d been a long time since he’d used View on the weapons he’d gotten back in their first dungeon. It seemed the other runes he had inserted on the discs in the RHCs had their own information lines – though it wasn’t anything he didn’t know. More importantly, the RHCs each now had the same passive effect. It wasn’t a big one… but… 

“Well?” Seena asked. “What did you get?”

“A passive called Hair Trigger. Reduces the RHC cooldown by half a second.”

“That’s it?” Seena frowned. 

“It’s better than it sounds,” Hiral explained, some excitement building in his chest. “It won’t be as flashy as explosions…”

“Good.”

“… but the RHCs came with a one-second cooldown between shots at E-Rank. I’ve been shaving off zero-point-one seconds – ten percent – of that with each rank-up. At B-Rank, the cooldown was zero-point-seven seconds. With this new passive, it’s suddenly down to zero-point-two seconds. Honestly, that’s so fast there might as well not even be a cooldown.

“I can – theoretically – fire five shots for every one I was firing when I first got these.”

“So, it’s an upgrade you’re happy with?”

Hiral couldn’t stop the smile. “Thrilled with it.”




            

    
        Chapter 14 – You’re a Monster

    
    
    
    
                Hiral sheathed his upgraded RHCs – er, RRHCs? No, that was just too much to throw about in his head when he thought of the weapons – back on his thighs and looked to Seeyela and Yanily. 

“How about you Seeyela? How’d you do?” he asked. “And, Yan, will you finally tell us what you got?”

“My Fangs got a new passive,” Seeyela said. “Weighted Afflictions. Apparently, every venom dose I apply with them increases the potency and efficiency of my next gravity ability – not including portals. Each stack isn’t very big, but they should add up quickly. I hope.”

“Does it have a maximum amount?”

“Yes, but it’ll take… hrm… ten hits to get there. Doable.”

“How about you, Yan?” Seena asked. 

“Stuff I stab – or slash – gets a debuff called Vulnerability,” Yanily said. “Increases how much elemental damage they take. Not just my own, either. Fire and lightning included.”

“Is punching considered an element?” Right asked. 

“Fraid not,” Yanily said. “But the fiery part of your fists might get the bonus? Did you notice anything during the dungeon run?”

“I’ll have to check the combat logs to see if there are any messages about it,” Right grumbled. “You could’ve told me to look for it earlier…”

“And ruin all the fun?”

“Pretty sure this doesn’t qualify as fun.”

“There is another, better, way to find out,” Hiral said. 

“Testing,” everybody else said at once. 

“And, before you ask,” Yanily said to Hiral. “Don’t worry, I’ll stab you so you can get a copy of it.”

“Thanks, Yan,” Hiral said cheerfully. 

Nat and Milly exchanged a look, then both shook their heads.

Hiral just ignored his sisters, then looked again at the empty vial in his hands. “I’m kind of surprised we actually got something useful out of this dungeon run. Figured we’d get D-Rank items – at best.”

“Nothing wrong with D-Rank items,” Milly said defensively, cuddling her scepter against her chest. 

She’s spending too much time with Yanily. And it’s only been one dungeon.

“You got your token last run, right Yan?” Hiral asked the spearman. 

“You bet I did,” Yanily said. “Didn’t use it to return to the island with the others, though. Thunderclaws and I went for a bit of a ride instead.”

“That explains why there were only five tokens in the group chest,” Left said. In his hands, he held five palm-sized discs with a single rune carved into them. Even from a distance, Hiral knew exactly what they said – Return – but he purposely didn’t go down the rabbit hole of figuring out what the opposite would be. He was standing too close to the others to explode. 

I’ll figure it out after we do achievements. 

“Left, you want to hand those out?” Seena asked, and the double did just that. 

“A thread of solar energy will bind the token to you,” Yanily explained. “You can’t teleport without doing that – or so the last party I came here with said. After that, though, nobody else can use the token.”

“Does that mean a party could give their tokens away if they didn’t bind them?” Hiral asked, even though he immediately connected to it with his solar energy. 

Yanily shook his head. “One of the party tried that; the token vanished when he left the dungeon. So, make sure you bind it before you exit!”

“That’s handy to know,” Seeyela said. 

Hiral felt everybody run solar energy into their tokens, though it took his sisters a few extra seconds to figure out how to do it. 

“You got it?” he asked Nat. 

“Like connecting to the Medium the first time,” she said. 

“Once you learn the Cycling ability, it’ll make things like that easier.”

“We’re going to sit in on a class for it when we get back up to Fallen Reach,” Milly explained. “They’ve started offering more of them, and we’ll get bumped up the list since we’ve run a dungeon.”

“That’s good,” Hiral said. “If you’re going to keep coming down and doing dungeons, the stronger you are the better. And Cycling will help keep you topped off with energy.”

“I think that’s loot done,” Seena said, looking around at the others. When she got seven nods in return, she walked over to the dungeon interface and swiped her hand across. “You know what’s next then. “Achievement Rewards.”

As soon as she said those words, the blinking notifications in the corner of Hiral’s vision vanished – Whoops, forgot to look at that… – and a cascade of full windows appeared in front of him. Let’s see what we’ve got. Though, I see at least three here… and I thought they said there were only two?

Putting aside question for later, Hiral focused on the first notification window. 

Achievement: Why Pick on Somebody My Own Size?

Reward: Class Modification: Bully

Bully: When fighting enemies of lower Rank than yourself, gain a 10% damage bonus, and suffer 10% less damage from any hits you take.

Hiral almost choked when he saw the ability name. Bully. What the hell…? A quick look at the previous achievement window showed they got it for completing a dungeon at least two ranks lower than them. 

I mean… it’s a good ability, but now I almost feel guilty. 

“Seriously?” he asked Seena, and she was already chuckling. 

“Did you see the other one?” she asked between laughter. 

He was almost afraid to, but he dismissed the first window and brought up the second. Then he groaned. 

Achievement: Adventures in…

Reward: Class Modification: Babysitter

Babysitter: When fighting to directly protect allies of lower rank than yourself, defensive abilities gain a 20% bonus in power, and cost 20% less solar energy to activate.

Another good ability – got this one for escorting people at least three ranks lower than them through a dungeon – but these ability names… 

“What?” Nat asked. “What did you get?”

“Just an ability that lets us protect people lower rank than us better,” Hiral said. He didn’t need to mention what the ability was called – the last thing he needed was for his sisters to think he was implying they were babies. “Did you guys get… a third achievement?”

Seena, Seeyela, and Yanily all turned in his direction, and by the looks on their faces – No, no they did not get a third achievement. 

“Again?” Yanily asked. “What is it this time?”

“I… haven’t read it yet. Here, let me share it.” Hiral closed the second notification window and shared the third as soon as it popped up. 

Achievement: I Can Do This All Day

Reward: Class Modification: Selective Skill Modification

Note: Due to receiving this achievement in a lower-rank dungeon, reward options are limited.

Please choose two potential buffs from the Lost Chord of the Primal Echo – Second Movement to sacrifice. In return, choose one potential buff from the same list to be made into a permanently available, active ability.

Note (2): Sacrificed buffs can never be attained again as part of the Primal Chord, though user can still benefit from them through normal means.

“What does all that even mean?” Seena asked after reading the window. “And what did you get it from?”

“Let me see,” Hiral mumbled while going back to the original notification window. As soon as he found it, he shared it with the others. 

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – I Can Do This All Day.

You have cleared an entire dungeon while scoring nothing but critical hits, and landed the killing blows on the Boss and both Mid-Bosses.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

“You did?” Seeyela asked. “I thought Seena killed the worm… oh, I guess you did blow it up after that…”

“Kill stealer,” Yanily said. 

“And you smashed the mole,” Nat said. “Along with its entire home. Probably got its family too.”

“You make me sound like some kind of psycho,” Hiral grumbled. 

“Baby moles are adorable,” Milly said. “You’re a monster!”

“Oh, come on!”

“You one-shot the Boss too,” Seena saved him from his sisters. “The entire dungeon though with only critical hits? That’s kind of crazy.”

“Kill stealing aside,” Yanily said. “What does all that text actually mean?”

“I think,” Hiral started. “Well, you know I get random, short-lived buffs and debuffs from the Lost Chord of the Primal Echo – Second Movement based on ones that’ve been cast on me before…”

“Ooooooh,” Nat interrupted. “That’s why Yanily offered to stab you? I thought you were just a masochist.”

“How little do you think of me?”

“It’s all the edgy black you wear.”

“I thought you liked it!”

“Doesn’t mean you aren’t a…”

“Back on topic,” Seena interrupted. 

“Sorry,” Hiral and Nat said at the same time. Then he continued. “The way this reads, I permanently give up randomly getting two of those buffs to make another one a regular ability. In other words, something I can use any time I want to.”

“Do you have two you can give up?” Seeyela asked. 

“You want to share the list?” Seena said. 

Hiral laughed. “If Yan thinks this ability window is too long, he’ll get buried under the growing buff list. No, I think I can figure them out pretty quick. Let’s see… I can probably get rid of Nature’s Bulwark. The reduced damage isn’t bad, but I’d rather just not get hit at all if I have a choice. As for the second one, Target. It’s useful, but it doesn’t have any major impact when I get it through the Chord. And, if I really need it, Seena can cast it again on us the normal way.”

“Not sure I completely agree with the Bulwark part,” Seena said, “but I’ll trust your judgement. If you’re going to give them up, though, what are you going to make into a normal, active ability?”

“Hrm,” Hiral mumbled while he scrolled through the list. Hundred Handed – the buff he’d briefly gotten during the Fall of Fallen Reach from his battle in the Amphitheatre of the Sun was a standout choice. If he could summon the eight spectral hands to attack at any time, that’d be a pretty great advantage. There’d be a bit of a solar energy upkeep for it, but he should be able to… handle it with his reserves. 

If he didn’t spot anything that… 

His eyes stopped at one buff in the list, and suddenly he had a contender. Maybe even more than that.

It probably wouldn’t be as outright powerful as Hundred Handed, but it would shore up a weakness he’d been worried about. 

“Ugh… I have to choose between two,” he said out loud. Logically, Hundred Handed was probably the better choice, but the other buff… his gut was telling him to go with it. 

So… he did!

With a thought, Nature’s Bulwark and Target vanished from his list of possible buffs through the Primal Chord. And so too did Piercing Shot. 

A quick look at his status window showed it under his active abilities, and he drew his RHC to give it a test. A bare thread of solar energy, and the three magic circles appeared in front of the weapon’s barrel. 

“You chose Piercing Shot?” Seeyela asked. 

“I did,” Hiral said, aiming off into the darkness and pulling the trigger. As soon as the searing bolt got pulled through the magic to blast out, he activated the ability again, and three more circles appeared. 

Very fast to activate. Now, can I…? 

His other RHC came out in his other hand, and he once again activated Piercing Shot. Now, both weapons had the magic circles in front of him, and he simultaneously pulled the triggers and activated the ability again. 

More circles appeared even before he was ready to fire his next shots. 

“Perfect,” he said. “Hardly costs anything, and it’s quick to activate. I can probably chain them with a little more practice.”

“And suddenly your RHCs are relevant again,” Seeyela said, her tone telling him she was impressed with his choice. Honestly, so was he. 

He’d come down to this dungeon anticipating getting maybe a couple of okay’ish achievements and a useful support item. Instead, he left with the expected support item, two solid achievements, one arguably excellent achievement, and an upgrade to two of his most used weapons. 

And that wasn’t even counting the rune he saw on the token. If he could figure out the other one in the pair…

“I know that look,” Seena said, and held up her own token. “Somebody is getting ready to explode.”

“Why are you saying that like it’s a good thing…?” Milly asked nervously. 

“It’s a thing Hiral does,” Yanily filled in. “Possibly the thing he does. A signature move, though not as exciting as my Skyfall.”

“Exploding is your thing?” Nat asked him. 

Hiral sighed. “Unfortunately, yes. It can be kind of bad for anything around me too. You should make sure you stay back until I’m finished.”

“We’ll keep them safe,” Left said as he and his twin shepherded the sisters away.

“Are you going to be okay?” Milly asked. “Does it hurt? Are you really exploding?”

“I’ll be fine,” Hiral said. “It just happens when I get new runes.”

“You’ve got just under an hour,” Seena said. “We’ll help your sisters practice a bit with their new toys while you do that.”

“Thanks,” Hiral said, then turned his attention from the others to the token in his hand. 

It was time to get one more upgrade from this dungeon. 




            

    
        Chapter 15 – New Runes

    
    
    
    
                Hiral stepped away from the others – just in case his explosion ended up being dangerous – and walked over to the edge of the light. There, he sat down and looked closer at the Recall Token. Hrm, his original interpretation of the rune there wasn’t actually correct. It wasn’t a Rune of Return, at least, that was what his gut was telling him. 

It was close, but not quite. It also wasn’t the obvious Rune of Recall either, though his instincts told him something like that existed out there. 

“So, if you’re not recall or return, what are you?” he quietly asked the token in his hand. “I’m sure it’s close to those two concepts… but… bigger.” Whatever it was, it contained those two ideas, and this particular token acted as a focus to… to what? It sent the user back to their homes. No, not quite. It wasn’t like it took them to their houses, but instead to the Grandfather or Measure. 

Those weren’t their homes, but they were important places for every Grower or Maker. Not a home, but a… an origin point. In a way, their lives – connected to the PIMP – started there. At the Measure, Hiral got the crystal embedded in the center of his chest – the core of his PIM. 

The token returned them to their origin… it… restored them. 

With the realization, the Rune of Restoration in the token seemed to grow sharper in his eyes. There wasn’t any explosion yet, since he still needed the other rune in the pair, but he was definitely correct about this one. 

“Restoration is a pretty big concept,” Hiral said quietly. “Could I use this for healing? Ugh, I don’t want to be a healer… but I guess it would be useful.” Even as he said that, though, he instinctively knew healing was part of restoration, but it wasn’t that simple. He didn’t have the same skills Milly did – the same education – and he’d be hard pressed to guide the rune to properly undue severe damage. Maybe the small cuts and bruises were possible without risk, but he’d need to be careful with anything bigger. 

Abilities like Chain Heal were self-guided, in that the magic already knew what it needed to do to repair damage. Many healing abilities were like that, though there were also others that relied on the user’s knowledge to get the most from them. Milly would be aiming for those, where her training and knowledge would make those abilities cost less and heal more. 

Using the Rune of Restoration wouldn’t have that self-guided function, and would act more like the second category of spells. In other words, if Hiral didn’t know what to restore, he could very easily miss something. He could restore fingers, but forget the hand they were connected to. That wasn’t even considering things like bones, muscles, and flesh. 

No, he’d need to be very, very careful. Though, maybe he could use the rune to empower his High-Speed Regeneration+ since it already had the magic to guide itself. Testing for later. 

Careful testing. Okay, so what is the paired rune for this?

Thinking about restoring something would mean it had to be in a damaged state. Could it be a rune of damage? No, his instincts told him that existed – probably with a rune of fixing or something – but this wasn’t that. Like recall or return was to restore, damage was akin to the concept he was looking for, but not quite it. 

Destruction? That’s kind of the opposite of restoration?

That idea felt closer… but still wasn’t quite right. Destruction felt too big, as if it was the concept above what he was looking for. 

Which means there’s another level above restoration, too.

Damage was too small, while destruction was too big. What was in between those ideas? If something was damaged but not destroyed… that meant it was… 

Broken.

As soon as Hiral’s mind landed on the idea, a glowing image of the Rune of Restoration lifted from the token in his hands, then flipped over to its mirror image. The Rune of Breaking. 

WHOOOOSH, solar energy erupted off him as the double-helix pattern on his body ballooned outward. He barely had time to hear Yanily say “And there he goes,” before all external sound vanished from his ears. 

As often happened when he exploded, the yellow script expanded until it circled him in a sphere of glowing lines. Within each line, characters became sharper – more real – as they asserted increased control over their reality. No, over Hiral’s reality. Yes, runes and their associated scripts were the laws of the universe given form, but he’d always assumed they were purely external. They were written on his body to allow him to control forces outside of himself. 

However, as these lines grew stronger, another realization came to him – they didn’t just affect the outside world. Each and every modification further empowered his own body in subtle ways. It wasn’t like he was gaining more attribute points or abilities, but a small fragment of the truth of the runes and the script was literally embedded in his body. 

Maybe it was his higher Atn since he last got a rune – or it could be the fact he was B-Rank now – but he felt his own body getting modified along with the scripts. The Rune of Restoration added a sliver of its power to his body’s natural recuperative power. Even further, he saw – within the yellow script – where his High-Speed Regeneration+ ability resided, and those characters specifically grew sharper. 

As for the Rune of Breaking, it was almost a broader change. All his offensive abilities absorbed a hint of the concept, adding a new type of damage to them. It didn’t feel like it would suddenly change the tides of a fight, but every attack would hit just a little bit harder. And, as he watched his abilities get modified, he noticed how the new rune differed from the Rune of Separation. 

While Separation split things cleanly – like a razor – Breaking did as its name suggested. It was brutal, and ugly, with no care for symmetry or control. It was almost pure chaos in its need to break things apart, no matter what shape or form that took. Also, compared to Separation, it would work better with blunt damage as opposed to cutting – though it would work with slashing weapons to some degree. Just not as well as Hiral’s other rune. 

Lost in the understanding of his runes, the idea of time faded as he considered the implications of what he was seeing. Through gaining new runes, he also gained a measure of their concept on himself. Like his own reality wasn’t only growing sharper, but also stronger. Was there more to these concepts though? And, could the process be reversed? Instead of absorbing the concepts onto himself, could he in turn…

His double-helix pattern suddenly snapped back to embrace his body, and his train of thought cut off so abruptly he almost blacked out. A split-second of weightlessness, then he fell on his back to the ground with a dull thud. Thanks to his B-Rank body, he grunted more out of reflex than any sort of discomfort, but still couldn’t immediately move. As usual, the runic expansion had drained all his solar energy, and he activated Cycling+ while he lay on the ground. 

Huh, Cycling+ got improved by the Rune of Restoration too. 

It wasn’t huge, but there was definitely a small increase in the solar energy he was absorbing. 

But… what had he been thinking about just before the epiphany had ended? There was something there. No, it’s gone. For now.

“You dead?” Nat called over. “Again?”

In response, Hiral lifted one arm off the ground and gave his sister a thumbs-up. 

“He’s fine,” Seena said. “Just bottomed out his solar energy doing that.”

“Where did Left and Right go?” Milly asked. 

“They explode with him,” Yanily said. “Or, the poof when he explodes. Don’t worry, they’re fine.”

“I’ll bring them back out in a minute,” Hiral said, already feeling less exhausted. 

“Come on,” Seena interrupted. “Keep practicing. Staring at your brother won’t make him go any faster.”

“I’m not a pot of boiling water,” Hiral grumbled.

“You’re a pot of exploding water,” Yanily offered.

“Thanks.” Hiral’s tone was flat.

“You’re welcome,” Yanily said sincerely.

 As soon as Hiral heard the others get back to their training, he closed his eyes to observe the changes on his body. Now that he was looking for the effects his runes had on him, he found it wasn’t just the latest two that’d made changes. 

All his runes gave him what he could only describe as hidden multipliers. His High-Speed Regeneration+ still had the same text. 

(Lost) High-Speed Regeneration+: Passively regenerate 3% health per 10 seconds as long as you have solar energy to power the ability.

While under the effects of passive High-Speed Regeneration+, deal bonus damage proportional to the amount of health missing from maximum.

Note: Passive healing can be supercharged for a burst of active health restoration (Cooldown: 4 minutes).

Note (2): After using active health restoration, passive Regeneration is reduced to 5% per minute until cooldown expires.

Note (3): Bonus damage increases relative to health lost and Rank.

None of the numbers from the ability had changed, but there was more to it than what he was seeing. He could feel it in his bones. Literally. The Rune of Restoration was magnifying the healing of the ability beyond what was stated. It wasn’t a groundbreaking amount – maybe not even another percent – but it was there. 

It wasn’t the only thing, either. All his runes were improving his body and abilities. The Rune of Increase was probably the best example of that, enhancing anything that would benefit from an increase by a minor amount. His stats were performing above what the numbers read, and that was added on to the natural benefits of a higher-rank body. All his offensive abilities did slightly more damage – which stacked with his Runes of Breaking and Separation. The Rune of Decrease was lowering all his cooldowns, his solar energy costs, and the amount of damage he would take if he got hit. It likely didn’t end there, either. 

His time runes improved his reaction speed and how quickly he processed information, working in tandem with his Dex and Atn. Absorption was definitely helping recover solar energy, and maybe it was his imagination, but Compression almost felt like it was making that solar energy more pure. Refining it so it was in turn more efficient. 

Hiral opened his eyes and shook his head. He could easily spend hours just inspecting his own body and trying to figure out how his runes were interacting with him physically. Now wasn’t the time for that though – he had enough solar energy to summon his doubles – and the others were waiting on him. With that in mind, he activated Foundational Split, Left and Right forming out of the billowing clouds of solar energy to either side of him. 

“I don’t believe the runes were doing that before we hit B-Rank,” Left said as soon as he materialized. “A new benefit of the higher Rank?”

“Guess that explains why I felt like I was hitting harder than I should be,” Right said from the other side. “Figured it was just cause we were in a lower-Rank dungeon.”

“Little of column A, little of column B?” Hiral said. “Wonder if the amount the runes improve us will go up with Rank then…”

“There’s a good chance it will,” Left said. “Only one way to find out. And, no, it’s not testing.”

“Clearing dungeons and Ranking up!” Right filled in. 

“Yup,” Hiral agreed. “Before that, though. Left, you should’ve gotten access to another tattoo…”

“I did,” Left said, brushing aside the bottom of his Coat of Ur’Thul to show the tattoo on the back of his calf glowing brighter than it had before. “Path of Butterflies.”

“Great. That could be really useful with a party setup.”

“Agreed.”

“You might need to look into getting some new tattoos at this pace, Hiral,” Right said. “Won’t do me much good, but if you put more on the left side…”

“If I can complete that quest, maybe it won’t matter,” Hiral replied. “Then he’ll have access to all his tattoos again.”

“If you’re all sitting up and talking,” Seena interrupted, leading the rest of the group over. “That means you’re finished exploding.”

“For now.” Hiral chuckled. 

“What did you get?”

“Runes of Restoration and Breaking.”

“Oh, you’re the healer now?” Yanily asked. 

“No such luck,” Hiral said. “I might be able to patch up simple stuff, but the power of the rune is too broad for anything more complicated.”

“Isn’t broader better?” Seeyela said. 

“Not always. It’s like using calculus to count how many apples you have in front of you.”

“What’s a calculus?” Yanily leaned over and whispered to Milly. 

“A kind of complicated math,” the girl responded, but was nodding in understanding with Hiral. “Can you only use your runes on yourself?”

“No,” Hiral said. “Most of them I use externally.”

“Does that mean you could use the rune on me to increase the healing of my spells?”

“That’s a great question. I never considered it.”

“We need to test it!”

“Yup,” Seena said. “They’re definitely siblings.”




            

    
        Chapter 16 – He’ll Slow Us Down

    
    
    
    
                Just over two hours later – and the scenic route on Drake’s back – Hiral and the others had dropped Nat and Milly off, and were on the way to meet the tracker Seena had talked about. 

“He already said he’d come and help us?” Hiral asked. 

“Yeah,” Seena said from beside him, her shoulder comfortably bumping against his as they walked. “Drahn knows Nivian and Wule as well, even though he was a much higher rank than us.”

“He used to babysit us,” Yanily said. “When our parents went down to the surface.”

“You all really did grow up together, didn’t you?” Hiral said. 

“Mostly.” Seena nodded. “Though Seeyela was too cool to spend much time with us when we were really young.”

“You were troublemakers,” Seeyela said without missing a beat. “Especially you and all your heists.”

“Most of which got us caught,” Yanily chuckled. “They were fun though. Especially that time we…”

The spearman cut off as Seena slapped her hand over his mouth and shook her head. “I have no idea what you’re going to say, but I’m ninety-nine percent sure it will get us in trouble. So, don’t. Okay?”

“Mo’kay,” Yanily said from behind her hand. 

“Good,” Seena said. “Back to Drahn. He’s… geez, twenty-five years older than us?”

“Twenty five older than me,” Seeyela said. “Which puts him thirty years older than you.”

“Thirty years… and he’s B-Rank?” Hiral mused. 

“And he got there pretty fast,” Yanily said. “Until we came along.”

“Dungeons – and dungeon experience – have really changed things,” Seena said. “We’ve already had a few people rank-up more than a year ahead of schedule. And they were the ones who were already on the cusp after years of surface runs. The Elite monster experience, along with the bonus for completing the dungeon itself has sped things up a lot.

“There is one interesting tidbit I’ve heard, too, and maybe your friend Gauto should look into it.”

“What’s that?” Hiral asked. 

“Seems like people aren’t getting as much experience as we were in the dungeons. Even for dungeons of the same rank we ran.”

“Maybe because we did a lot of wild dungeons?” Hiral suggested. “Or… is it something else? Because we were the only ones running dungeons?” Then he chuckled with a nod. “Yeah, this is exactly something Gauto would love to look into. I can already imagine what he’s going to test.”

“Your friend being excited over the small fact, aside, the extra experience isn’t all good news, though,” Seeyela said as they continued to walk across one of the Growers’ islands. “There’s a lot more danger. The surface is dangerous, yes, but we were always so careful before, we rarely had casualties. We’ve had more serious injuries in that worm dungeon than we had the entire rotation before that. Casualties are going to follow.”

“People are excited and greedy,” Seena said. “Taking risks they shouldn’t.”

“Should we do something about it?” Hiral asked. “In a way, it’s kind of our fault.”

“Nah, leave it to Grandmother and Ilrolik,” Seena said with a wave of her hand. “We have something else we need to be doing now.” 

“Maybe two things?” Hiral offered. 

“You mean Caleon?” Seeyela asked, then waved her hand a second time. “There’s another party going for her soon, since they know exactly where she’s waiting. Probably leaving in the next few hours.”

“Oh, that’s good,” Hiral said. “What rank are they?”

“B-Ranks,” Seena said. “Group of five, so Caleon can join them, and they can run her through dungeons to get her back. They even have a Shaper as a tank.”

“It’s one of the few groups that seem to have hit it off,” Seena explained. “So, Grandmother asked them to go get Caleon. They get experience and to run some dungeons at the same time, so it’s no real loss.”

“Not much experience for them in lower-Rank dungeons,” Yanily pointed out. “Or achievements.”

“No, but it’s a little, and a good opportunity for learning.”

“And maybe those item upgrade potions we got in the last one,” Hiral added.

 “That’s a good point, and a nice bonus if they get them,” Seena said with a nod. “Anyway, we can talk more about it later if you want – there’s Drahn.”

As she said that, a man with salt-and-pepper hair, leather armor, a green cloak, and a quiver of arrows over his shoulder pushed himself off from the building he’d been leaning against. He picked up a bow resting against the wall beside him, then walked in their direction.

“Well, well, well,” he said. “Look at you all strutting around in your fancy get-ups.”

“You’re just jealous,” Yanily said, actually posing in his Hydra-Scale Armor. The light seemed to hit it just right, and even Hiral had to admit the spearman looked pretty impressive.

“Just relieved I probably won’t have to change your diapers,” Drahn said with only half-a-smile. “Probably.”

“It’s good to see you too, Drahn,” Seeyela said, walking over to give the man a hug. 

“That’s quite the outfit you’ve got yourself,” he said after the brief embrace. “I hear you might even know how to use it. Don’t worry, though, if things get rough, I’ll make sure you get back to your husband and little girl.”

Does… he not know just how scary Seeyela is…?

“And this must be the Islander.” Drahn stepped away from Seeyela to look Hiral up and down. Then his gaze went to the almost identically dressed doubles at his sides. His head turned to Seena as he spoke again. “Triplets? I thought you only had one of them with you. What’s the deal with the matching outfits? Trying to confuse the monsters?”

“Hi, I’m Hiral,” he said and extended his hand. The man in front of him didn’t move, and Hiral let his hand drop after a second of awkwardness. “This is Left, and this is Right.”

Once again, Drahn seemed to ignore him, and the man turned to fully face Seena. “We don’t need people who can’t pull their weight. The four of us will go get the twins back. Parties can only have six anyway.”

“Uh, you kind of need me,” Hiral pointed out.

“How long do you need to get ready?” Drahn continued without acknowledging Hiral at all. “I got my affairs in order after you came to me with your request, so I’m ready to go anytime. We can meet at your uncle’s to jump, if that’s easier for you to gather anything you need.”

“Drahn,” Seena said, her arms crossed in front of her. “You’re being rude.”

“Am I rushing you to go?”

“Not to me. To Hiral.”

“You didn’t ask me to help you be friendly to an Islander. I know we’re trying the whole play nice thing, but we don’t need any of them for this trip. Let’s just get going,” he said, and started to walk away. 

“Then I guess you’re going by yourself,” Seena said. “Good luck with that.”

Drahn had gotten half-a-dozen steps before the words clicked in his head, and he slowly turned to look back at the party. The party that was standing protectively at Hiral’s side. “Excuse me?” the tracker said. “You asked me for help.”

“Asked you to help our party, yes,” Seena said. 

“Hiral’s part of that,” Seeyela added. 

“We’re going with him,” Yanily said. “You can either come with us, or…” He generally waved his hand in the direction Drahn had been walking.

“What do we even need him for?” Drahn said. “He’ll slow us down.”

Yanily actually laughed. 

“I can’t wait to see you find out just how wrong that statement was,” Seeyela said, then turned to her sister. “I don’t remember him being this funny. Do you?”

“No,” Seena said without looking at her sister. “This is not how I remember the man we all looked up to.”

Drahn’s face hardened. This wasn’t going the way the man had expected it to. And, as much as he was getting on Hiral’s nerves, having him with them increased their odds of finding Nivian and Wule. 

“There are three reasons you need me,” Hiral said, forcefully keeping the annoyance out of his voice. He could play nice if it meant getting the twins back. “First,” he held up a finger. “To get back to where we last saw Nivian and Wule, we need to pass through an Asylum. Have you cleared all three dungeons in this zone?”

Drahn’s teeth ground against each other before he finally made eye contact with Hiral. “Just the Crawling Pits.”

“Then we need to get you through the other two,” Hiral said. “And for that, you need an Islander.”

“We could just walk,” Drahn said. 

“Across the Sea of White?” Seeyela asked, then immediately shook her head. “No, we have to go to a zone Fallen Reach doesn’t even fly over. Going through the Asylum is the best way.”

Drahn looked from Seena, to Seeyela, to Yanily, studying each of their faces. He obviously didn’t see any room for changing the party’s arrangement there, so he finally turned back to Hiral. “Fine. You better pull your weight. And do what I tell you, when I tell you.”

“I…” Hiral started. 

“Not going to happen,” Seena said. “I’m the party leader. If anything, you’ll do what I tell you, when I tell you.”

“Don’t be silly, girl,” Drahn said, frustration leaking into his voice. “I’ve got thirty years of experience on you. Sure, you’ve ranked up a couple of times and got some fancy clothes, but you’re practically toddlers when it comes to a fight. You’ll follow my lead if you know what’s good for you and want to get your friends back.”

“Do you want to see what I’m like in a fight?” Seena said, stepping forward with flames erupting around her gauntlets. 

On her shoulder, Li’l Ur flared with circles of blue magic as his tomes floated beside him. “You would be wise to apologize,” the little lich threatened.

“How about,” Hiral said, slipping in between Seena and Drahn so quickly the man actually took a reflexive step back in surprise. “Instead of fighting here, we go down and find a dungeon to run. One of the other two Drahn needs to get access to the Asylum. He’ll get a chance to see what we can do there, and if he doesn’t think I can pull my weight, he doesn’t have to come with us.”

“You don’t have to prove anything to him, Hiral,” Seena said. 

“You’re right, I don’t,” Hiral agreed. “But I want to find Nivian and Wule. If assuaging his worries about what we can do helps get us closer to that, then I’ll prove myself a dozen times if I need to. Then a dozen more.”

Seena forced herself to take a breath before she spoke, then let out a sigh. “Fine. You’re being calmer about it than I would be,” she said before leaning past him to talk to Drahn. “How’s that sound to you? If you don’t like what you see – or we don’t – then we go our separate ways. If everybody is happy, we stop with this nonsense, and go find our friends.”

“You asked me to help,” Drahn said again. 

“Doesn’t give you the right to be a bigot,” Seeyela said. 

“Or a jerk,” Yanily said. “That’s the deal. You in or out?”

Drahn stepped back and gave a stuttered shrug. “Fine. Fine. Let’s see where this confidence comes from. Since you all seem so ready to go, I’ll meet you at your uncle’s dock in an hour. Then you can show me what the next generation of B-Rankers can do.”

Without waiting for them to respond, the man spun and started to walk away. 

“Don’t you, uh, want to know the other two reasons you need me?” Hiral called after him. 

“No,” Drahn said simply, then vanished into the crowd that had apparently slowed around the tense atmosphere. 

“They were pretty good reasons too,” Hiral said with a shake of his head. 

“Was one of them Drake?” Seena asked.

“Yeah.” Hiral nodded. “Figured it would be best to ease him into that one.”

Yanily clapped him on the shoulder. “Nah, it’ll be far more fun to see his reaction when we tell him he has to ride a Dracolich.”

“Gets to ride a Dracolich,” Li’l Ur corrected. “He should consider it an honor… even if Drake is… odd.”

“He just likes to play fetch. And hide-and-seek,” Hiral said. 

“He – as a Dracolich – is meant to be an ultimate weapon of war. An absolute presence that strikes fear into the hearts of all that behold him. That burns the life from those who foolishly resist. That crushes hope and conquers in our Mistress’s name. Not… play fetch.”

“Don’t have any wars we need to be fighting at the moment,” Seena said. “And I don’t need any hope crushing or conquering.”

“Everybody needs a little conquering,” Li’l Ur said, though he slouched with a defeated sigh. “But I understand. We shall postpone the world domination.”

“There’s a good lich,” Seena said, patting Li’l Ur on the head.

“So,” Yanily said. “Do we need to get ready before we go?”

“I have to say goodbye to my family,” Seeyela said. “Favela would lose it if I vanished without telling her.”

“Hiral, how about you?” Seena asked him. 

“Nat and Milly are going to tell Dad what’s going on,” Hiral said. “Gauto will be a little disappointed, but I’ll bring him back something nice from the surface and tell him we need to study the experience thing. All will be forgiven.”

“What are you going to bring him? Something small?” Yanily asked. “Like a Troblin?”

“As much as I think he’d like that – and I’d get a kick out of it trying to kill him – there weren’t many of them in the undead zone,” Hiral said. “Maybe I’ll find a library in the city on the way back. I’m sure he’d like a couple books.”

“With our Interspatial Rings,” Seeyela said. “You can bring a lot more than a couple. But, look, if we’re really heading down in an hour…”

“We can make Drahn wait,” Seena offered, clearly still annoyed.

“No need to antagonize him,” Seeyela said in her big-sister voice. “I’m going to go find Favela now and explain things. I’ll meet you at Uncle Caaven’s dock in about an hour.”

“Sure, see you then. Don’t feel like you need to rush,” Seena called, as her sister summoned Bliss – the flying nightmare – from her ring. The snobbish, flaming horse didn’t even have a chance to Tsk at the party before Seeyela was on her back and galloping away. 

“Was it just me,” Yanily started. “Or did Bliss look disappointed she didn’t get to act superior?”

“She definitely did,” Left said.

“Hiral, you sure you don’t want to go up and tell your dad what’s happening?” Seena changed the subject back. “Or… your mom?”

“I’m sure,” Hiral replied. “We won’t be gone that long.”

“Yeah, but you still need to talk to her about what you saw…”

“We haven’t talked about it for twenty years, it can wait a little longer,” he said, referring to the glyph of fertility he’d seen on her stomach. The glyph that was probably responsible for him being born a Builder instead of a Maker. That’d made it so he couldn’t pass the Shaper test, and had lived as the Everfail for half his life. 

Yeah, maybe there’s still some anger there…

“How about you two? Any family you need to tell?” Hiral faced Seena, but glanced at Yanily. There had been some talk of the spearman’s father while they were down on the surface, but something about it had seemed… off. Careful. Like the man – or even the topic – was a sensitive subject. 

“My parents aren’t far from Caaven’s,” Seena said. “I can stop in quickly.”

“Nobody I need to tell,” Yanily said. “All the important people are in the party, or down on the surface waiting for us.”

“Shall we go grab a bite then?” Right asked. “A pair of ravenous little sisters ate my stash of pastries.”

“I know just the place!” Yanily said. 

“You eat many more of those and I’m going to be rolling you the whole way to find Nivian and Wule,” Seena said. 

“We’re about to go run a dungeon where we need to show off for grumpy-Drahn,” Yanily said. “I’ll get plenty of exercise.”

“Ugh, fine,” Seena said. “But let’s get a few extra to bring to my parents and uncle.”

“Don’t let Right carry them, then,” Hiral said. “They won’t make it.”

The double just glared at him while the rest of them chuckled and started for the bakery. 

Laughter aside, it was almost time to go back to the surface. 

Almost time to get their friends back. 




            

    
        Chapter 17 – Say That Again

    
    
    
    
                Hiral tapped his finger on the table as the five of them sat around it, the pastry in front of him only half-eaten. Actually, maybe calling it a pastry wasn’t right. It wasn’t flaky like the ones he got up on Fallen Reach. This was more like bread filled with… stuff. A bean-paste of some kind – according to Seena – though it was pleasantly sweet, along with a type of whipped cream. It was good, but the flavor wasn’t why it sat unfinished on the plate. 

Yanily and Seena were talking about another shop across the way – this one built into the side of one of the massive roots connecting the Grower islands. Apparently, the owner of the shop had some bad habits… that Hiral had mainly zoned out during the description of. 

“You should’ve gone when we dropped off your sisters,” Left said from beside him.

“There’s still time now,” Right added from Left’s other side. “Drake could have us there and back within the hour.”

Before Hiral could respond, it was Seena who spoke up. “Just go.”

“Huh?” Hiral asked, looking to the woman on his right. “How…?”

“We’ve been around each other long enough, I can tell when you’ve got something on your mind,” Seena said. “Like right now. And, I also know that when you get like this, you can’t concentrate on anything else.”

“Go see your dad,” Yanily added across the way. “You’re feeling guilty about vanishing on him again. Even if we’re not planning to be gone long, there’s still a risk going to the surface.”

“Yeah, but we could be there and back before he even knows we’re gone,” Hiral said, like he was trying to convince himself. Which meant – as soon as he realized it – he was trying to convince himself. 

“True,” Yanily agreed. “Or… we could not make it back. I’m pretty sure we will – we’ve gotten a lot stronger – but there’s always the chance. Take it from somebody whose family would actually rather I didn’t come back, go tell him. For both your sakes.”

“Yan,” Seena said, reaching out to put a hand on her friend’s arm. She didn’t say anything else – it was obviously a touchy subject – but the spearman nodded at her. 

“It’s fine,” Yanily said quietly. “Okay, it’s really not, but it’s true and I’m used to it.”

She patted his arm one more time, then turned his attention to Hiral. “You know where Caaven’s is, so just meet us there when you’re done talking to your dad.”

Hiral looked at them both once more. His sisters would probably tell his father what was happening… but… that wasn’t fair to the man. And that was a big part of what was bugging Hiral. His father deserved more than for his son to vanish a second time. 

“Thanks guys,” Hiral said, sliding the half-pastry across to Yanily. “In thanks.”

“A gnawed-on-snack?” Yanily asked, then shrugged and took the plate. “Waste not, want not.” Just like that, the spearman’s easygoing façade was back in place.

“I’ll see you in about an hour,” Hiral said before turning to his doubles. “Coming with me?”

“Somebody needs to keep you out of trouble,” Right said as he and Left both stood.

“I think I can manage between here and there,” Hiral grumbled, but waved to the two Growers and started for the edge of the island. It wasn’t far, and it would be a much better place to call out Drake. The middle of the crowded square would… yeah, that would cause trouble. 

As soon as he got there, bone-white mist billowed out of his Interspatial Ring, and the Dracolich arrived with his usual flair – and roar. Nearby heads snapped in their direction, with some of the poor people instinctively taking a fearful step backwards. Then they seemed to recognize Drake – he’d gotten a bit of a reputation already – and there were a number of sighs and dirty looks before people went back about their business. 

“Hey buddy,” Hiral said to the Dracolich’s skull that came down for horn-scratchies. “Sorry to work you so hard today. Can we go back up to the island?”

Drake hopped back and forth in excitement at getting more time to fly – the ground shaking slightly with each jump – then lowered himself so Hiral could reach the saddle. 

“Try not to break the island,” Hiral grumbled, but Rejected himself up to the saddle. Left and Right found their own ways up easily enough, and then the Dracolich leapt off the side of the island. There was a second of stomach-flipping as the mount dropped before extending his wide wings, and then they were soaring. 

Blue energy spread between the bone ‘fingers’ of Drake’s wings, and each powerful beat rocketed them forward. Hiral could move fast when he wanted to, but Drake devoured distance when he got to let loose. Fallen Reach flashed by above them until they cleared its shadow, then they circled up and around. Within minutes, buildings and Makers raced by below them, until shortly after, a familiar building came into view. 

No, it wasn’t his home – talking to his father was one thing, his mother was another one entirely – but instead his father’s studio. 

“Milly and Nat probably went straight home,” Right said. “He’ll be surprised to see you.”

“Assuming Yanna even lets you in to see him,” Left said in reference to his father’s receptionist. “You know how she gets about his schedule.”

Hiral groaned as Drake hovered above the street in front of the studio. There wasn’t really room for him to land down there, and more than one head had turned up to stare. Yes, a lot of them recognized Drake, but there was still the common disbelief Elezad’s son – the Everfail – could command such a mount. 

Time to make a bit of an entrance, I guess. 

“She’ll just have to fit me in,” Hiral said. “Thanks for the ride, Drake, we’re getting off here.”

“We are?” Right asked, but quickly stood up as Hiral did. “What is it with you and jumping from unsafe heights?”

“I like the rush?” Hiral asked, stepping off Drake and cancelling the summons at the same time, though not before Right and Left pushed off. A wing of blue flame emerged from Left’s shoulder, slowing his fall, while Hiral did the same thing with gentle application of his Runes of Gravity and Decrease. 

Right just dropped down the hundred feet to land dramatically – down to one knee and fist, both glowing with purple flame – in the center of the crowd. He was standing the next second, none the worse for wear, as Hiral and Left joined him, their matching Coats of Ur’Thul flapping in the breeze. 

If Drake’s presence hadn’t gotten attention, their entrance sure had, and more than one person was looking between Hiral and the sky to see if any more black-clad doubles would be falling from it. That second of distraction was all he needed to quickly scoot through the crowd and slip into the front entrance of his father’s studio. 

The door clicked behind the three of them even as the people thought to start asking questions. 

“For somebody who didn’t want to attract attention earlier…” Left started. 

“Shush,” Hiral said, looking up to find Yanna glaring at him. Two Shapers sat on oversized chairs in the waiting room, their dark bodies glowing with their powerful Meridian Lines. Like Hiral, they had to be B-Rank, and their corded muscles flexed under their skin as they sized him up. 

As if in response to the unspoken challenge, Left and Right stepped in front of Hiral, their own inked lines glowing with purple and white energy on their coats. 

“Everfail?” one of them asked, and that was all it took before Right was right in front of him. Purple flames crackled from his lines, painting the room in dark, flickering light, and the double leaned forward to meet the man’s eyes. Solar energy flared oppressively, rattling art hanging on the walls. 

“Say that again,” Right offered. 

Sitting, the massive Shaper was eye to eye with Right standing in front of him, and unlike the double, he had the full compliment of lines and tattoos. They glowed with the energy of long use, and any Shaper who’d reached B-Rank had to be strong. But the man gulped, and his eyes stayed wide and locked on Right’s face right in front of his own. 

“A-apologies,” the other Shaper said. “Dole didn’t mean that. Old habits…”

“Need to die quickly,” Right said without taking his eyes off the Shaper directly in front of him. 

“They… they do,” the Shaper apparently named Dole said. “I didn’t mean any offense. It won’t happen again.”

“It’d better not,” Right said, his head turning ever so slightly to take in the other Shaper. 

“Not from me either,” the Shaper said, his hands very obviously on his clothed knees to make it clear he wasn’t going to try to shape. 

“Good,” Right finally said, standing straight. The infernal flames from his Meridian Lines faded, though the blanket of solar energy stayed a few extra seconds longer – for dramatic effect, knowing the double. Then he turned like he didn’t care if the Shapers tried something, and walked back over to stand beside Left. 

The other double hadn’t moved, not exactly, but the S-Rank tattoos across his body glowed ready for use. If either of the Shapers had tried anything, they would’ve been in for a bad time. 

So would’ve dad’s shop.

Hiral looked at his protective doubles – his friends – and smiled inwardly. Right’s… drastic reaction had surprised him, but the double wouldn’t have escalated further than that. Still, to see the Shapers cowed so quickly, well, that was impressive. 

Dole – still unmoving in the chair – licked his lips and opened his mouth to speak. It took him two tries before the words came out. “Really, I didn’t mean it,” he said, this time making eye-contact with Hiral in the back. “I was there, at the tower, after your friends got us out of the prison. I saw what you did. What you fought. I know that name is the furthest thing from the truth.”

“It’s…” Hiral started. He was going to say it was okay, but like Yanily had said earlier – it wasn’t, really. “Apology accepted,” he said instead. “And, if you were there, thank you for fighting with us. We couldn’t have done it without you.”

The two Shapers looked at each other, then back at Hiral. “We didn’t…”

“You did,” Hiral said, stepping between the doubles to stand closer to the two men. “There were too many with Fitch – the man causing all the trouble.” He kept it simple. Sure, information was spreading about the truth of what was happening, but it was a lot to take in. “We couldn’t have taken those rebels and dealt with it. We’re still here – Fallen Reach is still here – because you fought.”

The two Shapers sat up a little straighter, then Dole shook his head. “Shit, now you’re making me feel even worse for calling you Ev…” he cut off with a look at Right. “For calling you that name. Were you always… like this?”

Hiral shook his head. “No, I really did get my class down on the surface. I wasn’t faking it or anything.” He added that last part considering one of the more outlandish rumors he’d heard. 

“Not that,” Dole said. “Not your class or your rank or whatever. Your… attitude. How can you say those things to us with how we all treated you? Why aren’t you challenging everybody to a fight in the Amphitheatre to… I don’t know… show them?”

Hiral thumbed over at Right. “Oh, he’s already got that planned.” Then he thumbed at Left. “He’s working out the logistics of it. Just haven’t had the time yet. You’re number three on the list.”

The man visibly paled before Hiral chuckled. “Kidding,” Hiral said. “Honest answer? I’ve been too busy. More realistic answer, I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“Doesn’t sound like you’ve ruled it out,” the other Shaper said. 

Hiral’s laugh faded as he remembered his sisters telling him how they’d been treated. His fist clenched at his side as solar energy rippled out of him, his runes and double-helix flaring. “Oh, I haven’t at all,” he said, the sturdy chairs under the Shapers creaking, while the whole building groaned at the sudden change in gravity. 

Then Hiral let it go with a breath, his lines returning to normal, while he forced his fingers open. “Word of advice,” he said to the Shapers. “People can say what they want about me…”

“No, they can’t,” Right interrupted. “If they do, they answer to me.”

“Us,” Left agreed.

“Two words of advice, then,” Hiral amended. “That was the first.”

“What’s the second,” Dole asked after Hiral let the silence hang. 

“My sisters are off-limits,” Hiral said. “I hear people are treating them like they treated me? Then what you saw at the tower is the least of their worries. Clear?”

“Crystal,” Dole said, eyes going to the hilt of the crystal greatsword peeking over Hiral’s shoulder, the crystal ring floating beside him, and then the two crystal RHCs on his thighs. He gulped again. 

“Feel free to spread the word,” Hiral said. 




            

    
        Chapter 18 – They’re Too Perfect

    
    
    
    
                Hiral turned from the two Shapers – maybe he shouldn’t have been so hard on them, they’d fought on his side, after all. And he’d meant it when he said they’d helped save the island. Just… the thought of how his sisters had been treated. 

Yup, anger issues over that. 

“So, first,” a new voice said, and Hiral looked up to find his father standing at a doorway behind Yanna. “I feel a pulse of solar energy strong enough to knock me off my seat. Then my quill gets so heavy, I almost inked through my client’s arm – we’re lucky she’s B-Rank and pretty sturdy – and finally, I come out here to find my son threatening my clients?

“My,” Elezad looked at the two Shapers. “My repeat, B-Rank clients.”

Then the Artist smiled like he was the proudest parent in the world, and Hiral simultaneously wanted to roll his eyes and blush from head to toe. 

“He wasn’t threatening us,” Dole said quickly. 

“Just… clearing something up,” the other Shaper said, and from the looks on their faces, they were being sincere. “We overstepped. I hope he – and you – will accept our apology.”

Hiral waved a hand like it hardly mattered. “Already accepted.”

But, the two men were watching Elezad. 

Ah, of course. Getting in the Amphitheatre with me might be a little scary, but losing access to one of the best Artists on the island? Practically the end of the world. Again.

Elezad, likewise, dismissed the concern with a wave. “My son is a grown man now – just look at him! Them. Whatever. He doesn’t need his father stepping in and being overprotective.”

Relief passed over both Shapers’ faces. 

“Though, I am curious why you’re here,” Elezad said to Hiral. “Where are the girls? Are they okay?” His voice hitched slightly at that last part – he knew they’d gone down to the dungeon together. 

“They’re fine,” Hiral quickly said. “Probably back at the house right now fighting over who gets the first bath. Trust me, they’re both going to need it…”

Now, it was his father’s turn to look relieved. “Oh, good. Good. Since you were here, I was worried… never mind that. Why are you here then?”

“I was hoping we could talk about something, if you had time,” Hiral said. Sure, he could tell his father he was going back down to the surface out in front of the others, but he just didn’t want to.

“Of course, come on in,” Elezad said, waving for Hiral and his doubles to come back into his studio. 

“Sir,” Yanna’s voice cut in sharply. “You have clients waiting, not to mention the one you are currently working on.”

“She’s already in the recovery room, giving her new tattoo time to – what are they calling it now? – to connect with her pimple,” Elezad said. 

“PIM,” Hiral corrected. “Connect with her PIM.”

“Ah, yes, that’s it,” Elezad said. “I really should read that dungeon guide Nat gave me. Just haven’t had the time between work and the council and…” he trailed off as he looked at Hiral. “Look at me going on like this. Come in, come in.”

“Sir,” Yanna said again. “That still leaves two clients waiting.”

Elezad turned to Dole and the other, unnamed Shaper. “You’ll humor a father a few minutes with a son he’d thought dead, won’t you?”

“Of course,” Dole said quickly. “Take all the time you need. We’re in no rush today.”

“Thank you very much for your generosity,” Elezad said. “As you can see Yanna, we have a few minutes. I’ll be back out for them shortly.”

With that, he truly waved Hiral out of the waiting room and back into his large studio. While many of the Artists boasted studios with multiple chairs – to allow work by more than one Artist at a time – Elezad’s just had the one. He was sought after enough, he didn’t need to share space. Plenty of people would’ve loved the opportunity to work with him – and paid for the chance – but when the man worked, he gave his all to his clients. Other people in the room would just be a distraction. 

Even his wife. 

Then again, Hiral thought as he looked at the display case in the corner of the room. The one dedicated to Hiral and his sisters. Accomplishments, sketched images of them by the dozens, it was almost altar-like. And Hiral’s mother was noticeably absent except for one small sketch Hiral had done when he was four.  

He loves her, I know he does. But, after what he told me about the glyph, maybe this place is his escape from all that. It must be hard to be caught between me and her…

An arm settled on Hiral’s shoulders. “I’m glad you’re here, of course, but is something wrong? It’s not usual for you to stop by my studio.”

“I know you’re busy,” Hiral started.

“Never too busy to not see my son,” Elezad responded quickly. “Though,” he quirked a smile, “things are a bit hectic now with everything that happened. All kinds of new discoveries – some good, others… not so good – have made things complicated with the council. Not to mention all the Shapers asking for new tattoos now that these dungeons have been discovered.”

Elezad stopped and turned to face Hiral head on, then lifted both his hands to put them on his son’s shoulders. “Do you know how much you’ve changed Fallen Reach? Hah, if anybody ever told me my son would be responsible for the biggest upheaval in the island’s history, I would’ve… well, honestly, I wouldn’t have really been surprised. I always knew you were destined for great things.”

“Dad, that was just because the Measure said I had S-Rank…” Hiral trailed off at his father already shaking his head. 

“Nothing to do with that,” Elezad. “I’ve watched you, Hiral, and this is what you’ve been working towards. You didn’t just luck into changing our small part of the world. I’m proud of you. So, so proud.”

“I… thanks, Dad,” Hiral said. 

Then Elezad winked at him – and suddenly Hiral knew where Right got it. 

“The best part?” his dad asked him. “Now we can watch all those fools who looked down on you eat their words!”

“We’ll have tickets to the Amphitheatre of the Sun ready soon,” Right said. 

“I’ll make sure you have the best seat,” Left added, and Elezad looked past Hiral at the doubles. 

“I’m looking forward to it!” Elezad said, and seemed to look Left up and down from toe to top. Then he shook his head and frowned. “They’re too perfect.”

That caught Hiral by surprise. “Too perfect? Is there a problem with Right and Left? They are supposed to be exact copies of me…”

“Hrm?” Elezad asked, still staring hard at Left, then at Right. “Oh, not that. And they aren’t exact copies. Right carries himself very differently than you do – much more confident. Left? His facial expressions are different. Not exactly more thoughtful – you were always an inquisitive child – but more natural. You were always pretending to be happy so we wouldn’t worry. 

“Left is just showing how he feels, or what he thinks of things as they happen. No filter. Hah, see!” Elezad said, actually pointing at the raised eyebrow on Left’s face. 

“You knew I was pretending?” Hiral asked quietly. 

His father patted him on the shoulder. “Give your father some credit. I’m… just sorry I couldn’t make you actually happy. It’s a hard thing for a parent to watch their child suffer like that…” he trailed off, but a glance at the sketch of his wife back in the display case had him shaking his head. “I’m sure that’s not what you came here to talk about though. Why don’t we…?”

“Before that,” Hiral said, forcing himself not to let his mixed emotions at his father’s words – and the lack of them from his absent mother – cloud his thinking. “You said Left and Right were too perfect. What did you mean?”

“Ah, as I said, not them,” Elezad said. “Their tattoos and Meridian Lines. I can’t tell the difference between them and the ones I inked on you. It’s uncanny.”

“Would you even be able to tell the difference?” Left asked, holding up his tattooed left arm to look at the Dagger of Sath.”

“Absolutely,” Elezad said without hesitation. “Show me just the tattoo on anybody I’ve inked, and I can tell you who it is and when I did it. There are small differences that go into each of them to define rank, and to fit the user’s personality.”

“Personality?” Hiral asked. “First I’ve heard of that.”

“That’s understandable, I’ve only recently begun to make sense of it,” Elezad said, but stepped back from Hiral. “Why don’t we sit down to talk about it. Tea? I’ve got that minty one you like so much.”

“That would be nice,” Hiral said, and his father turned towards a small kitchen area in another corner of the studio. Despite the chair where Elezad did most of his work dominating the room – and the altar to his kids – that wasn’t all there was. Considering the amount of time he spent in the studio, the little kitchen was a necessity, as was the small area Hiral went to with Left and Right. 

A trio of couches flanked a small coffee table, where Elezad would often discuss what his clients were looking for. To say Hiral had taken more than a few naps there when he was much younger wasn’t an understatement, and a comforting sense of deja-vu wrapped around him as he sat down. Running his fingers across the well-loved leather, he couldn’t stop the small smile. 

No matter how bad things got on Fallen Reach – or at home – with his struggles as the Everfail, this had always been his safe place. And that was all thanks to his father. How did I even consider going back to the surface without telling him what I was doing. 

“And… here we go,” Elezad said, gently putting a tray down on the table, four cups and a steaming teapot on it. “I assumed you had the same preferences as Hiral, but I should’ve asked…” he said to Left and Right sitting on either side of Hiral. 

“No, this is perfect,” Left said, reaching out to begin pouring the tea for everybody. 

“If you have any of those little fruit-filled…” Right started, then cut off when Left paused to look at him with Hiral. “You know what, never mind. The tea is perfect.”

Elezad chuckled at the exchange and sat down opposite Hiral. “I never expected our family to suddenly grow by two more members like this.”

“I don’t think anybody did,” Hiral admitted. “But, back to what you were saying about tattoos. Something about fitting their personalities?”

“Ah, yes,” Elezad said, taking a cup of tea from Left with a nod of thanks. “It was something I’ve always been kind of aware of, like a gut feeling. Where having the tattoo in sharp lines would better fit one person, soft, curving lines would be better on another. Small changes that wouldn’t affect the nature or use of the tattoo, but somehow just felt correct.”

“Something changed?”

“We learned about the… the PIM?”

Hiral nodded. 

“Now that know about that, I think it’s what I was feeling before,” Elezad said, sipping his tea. “Without knowing it, I’ve been inking people with tattoos that align with their PIMs, and it’s one of the things that set me – and your mother – apart from many of the other Artists. We’ve been doing it instinctively, and they’ll need to learn how to do it. 

“Though, before you ask, Nat is doing it as well. That kid, she’s going to make us all look like amateurs when she gets older. How did they do, anyway? Down in the dungeon I mean. You said they’re okay, but…”

“Really, they’re fine,” Hiral said, taking a sip of his own tea – so good. “And, look, before you ask – or possibly see the bloody clothes I know Milly will leave in the bathroom – they got hurt. Getting hurt is part of being in the dungeon. It needed to happen, though we made sure it wasn’t bad, and Milly healed them right back up.”

Elezad winced slightly at the thought of his girls getting injured, then blew out a breath like he was trying not to go into overprotective-papa mode. “I don’t really like the thought of them going down into these dungeons, but I also know I won’t be able to stop them. That’s the way the world is going now. Thank you for taking them on their first – what are they calling it? Their first dungeon run. And keeping them safe.”

“I was surprised you said yes,” Hiral admitted. 

Elezad groaned. “You know how those two get when they want something. I only agreed to it because I knew you wouldn’t let anything happen to them.”

“None of us would,” Right said. “They’re as much our sisters as Hiral’s.”

“That’s more reassuring to hear than you might think,” Hiral’s father said. “And… I have to ask,” the man sat forward in his chair. “Milly’s Fool…?”

“Worked like a charm,” Hiral said, legitimately impressed by his little sister. “The two of you chose the other tattoos for her Medium so well. She’ll be a great addition to any party. Nat will too. They’ve both got plenty to learn, but if we both know anything about those two, learning was never a challenge.”

“Oh, that’s good,” Elezad sat back in his seat. “One less thing for me to worry about.”

“You said something about the council?” Hiral asked. “Everything okay there?

“Politics,” Elezad practically hissed. “We’ve actually got a few members on the council trying to spin everything that happened. To bend the truth to fit their agendas.”

“What? On purpose?” Hiral asked. 

“Yes and no,” Elezad sighed. “None of us were there for the battle at Vorinal’s Tower, so all our info is second-hand…”

“Ilrolik was there! She fought right beside us. So was Loan.”

“And their word is why this particular political spin hasn’t taken root. Not for lack of trying.”

“What are they saying? And, why? What’s the point of trying to lie about what happened?”

“Shapers – and many Makers in general, I’ve learned recently – are very prideful people. To have been saved by Growers and…” he trailed off, frowning at Hiral. 

“And the Everfail,” Hiral finished for him. 

“Fools,” Elezad nearly spat. “But, yes. That you came along with a group of Growers and not only rescued many of us from being hostages, but then went a step further and saved us from the storm, it doesn’t fit well with the way they see themselves.”

Hiral ran a hand along his bare scalp. “Is it going to cause problems with the Growers? We need each other to run dungeons, not to mention the whole quill thing.”

“Oh, you don’t have to tell me. But, this isn’t something for you to worry about. We’ve got it in hand,” Elezad said. “I don’t think this particular seed will grow into much. It’s just extra stress we don’t need right now.”

“I guess,” Hiral said. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

Elezad laughed. “Anything you can do to help after literally saving the entire island from destruction? I think you’ve done your part. Let me do mine, at least for a little bit.”

“Can’t think of anybody better for the job,” Hiral said. 

“While I appreciate the flattery, there actually is one thing you could do for me. Not as a member of the council, but as a father.”

“What?” Hiral asked. If his father asked him not to go back to the dungeons – or to stop his sisters from going – how would he…?

“Nat and Milly will want to do more dungeons,” Elezad said. Here it comes. “And with the politicking right now, I want to make sure they’re safe.”

“Dad, I…”

“Can you suggest some Growers who will protect them? Well, maybe not protect them, but keep them safe?”

“I… what?”

“We both know they’ll go if they want to,” Elezad said. “So I want to make sure they’re with the best people they can be. Not to coddle them, they won’t accept that. But, can you make sure they… uh… what’s it called? That they party with good people? Strong people.”

“You’re letting them go?”

“Like I could stop them,” Elezad said. “Just so you know, for when you get older, being the ‘man of the house’ just means you take out the garbage and do what your wife and children need. It doesn’t mean you get to make any decisions.”

“So, like his current relationship?” Right volunteered, and Hiral’s head snapped around to his mischievous double. Then he looked very slowly back to his father in the hopes that… 

Nope. Damage done.

“His current relationship?” Elezad asked, leaning forward once again. “Do tell me more.”

Hiral groaned. Forget it, he never should’ve come here. Now he’d have to explain things with Seena, then tell his father he was going to the surface. 

So, he took a deep breath and got started. 




            

    
        Chapter 19 – I Don’t Think You Were the First

    
    
    
    
                “That wasn’t so bad,” Right said as Hiral and his two doubles left his father’s studio. 

“Wasn’t so bad?” Hiral said, face still hot, and sweat running down his back from his father grilling him on Seena. “That was not a conversation I was ready to have with him yet.”

“Stop complaining,” Right said. “He said she could come to dinner sometime. Besides, he’s already met her, so…”

“Hiral?” a voice called. “Is that you?”

“Gauto?” Hiral asked right back, surprised to see his friend in that part of the city. “What are you doing here?”

“Came to ask your dad if he knew where you were,” Gauto said. “Guess I don’t have to bother him. Hey Left. Right.”

“Gauto,” they both said at the same time with nods of their heads.

“You keeping him out of trouble?” Gauto asked the doubles. 

“More like getting me in trouble.” Hiral scowled at Right. “Anyway, you were looking for me?”

“Yeah,” Gauto said, but instead of immediately getting into it like he usually would, the man looked around at the crowded street. “Maybe this isn’t the best place to talk about it.”

Hiral stepped in a little closer with his doubles. “Some kind of secret? Is it about the island and…?” He looked towards the nearest Fallen’s tower. He’d repaired all of them, but that didn’t mean there weren’t other potential risks to having them nearby. 

“Maybe a secret, yeah,” Gauto said. “But not to do with… them. This is more about… you.”

“Me?” Hiral asked, wracking his brain for what Gauto could be talking about. “What did you…?”

“Really, not here,” Gauto stressed. “Let’s just find somewhere a little quieter, like my room back at the Academy.”

Hiral narrowed his eyes at his friend. “Is this just another attempt to get me to look at something there? I’ve actually got a class now…”

“No!” Gauto said. “I mean, unless you wanted to? Do you think he wants to?” he asked as he turned to Right.

“Despite what he says, he’s always up for a good puzzle,” Right said.

“I’m going to find a way to take away your speaking privileges,” Hiral hissed.

“How about you?” Gauto turned to Left. “You’re the analytical one aren’t you? Would you be interested in helping me with a few projects?”

“Do you pay better than Hiral?” Left asked. 

“You get paid?” Gauto asked at the same time Hiral asked, “I pay you?”

Then Hiral held up his hands to stop both of them before they got started. “Never mind that. We can’t go back in here,” he thumbed over his shoulder, “or Yanna will kill me. Straight up murder. Dad’s already behind because somebody opened their mouth.”

Right gave his best innocent look, and suddenly Hiral understood why nobody believed him when he tried that.

“And the Academy isn’t exactly close,” Hiral continued with a shake of his head. “I’ve got to get back down and meet the rest of my party soon. Drake is pretty quick, so I have a bit of time. How about…?”

“There’s a café near here that has private rooms,” Left volunteered. “Given the time of day, I’m sure one would be free.”

“Oh yeah,” Right chimed in. “The one with the pudding.”

“Exactly,” Left said. 

“I like the way you think.”

“Guys,” Hiral said, then looked at Gauto. “Am I really like this?”

“Even when there was just one of you,” Gauto said solemnly. “I think I know the one they’re talking about though. Shall we?”

“We shall,” Hiral said, starting down the street. “Hush-hush topic aside, how are things? You’ve got your own Medium I see.” Hiral looked over Gauto’s shoulder at the floating sphere. “Even got it inked a bit.”

Gauto looked at his sphere and nodded proudly. Then he looked at the Ring of Amin Thett. “I don’t know how you got used to that. I keep forgetting it’s there, then catch it out of the corner of my eye and think somebody is sneaking up on me. I’ve nearly given myself three heart attacks. Today.”

“You get used to it,” Hiral said. “What rank are you now?”

“Just barely into D-,” Gauto said.

“Planning on running any dungeons?”

“Are you kidding?” Gauto actually shouted, startling people on the street around them. Then he continued more quietly. “Of course I am! There’s so much to learn down there. I… just have to find a party. And maybe learn how to fight. Got any pointers?”

“Hit them harder than they hit you,” Right said. 

Hiral looked his friend up and down. “I’d just encourage you not to get hit.”

“Yeah,” Gauto agreed. “Pain hurts.”

“It really does. What kind of tattoos did you pick?”

“Mostly perception and analytic types,” Gauto said. “Also one attack and defensive tattoo each.”

“You’ll probably need to expand on your attacks a bit,” Hiral suggested. “You’re aiming for a scout-type?”

“Something like that,” Gauto said as they reached the café and went in. The place was almost entirely empty, and bored-looking waitress quickly came over to seat them. She only did a triple-take as she looked at Hiral and his doubles. 

“Uh… table for… four?” she asked, head still swiveling. 

“Private room, if you have one,” Hiral asked. 

“Sure we do, let me… wait,” she said, squinting at Hiral’s bald scalp like it held the secrets of the universe. “Are you the… uh… one of the ones who was at the tower?”

“Something like that,” Hiral said, gesturing towards where he knew the private rooms were. 

The woman took the hint and quietly led them back to the room, though her face was scrunched up like she was thinking about something. When they got to the room, they each sat down at the table and ordered something quick – including four servings of pudding – but the woman stopped again as she got ready to close the door. 

“You probably don’t remember me,” she said to Hiral. “But… I wasn’t very nice to you before. Even watered down your coffee,” she grimaced at the sin. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry for that. I heard what you did for us. This…” she waved at the table, “is all no charge. It’s the least I can do. I’m so sorry,” she repeated with a nod of her head, then closed the door. 

“Look at you,” Gauto said, raising an eyebrow across the table from Hiral. “Suddenly all popular with the ladies.”

“Not exactly what I’d call it,” Hiral said, though he had to admit – watered-down coffee aside – the gesture was nice to hear. “Anyway, we’re here, what’s all this about?”

Gauto took a deep breath. “Okay,” he started. “After everything with the tower, you mentioned your mom had the glyph of fertility, right?”

“Yeah, so?” Hiral asked, though his stomach clenched just at the topic. He hadn’t exactly faced any of that yet. 

“Well, given your situation – your previous situation – it gave me an idea, so I started doing some digging.”

Hiral’s hand stopped halfway to scratch his face – the itch forgotten – at where Gauto could be going with this line of conversation. “What did you find?”

“Not much,” Gauto admitted. “I went through records dating back a hundred rotations. Then a hundred more. Then… there weren’t many beyond that. Turns out the Academy – and most of the libraries – do a general purge every hundred rotations or so to remove books that aren’t needed anymore. Stuff they think isn’t important. It’s honestly really odd. Every book is important!”

“Yeah,” Hiral said. “I think I read about that. Throw them over the side of the island or something.”

“Exactly,” Gauto said. “But! They aren’t always that thorough with it. It took me a while, but I finally found some sources that date back a lot further. The ‘where’ and ‘how’ I found them aren’t really important, but what was in them… that’s another story entirely.”

“Stop dancing around it Gauto,” Hiral said. “What did you…” he cut off at a knock at the door. “Come in.”

“Your drinks and pudding,” the same woman said, dropping off the order, then vanishing quickly again. 

As soon as the door closed, Hiral’s eyes snapped to his friend. “Out with it.”

Another deep breath from his friend. “I’ll just cut to the chase then,” Gauto said. “And, pardon the term, but I don’t think you were the first… Everfail.”

“What?” Hiral asked, taken aback by that. 

“The reason the glyph of fertility was outlawed – a long time ago – is because it was birthing children without the ability to use their solar energy,” Gauto said quietly. “It wasn’t every time, but it was often enough they traced the source to women getting the glyph while they were pregnant. Once they figured that out, they passed the law we have now.”

“Why haven’t we ever heard of that?” Hiral asked. “If I wasn’t the first… where are the others?”

Gauto’s tongue ran over his lips before he answered. “Like I said, this was a long time ago. So long I actually didn’t recognize the dating format on the documents I found. Look, Hiral, these records were lost and forgotten at the bottom of a very large pile, and it was practically a miracle I found them.”

“Okay, but still, if people were born like me… did their kids end up being… normal?”

“They never had kids,” Gauto said. 

“They weren’t allowed to?”

“Kind of,” Gauto said, again cryptically. “The children – as soon it was realized what they were – were tossed off the island. So they couldn’t spread their sickness to the rest of the population.”

“They were what?” Hiral asked, and everybody at the table paused. “They killed kids like me?”

Gauto nodded. “I think so. It’s not like I found a long list, but I found references to it. I don’t think any lived past their sixth birthday.”

“I can’t believe we did that,” Hiral said slowly. Throwing kids off the island because they couldn’t use their solar energy? That was… beyond horrible. 

Then again, considering the way he’d been treated, maybe it wasn’t so farfetched. 

“Me neither,” Gauto said. “And there’s always the chance I was reading into it wrong, but I’m pretty confident my take on it is correct.”

“Why didn’t they do that to me?” Hiral asked. “Or was it just so long ago, everybody forgot about that part of it? The child-murder.”

Gauto gestured with his coffee at Hiral. “I think it’s exactly that. These records were so buried, and nobody has been born like you for generations. Even the memory of how to deal with it has faded. I guess you could say you got… lucky?”

“First time I’d ever call my early years lucky,” Hiral said. “But you might be right. Jeez.”

“There is another implication to this,” Left said. “Beyond the child-murder.”

“Yeah,” Hiral said with a nod.

“What’s that?” Gauto asked. 

“They might’ve been born Builders, like me,” Hiral said. “When I was born – and my parents took me to the measure – it said all my solar abilities were S-Rank. All of them. Including output. But, after that one time where we get our crystal,” Hiral tapped the center of his chest, “we don’t have access to our status window again until we’re older. 

“By the time I was old enough, I had more tattoos than most full Shapers. It was also when I first saw my solar output had changed to unavailable. None of us imagined it was the tattoos and Meridian Lines blocking me, but apparently they were.”

“And even a normal kid,” Gauto took over, “would have at least one tattoo or the beginning of their Meridian Lines by the time they can access their status window. The Measure would say they were normal…”

“Normal… but Builders,” Hiral said. “I don’t know if the Measure can even tell us that. Actually, probably not. My crystal thought I was a Maker until I met that golem down on the surface.”

“That was lucky,” Gauto said. “Almost as lucky as me finding those books.”

“I… don’t think they’re really on the same scale,” Hiral said slowly. 

“You're right,” Gauto nodded. “Books are far more important.”

Hiral didn’t bother mentioning Fallen Reach might not still be in the air if he hadn’t run into that golem. It really was lucky.

Wasn’t it?

“So, you think the kids tossed off were all Builders?” Gauto drew Hiral’s attention back to the present. 

“I guess?” Hiral said. “Or maybe Growers or Bonders, even. We still don’t know how the glyph of fertility affected things, other than making me something other than a Maker.”

“Do you think we should tell somebody?” Gauto asked. 

“You haven’t already?”

“Just you. I thought you should be the first to know.”

“Thanks… I think,” Hiral said. “Hey, did the records you found say anything about those kids’ solar abilities? Did they have all S-Rank as well?”

“I only found one mentioned,” Gauto said. “She wasn’t S-Rank in anything. And I only saw it because somebody entered the note as ‘not much of a loss, at D-Rank’.” Gauto used air quotes as he explained it. 

“Not much of a loss?” Hiral hissed. “Bastard.”

“Why do you ask?”

“Ah, just wondering if it was a way to give kids a better start,” Hiral said. “Even if they aren’t born as Makers, if they had S-Rank solar abilities, that’d be a big advantage.”

“No, sounds like you’re still unique in that regard.”

“Yeah,” Hiral said, taking a deep breath. “I think you should tell people. Start with my father.”

“Me?” Gauto asked. “What about we?”

“Can’t,” Hiral said. “I’ve already got to be somewhere, and I’m going to be late. Don’t worry, though, Dad will listen to you.”

“I know he will. I just wanted you there for moral support.”

“Rah rah,” Right said, tipping his cup in Gauto’s direction.

“Look at it this way,” Hiral said while rolling his eyes. “Now you get all the credit for the discovery.”

“I would’ve gotten it anyway!”

“True,” Hiral chuckled. “Anyway, I’ve really got to get going. I’m sorry I can’t stay for this next part, but thank you for telling me.”

“Of course,” Gauto said. “Are you… okay? I know your childhood wasn’t easy, and here I am bringing that all up again.”

“Yeah, Gauto, I’m good now. Thanks for asking,” Hiral said, putting the revelation aside for the moment. It was big news, but did it change anything right now? Not really, other than potentially saving other kids going through what he did. Or getting thrown off the island. 

Then again, he’d thrown himself off the island. 

And it was time to go do that again. 




            

    
        Chapter 20 – Time to Go

    
    
    
    
                Several hours after explaining things to his father and talking to Gauto, the party sat next to the Crawling Pits dungeon interface while the storm wall rolled past overhead. Getting ready – and saying goodbye – had taken longer than they’d thought it would, and they’d barely made it down before the storm had arrived. Thankfully, all their flying mounts were fast when they wanted to be. 

Well, everybody was thankful other than one, particular party member. 

“I can’t believe how much you screamed,” Yanily practically guffawed at Drahn. “The stoic tracker of a hundred drops to the surface… I think the whole island heard you. Probably both.”

“I didn’t scream,” Drahn said from where he sat straight-backed against the wall. Some of the color had returned to his skin, and his body wasn’t shaking uncontrollably anymore. “It was your imagination. Or the Islander.”

“The Dracolich’s master was screaming like…?” Yanily started, but a hand from Seena on his elbow cut him off. 

“Left, how long until the storm passes?” the party leader asked the double at Hiral’s side.

“Should be within the next few minutes at the most,” Left said. “If it follows the same intensity of the last few we sat through.”

“Did we really need to hide down here?” Drahn asked, and a small shudder ran the length of his body. “Will it make a difference with the rain…?”

It was one thing to talk big about going to rescue Nivian and Wule – and to come to the surface – but the rain had thousands of years of bad stories surrounding it. To enter was to die. Until Hiral and the others had proven there were ways to survive. For this, Hiral couldn’t blame Drahn about being nervous. The man had grown up being taught to fear the rain and what lurked within – even though they didn’t know exactly what that was. 

“The storm wall is the worst of it,” Seena answered the tracker. “Weather wise. It’ll just be rain on the other side, though I guess it can get pretty heavy.”

“When it gets like that – with the thunder and lightning – that’s when we need to be most careful about the Enemy,” Seeyela added in. “They don’t seem to come around when it’s just a drizzle.”

“That said,” Seena continued, “I talked to the B-Rankers who went over to the Endless Tunnels – where we also need to make a stop – and they said the rain was light the whole time. They didn’t see any hint of the Enemy, and they had a high-attunement scout with them.”

“As high as Hiral?” Yanily asked. 

Seena just laughed. “I don’t know if anybody else has focused all their stat points on just two attributes. And definitely not with one of them being attunement.”

“A lot do up on Fallen Reach, actually,” Hiral chimed in. “Uh, not the attunement part, but just focusing on two stats. Shapers put almost all their points into strength and endurance.”

“Which just proves how…” Drahn started. 

“Don’t even,” Seena interrupted. “Enough with the racism. You’re going to need to get used to working with Makers if you want to keep running dungeons.”

“Actually,” Yanily cut in. “You must’ve had one in your party when you did this dungeon. That couldn’t have been so bad.”

“While I agree focusing entirely on strength and endurance isn’t necessarily the best option,” Hiral said. “It does make the Shapers walking tanks. Almost perfect for the role in a dungeon.”

“We had a Grower tank and healer,” Drahn said. “Why would we trust an Islander for the two roles needed to keep us alive? They’d probably…” he trailed off at a glare from the party leader. “Ahem. The only Islander with us was some scrawny man in a robe. He didn’t even do anything, just had his flying weapon contribute while he stood in the back.”

“An Academic or an Artist,” Hiral said. “You use a bow, don’t you?”

The tracker turned his head to the side to look at the aforementioned weapon leaning against the wall. 

“Their Medium – the flying weapon – is no different than you standing in the back and firing arrows at the monster,” Hiral continued. He purposely kept his voice light, to not be antagonistic, but maybe educating Drahn on Makers would help get him past some of his biases. 

“A bow takes skill,” Drahn said. “I need to line up my shots with precision so I don’t hit my constantly moving party members. I need to time my abilities to have the largest effect. The Islander stood in the back and barely moved. I don’t even know if he was paying attention.”

“Ah, the Medium isn’t an automatic weapon,” Hiral explained. “He probably looked like he was in a daze? That’s cause he was mentally controlling the Medium’s movements and actions, like an extension of his own body. From what Gauto told me,” he turned his words to Seena and the others, “it’s taking some getting used to.”

“I saw your sisters spacing out a bit when we ran the dungeon,” Seeyela said. “But it wasn’t too bad.”

“It’ll take practice, I guess.” Hiral shrugged. “Some people are picking it up better than others, but they need the protection of their party members for the time being.”

“Practice?” Drahn scoffed. “The man was high-C-Rank. Which just proves my point. He must’ve leeched experience off others.”

“Probably not,” Hiral said patiently. “Artists and Academics just got access to their Mediums recently, so it’s new to everybody. And, before that, they got all their experience from their trade. Artists got it from inking Shapers, while Academics got it from things like learning or being a merchant. It was a lot safer than what they’re doing now, but also a lot slower.” 

“Speaking of safer,” Left said. “Listen.” With that, the double pointed towards the ceiling. 

As soon as Hiral turned his attention away from the Grower who really didn’t seem to like him – It’s Fitch all over again. Uh… hope he doesn’t become Infested too… – he noticed what Left was talking about. The constant howl of the storm wall passing by had faded slightly, and it didn’t sound like something was trying to scour the roof off their heads. 

“Time to go,” Seena said, standing up in a fluid motion, though Li’l Ur hung onto her hair for balance. “Drahn, since you have a Party Interface now, and have joined our party, you should be able to see the glowing roots that will lead us from one dungeon to the next.”

“Noticed them when I left here the first time,” Drahn said while nodding. “Went to the jump point instead, though. We following them?”

Seena smirked. “Kind of.”

The tracker’s face went pale as he had a guess at what she meant. 

“Left, go take a look outside while we finish cleaning up here?” Seena asked the double. 

For his part, Left just nodded and shaped his Way of Shadow tattoo. As soon as he neared the darkened stairwell leading up to the surface, he became practically invisible.

“If the rain isn’t bad,” Seena continued. “We’ll take our mounts. Flying is much faster than walking if we don’t have to worry about the Enemy.”

“What if we lose sight of the roots from above?” Drahn asked. 

“As a ranged damage dealer, you invested in attunement, didn’t you?” Seeyela asked, and Drahn nodded. “So did Hiral and Left. Between the three of you on Drake’s back, we’ll be fine. Worse comes to worst, we backtrack a little, and it’ll still be faster.”

“And the sooner we get to the next dungeon,” Yanily said, stuffing the last of their supplies into his Interspatial Ring, “the sooner we’re killing stuff.”

“Barely more than a drizzle out there,” Left said, emerging from the tunnel he’d left through. “Lighter rain than anything we’ve seen since we came to the surface. I don’t know whether it has something to do with Grandfather restarting the magic of the Spear of Clouds, or the Enemy avoiding the area for now, but it seems like our best chance.”

“You found the roots?” Seena asked. 

“Two sets, for once,” Left said. “The first heads straight east, towards where I believe the Endless Tunnels dungeon is. The other set appears to head more northeast, in the direction of the EnSath River.”

“Towards The Horns?” Yanily asked. 

“More north than that. I think your previous guess of a dungeon across the river was accurate.”

“No goats and yetis then,” Yanily said with a shrug. “Too bad. I wanted to be the one punting a few of those bleating bastards off a mountain for once.”

“You may still get your chance,” Hiral consoled the spearman. “Who knows what will be in the dungeon?”

“Enough chatting,” Seena said with a clap of her hands. “It’s time.”

The smiles faded from the surrounding faces. As soon as they stepped out of this dungeon lobby, they’d be on their way to searching for Nivian and Wule. And, though they’d grown considerably stronger since they’d left the surface last time, that didn’t make the place any less dangerous. 

The Enemy was still out there, and they didn’t know how far they’d have to go to find their missing friends. They may’ve been in a D-Rank zone now – and heading for a second – but the twins could’ve already moved on in search of more experience to rank-up. 

“Lead the way, Left,” Seena said, and the party marched up the nearby stairwell. 

Nearing the top, Hiral pulled the hood from his Coat of Ur’Thul up to keep the rain off his head, and stepped out into the darkness. Like Left had said, the falling rain was barely more than a drizzle. Compared to when they’d entered the tunnel, the previously parched ground had already grown wet and muddy. 

“Worms must love it when it’s like this,” Yanily said. “Like a giant mudbath.”

“Glad we’re not walking,” Seeyela said. “It’d take forever.”

“Still think I’d prefer to walk,” Drahn said at the same time Hiral called Drake out from his Interspatial Ring. 

Uncharacteristically, the Dracolich emerged quietly from the bone-white smoke that billowed into a large cloud in front of Hiral. Drake’s massive head turned this way and that in the rain, as if looking for something, then pawed the ground. Great gouges of thickening mud deepened with every pass of the sword-like claws, and Drake spread his wings above him. Blue flames filled the bone-fingers of his wings, and one of them stopped directly above the party, shielding them from the falling rain. 

“Everything okay, big guy?” Hiral asked. 

Drake’s huge head turned on its neck of unconnected bones to look at Hiral, the blue flames for its eyes glowing along with the luminescent lines running down its cheeks. The Dracolich growled slightly, then turned around to look into the distance. Another low growl rumbled from within its ribcage, then up and out past its jaw. 

“Looks like he knows something we don’t,” Seeyela said. Beside her, Bliss likewise pranced in place. An impatient neigh left the Nightmare’s mouth, and she nudged Seeyela. 

“I think they’re telling us it’s clear for now,” Seena said, patting her Phoenix – Vili – on the top of the head where it stood beside her. 

“Then what are you all waiting for?” Yanily asked, already on Thunderclaws. The pair of them hovered in the air, gentle sweeps of the Gryphon’s majestic wings keeping them perfectly in place. 

“Right, I’ll call you out when we get to the next dungeon,” Hiral said to his double, reaching out. As soon as their hands met, he cancelled that summons and pulled the solar energy back into himself. “Okay, everybody up.” With a quick assist from the Dracolich, Hiral climbed up onto Drake’s back, easily settling into the familiar saddle. Left was behind him a second later thanks to a beat from his Wing of Anella, though the blue-flame wing vanished as soon as he landed. 

That just left Drahn. 

“Get on Drake’s front claw, he’ll lift you up,” Hiral instructed. 

Drahn glanced from the massive claws that looked easily sharp enough to carve the man into pieces with little more than a casual gesture. 

“He’s not going to hurt you,” Hiral said.

“Drahn,” Seena added. “Come on. Just get on the Dracolich.”

With one more look like he was mustering his courage, the Grower finally climbed on the back of Drake’s paw. Then, gentle-as-could-be, Drake lifted the man until he was within reach of climbing to the saddle. Another quick minute to get him settled, and they were ready to go. 

“I’m not sure how much you remember about your first flight,” Hiral said to the man behind him. “But, Drake’s saddle will magically keep you in place. You won’t fall unless you jump. Which I wouldn’t encourage unless you have an ability that lets you fly. Do you have one of those?”

“I don’t,” Drahn said.

“Yeah, don’t jump then. Feel free to hold on if it makes you feel better though.”

With that – but without any warning – Drake launched into the air with a single powerful beat of its wings. Falling rain swept to the sides as the ground sped away. 

And as the screaming started anew. 




            

    
        Chapter 21 – It Was One Time

    
    
    
    
                “That’s got to be the dungeon entrance,” Hiral said, pointing to where the roots curved into the side of a mountain. “Or it’s at least close.”

 Thanks to the magic of the party chat, the others easily heard him even though their mounts were spread out. After a second of consideration, Seena told them to head down, and Hiral gave Drake a pat on the bone in front of the saddle. Thankfully, Drahn had stopped screaming a while ago, and he didn’t pick it back up again as the Dracolich tucked and dove towards the ground. 

Like a bird of prey swooping for an unfortunate field mouse, Drake dropped at a speed that bordered on insanity. Hiral’s second skin snapped in the wind – though the magic saddle kept him comfortably in place – and he heard Yanily whooping from nearby as Thunderclaws joined the dive. Almost like it was a race, the two mounts shot down, the ground growing closer and closer every passing second. 

Just when it seemed like they were going to splatter all over the rocky terrain beside the mountain – Why does this feel familiar…? – Drake’s wings snapped out to the side. In one stomach-turning motion, the Dracolich’s legs swept in underneath, and the great behemoth skidded along the ground. 

Beside them, Thunderclaws pulled the same maneuver, and when the two mounts finally came to a stop, they turned to look at each other. A heartbeat passed as they locked eyes… and then Thunderclaws’ wings drooped. 

“Looks like Drake won,” Yanily said while giving the Gryphon a consolatory pat on the shoulder.

“I’m just surprised Drahn wasn’t screaming the whole way down,” Hiral said. “He really got over his fears quickly.”

“No,” Left said. “He just passed out the moment Drake started to dive.”

“Ah, that would do it too.”

Bliss and Vili came down a moment later, landing between the other two mounts. The look on the Nightmare’s face clearly showed how she felt about the ‘boys’ little competition. Vili just looked sad she got left out. 

“Sis,” Seena said. “Scout ahead and see where that leads us?”

“On it.” Seeyela hopped off Bliss – who vanished in a cloud of dark flames – then jogged into what appeared to be a mountain path.

“Watch out for goats!” Yanily said. “They’re bastards!”

“And don’t bring any Mid-Bosses crashing down on us,” Hiral added. 

“It was one time,” Seeyela sighed into the party chat just as she vanished up the trail. 

“Think this is Roc territory?” Seena asked, likewise getting off Vili and dismissing the mount in a gout of fire. 

“More likely than goats,” Hiral said. “Sorry, Yan.”

“It’s fine,” the spearman responded. “I wouldn’t mind a rematch against some of those big, Elite birds. See how far we’ve come since then.”

“That actually would be pretty good,” Seena said. “We had some trouble with them, especially the big one. Kind of disappointed we didn’t run into it – I owe it some payback for how it chased me around.”

“Since they’re descendants of your Phoenix sponsor, shouldn’t you be protecting them or something?” Hiral asked her. 

“More like the distant, distant step-nephew that always gets into trouble and nobody likes,” Seena said.

“Interesting analogy,” Hiral started, but Seeyela’s return interrupted what he was going to say. 

“Dungeon entrance is just a couple hundred feet up the path,” she said. “Easier to walk than take the mounts.”

“Just need to wait for Drahn to wake up,” Hiral thumbed over his shoulder. 

“No idea what you’re talking about,” the tracker said, eagerly climbing off Drake’s back already. “I’ve been awake the whole time.”

“He woke up just as Seeyela got back,” Left whispered to Hiral, then leapt off the mount. 

Hiral could only chuckle as he followed his double down, then activated Foundational Split to bring Right out. “Welcome back.”

“Considering the racket on the trip over, I’m glad I wasn’t present for it,” Right said. 

“It got better…” Hiral said with a shrug. 

With that, the party moved quickly up the path, and just like Seeyela said, found the familiar, runed archway signifying they’d located the dungeon entrance. That and the glowing roots led right to it. 

“Do you ever get used to the dark?” Drahn asked before they entered, and Hiral turned to find the man looking up into the lightly falling rain. 

“Somehow, yes,” he said, then followed Seeyela and Seena through the arch. The usual shiver ran across his skin as he passed the threshold, but this time instead of a staircase leading down, it went up. “Huh, this is already different.”

When they got to the top of the stairs, a wide cavern greeted them, but one side stood open to the storm beyond, though a long overhang extended from the roof, keeping the room dry. On the wall opposite the secondary entrance to the cave, was the dungeon interface. 

“Makes me nervous tentacles could reach in here,” Yanily said, eying the outside. 

“Not something we’re going to have to worry about,” Seena said. “Since we’re heading right in.”

“No group meeting to incorporate new abilities?” the spearman asked, clearly looking at Drahn as he spoke. 

“Nah,” Seena shook her head. “Drahn won’t be fighting.”

“I won’t?” the tracker asked.

“You wanted to see what we can do, so we’re going to show you,” Seena said. “It’s only a D-Rank dungeon, so it’s not a great display, but we’ll make do.”

“She’s going to burn the entire place down, isn’t she?” Yanily leaned over and quietly asked Hiral. 

“Oh yeah,” he agreed.

“Fine,” Drahn said. “Though if you need me to bail you out, I’m acting, no matter what you say.”

Seena just shook her head. “I honestly can’t believe how much you’re underestimating all of us. Well, whatever. Sis, let’s go.”

As if she was waiting for that, Seeyela swiped her hand above the dungeon interface. “Enter Dungeon,” she said, and the familiar blue portal spiralled open nearby. 

“You know the drill,” Hiral said to his doubles, quickly absorbing them back into himself, then waited for the others to go through. As soon as everybody else was in, he followed. 

The plain, blank walls and ceiling did nothing to describe what the dungeon ahead would entail. Though, the notification that popped up gave a small hint. 
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“Finally a dungeon that isn’t underground,” Yanily said. 

“Everybody ready?” Seena asked. 

Hiral quickly reactivated Foundational Split, then nodded to the party leader. A gesture of her hand – likely to tap the Yes button hovering in front of her – and the ready room vanished from around them. The sudden sunlight reflexively made him recoil, even though the hood from his coat offered magic protection from the brightness. 

When he realized he really had no problem seeing at all, Hiral stepped to the front of the group to take in his surroundings. Not underground was a bit of an understatement. 

Landscape stretched as far as the eye could see, a forest to one side, a lake or sea to the other. Far in the distance, impressive mountains loomed, with one standing closer and taller than all the others. Near the peak, a massive set of wings circled lazily. 

The Roc in the distance was easily as big as the one they’d fought before, though it was still too far away for Hiral’s view ability to kick in. 

“Village of some kind nestled up against the forest,” Left said. 

“Rocs by the mountain straight ahead,” Hiral added. 

“There is… something in the water,” Drahn said. “Something big.”

Hiral turned just in time to see the ridged back of a creature that had to be dozens of feet long curving out of the water before diving back down. 

“Thoughts?” Seena asked. 

“Has anybody run this dungeon before?” Hiral asked. 

“We’re the first ones, I think.”

“So, no guide for it?”

“Why do I hear excitement in your voice?” Yanily asked, the spearman smiling widely himself. 

“Same reason as you,” Hiral said. “Looks like there are patrols of some kind roaming between the water and the village. Groups of… four or five. Humanoids, but I can’t tell much more from this distance.”

“Could they be NPCs?” Seeyela said. 

“N-P-Cs?” Drahn asked, looking at Yanily.

“Non-Party-Civilians,” the spearman said. “Some dungeons have people we aren’t meant to fight in them.”

“Often have to save them,” Hiral added. “We won’t know until we get closer. No quests to guide us since we outrank the dungeon, I guess?”

“The village does not look to have any children,” Left said, clearly squinting in that direction. “And the people I do see are outfitted for a fight. All are carrying weapons, and their movements are in line with other patrols we’ve seen in previous dungeons. All are in groups prowling around the village as if on the lookout.”

“They could just be doing that to watch for Rocs?” Seeyela suggested. 

“There are no lookout towers to watch the skies,” Left said. “While the wall around the buildings is only tall enough to keep out things on the ground. Finally,” the double pointed as he spoke, “that large space in the middle of the town – does that look like an altar in the middle?”

“Sacrificial altar,” Li’L Ur said. “The mundane kind. No enchantments I can sense, but a heavy aura of death. Many have met their ends there.”

“Okay then,” Seena said, knuckles cracking. “Not good people.”

“Then we should assume there’s a Mid-Boss there,” Hiral said. “And, if I had to guess, the other would be in the water. I suspect that if we had quests, they would guide us to kill something in the town, and then go to the water. Maybe the Rocs feed there, and destroying whatever is hiding under the waves would anger the big birds. Get them to come down from their mountain.”

“It does seem pretty far away.” Yanily had his hand above his eyes to shield them from the glare as he looked out. “We going to do it that way?”

“Even if it doesn’t work,” Seena said. “It will clear the two Mid-Bosses – assuming they’re there – which we’d have to do anyway. If they aren’t, we’ll adapt.”

“Actually,” Hiral interrupted, stepping ahead of the group and turning around. “I have… another proposal.”

Seena narrowed her eyes at him. “Am I going to like this?”

“I don’t think you’ll dislike it…” he said slowly. 

“Oh, this sounds like it’s going to be good,” Yanily said, dropping the butt of his spear to the ground so he could lean on the weapon. “What reckless – and likely entertaining – plan do you have in mind this time?”

Before Hiral answered, he glanced back at the wide dungeon ahead of the party. The mountain – and the giant Roc – were far, far in the distance, but not too far. If he was correct about the Mid-Bosses being in the village and the lake, only about a quarter of the distance to the mountain… Yes, it could work.

“The whole reason we’re here is because Drahn isn’t confident in my ability to pull my weight, as he puts it,” Hiral said. 

“This really is going to be good.” Yanily rubbed his hands together. 

“We know you can…” Seena started, but cut off when Hiral turned back to them and held up a hand. 

“I know that, but…” he took a breath. “To ease his worries, even a little, I’d like to do this.”

“Do what, exactly?”

“I’d like to solo the dungeon,” Hiral said plainly. 




            

    
        Chapter 22 – Solo

    
    
    
    
                “You want to solo it?” Seena asked him flatly. 

“Well, with Left and Right, of course,” Hiral said, and the doubles walked over to stand beside him like they’d been expecting it. Since they’d been in his head as he’d passed through the portal and started considering it, it was definitely like they’d been expecting it – they’d known. 

“Is that a good…?” Seeyela started, then waved a hand. “You know what, it’s a D-Rank dungeon. You do you. We’ll watch.”

“The point was for Drahn to see that all of us could pull our weight,” Seena said slowly, though the look on her face said she was considering it. 

“You will,” Hiral interrupted. “In the Endless Tunnels dungeon. We’ll still have to run that for him. And don’t tell me you won’t see you if you can burn the whole place down in one fell… fireball.”

“You were going to say ‘swoop’, weren’t you?” Yanily said. “But since we’re already in the bird dungeon…”

“I couldn’t come up with an ant-pun quick enough,” Hiral admitted with a shrug to the spearman. Then he turned back to Seena. “If you’re worried about me, you can keep an eye out in case things go wrong. They won’t, but…”

Seena chuckled. “Fine. Have it your way. The dungeon is yours to play with. Show us what you’ve got.”

“Thanks. Before that, though,” Hiral said and turned to Left. “Could you give us all Path of Butterflies?”

“Of course.” Left crouched down and put his hand to his left calf, solar energy pooling at his fingertips. Barely a second, and he pulled the hand away, the streamer of glowing smoke immediately erupting. From the burst, dozens of pink butterflies swarmed out and zipped underneath the party-members’ feet, leaving a pink glow behind. 

Drahn, obviously untrusting of Hiral’s abilities, quick-stepped back to try to escape, but pink footprints followed his every move. 

“What the hell is this?” he shouted. 

“Check your buff notification,” Seeyela said calmly. 

“The Path of Butterflies will let you walk on the air like it was ground,” Hiral explained, then stepped up to prove his point. Around the soles of his feet, pink butterflies zipped underneath to form a solid plane for his boot to land on. He followed the first step with a second, then a third, and finally a fourth, until it left him standing in the air almost five feet up, pink light glowing faintly underneath his boots. 

“Does it do anything else?” Seeyela asked, walking up the air to join him, though for her, it looked more like walking up a slope than steps. 

“No,” Hiral said. “It’s an S-Rank tattoo because it applies to more than just the Shaper who uses it, and because of its duration – hours. Also, compared to most flight tattoos, it’s much cheaper.”

“Why do we need this?” Yanily asked. 

“So you can have the best seat in the house,” Hiral replied, turning and jogging up into the air. Climbing at a forty-five-degree angle, he moved hundreds of feet, then stopped when he had a better view of the surrounding dungeon. “This should be good.”

“Really does feel like we’re standing on the ground,” Seeyela said. “Can we… fall? What happens if we lose our balance?”

“The magic follows intent,” Hiral explained. “You can even sit if you like, as long as that’s what you want.”

“Drahn, you coming?” Yanily called back to the hunter slowly climbing after them. The man’s eyes kept going from his feet to the party ahead of him.

“Can you cancel this ability?” the tracker asked. “Make us fall?”

“No,” Hiral said. “Once it’s cast, it’s your buff. Only you can cancel it… though I wouldn’t suggest that at this height.”

“Great,” Seena said. “Now that you’ve got us here…”

A quick pulse of energy into his Interspatial Ring, and Hiral brought out a small picnic basket. “Wine, cheese, some crackers, and this great smoked meat I found. In case you get peckish while I’m gone.”

“I’m not sure if I should be impressed you prepared, or annoyed I have to share.”

“Who said I only have one basket?”

“Well played.” Seena took the basket. 

“One thing!” Hiral said quickly. “The basket doesn’t have the Path of Butterflies. Don’t… drop it.”

Seena was halfway to putting it down when his words sunk in, and she quickly gripped the handle just a little bit tighter. “Is on my lap okay?”

“Should be fine,” Hiral said. “Now then… I’ll see you soon. I’m just going to go over there to get ready.”

“Why can’t you just get ready here?” Drahn asked at the same time Yanily spoke up.

“Emperor’s Greatsword?” the spearman asked. 

“S-Rank weapon would almost be cheating,” Hiral said to his friend. 

“S-Rank?” Drahn practically choked. “You have an S-Rank item?”

Hiral looked at the tracker. “I have several. Didn’t you get View when you got Party Interface from the Crawling Pits?”

“Yes, but your gear just comes up as question marks when I look at it,” Drahn said. “People can only View your gear if you let them. Obviously, you’re hiding something.”

Hiral looked at the others. “Can you View my gear?”

“Yeah…” Yanily said. “No problem. This is in the guide. It’s a trust thing.”

“I really have to get one of those,” Hiral mumbled. Then, to test, Hiral looked at Drahn’s bow – which the man had in one hand. Just like the tracker had said, all that came up was a series of question marks. 

Huh. I guess that means nobody up on Fallen Reach would recognize what I was carrying. Explains why nobody was asking… I guess. Good to know. 

“Something to figure out later,” Hiral said. “And, as for why I’m going over there, it’s because I have a tendency to explode. Left, Right, you guys ready?”

“Sure are,” Right said, cracking his knuckles and following Hiral until they were about thirty feet from the party. “What’s the plan?”

“Right, I want you to handle the Mid-Boss in the village,” Hiral said. “Probably a chief or shaman or something. Left, you’ve got whatever is at the lake. I’ll take the Roc Boss.”

“We’re splitting up?” Left asked, then nodded. “Shouldn’t be an issue.”

“Want us to deal with the trash as well as the Mid-Bosses?” Right asked. 

“Won’t need to,” Hiral said. “I’ll take care of them first. I expect we’ll only have to actually fight three things, though fight might be an overstatement.”

“Now I’m getting curious about what you’re going to do too,” Right said, though most of his attention was on the village. “We’re ready, by the way.”

“Good, here we go.”

With that, Hiral activated Double Trouble and Eloquently Enraged+. 

Double Trouble+: Double the cooldown on any ability to increase the effects by 100%.

Note: Abilities with no cooldown are unaffected.

Note (2): Abilities can transcend traditional limits through the use of Double Trouble+.

Eloquently Enraged+: Increase all mental and physical attributes by 150% for 360 seconds (Cooldown: 60 minutes).

Note: After Eloquently Enraged+ fades, all mental and physical attributes are reduced by 25% for 180 seconds.

As soon as he activated the potent combination of abilities, solar energy and power literally exploded off him, forcing even his doubles to take a step back and lift their arms. The double-helix wrapping him through his Second-Skin of Ur’Thul leapt off so that a copy of it rotated around his limbs. Always moving, never slowing, around and around the script circled. 

This time, it wasn’t just the script, either, copies of his runes glowed in the air around him as well, their very meaning creating an aura of authority under his control. 

Another benefit of B-Rank?

Intuitively, he could feel how activating the runes or applying them to his abilities would be that much easier. That much more effective. Which was just perfect for what he had planned. 

First things first – the trash Left had talked about. 

Pulling on the power of his Runes of Expansion and Increase, Hiral funneled them through the Rune of Connection to enhance one of his other active abilities. It wasn’t one he’d used often, but it seemed just right for the current situation. 

 As an afterthought, he added in power from his Rune of Gravity, then unleashed the ability. 

Intimidate (Active) – Your mere presence radiates how dangerous you are. Successfully Intimidated opponents will flee or suffer penalties for thirty seconds when fighting you.

A sphere of something exploded out of him, tearing through the air in all directions. It ripped across the village and the lake first, the effects immediate and apparent. Patrols stalking the village collapsed on the spot, the pressure of Hiral’s aura physically driving them to the ground. All along the lake, the surface of the water began to bubble like it was boiling, then flashes of silver seemed to flicker. 

One fish, then two, twenty, a hundred flopped belly up as far as the eye could see. With every heartbeat, more of the aquatic creatures appeared, getting bigger and bigger. The first, the weakest, couldn’t have been more than a foot long, but they quickly grew as large as a hundred feet, with mouths big enough to swallow a person whole. 

If they were conscious – which they weren’t. 

As the rippling sphere continued for the mountain, the double-door of the largest building in the village slammed open. A hulking humanoid draped in a cloak of red and green feathers staggered out, one hand to his head. 

“There’s our first Mid-Boss,” Right said. 

“And that should be our second,” Left added, pointing towards a massive crab scuttling out of the lake. Like the human, it stumbled from side to side, as if drunk, its huge claws carving trenches in the wet sand as it went. 

“Go get them,” Hiral said, crouching down while his eyes traced the sphere of Intimidation just as it reached the mountain. Without fanfare, the smaller Rocs circling the peak simply dropped out of the sky. One moment they were gliding imperiously, the next they were falling. 

All but one – the giant Roc near the peak. Even it, however, didn’t appear completely unaffected. Wings that’d been confident and strong stuttered in the air like it’d been smacked in the head with an exceptionally large hammer. 

Not far from the truth of what’s about to happen. 

With the Roc dazed, Hiral pushed himself into a sprinter’s position, as if he were at a starting block. Then he began cycling Runes of Rejection and Increase into his feet and hands. But, unlike usual when he did this, he took the building power and wrapped it up in his Rune of Compression, pushing it down and holding it from erupting. Over and over, he built the power, then forced it back down into a more pure – potentially more volatile – state. In the palms of his hands and under his feet, pink butterflies swirled like they were trying to hold the top on a boiling pot. 

Really might explode doing this…

To deal with air resistance and friction, he cycled his Runes of Unsealing, Sealing, Reduction, Separation, and Expansion. A sleeve of disconnectedness formed around him. Part of his mind marvelled at how easy it had become to weave multiple runes at the same time, creating complex effects simultaneously. And the buffs sure helped, with the presence of the external runes making the reality around him act like it wanted to be altered to his whims. Hiral shut those thoughts down for the time being, with Left and Right already halfway to their targets now, though, he couldn’t wait any longer. 

Time to go. 

WHOOOOOSH, Hiral launched like he’d been shot by a ballista, the air literally howling and tearing as he rocketed through it, though he felt none of it ensconced in his personal bubble. With so much force, he didn’t even need to add more pulses of Rejection to keep himself going, and instead focused entirely on the Boss quickly growing in his vision. The damn bird was big. 

Which just meant he’d need something equally large to put it in the ground. Except, he’d launched himself too fast. His bubble of separation from the natural laws worked too well. He’d already closed most of the distance, and there was no way he’d be able to ready his plan in the time he had. 

Unless he gave himself more time. 

Without a second thought, Hiral streamed solar energy into his Runes of Time Dilation and Time Contraction. Immediately, the roaring wind at his hears silenced. The ground below stopped speeding past, and the massive Roc paused mid-flap. In the back of his head, the natural flow of time clawed against his hold over it, demanding to charge ahead normally, but he held it at bay. While it would quickly build in intensity and pressure, he had a few seconds before it became a problem. So, he went to work. 

Arms out to his sides, he reached within himself and began directing his solar energy. In his left hand, Hiral spun the power of his Runes of Impact, Increase, and Separation. To his right hand went the Runes of Breaking, Expansion, and Energy. Reality shifted around his body, the external manifestations of his runes rewriting the laws of nature to catalyze his creations. 

The raging masses of destruction in each hand fought to break his hold on them. To flail and annihilate anything they touched. Alone, each would probably be enough to end the Roc ahead of him, but Hiral wasn’t finished testing yet. He still had more paused time. Instead of letting the cores of devastation individually have their way, he grabbed hold of them with his Rune of Compression. 

Pressing down with his will – and the power hinted at by his external runes – Hiral forged the unstable creations into palm-sized balls of power whirling within his hands. Even in paused time, the balls screamed as they spun, tearing at the air and leaving expanding rips in the sky on both sides of him. 

Not… done… yet…

Leaning hard on the bonuses he was getting from his cooldowns and the control they were giving him, Hiral spun a line of Connection between the spheres in each hand. The thread snapped taut – the two spheres each becoming half of something greater – then he was out of time. Ahead of him, the Roc hung frozen thanks to his runes, but he let his grip on them go, and the normal flow of time clicked back into place.   

The huge bird’s eyes hadn’t even followed his movement – it had no idea where he was – and as Hiral streaked for the center of its back, he swung his arms around in front of him. A split-second before he hit the Boss, his cupped hands came together, and his runic spheres combined. 

When he’d fought his first Roc, he’d tried something similar, and it had proven effective, breaking bones and blasting the bird out of the sky. The second time he’d tried the same thing – against the giant Elite Roc that’d almost eaten Seena – the blast had washed harmlessly off the thing’s ability-resistant feathers. 

The beast in front of him was clearly a step above even that giant Roc. Then again, so was his latest attempt at runic combination. 

The moment the two spheres met, they exploded in size thanks to the Rune of Expansion. From the width of a grapefruit to nearly a hundred feet in diameter in the blink of an eye, the surprised Roc was bent backwards around the glowing sphere. At the same time, a nearly infinite number of razor-like blades of Separation severed muscle and tendon, while pure Breaking dissolved tissue, and Impact powdered bone. 

Red and green feathers – stronger than steel – broke and parted beneath the unrelenting force as they filled the sky from the collision. Then, they were all that was left – the huge sphere bursting from Hiral’s hands to carry the Roc’s torn body towards its mountainous home below. 

Where Hiral expected the chaotic orb to smash the Roc against the hard stone of the mountain and call it a day, it instead persisted to grind its way through the Roc. Spinning and tearing, with the Roc pressed against the unyielding stone, the orb practically disintegrated the creature in front of it. 

And, yet, it still wasn’t done. The solid rockface that looked as if it’d stood against countless millennia of weather and hardship parted before the destructive force of Hiral’s attack. Separation sliced the bonds holding the rock together, while Breaking turned the smaller pieces straight to dust. Within just a few blinks of his eyes, the orb had burrowed its way down into the heart of the mountain. 

Well, that wasn’t quite what I was…

The tether of Connection he’d formed between the two spheres snapped in his mind, and all hell broke loose. 

There was a flash of light deep within the tunnel carved out by the sphere, and Hiral had just enough time to wonder if he’d overdone things before the entire mountain vanished within an expanding dome of energy that shook the entire dungeon.  




            

    
        Chapter 23 – It Was Just a D-Rank Mountain

    
    
    
    
                “Good thing I didn’t add Unsealing in there,” Hiral muttered as a dome of energy expanded from within the mountain and devoured everything in its path. Stone, air, and the Rocs that’d fallen broken to the rocky crags all disappeared within the glowing light. Then, just like that, it was gone. 

Along with the mountain and everything around it in a perfect circle. The earth where the peak had stood lay carved deep, and though notifications blinked in the corner of Hiral’s eyes, he couldn’t take his eyes off the devastation. 

“… the hell, Hiral?” Seena said into the party chat. 

“Did you just destroy a mountain?” Yanily asked.

“It was just a D-Rank mountain,” Hiral said lamely. 

“Just a D-Rank mountain he says…” Yanily monotoned. “Like that makes it less crazy.”

“What about the Mid-Bosses?” Seena asked, and Hiral could practically hear her rubbing the bridge of her nose. 

“Mine died the same time as the Boss,” Left said. 

“Ditto here,” Right said. 

“Stupid annoying not to have notifications,” Seena said. “Wait, I take that back. Apparently, I have a dungeon-clear notification. Any idea where the dungeon interface is?”

“Pretty good idea,” Hiral said, looking down at the bottom of the half-sphere dug into the solid stone.

“It’s where the mountain was, isn’t it?” Seena asked. 

“Yeah, I can see it from here,” he said from where he stood on a plane of pink butterflies. 

“Without Drake to carry Drahn, it’ll take us a while to get there,” Seena said. 

“No worries, I’ll send him over to pick Drahn up,” Hiral said, already summoning the Dracolich. 

Drake arrived with his customary roar to announce his presence – which immediately turned to a surprised yelp as he realized he was in the middle of the sky. Still, after only dropping a dozen or so feet, Drake snapped his wings out, then did a quick swoop around to circle back and hover in front of Hiral. Despite not having eyes – beyond the balls of glowing flame within his skull – or actual eyebrows, it was pretty clear the Dracolich was glaring at Hiral. 

“How was I supposed to warn you first?” Hiral asked the mount flatly. 

Drake huffed in response, but that was the end of the pouting. Thankfully. 

“Sorry, buddy,” Hiral said anyway. “Listen, could you go pick up Drahn? He’s waaaaay over there.”

Drake’s head followed where Hiral was pointing, then nodded. With a single, powerful beat of his wings, he was gone. 

“Drake’s on the way,” Hiral said. “I’ll meet you guys down at the interface.”

“Sounds good,” Seena said on a channel just between the two of them. “And, nice job. You should’ve seen Drahn’s face. I don’t think he’ll be complaining again. He… uh… might still be speechless.”

“Just until Drake gets there,” Hiral said. “Then the screaming will start again.”

“Fair point. Might be best for us to go on ahead…”

“You’re mean.”

“He’s loud.”

“Try sitting in front of him the whole time!”

“Sorry about that,” Seena said. 

“It’s fine. How was the cheese, anyway?”

“I didn’t even get to open the basket before you finished the dungeon!”

“Oh, right. Well, we can eat before we head back out.”

“That’s what I was thinking. Oh, looks like Yan and Sis have the same idea to go on ahead. We’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“See you soon,” Hiral said, cutting the party chat and the Path of Butterflies at the same time. Gravity immediately took hold of Hiral again, and he dropped out of the sky. 

Not that he and gravity didn’t have a special relationship, and a stream of solar energy into his rune cut his personal gravity in half. That combined with a surgical application of Rejection had him safely down on the ground beside the dungeon interface a few seconds later. There, with some time before the others arrived, he cancelled Eloquently Enraged+ to get the after-effects over with. His brain immediately seemed to slow down, and the world around him grew dull. 

Never get used to that. 

Still, with only the twenty-five-percent penalty compared to the old fifty percent, it really wasn’t too bad. Actually, he felt good enough he went into his notifications expecting to find the dungeon clear window Seena had mentioned. 

While, yes, that window was present, so too were several others. 

More achievements? That’s a surprise. What have we got…?

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – I Can Do This All Day (2).

You have cleared an entire dungeon while scoring nothing but critical hits, and landed the killing blows on the Boss and both Mid-Bosses.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

“Huh, that again,” Hiral mumbled while looking at the notification. “The two in brackets is new, but does this mean I get another buff? Definitely taking Hundred Handed this time.”

Already dreaming about how he’d use the spectral hands in his normal combat, Hiral closed the achievement window and went to the next. 

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – And They All Fall Down.

You have defeated both Mid-Bosses and the Boss within fifteen seconds of each other.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Hah! I wondered if I’d get something for that. Go team-me. Next. 

Closing that window, the next one that popped up wasn’t a surprise at all. 

Dungeon – The Fields of Prey: Complete

Time: 00:04:03

You’ve turned the tables and proven who the true apex predator is.

Time until Dungeon – The Fields of Prey instance closure: 58:39

Four minutes? Bet I could’ve done it faster if we didn’t spend so much time chatting at the beginning. Ah well. That’s the end of the notifications.

Except, it wasn’t, and as soon as Hiral closed the window, a new one popped up. 

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – Speed Run.

You have cleared an entire dungeon including both Mid-Bosses and the Boss in under five minutes.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Hey, that’s not bad! No complaints about bonus achievements. Guess I should…

Hiral’s thoughts cut off as he closed that window and yet another notification window popped up. Though, upon reflection, it was entirely expected as well. 

Congratulations. Achievement Unlocked – On to the Next Challenge (3)!

You have cleared all three dungeons in this zone. Congratulations!

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Ah, of course. That’s our third dungeon for this zone, so we get access to a new Asylum. 

When he closed that window, he half-expected another one to pop up, but none did. Still, considering it was just a D-Rank dungeon, any achievements was a good thing, so he sat down against the dungeon interface to wait for the others, cancelling and reactivating Foundational Split in the meantime. Sure, he lost the solar energy he’d given to Left and Right, but he had the time to Cycle it back up.

It didn’t take long for most of the others to arrive, and Seena was already speaking as she hopped off Vili. “Did you get a Speed Run achievement?”

“Yup,” Hiral said. “Uh… along with a couple others.”

“Stop hogging all the achievements!” Yanily said, turning on Seena. “Let’s come back in here so I can solo it. I’ll even do it faster than four minutes.”

“How?” Seeyela asked, folding her arms. “Did you learn how to split into three while I wasn’t looking?”

“Chain Lightning+,” Yanily said. “It… would… almost reach far enough? Maybe I’d need a few…”

“Plenty of time for other achievements, in other dungeons,” Seena interrupted. “And we don’t even know what Hiral got. Have you gone through the interface yet?”

“Was waiting for you guys,” Hiral said. “I’ll do it when Drahn catches up.”

“I think I hear him now,” Seeyela cocked her head to the side. And, sure enough, the screaming was getting louder. 

“He really needs to get over that,” Seena grumbled. 

Thankfully, the man’s antics cut off shortly before he arrived on the ground, and he gracefully dismounted from the back of the Dracolich. Graceful if the wobbling knees could be ignored. The man did not like flying.

“We’re all here. Hiral, why don’t you do the honors?” Seena gestured to the dungeon interface. 

“With pleasure,” Hiral said, standing up to swipe his hand across the interface. 

To the great surprise of nobody present, the entire dungeon went dark at the motion. Then, despite being deep in a crater of his own creation, Hiral spotted light on the horizon. Different colors of light, which quickly resolved into large birds of prey streaking across the sky like shooting stars. More and more of the birds came out, lighting up the dungeon sky, until hundreds of them soared above. 

“It’s beautiful,” Seeyela whispered as the party watched the light show. 

A moment later, six birds of differing colors streaked down from above. Wings tucked at their sides, they plummeted like they were going to attack, but none of the group bothered to move. Small eruptions of splashing light – almost like the birds were a liquid – burst as they hit the ground to reveal the small, expected treasure chests. 

“Same size as the vials we got in the last dungeon,” Seena said.

“No objections to more of those little upgrades,” Yanily said. “I’ve got just the thing in mind.”

“Your cloak is already S-Rank,” Seena said, pointing at the storm cloud draped down the spearman’s back. “So, your bracers?”

“Exactly!” Yanily said, tapping his wrists. 

“Okay, let’s do loot first, then we’ll see what this Speed Run achievement is all about.”

“Why… why is nobody talking about the mountain?” Drahn asked as everybody moved towards their treasure chests.

“What mountain?” Yanily said without even turning.

“The one that was right where we’re standing.”

“What about it?” Seeyela asked. 

“Are none of your surprised about what happened here?”

Seena, Seeyela, and Yanily all paused mid-motion to opening their chests, as if considering the question. Then they simultaneously – like it was planned – shrugged and shook their heads. 

“You get used to it, traveling with Hiral,” Seeyela said. 

“Speaking of which,” Seena said, the upgrade vial out of the chest and in her hand. “Are you going to be traveling with us?”

Hiral, likewise, had snagged the vial out of the chest – glowing just as much as the last one – and stood considering what he should use it on. Those thoughts took a break while he waited for Drahn’s response. The whole show had been for exactly that purpose, after all. 

“While I still have my…” Drahn coughed into his hand and looked at Hiral. “Have my concerns about how you will all perform against opponents of the same rank as yourselves, I can’t argue with the results of his… display. And, more importantly, we have to remember the whole reason we began this discussion – to recover Nivian and Wule. 

“We can’t let our preconceptions lead us astray from that goal.”

Yanily opened his mouth to comment, but immediately cut off at Seena’s raised hand. 

“Glad you’re seeing it that way,” the party leader said. “But I want to make one thing very, very clear if we’re going to continue traveling together. Hiral is a valued member of this party. It doesn’t matter if we’re Growers and he isn’t; you’re going to treat him with the same respect you treat the rest of us. If you don’t, you’re welcome to use the Token of Recall at any point. 

“However,” she continued, voice softening. “I asked you because we’ve all always had a lot of respect for you. We’d like you to be part of this. Can you do that?”

Drahn looked a bit taken aback at Seena’s change in tone – or maybe it was the directness of her comments – and he let out a long sigh. “I… don’t have a lot of love for Islanders,” he admitted. “But, I’ll try to look past my history for this mission.”

“Don’t limit it to getting Wule and Nivian back,” Yanily said. “Times are changing. Working together to run dungeons is just the way things are going to be, unless you’re planning to get left behind. Which doesn’t sound like the Drahn I know.”

“I… that’s actually good advice,” Drahn said. “When did Yanily start making sense?”

“He always did,” Hiral said. “If you listen close enough.”

“Good to have you with us, officially.” Seena stepped forward and offered her hand to Drahn. The man looked at the bulky gauntlet – this time not on fire – and reached out to shake it. 

“Good to be here,” he replied. 

“Great,” Seena said, spinning on her heel. “Finish up with your vials so we can do achievements!”

“Did you already…?” Hiral asked. 

Seena tapped the feathered chest of her armor and nodded. “Slowpoke.”

“I’ve got too many choices,” Hiral complained quietly, then turned his attention to actually figuring out the best use of the upgrade potion. Since they’d gotten two vials from two D-Rank dungeons in a row, it was likely they could get more in the future – assuming they kept running dungeons lower than themselves. Still, there was no plan to do that any time soon. 

What would be the best option?

Most of his weapons were already A-Rank, though any upgrade to them would be beneficial. Except, there wasn’t one he really relied on more than the others. His mind went back to the Bestial Axes again – they were very potent – but there was another option. 

His Reinforced Blightsteel Sabre was only C-Rank, and would likely suffer from rank disparity if he tried to use it on another B-Ranker. He’d considered it when he’d gotten the first vial, only to choose his trustworthy RHCs instead. Now, though, with a second potion? If he wanted to keep using the weapon going forward, he’d need to find some way to upgrade it. 

And the necrotic effect has proven useful on more than one occasion to interfere with healing abilities. Yeah, this is the right choice. 

Having made his decision, Hiral immediately sat down and pulled the sabre out of his Ring of Amin Thett, then looked at it until View displayed its information.

Reinforced Blightsteel Sabre – C-Rank

Once a rank-and-file weapon of little significance, this sabre has been reforged into a formidable tool of death and dismemberment. 

Effects: Weapon inflicts additional necrotic damage. 

Note: Necrotic damage slows natural and magic healing without applying a debuff. 

Note (2): Effects of necrotic damage naturally fade over time, or can be overwhelmed with excessive healing.

Note (3): Necrotic damage has no effect on constructs, but does increased damage to the living.

Note (4): Amount of necrotic damage inflicted can be increased by feeding solar energy to the weapon. Amount of increased damage is relative to the amount of solar energy used. 

The description of the vial mentioned a craftsman being needed for the rank upgrade, but since he’d been the one who made the weapon in his hands, he should qualify. Right? Only one way to find out. 

Readying his Mold Crystal ability, Hiral also reached out with his Rune of Connection to the weapon. Threads of solar energy so thin they were barely visible streamed from him to various points on the blade and hilt, and he immediately felt a closer tie to his creation. 

He also spotted a number of flaws to his previous work. It’d been good enough to get the weapon to C-Rank, but his newfound connection highlighted glaring errors he’d made along the way. Places where the crystal was uneven or disrupting the flow of solar energy. Thanks to his increased experience utilizing Cycling+, he’d be able to fix those at the same time he applied the vial. 

So, he set to work. 




            

    
        Chapter 24 – Blight’s Mercy

    
    
    
    
                The stopper came off the vial with a simple flick of his thumb, and Hiral began pouring the shimmering liquid across the blade. Like before, the vial’s contents seemed to know exactly how much was needed and where it should go. Unlike before, the energy provided by the liquid lingered within the crystal, and Hiral felt a tug on his strands of Connection. 

The edge of the blade. It’s uneven… and dull. 

Hiral pushed his Mold Crystal ability into his fingers and traced them along the edge in an attempt to refine and sharpen it. No improvement. Just doing the same thing he’d done before – even with the benefits of the vial – wasn’t enough. He needed to improve his own process as well. How could he…?

My runes. Connection is already helping me see the problems, but what else can I use to make this sharper? Of course…

Energy flowed into his Runes of Compression and Separation as he brought his hand again to the blade. A touch of Rejection created an aura of even pressure between his fingers and thumb, and he again – slowly – ran his hand down the length of the blade. Compressing the crystal as he went, he trailed behind that with the concept of Separation. He didn’t want to actually separate the blade – that’d be counterproductive – but like when the runes floated around him during Eloquently Enraged+, he could improve the cutting power of the weapon by adding this hint of the rune. 

As soon as he finished, the energy from the vial snapped into place, spreading evenly and then sinking deep. But he wasn’t finished yet. While the sword was indeed sharper, the flow of necrotic energy was sloppy at best. 

Staring hard at the blade, it was clear the channels for the energy were erratic and haphazard. Which was a very fair assessment, considering he’d barely scratched the surface with Cycling when he’d originally reforged the blade. Now, though, with his newfound knowledge and the aid of his runes, he pushed his Mold Crystal to the limits of his Atn. 

His Runes of Expansion and Unsealing rearranged the channels while widening them, making it easier for the necrotic power to flow. From there, he used his own Rune of Energy to scour the newly modified channels of minor impurities, then strengthened them with Increase and Sealing. That last one, especially, made a huge difference, preventing the corrosive energy from leaking out to places it was never meant to. 

Once again, the vial’s power locked into place, and the glowing black energy around the blade somehow deepened. Still… still he wasn’t finished, though. The weapon itself had been refined, made stronger, but remained locked at C-Rank. 

One more step. 

A line of sweat ran down the side of Hiral’s face from the concentration, but he didn’t slow. All that was left was to evolve the weapon to B-Rank. The only question was – What would it take?

Most of the energy of the vial remained within the weapon. Dormant. Waiting. Ready. All he needed to do was take whatever wonderous properties resided within the glowing liquid, and use it as the catalyst to transform the weapon. 

Like it was that easy. 

Or, could it be?

He’d already applied the concept of Separation to the blade itself – well, the edge, to be more specific – but could he also wrap the whole weapon up in that? And, while he was at it, could he use Energy to reinforce the necrotic component? His reliable Rune of Increase to bolster both of those aspects, then layer in the new Rune of Breaking to overall up the sabre’s damage potential? Now that he was thinking about it, wouldn’t the Rune of Unsealing be perfect for this situation? 

Sure, it’d almost brought about an apocalyptic reaction when he’d tried it on the Emperor’s Greatsword, but that was because the weapon was purposely sealed. By something much stronger than Hiral. There couldn’t be much harm in trying it on a C-Rank weapon. 

Probably. 

And, even if there was risk, it was probably to the sabre itself. He liked the weapon, but the opportunity to test the application of his runes to the crafting – and enhancing – process was worth that risk. 

Throwing a sideways glance at Seena, he found the party leader already looking at him. As soon as their gazes met, she rolled her eyes. 

“Everybody back away from Hiral,” she said. “He’s got that look. Somehow, he’s testing something – even though we’ve all used our vials already – which means he’s probably going to explode.”

“Really hoping to avoid the exploding part this time around,” he said. 

“Yet you don’t deny the testing part,” she pointed out.

“Not denying it at all. The vial says you need a craftsman when upgrading an item from C-Rank, and that’s what I’m doing. I… just think I may have a way to do it a little better.”

“Back up extra far,” Seena instructed the group, and everybody moved at least thirty feet away. Left and Right ushered them back another twenty feet after that. 

With the others safely out of immediate range – though a look at the mountain-sized crater encouraged him to rethink that statement – he threw his attention into the final step of upgrading his weapon. Through the maintained thread of Connection, Hiral twined the power of multiple runes and – more importantly – the concepts they represented. 

Energy, Separation, and Breaking got combined with Increase and Unsealing, just like he’d planned, pushing the influence of the glowing liquid deep into the material of the weapon. Black sparks lit within the crystal as the necrotic energy gushed inside the newly expanded channels. The edge, already greatly sharpened, seemed to fold in on itself, over and over. Along the hilt, the runes he’d inscribed when first creating the weapon glowed fiercely, drinking in the influence of his other runes. 

All the while, the sword pushed back through his connection. It wasn’t that it was alive or anything like that, but it resisted the level of change he was trying to force on it. The crystal – and the metal core itself – threatened to break down under the power he had infused into it, but he couldn’t back out now. 

The power was already there. Removing it would just leave a void within the weapon, rendering it hollow and completely useless. No, the answer wasn’t lessening the power, it was increasing it. Or, making the sword more capable of accepting it. That was it. 

Runes of Attraction and Absorption flared to life, their power and concepts flowing into the sword along with all the others. Sweat ran lines down his face as he juggled eight distinct runes, focusing the strength of six of those in only the limited places they needed to go. These last two runes, though, were different. These he spread out, through the crystal and metal both. Into the runes he’d inscribed in the weapon, and even within the necrotic energy itself. 

With these, he forced the sword to suck up the magical liquid from the vial faster than it normally would. As each drop merged with the sword, the processes sped up – both the empowering of the weapon and the breaking down of its material components. Before, the physical material had been rupturing faster than it could be reinforced. Now, though, with his intervention, the roles were reversing.

The sword absorbed the power faster, quickly growing strong enough to endure the next wave of power that came crashing down on it. Along with that, the other six runes had refined aspects of the weapon, pushing them to their own evolutions. 

Just a little… more… 

He felt the weapon on the brink, and simultaneously yanked away the influence of the runes he’d been using, and replaced it all with the Rune of Sealing. It finished with a flash of black energy that drowned the entire dungeon in darkness. Just a split second, and then it was gone, leaving Hiral sitting – sweating – with the sabre on his lap. 

“One of your bigger explosions,” Yanily said. “You okay?”

“Fine,” Hiral said. “Let’s see how the sword is doing…”

With a small, silent prayer to the PIMP, Hiral looked down at the weapon until View activated. 

Blight’s Mercy – A-Rank

Once a rank-and-file weapon of little significance, this sabre has been reforged into a creation reminiscent of those who came before.

  Seek not the mercy of the Blight, for all it shall grant is a swift death.

Effects: Weapon inflicts additional (true) necrotic damage.

 Note: (True) necrotic damage greatly slows natural and magic healing without applying a debuff. 

Note (2): Effects of (true) necrotic damage do not naturally fade over time, and must be overwhelmed with excessive healing.

Note (3): (True) necrotic damage has reduced effect on constructs, does normal damage to undead, and increased damage to the living.

Note (4): Amount of (true) necrotic damage inflicted can be increased by feeding solar energy to the weapon. Amount of increased damage is relative to the amount of solar energy used. 

 A notification blinked in the corner of his attention, but Hiral ignored it for now as he read the weapon information a second time, while he stood and lifted the sabre out to his side. As before, black energy like a thick liquid ran along the blade, dripping down to sizzle on the ground. The abilities didn’t read much different than before, except for that one key word that got added. 

“Hey, Li’l Ur,” Hiral said. “What’s true necrotic damage?”

“The anathema of life,” the little lich answered. “And the path that only ends in death. Those few of my army who could use it were called the Blight, for that is all that was left behind when they marched to war.”

“Doesn’t sound ominous at all,” Yanily said. “Why are you asking?”

“Go ahead and use View on this,” Hiral said, holding the weapon out. 

“Whoa now,” Seena said barely a second later. “Wasn’t that C-Rank before? I thought the vials only took things to B-Rank at the most?”

“Like I said, I figured out a way to do it a little bit better,” he explained. “Used my runes to power the transformation.”

“It obviously worked,” Seeyela said. “Think it’ll be much different?”

“Only one way to find out…”

“Testing,” everybody other than Drahn said at the same time. 

“Just… at least wait until we get to the Endless Tunnels again,” Seena said. 

“You’re not going to let him solo that one too, are you?” Yanily asked. 

“Stop whining,” Seena said. “And no. He can just play a little in the entry way before we get rolling. Better we all know what the sword can do before we get to place that needs something like that.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Yanily agreed. “Can we do achievements so we can get going? All of this not-fighting is making me stiff.”

“Please,” Seena said. “Unless you need a minute, Hiral?”

“Not a full minute, but just one second…” Hiral said, opening up the notification that’d been blinking in the corner of his Party Interface.

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – Take Pride in Your Work

You have crafted the first A-Rank item in 5,827 years.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

“Don’t tell me you got another achievement?” Seena said, obviously aware of his tells. 

Instead of answering, he just shared the notification window so the others could see it. 

“That’s… a long time,” Seeyela said. 

“Almost six-thousand years,” Seena said, looking at the lich on her shoulders. “Is that when you Progenitors were around?”

The little lich tapped its boney chin as he seemed to think. “Perhaps? I slumbered within the urn for a long, long time. That many years could’ve passed.”

“Do you think my sponsor would know?”

“Even the Mother of Flame may not know, nor the Void-Venom Empress,” Li’l Ur said. “I could feel it when they aided you in Fallen Reach, they had also recently awakened – or been reborn, in the Mother’s case. It seems the world has truly begun to turn again with the awakening of the Primals.”

“Great to know,” Yanily interrupted. “But it doesn’t get us any closer to getting our achievements and moving on to the next dungeon so I can stab something.”

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I agree with Yan, here,” Seeyela said. “I’m kind of missing the stabbing.”

“Fine, fine,” Seena said, then looked at Hiral. “Would you mind?”

“Sure thing,” he said, swiping his hand over the interface crystal again. “Achievement Rewards.”




            

    
        Chapter 25 – Edict

    
    
    
    
                Knowing he had a few extra windows to go through compared to the others, Hiral quickly opened the first one up and began reading.

Achievement: I Can Do This All Day (2)

Reward: Class Modification: Selective Skill Modification (2)

Note: Due to receiving this achievement in a lower-rank dungeon, reward option is limited. Previously selected ability will be upgraded.

Ability – Piercing Shot becomes Ability – Piercing Shot+

Ability – Piercing Shot+: Your next 2 ranged attacks will ignore the target's defense, and inflict additional damage based on Atn. Chance to pierce target and strike additional targets in a line based on Dex.

1 runic circle can be further empowered with the Edict of a single rune known by the user.

Note: Additional runic circles can be empowered at higher ranks.

Hiral was simultaneously disappointed, elated, and confused by the notification. First off, he hadn’t gotten the chance to turn another one of his Primal Chord buffs into a normal ability – which meant no Hundred Handed for him today. That was… too bad. However, a straight upgrade to Piercing Shot wasn’t anything he could complain about. 

It was a simple improvement, two uses instead of one per activation, at first glance. That was, until he got to that final sentence, and his eyes lingered on a single word. 

Edict. 

In his head, he’d been referring to the runes’ power – their control – over ‘the laws of the universe’ as Dr. Benza had put it, as a concept. It was what they represented. Or so he’d thought. But, according to the PIMP, it was more than that. It really was a law. An Edict. They didn’t just represent, they were.  

He’d begun to tap into that deeper aspect of them with B-Rank, and from the way the note read, it would only get easier. 

Just what am I going to be able to do with these runes when I get to S-Rank?

Hiral shook the flight of fancy from his mind – S-Rank was a long way off – and glanced up to see the others already waiting for him. He’d have plenty of time to test out his new and improved Piercing Shot+ later, so he moved on to the next achievement. 

Achievement: And They All Fall Down

Class Reward: Ability (Active) – Intimidate becomes Class Modification – Intimidating Aura+

Class Modification – Intimidating Aura+: Your mere presence constantly radiates how dangerous you are with both a mental and physical pressure. Successfully Intimidated opponents will flee, suffer penalties when fighting you, or simply be crushed by your will.

Note: Intimidating Aura+ has been forged within the Edict of Gravity, eliciting physical weight on those within a radius based on rank. Current radius = 625 feet.

Note (2): Increased mastery of additional Edicts can add their power to Intimidating Aura+.

Note (3): Intimidating Aura+ can be suppressed, partially released, or fully released at will by user.

What is it with all these rewards I need to read twice to understand…

After the second go through it, though, it made a lot more sense. It was basically what he’d done when he’d empowered Intimidate with his runes, except now it was a constant thing. Well, he could suppress it so he wasn’t terrifying random passers-by – and he’d need to make sure it didn’t affect the party – but having it always active could be pretty potent. Then again, it didn’t exactly spell out what the penalties were, so he’d have to test it out. Oh darn.

That second note in there too, now that was interesting. Adding more of these Edicts to his aura, would that be like how Eloquently Enraged+ had improved his abilities, or maybe it would be like how the gravity aspect weighed down his opponents. Or crushed them beneath my will.  

He had to physically resist the urge to chuckle maniacally at that statement. Maybe Seena would let him test that out – just real quick – at the entry hall for the Endless Tunnels.

Another flight of fancy he had to push aside to move on to the next window. 

Achievement: Speed Run

Reward: Class Modification: Momentum

Class Modification: Momentum: Receive stacking increased experience for defeating enemies without taking a break from combat.

Note: Every 15 seconds of continuous combat results in a 1% bonus to experience.

Note (2): Bonus experience caps at 50%, and applies to ALL experience gained since the beginning of Momentum’s activation.

Note (3): Taking a break of 15 seconds or longer between fights results in Momentum resetting. 

Bonus experience, huh? Nice, simple, and always welcome. To get to the full bonus we’d need to fight non-stop – to chain enemies – for over twelve minutes though, which seems like a lot. We’ll have to just see what it’s like in practice. Oh, and this is for the Speed Run achievement, so everybody will have gotten it. 

… if we ever find a B-Rank dungeon that has an entry hall like the Endless Tunnels, Seena is going to power us through the levels single-handedly. 

 Closing that window, he moved on to the next one, and it was pretty straightforward. 

Achievement: On to the next challenge (3)!

Zone Reward: The Asylum is unlocked for you, as is the path leading to it.

Asylum—You’ve earned a rest, enjoy it, but remember—more challenges await.

It wasn’t like they’d needed to unlock the Asylum for this zone, but it couldn’t hurt for the future. And Drahn needed it regardless to get back to the undead city. That just left one more achievement. 

Achievement: Take Pride in Your Work

Class Reward: Ability (Active) – Mold Crystal becomes Ability (Active) – Mold Crystal+

Ability (Active) – Mold Crystal+ – Shape and form crystal as needed for crafting while utilizing runes to empower your work. 

Note: Efficiency and power of applied runes based on rank and solar energy output rate.

The same thing I did manually with Blight’s Mercy, I guess? Hopefully having an actual ability for it will make it a bit easier to control. 

Closing the window, no additional rewards popped up, and Hiral looked to the group. “Sorry about that,” he said. 

“How many?” Seena asked plainly. “How many achievements?”

“Including the zone clear one?” Hiral asked, and Seena nodded. “Five. I’ll share them all with you later. Yan and your sister look like they’re going to use me for stabbing practice if we don’t get to that next dungeon right away.”

Seena crossed her arms like she was thinking about something, then seemed to come to a conclusion, and nodded. “Okay. I’d been considering taking some time here to rest and get something to eat, but we got through this one pretty quick. Everybody good to head straight to the Endless Tunnels?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Yanily said, lifting his spear back up to give it a quick spin. 

“We’ve only been in the dungeon less than fifteen minutes,” Left said. “Unless something drastic has changed outside, the light rain – and lack of Enemies – should make getting to the other dungeon relatively safe.”

“One more dungeon, then,” Seena said. “Break after that. No, scratch that plan. We’ll move to the Asylum and break there. Just in case the Enemy decides to return. We might as well take as much advantage of them being gone as possible.

“That also means no dallying in the Endless Tunnels, as much as I enjoyed watching those ants blow up.”

“Uh…” Hiral raised a hand. “There was one thing I was hoping to test in that entry hall. Won’t take more than a minute, probably.”

“The Third Movement we still haven’t seen?” Seeyela asked, and Hiral had to stop to think about that. 

She was right, despite the two dungeons they’d run already, the new effect hadn’t gone off once. Was it a really low chance, or just a symptom of the type of dungeon runs they’d done?

“Not that,” Hiral said. “Though, hopefully you’ll get to see it in the dungeon. If it doesn’t happen, I’ll just explain it.”

“Really don’t know if anything can live up to the hype at this point,” Yanily said. 

“You could be right,” Hiral agreed. “But I got an ability upgrade as an achievement reward, and I want to see just how well it works. Really, it’ll be fast.”

“Fine. A couple minutes won’t change things either way,” Seena said. “And we already got the Speed Run achievement.”

“Great!” Yanily said. “So… can we please get going? All this talking…”

Seena rolled her eyes, then looked at Hiral. “Take us out.”

A quick hand swipe over the interface crystal, and Hiral said, “Exit Dungeon.”

The blue portal spiraled open in front of him, and Yanily practically ran through. The others weren’t far behind, so Hiral quickly cancelled Foundational Split and followed. By the time he got out the other side, Yanily sat atop Thunderclaws, who waited near the large opening to the outside. Beyond them, only light rain continued to fall. 

It really was a good time to get going. 

“There’s still a chance the Enemy…” Seena started. 

“We know,” Yanily said, Thunderclaws prancing around impatiently. 

Seena shook her head at the spearman’s antics, but turned to Hiral. “Drake going to fit in here?”

A quick look at the dimensions of the room, then some rough math, and Hiral shrugged. “We could leap out of the opening there, and I can summon Drake mid-fall. Should be enough time for him to…” he trailed off and couldn’t resist chuckling at the look on Drahn’s face. The man’s mouth hung open, and he was pale enough Hiral almost thought to check him for some life-threatening bleed. Finding a small kernel of mercy, he continued, “I’m kidding. Plenty of room. Big guy can duck a little.”

“Good,” Seena said, though she kept an eye on the hunter. “Let’s go.” With her words, she summoned Vili out of her Interspatial Ring, while Seeyela was already on Bliss’s back. 

“No big entrances,” Hiral said to his ring as bone-white smoke billowed out. Drake – to his credit – came out quietly. And ducking. His long neck and huge head extended across the stone floor towards the large ‘window’ leading outside, even though he didn’t really need to go that far. Still, it was the thought that counted. “Up we go,” he said to Drahn from where he waited on Drake’s claw.

With only a single deep breath for nerves, the other man came over to join Hiral, and the pair of them climbed onto Drake’s back. From there, Hiral activated Foundational Split, though he only brought Left out. The extra set of eyes watching out for squids could never hurt. 

A pat on the bone in front of the saddle, and Drake belly crawled over to the opening, then bodily threw himself – and his passengers – out. The overhang that kept the rain out of the room prevented the Dracolich from leaping up, but there was a significant drop-off right there, so he had plenty of time to spread his wings before they hit the ground. And, just like that, they were off to the next dungeon.

            

    
        Chapter 26 – You Stealing My Thing?

    
    
    
    
                As Hiral calmly walked down the ramp, dozens of large ant-heads snapped in his direction. Mandibles clicked fiercely in anticipation of crushing his soft body, and hundreds of legs simultaneously took a step in his direction. 

Then he unleashed Intimidating Aura+ at its full radius. It’s full power. The air around him seemed to stutter, while every single ant hit the ground like a giant hand had smashed them down. All at once, nothing moved except for Hiral, and he could feel Gravity applying its effect on top of the mental assault of his aura. 

Not bad. Some of them seem to be unconscious even…

His thoughts cut off as first one crack sounded from a distant corner of the large room, only to be followed by a second on the other side. A third, fourth, fifth, sixth came in rapid succession, and then it was like a drum roll of snapping sounds. What was…?

Another crack from nearby – a split down the middle of the ant’s carapace. As Hiral took a step closer, more and more fissures parted the armor-like body of the ant, and then all at once, smoosh. Ant bits and goop burst out of the sides as the creature’s carapace shattered under the pressure. A blinking in the corner of Hiral’s vision, and he got his first stack of Killing Spree+.

Killing Spree+: Each enemy defeated within 60 seconds of the previously defeated enemy grants the following stacking bonuses:

+15% experience gained, +3% to all attributes (duration: 60 seconds or until a new stack of Killing Spree+ is obtained), +3% solar energy instantly regained, instant minor health recovery, and chance on kill to trigger Class Ability – A Violent End

All around the room, the same scene repeated, ants bursting in yucky messes… 

That began to explode. 

Eruptions tore through the closely huddled – and completely immobilized – ant hordes, ripping the monsters apart wholesale. That had to be the secondary effect from his quickly stacking ability. 

A Violent End: While under the effects of Killing Spree+, killing blows have a chance (based on current stacks of Killing Spree+) to cause the target to explode.

(Explosions!)

Explosions caused by A Violent End have different effects based on who they strike.

Note: Enemies struck by explosions caused by A Violent End take damage based on the exploding target’s health immediately prior to exploding.

Note (2): Allies struck by explosions caused by A Violent End regain health based on the exploding target’s health immediately prior to exploding.

(Explosions! Explosions! Explosions!)

And, really, it was living up to its final note. The whole room went up in a chain reaction that spread up the side tunnels and shook the dungeon. It didn’t get any better for the ants at that point, either, new monsters spawning in instantly crumpling under the pressure of Hiral’s merciless aura. He had the entire room suppressed – and all he was doing was standing there.

“You stealing my thing?” Seena asked him over the party chat, though he could hear the grin in her voice. 

“Never dream of it,” he answered. “No way this will work quite as well on something B-Rank, but it should at least slow opponents down. Do you feel anything up there?”

“Should we?” she asked. “Are we out of range?”

“You should be within the radius,” Hiral said, looking up at where the others stood.

“Nothing,” Seena said.

“Perfect. Then this is purely a win-win ability.”

“Do you need to see things to affect them?” Yanily asked. 

“No, but they need to be able to see – or at least sense – me, I think,” Hiral said, going over the instinctive feel of the ability. “I also don’t know if this still counts as a fear-like effect – the kind of thing the Dracolich used on us in the Palace of Creeping Death – or if its something else now. More testing is needed.”

Even as he said those words, though, he leapt back up to the party with a pulse of Rejection, and suppressed his aura. “That testing can be later,” he continued. “I think I remember some of you saying something about stabbing?”

“Oh, finally,” Yanily said. “Well, Boss, can we?”

Seena looked longingly at the grouped-up mass of enemies practically begging her to start blowing them up, then let out a slow breath. “Go on, kids. Have fun.” She added a little shooing motion with her hand. 

Yanily and Seeyela vanished – one with a bamf and the other with a whoosh – only to slam into the unfortunate horde below. Skyfall+ cratered a dozen monster as the spearman plummeted from above and hit the ground, but they weren’t the only ones that died. Chain Lightning+ – three of them – zapped out to sizzle chitin and fry ants before they could even take a step in his direction. 

On the other side of the room, Seeyela’s first target liquified under the effect of her Ghost-Web Venom. Nearby, two Gravity Wells formed, triple-hydra-heads snaking out to breath fire, lightning, and a combination of the two at anything pulled close enough. The unfortunate monsters that didn’t get killed by a hydra vanished within the black orb of gravity, only a grotesque crunching signaling their fate. 

The carnage really didn’t end there, either, with the two party members sweeping through the room and unleashing ability after ability. Sure, the D-Rank monsters didn’t pose any real threat to them, but it was the first time they’d had a chance to let loose in a while. 

“They’re getting a good workout,” Right said. 

“Infinitely spawning monsters has advantages,” Left agreed. 

“Why aren’t you two down there?” Hiral asked. 

Right and Left shared a look with each other, before a grin spread on Right’s face. “Can we?”

“Seena?” Hiral asked. 

“Go wild,” the party leader said. 

“Look out below!” Right shouted as he launched himself into the air with a powerful leap, purple flames bursting to life on his right fist. That same infernal, purple light flared across his Meridian lines on his Coat of Ur’Thul to leave a streak of color in the air following his motion. Then he hit the ground, and it was like Yanily’s Skyfall+ all over again. Except, this time, with a wave of purple flame incinerating everything within twenty feet. From there, the double tore into the monsters with feet and fists, his blows reaping monster lives with every swing. 

For Left’s part, he took a more refined approach to wholesale monster slaughter. The Pack howled as he summoned them, then gave them all Path of Butterflies. If the massive conjured hounds of infernal flame – with spikes extending from their joints and spines, along with jaws that could crush steel – minded cute butterflies under their feet, they didn’t show it. Instead, they stalked behind their pack leader – Left – into the air. As the group stood imperiously above the melee below, Left shaped one tattoo after another, and then they dropped down. 

Maybe the giant wolves ripping through the ants couldn’t really be called refined…

“What are you waiting for?” Seena asked, pulling Hiral out of his assessment of his doubles – They really have gotten stronger too. Except, she wasn’t looking at him. Her eyes were on Drahn. 

“Me?” the tracker asked while ants died by the dozen just down the ramp in front of them.

“Between Hiral and this… madness,” Seena waved a hand at the chaos in front of them. “You should have a pretty good idea what we can do. Even if these are only D-Rank. We need to see what you can do as well.”

Drahn opened his mouth as if he was going to object, but seemed to think better of it, and instead just nodded. “Preferably, from back here.”

“That’s fine. Show us your stuff.”

Another nod, and Drahn drew the bow from his back. There didn’t seem to be anything particularly special about the weapon, but it still only came up as question marks when Hiral tried to use View on it. 

Guess he still doesn’t trust me enough. 

The quiver on his back had a similar feel, though as soon as Hiral took a closer look at it, there was a resonance with his runes. Gravity and Connection, specifically. The same as the portals they took to get into the dungeons – or the ones Seeyela used to teleport them around. And their Interspatial Rings. The quiver has some kind of storage or transportation magic? Hiral’s question got answered the next second as Drahn pulled one of the twelve arrows from the quiver… which somehow left twelve arrows behind.

Yup, definite portal shenanigans going on there. 

“As you can guess, I’m a ranged damage dealer,” Drahn explained, while he drew the arrow back on his bow. “I have my knives if I have to get in close… but compared to your sister, I wouldn’t pat my own back. Also, the longer the fight, the more impact I have. Short fights against D-Rank enemies are not a great place to – as you put it – show you my stuff.”

“Damage over time abilities?” Hiral asked. “Like Seeyela’s Ghost-Web Venom?”

Again, Drahn seemed to consider before answering, likely weighing how much to share with an Islander. “Yes,” he finally said. “Longer duration and buildup, however. I excel in taking down durable, high-health targets that normally rely on thick or nearly impenetrable armor.”

“You can ignore armor?” Seena asked, then looked at Hiral.

“In a fashion. It’s better just to show you.” With that, Drahn took aim at a group of ants tucked away in a corner. One not currently getting murdered by the kill-crazy party members having the time of their lives. A bare movement of his fingers, and the arrow was away, another already methodically coming out to replace it. 

And, as much as Hiral wanted to watch the magic of the quiver at work, it was the arrow his senses were drawn to like a lightning rod. A pulse of solar energy within the arrow changed something about it, the structure of it breaking down from a solid shaft to what felt like thousands – maybe millions – of small somethings. He didn’t have to wait more than a heartbeat to find out what that meant, as the arrow crashed into the side of an ant’s carapace. 

However, instead of the projectile punching through the armor and shooting out the other side, it exploded into a cloud of fine powder that surrounded the ant. No, not just surrounded – coated. The particles seemed to stick to everything they touched, leaving a faintly greenish coating. For its part, the ant looked a little surprised – as much as an ant could – at the puff that struck it. Other than that, though, it didn’t seem injured in the least. 

The arrow hadn’t hurt it at all. 

Despite that, Drahn already had four more arrows in the air, the bolts striking the rest of the ant’s group one after the other. The man had said he was using damage over time abilities, so it would make sense if there wasn’t an immediate effect. So, what could it be doing?

Just looking at the ants wasn’t giving him any answers, but something else was itching at the back of his head. On a whim, he used Cycling to observe what was happening. And that was when he saw it – all the solar energy the ant was naturally pulling in was… wrong. Instead of the golden glow he’d come to associate with normal solar energy, what the ant was absorbing was tinted green. The same color as the powder on its carapace. From there, even though the energy was moving through its channels naturally, it was breaking them down at the same time. 

The effect wasn’t quick, per se, but it lingered. And lingered. And lingered. 

“You’re poisoning the solar energy they bring in through any part of their body covered with the powder,” Hiral said. “That’s amazing. And a little terrifying. How long does it last? How often do you need to reapply it? How quickly does it act? Is it affected by the target’s solar energy absorption rate? Can you shoot me with one of those arrows?”

Drahn had already stopped after peppering the group of ants with his arrows, but still had a look of surprise on his face. “I didn’t expect you to figure it out so fast.”

“We have an ability that lets us see solar energy movement,” Seena explained. “And, before you ask, yes, he was serious about you hitting him with that debuff. After you tell me how long it lasts and how permanent the damage is.”

“If I don’t reapply the powder, the effect lasts about three minutes, slowly destroying solar energy channels as it progresses, as well as damaging the associated internal organs. As far as I know, the damage is very permanent.”

“High-Speed Regeneration+ will take care of it,” Hiral said. 

“I’d rather not risk it,” Seena replied. “And I can’t believe you would either. With your absorption rate, three minutes would be a long time.”

“You… have a good point,” Hiral said. He was pretty confident in his healing ability, but then again, permanent damage to his solar energy channels was a scary, scary thought. 

“Good, and don’t you dare accidently get hit by one of his arrows.”

“Thought never even crossed my mind,” he lied. 

And she knew it. 

“Anyway. What else have you got up your sleeve, Drahn?” Seena asked. “That can’t be the only thing. Let’s see it so we can clear out this dungeon. Once that’s done, we have an Asylum to get to.”

“Well, I…” Drahn started, only to get cut off by a surprised yelp through the party chat. 

“What the hell was that?” Yanily shouted. 

“Yan?” Seena asked, as everybody turned in the spearman’s direction. Only ants – in various states of dismemberment – and Left seemed to be close to him. Nothing to explain the surprised shout, or the look of bewilderment on his face. 

“There was…” Yanily pointed at one of the ant corpses. “One of those horny lizards just came out of nowhere to bite the ant. Chomped its head clean off.”

“Horned lizard,” Left clarified. “Not horny – at least I hope not. As in the Giant Horned Lizards we fought back in the first zone.”

“What would one of those be doing here…?” Seena trailed off at the same time Left swept past another ant with his Dagger of Sath. The liquid weapon cleanly severed the three legs on that side, but it wasn’t the beautiful accuracy of the attack that got her attention. 

No, it was the pair of Troblins that seemed to materialize behind Left. Nobody even had a chance to warn the double before the two small – glowing – monsters leapt forward, knobby clubs swinging. Wham, wham, the two weapons struck, utterly crushing the carapace-covered head of the same ant Left had just struck. Nothing was left of the front third of the ant except the pair of mandibles that went flying off in random directions. 

As soon as the blows landed, the pair of shining Troblins vanished like they’d never existed. 

“First, horny lizards…” Yanily said.

“Horned,” Left corrected, again.

“… and now Troblins,” the spearman continued like Left hadn’t said anything. “What the hell is going on?”

“That would be the surprise I was telling you about,” Hiral chimed in. “The Third Movement of my Primal Chord.”

“It summons Troblins?” Seena asked. 

“As long as it doesn’t make them paint,” Seeyela said, and her voice shuddered even through the party chat. 

“Well, thankfully, no, it doesn’t do that,” Hiral said, forcefully repressing the image of the Troblin painting they’d found. The horror of it. “While the Second Movement lets me echo buffs or debuffs I’ve experienced, the Third Movement creates echoes of lesser monsters I’ve fought. Kind of like my Echo Aura, except without the explosions. For once.”

“For once,” Seena agreed. “What do mean by lesser monsters?”

“That’s actually what it says in the skill description,” Hiral said. “I’m taking it to mean monsters that weren’t Mid-Bosses or Bosses. Maybe not even Elites, but that would rule out anything from a dungeon. We’ll have to see through more usage.”

“You can summon Troblins whenever you want?” Yanily was back to mass-murdering ants like they’d cheated him at cards. 

“No, only a chance for it to happen on a critical hit,” Hiral said. “Seems like a lower chance than the buffs and debuffs too. Again, more testing is needed.”

“You and your testing,” Seena said. “Good thing we’ve got a whole dungeon in front of us. You two have five more minutes down there to have fun while Drahn shows me the rest of his tricks. Then we’re clearing this place out.”

“You got it, Boss,” Yanily said. 

“But moooom,” Seeyela jokingly whined. 

“Shush. Less complaining, more stabbing,” Seena said.

Seeyela just laughed into the party chat, all the while being an absolute terror to the ants who couldn’t stop spawning. If they knew what they were in for when they appeared, Hiral was pretty sure they would’ve completely noped out, but the dungeon didn’t seem to give them that option. 

They just kept coming, and the party just kept killing them. 

“So, Drahn, continue,” Seena said like the second great Antpocalypse wasn’t taking place right in front of her. Then again, since she’d been the sole cause of the first one, it made sense it didn’t phase her. 

“Of course,” Drahn said, and moved on to his next ability. “I’ve got a few things left to show you.”




            

    
        Chapter 27 – I’m The Peer

    
    
    
    
                After Drahn showed the party the rest of his most relevant ‘tricks’ – as Seena liked to put it – the party made very short work of the dungeon. Neither the Mid-Bosses nor the Boss was even remotely a threat, with the group simply brute-forcing their way through. Loot was non-existent for anybody other than Drahn, who got his third Solar Refinement Solution, and the only achievements were the ones he got for clearing the zone and unlocking the Asylum. Then again, that was the whole reason they’d been there, and they’d quickly moved on. 

With the rain remaining light, they’d zipped over to where the Disc of Passage waited, returned to the broken Asylum for a short rest, then continued until they returned to the undead city. 

“Do you think Nivian and Wule are still here?” Yanily asked as the group disembarked from the Disc in the basement of what had been Ur’Thul’s castle. 

“Nivian needed to kill undead to feed the hunger until he reached B-Rank,” Seeyela said.

“The… hunger?” Drahn asked, bow in one hand and eyes scanning left and right at the unwelcoming environment. “And what is wrong with the roots here?”

“They’re dead,” Hiral said. “Or, maybe undead? Most of them were corrupted to carry death-infused solar energy.”

“That sounds bad.”

“It very much was,” Seena said. “Until we stopped it. Most of them don’t look like they’re carrying anything at this point. Even the guide-roots seem dimmer than I remember.”

“You are correct, Mistress,” Li’l Ur said. “Death energy no longer flows through this place. In fact, I sense very little of it at all.”

“Is that surprising?”

“With the number of undead that fill the city, I expected it to be thick in the air. As it is, if I wasn’t particularly attuned, I wouldn’t even notice it.”

“Guess we should find out why that is,” Seena said. “Before that, though, I want to check on the urn. Do you remember the way, Hiral?”

“How could I ever forget?” he responded. 

“Good. Lead the way,” she said, tapping him on the shoulder. 

His RHCs came out in a practiced motion, and he immediately activated Piercing Shot+ on both of them. The runic circles sprang to life in front of the barrels – following his movements – and he infused the first rings with his Rune of Breaking to give the shots upgraded damage. The ability activation was instantaneous, but despite the wording of the ability, he couldn’t quite get an Edict to connect. Instead, a rune was the closest he could manage, like there was still a gap between him and the Edicts. It was something he’d have to figure out, but later, and he started ahead. Still, the first undead he spotted was in for a very bad time. 

Behind him, the soft footfalls of the rest of the party sounded quietly to his high Atn, and they moved through the silent halls. Like before, the air hung heavy and stale, but each breath didn’t feel like he was breathing corrosion into his lungs. Li’l Ur was right – the aura of death hanging over the castle had noticeably lessened. 

Was that because they’d killed Ur’Thul, or because Nivian had gone to work sating his hunger?

After they’d climbed a second set of stairs to find another empty hall, Drahn spoke quietly into the party chat. “You mentioned a hunger and Nivian. What did that mean? Did something happen to him?”

Hiral glanced back at Seena’s reaction – she obviously hadn’t explained the full extent of what had happened to the twins.

“The tanky one evolved into something greater,” Li’l Ur said before Seena could speak. “An immortal, advanced class that knows only one peer. I’m the peer, in case you were wondering, but he’s a close second.”

“Can somebody explain that in words I understand?” Drahn asked dryly. 

“The Boss of this dungeon,” Seena said, waving her gauntleted hand around to indicate the castle. “It was powerful. Definitely the most challenging battle we had up until that point, and… it almost killed us all. Would have, if Nivian didn’t stop it. He paid a price for it though – he became like the enemies we were fighting here. Undead.”

“A Death Knight Blight Warden,” Li’l Ur said in a low, awed voice. As he spoke, he turned on Seena’s shoulder and tossed out small blue flares from his hands to emphasize just how impressive the advanced class was. 

Honestly, the display wasn’t particularly awe-inspiring, but it was kind of cute. 

“Nivian died?” Drahn asked, actually stopping in the hall. 

“No, he became undead,” Seena clarified. “It’s not quite the same. It did come with a kind of hunger.”

“For the life force of other creatures,” Li’l Ur explained. “More than solar energy, undead crave that pure spark that brings sentience. Life force in the living, and a corrupted version in my undead. The hunger is uncontrollable. Irresistible. All consuming, no pun intended – but it wasn’t a bad one. As a new undead, Nivian would not be able to resist killing everything in his path to feed on that spark.”

“That’s why he didn’t come with us,” Seeyela said. “He was worried he’d attack us. None of us agreed… but we couldn’t change his mind.”

“He did the right thing,” Li’l Ur said. “The drive to feed the hunger is not something that can be controlled by logic or emotion. It has no leash, other than the power of a greater undead – such as a lich. Without that, he would have eventually attacked you.”

“If he can’t control this hunger, why are we here?” Drahn asked. “And what about his brother? Is Wule one of these undead too?”

“According to some information we got,” Hiral said. “Nivian should be able to control the hunger after reaching B-Rank. If he’s not there yet, we’ll help him get it. We’re strong enough now he won’t be as much of a threat if he does attack us.”

“As for Wule,” Seena picked up the explanation. “He got an advanced class as well. He seemed to be able to help control Nivian’s hunger to an extent, or at least direct it away from him.”

“I saw advanced classes mentioned in the Guide to Dungeoneering,” Drahn said. “There was very little information, but it sounded like they were powerful?”

“They seem so,” Hiral said. “You can only get them at D-Rank, B-Rank, and S-Rank though. And if you miss your chance at one of those ranks, you won’t ever get it back. Ah, and to get one, it seems like you either need to do or be part of something the PIMP considers special.”

“And both Nivian and Wule got these advanced classes?” Drahn asked. 

“We’ve all got advanced classes,” Yanily said. 

“You…” Drahn started, but cut off as Hiral brought them to a stop. 

“Urn should be in the next room,” he said. “Ready?”

“Stupid urn better still be there,” Seena grumbled, then tapped him on the shoulder. 

With Left and Right at his sides, Hiral quick-stepped into the room, RHCs leveled and ready to obliterate anything that even looked at him funny. Nothing did. In fact, the room was like the rest of the castle up to that point – utterly still. 

Desiccated corpses littered the floor – the undead that’d rained from the ceiling to attack them during the Boss fight. Against one, cratered wall, the brutalized corpse of the lich Ur’Thul still rested. Its bones lay broken and powdered, and if Hiral didn’t specifically know what he was looking at, it’d take a lot of work to piece together the remains. 

Most importantly, the urn stayed suspended above the throne in a thick shell of familiar crystal. Solar energy circled within the crystal from the endless source that was the Urn of Ur’Thul, into the runed plates the lizardman Geckodiana – Odi – had forged and sealed with the urn inside that crystal, powering them. The urn itself was fueling its own indestructible prison. 

Not quite so indestructible, Hiral amended to himself, remembering how Fitch the Infested had broken a similar crystal that’d housed the Fallen, Vorinal. 

“Should we try to move this? Hide it?” Seena asked, clearly remembering the same scene. 

“Can we?” Yanily asked, pointing with his spear to where the crystal anchored itself to the throne. None of them seemed very keen to move too close considering their last experience with the urn and the literal black cloud of death it’d spewed.

“I wouldn’t risk it, even if we could,” Hiral said. “The way the energy is moving through the crystal – through its channels – we could break the cycle and release the urn. Leaving it there and hoping nobody ever finds it is the… safest option.”

“Doesn’t sound particularly safe,” Yanily pointed out. 

“Once we know more about the state of the city,” Seena said. “And we have more B-Rank – or above – people, we should set up a regular patrol to check on his place. It’s close to the Disc of Passage, so it’s not hard to get to from an Asylum.”

“You have to know somebody is eventually going to make the very bad choice to think they can control the urn’s power,” Hiral said. 

“Yeah, but, like you said, we can’t hide it,” Seena said. “Somebody is going to find it with how close it is to the Disc. We’ll just have to make sure enough people know how bad an idea that would be to try and prevent that. A problem for later, though. 

“Drahn, this is probably the last place we know Nivian and Wule were. Since they changed with their advanced classes, I don’t know if you can pick up their energy anymore, but here is the best place to start. Hiral, give your rune a go too?”

“Sure thing, Boss,” Hiral said, sheathing his RHCs on his thighs. As soon as the weapons were out of his hands, the runic circles from Piercing Shot vanished, and he immediately started for Ur’Thul’s corpse. Nivian and Wule had been the ones to put the Boss in that state, so if there was a connection anywhere in the room, that’d be the place. “Left, while we’re starting here, can you do some scouting? The castle has been too quiet, and we might as well get an idea what the surrounding city is like. Unless you have any objections, Seena?”

“None,” the party leader said. “Sis, you game to go too?”

“Definitely,” Seeyela said. 

“Just don’t…” Yanily started. 

“I won’t bring a Mid-Boss back with me!” the woman growled at him, then Bamf’d to a nearby doorway. A second Bamf+ and she was gone.

“You’re never going to let her live that down, are you?” Right said while Left activated his Way of Shadow and slipped out another door. 

“Probably not,” Yanily admitted. 

Hiral chuckled, but turned his attention to his Rune of Connection as he activated it. Dozens of threads of solar energy immediately appeared before his eyes, floating in the air like gossamer spider-silk. While several of them connected to the wall and floor, the vast majority were tied to the corpse. 

Even in death – again – Ur’Thul has connections to a lot of things. Makes sense if he was the Progenitor for the undead race, I guess. 

Now, though, the question was how Hiral was going to sort through all those threads to find the one he was looking for. The one connecting the lich’s corpse to its killer – Nivian. At first glance, they all looked identical, threads of solar energy barely big enough to see. They were like spider-webs caught in the wind, with only the right angle of sunlight making them visible. Except, of course, these ones glowed. 

Reaching out with his hand, Hiral’s fingers passed right through the strand like it didn’t exist. Well, in a way that had to be true. The strand didn’t physically exist. If it did, he’d be getting constantly tangled up in complicated connections. And yet, with the help of his rune, he could see them. He’d even influenced one when he’d helped bridge the connection between the two versions of the Spear of Clouds to enable Yanily’s return. 

That one had been… simple… in a way. The connection had stood out. Called to him, and he’d empowered it with his other runes. Here, nothing stood out. They all looked the same. 

But they aren’t the same, are they?

The strands before him were all tiny, tiny, tiny runic equations. Equations that helped shape how reality worked, in a lot of ways. Or, maybe in some cases, recorded how it did? He was still trying to sort out the cause and effect – the chicken or the egg – of some of the equations and the whole ‘laws of the universe’ thing. And the PIMs themselves. Were the runic equations in them responsible for how they worked, or just how he interpreted it? So many questions. For now, though, that wasn’t important. He just needed to find the one connection that recorded Ur’Thul’s death and who killed it. For that, he needed a baseline. 

“Li’l Ur,” Hiral said. “Can you come over here?”

“What do you need the little guy for?” Seena asked as she walked over with the lich on her shoulder. 

“Just need to see if… there we are,” Hiral said, eyes tracing the different connections until he found the strand connecting the dead lich to the little one. Careful to not empower the thread – and somehow accidently resurrect Ur’Thul inside Li’l Ur – if that were even possible – he gently nudged it with his Rune of Expansion. Just enough so he could see the runes within. 

He almost immediately got a headache from the bombardment of information, even though he didn’t understand most of it. Conveniently, he had somebody very close who just might – if he could see it. Trying something that’d worked before, Hiral combined his Rune of Expansion with his Rune of Energy to create a sphere above his open hand, then lifted it so the gossamer strand ran within. 

“Whoa, what’s that?” Seena asked, leaning in close. From the looks of things, she had no trouble staring at the runic script. No headache from the influx of information. 

“A connection, like what I’m looking for to bring us to Nivian,” Hiral explained. “This one connects to L’il Ur, though. But, I can’t read most of what it says. And, honestly, I can understand just enough that I feel like I should be able to figure out more if I stare longer. Or my brain will explode, one of the two. I’m hoping Li’l Ur can help me figure out the important parts so I can find Nivian’s thread.”

“As it is my would-be apprentice asking, I, as the master, shall assist,” the little lich said sagely. “If what you’re looking for is a way to find an individual, I believe this section will be the most useful.” As Li’l Ur spoke, he floated up to part of the enlarged equation and pointed at a grouping of runes. 

Hiral’s eyes crossed just looking at them – they fully existed in three dimensions at the same time – written over and over each other in a tangled mess. But, as he forced himself to trace his way through them, a feeling of familiarity washed over him. Not quite understanding – there wouldn’t be any exploding in his immediate future – though he nodded. 

“This is your name, isn’t it?” he asked Li’l Ur. 

“As expected of my would-be apprentice,” the lich said smugly. “What you’re looking at is the equivalent of my runic name. A representation of all that I am, written in four dimensions and invisible to most. Using this, I was able to change myself into the first undead, and from it, forged my armies.”

“Really…?” Hiral said, reaching out with one finger. 

“Don’t poke it!” Li’l Ur shouted. “While you shouldn’t have the power – yet – to influence this, I have seen you do unbelievable things in the past. And, it’s not just for myself I worry. Attempting to rewrite this equation could change you as well. Be very, very wary if you ever try to do it. Actually, since it could turn you into undead, maybe if I were to guide you along…”

“Just don’t poke it,” Seena interrupted. “I like you alive.”

“No poking happening,” Hiral said, his hand already withdrawn, and his mind moving on. He wasn’t looking to alter the name-equation anyway. “Excuse me.” With that, he turned his attention back to the corpse, filtering through the connections that didn’t possess a name. 

It was, in a way, surprisingly easy when he knew what he was looking for. After the first few, it became apparent the names were always in the same general area of the connected equation. He purposely ignored how each runic connection seemed to repeat itself and simultaneously provide new information along every inch of its length. There was far too much to unpack there. No, now, names!

One by one, he went through the named connections, taking the time to get a sense of what they connected to. Some made his skin crawl, or the hair stand up on the back of his neck. Others filled him with a kind of instinctual fear. None of these were Nivian. Hopefully. 

After ten threads, nothing. Twenty, and he was still coming up empty. Was he going about this the wrong way? Wasting everybody’s time? There were only a few more. If he didn’t find the one he was looking for…

Hiral stopped on one name, a sense of solidness filling him from top to bottom. Like he was suddenly wrapped in a warm blanket, he felt comforted. No, that wasn’t right. Not comforted, protected. 

He dismissed his vision of every other strand but the one he held, savoring the sensation he hadn’t felt since they’d first left this castle. Since they’d left their friends behind. 

“I found it,” he said, looking up at Seena. “I found Nivian.”




            

    
        Chapter 28 – Yeah, Don’t Do That

    
    
    
    
                “You did?” Seena asked, excitement leaking into her voice. “Is he okay? Is he alive?”

“He’s…” Hiral started and stopped. “I… don’t know. The connection is starting with Ur’Thul’s corpse, so… it’s possible Nivian… isn’t… I mean…”

“It’s fine,” Seena said, visibly steeling herself. “It wasn’t fair of me to ask. You think you can find him?”

Hiral added a touch of Increase to the strand of Connection, then followed the thread as it led straight into a wall. “Uh…”

“What’s wrong?”

“The line goes into the wall. Maybe I did this wrong…?”

“The threads you’re looking at connect directly between subjects,” Li’l Ur filled in. “Things like walls, other people, or even mountains mean nothing to them.”

“You know a lot about this.” Seena turned her head to look at the lich on her shoulder. 

“Of course. I used them to create the first undead, and to code into their very beings the ability to propagate,” Li’l Ur said. 

“How did you even do that?” Hiral asked him. 

“I have absolutely no idea,” Li’l Ur said confidently. “It’s one of the many things I’ve forgotten the details to. Though my mind becomes more… clear as the Mistress grows in strength, there are some things I fear I will never recall.”

“Which might be for the best,” Seena said. “I prefer you a reformed, legendary evil.”

“Then reformed is how I shall stay. Until you change your mind and wish to pursue world domination, as is your right.”

“We’ll just leave that on the to-do list for now,” Seena said, then turned back to Hiral. “So, the connection. Walls, huh?”

“I guess so.” He shrugged. “We’ll have to get a better look from outside.”

“What happens if you lose sight of the connection you’re following?”

At the question, Hiral roped his own thread of Connection to the one leading to Nivian. “Got it covered. I can find it unless we get too far away.”

“Good. Let’s see how Drahn made out.”

The two left the corpse smashed into the wall, and joined Yanily, Drahn, and Right… in the middle of a flower bed. 

“When did this get here?” Hiral asked, looking over the dozens of different colored flowers. Really, he suspected the answer to the question. Though it was kind of funny that stalwart Drahn’s abilities were centered around flowers. Even the solar energy poison he used stemmed – no pun intended – from a type of pollen. The other abilities he’d shown them back in the Endless Tunnels likewise utilized flowers or flower-like effects.

“Each flower represents a different solar energy trail,” Drahn said. “Yours,” he pointed at Hiral, then at a yellow flower that had red spots on the petals. 

Actually, at a closer look, those spots resembled written characters. Not quite actual runes, but the likeness was unmistakable. 

“Then, let me guess,” Hiral said, pointing at red flowers with petals shaped like flames “Seena.” Next his finger went to a blue flower with jagged yellow lines on them. “Yanily.” The purple flower with drooping petals that definitely had sharp fangs on each one could only belong to one person. “Seeyela.”

Within the flower bed, two types remained. The first was also red, though a deeper, crimson color, with long stamens that had slightly glowing tips. The other stood blockier, an off-white color, with petals that almost looked withered. 

“Wule and Nivian,” Hiral said quietly. It had to be them. “You found them too.”

“Here, in this room,” Drahn said. “Where they spent a significant amount of time, they’re easy to detect. Their trail goes in two directions, though. The first…” he pointed towards the same hallway they’d entered the room from.

“That had to be when they came down to the Disc of Passage with us,” Seena said. “What’s the other way?”

Drahn pointed to another hall at the far end of the room, and now that Hiral was looking for them, he spotted several more of the white and red flowers in that direction. 

They’re forming a trail for us to follow. 

“We follow the flowers, and we’ll find them?” Hiral asked. 

“It may not be so easy,” Drahn admitted. “Notice how few of their flowers are around me compared to each of yours. Where their energy is weaker – or harder for me to detect – the flowers will have a reduced chance of blooming.”

“And they probably need you to be within a certain radius to power the ability, right?”

“Correct. About two-hundred feet. Also, my flowers will follow their path. Not lead us directly to them.”

“That’s… not too bad,” Hiral said, looking again to his thread. Considering they were on a higher floor of the castle – and the fact the thread wasn’t going down at a steep angle – the twins likely weren’t anywhere too close. Sure, maybe they were on a roof right outside the castle waiting for the party to come find them, but that was pretty unlikely. 

No, they’d probably moved on to somewhere further away in the zone. Maybe even outside the city. 

“Between our abilities, I think we have a good chance of finding them,” Hiral said. “We can use my thread of Connection like a compass to keep us going in the right direction. And, if we find any crossroads – or anything like that – Drahn’s flowers will tell us which path is the correct one. Honestly, I don’t think we could ask for a better combination. 

“Unless they learned how to fly. That could be problematic.”

“We’ll go with the assumption they aren’t flying,” Seena said, then changed the tone of her voice. “Sis, we think we’ve found their trail. What are we walking into when we leave here?”

“A whole lot of nothing,” Seeyela’s voice came through the party chat, even though she wasn’t anywhere close. “Well, a lot of corpses. I haven’t seen anything moving yet though.”

“Dead corpses or undead corpses?” Yanily asked. “They were doing that sleeping-on-their-feet thing before.”

“Dead, dead corpses,” Seeyela said. “The whole place looks like a warzone, with the undead strictly on the losing side.”

“We’re coming out to take a look for ourselves,” Seena said, then tapped Hiral on the shoulder. 

“Let’s follow the flowers for now?” he asked, and the party leader nodded. Without another word, his RHCs were back in his hands – runic circles appearing on the barrels again as soon as he drew them – and he headed down the hallway. 

Immediately outside of Ur’Thul’s throne room, Hiral saw signs of the warzone Seeyela had talked about. Bodies lined both sides where skulls had been smashed into the stone walls – hard enough to leave craters – while other corpses looked ripped in half. And, just like the ones in the previous room, these undead were particularly desiccated. 

“Nivian feeding the hunger?” Seena asked Li’l Ur. 

“Yes,” the lich said. “I sense none of the energy that would’ve animated these pawns.”

Despite Li’l Ur’s observation, Hiral kept a close eye on the corpses as he passed them. The last thing they needed was a group of the undead rising up behind to ambush the party. But, no matter how many he looked at, none of them had the telltale blue eyes. And it wasn’t like any of these had eyelids they could close to try and hide. 

Through the hall and down several flights of stairs Hiral followed the sparse trail of white flowers. They seemed to grow almost anywhere, in corners where stone met stone, out of the undead corpses, or even hanging from the ceiling. A final one at the far end of the current hall led outside, and Hiral carefully exited, only to find Left there waiting for him in the falling rain.  

“The inner city is quiet,” the double said. “I went as far as the wall without spotting a single unliving thing. Even when I scaled to the top of the walls separating us from the outer city, I didn’t see anything – either inside or out.

“No hordes of zombies and skeletons waiting for us outside the gates. No Wight Blight-Rangers on the roofs. Not even the Shambling Graveyards patrolling their usual routes.”

“Even the A-Rank Elites are gone?” Hiral asked, and he couldn’t keep the surprise out of his voice. 

“Even them,” Left confirmed. “I did spot mountains of corpses though.”

“Could they be sleeping again?” Seena asked. 

“No, even from the distance, I could see the damage to their bodies. Something killed these things. Again.”

“Nivian and Wule,” Seeyela said, appearing with a bamf beside them. “I examined a few of the bodies, and though the wounds aren’t exactly the same, some of them remind me of Nivian’s whips. And that hammer he used to pound Ur’Thul into the wall like a nail. A nail that pissed him off. Or called his stew soup.”

Yanily shuddered. “Yeah, never do that.”

“Any idea how long ago they did it?” Seena asked her sister. 

“No idea,” Seeyela said with a shrug. “I stab things, not tell you how long ago they were stabbed.”

“The flowers go in three different directions,” Drahn said, pointing each way from their exit.

From a quick look, they were at some kind of side door, with the main gates to the castle off to their left. 

“Nivian is that way,” Hiral said after double-checking the strand of Connection that was still at least thirty feet above them. “Pretty far, too, I’d guess.”

“If the city really is… empty,” Seena said. “Then Nivian and Wule must have left it. Which means we should too. No reason to linger.”

“I’m curious how they managed to take down a Shambling Graveyard,” Hiral said. 

“And we can ask them when we find them,” Seena said, flames billowing out of her hand as Vili emerged from her Interspatial Ring. “We’re moving since the rain in this zone isn’t bad. Yet.”

“I saw lightning in the distance,” Seeyela said. “We’re going to have to watch out for the Enemy.”

“I agree,” Left said. “The rain isn’t the same as last time we were here. It’s falling harder already, and the clouds in the distance are different. Whatever was keeping the Enemy away before – be it the Urn or something else – is gone. They’re already on the way back to investigate. Judging the speed of the clouds, we don’t have much time before they arrive. An hour at most, minutes at worst.”

“All good things must end,” Seena admitted. “Hiral, keep Left out. Need his eyes.”

“I won’t be able to use my flowers from the air,” Drahn said, then shrugged. “But I can reactivate the ability easily enough now that I have a better idea what their energy is like.”

“Great. Everybody, mount up,” the party leader said, and three more flying companions emerged. 

Drake didn’t roar as he emerged, though he did turn his large head to look back at the castle they’d emerged from. A rumbling growl reverberated from his chest as he seemed to stare at something through the stone walls. From the angle of his head – he was looking towards the Urn of Ur’Thul. 

“What’s wrong, big guy?” Hiral asked, and Drake replied with another growl. “Don’t worry, it’s all sealed up. We checked.”

“You coming, Hiral?” Seena asked. 

“Yes, sorry,” Hiral said, reaching out and reabsorbing Right. Even with that done, it took three tries to get Drake’s attention enough to help him and Drahn up. Left made it up with a quick use of his own Wing of Anella. “Drake, what’s gotten into you?” Hiral asked his mount quietly. 

Another growl from Drake, and the Dracolich turned its big head to look at Hiral. Eye contact, just for a second, then Drake looked at the wall again. Another growl. 

Okay, that’s not normal. Does he know something we don’t? Maybe I should just go back and…

“Hiral,” Seena said again, more urgently this time. 

“Something’s bothering Drake,” Hiral said. “Something about the Urn, I think. I can just run up and check.”

“We’ll check again on our way back,” Seena said. “We were just there. Rain’s already getting heavier, and I’d much rather fly than walk while we can. Besides, Li’l Ur says nothing’s changed.”

“She’s right,” Left said. “He probably just doesn’t like the Urn anymore than we do.”

“Yeah.” Hiral patted Drake on the bone in front of the saddle. “Let’s go, buddy. We’ll check it again when we come back. I’m sure it’s fine.”

Drake let out a small whine – which still made the falling rain vibrate thanks to his size – but relented and gave one great beat of his wings to leap into the air. Two more powerful flaps took him above the castle roof, and allowed Hiral to see beyond the inner city’s walls. Just like Left had said, the city stretched quiet ahead in the darkness. 

The city really is dead now. 

“Which way?” Seeyela asked. 

“Follow me,” Hiral said after another few seconds of gazing at the still city, then turned Drake and shot in the direction his strand of Connection led. 

            

    
        Chapter 29 – Wild Boss

    
    
    
    
                Unfortunately, their peaceful time in the rain came to a short end, with strong winds and a heavy downfall creasing across the city not five minutes into their flight. Thunder boomed overhead, while lightning streaked between clouds, lighting the streets up almost as bright as the noonday sun for a blink at a time. And, those flickers of movement in the far distance likely weren’t Hiral’s imagination. 

The Enemy had returned to the undead city – whatever its name was.

Without waiting for View to kick in, the party quickly dropped to the ground, dismissed their mounts, and scurried inside one of the many buildings. Hiral resummoned Right, while Left and Seeyela scouted ahead to find a route of connected bridges. If their last visit to the city was any sign, they could probably get pretty far by staying inside. 

It didn’t take long for the scouts to return, and the party was on the move again, Left in the lead. Hiral kept them going in generally the right direction by using a thread of his own Connection to the one high above like a tether, even though he couldn’t see it. From one building to the next, they moved quickly and quietly, doing everything they could to avoid the Enemy’s attention. Dr. Benza had told them the squids “saw” by using the falling rain, so the party should be safe inside. 

Should be. 

After the battle with the C-Rank Boss in the Rise of Fallen Reach dungeon, none of them had any interest in stumbling across something higher rank. Not even the experience-junkie, Yanily. Especially not Yanily – considering he’d been killed by a behemoth version of the squids. 

So, hour after hour, they prowled from one building to the next. Remarkably, the Squalians who’d built the city must’ve really hated going outside, with vast pedways connecting nearly every structure. In the rare occurrences when the party couldn’t find a way through – or at least not one nearby – Hiral and Left pointed out the closest door, and Seeyela portaled them across the street. It was hard on her solar energy reserves, but it reduced the chances of them getting noticed. 

“There’s another big wall coming up,” Seeyela finally said over the party chat, sometime later. “Bigger than what separated the inner city from the outer.” 

“Do you think we’ve finally reached the end of this zone?” Seena asked. “We’ve been walking for miles.”

“Could be,” Hiral said, mentally mapping out their journey. “Still, it’s a lot smaller than the first zone we were in. There might be more on the other side of the wall.”

“Should we rest before we cross?” Drahn asked. “At least here we have a roof over our heads and no monsters to worry about it. Once we get to the other side…”

Seena tapped her lips while she seemed to consider the option, then nodded. “Let’s take a look at what’s on the other side of the wall, first. I don’t want to stop now, only to find out we’ve got another dozen miles of the same, empty city when we start going again.”

“Sounds good, Boss,” Yanily said. “I can keep going.”

“With B-Rank bodies, is anybody actually tired?” Hiral asked. He’d worked for… literal days straight on repairing the crystal towers. Even then, his breaks had been more about mental recovery than physical. 

“Now that you mention it,” Seeyela said. “No.”

“B-Rank will keep fatigue at bay,” Drahn said. “It won’t eliminate it. We still need to rest, just not as often. If you reach A-Rank…”

“When we reach A-Rank,” Yanily clarified.

“Fine. When, you’ll barely need to sleep at all, unless you choose to.”

“Either way,” Seena interrupted. “It’s good to keep in mind. Once we leave the city, who knows the next time we’ll even have the option. Maybe none of you remember our last trip to the surface? We’ll make the call after we see what’s beyond the wall. Sis, which way?”

Seeyela appeared with a bamf near a doorway. “Up this way. Two more pedways, and we’re as close as we’ll get. Need Hiral or Left to spot the best place to portal to. Doesn’t look like the buildings connect to the wall itself as far as I can see.”

Following the woman, the party quickly arrived at a large picture window overlooking a wide street, and an absolutely massive wall. The thing had to be five-hundred feet tall, and looked to be made of black, stone bricks each as tall as Hiral was. 

“The lizards really wanted to keep something out,” Yanily said with a low whistle. 

“Nivian and Wule are past the wall,” Hiral said before Seena could ask. “The thread goes straight through.”

“Down there, look,” Drahn said, pointing, and Hiral followed his gesture. White flowers bloomed between the cobblestones despite the pouring rain. And they led straight towards a large gate that stood partially open. 

The huge double-doors themselves had to each be thirty-feet tall and twenty-feet wide, and thicker than the length of Hiral’s arm. Like the wall, they were clearly made to keep something out. Except, one of them was slightly ajar. Just wide enough for somebody to slip through. 

This is how they left. Wish we knew when.

“That’s our exit,” Seena said. “Good eye, Drahn.”

The tracker just grunted at the compliment. 

“Seeyela, can you get us down there?”

“Yeah, but maybe I should go take a look first?” Seeyela said. “We don’t know what’s in there.” 

“All the more reason we should go with you,” Yanily said, the fingers on his spear dancing in anticipation. While killing the ants by the hundreds had been a good time, it apparently hadn’t satisfied the spearman. 

“Yan’s right,” Seena said. “Better we’re all with you if it comes to a fight.”

Seeyela just shrugged. “It’ll be a thin portal, right up against that opening so we don’t have to spend any time in the rain. Move quick.”

“Got it,” Hiral said, reabsorbing the doubles so they wouldn’t need to take the portal themselves, then drew his RHCs. The runic circles from Piercing Shot were still on the barrels. They must not have a duration before the expire. Or it’s just really long. 

“Everybody ready?” Seeyela asked, and she got four nods in reply. A second later, a curtain of darkness unfurled in the air. 

“Go,” Seena said, tapping Hiral on the shoulder. 

Without waiting, he darted through, immediately activating Foundational Split and lifting his weapons. Right and Left appeared on either side of him, while the rest of the party funneled through the narrow portal. Thanks to the near-constant darkness of moving through the buildings – along with the magic of the Coat of Ur’Thul’s hood – Hiral’s eyes didn’t need to adjust to the cavernous gloom of the tunnel he found himself in. 

Stretching nearly a hundred feet ahead of him, the large passage inside the even larger wall stood empty except for the boulder that’d smashed through the far gate, and now rested in the middle of the roadway. Lightning flashed through the broken doors on the other end, and multiple balconies lined the upper levels of the passage, revealing what looked like a pair of heavy ballistae on each one. There had to be forty of the weapons in the tunnel alone, at slightly different heights, giving each a clear line of fire at that far entrance.

“I don’t think we’re going to find more city on the other side of the wall,” Hiral said quietly into the party chat. 

“Yeah, they clearly didn’t want something coming through here,” Seena said. 

“Something strong enough to hurl a boulder that big through the gate,” Yanily added. 

“That is a pretty impressive rock…” Hiral started, staring at the boulder. 

Until View suddenly popped a notification up in front of him. 

(Wild-Boss) Reinforced Runeoceros – Unknown-Rank

“Actually, I take that back,” Hiral amended, even as the bulky not-a-rock began to shift in front of them. Four, thick, plated legs pushed a heavy body upright, while a head like a fortress turned in their direction. Now standing, the thing had to be fifteen feet tall, and more than half-that wide. A long, curved horn extended from the end of its snout, while two more matching horns adorned its shoulders. 

A great snuff blew dust out of its nostrils, and one foot began pawing at the cobblestone road. 

“Don’t think it’s happy we woke it up,” Yanily pointed out. 

“And it’s Wild-Boss, whatever the hell that is,” Seena said. “I’d guess we’re in for a fight.”

“What does the name mean?” Seeyela asked, and they got their answer a second later. 

Light scarred the air at the tips of the monster’s three horns, quickly resolving themselves into glowing symbols. No, not symbols – runes. 

Runes of Impact, to be exact. 

Then the thing charged, rocketing forward at unexpected speed thanks to the formation of additional runes behind it. Runes of Rejection. It was stealing all of Hiral’s tricks!

“Don’t let it hit you!” Hiral shouted to the others.

“You don’t say!?” Seeyela shot back, then vanished with a bamf. 

 Bursting to the side on his own runes narrowly got him out of the way, and Hiral pulled both RHCs’ triggers. Hauling on the bolts and then spitting them out at increased potency, the three runic circles turned the strong shots into outright impressive blasts that actually had enough recoil to kick Hiral’s arms up. Even then, the twinned bolts smacked into the beast’s side but didn’t slow it. At least the long health bar above its head had the decency to drop a percentage point… 

The others didn’t fare much better in the brief attacks of opportunity they got while diving out of the way. Yanily’s lightning sparked across the thick, natural plating covering the monster from literal head to toe, but did little more than make angry noises. Seena’s fire washed off that same armor without blackening it, and Seeyela’s paired crossed bow bolts plinked where they hit before falling uselessly to the ground. 

Only Drahn’s pollen attack didn’t seem completely pointless, staining the Runeoceros’s flank green as it rampaged by, while Left and Right didn’t even have a chance to attack. And then it was past them, the wake of its charge creating a vacuum that nearly pulled Hiral off-balance. Just how… 

GOOOONG, the monster slammed into one of the heavy, metal gate-doors with enough force to tear the hinges from the stone and make the whole wall shake. Another terrible groan of metal, and the door twisted to the side, lodging itself against the other door, but still barely staying connected to the wall. Just connected enough, in fact, to prevent the party from getting back out the way they’d come. Of course. 

Will the Enemy hear that?

Actually, they had more immediate concerns than whether or not a squid would show up, the rune-powered monster already turning from where it had battered the door. Like it hadn’t just run head-first into an object hard enough to break the unbreakable, it narrowed its beady, red eyes at the party. It was actually pissed off they hadn’t let it flatten them. 

Too bad. 

Hiral pulled both triggers again, the runic circles practically tearing the bolts away from the barrels. They cut through the air so fast it almost looked like long beams connected him to the monster’s face, before it jerked its head back at the impacts. Another percent vanished from the health bar, and then Right was at its side. 

Purple flames shrouding his fist – the monster somehow didn’t even see him coming – and he darted in and set his feet. Braced like that, he twisted at the hips, putting his whole body into the powerful swing as Meridian Lines flared along the right side of his body. 

Not to be outdone, Left slid in opposite, a trail of hanging water from his Dagger of Sath painting the air with its infernal purple. The Touch of Night coated his body in shadows, leaving only coal-red eyes to glow above a sharp-toothed maw made of pure darkness. And then, as if they’d planned it – which they probably had – the two doubles simultaneously struck, crushing the monster between them. 

WHAAAAAM, Right’s fist hit with a horizontal column of purple flame. 

SCHING, Left’s dagger drove into the armor, before the trail of water rushed ahead to explode at the point of impact. 

Once again, the massive wall around the party shook at the sheer intensity of the impacts, dust and small stones raining down from above. Between the two titanic blows, the Runeoceros had to… 

… have not noticed it at all?

As the infernal purple cleared from the attacks, the beast stood tall between them, not even phased. 

Hiral had been wrong before about the monster not noticing Right sweep in from the side. It’d known the double was there – it just wasn’t concerned. 

“How thick is that shell?” Seeyela asked. 

“Think its armor, not a shell,” Drahn said, peppering the Wild Boss with a pair of his pollen arrows. 

“Does it matter what it’s called?” Seeyela asked, vanishing with a bamf to reappear on the beast’s back. In one smooth motion, her daggers came out in her hands – intimidating green venom dripping from the points – and she drove them down mercilessly between her feet. The damn thing’s back was so big, she couldn’t possibly miss, and she didn’t. 

She also didn’t manage to pierce the monster’s defenses, her daggers scraping uselessly across the hard surface. 

“What the hell?” she started to ask, only to get thrown from her feet as more Runes of Rejection flashed to life behind the beast. 

The thing rocketed in Hiral’s direction, so fast it wasn’t even bothering to move its legs. It was actually flying directly at him, like a massive spear with enough weight and speed to crumple most castles. And Hiral was significantly less durable than a castle. 

Good thing he was also significantly more mobile. 

His own Runes of Rejection vaulted him out of the way, while he reactivated Piercing Shot+ on both his weapons. A pull of each trigger blasted a pair of bolts into the Wild-Boss’s side, and then Hiral was clear, just in time. 

Another titanic impact cratered the heavy, stone wall, raining more debris from above as everything shook. Large chunks of carved stone clunked to the ground as the monster extricated itself – it’d buried its own body up past its shoulders from the charge – while the party rained attacks on it from afar. 

Hiral’s bolts of Impact joined in with Chain Lightning+ and Seena’s fireballs. Gravity Wells opened on each side of the beast, three-headed hydras emerging from each to spit elemental death at the target between them. All the while, Drahn nailed the Wild-Boss with Pollen Poison after Pollen Poison. The storm of damage completely engulfed the section of wall, sending sparks of electricity crawling along the walls and floor before they melted beneath the flames. 

Every zero-point-two seconds, Hiral pulled the triggers on his RHCs – quietly relishing how short the cooldown was now – and activated Piercing Shot+ after every second blast. 

Like that, the party got a solid ten seconds of uninterrupted damage in before a section of wall above the impact point finally collapsed as the Runeoceros pulled itself free. A great shake of its head cleared dust and small rocks that’d gotten lodged along its plating, and it stomped the ground as it turned again to face the party. 

After everything they’d hit it with, it was still sitting at almost ninety percent of its health. 




            

    
        Chapter 30 – Buffs

    
    
    
    
                Just looking at how little damage they’d done, Hiral held off on his next shots, instead watching the others. Another forking bolt of lightning arced across the monster’s plating, followed by a trio of quick Cinder+ and a fireball. 

No damage. None. 

Seeyela seemed to notice the same thing he did as her voice came over the party chat. “How come you’re able to hurt it, Hiral? They rest of us might as well be throwing insults at it for all the good we’re doing.”

“Insults might actually work better,” Yanily said. “Hey! Your mother was a pair of ugly, heavy boots, owned by somebody who had no fashion sense!”

Hiral just ignored Yanily’s inspired insult – as did the Runeoceros, unfortunately – and instead replied to Seeyela. “I think it’s because Piercing Shot+ ignores defense. Though, apparently not very much defense.”

“Or that thing just has that much health,” Seena chimed in while tossing another pair of fireballs that did little more than light up the tunnel. “It is a Wild-Boss after all, so we have to assume it’ll have Boss-like abilities.”

“As well as health,” Hiral mumbled. “That makes sense. You guys might actually be doing damage, then. Just not enough to move the bar.”

“Maybe emotional damage,” Yanily said. “Cause my spear isn’t doing shit.” As if to prove his point, the man quick-stepped in with his Reed-Spear Style, a barrage of whipping thrusts driving into the beast’s armored side. 

Not a single one even dented the plating.

And, maybe Yanily’s earlier insult had gotten the Wild-Boss’s attention, as the horned head whipped around in the spearman’s direction. The horn – as tall as Yanily was – glowed with Runes of Impact around it, while a Rune of Rejection boosted its speed from the other side. All in all, the thing moved far faster than a beast with its bulk had any right to, and the attack came in the blink of an eye. 

Yanily, though, was no novice to battle, and his crystal Splinter of the Storm came up across his body to block the blow while the soles of his boots flashed to life. Getting hit head-on like that by the Runeoceros would be like trying to stop an entire mountain, and Yanily seemed to realize that, his own Runes of Rejection activating on his boots to throw him backwards. Still, even with his quick reaction and countermeasure, he wasn’t quite fast enough. 

The collision sounded with an echoing crack that hurled him clear across the wide tunnel, directly for an abrupt stop against the stone of the far wall. 

“Yan!” Seena shouted, and even Hiral braced for the impact. 

Except, one never came. 

A curtain of black unfurled between the rocketing spearman and the wall just inches before he would’ve slammed into it, and Yanily vanished within. 

Where…?

Thunder boomed down the tunnel, bouncing off the walls, at the same time a flash drew Hiral’s attention above. There, a horizontal portal, with Yanily dropping out of it. Still moving at the same speed he had when he’d gone into Seeyela’s first portal, the spearman had somehow managed to twist in the air. A torrent of lightning coated the weapon gripped in both hands, point down, as he plummeted straight for the unsuspecting Wild-Boss’s back. 

While it wasn’t quite a Skyfall+, the strike still blasted arm-thick lashes of lightning out to all sides, tearing at the wall and floor to leave gouges in the stone. Even more importantly, the Runeoceros’s health bar dropped!

Only a percent, but it moved. 

And, apparently, Yanily wasn’t done. 

As soon as his feet were set on the monster’s back, the spear twirled around in his hands, and the man’s entire body transformed into a column of lightning that shot for the roof. Within a heartbeat, it hit the ceiling and ricocheted right back down. 

This time, the true Skyfall+ painted the world white and drowned it in thunder. There was nothing but the BOOM as Hiral felt like he floated in empty space, only the bare sensation of his feet on the ground keeping him anchored. 

Then the blast-wave hit, and even that was gone. He really was floating. No, flying. 

Tethers from his Rune of Gravity whipped out along the Connections he’d forged with the rest of his party, alongside Attraction and Rejection to make sure nobody hit a wall, even though he couldn’t see them. His feet touched down a second later, still sliding backwards along the dusty stone floor, but his body’s instincts took over. 

A lean and a shift of his weight, and suddenly he was back in control. Just in time for the world to fade into view around them. The metal door was just inches behind him, with most of his party on either side. Only Yanily wasn’t there, and it was pretty clear why. 

Spear still held in both hands, Yanily stood atop the Reinforced Runeoceros’s back, lightning crackling across both of them. The ground beneath them had caved at his landing, hiding the great beast’s legs from Hiral’s vantage point, while the monster itself turned its head to look at what had hit it. 

For a second, Hiral couldn’t do anything but blink. Yanily had hit it with a full-power Skyfall+. Dead on. And the thing took it like it was nothing. The spearman had one-shot Mid-Bosses with the attack, and this stupid Rune-o had only taken a few percent damage. 

What the hell is this thing made of?

“We aren’t taking this seriously enough,” Seena said at the same time Yanily hopped backwards into a portal. A second portal deposited him with the others, and the party leader continued. “Just because we’re not in a dungeon doesn’t mean it’s going to be easy. We got overconfident.”

“Uh, I just hit it with my strongest attack because I didn’t think anything else would work,” Yanily pointed out. 

“It wasn’t your strongest,” Seena said.

“Eloquently Enraged+?” Hiral said, understanding. 

“That’s an option,” Seena said. “It puts us on a timer, though, and three minutes isn’t a long time against something like this.”

As she spoke, the Rune-o – as Hiral had started calling it in his head because its name was too long – worked on hauling its mass out of the crater. The stone was apparently slick from the dust, and just smooth enough the beast couldn’t get a grip on it. The Wild-Boss would get a few steps up, but then its weight would slide it back a step. Apparently, using Rejection to get out didn’t occur to it, and Hiral wasn’t in any rush to suggest it. 

“Before we pull that out,” Seena continued, eyes locked on the Wild-Boss. “We’ve got a few other buffs we can try as we work as a team. Drahn’s poison should be going to work, so let’s see if we can whittle away some more of its health before we burst it down with our big buffs.”

“What’s Elegantly Enraged?” Drahn quietly asked Yanily. 

“Eloquently,” Yanily corrected. “Easy mistake. A self-buff we got, but it has a nasty downside when the three-minute duration ends.”

“And why do you guys add ‘plus’ to stuff after?”

“We can talk about all that later!” Seena interrupted. 

“It’s in the guide,” Yanily said out of the side of his mouth. 

“Plan, Boss?” Hiral asked. 

“Banner, auras, and anything else that’ll buff the party without the downsides, to start,” Seena said. “Then we work together to put this thing in the ground.”

As she said those words, the Rune-o finally climbed out of the literal hole it’d been in, and gave a great huff of frustration. 

“Back in the ground,” Seena said with a roll of her eyes. “Other than Eloquently Enraged+, don’t hold back. Go.”

At the command, something in Hiral stirred. That chance to go all out. To push himself. To really see what he was capable of now. Even without the big self-buff, he had a lot to throw at the Wild-Boss in front of him, and his hands tightened around his RHCs in anticipation. 

“You two ready?” he asked his doubles quietly, and they both nodded. A quick motion from Left’s hand, and he shaped the Banner of Courage, enveloping the party in a golden dome.  

At the same time, a red outline sprung to life around the Wild-Boss as Hiral got a quick notification. 

You have been buffed by: Target

Object of the Target Debuff cannot hide from your eyes for 10 minutes.

You inflict 15% more damage to object of the Target Debuff for 10 minutes.

And that was only the first of the windows, as the party members each activated their self- and -group-buffs, one after another. 

You have been buffed by (Lesser) Aura of the Void-Venom Empress.

All attacks made by those benefitting from the Aura inflict additional Void damage, gain an additional +5% chance to critically hit, do +15% additional critical hit damage, and can score critical hits on entities or objects normally immune to critical damage.

Note: Void damage ignores resistances and some defenses, while leaving behind a destructive energy.

Ignoring resistances and some defenses was exactly the kind of thing they needed right now. 

You have been buffed by (Lesser) Aura of The Mother of Flame.

All those benefitting from the Aura gain moderate regeneration, minor damage reduction, and attacks inflict additional Fire damage.

As the two auras washed over Hiral, flickers of black and red surrounded his body and weapons, almost merging with each other to create a reddish-black flame atop his clothes. 

Seena didn’t bother with Lashing Vines+ – the minor limbs would never get through the Rune-o’s armor – but her flaming sheath sprung to life across her body. Flames encased her, claws of solid fire growing from her already bulky gauntlets, while her head became the image of a bird of prey. Even the mantle of falling flames at her back shifted, parting down the middle like it was made of two, hanging wings. Opposite the shoulder where Li’l Ur glowed with blue energy, a condensed ball of fire formed – her Burning Artillery – and five totems grew from the ground in front of her. Vines wrapping the wooden poles and skull at the top, flames danced with the open jaw, waiting for Seena’s command to begin spitting their endless streams of firebolts. On either side of her, a pair of floating tomes opened to reveal their pages. 

She was ready.

Then a third aura reached Hiral, and he couldn’t stop the surprise when he read the notification window. 

You have been buffed by (Lesser) Aura of Heaven’s Punishment.

All those benefitting from the Aura gain moderately improved speed and reflexes, minor stacking damage bonuses for consecutive hits, and attacks inflict additional Lightning damage.

Note: Damage increases by 0.5% per consecutive successful hit within 3 seconds of the previous hit.

Note (2): Damage bonus caps at 10%. 

When did he get an aura? Oh, he had it the whole time and was waiting to surprise us…

The smirk on the spearman’s face clearly explained the subterfuge. 

Meanwhile, wings of dark clouds and electricity had spread from his back, while lightning criss-crossed his body and coated the spear spinning in his hands. Blood-red light spilled from his eyes – That’d be the buff, Predator’s Eyes – and it seemed like his feet were barely touching the ground. Then again, with his sponsor being the Storm Dragon, the sky was his domain. 

Even if they were stuck in a tunnel. 

Seeyela, on Hiral’s other side, didn’t have anything nearly as flashy going on as the other two. With her bone-white carapace armor, and the eight, red eyes fixated on her target, she was the picture of focus. The only real indication anything was different than usual were the different colors rotating across her daggers. The usual green of her Ghost-Web Venom, mixed with the purplish-black of her Gravity Venom, and the utter black from the Void-Venom Empress aura. Every one of her strikes would have three chances to deliver deadly debuffs. 

Finally, Drahn, the poor guy, just had some flowers sprouting up around him. The tracker’s eyes turned to Hiral, and there was a hint of superiority there – even flowers were more than what Hiral had shown. 

Hiral winked at him and activated his Arsenal of Amin Thett. Energy glowed from the center of the ring floating at his back, then weapon after weapon began emerging. First came Fate Spinner, his newest crystal greataxe that seemed to have an entire universe captured within its double-headed form. Next were the four, crystal Mobile Artillery Spheres. They didn’t have the same impressive image as the axe, but they moved with a sinuous grace until they hovered behind his Ring of Amin Thett. 

He wasn’t nearly finished, though, his swords coming next. Death Knell, Stormstrike, the Flame-Bladed Rapier of Eldritch Horror, and finally Blight’s Mercy. Different energies coated the blades that moved around to hover in the air beside him, but more weapons still came from within the ring. Next was the Runic Blunderbuss – though he’d need to do something to improve the weapon somehow soon – and then the Bestial Axes. Those paired axes of some kind of primal bone needed no improvements, they already were – as their name described – beastly. 

After that came the elegant Sho-Val of the Valley, the two-bladed spear whistling as it cut through the air to take its place with the other weapons in a semi-circle behind him. The Emperor’s Greatsword he left on his back for now – and until he got himself a few stacks of Ever Changing+. Instead, he had one more trick up his sleeve, and went to activate a powerful buff. Except, he stopped, considering one other option.

Could that work? Time to test!

Mentally rubbing his hands together in anticipation, Hiral activated Double Trouble+ and then immediately threaded solar energy into his Domain of the Sun+. All throughout the cavernous tunnel, glowing, stadium seating rose from the floor, overlaying the walls, while phantasmal spectators materialized and began cheering. Their wordless shouts filled Hiral – and the other party members – with vigor and energy, and the notification window that popped up spread a grin across Hiral’s face.

Class Ability (Active): Domain of the Sun+

Domain of the Sun+: Set the stage to claim the advantage. 

Grants the following bonuses to user and members of user’s party while within the bounds of the domain:

Cooldowns and damage taken reduced by 24%

Attributes, movement speed, energy efficiency, and damage increased by 24%

Critical hit chance increased by 12%

Critical hit damage increased by 36%

Note: Diameter of domain is 300 feet from central point at time of creation.

Note (2): Domain does not move once created.

Note (3): Domain restricts entry and exit of anybody other than the creator and their party, though sufficient strength can bypass this.

Note (4): Domain can take on aspects of other lasting area-of-effect abilities with a fixed range and duration.

Note (5): Duration—2 minutes per Rank

Note (6): Cooldown—60 minutes

Note (7): Bonuses for user are doubled when dueling an opponent one on one.

Double Trouble+ really had increased all of the buff’s powerful effects by one-hundred percent. Though, even as he realized that, another notification window popped up. 

Domain of the Sun+ has taken on the properties of Banner of Courage.

Note: Bonuses from Banner of Courage will remain for the duration of Domain of the Sun+.

Hiral just whistled as the banner in Left’s hand vanished in a gust of solar sparkles – though the bonuses remained – and several exact replicas of it appeared amongst the cheering crowd. 

And that wasn’t the end of it, notification after notification popped up announcing the aura’s had all been absorbed by the domain ability as well. Like the banners, random audience members throughout the illusory crowd became engulfed in flame, lightning, and void energy. 

Good to know…

With all the buffs in place – even though it’d only taken seconds – the party collectively took a step forward. Directly ahead of them, the Wild-Boss had likewise finished its preparations, runes glowing along its horns, and a damn-angry look on its face. 

It was time for round two. 




            

    
        Chapter 31 – That’s The Play

    
    
    
    
                “Your domain is supposed to do that, right Hiral?” Seena asked him over the party chat, but he didn’t have a chance to respond, the Rune-o stomping forward. 

Each step of its thick legs shook the ground like a miniature earthquake, but it didn’t opt to launch itself at them this time. Apparently, it had learned from smashing its face into the wall over and over without crushing them. 

Still, even without the rampaging charge, it moved surprisingly fast. Small bursts of Rejection came in time with every step, while Runes of Impact briefly flicked along the soles of its feet, sending out actual shockwaves with each pace. 

“Don’t let it hit you… much,” Seena conceded, then began her fiery barrage. Cinder+ scarred flames across the Rune-o’s face at the same time the Burning Artillery over her shoulder and the totems at her feet began spitting firebolts. 

No time to sit and watch the show, and Hiral leveled his RHCs and pulled the triggers. Both bolts struck the incoming monster square in the face. And, apparently both were crits, a pair of ghostly Troblins appearing midair to smack their clubs against the Wild-Boss’s forehead. The sudden surprise – more than the actual damage – made the monster hesitate, though the apparitions vanished immediately after. Still, it gave Hiral more than enough time to pull his triggers a second time, refresh Piercing Shot, and fire again. 

With all the bonuses he had at the moment, all four hits had to be more crits, but only one of them spawned an echo. This time, a ghostly wight appeared beside Hiral, bow already drawn, and released an arrow that slammed into the same place his bolts had. 

It can cause ranged attacks too, huh?

The rhetorical question got put on hold as the Rune-o got close enough Hiral needed to give it his full attention. Bursts of Rejection under his feet bolted him to the side, while Left and Right darted straight ahead with Yanily. Seeyela vanished in a predictable bamf, and Seena continued peppering the Wild-Boss with fire alongside Drahn.

Stepping, firing, and refreshing Piercing Shot as he went, Hiral continued to barely chip away at the Rune-o’s health – though he was doing more damage than he had been before. The buffs were making a difference, but the thing in front of them simply had extreme defense and health. Two more steps – and searing bolts of Impact – and it was time to get his first stack of Ever Changing+. 

A smooth, practiced motion holstered the RHCs on his thighs as he listened for the music of the Chord of the Primal Echo. The tone was faint – not nearly enough to control the movements of the powerful Wild-Boss – but it did give him a hint where he was going next. Instead of reaching for any of the weapons floating in a semi-circle behind him, he ignited Runes of Impact on his knuckles, then infused them with Breaking and Increase. 

 A quick look at what he was about to get himself into showed small shockwaves radiating out from every step the monster took – rippling across the ground at least five feet from each impact. He’d have to avoid those, or risk losing his balance as the stone shifted. Then of course there was the wildly swinging horn doing its best to gore Left and Right. The two doubles were managing to stay ahead of the attacks, but they were getting uncomfortably close thanks to the Rune-o’s use of Rejection to speed its swings. Finally, every time the Wild-Boss whipped around to strike with its horn, its whole body pivoted. A body-block from something that heavy would hurt. 

Then don’t get hit…

With his threat assessment complete in under a second, Hiral launched himself forward on another burst of Rejection, climbing into the air as he went. Two more steps, he was ten feet up, then shot ahead, arm cocked back. Pivoting as he flew – and taking a page from the Rune-o’s book to fire a blast of Rejection from his elbow to power his swing – he slammed his fist into the monster’s side. Impact and Breaking erupted in a vertical shockwave at the same time Right hit the monster from the other side. 

Sandwiched between the two blows, the Wild-Boss didn’t take any significant damage, but its forward movement was arrested. Lightning flashed from near the monster’s head – that had to be Yanily – though the Chord was already pulling on Hiral to move. More Rejection under his feet, and he darted vertically left and right like he was rebounding off angled footholds to move straight up. Fists swinging as he went, he landed three jabs and a straight, before a stronger burst than all those before kicked him up even higher. 

Fingers spreading, Hiral tucked at his waist, put his palms towards the Rune-o’s back and used a brief thread of Attraction to pivot himself upside down like he grabbed a bar on the way up. From there, Increase, Separation, and Expansion raced to his feet at the same time he reversed the Attraction from his hands to Rejection. Feet-first, he shot another half-dozen feet into the air, then somersaulted right there, one leg extending in a powerful, circular axe kick.  

As he moved, the combination of runes on his foot whipped out in a crescent of brutal Separation, its shape visible to the naked eye – combined with a last-second activation of an ability he should’ve thought of sooner: Shatter Armor. 

Class Ability (Active): Shatter Armor

Shatter Armor: At the expense of reduced damage, your attacks reduce the defenses of your opponent.

Note: Armor is reduced by up to 15% per application, stacking up to a maximum of 3 times.

Note (2): More effective against enemies with solid armor or defenses.

Note (3): Cooldown—1 minute

Without any Impact mixed in, there was no titanic collision from the blow, though even the Wild-Boss’s plate armor didn’t come away unscathed. Maybe an inch-deep, a line appeared straight across the Runeoceros’s back – as well as the stone floor beside it – along with tiny fractures radiating outward, and the beast’s head turned just enough it could spot Hiral with one of its wild eyes. 

Already practically hanging in the air, Hiral let the momentum of his rotation bring his torso all the way back around, then thrust out with his left hand. Open palm and full of the power of multiple runes, the image of his spread hand pushed through the air to slam into the Rune-o’s side. Jerking backwards in the air from the recoil of the impact – though it didn’t even budge the Wild-Boss – Hiral got a buff notification at the same time the Primal Chord struck its next note. 

You have been buffed by Hundred Handed.

Gain control of eight spectral arms to make attacks or conduct actions for 30 seconds. 

 Note: Damage of attacks based off Str or Dex (whichever is higher).

Note (2): Speed of limbs based off based off Str or Dex (whichever is higher).

Note (3): Precision and deftness of hands based off Wis or Atn (whichever is higher). 

As a temporary buff from his Second Movement, the eight ghostly arms springing from his back wouldn’t last long. 

Good thing he didn’t need them to. 

At the same time his real arms reached out to call for his next weapon, the lower four spectral arms shot ahead to grab onto the Rune-o’s side, halting Hiral’s backward momentum. In the next second, a crystal haft filled with a contained universe met his hands, and he cocked the weapon back over his head. Even with Fate Spinner poised and ready, the Primal Chord wasn’t finished, so Hiral reached up with the other four spectral hands and grabbed on to the weapon with them as well. 

Finally, the notes rang true. 

Hauling himself forward through his grip from Hundred Handed, Hiral coated his axe’s edge in Separation as he swung. All six of the arms holding Fate Spinner flexed in unison – stars within shooting across the contained sky – and he plummeted down towards the back of the Runeoceros. A last-second pull – just a hair’s-breadth alteration – from his PIM, and the axe slammed into the groove he’d earlier carved with his crescent-kick of Separation. 

Thanks to assistance of the PIM, his critical hit thunked hard into the split, parting the armor to reach the flesh underneath. A good four inches of blade buried itself past the thick, outer plating, and the Rune-o let out its first roar of pain as Hiral swung his feet in to hang from the beast’s side. Then, instead of ripping the axe out to swing again, he drew back the two, spectral upper-hands on the right side, and punched the flat of the rear-blade, wrenching the break in the armor apart even further. 

That’s it. That’s the play. 

Releasing his hold on the weapon, Hiral burst Rejection from his feet, launching him away from the pivoting Wild-Boss with an acrobatic backflip. As soon as he landed, out came his RHC’s, and he peppered the monster with shots while he continued to back away. 

“I’ve got a plan,” he said into the party chat. 

“Tell us what you need,” Seena replied, having no problem sharing command of the party. 

“Left and Right, keep the Runeoceros’s attention on its left flank. Whatever you can do to keep it looking that way,” Hiral said, his shooting immediately ceasing as he spoke. “Yanily, you’re with them. Don’t worry about doing damage – yet – just focus on stacking up that Vulnerability debuff as high as it’ll go.”

“Got it,” Yanily said. 

“Seeyela, I’m sensing some weird solar energy when you’re hitting. That new Gravity Venom of yours, do you need to actually injure your target?”

“No,” Seeyela said. “Hitting armor works too, but it’s a lesser effect. Takes way more hits to stack up.”

“That’s okay. Just focus on that. The slower it moves, the better. You’ll get your chance for some big damage soon enough. Right now, though, we want it using its Runes of Rejection to keep its speed up. The more solar energy it uses, the more Drahn’s poison will wreck its solar energy channels.”

“Understood.”

“Great, Seena, I need you to do three things. The first is something you haven’t done in a while – Snaring Roots. Get those legs tied up as much as you can. This thing is strong, so it’ll break them, but just reapply. Next, keep Cinder+ stacked up on it – you’ll want the damage bonus – and finally, make sure you’ve got one of your fiery drills ready to go. Focus on penetrating power more than anything else, if you can.”

“How long do I have?” Seena asked. 

“Let’s say twenty seconds, assuming Yan can get Vulnerability up high enough.”

“You can count on me,” the spearman said, already wading in with his Reed Spear Style making his weapon a literal blur. Since he wasn’t aiming to do damage – just hit – he didn’t have to worry so much about picking his target, and was opting for pure speed. 

“I’ll be ready,” Seena said.

“And I shall assist,” Li’l Ur added, already glowing blue as he prepared buffs for his Mistress.

“I know you will,” Hiral replied, sheathing his RHCs and reaching out his hands for his next weapons. While they came, he had one more set of instructions. “Drahn, is your Pollen Poison maxed out?”

“I’ve saturated this thing as much as I can,” the tracker said. “Any more isn’t going to make a difference.”

“No problem. You showed us an ability like Seena’s Snaring Roots – to slow the monster down – but it did something to make the ground softer. Will that work here?”

“It should,” Drahn said. 

“Do that, as well as your Seed Turrets. Put them with Left and Right. Anything to keep the monster’s attention over there.”

“They have a minor Infuriate effect, though I don’t know if this thing will resist it.”

“Doesn’t matter, everything helps, and they’re already doing pretty well. One last thing, I don’t think anybody other than me has used their Shatter Armor cooldown yet. Save it for your big hits,” Hiral finished, while the Rune-o turned to try and gore one of the doubles. With Seeyela on its back, slashing away with her daggers to increase the monster’s weight, along with the small roots growing at its feet, it wasn’t quite as nimble as it had been before. 

Hiral shook his head, as even he couldn’t believe he was calling the behemoth in front of him nimble. 

“What about you?” Seena asked. 

“I’m going to see about prying this thing open a bit,” he answered, Stormstrike and Blight’s Mercy finding his hands. 

            

    
        Chapter 32 – When It Finally Cracks

    
    
    
    
                With a sword in each hand – one dripping vile, black energy, and the other crackling with lightning – Hiral activated the Stormstep ability. Body condensing into pure electricity, he zapped forward, up and at an angle, then reformed immediately above the Rune-o. Unleashing Intimidating Aura+ to its maximum, tethers of Attraction pulled him down to its plated back, anchoring him there even as the monster bucked to try and smash Right. 

Apparently, the double was really annoying it with his purple-fire-enshrouded punches. Hopefully the additional weight of his aura would help give Right some breathing room.

Focusing back on his part of the plan, Hiral looked to where Fate Spinner was still protruding from the Rune-o’s back, then stepped forward and spun Blight’s Mercy in his hand. Flipping the weapon into a downward grip, he fed power into the Rune of Increase in the hilt. Black, necrotic energy surged along the blade, and Hiral picked his spot – six inches from his axe. 

Jetting Rejection from the pommel, he thrust down, jamming the sabre into the same seam he’d cut earlier. The razor-sharp point drove almost half the blade deep, and the Wild-Boss beneath him twitched in sudden pain. Too bad for it, Hiral wasn’t done yet – and he twisted the blade with all his strength. 

Admittedly, his Str wasn’t particularly impressive, but it was just enough to give the blade a quarter turn. Flesh pulled and tore, the necrotic energy savaging the beast’s natural vitality. More importantly, he forced the split in the armor further open – now almost an inch wide. 

“Oh, I see…” Seeyela said with a bamf, “… what you’re…” Bamf, “… doing.” Bamf. 

The woman was teleporting almost non-stop to keep herself on the Rune-o’s back while she slashed repeatedly, stacking up her Gravity Venom. Fueled by her Primal Chord of the Moon, she’d be able to keep up the barrage, at least for the short term. 

“Just be ready for your opening,” Hiral replied. “Literally.” He still had more work to do, though, and picked his next spot. A further six inches beyond Blight’s Mercy had opened up just enough. This time, Stormstrike flipped around into a downward grip, and he took hold of the hilt in both hands. Rejection powered his thrust, and the PIM – along with his buffed crit rate – guided the jagged sword so deep into the monster’s back, Hiral went down to one knee. 

Another twitch of pain, though to a beast that big, even if Hiral had gone the entire-blade-deep, it wouldn’t have been more than a pin prick. Let’s see what you think about this! Threading solar energy into the sword, Hiral activated its second ability – Lightning Strike. The weapon pulsed with the briefest flash of electricity, before the entire bolt discharged straight into the Rune-o’s back. Another twitch, along with a roar of annoyance, and the Wild-Boss redoubled its bucking effort to throw Hiral and Seeyela from its back. 

Too bad for it, the Gravity Venom was noticeably stacking up, and the muddy ground and roots entangling its feet were making each movement sluggish and energy draining. Runes of Rejection gushed beneath its legs to power each buck and kick, which only spread Drahn’s poison further within its body, ticking its health bar down little by little. Still, even with those disadvantages, the thing’s health pool was massive, and it brute-forced its method to try and throw the two party members from its back. 

On the ground, things weren’t much better, the melee fighters forced to back away from the rampaging shockwaves as the Wild-Boss stomped around in a circle. At that point, Seeyela had to teleport away for real, and it was all Hiral could do to hunker down and hold on to the sword impaled into the Runeoceros’s back – even with Attraction holding him down. 

Why does this feel so familiar…?

The whole tantrum lasted a solid ten seconds, forcing everybody but Hiral to back far away. Seena and Drahn kept up their ranged assault, for what little damage they were able to do, and finally the great beast smashed down with both thick, front feet. A huge shockwave rolled outward, but Left already had it covered, the pink energy from Path of Butterflies letting the party walk into the air – safely above the powerful effect. 

Hiral didn’t have time to admire his double’s ingenuity, though, he’d already lost his bonuses from Ever Changing+ and wasn’t finished. Not even close. Keeping hold of Stormstrike with his left hand, Hiral reached out his right and called for Death Knell. The cool hilt of the weapon fell into his palm a second later, and he quickly activated Sever Life. 

Vivid, blue light coated the edge of the sword all around, increasing the weapon’s damage against living targets – which the Rune-o definitely qualified as. Before he used it, though, he set his feet and shoved on Stormstrike like a fulcrum, right at the edge of the split. The crack in the plate armor spread even further across the Wild-Boss’s back. 

As a whole it’s strong, but when it finally cracks…

Hiral flipped Death Knell around and drove it down almost a foot away from his previous sword – the break in the armor having spread that far. The enchanted blade slipped through the Rune-o’s flesh like a hot knife through butter, burying itself all the way to the hilt in the monster’s back. With the weapon that deep, there wouldn’t be any twisting or yanking to spread the break in the plate armor. Good thing that wasn’t what Hiral wanted with it. No, he was after something else, and he activated the sword’s second ability – the evolved version of Cutting Field. 

Bloodletting Field: Drive the sword into the ground to summon a Blood Aura containing a field of small, invisible blades. Blades will bounce within the aura and inflict damage based on user’s Atn.

Note: Blades will do increased damage if Death Knell is left in the ground for the duration.

Note (2): Aura will not hinder movement in or out of its area of effect.

Note (3): Wounds inflicted by the blades will afflict targets with Blood Corruption and Blood Volatility debuffs. 

Good thing blade-deep in a Wild-Boss counts as ‘in the ground’.

As soon as the ability activated, a red column of light joined ceiling to floor, forty feet wide, and centered on the sword in the monster’s back. Within that crimson glow, small flickers – like the glint of sunlight off a fish just below the surface of the water – flitted back and forth. To Hiral’s high Atn, or maybe because it was his ability, he saw most of the blades bouncing harmlessly off the Rune-o’s thick plating. 

Most. 

Some of them found the split he’d forced open – big enough for him to literally reach into in places – to deliver their terrible payload. 

Blood Corruption: Reduces resistance to blood-type damage and effects, and increase damage taken from blood-type damage and effects.

Note: Blood Corruption stacks with itself up to five times.

Blood Volatility: Pain and injuries mount as blood vessels explode.

Suffer damage every second blood is infected.

Having learned from personal experience, the combination of the two debuffs hurt. A lot. Even with it only seeping through occasionally where a lucky blade found the seam in the armor, the Rune-o was in for a bad time. 

And the Wild-Boss seemed to realize it as well, at first stopping like it was trying to figure out what was going on, then redoubling – no tripling – its efforts to toss Hiral off and stomp the party. After a few seconds to realize it couldn’t shake the pain on its back, it opted for a new target – Right and the other melee fighters. Runes of Rejection behind it launched it forward like an absolutely massive, loosed arrow, and the party barely managed to scatter in time to avoid. 

“Drahn, to the ceiling with me,” Seena said, running on steps of pink butterflies to continue to pelt the monster from above. “Hiral, how much longer?”

“Almost there,” he replied, calling for his final, one-handed sword. The Flame-Bladed Rapier of Eldritch Horror slapped into his hand, and he cut the blade one, two, three, four times in quick succession against the hard plate. Though sharp, the rippled blade wasn’t nearly potent enough to pierce the armor on its own. Good thing that wasn’t what Hiral was aiming for. Instead, lines glowed where the blade had passed, tears in reality that bulged outward and finally split like infected wounds. A single tendril snaked its way out from each gateway, and the eye at the end opened. 

Attack the monster beneath you, Hiral mentally commanded them, and beams of furious pink energy erupted from the eyes. Non-stop they strafed their blasts across the length of the Rune-o, and though they didn’t inflict much – if any – damage, it was another distraction. 

With that done, Hiral next loosened his tethers of Attraction, and replaced them with Gravity. Now, with the Reinforced Runeoceros itself as his “down”, he darted past his line of weapons. Over the side of the flank – his world flip-flopping so he stood horizontally to the floor – he continued even beyond where Fate Spinner lay buried. 

He’d spread the crack plenty wide on the monster’s back, but only Seeyela would be able to reach it there. Luckly, his crescent of Separation had carved a long line all the way down the beast’s side, and the axe had spread it even more. Not quite enough. Yet. 

Picking his spot, he activated Dark Edge of Insanity, and drove the blade in. Not quite as sharp as Death Knell, the weapon only plunged about halfway in, but that was probably for the best, and he took the hilt in both hands and yanked sideways. A crack echoed as fracture lines raced outward from the pivot point, criss-crossing each other as the armor’s integrity-breach cascaded. 

Already, the damage he’d done was just about enough, but his high Atn pulled his attention to a triangle of cracks, and the torso-sized piece of plating between. If he could… 

“Hiral, look out!” Seena shouted over the party chat, and he looked up from the Wild-Boss’s flank. 

To find the wall right there!

The not-so-stupid monster had had enough of his antics, and was bodily slamming itself towards the wall. With the speed it was moving, it had to be employing Runes of Rejection, burning through its solar energy and spreading Drahn’s poison rapidly. Not that any of that would help prevent Hiral from getting squashed. Already, the stone was a bare, few feet from him, and all he could do was push energy into his Runes of Time Contraction and Dilation at the same time he hurled himself into a backflip. It wasn’t going to be enough though, he could already tell. He needed something else, and the Primal Chord gave him an idea. 

A strange note called to his instincts, and he flashed solar energy into a rune he never would’ve considered using before – his Rune of Unsealing. Something around him seemed to come undone, and even though the whole world slowed, it wasn’t as much as it usually did when he activated his time runes. Instead, his body moved like greased lightning through the air – between seconds – and he was suddenly in the air hanging above the Wild-Boss. A notification alert flashed in his vision at the same time the Rune-o slammed into the wall hard enough to shatter stone and send massive cracks spreading all the way to the ceiling. 

If he’d been caught in that, would even That All You Got? have saved him…?

As he watched the devastation below, his gravity took back hold, the Rune-o stagging away from where it had driven the two weapons on its side in even deeper. And, as the effect of the two time runes fully faded, he felt a strange build-up of energy in his hand. 

Glancing at it, he had no idea what it was, but it radiated destructive potential. Like his Rune of Breaking, but more pure. Whatever it was, it already felt wildly unstable and demanding release. Conveniently, Hiral had something to test it on, and as his tethers of Gravity pulled him back to the Rune-o, he came down fist-first on the center of its spine. 

Where none of his or Right’s blows had so much as made the Wild-Boss even flinch, this punch hit so hard it drove the monster to its knees. Fractures spider-webbed out from the point of impact as twin shockwaves – one from the punch, and one from the Rune-o hitting the ground – rushed outward in a pair of circles. 

Hiral, unfortunately, didn’t come away unscathed either, his fingers, knuckles, hand, wrist, and forearm bones all shattering. The pain – and the surprise – were both sudden and furious, and he reflexively recoiled to grip his arm with his good hand. But, with the monster beneath him clearly stunned, it was his best chance to finish what he’d started. 

Triggering the active portion of High-Speed Regeneration+, soothing warmth rushed into his arm. Torn muscle mended, while the bones themselves fused back together. 

It only took a pair of seconds for the powerful healing technique to fix him up – though it greatly weakened the passive portion of the ability. Then again, as long as he didn’t take any more damage, he wouldn’t need it. A worry for later. 

For now, Hiral called on his Sho-Val of the Valley, but split the weapon as soon as it arrived in his hand. A pair of deft twists removed the central piece from the two-bladed spear, leaving him instead with what almost looked like a pair of curved swords. With the foot-long hafts – and his skill – they could certainly be used like that, but he had a much more important use for them now. 

Dashing back the way he’d come – to where he’d almost gotten flattened – he found his rapier buried well past the hilt, dark licks of energy from its ability still triggering deep inside the monster. The axe, as well, had been forced even deeper by the collision, and it’d spread the splits in the armor. Not quite broken, but in bad shape. 

With the Rune-o starting to stir again as the rest of the party took advantage of the lull, Hiral found the triangle of fractures, and picked a corner. Then, with the weapons held as close together as possible, he drove them both into split. Unlike his other strike, he didn’t aim to go deep. No, he only stabbed the blades in a few inches, then with all his limited Str, he hauled the ends in opposite directions. 

Thanks to all the stress that’d been placed on the armor, it didn’t take much for his impromptu spreader to tear the weakened triangle of plate right off. The torso-sized piece of armor clunked to the ground between the Rune-o and the wall, and that shock of pain was finally enough to fully rouse the Wild-Boss from its stupor. 

More than that, it enraged the beast, something in its eyes flashing a deeper red even as its health fell to below fifty percent. 

His work there done – and not wanting to be trapped between the wall and the monster again – Hiral cut his tether of Gravity and launched himself out of there on a burst of Rejection. Coat of Ur’Thul flapping as he blasted out, he flipped once in the air, then landed under the rest of the party. With the pink butterflies keeping them in the air to avoid the Rune-o’s shockwave attacks, he had to look up to see them. 

“Ready,” he said, at the same moment the Wild-Boss squared itself to face the group. It was time to enter the final phase of the fight. “Eloquently Enraged+. Seeyela, there’s a crack on its back. That’s your target. Yan, you can probably hit it with Skyfall after she’d had her turn. Make it count. The goal isn’t to outright kill it, but to break as much armor off as possible.”

“Got it,” they both said. 

“Seena, for you, there’s a huge chunk of missing armor on its right side. Get your most powerful drill in there, and see if you can’t break off some more. Drahn, your poison has done a great job of draining its health. Hit the weak points with anything you can. We’re going to try and burn down its health from here. No more slow and steady.”

“Understood,” the tracker said.

“Left. Right. You’re with me.”

“Always,” they both replied. 

Without another word, Hiral activated Double Trouble+ and Eloquently Enraged+.

            

    
        Chapter 33 – I Let Everybody Else Get Flattened

    
    
    
    
                The fact Double Trouble+ itself didn’t have a cooldown was – as Yanily would say – overpowered. And it wasn’t the only thing, as solar energy practically boomed off Hiral. Like when he’d used the deadly combination of abilities before, a second version of his double-helix emerged from his skin to circle around his body. More than that, it was the runes floating around him that drew his attention. Their influence – their Edicts – infused everything he did with their power. 

But, unlike last time, he could feel there was a piece missing. Maybe a piece wasn’t the best way to describe it. Whatever it was, the Primal Chord – or something else – was telling him he could add even more. 

Something to test later.

As energy exploded off three of the other party members, the Reinforced Runeoceros took a thundering step forward. It got just the single pace – its body clearly heavy beyond belief – before Seeyela Bamf’d onto its back and thrust her daggers into the break in its armor. Above its head, the long, red health bar tinged green, then everything vanished within a flash of white. 

Skyfall+, buffed by Yanily’s own Eloquently Enraged+, hit like the hammer of an angry god – or maybe an angry Primal Storm Dragon – and blasted fragments of shattered armor like shrapnel. 

Heaven’s Punishment indeed. 

Even as the great beast staggered under the titanic blow, Runes of Impact and Rejection flaring to life around it, a curtain of black unfurled at its side, completely obscured from it by its own girth. While the portal itself seemed small and unintimidating compared to the huge Wild-Boss, the fiery avatar that came out was anything but that. Wings of flame spread behind Seena, and her Phoenix Sheath seemed more real under the influence of her buffs. 

At her sides, two floating tomes glowed fiercely, while Li’l Ur – on her shoulder – chanted in an ancient language. Circles of blue, runic script gushed from his hands, down Seena’s right arm, and around the mass of spiralling fire she held. The twisting drill had to be almost four feet long, and writhed like a bound serpent, eager to get off its leash. 

As she began to thrust the lance forward, the Wild-Boss seemed to have a flash of inspiration – or maybe some kind of danger sense telling it just how much trouble it was in – and it started to pivot. Runes surrounded the terrible horn, preparing to gouge the woman before she could hit it – or at least ensure mutual destruction – but something got in its way. 

In its fallen star form, the Emperor’s Greatsword slammed into the Rune-o’s powerful horn, rune against rune vying for supremacy. The Wild-Boss was powerful – physically and with its abilities – and versus anybody else, it would’ve easily come out on top. But, with the runic Edicts reinforcing Hiral’s strike – along with the enhancement from his Second-Skin of Ur’Thul – and the fact his weapon was S-Rank, the beast had no chance. 

The clash of the two forces meeting delayed the Runeoceros’s counterattack just enough for Seena to complete her thrust. At the same time Hiral’s sword cleaved through the horn – sending the thing spinning away – Seena’s drill reached the exposed flesh of its side. Bad things happened. 

Without its thick plating to dull the progress of her spear, the spiraling mass of flame did exactly what it was designed to do – drill deep into the Wild-Boss’s body. As big as the monster was, the flames vanished within its side at the same time the arc of Hiral’s swing scarred a gouge along the front of its face. Blood splashed into the air from both wounds, seemingly attracting blades from the Bloodletting Field, and the Rune-o staggered a step.  

Then the side of it exploded. 

Another quarter of its health bar vanished in the blink of an eye as blood, flame, and force jettisoned out of its right flank. The rest of its heavy body stumbled in the opposite direction, before one of its thick feet caught something on the floor, and the whole thing toppled over. Next to where it’d just been standing, a pair of flaming wings unfurled from shielding Seena against the visceral shower she’d almost received, though smoking meat and chunks of… stuff… littered the floor around her. 

“Remind me not to stand so close next time,” she mumbled through the party chat. 

“We’re not done!” Seeyela scolded everybody. Already, the woman appeared on top of the fallen Rune-o’s side, daggers needling as she delivered dose after dose of deadly poison. If the Wild-Boss could survive that kind of wound, it had to have an incredible healing ability. On the other hand, if it didn’t, it was in for a long, painful death. 

It was the least the party could do to put it out of its misery. And with all of their most powerful buffs still active, it shouldn’t take long. 

“Yan, use Turn Back the Clock on Skyfall+, and get ready to use it,” Hiral said. “That’ll be the finisher. We’re just going to chip it down a bit further, first. Seeyela, keep doing your thing…”

“That…” she said, “… was…” between stabs “… my plan!”

“Seena, Drahn, do whatever you can to make sure that thing doesn’t get back up.”

“On it,” Seena said, Snaring Roots reaching out of the ground to tangle the Rune-o’s skidding legs as it tried to somehow right itself. At the same time, Spearing Roots jabbed from the floor, though they didn’t even attempt to punch through the Wild-Boss’s armor. Instead, they formed braces over its wide neck and parts of its body to pin it down. 

All the while, the very floor beneath the monster softened, and the beast began to sink. It didn’t go far – even with how heavy it was – but it made it nearly impossible for the thing to get back on its feet. 

“Left, Right, you’re with me,” Hiral continued. “We’re hitting the head while Yanily goes for the heart.”

“Ready when you are,” Yanily replied, spear spinning around him and lightning arcing in all directions to crawl across the stone of the tunnel. 

“As soon as we’re in position,” Hiral replied, darting in front of the Rune-o’s face. Its large eyes swiveled in all directions as it struggled to keep track of each of the party members, but then finally settled on Hiral. 

All three versions of him. 

With his doubles at his sides, Hiral hefted the Emperor’s Greatsword above his head, flaring its power with his solar energy. Purple flames gushed from his Right side, a titanic punch already winding up, while a ribbon of infernal water hung in the air on his left. 

Hiral’s fingers squeezed around the hilt of his weapon, but the Primal Chord wasn’t telling him to swing yet. The music in his ears had taken on a percussive element, merging with Yanily’s Chord of the Primal Storm, and pulling them towards simultaneous strikes. And yet, there was something else buried within the notes of his Chord. 

With Eloquently Enraged+ expanding the power of his runes – and their associated Edicts – he felt a new resonance with each of his doubles. Standing side by side like that, it occurred to him just how separate they were, while at the same time all being one. It was a strange dichotomy – one that’d never felt stronger – and his Rune of Connection was practically glowing around his neck. Thick threads stretched from him to his doubles, dozens of them, showing visually how intertwined they were. 

That wasn’t anything new, though. How those threads seemed to loop through the Edicts hanging in the air, however, very much was. 

Without thinking about it – Yanily was already streaking up towards the ceiling as a bolt of spearman-thick lightning – Hiral flooded solar energy into his runes. Increase, Breaking, Impact, Separation, Expansion, Sealing, Absorption, Separation, Gravity, and of course, Connection. 

Edicts flared with energy, while another resonance sang from directly behind him, but he didn’t have a chance to focus on it as the power of all three versions of Hiral coming together blurred their forms. Almost like the opposite of Foundational Split, solar smoke smudged their outlines as they struck as one. For the briefest of seconds, they were whole, but not. Their minds remained individual, and Hiral experienced their emotions for the first time. 

Feelings of worry over his recklessness, along with care for his sisters and the other party members mixed with his own. Above his head, the fallen-star form of the Emperor’s Greatsword flickered with purple flame, while the stream from Left’s Dagger of Sath alternated between running from the sword of the dagger, flashing like still images of reality shifting.  

At the same time, black from the Second-Skin of Ur’Thul stretched between them, lines of yellow, white, and purple rewriting the script across their bodies. There – in that combined script of runes, double helix, Meridian lines, and tattoos – lay another, deeper truth. The Edicts. It tickled the back of Hiral’s mind, but seemed to be held back by something. There was a wall there, preventing everything from fully coalescing. If he could just… 

The epiphany ended when sword, dagger, and fist – all empowered by those Edicts of power – slammed as one into the Wild-Boss’s head at the same time Yanily crashed from above. 

The Reinforced Runeoceros’s health bar – tinted green by venom – vanished into sparkles of solar energy which faded into the world turning white. Between the two colossal strikes, Hiral would’ve expected a boom like thunder, and the whole tunnel shaking. 

Instead, there was only peaceful white nothingness. In that frozen moment, he felt his doubles still connected, the bonds of their genuine friendship and care for him filling him with warmth. That strange resonance still sang from behind him, on a held note of the Chord of the Primal Echo, and runic Edicts floated unbound around him. To each one, he felt a connection – his connection – and the power they held over the rules of the world. Within them lay his path, his next steps, once he mastered them. 

Like the Primal Chord, there was a kind of music to them… or maybe he was getting it backwards. Maybe they were the source of the tune he heard? The implications of that bounced around in Hiral’s head enough it almost hurt. If his guess was correct, would they also be the source for the Primal Chords the others heard?

And, more importantly, how could he tap into that?

The question ejected him from the white pause, and the boom he’d earlier expected came with a jarring eruption that literally threw him backward. High Dex corrected his body mid-flight, while his Atn felt the air passing around his party-members. Tethers of Gravity and Rejection slowed their flights until everybody landed safely – and definitively not splattered against a wall. 

“Thanks for the save,” Seena said through the party chat. “You get everybody?”

“No, I was playing favorites,” Hiral joked. “I let everybody else get flattened.”

“Hiral…”

“They’re fine. I got them all. Except for Yanily, since he was the source of the shockwave.”

“Yeah, sorry about that,” Yanily said. “Managed to tap into the Splinter on that one a bit more.”

“No problem,” Seena said. “Is it done?”

“We’ve got notifications,” Seeyela said. “And there’s only a crater where the Wild-Boss was. I’d say we’re good.”

“Okay. Check the notifications real quick. After the side-effects of Eloquently Enraged+ fade, we’re moving. All that commotion might attract some attention we don’t want.”

While the others started doing that – their eyes glazing over like they were reading notification windows – they also dismissed their powerful buffs. All of them except for Hiral. 

He still had that lingering connection to the Edicts floating around him. It had weakened compared to when he was in the white, but he closed his eyes and focused on the sensation. There was something there, and the better he understood it, the more he’d be able to take advantage of it in the future. 

Moving from one rune to the next, he tried to home in on what was attracting his attention. Separation, Gravity, and Energy, it wasn’t from them. Connection? No, not that one either. Running down the list, he went through each rune as the seconds of his buff ticked down. Then he went through them a second time when he couldn’t figure it out. 

Part of the problem was he – frankly – didn’t know what he was looking for. His instincts were telling him there was something there, but he wasn’t getting any hints beyond that. The runes felt just the same as they always did…

It’s not the runes!

Sudden inspiration swept over him as he stopped looking at the runes themselves – Edicts or not, he was familiar with them – and instead started looking at his connections to them. That was the different part! He’d already realized it and then dismissed it as a result instead of a cause. If they were…

Eloquently Enraged+ ended with an abruptness that dropped Hiral to his ass from where he stood. The world – and all his thoughts – slowed like he’d been plunged in molasses. The breakthrough he’d been on the verge of making slipped through his slow-moving fingers, even though the penalties had been lessened by the buff’s upgrade. 

It’s fine, he told himself, grasping on to the feeling he’d had just before losing the buffs. He could go back to it next time he had a break to test his buffs together. The answer lay in there, despite the wall preventing everything clicking into place. Once he figured out what was blocking him from achieving… something… he’d put it all together. He just had to figure out that wall. And stop it from being a wall’ish wall…

Yeah, thoughts… slow… 

Instead of forcing his brain to try and do something it couldn’t do – think – he instead opened the first notification window. Reading wasn’t as hard as thinking, somehow. 

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – Fully Countered

Through your usual reckless behavior, you took the potential damage that would’ve killed you, and instead turned it back on your enemy.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Hiral blinked at the notification. I did? Did that have something to do with that punch he’d landed? Something about the runes he’d used… but he couldn’t put his finger on it. The after-effects of his buff were making his thinking just slow enough. Either way, he’d find out when he found a dungeon interface. And that wasn’t the only notification window waiting, apparently, so he moved to the next.

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – A Tough Nut to Crack

You have defeated a Boss-level or higher opponent with potent defenses and more than ten times your endurance.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Even though Hiral’s thinking was moving slower than… something that moved really, really slow… his eyes locked on the particular wording of the notification. Boss-level or higher. Since when was there a higher than Bosses? Something about that new information sent a shiver down his spine. 

Just what does the PIM have in store for us? Maybe using a dungeon interface will tell us. 

Planning to ask the others what their thoughts were on it – when he probably didn’t sound drunk – Hiral moved on to the next notification. 

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – Running Wild

You have found and defeated a rare Wild-Boss.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Hrm. Rare, not unique. Which means there are more of those out there. 

Closing the window in front of his eyes, Hiral nearly jumped out of his skin when he found Seena sitting knee-to-knee with him and staring intently at his eyes. 

“Yeah,” she said, patting him on the leg. “We’ll give you a minute.”

            

    
        Chapter 34 – B-Rank Zone

    
    
    
    
                “Raid Bosses,” Seeyela said after Hiral’s debuffs had faded, and they’d begun discussing the notifications. “That’s got to be what the PIMP meant.”

“I guess it would make sense.” Seena nodded. “Traditionally, we’ve had party leaders,” she pointed at herself, “and raid leaders.” She pointed at her sister. “Until we’d actually started getting into dungeons and stuff, I didn’t know why it mattered, other than that’s what we’ve always done.

“Now though, knowing dungeons hold a maximum of six people – the same size as Grower parties were always trained to be – it does make me wonder why we had raid groups. Three parties, six people each. Exactly.”

“I thought it was because only three parties could go into a dungeon at one time,” Yanily said, somehow with another pastry in hand. 

“That’s what I’d figured too,” Seena admitted. “Seeyela makes a good point though. What if this higher-level-than-a-Boss is a Raid Boss? Are we going to find a dungeon we need eighteen people for?”

“Or, worse,” Drahn piped up. “Are we going to find a Wild-Raid-Boss out in the field? Something we need eighteen B-Rank or higher people to stand a chance against.”

Seven heads turned to look at the exit leading out of the tunnel. Running into something that took eighteen people to fight…? Yeah, that wouldn’t be good. 

Actually, do we even have eighteen people – well, 13 more – we could count on for that kind of encounter? The Shapers and Growers were strong, but without the same level of dungeon gear Seena’s party had, would they be able to keep up? 

“Hopefully not,” Seena finally said to Drahn’s question. “Either way, though, we’re going to find out. Looks like debuffs have faded from everyone.” She looked at Hiral. “Time to keep going. You have Nivian’s trail?”

Hiral focused on the thread leading up to Nivian’s Connection above them. Something about it didn’t seem quite as high as before. Are we getting closer?

“I’ve got it,” he told Seena. “I think we might be catching up.”

“How do you think they got by the Wild-Boss?” Yanily asked, then licked powdered sugar off his fingertips. 

“It may not have been here,” Left said. “It could’ve moved in after they passed through the tunnel.”

“Just another thing to ask them when we catch up,” Seena said, and everybody got the message, getting to their feet. The “rest” was over, and they moved together past the crater Hiral and Yanily had made. Arriving at the exit out of the tunnel, they got their first good look at what lay beyond as lightning lit up the sky and illuminated the land. 

And what a big sky it was. Each thick bolt of lightning seemed to stretch for miles and miles over the endless, flat land ahead of them. Just when Hiral thought he’d spotted the end, another flash would show the sky continuing on. Sure, having lived in the sky, he logically knew it was a really big place. But, to see if like that – even at night – was something else entirely. Somehow, the clouds were tremendously high up, but he could feel how thick they were, like they had a weight of their own, while rain poured down across the landscape. 

There was a word for this type of place, he’d read it in a book… but what was it? Ah! It was a savanna. Sparse trees, standing not taller than twenty or thirty feet, dotted the land, bushy tops offering small shelter from the constant rain. Actually, it wasn’t just dotting trees – there were several long stretches of groups of them clumped together. The rest of the space seemed to be tall grass swaying in the rain. 

“You know,” Hiral said, mind working at normal speed again as he stared out into the rain. “There has to be more to the world’s magic than we know. With the constant rain – other than when Fallen Reach passes over very limited sections of land – wouldn’t you think the entire surface would be flooded? But, it’s not. Take this place, for example. The grass and trees, shouldn’t it just be a soggy mess?”

“It could be,” Drahn said. “And we just won’t notice until we take a wrong step.”

“Drahn has a point,” Seena added. “We don’t know what our footing is going to be like.”

“Except for the path,” Yanily said. 

“The what now?”

“The path. Right there,” Yanily pointed off to the side, almost directly in front of them. Two glowing roots stretched from the tunnel entrance off into the night. They vanished quickly in the tall grass, but even then, it was clear the grass actually didn’t grow between the roots. 

“So much magic we know so little about,” Seena said. “Hey, are those your flowers there, Drahn?”

“They are,” Drahn said. “Nivian and Wule followed the same route.”

“With how few trees there are, it should be pretty easy to follow from above,” Seeyela said. “Mounts?”

“Actually,” Hiral said, scrutinizing the plains in front of them. “I don’t think we should.”

“Why not?” Seena already had her hand out in front of her like she was planning to call on Vili. 

“I don’t know if you can see…”

“We can’t,” Seena interrupted gently, punching him in the shoulder. “We don’t have your attunement.”

“Right. Okay. There are a lot of animals out there,” he said. “I see what look like more Runeoceroses. Runeocerii? Whatever.”

“More of those monsters?” Drahn thumbed over his shoulder at the crater. “We barely dealt with one.”

“These looks smaller,” Hiral said. “And not as bulky. I don’t think they’re the reinforced variety, so probably not Wild-Bosses. Besides them, there is also something that reminds me kind of like a horse, but the legs are different. Thinner and bendier. Horns on its head.”

“Sounds kind of like a Tri-Horn,” Yanily said. “They’re pretty fast runners. Couple of those out there too?”

“They only have two horns, but there are more than a few. I’d say… hundreds. A huge herd of them. Oh, actually, more than one herd. Then over there… yeah, I don’t even know how to describe those things other than huge. Big enough to make the Wild-Boss look small, with some kind of tentacles or something on their faces.”

“All the more reason it sounds like we should be flying,” Seeyela said.

“Just the opposite. I don’t see anything in the sky. Nothing. Maybe I’m just not noticing them, but…”

“Tell us what you’re thinking,” Seena said, putting a hand on his shoulder. 

“Two main things. First off, the mounts are big, and there’s nothing else flying. With the rain falling like it is, it’d make us stick out like a sore thumb to any Enemies nearby.”

“But, it’d be fast,” Seeyela said. “With that much rain, they’re going to notice us anyway.”

“Maybe not.” Hiral pointed towards the largest herd, before remembering the others couldn’t make out the details of what he was pointing at. “All those animals out there aren’t dead. And with that many of them, they’ve been around for a while. The Enemies are either ignoring them, or only killing a few. Either way, I bet they’re desensitized to animals moving on the ground.”

“We’re less likely to get noticed if we walk?” Seena asked. 

Hiral was about to offer the choice of using the skates they’d gotten, but one look at Drahn and that option was out the window. The man didn’t have the same gear they did. “Yeah, I think walking – or probably running – is our best choice.”

“Makes me nervous being in the open like that,” Seeyela said. 

“Oh, I’m definitely not suggesting we let our guard down,” Hiral quickly said. “With herds that big, there has to be something out there that hunts them beside the Enemy. Probably multiple somethings, if being on the surface has taught us anything. Don’t be too surprised if we run across the B-Rank equivalent of Troblins either. Any idea what that would be?”

“Something ugly and mean,” Yanily said. “The perfect thing to stab.”

“We can both agree on that,” Seeyela added. 

“Walking it is, then,” Seena said, squeezing Hiral’s shoulder. “Thanks.”

He nodded in response, reaching up to put his hand on top of hers. With this quick sequence of runs down to the surface, they hadn’t had much time together. Well, alone together. 

“Ahem,” Drahn coughed. “There’s something else we need to decide on.”

“What’s that?” Seena asked. 

Drahn pointed at the glowing roots. Or, maybe his white flowers. “Are we following the path, or cutting straight across to follow the Islan… Hiral’s route? We might save some time taking the second option, depending how winding those roots are.”

“We’re also not dungeon hunting,” Yanily said. “Not that I’d really object to it – you know how I feel about experience – but we’ve got a goal here.”

“Look at you being all responsible again,” Seeyela said, wiping an invisible tear from her eye. “They grow up so fast.”

“The only difference with Yanily I’ve seen since he was knee-high to a grasshopper is he’d need a bigger diaper,” Drahn said evenly. 

“You saying I’m fat?” Yanily asked right back. 

“The pastries…” Seeyela started. 

“We’ll follow the roots,” Seena interrupted. “Yes, it might take a bit longer, but if Nivian and Wule followed them, cutting straight might not actually be faster. Also, knowing where the dungeons are could help us out later.”

“A bit of zone mapping?” Hiral asked her. 

“Yeah. Right now, everything out there is unknown to us. We have no idea what’s beyond the next tree, or past the tall grass. It’s kind of like a… there’s a phrase for it. A mist of…”

“Fog of war,” Hiral filled in.

“Yeah, that! We need to lift some of the fog by wandering around a bit. Last time we were running from the Enemy, we had no idea where we could go that was safe…”

“No place really was,” Yanily pointed out. 

“True,” Seena conceded. “Still, the roots have generally been safe paths. So far. It goes without saying, don’t let your guards down, but if nothing else, the area around the dungeon entrances would make a good place to camp if we need it. Any objections?”

“You’re the boss, Boss,” Yanily said. “Just point me where you want me to go or what you want us to hit.”

“Thanks, Yan,” Seena said, before taking a step behind Hiral. Then she tapped him on the shoulder. 

With a nod to the woman, Hiral drew his RHCs from his thighs, and took one look back into the tunnel. His domain ability had faded, but once they left this structure, there was no telling the next time they’d find something similar. And, the lizardman had built an impressive wall. A tall, impressive wall. Which meant there was something out there in the savanna they wanted to keep out of their city. 

Time to go find out just what that is. 

And, with that, Hiral took his first step out into what had to be at least a B-Rank zone, his friends close behind him. 




            

    
        Chapter 35 – Great Place To Get Ambushed

    
    
    
    
                The rain greeted him like a long-lost friend, if they were the kind of friend who walked up and said ‘hello’ with a slap to the face. The Coat of Ur’Thul kept the water from his eyes, thanks to the magic of the hood, but it was anything but the light drizzle they’d been dealing with in the first zone they came down to. And, even in the undead city – if it could be called that anymore – it wasn’t as heavy. 

Luckily, there didn’t seem to be any major wind, and the broad strokes of lightning flashed far in the distance. If there were Enemies out there, they were probably pretty far away. No wind meant it’d be easier to pick out their movement through the rain as well. Then again, it’d just be better if they didn’t run into any of them at all. 

“This way,” Hiral said after the others had a chance to step out of the tunnel and adjust to the falling rain. Then, he started down the path, quickly picking up his pace to a spirited jog. Walk on Water made the muddy trail feel solid beneath his feet, but the squelching behind reminded him not everybody was lucky enough to have the ability. 

Good thing Left had an answer to that, with Path of Butterflies spreading to create platforms of pink energy underneath the soles of their feet. 

“Stay close to the ground,” Hiral reminded them. Nods were all he got in return, and they pushed away from the relative safety of the tunnel. Though the area near the gate had been cleared of the tall grass, the party left that space within a hundred paces. Soon, thick stalks of grass up to their waists stood tall on both sides, with the path between the glowing roots cutting a clear trail. 

“Great place to get ambushed,” Yanily said over the party chat. 

“You really think one of those Runeoceroses could sneak up on us?” Seeyela asked. “Ah, scratch that. Like Hiral said, there’s got to be something out here that hunts those things. And I bet whatever it is, it loves all this tall grass.”

“Drahn?” Seena asked. “Thoughts? This is more your area of expertise than ours.”

“Moving quickly like we are will make us less of a target to ambush predators,” Drahn said. “On the other hand, a lot of hunters are triggered by fleeing prey. If something sees us dash by, their instincts may demand they give chase.”

“I almost feel bad for anything that decides it wants to chase us,” Yanily said. “Though I’ll take the experience.”

“And I’d rather we have the chance to see something chasing us, than not seeing it jump out of the grass,” Seena said. “Keep up the pace, but watch those sides.”

“Left, you’re on Enemy duty,” Hiral said. 

“Got it,” the double replied. 

Like that, they ran for an hour. Then two. As the third hour crept by – the wall nothing more than a distant memory in the darkness – the scene ahead of them finally changed. From tall grass with the occasional tree, the path wound its way into the closest thing they’d seen to a thicket since they’d arrived. It looked to be the same, short trees, but there were dozens of them together. 

Another flash of lightning allowed Hiral to correct that assessment. Not dozens, hundreds. 

“That looks like an even better place to get ambushed,” Yanily pointed out as the group slowed to a stop. 

Agreeing with the spearman’s opinion, Hiral activated Piercing Shot on each of his RHCs, the runic circles barely glowing in the night.

“Tracks in the mud show animals going in here,” Drahn said, crouched off to the side. “I’d say at least one of the Runeoceroses. A small one, though. Maybe an infant separated from the rest? These other tracks are probably some of the herd animals Hiral spotted. There’s also something else. From the print, I’d say it’s a kind of...” he trailed off, his head slowly swiveling as he looked at something. 

Without another word, Drahn stood and paced the width of the path, though it was only about twelve feet at the entrance of the woods. The rain continued to fall as the party waited, each of them staying quiet to let the tracker concentrate. He’d obviously spotted something. The only question was: What was it?

“I was wrong,” Drahn finally said. “It’s not a kind of something, it’s a whole pack of something. From the prints, dogs would be my first guess. Maybe wolves? But the tracks are different from anything I’ve seen.”

“How big?” Seena asked. 

“Big enough to hunt a small Runeoceros,” Drahn said. 

“Still makes it pretty big,” Yanily said. 

“How old are the tracks?” Hiral asked. 

“Herd animals are barely noticeable,” Drahn said. “If you’d asked me that before I took a longer look at everything, I’d have said the rain is doing a good job of ruining things. That if I can still see them, they’d have to be recent.”

“Sounds like that’s not actually the case,” Seeyela said. 

“No, the rain actually isn’t doing a good job of ruining things,” Drahn replied. “Piss poor job, in fact. The tracks will still be gone in forty minutes, tops, but for rain this heavy, I would’ve expected it in ten. There’s something about the mud,” he said, crouching down again and running a finger in a line through the muck. 

“Any guesses when these things went in?” Seena asked, while Hiral turned an eye to the sky. Left was keeping a lookout, but the rain felt like it was coming down heavier. And that lightning didn’t seem to be as far away now.

“It could’ve been a few minutes ago, with us running up the path spooking the animals into the trees. It’s likely they’ve got excellent senses for picking out threats in the constant rain and darkness. Or, it could’ve been… maybe… fifteen minutes ago? No more than that,” he said with finality, eyes still on the line he’d drawn.

He’s testing how quickly the rain softens the marks. 

Looking for it – and directly at it – Hiral’s high Atn helped him gauge how fast the tracks were blurring. And it wasn’t fast at all. 

“Did you see anything as we were running up, Hiral?” Seena asked, snapping his attention away from the tracks. 

“Nothing, but with the grass and general darkness…” he trailed off, already feeling like he was making excuses. With his Atn – the one he’d been so proud of a second ago – shouldn’t he have seen something?

Surprisingly, it was Drahn who spoke up. “It’s been rainy and dark here for longer than we can imagine. The animals have adapted to it in ways we can’t even begin to guess. They may even have abilities like the Enemy to sense movement in the rain, or other evolutions to help evade said Enemy.

“And, in case it didn’t occur to you, it’s likely the predators have similar evolutions. We are very literally in their prime hunting grounds.”

“So, really great ambush spot,” Yanily reiterated one more time, in case somebody had missed it. 

“Should we go around the woods?” Seeyela asked. 

“Left, is it me, or is the rain getting heavier?” Hiral asked instead of answering. 

“Definitely heavier,” the double replied. “Having cover from the rain – even if it’s only these trees – may not be a bad idea.”

“We could skirt around the edge,” Yanily suggested. “Just duck in if we need to.”

“How many in the pack, you think?” Seena asked Drahn. 

“At least five, maybe six,” the tracker said. “Could be more, especially if they moved through the tall grass. As for size, I’d guess up to my chest. Two, three hundred pounds each.”

“That is a big dog,” Yanily said with a low whistle, then smiled. “They have to be worth good experience.”

“We’re staying on the path,” Seena said. “The dogs might’ve passed all the way through, or maybe not… but if it comes to a fight, we’ll do better with more space. Be ready for anything.”

“Especially a pack of B-Rank dogs,” Yanily added. 

“Especially that,” Seena agreed with a chuckle. Then she tapped Hiral on the shoulder, and they crossed the threshold into the low thicket. 

As soon as he got inside, the weight of the falling rain on his shoulders noticeably dropped, the canopy doing a surprisingly good job to block the weather. He could still hear the rain pattering against the leaves above and around him, but it’d make it a damn bit harder for the Enemy to sense them under there. Especially if they weren’t moving. Actually, even out in the plains, with the tall grass, if they simply stopped moving and stayed low, would the Enemy be able to notice them?

Hopefully something I never need to test…

Still, using the sound of the rain, Hiral let his senses spread around them as they moved forward. Thanks to the Path of Butterflies, the party was nearly silent behind him, no squelching or sucking sounds from boots in the mud. Then again, even if there was, with his senses, he could probably tune them out. 

Actually, I can do better than this…

With a thought, he ran power into his Runes of Connection, Sealing, and Expansion to create a pseudo-domain around him. It extended about a hundred feet in each direction, and then he added just a touch of Rejection. 

In the battle against the Enemy in the Rise of Fallen Reach dungeon, he’d used a domain like this to tap into the falling rain, just like the squids did. It’d helped boost his senses and allowed him to react to the squid’s attacks. Here, though, he wasn’t using it to predict movement – just to sense it. And with the rain getting partially blocked by the canopy, well, that was where the hint of Rejection came in. Anything that moved through the brush would have to push just a little harder than normal, and he’d be able to feel it. 

I really am some kind of genius, aren’t I?

Somehow, as if Right could sense his thoughts, the double shook his head from where he stalked near Hiral. “I don’t know what you’re thinking,” Right said quietly. “But that look on your face tells me even you’re embarrassed you thought it. Is it about the whips again?”

Hiral’s eyes jerked back to Seena to make sure she hadn’t heard, but her attention was firmly on the trees around them. The same place Hiral’s should’ve been. But, thanks to his sensory domain, he had the luxury of time to glare at his double. 

“One of these days,” Hiral started to threaten, but his head snapped ahead of them. Something about the path was different to his domain. “Eighty feet in front of us,” he said into the party chat, RHCs lifted to point straight ahead. “There’s something about the path.”

“A trap?” Seena asked. 

Hiral focused his senses – along with a touch more Rejection – and strengthened the power through his Rune of Connection. They were a good few minutes into the thicket, well, more of a forest with how quickly it’d spread around them, and the path felt… squishier to his domain. 

“I don’t think so,” he said after a few more seconds. “The path is softer though.”

“Let me take a look,” Drahn said, starting to work his way through the paused party.

“No,” Seena stopped him. “We’ll all move up together. Everybody, eyes open.”

As they advanced cautiously in a group, Hiral kept his weapons raised, and his senses focused on the domain. With each step, though, less and less of his attention stayed on the puddle-like-area he’d noticed before, and more of it went to the side of the path. At the edge, where the roots passed, the brush was broken and crushed. It was like…

“Signs of a struggle,” Drahn said. “Runeoceros tracks end here. So do the ones belonging to the pack, though the herd continues. There was a fight, and the loser was dragged…” he pointed in the same way Hiral had aimed one of his RHCs. 

Pushing his senses further in that direction, he felt along the trees and hanging leaves. Even the scant rain triggered his Rejection, but he’d already made that part of his domain – in fact he was even using it to help him. The trail where the body had been dragged didn’t move, so it was harder for him to feel with his senses. Then again, since he knew where it was, it made it a whole lot easier to guess, and he followed its general direction. 

Not even sixty feet in, he felt something different. This wasn’t a plant of a tree – it was too low and too big. While it could be a large rock, no, it had to be the Rune-o’s body. Which meant the pack must be nearby. 

Where is…?

He found the first one about twenty feet off to the side of the corpse. Why was it there? And where was the rest of the pack?

Hiral’s eyes widened as he realized he’d been wasting the biggest benefits of his domain by focusing on one area. Instantly, he let his senses wander again. Let them spread. And he immediately found five more shapes moving in the party’s direction. 

No, from that speed, they weren’t just moving, they were running. Charging. 

“Incoming!” Hiral shouted, pulling the trigger on his RHC at the same time he swung the other weapon around. 

His searing bolt of Impact cut through the intermittent rain under the canopy at the same time something came snarling out of the bushes. 

Massive teeth and fangs flashed – from one of its two heads – as it ducked under Hiral’s shot. Then, paws sliding in the mud, it pivoted and lunged in Seeyela’s direction, the woman’s eyes just now turning in its direction. 

            

    
        Rune Seeker 3 Audio Launch (Chapters coming after this post to celebrate)
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Carter and I are pleased to announce the launch of Rune Seeker 3 on audio!!!!

Narrated by the awesome Ralph Lister, it is now available if you feel like returning to the third entry of the story in a new format.
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        Chapter 36 – Chimera

    
    
    
    
                With the body of some kind of dog, shoulders that’d make a Shaper proud, and a neck that was just as thick, the canine-head lunged at Seeyela. Bamf, snap, the woman teleported out of the way, just in time as the jaws closed so hard the air seemed to vibrate. At that same moment, the second head – actually, could it even be called that? –  turned in Drahn’s direction. 

This thing, now that it swiveled, reminded Hiral a lot of the worms they’d just battled in the Crawling Pits dungeon. What was it…?

Green liquid sizzled as it shot from the puckered-up mouth of the worm, cutting through the air in the tracker’s direction. And, unlike Seeyela, the man didn’t have a teleportation ability to get him out of the way. Still, with a solid investment in Dex and Atn, he wasn’t completely caught off guard, and he dove to the side. 

“Aaargh,” Drahn grunted as he hit the ground and rolled, the thigh of his leather armor corroding and smoking. Left was already moving to assist. 

Acid. The damn worm spits acid. 

The monstrosity didn’t end there, either, its tail resolving out of the darkness as it spun to intercept an incoming spearman. Yanily’s spear danced with lightning, then came around just in time to block the monster’s tail darting forward. Except, it wasn’t a tail, it was a third head – this time of some kind of serpent with fangs as long as Hiral’s fingers. 

As soon as Yanily deflected the snake-tail’s assault, though, he pivoted and tossed the snake-head aside, weapon spinning and slashing across. Lightning sparked as the tip of the blade carved along the broad chest of the strange monster. The illumination revealed patchy fur over skin that looked like dry paper, green veins pumping underneath. Despite the beast’s broad body, its muscles appeared barely contained within the sickly skin, as if any quick movement would tear it away. 

A surprised yelp from Yanily, and the spearman leapt back, while green blood spewed from the newly created wound. Blood that sizzled and steamed on the wet mud where it landed. Not only did the worm’s head spit acid, but the whole body seemed to have more of the same substance pumping through its veins. Just wonderful. 

Feet secure on planes of pink butterflies as he landed again, Yanily got his spear up in preparation to deflect a second lunging snake strike. One that didn’t make it, that third head exploding from a Piercing-Shot-improved bolt of Impact clean through it. Thanks to the sheer force of the shot – along with a healthy dose of Energy to sear the flesh – the bloody fallout of the attack erupted to the side, sparing the spearman a burning shower. 

That still left two very angry heads, one puckering up and looking in Hiral’s direction – if worms could look – while the other snarled to bare vicious teeth. 

Even as Hiral began to move, already dodging the attack he knew was incoming, something triggered his expanded sensory domain. 

“More on the way!” he shouted, feeling several of the large bodies charging through the low trees. 

“Same direction?” Seena shouted, fire spiraling in her hands. She didn’t wait for Hiral’s response, a back-handed toss hurling the three balls she’d formed into the woods. Flaming explosions lit the night, silhouettes of three-headed beasts weaving through them. She’d managed to singe them, but not kill a single one. 

That realization struck at the same time Hiral’s View ability finally kicked in. 

(Chimera) Chimeric Hyena – Low-B-Rank

Another thing just happened to strike at that moment as well – Right. 

Purple fire shrouded his fist as he slammed it into the Chimera’s flank. Thin flesh shriveled at the contact, while muscle and bone bent beneath the blow. The whole beast slid sideways in the mud, yelping in pain, and the acid-spray it’d planned for Hiral went arcing harmlessly into the woods. Well, not so harmless by how the sounds of sizzling and popping echoed from behind him. 

But, Right wasn’t finished there, moving in side-by-side with Yanily, and leaping into the air to score a spinning kick on the side of the hyena’s maw. Snap, and the head jerked to the side, opening up the worm-face for Yanily to slide in and stab. Repeatedly. 

Reed-Spear Style peppered the rubbery flesh of the worm with a dozen strikes before it even realized what was happening. Unfortunately, the worm’s hide seemed to be more durable than the rest of the creature, and the barrage wasn’t quite enough to make the thing stop squirming. 

Hiral’s next shot sure was, though. 

Pulled through the three runic circles, his Piercing Shot punched into one side of the worm’s neck, then burst out the other before slamming into the side of the hyena’s throat. As if for good measure, a phantasmal Troblin appeared – thanks to the critical hit – and whacked the slumping worm-head with its club before vanishing again. 

That was the last of the attention he could spare for that particular hyena, though, with two more charging out of the foliage right beside him. Thanks to his sensory domain, he wasn’t caught off-guard by their sudden appearance, but they were still B-Rank threats. Finger-length teeth from four heads gaped and lunged in his direction from both sides, while two, puckered mouths prepared their acid delivery. 

Somehow, the sprays came first, and Hiral ducked low and darted forward between the two beasts to avoid both. RHCs down across his abdomen as he went, he kicked up into a jumping somersault with the help of Rejection to avoid the first striking snake-tail. Then, hanging upside down – mid-air – he pulled both triggers. On his right, the bolt smashed into the second snake-tail, cleanly decapitating it. While, on the left, he punched the blast straight down the worm-head’s throat. 

Neither of those things seemed to slow the hyena jaws charging in his direction, and he hit the ground in a roll before springing upright and pivoting on his lead foot. Not a moment too soon, either, the first large head snapping past him, then finding itself within a solar-energy duplicate of Hiral. 

One that promptly exploded. 

(Lost) Echo Aura+: When you successfully evade an attack, have a chance to leave behind an exploding Lost Echo+ afterimage in your position.

Note: (Lost) Echo Aura+ is a continuous effect requiring no ongoing investment of solar energy, and a minor investment for each explosion.

Note (2): Damage of explosions caused by (Lost) Echo Aura+ is based off Atn, with damage for each subsequent explosion against the same target increasing by 10%.

Note (3): User of (Lost) Echo Aura+ and party members are unaffected by explosions.

Note (4): Explosions. Explosions. Explosions. More upgraded explosions.

The Lost Echo caught the whole hyena head within its blast radius, and forced the monster to stagger back with a pained yelp. Hiral, meanwhile, continued the rotation on his heel to bring both barrels up between him and the second monster. A pull on each trigger met the Chimera mid-lunge. Twinned bolts took it in the chest – it’d barely managed to yank its heads out of the way – but stopped its forward momentum cold. 

Green, sizzling blood gushed out of the side-by-side wounds that had bored straight out its other end, but the beast didn’t fall. If anything, it looked angry, and it snarled before lunging in again. On Hiral’s other side, the hyena that’d taken the exploding double to the face likewise came back at him. Despite missing most of the skin and fur on its canine head – along with its eyes – it seemed to be using the snake tail to guide it. 

Lunge, snap, pounce. Hiral danced out of the way, the Primal Chord resounding through the falling rain as the two monsters attacked. Another Lost Echo punished the hyenas for their assault, as did a pair of Piercing Shots through each of them. More green blood joined the rain and mud on the ground, the smell of it like a slap to the face. Whatever was inside these Chimeras was something foul. 

 Yet they didn’t slow. Any normal dog would be on the ground long-dead from the holes he’d put in them. Damage aside – their health bars were only at half, somehow – his shots should’ve pierced their lungs. Maybe even their hearts. 

Then again, their bodies obviously aren’t normal. Who knows where their hearts are… or if they even have them. 

With the battle continuing to rage around him, he didn’t have time for biology experiments. He needed to put these things down and get to Drahn. Without a healer in the party, an expansion of his Rune of Restoration was probably the best they could do. Or a potion, actually, which from a quick glance, Left had already given the tracker. Good thinking. 

A snarl drew his attention back to the monsters in front of him as both beasts lunged at the exact same time. Which, honestly, just made things easier. A burst of Rejection launched him straight up to flip in the air, a Lost Echo appearing where he’d been standing at the same time he pulled both triggers. Two more bolts of searing Impact drilled their way through the backs of the hyena’s as they collided, and Hiral landed off to the side while his Echo exploded. Immediately following the explosion, a terrible kind of wet tearing followed behind him, and even he winced at how graphic it sounded. 

Would that be enough to finally take the two monsters down?

Honestly? Probably not, so Hiral spun back around with his weapons raised, expecting to find the monsters staggering out of the explosion. What he actually saw was something entirely different. 

Instead of two hyenas each at less than half-health, there was now only one, with a full health bar, and six damn heads. None of them were injured. A pair of serpentine tails hissed as they hung parallel over its back, while the hyena heads flanked the two worm heads between them. Six legs pawed at the dirt, and the thing took a snarling step forward. 

(Chimera) Chimeric Pack Hyena – Low-B-Rank

Still low B-Rank, but half again as big as before? The monsters can combine?

Obviously, they could, and it wasn’t just their size – or number of heads – it seemed to affect. The snarling lunge came faster than the previous ones, heads snapping so close as Hiral dodged, he could smell their fetid breath. It was somehow even worse than the stench of their blood, and he instinctively pushed it away with a touch of Rejection as he leapt back. 

An exploding Lost Echo and two Piercing Shots didn’t even slow the beast down, and it kept after him as he backpeddled down the path. While his RHCs seemed to be doing solid damage to the hyena, they weren’t stopping it. What other options did he have?

Swords seemed like a bad idea with how acidic the blood looked, and his shiny new axe would be just as bad. The Bestial Axes sounded like a terrible option – the last thing he wanted was the monster bleeding more. He really needed to get a hammer or… something. Thankfully, a flare of purple fire in his peripheral vision gave him a second option. 

Dodging another pair of snapping maws, Hiral launched himself straight up and over the back of the Chimera, just in time to evade the acidic sprays. A twist of Rejection mid-air got him between the snake-heads that seemed surprised to find him right there, and a pull of each trigger added a few more holes to the beast’s back. As soon as he cleared the monster, he tucked into a roll and holstered the weapons back on his thighs, then sprung to his feet and began igniting his runes. 

Impact and Breaking burst to life around his hands, before he weaved in threads of Expansion and Increase. Instead of having one runic image floating in front of his fists – like a pair of brass knuckles – the runes sunk into the double-helix script across his hand and forearm. Light flared from the writing on his sleeves, but he still wasn’t connecting with the Edicts. Could he only do that while using Eloquently Enraged+? No, even then, he wasn’t quite there. 

Something to explore later.  

With his fists ready to go, it only took the blink of an eye to Cycle the same runic combinations to his feet, knees, and elbows. That done – and the hyena spinning around to resume its attempt at eating him – Hiral charged forward. 

It was time to do his best impression of Right. 




            

    
        Chapter 37 – Warning

    
    
    
    
                Guided by the Primal Chord, Hiral pushed himself in on planes of Rejection, weaving side to side to dodge the pair of acid streams that came his way. Even though he was too far away for the Lost Echoes to do any damage with their explosions, he let the two duplicates form, adding afterimages to his movement to confuse his attacker. With is absurdly high Dex, plus the Rejection, and copies of himself, he was all up in the hyena’s faces before it even realized he was there. 

Left, right, his punches snapped out across in front of him, catching the hyena’s faces each on their inside jaws. The two blows blasted the animal’s heads out to the side, and just as the worm-heads started to pucker up, Hiral ducked low and to his left. Quick-stepping around the hyena’s forelegs – it had four in the front now – he moved to its flank, and increased the power to his runes. Setting his feet and pivoting at the hip, he threw a punch that’d make Right proud, flaring all four runes just as he hit. 

Instead of a man-sized fist – which seemed pretty small compared to the large canine in front of him – his blow hit like a titan was punching the Chimera. Ribs and papery skin collapsed around the impact site, throwing the beast to the side, but its two snake-heads were already counterattacking. 

Snapping in with venomous fangs glistening in the rain, Hiral – for once – didn’t have any inclination to see what kind of debuff they gave. A weave to the right evaded the first head, and he knifed his left elbow back and up to catch the snake in the chin as it darted past him, then twisted and leaned back even further to dodge the second. Continuing the rotation, and with the rest of the Chimera’s bulk turning to get him back in front of it, Hiral spun down low, between the hyena’s legs and directly under its belly. 

Coming up on the other side, the two Lost Echoes exploded right where he had been – their damage stacking with every consecutive eruption – and Hiral got ready for his next punch. Modifying what he’d done on the fly, he threaded Compression in with Expansion, then pulled back on Impact and upped Breaking. If everything worked, his fist should still hit like a warhammer, but he’d also send out a kind of resonating force beyond where he struck. 

Huh, this would’ve been great for the Rune-o too… if it works. Only one way to find out!

Even as he thought that, he was midway through the rotation of his hips, and his fist slammed into the hyena that had no idea he was even there. Like before, his blow cracked bone on impact, but this time, he felt the power of his Rune of Breaking rush ahead in a line from his punch. 

Almost like he’d hit the hyena with a Piercing Shot, the damaging effect passed straight through without slowing, and was nearly a foot wide. Unfortunately, while it definitely tore at the monster’s internal organs as it went, it didn’t outright destroy anything, and the surprised monster staggered sideways with a grunt. 

That still needs work…

Conveniently, he had a test-target directly in front of him. Thinking back to what he’d done against the Roc Boss in the Fields of Prey, Hiral began cycling Separation in with his other runes. While one option was making his punch sharp – kind of like what he’d done against the Wild-Boss – he had a different plan in mind. 

One that had to be put on hold as twinned snake-heads spotted him, and then lunged in his direction. Tsking at the annoyance of the interruption, Hiral smoothly swept his left hand in, around, and then out to catch the snake-head and guide it past him. One, two, a pair of jabs blasted it in the throat, Breaking and Impact wreaking havoc and stunning the limb. With the thing’s eyes wide and glazed over, he ducked and twirled under it like it was his dance partner, and then pushed it across in front of him. 

Just in time for the other snake-head to arrive, fangs bared and chomping down. It realized too late what was happening, and as soon as the razor-sharp teeth pierced the scales of the other snake, Hiral caught the bottom jaw in a short uppercut. More Impact forced the mouth closed, driving the venomous fangs all the way in. Then, before either had had a chance to recover, he pivoted his left shoulder back and forward, throwing an open hand thrust. 

Impact and Expansion slammed into the two heads like they’d gone running straight into a granite cliff-face. Scales ruptured, teeth broke, and both snakes flopped away to hang behind the Chimera like limp noodles. At the same time he did that, though, the rest of the large chimeric body was turning in his direction. Twin hyena heads were snapping and yipping in anticipation of catching him from behind, but his sensory domain had long told him they were coming. 

A straight mule-kick reinforced with his runes sent a painful reverberation through the nearest hyena-head, even though it wasn’t enough to arrest the beast’s turn. Using that momentum from the contact, Hiral tossed himself forward into yet another roll, before leaping to his feet and dashing to the side. With the snake-heads unconscious, the Chimera had lost its full-field-of-view benefit, and he took advantage of it. 

Back to cycling Separation in with his other runes, he pruned it down from a single, infinitely sharp blade around his hand. Instead, like he’d done against the Roc, he filled the expanded – and compressed – aura of Breaking with thousands of tiny blades. It was almost like the Cutting Field ability Death Knell used to have, but much, much smaller. There was also far less guarantee it would work.

So, he did the only thing he could, he dodged around the Chimera’s frantic movement to try and spot him, then darted in for a brutal combo to its flank. Picking the same spot he’d earlier landed a haymaker, this time he opted for a flurry of lighter blows. With his runes empowering the punches, lighter was very much a relative term, and the already fractured bones crumpled under the assault. More than that, though, was the combined aura of Breaking and Separation that drove inward like a shockwave with every punch. 

After three hits from each fist, Hiral was forced to abort the tactic and back up – his gloved knuckles burning from the acid through the broken skin – and he quickly surveyed the results. High-Speed Regeneration+ was already taking care of the damage he’d suffered, and apparently he’d gotten a new debuff he could use, something called Hemorrhagic Acid. More importantly, thanks to his sensory domain and connection to his runes, he got a pretty good idea what had happened to the inside of the monster in front of him. 

Honestly, he’d imagined his punches tearing through the beast like a thousand tiny meat-grinders and leaving trails of devastated internal organs in their wake. Instead, as far as he could tell, there were some minor lacerations, and that was really about it. Damage from the blows would definitely add up over time – kind of like Drahn’s Pollen Poison – but it wouldn’t be dropping high-defense monsters like flies. 

Yanily wouldn’t have anything OP to complain about, this time. 

Not letting his lack of gruesome success dissuade him – and with the hyena again turning to try and eat him – Hiral fell back on a proven technique. Grasping Impact and Increase in one hand, then Expansion and Rejection in the other, he swept his arms forward to cup his palms together. The resulting combination of effects ballooned outward to catch the entire side of the hyena and flatten it on the growing sphere. After that brief second of it hanging, curved in the air, the laws of nature took over, and the beast shot off the path and into the woods. Breaking wood and pained yelps followed the trajectory of the monster carving a furrow through the rain-soaked dirt. 

With the thing’s health hovering at less than ten percent and gradually dropping – Probably from the internal injuries – Hiral took a moment to see how the others were faring. From the looks of things, his attackers hadn’t been the only ones to somehow combine, with Yanily and Seena fighting a beast with three of each head. Constant streams of lightning and fire had the thing cowering and writhing on the ground as its flesh… well… did bad things under the unrelenting barrage of elements. 

Elsewhere, Right and Seeyela had corralled the final hyena, though it moved with a slow and obvious limp. That wasn’t even accounting for the numerous stab wounds and fist-prints dotting its body. 

“How are we doing?” he asked, letting the runes around his hands fade. A practiced motion drew his RHCs, and he activated Piercing Shot on each. 

“Under control,” Seena said. “This guy leveled up to Mid-B-Rank when three of them combined. How the hell can they even do that?”

“Hitting it doesn’t work so well for some reason,” Yanily added. “Lightning and fire though? Yeah, that hurts it.”

“Correction,” Seeyela spoke over the party chat. “Stabbing and slashing don’t seem to work so well. Right is putting this thing in its place.”

As if to accentuate her point, the double swept in – his speed far more than what the B-Rank hyena could cope with – and battered one of the already damaged heads with a barrage of blows. Bones crunched under his empowered fists, a Rune of Impact from the crystal knuckles Hiral had long ago given him going as far as popping an eyeball out of its socket. The carnage didn’t end there, though, with Right knocking out teeth, shattering the snout, and then finishing with an uppercut-hook that filled the woods with a final crack. 

Neck clearly and gruesomely broken, the mashed head flopped to the side, while the rest of the beast recoiled sideways to escape the source of the pain. Directly towards Seeyela and her dangerous daggers. Fangs of the Lady glowing with powerful venoms, she took no time darting in, needling with her weapons, and then teleporting out of there before acidic blood fountained from the new wounds. The monster’s health bar dropped to a point barely visible, less than a sliver, really, and it wobbled like a strong breeze would fully topple it. 

And from its stuttering steps as it continued to stagger to the side, it may not even take that. 

Except…

“Yan, look out!” Hiral shouted, spotting the snake heads carefully watching the position of the spearman. No sooner had he said that, than the beast’s faltering body seemed to take on new life, and it lunged at the spearman with everything it had left. 

That everything still wasn’t enough, Yanily managing to dive out of the way. But, as soon as the spearman evaded – and the Chimera didn’t slow – it became apparent an attack had never been the monster’s plan. Instead, it barreled directly into its packmate that’d been held down by the combined assault of Seena and Yanily. 

Little more than a charred husk that still smoked and glowed with heat, the second beast wasn’t in any better shape than the first. In fact, with its health bar also desperately low, it looked like the collision of the two large bodies would be enough to finish both monsters off. 

Too bad that didn’t happen. 

With a repeat of that horrible, wet, schlurping sound, the two chimeric bodies erupted into what could only be described as goopy, shapeless piles the instant they touched. And then, in the next second, a new beast emerged. Four of each head. A full health bar. And a new name above its body. 

(Chimera) Chimerebus – Mid-B-Rank

“This just keeps getting better and better,” Seena said. 

“Uglier too,” Yanily said, and that seemed to piss the monster off. Four worm-heads – now sitting in a line across the monster’s chest beneath the row of hyena heads – turned in his direction and puckered up all at the same time. A second later, streams of hissing acid shot in the spearman’s direction, and only a bamf followed by a body check from Seeyela got him out of the way in time. 

From the pair of pained grunts that came over the party chat, she’d only managed to mostly get them out of the way, and the much larger beast was already turning its attention on Seena. Which lined it up nicely for the gout of fire that sprayed across eight of its heads at the same time. Only the four snake-heads managed to lift themselves above the roaring flames, and that was enough. With those eyes locked on her, the Chimerebus knew exactly where Seena was, and the six-legged beast charged forward. 

Reacting quickly to the sudden turn of events, Seena cut off the fire and snapped her hands across in front of her. Wings of flame emerged from her mantle to encompass her as she activated her defensive ability, and the monster slammed into it. Paws scrabbling with curved claws, the thing practically mounted the flaming shield, heedless of the way it burned. Then, with four, puckered-faces, began spewing acid like a waterfall across the crossed-wing-shaped shield. 

Hissing, spitting steam erupted from the contact as the shield quickly began to degrade under the assault. Hyena heads yipped in excitement at finally getting their fangs around one of the enemies causing them so many problems. Snake-head tails… 

… crashed to the Chimerebus’s back as physical pressure slammed down on the area, the influence of Hiral’s Intimidating Aura+ washing over the monster. One hyena head managed to turn in his direction to find him with the Emperor’s Greatsword held straight above his head. 

“Get. Off. Her!” he said, flooding the weapon with power and his runes. Expansion, Impact, Breaking, Increase, Rejection, Energy, and Gravity melded together in the wake of his swing. The resulting crescent of power carved a line in the ground between him and the Chimerebus before slamming into its side and hurling it off the party leader. 

Monster and attack both barreled through the woods off the side of the path, breaking branches and falling trees marking its trajectory. The thing went a solid fifty feet before the trail of crashing finally came to an end, and Hiral turned to check on Seena. 

She gave him a thumbs up, and a smile that reminded him why he enjoyed looking at her so much. He really should’ve found a way to spend more time with her before they came back down to the surface… 

That small regret got cut off as another stomach-turning schlurp echoed from within the trees. 

What…? 

A glance to where he’d left the two-headed target he’d been fighting before showed the ground empty. The monster was gone. And, worse, looking at the path he’d carved through the woods with his attack on the four-headed version, the rain had gotten heavier. A lot heavier, with lightning criss-crossing the sky above them in a wild show that lit things up like midday. 

The lightning wasn’t the only thing flitting around up there, either. 

WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!

ENEMY DETECTED!

WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!




            

    
        Chapter 38 – Time To Go

    
    
    
    
                Hiral dismissed the flashing, red notification window with a forceful thought – the damn things were always harder to get rid of than normal notifications – and hauled his eyes down from the sky. The fact he could see the clouds and lightning above snapped his attention to the condition of the small forest they’d been travelling through. 

Well, what was left of it. 

The battle with the hyena pack had devastated the area. Seena’s fireballs had created more than one new clearing, while acid and lightning had felled dozens of trees. Hiral wasn’t innocent in the destruction, either, with his last attack carving a long path. If the trees had been taller or thicker, the damage wouldn’t have been as bad. Except, they weren’t taller or thicker, so there was no use ruminating over would’ves, could’ves, or should’ves.

Right now, he needed to figure out what their options were. With the rest of the party lined up to deal with whatever form of Chimerebus came back at them, Hiral weighed their choices. One, they could stay and continue the fight, but they’d need to end it quickly. The wanton destruction of the forest had to stop, or they’d have no place to hide – though, from looking around, that was already not a great option. Then again, did they even need to? If it was only a small Enemy coming to look at what all the commotion was, maybe they could take it?

Eyes going from the forest back to the sky, he leaned heavily on his high Atn to pick the invisible creature out of the falling rain. There had to be at least one there somewhere, yet he couldn’t spot it. Where are you…? Still not finding anything, Hiral was about to activate his time runes to give him longer to search, when he noticed something else. 

The rain was getting… lighter? It hardly seemed to be falling anymore, in fact. Could the Enemies be moving off to something else more interesting? As he held out his gloved hand, he watched the large drops splashing against his palm. Odd for the drops to be so heavy while the rain was so light…

Looking straight above him, he got the answer to that small mystery – hiding was definitely out of the question. And so was fighting. 

Invisible tentacles thicker than Hiral was tall roped out of a central mass nearly as big as the forest itself. Almost leisurely, they snaked down towards where the party fought, the sheer bulk of the monster blocking most of the rain from above. And, Hiral really, really didn’t need the flashing red notification to tell him just how dangerous that thing was. View did that for him.

Enemy – High-A-Rank

Yup, time to go. 

“Seena,” Hiral whispered into the party chat, even though the Enemy likely wouldn’t hear him. “We need to leave. Now. A-Rank Enemy right above us.”

“What about the doggo?” Yanily asked. 

“The now-High-B-Rank, six-headed doggo,” Seeyela updated them.

“We’ll have to try and outrun it,” Hiral said, eyes locked on the tentacles as they weaved their way down from above. At the pace they were going, the party had thirty seconds or so before they arrived. 

“Didn’t Drahn say it’ll chase us?” Yanily said.

“Have to risk it.”

“We’ll buy you some time,” Right said, purple flames flaring as the double stepped in front of the others. 

“Be careful with Drahn, though,” Left added in. “The potion helped, but his leg is in bad shape.”

“Boss?” Yanily asked. 

“Where are we even going to go?” Seena said. 

“Seriously, anywhere but here,” Hiral said. Twenty seconds. “Even if it’s just further down the path. Maybe the dungeon is close.”

“Okay,” Seena said, making a decision. “Left, Right, thanks. Yan, grab Drahn. Hiral, lead the way. Sis, you’re with me in the back.”

“Got it, Boss,” the rest of the party said at once, and Hiral darted down the path. The Emperor’s Greatsword went back over his shoulder with a practiced motion – it wouldn’t help him here – and he turned all his attention to finding them an escape route. Trees blurred by on both sides as he ran, eyes scanning for options the entire time. Not even ten seconds later, though, he realized the others weren’t keeping up. 

The way Yan was awkwardly carrying Drahn – the man really wasn’t moving well – they were slower than they needed to be. Without thinking about it, Hiral threaded solar energy into his Runes of Connection, Attraction, Decrease, and Gravity, then stretched that ribbon through the opening of the Ring of Amin Thett behind him to the struggling tracker. Something felt like it was missing, so he added in Energy on a whim, and it all clicked into place as the Ring lit up with a ribbon of light that took on a visible form.

Wrapping around the other man like Hiral was tying them together, the weight suddenly came off Yanily’s shoulders. It wasn’t powerful enough to carry Drahn by itself – though maybe it could be with the assistance of the Edicts, if he figured them out – but it would be enough to help them move quickly. There was still that feeling of a wall between Hiral and those Edicts without the assistance of his buffs, and part of him wanted to stretch his senses to see if he could push through. 

No, they didn’t have time for him to experiment right now, and his stop-gap measure was enough. So, putting the matter aside for the time being – and ignoring the look from Seena that she’d ask him about this later – he put all his attention back into the path ahead of him. 

The one that ended very abruptly. 

They’d barely gone more than a few hundred feet from where they’d fought – from where Right and Left still fought, from the sounds of things – and they’d already found the end of the forest. The trees stopped in an almost visible line, like even they were afraid to stray too far from each other. Instead, ahead of them, the path sloped down slightly, then seemed to completely vanish. Tall grass? Did the ground swallow the path? With the darkness, it was hard to tell exactly what he was looking at, until another fabulous discharge of lightning above lit up the wide plain spread ahead of him. 

It wasn’t grass. Or trees. Or even the ground itself. 

Dozens, hundreds, thousands of eyes reflected the flash of lightning as Hiral stared at the massive heard standing frozen in the pouring rain. Even thousands may’ve been an understatement, as the shoulder-to-shoulder beasts stretched as far as he could see. The nearest one had to be about five hundred feet from the edge of the trees – and the Enemy descending from above – but they weren’t moving. Not an inch. Were they even breathing? What were they…?

Another flash of lightning, and the pieces clicked in Hiral’s brain. There were so many of them, so tightly packed together, and completely motionless, they would feel like the just another part of the landscape to the falling rain. They were hiding in plain sight. 

Unlike all the other monsters Hiral had seen since he’d come to the surface, these ones didn’t protect themselves from the Enemy with spikes, hard shells, or acid-blood. They used camouflage. And, if it could work for them… 

“I have an idea,” Hiral said. “Might be a bit risky.”

“Can’t be riskier than… holy shit!” Yanily said, just as the ground shook like something had taken a huge step. 

Hiral whipped his head around to see the outline of two huge tentacles sweeping through the forest. Purple light flashed from the ongoing battle, but it moved away from the tentacles as the massive appendages searched. 

“You better still be moving,” Right said over the party chat. “Once that thing catches us, that’s the end of keeping its attention. Hyena doesn’t look like it’ll be easily caught either.”

“Out with your plan, Hiral,” Seena said. 

“Herd of those plains animals five hundred feet ahead of us,” Hiral said. “They’re sticking together and not moving to hide from the falling rain.”

“They’re standing in the rain to hide from it?” Yanily asked. 

“Not now, Yan,” Seena said. 

“He’s right,” Hiral said. “With so many of them, they look like another feature of the land. We’re going to join them.”

“What if they attack us?” Seeyela asked. 

“They’d have to move to do that, which would mean the Enemy would see them,” Hiral replied. “I don’t think they will. At least not until it’s gone.”

“Which means we need to be even further gone,” Seena said, and gave him the shoulder tap. “Lead the way.”

Keeping his tether on Drahn to make it easier for Yanily to support the tracker, Hiral took another second to plan his route. They needed a break in the bodies big enough for them to slip into, and hopefully weave through. If he could just… there!

“Going,” Hiral said, and dashed forward. The instant he left the minor cover of the trees, the rain hit him in sheets. Pouring was an understatement, with the rain adding a physical pressure to his shoulders almost like his Intimidating Aura+ did. Worse, without the lightning constantly coming, he wouldn’t have been able to see more than a foot in front of him. The tall grass slapped at his thighs as he left the path provided by the roots, though – luckily – Path of Butterflies kept the party’s feet from slipping or sinking in the mud. 

“The path?” Seeyela asked as they moved. 

“We’ll have to find it after we exit the herd,” Hiral said, glancing back and up as he closed on the motionless animals. Then almost wished he hadn’t. The Enemy had clearly noticed their sudden movement in the rain, and one of the other tentacles was starting to move in their direction. 

Rejection and Expansion weaved together in a heartbeat, spreading out behind the party like a wide series of canopies. Each one wasn’t more than a few feet wide, but suddenly there were dozens of planes blocking the rain. That should keep it busy for a moment. 

With that done, they were at the herd, and Hiral had to turn his attention – and his Atn – to getting them through. A heavy, musky scent washed over him as he arrived, then he pushed himself between two of the lithe beasts. While each one wasn’t nearly as big as the massive Runeoceros they’d fought, the things still stood taller than Hiral by at least a foot. Their back legs had reverse-jointed knees, and enough muscle he imagined they’d be fast if they wanted to be. Probably also have a nasty kick. 

Luckily for the party, his guess had been right about the herd’s behavior as they all pushed their way into the commune. Eyes widened as the group moved in, but the animals didn’t move a muscle. A slight tremor went through some of their bodies, as if they were wondering if a new predator had just arrived, but the primal fear of the thing in the sky above them kept them from reacting. Some of the larger animals had a pair of jagged horns protruding from the sides of their heads, though none of them turned in the party’s direction. 

“We won’t hurt you,” Hiral said quietly as he carefully – but quickly – moved deeper into the herd. Sure, he didn’t have any way of knowing if they’d understand his words, but it made him feel better to try and comfort them. And, as he went, View gave him a bit more information on the animals. 

Voltaic Plains Sprinter – Low-B-Rank

Interesting name…

“How deep are we going?” Seena asked through the party chat, though he could still feel everybody following thanks to his sensory domain. 

He’d really need to put some more effort into that, considering how well it was working. Not only was he using it to track the people following behind; he was also using it to map out the path ahead of them. 

“All the way,” he replied to the party leader instead of lauding his own ingenious technique. “If we can pass through and exit the other side, hopefully that’ll put enough distance between us and the Enemy to find another place to hide.”

“Why don’t we just stay in here?” Yanily asked. “It’s pretty dry, and if the Enemy can’t find us…?”

“As soon as it’s gone,” Drahn spoke up, his voice somewhat hoarse, “the herd will move. They may not be predators, but with the sheer number and weight of them, they’ll stomp us into the ground without noticing.”

“Pleasant,” Yanily muttered. 

“Which is why we’re still moving,” Hiral said. 

“Hiral,” Seena said into a private channel just for him. “Think we can stop long enough to feed Drahn another potion or two? Something about that acid is causing problems. I think it got into his blood, and it’s doing something.”

“Oh that doesn’t sound good,” Hiral said. “Hold on, let me find somewhere.”

“Thanks.”

While still moving, Hiral changed his focus from using his sensory domain to scout a path, to finding a space between the animals big enough for the entire party. Unfortunately, it took several minutes of continued trekking deeper into the herd before he found anything, and in that time, Drahn’s breathing had grown ragged over the party chat. Luckily, though, the Enemy hadn’t gotten any closer to the herd. 

Left and Right distracted it again?

“Set him down, carefully,” Seena said as Yanily helped the tracker into a seated position. The group hadn’t really found a clearing, instead huddling between the legs of a group of the taller animals. “Drahn. Drahn? How’re you feeling?”

“Been better,” the man said, forcing a half-smile. “Though my leg doesn’t hurt as much anymore.”

Something about that comment made both Hiral and Seena nervous from the look she shared with him, and they immediately began to unwind the bandages Left had somehow found the time to apply. Beneath the soaked cloth, the man’s leather armor had been corroded straight through, and the flesh of his thigh didn’t look any better. It was raw, ugly, and literally bubbling. How he wasn’t outright screaming in pain was a mystery. 

“Do you have a debuff?” Hiral asked, eyes locked on the red bubbles at the edges of the wound. No way that was natural. 

“Huh?” Drahn asked with a shake of his head. “Sorry. Yeah. Something called Invasive Blood. It looks like it… it… it…” the man trailed off. 

Then began to seize.




            

    
        Chapter 39 – Invasive Blood

    
    
    
    
                “Damnit,” Seena swore, the volume of her voice making the animals around her flinch. Luckily, it didn’t go beyond that, and Hiral eyed them carefully. None of them really moved, but their back-leg muscles had tensed. If Seena – or the others – proved to be any kind of threat, the animals would bolt. Then it’d be a stampede, with the party caught right in the middle. 

“Drahn,” Seeyela said while gently patting the man’s cheek. “Drahn, can you hear me?”

If the tracker could, he didn’t respond, his body rigid and shaking, white foam oozing from between his clenched teeth. 

“I should’ve never brought us down here without a healer,” Seena said. “How are we supposed to deal with debuffs like this…”

“I can remove it.” Hiral knelt beside Drahn and put his hand on the other man’s knee. But, before he could do anything, Seena reached out and grabbed his wrist. 

“You take the debuff on yourself,” she reminded him. “When you did it for Yanily, it almost killed you. And we don’t have Wule here to get you back on your feet.”

“I have a B-Rank body now, and High-Speed Regeneration+,” Hiral said. “If anybody can take it, it’s me.”

“And if you can’t?” she pointedly asked. 

“Then…” he took a deep breath. “I’ll Reject the debuff onto one of the animals around us. It’ll probably make them stampede, though, so I don’t know if that’s any better.”

“Can’t you use Shared Strength to give him your regeneration?” Yanily asked. 

Hiral shook his head. “Because of how closely it’s tied to my body and my Cycling channels, I can’t share it.”

“If you’re going to do something, it’s going to have to be soon,” Seeyela said. “He’s getting worse.”

Under Hiral’s hand, the man’s muscles had completely seized to being practically rock hard while Drahn’s body jerked and flailed in the mud. Path of Butterflies didn’t work since he didn’t have any intent, but getting dirt on his clothes was the least of his worries.

“It’s fine, I’ve got this,” Hiral said, making eye contact with Seena. 

Her hand tightened around his wrist. “Just… if it gets to be too much, get rid of the debuff. We’ll deal with the stampede or whatever else happens.”

“You got it, Boss,” Hiral said. But, before he took on the debuff, he braided energy into his Runes of Expansion, Restoration, and Increase. Almost immediately, some of Drahn’s seizing lessened, the restorative domain shimmering around Hiral boosting his body’s natural resistance to the debuff.

Hopefully it’d do the same for Hiral. 

As an added benefit, the gentle touch of his runes also seemed to calm the animals around them. 

Now for the tougher part. 

With one more breath – he couldn’t wait any longer – Hiral activated his Runes of Attraction and Absorption, while concentrating on the debuff wracking Drahn’s body. He didn’t have to wait long for a reaction. Barely a second after he activated the ability, the bubbling blood around Drahn’s thigh practically leapt at his hand. 

Streamers of the frothing crimson whipped out like they had a mind of their own, immediately latching on to Hiral’s hand and arm. Sizzling sounded over the dampened, falling rain, and Hiral had to force himself to keep his hand in place. Eating threw his Glove of Ur’Thul, the concentrated acid didn’t slow when it met his flesh. That vanished a second later as the predatory blood entered his system. 

You have been afflicted with the Invasive Blood debuff.

Invasive Blood: As an artificial creation, this acidic ‘blood’ carries assimilation protocols, transforming whatever it possesses into another Chimeric entity.

Note: Effects can be lessened or removed through healing or cleansing of debuffs.

Note (2): Blood persists until overwhelmed. 

Note (3): Failure to remove debuff before it converts all blood in target’s body results in the death of the host, which will then be reborn as a Chimeric entity.

Even as Hiral read – and shared – the debuff notification, more and more of the blood snaked its way out of Drahn’s body. This must be all the blood the debuff had managed to convert…

And, it was a lot. 

Hiral’s restorative aura should be working to help replace the lost blood, but it could only do so much. It wasn’t healing like what Wule could do… and there’d be a limit. The only question was whether or not the debuff had infected too much for the man to survive being without. 

“Hiral, how are you doing?” Seena asked, though she’d moved her hand from his wrist – uncomfortably close to the burning blood – to his shoulder. 

“No problem,” he said. “It’s not even getting past my wrist. High-Speed Regeneration+ is too much for it.”

“What about your glove?” Yanily asked. “It’ll look kind of silly if you’re only walking around with one.”

“Tsk,” Li’l Ur said. “My gloves are far too powerful to be permanently damaged by something like that. As soon as my would-be apprentice has things under control, the glove will reform. Really, what self-respecting, reformed, legendary evil doesn’t have automatically repairing clothing?”

Only half-listening to the banter, Hiral kept his eyes glued on the blood running from Drahn’s leg to his hand. High-Speed Regeneration+ really was taking care of…

Hiral’s eyes narrowed and he added Connection to his sensory domain, then focused it on his hand. His regeneration wasn’t just combating the Invasive Blood, it was interacting with it somehow. Just what is it doing?

Pouring all his attention into the strange reaction in his hand, he prepared his Rune of Sealing in case he needed to stop the blood from moving any further up his arm. Focused like that, Hiral watched as the blood from the Chimera’s acid mixed with his own blood, stripping components and replacing them with some of the chimeric factors. But, it wasn’t changing all of it. It was like it was taking the “worst” parts of the blood – the weaknesses – and replacing them with something stronger. 

Is that why the Chimeric Hyena was a hyena instead of say, a puppy? It doesn’t just outright replace the source material, it improves it. 

And that wasn’t all it was doing to his hand, as he sensed something else mixed in. It was a familiar sensation, but definitely something foreign to his arm. Where had he…?

The Glove of Ur’Thul! 

What he was sensing, it was the glove’s ability to magically connect to external things. It was what let him manipulate things he wasn’t touching with more control – which, in retrospect, was wildly convenient considering how it interacted with the Arsenal of Amin Thett and his Duelist class. He’d need to ask Li’l Ur about it later, though, as the reaction in his hand hadn’t slowed. If anything, his High-Speed Regeneration+ was hijacking the Invasive Blood’s ability to improve the base substance running through Hiral’s veins.

At the pace it was going, it would only take a minute to completely repel the strange debuff. The question was… did he want to do that? Was this an opportunity for something more? Sure, testing on his own body was a bit risky, but he could already feel the Gloves’ magic better than he ever had before. 

No, he couldn’t let the chance pass. 

A quick glance showed the party watching him closely for any signs the blood was overwhelming him. For a split second, he considered telling them what he was going to do. Seena would say it was reckless, though, and she’d be right. The time it’d take to argue his side would waste what opportunity he had, so he instead dove right in. 

Separation joined his High-Speed Regeneration+ to remove the components trying to corrupt his blood. Luckily for him, with his body already knowing what needed to be done – Maybe that was the assistance of the Rune of Restoration? – he barely had to guide the new rune’s power. His body wielded it like a surgical scalpel, neutering the danger of the blood as it entered his hand, and leaving only the small improvements. 

They weren’t much, really. He could feel the muscle of his hand strengthening, the bones hardening, and his blood felt like it carried just a bit more energy. Nothing revolutionary, but there was still that sense of the magic from the Gloves of Ur’Thul. It was in his hand, circulating there, but it wasn’t moving with the rest of the blood as he let that flow up to his shoulder. 

If he didn’t spot any danger in expanding it up his arm, he’d let it move to the rest of his body. Thankfully, his innate abilities were handling that automatically – or maybe it was the assistance of the PIMP – so he concentrated on the magic of the glove. Why wasn’t it moving like the rest of the blood? Was it because the tiny pieces of the fabric stayed where the acid broke them down? Or, was it something else?

Looking at his hand squirming with streamers of blood connecting to Drahn’s thigh, Hiral threaded power into his Rune of Energy, and a sphere of soft light appeared. 

“Hiral?” Seena asked at the sudden appearance around his hand. And, probably, at the nearly invisible threads gently waving within it. 

Those are lines of Connection! 

But, unlike the threads he’d found before – and the one they were following to track down Nivian – these threads seemed unconnected. How could threads of Connection be unconnected?

“Lingering magic from the destroyed glove?” Li’l Ur asked when it was obvious Hiral wasn’t going to answer his Mistress’s question. “They appear unanchored.”

“They look pretty anchored to his hand, if you ask me,” Yanily said. 

Li’l Ur waved his hand like Yanily’s statement wasn’t really important, his small, blue-flame gaze locked on the gently floating strands. “It’s very strange, but the threads appear to be primed.”

“What does that mean?” Seeyela asked. “Is it bad?”

“No. They have partially sprung into existence because there is a potential connection – a very strong one – on the verge of being formed. Actually, with that many threads, there are numerous connections. Something has changed. Are you finally dying?”

“Hiral, are you okay?” Seena asked, worry creeping into her voice at Li’l Ur’s proclamation. 

“I’m fine,” he replied, then reached over with his good hand to put it on top of hers. A gentle squeeze to thank her for her concern, and his eyes settled on the nearby white rune. 

Wait…

A change that had to be from the blood. But the potential connections, they had to be something to do with the glove. And the glove was just one part of the Second-Skin. 

“Ur,” Hiral started slowly, inspiration striking. “The gloves, do they only help control weapons? I mean, is that all the source magic can do?”

“I…” Li’l Ur said, oddly hesitant to answer. “I don’t believe so. That effect is just how they were used...”

That wasn’t enough of an answer, so Hiral quickly opened the description of the items. 

The Lost Gloves of Ur’Thul – Wearer cannot be forcefully disarmed, and improves control of abilities that manipulate separate entities.

 … separate entities.

He’d always assumed it meant weapons. The Boss in the Necropolis of Ur’Thul had used bones. Hiral used swords, mainly. But, entities didn’t have to be weapons. Had he… had he been looking at the Second-Skin wrong this whole time? No, maybe wrong wasn’t right. He’d been underutilizing it. Its main ability had always been about empowering anything inscribed on it, and of course he took that as nothing more than a convenient bonus. Something that just happened to be good for him.

The PIMP had done it before, so why would he think anything else? Except, what if the PIMP was actually playing a longer game? Something like… 

With the blood coming out of Drahn’s leg thinned to almost nothing, Hiral didn’t have time to think or theorize – he only had time to act. The chimeric blood had the ability to combine the best properties of things, thanks to its interaction with his High-Speed Regeneration+ and his Rune of Restoration, and if he waited any longer, he’d miss his chance. 

Throwing aside the risks – yes, the definition of reckless – Hiral cut off the sphere around his hand, and instead wrapped the now-invisible strands with Attraction and Connection, then linked them to the chimeric blood running up his arm. Immediately, he felt the threads jerk away from his hand and line his entire arm, along the same path his Meridian Line would’ve taken, if he had one. Interesting, but not his goal. 

Next, and this was the important part – if it worked – he singled out one strand of Connection then threaded it through the eye of the needle that was the Rune of Attraction on his left forearm. Oddly, the process of guiding the strand was a lot like the work he’d done with the crystal roots underneath the Fallens’ towers. The only question was how long it would take if it…

The strand sprang taut like it had latched on to something distant, and an image flashed in front of Hiral’s eyes. There and gone in a fraction of the time it would take for him to blink, but he couldn’t stop the smile from spreading on his face. 

That had been the Edict of Attraction, somehow displayed within the circle of the Ring of Amin Thett. No mistaking it. A quick check confirmed his theory – he’d formed a weak connection with the Edict, the thread running from his rune, through the Ring. While he had no idea how the floating device behind his back was connected, he couldn’t complain. It must’ve been like how the Rune of Energy interacted with the crystal construct. Whatever it was, it’d helped facilitate the process. It wasn’t enough to directly manipulate the Edict, not by any stretch of the imagination, but it should help him get through that wall he felt between him and the Edicts as a whole. It’d worked! 

With no time to lose – or spare – Hiral fully immersed his attention back into his own body, releasing the seal at his shoulder to let the modified, chimeric blood circulate through the rest of him. As it moved, he linked unattached strands of Connection to his runes. Absorption and Decrease came one after the other, each one getting easier, as he followed the same internal path he’d taken while learning how to Cycle. 

Almost like practicing that process and repairing the towers had created a blueprint for what he needed to do now, he effortlessly threaded the strands of Connection through his runes. Seconds was all it took for the practiced work, and just like that, every rune on his body was connected to their respective Edicts, their symbols appearing inside the Ring with each completion. Even better, he still had more of the potential strands stored away for later, gently flowing through his channels as if they were waiting for him to acquire additional runes. 

It was done. Barely in time, with the last of the catalytic, chimeric blood from Drahn vanishing within Hiral’s hand. The instant the acidic concoction ceased, his regenerative ability quickly took over, the flesh and muscle reforming until his hand was whole and healthy. Another few seconds after that, and the black glove could be seen re-emerging from the sleeve down. 

It’d take a little longer than his hand had, but not by much. 

More importantly…

“How is he?” Hiral asked. While his progress with the Edicts was an amazing personal accomplishment, he could already feel it wouldn’t make a huge difference in the short term. He’d cracked a door in the wall between him and their power, but it wasn’t big enough for him to look through, let alone pass through. It’d take more work, but he was definitely on to something.

As for the effects – the benefits – of the chimeric blood, he felt energized. Kind of like a shot of adrenaline, but more even. A flex of his fingers; a move of his arm; a shift of his weight; they were all just easier. It wasn’t like evolving from C-Rank to B-Rank, nothing so drastic, but it was also something more natural. And something he’d have to explore more later. 

Right now, the injured party member and the pouring rain filled with a titanic Enemy were more pressing matters. 

“Better, I think,” Seeyela said, though Hiral noticed Seena’s eyes weren’t on the tracker. 

“How are you?” she asked quietly. “That had to hurt.” She glanced at his already healed hand as she spoke. 

Hiral blinked, honestly having barely even noticed the pain. “It really wasn’t bad. Don’t worry. We can talk more about it later.”

Seena nodded and left it at that – for now. “Can he move?” she asked her sister. 

“He’s still unconscious,” Seeyela said. “So, not on his own.”

“Mounts?” Yanily asked. “I know they won’t fit in this herd, but they move faster.”

“Hiding in the herd has kept us safe,” Seena said. “And after fighting that Enemy in the dungeon before, I really don’t want to be in the sky with more of them. Let’s carry him. Hiral, can you keep finding us a path?”

“Let me check,” Hiral said, reaching out into his sensory domain. And, it wasn’t just his imagination, but it was easier. The domain stretched a little bit further, the touch of it was just a tiny bit more precise, and he could actively feel more of it at once. It wasn’t some kind of OP ability that let him “see” everything in all directions at the same time, but sudden changes would alert him while he had it active.

It was also great for feeling the space between the Sprinters. 

“Yeah, I can…” Hiral started, only to be interrupted by the ground shaking from what had to have been another tentacle smash on the small forest. Then another, and another. 

The whole party shared a look, and it was clear it was time to get going. Except, Hiral’s sensory domain told him something else. By the way the Voltaic Plains Sprinters’ bodies were tensing and twitching, the party members weren’t the only ones planning to move. 

They were about to be caught in the middle of a stampede.




            

    
        Chapter 40 – Hold On

    
    
    
    
                “We’ve got a problem,” was all Hiral had a chance to say before another massive smash shook the ground. This time, the shockwave from the impact sent a swell across the mix of flattened grass and mud. The party members managed to stay upright – since they’d mostly been crouched around Drahn anyway – but the Sprinters surrounding them were forced to reposition their feet to keep their balance. 

And in that small shuffle, the illusion was broken. Nearby heads turned towards a throaty call that echoed from the end of the herd opposite the forest. With his sensory domain pushed to the maximum, Hiral spotted bodies shifting, pushing to angle towards the origin of the call. A nervous tension rippled across the beasts’ flanks, the muscles under their hides preparing to live up to their names. 

“Uh oh,” Yanily said, obviously catching on to what Hiral was sensing. 

While his domain wouldn’t let him see anywhere close to the far side, he didn’t really need to. He could already feel it in the shifting air around them. The herd was starting to move. In seconds, the effect would reach the area they hid in, with the Sprinters dashing off to remain with their brethren. 

“What are we going toooooooo…” Seeyela’s words drawled out as Hiral activated his Runes of Time Dilation and Contraction. 

He needed what the runes offered – time – to figure out an option. Like Seena had said, the mounts weren’t their best plan. The moving herd would attract the Enemy’s attention, assuming there was only one, and then flying above that? No way the squid would ignore them. Which meant their best plan was to stay on the ground with the herd. Hiding among them, like they had been doing, but somehow keeping pace. 

Hiral could probably do that with his Dex, among other things. Everybody else though? Drahn, especially, since he was unconscious – it wasn’t going to happen. Somebody carrying the tracker would already slow them down, even with Hiral’s runic manipulation to make him lighter. Sure, he’d tethered people to him in the past with Attraction to pull them closer, or Gravity to make them temporarily lighter. But, to keep up with him while he moved at the speed he’d need to go would degrade those tethers before they’d even gone a few hundred feet. 

They’d always worked better in short bursts or while moving slowly. 

Then again, the tether he’d used to help carry Drahn had been fine over a longer distance. Was that because he’d tied it through the Ring of Amin Thett? And… what would that even matter…? Except, his mind went back to the images of the Edicts appearing within the ring. Those concepts – and the power they represented – weren’t things that could actually be bound inside the confines of the ring. But maybe, just maybe, it could act as a shortcut to allow him to connect to them. 

Already feeling the pressure of time trying to reassert its control in the back of his head, Hiral reached out with his tethers. He’d need Gravity, Connection, and Decrease to reduce the party’s weight. From there, Attraction would keep them closer, and maybe Sealing to bind them to him. But, even with the runic energies being guided through the Ring of Amin Thett, the tether was too fragile. It’d fall apart as soon as he got up to speed. 

It also didn’t feel the same as the last one he’d used… and he couldn’t see it. That was it! A thread of Energy joined the rest of the runic streams, and the Ring flashed as the six powers combined. From the base of the back of his neck, the energy invisibly flowed into the center of the ring, only to form tendrils of sparking, liquid light that emerged from the other side. With the almost leg-thick bolts of pure, constant lightning that hung like they had weight, Hiral reached out and wrapped them around his friends, then tested their strength. 

It still wasn’t enough. While they certainly looked impressive, the streamers were still too flimsy. Hollow. He hadn’t taken any power or influence from the Edicts at all. His earlier analogy had been wrong. The connections he’d formed hadn’t cracked the door, it’d barely turned the knob. 

But he needed the power of the Edicts now – he was sure of it – and he could feel them right there. Sure, he could break through temporarily with Eloquently Enraged+, but if the escape took more than a few minutes, they’d be even worse off than they started. He couldn’t risk that – it wasn’t reckless, it was stupid. 

If power was all he needed to bridge that gap, though, then maybe he could just brute force it. He had plenty of solar energy capacity and output. Time to put it to use. 

Ignoring the slamming headache from his time runes, Hiral flooded his connection to the Ring of Amin Thett – and the six runes in particular – with power. More and more and more, he forced solar energy into them, the wall between him and the Edicts shaking as the pressure built. That wasn’t the only thing shaking, either, with the cracks he’d molded to put the Ring back together glowing under the stress. 

But Hiral didn’t stop. He actually pushed more power into it all, dumping half his solar energy in one go. The sudden onslaught crashed against the metaphysical ‘wall’ like a tidal wave, while the backlash of it ballooned pain across his body. Not random spots, either. His left forearm and shoulder – Attraction and Decrease. Right thigh – Sealing. Neck – Connection. And, maybe worst of all, his back – Gravity and Energy. 

It almost felt like there was a water skin filled past bursting just beneath his skin in those six places, and it hurt far more than having the flesh and muscle burned off his hand. But he was closer. The newly formed lines of Connection between the runes and their Edicts vibrated in tune with each other and…

In tune!

Latching on to the inspiration – partly to ignore the building pain – Hiral strained for the melody of the Primal Chord. Where… where… there! Hidden beneath the rumbling combination of the storm and his deluge of energy to crush the wall in his way, he found the familiar tune. But, despite the ordeal he’d forced himself into, the Chord was calm. Even. Around and around. It was… repeating. No, not that. The second repetition wasn’t as strong as the first, and felt more distant. The third took that even further. It wasn’t repeating, it was… echoing. 

And the form it took, it reminded Hiral of Cycling. 

Following the melody of the Chord, Hiral took the sea of solar energy he’d dumped into his connection with the Ring of Amin Thett, then began to move it like he was Cycling it in the metaphysical space. One full rotation, and he could barely even see anymore, the pain from his time runes like a spike straight through the back of his head. The second rotation he didn’t try to control, letting the movement of his first motion carry the energy naturally around. As soon as the third rotation began, he started over at the first, turning his sea of energy into a whirlpool. 

Like that, over and over, despite the pain boring in his skull, he turned the pressure against the wall into a suction. Then, instead of pushing his runes out to the Edicts, he pulled just the tiniest whisper of the Edicts into his runes. 

All at once, the glowing white of the six runes on his black Second-Skin of Ur’Thul bled out into the fabric in arcs of white lightning. Unlike the energy that coursed over Yanily, none of this actually left Hiral’s coat, all staying confined within the two dimensions of the material. Small cracks of the energy spread over to connect with his double helix, a new pain joining all the rest as if his PIM had been lit on fire. 

Almost… there…

Hiral did one more rotation of the solar energy, and with that, it clicked into place. The white runes on black fabric in those six specific locations became their own negative – black on white – as did the nearby double helix. More than that, the fabric wasn’t fabric anymore. Gone was the unbelievably soft material, replaced instead by pure energy, though still connected and unblemished where it met the rest of the regular Coat of Ur’Thul. 

Sure, he’d only transformed a small portion of his coat – though why the coat changed at all was a question for much later – but he could feel new strength flowing into the streamers through the Ring of Amin Thett. Gone was the hollowness, replaced by a true strength that would last as long as Hiral could hold this form. 

And, despite the burning pain running through his PIM, the worst of it was over. Aside from reality really, really trying to reassert the normal flow of time. 

With this, it should be enough. 

“… ooo do… the hell?!” Seeyela finished her sentence as Hiral released the effect of his time runes, the normal flow snapping back into place. 

Giving his party one second to process the crackling ribbons of thick light cradling their bodies – and for the pain to clear from his own head – Hiral said two words. “Hold on.”

“Hold on?” Yanily asked. 

“To what?” Seena said at the same time. 

They didn’t get an answer as Hiral shoved animals aside with Rejection, then launched off the ground and out of the herd of Voltaic Plains Sprinters. He kept his leap low, barely clearing the press of bodies – with his four party members getting dragged behind by his scarves of energy – and his foot landed on the back of the first Sprinter. Before it even realized he was there – or felt the touch of his foot – he was gone again, surging forward. Ahead of him, the massive herd had truly begun to shift, with the lead animals spreading out beneath the flashing lightning. 

The animals nearest him had hardly moved, and still seemed almost frozen by comparison. A lingering effect of his time runes? No, he was just moving that fast. 

Back to back to back, he lunged side to side, so much like he had in the training room up in Fallen Reach before he’d even had a class. As he went, the animals he used as platforms gradually grew further and further apart, the ‘surface’ becoming more uneven as he needed to vault from their flanks as often as their backs. 

Landing on the side of one, he dropped into a crouch, hands touching the tough hide at the same time his feet did. On his left, almost half of his previously black sleeve had been replaced with white. Energy flaked off it as he paused, though it was replaced immediately by his own stores of solar power, and then he was gone again, leaving motes of fading energy in his trail. 

Bounding like that from Sprinter to Sprinter, he covered almost a thousand feet in seconds to reach more open space. Then, as soon as his boots touched solid ground, he took off at a sprint himself. Despite how far he’d gone, he still hadn’t reached the edge of the herd, and quickly fell in amongst the rushing beasts. 

There, like that, Hiral’s mind went to how Left moved when he took on the Touch of the Primal, and something about it seemed right. Then, almost as if he’d learned a weapon skill thanks to his advanced class, Hiral’s body shifted, and he dropped down to running on all fours, more of the white energy from his strange transformation leaking down to form small claws on the ends of his fingers. Speed increasing, he weaved back and forth through the Sprinters. 

Wide, Sprinter eyes – that almost seemed to glow in the dark as they magnified and reflected the light he was giving off – turned in his direction when they spotted him. When they watched him speed ahead of them. Faster and faster he went, arms and legs churning as he loped and weaved through the collection of beasts. All around him, he spread his sensory domain, taking in the information to react as the herd moved. 

A beast suddenly turned in front of him, and Hiral sprung ahead, left hand barely touching the thing’s back as he spread his legs to vault over it. His Coat of Ur’Thul snapped in the air behind him, startling the beast, but Hiral was already gone. Touching down, he cut hard right by two-stepping and then leaping left and springing off another Sprinter’s side. With his Rune of Gravity empowered by the Edict, changing his own weight to dart back and forth was almost second nature, and he bolted into a newly formed opening between animals. Ten steps, and he cut left again, once more moving with the herd. 

Pouring on the speed, he pulled ahead of the traffic congestion, then leapt one more time to clear a group of three Sprinters that seemed to be the leaders. The beast in the middle had horns that twisted around each other, almost like a crown atop its head, and it huffed in surprise as Hiral landed ahead of it. 

A small wave with the glowing fabric on his left arm, and he lowered his head and charged onward, the rain pouring down now that he didn’t have any beasts shielding him. This was the riskiest part – getting separated from the herd – but he’d spotted the telltale glow of the roots during one of his previous vaults. And it led straight towards another, larger, wooded area. 

If he could get the others in there, then hopefully they’d be safe from the squid. As long as there weren’t more Chimeras. 

If there are, we’ll deal with it. 

With the goal in sight, Hiral poured on one more burst of speed, the four scarves streaming behind him and holding his friends. A few seconds later, he raced under the cover of the trees, but still didn’t slow. One mile, two, he ran, the ground scrolling past beneath his hands and feet, until finally he felt like he’d gone far enough. Cutting his mad dash and turning sideways, Hiral skidded along the ground, his Walk on Water ability preventing him from splashing the wet mud around, and he came to a stop. 

Next to him, comfortably wrapped in ribbons of thick light, two of the party members looked at him with wide eyes. Each of the sisters seemed to have a dozen questions on their lips, but all eyes went to the other two. Drahn was still unconscious, so he didn’t have much to say. 

And Yanily… well, Yanily was apparently sleeping. 

Of course he was. 

Hiral could only chuckle as he gently put the others down. 

“And just what was that?” Seena asked him as soon as her feet touched the ground. On her shoulder, Li’l Ur’s hands were clutching her hair in a death grip – Undeath grip? – like he’d been holding on for dear life. 

Note to self, Ur needs an anchoring ribbon too.

To Seena, however, he smiled. “Something new I figured out,” he said, finally letting the transformation go. The burning pain scorching along his PIM faded immediately. 

And so did consciousness. 




            

    
        Chapter 41 – This Was Easy?

    
    
    
    
                Hiral woke with a start, sitting bolt upright while his brain tried to fill in the blanks of things going dark. As the pieces began to fall into place, he belatedly braced for the pain he expected from his PIM. When nothing came, his attention naturally moved to his surroundings. First and foremost, he gently squeezed the hand holding his, then followed the attached arm to – unsurprisingly – find Seena beside him. 

“What happened?” he asked. 

Seena looked into his eyes for several long seconds before answering with a small grimace. “I was hoping you could tell me. We were back in the herd of Voltaic Plains Sprinters, then suddenly you went all glowy and grabby…”

“I feel a little violated,” Yanily said from where he leaned against a nearby tree.

“… then we were moving,” Seena said without missing a beat and ignoring the spearman. “Moving fast. Did you use Eloquently Enraged+? When we got into the woods, and the lightshow stopped…”

“So did the groping,” Yanily said.

“… you just fell over. I thought you were dead!”

“You weren’t,” Yanily said. 

“Unfortunately,” Li’l Ur added, clearly disappointed by the way his little shoulders hung. 

Hiral shook his head. At all of them. “I didn’t use the buff,” he said to Seena. “I was worried we wouldn’t get far enough away before it ran out, and the backlash would’ve been bad.”

“The backlash to whatever you did looked bad enough,” Seeyela pointed out, coming over to join them with Drahn limping at her side. 

“Before all that,” Hiral said, looking at the others and how not-panicky they appeared. “Where are we? How long was I out? Is it safe here?”

“Just a few minutes,” Seena said, obviously relieved he was awake and talking. 

“I gave a bit of a look around,” Seeyela said. “After we dragged you here – which, in case you didn’t realize, your Walk on Water ability unfairly works even while you’re unconscious. Anyway, it’s safe for the moment. You got us pretty deep in. The woods aren’t any taller or thicker than the last one, but its big.”

“There are bound to be other predators that shelter here from the rain,” Drahn added. “We shouldn’t linger too long now that you’re finally awake.”

Hiral raised an eyebrow at those last few words, and Seena turned a scowl like a fireball at the tracker. 

“Ahem,” Drahn said, coughing into his hand, then taking a deep breath like he was readying for a fight. “That was… unfair of me to say. Old bias from a stubborn man. The others told me what you did for me. How you took the debuff that probably would’ve killed me into yourself.

“It sounds like you saved my life, and I’ve mostly been a jerk to you this whole time.”

“Mostly?” Yanily asked, not even bothering to half-whisper it. 

“It’s fine,” Hiral started. 

“It’s not,” Drahn interrupted. “I… have no love for Islanders, but you’ve opened my eyes to the fact you may not all be bad. If this grand plan for dungeon-running is to work, people like me need to get past our prejudices. I know they won’t all be good experiences, but I see now I need to be open to them being good ones, too. 

“All that’s to say, thank you for saving my life. And, I’m sorry for how I’ve been treating you.”

“Awww, look at that,” Seeyela said, throwing an arm around Drahn’s shoulders. “You’re buddies now.”

“I wouldn’t go that far…”

“Thank you, Drahn,” Hiral said. “I really appreciate you saying that. I know there are hard feelings on both islands, but it’s nice to see we can get past them.”

“It won’t all be this easy.”

“This was easy?” Yanily asked. 

“It only took both of you almost dying,” Seena pointed out. 

“So close, yet denied again,” Li’l Ur pouted. 

“For the record,” Hiral said, looking mostly at Seena. “I didn’t almost die at all there. Really, I’m fine.”

Seena squeezed his hand, then even leaned in to press her forehead against the side of his head. “I’m glad,” she said quietly, just for him. “But, please, really, stop scaring me like that.”

“I’ll do my best,” he said, and waited for Right to point out that he’d probably keep being reckless. Except that never came. “Have you seen Left and Right?”

Seena leaned back from him and shook her head. “No sign of them, but your tattoos aren’t back, so they must be okay.”

“It’s a little OP your ability is strong enough to hold off not only a High-B-Rank monster, but also survive the temper tantrum of an A-Rank Enemy,” Yanily said. 

“They are getting pretty strong,” Hiral admitted. And if he ever figured out the quest to give them access to their full power again…

“They’re also far enough away we can’t reach them through the Party Interface,” Seeyela said. “Should you just cancel them and bring them back?”

“Let’s give them a bit,” Hiral said. “They may’ve found something, and I wouldn’t want to pull them away without warning. Them aside, how are you and Yan doing? Now that I think about it, didn’t you both get hit by the same acid blood Drahn did?”

“Our armor blocked the worst of it,” Yanily said, patting his Hydra-Scale Armor. 

“Not even a scratch,” Seeyela said. “Apparently both are pretty resistant to acids and venoms.”

“That’s handy,” Hiral said. 

“It is,” Seena said. “Now, enough stalling. What did you do?”

“I wasn’t stalling,” Hiral said weakly, but the look on her face said she wasn’t having any of it. “Look, fine. I…”

“Tried to force an Aspect,” Li’l Ur said before Hiral could finish. “Risky, and disappointingly not fatal, but impressive, nonetheless. Even with only a partial release at B-Rank, though, it’s almost unthinkable you managed what you did. As expected of my future apprentice.”

“Wait…” Hiral said. “You know what I did?”

Seena’s eyes somehow narrowed even further. “You say that like you didn’t know.”

“I didn’t have a name for it!” Hiral quickly explained. “It’s an… a what did you call it? An Aspect?”

“The start of one, yes,” Li’l Ur said. 

“And… what exactly is an Aspect?” Yanily asked the question they were all thinking. 

Li’l Ur’s shoulders went back as he puffed out his little robe-covered chest. How he even did that without lungs was a question for another day. “Allow me to explain,” he said, clearly enjoying being the center of attention. 

“That’s… why I asked…” Yanily mumbled. 

“Aspects are a direct line to a Progenitor’s power,” Li’l Ur said. “Each of you,” he pointed at Seena, Seeyela, and then Yanily, “have begun tapping into what your sponsors can offer, but nothing as direct as an Aspect. My Mistress’s Phoenix Sheath is like the egg her Aspect will eventually hatch from. Like a prelude to the power she will command when it fully matures. However, that probably won’t be until she reaches at least A-Rank.

“The spearman,” Li’l Ur waved his hand in Yanily’s direction, even though he clearly still didn’t remember the man’s name, “is the next furthest along. The wings you sprout – with the assistance of your cloak – are the beginnings of your Aspect. However, unlike my Mistress, I suspect your transformation will be… more dramatic. Similar to what you experienced back in the dungeon when you battled the gigantic Enemy.”

“Back in the…?” Yanily started, his face screwing up like he was trying to remember. There was a pang of pain that flashed through his eyes – it was where he’d died, after all – but it was quickly replaced by a huge grin. “I’ll turn into a dragon?”

“Perhaps,” Li’l Ur nodded sagely. “Or, maybe something in between. There is still time for you to refine the path towards your Aspect. And, ultimately, it will be between you and your sponsor to decide the final form.”

“You know,” Seeyela said. “I’ve been wondering. What do our sponsors get out of helping us? Why is the Void-Venom Empress even interested in me?”

“And how do they work with the PIMP?” Seena added. “It sounds like they’ve been around a lot longer.”

“The Progenitors sponsoring apprentices is not exclusive to the era of the PIMP,” Li’l Ur said. “Almost all of us had dozens of them through our long lives. For us, it was a chance to foster a growing strength, and to reap the benefits of growth after we ourselves reached what we thought was the pinnacle.”

“You’re saying…” Hiral started, parsing Li’l Ur’s words. “By Seena getting stronger – gaining levels and ranks – the Mother of Flame is also getting stronger?”

“Excellent deduction!” Li’l Ur said and pointed at Hiral. “That’s exactly it. Progenitors long ago reached what we thought was the limit of our strength. Our knowledge. However, we found that by taking on apprentices, by sharing a fraction of our power, we could once again grow as our apprentice did. 

“For us, the growth isn’t nearly as profound. With the addition of the PIMP and the how it seems to quantify advancement, you see tremendous gains with each Rank. Your strength has more than doubled, tripled, since I met you. The Mother of Flame, on the other hand, wouldn’t see anything more than a one-percent change. Likely a fraction of that, so far.”

“That’s not very much,” Yanily said. 

“One percent of a lot is still more than you can imagine,” Li’l Ur said. “And for creatures such as us, any growth is progress towards breaking their current limits.”

“Are Progenitors S-Rank?” Drahn asked. 

“Easily,” Li’l Ur said. “If the PIMP truly does measure beyond S-Rank though, the Progenitors would be beyond there as well.”

“Then how did they – you – lose to the Enemy?” Seeyela asked. 

“I did not lose to those squids!” Li’l Ur squeaked. “I was already bound with my Urn when they arrived…”

“Then how did the others lose?” Seeyela clarified. 

“Many of the original Progenitors have long since left this world, with only a few remaining, of which the Void-Venom Empress and Mother of Flame are two. Your races – your history – are barely a blip in comparison to the age of this world. Or the time we Progenitors spent here. As for the Enemy, I suspect they mainly avoid the remaining Progenitors’ territory, even while they slumbered.”

“Are you saying there could be places safe from the Enemy?” Seena asked, leaning forward. 

“Yes… but I wouldn’t count on your sponsor’s patience for any other than yourself,” Li’l Ur cautioned. “Anybody else would be fodder for her children to grow.”

“All of that is super interesting,” Hiral said. “But it doesn’t answer one really important thing – I don’t have a sponsor. That’s what you said. Did that change? Would you even know?”

“I would definitely feel the touch of one of the other Progenitors on you,” Li’l Ur said. “And it is not there. You still do not have a sponsor.”

“Then how do I have an Aspect?”

“You don’t have one, per se. You instead forced a fraction of one upon yourself.”

“Great. How?”

 “I… am not sure about that part…” Li’l Ur said, deflating somewhat. “Can you explain what you did?”

“I’ve only been asking him to do that since he woke up,” Seena said, and Hiral made very sure not to make eye-contact with the glare he knew was directed his way. 

“I was trying to connect to the Edicts, and I…” he started. 

“You what?!” Li’l Ur practically roared, which considering his size, was pretty impressive. 

“Uh…”

“How do you even know about Edicts?” Li’l Ur asked. “Or what they’re called?”

“One of my achievements named them… if we’re talking about the same thing,” Hiral said, then looked at the others. “Sorry, it seems like Edicts are connected to my runes. Like a bigger version.”

“That is a vast understatement,” Li’l Ur said. “The runic language – and your direct manipulation of it – are small tweaks of how universal forces work. The Edicts are themselves the universal forces. For example, your Rune of Gravity manipulates gravity. Just a little. While the Edict of Gravity is gravity.”

“There’s a difference?” Yanily asked. 

“Oh, yes,” Li’l Ur said. “Let me put it in words you would understand. If my Mistress was the Rune of the Spear…”

“There’s a Rune of the Spear?” Yanily immediately interrupted. 

“Yes, but not the point,” the little lich said. 

“Let him finish, Yan,” Seena said. 

“Thank you, Mistress,” Li’l Ur continued. “As I was saying, if Mistress was the Rune of the Spear, and she told you to stab that tree, that would be like how Hiral uses his rune. One command directed at one spear.”

“With you so far,” Yanily said. “How would the Edict-thingie be different?”

“If Mistress was the Edict of the Spear, and she gave the same command, it would be telling all spears – everywhere – to stab that tree. More than that, it would be like the essence – the very concept – of the spear would be involved.”

“So, that’d be the end of the tree?” Yanily asked. 

“… yes.”

“Got it! Runes – small. Edicts – big.”

“All that aside,” Hiral cut back in. “Why are you so surprised? Is it a big deal I can see them?”

Li’l Ur’s jaw dropped open. “You can see the Edicts?” As soon as he finished asking the question, he settled down on Seena’s shoulder and leaned against the side of her head like he was having trouble breathing. Which, obviously he wasn’t, since he didn’t breathe…

“You okay there, little guy?” Seena asked, gently patting the lich’s skull. 

“Yes… I…” the lich said, puffing out a small cloud of blue flame before standing up straighter. “Seeing the Edicts, it is… uncommon. Even at the peak of my power, I could not see them – let alone command them. Only one among the Progenitors could…”

Hiral perked up at that and leaned forward slightly. “Who?”

In response, Li’l Ur looked past Hiral, and over his right shoulder. 

Turning his head, it only took Hiral a second for his eyes to land on the hilt of his sword. 

“The Emperor?” Hiral asked, heart beating a little faster. “Could the Emperor be my sponsor?”

“No,” Li’l Ur said immediately, though a surprisingly pained look showed on his little face. “I told you, I sense no touch of another Progenitor on you.”

“But maybe it’s because of your… form?” Hiral suggested. 

Again, Li’l Ur shook his head. “Even if that was the case, it still wouldn’t be possible. The Emperor can’t be your sponsor because…” he paused to take a breath, like what he was going to say next was difficult. “Because the Emperor is dead.”




            

    
        Chapter 42 – Without The Groping Part

    
    
    
    
                “The Emperor is dead?” Hiral asked quietly, a surprising pang of pain at the words. Until this moment, he hadn’t really cared if the man – Was it even a man? – was alive or not. Sure, he had the sword, so he knew there was an entity out there somewhere that went by the name or title of the Emperor, but it didn’t matter. 

Now, though? With the sword and the Edicts being connected, he had to wonder – again – what kind of the path the PIMP was leading him down. And if the Emperor had still been alive out there, somewhere, maybe he could’ve answered some of those questions. 

“Why do you all look surprised?” Yanily said, matter-of-fact as usual. “Hiral’s sword is broken. And Dr. Benza had it. If this Emperor guy was still around, I can’t imagine either of those things would be true.”

Hiral couldn’t help but nod at the spearman’s logic. 

“How did he die?” he asked. 

“He…” Li’l Ur started, then stopped and shook his head. “He…” The lich’s boney fingers wrapped tightly around Seena’s hair like he was physically trying to hold on to his thoughts. “I… can’t remember. It was… important, though. I…”

“That’s okay, Ur, don’t force yourself,” Seena said with worry at the little guy on her shoulder. 

“I…” he said looking up at her. “You’re pretty.”

And that was the end of Li’l Ur’s lucidity for the time being. His bouts of reformed-legendary-evil-level knowledge were growing longer and longer the stronger Seena got, but they still had limits. The fact they’d gotten as much out of him as they did was practically a miracle. 

“Thanks, Ur,” Seena said, patting the lich on the head again, and passed him another lock of her hair to play with. That seemed to make him infinitely happy. With her pet distracted, Seena focused on Hiral again. “You can ask him more about it later, when he’s up to it.”

“I know,” Hiral said. “No need to push now. That was already a lot to sift through.”

“More importantly,” Yanily spoke up. “Can you do the glowy thing again?”

“Preferably without the groping part,” Seeyela added. “Pretty sure Favela said no touching.”

“I…” Hiral started, then looked at Seena. “Was it really that bad?” he whispered. 

“No,” Seena said. “They’re just being dramatic.”

“Even my wife doesn’t touch me like that,” Drahn said. 

“Weren’t you unconscious the whole way?” Hiral asked, and Drahn’s face cracked into a small smile before he turned away.

The bastard was trying to get in on the fun of bullying him! Which… just made Hiral smile too. If he could joke with them, maybe some of those old prejudices really could be worked past.

“Back to Yanily’s question,” Hiral said, shaking his head slightly. “I think I can do it again… partially.”

“Partially?” Seena asked. 

“I really didn’t almost die,” Hiral said very clearly before anything else. “However…”

Seena’s eyes narrowed dangerously. 

“However, it wasn’t comfortable,” he emphasized how minor it was very quickly. “I basically forced open new Cycling channels within my body. And the PIM. It… hurt like hell. I can still feel them, but I think I need to ease off on how much I push them, so I don’t do any permanent damage.”

“If that’s a risk, maybe you shouldn’t do it again at all?” Seena suggested. 

Hiral shook his head immediately. “Like a muscle, I’ve got to push it to get stronger. Just not… so far each time.”

“Was what you did,” Yanily said. “Was that the full power, the full – what did Li’l Ur call it? – the full Aspect?”

“Don’t think so,” Hiral said. “Just a fraction of it. So, I guess I’ll work on using a fraction of a fraction for the time being. Very carefully and not recklessly at all,” he added and looked Seena in the eye. She clearly didn’t believe a word of it. 

Yanily, on the other hand, just whistled. “If that’s just a fraction, the Aspects might be stronger than Eloquently Enraged+. Maybe we all need to get to work on figuring them out.”

“I can walk you through what I did, though I’m not sure it’ll be the same for you all.”

“Sure,” Seena said. “But not now. You think you’re good to move again? It’s been safe here so far, but I’d like to put some more distance between us and the squid if you’re up for it.”

“No problem,” Hiral said, starting to get up, and Yanily came over to offer him a hand. While he didn’t need to get pulled to his feet, he couldn’t help but appreciate the support from his friends, and he let Yan and Seena help him up. “Kind of feels like after getting a decent workout. Drahn, how about you?”

“It’s not too bad,” Drahn said, patting his bandaged leg. “I’ll keep up.”

“No need to push too hard,” Seena said. “Not until we need to. Sis, you good to scout ahead?”

“On it, Boss,” Seeyela said with a quirked smile before slipping her helmet over her head. Then she vanished with a bamf. 

“You sure about Left and Right?”

“Yeah,” Hiral said. “I’ll call them back if we run into something we can’t handle.”

“Good,” she said, then wrapped her arms around him in a tight hug. “Really, I’m glad you’re okay. And, thanks for getting us out of there like you did. Nobody said it, but I think we would’ve been in trouble if you didn’t do all that. Reckless as it was.”

“Any of you would’ve done the same,” he said, returning the hug and just savoring the feel of her close to him. 

She gave him one more tight squeeze – a sure sign she was going to let go – then backed up a step. “I wish we could…” she started quietly, just for him. “But we can’t. I need to check on Drahn.”

“I know,” he said. “We still have plenty of later. Don’t worry.”

A nod, a smile, and she walked over to talk to the tracker. 

Hiral watched her go for the second it took her to move away, and then Yanily smoothly moved into where she’d been standing. 

“Little close there, Yan,” Hiral said. 

“But, now that it’s just us,” Yanily said with a wink. “Go on. You know you want to. Nobody else is watching.”

“Uhhh…” Hiral started. 

“The glowy thing. Do it.” Yanily said almost breathlessly, eyebrows wiggling like they were dancing to the Chord of the Primal Storm on his forehead.

Hiral glanced in Seena’s direction, and she was firmly distracted checking up on Drahn already.

“Just once, to make sure it still works, right?” Hiral asked the spearman. 

“Exactly.”

Nodding – and only glancing at Seena one last time – Hiral gently pushed solar energy into the new channels he’d forced open when he’d reached for the Edicts earlier. A soft burn, like pushing his muscles during a workout, followed the energy as it traced its way along. Careful and slow, Hiral kept an eye on the flow, noting where it wanted to go, and areas of slight resistance. 

The spots around the six runes he’d used during the mad dash were smooth and open, which made sense, since they were the paths he’d brute-forced. Near his other runes, though, there was still a barrier of some kind. Almost like a plug. While he could possibly force them open, every instinct in his body was telling him not to do that. Especially not any time soon. 

He hadn’t exactly lied to Seena about his condition, but looking more closely like he was, he could see the stress he’d already put on his channels. Bursting open more of these plugs would not be good for him. If anything, it was more likely it would ruin the natural flow of his channels. No, his better – and less reckless – plan was to let the flow of solar energy past these nodes naturally erode them. It’d take longer, and maybe he could force one much later if needed, but it would be much, much safer. 

Interestingly, through the monitoring of his channels, he noted the effects of the chimeric blood he’d used to reforge parts of his body. It was that process that’d paved the way for the new channels, and he could feel the subtle influence of the magic from the Gloves of Ur’Thul he’d added. The almost random combination of events had played a major role in making reaching the Edicts possible. 

With his cursory examination of the channels done, Hiral more directly moved the energy towards those six runes – and the Edicts they should connect to. For some reason, the Ring of Amin Thett had enabled the process, and he made sure to thread Energy and Connection to the space within the ring. As soon as he did, something within his channels – and his blood – ignited, and the PIM across his body began to glow more brightly. 

A second later, the connection with the ring clicked into place, and white energy billowed out from Hiral’s neck – where his Rune of Connection was – then tightened back up and condensed around his throat. Like a loose-fitting scarf, the energy hugged the lower half of his face, just below his nose, then twisted behind him to pass through the center of the Ring of Amin Thett. From there, thanks to his sensory domain – When did I even activate that…? – he felt the two ends of the scarf gently flapping in a wind that wasn’t there. 

The new accessory wasn’t the only change, either. Like before, the six, activated runes on his body bled their white color out into the jacket, turning them into a negative of before. The black, fabulously soft fabric of the Second-Skin of Ur’Thul transformed into a pure white energy, with the runes themselves turning black to sit inside the energy. This change only occurred in the few, very specific locations, so part of his left sleeve was now white, as was the center of his back, and, finally, his right thigh. Interestingly, only the nearby double-helix pattern changed as well, with the rest of it maintaining its previous, yellow flow. 

Since he wasn’t able to put quite as much energy into it as the previous time, it looked a little more… splotchy… in comparison. He also didn’t have the same appearance of clawed fingers from the energy, but that wasn’t a concern. 

“So?” Yanily asked. “How is it?”

“Not bad,” Hiral replied, opening and closing his hands as he flexed both arms. Despite only one of his sleeves glowing, the boost was equal throughout his body. “It’s not huge, maybe a twenty percent boost to my stats – and it only burns a little – but I think I can keep this going for a long time. My absorption rate is pretty much keeping my topped off.”

“You can glow as much as you want? Without a cost?”

“There’s a cost… it’s just not large enough to matter when I’m standing still. In a fight, when I’m using other abilities too? I’ll have to be more careful.”

“Still OP,” Yanily said. “Any debuff when you turn it off? Should I be ready to catch you again?”

“I… uh… guess we should find out,” Hiral said slowly. “Ready?”

“I got you,” Yanily said with a small wink, and held his hands out to either side in preparation for catching a falling Hiral. 

“Thanks. Here we go,” Hiral said, hyping himself up, then cut off power to his pseudo-aspect. The glowing scarf vanished within the blink of an eye, along with the runes reverting back to their white on black. And Hiral, he… felt fine. 

He didn’t pass out. His channels didn’t feel like he’d had fire poured through them. He didn’t even have a debuff. 

“I’m… fine,” he said, almost surprised. “No debuff or downside to using that.”

“Does it have a name from the PIMP?” Yanily asked. 

“Nothing, so it’s not enough to trigger an ability evolution yet,” Hiral said. “That’s okay, though. The practice of moving the energy through my channels is good. Were you able to see what I did?”

“With Cycling+, yeah.” Yanily gave him a thumbs up. 

“He wasn’t the only one,” Seena said, coming back over with an eyebrow raised. “Didn’t we just… you know what, never mind. It’s safe?”

“It’s safe,” Hiral confirmed, even going as far as re-igniting the pseudo-aspect. “And getting easier the more I use it.”

“You going to keep glowing the whole time we move?” Seeyela asked, reappearing with a bamf. 

“You think it’ll make us stand out more?”

The woman shook her head. “It’s actually not very bright. More like wearing white, instead of black. Just a touch brighter.”

“Then I’m going to keep it going,” Hiral said. “I’ve got a lot of things I’d like to test…”

“Of course you do,” Seena chuckled. 

“Do you think Left and Right are out there glowing wherever they are?” Yanily asked with a wistful glance back the way they’d come. 

“How all this works with them is one of the big things I want to test,” Hiral admitted. “But, I doubt anything will happen unless they’re at least close to me when I activate it. And, before you ask, I’ll wait until we find the dungeon before I do any of that testing. They can cancel their own summons, so if they haven’t yet, there’s a good reason for it.”

“Speaking of the dungeon,” Seeyela said. “I think I found it.”

“It’s in the woods?” Yanily asked. 

“Not… exactly,” she responded cryptically. “It’s better if I just show you all. Everybody ready?”

Seena looked at Drahn before saying anything.

“I’m ready to go whenever you are,” the tracker said. 

A look from the party leader to Hiral – he just nodded he was ready – and she clapped her hands together. “Okay, let’s go find our first B-Rank dungeon.”




            

    
        Chapter 43 – Edict’s Command

    
    
    
    
                Before the group moved out, Hiral gently channeled solar energy into some of his runes, then extended that influence out to the others around him. Almost immediately, four heads looked down at themselves, then turned in his direction. 

“What did you do?” Seena asked, bobbing up and down on her tiptoes. “I feel lighter.”

“Lots of exercise and less of Nivian’s cooking?” Yanily asked, before he too started bouncing. Then he patted his tummy and shook his head like something wasn’t adding up. 

“I didn’t lose weight…” Seena said. “And I’m not the one with the pastry…” she cut off to rub the bridge of her nose before looking again at Hiral. 

“Decreased gravity’s hold on you,” he said. “By maybe fifteen percent. Not enough to let you fly off or anything, but it should help you all move faster. And, before you ask, yes, I think you should be able to cancel the effect any time you want.”

“You buffed us?” Seena asked, then her eyes glazed over. “And there it is. Edict’s Command – Gravity.”

“Really?” Hiral asked, having not actually expected it to result in a system buff. “Does it say what it does?”

“No description,” Seena said. “Maybe, though, before you test those other Edicts, ask us first?”

“I… um… yeah, that’s a good idea,” he admitted a bit sheepishly. He’d been so sure it would work, he hadn’t even considered there could be a downside. Like, who knows, launching his friends into the sky if he messed up the gravity alteration. He should at least warn them. Well, maybe not Yanily – the spearman would probably get a kick out of it. Besides, he had wings now. Sometimes. Sort of.

“All that aside,” Seeyela interrupted his thoughts. “We ready to go?”

“Ready,” Seena said for everybody. “Lead the way.”

Seeyela gave a small but overdramatic bow to her younger sister. “Right this way, Mistress.”

“Good, good,” Li’l Ur said. “Another has acknowledged your greatness and joined the cause.”

“I don’t think that’s exactly what’s going on here,” Seena said as the group took off at a brisk jog. With the lowered gravity for most of them – and the pseudo-aspect for Hiral – they devoured the distance while barely feeling like they were pushing at all. 

In fact, as Hiral circulated solar energy through his channels and expanded the sensory domain he’d been working on previously, he found the process even easier. The dome of perception expanded out in an almost instantaneous wave, rushing ahead of – and around – the group. A small stumble as the overload threatened to overwhelm him, and then his Atn showed its worth. 

The massive amount of information quickly filtered into categories of useful and useless. Constant things – like trees and the falling rain – quickly got processed out of his attention. They weren’t more than background noise, like conversations in a crowded room, and he had no trouble ignoring them. 

On the other hand, unique things almost glowed to his attention. Small animals he’d never noticed made their homes within the low-lying woods around them, while clearings and paths wound within an almost three-dimensional image in his head. It was like he had a miniature map of the nearby topography that moved with him. And, there, standing out even among the rest was…

“A lake?” Hiral asked through the party chat. “Ahead of us?”

“How did you know?” Seeyela asked, leading them around a curve in the path. Another hundred or so feet beyond that, previously invisible in the dark of the falling rain, stretched the flat surface of a large body of water. Though the heavy rain splished and splashed to make the surface dance, no waves disturbed the surprisingly peaceful scene. 

“How much you want to bet there is something hungry – and B-Rank – waiting in there for us?” Seena asked. Flames flickered around the bulky gauntlet on her right hand as if she were preparing to deal with something just like she’d described. 

“Since we didn’t actually get experience for those dog things,” Yanily started, “I wouldn’t mind something else trying their luck against us. We were totally cheated on that last fight.”

“You said you found the entrance?” Seena asked her sister instead of responding to the spearman. 

Before the other woman even had a chance to respond, Hiral was already moving off to the side where he sensed a familiar archway. Interestingly, his sensory domain couldn’t seem to pierce the entrance – like there was a solid door in the way – and it wasn’t until he was physically looking that he saw the stairs leading down into the darkness. 

Seeyela was the first to arrive at his side, and she gently bumped her shoulder against his. “Did you know this was here or something?”

“Oh, sorry, no,” he said. “I’ve been experimenting with something similar to my domain. Lets me ‘see’ around me by combining my runes with my attunement.”

“That’s how you knew about the lake and the entrance?” Seeyela asked. 

Hiral nodded. 

“Nope. Not OP or anything,” Yanily said flatly. 

“You go down yet?” Hiral asked Seeyela.

“No, went back to get you. What’s down there?” Seeyela said. 

“Can’t tell. Whatever keeps the rain and animals out does the same for my domain.”

“Are Nivian and Wule down there?” Seena asked, bringing them back to the whole reason they were down on the surface again. 

Wincing a little at forgetting all about the brothers with everything going on, Hiral turned his attention to the thread of Connection they’d been following. His eyes landed on it extending down the stairs ahead of him at the same time flowers began to bloom around the entrance. 

“They’re down there…” Hiral said, almost disbelieving it. 

“Unless there’s another exit,” Drahn pointed out. “But, the energy around here is recent. No more than a few hours old. They’re close.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” Seeyela asked, looking at the others. 

“For Seena to give Hiral the shoulder tap,” Yanily pointed out. 

“Go,” the party leader said at the same time Hiral felt a hand on his shoulder.

One step inside the archway – the familiar sensation of crossing the boundary – and Hiral pushed solar energy into his runes. Threading power into Gravity, Sealing, and Rejection, he isolated himself within the stairwell, then shot down the lengthy tunnel without his feet touching a single step, twin scarves of energy snapping behind him. Another small burst of power as he reached the end, and he undid the binding around him to gently reach the dungeon entrance room. 

 With his sensory domain having extended ahead of him, he wasn’t surprised when he found the room mostly empty – just the dungeon interface at the far end. What did surprise him was what appeared to be a caved-in tunnel beyond that interface.

Tons of rock lay piled with some of it spilling out into the dungeon-entrance room, small streams of water running between. It wasn’t enough to flood the room, but based on how long the stairwell had been, he had to be standing somewhere under the lake right now. A glance up at the stony ceiling above him, and it looked intact, though he couldn’t help feel just a touch of anxiety at the thought of that much water right above his head. 

We shouldn’t stay here any longer than we need to. 

“Well?” Seena’s voice said over the party chat, the others obviously taking longer to navigate the painfully long flight of stairs. 

“They’re either in the dungeon itself, or…” Hiral trailed off, looking again at the caved in tunnel. They couldn’t have been in there when that happened, could they?

But, even as Hiral asked himself that question, he focused his attention on the hanging thread of Connection. The one that didn’t lead into the caved-in tunnel. No, it ended abruptly in mid-air. 

Right where a dungeon entrance would be. 

“Or what?” Seena asked.

“Never mind,” Hiral said. “They’re in the dungeon. I’m sure of it. We’ve found them.”

Bamf beside him, and he turned to find Seeyela standing there. “I know Seena said to ask us before you try your rune-things, but that doesn’t apply when there are that many stairs in front of us. Especially when we need to go back up.”

“You could just teleport, like you did…”

“Line of sight, remember? I had to do more than half the stairs before I could see the end.”

“Oh, I guess it was kind of long.”

“Small understatement. Anyway, they’re in there… and… whoa, what happened?”

“What? What’s wrong?” Seena’s voice came over the party chat.

Seeyela looked at Hiral before she responded. “You’re sure they weren’t in… there?”

“I’m sure,” he said. “They’re definitely in the dungeon.”

“It’s easier to see than explain,” Seeyela said to her sister. 

It took a few more minutes for Seena, Yanily, and Drahn to finally join them, and even Li’l Ur leaned heavily against Seena’s head, as if he was winded from the long walk. Er, the long ride on her shoulder…?

“What happened?” Seena asked, eyes locking on the same cave in the others had spotted. “Are they…?”

“Definitely not,” Hiral said. “The thread of Connection vanishes right where I think a dungeon portal will open.”

“How’d they get it to open?” Yanily asked, and Hiral opened his mouth to respond. 

Except… he didn’t have an answer. Unless…

“Is Undead considered one of the races?” Hiral asked, and everybody just sort of shrugged at him. “That has to be it, right? Nivian as an Undead, and Wule as a Grower. That’d be two races to satisfy the dungeon requirements.”

“There is another possibility,” Seena said, and everybody turned to look at her. “This is a B-Rank dungeon – probably – and even as a healer and tank, they’d be stupid to try it on their own. I mean, maybe, they got chased in by an Enemy. Wouldn’t be the first time. But, what if… what if they went in with somebody else?”

“Like… a Shaper?” Hiral asked, trying to imagine how a Maker could’ve made it all the way there. “That would…”

Hiral’s words cut off as Seeyela clapped her hands together. “Guessing won’t change anything. At most, they’ll be back out in three hours. But! Let’s see what this dungeon is? Maybe we can run it while we wait.”

“Now you’re speaking my language,” Yanily said. 

While the look on Seena’s face said she was inclined just to wait for the two friends to exit the dungeon, she shrugged again instead. “Can’t hurt to see what it is.”

That settled, the five walked over to the dungeon interface and stood in a semi-circle in front of it. 

“Who gets the honors?” Yanily asked. 

“All yours, Yan,” Seena said, flicking her hand in the interface’s direction. 

“Thanks!” the spearman said cheerfully, walking up and waving his hand across the crystal. However, instead of Dr. Benza appearing, or the usual dungeon message popping up, a surprising window flashed in front of Hiral’s eyes. 

Dungeon – The Placid Lake has been temporarily subsumed. 

Dungeon – The Placid Lake has become: Wild Dungeon – The Lost Refuge of the Lost

Note: Wild Dungeons are rare instances containing powerful Lost equipment and unique quests.

Note (2): Wild Dungeon—The Lost Refuge of the Lost will cease to allow new entrants once it has been completed a single time.

Note (3): Any parties within the Wild Dungeon when it is completed will have the opportunity to finish the dungeon.

Note (4): Wild Dungeon—The Lost Refuge of the Lost will count towards unlocking the Asylum if it is completed successfully. 

Enter Dungeon?

Yes / No

“A wild dungeon, here?” Hiral asked what had to be on everybody’s mind. 

“We have to go in,” Yanily said. 

“Yan, the last wild dungeon you ran…” Seeyela started. 

“I died,” Yanily said, his face serious. “I know. I was there. But these wild dungeons have all been important. The PIMP put them in front of us for a reason.”

“If Nivian is in there…” Seeyela started. 

“Yanily is right,” Seena said. “If you’re sure you’re up to it.”

Just like that, the spearman’s grin came back. “Of course I’m up to it. It’s experience!”

“Yan…”

“Really,” he said. “We need to see what this dungeon has to tell us.”

“Tell us?” Drahn finally spoke up. 

“Wild dungeons are… unique,” Hiral said. “So far, all the ones we’ve been in have held important information about things that happened in the past. Things we needed to know to get us ready for something we faced later.”

“Or stop something really bad from happening,” Seeyela added. “Like the Urn of Ur’Thul or the Fallen.”

“You probably heard about the wild dungeon inside the Grandfather,” Seena said. “When we went up to Fallen Reach, that turned into another wild dungeon. Like Yanily said, if there’s one here, it’s because the PIMP thinks there is something we need to know.”

“Is the PIMP really that… smart? Does it think? Like we do?” the tracker asked. 

“Sure seeming like that, lately,” Hiral said. “If we have to enter before Nivian and Wule leave, we should get in there right away. Since we don’t know when they went in…”

“You want to call Left and Right back?” Seena pointed out. 

“Good point,” Hiral said, cancelling Foundational Split. The tattoos and Meridian Lines appeared across his Second-Skin of Ur’Thul a second later, but he didn’t reactivate the ability. “We’ll ask them what they found after we get inside.”

“Okay folks,” Seena said, taking a deep breath. “Guess we don’t have time for a rest. Everybody ready? Good. Yan, hit that Yes button, and let’s go.”

With a nod, the spearman tapped the air, and a red portal spiraled open exactly where the hanging thread of Connection ended. Nivian and Wule really were inside the dungeon. And, once Hiral and the others completed this Lost Refuge of the Lost – little redundant on the naming there – they’d be reunited again. 

Unless the two friends exited the dungeon and immediately left. 

On a whim, Hiral pulled one of their tents from his Interspatial Ring and tossed it out into the middle of the floor. When Seena looked at him, he said, “So they know we’re here and don’t run off again.”

“Good thinking,” she said. “Come on. Sooner we finish, sooner we see them again.”

Hiral smacked one fist into the palm of his other hand – his best imitation of Right – and grinned at her. “This dungeon won’t know what hit it.” Then, since Yanily, Seeyela, and Drahn had already entered, he twined his fingers into Seena’s, and they entered the portal together. 




            

    
        Chapter 44 – Lost Refuge Of The Lost

    
    
    
    
                Just savoring the feel of Seena’s hand in his – and the small smile on her face – Hiral ignored the notification that popped up in front of his face until Yanily not-so-subtly coughed. One more second, and one more squeeze, then Hiral let go and turned his attention to the glowing window. As soon as they got Nivian and Wule back, they could slow things down. 

The Lost Refuge of the Lost – Wild Dungeon

B-Rank

Top Clear Times

XXX : --:--

YYY : --:--

ZZZ : --:--

Attempt Dungeon? 

Yes / No

“Nivian and Wule still haven’t cleared the dungeon,” he pointed out, though everybody was clearly thinking the same thing. 

“We might even beat them back out if they’re taking it slow,” Yanily said. “Can you imagine Wule’s face?”

“No,” Seena said. “Because I’ll be too busy looking at it. I can’t believe we’re so close.”

“Not getting any closer standing around in here,” Seeyela pointed out, gesturing to the usual, sterile, white room they’d appeared in. The red portal had vanished without a sound behind them, leaving them alone with the notification window in the simple room. 

“True,” Seena said with a nod. “Hiral, you want to bring Left and Right back out before we get started?”

“Of course,” Hiral said, immediately activating Foundational Split, and solar smoke peeled off him to form his two doubles at his side. After the mad dash from the strange Chimeras – and the giant Enemy – without them, it was unsurprisingly comfortable to have them nearby again. “Hey guys, thanks for covering for us back there. Find anything interesting while we were apart?”

Instead of the usual flippant remark Hiral would’ve expected from his doubles, they instead shared a very serious look with each other. 

“Actually,” Left started. “We did. Something we’ll need to discuss, but it would be best to wait until after we’ve been reunited with Nivian and Wule.”

“We’ll need them,” Right added, his face still deadly serious. 

“Uh…” Hiral started, a little taken aback by the vague proclamation. “Care to give us a hint?”

Another look shared between the doubles. 

“We found a sealed raid zone,” Left said. 

“One that won’t be sealed for much longer,” Right clarified. “From the message we got when we found it, it’s not something we can ignore.”

Hiral looked at Seena as the dream of slowing down fled his mind like it’d just called Nivian’s stew soup.

“Of course there’d be something else,” Seena said, rubbing the bridge of her nose. A sad smile in Hiral’s direction – clearly having the same thoughts he did – and then she donned her party-leader face. “Sounds like there’s a story to this,” she said, and both Left and Right nodded. “Like you suggested, let’s save it until we’ve got the others with us again. Then, we’ll figure out what we need to do.”

“Raid zone,” Yanily said, gently elbowing Seeyela in the side. “You know what that means?”

“No,” Seeyela said. 

“Er…” the spearman started, obviously not expecting the response. “Raid zone means we need our raid…”

“No,” Seeyela said again. “I’m not the raid leader. That’s not me anymore.”

“Sis,” Seena said. 

“I’m not doing it,” Seeyela said. “I’m not the best person for the job. And, before any of you even start to argue, we can talk about it later.”

“We will talk about it later,” Seena agreed. 

“Good. So, how’s about we get on with the stabbing? This is a dungeon, and a wild, B-Rank one at that, so we should put our game-faces on.”

With the reminder, the casual, friendly atmosphere immediately vanished to be replaced by the calm professionalism they’d nurtured over their previous visit on the surface.

“Hiral, Right, you two good with being up front for this?” Seena asked. “Until we get Nivian back…”

In answer, Hiral ignited his new pseudo-aspect, the six runes – and the black fabric around them – reversing their colors, while the energy scarf unfurled behind him. Surprisingly, at the same instant he did that, energy flared off Left and Right, as they apparently benefitted from the same buff. 

Except, it didn’t look exactly the same. They didn’t have runes. For Right, it was his Meridian Line glowing black on white fabric – on his left arm. Even though he hadn’t previously had a Meridian Line over there!

“Oh yeah,” Right said, catching on to the same thing Hiral had. “Now this is what I’m talking about.” More energy glowed from the same spots as Hiral on Right’s back and right thigh, and the double had a dangerous grin on his face. 

“It seems you aren’t the only one with boons from the pseudo-aspect,” Left said, and Hiral tore his eyes away from Right to look at the second double. Like the other two, Left glowed in the same places, but for him, he had tattoos glowing along with everything else.

“Your tattoos…” Hiral started, and Left nodded.

“Stronger,” Left said, putting his hand to his forearm and shaping the Dagger of Sath. Instead of coming away with a faint, purplish glow – from the Infernal Conjuration ability – the weapon was instead black, almost like it was made of a burning ink. Flickers of purple sparked within, showing it hadn’t lost the Infernal component, but something stronger had definitely taken over. 

“What does it… do?” Hiral asked, partially mesmerized by the new aura emanating from the liquid dagger. 

“I honestly don’t know,” Left said. “It may not be different at all – other than stronger – but I feel like there’s more to it now. 

“I’ll have to…”

“You’ll have to…” Hiral said at the same time. 

“Test!” everybody else finished. 

“We know,” Seeyela said with a chuckle. 

“But we’ll be doing it inside the dungeon,” Seena said. 

“One sec,” Hiral quickly said, holding up a hand to make sure Yanily didn’t hit the ‘yes’ button. “One more thing I need to check first. It’s fast!” Then, before anybody could argue, he cut off the power to his pseudo-aspect, and the glow vanished from all three versions of him. Even Left’s Dagger of Sath returned to its normal form. “Okay…” he mumbled before reigniting the pseudo-aspect, and the glow burst from all three. 

The Dagger of Sath, though, stayed in its normal form. 

A quick dismissal and reshape of the weapon brought it back out as black ink. 

“So, I need to be in this form for you two to get the benefits,” Hiral reasoned. “Anything you shape will lose the extra power – whatever it is – if we leave the pseudo-aspect, but can be reshaped easily enough. There’s a bit more of a drain on my solar energy than when I was by myself, but it’s manageable. 

“And our right thigh, do you have the Waters of Frey now?”

“I do,” Left said with a nod, the tattoo clearly visible on his leg. 

“That’s amaaaa… Waaaaaait!” Hiral said, his mind connecting where he was glowing to Left’s tattoos. “Your back. The spear!”

Left shook his head. “It’s somehow still incomplete. My guess is you need a third rune on your back – there’s still space – before I can shape it.”

“Damn,” Hiral said. If Left had the Spear of Clouds… but he didn’t. No use dwelling on it. He’d just need to figure out another rune to fill in the space, and then connect to the Edict.

Hiral sighed, then shrugged. “I think that’s enough information for us to start the dungeon.”

“Really, this time?” Yanily asked, hand hovering in the air and fingers wiggling. 

“We’re ready,” Hiral told Seena.

“Your RHCs?” she asked him.

Hiral clenched his fists closed. “I think I’m going to start like this. I need to see what these Edicts can do.”

“Just don’t…”

“Be reckless,” Hiral finished for her. “I know. I’ve still got to switch things up for Ever Changing+, so I’ll go to whatever works best.”

“Okay, good. Everybody else ready?”

When Drahn, Seeyela, and Yanily all nodded, Seena gave Hiral the shoulder tap. 

… which didn’t really do anything since they were still standing in the white, ready-room.

“Yan,” Hiral said. “If you would?”

“One B-Rank dungeon, coming right up!” the spearman said and tapped the air. 

As soon as the scene started to change, Hiral and Right moved to the front of the party, while the others spread behind them, weapons ready. They’d landed in all kinds of situations with their entrances into the dungeons, so there was no telling what could be waiting for them. 

Nothing, as it turned out. 

At least, nothing that wanted them immediately dead. 

Similar to the dungeon-entrance they’d left when entering the portal, they found themselves in some kind of cave. Underground? It was tough to say, but there was a lot of stone above their heads, and the passageway was narrow enough it wouldn’t allow more than two of them to walk shoulder-to-shoulder. Veins of some kind of white, glowing material stretched along both sides, the floor, and the ceiling – looking almost like frozen lightning bolts – and providing just enough illumination for the party to see. 

“Not a natural cave,” Left said after the party had a chance to make sure there wasn’t an attack coming. If anything, it was almost too quiet. “I think we’re in the results of some kind of collapse. Only the way the boulders fell on each other created this space.”

“The path that was ahead of the dungeon interface?” Seena asked. 

“It’s possible,” Left answered with a shrug. 

“Either way,” Hiral added. “Only one direction we can go. Behind us is a dead-end.”

“Your domain thing?” Seena asked him, and he nodded. 

“It’s easier with the pseudo-aspect,” he replied, then started forward, Right falling in a half-step behind him. With the sensory domain active – though it wasn’t an actual ability yet – he didn’t worry much about getting ambushed. Then again, as the party moved slowly, and he carefully felt along the path ahead of him, he quickly realized the trap he was putting himself in. 

While the sensory domain had advantages, it also had the glaring weakness of not actually being his sight. It was almost like running his fingers over something while he had his eyes closed. If he knew what he was looking for, like a path – or movement – it was easy. Those things stood out. However, static things like what he assumed was the wall or floor, those fell into the category of background noise, and he practically ignored them. 

If there was a rock monster or something waiting motionless in the path ahead of them, he’d never notice it until it attacked. 

Just another reason not to get cocky.

With all that in mind, they continued down the path, until his domain felt the tunnel widen into a larger space. “Terrain is changing,” he told the others quietly. “Tunnel is ending. Still not sensing any monsters or anything, but don’t let your guard down.”

“We won’t,” Seena replied. 

Reassurances made, Hiral threaded solar energy into his Rune of Impact – paying careful note at how the energy of his pseudo-aspect passed a kind of internal node – then flared the power around his right fist. Then, to test the difference he powered his Rune of Energy up around his left fist. The path and speed of the activation happened so fast, it was finished before he’d really even conceptualized what he wanted to do. And the effect?

Hiral’s fist practically glowed like he’d reached up and taken the sun in the palm of his hand. The corona of energy completely hid the outline of his hand and wrist, but there was no discomfort to it at all. As a bit of a downside, however, it was a noticeable drain on his solar energy. 

“You stealing my thing?” Right asked from beside him as the pair reached the end of the tunnel, and stood looking at the larger cavern ahead.

“Never,” Hiral said, already cutting off the stream of energy. Intuitively, it felt like it would be pretty destructive to anything – other than him – that he touched. On the other hand – no pun intended – it was too costly to maintain if he wasn’t using it. 

Is that because of the pseudo-aspect, or because it’s the Rune of Energy? 

His Rune of Impact barely had a draw at all – completely negligible – now that he’d formed it. Just one more item to add to his list of things to test. For now, though, he had more important matters to consider, the rest of the party exiting the tunnel to join them in the cavern. 

A collapse was an understatement, and yet… not. Huge chunks of stone filled much of the ‘space’, if it could even be called that, while the only clear paths lay between where the rocks leaned against each other. Some of these paths were dozens of feet wide, the rock-walls on either side bordering on mountainous. Others were so narrow, Hiral would be hard pressed to shimmy sideways through. 

And, even more out of place… that wall over there wasn’t a cliff-wall. It was a house-wall. With an actual window in it, darkness beyond like there was a room attached. It wasn’t the only one. The longer Hiral looked, the more he spotted the ruins of buildings – and then it hit him the fact he could see anything at all. 

Like the tunnel, more of those lightning-shaped veins ran through the stone, throwing a steady stream of light into the area. Sure, it created a lot of shadows, but everything remained perfectly still. Perfectly quiet. 

“Why isn’t anything attacking us yet?” Yanily practically whispered. Without the party chat, even Hiral probably wouldn’t have heard him. Something about the unnatural silence almost made the place feel like a graveyard. The light from the crystals made everything hard lines of dark and light, black and white. 

There was no gray. Just the stark feeling of finality, and the stale air in every breath. 

Nothing has lived here for a long, long time.

“We’re sure this is a dungeon?” Seeyela responded. 

“Hiral, see anything?” Seena asked instead of answering the other two. 

“Nothing looking for a fight,” Hiral said. 

“It was a town, once,” Left said, and everybody glanced in his direction. “Or, maybe even a city, unless all the buildings are in this area. Some of them are even higher up.” With that, he pointed up into different crevices between the gigantic chunks of stone, more and more walls, ceilings, entire buildings becoming apparent now that they were watching for them. And at all angles. 

“Are we under where a city collapsed?” Seena asked the most logical question. 

“We have to be, don’t we?” Seeyela said. 

“What could’ve made something like this happen?” Drahn chimed in.

“Nothing good,” Yanily said. 

But, Hiral wasn’t listening – at least not completely – his eyes going over the lines of the buildings. The familiar lines. Like the town they’d found in their first trip to the surface, these buildings were built by the same people. They had the same general construction, and after his time in the Rise of Fallen Reach dungeon – where he’d actually built hundreds of these buildings – he was even more sure of it. 

The only question was, what could’ve made the whole city fall through… 

Hiral stopped like he’d been slapped in the face. 

Buildings like what he’d constructed. 

Fall. 

No. Fallen. 

“This…” he started, barely able to believe it himself, though it had to be. “This isn’t some random city. This… This is one of the other islands from Fallen Reach. One of the two islands we watched get destroyed. 

“We just found the Builders or the Bonders.”




            

    
        Chapter 45 – That’s Not Ominous At All

    
    
    
    
                “Or at least,” he amended, looking at the destruction. “What’s left of it.”

“Do you think anybody could’ve survived?” Seena asked, clearly remembering the scene that’d played out in front of all of them other than Drahn. “It looked… bad.”

“Assuming that’s how it actually happened,” Seeyela said. “Hiral’s theory was we played the roles of somebody who was actually there, but maybe not exactly how they played them. Events could’ve been different too.”

“It’s possible,” Hiral admitted. “Or my theory could’ve been entirely wrong.”

“Why would it be a dungeon now?” Yanily asked. “If it’s really one of the islands. Are we supposed to finish off any survivors? Did some of the monsters make it down?”

“Even if they did, this all happened a long time ago. And, look at this place, nothing lives here.”

“Perhaps, further in?” Drahn suggested. “Just because the destruction is this bad here, it doesn’t mean the entire dungeon is like this.”

“He’s got a point,” Seena said. “We’ll move ahead assuming something is going to try very hard to kill us. It’s still a dungeon after all.”

“Could be like the Forge of Ur’Thul,” Seeyela suggested. “A non-combat dungeon.”

“Pretty sure the Urn tried to kill us at the end there,” Yanily reminded them all.

“Either way,” Seena said. “Hiral, you ready to… er… what are you doing?”

Crouched down in front of the group while they chatted, Hiral had his hand on one of the glowing, crystal veins in the stone floor. “It’s the same as the crystal roots up in Fallen Reach,” he said. “I should’ve realized it right away, but the color was different. Maybe because they were getting real, constant sunlight. This is definitely one of the islands.”

“Do you know which one?” Seena asked. 

“No, but I’m one sure we’ll find the answers in one of the buildings,” he said, standing back up. 

“Want me and Left to go look around?” Seeyela asked her sister. 

The party leader thought about it for a moment before shaking her head again. “Not yet. We still don’t know what kind of dungeon this is, and I don’t want you to stumble into something like those Ghost-Web Spiders. Stick together for now. Hiral?”

“Ready,” he said, deciding on one of the wider paths that led deeper into the dungeon. Then, as soon as the familiar tap hit his shoulder, he started ahead. All around him, his sensory domain stretched and felt along the edges of the rubble-strewn cavern. But, it wasn’t the domain that picked up the first clue as to where they were. No, it was his eyes that landed on something stretched out into the path ahead from the debris of the wall on his right.

A crystal arm, with three thick digits at the end. 

Unbidden, one of his first – and most terrifying – memories replayed in his mind. A crystal palm, with a glowing Rune of Separation – though he didn’t know what it was at the time – reaching forward to press against his chest. A simple touch that seemingly ripped him in three. 

The arm on the ground was the same as the crystal construct that’d started him down his runic path. 

“You see it too, huh?” Right asked him. 

“See what?” Seena said from behind. 

“Ahead in the path,” Hiral said. “Looks like the same crystal construct that attacked us before. Well, me, mainly. The one that made the footprint you were told to avoid.”

“The one that gave you your runes?”

“That’s the one.” By that point, the party reached the motionless arm in the tunnel. The arm still connected to the rest of the construct half-buried under massive rocks. From the fractures running along the surface of the crystal, there was no way it could’ve survived. 

And likely no way Hiral could fix it. 

“Does this mean the one that came after us before was B-Rank?” Yanily asked, gently prodding the hand with the blunt end of his spear. No reaction. 

“It would’ve had to have been,” Hiral reasoned. “No other way it could’ve stood up to those Shapers.”

“This… this is what we were taught to avoid?” Drahn asked. “The square footprints? It doesn’t seem so terrifying.”

“Try being E-Rank and having it chase you through the woods,” Seena said. “Repeatedly.”

“While making things explode into cubes with a touch,” Yanily added. 

“This must be the Builder island,” Hiral said, mostly ignoring the back and forth between the Growers. “That’s the only reason I can think of why this would be here.”

“Does it have same rune as the other one?” Right asked. 

“Go ahead and check,” Seena said. “Just don’t go exploding on us.”

“I’ll keep the exploding to a minimum,” Hiral said, crouching down and flipping the hand so it was palm up. “Ah, never mind. Just a Rune of Rejection. Maybe they all have the same runes…”

“I know we should keep moving,” Seeyela said. “But, I have two questions.”

Hiral reached out with his sensory domain, but the tunnel ahead and the chamber behind were empty. “Still clear for the moment.”

“Okay, what’re your questions?” Seena asked. 

“First off, how did one of these get all the way over to the that zone where we ran into it?” Seeyela asked. “Pretty sure we’re not anywhere close.”

“We’re not,” Left confirmed. “Though, as a B-Rank entity, it’s conceivable it walked.”

“Or got tossed there when the island was destroyed,” Yanily suggested. “It was missing an arm, and had cracks all along it. Nothing E-Rank could’ve done that.”

Seeyela shrugged like either answer could be the truth – or maybe something in between – and that seemed good enough for her. “My bigger question is… these things are B-Rank. Why were they on the island in the first place?”

“They could be like the items in the…” Hiral started, then stopped as his eyes widened. “In the vault! The vault that was on the Builder island!”

“You mean the vault that has all the loot in it?” Yanily asked. “All the up-to-S-Rank-loot?”

“Exactly that one!” Hiral said. “It might be down here. Well, a dungeon version of it… I guess. Though…” he trailed off as another thought occurred to him. 

“I know that look,” Seena said. “And it means you thought of something bad.”

“Maybe,” Hiral admitted. “B-Rank is almost the strongest Dr. Benza’s people could make, right?” The others nodded before he continued. “Well, if you were going to put all of your other most powerful items in one place – a vault – for safe keeping, what else would you put around it?”

“Guards,” Seeyela said. “You think these things were set up to protect the vault? Uh, and could there be A-Rank versions?”

“Could be. Though, I’d be surprised if we had to fight any in a B-Rank dungeon, wild or not. Either way, any golems – A- or B-Rank could also be very against somebody trying to force their way in. The vault exists to help the PIMP motivate people, not get looted by a lucky party.”

“I don’t think that’s why we’re here,” Seena said, even as the others all looked at the B-Rank construct on the ground. “This is a wild dungeon, and they’ve all had a point. Finding the vault – while that’d be great for us – doesn’t seem like the right kind of point. Not while the PIMP needs it to hand out dungeon rewards. 

“No, there’s something else down here, waiting for us.”

“That’s not ominous at all,” Yanily said. 

“Not one bit,” Seeyela said flatly. 

“Hiral, anything else you can learn from the construct before we continue?” Seena asked him.

“Just one random thing I want to try,” Hiral reached down and used his Mold Crystal ability on the arm. The crystal seemed to resist his touch… at first. With a few seconds of effort, and some extra solar energy, he was able to manipulate the previously hard substance like it was a somewhat resistant clay. “Was kind of hoping my ability would give me an easy way to stop these,” he told the others as he got ready to stand back up. “No such luck. If we do have to fight one, it’ll be the old-fashioned way.”

But, just as he was about to take his hand away from the arm, a small spark of energy coursing through the body drew his attention to its back. What could that be? There, between the shoulder blades – and within a shattered section of crystal – sat another, separate shard. About as long as his hand, and maybe an inch in diameter, the thing practically glowed to his eyes. 

“Something else?” Seena asked, obviously catching his pause. 

“Maybe.” Hiral reached out and dusted aside the crystal fragments from where the construct’s body had been shattered. Somehow, miraculously, this other crystal shard was still intact, and he lifted it out of the body. Almost immediately, a notification popped up, thanks to View. 

Solar Core – B-Rank

A nearly eternal source of power for limited constructs and devices.

“Solar Core?” Seeyela asked. “That something you can use?”

“I guess?” Hiral stood up and held out the crystal to give everybody a good look at it. “It’s probably the kind of thing that powered the spheres we fought up on Fallen Reach. The Mediums might even use them, as well. But, what would we need it for down…?”

He cut off as a new notification popped up in front of his face. 

Dynamic Quest – Solar Core’s Not Included

You’ve found a fully-charged Solar Core, but what could it be used for?

Find a use for the Solar Core: 0/1

“It’s a quest item,” Yanily said. 

“A… quest item?” Hiral asked. “Did you just make that up?”

“It’s in the guide,” Yanily said with a shake of his head.

“How long is this guide?”

“Focus, people,” Seena interrupted. “Naming aside, Yan’s right. This must be our first lead on what we need to do here. Thoughts?”

“It’s a power source,” Hiral said immediately. “We need to find something needing that power.”

“Another construct like this guy?” Seeyela toed the crystal body near their feet. 

“The Mid-Boss?” Yanily suggested, a gleam in his eyes. 

“Probably not,” Seena said. “Why would we have to power it up before we smash it again?”

The spearman just shrugged. 

“Either way, we’ve once again stood around and talked too much,” Seena chuckled. “We have an idea what we need to do, so let’s get on it. Hiral, hold onto that, will you?”

Hiral replied by dropping the Solar Core into his Interspatial Ring. That done, he motioned Right, and the two of them moved ahead of the group to continue forward. 

“Tunnel is sloping down, slightly,” he told the others, though it couldn’t have been more than fifteen degrees. 

“Still nothing trying to kill us, either,” Yanily said.

“Stop sounding so disappointed about that,” Seena told him.

“Yes, Boss,” Yanily said, and the group continued on in silence. 

It took them almost five minutes before Hiral’s sensory domain bulged out of the end of the tunnel, once again finding a larger space ahead of them. 

“Get ready,” he said. “Another bigger room ahead. Still no movement.”

A quick double-check on his active runes – the drain remained barely noticeable – and he slowly exited the mouth of the tunnel. Then he let out a low whistle as the scene laid out before him rolled over him with a powerful sense of deja-vu. 

It was just like the city he’d helped build on Fallen Reach. In a way, if he didn’t know better, he’d even swear it was the same place. Under the sterile light of the crystal veins, there had to be almost a dozen, intact city blocks filling the large cavern. Empty streets ran between quiet buildings, nothing but darkness within the windows and doors. 

Homes and shops meant to carry a civilization into the future stood apparently unused. It was eerie, and terribly, terribly sad. Just looking at the place reminded him of the friends he’d made in the Rise of Fallen Reach dungeon. And, even though he still wasn’t sure if they were real, it made him miss them. 

For the Builders who’d been on this island when the rain washed over it. When the giant squid appeared in the clouds above. When that monster ripped everything apart… what had they gone through? And, yet, somehow, this had endured. 

Did that mean, somewhere, there were survivors?
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                Looking again at the empty streets, Hiral quickly ruled out – or at least, really lowered – the likelihood of any of those survivors being there. While the buildings themselves were mostly intact, there was absolutely no sign they were lived in. 

Or, ever really had been. 

They were too… perfect. Well, perfect for a section of city that had literally been ripped out of the sky and then buried under thousands of tons of rock. They just looked too much like what he’d helped build before anybody moved in. Worn, sure, from what had happened to them, but none of the signs of use from people living in them. No curtains on windows, no doormats, no… personality. 

“Anybody see anybody?” Seena asked. 

“Nobody,” Yanily said. 

“Not even any monsters,” Drahn added. “This is a very strange dungeon.”

“It kind of reminds me of the Necropolis of Ur’Thul,” Seeyela said. “And, like there, I bet we need to head to the middle.” As she spoke, she pointed at a dome-like building occupying the center of the cavern. Though it was no taller than the other buildings around it – four stories – it’s shape definitely stood out. 

“As good a place as any to start,” Seena said. “Now to find a way down…”

Between the party and the town they looked down on was a sheer fifty-foot drop, though Hiral could’ve likely skipped from rooftop to rooftop. 

“I could open a portal,” Seeyela said. “Little costly for all of us…”

“There looks to be a way down further over there,” Left said, gesturing about a quarter of the way around the cavern to what appeared to be a sloped path. 

“I’ve got a faster and less costly way,” Hiral said. A thought threaded more solar energy into his scarves, and they reached out to once again wrap the others in thick ropes of light – though he was very careful to be less… gropey. “Everybody okay with this?”

“Are we there yet?” Yanily just asked. 

“Ignore him,” Seena said, and gave Hiral the shoulder tap. 

A nod to the party leader, and he leapt off the cliff, weaving his runes to haul the party along and slow their fall. It barely took a few seconds for them to land comfortably on the roadway at the base of the cliff, and he released the ropes from around the others. 

“I could’ve taken us further,” he said. “Or across the roofs. But…”

“No, this is better,” Seena said. “There might be clues down here we need.”

“My thoughts exactly,” he said. Another shoulder tap, and he moved forward, Right at his side. Left hung near the back to watch for anything coming at them from behind, but the party moved quickly down the street. 

“Remember The Buried City,” Seena said. “Monsters may come out of the shadows.”

“Oh, I won’t make that mistake again,” Hiral said while he guided his sensory domain into doorways and windows, feeling for any sort of solar energy surges. Nothing came, though that didn’t mean his efforts were a waste. “The buildings are all furnished with the same things, from what I can tell. Most of it was ruined, but it feels the same in every place. I don’t think anybody even had a chance to move into these homes.”

“Makes sense,” Yanily said. “The attack on the islands happened when most people were porting in.”

“True, but… do any of you remember seeing a building like that?” Seena asked, pointing ahead to their destination. With no monsters jumping out of the buildings to try and kill them, the party was making good time. 

“No, we definitely didn’t build anything like that,” Hiral said. 

“You all keep talking like this place is familiar,” Drahn interrupted, his bow already with an arrow knocked, but not pulled. “You were in a dungeon like this before? What’s all this about building?”

“Kind of a long story,” Seeyela said. “Time magic shenanigans, lost dungeons, and secret love affairs. The usual. I’ll tell you about it when we make camp.”

“If that’s the usual, somebody needs to rewrite the guide,” Drahn mumbled, but nodded at the conversation getting put off for later. 

Hiral smiled to himself as he kept his eyes – and sensory domain – peeled for any changes around them. To say their adventures had been anything other than wild – and not just because of the dungeons – would be an understatement. Would other parties see the same things they had? 

Would they need to?

So many of the wild dungeons they’d run had been for specific purposes. Stopping the Urn of Ur’Thul or saving Fallen Reach. For the others, they were just leveling. Then again, here they were in another wild dungeon. 

With their destination right in front of them. 

“In?” Hiral asked, though he suspected the answer. Another shoulder tap confirmed it, and he headed for the door he’d spotted straight ahead. Unlike the other buildings they’d passed, this dome didn’t have any windows along its curved walls, and only the single door as far as he could see. Creeping his sensory domain over and around the dome as he got closer, he confirmed this was in fact the only way in or out of the building. 

“Right, you ready?” he asked his double. 

“Ready,” Right said, purple flames wreathing his right fist, and his left arm glowing with a black line in white light.

“You know,” Yanily said as the others got closer and Hiral reached for the door. “I’m kind of surprised nothing has jumped out to…”

Hiral didn’t even bother listening to the rest of the spearman’s words, his sensory domain flaring warnings as sections of the domed wall simply vanished. All around the circumference of the building, blocks about two-and-a-half-feet square disappeared in a blink. 

Then something crawled out of them. 

“Yaaaan…” Seena scolded, obviously having spotted something. 

With eight of, well, whatever they were making their way quickly around the building in the party’s direction, Hiral turned his attention from his domain to his sight. Off to the right, the nearest of the surprise guests had just appeared. Little more than – if those words could really be used to describe the thing – a cannon housed on four crab-like legs, the arm-length barrel lowered to point in their direction. 

“Seven more coming!” Hiral said, dashing in the construct’s direction at the same time it lined up its weapon. A flash of light, then a bolt of energy – similar to Hiral’s RHCs – shot in his direction. Reflexes taking over, the Rune of Rejection surrounded his left hand, and he casually swatted the attack out of the air to slap into the wall beside him. 

In Hiral’s other hand, his RHC came smoothly off his thigh, took aim, then spat its own blast back at the opponent. Without a Rune of Rejection – or its own hands – the crab-cannon didn’t have any defense against the shot besides its own crystal body. And against the Piercing Shot, that didn’t turn out to be enough. 

Chunks of crystal burst off in a shower as the bolt of searing Impact punched through the top of the cannon’s housing. Unfortunately, that wasn’t enough to drop the opponent, and Hiral picked out the sounds of other cannons firing behind him. With seven more of these things taking potshots at the group, he didn’t have time to play around. 

Energy surged through his pseudo-aspect just in time to slap the second blast away, and then he was practically on top of the construct. Up close, it had a similar make-up to the four-armed golem that’d given him his class, but the actual material it was built from didn’t glow with the same kind of strength. It was fragile, almost like g… No, analysis can wait for later, he scolded himself, whipping his Piercing-Shot-infused barrel to press up against the side of the cannon. 

Another pull of the trigger – Loving this reduced cooldown between shots – blasted the cannon in half. Before the front even had a chance to hit the ground, Hiral’s Impact-laced kick slammed into its housing, shattering it like an eggshell. The small legs continued to scrabble across the ground despite the horrific damage while a second cannon-construct rounded the edge of the building further to Hiral’s right. 

Out came the second RHC in his left hand at the same time he lined up his right with the new enemy. A simultaneous pull of both triggers ended one threat right in front of him, and blew two legs off another. 

Suddenly unbalanced, the construct’s own cannon fired off wildly into the nearby city, the force of it shredding stone walls in a line fifty feet long. Hiral’s eyes trailed the path of destruction before turning briefly to the building beside him. This dome must be made of stronger stuff. Then he was moving again, the barrel of the cannon pivoting like it would try to take a shot at him even from that position. Not that he’d give it a chance. 

Within a heartbeat it was right in front of it. The next, he was above it, flipping in a handless cartwheel while aiming both his weapons directly below. Vertically upside-down, he pulled the triggers, dual bolts of Impact shattering the cannon below him like fragile ceramic. The clinking of the shattered shards echoed behind him as he finished his acrobatics and sprinted towards the next opponent rounding the bend. 

Pseudo-aspect and Rejection powering his movement, he – unbelievably – reached the next cannon before his RHCs came off cooldown. Releasing the weapons from his grasp – Ring of Amin Thett picking them up for him to float nearby – Hiral forged Separation in front of him without slowing. Sching was the only sound the cannon made as it split cleanly in two while he vaulted the falling halves. That just left one more target directly ahead, cannon already glowing as it released its payload. 

Rejection gathered around Hiral’s hands as he prepared to deflect the blast, but in that split-second before the shot reached him, his instincts screamed warning. More a glob than a concentrated bolt – like the last two he’d batted aside – this attack felt unstable within his sensory domain. No, not unstable. 

Volatile. 

If he tried to parry that… his mind went back to the shredded buildings. Yeah, not good. Except, his hand was already moving. Time to try something… reckless. 

Threading solar energy as he went, Hiral snapped his right hand out to join his left. Sure, he probably could’ve just aborted his parry – he was fast enough – but that would’ve left the explosive glob to sail back towards where his party had been. That, and, really, it wouldn’t have been as fun as this. 

Attraction, Sealing, Time Dilation, and Connection all weaved together just as the glob reached his hands. Well, almost reached. With the utmost care, Hiral grasped the unstable energy in a closed field of forces that never quite touched it, while he sidestepped. For once, he didn’t explode, and instead spun in a twist like he held the world’s most dangerous shotput.

Following his hands, the energy thrummed with potential until he completed his three-hundred-and-sixty spin, then launched directly back at where it’d come from. If crystalline, mobile artillery could look surprised, the wide stubby barrel between two small lamps above it sure made it look that way.

Then the glob arrived, and Hiral didn’t even have time to wonder what it would do before it erupted into a fifteen-foot sphere of chaotic energy. Nope, that wouldn’t have been good for me at all. Still, looking from the flash that faded almost as fast as it appeared – and still did no damage to the dome beside it – Hiral skidded to a stop and glanced at his hands. 

The weaving of runes to almost instantly form the containment for the attack had been… so easy. The benefits of B-Rank and the Edicts? And, really, it wasn’t just this time. He’d been leaning pretty heavily on his literal arsenal within the Ring of Amin Thett, but had he been ignoring an even greater weapon right there on his own body? Should he…?

Hiral’s thoughts cut off as his tattoos and Meridian Lines emerged from his right arm, the pseudo-aspect popping out of existence. 

Right was killed?

Without his sensory domain to rely on, Hiral’s eyes snapped to his party interface. Were the others okay?

No. No they weren’t. 

Seena was at half-health. 




            

    
        Chapter 47 – I Just Got Exploded On

    
    
    
    
                Solar smoke peeled off Hiral’s right side as he activated Foundational Split and ignited his pseudo-aspect immediately after. Then he was moving, sensory domain ballooning out to stretch ahead to figure out just what the hell was going on. Buildings blurred to his right as he tore around the dome on his left, senses stretching, stretching, stretching ahead. Where were… there!

A crater. Right in front of Seena. While she… sat there, a hint of solar energy in front of her that faded even as Hiral finally rounded the last of the curve. 

Closer, Yanily stood atop the shattered body of one of the cannon constructs, but the spearman barely reacted as Hiral sped past. Behind Yan, the others stood around Seena, a potion in Seeyela’s hand. 

With his eyes only on the party leader, Hiral dropped to his knees and slid on thin planes of Rejection to stop right in front of Seena. “What happened?” he asked, eyes darting to the empty potion bottle in her hands. That was the solar energy I sensed. 

In the party window, her heath had already risen, but right in front of him, her armor had wisps of energy-like smoke wafting off it. Several of the metallic green and red feathers were completely missing, while others sat bent at odd angles. 

Starting at his sudden appearance, Seena’s already wide eyes grew a fraction more, then quickly narrowed and looked to the side. “I…” she began. 

“Got cocky and reckless,” Seeyela scolded. Then she thwapped her younger sister of the back of the head with a sound that echoed off the stone wall next to them. 

“Ow!” Seena said. “Be gentle. I just got exploded on!”

Seeyela turned from Seena to look behind Hiral, Right catching up at that moment. “And it could’ve been so much worse. Thank you, Right, for what you did.”

“What did he do?” Hiral asked. “What did you do?” he said to Seena. 

“I…” Seena said, then flinched when Seeyela’s hand lifted from her shoulder again. With no second thwap immediately forthcoming, Seena continued quietly. “I got reckless. We put down the first three constructs so quickly, I rushed ahead to deal with the fourth one.”

“And?” Hiral asked, while very specifically omitting he’d done exactly the same thing. Then he realized what had happened to him, and what could’ve happened if he didn’t have his runes. “Oh.”

“Yeah. ‘Oh’,” Seena said. “The fourth one was already charging up its shot when I came around to find it. Before I had a chance to blow it up… well, it tried to blow me up.”

“Came pretty damn close to,” Yanily said, walking back over from the shattered fourth cannon.

“It would’ve succeeded,” Seeyela chimed in, “if Right didn’t come out of nowhere to do his thing.”

“His thing?” Hiral asked. “Wait… he punched it?”

“Upon reflection, it wasn’t my best plan,” Right admitted. “You must be rubbing off on me.”

“I am you,” Hiral pointed out. “Or, you’re me… whatever. It doesn’t matter. Thank you.”

“Of course,” Right said like it wasn’t something he needed to be thanked for. He would’ve done the same thing for any of them. “Just sorry I didn’t get there sooner. You okay, Seena?”

“Yeah,” Seena said. “You… took the worst of it. Are you okay?”

Right stood at Hiral’s side and held up his arms like he was checking himself over. “All in one piece. No problem.” Then he winked at her. 

Seeyela groaned. “He’s somehow even less charming than you, Hiral. But, I’ll give him a pass – this time – for what he did.”

“You say that like I’m not charming at all,” Hiral muttered, but Seena reached out and put a hand on his knee. 

“Don’t worry, I think you’re pretty damn charming,” Seena consoled him. 

Hiral took her hand in both of his. “You sure you’re okay? When I saw your health in the party interface, I…”

“I’m fine,” she replied, holding up the empty potion bottle in her other hand. The one her sister promptly replaced with a full one, then mimed taking a drink. “Yes, mom,” Seena said dryly to her sister, taking a swig from the potion. “See, fixing me right up.”

“Let me help,” Hiral said, extending a field of Restoration around her. A second later, a golden dome began to emerge from Left’s Banner of Courage, but stopped at barely ten feet – just enough to encompass the party – instead of growing to the usual fifty feet. 

“How?” Seeyela asked. 

“The tattoo is A-Rank, thanks to the Second-Skin,” Left said. “I can control the size now. Also…” With his free hand, Left reached down to his right thigh, where the Waters of Frey glowed black within white light. As soon as he pulled his hand away, the solar energy snapped into what looked like a stream of black water circling his hand. 

Not quite the same as when he used it on Fallen Reach. 

Still, the liquid snaked out from Left’s hand to wash gently across Seena. 

“Good timing for that to unlock with the pseudo-aspect?” Hiral said. “That’s fantastic.”

“The black is a little creepy,” Yanily muttered.

“Yes, but only while the pseudo-aspect is active,” Left said, with only a small nod of acknowledgment to Yan’s comment. “The tattoo vanished again when Right did.”

Part of Hiral’s brain stowed that information away for later – was the pseudo-aspect another means to get his doubles access to their full powers? – but his attention was firmly on Seena, and her injuries visibly healing right in front of him. The small burns of her face faded quickly, the blood from a cut across her forehead drying up and dissipating before the cut itself vanished. Even her armor seemed to be benefitting from the Banner or the Waters. 

No, that wasn’t it. It was the Restoration. Hiral’s self-created domain was helping the armor repair itself. Good to know. Another piece of information filed away for later. 

“See, as good as new,” Seena said, though her health had really only climbed up to three-quarters in the party interface.

“We’re not in any rush to move just yet,” Seeyela said, a hand on her little sister’s shoulder preventing Seena from getting up. Another drinking motion quickly followed. “Drahn, Right, would you two mind keeping an eye out? Just because we haven’t seen many enemies before now doesn’t mean they won’t all start suddenly coming.”

“I’m fine, really.” Seena said. 

“Just sit and heal up,” Hiral said, squeezing her hand a little tighter. 

At the gesture, she finally seemed to accept she wasn’t going anywhere until either her health topped out, or something else dramatic happened. 

“Fiiiine,” Seena said, taking another swig from the potion. “What were those things, anyway?”

“Glass Cannons,” Yanily said. “Elite B-Rank, but soft. Er, well, as soft as glass can be, I guess? Fragile? Breaky?”

“Wait, they were actually called Glass Cannons?” Hiral asked. 

“That’s what View said,” Yanily replied. “All offense, no defense. Huh.” Then he crooked his spear in his elbow and pulled a notepad out of his Interspatial Ring and started writing something down.

“What are you doing, Yan?” Seena asked the shocking question on everybody’s mind. 

“Gotta add that term – glass cannon – to the guide,” Yanily said before the notebook vanished again. “I’m sure there’ll be builds like that. And this is a good lesson about being careful about it.”

That forward-thinking made everybody sort of pause, and then just shrug. Yet another side of Yanily. He really was more than he let on at first glance. 

“The cannons did go down fast, but if we didn’t know they were coming from Hiral’s warning?” Seeyela said. “That could’ve been bad. Imagine eight of those coming at us from all sides, guns blasting. Especially that last one.”

“Speaking of,” Yanily interrupted. “You did take care of the other four, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, all smashed,” Hiral told the spearman. 

“It’s not fair you got four of them all to yourself,” Yanily said. “I need to hurry up and get my Aspect.”

“How’s that coming?”

“Need more fights to help feel it out.”

“This is a dungeon, I’m sure you’ll get plenty of those.”

“Not if we keep sitting around here,” Seena piped up. “I’m almost back to perfect. Close enough to peek inside this place.” She thumbed at the dome to her side. 

“I’ll keep an eye on her,” Hiral told Seeyela. 

“I don’t need…” Seena started.

“That actually worries me more,” Seeyela said at the same time. 

The two sisters stopped, looked at each other, then chuckled. With that, Seeyela took her hand off Seena’s shoulder, and Hiral helped the party leader to her feet. 

“Left, you’re the level-headed one,” Seeyela said. “Watch over both of them?”

“You obviously think too much of me,” Left said with a shrug. “But I’ll try.”

“Best I can ask for.”

“Now that you’ve arranged our babysitter, shall we?” Seena deadpanned. 

“You’re the party leader, you tell me,” Seeyela said. 

Seena glared at her sister – just for a second – then nodded. “Okay, we’re going back to the door and heading in. Keep your eyes open for any more cannons. Or, anything worse.”

“Gotta be a Mid-Boss at some point,” Yanily said, a grin on his face. “Maybe I’ll share it with you,” he elbowed Hiral in the side. 

“Appreciated,” Hiral said, grabbing his RHCs out of the air where they floated. That done – and a quick shoulder tap – and he jogged back around to the front of the dome. Drahn and Right fell in with the others quickly enough, and Hiral moved up to the door with his double at his side. 

“Let’s try that again,” he said to Right. 

“I got your back,” the double said.

“I know you do. And, thanks again for what you did for Seena.”

“Always.”

That done, Hiral sheathed one of his weapons, then put his hand against the door. While it was an obvious entry point to the building, it wasn’t like it had a doorknob. Would just have to push on the…

As soon as his fingers touched the stone, solar energy flared along the double helix on his arm, followed immediately by a creak from the door. Another second, and the whole door simply disappeared like it’d never been there. 

Though, thanks to Hiral’s senses and Cycling+, the mystery didn’t elude him long – the door had been teleported up into the wall above. Just like the floors on Fallen Reach. This really could be the Builders’ island.

“Just like on Fallen Reach,” Seeyela echoed his thoughts, her own sense of gravity magic likely giving her the same information he’d gotten. 

“Let’s see what else inside is similar,” Seena said, and a tap landed on Hiral’s shoulder. 

Without another word, he slipped through the opening, down a short, five-foot tunnel, and into a larger room, RHC at the ready. Right was immediately beside him, while Yanily popped out on his other side, spear ready. 

“Left’s keeping an eye on the back,” the spearman said quickly, eyes scanning for threats. 

There weren’t any. At least, not any jumping out trying to cut, stab, or shoot them. 

No, the only things in the large room were numerous crystal… boxes along the walls, pipes and tubing running from them and into the domed walls. The walls that looked very familiar.

“It’s like an Asylum,” Seena said, eyes on the faceted crystal coating the wall behind the strange crystal boxes. 

“A warehouse?” Seeyela asked. “An Asylum for stuff?”

“Could it be the vault?” Yanily asked, his eyes practically sparkling. 

Er, wait, they were actually sparkling. Or, sparking was more accurate – tiny bolts of lightning circling his irises. 

Definitely on the ‘ask him later’ list. 

“It’s not the same as an Asylum,” Left said, bringing up the rear with Drahn beside him. “Door closed behind us, by the way. We couldn’t open it.”

“We’re stuck in here?” Seena asked, flame flaring above her hand to form a whirling fireball. “A trap?”

Nothing in Hiral’s sensory domain made his hair stand on end, and there was no movement beyond the party’s. There wasn’t even solar energy circulating, as far as he could tell. 

“I don’t think so,” he finally said. “There’s nothing in her with us, unless the boxes are going to transform.”

“Transformers?” Yanily asked. 

Hiral just shrugged. 

“Let’s look around, people,” Seena said. “Shout out if you find anything that stands out. Keep your guards up.”

“And don’t do anything reckless,” Left said, looking between Seena and Hiral. Then he gave a thumbs up to Seeyela. 

Somehow, all eight of Seeyela’s helmet-eyes seemed to roll at that, but the party split up to look around. 

The room itself took up almost the entirety of the domed building, with only the five-foot thickness of the walls accounting for the rest, by Hiral’s estimation. And, while Seena was correct in that the ceiling clearly reminded him of an Asylum, Left was also correct. The shape was the same, but he could tell the crystal itself was made from a different material. Something my Artificer class is telling me? Maybe the old class – though he still had access to the abilities from it – would help him figure out what the boxes were. 

Those things – and they ranged in size and shape – practically filled the majority of the room. They weren’t stacked like in a warehouse, and instead stood orderly against the circular wall, though they only extended about half the height towards the curving ceiling. And, yes, now that he was looking, they were all connected to the crystal wall – or each other – by at least one of those pipes or tubes. 

Maybe not boxes, but storage containers? Storing something that needed constant upkeep or support? Without any solar energy – and he couldn’t sense a single whit of it – what would they even be able to maintain though?

“Hey, found something,” Yanily said. “Maybe. Or it could just be decoration.”

“What you got?” Seena asked while the rest of the party – Hiral included – converged on the spearman. 

“Could be a coat hook, now that I look at it closer,” Yanily said, and Hiral spotted the man leaning towards a pair of slight protrusions. Each couldn’t be longer than four or five inches, but like Yanily suggested, the bottom one had a sort of knob or something on it. Actually, so did the top one, but it pointed down, while the bottom one pointed up. Curious. As Hiral got closer, he noticed those knobs weren’t solid, each with a T-shape carved out of the fronts. 

Almost like something needed to be slotted into…

His eyes widened as he reached into his Interspatial Ring and pulled out the Solar Core they’d found on the golem near the entrance of the dungeon. A quick inspection, and yes, it had matching ends that looked like they’d fit far too perfectly into the knobs.

“I think…” Hiral said, holding the Solar Core closer to the two protrusions but not quite inserting it. Yeah, the size was perfect. “I think we can use the core to power… something.”

“And not only there,” Left said. “There are more of those setups. I count five more just like it, and two that seem larger. Much larger.”

“Two, huh?” Seena said, looking right at Yanily.

“Mid-Bosses,” the spearman said. 

“What do you think, should I plug this in there?” Hiral asked the others. 

“You’re the expert on this kind of thing,” Seena replied. “What do you think?”

“If it really needs five more of these, and then two cores from Mid-Bosses too, I doubt one is enough to be dangerous,” Hiral reasoned. “And it might be enough to at least tell us if it’s worth the trouble.”

“Mid-Bosses means loot and achievements,” Yanily pointed out. “It’d be worth it anyway.”

“Yeah, but there is obviously more to this dungeon than just things to fight,” Hiral said. “And this room is probably it. Whatever this room actually is.”

“Slot it in and let’s see, then,” Seeyela said. “If anything gets angry about it, we’ll negotiate.” And, by the way she was holding her daggers, it would be a hostile negotiation. 

Hiral looked at Seena for her decision. 

“Do it,” the party leader said. 

With a nod, Hiral slid the Solar Core into place, each end clicking slightly when he got it into the right place. Almost immediately, solar energy flared to his senses, then flowed out from the core into the box it was now connected to. The amount of energy wasn’t much, barely more than a steady stream, but it moved fast, and another of the large boxes – this one directly opposite where they’d come in – suddenly lit up. 

Not the entire thing, but a large rectangular section on the front of it flashed briefly, words appearing and vanished even faster than Hiral could read. Finally, after several seconds of the words zipping past, it stopped, leaving one sentence in place. 

Role Affinity Classification: Identity and Location Scanner currently offline due to insufficient power.

“Kind of expected Dr. Benza to pop out,” Yanily said. “Not this... whatever it is.”

“Hiral?” Seena asked, but his eyes were locked on the words. 

Role Affinity Classification, those were the same first three words from the R.A.C.E acronym they were supposed to have in their PIMs. And while their E stood for Engine, apparently a way to determine what kind of classes they could get – or something, it was never made very clear – this was obviously something different. 

Identity and location. It… couldn’t be. 

“I think…” he said, licking his lips before he continued. “I think this… this racial scanner can tell us where people with PIMs are. Tell us if there are any other survivors on the surface.”

            

    
        Chapter 48 – There Are Mid-Bosses To Kill

    
    
    
    
                “Other survivors?” Seena asked. 

“Like Nivian and Wule?” Seeyela added. 

“Not just them,” Hiral said, tearing his eyes from the screen in front of him to look at the sisters. “Anybody with a PIM.”

It was understandable the two women were focused on the lost friends they were looking for, but the emphasis of his words clued them in on just how big this was. And, by the way their eyes widened, they got it. 

“This place we’re in now,” Hiral continued. “Sure, it’s a dungeon. But, it looks to be one built from the ruins of the Builders’ island. That has to mean it actually exists somewhere. The island came down – we watched it happen – but I never really thought about what happened after that. I guess I assumed they’d all died. If they didn’t…”

“This thing could help us find them,” Seeyela said. “And the fourth race too, the Bonders.”

“Exactly!”

“If any of them are still alive,” Seena said cautiously, before shaking her head. “No, if the PIMP brought us here – to this – there have to be survivors out there somewhere.”

“And this will help us find them?” Yanily asked, thumbing towards the screen.

“If we find more Solar Cores,” Hiral said. “It sure seems that way.”

As the words left his mouth, a yellow screen appeared in front of his face. 

Dynamic Quest: Update

Find a use for the Solar Core: 1/1

You have found a use for the Solar Core, but more power is still needed to fully activate the RACIAL Scanner.

Additional Minor Solar Cores Obtained: 0/5

Major Solar Cores Obtained: 0/2

Hiral nodded as he finished reading the notification window – it was pretty much exactly as he’d expected it to be, right down to the name of the system. “You all get the quest update?” he asked the others. 

“Got it,” Seena said. 

“I… have a question,” Yanily said, his hand up. “We’re in a dungeon, right? Even if we get this thing working, will it only point out where survivors are in the dungeon, or outside as well?”

That question made everybody pause. This was the PIMP they were talking about after all. If anything had the power to connect a dungeon to the real world…

Connect. 

When Yanily had… died… in the Rise of Fallen Reach, Hiral had seen a line of Connection extending out through a crack in the dungeon. That thread had allowed him to resurrect – miraculously – later. Was there one here?

Diverting some of his solar energy into his Rune of Connection, Hiral peered around the room looking for something similar. Quickly dismissing the threads he expected to see between his party members, as well as those leading to and from systems within the room left him with… 

Nothing. 

There was no thread stretching outside the room, let alone the dungeon. Everything was contained within the crystal walls. Could he just be missing it?

Hiral shook his head. No, there just wasn’t one. 

“I have another theory,” Left said, interrupting Hiral’s thoughts. When nobody immediately interrupted the double, he continued. “While we may be within a dungeon, that doesn’t mean we’re not also in the real world.”

“Like the Palace of Creeping Death or what happened up on Fallen Reach?” Seena asked, tapping her chin as she considered the possibility. 

“But we went through a portal,” Seeyela said. “We didn’t do that for either of those dungeons.”

“You’d be the expert on it more than the rest of us,” Hiral said, thinking through Left’s idea. “But, could it have just physically moved us instead of taking us inside a dungeon?”

“I…” Seeyela started. “Sorry, I wasn’t paying close enough attention to be able to answer the question. I wasn’t expecting it as a possibility.”

“The white waiting room we got,” Drahn spoke up from where he’d quietly been standing. “Wouldn’t that suggest we’re inside a dungeon?”

“And,” Yanily added. “If this was the real world, and Nivian and Wule were in the dungeon, wouldn’t we have run into them by now?”

Seena tapped her chin one last time, then shrugged. “I don’t think we’ll figure it out either way just standing here, though both could be a possibility. Whatever happens, we’re here now and we’ve got a quest in front of us. And if it works…”

“Going to trust the PIMP has a plan for us?” Seeyela asked, then looked over at Yanily. “We should remember to be careful about following its plans blindly when we don’t know what the outcome is going to be.” She still hadn’t quite gotten past her anger at the spearman dying in the Rise of Fallen Reach. 

“What are our choices here?” Seena asked her sister. 

“There are Mid-Bosses to kill,” Yanily said. “You know what my vote is.”

“Yan,” Seeyela said. “This isn’t about experience. We don’t know what the PIMP is going to make us do. What it could cost us if we follow it blindly.”

“I think I know exactly what it could cost us,” Yanily said evenly. “I am the one who died, remember?” 

“Of course I remember!” Seeyela nearly shouted, then took a breath. It wasn’t Yanily she was angry at. “That’s why I don’t know if we should follow what this PIMP wants us to do. Especially in a lost dungeon. It doesn’t have our best interests at heart.”

“And why should it?” Yanily asked right back, which seemed to stop whatever Seeyela was going to say next. “I mean, sure, these dungeons are designed to make us stronger, but that’s just what Dr. Benza wanted. And, even then, it’s just a means to an end. An end the PIMP was left to reach when everybody else died. Us getting stronger – or staying alive – is all to stop the Enemy.

“Dr. Benza didn’t build all this,” Yanily lifted his free hand to gesture around the room, but it was clear he meant something much bigger than that. “Just for us experience junkies to have a good time. The PIMP’s goal is to make us stronger, yes. Strong enough to defeat the Enemy and take back the world. If we’re not strong enough to take what comes in these dungeons, how can we accomplish the bigger goals?”

“You didn’t die because you weren’t strong enough,” Seeyela hissed. “You died because the PIMP set you up to…”

The butt of Yanily’s spear struck the ground hard enough to boom thunder through the room and send arcs of lightning streaking across the ground. The look on his face matched.

“The PIMP did nothing,” Yanily said. “I chose to save the people I care about. I knew exactly what it would cost to do it. And exactly what it would cost if I didn’t do it. My life for the three of yours, so you could go on and save everybody else important to us on Fallen Reach. A small price to pay.

“And… yet, here I am, with you again. When I made my choice – when I said goodbye to you three – I really thought that was it. Now, I know you had something to do with me coming back,” Yanily looked at Hiral briefly before turning back to Seeyela, “but as overpowered as he is, do you really think I’d be here if the PIMP wasn’t involved?”

“What… what are you saying?” Seeyela asked, clearly thrown off. 

“That the PIMP didn’t guide me to my death.” Yanily paused to make sure Seeyela was listening. “It guided me back to life.”

“It made it possible for Heaven’s Punishment to bring Yan back into the spear with it,” Hiral said quietly. “Then it created the connection between the Spear of Clouds in the dungeon, and the real one. I may’ve helped it along, but the PIMP made it possible in the first place.”

“You’re trying to say the PIMP resurrected Yanily?” Seeyela asked, the anger in her voice cracking. 

“Not at all,” Yanily said. “Again, it’s not here to coddle us. If Hiral wasn’t strong enough to take advantage of the opportunity, we – I – wouldn’t have gotten another one. Like the dungeons itself, we’re given a chance to get better, to become more than we were. It’s still dangerous, and if we’re not careful, we could die in any dungeon.”

“Like the ones we lost in The Crawling Pits,” Drahn said softly. 

“Exactly,” Yanily said. “But that danger brings opportunity. That’s all this was. I don’t think the PIMP was being benevolent in giving me a second chance – it just saw me as one more possible weapon against the Enemy.”

“You’re okay with that?” Seeyela asked, but the anger had completely drained from her voice. 

“I’m okay with being alive?” Yanily asked, the hardness on his face fading as he chuckled. “You bet I am! The part about being a weapon? Also yes. Look, I know we’ve all danced around the topic of whether or not we’re going to really get involved in this war, but I made my decision. I made it a long time ago, when we had to… deal with Picoli.

“I don’t ever want to go through that again. Whatever happens, I’m going to get powerful enough to stop the Enemy. Take back our world and make it safe – well, safer – to come down to the surface for everybody. I’d love to have you all by my side while I do that, but I won’t force you. I just… I just thought it was time I told you my plans.”

With that, the spearman seemed to finish his little speech, a second thump of his spear sending out more small bolts of lightning. 

Hiral couldn’t help but stare at his friend… in awe. So often, they took Yanily as the joker, but there he was, once again proving how much more there was to him. He’d decided on a point the others wavered on, with a conviction that honestly made Hiral feel… ashamed. 

Am I being selfish by not committing? 

Actually, even as he asked himself that question… he knew it wasn’t true. Yes, part of him wanted to put off making the decision, but if he was forced into a corner – right now – and asked to decide, he knew what he’d said. He always had. 

Just like when Favela had fallen off the Grower island, or when he’d seen Seeyela’s party held by the Shapers – or a dozen other situations after – he couldn’t ignore somebody who needed help. And, right now, the whole world was in need. 

“I’ll be right there with you,” Hiral said to Yanily, walking up to the man and giving a fist-bump. 

“We will be right there with you,” Right clarified, while he and Left took their customary positions at Hiral’s side. Two more fist-bumps had the spearman grinning at them.

“So, we’re having that chat now, are we?” Seena said, but she was smiling while a single tear ran down her left cheek. “Well, you know I can’t leave you two alone to get in trouble. Bah, who am I kidding, I would’ve made this choice anyway. If we can get strong enough to make a difference, you can damn-well believe I’m going to burn those squids all the way back to wherever they came from.”

“You’re one to talk,” Seeyela said. “They’re obviously a bad influence on you.”

“It’s okay if you choose differently,” Seena told her sister. “You have Favela to think of…”

“And that’s exactly who I’m thinking about,” Seeyela said. “Which is why, like Yanily, I made my choice a long time ago. As long as she’s in danger – any danger – you better believe I’m going to be right there with you all, stabbing until I don’t need to stab anymore.

“Might add a few more for good measure, though. Never know what sort of tricks they have.”

“We’re glad to have you,” Seena said. 

Then every head in the room turned to Drahn. 

“I… don’t actually know what the hell you’re all talking about,” Drahn said. “I followed up until Yanily said there were Mid-Bosses to kill, and then after that…? I got maybe a quarter of it, and that was just around the part where people died in the other dungeon. The something something about fighting the Enemy?” 

“Yeah, something something about fighting the Enemy,” Seeyela chuckled. “And saving the world from them.”

“Ah, kind of big plans for a party of five,” Drahn pointed out, then looked at Hiral and his doubles. “Er, seven…?”

Now it was Hiral’s turn to chuckle, before he turned his attention back to the screen hanging in the room. “All the more reason we should find some help.”




            

    
        Chapter 49 – That Escalated Quickly

    
    
    
    
                With those words, everybody turned to Seeyela. Would she have any further objections to following the quest?

“Still not a fan of the PIMP,” she grumbled, then looked at Yanily. “I see where you’re coming from, though. The reward for completing this quest – finding survivors – is too much to pass up. I withdraw my objection. Happy?”

“It’s not like that,” Seena said. “It’s good you question the quests. We need to keep doing that – it keeps us all safer.”

“You’re just saying that because I eventually agreed with you.”

Seena quirked a smile at her sister. “I was always the smarter one.”

Then it was Seeyela’s turn to smile, though this one was far more sinister, and her eyes turned to Hiral. “So smart you wrote about a certain Islander in your diary – and then didn’t put it back into its hiding place. I wonder how interested said Islander would be in hearing what that entry stated?”

“I…” Hiral started, only to cut off as Seena lunged at her sister, who promptly vanished with a bamf. 

“Now, the great thing about party chat,” Seeyela said without even being in the room. “Is how well words carry even when I’m already on my way to find one of those Mid-Bosses. Let’s see, where should I start? Perhaps with the bit about how his eyes remind you of…”

“AAAAAAH!” Seena shouted, drowning out her sister’s voice, before initiating her movement ability to go burning straight out of the room in a rush of flame. 

“Well, that escalated quickly,” Yanily said. “Think we should go with them, or go find our own Mid-Boss?”

Hiral stared at the line of flame heading out of the room for another two seconds before he finally tore his eyes away to look at Yanily. Seena writes in her diary about me? A shake of his head to dispel the thought – and the questions about what she wrote – and he finally gathered his thoughts enough to answer. 

“While they could probably handle a Mid-Boss on their own, it’s better to be safe,” Hiral said. 

“Yeah,” Yanily agreed. “We should probably catch up. You okay over there Drahn?”

“I just… it really is always like this with your group, isn’t it?” the tracker asked. 

Hiral and Yanily shared a look. 

“This is pretty tame, actually,” Hiral said. 

Yanily nodded his agreement – while Seena continued to shout threats into the party chat at her sister – then jogged out of the room. 

“Let’s go,” Hiral said to Drahn and his doubles, then followed. By the trail of flame, it was pretty clear which direction the two women had gone, and Hiral quickly went that way with the others. Luckily, even without the flaming trail, the Party Interface would’ve helped guide him towards the still-bickering sisters. 

He’d barely gone two blocks – RHCs back out in his hands – before Seeyela’s voice cut clearly through Seena’s threats. 

“I’ve got something,” Seeyela said seriously. “Another large building. Bigger than the dome. Half of it seems collapsed, but… looking at it is making my hair stand on end. There’s something in there.”

“Another Dracolich?” Yanily asked, and Drahn stiffened even while running. 

The man did not like flying. 

“Not the same kind of dread,” Seeyela said as the others continued in her direction. “More a… look, you’ll understand when you get here.”

At that, the party chat went quiet as the others sped along until they finally found Seeyela standing at the end of a street, broken buildings on either side of her. Ahead, though, that was where things got a bit more interesting. 

Instead of a collapsed cavern – well, it was still that, but on a larger scale – Hiral spotted the partially shattered building she’d mentioned. The building in the middle of a whole lot of… nothing. Sure, it looked like there was a wall off to either side of Hiral – one that had probably stood twenty feet tall – but beyond it? Other than the building in the middle, there was a field easily a half-mile in all directions. An empty field. 

The whole section was slightly tilted, like it’d fallen out of the sky – which it had – before the ground above had caved in around it. In the center of all that, the building in question was half-buried where part of the ceiling had fallen on it. What remained, looked as much like a fortress as anything else, though something about that didn’t quite up. 

It wasn’t like the Palace of Creeping Death or the Troblin’s ruined fortress. What’s different? Ah! While the previous two examples had obvious construction in place to clearly repel attackers, this one felt… reversed. It was big. Sturdy. Windowless. 

It wasn’t meant to keep something out – it was built to keep something in.

Wonderful.

“You see what I’m talking about?” Seeyela asked.

“Yup,” Hiral said. 

“Hey,” Yanily interrupted. “There’s something written on the wall over here. It says… oh. Oh, Hiral, you’re going to love this.”

“What’s it say, Yan?” Seena asked as the spearman began to chuckle. 

“I won’t spoil it,” Yanily said, waving them over to the side of the road where he pointed at something on the outer wall. 

Sharing a glance – and a shrug – with Seena, Hiral walked over with the others to read what Yanily had found. 

Research and Testing Department – Authorized Personnel Only

“Ooooh,” Hiral said, looking again from the sign to the building in the distance. With the new information, he could easily imagine the building occupying an empty space on the flying island, nothing but grass and a sturdy wall all around in case… something went wrong. 

Then his eyes narrowed. So, what’s going to go wrong?

“It makes sense,” Seeyela said. “If this was the Builder island, of course they’d need a place to safely explode.”

“Do explosions come in the safe kind?” Yanily asked. 

“We don’t even know if all Builders explode,” Hiral said absently. 

“So, you’re admitting you explode now, huh?” Seena jabbed him in the arm as she asked the question. 

“No comment,” he said smoothly, then pointed an RHC towards the building. “Good chance our Mid-Boss target is some kind of experiment.”

“Failed or successful?” Drahn asked. 

“No idea. And I’m not sure what would be worse. Dr. Benza said A-Rank was the strongest they could make. If it was a failed experiment – maybe that makes it B-Rank? Then again, that could just mean it’s stronger and uncontrollable.”

“Either way, we won’t figure it out standing around here,” Seena said. “Remember what we’re here for – Solar Cores. Like Hiral said, assume it’s inside whatever Mid-Boss we’re going to fight.”

“Does that mean we have to go easy on it?” Yanily asked. “Don’t want to destroy the core.”

Seena seemed to think about it for a few seconds, then shook her head. “No. I’d rather fail the quest than have somebody get hurt because we were pulling our punches.”

“Survivors…” Seeyela reminded her sister. 

“Possible survivors,” Seena corrected. “Which means the only guaranteed survivors I’m worried about are us. Hold off on using Eloquently Enraged+ unless you need it – save it for the Boss – but any short cooldowns are fair game. If it gets bad, then don’t hold anything back. We can wait the thirty minutes if we need to.”

“Got it, Boss,” the others said in unison. 

Seena quirked her lips at the chorus, then responded by giving Hiral the shoulder tap. 

A quick shared look with his doubles, and Hiral took the first step off the street and into the field surrounding the research compound. Huh, there wasn’t a gate? Not a question that really mattered, Hiral turned his focus to his sensory domain, spreading it ahead of him for anything out of the ordinary. 

Just a normal field, as far as he could tell. Then again, the dome had looked normal until it had started spitting out cannons. Still, even with his eyes peeled and his senses scouring as far as they’d go with his domain, he couldn’t find anything that’d be a threat to the party. That peace continued all the way up to the front door of the research facility, where he definitely expected something to make trouble for them. 

“This quiet is just making it worse,” Seeyela said. 

“Seriously. Something needs to hurry up and jump us,” Yanily added. 

“Probably once we try to open the door,” Hiral said, sheathing one of his RHCs, and putting his hand against the door. “Ready?”

The party behind him turned to keep watch in all directions, and he pushed on the door – adding a small wave of Rejection to open it. Didn’t budge. Not even an inch. Why…? Hiral almost facepalmed before casually swiping his hand past the activation crystal beside the door. So smooth, I’m sure nobody noticed that. 

Right chuckled beside him. 

Hiral didn’t have a chance to glare at his double before the door simply vanished from where it’d been. Like with the dome, Hiral felt the pull of solar energy and gravity depositing the door in the wall above where it’d been a second before. 

As soon as the way was clear, Hiral hefted his other weapon to point down the newly exposed hall, half-expecting something to come charging at him. Nothing did. Odd.

“Anything?” he asked cautiously.

“All clear here,” Yanily said. 

“Here too,” Seeyela added. 

“Did the PIMP forget to add the Mid-Boss?” Seena asked. 

“As long as it didn’t forget to include the loot and achievements at the end,” Yanily said.

“The true achievements were the friends we made along the way,” Left said so evenly, everybody turned to look at him. “What? Would you put it past the PIMP?”

Yanily just groaned.

“I’m heading in,” Hiral said, doing his best to ignore his double. Ahead, his sensory domain spread down the tunnel, finding several doors on each side as it went. He couldn’t quite move the domain past the doors – yet – but it gave him a pretty good idea what lay ahead in the thirty-foot hall. “Two doors on each side, then one more at the end.”

“Right side of us is collapsed,” Seena pointed out. “Probably not much in there, but we should check anyway. Let’s take it one door at a time.” 

Another shoulder tap, and Hiral moved to the first door, this one on his right. This time, instead of trying to push the door open, he went straight to the crystal embedded beside it. A swipe of his hand over the crystal and… nothing. No reaction. He tried a second time, his solar senses primed, and there wasn’t even a spark of energy. 

Just like most of the crystals were up on Fallen Reach until recently. 

“This one isn’t working,” Hiral said. 

“Can you fix it?” Seena asked. 

“Does he need to?” Seeyela asked. “Why don’t we try the other ones first.”

“Good idea,” Seena said. “We can always come back to this one if we need to.”

Another shoulder tap, and Hiral moved to the next door, this one on his left. And, like the first, the crystal didn’t work. Neither did the next two in the hall, as it turned out, and the party worked its way towards the far end. 

“Just this one door left,” Hiral said. “If it doesn’t work, I’ll see what I can do about getting them open.”

A swipe of his hand over the crystal and the door… didn’t move an inch. No solar energy there, either. 

“No good?” Seena asked. 

“No…” Hiral said, thinking. “Hey, Left, can you go back and close the first door? If this is a research facility, maybe they put some kind of restriction in where the inside doors wouldn’t open if the outside one wasn’t closed. To try and prevent something… dangerous… from getting out.”

“Oh, so you’d rather trap us in here with it?” Seeyela asked while Left jogged back to the entrance.

“No,” Right said before Hiral could. “We’d be trapping it in here with us.” Then he winked. Again. 

“Stop that,” Seeyela said, flinching away, before Right chuckled. 

“The Unseen Fang’s one weakness, casual winks,” Right said.

“Door won’t close again,” Left said over the party chat, ending Seeyela’s suffering. Or, perhaps saving Right’s life. “If I had to guess, I’d say opening it used the last of the power in the building.”

“Probably a good guess,” Hiral said, turning his mind to getting the door in front of him open.

“You powered the interface back in the Asylum, can you do it here?” Seena asked him. 

“Possibly,” Hiral said slowly, mind on another option. “You mind if I test something else first?”

“Oh boy,” Seena said. “Should we stand back?”

Hiral thought about it for a second, then nodded. “Yeah, you probably should.”

“Whoa, okay, now I’m a bit nervous,” Seena said, but she and the others backed up. “You doing something risky?”

“Nah,” Hiral said, tuning out the party and putting his left hand against the door in front of him. White energy glowed along his sleeve from his pseudo-aspect, but that wasn’t the power he’d use to “open” the door. No, for this, he was going back to basics… and something he’d seen the crystal construct do. 

If it could do it at B-Rank, can’t I?

With that – and his mind firmly on a single image – Hiral activated his Rune of Separation. Solar energy flooded into the center of his chest before the power burst out of his fingertips. A slight pulse of Rejection blew the hundreds of tiny, perfect cubes to the floor in front of him in a shower of clicking stone on stone. 

“Well, that’s one way to… make an entrance,” Yanily said. 




            

    
        Chapter 50 – (>_<)

    
    
    
    
                Hiral stared for a second at the hundreds of small cubes on the floor directly ahead of him – That worked well, but took more solar energy than I expected – then looked into the large room. From what his expanding sensory domain was telling him, half of the room on the right was filled with collapsed roof, but even then, the room took up a large portion of the building. 

“Big room ahead of us,” Hiral said. “Could be our Mid-Boss.”

“As good a time as any to buff up,” Seena said. “Usual, short cooldown abilities. Go.”

With the command, three (Lesser) Auras took hold, their benefits spilling over to the others, while Left Shaped his Banner of Courage. Already benefiting from his pseudo-aspect, Hiral would save his Domain of the Sun+ if he could – it had a long cooldown at an hour – but he did pull his other weapons out of the Arsenal of Amin Thett. His RHCs had been serving him pretty well up to this point, but a Mid-Boss was another matter entirely. 

In fact, heading into a large, open room, with no idea what was waiting for them, maybe he had a better option. Sheathing his RHCs on his thighs, he reached out and pulled the four Mobile Artillery Spheres to hover in front of him. 

“Ready,” he said. 

A shoulder tap, and Hiral moved into the room, the party streaming in behind him. Two steps after the final member – Left – had entered, red flight flashed through the room, dispelling the gloom, and a new door appeared where Hiral had destroyed the last. And, before he had a chance to even turn to inspect that – his sensory domain telling him what had happened – there was a bright flash ahead and to his left. 

Atn and Dex working in perfect unison, Hiral twisted at the waist and snapped his hands together, Mobile Artillery Spheres following the gesture. As soon as the four spheres were practically touching, a stream of solar energy activated their shield function. While the energy barriers didn’t have the same resilience as Nivian’s Orbital Shield, with the four of them stacked up, they should…

SCHOOOOOM, a beam the size of Hiral’s Annihilation of Amin Thett slammed into the shields, causing spider-web fractures to instantly appear along the barricade. Energy washed against the barriers as he reinforced them with Rejection and Increase, but they weren’t going to be able to stand up to the force. 

He needed to do something before they shattered completely! Making them stronger had helped, but he was already losing that battle. He needed to do something different. A quick glance at the floating spheres, and then a slight twist of his wrists turned the wall of shields into a wedge of shields. The pressure eased off immediately as the bright orange glow careened off to either side of the party, staining the room an alternating red and orange. Even with the extra power Hiral poured into the shields – and the change in their angle – the beam pounded on them for one second, two, three… then finally stopped. 

In front of Hiral’s shield, the floor was a warped and melted mess, as was the V-shape around the party where the beam had passed. Okay, don’t get hit by that…

Good advice given to himself, Hiral pulled his hands aside – the Mobile Artillery Spheres following – to give him a look at their new opponent. There, on the far side of the room, stood what had to be the Mid-Boss. And a second to bring up View confirmed it. 

(Mid-Boss) Guardian P3W P3W V2.3 – Unknown Rank

Clearly a construct of some kind, the thing was made of pure crystal, looking kind of like an upside-down pear with the same, four, crab-like legs the Glass Cannons had. From the larger, top-half, four bulky arms emerged, with one pointed in the party’s direction – the Rune of Energy glowing fiercely within the palm of the three-fingered hand. And, on the front of the thing’s body – where a face should be – there was only the same kind of glowing screen as they’d seen back in the dome. 

Except… instead of words, this one only had a strange string of characters. 

(>_<)

Whatever that meant. 

“Don’t let it keep doing that!” Seena shouted from behind Hiral, obviously having seen the damage the beam would do, and solar energy pulsed as the party moved. 

Hiral lanced out with the beam attacks from his Mobile Artillery Spheres, though they didn’t have the same punch as his RHCs. At the same time, Chain Lightning+ arced out from behind him, while a paid of Cinder+ slashed across the front of the Guardian. And, yet, only the Cinders actually struck home, a Rune of Rejection glowing near the base of the construct to form its own shield to block both beams and lightning. 

That’s… much more focused than my rune. Unless… can I do that too?

A test for later, and Hiral jerked his hands further out to the sides, the spheres quickly following the motion to spread around the golem. Another thread of solar energy when they’d surrounded the big enemy, and four beams came at it from all sides while – bamf – Seeyela appeared directly behind it. Though one beam got blocked by the shield of Rejection that moved to intercept it, the other three got through. More importantly, so did Seeyela’s twinned, fang strike. 

Daggers glowing a combination of purple and green, she drove both weapons into the small of the golem’s lower back – if it could really be called that. Crystal broke away as the daggers struck true, and a flash of green pulsed through the whole monster. Thick arms jerked to the sides, spasming, then the thing took a stuttering series of steps forward, its whole body seeming to seize. 

One, two, three steps it took before one more brutal spasm tore through its entire body, and the screen on the front of its body changed. 

(X_X)

A few more Cinders slashed across its body, while Right, Left, and Yanily moved cautiously closer. Drahn stayed back with Hiral, his bow drawn, but the arrow held. 

“Is that… it?” Seena asked. “That was the Mid-Boss? I know we’ve gotten stronger, but…”

Seeyela gently poked the golem with one of her daggers. “Maybe… my venom worked really well on it? My aura lets us get critical hits on this kind of thing, after all.”

“I guess…?” Seeyela said, also starting to walk forward. 

But, Hiral wasn’t so sure. “We didn’t get an achievement notification.”

“Hey, you’re…” Seeyela started, but the screen in front of the golem changed again. 

(^_^)

“Look out!” Hiral shouted as one of the arms – this one looking like nothing more than a heavy club – lit up with a Rune of Impact. Up, around, and down faster than it had any right to be, the thick appendage crashed down on Seeyela with a sound like shattering stone. 

And a bamf that had the woman appearing next to Hiral and Seena. 

“Bastard was playing dead!” Seeyela cursed. “That’s not funny.”

L(~O~L)

“Is… is it taunting us?” Hiral asked, eyes narrowing at the oddly expressive screen where the thing’s face would be. 

“Yeah, well, taunt this,” Yanily said as he exploded into a bolt of lightning that shot for the ceiling, hit the stone roof, then bounced back down like the fist of an angry god. Washing out the red of the room to a searing white, his Skyfall+ made a sound like tearing fabric before it slammed down with a roll of thunder that shook the building. 

Too bad another shield of Rejection had sprung into place to block the titanic attack, leaving Yanily hanging in the air directly in front of the Guardian. Worse, at the spearman’s moment of weakness, another of the golem’s arms flickered to life with the power of a rune. This one, a scythe as long as Yanily was tall, had a rune glowing along the blade could only be one thing – the Rune of Separation. 

Around came the blade at the same time – crack – Hiral launched himself forward with a burst of Rejection so powerful, he might as well have stepped through one of Seeyela’s portals. Barely in time, he put himself between the swinging blade and the falling spearman, his own shield of Rejection flaring to life to block the attack. 

If this hunk of crystal can do it, so can I!

And, for a fraction of a second, he did. Then the power of the Rune of Separation made itself known, the tip of the blade tearing through the shield Hiral had put up. Grabbing hold of his Runes of Time Dilation and Contraction, Hiral slowed the progress of the blade while he and Yanily both hung in the way of the Guardian’s terrible weapon.

Probably would’ve been smarter to try and parry it with a weapon…

Except he was past that point now, and beating himself up over what he should’ve done wouldn’t save him from what he had done. No, he needed to focus on how to stop the seemingly unstoppable Rune of Separation. Already, he could feel it shredding his shield of Rejection like it was barely there. Concept against concept, Separation was of a higher order than Rejection, resulting in the imbalance. Without vastly more power, there was just no way Hiral could reject that scythe. So, what were his options? 

Reality was already knocking on the back of his head to remind him about the normal flow of time, so he didn’t have long to come up with a plan – or get cut into pieces. He’d really rather avoid that second option if he had the choice. 

Okay, if I can’t use one of the “lesser” runes, that means I need to use one of the bigger concepts. Gravity? Energy? No, I don’t see either of those working. Connection? Nuh uh, that’s already what I’m worried about – staying connected! That just leaves Separation, but I didn’t draw a weapon to…

Hiral stopped right there. Did he need a weapon? This struggle wasn’t really about stopping the scythe – his shield of Rejection would handle that if it wasn’t for the Guardian’s rune – it was just about the concept of Separation. Which meant… Could he…?

It’s worth a try!

Without another thought, Hiral split his attention between his Rune of Rejection and into his Rune of Separation. However, instead of layering it over a sword as he had so many times in the past, he instead threaded solar energy into his Rune of Decrease at the same time. Then, with this combined concept, he attached it not to one of his weapons, but instead to the wall of Rejection he’d put in front of the Guardian’s scythe. 

 Letting go of his time runes and focusing on his desire to reduce the concept of Separation on the blade tearing at his shield of Rejection, Hiral immediately felt the clash of wills. Unsurprisingly, the Guardian’s control over its rune was rigid and powerful, like pushing a mountain up another mountain covered in grease. 

Straight up, with momentum literally already on the golem’s side, Hiral probably wouldn’t have been able to win the contest on his first try. Except… except he had one distinct advantage. 

As soon as he’d released his time runes and focused on reducing the Separation, the Edict of Decrease had roared to life in his senses. Like a will from on high, the Edict’s power enveloped the blade and swept aside the golem’s will the instant Hiral had been able to feel it. Just like that, the scythe became nothing more than a simple weapon. No, that wasn’t true. 

It had become a dull weapon. 

(O_O)

Despite everybody’s surprise at the sudden turn of events, this was still a scythe wielded by a massive golem with unbelievable strength. The blade slammed into Hiral’s shield of Rejection and batted him out of the air. Scarves of energy wrapped Yanily as Hiral passed, dragging the spearman out of the way of the arcing scythe, and the pair landed nimbly thirty feet away. 

Already, Hiral could feel his control of the Separation on the scythe fade – letting it rise back to its previous lethality – but at least he’d been able to save Yanily. 

“Thanks,” the spearman said. “I didn’t think its shield would be able to stop Skyfall+.”

“From the looks of things,” Hiral responded as Right and Left dove into melee range with the golem. A purple-enshrouded fist exploded against another wall of Rejection, while Left swept in and landed a slashing blow with his Dagger of Sath in the same place Seeyela had hit. “It can only erect one shield at a time. In one direction.

“Basically, if we keep it busy looking one way, you can hit it from the other.”

“That must be it, the trick to this fight,” Seena said over the party chat, more Cinder+ slashing across the golem’s body while Seeyela and Drahn joined in on the action. “It’s not bad, even though that thing has almost as much defense as that stupid Reinforced Runeoceros.”

As if it heard her, the Guardian’s face-screen shifted again. 

*\(^_^)/*

Then, there was a massive pulse of solar energy that flashed through the room, bright enough to force Hiral to cover his eyes and turn his head. When he looked back… oh shit.

Where there had been one, now, four Guardians stood looking at the party. 




            

    
        Chapter 51 – Hurts To Live

    
    
    
    
                “Hiral,” Seena said evenly. “It’s stealing your tricks.”

“And doing it better,” Yanily pointed out. “He brought a plus-one. You going to stand for that?”

Despite how it actually irked him the golem was not only using his runes, but something very similar to Foundational Split, Hiral didn’t respond. No, he was too busy trying to figure out just what the golem had done. 

As it was, it wasn’t hard to pick out the original Guardian – it hadn’t moved – but the other three quickly rushed forward at the party. A dozen crab-like legs stomped sta-sta-sta-sta as the new trio rushed ahead, solar energy gathering in their limbs and Runes of Energy glowing. There was no way they could block four of those blasts at the same time!

Do we have to?

Something about the whole scenario seemed off to Hiral even as the first golem took aim. This wasn’t like Foundational Split with each of the bodies having different abilities – they were all lighting up the same runes. On the far left, rune glowing within the palm of its three-fingered hand, the golem there set its legs, while at the same time, a pulse of solar energy erupted from the original. Tearing through the air, the energy blasted across the room at Seeyela. Clearly having seen it coming, the woman easily Bamf’d out of the way, only to reappear directly above the Mid-Boss that’d shot at her. 

With her daggers glowing a vicious green above her head – and the golem apparently oblivious to her position – she let gravity do the work for her. Down she came, her Fangs of the Lady cutting green arcs as they drove down into the top of the Guardian. Into… and… through?

Seeyela yelped in surprise as she passed straight through the golem like it wasn’t even there, though she managed to catch her balance and get her feet under her before she hit the ground fifteen feet down. 

“They’re illusions?” Seena asked as one of her Fireballs sailed through another of the new Guardians on the right. The resulting explosion sounded far past her target, while everybody in the room turned towards the original. If the other three were illusions that couldn’t hurt them, they could be ignored. 

And… yet… if it was so easy to figure that out, what was the point of the ability? There had to be more to it, and Hiral focused his solar energy senses on the four constructs as the party moved to attack the one in the center. Though, even as they did, the Guardian copies also moved to attack. Runes of Impact glowed on clubbed limbs, then swung in to intercept the racing party members. 

The first, aimed at a rushing Seena, passed harmlessly through her as she chose to ignore the attack. The second – this the one Seeyela had already passed through – lifted and dropped its club like a falling meteor, and the woman reflexively dove out of the way. No titanic crash came to shake the room on the impact with the floor, showing that club had also been an illusion. 

Is that it? They’re just there to distract us?

Even as Hiral asked himself the question, the third and final club came around like an uppercut at Yanily, so fast it blurred the air and trailed energy from the glowing rune. Down and through the ground it passed – clearly insubstantial – and the spearman turned his attention from preparing to dodge the attack, to readying his next strike on the central Guardian. The instant his attention left that ghostly limb coming his way, there was a pulse of energy from the Mid-Boss ahead of him. 

Was it…?

WHAAAAAAM, the Impact-enhanced limb crashed into Yanily like a runaway Runeoceros, bending his body around the blow before catapulting him up towards the ceiling at a forty-five-degree angle. A second WHAM ricocheted the spearman off the ceiling to slam back down to the ground and skid across the stone – sparks flying from his armor – until he hit the far wall. In the Party Interface, his health dropped by half, and everybody sort of froze at the unexpected violence of it.

“Yan!” Seena shouted, though she was forced to leap to the side to evade a gout of energy searing across where she’d just been standing. From the lack of damage it did to the floor, it must’ve been the illusory kind of attack, but did that just mean the one that’d attacked Yanily was also real?

Right was already there to answer the question, his flaming fist rising in an uppercut of his own to smash into the Guardian’s chest. Well, it would’ve smashed… if it didn’t simply pass through like he was trying to punch a ghost. Pivoting on his lead foot as he overbalanced, the double was forced to quick-step to stay upright, and moved directly through his opponent. As soon as he was behind it, the golem’s scythe-arm swept out and to the side to catch the flat-footed man. 

Another illusion or the real thing?

At the same time the scythe swept for Right, Left moved to aid Yanily as the spearman pushed himself to wobbly feet, one of the other Guardians stomping towards the pair. Seeyela, seeing that, had already teleported over to intercept, her daggers lifting to meet another scythe sweeping her way. That still left two other Guardian’s free, the one closest to Seena charging across for her, and the original, another expression on its ‘face’.

(-_(-_-)_-)

Okay, yeah, Hiral really wanted to punch that face right now. But, a pulse of solar energy had his eyes widening as scythes raced for two of his party members. The same thing had happened just before Yanily got hit!

Making a choice, Hiral launched himself at the same time he snagged Death Knell and the Flame-Bladed Rapier of Eldritch Horror out of the air. Then, twisting with Rejection – despite his momentum – he practically appeared beside Seeyela, weapons glowing with Separation and in position to help block the coming strike. 

Except it passed right through them, and before Hiral even had a chance to consider that, his pseudo-aspect vanished as his tattoos emerged on his right side. No sooner had that happened, than the fourth arm – the one he hadn’t seen used – snaked out unbelievably fast at the same time another pulse of solar energy erupted from the central Guardian. Thick fingers and a thumb closed around Hiral’s chest – far too solid to even be considered an illusion – and another rune glowed to life on the forearm. 

The Rune of Breaking. 

As soon as it lit up, unstable energy surrounded the claw – and Hiral – lancing pain through his body like every cell, muscle, and bone was breaking down. It wasn’t as sudden as getting smashed by a club or beheaded by a scythe, but his health was dropping almost ten percent a second! And, Fallens’ balls, it hurt. 

With no time to spare, Hiral activated Foundational Split, and Right climbed up off him and onto the clawed arm. At the same time the double took a step forward and swung his fist, Hiral reactivated his pseudo-aspect, along with his own Runes of Breaking and Decrease. Matching his own runes – and his will, bolstered by the Edict – against the golem, the horrific damage caused by Breaking immediately ceased. All that was left was too… 

The claw holding him – and the arm Right stood on – suddenly became insubstantial, dropping the pair to the ground. A stumble, and Hiral managed to catch himself, though his eyes lingered for a split second on the third of his health he’d lost to that. Worse, the clubbed limb was already coming around again, Rune of Impact glowing like a falling meteor. 

And it wasn’t just coming for him. At the far side of the room, another swung for Seena – who’d been ineffectually hurling fire against the main body’s shield of Rejection – while the final golem closed on Drahn. 

Beside him, Seeyela had stabbed at the one that’d gripped him, but she hadn’t managed to do any damage. That left Left and Yanily behind him, safely out of range of the clubbing limbs. 

No way it reaches Drahn in time. That means it’s going after me or Seena. We can’t afford to guess and be wrong.

“Seena, wings!” Hiral shouted at the same time he flooded power into his own Rune of Impact, then surrounded his two swords with the aura. There was a brief instant of pause at the move, like the swords would’ve preferred another rune, but Hiral pushed past the resistance. What was that? Figure it out later! Next, instead of bolstering them with Increase to make them hit has hard as he could, he instead pooled more Decrease in there. Three powered-up Impacts would likely rip his arms completely apart, and – so far – he’d been able to negate the golems attacks by basically zeroing them out. 

As the massive club swung for his comparatively tiny weapons, he could only hope the same remained true this time – the predictable pulse of solar energy ballooning out from the central Guardian. 

Flaming wings burst out of Seena across the way, wrapping around her to block the coming strike, while Hiral’s swords glowed with runic energy. They were as ready as they could be, and Hiral braced for the impact… that didn’t come. No, his swords passed cleanly through the illusory club that’d swung at him, while a deep thump reverberated from across the room. 

It went after Seena.

Hiral pushed the small worry out of his mind – her defensive ability could take that hit – and he instead acted within the brief window he suddenly had. Scarves of energy snaked out behind him, grabbing Right, Left, Yanily, and Seeyela, then he launched himself across the room on planes of Rejection. Pushing himself – and his pseudo-aspect – to the max, Hiral used micro-bursts of Attraction and Rejection to increase his speed even further, simultaneously pushing and pulling himself while pumping his legs. 

Within the blink of an eye – maybe less – he was at Seena, another scarf reaching out and snagging her as he passed. A startled yelp from the party leader, and Hiral made a brutal ninety-degree turn, his runes pushing, pulling, and reducing his own gravity enough to make the move possible. It still torqued at him – and felt like his stomach got left behind – but within the next blink, he was at Drahn. One final scarf, and Hiral hauled the whole group to the far side of the room, furthest from any of the Guardians. 

And the central one didn’t seem to be too thrilled by that. 

(>_<)//

Too bad for you. 

“Everybody okay?” Seena asked.

“Hurts… to… live…” Yanily groaned, but he had one of the healing potions uncorked and half empty. Beside him, Left had the Banner of Courage just for the group, and channeled the Waters of Frey onto the spearman.

“What the hell is the trick on this one?” Seeyela asked after a quick look to make sure Yanily was actually okay. “And, Hiral, going to get less gropey?”

“No,” Hiral said, instead pushing Restoration into the scarves to help bolster the recovery of the group – the spearman especially. “I think we’re going to need them. As for the trick, it’s one of two things, though I don’t know which. The Mid-Boss is either temporarily switching places with one of the illusions, or it’s making the illusion real, just long enough for the attack.

“I’m leaning towards the second, since the one that’d grabbed me lost cohesion completely after a few seconds.”

“So, that means we probably can’t destroy the illusions, and we need to focus on the central one,” Seena reasoned. “But, we can’t just ignore the doubles, cause they can wallop us if we aren’t careful.”

“Wallop?” Yanily asked. 

“Got a better word for what happened to you?”

“Wallop it is.”

“Plan?” Seeyela asked, the four Guardians having regrouped, with three of them already charging across the room at the party. At most, Hiral and the others only had a few more seconds before they’d have to engage. 

“Hiral’s obviously got one since he isn’t letting us go,” Seena said. “Let’s have it.”

Feeling how the Rune of Restoration circled his teammates through the connection of his scarf, Hiral nodded. “I do. I’ll keep it simple. I think I can protect you from the Mid-Boss’s runes, but I won’t be able to do much else. Need to concentrate on this.”

“That’s it?”

“Not exactly,” Hiral said, the golems closing fast. “Focus on destroying the original. I’ll protect you from most of the attacks. You still need to parry the club or scythe, and dodge the damn claw, but the part that makes them the most dangerous – the runes – I’ve got that. Ignore the beam.”

“You’ve got our backs?” Yanily asked. 

“I’ve got your backs,” Hiral affirmed. “Go turn that golem to a pile of crystal dust.”

“But leave the Solar Core intact!” Seena added quickly, the golems a mere twenty feet away now. “Sis, if you would.”

Seeyela chuckled. “Time for round two.”

Then a sheet of black opened underneath the party, and they dropped through it to appear directly behind the main guardian.

(/=_=)/  _I__I_




            

    
        Chapter 52 – Well, He Did His Best

    
    
    
    
                Hiral’s feet touched down at the same time everybody else’s did – on the far side of the room from where they’d just been – but he didn’t dash forward like the others. No, he practically stood still, focusing on his power flowing through the scarves to his party members. On the connections he’d made with the people ahead of him, and most importantly, on what he could do with those connections. 

Restoration was still going strong, working with the potion in Yanily’s body, the Waters of Frey,  and the Banner of Courage to mend the spearman’s wounds. And, Hiral had said he’d protect them from the golem’s runes – which he would – but was that all he could do?

A smile quirked his lips as he began to test. 

First came his Rune of Increase, while he focused on the simple concept of his friends’ attributes. Almost immediately, the others moved faster, reaching the golem just as the three illusions spun around and started their dash back to attack the party. 

Yanily’s spear lashed out with a barrage of lightning-fast thrusts to hammer into the Guardian’s shield of Rejection, while the others split off to circle around. Fire erupted from Seena’s bulky gauntlets, washing over the side of the golem, and Seeyela vanished with a bamf. From the other side, Right and Left criss-crossed their way into melee range, lines of infernal fire and inky water overlapping with the afterimage left by their pseudo-aspects. 

Out and around came the golem’s scythe to cut the doubles off – literally – and Left smoothly took the lead, his Dagger of Sath rising to parry the blow. Comically undersized compared to the incoming weapon, Left didn’t hesitate in his movement, trusting in Hiral to protect him from the terrible power of the Rune of Separation. 

Hiral’s own rune flooded down through the connection, bolstered by his Rune of Decrease and its Edict. As soon as it reached his double, it raced along his limbs and into his dagger, glowing with a power only Hiral could see, almost like the Rune of Separation etched itself into the liquid weapon. Now, it was only the question of whether or not Left could…

Scythe met dagger, and where Hiral expected a titanic clash, it was entirely anticlimactic. No shockwave. No explosion of opposing forces, though the sheer weight behind the golem’s strike was enough to push Left back. But, in that brief opening, Right ducked inside the Mid-Boss’s guard, while Seeyela appeared on top of the arm to run straight up the still-moving limb. 

/(O_O)\

The suddenly shocked face of the Guardian didn’t slow Right or Seeyela, and Hiral channelled more power though his connection with the two. Impact and Breaking joined Increase as Right’s fist pulsed with power, the infernal flames creaking as they degraded reality where they passed. For Seeyela, Hiral added Gravity to reinforce her own powers, along with Compression to focus the tips of her fangs. 

As one, the pair struck, Right’s fist smashing into the golem’s chest, while Seeyela drove both of her Fangs of the Lady into the golem’s shoulder. Green and purple light spread through the joint, veins of it crawling their way down the arm and deeper into the chest. And, where the light passed, the crystal seemed to lose some of its shimmer. Meanwhile, Right’s hammering blow gushed hungry flames up the opposite side of the guardian, while simultaneously jerking the whole, massive Mid-Boss to the side. 

Crablike legs scrambled on the floor for purchase as the thing slid ten feet to the side. Worse for it, the sudden movement did nothing to dislodge Seeyela, her feet glued to the thing’s arms with a quick application of her own gravity powers. Dagger strikes continued to rain down on the golem from where she perched, literally chipping away at the joint and injecting more of the deadly venom with every stab. 

One, two, three, four, five, six, in quick succession, she almost looked like she’d taken a page from Yanily’s Reed Spear Style, and finally the golem seemed to have had enough. Up came another of its arms, and the Rune of Energy blazed to life. Seeyela only glanced at it before getting back to the stabbing, and Hiral pushed his own Rune of Energy up the connection. 

Once again powered by the Edict of Decrease, Hiral’s protection encompassed Seeyela a heartbeat before the golem’s attack washed over her. Like nothing had even happened, the woman continued her rampage, a section of the shoulder joint clearly missing from where she’d ravaged it. 

Seeing that its attack had no effect on Seeyela, the golem quickly changed tactics, erecting its shield of Rejection between its body and her terrifying daggers. Which, unfortunately for it, left it exposed to Yanily and Seena on the other side. 

Both quick-stepping in to join Right, the two attackers immediately went to work while Hiral bolstered their abilities. To Yanily, Hiral channeled another instance of his Rune of Breaking, while also adding his Rune of Time Contraction, further speeding up the spearman’s blur of attacks. Seena, on the other hand, got more Increase and Compression, with his mind focused on the miniature, flaming tornadoes in her hands. 

The tornadoes she promptly drove into the small of the golem’s back, if it could be called that. While Yanily’s spear sounded like hail on crystal, the resounding impacts echoing across the room, Seena’s attacks released a resonating grind that sent a shiver down Hiral’s spine – and took solid chunks off the Mid-Boss’s health bar. The next moment, Left dove back into the fray, while Seeyela backflipped off the Guardian’s arm, then Bamf’d midair to reappear at its side and drive her daggers into one of the leg joints. 

All the while, Drahn stayed back near Hiral, peppering the golem with his pollinated arrows. One, two, three he rapid-fired them, while Hiral added his Runes of Absorption and Attraction to the shots, speeding up the terrible solar-pathway damage the poison would do. It was all just too much for the golem to handle, and its health continued to plummet as pieces of its body shattered or degraded under the continuous assault. 

By the time its illusory copies arrived, the Mid-Boss was already at fifty-percent heath and continuing to fall. And, if it thought the reinforcements would make the same difference they had before, it was in for a rude shock. 

Keeping up the buffs on his party members, Hiral turned most of his focus to countering the attacks by the three new additions who seemed to think they could flank the party. Still closing that last dozen feet, they started by charging up the Rune of Energy – the easiest for Hiral to deal with, and he gave quick instructions. 

“Don’t slow down, I’ve got this,” he said, not even bothering to guess who the target would be, and reinforced everybody with his own runes. First came the solar energy pulse, and then when the blast scorched across Seeyela for a second time – and she didn’t even flinch – the Guardian must’ve figured out something was up. 

Almost immediately, the Runes of Impact glowed to life on the four golems’ clublike arms, and they wound up to strike at different targets. Seeyela – of course, the golem really seemed to hate her – as well as Right and Yanily, while the Mid-Boss itself turned on Seena. 

“Seena, parry!” Hiral barked out – that attack would be real no matter what. Then, as the predictable solar energy pulse came, he focused on his senses. Which one would…? “Yan, you too!”

Without hesitation, the spearman’s spinning weapon moved from being on the constant attack to line up perfectly with the swinging arm at the same time Hiral’s own Rune of Impact reinforced it. Wings made of concentrated storm clouds burst from Yanily’s back, while arm-thick bolts of lightning thunked into the ground like tethers.

Seena, meanwhile, crossed her fiery pair of weapons in front of herself and flared the sheath around her body. Armor of churning flames covered her from toes to shoulders, and the vicious beak of a bird of prey materialized in front of her face as the phoenix’s head materialized. Like with Yan, Hiral made sure her weapons were ready. 

All happening within heartbeats, the two stood strong as the clubs crashed into them… and barely did anything. With the pairs’ quick reactions, they’d negated the worst of the natural weight behind the blows – neither even taking a step back – while Hiral dealt with the Impact. 

It can only use one rune at a time. No mixing it up. 

From there, it started really going downhill for the golem. The party went to work methodically dismantling the great beast, and left Hiral to negate its attacks and continue buffing them. One more Energy attack was tried before the golem seemed to give up on that and moved to purely physical attacks. Clubs and scythes got parried – Hiral perfectly countering the runes on the weapons – while the party members themselves got better and better at dealing with the attacks. 

After blocking three more of those strikes, the golems’ fourth attack saw it winding up its clublike arm yet again. Something about it was different though, and two of the illusory constructs closed on Yanily – he was doing almost as much damage as Seeyela by this point with his blistering spear-strikes. Up and over came one club, while the other swept around, like they were trying to make it impossible for the spearman to parry. 

Unbothered by the aggression against him, Yanily repositioned his feet and brought his spear up into a position to parry either attack. It wouldn’t be perfect, but it would be enough. Then came the pulse of solar energy, and Hiral’s eyes widened. 

It wasn’t the Rune of Impact lighting up – it was the Rune of Breaking. 

“Yan, claw!” Hiral shouted, but it was too late as the twin clubs passed harmlessly through the spearman, and a thick claw snapped out to grasp him around the chest. Knowing what was coming next, Hiral used the Rune of Breaking he’d already infused Yanily with to counter the destructive damage housed within the limb. 

One second, two, three seconds the claw tried to break Yanily, but it didn’t seem to have the physical strength to damage him through his armor, and the rune was useless. Yanily just smirked, and the next second when the claw faded, he burst towards the ceiling in a bolt of thick lightning. 

That was the cue for the others as well. Seeyela’s daggers took on a terrible new glow, the dark green pulsing and dripping to the ground where the stone sizzled and spat. Right’s fist glowed with a dark fire that churned in the air, popping and cracking like reality was tinder to his flames. Seena’s twin, flaming tornadoes actually got less dramatic, focusing down to two-foot batons of concentrated fire – but the heat radiating off of them melted the stone at her feet. Left shaped his Touch of the Primal and summoned The Pack, a pair of howls echoing out to buff the party even further. 

Drahn… well, he did his best… and a small bed of flowers popped up around the golem, to make it look like the four-crab-legged monster was frolicking in a summer field. 

There, with the whole party closing on it with what appeared to be devasting attacks, the Guardian had to choose which it would try and block with its shield of Rejection. 

(T_T)

Almost in slow motion to Hiral’s eyes, his friends lunged in, color and energy staining the small space around the fifteen-foot golem. Four arms tried to move to block attacks, but everybody present knew it wouldn’t work, the golem included. Around Hiral’s friends, the illusory constructs began to swing their scythes in the hopes of making somebody abort their attack – or at least ensure mutual destruction. 

Then came the pulse of solar energy, and Hiral saw something he hadn’t noticed before – another rune hidden almost at the top of the Guardian’s body. One he didn’t recognize! He noted that for later as the shield of Rejection appeared in front of Seeyela’s stabbing daggers. Predictable. The venom had been ravaging the golem, there was no way it would want more of that in its system. 

With Yanily in the air, and Left representing probably the smallest threat to the golem, that just left Seena and Right as the potential targets. A target the surge of solar energy to its runes made perfectly clear. 

“Don’t slow!” Hiral shouted, jerking his hands forward. Four spheres zipped into the space behind Seena, barriers forming and reinforced with Separation to intercept the materializing scythe. Not as strong as any of the individual party members, the shields faltered under the natural weight of the strike. Shattering the next second, one of the spheres got bashed into pieces by the dull blade – but it bought Seena the second she needed to clear the swing. 

Flaming batons drove into the base of the golem where its legs connected, striking the same spot Seeyela had already weakened with her venom. There was barely a sizzle before the limb broke and gave out under the Guardian’s weight. As it started to fall, Right appeared out of nowhere, a haymaker of a punch coming straight across to blast the bottom of the unbalanced golem out from under it. Kicked up and practically horizontal to the ground, the Mid-Boss got a good look at Yanily as the spearman hit the ceiling and bounced back down. 

(o_O’)

Skyfall+ lived up to its name as it slammed into the helpless golem, then further smashed it to the ground. One shockwave after another rolled out from the consecutive impacts, shaking the room – maybe even the entire dungeon – and sending arcing electricity across the floor and ceiling. After the initial flash cleared, Yanily was left standing with his spear driven blade deep into the construct’s chest. 

(X_X)

“Not fooling me a second time,” Seeyela said, appearing directly above the golem’s head with a bamf. Even as the face started to change – and the four arms jerked to catch one of the two party members – the woman mercilessly drove her Fangs of the Lady down with dramatic finality. 

Dynamic Quest Complete

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – ~\(o_O)/~

You have defeated a forgotten guardian of a lost facility belonging to a people who never truly got to see the sun.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.




            

    
        Chapter 53 – Secret Door

    
    
    
    
                With the achievement notification popping up in front of the party, everybody took a step back and let out a breath. In a way, the golem wasn’t the most difficult Mid-Boss they’d battled, but it had pushed them to work better together. 

And it had pushed Hiral to reassess how it was using his abilities. His runes, specifically.

The buffs he’d given the party…

“Good job, people,” Seena said, interrupting Hiral’s thoughts. “Hiral, you especially. How’d you figure out you could do… what did you do, anyway?”

“Luck?” Hiral said with a shrug. “Like you all saw, the Mid-Boss was using runes like mine. Runes I had…” Hiral trailed off and looked towards the top of the golem where the unknown rune sat etched into the crystal. “Most of them were runes I had. Anyway, I found out I could counter the effects with my own runes by using Decrease.”

“And the buffs you gave us?” Yanily asked. “I didn’t get a notification, but I know you did something. Probably something overpowered. Then again, since it made me overpowered, I’m okay with that.”

Everybody kind of looked at the spearman still standing astride the broken golem, and six eyebrows around the room raised in unison.

“I’m thinking Hiral isn’t the only OP one here,” Seena said, pointing between Yanily and the Mid-Boss.

“It blocked the first one,” Yanily said, a frown on his face. “Had to make sure it didn’t do that a second time.”

“And that’s my next topic,” Seena said, clapping her hands together gently. “That timing, people, was amazing. We’ve really gotten our synergy down. Even Drahn – who only joined recently – was fantastic. Seriously, applause all around.”

“Does that mean we can…?” Yanily started.

“No,” Seena said immediately. “No skipping training. We’ll have new abilities after this dungeon – probably – so we’ll need to incorporate those too. Besides, don’t think I didn’t see you sneaking those pastries in while we were walking. You and Right both.”

Hiral’s head snapped towards his double, who at least had the decency to look anywhere but at Hiral. “I better not gain weight because you’re addicted to pastries,” Hiral grumbled at Right. 

“I exercise plenty,” Right mumbled right back, and Hiral just shook his head.

“Pastries aside,” Hiral said. “Let me get that Solar Core out of…” he trailed off as he got closer to the golem, his sensory domain noticing something about the room his eyes hadn’t. “I think there’s a secret door over there.” He pointed towards the wall opposite where they’d come in. 

“Reaaaaaally?” Seena said.

“Don’t get too excited,” Seeyela said. “Last secret door I remember had Troblins behind it. Lots of Troblins.”

“The achievement notification – and the Mid-Boss’s name – did call it a guardian,” Drahn said. “A guardian of what?”

“That’s a good point,” Seeyela agreed. “Coming in here, I figured the Mid-Boss would be some kind of failed – and dangerous – experiment. But, if it was actually guarding that experiment…”

“Loot!” Yanily said, ripping his spear free from the golem and hopping to the floor. “More Lost gear, you think?”

“Could be,” Seena said. “Hiral, can you show us where the door is after you get the core out?”

“I think I can do you one better.” Hiral focused on his sensory domain, then added his Rune of Energy to the mix. A little concentration – and some assistance from the Edict of Energy – and he outlined the door with a bright glow. “How’s that?”

“I don’t see a doorknob,” Yanily said. “Can you use your key?”

“My… key?”

“Your cube rune.”

“It’s not a cube…” Hiral said catching on to what the spearman meant, but cut himself off before he finished. “If you can’t open it, I will after I get the Solar Core out.” 

“Good practice for the rest of us,” Seena said, throwing her arm over Yanily’s shoulder and leading him towards the door. “Oh, and Hiral, I saw you eying that new rune. Warn us if you’re going to explode, yeah?”

“Solar Core first,” Hiral promised, and Seena gave him a thumbs up. 

Hiral chuckled, then turned his attention to the broken golem. It was an impressive construct, though it couldn’t have been higher than B-Rank. Still, having a few of these things around on Fallen Reach – or even in the front lines against the Enemy – couldn’t hurt. Did Dr. Benza’s people use something like this in the war? They said they could make up to A-Rank… but the way this used runes. I bet there weren’t many. Seena could’ve been wrong – maybe the Guardian was both a guard and an experiment. 

“Think you can build one of these?” Left asked, thinking more about the future than the past. 

“From scratch?” Hiral said. “No way.”

“Take it to examine later?” Right suggested. “It should fit in your ring.”

Hiral rubbed his chin in thought, then nodded. “That’s a great idea. A good enough one I’ll overlook your pastry fetish.”

“You’re one to talk, Mr. Whip.”

“Shhh,” Hiral said, scowling up at his double. “Let’s… just call it even.”

“Your surrender is accepted,” Right said smugly, crossing his arms. “So, Solar Core. Can you get it out?”

“Yes,” Hiral said while his eyes traced the solar pathways within the golem. Compared to what he felt in people, the channels were overly large. Makes sense considering how much solar energy I felt it moving around. “There you are,” he added when he found the core’s location – directly behind where the symbolic face had been. 

Fingers reaching out to touch the crystal, Hiral continued probing with his senses while he activated Mold Crystal. There was a resistance to his manipulation, almost like a lingering will fighting against his own, but, luckily, he didn’t need to force anything. Another thought with the ability triggered what could only be called a ‘lock’ within the golem’s chest, and a small door popped open the next second. 

Hiral peered inside as he opened the door all the way, a familiar – albeit much larger – Solar Core sitting snuggly in a complicated chamber. “These are almost like the roots under the Fallens’ towers up in Fallen Reach,” he said. “They don’t connect directly to the core – other than these two points here and here – but I bet they help speed up energy processing by picking up ambient energy where they touch.” He tapped the ends of the crystal roots that rested up against the core, and got a minor shock of energy for his trouble. 

“Any risk pulling it out?” Left asked. 

“Don’t think so,” Hiral said, inspecting where the core actually connected. It looked like a simple enough mechanism, and he reached in and twisted. A pair of small clicks, and he lifted the Solar Core out of the golem’s body. Of course, as soon as it was in his hand, a helpful notification window popped up.
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Find a use for the Solar Core: 1/1
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“Got it out?” Seena’s voice came across the party chat.

“You bet,” he replied, storing the core in his Interspatial Ring, then looked towards the party. At least, towards where they would’ve been if they hadn’t made it through the secret door – which they had. “I see you got into the next room. What’s in there?”

“Honestly, you may need to tell us,” Seena said. “I think this is more your area than ours.”

“I could stab them?” Yanily offered. 

“Me too,” Seeyela added. “Want us to?”

“Please don’t,” Seena said, and Hiral could hear her rubbing the bridge of her nose. 

That only left Yanily and Seeyela chuckling through the party chat while Hiral eyed the golem’s body. “Let me… just look at this rune before I come join you.”

“Explosions incoming,” Yanily said.

“Just don’t take too long,” Seena said. 

“I won’t,” Hiral replied, shifting around to get a better look at the rune near the top of the golem. There, at eye level, it was a lot easier to make out. Except… it was complicated. More so than any other rune he had. 

And something about it didn’t make sense. 

It was definitely one of the advanced runes – like his Runes of Energy, Gravity, Connection, and of course Separation. He could tell that, but he couldn’t for the life of him even guess at what it was. Normally when he looked at the runes, he could follow the lines making it up to get an idea of it’s meaning. Kind of like reading a sentence but only knowing some of the words, or at least being able to make an educated guess. 

For this rune, though, every time he followed one of the lines – the equivalent of a lesser rune within the larger whole – he reached what could only be called a dead end. Every single one ended abruptly without giving him a hint at what it was. 

“What in the Fallens’ names…?” he cursed reflexively. 

“Problems?” Right asked, crouching down next to him. 

“This rune doesn’t make sense,” Hiral said, physically tracing one of the lines in the hopes it would help him. Nope, like when he did it with his eyes, it just… ended. But, as Hiral traced another… and then another… he started to see a pattern. “They all cut off on the same side, right here.”

“It’s not a complete rune,” Left reasoned, and Hiral nodded his agreement. 

“It’s half a rune,” Hiral finished the thought. “I’ve never seen anything like this. Just whole runes and pairs. How did this even work for the Mid-Boss? Unless… could it be?”

“Could it be… what?” Right asked. 

Before answering, Hiral activated his Runes of Energy and Connection, then spread them through his domain. Thin threads of silky energy immediately formed, but Hiral filtered out all except the one he was looking for – the one going from the half-rune in front of them and out the door they’d come in.

“Fascinating,” he breathed. “I think they somehow connected this half-rune to the other half in another place.”

“You can do that?” Left asked. 

“Apparently!”

“Probably means the other half is on the second Mid-Boss,” Right pointed out.

“Only one way to find out, really,” Hiral said. 

“I have a question,” Left said, then chuckled. “Though I think I know the answer.”

“What’s the question?”

“By the logic you’re presenting, this second Mid-Boss will have another runic power related to this golem,” he said, then waited for Hiral to nod agreement before continuing. “Also, if the runes require the connection to work, it would also suggest destroying this rune would weaken the other Mid-Boss to make it an easier battle.”

“Ohhhh,” Hiral said, taking a step back from the golem. “That… is quite possibly true.”

“What are you going to do?” Right asked. “Destroy it?”

“If I do, this is too complicated for me to remember,” Hiral admitted, looking at the chaotic pattern of lines that made up the half-rune. “Left, could you reproduce it?”

Left considered before he answered. “Maybe eighty-percent accuracy, if I’m being realistic. There is something about the lines that makes it difficult to remember them.”

“Do you even need to remember it exactly?” Right asked. “Whenever you explode, it’s when you figure out what the runes mean. The PIMP does the rest by writing them on your skin.”

“But I’ve always had the correct rune in front of me,” Hiral said. “I… I think I need it to get the rune from the PIMP. Like it doesn’t even know how to write the rune until I have both the form and meaning. Leaving this one intact is risky though, and not just for me.”

“Just take the golem with you,” Seena interrupted over the party chat. “Yes, I’ve been listening the whole time – you’re terrible at closing chat channels. If things turn that bad against the second Mid-Boss, you can drag the body out and ruin the rune.”

“It takes three seconds or so to pull something out,” Hiral reminded her. “A lot can happen in that time.”

“It can,” she agreed. “I also think we can handle the other Mid-Boss even with whatever rune power it has.”

“I don’t want to put you at risk for my own selfishness,” he countered. 

“It’s a chance for you to get stronger, right?” Seena asked, then continued before he could say anything. “Take it. We all just said we’re going after the Enemy. Now isn’t the time to turn aside anything that’ll give us an advantage.”

“It could…”

“Hiral, stop,” Seena said. “In the fight against the Guardian, we trusted you to have our backs. Trusted you’d be strong enough to do what you said you were going to. Now it’s your turn to trust me. Trust us. We’re strong too. We can take the Mid-Boss, whatever it is.”

“I… okay,” he finally said. “If you’re sure.”

“She’s sure,” Yanily interrupted. “Just loot-scoop it up and get in here. Really, I want to know what these are – even though I don’t think they’re for me.”

“I thought you were trying to stab something in there?” Hiral asked. 

“Just to get a rise out of Seena.”

“You should’ve seen her face.” Seeyela chuckled like the evil, older sister she was.

 “Now you’ve really got me curious,” Hiral said, then clarified. “About whatever is in that room, not what Seena looks like when she’s considering burning you both to dust.”

“Nah,” Yanily said. “She wouldn’t do… oh. OH. Okay, yeah, that’s that face. Could you, maybe, hurry a bit, Hiral?”

“Be there in a few seconds,” Hiral said, then concentrated on putting the golem’s corpse into his ring. He’d never tried to put something that big into the space, so he expected it to…

Pop… and the golem vanished. A quick check confirmed it was sitting inside his Interspatial Ring without a problem. 

“You get it?” the double asked. 

 “Yeah,” Hiral said. “Much less trouble than I expected.”

“Good,” Left said. “You can take it out when we defeat the other Mid-Boss, then try to rebuild it later. We may need it.”

Hiral glanced at his double’s cryptic words. “This has something to do with the raid zone you found?”

Left nodded. “Like I said, we’ll explain more once we’ve reunited with Nivian, but the messaging was somewhat ominous.”

“He’s not exaggerating,” Right said.

“All the more reason we shouldn’t stand around, I guess,” Hiral said. “Let’s go see what the others found, then move on to the next Mid-Boss.”

            

    
        Chapter 54 – Auroran Conquerors

    
    
    
    
                Before Hiral entered the secret room on the other side of where they’d fought the Mid-Boss, he wasn’t exactly sure what he’d find. When he passed through the door, he had to admit to himself, this piqued his interest. 

It was definitely another kind of research room, with devices similar to what they’d found lining the walls in the dome. It didn’t have the same crystal latticework coating those walls, but plenty of tubes and pipes, along with dozens of crystal roots ran everywhere. Even more interesting, many of these devices – whatever they were – still seemed to be active. Status windows with text in a language he could read – but definitely didn’t understand – constantly scrolled across them. There were numbers, graphs, and even little diagrams. 

Measurements and readings, no doubt. 

Measurements and reading of what? Well, that was pretty obvious, with the center of the room being dominated by two thirds of a crystal pillar, split in the middle so it connected with the floor and ceiling. And, there, hovering within a zone of energy in the space between the crystals, was a pair of gauntlets. 

Looking at them, Hiral could feel his pulse quickening. Those gauntlets weren’t made out of crystal. Or metal. Or wood. Or stone. Or… or anything else solid. No, if his senses were telling him the truth, the gauntlets were made out of pure, semi-solid, solar energy. Semi-translucent plating ran from the wrist to what would likely be the wearer’s elbow, while the fingers seemed to be made up of thousands of tiny, solar links. The knuckles sported something that looked like a rising sun – an absolutely impressive feat considering what it was made from. 

Kind of like the Emperor’s Greatsword, though I don’t feel the same power from them. 

If anything, they felt like they were A-Rank from what he could sense, though the containment field they hovered in was probably obscuring things. Even his View wasn’t activating despite how long he stared at them. 

“Thought you’d like all this,” Seena said.

“Oh, I do,” Hiral admitted. “And Gauto would kill for a chance to be in this room. Whatever these things are, I bet all this equipment around here is set to analyze them.”

“That may not be all,” Left said, standing closer to one status window in particular. “I don’t understand most of what this says, but I believe the field there is helping prevent the gauntlets from decaying. They seem to be… unstable.”

“Oh… no,” Hiral said, his hopes immediately falling. “So, we can’t take them with us?”

“Can you get more information, Left?” Seeyela asked. “You figured out the systems in the Asylum quick enough, and you had way less intelligence then.”

“One moment,” Left said, poking the hanging window, then beginning to kind of wave his hand up and down. As he did that, text on the screen flashed by, though he occasionally stopped it to look at what it said. “I believe I’m getting the hang of it. Let’s see. Ah, I have something here…”

“What’s it say?” Yanily asked immediately.

“Let him read it first,” Seena deadpanned. 

“These are dramatically named – the Auroran Conquerors – and appear to be one of the last things created before the island was launched,” Left skimmed and explained. “It seems like they weren’t finished though, left in this half-solid state. The researchers were trying to create something that wasn’t made from crystal, to improve the flow of solar energy.

“They theorized these gauntlets would directly be able to link up with a user’s PIM – almost becoming part of it – to act as both a weapon and a constant buff. If they’d managed to get them to work,” he finished.

“What went wrong?” Hiral asked, circling the gauntlets and trying to put himself in the researchers’ shoes. Honestly, he didn’t have the foggiest idea how to solve the problem if they hadn’t figured it out. And Mold Crystal sure wouldn’t help him here.

“The Conquerers weren’t able to stabilize themselves even when connected to a PIM,” Left said, continuing to scroll down the pages. “Being constructed of pure energy themselves, the PIMs they tested with weren’t able to maintain the balance. There wasn’t any harm to the user, but the gauntlets themselves immediately began to fade. 

“The researchers estimated a PIM would need to make up more than seventy percent of a user’s body to be able to support the gauntlets. One noted that even the Fallen aren’t believed to have reached that kind of energy saturation. Thus – yes, they actually wrote thus here – the gauntlets were placed in this state of suspension in hopes the Builders would be able to solve the problem at a later date. Also, they hid the gauntlets deep in this facility because there was a small worry they would explode and take the entire building with them.”

“Good thing that didn’t happen,” Yanily said. “But since it still could, we’re letting them stay here? I hate leaving good loot lying around, but…”

“Anybody have any ideas?” Seena asked. “Hiral, do you think you have the – What did Left call it? – energy saturation in your body to use those?”

“No way,” Hiral said. “Seventy percent? That’s not about any of our solar energy stats – capacity, storage, or output. No, to have that kind of saturation, somebody would need to be… need to be…” he trailed off slowly as he looked at Left and Right. “Would need to be beings of pure solar energy.”

“Uh… Left?” Right asked. 

“Yes, Right?” the other double responded. 

“Do you see the way he’s looking at us?”

“I do.”

“Is it making you nervous, too?”

“Very much so. That’s his ‘let’s-test-something-on-my-poor-doubles face.”

“It really is.”

“You think that’ll work?” Seena asked, ignoring the plight of the doubles. 

“I think it very well might,” Hiral said. “Right meets the requirements. He’s got the energy saturation, and his body replicates the effects of a PIM. He and Left may be the only people in existence who could use these. And, given the Auroran Conquerors look very punchy, Right is the obvious choice.”

“Lucky you,” Left said flatly. 

“At least if you explode, you come back,” Yanily offered. 

“Any objections to him taking them?” Hiral asked. 

“How sure are you it will work?” Seeyela asked. 

Hiral thought about it for a second before answering. “Sure enough we should be back in the town when he tries to remove them from the containment field.”

“Do you remember when he used to agonize over the thought of us dying?” Right asked Left.

“I do… until we talked him out of it,” Left said. 

“I suddenly regret that conversation.”

“Stop whining,” Hiral said. “Just think of how much better you’ll punch things if this works.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Right said. “Anything else you need in here? Otherwise scram while I stare down my mortality.”

Instead of walking out of the room, Hiral actually stepped closer to Right. “In all seriousness, you know you don’t have to do this, don’t you? We joke about it, but I wouldn’t suggest it if I didn’t think there was a good chance of it working. The PIMP wouldn’t put these here if it didn’t think we’d have an option.”

“I know,” Right said. “And, like Seena was saying before, we need every advantage we can get against the Enemy. These gauntlets here might be one of those.”

“Two,” Yanily said. “You know, since there are two of them.”

“You can leave him here in case these explode,” Right offered. 

“Tempting,” Hiral chuckled. “You sure?”

“I’m sure. You should get back to the town in case you’re wrong though. You have a tendency to explode, and it could be hereditary.”

“Okay,” Hiral said. “Stay in touch over the party chat. We’ll see you soon.”

“One way or another.”

“Let us take one last quick look around,” Seena told Right. “We’ll let you know when we’re… clear.”

“You really say that like it’s going to explode,” Right said flatly. 

“Nothing’s exploded all day, I feel like we’re due.”

“Says the woman who arguably creates the most explosions out of anybody in the party, Hiral included.”

“Either way,” Hiral interrupted. “She has a good point. Give us a few min to check for any other secret doors. There might be more loot in this place.”

“I’ll stay and help him figure out how to get the gauntlets out of the field,” Left offered. “I have an idea that may be able to kill two birds with one stone.”

“Oh?” Seeyela asked. Then she looked between Left, Right, and the gauntlets.

“I said two birds, not two doubles,” Left clarified. “And, before you ask, something must be powering this equipment. Something like…”

“Solar Cores!” Hiral caught on, eyes immediately doing to the glowing pillar. “Of course. Why didn’t I think of that?”

“You kind of did,” Seena said, pointing at Left. 

“Yeah, sure, I’ll take credit for that,” Hiral chuckled. “The pillar and the devices around the room?”

“I figure there has to be at least two Solar Cores in here,” Left said. “Maybe even three.”

“Would save us hunting down some of the smaller golems,” Seeyela said. “Or their corpses.”

“Less experience,” Yanily said. “Also means we finish faster and can see Nivian and Wule sooner. I’m game. Let’s get moving.”

“Sounds good,” Hiral said, giving Left and Right a thumbs up, then turned and left the room with the rest of the party. As soon as they got back to the Mid-Boss’s, he reached back out with his domain, searching for any sign of a second secret door. Across the walls, along the floor, and even the ceiling, he carefully moved his senses, but didn’t find anything.

“I think it was just the one secret room,” he finally said after two minutes – and three passes – across the entire room.

“Probably for the best,” Seena said. “I’m sure there will be one with the other Mid-Boss as well. Left, we’re heading out. You two good in there?”

“I’ve found three Solar Cores,” Left replied through the party chat. “Removing them will likely destabilize the field, so I’ll do it once you’re a safe distance away.”

“Let’s not keep the men waiting,” Seeyela said, already jogging out of the building – the previously sealed door to the Mid-Boss’s room noticeably absent. 

Hiral and the others weren’t far behind, and as they reached the edge of the field – and the wall separating the ruins of the city from the facility, Seena spoke up. “Really, what do you think their odds are? Are they going to explode?”

“Sixty-forty,” Hiral replied. 

“We can still hear you,” Right said flatly. 

“Good, because we’re at the wall,” Hiral said. “You’re clear to do whatever you were going to try.”

“I’m quite confident this will work,” Left said. “Though, you still may want to shield your eyes in case I’m wrong.”

“Let’s take cover behind the wall,” Seena said, shooing the party out of a direct line from the facility. “Okay, we’re somewhere safe.”

“Here we go,” Left said, and everybody else held their breath. 

Hiral couldn’t lie to himself and say he didn’t suspect there was at least a chance of it all going catastrophically wrong. But, after ten seconds of no explosions, then thirty seconds, then a full minute…

“Guys?” Hiral asked, peeking out from behind the wall. And finding his two doubles walking down the path in their direction. 

In Left’s hands, the man carried three Solar Cores, while Right held up his hands to show off his literally-glowing, new accessories. 

“Success!” Right said when he saw Hiral’s face. 

“They’re okay,” Hiral told the others who were looking at him. “And Left got…”
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“Well, you can see,” Hiral said, gesturing to the notification window that explained what he’d been about to. 

“Nice!” Seena said, and the party filed out from behind the wall to greet the doubles. “How’d it go?”

“Hiral’s theory proved correct,” Left said, looking at Right. “As soon as I removed the cores, the field failed, and the Auroran Conquerors began to destabilize. However, when Right put them on, the process reversed.”

“They like me,” Right said with a wink – Seeyela immediately groaning – then held up the gauntlets for all to see. Like when they’d been within the field, they were still semi-transparent, with his Meridian Lines and pseudo-aspect visible underneath. Unlike when they’d been in the field, there was now a loose band of energy – about three inches thick – extending from the edge of the gauntlets. Starting at the back of his forearms, then going up and past his shoulders, the energy met behind his head, the soft glow making it look like…

Yanily chuckled. Then, well, so did everybody else. 

“What?” Right asked, his eyes narrowing. 

“You didn’t tell him?” Hiral asked Left. 

Left just shook his head, clearly forcing himself to keep a straight face, now that Hiral was looking. 

“Didn’t tell me what?” Right asked, a slight edge to his voice. 

“It’s nothing… really,” Seena said, one hand in front of her mouth to hold back the chuckles. 

“Doesn’t look like nothing!”

“It’s… just,” Hiral started, then took a deep breath to center himself. “The light from the bands, where it meets behind your shoulders…”

“What about it?”

“Well, because of how… smooth your head is, it makes it looks like a small sunrise.”

“A really shiny sunrise,” Yanily snickered. 

“Eh?” Right asked, putting his gauntleted hands to his head and feeling around. It really didn’t do anything to change the effect. “What about if I do… this?” he asked, then dramatically dropped into a sideways fighting stance. 

“Bands moved perfectly to keep the sunrise… rising,” Yanily said. 

“It’s more than that,” Seeyela said, standing off to the side. “Somehow, it looks the same from over here. With that silky-smooth head and how sparkling clean the light makes it look, I guess we should start calling you Mr…”

“Just don’t,” Right interrupted. 

“Then stop winking. It’s creepy.”


            

    
        Chapter 55 – We Should Probably Test That

    
    
    
    
                
After a few more brief tests to see if positioning made a difference – it didn’t, as long as Right wore the gauntlets, his head would forever be a sunrise, even with the hood up – they stopped chuckling and took a look at the new items’ stats. 

(Lost) Auroran Conquerors – A-Rank

Effects: Grants user access to Ability (Passive) – Auroran Haste and Ability (Passive) – Sun-Forged Body

Ability (Passive) – Auroran Haste: Move as the rays of sunlight crossing the sky – Increases movement and attack speed by 15% + 3% per additional Rank.

Note: Current hasted bonus is 24%.

Ability (Passive) – Sun-Forged Body: The sun is the source of life, and in it, you’ve found new strength – Increases all physical attributes by 15%, reduces physical damage taken by 15%, and reduces heat or fire damage taken by 50%.

Note: Sun-Forged Body stacks with other sources of protection and reinforcement.

“Well, damn,” Seena said as they all looked at the items. “And those are only A-Rank? They’re impressive.”

“If you have a body made from solar energy,” Hiral countered. “That’s a pretty limiting restriction, so – you guessed it – balances out.”

“He’s going to be faster than you are,” Seeyela said. “That Auroran Haste is crazy. Wait, what happens when you absorb him? Do the gauntlets drop to the ground?”

“Then destabilize and explode?” Yanily asked, taking a step back. 

“We… should probably test that,” Hiral agreed. 

“Yes,” Seena agreed. “We should. And now, instead of the middle of our next Mid-Boss fight.”

“I’m kind of low on solar energy after the fight with the Guardian anyway,” Right said. “I’ll go back inside and dispel myself. Yeah, I could do it here, but there’s no guarantee I’ll be able to get back to the gauntlets in the heat of things. Best to figure out if they can be on their own for a bit.”

Hiral looked at the others, and when there didn’t seem to be an objection coming, he nodded at Right. “See you in a minute.”

“Yeah,” Right said, then turned and dashed back into the research facility. And, Seeyela was almost correct – the double was fast, but still not quite as fast as Hiral with the pseudo-aspect and what he’d done with his runes. Using Attraction and Rejection in micro-bursts was much easier with the pseudo-aspect active, and the more he practiced with them, the easier it would get. Just how much could he improve his speed – or power – by adding the external control? If he… 

Hiral’s thoughts trailed off as the tattoos and Meridian Lines emerged on his right side. “That was quick,” he mumbled, eyes on the building for a second. It hadn’t exploded – yet – and he activated Foundational Split. If Right needed to… Ah, never mind. 

The double peeled off Hiral in the usual cloud of solar smoke, with one small difference – a pair of semi-solid-solar-energy gauntlets adorned his arms. He’d taken the Auroran Conquerors with him when he’d been dispelled. 

“It seems they’re directly connected to my PIM now,” Right said. “Showing up as an ability in my status window, with the other two abilities under them.”

“Can you take them off?” Seeyela asked. 

“Why would I want to?” Right countered. 

“To… scratch your nose?” the woman asked kind of lamely, then just shrugged. 

“Feeling jealous?” Yanily asked Left at the same time. “Here he is getting new toys, and all you got were a couple quest items.”

“Don’t tease Left,” Seena said before the double could respond. “Speaking of those quest items, I’m thinking we should store them in a ring and take them with us, as opposed to installing them. Hiral?”

“Yeah, let’s do that,” Hiral agreed. “We might get some information out of the system being partially powered, but probably not. We can plug them in with we have the rest.”

“Which means it’s time for the second Mid-Boss,” Yanily said. 

“Yes it is,” Seena agreed while Hiral took the Solar Cores from Left, and dropped them into his Interspatial Ring. Then, because Right had mentioned he was low on solar energy, Hiral reabsorbed both his doubles. 

“Sis, how are you doing on solar energy?” Seena asked. “Think you can find out where we need to go next?”

“You bet,” Seeyela said, giving her sister a thumbs up.

“Pretty sure it’s that way,” Hiral said, pointing. “Saw a thread of Connection while I was looking at the Guardian’s runes. You all heard the conversation about that?”

“Yup,” Seeyela said. “It’s fine. We’ll handle it.”

“We’d probably get less experience if it was weaker,” Yanily said like that made all the difference. 

“There is also no guarantee destroying one rune would weaken the other,” Li’l Ur added from Seena’s shoulder. But, before Hiral could say anything, Seena held up a hand. 

“I know that look,” Seena said to Hiral. “You just got curious. Seeyela, why don’t you get going and figure out where that second Mid-Boss is. I’m sure these two will be talking the whole way.”

A second thumbs up, and Seeyela vanished with a bamf. 

“Drahn, since Hiral is going to be distracted, and we don’t have Left at the moment, keep an eye out for us?” Seena continued. 

The tracker nodded. 

Seena’s hand dropped back to her side, and she looked between the lich on her shoulder and Hiral. “You can go ahead now.”

“I can keep a lookout for ambushes while we talk as well,” Hiral grumbled, but Seena fell in beside him – with Li’l Ur on her closer shoulder – and took his hand in hers. 

“I know,” she said with a small smile.

“I… uh… I’ll watch our backs… over here, in the back,” Yanily said, pointing off to the side. Then he winked at Hiral. 

Is this winking thing contagious? And Seeyela is correct, it is creepy.

“Did you have something you wanted to talk about?” Hiral asked Seena, when they clearly had some space between them and the others. Sure, he was very curious about what Li’l Ur meant, but Seena…

“Nope,” she said with another smile. “Just wanted to be near you while you talk to Ur. You’re cute when you’re figuring something out. And we have a few minutes until we get to the next fight.”

“Don’t jinx us,” Hiral said.

“Don’t waste those few minutes,” she countered. 

“You’re sure?”

“Yes, though if you feel guilty about it, you can pay me back in cheese.”

“You’re as bad as Yanily and the pastries.”

“Don’t be silly. Cheese doesn’t make you chubby.”

“Uh…” Hiral started. 

“It doesn’t,” she said with a glare that clearly stated reality would bend to her whim, and nothing he could say – factual or not – would change that. 

“You’re… right. It’s practically like being on a diet.”

“Glad you understand,” she said, the glare vanishing. “Now hurry up and ask.”

“Right. Thanks,” Hiral said, then turned his attention to the lich on her shoulder. The one with its little hands on its hips, and looking very proud of itself. 

“Yes, would-be apprentice, ask your questions of your great and knowledgeable would-be master,” Li’l Ur said. 

“Why did you say destroying the rune on the Guardian might not weaken the other Mid-Boss,” Hiral started. “It’s clearly only one-half of the whole thing. Wouldn’t that, I don’t know, break the whole rune?”

“Even after seeing the Edicts – I can’t believe you can do that – you’re still thinking of the runes too much as a physical thing. Yes, they are etched on your body, but let me ask you this, if the spearman…”

“Yanily,” Hiral filled in. 

“… drew a Rune of Gravity on a rock,” Li’l Ur continued like Hiral hadn’t said anything. “Do you think that rock would float?”

“Well, no, it would need solar energy to…”

“If he supplied that energy then,” Li’l Ur cut Hiral off. 

“It…” Hiral started, then stopped. That was a good question he hadn’t really considered. Could anybody use runes? If somebody knew the characters and supplied the necessary solar energy – even if the runes weren’t on their bodies – would they work? There were those runes around the dungeon entrances that obviously did something. And the runes up in Fallen Reach and the Buried City that were used to make the walls last longer. So, it had to work. Didn’t it?

None of the people he’d met in the Rise of Fallen Reach dungeon had runes on them. Then again, none of them were Builders – that he knew of – but they were still using runes. There was definitely more to it, but something about that was nagging at the back of his mind. 

“Yan can use the runes I put on his boots,” Hiral said, letting his mind wander through the winding path of his thoughts. “Though, I guess he doesn’t need to anymore.”

“I still use them,” Yanily offered over the party chat. “Uh… not that I’m listening in. I just happened…”

“What do you use them for?” Hiral cut off the poor spearman and his awkward excuse. “Skyfall does it all for you now, doesn’t it?”

“After seeing you move around all rejecty-like,” Yanily said. “It made me think maybe I could do it as well. I don’t have the same control you do, but they’re good for bursts of speed.”

“Oh, yeah, I guess I saw that,” Hiral mumbled. “How long have you been doing it?”

“Uh… probably since back in the Forge of Ur’Thul,” Yanily said. “Started trying it when we were learning the Primal Chords. I can’t make them do anything other than jump, but I’ve been able to control the direction better.”

“Wow,” Hiral said. “You seriously never cease to amaze me, Yan.”

“Told you, before” Seena said without using the party chat. “He’s a natural.”

“Right back at you, Hiral,” Yanily said. “I’ll let you get back to interrogating Li’l Ur.”

“Not quite interrogating,” Hiral mumbled, but did direct his attention back to the lich. “Yanily, the spearman,” he clarified when Li’l Ur looked confused at the name, “can use the runes with solar energy.”

“He’s using the runes you created and conceptualized,” Li’l Ur reminded him. 

“That’s… true,” Hiral said. “It’s still my image of him jumping. And it doesn’t sound like he’s been able to change it.”

“He won’t be able to,” Li’l Ur said. “Those runes – his boots – won’t ever be able to do anything different. Or work for anybody else. When you created those runes, I suspect you visualized the spearman jumping. Correct?”

Hiral chuckled. “There was a bit of trial and error in there, but, yeah.”

“Then he is the only one who can use those runes, unless you alter them,” Li’l Ur said. 

“Because I made them?” Hiral considered. “What about the runes up in Fallen Reach then? The ones they used to slow the time of the buildings? Can anybody alter those?”

Li’l Ur shook his small head. “How many people did you see creating those runes?”

“Uh… maybe a dozen?” Hiral thought back to the group he remembered doing the rune work. There weren’t many of them, which was kind of odd considering how many buildings needed their attention. “Why weren’t there more?”

“Let me ask you another question,” Li’l Ur said instead of answering. “Do you believe the runes to be powerful?”

“Absolutely,” Hiral said. “And the more I learn about them, the more powerful I think they are.”

“OP,” Yanily said. 

“He’s not wrong,” Seena agreed.

“So, what are you getting at?” Hiral asked the lich.

“If the runes are so powerful – so much so even the Enemy uses them – why weren’t more of Dr. Benza’s people using them? Why don’t Growers or Makers use them now?”

“Because… they can’t?” Hiral said. “That has to be it. I don’t know if it’s about the balance thing of the PIM… but no, the runes also exist outside of our magic. Dr. Benza’s people – and the Fallen – learned about them from the Enemy. And you know about them. So did the Emperor too, right?”

Li’l Ur nodded. “The Emperor taught me about runes, though my use of them was… rudimentary compared to his command of them.”

“Rudimentary? Didn’t you say you basically used them to create the urn and the entire undead race?”

“I did,” Li’l Ur said. “While you may consider it a crowning achievement of my life – or unlife – it was a… shoddy job, if I’m being honest. Had the Emperor undertaken the same task, I can only imagine the results. Truly, he was a maestro when it came to runes.”

Hiral mulled over Li’l Ur’s words and scratched at his chin, the silky smoothness of his gloves not quite taking care of the itch. Wait, the gloves?

“Is that why you made the Second-Skin then?” Hiral asked. “I always thought it was a little too convenient how perfect it is for me. It’s almost like my second skin with how well it enhances my runic abilities.”

“I…” Li’l Ur started, but he stopped when a look of surprise came over his face. How little blue balls of fire in a skull’s eye sockets could even look surprised was a question for another day. 

“Ur?” Seena asked, spotting the dismay on her pet’s face. “You okay there?”

“I… I did not create the Second-Skin of Ur’Thul. It was a gift. A dying gift,” Li’l Ur said, and Hiral didn’t miss the note of despair in the lich’s voice. “The Emperor gave it to me before he died. It was his…”

As soon as Li’l Ur said that, a notification window popped up in front of Hiral’s eyes. 

The Lost Second-Skin of ??? – Set – S-Rank

Hiral blinked at Ur’Thul’s name having vanished from the set description. No, it wasn’t just the set description – all of the individual pieces had the triple-question-marks in them now too.

“What in the Fallens’ names?” Hiral asked. Even if what Li’l Ur said was true – and Hiral had no reason to believe it wasn’t – why hadn’t the PIMP changed the name of the equipment to the Emperor’s Second-Skin or something like that to match the Emperor’s Greatsword? Though, it was a helluva coincidence Hiral had two pieces of the Emperor’s equipment. Two pieces that almost perfectly matched up with his growing abilities to interact with runes and Edicts. 

… two?

Hiral’s mind flashed back to his last conversation with Li’l Ur on the topic of Edicts, when the lich had told him the Emperor used runes too.

“Seeing the Edicts, it is… uncommon,” Li’l Ur said. “Even at the peak of my power, I could not see them – let alone command them. Only one among the Progenitors could…”

Hiral perked up at that and leaned forward slightly. “Who?”

In response, Li’l Ur looked past Hiral, and over his right shoulder. 

Turning his head, it only took Hiral a second for his eyes to land on the hilt of his sword. 

What if Ur hadn’t meant the sword?

“Li’l Ur,” Hiral said slowly. “What was the Emperor’s name?”

“To most,” the lich said, voice barely above a whisper as he remembered something. “To most he was simply known as the Emperor. But, to his friends – to me – he was Amin Thett.”

            

    
        Chapter 56 – Emperor’s Decree

    
    
    
    
                As soon as Li’l Ur spoke the name, another notification window popped up in front of Hiral. 

The Lost Second-Skin of Amin Thett – Set – S-Rank

And, that wasn’t the only thing going on, a bloom of solar power emerging on his back. With his eyes widening – and his instincts screaming – Hiral untangled his fingers from Seena’s, activated Foundational Split, then launched himself away as fast as he could. 

Not a moment too soon, either, the greatsword on his back demanding his attention. Feeling something was coming, Hiral took another leap forward, putting distance between himself and the others, and ripped the weapon from his back. As soon as the blade was free, it burst into its fallen-star form without a whit of solar energy from him. That alone would’ve been enough of a surprise, but the familiar chains erupting from the blade made his eyes widen. 

Why does this only happen in dungeons…? Hiral had time to wonder before the whole zone began to shake. Cracks formed on the buildings around him, the floor below, and – most worryingly – on the ceiling above. A cave in? No, despite the shaking, the stone seemed to be holding. For now. Though, a small part of his brain wondered why it was the stone cracking, and not the reality of the dungeon itself, like when he’d try to force it back on Fallen Reach. 

However, unlike that time, gravity didn’t try to crush Hiral into paste, and the seal-laden chains didn’t transform into hungry serpents made of the dark metal. Instead, the seals along one of the three chains wrapping the blade and extending long above it – as if they wrapped around the massive sword he’d summoned against the Fallen – began to burn. First the characters on the strange paper went up, the runes – yes, that was what they were! – vanished in a flash of combustion. The paper underneath didn’t last much longer. 

Then the dark-metal chain itself began to crumble, like it was rusting to dust before Hiral’s eyes. It didn’t take more than a handful of seconds, and the chain was completely gone, leaving only two criss-crossed around the blade. Those chains – and their seals – held strong, even tightening on what they contained, before the ethereal vision faded. 

All at once, the shaking of the dungeon ceased, although the cracks along the buildings and cavern remained. This awakening of the sword hadn’t revealed the strange gates he’d seen before in the space outside the dungeon. Thankfully. Those things still gave him nightmares. Well, when he wasn’t dreaming about dying… twice.

A shake of his head before the existential dread of the… nothing… that’d enveloped him during those brief seconds took over, and Hiral forced his thoughts back onto the sword in his hands. The fallen-star form had faded, and he was just about to wonder what had changed when a helpful notification window popped up. 

Dynamic Quest: Update – Unfathomable Power

You’ve recovered the forgotten name of a legendary—yet broken—S-Rank item, loosening the limiter on the weapon’s bound potential. Find a way to restore it to its original state.

Repair Progress: 50/100%

Hiral’s heart skipped a beat as he looked at the sword, power thrumming through it. He really had met another of the requirements to ‘repairing’ it. Though, maybe he’d been wrong about needing to physically fix it… because it was not his imagination the sword was actually shorter now. Not a lot shorter, but at least ten or fifteen percent. What if I…?

He started to thread solar energy into it, but as soon as he did, another notification sprung to life. 

Dynamic Quest Complete – The Emperor’s Old Clothes

You have gathered all three pieces of the Lost Regalia of Amin Thett, also known as the Emperor.

Note: When in possession of all three pieces – The Ring of Amin Thett, The Second-Skin of Amin Thett, and the Greatsword of Amin Thett – grants access to Ability: Emperor’s Decree.

Emperor’s Decree: Abilities of one weapon stored within the Arsenal of Amin Thett can be imbued onto the bearer or the Greatsword of Amin Thett. 

Note: Emperor’s Decree has a 1-minute cooldown, and abilities cannot be swapped within that time.

Hiral blinked again, while his heart skipped two beats this time. That… this… 

“Wow…” he said, then finished threading solar energy into the Emperor’s Greatsword – No, the Greatsword of Amin Thett. Like before, the fallen-star form erupted in his hand, and, honestly, it didn’t feel much different. It was still an unfathomable S-Rank weapon, though restricted by his own B-Rank. But, that new ability… could it…

“Hiral!” Seena said over the party chat. “Was that you?”

“Or are you bringing a Mid-Boss to us?” Yanily asked. 

“Never letting that go, are you?” Seeyela hissed. 

“No Mid-Boss,” Hiral said. “But, yeah, that was me. Coming back now.”

Using his Party Interface as a guide, he prepared his Rune of Rejection to speed him back. Except, that new ability – Emperor’s Decree – practically called to him. 

One small test…

With a thought, Hiral focused on Stormstrike and the two abilities it granted when he wielded it. Despite the weapon still being locked within the Ring of Amin Thett at his back, a phantasm of solar smoke stepped out of thin air in front of Hiral. Clad in sturdy leather armor, with a sword-hilt peeking above his right shoulder, the man was immediately recognizable. 

Dal Fillion – the Refined Infested they’d fought back in The Buried City. 

Hiral’s fingers tightened around the hilt of his greatsword, his body tensing for a rematch. Except, the phantasm in front of him didn’t lunge at him. He smiled. Then he stepped forward, his body destabilizing into solar smoke that washed over Hiral. 

As it happened, Hiral could’ve Rejected the smoke, but the Regalia of Amin Thett told him it was okay. Not in words, or anything like that, but just that it felt natural. The next second, a window flashed and faded in Hiral’s vision. Thanks to the magic of the PIM, he didn’t need to read it to know what it said. He’d just been granted Stormstrike’s two abilities – Stormstep and Lightning Strike. 

“Yan is going to be so jealous,” Hiral whispered, then launched forward as a bolt of lightning streaking across the dungeon. Well… streaking across a couple of blocks, the ability ending long before he got to the party. So, he just used it a second time. Then a third, crackling into the ground in front of the momentarily surprised party. 

“What’s with the entrance?” Seena asked, then looked specifically at the greatsword in Hiral’s hand – not Stormstrike. “Wait… that’s not the right sword,” she said while looking for the sword floating beside him. 

“I unlocked a new ability of the… the sword, I guess?” Hiral said. “The Greatsword of Amin Thett, not Stormstrike,” he clarified. 

“The greatsword of what now?” Seeyela asked. 

“What happened to the Emperor’s Cheatsword?” Yanily asked. “Did you break it more?”

“Fixed it more, actually,” Hiral said, though when he looked at Yanily, he could see the spearman was just joking with him. 

“The greatsword of…” Li’l Ur said, like more memories were resurfacing. “Yes… that’s… that’s what it is. Broken when he died, he left it behind for… for someone like you. Along with…”

“The Regalia of Amin Thett,” Hiral said. “Yeah.” With that, he shared the notification windows with the rest of the party. 

“So, what, are you the next Emperor?” Drahn asked. “That’s the guy we talked about before? The dead one?”

That question caught Hiral off-guard – something about it annoying him – but before he could answer, Li’l Ur’s laugh interrupted him. 

“Him, the next Emperor?” Li’l Ur said, actually doubling over he was laughing so hard. “No, never. The Emperor was a great man. I was his apprentice, when it came to runes.”

“But you just said the Emperor left his stuff for Hiral,” Seena said, an eyebrow raised at the cackling lich. 

“For somebody like him,” Li’l Ur clarified while wiping at the luminescent blue tears running from his eyes. The gesture didn’t do anything – the blue lines seemed like a permanent mark of being undead. “Somebody with a connection to the runes. It could’ve been anybody. 

“Well, almost anybody… within a restricted population,” Li’l Ur amended. “Before you ask, this leads back to your earlier question. No, not everybody can use runes – only some people. People who have… a knack for it, you could say. It’s probably how your PIMP separated out the Builder race. The others, your Makers, Growers, and Bonders, I suspect none of them have that connection.”

“You have it?” Yanily asked.

“Of course,” Li’l Ur said, sticking his chest out in pride. “And I was taught by the greatest rune user of them all – the Emperor himself.”

“What is that Regalia then?” Seeyela asked. “You said the sword broke when he died, and you took his clothes…”

“I didn’t take them off his dead body,” Li’l Ur seethed. “He gifted them to me prior to… his final battle. As for the Regalia, it’s like a training set. It will guide the wearer through using the runes, helping with the process.”

“Oh,” Hiral said, looking at the sword in his hand, and frowned. What was bothering him about this? And something was definitely bothering him. He’d been so proud to wield the Emperor’s Greatsword, and to put the Ring of Amin Thett back together. He thought he’d earned the Second-Skin of Ur’Thul – though only one of those names was technically still correct – but… what if that wasn’t it at all? 

The PIMP had been responsible for placing the items in the reward chests. Was it just leading him along the whole time? Was that why he’d gotten S-Rank rewards? Not because of anything he’d done, but because the PIMP…

Because what? What does it even want? I know we’re supposed to fight the Enemy, except this seems different. What does it want from me? It is trying to make me into some kind of… replacement Emperor? Or… an echo of the Emperor?

Hiral’s fingers tightened around the sword’s hilt, anger sparking in his chest. He didn’t work so hard to get hand outs. He thought he was finally forging his own path – by his own hands – and now it seemed like that wasn’t true at all. He was…

“It’s like having a teacher?” Seena asked, interrupting Hiral’s spiraling thoughts – and his building anger. 

“One that’s really soft,” Seeyela said over the party chat.

“Like having a teacher,” Li’l Ur agreed, though he ignored Seena’s sister. “The PIMP must have seen the same potential in you I have. Reforging the broken Ring, and assembling the Regalia are no small feats. Sure, the PIMP placed them in your hands, but it was you who did the work to truly bring them together again.”

The little lich’s words bounced around Hiral’s head. Was that how it was? Was he reading into things wrong? Hiral shook his head. He just didn’t know. He’d need more time to figure it out, and being angry wouldn’t help that. 

With an effort of will, he pushed the anger back down in his chest – though an ember of it lingered – and looked up to listen to the rest of what Li’l Ur had to say.

“And, keep in mind, you’re not the first to wear the Second-Skin or wield what was the Emperor’s Greatsword.”

“Oh, right, the Little Queen?” Hiral said, thinking back to the legends about the sword. Well, technically about the tattoo… but it was seeming more and more that those tales were based on fact.

“I believe that was what they called her, though I only met her briefly,” Li’l Ur said.

“Was she another Progenitor?” Seeyela asked. “Like you and the Void-Venom Empress?”

“Oh, no,” Li’l Ur said. “She fought in our army. Took up Amin Thett’s broken sword when he fell to continue the fight. She was… impressive for her stature.”

“Stature?” Yanily asked. 

“She was short,” Li’l Ur said. “Fully-grown, but seemingly forever trapped in the body of a twelve-year old. Though…” he looked down at himself, “apparently I am not one to talk.”

“You’re great just the way you are,” Seena cooed. “Much better than the bigger, eviler version we met before.”

“That explains the little part,” Yanily said. “Why was she a queen?”

Li’l Ur put a finger to his chin in thought. “Her magic manifested as a tiara of light above her head. But, back to my point. Even though others have held the same items you do, none have progressed quite so far with them. Not to mention your connection with the Edicts.”

“The sword still has two more seals on it,” Hiral said, heat running up his neck at the unexpected compliments. “So, my work isn’t quite done yet.”

“Neither is this dungeon,” Yanily pointed out. “We have to get back to that.”

“We do,” Hiral agreed. “Before that, though. Ur, you said the Emperor died in a battle? And the Little Queen took up the sword to continue that. What were you fighting that was powerful enough to kill him? Was it the Enemy?”

“Not just the Emperor,” Li’l Ur said. “Many Progenitors died in the war against… against…” he trailed off, shaking his head like he was trying to hold on to the memory. Up went his hands to the side of his skull, pressing to keep his thoughts in one piece. “Against…” 

Li’l Ur’s arms flopped down to his side, the blue glow in his eye sockets dulling. “Mistress, I can’t remember. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay, little guy,” Seena said, patting his head. “We’ve got our own battles to fight. We don’t need more enemies from… well… however long ago that was.”

“But it’s important,” Li’l Ur said. “I… don’t remember, but I know it is.”

That odd determination in the lull after Li’l Ur’s usual cycle of lucidity stopped everybody cold. The lich had never been able to push through before, to emphasize something. 

It really must be important. 

“Anything we can do to help?” Seena asked. 

“I… I… your hair is pretty,” the lich said, even his voice losing the edge.

“Do you think,” Yanily started slowly. “Do you think he knows he’s going to be like this again? When he’s… smart, I mean?”

“I hope not,” Seena said, handing her pet a lock of her hair. “For being a legendary evil, he’s been a good little guy.”

“Reformed legendary evil,” Hiral reminded her. “Thanks to you.”

“Yeah,” she said, patting the lich, who practically purred against her hand. “Do you all think we should be worried about what they fought? That had to be a long time ago, right?”

“A long, long, long time ago,” Hiral said. “Remember, I got that notification saying I’d made the first A-Rank item in almost six-thousand years. That had to be from Dr. Benza’s time. This war Li’l Ur talked about, it must’ve been even before that. A long time before that.”

“We shouldn’t worry about it,” Drahn said, speaking up. “Not yet. We’ve got much more immediate concerns. This dungeon. Wule and Nivian. The raid zone. The Enemy. It’s not a short list. Let’s not add any more to it until we need to.”

Hiral only needed a few seconds to consider the older man’s words before nodding along. “Quite a lot of wisdom in that.”

“I agree with Drahn,” Seeyela said. “So, let’s take care of the first item – the next Mid-Boss.”

            

    
        Chapter 57 – At Least You’re Not Flirting Again

    
    
    
    
                As the party started off again towards the next Mid-Boss, Hiral sheathed the Greatsword of Amin Thett over his shoulder, his emotions conflicted. Nothing had really changed. He’d gotten all his equipment through dungeons and the PIMP – he couldn’t argue with that – but suddenly he was second-guessing why he’d gotten it. And what it meant about the things he’d accomplished. 

Achieved. 

Had everything been set out by the PIMP because it needed somebody with Hiral’s connection to runes? Was that the extent of what he was contributing? Yanily had said he was fine with being a tool, but Hiral couldn’t honestly say the same. He agreed with the PIMP’s goals. Agreed to work towards them. Not with the PIMP directly, but with his party. His friends. 

On the other hand, without the power – and gear – he’d gotten through the dungeons, they never would’ve saved Fallen Reach. So, could he fault the PIMP’s methods? While his head said ‘no’, his heart definitely had other ideas. 

And, here, in the middle of a dungeon, that wasn’t the time to dwell on it. Especially not while they were moving towards a Mid-Boss. Instead of brooding on what getting the Regalia of Amin Thett could mean, he turned to what he’d gained from it. He couldn’t really complain.

Despite some of his mixed feelings, he smiled. He still had Stormstrike’s abilities, even without the weapon in hand. In fact, the two abilities were listed on his status window as available for use. 

And, since it had been more than a minute – the cooldown of Emperor’s Decree – he concentrated on swapping weapons. One blink, he was looking at Stormstep and Lightning Strike, and the next, the two entries were gone from his active abilities section. An additional blink, however, had a massive, bipedal rat-warrior standing in front of him, paired axes over its shoulders. It looked him up and down – like it was weighing his worth – then stepped forward and turned into a cloud of solar smoke that washed across Hiral’s body.

 Another look at his status window showed two new listings under his passive abilities – Bleeding Wounds and Hack and Slash. 

He wasn’t limited to taking active abilities! Hiral couldn’t stop an even bigger grin from spreading across his face as he imagined using the Greatsword of Amin Thett along with the overpowered abilities from the Bestial Axes. Maybe it wouldn’t be quite as good, since using the two, paired weapons led to fast stacking of the ability – and Frenzy – but with the sheer power the sword brought…

“Somebody is thinking happy thoughts,” Seena said, her hand back in his. It probably wasn’t his imagination she was holding tighter as well, in case he decided to run off again. “But did I just see a giant rat out of the corner of my eye?”

“Uh… you could say that,” he said, explaining his testing – along with the sudden appearance of the Bristle Pack-Rat King – and then it was her turn to smile. 

“As Yanily would say…”

“OP!” the spearman finished for her over the party chat. 

“You’re still listening in?” Seena asked flatly. 

“Not my fault you talk in the general chat instead of a private one,” Yanily said. “At least you’re not flirting again.”

“Yes,” Seeyela added. “We can all be thankful for that. Hiral most of all.”

“Why me?” Hiral asked. 

“Because it’s one thing for me to have accepted you might be good enough for my little sister,” Seeyela said. “It’s another thing entirely to have to listen to the play by play. And since I’m against gouging my own ears out, the next best option is just removing you.”

“That… doesn’t really sound like the best option to me,” Hiral said. And, as Seeyela Bamf’d back in front of him from wherever she was scouting, he almost reached for his sword.

“Think I found our next target,” she said to Seena. Then she looked at Hiral. “What?”

“He thought you might’ve shown up for some casual stabbing,” Right said from nearby, the damnable double actually chuckling at it.

“No stabbing my guy, casual or otherwise,” Seena said. “We need him to tank.”

“That’s your reason?” Hiral asked. 

“My second reason,” she said with a squeeze of his hand. “More seriously, though, what did you find, Seeyela?”

“Another building that stands out as different,” Seeyela explained. “There’s a tunnel around the corner ahead. Not a natural or man-made tunnel. One left over from everything falling. On the other side of it is another facility that looks… a little more sinister than the first one. I think it was another research facility of some kind, but it wasn’t able to contain whatever experiment went wrong.”

“Aww, no more Lost loot?” Yanily asked. 

“Who knows,” Seeyela said with a shrug. “Felt a lot of strange energy from the place. Definitely some gravity shenanigans going on there, but also saw pools of acid or poison, flames that appeared out of thin air and vanished the same way. Lightning crawling along the ground like a living thing, as well as ice and water in places neither should be.”

“Wish we had Wule and his elemental buffs,” Seena said. “At least each of us has some resistances to a few of those.” Then she looked at Drahn and Hiral. “Well, three out of five ain’t bad.” Then she looked at Right and Left. “Three out of seven is worse.”

Right held up his new gauntlets.”

“Okay, four out of seven is… passable,” Seena amended. 

“I might be able to do something to reduce – Reject, technically – the damage from the elements. It won’t be as effective as with the last Mid-Boss, because I was directly countering the runes, but I can try. Probably only one type at a time though…”

“Anything could help,” Seena said. “What’s going on, anyway? You changing roles from tank to some kind of buffer?”

“Can’t I do both?” Hiral asked. 

“I don’t know, can you?”

“Sounds like he’s going to try,” Right said. “Don’t worry, we’ll pick up his slack.”

“We always do,” Left said. 

“Okay, I think that’s just about enough ganging up on me from all of you,” Hiral said. 

“It’s just because we love you,” Seena said. 

“And we show our love through stabbing, right Yan?” Seeyela said. 

“Mid-Boss!” Hiral reminded them. “Focus.”

Seena gave him one last squeeze of her hand, then donned her party-leader face. “Hiral’s not wrong, and remember, this Mid-Boss probably has the other half of some kind of rune. We don’t know what it will do, but the last one let the Guardian attack from its illusory doubles. Expect something similar. Aside from that, environmental hazards.”

“And in case anybody forgot,” Yanily said. “Don’t stand in the fire. Or the ice. Or the poison… or gravity… or lightning. Just, maybe don’t stand anywhere.”

Hiral looked over at Left. “Think you can help with that?”

The double nodded and reached down to the tattoo on his left calf. With a surge of solar energy and a pull of his hand, a streamer of thick energy followed his fingers, then burst apart into a swarm of pink butterflies. No sooner had they appeared, than the Path of Butterflies raced underneath each of the party members’ feet. 

“Smart,” Seena said. “Sis, lead the way.”

Seeyela hopped up into the air, stopping on a plane of butterflies a foot above where she’d started instead of dropping back down, then turned and started down the street. Falling in behind, the rest of the party kept an eye out on both sides of the road – despite no seemingly random encounters in the dungeon other than the Glass Cannons – and quickly reached the tunnel she’d described. 

Big enough for two people to go side-by-side, Seeyela didn’t slow as she entered. 

“Tunnel is about a hundred feet long,” the woman in front explained. “Once we get out, I spotted a ramp down the other side, but we won’t need it with the butterflies.”

“Down?” Hiral asked. 

“The ground the building was on collapsed,” Seeyela explained. “Looks like it was made up of several towers. You’ll see.”

After that, the woman was quiet, though it didn’t take long for the party to reach the end of the tunnel. And, at that point, he saw exactly what she was talking about. The center of the cavern had collapsed almost like a sinkhole had opened up underneath, dropping the main structure straight down. Unlike the first facility they’d found, this one wasn’t isolated from other buildings, and the rubble from those houses – or whatever they were – lay shattered against the facility. They obviously hadn’t fared as well in the collapse. 

Worse, none of that was even the strange part. Like Seeyela had said, unexpected energies permeated the air, with rushes of flames appearing in a flash at random places in the cavern. On the far side of where they stood, a waterfall ran up the wall before disappearing into the distance. Pools of bubbling green liquid dotted the level the party stood on, not to mention the ramp Seeyela had considered they take. It really, really didn’t look like they should walk through that liquid. 

Or breathe in the fumes. 

It didn’t even end there, with lightning running along the walls of the facility in constant arcs. Weirder still, unless he was mistaken, it was only two bolts of lightning that never ceased moving, like they were trapped on the building. 

“That… really doesn’t look like a place we should be going into,” Drahn said. “Which, I guess, makes it the perfect place for a Mid-Boss.”

“Not sure even a Mid-Boss would want to be down there,” Yanily said. 

“It might be stuck there,” Hiral said. “Protecting something, like the Guardian was.”

“Let’s find out,” Seena said, giving Hiral the ol’ shoulder tap. 

Stepping ahead of the others, Hiral reached back with the scarves of his pseudo-aspect – splitting them into one for each party member – and formed a light connection. Protecting them against the Guardian’s runes had opened his mind to all kinds of new ways to use this power, but he was still too new at it to get complicated. For now, he just needed to be able to protect them from the elements as much as he could. While being able to move, be aware of his environment, and possibly fight. 

Two of those three things being something he hadn’t done in their last Mid-Boss battle. 

Putting aside that hurdle for the moment, he threaded his Rune of Rejection through the connection, gently wrapping the party in shields to push away any errant energy that came their way. A glow similar to the solar smoke that formed into Right and Left spread across the others’ bodies, then solidified into an aura tight against them. That wasn’t so bad. Except, as soon as he took his focus off the others to step forward, the image he’d been holding in his mind – protecting the others – shattered almost immediately. 

And the shields of Rejection went with it.

“Hiral?” Seena asked as she held up a hand, the solar smoke rising from it like she’d just stepped out of a hot bath. 

“Hold on,” he told them. “Little tougher than I expected. Let me try again.”

Another shield of Rejection went out – once again hardening into a field tight against their armor or skin – then winked out of existence as soon as he stopped concentrating on it. He needed to be focusing on the image to maintain the protection. Which was all fine and dandy if he was planning to stand in the same place and do nothing else. 

That’s not good enough. How can I make this work?

Thinking back to the Guardian, it had been able to use its shield of Rejection in the fight with the party – while it was doing other things. But, then again, it’d only been able to use it in one direction at a time. Previously, Hiral had used the rune to Reject the rain, and he’d even created little talismans for the others to protect them from the rune. Maybe he could do the same thing now to… 

Hiral shook his head. No, those talismans worked because it was rain. And, even then, if the downpour was heavy enough, it would get through the field. Against something more volatile like fire or lightning, he’d need to be focused to prevent it from getting through. Even a small amount would be enough to hurt the others…

Small enough?

Rejection wasn’t his only option. He’d used his Rune of Decrease against the Mid-Boss as well. With Rejection, it kind of felt like all or nothing. Either it Rejected or it didn’t, up to the level of strength of what was coming. Light rain, his talisman stopped. Heavy rain? The party got wet. Was that making the concept of his focus more rigid? He didn’t really have an answer to that question, but his instincts were telling him he was on the right track. 

If he used his Rune of Decrease, though, he wasn’t trying to stop everything. Sure, he reduced the Guardian’s runic power to basically zero, but that was also because he was using his own runes to streamline the process. Here, he just wanted to reduce whatever was coming in by enough it wouldn’t kill – or maim, preferably – any of the party members. 

And, Hiral had the Edict of Decrease to work with. 

Let’s try that. 

Cancelling his energy to the Rune of Rejection, Hiral instead directed it to his Rune of Decrease, the Edict appearing in his vision. Almost immediately, he felt the Edict’s influence on his connection to the others – on the concept of Decreasing the effects of incoming energy. It was better – more stable – but still not perfect. 

A step forward, and the auras hugging his friends held firm – barely. Okay, he could move and maintain this, but anything that truly took his attention away would ruin the effect. Fighting was out of the question. Was there a way he could do this better? The Edict was taking a lot of the load off his mind, almost like it was locking his concept into place. 

Hrm, is my idea still too big? I’m trying to reduce all the environmental energy that could come at them when we go down there. What if I focus on one or two?

“You got it, Hiral?” Seena asked, the aura hugging her bulky gauntlet like a second glove. To them, it probably looked good enough. 

“Almost there,” he said. Another thread of solar energy into the rune and Edict rewrote the concept he’d laid over the others, modifying it slightly to decrease any fire or lightning energy that reached them. 

Sparks of blue and red sped out and along his scarves, then transformed their auras to match. Now, instead of the soft yellow glow like a sunrise, they were outlined in alternating patterns of blue and red, like a ripple constantly moving across them. Another pulse from the Edict locked the concept in place, and Hiral took a step back.

Did that do it?

Even as he asked himself the question – his attention wandering just to do that – he didn’t feel the protection he’d laid over the others waver. The Edict was holding the concept all by itself, and visibly – to him – hovering nearby. Just to be sure, Hiral moved solar energy into his other runes, quickly activating and deactivating them to see if the party buffs would fade, but nothing changed. 

Success! But, what did I learn? The Edict will support a minor concept all by itself by locking the idea into reality. Which… now that I think about it… is… wow. OP. Very, very, OP. Still, very minor though – don’t get too excited. This will, at most, reduce fire or lightning energy by about fifty percent. And, I can only do something like this for runes I’ve connected to their Edicts.

That just means the Runes of Decrease, Connection, Gravity, Energy, Attraction, and Sealing. Heh, just. That’s not a bad starting place at all, and another good reason to figure out how to unlock the other Edicts. 

“I think I’ve got it,” Hiral told the others as they looked at the faint red and blue running across them. “It’s not perfect, but it’s the best I can do for now. I need more…”

“Testing,” the party all said at the same time. 

“Was… actually going to say practice,” Hiral said, then shrugged. “Testing works too. Thanks for volunteering. Anyway, this should reduce any elemental damage you take from fire or lightning by about half. Any more than that, and I can’t hold the aura while doing anything else. Like explaining this.”

“What about what you did back with the Guardian?” Yanily asked. “Those buffs were a lot stronger.”

“They were… because that’s all I was doing,” Hiral said. “I’m hoping with practice – and yes, testing – I’ll be able to do that again while also contributing directly.”

“Something to work on when we get out of the dungeon,” Seena said. “This is more than good enough for the time being. As for getting inside this place, I think that doorway at the bottom there is our best entrance. Anybody see anything else?”

“Whole building is in surprisingly good shape,” Drahn said. “Built out of strong stuff. I don’t even see a crack on it, despite the rest of the damage around here. Door is our best plan.”

“Agreed,” Seeyela said. 

Seena nodded, then looked at Hiral. “Do you need another shoulder tap?”

Hiral chuckled. “No, sorry about the delay.”

With that, he turned and jogged down into the pit of chaotic elements.





            

    
        Chapter 58 – Maybe It Will Be Safer Inside

    
    
    
    
                Hiral led the party down into the pit that looked to be close to two-hundred-feet deep, turbulent elemental energies roiling around them. As soon as he’d crossed the lip between tunnel and crevasse, he’d felt the air change. It was charged, and not just with the lightning zipping back and forth across the building – no, there was something else in there too. Whatever had caused the elements to run rampant was a much deeper problem. 

Even just considering them as elements didn’t do the problem justice. The poison or acid bubbling in the pools clearly wasn’t an element – it was just dangerous. Then there were the pockets of twisted gravity practically glowing to Hiral’s senses. Thankfully, his rune seemed to be giving him insight on where they were – Or, maybe it’s the Edict? Either way, they let him avoid what felt like possibly the most dangerous – and invisible – peril in the pit.

“Make sure you follow me exactly,” Hiral told the group. “There are hidden gravity wells all over the place, and you really don’t want to step in one by accident.”

“They are… nasty,” Seeyela agreed as the party deftly skirted another one. “I feel like it’s pulling in three different directions, all at the same time.”

“Same here,” Hiral said, steering to pass between another pair. “Anything that walks into one of those would get pulled apart. In a very messy way.”

“Uh… and you’re sure you can see all of them?” Yanily asked, head turning left and right. 

“We all better hope so,” Hiral said, only to feel something forming directly behind him. And directly in front of Seena! “Look out!” he shouted as he spun, spotting Seeyela already moving as well. Except she wouldn’t be faster than the gravity disturbance materializing practically right on top of the party leader. 

No! Hiral commanded in his mind, while simultaneously reaching out with his own Rune and Edict of Gravity, like he was grabbing the space in his hands. Whatever it was – like some kind of breach leaking different levels of gravity in a small space – it fought against his control. Fought against his rune, with a direct competition having no easy winner. 

But it wasn’t direct. It wasn’t even fair. Hiral pressed down with his Edict, commanding the gravity of the area to bend to his will. His concept of normal gravity overlayed the tear in reality, containing it long enough for Seeyela to arrive and pull her sister away. It wasn’t over just yet, though, even with the two women clear, Hiral could feel the tears spreading. He was containing the gravity – for the moment – but not the damage being done. 

He needed to repair the… the what? The membrane of reality? No, that didn’t feel right. It wasn’t really reality that was broken; it was more like when he’d shattered the boundary in the dungeon. These tears connected to somewhere outside the dungeon they were in, maybe even somewhere like where the Enemy had come from. 

All the more reason to… seal them!

Hiral almost shook his head at himself for not seeing the answer immediately, and began threading solar energy into his Rune of Sealing. Luckily, that was one of the other five runes he’d unlocked the Edict to, and he threw its weight at the problem. 

Hand in hand with the Edict of Gravity, Hiral pushed to contain the volatile energies, and seal the tears letting them in. Something thrummed against his control, like a will of its own trying to resist his work. One tear, two, three tears opened in quick succession, spilling their gravity out in different directions to overpower him. 

It didn’t work. 

Armed with two Edicts, Hiral forced his concept of what the space should look like – what it should be - over the area. The tears that had appeared sealed with a thought, their gravity vanishing with them. That only let Hiral turn more of his attention from maintaining the gravity to repairing the remaining breaches, and they vanished one after the other. 

Within the second that felt like minutes, the will resisting him seemed to give up – knowing it had lost this round – and Hiral finished the work. Releasing his control over the runes and Edicts in that area, he quickly turned his attention to the space around the party. 

Would there be more…?

No, it was clear. For the moment. 

“What was that?” Seeyela asked, looking right at Hiral. “Not the gravity. I felt… something behind it. Something that was trying to kill my sister,” she said, voice dropping dangerously. 

“I felt it too,” Hiral said. “The gravity wells – at least – aren’t natural.”

“Pretty sure none of this is natural,” Yanily said, while a ball of fire as big as a house erupted forty feet above them. Heat and light washed over the party, though it wasn’t enough to bother any of them with Hiral’s protection. 

“You have a point,” Hiral agreed. “That gravity well, in particular, felt targeted. We should keep moving.”

“Maybe it will be safer inside,” Drahn offered, though even he didn’t seem to believe the words coming out of his mouth. “Never mind, it’s probably more dangerous, isn’t it?”

“Good chance it’s connected to the Mid-Boss,” Seena said as the party moved from a jog to a run towards the door. With their B-Rank bodies, they covered the distance quickly. 

Hiral still had to lead them around four existing gravity wells, and then seal another as it formed maliciously. That just left them with two more obstacles before they got to the main door, the chaotic elements getting even stronger as they got closer. 

The first was the tornado of fire and ice whirling randomly across the ground, the power of it shredding, freezing, and scorching the stone floor wherever it passed.

“See, not natural,” Yanily reiterated, but the party was already turning their attention to the second problem as they moved. 

Roots had grown across the door, sealing it shut. 

“Okay, kind of natural?” Yanily amended. 

“Is the Mid-Boss a Grower of some kind?” Seeyela wondered out loud. 

“How are we getting through the door?” Drahn asked, his head moving as he followed the path of the tornado. 

“Hiral’s key?” Yanily asked. “It worked on the door in the other building. Had to be made out of the same stuff, didn’t it?”

“Actually,” Seeyela said. “All of this gravity nonsense has kind of given me some inspiration. Mind if I try something? If it doesn’t work, Hiral can open it up.”

Seena looked at her sister and raised an eyebrow. “Now you want to test things? Next, you’ll be winking.”

“Never!” Seeyela said, clearly scandalized. 

The party leader chuckled. “Get us inside, Sis.”

“We need to be beside the door,” Seeyela said. “Don’t think I can do it from here.”

“No problem,” Seena said. “Who’s dealing with the tornado.”

Yanily put his hand up. “What?” he asked when everybody looked at him. “It’s a storm. I got this.”

“That’s the plan, then,” Seena said with a nod. “Hiral, keep the weird gravity off us. Yan, keep the storm of death off us. Seeyela, get us inside.”

“And us?” Drahn asked. 

“Look good,” Seena said far too confidently. 

“Guess we’re in camp-Seena,” Right said to Left. 

“Where else would we be?” Left responded.

“I’ll go first,” Yanily said. “Hiral, any of those invisible-rip-me-apart-bad-touches between here and the tornado?”

“None,” Hiral said. “I’ll keep an eye on you when you go, just in case.”

“Don’t think you’ll be able to keep up,” Yanily said, the solar energy in him suddenly spiking. 

Hiral’s eyes weren’t the only ones widening as Yanily’s energy continued to grow, but he was the only one who felt how familiar it was. Yanily was working towards the same thing Hiral had with the pseudo-aspect. 

Is he already figuring out how to summon a full Aspect? Then again, if it was anybody, it’d be him. 

Up and up the power went, circulating through the spearman’s body so fast it almost reached the state of being a single, constant stream. Lightning arced in the air – nothing new for the spearman – but then it started to take on a shape. Over and over the lightning did something lightning wasn’t supposed to do – it struck the same spots and followed the same lines, again and again. Faster, faster, faster, the electricity went, leaving a burning afterimage in Hiral’s eyes. 

The image of a roaring dragon with Yanily standing in the center of its wide mouth. 

At the same time, a glow outlined the lightning-roots of the PIM spread through his body, the whole light show continuing to rise like it was reaching a crescendo… but then something within Yanily sort of sputtered. He couldn’t maintain the flow – not yet. Instead of completely giving up, there was another pulse, directing the energy towards Yanily’s shoulders, the dragon-outline vanishing in a flash. 

The storm-cloud-cloak on his back instantly went rigid as it expanded, the wings of thunder and lightning taking shape and spreading wide. Across his shoulders, down to about the middle of his back, and even stretching partially around his ribs to his chest, small bolts of lightning flickered between scales of solid cloud. 

“Not quite there,” Yanily said. Still, the power coming off the man was well above anything Hiral had felt from him before. It wasn’t quite to the stage of Eloquently Enraged+, but it was a significant boost. 

“Your own pseudo-aspect?” Hiral asked. 

“Almost, though I’m getting some help from my sponsor. I’ll get it soon,” the spearman said. “But, before that…”

BOOOOOOM, and Yanily was gone, a thick bolt of lightning connecting where he had been to the center of the elemental tornado. The moment he struck, the whirling fire and ice ballooned out, then seemed to solidify like the whole thing was actually one living creature, before suddenly condensing again. 

Raging stronger than ever before, flames burst within the swirling winds, while shards of razor-sharp ice visibly grew to cut apart the intruder. Almost immediately, stark forks of lightning crackled from within, beating back the assaulting elements, thick clouds weaving their way between the visible winds. 

“I was going to ask if he’s going to be okay,” Seena said. “Shouldn’t have bothered. Sis, you’re up.”

“Let’s go!” Seeyela said, sprinting down to the door instead of her usual Bamf+. “You’ll need to be ready Yan.”

“Sure thing,” the spearman said, voice even like he wasn’t battling within the heart of a supernatural disaster. “Just got to get this unruly guy under control.”

“Unruly guy?” Hiral asked Seena quietly as the rest of the party sprinted down behind Seeyela. 

The party leader shrugged at him as they reached the door, and Hiral spread his senses through his domain for any dangers. A single gravity tear threatened to form, then subsequently vanished under Hiral’s suppression. Another elemental burst came – this one fire – but before it could really explode, Seena simply backhanded the blooming ball of fire out of the doorway. 

“What?” she asked, looking like she hadn’t done anything out of the ordinary. 

“Almost ready here,” Seeyela said before Hiral could say anything else, and he turned his attention to the massive gravity fluctuation occurring at the end of Seeyela’s outstretched hands. Leaning with her palms pressed against the door, solar energy was spinning around and around, spreading out until it was… 

The same size as a dungeon portal! But, she can already make portals… to places she can see. 

Even as Hiral let his eyes linger for one second, two, on the flow of solar energy, he spotted something else familiar. This portal she was creating looked like a dungeon portal, but the way the energy moved, it was the same as the tears forming that were trying to kill them. One of them must’ve given her the inspiration for… whatever she was trying. 

“Yan?” Seeyela asked. “You’ve got about three seconds, then I don’t know how long I can hold this.”

“Oh?” Yanily said. “I guess playtime’s over. It was fun.” KAAA-THOOOM, lightning shot down from the ceiling of the cavern to slam into the center of the tornado while thunder shook the dungeon. In a flash, the fire and ice vanished with a pop, while the wind dispersed to leave Yanily standing on the ground with his spear driven into the floor. 

Into the floor, but through some kind of thin, vaguely humanoid creature with wispy limbs and shocks of blue and red flashing through its body. Another pulse – this one from Yanily’s Splinter of the Storm – and the corpse got sucked into the spear. More blue and red ran the length of the weapon before it completely disappeared. 

“Ready,” Yanily said, ripping the spear free, then leapt towards the party. With the aid of the thundering wings at his back, he closed the distance at an impressive speed. 

“Open up,” Seeyela said in response, her own solar energy peeking, and Hiral turned just in time to see a portal spiral open at her hands. A portal leading to… a hallway?

She opened a portal through the door, without being able to see what was on the other side. 

“In… you all go…” the woman wheezed. “This is… harder than it… looks.”

“In, in, in,” Seena said with a tap on Hiral’s shoulder, and he darted through. Yanily was a heartbeat behind him, along with his doubles, while Seena and Drahn followed. That just left Seeyela, and she stepped inside before releasing her hold on the solar energy. 

The portal-door rotated closed in the blink of an eye, and Seeyela leaned forward on her knees. Then she chuckled. 

“Spontaneous ability evolution,” she said, clearly grinning under her eight-eyed helm. “Now I’ve got a key too. An expensive one, apparently.”

“You can tell us all about it when we clear the dungeon,” Seena said. “Though, I assume it lets you open passages through solid objects?”

“Exactly,” Seeyela said. “Those gravity tears Hiral was erasing gave me the idea. They aren’t through a solid object, but the way they’re ripping apart whatever separates here from there is very similar.”

“Any idea where there is?” Hiral asked. 

“No idea,” Seeyela said. “You?”

“None.”

“Maybe the Mid-Boss can tell us?” Yanily said. 

“Let’s go ask him,” Seena said, though she turned to look at the spearman. “After this dungeon, you’ll also be telling us about whatever you did back there. If you’ve been hiding something because you thought it would be fun…”

Seena didn’t need to finish the sentence, the spearman was already nodding enthusiastically. “Nothing hidden here. Just figured it out, though, maybe, I’ve been practicing a little on the side.”

The party leader left her glare to linger on him a second longer, but let it go for the moment. “Moving on, everybody good on solar energy?”

“That was a little more draining than I expected,” Seeyela said. 

“Left, mini-banner?” Hiral asked, and the double shaped his Banner of Courage. As soon as it appeared, Left kept the golden dome to less than a ten-foot radius – the size of the hall they were in. “Thanks. Everybody ready to move at the same time?”

“I’ll be ready, as long as we aren’t running again,” Seeyela said, the energy moving around her like she was using Cycling+. With all the strange gravity portals, it was bound to be a prime spot for her to absorb solar energy. 

Another shoulder tap, and Hiral started down the hall, senses on the look out. Unlike the other research facility, this hallway was a short one, and Hiral almost didn’t move due to what he sensed within his domain in the next room. The floor dropped, quickly leveling off at least thirty feet lower than the hallway. And, there in the center of the room… that… wasn’t what he expected. 

“Hiral?” Seena asked. 

“Something odd ahead of us,” he said. 

“The Mid-Boss?”

“A tree.”

“A tree?” Yanily repeated. 

“That’s what it feels like,” Hiral said, but then started forward. The Mid-Boss had to be in a room beyond the tree he felt. “Maybe a garden of some kind?”

“We’ve got a Mid-Boss protecting a garden?” Seena said, then shrugged. “I guess we’ve seen stranger things.”

“I don’t actually sense a Mid-Boss though. Or anything at all. Be careful.”

“You do see the irony of you being the one saying that, don’t you?” 

“Shush,” Hiral said, readying energy to thread into his runes, then moved ahead. Soft footsteps trailed behind him – barely audible on the Path of Butterflies – as the group left the hallway, and entered the room. It wasn’t much larger, maybe only three-hundred feet from end to end, with the lower floor ringed by a walkway around the edge. 

At first glance, it did somewhat resemble a garden – though a mostly dead one. Plant beds around the edges stood empty or filled with rotting, organic goop. The pathways that had led between them were stained brown from where the plants had fallen over and decayed. Vines so dry they’d likely break at the first touch hung from rafters that looks specially designed for them. 

At second glance, however, Hiral spotted broken glass around those same plant beds, like whatever had been growing in had been contained. The vines wrapping the rafters wound so tightly around them, the metal had bent and broken in some places. On the outer ring of the room, more devices similar to what they’d seen in the other research building stood connected to areas in the floor below. Some kind of way to monitor what was growing?

Not just monitor. Here, in the room, Hiral could feel it more strongly – the chaotic energy that had led to elemental bursts outside. Even as he watched, one of the devices along the far wall sputtered to life, a ball of flame whooshing from the plant bed on the floor beneath it. A second sputter, a second whoosh. 

Then the device was dead again, though one on the far side activated. This time, instead of flaming death, a deep crevice of a flower bed immediately filled with bubbling poison. The stuff was so potent, the whole party reflexively took a step back as the stone sizzled at the touch. One second, two, three, and the green liquid vanished with a pulse from the device, replaced quickly by gallons of pure water. 

All around the room, more of the devices activated, summoning in their respective element to kill whatever had long ago died in their chambers. These are what was creating the elemental bursts outside? I bet every time the fire appears in here… it appears out there too. Same with the others. And it killed everything. 

No, not everything. 

Through it all, one thing remained standing. Remained alive. The crooked tree in the center of the room. Though the trunk grew at almost a forty-five-degree angle, and twisted like a corkscrew, the tree itself stood almost thirty feet tall. At the top, the crown of the tree spread far, easily twice as wide as it was tall, with several small fruit – Almost look like apples – dangling from the branches. 

Even from the distance, Hiral could feel those weren’t normal fruit. Densely packed solar energy practically screamed to his senses, and it wasn’t just him. Seena took a step forward, hand lifting before she seemed to realize what she was doing. And… was she drooling?

A quick look in Hiral’s direction – and the bulky back of her gauntlet across her mouth – and she got control of herself again. 

“I want one of those,” she said. 

“Lost loot?” Yanily asked, eyes dilated as he stared at the tree. “Dibs on the yellow one.”

“Slow down,” Hiral said to the others, all four of them with their gazes locked on the tree. “We don’t even know where the Mid-Boss is. This tree must be what it’s here to protect.”

“You might want to re-evaluate that,” Left said, even as the door to the hallway behind them slammed shut. “Look more closely at the… tree.”

“At the…?” Hiral started, but focused on the defining feature of the room. Then View kicked in. 

(Mid-Boss) Fiendish Tree – Unknown Rank

“Oh,” he said as an aura of what could only be called bloodlust erupted from the tree and spread across the room. 




            

    
        Chapter 59 – Fiendish Tree

    
    
    
    
                Leaves shook as the branches rattled threateningly at the party, while a second wave of menacing bloodlust washed across the room. It was suddenly clear the other plants in the room hadn’t died of natural causes – or even the elemental kill switches that had been built in. No, this Fiendish Tree had slaughtered its competition, taking all the resources for itself. 

It – and nothing else – stood as the alpha predator. 

Hiral chuckled. “It’s kind of cute when it does that.”

More branches and leaves shook angrily, seemingly in response to his words. 

“Do we even need to… fight this?” Seeyela asked. “Kind of makes me feel like a bully. Beating up a tree.”

“It’s not like it would have the Solar Core we need,” Seena added. “It looks like there’s another hall on the other side of the room… though the door’s closed. Then again, we have a few keys now. The real Mid-Boss could be on the other side of that.”

“Actually,” Hiral said, spotting something within the twisted roots at the base of the tree. “I think I see the golem we expected.” Pointing, Hiral gestured to a crystal body very similar to the Guardian they’d fought back in the other building. Face-screen twisted to the side like it was broken, the body lay unmoving, with several of the roots wrapped tightly around it. 

Right where the other half of the rune would be… does that have something to do with this?

“Did the tree eat the golem?” Drahn asked. “I want one.”

Yanily patted the tracker on the shoulder. “Been there. Let’s see what we can do about getting that for you. Hiral, cutting down trees sounds like an axe job. You have a few of those. We’ll wait here.”

“I guess,” Hiral started, only to be interrupted by some rather vehement branch-shaking.

“It is it still trying to intimidate us?” Seeyela asked. “We can literally just stand over here and it can’t do anything. Yeah yeah, shake your leaves all you want. You don’t…” Bamf! Seeyela vanished in a puff of purple flames even as a new field of gravity erupted right where she’d been standing. 

Energy already prepped for usage, Hiral immediately reached out with his Runes and Edicts of Gravity and Sealing.

“Gravity tear,” Hiral said. “Just like outside.” And, just like before, the tear didn’t immediately fade under the pressure from his concept – something actively fought against him. No, not something. It was the damn tree! “It’s the Fiendish Tree trying to rip us apart with gravity. Be careful.”

Even as he said that, two more rips began to form, twisted gravity spilling out to pull apart whoever stood closest. The first tear already repaired, Hiral reached a hand towards each of the new ones, his will bending the breaches backwards until they began to close.  

“I’ll keep the tree from eating you, cut it down!” he shouted.

“Way ahead of you,” Seeyela said, already right beside the tree, and her glowing daggers in motion. 

Thunk, thunk, the two venomous Fangs of the Lady hit the thick bark of the tree trunk only to stop very abruptly. 

“Uh… wow,” Seeyela said, staring at where her daggers had barely scratched the wood. 

“Sis, lookout!” Seena shouted, a second before leg-thick, spiked roots tore through the ground to impale Seeyela where she stood. Or, try to, at least – the woman vanishing in another burst of purple flames. 

“I don’t like this tree,” Seeyela said. “Yeah! I’m talking about you!” she added in a shout towards the offending plant. Its roots had sunk back beneath the ground, but each party member kept a tight watch on their surroundings. What was the range on those?

For Hiral’s part, he finished mending the third gravity tear, then sighed as a fourth began to appear. At this point, it was practically child’s play to slam them back shut, and he did just that. 

“If knives and horrific venom don’t work,” Hiral said, “then there’s clearly only one option for this tree. Seena, you were looking for something to burn down?”

The party leader cracked her knuckles within the bulky gauntlets, a sadistic grin spreading on her face. “Li’l Ur, looks like we’re up. You ready?”

“Yes, Mistress,” the lich said, rising slightly off her shoulder while books floated to both their sides. Next to the lich, his books opened to glow the cold blue of a wintery grave. “This pathetic existence of a tree will bow before your absolute and oppressive might. It shall know a wrath so absolute its distant seedlings will become engulfed in a crematory – though short – existence of agony and suffering! With it gone, your path to conquest will open, promising…”

“Ur,” Seena interrupted evenly. “I’d just like to burn the tree now. Can we save the world domination for later?”

“Fine, later,” Li’l Ur said, blue energy surrounding his hands before spreading down Seena’s shoulder to draw lines across her body. Mixing with the fire of the flaming sheath, the new addition looked uncannily like the writing that’d been depicted across the body of the Remnant of Ur’Thul.

“No more circle?” Seena asked, looking at the same lines Hiral was staring at. It wasn’t quite runic script like he used, but there were similarities. Almost like… a child language. Something Ur’Thul created based off the runes Amin Thett taught him?

“Why should my Mistress’s glory be limited to one place?” Li’l Ur said. Then, a little more quietly, “B-Rank improvement. Same effect.”

“Nice,” Seena said, her own floating books erupting in flames, and fireballs began to form over each of her hands. “Now then, lets see how well you burn.”

In the center of the room – if it was even possible – the whole tree seemed to lean away from Seena. Leaves fell as the branches shook, and the ground churned from roots moving underneath. 

“Oh, somebody is looking a little nervous,” Yanily chuckled. 

And that small comment seemed to piss the tree off, the shaking very suddenly stopping, and its branches jerked forward. 

At the same time, Yanily lunged ahead, his spear intercepting one, two, three lightning bolts that appeared out of rapidly forming tears. Never stopping, the spearman quick-stepped in an arc in front of the party – Seena especially – as more and more lightning appeared. That wasn’t all the tree seemed willing to throw at them though, a nasty smell the only warning before a portal-fed-waterfall of terrible, acidic poison fell from directly above. 

Dropping straight for Seena’s head, the woman didn’t even seem to notice. Good thing her big sister was already one step ahead of the tree – her own portal appearing to catch the falling toxins. Then spew them out of the other half of the portal above the tree. 

Leaves and bark sizzled and popped beneath the green rain, the foliage recoiling at the touch, before goopy matter fell from the canopy. It took the tree a solid two seconds to realize what was happening before it cut the acid portal, and a new one appeared off to the side. Before anybody had a chance to wonder what it was, more caustic liquid gushed out sideways like it had been held under pressure.

Still, the tree was too slow, and Seeyela’s portal appeared to intercept the poison and spew it across the tree trunk. The damage there was far less than on the branches above, the thick bark protecting the tree from the worst of it. The sizzling and shaking of the tree indicated that didn’t make it much less pleasant. 

Meanwhile, the whole time the venomous portals tried to melt Seena, Yanily circled the party, intercepting lightning bolts with a practiced sweep of his spear. He moved in his Dancing Spear Style, catching every single bolt coming their way like he knew where they would be before they even appeared. More and more of the electric energy ran along the haft of his spear with every movement, making it look like he carried a lightning bolt with him. 

As for the half-a-dozen gravity tears the tree tried to open up, Hiral had those on lock down. In fact, the more the tree tried to open, the faster Hiral was forced to respond, each one pushing him to improve just a little more. 

Then the ice shards came. Foot long spikes meant to impale the party where they stood. Racing for Seena’s chest, the first one was like a knife in the dark. Silent. Unseen. Deadly. 

Also easily slapped aside by Right’s glowing fist. The second one he literally grabbed out of the air, his solar-energy gauntlet crushing it to dust. The third one? Left’s dagger cut it in two, stealing its momentum and sending the pieces out wide. Any that came after didn’t fare much better, the two doubles falling in step with Yanily to stop any attacks before they even got close to those in the middle. 

And, Seena? Well, one look from Hiral made it very clear why the tree was getting more and more desperate with every passing second. 

Six watermelon-sized fireballs hovered above each of her hands, churning like they heralded the end of the world. The glowing, blue, almost-runework across her body had clearly buffed her damage potential – like the circle had – and by the look on her face, she was ready to get things started. 

Something the Fiendish Tree recognized as well. All at once, the atmosphere in the room condensed, solar energy flooding through the branches and even saturating the leaves. Fields of energy emerged around the hanging fruit – like shields to protect something very important to the plant. But, the Mid-Boss wasn’t just upping its defense. Ripples warped the air all around the party, like the only real thing in the room was the tree. 

Everything else – other than the party – grew thinner. The boundaries that held back the kill-switches built into the room, the ones the tree had somehow taken over, frayed at the edges. Even the dirt around the tree itself grew transparent, the dozens of churning roots underneath clearly preparing to defend the tree if anything grew close. It was all fading…

No, not all. 

Hiral’s eyes locked on the golem clutched in the tree’s roots. Energy pulsed along where wood touched crystal, and as he focused his attention there, he felt the unmistakable touch of a rune. Something about the golem’s power was assisting the tree with what it was doing. What it was – exactly – would have to wait. 

The boundaries holding back the volatile elements commanded by the kill-switches had faded. Whatever was coming, it was coming now.

First were the ice-spikes, a dozen in quick succession that sliced through the air. From every direction, all at once, they came – aiming to punch through the party and stop their dangerous leader. 

Left and Right had other plans. A column of horizontal flame snuffed out three of them before they’d even fully formed, and Right was already at the next set. Gauntlets of semi-solid solar energy – backed by the power of his Meridian Lines and pseudo-aspect – pack, pack, packed three more out of the air. A seventh he caught, then spun and hurled it, shattering the eighth. That only left four that somehow doubled back to eight. 

A stream of water cut across the air, followed quickly by the Wing of Anella, freezing the water directly in front of those newest ice shards. A rapid-fire impact destroyed both of the ice constructs, while the jaws of four massive wolves with infernal flames leaking off them shattered the last. A fierce howl signalled the success – and buffed the party. So did the Banner of Courage that appeared in Left’s hand. 

Like Seena needed more damage. 

Still, the ice wasn’t the only thing coming, with crackling rips spawning by the dozens – then the hundreds. Yanily, contrary to what he’d done before, simply stepped to the center of the party and lifted his spear in one hand directly above him. 

“Come here,” he said softly, and the lightning obeyed. Flashes lit the room as hundreds of simultaneous forks crashed into the spear, flaring until it looked like Yanily held a single lightning bolt stretching floor to ceiling. 

“Show offs,” Hiral muttered, while he simply blanketed the area around the party in his concept of Gravity and Sealing. Tears mended before they even had a chance to burp out their payloads, and Hiral glanced at Seeyela, similar energy pooled around here. Pooled, but not going anywhere.

Apparently, the tree had learned not to bother with the deadly acid. 

That just left one element – fire – and it flared bright enough it felt like the sun had suddenly risen in the room. Then got sucked into Seena’s fireballs, ballooning them in size to nearly comic proportions.

“Drahn, hit that tree with your pollen,” Seena said. “And, no matter what happens – even if you can’t see the tree – just keep shooting.”

The first of Drahn’s arrows was already away before he thought to ask a question. “Why wouldn’t I be able to see the tree?”

“Heh,” was all Seena said. Then she thrust her hands forward, and all twelve fireballs launched. Screeching as they flew, the projectiles warped the air even as the tree seemed to flinch back, before the entire garden was consumed in flames. 




            

    
        Chapter 60 – More Gropey Than Hiral

    
    
    
    
                Hiral sat cross-legged on the ground as he focused on absorbing solar energy, Left’s Banner of Courage helping speed things along. Nearby, Yanily was splayed out on his back, while Drahn sat just past him, leaning back on his palms and looking at the ceiling. Seeyela and Seena were both still standing, but each was the almost-mirror image of each other – crouched over with their hands on their knees. The two women were still taking deep breaths like they’d run a marathon. Maybe two. 

And the battle had been a marathon – almost thirty minutes to finally down the damnable Fiendish Tree. The achievement notification sat blinking in the corner of Hiral’s eyes, but he just hadn’t had the energy to bring it up yet. 

“How could a tree be so tough to kill?” Yanily asked the question on everybody’s minds.

“Tons of health,” Seena said. “It was like every single leaf had a health pool it transferred to the trunk as we destroyed them. Then there were the roots.”

“Oh, don’t even talk to me about the roots,” Seeyela said. “They were even more gropey than Hiral. I’m going to have inappropriate, tentacle nightmares for a week.”

“At least you could teleport out when they caught you,” Drahn said. “I need a shower. And maybe a concussion to forget the things they tried to do to me.”

“Pretty sure I got you out before things got too far along…” Seeyela said with a chuckle. 

“Believe me, any far along was too far,” Drahn replied, shivering like he could still feel the roots wrapping up his legs with the intentions of doing very bad things to him.

“We were just lucky it’s offense wasn’t as robust as it’s defense,” Li’l Ur said from Seena’s shoulder, even the lich looking like he’d been winded. Then again, he’d constantly buffed Seena nearly the entire fight.

“The attacks weren’t too powerful,” Hiral agreed. “But they never let up. I don’t know if I can get sore runes, but everything feels a little raw from how much I used them. On the other hand, it was great practice. I could almost do that in my sleep now.”

“Of course you got more OP from that,” Yanily said.

“You’re one to talk,” Hiral shot back. “Didn’t I hear you say you got an ability evolution in the middle of that?”

“Lightning Rod,” Yanily said with a thumbs up. “Let’s me attract and absorb any lightning attacks. If they’re strong enough, they’ll still hurt, but it can restore some of my solar energy while protecting you. It’s a pretty good one.”

“I got one too,” Seena said. “Feed the Flames. Similar to his, but I can add outside fire to my attacks to make them more powerful.”

“See, Growers and all your spontaneous ability evolutions are the really overpowered thing here,” Hiral said. 

“Can’t you do it too?” Seena asked.

“Yeah, but I had to get an achievement ability for it. It’s not a… what do I even call it?”

“Racial skill,” Yanily filled it. “You really need to read the guide or you’re going to stop sounding so smart all the time.”

“… not my biggest concern,” Hiral grumbled, though part of him admitted the guide sounded like it had a lot of useful information. “What about you Seeyela, any sudden inspiration and growth?”

“Hrm?” Seeyela asked, taking a deep breath and standing up straight. “I got Cascading Teleport.”

“Of course you did,” Hiral said. “What’s it do?”

“Reduces the cost of subsequent teleports – portals or Bamfs – by ten percent, if I do it within three seconds of the last one. Stacks up to fifty percent for six or more in a row.”

“So, full cost for the first, then ninety, eighty, seventy, etcetera percent, down to fifty? That’s kind of insane,” Hiral said, thinking about it.

“It sounds like it could be,” Seeyela said. “I have a feeling it’s going to make me want to abuse it, so I’ll be porting more. That’s good… but…”

“But it’ll chew through your solar energy to fight like that,” Hiral finished. 

“Exactly. Going to take some practice.”

“I guess that just leaves Drahn as the odd-Grower-out,” Seena said, turning to the tracker. “Unless…”

“I got one too,” Drahn said, and Hiral could only groan. “Deforestation.”

“That sounds dramatic,” Yanily said, finally sitting up. 

“Not really,” Drahn said. “It’s not as generally applicable as the abilities you all got, but it will drastically increase my damage against plant-type creatures. Such as, it speeds up how fast my pollen gets absorbed and travels through the target.”

“Any ability you use?” Seena asked. “Or just the pollen?”

“Any,” Drahn confirmed. “The pollen was just an example. But, again, just on plant-based targets.”

“Now I really feel left out,” Hiral said. 

“Don’t worry,” Right said from beside him. “We didn’t get anything either.”

“Doesn’t exactly make me feel better, but thanks for trying.”

“Hey now,” Yanily said. “That’s not necessarily true. That stupid tree was nice enough to give us this fruit.” The spearman pointed at the six apple-like fruits sitting in a small circle nearby. Considering each of them practically thrummed with energy, there was no way somebody would mistake them for normal fruit.

“You mean I was nice enough to risk teleporting in to steal them between the firestorm somebody was unleashing on the tree,” Seeyela said, looking pointedly at her sister. 

“It refused to burn,” Seena said defensively. “Which obviously meant I needed to use more fire.”

“Obviously,” Seeyela agreed. “Back on point, what should we do with these?”

“Anybody use View on them yet?” Hiral asked. 

“Haven’t had the energy,” Seena admitted with a shrug, and everybody turned to the aforementioned treasure they’d stolen. With how the tree had protected the fruit – even at the expense of itself – they had to be something decent. Didn’t they?

As View kicked in for Hiral on the fruit that seemed to have small sparks traveling across it, yeah, they were “something decent”. 

Apple of Voltaic Potential

Nurtured and filled to the brim with energy from a neighbouring dimension, this fruit will forcefully expand the solar energy channels of anybody similarly attributed who consumes it.

Note: If somebody who is not similarly attributed to the fruit consumes it, the inherent energy within the apple will run rampant in the body, resulting in catastrophic solar system failure. 

Note (2): Neither process is pleasant.

“Catastrophic solar system failure sounds a bit more than ‘not pleasant’,” Hiral said.

“What does the expansion of solar energy channels do?” Seena asked. “Higher capacity? If so, that’s… amazing.”

“And we have six fruits,” Hiral said, listing them off as he used View on each. “The Voltaic one. Then we have Glacial, Combustive, Weighted, Toxic, and Cultivating. Most of those are pretty self-explanatory, but I’m not so sure about the last one…”

“Plants,” Seena said immediately. “I’m sure of it. My body kind of wants it, but it’s nothing compared to how I feel when I look that the Combustive one. It’s taking everything I can do to not run over and take a huge bite out of it.”

“You think we should eat them?” Drahn asked, though his eyes were locked on the Apple of Cultivating Potential. “It sounds risky.”

Risky wasn’t the only sound, as there was suddenly a sharp kind of crack.

“They’re kind of sour,” Yanily said between chews as he held the sparking fruit in one hand – the one with a large bite mark out of it. “Though I don’t know what it meant about not being pleasant, this is pretty good.” Then he took a second bite. A third. A fourth. Everybody else just watched in shock. 

“Yan…” Seena started, finally shaking herself out of her surprised stupor. By that point, it was too late, though. After the sixth bite, the entirety of the apple was gone, not even a core or stem remaining. 

“I can’t believe you did that without talking to us about it,” Seena said. “How do you feel? Are you okay?”

The spearman’s eyes glazed over for a second like he was looking at his status window, then he just sort of shrugged. “Nothing. Did I get a dud? Maybe I…” he couldn’t even finish the sentence as something flashed within his eyes, and his whole body seized. Arms locking at his sides, his hands crooked like bird’s claws, and he toppled backwards. 

“Yanily!” somebody shouted, while Hiral moved. 

Pseudo-aspect coming to Hiral as easily as breathing, he was on his feet to catch the falling spearman before he’d even gone half the distance to the ground. At the slight touch, electric shocks ran across Hiral’s hands, sparks of it arcing back and forth along Yanily as the man convulsed in Hiral’s arms. And it wasn’t just outside his body, with Hiral’s senses telling him inside Yanily was just as chaotic. 

Almost like it was Drahn’s Pollen Poison, the energy rampaged through Yanily’s solar energy channels, ripping them wide open wherever it went. It smashed and tore without a care for the damage it left behind, while Yanily’s own energy rushed to fill in the space. 

Just watching it for the few seconds Hiral held the other man, he could see what it was doing. It was increasing the other man’s solar energy capacity – by what had to be at least a full rank – and while it didn’t end there, the recovery time would be crippling. 

If Hiral didn’t do something about it now. 

Grasping hold of his Rune of Restoration, Hiral threaded his solar energy into the man in his arms. He’d already established that without some kind of guiding knowledge – like what Milly had – there were strict limits to what the rune could repair. He just didn’t know what to fix and what to leave alone. In most situations, the best he could do was slightly enhance what the body would naturally do.

Most. 

Pushing his energy through Yanily’s channels – which probably wasn’t comfortable for the spearman – Hiral raced to catch up. Not with the rampant energy from the fruit, no, it was Yanily’s own desperate solar energy he needed. It seemed to know what needed to be done to keep the man’s solar pathways from rupturing, as it constantly worked to mend the worst tears. At best – on its own – it would leave the man with channels like poorly patched pipes, leaks and cracks spewing wasted energy the entire way. 

With Hiral’s Rune of Restoration in the mix though, along with a healthy dose of Increase and Sealing, suddenly Yanily’s energy became supercharged. Where it had barely been keeping up and only patching the worst of the breaches, it was now almost like it was chasing the rampant energy. Urging it on to try and rip Yanily’s channels apart. No sooner had a cut formed, than this mixture of Hiral’s and Yanily’s energies sewed it right back up, stronger than ever. 

In Hiral’s arms, the rigid muscles of Yanily’s body relaxed slightly, his fingers loosening as his hand slumped to the floor. Pain still etched the man’s face, flashes of energy igniting behind his eyes as the energy went round and round within his body. Thirty seconds of this – that must’ve felt like hours to Yanily – and finally the energy expended itself. 

“Uuuuugh,” Yanily moaned out, his whole body shivering and shuddering like the occasional charge was still going through him. “I… stand… corrected. Not… pleasant. Really, really not pleasant.”

“Yan,” Seena said, the others having kneeled around Hiral and the spearman at some point while Hiral had been focused on the battle within Yanily’s channels. “Are you okay?”

“Define… ‘okay’,” Yanily said. “I feel…” he blinked. Then blinked again. “Actually, I feel… fine.” His eyes turned to Hiral, who was cradling him in his arms. “Pretty sure you just saved me again.”

“Maybe not saved,” Hiral said. “But I think I helped.” Feeling that the invading energy had finally spent itself completely – and Yanily’s own energy had calmed down – Hiral let his Restoration and Sealing pass through the spearman once more before completely withdrawing it.

“Help me up?” Yanily asked, and both Seena and Seeyela took a hand, while Hiral propped him up from behind. Once he was on his feet, he wavered just for a second, then seemed to be okay. The others took their hands off him, and when he didn’t immediately fall over, they stepped back to give him some space. 

“Still feeling fine?” Seena asked, worry clear on her face. 

“Yeah…” Yanily said, eyes glazing over again, then widening so fast it was a miracle he didn’t shoot his eyebrows straight off his head. “Ooooh… wow.”

“Wow?” Hiral asked. “Did you get a capacity upgrade? It felt like that was what was happening.”

Yanily shook his head. “No.”

“No?”

“I mean, ‘no, not only that’,” Yanily said, a smile splitting his face. “All of my solar energy abilities got increased by a rank. Absorption rate, capacity, and output!”

“Are you serious?” Seeyela asked, head snapping around to the five remaining fruit. 

“Oh yeah,” Yanily said. “Even opened and closed my status window to make sure it wasn’t a mistake. And, let me tell you, I feel it.”

The others all joined Seeyela in staring at the fruit. 

“Do you think we should…?” Seena asked, taking a step forward. 

“Wait!” Yanily said, then looked at Hiral. “If you do eat the fruit, Hiral, can you do for them what you did for me? I… I don’t know how that would’ve gone if you weren’t here.”

“Don’t think it would’ve killed you,” Hiral said. “At least from what I could sense. However, I bet you wouldn’t have been able to use your solar energy – or any abilities – for… I don’t even know how long. The damage the fruit did to your pathways was not minor.

“Having done it once, though,” Hiral continued, looking at the others. “I’m pretty sure I can guide the rest of you through the process. Probably can’t do anything for the pain…”

“How bad was it?” Seeyela asked Yanily.

“Not bad enough to stop me from making the same choice again if I had the chance,” Yanily said. “A full rank to each solar processing ability? I never thought I’d get something like that.”

“It is a major limiting factor,” Hiral said. “If these fruit are a way to surpass that, it’s a chance you can’t pass up.”

Seena’s head turned slowly to look at him. “The way you said that was like you weren’t planning to eat one.”

Hiral shrugged helplessly. “I don’t think I can. I don’t have a solar energy type.”

“Weighted?” Seeyela asked. “You use gravity magic.”

“I use it, but I don’t specialize in it,” Hiral said. “I look at each of the fruit like they’re regular apples. My body doesn’t feel any of the draw you’re describing. As I see it, Seena should take the Combustive, Drahn the Cultivating, and Seeyela – if you’re brave enough – you should take both the Toxic and Weighted.”

“Both?” she asked. “Are you sure? Can I even do that?”

“You tell us. What’s your body saying?”

“That I’d let that dead tree grope Drahn for an hour for just a single bite,” she said. “Of either of them.”

“Hey,” the tracker said when her words clicked. 

“Then take them both,” Seena said. “What about the Glacial one?”

“We don’t have anybody with an ice type solar energy,” Hiral said. “Take it with us?”

“Wule seemed to be leaning that direction before his advanced class,” Yanily said. “Maybe he’ll want it?”

“Good thinking,” Seena said. “Would be a nice reunion gift for him.”

“Maybe just warn him about the agonizing pain ahead of time,” Seeyela suggested. 

“More like warn Nivian,” Seena said. “One so he doesn’t clobber us for hurting his brother, and two so he can laugh.”

“It’ll be good to see them again,” Yanily said. 

“It will,” Seena agreed. “Which… means we need to stop talking so much. Hiral, you sure you can do the same thing you did for Yan for all of us?”

“One at a time,” Hiral said. “To be safe.”

“Okay,” Seena said with a deep breath. “Who wants to go first?”




            

    
        Chapter 61 – That Sounds Like A Horrible Idea

    
    
    
    
                With everybody – other than Hiral and his doubles – back on the ground recovering from the unpleasant process of upgrading all their solar energy attributes, Hiral finally opened the achievement notification for defeating the Mid-Boss. 

Dynamic Quest Complete

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – Don’t Hug This Tree

You have defeated a failed experiment trying to merge power from another realm (maybe they should stop doing that…) with local fauna.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Even after everything that went wrong with pulling the Enemy into our realm, they tried it again? That doesn’t seem… smart. They must’ve had a reason for it though. The apples?

Hiral looked again at his party members recovering under a combined dome of the Banner of Courage reinforced by his Runes of Restoration and Energy. Together, the two runes had a similar effect to the solar energy absorption increase from the banner, and it made him wonder what other combinations he could find. 

“You upset you didn’t get one of those apples?” Right asked beside him. 

“Can’t say any extra rank in my solar abilities wouldn’t hurt,” Hiral admitted. 

“Oh, I can guarantee it would’ve hurt,” Left said, nodding at the others. 

“Fair point.”

“You could try the Glacial fruit,” Right suggested. 

“We both know that sounds like a horrible idea,” Hiral chuckled. “If the fruit aligned with their solar energy types did this much to them, I don’t even want to imagine what the wrong type would do.”

“Probably explosions,” Left said. “The PIMP seems to like those.”

“Especially where you’re involved,” Right added, looking directly at Hiral.

“You’re as bad as Nivian,” Hiral sighed, though smiled right after. They’d be seeing the twins again soon. Well, considering how long the dungeon was taking, maybe soon was a little relative. 

“More seriously, though,” Left said. “I’m somewhat surprised the PIMP didn’t provide a fruit option for you.”

“The gravity one?” Right offered. 

“Nah.” Hiral shook his head. “I was serious when I said it didn’t feel like my body wanted it. I really don’t have a solar energy type. Or, if I do, I don’t know what it is. It was definitely better Seeyela got it.”

All three looked at the woman sprawled out on the floor like she’d taken an uppercut from the Raging Behemoth in the chin. 

“Not sure she feels like it’s better right now,” Right said slowly. 

“And that’s with your help,” Left pointed out to Hiral.

“That is one of the reasons I think the PIMP put us here,” Hiral said. “Assuming it has that much control, I mean. Sure, anybody with the right type could’ve eaten those fruit, but they’d have been bedridden after. We haven’t even found the Boss yet. Also…”

“Also?” Left asked. 

Hiral scratched at his chin before he answered. “The process of helping their bodies manage the process the fruit put them through, well, it taught me a lot. How the channels flow through the body, how energy naturally wants to circulate, of course. More than that, though, I got to see how the energy expanded their channels, and how my runes impacted that.”

“Are you suggesting what I think you are?” Left asked. 

“If he is, that’d be beyond risky,” Right said. 

“Whoa now,” Hiral calmed his glaring doubles. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Yes, I’m suggesting I might be able to replicate the process the fruit forced on them, using my own Rune of Energy. I figure a little bit of Unsealing, along with some Expansion – and maybe Absorption to increase the efficiency – would even improve the results. I’ve got the recovery part down now – even though each of the fruits went about what it did a little differently. 

“Seena’s fruit scorched her channels, while the Toxic one… honestly, you don’t want me to describe what that did inside Seeyela,” Hiral said, actually shuddering at the memory. “If I aimed for the same thing with my own runes, it wouldn’t need to be quite as destructive, but the results should be the same.”

“Could you do it for anybody?” Left asked. “How many times?”

“Well, that’s the thing,” Hiral admitted. “The solar energy type thing would be a hurdle. That part of the process seemed integral as I watched it happen for each of them. A different type than what was running through their channels would’ve completely ruined them – like Drahn’s Pollen Poison does.”

“But, for somebody untyped – or with the same solar energy type as you – you should be able to do it?” Right said.

“In theory,” Hiral said.

The two doubles shared a look before turning on Hiral. “You’re planning to try it on yourself, aren’t you.”

“Eventually,” Hiral said. “Not yet, though. Back to your other question, I think I can only do it once – unless I get a second energy type. That’s what my gut is telling me. Even before that, though, if I mess this up, it would be bad. I want to make sure I’m confident in what I’m doing before I even attempt it.”

“That sounds decidedly not reckless,” Seena said, having joined the three of them while Hiral spoke. “I only caught the tail-end of it, but did you get replaced by another double or something?”

“I’m still me,” Hiral said.

“Which is exactly what another double would say,” Right joked. 

“Probably,” Seena agreed, looking at Right. “How are the gauntlets?”

“Good,” Right said. “Noticeable difference, though I’m starting to wonder if the light show actually does anything.” The double thumbed over his shoulder at the strange, floating rope of energy that went from gauntlet to gauntlet up and behind his head. It didn’t sit on his shoulders – or adhere to any real natural laws – but also looked like it had texture and weight. 

“Idiot strings,” Left said. “So you don’t forget one somewhere.”

Both Hiral and Right looked at Left to see the double’s face was still perfectly neutral. 

“I can’t even tell when you’re joking sometimes,” Hiral said.

Left shrugged.

Seena shook her head at the three of them, before focusing her attention on Hiral. “We’re going to need a little longer to recover from all that,” she said. “And while there is that room across the way we’re all curious about, we haven’t found the Boss yet, so I don’t want to move anywhere before we’re all ready.”

“Makes sense,” Hiral agreed. 

“So,” she went on. “While we recover – thanks again for your help on that – there’s a couple things I’d like you to do.”

“Name them.”

“First, can you get the Solar Core out of what’s left of the golem where the tree was?”

Hiral snapped his fingers. “The golem! I’d… completely forgotten about it with all the excitement.”

“I noticed.” Seena winked, and Right just chuckled. “Shush. It’s apparently contagious. Anyway, the second thing I want you to… ah, by the look on your face, you remembered the other thing too, didn’t you?”

“The other half of the rune on the golem’s head,” Hiral said. 

“Exactly. If you’re going to explode, do it now and get it over with.”

“Should I wait until you’re all recovered more, in case something comes along?”

“Not even arguing about exploding,” Seena half mumbled, but shook her head. “I think if we needed to, we could put up a pretty good fight. We’re just sore like it’s our first workout after taking a year off. The Banner and your runes are sure helping though.”

“Okay then.” Hiral nodded. “I’ll get the core and see what the two halves of the rune lead to. No promises I’ll figure it out and explode…”

“You’ll figure it out,” Seena interrupted, giving him a pat on the shoulder. “You always do. And, yes, that was also a shoulder tap. Get going. We don’t have all day.”

“Says the…” Hiral started, but quickly cut off at the flat look from the party leader. “The… beautiful woman who obviously knows better than I do.”

Another nod from Seena, along with a cheeky “Nice save,” from Right, and Hiral and his doubles walked over to where the Mid-Boss had been. There, the stone had been blown apart and melted under the fury of Seena’s assault. Roots that had risen out of the earth to attack and defend were reduced to little more than ash, and all that remained of the Fiendish Tree was a thick stump seemingly made of charcoal. 

Next to that blackened stump, the torso and head of the fallen golem lay under a layer of soot. A touch of Rejection cleared that up easily enough, and though the crystal of the body was melted in places, it looked undamaged enough the Solar Core shouldn’t be ruined. As for the rune, Hiral moved around to check, then let out a breath of relief. The thick roots the tree had placed there to tap into whatever power the rune possessed had protected it from the worst of Seena’s assault. 

Just looking at the rune, there were several similarities to the one in his Interspatial Ring, and the edge where the two halves would go together was obvious. If he just…

A tap on his arm brought his attention back to reality, and he found Left standing beside him. “You should probably start with the core.”

“Yeah, I probably should,” Hiral agreed. The rune could wait the moment it would take him to get the Solar Core out. A step to the side, then he crouched down and placed his hand on the golem’s chest. With the last one, there was a latch to open the compartment, and even with the slight fire damage, it should be… there. 

Mold Crystal unhooked the door, and another application of it smoothed out the melted edges keeping it closed. However, when he popped it open, Hiral could only groan. While the fire hadn’t damaged the Solar Core, the root that’d speared through the golem’s back most certainly had. 

“Core is ruined,” Hiral said over the party chat, though he looked up to meet Seena’s eyes. 

“Damn,” she said. “Can you fix it?”

“No way,” he replied, looking at the damage. “If I didn’t know what I was looking for, I’d have no idea this was a Solar Core. The root in here scrambled it pretty badly.”

“Well, what are we going to do now?” Drahn asked, sitting up and wincing at the same time.

“There’s still the next room over there,” Seeyela said. “Not to mention the Boss of the dungeon. One of those will probably have what we’re looking for.”

“Or at least a clue about other options,” Hiral said.

“Yeah,” Seena said. “No reason to panic yet. Focus on recovery while Hiral plays with his runes.”

“Oh, you going to explode so you can feel the same way we do?” Yanily asked. 

“Maybe,” Hiral chuckled. When it didn’t seem like anybody else had anything to say, he moved back to the rune at the golem’s top. A thread of solar energy into his Interspatial Ring retrieved the body of the other golem, and he placed them near each other to examine the two runes. 

Definitely two sides of one rune. They’re almost identical, just inverted. Which, makes sense in a way. Most runes seem to come in pairs… but this one is its own pair? What does that mean? Is it somehow a more powerful rune than even my Energy or Separation runes?

Hiral’s heart beat a little faster in his chest at the thought of that. He may not have gotten a solar energy increase from one of those apples, but a new rune of the level this one seemed to be… that could be even better. 

… assuming I can figure out what it does.

“You two may want to stand back a little,” Hiral said to his doubles, while he dropped to sit on the ground next to the two golems. 

“Somebody’s confident,” Right said, but he and Left took a few steps back. “Let us know if you need anything.”

“Sure thing,” Hiral responded absently, already losing himself in following the curves of the rune. This wasn’t quite like any of his other runes. The runes on the level of Increase and Decrease were decidedly simple, as he’d once explained to Seena – something that could probably be written with a single brush stroke. A brush stroke he could use to tap into fantastic powers. 

Looking over at the Rune of Decrease on his left shoulder – glowing black on the white of his pseudo-aspect – he followed the connection until the Edict of Decrease appeared before his eyes. Unlike the runes, the Edicts weren’t always there. Well, maybe they were, but they weren’t always visible. Not until he called on their power to manifest in the area. Looking at the Edict like he was now – for the first time, really, without something trying to kill him at the same time – he got an extreme sense of… vastness. 

There was a depth to the Edicts he hadn’t felt before. Like he was looking at just the tip of a building built mostly underground. No, even that wasn’t enough to describe it. He’d been using the word “concept” in his head to explain to himself how it felt to exert his will against the Fiendish Tree’s when he’d been battling the gravity tears, but it really was better applied to the idea of the Edicts. 

The Edict of Decrease wasn’t just like his rune – with the ability to impose a decrease on something – it was the concept of decrease. And, with enough power, Hiral felt it could decrease anything. 

Everything. 

Though, Hiral was nowhere near powerful enough to even consider that. It did mean he was probably underutilizing the Edicts though. Then again, with his bare introduction into them, maybe it was better to take baby steps with figuring out how they worked. The last thing he needed was to muck with something like the Edict of Gravity and change something integral around the world. Because, theoretically, the more he looked at the Edict of Decrease, the more he realized something like that might just be possible. 

He saw the Edict here, where he was, but it was really everywhere. 

“Ugh,” Hiral groaned and shook his head. He was just guessing what was going on with the Edicts – though his instincts told him he was at least close – but that wasn’t why he’d looked at the Edict of Decrease in the first place.

Putting aside all the questions and theories he had about it, Hiral instead just focused on the shimmering script hanging in the air to his eyes only. Aside from the feeling of vastness emanating from the Edict, it was visually just like the rune. Li’l Ur had said somebody without a connection to the runes wouldn’t be able to create them, but Hiral could feel the importance of that shape. It was significant, and more than that, it meant something to reality as a whole. 

In this case, it was also ridiculously simple compared to the two rune-halves on the golems’ heads. Moving on to his Edict of Gravity, Hiral studied its lines. Unlike Decrease’s single stroke, this Edict looked more like overlayed script as he followed the curves. And then the curves within curves. Even though it looked relatively simple at first glance, every time Hiral traced the flow of the lines, he found them drawing out a new sub-rune. 

Like he’d mentioned to Seena before, there were Attraction and Rejection components in there, but that wasn’t nearly all. What those other runes were, however, was a task for another day. For now, he catalogued in his head how this rune was different from the lesser runes. That just left one other for him to review – the Rune of Connection. 

This one was also different than the other two, written out more like a sentence or equation than the others. It had a much deeper feeling than Decrease, but also a more intangible one than Gravity. Similar to the latter, though, it had more interweaved lines that seemed to hint at different meanings the longer Hiral examined it. 

So, what did all this tell him about this new rune he was trying to figure out? Unlike all of them, it was made up of multiple lines that did not hint at new meanings within each other. Its complexity was laid bare for all to see. 

It started at a central point where the two halves met, and then seemed to branch out like dozens of rivers flowing from that source. A rune of water? No, that’s not even close to the right feeling. But, those rivers didn’t flow in straight lines. They curved. They were chaotic. They seemed like they would go in one direction, before suddenly going off on another unexpected path. 

As he followed them, he felt his imagination wander, thinking back to his family. Dinners with his sisters and his father, the four of them laughing around the table, only for the whole memory to turn dark as the thought of his mother coming home filled him with a sense of dread and…

Hiral shook his head. Where did that come from? Putting it aside, he went back to following the paths of the rune, down, around, and over to… thinking of Seena. Of how they sat on the edge of Fallen Reach in that strange dungeon and looked at the stars at night. He felt the cold glass of the wine bottle in his hand, while the pungent aroma of cheese wafted up from the basket. Seena loved the pairing, and he’d gone to a lot of trouble to get it for her. 

The way she smiled when she took a sip from her glass was like a new sunrise, and even Li’l Ur sitting beside her marvelled at it. The full-size and not-so-little Li’l Ur. No, that wasn’t Li’l Ur, that was Ur’Thul the Undying!

Hiral snapped his head back as the… the memory faded from his mind. Memory? No, no way. Nothing like that ever happened. Just to be sure, Hiral glanced in Seena’s direction, but the little lich sat peacefully on her shoulder. 

“Hiral?” Left asked. “You okay?”

Hiral ran his hand across his face, then pulled a waterskin out of his Interspatial Ring. After several sips, he dropped it back into the ring, then nodded at his double. “Yeah, just having trouble focusing, I think.”

“That’s an understatement,” Right said. “Your eyes were totally glazed over like you were a million miles from here.”

“I was daydreaming?” Hiral asked. 

“Sure looked like it,” Right said. 

But, that wasn’t correct, and Hiral looked back down at the two runes, inspiration washing over him. Suddenly, the chaos of it made sense. The memories that weren’t memories. Even the powers the Guardian and Fiendish Tree had used. 

“No, not daydreaming,” Hiral said slowly. “Just… dreaming.”

With the word – the understanding – the two halves of the rune on the golems’ tops flared with power, and the world around Hiral vanished in a burst of color. 

            

    
        Chapter 62 – Existential Fear

    
    
    
    
                Hiral stood alone in the absolute darkness, the sheer weight of the nothing around him pressing down from all sides. He was in a dream. He knew he was in a dream… but that didn’t stop his heart from racing. Because, this wasn’t just any dream – it was the nightmare he hadn’t been able to escape since he’d died. 

Since he’d been killed. Twice. 

Within that darkness, he felt his body fraying at the edges. Degrading. Decaying. Decomposing. He felt the touch of something – hundreds of somethings – crawling across him, nibbling on his skin, and burrowing inside. His organs filled with the bulge of thousands of tiny, newly laid eggs, while his blood and muscles served as nutrients for their growth. 

Through it all, he was paralyzed. Everything except for his madly beating heart. Which made no sense. It pounded in his chest – faster and faster – while the rest of him rotted away. And, even all that wasn’t the worst part. 

Outside of him – outside of the darkness – the world still turned. Life went on, without him. People worked and played, ate meals and solved puzzles. Things progressed and got worse, while seasons came and went. It was stupid, but the fact he knew others would continue to exist while he… simply… didn’t – it birthed an existential fear deep inside him that wouldn’t let go. 

Death was an end, but he didn’t want it to end. It wasn’t like he was scared of dying, but he was terrified of death. Of being dead. Of not being able to continue learning. Testing. Exploding. It didn’t matter. 

There in that darkness of nothing, he wanted to be able to do anything. 

But he had no body! All that he was had been consumed by time and insects, leaving nothing but his fear of that same nothingness that held him trapped. Even his thoughts were slowing as the darkness crept in from all around, burying him deeper and deeper in the realm of the lost. The forgotten. Even Left and Right wouldn’t be able to save him here. He was alone. 

So alone, for the first time since he’d gotten his class and unknowingly first used his Rune of Separation. 

Rune… of… 

That’s right. He hadn’t died. Not yet. Probably. He was here because of a rune. The new one he’d just figured out on those golems. 

The Rune of Dreaming. 

And if he knew what it was – if he’d exploded – then that meant he had its power now. He was trapped in the dream, but he wasn’t trapped. If the rune was doing this, he could control it. Even with those coherent thoughts, the darkness crushing him receded an inch. Maybe even less, but it spawned a hope like a small candle in the night. 

A light Hiral held close and nurtured while his mind pushed through the terror in search of the power of the rune. And, as it often was in normal dreams, the instant he started looking for it, he found it. Nebulous and ever changing, it tried to slip through his fingers, to change itself – or the dream – to wiggle out his grasp. 

Hiral’s mind threatened to wander, and he almost let it – anything was better than the nothingness – but he pushed that instinct back. Focused on that strange power that kept trying to slip away in the corner of his vision. 

No, Hiral told it, bringing all the will he’d practiced with against the Fiendish Tree to bear. For the moment, the Tree itself appeared within the darkness alongside Hiral, but he ignored it and latched on to the power. Once more it wriggled to escape, and once more Hiral shut it down – just like he had the gravity tears. 

Over and over the power struggled to get free – to vanish – and each time Hiral got better at keeping it in place. Seconds turned to minutes during their silent battle, the hazy shape of the power slowly taking on a more solid form. In the background, leaves shook as branches rattled, almost like the dream-tree was cheering him on. 

Rah rah, the rustling leaves seemed to say.

Minutes quickly became hours – or at least it felt like it – as Hiral’s fingers interlaced with the dozens of string-like shapes that had emerged from the power. And, then, just like that, he recognized what he was battling. 

It was the Rune of Dreaming – of course it was – but not like he’d seen it etched on the golems. This was the true form of the rune – three-dimensional. 

With that absolute understanding, the nothingness pressing in on Hiral vanished with a pop, forced away by his need to be out of it, and he was back in the room where it had all started. 

“I got out,” he said, breathing out a sigh of relief. Except… except the Fiendish Tree was still standing there beside him. The branches even bounced a little like it was waving at him. “Or… not,” he amended. Which, didn’t make sense. He had control of the dream through the rune now. But, he was still dreaming. 

“Ah, you’ve finally awakened. Sort of,” a voice said, and Hiral turned to see a familiar man stepping out of the door across the room. “That particular rune is notoriously difficult to work with, and was very experimental, according to my records. More notably, the fact you’ve managed to master it so quickly means we are – unfortunately – much further along than I’d feared.”

“Dr. Benza?” Hiral asked. 

The man looked down at himself – like he was surprised what he saw – then back up at Hiral. “It appears so. Interesting you would give me this form, though I guess it makes sense.”

“That form?” Hiral asked. “Wait, are you…?”

“Stop!” Dr. Benza barked. “Don’t guess. Don’t focus. Don’t even think too deeply, or this dream will be broken.”

“I…”

“Listen. Do only that, for we don’t have long. You will truly awaken soon, now that your mind has started to make sense of things. It can’t be delayed,” Dr. Benza said, his face serious. 

“I’m listening,” Hiral said while forcing his mind to stay blank. Even that conscious action made the room shudder. Leaves on the tree – previously vibrant green – yellowed and then began to fall. Within seconds, like a wind had picked up, dozens of leaves were falling, partially obscuring Dr. Benza standing next to the trunk. 

“You have – unexpectedly soon – begun tapping into the true power of the runes. My original calculations did not have this occurring for at least another year, or what you call a rotation, if at all. Somehow, you’ve had more of a knack for it than projected, even accounting for the assistance I’ve provided. None before you have made it to this stage. Which brings us to a crossroads. One that may finally decide the fate of this world – and possibly this realm.”

Hiral just nodded to indicate he was listening, but forced his mind to stop forming the dozens of questions it demanded he ask. 

“This is the second time I have seen this happen during my existence, but records tell of a third. There may be many more throughout history we will never know about, but they don’t matter now. All that matters is that we continue to exist. To do that, we need to fight. You and your friends need to fight.

“Understand, the runes are a double-edged sword. They somehow want to be discovered, time and again, and allow the user – you, in this case – to peel back the layers of how reality works. Consequently, the Enemy considers those same runes to be solely theirs, and aggressively seek any who would impinge on their territory. I suspect they’ve been quite successful at that, and the lingering traces of the runes used to build our system in the world is why – I believe now – they remain. 

“Constantly hunting.

“What can I…?” Hiral asked, even as a massive crack shook the room, and a split ran up the side of the fiendish tree. 

Dr. Benza – or the entity pretending to be the doctor – looked at the tree like it was a clock, quickly gauging how much time was left before the dreamscape shattered. A nod, like he decided on what to say, and he continued. 

“If you continue to progress at the speed you have, the Enemy will seek you out more aggressively. They normally live on a scale of time you can’t even comprehend, but your growing connection to the runes will trigger a reaction. One we aren’t prepared for yet. They will move from passively hunting, to more active measures like you saw in the Rise of Fallen Reach. Already, the unexpected awakening of one of the Fallen will provoke them into acting sooner than I would’ve liked.”

This is passive hunting? Hiral’s mind asked, and another crack split the tree. 

“Dramatic as it is, the potential fate of the world hangs on your coming actions. Grow stronger as you have, and the Enemy will move before the rest of your allies have a chance to catch up. Delay your growth, and you may stagnate, preventing you from overcoming the immediate threats coming for you, or reaching the strength to do what needs to be done.”

“What needs to be done?” Hiral couldn’t stop his mouth from forming the words. The question seemed too important. 

Except, that focus tore at the dream world. Pieces of the ceiling shredded like the building was caught in gale force winds, while the floor shook and bucked, the sound of it forcing Hiral’s hands to his ears. Leaves swirled around and around the room, blocking Hiral’s view of Dr. Benza. 

“It’s too soon to tell you, and you don’t need to worry about it anyway,” Dr. Benza said, his voice somehow perfectly clear through the roaring storm. “You’re not strong enough to make a difference yet.”

Another rumble, and the floor split, opening a crevasse between the two. Roots from the Fiendish Tree struggled to hold on, but it wasn’t enough. Tipping while leaves swirled, the falling tree cut off Hiral’s view of the doctor. 

“Follow the path I’ve laid out for you. Follow my instructions, and you have a chance of success. The future is within my grasp, and I will not waste this chance,” Dr. Benza said, though as the tree passed, the doctor had vanished, instead replaced by a cloud of solar energy. 

And then it was gone. All gone. Darkness descended like a hammer, enveloping Hiral as he…

Sat bolt upright, then instantly recoiled at a pain in his forehead – and a simultaneous yelp. 

“Ugh,” he groaned, putting his hand to where he’d impacted something. 

“Hiral!” Seena said. 

“And that’s why I told you not to get so close, Yan,” Seeyela said flatly at the same time.

“Are you okay?” they both asked. 

“I…” Hiral started, but cut off as Yanily interrupted. 

“What is your forehead even made of?” the spearman half-groaned, half-shouted. “Is it the tattoo? Owwww…”

“What do you mean?” Hiral asked, hand to his head as he sat up again – slowly. Seena was crouched to his left, while Yanily lay sprawled out on his right. Seeyela – of course – stood with her hands on her hips, looking down at Yanily and just shaking her head.

“He was – as he often is,” Seeyela said. “Uncomfortably close to you. Then you woke up from your little nap and proceeded to headbutt the lightning right out of him.”

“I think I have a concussion,” Yanily said. “Where’s Left? Can his drip fix this? Do you think Wule can heal them yet? Or maybe I need to be undead like Nivian?”

“Death Knights do not get concussions,” Li’l Ur informed Yanily sagely.

“They’re lucky,” Yanily grumbled, but sat up as well, his hand still rubbing a spot on his forehead. “Seriously, Hiral, your head is solid.”

“I could say the same thing about you,” Hiral replied.

“We usually use dense to describe it,” Seeyela piped in. “And just Yanily in general.”

“That’d hurt if I wasn’t already in pain here,” Yanily said flatly to Seeyela. 

“Yanily’s woes aside,” Seena said, literally reaching up and grabbing Hiral’s chin to turn his face to look at her. Holding his eyes with her own, she watched him for several quiet seconds. Long enough for Seeyela to cough. “What was that?”

“I exploded?” Hiral asked, realizing his tattoos and Meridian Lines were visible on his Second-Skin of Amin Thett. 

“Not… in your usual way,” Seena said slowly. “When you fell over this time, there was this… fog that filled the room.”

“Super creepy fog,” Yanily said. “Like the kind you can run into and never find the other side of. Even if you’re in a small room.”

“And there were things in the fog,” Seeyela said. “I thought I heard voices.”

“We all did,” Seena added. “I even understood some of it. Well, the words, not what they all meant together.”

“They were distorted,” Drahn said. “Some of them sounded like they came from a great distance, while others were right next to me. Echoes and silences. It was very unusual. Even for you.”

“To be fair,” Seeyela interrupted. “You haven’t been around him enough to realize that on the scale of unusual for Hiral, that’s pretty minor.”

“Can you tell us what it was all about?” Seena asked, ignoring the others as her eyes stayed locked on Hiral’s. “Was it a new rune?”

“I think it started with a new rune, but let me get Left and Right out to get their opinions,” Hiral said. “If that really happened, then we have a lot to talk about.”

At that, Seena scooted back a bit, and Hiral activated Foundational Split. Solar smoke peeled off him as usual – though he studied the depths of it for the second it took to solidify into his doubles. The solar energy isn’t the same as what I saw. Close, but not the same.

As soon as Left and Right were whole, they looked at Hiral and grimaced. 

“I don’t believe it was a dream,” Left said gravely. 

“Me neither,” Right said. “And I’m not thrilled about some of what got said.”

Hiral thought back to the last words that came out of Dr. Benza’s mouth – “Follow the path I’ve laid out for you. Follow my instructions, and you have a chance of success. The future is within my grasp, and I will not waste this chance.”

There it was again, that suggestion his will wasn’t his own. That he was dancing to somebody else’s tune. And that ember of anger in his chest flared, taking hold in a way he knew wouldn’t fade with a few deep breaths and a distraction. Was he any better than the golems in the dungeon, controlled by a will not… their own…?

His mind went back to the first crystal golem he’d met. The one who’d given him his class. Was that golem following its own will? Or something else’s? Was everything that had happened to him planned? Coordinated to put him right where he was now? The Runic Artificer had been the perfect class to save Fallen Reach, and while he was grateful to be able to protect the ones he loved, he’d thought he was the one who’d taken advantage of his abilities. That he had found the solution. 

Thinking back, though, was that really the case? He’d been guided where he needed to be. Or, had he been guided where somebody else needed him?

Something else?

“What wasn’t a dream?” Seena asked, once again pulling Hiral out of his own thoughts. He had plenty of questions right now – and a lot of confused anger fueling them – but he needed to put it aside. Just for the moment. He wouldn’t let it falter, but there was something more pressing than his own frustration. The rest of the party needed to know what he’d just seen.

“Where to start?” Hiral mumbled to himself. “Probably at the beginning. Okay,” he took a deep breath and looked at the others. “You may want to get comfortable for this. It’ll take a minute. When I figured out the new rune, I fell into a strange dream. That’s not the important thing here, though. While I was dreaming, somebody – something – came to talk to me.”

“In the dream?” Seena asked. “Who? What?”

“I think it was the PIMP,” Hiral said. “And it had a lot to say.”

            

    
        Chapter 63 – Back to World Domination

    
    
    
    
                “So, what you’re saying,” Yanily said after Hiral had explained the entirety of his dream and what he thought it meant. “Is that the end of the world is all your fault? Way to go.”

“I wouldn’t put it exactly like that,” Hiral said. “Dr. Benza – the PIMP, if I’m right about that – said Vorinal waking up may already be enough to set the Enemy off.”

“Why do you think you are so connected to this?” Seena asked him. 

“I don’t think it’s me in particular,” Hiral said. “It’s more about the runes. Look, the more I use them, the more I see how big they are. No, Yan, I don’t mean physically. There’s a depth to them – especially the Edicts – I’m only starting to grasp. I think it might be rank-related, but that doesn’t matter here. What does is that the more I use the concepts the runes represent, the more it creates a ripple through the Edicts.

“Think of it like this,” Hiral said, seeing the blank expressions on his friends’ faces. “The Edict of Gravity is a giant – perfectly still – body of water. A lake. Every time I use the Rune of Gravity, I’m taking a tiny bit of water from that lake. Just a bit at a time. When I started back at E-Rank, I was using a small cup to scoop water out. With each rank I get – as I grow stronger – I’m using a bigger and bigger cup.

“At the beginning, the ripples from the small cup were so tiny, they were barely there. Unnoticeable. Now, though, I’m getting to a point where each scoop of water I take is going to disturb the lake enough to send ripples out. Maybe when I get to A-Rank, or S-? Those ripples are going to be waves.”

“And squids don’t like waves in their little pond,” Seeyela said.

“Lake,” Yanily corrected.

“Whatever.”

“Either way, yes,” Hiral said. “Also, imagine the lake as stretching all across reality and through multiple realms.”

“Definitely not a pond,” Yanily said knowingly to Seeyela. 

“That’s what you’re tapping into every time you use the runes?” Seena asked him. 

“I think so?” Hiral said, though he looked at Li’l Ur on her shoulder. 

“It was an adequate metaphor,” the lich said. “Though, I would not give it the same volume as all that. The runes are representations of some of the building blocks of reality. Of its rules. But they – on their own – are not power.

“Many of the Progenitors could not use these runes, but they still possessed the strength to shake this world to its foundations. As you grow into your sponsor’s power, Mistress, whether you can use runes or not won’t matter. You will simply be able to burn all opponents to ash as your armies march across the world to claim entire nations in your name.”

“Aaaaand we’re back to world domination,” Seena said. “Still pretty far down the to-do list, Ur.”

“But on the list,” the lich said with a flame-eyed wink. 

Yup. Contagious. 

“What do you all think?” Hiral asked. “Not about the metaphor or world domination. Should I stop using the runes? Stop getting stronger with them. It sounds like if I keep pushing it, the Enemy will start acting sooner. Maybe If I wait…”

“It would give others more time to also grow stronger,” Drahn finished. “From what you said, the PIMP has an endgame. A plan for what it wants us to do. You’re part of it, but not all of it, unless I miss my guess. So, whatever the PIMP is planning, it needs multiple people who are strong.”

“Which makes sense,” Seeyela said. “Considering what we know of the dungeon system. Other people are running them right now, and except for these Lost dungeons, they’re all repeatable.” 

“Then there’s the raid zone we will need to talk about,” Left said.

“We’ll stick to the plan and talk about it when we connect with Nivian and Wule,” Seena said. “Sounds like we’ll need them for that anyway. And, maybe even for this discussion. That said – since we’re already talking about it – I have thoughts on this, but I want to hear from the rest of you. What are your opinions? Yan?”

“Don’t slow down,” Yanily said without pause, then held up a hand as Drahn opened his mouth. “I know, we want other people to have time to get strong too. But, jokes aside, Hiral is overpowered. If he keeps getting stronger, he will get more overpowered. Sounds to me that’s something we want if we’re facing the enemy.

“That’s not all, and maybe I’m being selfish here, but can you think – even for a second – any of us are going to sit on the sidelines for the next year? If we’re out there, or in dungeons like this, I want the strongest party I can have at my side. 

“I know you all remember the people we’ve lost because we weren’t strong enough,” Yan said, turning to Seeyela first. “I see you sitting up at night when you think nobody is watching, beating yourself up over what you think you did wrong.”

Yanily looked at Seena. “You’re our party leader. Every choice you make puts our lives on the line, and you carry that weight on your shoulders. If us being even a tiny bit stronger lessens that load, I’m all for it.”

He looked at Hiral. “You’ve got all kinds of emotional baggage that I don’t even want to get into, and you’re finally, mostly, over it. About damn time considering how many times you’ve bailed us out of tough situations. You once told us you’d have our backs – before you even knew us. Now, after all we’ve been through, there isn’t anybody else I’d rather have watching over me. You’ve saved my life far too often for me to think otherwise.

“Yes, I want you to keep getting stronger so we don’t lose anybody else I care about. The PIMP said the Enemy might not wait anyway. Hurry up and become the boogeyman that chases them through the rain.

“Just don’t headbutt me again.”

“I’ll try,” Hiral said quietly, once again taken aback by Yanily’s serious side. 

“Sis?” Seena said, also quietly still processing Yanily’s words. “Your thoughts?”

“Unlike Yanily, part of me would love a year to spend with my daughter,” Seeyela said. “In a perfect world, that’s what I’d be doing now. Except, we don’t live in a perfect world. And if I’m sitting there with her, am I really protecting her? To me, this is the same conversation we had about fighting the Enemy at all. 

“Sure, maybe this’ll change when we do it, or maybe it won’t. Dr. PIMP said the Fallen waking up already changed its calculations or whatever, so Hiral may not be learning the runes fast enough.”

“You agree with Yanily?” Seena prompted.

“Mostly, with one small change,” Seeyela said. “We all need to keep getting stronger. Sooner is better. We already knew we were going to be fighting the Enemy, so let’s be ready for it.”

Seena and Yanily both nodded at that. 

“Drahn?” Seena asked. 

“What does my opinion matter?” the tracker said. “You’ll do what you want anyway. Like always.” He chuckled after that last part to show he wasn’t upset by it. It was just how it was. 

“We will,” Seena said. “Doesn’t mean I’m not curious about your thinking.”

Drahn took a breath while he considered. “I’m probably the worst person to be saying this, but if what Hiral’s dream said was true, we need to work closer with the Islanders. If the Enemy is going to start really coming after us again, we have to focus on increasing our collective strength. The exploratory plans we have for dungeon running isn’t enough. 

“We need to… institutionalize this. Almost like a military, which in itself terrifies me.”

“It might be the only way we survive,” Seena said quietly. 

“It doesn’t need to be everybody,” Drahn said. “We focus on the ones who are already strong, and make them stronger. Or the ones we see with potential for explosive growth – no pun intended,” he said, looking at Hiral. “And it needs to happen now.”

“We’re talking about big changes here,” Seena said. “Changes we have no authority to make.”

“Grandmother will see the need when we explain how things are going to happen,” Seeyela said. 

“Dad is having trouble with the council,” Hiral admitted. “It might be harder to convince them to go along with it, but if we explain how important it is, I’m sure we can get it through their thick skulls.”

“You’re one to talk about thick skulls,” Yanily muttered, rubbing his forehead again.

“Ilrolik was at Vorinal’s tower too,” Hiral continued. “She saw the Enemy and the threat they pose. She’ll support this.”

The party leader nodded. “You’ve all made very good points. No, Hiral, you don’t get a turn. Like Drahn said, you’ll do what I say anyway. As for my thoughts? I agree with you all. We can’t slow down now. We won’t slow down now. 

“The PIMP said the Enemy would come for us, well, that was going to happen anyway. I’d rather go into that fight knowing I’ve done everything I can to be ready for it. Sitting on the sidelines like Yan mentioned? No way. That’s not us. 

“And, if you’re asking me truthfully, I don’t think the PIMP expects us to do that either. It’s watched us this whole time – supported us with gear and abilities – it knows what choice we’re going to make. Don’t you Dr. PIMP?” she shouted at the dungeon-room around them. 

She chuckled when she didn’t get a response. “Thought it was worth a try. Anyway, any objections to getting strong enough to punch the squids right back to wherever the came from as soon as we can?”

“None here,” Yanily said. 

“I’ll stab instead of punch, but, yeah,” Seeyela agreed. 

“As long as we can let the people at home know what they need to do,” Drahn said. 

“Once we have Nivian and Wule back, we’ll figure that out next,” Seena said, then looked at Left as the double held up his hand. “Yeah, Left?”

“I know we said we’d talk about it with the twins,” Left started. “But this seems like an appropriate time to mention something about the raid zone. From the notification we got, it’s not limited to three groups, or to any particular rank. It’s likely we’ll need people from Fallen Reach – and the Grower islands – to be successful within the zone.”

“Convenient…” Seena said slowly while she tapped her lips with her oversized gauntlets. “That means we need to get back there soon and get backup.”

“Or send somebody with one of the Recall Tokens,” Left suggested. 

“Also an option.” Seena nodded. “Still, we’re tabling it until we have Nivian and Wule with us.”

“Understood,” Left said. “Just thought that particular detail was important at this juncture.”

“No, it’s good you brought it up. We’ll have to keep it in mind,” Seena said. “Anybody have anything else you need to discuss before we move on finish up this dungeon? Time is actually ticking down for once.”

“Just one thing,” Yanily said. “What’s up with the squiggly lines on Hiral’s head? Is that your new rune?”

Hiral ran his hand over his smooth head – it wasn’t like he could feel the rune there, though it was listed in his status window. “The Rune of Dreaming,” he said. 

“You got a rune that does what?” Seeyela asked. “Puts you to sleep?”

A shake of his head was Hiral’s response, though he couldn’t blame the woman’s cynicism. The name didn’t do the rune justice at all. When he’d figured it out, even he didn’t entirely believe it. 

Until he’d exploded – proving he was correct. 

“It’s probably better to show you,” he said. “Seena, can you make just one fireball and hold on to it?”

“My fireballs weren’t what I thought your dreams about me would focus on,” she said with a quirk of her lips, but produced the ball of flame above her hand. 

“No, mostly they’re about you and…” Right started, before Hiral’s free hand slapped over his double’s mouth. 

“Wine and cheese,” Hiral said. “About you and wine and cheese.”

“I don’t think that’s what he was about to say,” Yanily pointed out. “Unless wine and cheese is a euphemism for something these days? Maybe it should be something about picnics instead.” He looked at Seeyela. “Should I put it in the guide?”

 “No, Yan,” Seeyela said. “Hiral. Dream rune?”

“Thank you,” Hiral mouthed at Seeyela, then glared briefly at Right. That done, he turned his attention again to the fireball in Seena’s hand, and activated his Rune of Dreaming. “The rune has two main functions, and both of them sound either very simple or…” he looked at Yanily. “Very overpowered. I suspect they’ll be somewhere in the middle.”

“Still haven’t explained what either of those functions are,” Seeyela pointed out. 

“Fine,” Hiral said. “Though I want to say one more thing before I show you – the name is a bit of a misnomer.” With that, Hiral threaded his solar energy into the rune scribed across almost the entirety of his scalp – the lines spreading from the central mass glowing with power – and focused on the fireball. Immediately, the fireball became fuzzy. Indistinct. Almost clear. 

Seena’s brow furrowed as she looked at the flames, and even her hand clenched a bit like she was struggling to hold the fireball. “What are you doing?”

“The first function of the Rune of Dreaming is to make things… less real,” Hiral said. “It can’t completely remove things, just sort of reduce them. In a way, it’s similar to the Rune of Decrease, but on a more fundamental level. If you were to throw this fireball at somebody, it would probably do a lot less damage. Well, actually, I have to test how long the effect lasts after I stop concentrating on it. That’s a later thing.”

“Can you do it for fireballs flying at us?” Seeyela asked. 

“I think so,” Hiral said. “Protecting everybody from the Fiendish Tree was really good practice for that kind of thing. Also, in case you were wondering, that was how the tree was throwing all those elements at us.”

“How does making something less real spew fire and lightning?” Yanily asked. 

“The whole area is unstable, because of the experiments that were done here, I think. Because of that, the original researchers put up barriers to hold back the connections to those other realms. The kill-switches we saw for the plants were just those barriers being lifted, like a flood gate.”

“That’s why the portals felt so different than usual,” Seeyela said, slapping a fist into her other palm. “I get it now!”

“Yeah, and the tree was just using that to its advantage,” Hiral said.

“Can you do that?” Seena asked. 

“In this very limited area, with practice, maybe,” Hiral said. “Anywhere outside here? Maybe with a lot of practice, but it’s not a soon thing.”

“Can you make people less real?” Yanily asked. 

“Not sure on that. I’ll have to test the limits, but I suspect it’ll be a lot harder if not impossible. Anything that has a will will be able to resist the effect. Even Seena was able to unconsciously keep her fireball from fading too much.”

“I can throw some at you later to test,” Seena said. 

“… thank you?” Hiral offered. Maybe he needed a Rune of Fire Resistance to take her up on the offer.

“If the rune has two functions,” Seeyela interrupted his thoughts. “And the first is making things less real, is the other making things more real?”

“Exactly,” Hiral said, flipping the power of the rune around, and suddenly intensifying the fireball. Colors sharpened. The crackling of the flames increased to almost a roar, and enough heat rolled off the flames Hiral even had to lean back. 

“Wow,” Seena said, staring into the spinning flames. “I don’t know if I’d call it more real, or just more fiery.”

“That could be part of it,” Hiral admitted. “More real could translate to more true to it’s nature. Or, opposite that, less true to its nature. That might actually be a better way to describe it. Thanks Seena.”

“Do I get more than a footnote?”

“For you, absolutely.”

“Very sweet you two,” Seeyela said. “You think you can do this too? During a fight? Make her fire more fiery? My venom more venomy?”

“My lightning more…” Yanily trailed off. “More sparky? Make Drahn more flowery?”

“I do more than… ah never mind,” the tracker said.

Hiral had to shrug. “Maybe not right away, but it’s something I’ll work on. Using my runes – and especially the Rune of Connection – to create a channel for buffs is still new to me.”

“You’ve done pretty well so far,” Seena said. “Just keep doing that. The rest will come naturally.”

“I sure hope so,” Hiral said.

“Great, I think that gets us ready to… yes, Yanily?”

“What tattoo does Left have now?” the spearman asked. 

“Oh, I forgot about that,” Seena said. “Anything good?”

“Very good,” Left said for Hiral. “It’s the Herald of Peace, a tattoo that bestows several, powerful defensive abilities. It won’t make any of us into an outright tank, but it will make us significantly tougher.”

“Great!” Seena said. “Right got new gauntlets to hit things harder, and you’re going to make us tankier. Good combination.”

“We still haven’t looked behind door number two,” Yanily said. “If Right got something in the last room, how much do you want to bet this will be something for Left?”

“Only one way to find out,” Seena said, standing up. “Uh, Hiral…?” She pointed at the still roiling fireball. 

“Sorry,” he said, cutting off the thread of Dreaming. Just holding the effect had been good practice for him. 

“Thanks,” she said, the fireball snuffing out. “Let’s see if there are some Solar Cores in there, then go find us a Boss. Nivian and Wule are – hopefully – waiting.”





            

    
        Chapter 64 – It’s A TRAP

    
    
    
    
                The party walked past the charred tree stump – and the two golem corpses, which Hiral scooped back into his Interspatial Ring – to the door at the far end of the room. Unlike after battling the Guardian, this door wasn’t secret. It was just locked. Good thing Hiral had a key – and a touch of Separation transformed the door into dozens of tiny cubes which clattered to the floor. 

“That’s so useful,” Yanily said. “Can you do it to a Boss?”

“Much harder against things that actively don’t want to be separated,” Hiral said. “Which is, honestly, most things. More effective to use the rune to increase slicing power.”

“You really need to get a Rune of Stabbing,” Seeyela said as the party checked the room for threats, then moved in. Much like the last research area they’d found, this one had a central containment unit with multiple devices arrayed around it. However, instead of a pair of semi-solid-solar gauntlets, this one held something that almost looked like a crystal centipede with three segments and eight legs. So, maybe more a spider than a centipede… 

“Left, you think you can figure out what this one is too?” Seena asked, pointing from the floating device to the screens around the room. 

“I can certainly attempt to,” Left said, moving to a similar screen to what he’d used in the last room. A shake of his head after scrolling through some of the text, then he moved to a second. A third. It wasn’t until he stopped at the fourth machine that he stayed there for more than a few seconds. “Ah, here we go.”

“What’ve we got?” Yanily asked, walking a complete circle around the central pillar. 

“Another A-Rank device,” Left said, reading and scrolling at the same time. “This one does not seem to be as… unstable as the first.”

“Why is it in here, then?” Seena asked.

“The device is called – another dramatic name, of course – the Trace Reserve and Application Package,” Left said, and Hiral spelled out the words in his head. 

“The TRAP?” Hiral said. “They called it a trap?”

“An apt name, apparently,” Left said, still scrolling. “The TRAP creates – as its name suggests – traps. They had it here because it requires a typed-energy infusion to operate. Basically, from what I’m reading, if somebody were to put fire-typed solar energy into the device, it would create a temporary, fire-attuned trap. Anybody unfortunate enough to step on this trap would be in for a fiery surprise.”

Seena whistled. “Sounds good so far. Does it only do fire?”

“That’s what they were experimenting with here,” Left said. “Or, more likely, preparing to experiment with. It seems like this was only placed here slightly before Fallen Reach was attacked. The notes suggest they were planning to use the apertures – the thin areas between realms used as kill-switches for the plants – to infuse the device.”

“Can a person use this?” Hiral asked. “Or do they need all this equipment?”

“A person can use this,” Left said. “However, apparently it is very rare for somebody to have more than one, typed energy. The conclusion to this paper suggests that the ideal user would have at least two types, possibly three. As for the actual traps, the device can create up to three at a time, though it takes approximately three-minutes for it to regenerate the components necessary to create more traps after that.”

“Basically it has a three-minute cooldown for each of the three traps it can make,” Yanily said. “But, multiple typed energy…”

All heads in the room turned to Seeyela. 

“How many do you have now?” Hiral asked her. 

“Just the two,” Seeyela said. “Gravity and venom.”

“Anybody else have two?” Seena asked, and the rest of the party shook their heads. “Probably makes the most sense for you anyway. Depending on how the traps work, with your portals and the armor making you harder to spot, it seems like a good fit.”

“It does,” Hiral agreed, then looked at Left. “Sorry, no new toys for you yet.”

“I’ll try not to cry myself to sleep tonight,” the double said with a perfectly straight face.

“Anybody have any objections?” Seeyela asked. 

“None here,” Yanily said. “Let’s get that out of there.”

“I suspect there is at least one Solar Core in the panel beneath the pillar,” Left said. “Like in the last location. Let me retrieve that.”

“This one is less likely to explode, isn’t it?” Drahn asked while inching towards the door. 

“Yes,” Left said without looking up, and opened a small door at the base of the pillar. “There are two cores here. That’s what we need for the quest, I believe, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Hiral said, going over to crouch beside Left. As soon as the double removed the cores and passed them to Hiral, a notification window popped up. 

Dynamic Quest: Update

Find a use for the Solar Core: 1/1

You have found a use for the Solar Core, but more power is still needed to fully activate the RACIAL Scanner.

Additional Minor Solar Cores Obtained: 5/5

Major Solar Cores Obtained: 1/2

“Everybody get the quest update?” Hiral asked – while dropping the cores into his Interspatial Ring – and the others in the room nodded. “That just leaves one more major core.”

“The Boss must have it,” Yanily said, and nobody disagreed. 

“I’ll be honest,” Hiral said. “I half expected a Boss to show up when we installed all the cores. Guess not. Seeyela, any idea where one might be?”

The woman shook her head. “If this really is the wreckage of the Builder island, we’ve got thirty miles of possible ground to search. Probably less, since most of it’s buried and we’re in a dungeon, but it could be a lot of places.”

“Maybe there’s a clue back in that central room,” Hiral said. “Something we missed, or another screen could activate when we start installing Solar Cores.”

“It’s as good an idea as any,” Seena said. “We’re down to under an hour left in here, so we should get a move on once Seeyela has her new equipment…”

“How do I put it on…?” Seeyela asked, holding the long, crystal contraption in one hand. “I thought maybe it was a belt, but that doesn’t seem to be correct.”

“According to the notes,” Left said. “It’s like a backpack. It will adhere automatically if you place it over your spine. Would you like some help?”

“Please,” Seeyela said, handing over the TRAP and turning around.

“You’re pretty trusting turning your back on something literally called a trap,” Yanily said. 

Before Seeyela even had a chance to react to that, Left placed the device against her back – Little Shadow’s Cloak conveniently moving out of the way – and the leg-like appendages, each about three inches long, stretched out. With a series of clicks, they lay themselves flat against Seeyela’s Armor of the Ghost-Web Matriarch, and a strobing pulse of energy began to run up and down the length of the device. Green – up and down – then black – up and down – then purple – up and down. Faster and faster the pulses came and went, building like they were heading towards a climax. 

“Uh, is that normal?” Yanily asked, stepping back. “The PIMP does have a habit of making things explode.”

“Explode?” Seeyela asked, spinning like she was trying to get a look at the device running along her spine. “Why are you talking about exploding? I don’t explode.”

“Yet,” Yanily said, taking another step back. 

“Left?” Seena asked with a hitch in her voice. 

“This is normal,” the double said. “The TRAP is attuning itself to her energy types.”

“Looks more like it’s attuning itself to exploding,” Yanily said.

“Stop saying exploding!” Seeyela said.

“Why are there three colors then?” Seena asked. “Seeyela only has two types of energy.”

Hiral snapped his fingers as he looked at Right. “We forgot one. Infernal must be a type as well. It’s the same shade of purple as the infernal flames.”

“You’re right. It does look the same,” Seena said. 

“So, I’m not going to explode?” Seeyela asked. 

“Fifty-fifty,” Left said in his usual flat voice. 

“Fif…?” Seeyela started, before the strobing light reached its peak, and the woman just froze. 

“Sis?” Seena asked, that hint of worry back in her voice. 

“Oh,” Seeyela said. 

“Oh?” Yanily asked. 

“I just got the notification window for the TRAP,” Seeyela explained. “Left was right. Er, correct. I can create… explosives… basically. Either delayed or proximity, with damage based on one of my three types. Coincidentally, I can have up to a maximum of three deployed at any one time, but after creating one, there’s a three-minute cooldown on creating another.”

“That’s not too bad,” Hiral said. 

“And of course it explodes,” Yanily pointed out.

“Want to test out the damage on it, Yan?” Seeyela asked, reaching around to slip a palm-sized disc off the device. Glowing with a sickening green light, it didn’t take much effort to guess which kind of energy she’d imbued it with. 

“We can test it on the Boss,” Seena pointed out, back to rubbing the bridge of her nose. 

Despite the small chuckles from around the room, that was the end of the discussion, and the party marched back out of the building. From there, despite the thinned apertures – as Left had called them – things were significantly less trying-to-kill-them, and the party made their way back up to the tunnel leading away from the research building. A few short minutes later, they exited that and spread out to watch for what they all knew had to be coming soon – the Boss. 

“Still quiet out here,” Yanily said, looking up and down the empty streets. “Is this really the first dungeon without trash monsters?”

“Trash… monsters…?” Hiral asked. 

“Read. The. Guide,” Yanily said, and Hiral just rolled his eyes. 

“Whatever,” Hiral grumbled, then stopped as something reached his ears. Before Yanily – or anybody else – could open their mouths, he held up a hand to keep them silent. Had he really…? There it was again. Something he never expected in the empty city. “I hear music.”

“Music?” Drahn asked, but the party simultaneously took up positions as if expecting an ambush, and cocked their heads to the side to listen. 

“Definitely music,” Hiral said, a few more faint notes of it bouncing off the still, building walls. 

“Primal Chord?” Seena offered. They all heard their own Chord, but he shook his head. 

“No,” Hiral said. “I think it’s coming from that direction.” He pointed down the street to the right – a ninety-degree angle from where they’d go to get back to the central building. “It’s either not close, or inside somewhere, but… yeah. That way.”

“Should we check it out?” Yanily asked, then shook his head. “What am I saying? It’s probably a clue for the Boss. Of course we should check it out!”

“I’m agreeing with Yan on this one,” Seena said. “Hiral, lead the way.” With that – and the shoulder tap – Hiral started down the street at a jog. Now that he knew the sound he was looking for, the gentle footfalls of the others behind him didn’t distract him from staying on course. Not that it was difficult – he just kept going in a straight line as the music got louder and louder. 

“I hear it too,” Drahn said after only two blocks. “How did you even notice that? What’s your attunement?”

“Compare stats later,” Seena said. “What kind of music is it? Singing?”

“No, more like…” Hiral started, then on a whim, threaded solar energy into his Runes of Increase and Dreaming. All at once, an ethereal melody rose in the street. It didn’t get loud, but it became clearer. More apparent. 

“That’s an orchestra,” Seeyela said. “Did you do that, Hiral?”

“New rune,” he said simply. 

“That’s… it’s beautiful,” Seeyela went on. 

And, now that Hiral could hear more than just certain notes, Seeyela wasn’t wrong. The score was haunting, with parts of it playing low and longing, then building towards a crescendo, only to ease off as if it wasn’t ready yet. Around and around the music went, never quite reaching that climax, but building closer to it each time, with the lulls in between hanging with loss. 

That was all within three blocks of jogging, and by the time Hiral didn’t need to use his runes anymore to allow the others to hear it, everybody marveled at the tune. 

Until Yanily reminded them of something. 

“An orchestra means more than one person,” the spearman pointed out. “NPCs, maybe?”

“That would mean they’d have to be survivors,” Seeyela countered. “After everything we’ve seen, I find that hard to believe.”

“Either way,” Hiral said, spotting something different near the end of the street. “I think we’ll have our answer soon. The music is coming from that structure there, ahead and on the left.”

“It’s pretty small,” Seena said, spotting what he’d pointed out. She had a point, too, with the ‘building’ being less than a story. Unless it was another kind of spatial area, it didn’t make sense for an entire orchestra to be within. 

Less than a minute later, they had their answer. 

“Stairs?” Yanily asked, the party standing at the top of a thirty-foot-wide stairwell. Complete with two sets of banisters equidistant in the middle, along with red carpet along the steps, this clearly wasn’t a run-of-the-mill staircase. 

“It says something over here,” Drahn said. The tracker pointed at a plaque to the right. “Symphony Playhouse.”

“There’s a theatre down there?” Seena asked. “Underground?”

“Sure seems that way,” Hiral said, the music still flowing up the steps uninterrupted. “We going down?”

“You bet we are,” Seena said, giving Hiral another tap on the shoulder.

Taking the first step, Hiral pushed his sensory domain ahead, marvelling at the scope of things. Down and down the stairs went – I hope whoever went to the symphony was in good shape – and he couldn’t sense an end to them. On either wall – every twenty feet or so – stood empty alcoves, as if waiting for statues of theatre-greats to fill them. There were even places to hang art, though there wasn’t any he could see. 

The stairwell, like every other building they’d found so far, was finished, but it wasn’t complete. Despite the music curling up from the depths of the theatre, the building still felt lifeless. 

At least it didn’t look like there was an ambush waiting for them in the stairwell. 

“This isn’t a short flight of stairs,” Hiral said, leading the others down the steps. 

“Don’t fall,” Yanily suggested. “You’d never stop rolling or bouncing.”

“At least that would be faster than walking,” Seeyela said. 

“I could…” Hiral started, only to get a chorus of ‘NO!’ back from the others. 

“Pretty sure we promised never to do that again,” Seena said, looking a little green at just the thought of it. 

“No,” Hiral quickly said. “Not that. It was fast, but I think I have some better tools now.”

“You can get us to the bottom without making us vomit?” Yanily asked, and Drahn’s head turned sharply at the spearman. 

“The Dracolich?” he whispered. 

“I can,” Hiral said to Yanily. “Probably,” he added very quietly. 

Then, before anybody could really object, he reached out and grabbed the others with his scarves. As soon as he had them, threads of Gravity, Decrease, Attraction, and Rejection lifted them off the stairs. Carefully centering and anchoring them from all sides, Hiral nodded to himself at how easy it was with the aid of the Edicts. 

Even if the others had asked him to slow down his exploration of what the runes could do… would he have been able to stop? Really stop? Good thing he didn’t have to find out. 

“You just going to grope us or…?” Seeyela asked. 

Hiral didn’t even grace the woman with a sigh, and instead gently pushed himself – and the others – forward. After five feet, and everything going smoothly as they descended, Hiral upped the power. From the speed of a steady walk to sprinting, the party shot down the long stairwell. An additional wall of Rejection kept the wind out of their faces, but what would’ve taken long minutes to descend ended in less than twenty seconds. 

Reaching the bottom, feet still hovering above the ground, Hiral and the others exited the wide stairwell to enter a majestic foyer. His leg-thick scarves of energy – the ones not holding his party members – stretched out to the sides, almost like spider’s legs, and he set everybody down. Using Attraction and Rejection in the tunnel had been pretty easy to move them in a straight line, but in the large room, it left them open if an attack came. 

“Holy…” Seena said, eyes wide at what lay ahead of them. The ceiling of the place had to be more than a hundred feet above, held up by decorative pillars and covered with elaborate paintings. Numerous carvings ringed that domed ceiling, each looking up at the display. The theatre wasn’t just a place for art – it was art itself. 

Closer to them – on the floor – there seemed to be some kind of long counter on the left, set up like stalls at a market. Food and drink for the show? The right side had what looked like a series of small rooms, complete with elegant – though small – tables and chairs. Directly ahead, three sets of closed, ornate double doors sat between a pair of curving staircases up to a second level, where more of the ornate doors sat. 

And it was from beyond those doors where the music came. 

“Is this… Boss music?” Yanily asked. 

“This place is too pretty to fight in,” Seena said. “But, I guess it’s not really real… unless it’s like the Fall of Fallen Reach? Ugh, these dungeons are just confusing. Let’s just go find out who’s making the music.”

A tap on Hiral’s shoulder and he headed for the central door. Nobody really wanted to deal with more stairs, and they crossed the room quickly – though none of them could stop their eyes from wandering. Everywhere they looked, there was just more detail. It was almost like everything on the surface-level had been made purposefully boring so this place could stand out more. 

“Does Fallen Reach have something like this?” Seeyela asked him as he reached the door. 

“Not that I know of,” he said, but that was the end of the conversation. A gentle tug of Attraction opened both doors, music spilling out of them like a physical wave, and they got their first look at the refined theatre beyond. Rows of satiny seating lined both sides of the aisle all the way down to the majestic stage at the far end. Curtains of the same color as the seats hung parted to the side, with another at the top. 

None of that was what really grabbed their attention though. No, it was the orchestra continuing to play on the stage, instruments moving in perfect time and rhythm. Instruments held by crystal hands. Dozens of golems – different than any they’d seen before, more sleek and person-like – played instruments with an almost clinical perfection. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say they all moved at the exact same time. 

How are they even playing wind instruments? Hiral’s mind idly wondered before his eyes finally settled on the one thing that stood out from the rest. 

There in the center of the stage, sitting where a conductor would normally stand, was the only flesh-and-blood person besides the party. A woman with the double-helix pattern wrapping her limbs – barely glowing against her skin – under tentacles that pulsed with power. 

They’d finally found another Builder. Except she was also an Infested.  

Dynamic Quest

Within the ruins of a fallen island, you’ve found a survivor. 

That may not be a good thing.




            

    
        Chapter 65 – Boss Music

    
    
    
    
                As if sensing their arrival, the Infested smoothly stood, then turned to face the group. Like Hiral, she had the same double-helix showing down her arms and across her shaved head, though they were accompanied by the tentacles of the Enemy within her. Dressed in a simple no-sleeve top and loose pants, no shoes or boots adorned her feet, while most of the tentacles were hidden beneath her clothes.

The woman had to be a Refined Infested – and most likely the Boss of the dungeon. Would she attack immediately or…?

Casually – almost lazily – her left hand rose at her side, and the orchestra ceased.

“It’s been a long time since I seen a face that wasn’ made of crystal,” the woman said, with a slight drawl to her O’s and A’s. “Was it y’all makin’ that commotion up above?”

Hiral exchanged a glance with Seena at the question. Dr. Benza had mentioned the Refined Infested possessed intelligence, and Fitch certainly had. To find one talking in a dungeon though… that was new. 

“Well?” the Infested asked. “Did y’all forget how ta talk? Or maybe ya speak a different language?” A finger went to her chin in an all-too-human gesture as she lifted her head in thought. 

Another shared glance between Hiral and Seena, and the party leader stepped forward. “We understand you,” she said. “We were just surprised to find somebody down here.”

“Hah!” the Infested said with a snap of her fingers. “Finally! Somebody ta talk ta. Somebody other than myself. And these guys sure don’t talk much.” She thumbed over her shoulder at the orchestra.

“You’re alone?” Seena asked.

“Aye-yeah. Why else would I spend my time with this group? Sure do play a mighty fine tune, but conversationalists they are not,” the Infested said with a wide grin. A sharp clap of her hands echoed through the room like a great stone snapping. “Now though, let’s us have a chat. Ya found the grumpy tree?”

“Grumpy…?” Seena asked. “The Fiendish Tree?”

“Ah, I wouldn’ go so far as ta call it fiendish, just misunderstood is all,” the Infested said. “How would y’all feel if ya got pulled from another realm and reborn as a tree? A tree. Sure, the thinkin’ was alright if y’all are one of those researcher-types. Breed a new type of plant that can actively use solar energy by mergin’ it with somethin’ that naturally can.

“Thinkin’ they got the idea from that fella they had on the other island. What did they call him? Granpappy, that’s it. Tryin’ ta make another Granpappy ta protect us. Pity the thing they pulled over and planted wasn’ so interested in the deal.” The Infested laughed at that like it was a pretty good joke. “Knowin’ them, though, they probably didn’ learn any better. Always stickin’ their noses where they didn’ belong.”

“How long have you been here?” Hiral asked. 

The Infested raised an eyebrow. “Didn’ anyone ever teach ya it wasn’ polite ta ask a lady about her age? Ah, but, maybe I can give ya a break. Been down here a long time. So long I don’ even know how long. Days kind of run together when there’s nothin’ to break them up. Ya know?”

“And you’re a Builder?”

The woman looked down at her arms, the double-helix under the tentacles glowing slightly. “I was,” she said. “Long time ago. Like you are now, which is makin’ me wonder about y’all. I was told I was the last Builder by my buddy, but here ya be standin’, fresh as a daisy. And the rest of y’all are different too. You two look like them tattooed ones they be plannin’ for one of the other islands, though I’m not sure what’s up with the matchin’ outfits. Y’all in a band?” she asked Left and Right. 

Next, she turned to the Growers. “And ya three. Y’all have enough solar energy I can practically hear it over here, but ya sure ain’t Builders or Tattooers. Are ya like that Granpappy?” The Infested took her chin in her hand like she was thinking hard. “None of this is makin’ sense.”

“You’re not the only one a bit confused,” Hiral said. “What’s your name?”

“Hoo boy, y’are the forward one, ain’t ya?” the Infested asked with almost a twinkle in her eye. “But it’s true. Where are my manners? Ahem,” she said, standing up straighter and putting a hand to the center of her chest. “I’m Banst, sole survivor of a very bad day.”

“You survived the island falling?” Hiral asked, thinking back to what he’d seen happen to the Builder island in the Rise of Fallen Reach dungeon.

The Infested – Banst – paused at that, then narrowed her eyes at Hiral. “The island,” she said slowly. “Not islands. Plural. Did some of them survive? Is that how y’all be here?”

Hiral glanced over at Seena, and by the look on the party leader’s face, she was wondering the same thing he was – how much was safe to tell this Banst. Then again, they were in a collapsed cave however far underground, and they’d only gotten in through a dungeon portal. Real or not, Banst probably wasn’t getting out.

“Two of the islands survived,” Hiral said. That wasn’t a secret to the Enemy or the Infested, so there was no reason not to share it. “But how did you survive?”

“Two, huh?” Banst said, hand back to rubbing her chin in thought. “An’ y’all are sayin’ y’are from one of them islands. I guess that explains the solar energy I feel from each of ya. Y’ve got one of those PIM things like me, so I guess that adds up. They actually succeeded. That changes things. Tsk.”

“Why does it change things?” Seena asked, though the atmosphere in the theatre had very quickly gone from oddly light to very tense, as if Hiral had used his Intimidating Aura. 

“Answer ta that is the same as ta how I survived,” Banst said, then pointed at her stomach. “When we were thinkin’ I was the last survivor of the islands, my buddy here wasn’ in any rush to get out. Not that we didn’ try. This rubble is just a little too strong to punch through, ya know? But if y’all are here, there’s a way in. 

“And a way in means a way out. And if that’s the case, well, vacation’s over, I guess. Wait. Maybe not. Which islands survived? Did one of them have them towers on it?”

Another shared look between Hiral and Seena, and Banst snapped her fingers again. 

“Never ya mind, ya just answered that for me. I got me some islands that need destroyin’,” Banst said with a sigh. 

“Why would you need to do that?” Seeyela asked.

“Well, ya see, me and my buddy, we was just relaxin’ down here until we figured a way out. We thought all them islands were already gone, no need ta rush. But, then in y’all come waltzin’ in and tellin’ us that nope, them islands might actually be floatin’. Worse, the one with the towers made it. That’s just no good. Just no good at all.

“Now, I’m a little miffed somebody else didn’ go and do it already. What they been up ta this whole time?” Banst complained, then sheepishly looked back at the golem-orchestra behind her. “Guess I’m not really one ta talk.”

“You want to free the Fallen, don’t you?” Hiral said. 

Banst’s eyes narrowed again when she turned back around to face Hiral. “Usin’ that name around me ain’t going ta make us friends. They was heroes. They had the answer ta this whole damn war, and they was ready ta lead us out of it. I’m guessin’ the Enemy – a name without a whit of creativity, I tell ya – is still around? Squishin’ anybody that gets in their way? Ya don’ need ta answer, I can see by the look on y’alls faces.

“Doin’ what was done ta the ‘Fallen’,” Banst used air quotes when she said it, “lost us our chance at freedom. They was the only ones that could of kicked the Enemy out of our world. Given it back ta us. Small minds didn’ agree with the path ta freedom, and what did they do? Bottle them up and turn them inta batteries.”

“How?” Hiral asked. “How would they have kicked the Enemy out?”

“Power,” Banst said. “Plain and simple. They used the same power the Enemy does. Sure, my buddy an’ I can use some of it too, but nothin’ compared to the heroes.” She emphasized that last word. 

“Runes,” Hiral said. “Runes can get rid of the Enemy somehow. Maybe close the door they came through.”

“Aye-yeah,” Banst said. “Sounds like ya see the right of it. So, why don’ we be joinin’ sides. Hold hands all friendly like. Ya take me ta how ya got in – so I can get out – then ya make a choice. Go on y’alls way and hope we never meet again.

“Or,” Banst said, taking a step forward on the stage. “Join with me. Help me free the only people who can lead us against the squids. That can beat the squids. Then we can all take back our world. Save it. Has a nice ring ta it, don’ it? 

“Save the world.”

“Less fun than conquering the world,” Li’l Ur muttered, barely loud enough for Hiral to hear him. 

But, apparently, Hiral wasn’t the only one, and Banst laughed. “Little guy is funny. But. Save. Conquer. Not much of a difference there, really.”

“Before we decide,” Seena said. “Can you explain a few things to me?”

Banst crossed her arms slowly and chewed on her lip. “I guess so. I been down here a long time. A few more minutes won’ kill me.”

The way she said that last word sent a shiver down Hiral’s spine. Yeah, there was a loosely veiled threat in there. The Infested had offered them a way out, but one way or another, she was going to leave. 

Try to leave. 

“If you were a follower of the Fa… er… the heroes,” Seena corrected quickly. “Why do you have a PIM? Why were you on this island to begin with?”

“My Da,” Banst said simply. “He was like the people who built this place.” The Infested chuckled. “What am I sayin’? He was one of the ones who built this place. Cause of my age, he got me a spot on the island. Said I had a knack for this funny letter magic – though it was only a teensy bit true. I gotta say, I was a little proud at the beginnin’. Little ol’ me usin’ the same magic as the heroes. Not that I ever got the chance. 

“The day they finally sent me up here, what happened? Stupid squids attacked. Pretty ironic I was on the island that went crashin’ down, isn’ it?”

“I don’t understand something,” Yanily said, his hand in the air. “Maybe a lot. But, wasn’t the Enemy trying to free the Fallen? Why weren’t you helping them?”

Banst scowled at the use of the ‘Fallen’ term, but she didn’t speak out about it. “Don’ be silly,” she said instead. “Them squids weren’ there ta save the heroes. They were there ta kill them before they could get rescued. My buddy here came with his friends ta mount a rescue, but he got caught in the same crashin’ problem I did. Offered me a deal so we could both survive.

“And, lookie here where that got us!” Banst held up her hands to indicate the massive theatre. “Now, then. That’s just about enough of y’alls questions. Back ta mine. Where’s the door?”

“Banst,” Hiral said, purposely using the woman’s name. “Rescuing your heroes would mean the death of everybody on the remaining islands. You can’t want that.”

“No skin off my nose,” she said. “That’s what they get for imprisonin’ them in the first place.”

“But how is that any better than what the Enemy is doing?”

“It’s better because we get our world back!” Banst shouted. “Besides,” she said, calming in an instant. “It’s not like the people there won’ get the same offer I did. Smart ones will even take it. Why wouldn’ they? Joinin’ like this? The power from it? Once they know what it means, they’ll be linin’ up.”

Hiral shook his head, and he wasn’t the only one. “How many will get that offer?” he asked, thinking back to Fitch’s words. Even if it was a good offer – and part of Hiral couldn’t argue with the logic of it – there couldn’t be enough of the Infesting-type squids for the entire population. “Dozens? Hundreds?”

Banst shrugged. “About that.”

“Out of millions? No, that’s not a good deal at all.”

“I was goin’ ta make sure y’all got the offer, for gettin’ me out of here,” Banst said. “Now I’m thinkin’ that’s not in the cards for all of y’all. So, then, I’ll give one of ya the offer. First one ta talk gets it.”

“And the rest?” Seeyela asked, an edge in her voice. 

“Ya should stay here and hope I never see ya again,” Banst said. 

“There’s no way out,” Hiral said with a shrug. Did this really need to happen? Banst seemed so reasonable at the beginning. Enough it made him wonder if they had to fight the Infested in general. If they could be allies against the Enemy.

“That ain’ true,” Banst said. “Y’all got in. And don’ even think about sayin’ ya been here this whole time. I searched every inch of this cavern. Givin’ ya one more chance before I stop askin’ nicely.”

“No,” Seena said, stepping forward with her flaming sheath bursting to life around her, and Li’l Ur hovering on her shoulder. “You’re the one who should be worried about us not being nice.”

“Oh, girlie, ya don’ know how far in over your head y’are here,” Banst said, likewise stepping forward to the edge of the stage. Slowly – non-threateningly – her right hand came up, and she clenched her fist. Energy pulsed along the tentacle coiled around her arm, and she glared at Seena. “Buddy gave me strength beyond anything our people saw. ‘Cept for the heroes, of course. Ya don’ want ta do this. When I get out of here, I’m goin’ ta find those islands and knock them straight out of the sky. Don’ get in my way.”

“Your heroes, huh?” Seeyela said, taking a step up beside her sister. The Fangs in her hands glowed with deadly venom, and Hiral could feel gravity around the woman fluctuating. 

“You mean like that one we ran into the other day?” Yanily asked, stepping up beside Seeyela. The Splinter of the Storm pulsed with electricity, and his half-formed Aspect took shape across his body. “Hiral, remind me how that ended.”

“We killed him,” Hiral said, standing at Seena’s side. 

“Tellin’ me that – even as a joke – was a mistake,” Banst said, energy erupting off her, and a name finally appeared over her head to Hiral’s View. 

(Boss) Banst The Infested – Unknown Rank

“Now I got ta start killin’ ya until one talks.” With that, the Infested’s clenched hand opened, and another pulse of solar energy rolled outward. Not forward, though. No, this one rolled back over the dozens of sitting golems. But instead of standing to join the attack, the orchestra – as one – began to play. A beating, deep melody Hiral felt right down to his bones. 

“See,” Yanily said. “Boss music.”

            

    
        Chapter 66 – Snap, Snap

    
    
    
    
                With the music resounding off the walls and the Infested standing at the edge of the stage, Hiral reached out with his Connections to the other party members. Big talk or not, there was no way Banst would be a pushover. And she said she had talent with runes. Until he knew what she was capable of, he couldn’t try to counter anything – like he did against the Fiendish, yet misunderstood, Tree – so he settled for an Increase to their attributes. 

Except it didn’t work as smoothly as last time. The instant Hiral tried to reinforce that concept on his party members, there was a resistance to it. Like the whole area was already locked down by something much broader. And, now that he noticed it, it wasn’t just suppressing his ability to buff his allies. It was a debuff!

You have been afflicted with the Threnody of the Empty Troupe debuff.

Threnody of the Empty Troupe: Music not of the ears – but of the soul – that controls all around it. Derived from a Primal Chord, this melody will lead those who experience it to the grave.

Your will is not your own.

Note: Effects cannot be negated while the music plays.

Hiral’s eyes practically bugged out of his head at the notification window that popped up. An entire orchestral performance based on a Primal Chord? Not good. He’d seen – firsthand – how his own Primal Chord of the Lost Echo had controlled his opponents. If Banst could do that to them…

No. It’s not that bad. My buff on the others worked, it just took more effort. We can do this.

Surprisingly, up on stage, Banst hadn’t taken immediate advantage of the Threnody’s power, instead gently waving her hand in tune with the music. “Almost there,” she said, her hand rising, rising, rising… and stopped well above her head. Then it came crashing down, the music of the orchestra behind her following it like a tidal wave of sound and power that flooded outward. 

The walls of the auditorium shuddered while the bolted-down seats rattled in place. Behind the party, the doors slammed closed, energy shimmering across them as the music locked the place down. Even the air itself felt thicker, heavier, and each beat of the large drums reverberated out to hit the party like a physical blow. 

“That did damage,” Drahn grunted, only for them to get hit with another BOM, BOM, BOM, from the drums. 

“Orchestra needs to go,” Seena said. “Yan, you’re with me on trash duty. The rest of you, take care of Banst.”

“Take care of me?” Banst said from right next to Hiral, and he snapped his head around at the same time he folded Rejection around his arms. Except… she wasn’t standing right beside him. “Not goin’ ta happen.”

CRACK, from the front of the room, and Hiral spun again to look in that direction, just in time to see Banst shooting for Seena like a loosed bolt. Her right hand cocked as she flew, but she wasn’t holding a weapon. She wasn’t even making a fist. She just had her thumb and middle finger pressed together. 

What is she…? Questions for later!

The others hadn’t recovered from the… the whatever he’d heard beside him. Pushing his will against the Threnody, Hiral forced Rejection under his feet, and launched himself on an intercept. Even with the music pushing down on him – slowing his rune to activate – his natural reflexes and the benefits of his pseudo-aspect seemed less affected.

The blink of an eye – that’s all it took either of them to reach the middle of the room – and Hiral’s left hand snapped out to push aside Banst’s right. Back of his hand to the inside of her forearm, he shoved at the same time her gaze met his. Glowing with Impact, Hiral’s other fist was already halfway to colliding with the side of her head. Infested or not, this was going to hurt. 

Except Banst almost seemed like she was ready for it. No, it was worse than that. It was like she’d planned for it. The moment Hiral’s left hand met her forearm, the woman’s body twisted, with her other hand coming up perfectly to mirror his initial movement. The back of her hand to the inside of his right arm casually pushed his punch out wide, leaving them both completely exposed, though with neither of them in position to…

Banst pursed her lips slightly in that brief second, then let out a sharp, high-pitched whistle. 

Pain tore down Hiral’s chest like somebody had taken a sword from shoulder to hip across him, and blood flashed into the space between them. Continuing her turn, Banst directed him up and over her, using his own momentum – and the surprising pain – to hurl him past. Stunned from what’d happened, Hiral crashed into the theatre seats, smashing half a dozen of them in a series of unfortunately painful collisions before he came to a stop. 

Through his sensory domain – barely still active beneath the continued pounding of the music – Hiral felt Banst finish her spin to land deftly on a seat back. Then, just as the party was turning to catch up with what had happened, she extended that cocked right hand. 

And simply snapped her fingers. 

A concussive wave of force like a titan’s fist slammed into Seena, crushing her back into the wall so suddenly the balls of fire forming above her hands got left behind. Along with Li’l Ur. 

To either side of the party leader, Seeyela and Yanily didn’t hesitate to go on the attack. A bamf of purple flame, and Seeyela was gone, while Yanily lunged forward – wings of condensed storm powering his charge. 

If Banst was threatened by the ability usage under the blanketing effect of the Threnody, she sure didn’t show it. Contrary, balancing on just one foot on the seat back, she leaned forward to mule kick straight back. Bamf, Seeyela appeared – in the perfect place to take the kick square in the chest. And just like that, it was the other sister’s turn to shoot across the theatre and crash into the foot of the stage. 

At the same time Seeyela made a sudden – and very painful – stop, Banst once again stood up just as Yanily closed in on her. Spear sparking with lightning coiled like serpents ready to strike, the spearman’s weapon drove forward. 

The Infested casually clapped her hands. 

Seating all around the woman tore away in a shockwave that shredded fabric, cushion, and metal. Yanily didn’t do much better, the wave hitting his spear like he’d run into a solid wall. Up went the tip as it forced his arms to move, then the blast hit him. Fragments of his Hydra-Scale Armor ripped off, while Yanily himself got thrown aside to slam into one of the pillars supporting the balcony above. 

Drahn’s arrow – which had been loosed at the same time Yanily charged – got turned aside by the same blast that threw Yan back, though a second was already on the way. One Banst casually leaned to the side to avoid – long before the arrow even reached her. It was like she had the whole fight scripted out ahead of time. 

She even looked bored. 

Until Right appeared through a portal right beside her, solar-gauntlet-covered fist leading. A second of surprise on her face, Banst still managed to dodge the punch and leap across the five-row-dead-zone she’d torn in the seating. Quickstepping from seatback to seatback, she lifted a foot over Right’s low kick, leaned to dodge a left jab, then spun down and around to escape a cross as the double gave chase. 

Like a pair of dancers – who really didn’t like each other – the two closed into a tight melee as Banst launched her own counter attacks. No flashy moves or big abilities, Right and Banst pushed skill against skill, limbs blurring in a non-stop exchange of punches, kicks, knees, and elbows. 

“Ya’s music is distorted,” Banst said – the only thing she had time to say before the other double landed behind her. 

A faded, inky Dagger of Sath swept around with a stuttered coil of water hanging behind it, Left having leapt up with his Wing of Anella to literally get the drop on Banst. But it still wasn’t quite enough. Twisting to dodge Right’s punch, the Infested ducked low and under the dagger – evading its deadly edge – then rose with thumbs and forefingers together on both hands. 

Snap, snap.

And the doubles shot in opposite directions, while Banst leaned her head to the side. A heartbeat later, one of Drahn’s arrows sailed past, and the tracker cursed. 

Through all of this – happening in a scant few seconds – Hiral pushed himself to his feet. One hand on a chairback for support, the other on the inch-wide-wound running across his chest. Whatever had hit him had even scarred the bone, and blood pooled on the ground around him. Luckily, like his pseudo-aspect, the music of the Threnody didn’t seem to be impacting his High-Speed Regeneration+ much, and he could feel the benefits the Rune of Restoration had given him working as well. 

To anybody else, the injury would be very bad. Banst was a threat – and he still wasn’t even entirely sure how she’d hit him. A Rune of Separation, maybe? Then there was the orchestra itself, another pounding drum sequence jarring Hiral’s bones with every beat and making his regeneration work even harder. 

Out came his RHC in his left hand – Piercing Shot appearing at the end of the barrel – and he turned and fired. Even Banst wouldn’t be able to react fast enough to stop the shot from putting a hole in the drummer’s head. 

The Infested didn’t even move – a curtain of glowing light appearing two feet in from the edge of the stage to block the blast. 

“Oh, don’ be like that,” Banst said from right beside him. 

Hiral’s other RHC came out in a heartbeat, spinning and firing at… empty air. 

The woman was still standing on the seatback, casually leaning to the side every second or so to avoid one of Drahn’s arrows. She was chewing on her bottom lip and looking at each of the party members getting back up. 

“Got ta say,” she said. “I’m surprised y’all ain’ dead yet. I only had them security golems ta play with, but I was pretty damn sure I hit y’all with enough pizazz,” she wiggled her hands at the strange word, “ta make y’all inta pancakes. Great. Now I’m hungry.”

“Kind of feel like a pancake, if that makes you feel better,” Yanily said, using his spear to stand back up. A roll of his neck, then a shake of his head, and he seemed to be fine though. 

“I’ll give y’all one more chance,” Banst said. “Ya could help me. Y’all are stronger than I gave ya credit for. Ya should be on the right side.”

“Killing all our friends and family on the island doesn’t sound like the right side to me,” Seena said, likewise back on her feet. Li’l Ur floated above her shoulder again, and blue energy crawled around his outstretched hands. Whatever the Threnody did, it affected the little lich as well. 

“We can make sure they get the same offer,” Banst said. “The Heroes respect strength. And, after bein’ trapped like they was, I’m sure a little extra muscle waitin’ for any Enemy that comes lookin’ would be appreciated. Buddy here says he can guarantee y’all a place of status. Or safety. Or whatever y’all want, once we have our world back.

“Ya said y’all are from one of the islands, right? Then you don’ know what it was like. The world before the Enemy took it from us. I was young, and we’d already lost most of it, but I remember some. I want that back. Don’ you? Freedom ta not be afraid all the time. Ta not be lookin’ over y’all’s shoulders for invisible tentacles. The Heroes can give ya that.”

“I think you believe what you’re saying, Banst,” Hiral said, RHCs still in hand, and the wound on his chest mostly healed. “And parts of it sound appealing. They really do. I wish we could work together to achieve what you’re after, but the price you’re asking is too high.”

“We don’t need your heroes,” Seena added from the other side. “We’ll kick the Enemy out of the world ourselves.”

“Y’all aren’t strong enough ta do that,” Banst said. “If ya can’ even handle little ol’ me, what chance do ya have against the Enemy? Or the things that sent them here? No. Ya need the Heroes, even if you don’ realize it yet.”

A cold shiver ran down Hiral’s spine at the words “the things that sent them here”. Are the Enemy not even the worst of it?

“Maybe,” Seena said. “Or maybe not. Either way. That’s the choice we’ve made.”

“Then only one of us is leavin’ this theatre,” Banst said. “I can’ have y’all standin’ against us later. I wanted ta let ya live for getting’ me out of here, but y’all just be a threat down the road. It’s a pity.”

“I wouldn’t count us dead quite so quick,” Seena said, flames spilling off her like they’d been kept boiling in a pot with the lid on. That whole side of the theatre lit up orange and red – though nothing else seemed to catch on fire – as her Aura of the Mother of Flame spread to the rest of the party. “I think you’ll be surprised just how strong we are.”

            

    
        Chapter 67 – Do Something OP

    
    
    
    
                As soon as Hiral got the first aura notification, two more quickly came – the Auras of the Void-Venom Empress and Heaven’s Punishment – though he noticed each had an additional note he hadn’t seen before. 

Note: Aura is suffering from moderate suppression due to outside influences, bonuses are reduced by 50%.

That had to be from the orchestra. And fifty percent? Not a small amount. Just another reason they needed to do something about the golems playing on the stage. Except, that energy field protecting them was a problem…

“Yan, you’re with me,” Seena said. “Hiral, consider this the shoulder tap. Do something OP, would you? The rest of you, you know what to do.”

“Oh-pee?” Banst asked, though she turned on the chair back where she still stood, and looked straight at Hiral. “Y’are the only one…” she leaned to the side to avoid another arrow, “… that’s not all glowy and impressive. What ya got?”

“She’s not even counting me, is she?” Drahn said, loosing yet another shot Banst dodged without looking in his direction. 

Meeting Banst’s eyes, Hiral ran his sensory domain along his chest at the same time he sheathed his RHCs. Gone was the wound, thanks to his regeneration, and even the Coat of Ur’Thul – no, the Coat of Amin Thett – had repaired itself. “Let me show you.”

First and foremost, Hiral needed to do something about the suppressive – and controlling – music of the orchestra. The constant damage was already wearing down the party’s health in the Party Interface, and the way it seemed to tell Banst what they were going to do was too much. And, for Left, the effects seemed to be the worst – his shaped tattoos faded quickly like the music resisted their very existence. 

More than that – more than anything – the way the music controlled him was an unfortunate reminder of how it felt like he’d been led around by the PIMP. At how it kept putting him where it wanted, not where he wanted. He’d defended the PIMP’s actions when it had killed – and brought back – Yanily, but even that gratitude was mixed. Had it just used that to foster goodwill?  

The PIMP was helping them to achieve its own goals. They could rely on it to make them stronger, sure, but only as long as their goals aligned. 

That wasn’t enough. Hiral did not accept that. And he sure as hell wasn’t going to be anybody’s puppet. Not the PIMP’s, and certainly not Banst’s. He was through literally dancing to somebody else’s music. From here on out, he was setting his own path forward. He’d use the power the PIMP gave him – he’d be an idiot not to – but he’d use it how he wanted. 

And he’d start here. Now. With that blasted Threnody representing everything he couldn’t bring himself to accept about the situation. However, since he didn’t know exactly how the Threnody worked, he couldn’t just outright try to counter it. So, instead, like it was doing to his own Primal Chord, he needed to try to drown it out. 

Flooding power – and his frustration – into his Runes of Increase, Sealing, and Unsealing, Hiral first activated Double Trouble+. Then, with those powers at the ready, he steeled his concept of what he wanted normal to be – to fend off the Threnody – and activated Domain of the Sun+. 

Solar energy poured off him – Edicts flaring in his vision to push his domain outward – the light crawling across the floor, up the walls, and along the ceiling. Even the stage got pulled in by the powerful domain as stands of solid light filled with spectators materialized throughout the theatre. While the orchestra itself didn’t vanish, many of Hiral’s spectral viewers held instruments of their own. 

Another pulse of energy from Left, and suddenly Banners of Courage stood within the crowd, even as many of the watchers glowed with flames, lightning, and the purple of Void-Venom. Notification window after window popped up, though each held the note about the power of them being suppressed by ‘outside influences’. This time, though, it was only by twenty-five percent. 

His runes and Edicts had helped stabilize his own domain, but the Threnody was apparently just that powerful, and he could already feel it working to erode the edges of his coliseum of light. 

“Okay, that’s pretty flashy,” Banst admitted, though she didn’t look worried in the least, and casually lifted her foot for one of Drahn’s arrows to shoot underneath it. As soon as the foot came back down, Banst moved. One second she was standing on the back of a chair, the next she was bolting straight at Hiral before he could activate any other ‘flashy’ abilities. 

Around came her hand, mid-leap, with thumb and middle-finger already together. Knowing what that meant, Hiral launched himself to the side, barely in time. A snap, followed by a shockwave tearing through where he’d just been standing, and Hiral landed to spin and face the Infested. 

Hitting the ground in a crouch where Hiral had just vacated, Banst whipped around as she stood, the toe of her boat skritching along the floor. Hiral almost wondered what she was doing until his sensory domain spotted dozens of invisible spikes bursting from the arc of her turn in his direction. Rejection and Breaking combined in a rush as Hiral swept his hands up and across to form a shaky shield that would hopefully stop the attack. 

He was… half right. 

The first spikes that struck his shield fell apart thanks to the power of his runes, but each subsequent one put more and more burden on his defense. Coupled with the pressure from the Threnody, and Hiral’s shield fell before Banst’s attack was completely exhausted. Pain tore across his left shoulder from the first spike that got through, though he managed to dodge the second and third, without any Lost Echoes appearing. The Threnody? A fourth still caught him across his thigh – blood spurting into the air – but he didn’t have time to worry about the small injuries. 

The Infested was already closing the distance. Fast. Far faster than Picoli or Fitch had been, she would be on him in a heartbeat, and both her hands had her fingers ready for more of their deadly snaps. 

But, as always, Hiral wasn’t alone, his doubles appearing in the space between them, each deflecting one of the deadly hands. Dual shockwaves ripped through the air on either side of Hiral at the same time Left’s Dagger of Sath exploded with deadly force against the inside of Banst’s wrist. With the trailing stream behind the strike vanishing like a rapidly burning fuse, the cutting power of the weapon should’ve taken Banst’s hand off at the wrist – even weakened – just like Left had done to Picoli. 

What Hiral saw, instead, made his eyes widen. Some kind of invisible field – barely a finger’s breadth above Banst’s skin – appeared to block the blow. All the force Left had built up split above and below Banst’s wrist, twin streamers splashing into nothingness as their power was expended. 

What was that!?

There wasn’t time to wonder, though, with the Infested pressing forward. Instead of punches, Banst lashed out with snapping fingers, the doubles forced to aggressively deflect her hands before they could line up with the trio. Shockwaves of tearing force scarred the air as the Infested advanced much like Hiral would’ve with his RHCs. And with every rapid, snapping attack, those scars were getting closer. 

As much as Hiral wanted to stay a step back and figure out the trick to Banst’s assault, the way things were going, he and his doubles would get overwhelmed first. The Infested’s raw stats were simply that high. He’d need to figure it out on the fly. 

A curtain of flames and lightning crashed against the stage at the same time Hiral joined the fray, Death Knell and Blight’s Mercy emerging from the ring at his back. Taking control of the weapons without grabbing them, he weaved the swords in between his attacking doubles, while a bamf announced the arrival of another member of the party.

Glowing their trademark green, Seeyela’s Fangs sought the Infested’s back, but somehow the woman turned just the right amount to have the attacks pass harmlessly by. From there, a quick thwap-thwap of Banst’s open right hand slapped Seeyela’s daggers out further, only for a follow-up elbow to slam into the white-carapace helmet. Back Seeyela stumbled, while Hiral’s swords struck at Banst from above – Left and Right coming in at the same time from the sides. 

There was no way the woman could avoid all of them. 

Clap, a shockwave rolled outward in a sphere from Banst, catching Hiral’s swords in the force to fling them aside. Left and Right didn’t do much better, though they managed to get in position to block the worst of it before getting tossed back a dozen feet. 

“I told y’all…” Banst started, before her eyes widened at Hiral cutting through the shockwave straight for her. 

With the physical gesture of bringing her hands together telegraphing what was coming, Hiral had released his hold on the swords and turned to his runes. Separation and Expansion cut ahead of him – first through the expanding shockwave of whatever Banst was using – and straight for the Infested herself. The already torn floor of the theatre parted before the absolute edge Hiral had thrown at her, Rejection under his feet powering his own movement in her direction. 

Up and across came Banst’s hands – snap, snap – her fingers sending shockwaves to hit the crescent of Separation in an attempt to destabilize it. It wasn’t enough, and the woman smartly hopped to the side at the last second to avoid getting bisected. Landing not even a heartbeat later, Hiral was already on top of her, fists of Breaking and Impact swinging for her face. 

One, two, three, she turned aside the flurry of blows, but with each contact, Hiral felt just a hint of what she was doing. More than that, as he threw a hard, straight right for her face, he noticed something else – Banst’s lips were pressed together. 

It wasn’t in concentration, either. It was almost as if… 

Up and down stomped the Infested’s foot, a directional shockwave bursting towards Hiral at twice the speed of the clap. Too fast for him to cut apart again, he instead burst Rejection under his feet to toss him up and over the wave – and Banst. 

RHCs came to his hands as he somersaulted over the Infested, two pulls of his triggers punching holes in the floor at her feet when she dodged. Then, not wanting to get caught midair by his lightning-quick opponent, Hiral switched from Rejection to Attraction to speed his descent. Landing and spinning, he brought his right RHC up just in time to push Banst’s arm out to the side. 

Snap, and a shockwave burst past his ear, while he thrust his other RHC – primed with Piercing Shot – towards her gut. The Infested’s own arm came down around to push it out just wide enough the blast flew harmlessly by. And then they were moving, trigger pulls and finger snaps coming rapid-fire while they jockeyed for position. Around and around they went in the tight circle, Hiral moving his RHCs from high to low, left to right, even firing under his arm or over his shoulder to try and land a hit. All the while, he used the barrels of those same weapons to push Banst’s hands and arms out of line, barely evading each of her attacks. 

Finally, though, he was too slow, and Banst caught the bottom of Hiral’s right RHC, slapping it out of his grip – with enough force to break his fingers if he didn’t let go – and into the air above, before she brought her hand back down. There, practically next to where the Rune of Separation sat on the center of his chest, Banst snapped her fingers. 

And Hiral used his Rune of Time Dilation. Not to try and dodge the attack – no, there was no way he could that now – but because he felt something. Every time she snapped her fingers it was there, just nagging at the edge of his concentration. So, he focused on that power gathering in her fingers. On the feel of it. The familiar feel of it. 

Familiar… but not. 

When she’d originally cut him, he thought maybe she’d used the Rune of Separation, but he hadn’t felt any lingering power from it when he’d touched his own wound. Similarly, when she clapped or snapped her fingers, he’d thought maybe it was a Rune of Impact and Expansion. Again, that didn’t feel right, and it certainly didn’t explain the gestures she was making. 

A snap of her fingers always resulted in an airborne, directional shockwave. The clap gave her a spherical blast. The stomping foot was directional along the floor, while the strange arc’ing gesture she made caused spikes. All of it looked like different runes – despite actually being invisible – but they all felt the same. 

Banst wasn’t using different runes with each ability – she was using just one in different ways. That had to be it. The only question was, which rune was it? Then there was the protective field she was using. How did that fit in? Unlike all the other abilities she was throwing at the party, there wasn’t a physical gesture for it. 

Staring hard at her fingers, he could see the power building around them, but there was no rune taking shape. It wasn’t like when he put Impact in front of his knuckles. She was somehow controlling the power of the runes without forming them. 

An Edict maybe? Or something to do with the squid inside her?

Hiral was out of time, though, with the Threnody pushing back his Rune of Time Dilation. He had to let the effect go… which meant he was about to be in a world of hurt. Except, now that he moved his eyes away from Banst’s fingers, he felt a second familiar power emerging there. 

Oh. 

Control over his rune faded as time jerked back to normal speed, a snap signalling the release of Banst’s power directly in front of his chest. From that range, and with the power she’d built into it, the shockwave bursting out had the potential to tear him in half. Even without his rune, he watched the displacement of air as if in slow motion as it raced for his chest. 

Instead of trying to dodge, however, Hiral’s now-empty hand closed over the hilt of the Greatsword of Amin Thett. Solar energy poured into the weapon at the same time the attack reached his chest. 

Or, would’ve reached his chest – if Seeyela’s portal hadn’t opened directly in front of him. 

In one portal and out the other so fast even Banst couldn’t react, the Infested’s own shockwave slammed into her back. A split-second later, the fallen-star form of the Greatsword of Amin Thett crashed down on her like an avalanche. 

            

    
        Chapter 68 – We Will Be

    
    
    
    
                The impact shook the room as the greatsword crushed Banst beneath it, dust and debris spraying out in every direction, while the floor itself tilted. Maybe it was Hiral’s imagination, but it even felt like the dungeon tilted a little at the weight. Sure, he’d only put fifteen percent solar energy into it – he’d learned anything above ten had massive diminishing returns – but he had to have dropped almost thirty-thousand pounds on the woman. 

She has to be mush…

As the haze began to clear though – Yanily and Seena still pounding on the shield protecting the orchestra that continued to play – Hiral realized he hadn’t gotten a quest notification. 

“You can’t be…” he stared to say, only for the cloud to fade enough for him to find Banst on the ground, her crossed arms somehow holding the massively heavy sword above her. Blood streamed from the obviously broken bones, painting her face and neck red, while energy pulsed from the Enemy inside her to try and repair the damage. Looking closer, his sword wasn’t actually touching her skin though! Just like before, it was held back by something a fraction of an inch from her skin. That strange field. 

Eyes snapping from the arms holding back the weight of an entire building – the ground continuing to crack beneath her at the constant pressure – to her face, she still had that same pressed-lips look. Solar energy was flooding off her, almost like an inexhaustible torrent, and then getting caught up in whatever she was doing to circle back and form that invisible armor. How was she controlling it? How was it connected to the other abilities she was using, and the runic hints he was feeling?

There was no way Rejection alone was holding up the sword – even as Hiral’s solar energy continued to drop to increase the weight. If it was a question of which of them would run out first, that was definitely going to be him. Still, holding her there – Left and Right closing in from both sides already – he had the chance to figure this out. 

Staring down at her, focusing his attention through Cycling on how she moved the solar energy, it wasn’t his eyes that found the answer. No, no matter how long he stared, he never would’ve gotten it, because it was his ears that finally solved the mystery. Banst was humming! The rune she was using, it had to be some kind of Rune of…

The weight of the Greatsword of Amin Thett shifted slightly to the side as Banst sacrificed her right arm and shoulder, the limb getting crushed under the weight that no longer had any resistance. In return for that, the woman’s left hand rolled to reveal her thumb and middle finger together. 

Snap, and the shockwave exploded up at Hiral from close range – again – and no portal appeared to suck in the blast. Instead, dull pain like getting kicked by a Runeoceros consumed Hiral from the waist up, and he launched straight above Banst. Below him, his greatsword stood embedded in the ground, while Banst ripped herself free from the weapon to engage Left. That didn’t hurt as much as I expected…

Then he noticed the solar energy billowing out in front of him, and the tattoos and Meridian Lines appeared on his right side at the same time his pseudo-aspect faded. Right had saved him from the worst of it by diving between Hiral and Banst!

That’s the second time somebody saved me from her. 

But, now he knew her trick. Well, maybe not all of it, but enough!

Momentum easing before he hit the ceiling high above – and gravity starting to take over – Hiral pushed through the dull pain to twist at his core and stand himself upright. Then, he activated Foundational Split, Right rolling down his body instead of off the side until the two stood like mirror images, feet to feet. Both bending at the knees and then pushing, Right launched down at Banst even as she snapped at Left to force him back. 

A split-second later, Right crashed into the ground – glowing, purple fist leading. Banst had managed to step back to avoid the worst of it, though she still got singed by the pillar of rising flames, and it almost seemed like she’d escaped the worst. Until something under her foot went click, and a new pillar emerged – this one green – and completely enveloped Banst.

Unmistakably Ghost-Web Venom, Hiral wanted nothing to do with getting close to Seeyela’s TRAP, and used a burst of Attraction to pull himself to a nearby pillar. Hand and foot slapping into the marble, another application of the same rune kept him anchored there, and he did a quick check on how Seena and Yanily were doing. 

Fire and lightning coursed along the shield separating them from the orchestra continuing to play the Threnody. The stage in front of the shield was little more than a charred mess, while the curtains had long been reduced to ash. As for the field, it had seen better days – though it somehow still held against the relentless onslaught. 

 The reduction to the potency of their abilities was drawing things out, and Banst was already stepping out of the pillar of toxic energy, weaving as she went despite the hum coming from her lips. This was their chance to stop one or the other. 

Or maybe both. 

Banst’s power was, in a way, very simple. It all stemmed from a single rune. One she used with a versatility that made Hiral a little jealous. Her strength came from the fact she’d mastered it. It would also be her – and the orchestra’s – weakness. 

Connecting his will to the Domain of the Sun+, Hiral poured solar energy into his Rune of Dreaming. He wouldn’t be able to cancel what the Boss and her allies were doing, but since they both came from a single concept, he could perhaps at least weaken them. 

Banst was using the Rune of Sound – that had to be it – and Hiral focused his Rune of Dreaming on making all sound within his domain less real. Because it was an effect modified by solar energy, and because they were also within his Domain, there was a chance it would work. 

Like thick padding had been put over his ears, everything became muted. The roar of Seena’s flames dulled to little more than a background buzz. The crackle of Yanily’s lightning reminded him of somebody walking over dry leaves. The Threnody of the Empty Troupe sounded like it came from deep, deep underwater – only the lowest notes reaching them. 

And Banst? The next snap of her fingers started strong, but then barely cut a line five feet long from her extended hand – which Left easily swerved around. Eyes widening at the double acting outside her prediction, she was wholly unprepared for Right as he came in low. 

Torso barely inches above the ground, he somehow still closed the distance in the blink of an eye. Drawing his foot in under him – knee pressed against his chest – in an impressive display of athleticism and flexibility, Right came up and across from her blind spot. Lips pressed together, Banst hummed her protection into place as she noticed the flaming fist streaking for her face. Her barrier formed at the last second, solar energy billowing and then condensing, but it wasn’t the same as before.

To Hiral’s vision, streams of energy leaked from the barrier in a dozen spots, and even where it didn’t, the shield looked less pure. Almost fragile. Like something else was mixing with it or suppressing it. And, compared to how it had halted the Greatsword of Amin Thett, it might as well have not been there at all when Right’s fist struck. 

Flesh ripped along Banst’s cheek as her jaw tore apart and her neck twisted. Then she was the one streaking away on a trail of purple flames from the blow, body spinning like a top until she struck the wall forty feet up. 

At the same time the stone cratered from the impact, there was a massive pop from the stage – even muted as it was – and then a wall of fire and lightning fell on the orchestra like a tidal wave. Golems and their instruments vanished beneath the surging elements that swirled and rolled back and forth, and just like that, the Threnody ended. 

“Finally,” Seena said into the party chat, and all heads turned towards where Banst was pulling herself out of the crater in the wall. 

“Well,” Banst said, right arm hanging uselessly at her side until a pulse of power pulled the torn limb back together. The Infested’s healing ability was nothing short of remarkable. “I have ta say, I didn’ expect that. Ya weren’ kiddin when ya said y’all was strong. Guess I got ta stop playin’ with ya.”

“That’s okay,” Seena said. “We’re through playing as well.”

Just like that, four pillars of energy erupted as Seena, Seeyela, Yanily, and Hiral all used Eloquently Enraged+, though Hiral made sure to cheat by using Double Trouble+ first. Combined with his pseudo-aspect and the cascading buffs from his Domain of the Sun+, power surged through his body. Even beyond the outright increase to his physical stats, the enhancements once again made the Edicts just a little bit clearer to him. 

The Threnody of the Empty Troupe had been a very powerful debuff – one that had made using Eloquently Enraged+ very risky – but with it gone, the tides had turned. 

And Banst seemed to realize that, the powerful pressure from the party members rattling the theatre and causing the spectral crowd to raise a raucous cheer. Feet on a cracked section of the auditorium’s wall – even though it looked like she was pressed between two audience members – the Infested leaned forward. She was coming. 

Until a pair of semi-solid solar gauntlets reached from a portal directly beneath her, catching her by the ankles. Head snapping down to look at Right, Banst’s lips tightened in a whistle, slashing across the double’s shoulder in a spray of liquid solar energy like glowing blood. But, Right didn’t let go, and in that instant where Banst whistled – where her lips were busy – a second portal appeared above her. 

And her whistle turned to a scream as a pair of glowing-green Fangs drove hilt deep into her shoulder. Feral rage replaced the casual indifference on Banst’s face, her head jerking up and her hands quickly following. Thumbs against middle-fingers on both hands, she angled to catch Seeyela – half-emerged from a portal – in a deadly X of shockwave destructiveness. 

“Nope,” was all Seeyela said before a pair of massive wolf-maws closed on Banst’s already damaged forearms. Standing on tiles of pink butterflies, two of The Pack mauled the Infested’s arms as they pulled the deadly hands away. 

Snap, snap, Banst’s shockwaves – still weakened by Hiral’s Domain – sparked along the wall beside Seeyela. 

“This isn’ enough!” Banst roared, solar energy powering the words with physical force. Right – at her feet, and already injured – fared the worst. The glowing wound along his chest and shoulder tore further open, his right arm like it was barely still connected. Above Banst, Seeyela’s Armor of the Ghost-Web Matriarch visibly cracked, and solar energy ripped off the wolves savaging her arms. 

“Good thing we aren’t finished,” Seena said calmly, though she was standing with her arms crossed on the stage. Alone on the stage. 

Banst’s eyes widened as she looked across the wide theatre at where a bolt of horizontal lightning – Skyfall+ – burst towards her. As fast as it was, the strike was near instantaneous, washing the room in white, and without Hiral dampening sound, it likely would’ve been deafening. 

Most of the wall vanished in electricity as Yanily struck – Right and Seeyela ducking through their portals to narrowly escape – though the two members of The Pack were disintegrated. When the light and smoke cleared, Yanily ‘stood’ straddling Banst, feet on the wall, and his spear pierced through the center of her chest. Lightning coursed along the spearman, from his storm-cloud like wings, down his hands, and across his weapon to where it zipped along the Infested’s body. 

“You… missed…” Banst said, the tentacles across her arms noticeably absent, and something wriggled within her stomach, pushing the skin outward. Tentacles ripped through flesh as Banst screamed in agony, stretching in the blink of an eye towards Yanily. 

In response, Yanily simply looked down at the reaching monster, lightning flaring in his eyes and across his body. Then – just for a second – something appeared behind him. A massive, lizard-like head, with teeth the size of the spearman in a maw that spread in a snarl of territorial dominance. 

The tentacles froze at the appearance of the image of Heaven’s Punishment, even as scales of solid electricity formed over Yanily’s body. Another snarl that completely ignored Hiral’s sound suppression, and those same tentacles retracted back into Banst’s body like a whipped dog. 

Blood poured from the gut wound as Banst stared wide-eyed at Yanily in shock. Her mangled arms hung freely beside her, but she didn’t even try to attack the man. 

For Yanily’s part, he let go of the spear and leapt back, hanging in the air on a flap of electrified wings. 

“What… are… ya?” Banst asked weakly. 

“Not even the overpowered one,” Yanily said, thumbing over his shoulder to where Hiral stood in the air with the Greatsword of Amin Thett once again in his hands. 

With the buffs, the pseudo-aspect, and his strengthened connection to the Edicts, the greatsword had never felt so right in his hands. It’s fallen-star form thrummed with power – but a malleable power he’d never noticed before. Like Ur’Thul had said, the whole Regalia of Amin Thett was like a training tool to teach him how to use his runes. And the greatsword, its role was pretty clear, especially after what he’d seen Banst do. 

The greatsword was there to teach him how to weaponize the runes. 

He truly hadn’t been using them to their full potential. There was so much more he could do with each one – he’d barely scratched the surface. He would change that. 

For now, though, he wrapped his sword in Separation and Breaking, tethered Gravity, multiplied it with Increase, and even prepared a healthy dose of Rejection. A thought changed his Emperor’s Decree to Death Knell – the solar-smoke Vassal of Ur’Thul stepping up and enveloping him for an instant before vanishing – and he activated Sever Life. 

Then he stepped forward, like he’d done against the Guardian, moving so quickly it probably looked like he’d teleported. 

Out, around, and across the greatsword went, a crescent of light that made no sound as it parted wall, flesh, bone, and squid like they were hardly even there. A steady stream of Rejection kept Banst’s top half in place, but everything below the cut fell to the floor. 

The ex-Infested met Hiral’s eyes as the world around them stained in flickering red and orange, and the temperature quickly rose at Hiral’s back. “Listen,” she wheezed. “If ya don’ free the heroes, y’all better be strong enough to beat back the Enemy in their place.”

“We will be,” Hiral said. 

Banst leaned her head back against the wall and let out a tired sigh, skin paling as the blood left her body in buckets from the horrific damage. “Good. Then I leave it in y’alls hands.” Then she closed her eyes, and Hiral stepped into a portal waiting beside him. 

He appeared on the ground beside Yanily, Seeyela, Drahn, and Seena just as the newly formed sun above – reinforced by the Rune of Dreaming – crashed into where he’d just been. 

“My spear better not melt,” Yanily said as the Infested, the wall – and that entire side of the theatre – vanished in plasma. 





            

    
        Chapter 69 – You Were Thinking It

    
    
    
    
                Sweltering heat filled the room, like they were standing in a sauna, as the massive ball of fiery plasma chewed through the wall where Banst had been. Long seconds – much longer than seemed reasonable – passed before a new quest notification popped up in front of Hiral’s eyes.  

Dynamic Quest Complete

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – Face the Music

You have defeated an Infested buried beneath ancient rubble and the sands of time.

Though you walk away victorious, some of her words leave you unsettled. 

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

“Unsettled?” Yanily asked. “Why would I be unsettled? Wait, is it talking about my spear? Did something happen to my spear?!”

The spearman took a step forward before the sheer heat of the still-burning sun forced him back in line with the rest of the party. 

“Can’t you turn that off?” he asked, obviously concerned about what the temperature was doing to his beloved weapon. 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. One second,” Seena said, holding up both hands. “Just wanted to make sure, you know?”

“I’m pretty sure,” Yanily said, making the notification window visible – even though they all had the same thing. 

“Stop your whining.” Seena shook her head, then put her thumb and middle-finger together in an all-too-familiar fashion. A snap of her fingers, and the glowing sun vanished with a pop of rushing air. A clink followed something spear-shaped and glowing falling to the floor. Still, the heat had hardly lessened, and in Seena’s other hand a second ball of fire appeared. 

“How is more fire…?” Seeyela started, until the new flame began spinning slowly, and the temperature in the room noticeably dropped. 

“Fighting fire with fire,” Seena said. “Ugh, that was terrible. Even for Hiral.”

“I didn’t even say anything!” Hiral said.

“You were thinking it. Don’t even pretend you weren’t,” Seena said, then looked at her sister. “I can use other fire – or heat – to power up my abilities. So…” She pointed at the new fireball. 

“And what are you going to do with this one when the room is cooler?” Seeyela asked, crossing her arms. 

Seena blinked. A look at Li’l Ur – the mini-lich just shrugged – and then back to her sister. “A portal?” she asked. 

“I think I can help with both of those things,” Hiral said, reaching back out into his Domain with the Rune of Dreaming while he was still buffed with Eloquently Enraged+. Doing what he’d done to diminish the sound had been eye opening, though – like the rest of his runes – he needed to test those limits.

One thing he definitely knew was that having the buffs – and the easier connection to the Edicts – made his ability to overlay his concept on reality much simpler. Reaching out through his Domain, along with a healthy dose of Connection, Hiral focused his mind on the temperature of the room when they’d entered. 

Within seconds – along with Seena’s influence – the heat vanished, leaving only the rotating ball of flame above the party leader’s hand. Even that was noticeably cooler than it would’ve normally been, and Seena snuffed it out by closing her hand. 

“Dream thing?” she asked him. 

“Yes,” Hiral said. “And, before you ask, it’s much easier to affect things that are energy based. Especially stuff created by abilities. Directly impacting Banst, for example, wouldn’t have worked.”

“Can you use it to increase that buff you give us through your gropey scarves?” Yanily asked, already jogging in the direction of his spear. 

“I… don’t know,” Hiral admitted. “That’s a great thing to test.”

“We’ll have plenty of time later,” Seena said. “Let’s get Yan’s spear and… and what? I don’t think Banst had a Solar Core in her chest.”

“If she did,” Yanily said. “You fried it.”

“After you stabbed it!” Seena shot back. 

“Children,” big-sis-Seeyela chided. “Left looks like he has something to offer.”

Looking over at the double with the remaining wolves from The Pack, Hiral had to agree with Seeyela – Left had the I-have-an-idea look on his face.

“The field in front of the orchestra,” Left said, pointing towards the devastated stage. “It did not have the same quality of solar energy Banst herself did. It was more,” he looked up like he was trying to find the right word. “Sterile.”

“You think the shield protecting the golems was part of the building itself, not something Banst was doing?” Hiral asked, catching on. Then he looked at the shredded seating around the auditorium. “What kind of crowd did they expect?”

“Likely not one with as much firepower as we brought,” Yanily said, jogging back over to join the party, with his spear in hand. The weapon didn’t look at all the worse for wear, though the spearman himself was frowning. “No Lost gear,” he said quietly, just for Hiral.

“Ah.”

“If your theory is right, where would the core even be?” Seeyela asked. “And… uh… did it survive the aforementioned firepower?”

“I have some ideas,” Left said. “Let me check while you deal with the coming after-effects of Eloquently Enraged+.”

“Thanks,” Seena said, finding one of the few still-standing seats and plopping into it. “While I’m thinking of it though, how come you didn’t use that new tattoo of yours? The helmet of peace or whatever?”

“Herald of Peace,” Hiral corrected. 

“It’s on his head, give me a break.”

“The Herald tattoo requires a manifestation before its abilities can be used,” Left explained. “Much like The Pack does. However, until Hiral reduced the effect of the Threnody, neither of those tattoos would shape – or form – through the interference. By the time I would’ve been able to shape it, other things were better suited.”

“It still works fine?” the party leader asked. 

“It should,” Left replied before jogging over to the ruined stage. A quick shaping of his Wing of Anella, and he hopped up to begin the search. 

“Right, why don’t you join back up with me, that looks like it hurts,” Hiral said, looking at his other double sitting in a chair near Seena. 

“Oh, it does,” Right said. “But it was so worth it. Did you see the look on her face?”

“Wasn’t anything compared to the look on the squid’s face,” Seeyela started. “Do squids have faces? Whatever, did you see how it reacted when it tried to move on Yan and his sponsor formed? I think it almost had a heart attack.”

“Heaven’s Punishment,” Li’l Ur said from Seena’s shoulder. “Is like any dragon – very possessive of its property.”

“I’m property now?” Yanily asked. “Neat.”

Nobody got to comment on the spearman’s reaction, as the powerful buffs ended the next second. Hiral’s entire body slowed, along with his thinking – though it wasn’t nearly as bad as it used to be – and he cancelled Foundational Split on his right side. As soon as his tattoos and Meridian Lines appeared, he found a seat and dropped into it. All things considered – the ruined theatre, the charred stage, smoke and ionized air filling his nostrils – it was pretty comfortable. 

As the only one who wasn’t debuffed – besides Left – Drahn took it on himself to poke around the rubble and keep watch. Though, looking at him – and maybe it was just Hiral’s debuffed senses – the man seemed like he had a lot on his mind. Disappointment at how he performed? Banst had pretty much ignored him the entire time, and that couldn’t feel good. 

The tracker was too far for Hiral to ask, and wouldn’t answer him anyway, in all likelihood. Sure, they were on better terms, but they definitely weren’t buddies yet. He could bring it up with Seena later. For now, though, Hiral just closed his eyes and waited for the debuffs to go away.

Luckily for everybody, they didn’t have to wait long for those after-effects to fade. Around the same time Hiral stood up and stretched, Left shouted “Found it!” from the stage. 

“Need any help?” Hiral asked. 

“No,” Left responded, opening some kind of trap door. A few seconds later, he lifted the final Solar Core so everybody could see. 

“Should be the end of the quest when I take it,” Hiral said, walking over towards the stage and activating Foundational Split. Another quick thread of energy grabbed the two swords he’d pulled from the Ring of Amin Thett and stored them away again.

“Then back to that first building?” Right asked as he peeled off. 

“Yup. Where we’ll see if that device actually works.”

“You don’t think the Infested was the point?” Left asked quietly as he hopped off the stage with a beat of his single wing to land in front of Hiral and Right. “What she said about the things that sent the Enemy.”

“No, that’s more an unfortunate bonus,” Hiral said with a sigh. “If her information was the main point, we would’ve had a quest or something for it.”

“Speaking of quests,” Left said, extending the Solar Core for Hiral to take. As soon as he grabbed it and dropped it in his Interspatial Ring to join the others, the expected quest notification popped up. 

Dynamic Quest Complete

Find a use for the Solar Core: 1/1

You have found all the Solar Cores needed to restart the RACIAL Scanner. Return to the device to get your answers.

Additional Minor Solar Cores Obtained: 5/5

Major Solar Cores Obtained: 2/2

“Answers to what?” Yanily asked. “Did we have questions?”

“Yan, we have a list of questions that’d stretch from one end of Fallen Reach to the other,” Hiral said with a chuckle. 

“Yeah, I guess,” Yanily said. “Just feel like the PIMP is being extra vague with things lately. Also, did anybody else notice we didn’t get a dungeon clear achievement yet?”

Hiral glanced quickly at where his new notifications usually popped up, and… Yan was right.

“No dungeon interface either,” Seena said. 

“Do we get it after we activate the scanner?” Seeyela asked. “Or is there a hidden Boss?”

“Sure hope not,” Seena said, putting her hands on the chair’s armrests and pushing herself up. “All our big buffs are on cooldown now. Everybody ready to go? Drahn, find anything interesting?”

“Nothing, you trashed the place,” the tracker said flatly. 

“Banst… helped…” Seena replied lamely. Then she shook her head and brushed the comment off. “Let’s get back and see if Hiral’s theory on what this racial scanner does is correct. Then…”

“Nivian and Wule,” Seeyela and Yanily said together. 

“Nivian and Wule,” Seena agreed. “Finally.”

Heading through the wreckage of the theatre, Hiral was quietly relieved when he found the doors out were no longer sealed. A simple push, and the immaculate entry away greeted them – though it looked like a few things had been knocked over from some of the dungeon-shaking exchanges earlier.  

“Was half-expecting something to be waiting out here for us,” Seeyela said. 

“Don’t jinx it,” her younger sister asked. “We still have to get back to where we started. Keep your eyes open. 

And the party did, staying alert the entire way back, with Hiral’s sensory domain spreading around them to warn of any ambush attempts. None came. Instead, just a few minutes later, they arrived back at the building that housed the racial scanner. 

“Shouldn’t take me long to install the Solar Cores,” Hiral said. “Any objections to doing it now?”

“None,” Seena said. “Get to it.”

Giving the party leader a thumbs up, Hiral went to each of the slots on the outer wall, systematically withdrawing one of the Solar Cores from his Interspatial Ring as he went. When he was down to just one major core left, he looked again to Seena. 

“Everybody ready in case something happens,” she said, though she needn’t have bothered. The party was ready for anything. “Do it.”

One more look around the room – the other cores were already supplying power to the system – Hiral slipped the last core into place, and gave it a slight twist until it clicked. As soon as it was secure, energy flowed outward to his senses, running up the wall to join with dozens of other connections, before spiraling through the room. Similar to in the Asylums, the crystal roof of the dome lit up with soft light, but the real power ran under the floor. Lines of converged on the center of the room, and a familiar image appeared. 

Dr. Benza. 

            

    
        Chapter 70 – Something Went Wrong

    
    
    
    
                “I shouldn’t be surprised,” Seena said at the same time Dr. Benza looked up from something the party couldn’t see. Compared to other versions they’d seen of the man, the doctor’s age looked somewhere around when they’d met him in the dungeons. He definitely wasn’t as old – or tired – as he was in the warning about Fallen Reach crashing. 

“It’s recording?” he asked. “Good.” He nodded, lowered his head like he was gathering his thoughts, then looked up again as he placed something off to the side. “Hello, everybody. I’m sure you’re wondering who I am or why this ghost of me is suddenly talking to you. Don’t worry, I’m not here to haunt you, though that might be a better alternative to why you’re seeing this.

“Sorry, sorry, I’m sure I’m just making things worse by saying things that make no sense to you.”

“Nothing new there, doc,” Yanily said flatly. 

“Let me start at the beginning. No, wait, that’s too far back. Let’s see… okay, I’ve got it,” Dr. Benza said, slapping a fist into his other open palm. “If you’re seeing this – if you’ve been able to activate the racial scanner – that means one of the four islands has failed. Possibly this one, though if you’re seeing this, I guess that’s unlikely.”

“Joke’s on you,” Seeyela said. 

“Which means you’re probably wondering why you’re on a floating island at all. Why everybody around you is so young. Why you have the ability to build devices and incorporate runes into them, like the golems most of you likely have by now. Or, maybe why you need to get a crystal inserted into your chest when you’re young from the Foundation. You could be asking why you have a status window at all, and what being a Builder means. 

“Some of you might not be wondering how you know how to use all your abilities instinctively, but why you do. That’s the first thing I should probably explain. It’s the same reason you don’t recognize me. Ah, I should’ve introduced myself. I’m Dr. Benza… though who I am hardly matters at this point. 

“In all likelihood, it’s been – at most – a few years since the islands launched, which would mean many of you watching this used to know me. Yes, used to. But you don’t remember me, do you? Don’t bother trying, it won’t work. 

“Your memories of life before the islands were one of the prices we had to pay for your magic. For your new magic to grow as strong as it could, all the old magic – and knowledge of it – had to be wiped clean. Hopefully only the one time, though there is the possibility of there being some – let’s call them – further complications if somebody over twenty snuck on the island. 

“Ah, never mind my rambling. That’s so unlikely to happen, I shouldn’t be worrying you about it. Now, where was I? Right, right. Memory. Kind of ironic, isn’t it?

“Now, I’m sure it was a bit confusing when you awoke that first morning after the islands launched. To find yourself in an almost familiar place, but not. I can only hope the brief crystal recordings each of you made helped ease that difficult time. I’m sure it wasn’t perfect, as we had to limit what you could tell yourselves… but…”

Dr. Benza seemed to wilt a little. 

“It was a heavy price you had to pay for our future, and for that, I’m truly sorry.” The doctor bent at the waist in a formal bow. 

“None of them remembered anything from before the islands went up?” Yanily asked. 

“Sounds that way,” Hiral said. 

“How would that even work?” Seena asked. “The whole point was to fight the Enemy, wasn’t it? How would they know to do that if everybody forgot why we were on the islands at all?”

“Maybe he’ll tell us,” Seeyela said, as Dr. Benza straightened. 

“Hopefully, it didn’t take the Bonders long to make their way to your island with instructions on what needed to be done. Yes, to confirm what you probably figured out, each island had its own responsibility in making the whole work. While the Makers’ island housed the… mechanism… to keep the islands airborne, and yours houses the precious vault and resources to build equipment you need to grow stronger, the Bonders were responsible for the instructions and training to guide your future, while the Growers, of course, are the source of most of your food.”

“We are?” Yanily asked, though nobody answered. 

“Working together, you will have the knowledge, power, and resources to defeat the Enemy and take back our world…” Dr. Benza trailed off, like he was looking deeper in the room. “Sorry, I have to be careful what I talk about. More information on that will be found in the dungeon tutorials the Bonders explained. Or, perhaps you’ve even been down to the dungeons yourself, and you know what I can’t talk about. And why. 

“However,” Dr. Benza sighed. “As I said, if you’re seeing this, something went wrong.” 

“Understatement,” Seeyela said. 

“Recent events have… reminded me things often don’t go as planned. And that certain parties out there will do almost anything to stop our work, or release things better left trapped.” He waved his hand dismissively. “Forget I said that last part. The reminder I mentioned, though, encouraged us to add this failsafe, though we only had time to add it to your island. Then again, even if we added it to the others, it needs the Solar Cores only your people will have the skills to produce.

“On a related note, I hope you’ve made use of the research facilities we left for you – and the half-finished projects within them.” Dr. Benza smiled. “As they were limited in their functionality, we were able to skirt some of the rules and leave them on the island itself, instead of in the vault. If you’re able to finish the work on them, I’m sure they’ll be powerful assets.”

Another glance at something else in the room, and Dr. Benza nodded again. 

“It seems I have a habit for going off topic. Back to why you’re here – the racial scanner. This device is very simple. No, that’s a lie. It’s unbelievably complicated. But, it has one job. And it should do that job very well. 

“What does it do? It locates anybody with PIM-based magic, and displays it on a real-time map. You may’ve seen the mapping systems used in the Asylums – it’s similar to that. If one of the islands has fallen – which it must’ve for this recording to have activated – then you can use the racial scanner to find the others. 

“And you should find them. The war you’re fighting – the war you’ve inherited – is not something you can win by yourselves. You need the others as allies. Not just to enter the dungeons, but to support each other. You are stronger together.

“If…” Dr. Benza said as if something had occurred to him. “If it was the Bonders’ island that fell, and you received none of the instructions we left with them… well, I’m sure your first question is why we only left those instructions in one place. It’s a good question, and the answer is not – entirely – poor planning.” The doctor looked off to the side and glared at somebody. “Ahem. I can’t get into the details of it now, though it will be explained more in one of the tutorials I mentioned… which may not mean anything to you without the Bonders.”

He sighed. 

“If the Bonders never reached you – or got the chance to explain anything – then there are two alternatives. The first is the chance the Growers will retain some of this knowledge through their connection with the Grandfather – the great tree central to their island. They may not know how they know, but trust their intuition on this. The Grandfather was… is powerful, and it will look out for its children. If they tell you ‘rules’ for survival on the surface, believe them. It is a gift from the Grandfather, though likely only an echo, as it too is restricted by the rules we’ve created. 

“Heh, I say that, but the Grandfather itself is an exception to that rule thanks to… Ahem. Right. Can’t talk about that.  

“The second means,” Dr. Benza went on quickly. “Is through the Makers’ stories. Each of their tattoos comes from a legend, with a rich history lost to myth and time. But the stories are true, at least to an extent, and the items and powers they represent once very much existed. It is, unfortunately, very possible the Makers may simply take them for what they appear to be – tall tales – and entirely choose to ignore the surface. If that is the case, you will need to force them to act.

“And act you must. If neither of these trails of information have reached you, let me say it clearly – you need to return to the surface by any means necessary. The Makers have tattoo magic that will allow you to go to and from the surface with relative ease. We have also placed a limited number of Discs of Passage – basically large, flying plates that can carry dozens of people – near the bottom of each island. You’ll need to access them through the tunnel systems. 

“Or, maybe you’ll find your own way down. We didn’t name you Builders for nothing. Whatever the methods, go to the surface. Bring a group of six of equal rank – and with mixed members of all the surviving races – and look for the path of glowing roots. These will lead you to the dungeons, your best chance of getting stronger.

“Within the dungeons, you will find interfaces that will give you access to tutorials. Contained within those will be the information you need about the war you may not even know you’re fighting. I apologize ahead of time for what will seem like tight restrictions on the information provided. I’m sure you will yell at the interface and ask why we’re withholding crucial details from you. I promise, it’s for a reason. 

“Your growth. I can’t say more than that now – and it already borders on too much. Just know we’ve done everything we could to give you the best chance possible.

“So, please, use this device – the racial scanner – to find the others. Save them, if they need it, or join with them to continue the fight. Just like the islands are interconnected, so are their peoples. The other three need the equipment you can build and provide. The Bonders have necessary quills for the Makers and their reliance on tattoos, as well as non-crystal materials. While the Growers are the most self-sufficient and the Makers have the potential to be some of the most formidable fighters, even they can not stand on their own for long. 

“And… it looks like this is the end of my time. I’m afraid there is no tutorial functionality installed on this system, so I hope you were paying attention. The rest is in your hands.”

With that, Dr. Benza looked around slowly, like he was taking in the party standing around him. Then he nodded again, and vanished. 

In his place, a familiar globe appeared, filling the majority of the room, lights beginning to glow even as the party stood in silence. 

“They erased their memories?” Seena asked, shaking her head slightly. 

“Did they even know that was going to happen?” Yanily asked. “The people I met sure didn’t seem to.”

“It sounds like they left messages for themselves, so they must’ve,” Hiral said. 

“And they were okay with it?” Seeyela asked. 

“Probably didn’t have the choice,” Seena pointed out. 

“Banst remembered,” Yanily said.

“Maybe because the islands didn’t launch until after this one crashed?” Hiral offered.

“None of that really matters now,” Seena said. “Left, you’ve got the most experience with these things. Could you?”

“Certainly,” Left said, reaching up and gently touching the tips of his fingers to the glowing light that made up the globe. Then, in a practiced motion, he spun it around until a small, pulsing white light was right above him. “This is where we are,” Left said. “Or, where we would be outside the dungeon, I hope.”

“Wow,” Hiral said, looking at the surprising amount of red dots not far from their location. “All this red… are these…?”

“They must be Bonders,” Seena said. “Look over here. Green and blue. Growers and Makers, the same colors as our status windows. And, given how they look like they’re floating, I’m guessing it’s showing them on our islands.”

“There are a lot of red dots,” Seeyela said. “Almost as many as blue or green. Does that mean that many Bonders actually survived the island crashing down?”

“It’s also been thousands of years since then,” Hiral said. “Maybe enough survived for their population to grow that big? If they didn’t have to worry about the limited space and resources of the island…”

“But the surface is dangerous,” Yanily said. “And we’re in a B-Rank zone. If I’m reading this map right, they’re in the next zone over. How are they surviving with things like those Chimeras running around?”

“Look at the terrain here,” Left said. “Natural mountains and limited paths. I don’t know what some of this is trying to show us – it almost looks like the ground is covered with tangled yarn. Still, there’s also high ground with sheer cliffs in most areas. While it’s nestled up against this savanna, most animals – or monsters – here would likely have a hard time overcoming these obstacles. It wouldn’t be impossible, but also probably not worth the effort for many. It might even keep the Bonders hidden from the worst dangers on this side. If the Chimeras never bothered going up there – because their prey didn’t go up there – they would never even notice the community.”

“We’ll ask them when we meet them,” Seena said. “After we pick up Nivian and Wule – and see this raid zone Left and Right found – that’s our next stop. We need allies against the Enemy, and if those Bonders have been down here this long, you can bet one thing.”

“They’re strong,” Seeyela said with a nod. 

“Not as strong as us,” Yanily said quietly to Hiral. “Right?”

“Not likely, unless they found a way into the dungeons,” Hiral said. “Our gear makes a huge difference.”

“If red are Bonders,” Drahn said. “Blue for Makers, and green for Growers… what are these other colors?”

Everybody looked at the four other colors displayed on the globe. 

The first that stood out was the yellow dot surrounded by four green, right beside the pulsing white. 

“That’s got to be Hiral,” Seena said. “Your status window is yellow.”

“It is…” Hiral said slowly, eyes scanning across the rest of the sphere. “But, if that’s the case, why is it the only yellow I see anywhere?”

“Really?” Seena asked, and suddenly everybody was looking closer. 

“Banst did say she was the last Builder,” Right said. 

“I thought she was exaggerating because she thought the rest had died when the island fell,” Hiral said, but no matter how hard he looked, there weren’t any others. 

“Maybe something happened to change the color,” Seeyela said. “You know, into one of these other ones we’re seeing.”

“It’s not the black,” Li’l Ur spoke up. “Even through this system I can tell they are undead.”

“And there are five of them right next to us,” Yanily said. “Why are there five? With a green dot too…”

“Nivian and Wule… have their own party?” Seena asked. “Of undead?”

“There’s a lot more than six around, too,” Left said. “I’m guessing there are thousands spread out in multiple directions. Not just originating from the city, either.”

“Of course not,” Li’l Ur said. “Though my Urn was there, this city was not my original seat of power. No, my true empire was over there, where you see the majority of the dots. I am surprised there are so few, though. Unless they entered some kind of slumber when my ex-wife stuffed me in my own Urn.”

“Then they woke up when you did?” Seena asked the lich. 

“Possibly.”

“Are they all cute little mini-versions?” Yanily asked. 

“Oh, that would be adorable,” Seeyela said. “A tiny undead party.”

Li’l Ur just scowled at the pair as they chuckled. 

“Jokes aside,” Seena said. “Hiral, you okay?”

“Hrm?” Hiral asked, eyes still searching for any other hints of yellow. None. He really was the only one. The last Builder. Was that important? Dr. PIMP had said something along those lines. He’d have to figure it out later, though it sounded like the runes would be a key part of getting rid of the Enemy. “Yeah, fine.” Then to change the subject, he pointed towards the mass of purple dots. “Are those undead too?” he asked Li’l Ur. 

“Definitely not,” the lich said. 

“Doesn’t that purple remind you of something,” Right said, and held up his Meridian Lined arm. The one with the purple flames. 

“Is that the same color?” Seeyela asked. “Damn, if it isn’t, it’s close. What does that mean?”

“And is it just me,” Seena said, stepping closer to the globe and squinting. “Or, do these dots look like they’re not in the right place. I mean, they don’t look like they’re on the ground.”

“That’s because they’re not on it,” Hiral said. “They’re underground.”

“Like in The Buried City?” Yanily asked. “Is it a dungeon we can see, or survivors from Dr. Benza’s people?”

“It’d have to be survivors, wouldn’t it?” Seena said. “Left, sorry to ask, but are you keeping track of where all these locations are?”

“I am,” the double said. 

“That just leaves one more color,” Drahn said, pointing at a spot not far from where they were. “Guess it’s not really one color.”

His finger rested against a fluctuating rainbow of color, one so bright it actually hid the other dozen rainbow dots until Left spread his hands to push in closer to the image. 

“What are those?” Seeyela asked. “Anybody see any others like them?”

“A few,” Hiral said, eyes scanning across the map. “This one might actually be in the same zone as us,” he said, pointing at a single dot. “Maybe back in the city. Hard to tell where the wall was. Then a few others scattered around. It looks like most of them are on the other side of some mountains separating them from where we are, though. Not close, but also not far.”

“Uh…” Right said, then looked at Left. “Are those mountains what I think they are? Or, did I get turned around?”

“They are,” Left confirmed. “The raid zone we found is within this mountain range.”

“Do you think there’s an entrance on that side?” Hiral asked. “That’s gotta be in the direction of the Horn zone, right?”

“Yes, based on where Fallen Reach seems to be,” Left said, pointing at the clusters of floating blue and green dots. 

But, Hiral was hardly listening anymore, Left’s words triggering a sudden thought – a realization – that made his jaw drop. 

“Oh… no,” he said slowly, eyes going back to the largest, rainbow dot. 

“What’s ‘oh no’?” Seena asked, and the others looked back and forth between Hiral and the globe like they could figure it out. 

“I know what the rainbow dots are,” he said. “They’re Infested.”

“A dozen Infested?” Seena asked, head snapping back to stare at the dots like she could burn them through the racial scanner with her glare. 

“It gets worse,” Hiral said. “That big dot. One guess who that is.”

“A stronger Infested?” Seeyela asked, then narrowed her own eyes. “Oh. No way. No way at all.”

As soon as she said it, Seena and Yanily must’ve come to the same conclusion, their eyes widening. 

“What is it?” Drahn asked. “What’s made you all look like you’d seen a ghost?”

“I almost hope it’s a ghost,” Hiral said. “Because if it’s not, that big dot is Vorinal. The Fallen who we thought we’d killed.”

            

    
        Chapter 71 – Enjoy The Loot

    
    
    
    
                Hiral watched Drahn stare at the glowing rainbow dot before the tracker turned back to Seena. “He says that like it’s a very bad thing. Is this Fallen really that scary?”

“More than you can imagine,” Seena said. “We fought him while he was weakened, starved…”

“Half-stuck in a tower meant to suck his power away,” Yanily added. 

“… and that,” Seena said flatly, side-eying the spearman. “And he still very nearly wiped the floor with us. We were only C-Rank at the time, I guess, and got a lot of good rewards for actually defeating him, but… can it really be him, Hiral?”

“You remember the notification we got,” Hiral said. It wasn’t a question. “It said the Fallen was dealt with, not defeated. He must’ve somehow survived the fall.”

“This dot fell from Fallen Reach?” Drahn poked the rainbow spot. “Nine miles?”

“While half-trapped in a tower,” Yanily said. Again. 

“And he survived?”

“Looks that way,” Hiral said. “Unless I’m wrong, though I somehow doubt it. That’s a new problem.”

“How much stronger than Banst?”

“All depends how much he’s recovered from things,” Hiral said. “His strength – when we fought him – was at least in the B-Rank range. But his potential, it felt like it was almost limitless.”

“Are we expected to do something about him?” Seeyela asked. “He’s on the other side of the mountains – with a dozen Infested, I might add. That’s probably too much for us right now. And it’s not a dungeon, so the PIMP won’t be limiting Vorinal’s strength like a normal Boss to something we can handle.”

“It’s not something we can ignore,” Seena said, looking again at the map. “Left, you said this is the raid zone?” 

The double nodded. 

“Then this needs to be our next priority,” she said. “Right after we see about getting the Bonders on our side. I have a feeling we’re going to need all the help we can get.”

“You said raid groups were traditionally three parties – eighteen people?” Hiral asked Seena, and she nodded. “But Left said it would let in more. I wonder how this is all going to work. Oh… dear.”

“You just realized that means Vorinal and his Infested friends can enter too, huh?” Seena said. 

“It’s not just going to be a raid zone,” Yanily said. “It’s going to be a contested raid zone.”

“Worse than that,” Hiral said. “I mean, contesting anything against a Fallen is bad. But, think about this. If Left got a notification for this raid zone, that means it’s PIMP-sanctioned.”

“So?” Seeyela asked. 

“The PIMP is all about balance, and since this isn’t a dungeon – it’s a natural area, it seems – and Vorinal can get in, that probably means the Fallen will be able to get any natural rewards that might be available in there. Depending on why this is a raid zone… Actually, scrap that. If Vorinal wants something from this zone, we want to make sure he doesn’t get it even more.”

“It’s not like we were going to skip the raid,” Seena said. “But it’s a good reminder. Left, you said something about the place being sealed? Did the notification say how long we have until it opens?”

“When we found it, one hundred and forty-eight hours,” Left said. “Still more than one-forty left.”

“Not a lot of time, but also not too soon. Enough time to get reinforcements from Fallen Reach,” Seena said. “I guess we should stop wasting that time talking about this. Why are we always so chatty?”

“We enjoy each other’s company?” Yanily offered. “Witty banter and all that.”

“Must be it,” Seena chuckled. “Left, you’re sure you’re good on where we need to go?”

“All memorized,” Left said. 

“Good…” Seena started. 

“I have a question,” Seeyela interrupted. “That explains all the colored dots, but, is it just me or are there blank spots on this map?”

“What do you mean?” Seena asked. 

“Like right here?” Seeyela pointed to a section of map within another plain similar to the savanna. “At first, I thought it was just flat ground, so it wasn’t showing anything. Look at the edges, though. They’re fuzzy. And it’s not the only spot. There’s one there in those mountains, see? Another one over in the water too.”

“Something wrong with the Racial Scanner?” Yanily asked. “Broken?”

“Or hidden,” Hiral said.

“None of them look too close,” Seena said. “Though, now that you mention it, this section of mountain where you said the raid zone is, isn’t it kind of fuzzy too?”

“Maybe these blanks are other raids,” Right offered. 

“Something to consider after we clear this first one,” Seena said. “Left?”

“I’ve got a good idea where they are too,” the double said. 

“Great, then all we need is the dungeon inter…” Seena started, only for everything in the room to go dark, the globe above them vanishing so suddenly it almost made Hiral stumble. Just as his senses realized he wasn’t floating in some endless abyss, display windows around the room flickered to life. It wasn’t anything as dramatic as in previous dungeons, but the eerie on-off, on-off, on-off in rapid succession of the windows made it look like the others were moving in still-frame-motion. It was actually so unnerving, Hiral pushed out his sensory domain to make sure there wasn’t anything waiting for them in the shadows. 

Just as he found the walls with his senses, five glowing display windows solidified, illuminating six chests, one dungeon interface, and a new notification window.  

Dungeon – The Lost Refuge of the Lost: Complete

New Record

Time: 2:41:03

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – One Less Threat

Through a chance encounter, you’ve eliminated a potential foe and had your path forward illuminated.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Time until Dungeon – The Lost Refuge of the Lost instance closure: 59:99

Hiral narrowed his eyes at the wording of the flavor text for the achievement. The first part of that – is it suggesting Banst was real? That this whole place is – like Fallen Reach was the second time? As for the second part, am I just being overly sensitive about things and getting annoyed by everything the PIMP says?

“Huh, that’s a little different than last time,” Seena said, looking from the interface to the chests.

“Who cares?” Yanily asked. “It’s loot time!” Without another word, the spearman went straight for a chest beneath a green window that had sparks of lightning randomly shooting through it. For Seeyela, hers had begun to drip, while Seena’s had licks of flame at the corners. Even Hiral’s had changed slightly, with half-seen characters shining within the display depending on how he looked at it. 

They weren’t always there, but every time he turned his head, he caught something out of the corner of his eye. 

“I’m getting a little jealous here,” Drahn said, looking at his… very plain, green window. 

“Just get an advanced class,” Yanily said without turning. He was far too busy opening his chest. 

“Just get an advanced class, he says,” Drahn mumbled. “Like it’s that easy.” Then he looked at the four other party members and the two doubles. “At least you two don’t have one. You don’t, do you?”

Left and Right shared a look, then simultaneously stepped forward and patted Drahn on the shoulders with identical sympathetic looks. Another step and they were past him, heading for the central chest. 

“They don’t!” Drahn said towards Seena. “They’re just taunting me, aren’t they? Aren’t they?!”

“Shhh, open your chest and enjoy the loot,” Seena said, though much like Yanily, she was too interested in the contents of her chest to look up. 

One last chuckle at his doubles’ antics – not that he’d tell Drahn it was a joke – and Hiral turned his attention to his own chest. Or… maybe chest was a bit of an exaggeration. It was pretty small, and a quick glance showed the others all actually had the same thing. Or, at least the same size. 

What could it be…?

Reaching down, Hiral ran his fingers along the rather ornate filigree along the lid – The chest is fancy, so whatever’s inside has to be decent – then flipped the top open. Nestled comfortably in a bed of red velvet, a black band with veins of gold running through it glowed faintly in the limited light. Looking closer, the veins in the thick ring couldn’t be natural. They were far too straight, and though they weren’t symmetrical or anything, there was a definite pattern to them. They weren’t runes – though Hiral felt a hint of something from them – but the design practically called out to his PIM. 

“Not bad,” Seena said, and Hiral turned to see her holding up a hand to get a better look at the ring now on her finger. 

Hrm, that’s where she wore her 1st Generation PIM Enhancement Ring. 

Looking back at the chest in front of him, View activated, and Hiral very quickly understood why. 

(Lost) 4th Generation PIM Enhancement Ring

+15 to all stats.

One of the more advanced attempts to modify and improve the PIM past basic functionality.

Note: Only one attribute-boosting ring can be worn at a time.

Hiral let out a low whistle. Going from plus-three to all his attributes to plus-fifteen was huge. Without a second thought, he swapped his old ring for this new one, and immediately felt the boost – especially to the stats he usually ignored. 

“Did you all get a ring like this?” Hiral asked the others. 

“Plus fifteen?” Yanily said, holding out his hand to show off his ring. 

“Yup,” Seena and Seeyela said at the same time, looked at each other, then held out their matching rings. Even Drahn had the same one, and he was looking at the thing like it was a long-lost love, his eyes wide and practically sparkling. 

“Good thing the Interspatial Rings don’t count as equipment,” Seeyela said. “I wasn’t wearing the plus-three version of this, but fifteen? That’s too good to pass up.”

Yeah, fifteen free stats is just that good.

“Nothing fancy or complicated,” Seena said. “But damn good. What’s in the group chest?”

 Left held up what looked like a crystal cube that fit snugly in the palm of his hand. “A Building-In-A-Box,” the double said. “Well, technically, three of them.”

“That’s not even big enough for Li’l Ur,” Yanily said. “Unless he scrunches right up.”

“What’s it do?” Hiral asked, knowing it couldn’t be a building for the little lich. Probably. 

“According to the notification window,” Left said. “It is a seed for an actual building that can be grown with the input of solar energy. It can also take on the properties of other materials used during the growing process – including rare materials, from what it says – to improve the quality of the result.”

“We can grow houses?” Seena asked. 

“It doesn’t specify houses,” Left corrected. “Buildings.”

“Any limit on dimensions listed?” Hiral asked. 

“None,” Left said. “There is a note that states once we choose a location and begin the growth process, however, the building won’t be able to be moved after that.”

“We need to be picky about where we put it,” Seeyela said. 

“Somewhere with a good view,” Yanily said. “Obviously.”

“I wonder what the PIMP expects us to do with these?” Seena asked, and Hiral grimaced at the mention of the PIMP and its plans. 

Not wanting the others to see the emotion likely clear on his face, Hiral turned away, though he caught Seeyela with a similar expression on her face. Their eyes met for a brief instant, then they both turned back to their chests. Seeyela was clearly still annoyed with the PIMP despite previous discussion, and now Hiral was starting to lean her way as well. 

A shake of his head. It wasn’t important now. Like he’d decided, he’d take what the PIMP gave him through his achievement rewards, but he’d use them his way.

As if she’d read his mind, Seena asked, “Everybody ready for achievements? I’m sure we’ve got some good ones.”

“So ready,” Yanily said. 

“Why don’t you do the honors, Seena,” Seeyela said, her voice only tense because Hiral was listening for it. “You did finish Banst off.”

“And half the theatre,” Drahn chuckled. 

Seena gave the tracker a faux glare, then walked over to the interface and said, “Achievement Rewards.”

Just like that, a barrage of windows sprung up in Hiral’s face, and his eyes widened at the first one. Right, we had those achievements from killing that Wild-Boss. Totally forgot about them.

Achievement: Fully Countered

Reward: Class Modification: Right Back at You

Right Back at You: When avoiding attacks, a calculated portion of damage that would have been suffered is instead stored for later use by the user. 

Note: Calculated damage has limits.

Note (2): Stored damage can be used on an attack or ability of the user’s choice.

Note (3): Stored damage can be maintained for up to 3 minutes per Rank. 

Note (4): New instances of stored damage refresh storage timer.

Hiral read the notification window, then did the same thing a second time. It doesn’t say anywhere how much it stores per dodge. Or total. Is it purposely being vague?

Since he knew he wouldn’t get an answer to that question, he put it out of his mind. All in all, not a bad ability. And it should synergize really well with his attributes and Echo Aura. Actually, since it didn’t look like it had a limit on which abilities it could be used with, could he use it with the Lost Echoes as they spawned? That’d make them hit extra hard! 

Testing for later. 

Hiral suppressed his own chuckle as he moved on to the next window. 

Achievement: A Tough Nut to Crack

Reward: Class Modification: It’s What’s Inside That Counts

It’s What’s Inside That Counts: When fighting enemies of higher rank than yourself, gain 10% bonus experience per stage of rank difference (low, medium, high), or a flat 30% for unknown ranks.

Hiral read that over a second time too. At first glance it looked decent. Bonus experience was always good – though of course they got it after completing the dungeon – but how much would it really impact them? Mid-Bosses and Bosses for sure, but it didn’t say anything about Elites, so it would only take effect when fighting things stronger than them. 

Then again, maybe that’s the point? We’re bound to grow faster by fighting stuff above our rank – if we survive.

He put it firmly in the ‘okay’ category as far as achievement rewards went, but it could easily go either way depending on how often it actually worked. A thought closed the window, and Hiral moved right on to the final achievement from killing the Reinforced Runeoceros. 

Achievement: Running Wild

Class Reward: Class Modification – (Lost) PIM Upgrade – Party Interface – Call of the Wild 

(Lost) PIM Upgrade – Party Interface – Call of the Wild – Rare and powerful creatures have claimed territory as their own across the world. Territory that holds powerful Lost treasures, while the creatures themselves are a source of growth and advancement. 

Party Interface will now detect and track such Wild-Bosses when within a certain range based on Atn and Rank.

Hunt these creatures to take their power as your own.

Dynamic Quest Complete

My First Hunt

Reinforced Runeoceros Defeated: 1/1

Reinforced Runeoceros Treasure Obtained: 2/2

Hiral blinked at the second notification that suddenly popped up and covered his achievement notifications. 

“Treasure?” Yanily asked the same question on the tip of Hiral’s tongue. “We got treasure from the Wild-Boss?”

“News to me,” Seena said. “Did anybody find anything?”

“Not me,” Hiral said. “Drahn?”

“Nothing,” the tracker said. 

“You think it means this?” Seeyela asked, a massive horn appearing in her hands before thunking to the ground. “Or this?” A thick plate of the Rune-o’s armor dropped beside the horn. It was the slab of armor Hiral had cut off to give Seena a target. And, now that he thought about it, he’d also cut off the horn.

“Look at you Miss Sticky-Fingers,” Seena said, one eyebrow up.

“What?” Seeyela asked with a shrug. “I thought they might be useful later. And apparently they are… somehow. Just don’t ask me why.”

“The horn is still circulating solar energy,” Hiral said, the movement of it clear to his senses and Cycling+. “And it feels like the rune is still active in there.”

“Something you can use?” Seena asked him. 

He shook his head. “I don’t think so. I’ll take a closer look at it later, I guess.”

“The plate?” Seena asked. “I don’t sense much solar energy in it.”

“Me neither,” Hiral said. “Might as well keep it though. Maybe we can find a use for it. Feed it to the new buildings or something when we figure out where to set them up.”

Seeyela crouched down, and the two items vanished a few seconds later, sucked back into her Interspatial Ring. 

“I’m guessing we all got that Call of the Wild ability at the same time,” Seena went on. “Finish up your other achievements, and we’ll go over them together.”

Hiral nodded and dismissed the quest window and read through Call of the Wild one more time. There were more Wild-Bosses out there, and it sounded like there would be a benefit to hunting them. A benefit to who, though?

Ugh, as annoyed as I am, I can’t keep questioning everything. 

Hiral swept the notification aside before he could dwell on it, and went to the next. 

Achievement: ~\(o_O)/~

Reward: Class Ability: (Lost) Echo Aura+ becomes Class Ability: (Lost) Vengeful Echo Aura+.

(Lost) Vengeful Echo Aura+: When you successfully evade an attack, have a chance to leave behind a Vengeful Lost Echo+ afterimage in your position that will pursue your attacker to attack a single time before exploding. (Don’t worry, the explosions weren’t removed.)

Note: (Lost) Vengeful Echo Aura+ is a continuous effect requiring no ongoing investment of solar energy, and a minor investment for each Vengeful Lost Echo produced.

Note (2): Damage of attack and explosions caused by (Lost) Vengeful Echo Aura+ are based off Atn, with damage for each subsequent explosion against the same target increasing by 10%.

Note (3): User of (Lost) Vengeful Echo Aura+ and party members are unaffected by explosions.

Note (4): Explosions. Explosions. Explosions. More upgraded, angry explosions.

Hiral nearly facepalmed.

Had the PIMP given him this upgrade because of his current feelings about things, or was it more because the Lost Echoes had already proven weaker against ranged attackers? Either way, objectively speaking, it was a good improvement. With the Lost Echoes no longer staying in place – but instead chasing after their target – they were suddenly that much more dangerous. Especially if he kept boosting his Atn. One more read through to make sure he didn’t miss anything obvious, and Hiral closed the window to open his next one. 

Achievement: Don’t Hug This Tree

Class Ability (Active): Power Attack and Class Ability (Active): Dual Power Attack become Class Ability (Active): Power Attack+ and Class Ability (Active): Dual Power Attack+.

Power Attack+: When using a single, one-handed weapon, increase total, combined damage of all attacks that would be launched by 10% for every second the attacks are held before striking.

Note: Total damage bonus of Power Attack+ caps at 30% (3 seconds of held time).

Dual Power Attack+: When using a single, two-handed weapon, or two one-handed weapons simultaneously, increase total, combined damage of all attacks that would be launched by 15% for every second the attacks are held before striking.

Note: Total damage bonus of Dual Power Attack+ caps at 45% (3 seconds of held time).

This time, Hiral’s near-face-palm turned into his jaw dropping. He actually had to read that two more times – slowly – to make sure he was understanding it correctly. Even then, he’d need to test it to make sure it worked like it looked. 

And how did it look? Doing the math for his RHCs – with a shot every zero-point-two seconds – he could theoretically fire fifteen shots each in three seconds. The way the upgraded ability read, Power Attack+ – with just one weapon – would take the combined, total, potential damage of fifteen shots, multiply it all by thirty percent, and then put it all in a single shot. 

If he was using both weapons, it would combine thirty shots, multiply it by an additional forty-five percent, and then… what? Death beam something? It might as well be, considering the sheer absurdity of that much damage. 

…just what does the PIMP expect us to fight we need that much firepower?

The thought of it all made him a little nervous – and a little leery the PIMP was trying to bribe him back into its good graces – but he could only wait and see. Then again, maybe like the Gravity ability on the Greatsword of Amin Thett, there was a hidden cap to the amount it could store in that single shot. Testing really was the only option. 

One more readthrough of the window – and another shake of his head – and Hiral hesitantly closed the notification window to bring up the final one. Just what would the last one be? He got his answer the next second. 

Achievement: Face the Music

Reward: Class Ability (Active): Resonance of Lost Heroes

Worry not on the darkness of the road ahead, for a guiding light shall lead you true.

Resonance of Lost Heroes: Grants a party-wide buff that channels memories and strengths of Lost heroes.

Grants Ability (Passive): Resonance to user and members of user’s party within range.

Resonance: Chance on attack to mimic an ability used by legendary heroes lost to time.

Note: Abilities generated by Resonance are random and based on historical references. Results may vary.

Note (2): Range is 200 feet from user at time of creation.

Note (3): Duration—2 minutes per Rank

Note (4): Cooldown—60 minutes

Note (5): Cooldown between Resonance Abilities – 10 seconds

Hiral frowned at the window in front of him. It was a good ability – he couldn’t deny that – but he just… didn’t want it. Here it was again, like the PIMP was trying to make him, and the rest of the party now, into copies of people who’d come before. To guide them down the only path it saw as correct.

Why did they need to be copies? What was wrong with who they were or what they were trying to do themselves? They all had their own reasons, along with people they loved and wanted to protect. Those were what kept them each going. 

They didn’t need abilities from forgotten heroes – they were already heroes. 

They’d saved Fallen Reach, even after Vorinal had been freed and the PIMP didn’t know what to do. And they were sure as hell going to stop the Enemy. Yes, that’d be much easier with the PIMP’s help, but they wouldn’t be its puppets, its slaves, or its copies. 

Another shake of his head at the notification window. He’d never even considered not taking an achievement reward before – and he wasn’t sure he could deny it – but neither of those things mattered. 

He. Was. Not. Taking. This. 

            

    
        Chapter 72 – Resonance

    
    
    
    
                The more Hiral looked at the window – and read the description – the more he felt his gut reaction was the right one. Not even considering the fact the PIMP seemed like it was trying to remake them in the image of those who came before, there was the fact these offered abilities were random. There wasn’t even a list of possible abilities that could activate for Resonance. How would that play out during a fight? Random abilities firing off could distract or hinder the party as much as help. 

No, this wasn’t the right ability for him or his party. The only question left was whether or not he could do anything about it. 

With the windows, the only things he’d ever really done before was read and dismiss them. This time, instead, he reached out and touched the screen, then threaded his Rune of Connection into it. Glowing strings sprung to life in his vision immediately, reaching from the screen to dozens of places along his PIM, energy pulsing within. Another, thicker strand – more of a rope, really – went from the window to the dungeon interface. 

That has to be both the power source for the new ability, and the instructions to rewrite my PIM. 

Moving from the dungeon interface, Hiral turned his attention to where the strands connected with his PIM. Like he’d figured, he could almost see the changes being made to the script along his body. Interestingly, he could tell it wasn’t complete. Or, more like, it wasn’t finalized. The changes were there, ready to go, but because he hadn’t closed the window, it hadn’t locked into place. They were malleable. 

Which meant… did he still have a chance to change it?

Looking closer, he noticed Resonance of Lost Heroes wasn’t the only ability that hadn’t been finalized within his PIM. All the new abilities he’d gotten in this achievement session remained incomplete. There was a hint of one more achievement waiting for him as well, but so far it didn’t look like it was doing anything. He’d probably have to wait to see what the window said, so he put it out of his mind for the moment and focused on the ability he knew he was getting – the one he didn’t want – and how he could change that.  

Maybe it doesn’t set until after the last window is closed? Which means, if I’m going to alter these, it’s got to be through this window interface. Like my PIM has the rules of how my abilities work, this window must possess the guidelines necessary to rewrite those rules.

Except… following one strand, then the next, and the next, and a dozen more after that – none of them went to his runes. Why wasn’t the window that connected to his PIM connecting to his runes? They were his abilities too, weren’t they?

Or… were they?

Had the PIMP ever directly given him a runic ability? If anything, his first three runes – Separation, Attraction, and Rejection were the closest, but even they didn’t come as abilities. Hiral got those from the golem branding him with the runes, basically. Yes, there was strong evidence to suggest the PIMP had somehow taken control of that golem to seek Hiral out, but those runes were still external to Hiral’s PIM. 

Every other rune since those, they’d come from his exposure to runes etched in something. Many had been from items or places within dungeons created by the PIMP, but once again, not directly through achievements. 

That had to mean the PIMP couldn’t give him runes as ability rewards. If it could, wouldn’t it have already gifted him all the ones it needed him to use instead of making him figure things out himself? Then again, there was the chance it was all about balance, and him figuring it out was a way for the PIMP to give him more powerful runes, but something about that seemed a bit off. 

No, it seemed more likely the runes existed outside of the PIMP’s control. Or maybe outside of its power. Which, considering what the Dr. Benza in his dream had said about the runes themselves wanting to be found, almost made sense. 

And his PIM, it wasn’t actually runes. It was a language like runes, and Hiral had gleaned understanding of it during his runic epiphanies. He’d watched – and felt – it change as he’d grown stronger with his runes. 

The PIMP wasn’t the only thing that could alter his PIM – his runes could to!

Which meant if there was any way to change this ability here and now, his runes were the key. Too bad he didn’t have any ideas for a runic epiphany at the moment. Then again, the option literally right in front of him was probably the most direct route to what he needed. 

With a direction in mind and his fingers still pressed against the achievement window, Hiral gently channeled his Rune of Energy forward. If anything was going to let him start the process of manipulating the strands – and his PIM – that was it. Except, he couldn’t push the energy past the tips of his fingers. To his rune, the window was a supremely solid surface, keeping his senses from touching the underpinning structure guiding the current change. 

More energy – more pressure – and the window vibrated to his eyes, but his energy didn’t move even a fraction of an inch. It was a solid surface, perfect in every way to his senses as he switched to viewing it with Cycling. The energy leaving his fingers ran across the surface and around the edges to meet at the other side, but the window’s dimensions seemed to exist outside of what he physically saw. Like it went deeper into reality than his eyes were designed to see. 

… reality?

Didn’t he just get a rune that could help him with this kind of thing?

Bet this wasn’t what you had in mind when you put us in this dungeon…

A thread of solar energy went to his Rune of Dreaming as Hiral focused on reducing the barrier keeping him out of the inner workings of the notification window. At first, the same resistance he felt against his Rune of Energy welled up to stop him, but he willed it to soften. To let him in. It was a notification window, and he would open it. 

That was his concept. His will. And powered by his new rune and the Edicts around him, the window obeyed. 

Pain lanced through his head the instant the protections on the notification window faded, the true scope of it suddenly expanding before his eyes. On and on it went, filled with meaning and complicated equations that he could almost understand. The problem was there was simply too much. All at once. 

This window didn’t just hold the instructions for the new abilities he’d gotten – it held instructions for his entire PIM. Every character and inch of script across his body was detailed within the window. All the rules of his abilities stood naked before him. 

Naked like the burning sun, scalding his eyes and mind as it crushed him beneath an insurmountable weight of knowledge. It was too much. There was no way he could take it all in – like being dunked in an ocean and getting told to drink it all in one gulp. Shutting off his Rune of Dreaming would allow the barrier to spring back into place, but it would also prevent him from doing what he wanted. What he needed. 

No, he didn’t need to shut the window again, just filter some of it out. But what?

Squinting his eyes at the pain hammering on both sides of his head – far worse than his time runes – Hiral tried to look at everything and nothing at the same time. Focusing made it worse, but he couldn’t just ignore it all. There had to be a way to… 

A gossamer thread of light within the madness pulled on his attention, and he forced himself to block everything else out. Following that short string felt like traveling hundreds of feet deeper within the window – pressure growing on all sides – until it finally reached a section of glowing characters. Characters that stood out from the rest. 

Why they were different, he couldn’t tell. Was it color? Size? Font? His brain wasn’t making sense of what his senses were seeing – his eyes had stopped working like eyes by this point – but these equations were different. Unfamiliar… 

Call of the Wild. It suddenly made sense why he didn’t know what this was, he’d just gotten the ability. It also explained why it looked different! It hadn’t become a finalized part of his PIM yet. That… that was his starting point. 

Quickly filtering out any of the equations that didn’t glow the same way Call of the Wild did within the window, Hiral trimmed down the overwhelming mass of instructions to just five sets. Five new or modified abilities. He ignored the sixth that didn’t seem to do anything. Each glowed slightly differently – or maybe they hummed – it was impossible to tell with his senses all blending together. That didn’t matter though, this was what he could work with. 

Moving from Call of the Wild, Hiral found Power Shot+, then Vengeful Echo Aura+ – there was a common type of connection between some of the instructions that had to be from the empowered nature of the abilities. Next to the aura was his true target, Resonance of Lost Heroes. A complex tangle of script like a ball of twisted yarn. There was a method to the madness, but it was still a lot. 

And it was already so entangled in his PIM, that trying to pull it free would take other things with it. Barely looking at the overlapping areas from the corner of his eyes was enough to drive more spikes of pain through his skull, so he retreated to just studying the new ability. 

And it was fascinating. The ‘rules of the universe’ was no understatement. The script – even only the basic parts he could understand – outlined how the complicated ability would work. He even had to suppress a chuckle at the section outlining how the manifested abilities of the Lost Heroes really were based off stories. 

The PIMP was almost improvising, but it was still too much randomness. The more he looked at it, the more he saw. The generated abilities could be anything. Movement abilities like the one Nivian used, or Yanily’s Skyfall. Defensive abilities like Seena’s wings – that would lock the user in place – or powerful attacks that may not differentiate friend from foe. All of it was powerful. 

All of it was a risk. 

No, he couldn’t use this ability if he took it as it was. But, how could he change it? It was clearly too complicated for him to try and rewrite. That wasn’t even counting the fact that although he could understand some of the language, he certainly couldn’t produce it. 

And that gave him an idea – and once again his runes would be the answer. Reaching out to the equation for the Vengeful Echo Aura+, Hiral gently pulled on the lines he needed with his Rune of Attraction. The strangest sensation washed over his body at the same time he moved the lines and overlayed them across the Resonance of Lost Heroes. 

Just have to line them up right…

With the two scripts – one above the other – where he wanted them, Hiral swapped from Attraction to Absorption, pulling the aura script down onto the Resonance. Then, out came Breaking and Dreaming again. 

He’d considered using Separation to outright remove the random part of the ability, but then he wouldn’t have had any of the strange energy making up the equation to work with. Worse, the whole thing could’ve come undone. No, with Breaking and Dreaming, Hiral softened the characters in the equation, then pulled on the aura line again with Absorption. This didn’t combine the two lines – he didn’t pull hard enough for that, though he probably could’ve – but it did prompt the Resonance line to reshape itself, almost like a stencil.

It's working!

With that small – but most important – change made, Hiral’s attention turned to the other three abilities he had access to without completely frying his brain. Was there something he could use there? Yes!

A little of that. Maybe a touch of this. Oh, definitely that right there…

Hiral pushed and pulled the lines of equations, overlaying and weaving them within the Resonance matrix. Distantly, his body twitched and sweat, and a building fatigue joined the near-constant pain in his mind. If he kept pushing this much further, he might seriously damage his PIM, so he released his grip on the different equations, letting them float back to their normal positions. 

Then, with just the Resonance filling his vision, he gave it one last look. It wasn’t perfect, but it also wasn’t bad for his first attempt. And, if things worked like they should, it would make the ability not just usable, but almost as strong as what the PIMP originally gave him. 

More importantly, it would be his ability, and would better fit his party. His friends. 

With that all done, Hiral pulled his mind back out of the window he’d practically dived into, and it took everything he had not to simply fall over. Vertigo combined with nausea in a nasty one-two combo that nearly took him out at the knees, and only a hand on each shoulder kept him standing. 

Left and Right were right there with him, literally holding him up. The rest of the party was standing around him in a semi-circle, worry on their faces. A quick look at the dungeon timer showed he was already twelve minutes into the sixty-minutes before they got kicked out. That’s how long he’d been inside the ability, editing the equations. 

How long he’d been standing stone still and unresponsive too, most likely. 

“Something reckless?” Seena asked from right in front of him, and it took him a second to notice both of her hands were on his chest. It wasn’t just his doubles helping hold him upright. 

“Why would you…?” Hiral started to try and play it off, but his voice came out a coughing wheeze, like he’d barely been breathing for those twelve minutes. After a solid bout of hacking – with his doubles looping under his arms to help keep him up – he straightened again. “Maybe a little,” he admitted. 

“Only you could do something reckless by standing still,” Yanily said, though there was worry on the spearman’s face, just like the others. “What did you do this time?”

“I… think I edited a skill,” Hiral said, and got blank looks in return. “The achievement reward, I didn’t like it. So, I used my runes to try and change it.”

“You can do that?” Seeyela asked. 

“Not easily,” Hiral admitted. “But, yes.”

“What skill did you change?” Yanily asked. 

“Before that,” Seena interrupted, reaching up to cup Hiral’s face in her hands. “Are you okay? Your eyes were glowing like Yan’s when he uses some of his abilities.”

“Already feeling better,” Hiral said, and he meant it. His PIM had settled, the pain and nausea had faded, along with the weakness.

“Good,” the party leader said, squeezing his face tighter. “Then stop doing things that make me ask that question! What the hell made you decide to try and change a skill? Left, I thought I asked you to keep him out of trouble.” Her head turned on the double so quickly it was a miracle she didn’t pull a muscle. 

“You think too much of me,” Left said flatly. 

“Give the guy a break,” Right said. “Left, I mean. Hiral deserves to be punished for what he did. Maybe a whip would be… oooph.” The double cut off as Hiral’s elbow found his gut. 

“Why don’t I just show you what the new skill is?” Hiral offered anything to change the subject. 

Seena looked between the three of them, squeezed Hiral’s face once more to remind him to stop worrying her, then stepped back. “Fine, let’s see what you did. Was it worth it?”

“For no other reason than the point of it? Yes,” Hiral said, and Seena gave him the you’ll-have-to-explain-that-later look. “Also, it’s a pretty great ability, if I do say so myself.”

Then, a thought shared his new achievement window with the party. 

Achievement: Face the Music

Reward: Class Ability (Active): Resonance of Heroes

Worry not on the darkness of the road ahead, for new heroes stand with you.

Resonance of Heroes: Grants a party-wide buff that echoes abilities of the new generation of heroes.

Grants Ability (Passive): Resonance to user and members of user’s party within range.

Resonance: Chance on ability usage to repeat as a Resonance Echo.

Note: Abilities generated by Resonance have a chance to manifest as a Building Resonance, charging for up to 3 seconds before releasing.

Note (2): Building Resonance attacks do up to 45% increased damage, while Building Resonance support effects see 45% increased proficiency.

Note (3): Chance to manifest as a Building Resonance increases against enemies of higher Rank than user, or of Unknown Rank.

Note (4): Range of Resonance of Heroes is 200 feet from user at time of usage.

Note (5): Duration of Resonance—2 minutes per Rank

Note (6): Cooldown—60 minutes

Note (7): Cooldown between Resonance Echoes – 10 seconds.

A smile replaced Hiral’s previous frown at the Resonance ability. This was far more what he was after, even just in principle. The echoes were kind of his thing at this point, but more than that, his party wasn’t relying on the power of somebody else. They weren’t trailing after. 

No, with this, the echoes were following them. It was an oddly small change that made all the difference to Hiral, and it eased a weight off his chest. Like this, maybe he could forge his own path. 

As long as the PIMP doesn’t get too insulted by it…

A new blinking notification sprang up in the corner of Hiral’s eyes, as if the PIMP had heard his thoughts. With the others still reading through his new ability, he left the window shared, and peeked at the new one, half-bracing for a sarcastic reprimand. 

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – Cracking the Code.

Through reckless behaviour, you have done the improbable, pulling aside the curtain to reforge an existing skill into one of your own. 

It’s yet to be seen if this was wise or not.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Hiral’s eyes lingered on that last line. The PIMP didn’t seem to be angry with his tinkering, but it also hadn’t gone unnoticed. A thought dismissed the notification, and the expected follow up window came immediately. 

Achievement: Cracking the Code

Reward: You didn’t die.

With a stunt like that, you should be a vegetable right now.

Bonus Reward: Class Modification: Enduring Mind

Enduring Mind: Exposure to the building blocks of PIM magic has sharpened your mind. Gain resistance to mental overload and insight into future modifications. 

You’re just going to do this again anyway. 

He took back his earlier assessment – the PIMP was definitely annoyed at him. On the other hand, it sounded like it was surprised he’d made it through in one piece. Maybe – just maybe – that was more dangerous than I thought it would be. The Enduring Mind trait would certainly help if he decided to do it again. 

And he would if the PIMP tried to force him down a path he didn’t want to go. It was all a question of whether it would try again or not. 

Dismissing that window, Hiral found his whole skill-editing process had interfered with the natural flow of notifications – one more waiting for him. 

Achievement: One Less Threat

Reward: Class Modification: PIM Upgrade

Encountering an ancient Infested of a different race has led to PIM energy optimization.

All PIM attributes increased by 10%

Hiral had barely started reading the notification when a burn passed through his entire body. Runic equations throughout his PIM rewrote themselves in an instant, and then it was done. Just like that – as if to make the work he’d just completed look amateurish by comparison. Whether or not that had actually been the reason, the result was immediate – he could feel it throughout his body. His attributes really had increased by ten percent. Still, he popped open his status window to check.

Attributes

Strength (Str)—18 (15+22) = 66

Endurance (End)—18 (15+22) = 66

Dexterity (Dex)—20 (15+212+16) = 384

Intelligence (Int)—18 (15+22) = 66

Wisdom (Wis)—18 (15+22+22) = 94

Attunement (Atn)—20 (15+212) = 360

Despite his current, moderate annoyance at the PIMP, Hiral couldn’t help but be impressed by how much he’d grown under the magic it… provided. To think he had almost four-hundred Dex. And his Atn was only slightly behind at three-sixty. Even though they’d only gotten to level three through the dungeon, his growth was impressive. 

From the looks on his friends’ faces, he wasn’t the only one who’d gotten the upgrade, so he let the final window fade. With that notification vanishing, he felt a strange sort of ripple run across his body. No, it was across his PIM. The abilities had finalized within him. Funny he’d never noticed that before. 

“I know we all have a lot to talk about,” Seena said. “And we will. Hiral’s new ability is just the beginning. But, first…” she trailed off, and they all looked at the interface. 

“Nivian and Wule are waiting for us,” Hiral said. 

“They are,” Seena said, her face a mix of emotion. Anticipation at seeing them mixed with the fear of them not still being out there. That the party had taken too long in the dungeon. Then her face hardened. One way or another, they’d be reunited soon. “Exit dungeon.”

            

    
        Chapter 73 – Reunion 

    
    
    
    
                Hiral stepped out of the dungeon first – the others each nervous about what they’d find – only to spot…

… a massive hammer swinging straight for his face. 

Energy burst off him in a wave as Right emerged from his shoulder, a purple-flame fist in a semi-solid-solar-gauntlet smashing across to blast the hammer-strike out wide. At the same instant, from the leg on Hiral’s other side, Left came out low in a sweep to kick the feet out from their attacker. Hiral, for his part, thrust forward to strike with a whomping fist covered in Impact and Expansion. 

Crack, across the room in an instant, the assailant – a Troblin by the looks of things – hit the stone wall hard enough to send fractures spiderwebbing out. Dazed from the blow, along with its sudden flight and more sudden stop, it lifted its head to find Hiral right there. 

The Greatsword of Amin Thett came up, over, and down in its fallen-star form with the inevitability of the setting sun, Gravity warping the air around it, and the fight was over before it even began. A second more and there wouldn’t be anything left of the Troblin beyond a dark stain on…

“STOP!” a familiar voice shouted – likely starting at the instant the Troblin attacked and finishing as Hiral’s sword swung down – and Hiral changed the flow of power into his weapon. Down became up. Heavy became light. Death became… a chance. 

The massive sword halted just in time to rest against the Troblin’s forehead, a line of thick, viscous, green blood bubbling slowly out around the wound. Eyes wide, the little monster looked up at Hiral, and Hiral looked back down at it. 

This close, it wasn’t a normal Troblin at all. Though it couldn’t stand any taller than his waist, it had arms and shoulders that would’ve made the Troblin Duke and Lord proud. And it definitely didn’t skip leg day. In each hand, it still held a warhammer with a head almost as big as it was. And, most noticeably, its skin hung in patches, bone visible in places underneath. Blue glowed in its irises, and ran in luminescent lines down its cheeks.

This Troblin was dead. 

Well. Undead. 

“What did we just tell you, Bash?” a second voice said – this one very similar to the first. And also very familiar. “Don’t smash anything that comes out of the portal.”

“Don’t smash mean smash,” the buff Troblin said, eyes sliding to look at who had spoken before moving back to Hiral. “But you smash better.”

“This a friend of yours, Wule?” Hiral said, stepping back and removing the sword from the Troblin’s head before looking over to see the healer walking in his direction. And, as soon as he saw the man’s face, he couldn’t help but smile. 

“You could…” Wule started, only to get tackled by a bamfing Seeyela. He barely kept his feet before Seena and Yanily reached him, and then it was only his brother, Nivian, who kept them all upright. The tank didn’t even have a chance to speak before he got pulled into a B-Rank group hug that would probably crush anything C-Rank or lower.  

Hiral gave one more look at the Troblin. “No smashing,” he said sternly, then took a Rejection-powered step to join the others. Nivian and Wule didn’t even try to extricate themselves when Hiral joined the hug, and gentle sniffles echoed from somewhere within the crowd. Probably Yanily. Guy is a softie. 

To Hiral’s sensory domain, the Troblin got back to its feet, though it left its hammers where they lay, and three other people within the room moved. By the feel of them against his constant field of minor Rejection, these weren’t Troblins. One of them had the familiar feel of a lizardman Wight Blight-Ranger – complete with the bow in its hand, though it smartly didn’t draw on them. Another was a person like Hiral, and while he couldn’t feel any obvious weapons, they seemed to be wearing… a top hat? And had a mask with a large beak in one hand, while the other held some sort of glass vial. 

And the energy coming from within that vial was nothing friendly. Like the ranger, this person stood ready to act, but was holding off on actively doing anything for the moment. 

That just left the third and final form. From everything Hiral could tell, it was a woman sitting in the far end of the room and… knitting? Only her hands moved, while the rest of her was perfectly still. Not even breathing, though that made sense considering everybody other than Wule was undead. 

Another long sniffle within the group-hug, and then a shift of bodies, brought Hiral’s attention back to what was in front of him. 

“It’s really you,” Seena said, standing in front of Wule and Nivian, a hand on each of their arms. Tears ran down the party leader’s face, and she wasn’t the only one, with Yanily and Seeyela trying – and failing – to look strong behind her. Even stoic Drahn was all teared up. 

Hiral didn’t bother looking towards Left and Right – he knew just how bad they ugly-cried when they got going. 

“I’m so glad you’re both okay,” Seena continued. “You are okay, aren’t you?”

“We are,” Wule said, patting Seena on the shoulder. “Maybe better than okay. We just reached B-Rank in the dungeon there.”

“B-Rank?” Hiral asked, then turned his attention to Nivian. “The hunger?”

“Under control,” the tank said, his voice having that same otherworldly echo to it as before, like Nivian spoke through a thin, metal tunnel. Blue flames swirled within his eyes, and the lines running down his cheeks looked brighter than ever. But he didn’t have the same tenseness on his face, like it was taking everything in him to stand still. 

“That’s fantastic!” Seena said. “I knew you could do it.”

“I’m glad one of us did,” Wule joked. “It was pretty hit or miss there for a while. A lot’s happened between when you got on that Disc of Passage and when we found an unexpected tent waiting for us outside the dungeon.”

“Glad you hung around and didn’t run right off again,” Seeyela said. 

“Me too. We honestly weren’t sure it was you when we found the tent out here,” Wule said, thumbing over towards where it had been moved to a corner. “But, who else would it be?”

“Thank you for waiting to find out,” Seena said. “We should’ve left a note or something, but we got so caught up in finding the wild dungeon…”

“We were the same way,” Wule said. “We were so close to B-Rank, and this was the first wild one we’ve seen since the Palace of Creeping Death, and the first wild one – period – for the rest of the group.”

Seena leaned slightly to the side to look at the four others in the room, then back to Wule and Nivian. “That’s why you left our party? You found your own?” There was an odd twinge to her words, like she was unexpectedly hurt to learn Wule and Nivian were grouped with somebody else. 

“We had to,” Wule said, his eyes going to the side in minor embarrassment before meeting her gaze again. “The city was a madhouse after you left. Literally chaos in the streets as Ur’Thul’s control broke down.”

“Sounds like you have a lot to tell us about,” Seena said. 

“We do,” Wule said, then shared a look with Nivian. “Before any of that, though, did you make it back in time? Is Fallen Reach – are our families – okay?”

“We made it back in time,” Seena said.

“From the look on your face, it’s not quite that simple,” Wule said. 

“It’s not, really,” Seena said. “There’s a lot to get into. We’ll need to sit down for it, and… is there any stew?” she asked, looking at Nivian. 

“Always stew,” Bash said while gently poking the carapace armor of Seeyela’s leg.

The tank just nodded his agreement, but didn’t say anything.

Seena waited another moment to see if Nivian would comment, but his mouth didn’t even open, so she went back to Wule. “And, the others, like this guy?” she thumbed towards the Troblin. “Do you want to introduce us? Uh… they all talk, don’t they?”

“Some too much,” Wule said with an exaggerated roll of his eyes and looked over at the wight. “Others,” he turned to the Troblin, “just smash first and talk later.”

“Smash good,” the Troblin said. “Talk waste of smash time.”

“This is Bash,” Wule said. “He’s the first one we met up with – and why we decided to leave your party. He doesn’t talk much more than when we first met him, but the fact he talked at all stopped us from killing him.”

“Pfft,” Bash said. “Woulda smashed you. You lucky.”

“Something like that,” Wule chuckled, and Hiral noted only one twin was doing most of the talking. Nivian had barely moved from beside his brother, his face never changing. Maybe he’d beaten the hunger – or at least pushed it back – but it wasn’t like everything was magically okay again. 

He had basically died to save the rest of them from the Urn of Ur’Thul. 

“Anyway,” Wule continued. “Bash here was a Troblin slave before the Urn spread its magic across the city. He’s got a Rager class like those Draugr Ragers we fought. You remember the ones?”

“Ugh,” Hiral groaned. “Like the Hulking Behemoth?”

“That’s the one,” Wule said, pointing at Hiral. “Knew you’d remember that one.”

“How could I forget?”

“The concussions you got?” Yanily offered, and Hiral couldn’t really deny that. 

“Yeah, that was a lot of healing,” Wule reminisced. “Back to Bash though. When we found him, he was hip-deep in Troblins trying to kill each other. Again, I guess. After Nivian, uh, calmed him down, let’s say, he agreed to join us.”

“The hunger didn’t make that harder?”

“I have an ability that helps me control Nivian’s hunger enough to stop him from eating the others,” Wule said. “And, the undead have a kind of pack mentality – they listen to the strongest. 

“Which is Nivian.”

“Me smash you someday,” Bash said to the tank, then started looking at the others like a curious puppy.

“Don’t mind him too much,” Wule said. “He’s harmless. Unless he’s smashing. Which he won’t do now. Right Bash?”

“Uhn,” Bash replied with zero commitment. At least his hammers were still next to the wall where he’d dropped them. 

“As for the others,” Wule said, waving the Wight and top-hat-wearing person over. “This is Igwanda,” he pointed at the Wight. “You can probably guess her class.”

Igwanda looked the party up and down, her blue-flame eyes finally stopping on Drahn. “You shoot?” she asked simply. 

“Uh, yes?” Drahn said. 

The Wight walked right up to Drahn, staring down at him slightly as she stood over six-feet tall. “Show me.”

“We’re kind of…” the tracker started. 

“Show me,” Igwanda interrupted. 

“You… should probably just go,” Wule said. “She has a fetish for bows.”

“It’s not a fetish,” Igwanda said smoothly. “It’s a healthy affection. Bows are beautiful. An art for war.”

“They are, aren’t they?” Drahn said, somehow perking up. “I’m so glad somebody else finally understands!”

Igwanda reached down to gently stroke her bow with the tips of her scaled – and somewhat rotted – fingers. “Yes. So, show me how you touch your bow.”

“And please do it over there,” Wule quickly said, gesturing for the two to head off to a far side of the room. “That takes us to Politet here.”

The man with the top hat stepped forward, eyes narrowed as he looked at the group. He still had the vial of something foul in his hands, and now that Hiral was looking at him, there were dozens more vials strapped to his body. The man was a walking alchemy shop. And from the looks of the burns and other damage to his skin, he’d had some mishaps over the years. 

“Politet has an interesting class, with a lot of buffs and…”

“Stop,” Politet said. “You may trust these people, but I certainly do not. You will not tell them my secrets.” A smooth motion brought the strange mask up to slip under his hat – some kind of large bird’s face, with the beak still attached. “Is that understood?”

“They’re good friends…”

Politet stepped towards Wule with the vial in one hand, while his other went to a flask near his shoulder. 

Then Nivian was between them, glaring down at the man in the mask. Cold, solar energy leaked off the tank, manifesting as blue flames along his armor made of bleached bone. More than that, with every second that passed, the energy seemed to condense around Nivian, hardening as it took shape. What that shape actually was, though…?

“Fine,” Politet hissed, stepping back, and his hand came away from the vial. “You’re the leader – for now – so I’ll follow. If one of them betrays us though, it’s on you.”

“They won’t,” Nivian said simply, though he let his building solar energy fade before anything actually formed from it. 

“Bah,” Politet said, spinning on his heel and heading to a corner of the room opposite where the two archers fawned over each other’s weapons. 

“He’s not such a bad guy,” Wule said, then shook his head. “No, that’s a lie. Politet is only with us because Nivian is stronger. He’s tried – a couple times – to take over leadership, but it hasn’t gone so well for him. Pretty sure he has some kind of ultimate skill he’s been holding back though.”

“Can we trust him?” Seena asked quietly. 

“For the most part,” Wule said. “He knows we keep each other alive, and he won’t do anything directly against Nivian. Just, don’t eat or drink anything he gives you. He’s a kind of alchemist, and his potions have all sorts of buffs and debuffs. And the debuffs are nothing pleasant.”

“Got it,” Seena said. 

“What about the last one over there?” Hiral asked, pointing at the distant woman who still hadn’t moved a muscle, besides her knitting. 

“Gran, you going to come meet our friends?” Wule called over.

“Busy,” a raspy voice said, hands never stopping.

Getting a better look at the woman, she wore a deep-red cloak, the hood completely covering her head and face, while lacy cuffs of fine black thread adorned the wrists of her fast-moving hands. A dress of a similar red-and-black motif covered her legs and feet, and obscured whatever stool she had to be sitting on. 

“C’mon, Gran,” Wule said. “These are the friends we told you about. I’d like you to meet them.”

The hood shifted, like the woman had ever-so-slightly turned her head. “The ones from before?” the voice – Gran – asked. 

“Yeah. I’m sure you’ll like them,” Wule said. “I’ll rub your shoulders later if you come over…”

That got everybody to look oddly at the healer. 

“You’ll understand,” he said out of the side of his mouth. 

“More of a threat than a promise coming from you,” Gran said, though she sat up a bit straighter, and her hands stopped moving. Another second, and the woman pulled the needles and whatever she was working on into her cloak. “Fine. Show me these friends you’re so proud of.”

Then, in a move that made Hiral question how reality worked, the woman simultaneously began to get up and cross the distance to stand in front of them. It didn’t seem at all like her legs moved beneath her dress as she got closer, and it took her almost the entire thirty feet to stand up straight. Stranger still, there was no stool left where she'd just been sitting. 

Is she… floating?

Reaching out with this sensory domain, Hiral gently pushed it under the edge of her dress to see if her feet were touching the ground, but her head immediately snapped up to look at him. 

“You getting fresh with me?” she asked from within the hood hiding her face. Only a pair of glowing blue-and-red eyes – along with the telltale blue streaks down her face – were visible within the shadows. 

“I… uh…” Hiral stuttered. 

“Looks like this girl here is a bit jealous at that,” Gran said, her hooded face turning to look at Seena. “Hah, been a long time since I broke hearts. Don’t worry deary,” she said to the party leader, “he’s not my type.”

“Gran, don’t tease them,” Wule said. 

“You’re not nearly as fun as you think you are,” Gran said, gliding over – really, were her legs even moving under there? – and looked up at Wule from within her hood. “No wonder your brother is more popular with the ladies.”

“He is not,” Wule said, scandalized. 

“Sure, then why are you always reading them books?” Gran shot back. “If you were good with women, you wouldn’t keep your nose buried between those pages. It’d be buried…”

“Gran!” Wule interrupted, color running up his neck.

“Just proving my point,” Gran said, then turned again to the party. “The boys here told us lots of tales about you all. I’m curious to see if you live up to them.”

“You’ll get your chance,” Nivian said, and everybody looked at the quiet tank. “You’re joining their party.”




            

    
        Chapter 74 – You Fought A Wall?

    
    
    
    
                Hiral looked from Nivian to the hooded woman and back again. 

“She’ll what?” Seena asked. 

“And who says I will?” Gran asked at the same time. 

“I do,” Nivian said, before looking at Seena. “You don’t have a healer.”

“Gran’s class is a kind of healer,” Wule quickly explained. “Do you really not have one? Didn’t you complete the wild dungeon?”

“No, we didn’t bring a healer with us,” Seena said. “We couldn’t find one who was willing to come. Left can sort of heal now, I guess. There’s… wow. You have a lot to tell us, and we have a lot to tell you too. About this dungeon, yeah, we cleared it.”

“Banst was a tough fight though,” Seeyela said. 

“Banst?” Wule asked. “What is that?”

“Infested. The last Boss of the dungeon,” Yanily said. “She even had her own Boss music. Did you get a concussion too?”

Wule shared another look with Nivian. “We didn’t fight an Infested. Our Boss was a… wall.”

“A wall?” Yanily asked. “You fought a wall?”

“Smash wall,” Bash said. 

Yanily leaned over towards Seeyela and put a hand beside his mouth. “Is that a metaphor for something?”

“How would I know?” Seeyela asked back flatly. 

“It’s not a metaphor,” Wule said. “The Boss was basically a trapped room. Once we set it off, the walls started closing on us while golems came to attack. It was a pain, especially since only one wall had the mechanism behind it we needed to destroy.”

“You obviously managed to do it,” Hiral said. 

“And I bet you got a great achievement,” Yanily said. 

“Breaking the Fourth Wall,” Wule said. “Good rewards all around for it, actually.”

“Back on topic, though,” Seena said. “You didn’t do the Lost Refuge of the Lost dungeon?”

“What kind of name is that?” Wule asked before shaking his head. “Never mind. No, our dungeon was the Lost Library of Troubling Stories.”

“That name isn’t any better at all,” Yanily pointed out. 

“Can’t argue with you there,” Wule admitted. 

“A library?” Hiral asked. “In a lost dungeon? What was the point of it?”

“A book,” Gran said. “All that work, for a book.” The red hood shook in disbelief. 

“Gran, are you ever going to take that off?” Wule asked. 

“No,” Gran said, then turned to Nivian. “Why would I join them?”

“Oh, right, that’s what we were talking about,” Yanily said, nodding sagely.  

“It is,” Gran said, red-and-blue eyes – really different from any other undead Hiral had seen – locked on the spearman. “So, why?”

“Because it will give you the privilege to serve the Mistress,” Li’l Ur said from Seena’s shoulder, hands on his hip, and head held high. “What greater purpose could there be?”

“And who is this…?” Gran started until she seemed to spot Li’l Ur. Then she took a gliding step forward, one of her hands lifting as if she would reach out. “Lord Thul? Is that… you?”

“Ah, you recognize me?” Li’l Ur said, puffing his chest out. “As any good undead should. Yes, it is I, Ur’Thul the Undying. Creator of the undead. Ruler of… kingdoms that no longer exist. Ahem. Legendary – but currently reformed – evil.”

“Currently?” Seena asked, looking sideways at the lich. 

“Forever is a long time,” Li’l Ur countered. “When you decide on your path to world domination, I shall be at your side. On your shoulder.”

“World domination is still on hold,” Seena said. 

“Bet that needs whips,” Right whispered to Hiral. 

“Stop,” Hiral growled at his double, checking to make sure Seena hadn’t heard. 

“Lord Thul, you truly survived?” Gran asked, gliding close enough Seena looked a little uncomfortable. 

“In the service of the Mistress,” Li’l Ur said, gesturing to Seena. “Tell me, Gran, how does it feel to meet your creator? Your god?”

The hooded head tilted slightly to the side. “You used to be taller.”

Li’l Ur winced like he’d been struck by an arrow, wobbling before leaning against Seena’s head. “Vampires. Always so opinionated. I never should’ve given you free thought.”

“Hah, I remember you said nearly the same thing when you woke us up the first time,” Gran said, letting out a cackling laugh. “Or, your exact words were, ‘You want to decorate your coffin with a WHAT?! I gift you free will and this is what you do with it?’. Oh, good times…”

Li’l Ur’s blue eyes narrowed – still a mystery how he did that without eyelids, or any flesh – and he stared at Gran. “Who are you? Really? To know that?”

The woman in the red cloak let out another cackling laugh. “A woman has to have her secrets. But, you are the real thing. Even if you are changed a bit. For the better?”

“For the better,” Seena affirmed, voice strong and even. “Li’l Ur is a valued member of the party, and a good friend. If you join us, I hope there won’t be any problems.”

“With…” Gran started, then looked at the lich, raspy voice turning serious. “With Li’l Ur? Never. I owe him too much. We all do.”

“Didn’t he make you undead?” Yanily said. 

“He gave me a new life when my old one ended,” Gran said. “Now, aside from Li’l Ur, what else do we have here? Oh my, oh my,” she exclaimed as she floated over to inspect Seeyela. A pat on Bash’s head while she was there – the little Troblin looking up and smiling his lipless smile – and the woman hovered a circle around Seena’s sister. 

“Can I help you?” Seeyela asked. 

“You have Little Shadow’s Cloak,” Gran said. “Impressive. It must respect you if it hasn’t consumed you.”

“Con-con-consumed?” Seeyela coughed. “That was possible?”

“Of course it was. This cloak is very picky about who wears it. A bit of a fashionista, like its namesake,” Gran said with a nod of her hood. 

“You know who or what this Little Shadow was?” Seeyela asked. “Another vampire like you?”

“Oh no,” Gran said. “Little Shadow is a myth. A story. A great one, yes, but still a story. And while she wasn’t a vampire, we did have something in common – blood. Maybe you and I will be kindred spirits?”

“Are you talking to me or the cloak?” Seeyela asked flatly. 

Gran just cackled again and glided over to Yanily, hooded gaze immediately going to the spear in his hand. “How do you have that?” she asked, voice low. 

“Have… what?” the spearman asked. “My spear? Dungeon reward.”

“There’s no way that… could…” she trailed off, moving closer. “It’s not. A replica?”

“No,” Yanily said, then seemed to catch on. “Oh, you thought this was the Spear of Clouds? No, this is my Splinter of the Storm. When we saved Fallen Reach, I got a small piece of the spear to grow into my own weapon. See? Here.” Yanily leaned the spear closer so Gran could spot the small, sparking shard of crystal within the spearhead.

“Saved Fallen Reach you say?” Gran said, nodding as she looked at the weapon. “The boys mentioned something about it being in trouble. You lot saved it then?”

“You bet we did,” Yanily said.

“I look forward to hearing about it,” Gran said, then immediately glided over to hover in front of Hiral. 

Even this close, he still couldn’t see into the depths of her hood – apart from her eyes and the lines on her cheeks. Has to be magic in that cloak.  

“And who have we here?” she asked him, then did a double take looking at his coat. Left and right, her head swiveled to his doubles, before settling on Hiral once more. “Is this a replica as well?” She reached out and gently ran a finger down Hiral’s sleeve. “No. It feels like the true Coat of Ur’Thul.”

“Coat of Amin Thett,” Hiral corrected, and was it his imagination, or did Gran’s eyes go to the ring over his shoulder before settling back to meet his gaze. 

“You must’ve done something impressive to earn this,” she said, then turned back towards Seena. Or, more accurately, Li’l Ur. “You’re okay with him having your outfit?”

“My soon-to-be apprentice makes good use of it,” Li’l Ur said.

“Hopefully not so soon,” Hiral said. “Unless you’ve changed your criteria?”

“No, you still need to die,” Li’l Ur said, but quickly looked at Seena. “However, since that would upset the Mistress, I am willing to wait a little longer.”

“He’s a very generous, legendary – yet temporarily reformed – evil, isn’t he?” Gran cackled at Hiral. “Oh, and runes?” Gran asked. “A Builder then? I’m surprised.”

“You know about Builders?” Hiral asked, latching on to that. 

“Of course I do,” Gran said, holding out her delicate hand. Beneath the lacy cuffs and matching gloves, that hand was definitely human. “Now, then, what about the last one?” With the question, she floated over to where Drahn spoke with Igwanda. Looking him up and done a single time, she patted him on the shoulders. “Don’t worry, you’ll get there. Someday.” Then she floated back over to join the party. 

“What…?” Drahn asked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’ll join your party,” Gran said to Seena. “Send me an invite.”

“Just like that?” Seena asked. She looked at Nivian. “You really think this is a good idea?”

“Yes,” Nivian said evenly. 

“Gran’s not getting much action in our party,” Wule said. “She’s been sort of acting as a damage dealer and back up healer, but she’s capable of a lot more. She’s good though.” Wule stepped closer so just the party – and Gran and Bash – could hear him. “We also trust her. And Bash, but you would not want him trying to heal you.”

“Smash?” Bash said.

“Exactly.”

“Okay, what about the cooldown on joining a party?” Seena asked. 

“You haven’t had anybody leave your party?” Wule asked. 

“Other than you two? No.”

“When you leave, a notification window comes up,” Wule explained. “Says you can lower the cooldown by paying a solar energy and experience cost.”

“How much?” Seena asked, and Hiral listened in closely. This was new information. 

“Start of your current level,” Gran said. “Already paid. Invite me.”

Seena gave one more look to Nivian and Wule, and the twins nodded. Then she looked at Hiral, Yanily, and Seeyela. “Any objections?”

“It’d be nice to have a healer,” Hiral said. “Other than Left, who can still pitch in to help.”

“It would,” Seeyela agreed. “Sure, why not?”

“Yan?” Seena asked. 

“I’m fine with it,” the spearman said. 

“You’ll have to tell us what your abilities are,” Seena said. “No secrets there.”

“Not an issue,” Gran said. 

“What about the hood?” Hiral asked. 

“Not a chance,” Gran said, cackling. 

“She won’t show anybody,” Wule said. “It hasn’t been a problem.”

“Well, okay then,” Seena said. “Let’s give this a go on a trial basis.”

A second later, Gran’s name popped up in the Party Interface, and the group had a new healer. 

Part of Hiral was excited to have a full party again, but by the look on everybody’s faces, they all knew what it really meant. While they’d been reunited with their lost friends, they weren’t a party anymore. Nivian and Wule had started their own, which meant they might go their separate ways again. 

“Great,” Wule said with a clap of his hands. “With that done, let’s hear all about what happened with Fallen Reach. I bet it’s a story.”

“It is,” Seena said. “And somebody mentioned there’d be stew?”

Nivian nodded. 

“Lead the way,” she said, walking up to the tank and giving him the shoulder tap. 

Then, for the first time since they’d left the dungeon, Nivian smiled. 

            

    
        Chapter 75 – Anything Is Possible

    
    
    
    
                The next few hours were spent catching up on everything that had happened since the group had parted ways with Nivian and Wule. The resolution of things with Picoli, the Rise and Fall of Fallen Reach dungeons – and the return of Fitch. The twins were understandably surprised by that, along with the release of the Fallen. 

That inevitably led into the theory Vorinal may still be alive, and looking to get into the nearby raid zone – something both parties agreed they needed to check on. After Seena had her turn – with plenty of help from the others – it was passed over to Nivian and Wule to relay what they’d been up to. 

And it had been bloody. 

From the moment they’d separated from the others, they’d begun a brutal war against almost every other undead within the city. Consuming the blue flames of the defeated allowed the undead to expand what closely resembled a PIM within their bodies. Nivian’s roots were gone, completely destroyed by his undead state, and blue flames now replaced them to move his solar energy. The hunger, it turned out, was a manifestation of those flames eating away at his own body. Replenishing them with the life force – undead force? – of other undead was the only way to keep it at bay until it stabilized. 

The other undead in the city had previously gone into a kind of hibernation to delay that – for millennia if needed – and had only awoken because of the party showing up. Turns out living life force was even better than undead life force. Or, whatever it was called. Though, only after the PIM had stabilized. 

Nivian had needed to glut on undead energy to have enough purified energy in his body to create that stable PIM. With that now done, Nivian could grow stronger like his friends had – gaining experience and running dungeons. 

Along the way, they’d picked up the other members of their party, finding common ground to beat back the hordes and prevent getting eaten themselves. A pair of dungeons in the city to redeem achievement rewards was the only ‘break’ they’d taken from the carnage. 

It was a lot to process, and there was a haunted look in Wule’s eyes when he talked about it. He said he was okay – and none of the others pushed it – but they all saw it. That much bloodshed, along with the constant worry for his brother, had weighed heavily on the healer. At least now he’d have some other friendly faces to help him carry the load. 

From there, the heaviness of the topic burning through the adrenaline of finding each other, the two parties broke into small groups. 

Igwanda and Drahn had hit it off surprisingly well, continuing their discussions on all things bow-related. Likewise, Bash and Yanily grabbed a corner to talk about the best way to smash different kinds of enemies. Really, Bash’s only tactic was to keep hitting it until it stopped moving, but the two damage dealers became surprisingly quick friends. 

Politet and Gran decided to keep to themselves for the time being, with Politet grumbling about not trusting the Breathers, while Gran just wanted to knit. 

Hiral had watched the hooded woman for a few minutes longer – there was more to her than she let on. The fact she knew he was a Builder, along with a lot of her other insights… just how old was she? Some of what she said made it sound like she was one of the first vampires raised by Ur’Thul in the city, but nobody had a good answer as to when that had actually happened. Even Li’l Ur was fuzzy on the details. 

But, staring at the woman wasn’t getting Hiral any answers – and it was kind of creepy – so he’d finally retreated to a quiet side of the room with his doubles. They had their own things to discuss, and it would give Seena and Seeyela some quiet time to talk to Nivian and Wule. 

“So,” Left said as the three of them got comfortable, another helping of Nivian’s stew in their hands. “We need to talk about what Dr. PIMP said.”

“We do,” Hiral agreed. 

“We’re all thinking the same thing?” Right asked. 

“Probably,” Hiral chuckled. “We, or more specifically I am not the first one the PIMP tried to set up to use runes. If we’re right, and that initial golem we met on the surface was controlled by the PIMP, it’d tried it on others.”

“And it most likely didn’t always work,” Left said. “Which is undoubtedly what led to the stories around avoiding those things.”

“Running up and hitting people with its Rune of Separation wouldn’t make it any friends,” Right agreed. 

“It honestly doesn’t seem like a great plan on the PIMP’s part,” Hiral mused. “Why would it ever think something like that would work?”

“Simple,” Left said. “Because it must’ve worked sometime in the past. At least once.”

“For the same reason it worked on you,” Right said to Hiral. “Instead of splitting you down the middle into a bloody mess.”

Hiral shuddered at the thought of what could’ve happened. “The ‘why’ of how the PIMP thought it would work – or how I ever ended up with Foundational Split – probably isn’t something we can figure out. But, let’s go ahead with the assumption my class was planned out. At least the Artificer one. It clearly led to me being able to repair the towers in Fallen Reach, but from the sounds of what the PIMP said in the dream, it has bigger plans.”

“Before that,” Left said. “There is another thing we may want to consider. Two things, actually.”

“And they are?” Right asked. 

“First, the children thrown from Fallen Reach,” Left said. “The ones who couldn’t use their solar energy.”

“The ones like me, before,” Hiral said. “You think the PIMP tried to do the same thing to them?”

“If any of them somehow survived the fall, yes,” Left said. “And there’s a chance it succeeded with them. Remember the doctor’s words – None before you have made it to this stage. That clearly implies there had been some success in creating more Builders.”

“You think they might still be out there,” Hiral said, and it wasn’t a question. “The blank areas in the Racial Scanner?”

“Exactly,” Left said. “They could be either raid zones like we considered before, or areas the PIMP purposely hid from us. It would explain why we didn’t see any other yellow dots.”

“If there are more Builders out there, we could certainly use their help after we meet up with the Bonders,” Hiral said. 

“More party variety to run dungeons with,” Right said. “One thing is kind of bugging me, though. Several things, actually, but especially after the dungeon we just ran. Why do you have runes on your body? From everything we’ve seen – including Banst – Builders don’t. Most of them sound like they needed constructs to use their abilities. Like the Mediums Artists and Academics use.”

“Or like this,” Hiral patted the RHCs on his thighs. 

“Pretty sure Banst was just using the rune thanks to being Infested,” Right added.

“I have a theory,” Hiral said.

“How do I not know what it is?” Right asked. 

“I just came up with it right now while we were talking. When Left mentioned the other kids from Fallen Reach,” Hiral said. 

“Care to elaborate?” Left asked. 

“Sure, but wouldn’t it be more fun if you guessed?”

“No,” both doubles said flatly at the same time.

“Yeah, probably a waste of time…” Hiral grumbled. “Okay, look. What is the biggest difference between me and the other kids who would’ve been thrown off the island?”

“Your age,” Left said immediately. 

Hiral opened his mouth, then bit his lower lip. “Yeah, that’s true, but not what I was thinking.”

“Your tattoos,” Right said. “You had a full suite of them, while those kids would – at most – have a dagger and a few Meridian Lines.”

“Exactly,” Hiral said. “And not just any tattoos, but all S-Rank tattoos. Inked on my body by one of the best Artists on the island, with top-end materials, and nurtured almost from birth. I had full Meridian Lines before most kids get their first one. 

“Even though I couldn’t use my solar energy, I think my body adapted to having a PIM – despite it being the wrong one – and the tattoos were part of that. So, when I got my correct PIM, my body was – I don’t know – primed? Ready to accept something in place of the tattoos.”

“And the runes did that,” Left mused. “It’s possible.”

“Anything is possible, and it’s just a guess,” Hiral said. “Maybe it was because of my age, like you said. Or how I was standing when the golem caught me.”

“Or your terrible haircut,” Right said. 

“You’re not going to let that go, are you?”

“Never,” Right said. “And if you ever try to grow it again, we’re putting a stop to it.”

Hiral ran his hand over his still-perfectly-smooth scalp. “Don’t think we need to worry about that.”

“They’re right,” Nivian’s voice said, and Hiral looked up to find the tank coming over to the trio. “The new look suits you better.”

“You look more comfortable with what you’ve got going on as well,” Hiral said, looking the tank’s bone armor up and down. The man’s skin was much paler than it had been, almost as white as the bone, and his hair had taken on a grey tint as well. Only the blue of his eyes and down his cheek added a true hint of color to him. 

“May I?” Nivian asked, gesturing to a space between the doubles and across from Hiral. 

“Of course, Nivian,” Hiral said. “You’re always welcome anywhere we are. Always.”

“Thank you,” Nivian said, smoothly sitting down cross-legged. “I’m happy to see how much closer you’ve gotten with the others. I know you struggled accepting your place in our party.”

Hiral nodded, looking over at where the two sisters talked quietly with Wule. A glance at Yan with the Troblin, and he couldn’t stop a smile. “To say they’re important to me would be an understatement. You and your brother too, even though we didn’t have the same time together. The extra year in the Rise of Fallen Reach – even if most of it was only in our memories – was a surprisingly precious time to me.”

“They told me more about the time,” Nivian said. “And, if I understand correctly, you and Seena…”

Hiral suddenly had flashbacks of talking with his father about the same topic. And the look on Nivian’s face was oddly similar. Somewhat scarier, though. “We’re still trying to figure things out,” Hiral said, letting out a surprisingly deep sigh. “Every time we think we’ll have a chance to, though, something comes up. There’s something there – a spark, you know? – but it’s been one crisis after another.”

“It means a lot to me and Wule that you came looking for us so soon,” Nivian said. “About Seena, I can see it when she looks at you. She cares. A lot.”

“I do too,” Hiral said. “Like I said, you’re all really important to me, but Seena… another level.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Nivian said, leaning forward with his piercing, glowing blue eyes. “And if you hurt her, I will bury you.”

“You’d have to beat Seeyela to him,” Right said. 

“Not helping,” Hiral said flatly.

“It’s true though,” Right said.

“It really is,” Left agreed. 

Hiral ignored his doubles, and met Nivian’s gaze – which hadn’t wandered in the least. “I won’t hurt her. And I’ll do everything I can to keep her safe.”

Nivian held Hiral’s eyes, then nodded. “Not just her,” he said, shoulder slumping slightly. “Take care of all three of them. Drahn too, though I’d be surprised if he stays with your party long.”

“You think he’ll leave?”

“Soon,” Nivian said. “Drahn is… a good man. But he's not good at being second best. You’ve all grown so much, he knows he’s behind.” Nivian looked in the tracker’s direction. “You’ll need to fill his spot soon enough – preferably with a tank.”

Hiral looked over at Drahn. They’d started out… rough. Almost as bad as with Fitch, but Drahn had come around. While he didn’t fit in perfectly, they were all trying. And strength would come from more gear and more dungeons. Then again, he’d seen the man’s face when Banst had basically ignored him. Just thinking about how it would feel, Hiral’s fist clenched at his side. 

Then again, where that would drive Hiral to get stronger, Drahn didn’t seem to have the same impetus. And, if Hiral was really being honest, Drahn couldn’t keep up with them yet. If they got in a fight that required a full party of their level to go all out, the tracker would be the weak link. 

Hiral scowled at himself for thinking like that. That was a terrible way to think about somebody who was kind of, almost, maaaaaybe, nearly his friend. At least a party member.

“I can see you know it too,” Nivian said. 

“As much as I don’t like to admit it, I see what you’re talking about,” Hiral said. “You really think he’ll leave?”

“Seena and Seeyela do too,” Nivian said. “Probably when we get to the raid zone. Somebody needs to go back and warn our islands when we have more information. The sisters said something about a Recall Token you all have?”

“Yeah.” Hiral nodded. “It’ll take him right back to Grandfather.”

“Which means right back to Grandmother,” Nivian said. “Nobody better to start getting people organized to come.”

“It’ll be a dangerous trip,” Hiral said. “And they’ll all have to clear enough dungeons to get through the Asylums. That’s not even including this B-Rank savanna zone we’re in. I wonder how many they’ll be able to bring.”

“That’ll be up to them to worry about,” Nivian said. 

“You and your party are going to come with us, aren’t you?” Hiral asked. “Into the raid zone I mean. We’re going to need you.”

“We’ll come,” Nivian said. “But I won’t be able to protect everybody like I used to. Not if we’re in separate parties. That’s up to you now.”

“They can take pretty good care of themselves,” Hiral said. “You’ll be impressed when you see them in action. Proud.”

Nivian looked over at his brother talking to the two women, and another smile creased his face. “I already am proud of them. You too. You did it. You saved Fallen Reach. My friends and family when I couldn’t be there to do it. And then you came back for us.”

“Only because you saved us from the Urn,” Hiral said. “I can only imagine what it cost you…”

“Nothing,” Nivian said. “It didn’t cost me anything. Stop thinking like that. Maybe I saved you, or maybe you would’ve figured things out, but what’s important is that we’re all still here. And this?” He gestured down at his bone-clad body. “It’s not so bad.”

“You seem more like yourself than when we met you a few hours ago,” Right said. “I was kind of worried you’d become some kind of puppet for Wule.”

Nivian actually chuckled, though it had an eerie, otherworldly quality. “That’s horrible just thinking of. And, on the topic of horror, do not mention art in front of Bash. He’s a painter, but apparently all Troblins share the same taste in artwork.”

It took Hiral a second to understand, but when he did, a shudder of terror mixed with revulsion ran down his spine. 

“I’m surprised Wule is willing to travel with him,” Left said. 

“Let’s just say it wasn’t easy,” Nivian said. “As for my demeanor when you found us, I’d only just hit B-Rank in the dungeon. My newly evolved PIM was stabilizing, and it was only while talking to Seena and Seeyela I felt my mind become unfettered. I’m not quite back to how I was – or who I was – but it’s getting better.”

“And you’re really okay with being undead?” Hiral asked, searching Nivian’s face for the truth. 

“Okay with it?” Nivian shrugged. “It wouldn’t be my first choice, but it has opened up doors I wouldn’t have had access to as a Grower.”

“Oh? Such as?”

Nivian smirked. “I got offered a second advanced class when I reached B-Rank.” 

            

    
        Chapter 76 – Can It Really Be That Easy?

    
    
    
    
                “You what?!” Hiral had to stop himself from shouting. “That’s amazing! What did you get?”

“It was called Death Lord,” Nivian said, and Hiral’s eyes narrowed. 

“Was?” Hiral asked. “You say that like…”

“I didn’t take it,” Nivian said. “It was a good class, don’t get me wrong, but even in my half-awake state after evolving to B-Rank, I could feel it wasn’t the path for me. It focused on offensive power, and commanding other undead. That’s not who I am. 

“I protect.”

Nivian said the words with such certainty, there was a palpable resonance to Hiral’s sense of concepts – like an Edict somewhere agreed with him. The tank didn’t just believe those words – he was those words. And reality bent around his belief. 

It was different than how Hiral had been experimenting with the idea of what he’d come to call concepts, though. For him, he’d been overlaying how he expected reality to be around him. His idea of normal, so to speak. It was how he’d countered the Fiendish Tree’s constant holes between realms – or whatever the hell that was.

But for Nivian? His concept wasn’t about the world around him – or how it affected him. His concept was strictly about himself, though Hiral could feel how that absolute certainly would likely grow. Then it would be Nivian himself affecting reality. How would that work with his abilities? Would it make anything he deemed as protecting stronger? From the sense of things – probably. 

Reaching out gently with his Runes of Dreaming and Connection, Hiral acted on instinct, searching for the threads that had to be… there. Lingering within the folds between this reality and wherever the notification windows came from, there was an echo of the advanced class the tank had been offered. And, just like Nivian had mentioned, it felt wrong to Hiral. 

In a way, Hiral was surprised a notification window for a class like that – one focused on attacking – had even made it through the concept of reality Nivian had set for himself. Then again, looking closer, maybe it hadn’t completely made it through. Hiral couldn’t sense the same threads of connection he’d found when he’d modified his skill. Like something was blocking them from taking hold. Still, even with that, the potential for the class lingered nearby. 

“Do you think you’ll change your mind about the class?” Hiral asked, half-looking at Nivian while studying the outline of the advanced class. Since it wasn’t there for him, all he could really see was a silhouette of it, hidden between folds in reality. It’s a lot like those elemental gates we were dealing with against the Fiendish Tree. Is that how the PIMP connects to our PIMs?

“I won’t change my mind,” Nivian said, voice full of conviction. 

“But the bonuses of that advanced class,” Right said. “They have to be even stronger than what you got at D-Rank.”

“They were,” Nivian said. “From what I saw. I didn’t need to look at it long before I knew it wasn’t the class for me. Even if I’d taken it, I feel like there would’ve been this… dissonance. Like I’d always be at odds – or doubting – the path I was on.”

Nivian’s words struck a chord of truth inside Hiral – that was almost exactly how he’d been feeling recently. 

“What if you never get another advanced class?” Left asked. “According to Dr. Benza, you only have chances in D-, B- and S-Rank.”

“Then I never get another one,” Nivian said, no sign of disappointment or hesitation in him. “Who I am – who I want to be – is more important than the class I have. At least, in my opinion. The Death Lord class would not have helped me protect what’s important to me. So, what purpose would it have served? I have more tools as a Blight Warden to do what I need to.”

“Some of your skills would’ve changed?” Hiral asked. That was pretty different than what he’d seen when got his Duelist of the Runic Cycle. He’d gotten a new ability, but he hadn’t lost anything. 

“Yes,” Nivian said. “Or, evolved in a different direction.” 

Hiral looked again at the advanced class window not so far from Nivian. Would it always be for a Death Lord, or would it change if Nivian got another option. Could Hiral tweak it, like he did his own skill?

A tentative touch with a thread of his solar energy, and Hiral immediately knew it wouldn’t be possible. The intricacies of the class were too locked away. But, even if he couldn’t change it to match Nivian’s ideal, could he help nudge it in the right direction?

Another reach on instinct, and Hiral crafted a line of Connection between the core of the advanced class – the rules of how Nivian’s PIM would get modified – to Nivian’s concept of himself. To his belief of ‘I protect’. Both were entirely intangible, but a whiff of Dreaming was enough to give his tether places to take hold. 

There were no guarantees what he’d just done would change anything – but it had felt right. 

“What about you?” Nivian asked, and Hiral fully retracted his senses from around the tank. 

“Me?”

“Have you gotten an advanced class option?”

“No,” Hiral said. “None of us have. Though…” Hiral trailed off. “Though,” he continued, “I’ve been worried about the path the PIMP was trying to put me on. About the next advanced class it would give me, and if it would be something I’d earned, or just what it decided I should have.

“Talking to you about how you turned down an advanced class because it wasn’t you makes me actually feel a lot better about things,” Hiral said. “Like I have a choice again.”

“Of course you have a choice,” Nivian said, while he looked down at himself and spread his arms. “I’ve had a lot of time to think about the future while I’ve been struggling with the hunger. That may sound counterintuitive, but I don’t sleep anymore. Don’t need to. And while almost every waking moment has been spent dealing with the gnawing emptiness I felt, it made me think hard about what came next. Despite what Odi said, I wasn’t sure if the hunger would ever really lessen, let alone fade completely. It was… everything. If I didn’t have Wule with me – keeping me in check – I don’t know what would’ve happened. 

“His class helped smooth things over. It – he – gave me a chance to be able to sit here and talk to you again like this.”

“But neither of you had a choice,” Hiral said, trying to see where the tank was going with this.

“What was it Odi said once?” Nivian asked, looking up. “One choice is no choice at all. That’s how it was when Wule and I got our first advanced classes. We took what was offered because that’s what was needed to protect the rest of you. Looking back at it though, I think it was also because we fulfilled some kind of hidden class requirements. We checked the boxes needed to get these classes, and the PIMP gave them to us automatically. 

“The Death Lord class I got was the same thing. Some of what I’ve done led me to getting that class option. I could see it in the abilities presented. But!” Nivian held up a hand to make sure Hiral knew the important part was still coming. “Just because I met the requirements for that class, I didn’t feel like that had to be the end of it.

“When I looked at the Death Lord, I saw parts of it that appealed to me, and parts that didn’t. More than that, I felt – right down to my bones – it wasn’t the last chance I’d have. If I keep meeting requirements for the classes the PIMP has in mind, I will keep getting new advanced class options.”

“You don’t have any proof of that, though,” Hiral said slowly.

“Don’t I?” Nivian asked, his old, familiar smile parting his lips, and he thumbed over his shoulder to where Seena and Seeyela sat with his brother. “Sure, Wule and I got kind of forced into our current classes, but what about those two? When you met either of them for the first time, would you ever have guessed they’d get those classes?”

Nivian wasn’t wrong. Seeyela had started out as a ranged Caller, and though she still used gravity magic, her application of it had drastically changed. And Seena have become an adorable pyromaniac, from somebody focused on root and plant-based attacks. 

More importantly, Hiral had seen how happy they were with their new classes. It wasn’t just the raw power of them either, but they truly enjoyed what the magic was allowing them to do.

“I agree they’re both pretty happy with the classes they have, but they were each also the first advanced classes they were offered,” Hiral finally said. “There wasn’t any choice in there.”

“Not in the class they got, but in the path they took getting to them,” Nivian clarified. “I got my class because I got a city-full of death-infused solar energy dumped on my lap. Wule got his because he literally channeled his own life into saving mine. 

“Them? They got theirs by doing the things they wanted to do. And, if I’m being honest with you – and myself – despite me and Wule not having a choice, we still made the choice. A choice either of us would make again and again if it would save the people important to us. 

“I know it must sound like I’m talking in circles. I didn’t have a choice, but I still made one. For me and Wule, we chose the goal, and the PIMP gave us a way to get there. That was our choice. For Seena and Seeyela, they chose a path, and the PIMP offered them something along the way. In their cases, it just happened to be something they were interested in. I bet, though, that if they’d turned down those classes and kept walking their paths, they would’ve been offered something else. 

“Maybe it would’ve been something ‘better’, or maybe not, like my Death Lord offer. They took what they got – at the time – because it fit them. Sounds like the same is true for you, from what they told me.”

Hiral nodded, thinking about his Duelist class. Originally, he’d been looking for a natural evolution of the Artificer class he had before, but after his talk with Seeyela, he’d realized he didn’t want that. So, he’d followed his gut and gotten a class better suited for him. 

How did I forget that?

“By the look on your face,” Nivian said, “I see you’re getting it. And, back to what I was going to say before. When I was struggling with the hunger, one of the things I decided was that I wasn’t going to let it determine who I would be. Or who I would become. It was part of me – I can’t change that now – but it’s not the core of who I am. 

“I protect,” he said a second time, and that same resonating concept warped the air around him for a split second. “That is who I am. That is the path I will take.

“Remember, it’s not the class that defines you, it’s you that defines your class. Don’t let anybody tell you any different. Even the PIMP.”

Hiral considered the tank’s words – and the conviction behind them. After all the turmoil in his head at thinking the PIMP had been controlling his path – that it was responsible for his successes, not him – Nivian was offering an appealing alternative. 

“Can it really be that easy?” Hiral half-asked.

“Sounds like you would know better than anyone,” Nivian said. “Seena mentioned you changed a skill you just got?”

“I did,” Hiral said. “It wasn’t easy, but it felt right. It’s just, I don’t know, I was half-worried that if I didn’t do what the PIMP had planned, I’d mess things up. Really mess things up, I mean.”

“How long has the PIMP been around, Hiral?” Nivian asked. 

“Uh, thousands of years, at least,” Hiral said. “Not exactly sure…”

“And, in all that time, has it stopped the Enemy?”

“Well, no.”

“Then what makes you think its plan is the best one?”

Hiral thought about the question before he answered. Wasn’t this what he was just talking about with his doubles – how he wasn’t the first? And, if he wasn’t the first, then that’d mean the PIMP’s plans hadn’t succeeded. 

“You’re saying…”

“You should do what you usually do,” Nivian said. “Follow your gut. Be reckless. Make a difference, like you’ve been doing. Just don’t tell Seena I said that.”

“Thanks, Nivian, I think I needed to hear that.”

“What are friends for?”

“Great stew?” Right offered, holding up his now-empty bowl. “Say, Nivian, do you make pastries by any chance?”

“Don’t! Don’t answer that,” Hiral interrupted quickly. “He has a problem.”

“I’m glad to see nothing’s really changed with you,” Nivian said. “Makes me feel better leaving Seena, Seeyela, and Yanily with you.”

“What about Gran?” Hiral asked, looking over towards the woman knitting. Like she heard her name – despite how quietly he’d said it – her hooded head turned to meet his eyes. Red-and-blue gazed back at him for a few seconds, and he got the distinct impression she was smiling, even though he couldn’t see her mouth. Another second, and she turned away. “Do you know anything else about her?”

“Very little,” Nivian admitted. “We found her shortly after Bash, and she’s the one I would trust the most. Yes, she has her secrets – very obviously – but she’s always worked with us. I’d almost say she was relieved when we found her.”

“She’s human?” Hiral asked. “Sorry, she was human? She’s a vampire now?”

“One of the very few we found,” Nivian said. “Humans, I mean. I could count on one hand how many there were. The others were… not friendly. Politet included. The city was almost entirely Lizardmen, and then some groups of Troblin slaves.”

“Hrm,” Hiral said. “I wonder when she got there. I mean, before or after Fallen Reach left. Could she be one of the ones who got left behind? Or, maybe she was there before, researching the Urn.”

“If she ever tells you,” Nivian said, likewise looking at the woman. “Let me know.” Nivian shook his head and chuckled. “You know, I came over here for two reasons, and neither of them were this chat we just had. The first was to tell you we were going to rest for a few hours before heading out, and I nearly talked your head off. 

“This is probably the most I’ve spoken since I got changed into a Death Knight,” Nivian said wistfully. 

“Seena and Seeyela will be jealous,” Hiral said. “How’s Wule, really?”

Nivian looked over at his twin. “He kept me together through all this. And it wasn’t easy for him. He saw a side of me neither of us ever wanted him to see. I wish we could take a break, but that doesn’t seem to be in the cards.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Hiral said. “What was the second reason you came over?”

Nivian held out his hand in response, and a few seconds later, an old book appeared from his Interspatial Ring. “This is the book we got from the dungeon,” Nivian explained. “We haven’t had a chance to look at it yet, but figured since you were here…” he turned to Left, and extended his hand.

“Happy to,” Left said, taking the book carefully. “Hrm, some of the characters on the cover are the same as the equipment in the dungeon. I should be able to figure some of this out.”

“I knew you were the right person for the job,” Nivian said, pushing himself back to his feet. “A few hours, and we’re heading towards that raid zone, then on to the Bonders. Get some rest while you can.”

“Thanks, Nivian,” Hiral said. “We will. And, it’s good to have you back.”

“That’s my line,” Nivian said, giving the three of them a small wave, then walked over to Seena and the others. 

“Good talk?” Seena asked over the party chat. 

“Good talk,” Hiral confirmed. “I was worried when we came out and he didn’t say much, but that’s definitely the same old Nivian in there.”

“Thankfully,” Seena said. “There’s more of a raw edge to him now – Wule too – but it’s a relief to see them in one piece.”

“Did he tell you he got offered a second advanced class?” Hiral asked. “And he turned it down?”

“What?! No!” Seena said, and the others around the stew pot jumped at her outburst. “Look,” she said, clearly blushing at the others. “I’ve got to ask Nivian about this. We’ll talk later?”

“You know where to find me,” Hiral said. 

“I do,” Seena said, then turned her head away from the others. “And, Hiral, I’m sorry we haven’t had more time together.”

“Me too,” Hiral admitted, looking at the woman even though she was turned away. “We’ll get there, though. No rush.”

Seena turned her head again to look at Nivian and Wule, then suddenly she stood up and spun to face Hiral. A dozen quick steps brought her over to stand in front of him, while the rest of the cavern went silent at her sudden actions. 

Before Hiral could even ask her what was going on, she leaned forward and kissed him so forcefully on the lips, he completely forgot how to breathe. And think. And… and… what was his mind supposed to be doing?

Lost in the softness of her lips and her hands holding his head in place – despite everybody watching – Hiral, for once, didn’t try to figure things out. Seconds passed as she held him there, before finally – regrettably – pulling her mouth away. Hiral’s heart hammered in his chest, and he tentatively brought his own hands up to gently hold the sides of her head while she placed her forehead against his. 

“No,” she said quietly, not using the party chat, the whisper reaching his ears alone. “No more excuses. No more delays. We don’t know what can happen down here. Later is a wonderful thought, but I also want now.”

“Me too,” Hiral said. 

She kissed him gently again. “I still need to talk to them for a few minutes, but save me a spot? We need to get some sleep and…” she turned her head to the side a little, a blush running up her cheeks. “And you’re warm.”

“Says the fire lady,” Hiral chuckled. 

Her hands squeezed him a little. “You’re a better kind of warm than that. See you soon.” With that, she stood and walked back over to where Nivian and Wule sat with Seeyela, but Hiral didn’t even look at them, his eyes following Seena’s every step. 

She was right. Later was good, but now was better. 

            

    
        Chapter 77 – Of Course They Still Explode

    
    
    
    
                After waking up from a peaceful sleep with Seena in his arms, Hiral and the rest of the party gathered for a quick roundup on the new abilities they’d gotten. All while he did everything he could to avoid the big-sister look he was getting from Seeyela. Yes, she’d known they were an item for a while – and had mostly gotten past it – but seeing them cuddled up like they were was apparently pushing things. 

Luckily, Seena was having none of it, and quickly took control of the situation to review their gains prior to setting off – out of earshot of most of Nivian’s party. Politet was still giving them the stink-eye, but they had invited Gran to join them. Best she know how the party operated if she was going to support them as a healer. 

“Hiral, since we already know about…” Seena trailed off, a glance at Gran. Apparently, some things would still remain a secret from the newcomer. “About your last ability – the domain that repeats abilities used within it – let’s just continue with you. What else did you get?”

“Sure,” Hiral said. “First off, I got an upgrade to Power Attack. It works much better now, in that it stores the potential damage from every attack I would’ve done during the time I hold the attack, then adds bonus damage. It should hit hard.”

“But you have to delay actually attacking?” Seena asked, thinking it through. “Usually you’re the one delaying an enemy while we – mainly me – charge up and attack. We’ll have to figure out how to work that in. Okay, what else?”

“Echo Aura got another upgrade too,” Hiral continued. “The Lost Echoes will chase and attack – once – whatever caused them.”

“Do they still explode?” Yanily asked. 

“This is Hiral we’re talking about,” Seeyela said. “Of course they still explode.”

“They still explode,” Hiral confirmed, not even bothering to argue with it anymore. “I also got an ability that should synergize pretty well with Echo Aura. It lets me store damage I would’ve taken when I avoid attacks, then use that on an attack or ability of my choice, within a certain period of time.”

“How does it even do that?” Seeyela asked. 

“No idea. PIMP shenanigans, most likely,” Hiral said. “Other than that, I got the Call of the Wild upgrade for the Party Interface and the bonus experience for killing enemies higher Rank or unknown Rank. Oh, and the PIM upgrade. You all got those last three?”

A quick series of nods from the rest of the party – other than Gran – confirmed they’d all gotten the same rewards for the Wild Boss and for completing the dungeon. 

“Not bad,” Seena said. “I’ll go next. Two of the abilities I got go hand in hand. The first leaves a fire-based, damage-over-time effect on anything I hit with my fiery abilities. Each application stacks more damage, and it reads like the lingering effect is based off how much damage the initial hit does.”

“Kind of like a poison?” Seeyela asked. 

“Yes, but don’t worry.” Seena smiled at her sister. “I’m not elbowing in on your thing. It’s strictly an external burn.”

“She’s lighting things on fire,” Yanily said, like it was pretty obvious. And, considering the explanation, it was, when he said it like that.

“What’s the second part that goes with that?” Hiral asked, and that made Seena smile. Which meant it could only mean one thing – more fire. 

Such an adorable pyromaniac. 

“The second ability is called Detonate,” Seena said. “Any of my fire abilities have a chance to consume all the lingering effects – the window calls them DoTs – in an explosion. Yes, Hiral, I am elbowing in on your thing.”

“We all already saw that this morning,” Yanily said, which got him a pair of scathing looks from Seena and Seeyela both. “Whoa, not that thing. At least, I didn’t see that.” He looked at Seeyela. “Did you see… you know what? Never mind. Detonating and explosions. Let’s get back to that. Sounds safer.”

“Smart man,” Seena said. “Anyway, it makes the DoTs explode, and adds some bonus damage. For weaker monsters, I don’t think it will do much – since I don’t think they will live long enough to stack up the DoTs – but for Boss fights? Should be great.”

“Do we have to watch out for the explosions?” Seeyela asked. 

“I… don’t think so,” Seena said, eyes glazing over as if she was reading a window. “We’ll have to pull a Hiral and test it to be sure.”

“Pull a Hiral?” Hiral asked.

“Yeah,” Seena said. “You have two things – exploding and testing.”

“You should’ve gotten one more ability,” Seeyela said, clearly not comfortable with her little sister talking about Hiral’s thing.

“Like Hiral, my final ability is a type of domain ability – my first one!” Seena said. 

“Let me guess,” Yanily said. “It involves fire?”

“Absolutely. What fun would it be if it didn’t? It creates a flaming briar patch that has giant versions of my Lashing Vines – from the ground instead of from us – that attack anything I consider an enemy within the range. It’s not nearly as big as Hiral’s Domain of the Sun, but…”

“But my domain might be able to absorb yours?” Hiral said, getting a nod from the party leader. “Okay, that could be crazy good.”

“Exactly,” Seena said. “First Boss we find is going to be our unfortunate test subject.”

“I should probably go next then,” Yanily said, looking at Seena. “Unless you got any more you need to talk about? No? Okay, I got a domain ability too. Seems like a trend, and yes, you guessed it, it involves lightning. Mine creates a storm with lightning strikes and thunder to attack enemies. Maybe we can combine both with Hiral’s arena of fun and death?”

“Arena of fun and death is a much better name than Domain of the Sun,” Hiral admitted. 

“I thought so too,” Yanily said. “As for my other two abilities, the first one says it’s a breath attack…”

“You’ve weaponized garlic?” Seeyela interrupted. 

“Not yet,” Yanily said, like he was totally serious about the idea. “From how it reads, it’s a hard-hitting, single-target kind of ability. Similar to Skyfall+ and with the same cooldown. I’m kind of excited to give it a try for the first time. My other ability is defensive – electrified, scale armor.”

“The same thing you did when the Infested Enemy tried to move to you?” Hiral asked. 

“That’s the one,” Yanily said. “Combines well with my Hydra-Scale Armor, and reads like it’s a step closer to getting my Aspect.”

“Hopefully it’ll help you take a hit,” Seena said. “Sounds like some solid abilities you got. Anything else? Okay, Drahn, over to you. How’d you make out from your first Lost dungeon?”

“Very well,” Drahn said. “Lost dungeon abilities are on a whole other level compared to normal rank ups and dungeons.”

“They are,” Seena agreed, and everybody else nodded along – even Gran.

“Like you all, I got a domain-type ability. For me, it summons a flower that needs time to bloom – thirty seconds, to be precise. During that time, it doesn’t do anything, unfortunately. But, after it blooms, it adds massive buffs, similar to Left’s Banner of Courage within its pretty large radius, and lasts for almost twenty minutes. Even better, it leaves a kind of pollen on anybody who gets the initial buff, which lingers even outside its radius – though at half the potency.”

“Thirty seconds is a long time for short fights, but for Bosses…” Seena said. “Long cooldown on it?”

“Long enough we won’t be using it more than once if it’s a quick dungeon,” Drahn said. “If it was like that one we just went through though, maybe the first Mid-Boss and the Boss, if we aren’t rushing.”

“Good to know. What else?”

“Like Yanily, I also got a defensive ability. Another flower, but this one has five petals and grows on my shoulder. Each petal will absorb eighty percent of the damage I take from one hit before falling off. So, it can reduce damage from five hits before it expires. It also has a kind of long cooldown, so I can’t keep it up all the time, but it’s really powerful when it’s active.

“My last reward doesn’t involve any flowers, but it’s… apparently this whole party’s thing is explosions.”

“You got some too?” Yanily asked. “Exploding arrows?”

“Exactly that,” Drahn said, then puffed out his chest a little in pride. “Igwanda was very jealous of it. I needed a good instant-damage ability, and this will fill the role nicely. I can either charge it up a bit or release it for boosted damage. Either way, after I’ve loaded something up with Pollen Poison, I can switch to this to keep contributing. Fixes a big hole in my…” he looked at Yanily. “In my build.”

The spearman gave Drahn a thumbs up.

“We should definitely be able to work that into our strategy,” Seena said, nodding like she was already planning how to do just that. “You’re next Sis. What did you get?”

Seeyela nodded. “I guess I’m the odd one out. I didn’t get any kind of domain ability from the Banst fight.”

“No?” Seena asked. 

“Nope. I got a… what did the window call it? Right, a summoning ability. Apparently, I can open a portal to my patron’s territory and call on some of her followers to come help us.”

“You can summon… spiders?” Yanily asked, clearly nervous at the implications of that. 

“Don’t worry,” Seeyela said. “They’ll follow my commands – or my intentions, more likely from the way it reads. And there are a couple of choices depending on what we need. A tank spider, some assassin spiders, or some ranged, artillery spiders. Not sure how powerful they are, but, yeah, we’ll pull a Hiral.”

“I’m not sure how I feel about becoming a verb,” Hiral said.

“Not technically a verb,” Seena said.

“And in this case,” Yanily interrupted. “I’m hoping you mean the testing and not the exploding. Pretty sure that second one is still bad for some of us.”

“The testing,” Seeyela confirmed. “It also reads like the spiders will get sent back to their home if they get close to dying, or if the timer on the summons runs out. Either way, a little extra support when we need it.”

“The tank spider sounds very handy,” Seena said. “Considering we have a full party right now and no tank. Will it last a whole dungeon if Gran is healing it?”

“You’re assuming I’d heal a spider,” the hooded woman said, practically spitting out that last word. 

“Guess Yan isn’t the only one with a phobia,” Right whispered, so only Left and Hiral could hear. 

“Would you if I asked nicely?” Seena said to the healer. 

Gran turned her concealed face towards Seena – shivered – and then nodded. “If I have to.”

“Please,” Seena said. “And thank you.”

“Mmmm,” was all Gran said. 

“You should’ve gotten at least two other abilities, Sis,” Seena said, once again back to Seeyela after settling things with Gran.

“You bet I did,” Seeyela said. “The first one… I’m sorry, Yan.”

“What are you… yikes!” the spearman practically leapt back as four spider-legs emerged from Seeyela’s back, curling around in front of her just like the Lady of the Web. “What… what are those?”

Even Gran took a step back from the display, her hands – and the knitting needles in them – coming up like she was getting ready for a fight.

“One of my new abilities,” Seeyela said. 

“Are those from the armor?” Hiral asked, watching the legs as they hung perfectly still. 

Seeyela shook her head. “No, they’re actually mostly intangible when they’re like this, but they can help defend me from attacks. They turn solid – just for a split second – and then they go back to this. They’re made of solar energy, so they only really cost anything when they’re parrying things.”

“They’re made of creepiness, if you ask me,” Yanily said, keeping his distance from the woman suddenly with eight limbs. 

“You can’t attack with them?” Seena asked. 

“Nope,” Seeyela said. “Only defense. Maybe if I upgrade them later?” She shrugged. 

“Good to know. And your other ability?”

“Please don’t be more spiders,” Yanily said. 

Seeyela chuckled, but shook her head again. “No, my last ability is similar to what the Fiendish Tree did with elemental vents. I can open small windows that blast things with pure energy – different kinds of energy. They’re pretty expensive, but they give me another ranged option other than my crossbows.”

“Do you have to open them beside you?” Hiral asked. 

“No,” Seeyela replied. “I can do them anywhere within line of sight, but the further from me they are, the more expensive.”

“Fair trade-off,” Hiral said. 

“I like to think so. That’s it for me, though,” Seeyela said. 

“Okay, Gran, you’re last up,” Seena said, turning to the hooded woman. “It looks like Nivian’s group is almost ready to go, so instead of listing off what all of your abilities can do at this point, you’re a healer?”

“You could say that,” Gran said. 

“Like Wule? Can you do buffs and debuffs?”

“Some.”

“Care to… elaborate?”

Gran gave Seeyela – and her extra four arms – one more look, then took a step further away. “My healing isn’t like Wule’s. I store up healing energy by dealing damage. No damage means no healing. In other words, don’t get hurt in the middle of nowhere with nothing to kill around.”

“That’s quite a limitation,” Hiral said. “Is it balanced by being stronger healing? And do you have to do the damage yourself, or can anybody?”

“I have to do it myself,” Gran said. “As for how strong it is, you’ll have to see for yourself.”

“I’d really like to know a little more about how that works…” Seena trailed off, then sighed. Hiral followed her gaze to see Nivian and his party approaching. “Looks like it’ll have to wait until we’re moving. Will you share your status window with me later?”

“If I must,” Gran said. 

“Sorry to interrupt,” Nivian said. “It’s that time.”

“It is,” Seena agreed. “Before we go out though, Left and Right found something we all need to know about.”

“The raid zone you mentioned before?” Nivian asked. 

“We don’t have all the details on it – getting to you was our first priority – but, Left, why don’t you tell us what you know?” Seena said to the double. 

“It’s not actually much more than we shared before,” Left said. “While Right and I were evading an attacking Enemy, we found a mountain path the squid seemed reluctant – or unable – to follow us up. Like it completely lost track of us, even though we were still in the rain. 

“When we got to the end of the path, we got a notification window stating we were at an entrance to a sealed raid zone. At the moment we found it, it said there were almost a hundred and fifty hours until it opened, and when it did, there would be challenges inside for almost all ranks.”

“Almost all ranks?” Nivian asked. 

“Almost all ranks,” Left confirmed. “It specifically mentioned E- through A-Rank challenges, and that admittance would not be limited to six or eighteen people.”

“Any idea why it was sealed?” Igwanda asked.

“None,” Left said. 

“The fact the Enemy lost track of you when you got close to the raid zone is very interesting,” Hiral said. “I wonder if it could be used as a safe area. Like an Asylum.”

“Assuming we manage to capture it,” Seena said. “We mentioned this before, but if Vorinal – the Fallen who Fitch freed – is actually trying to get in from the other side, we’ll have more to deal with than just the raid’s challenges. And we’ll need the Bonders’ help, as well as reinforcements from Fallen Reach.”

“You mentioned your dungeon told you how to get to this village,” Wule said. “Wait, let me guess, you made Left remember the way.”

“We didn’t make him,” Hiral started, and his double just looked in his direction. “Okay, maybe we asked him to, really nicely…”

“I know the way,” Left said. “And while the raid zone isn’t directly on the way, the detour to get to it would only take a few hours.”

“And that’s where we should go first,” Seena said. “Might as well check the place out for ourselves. Anybody have any questions or concerns about it?”

Surprisingly, it was Left who put his hand up. 

“Left?” Seena asked. “Something else to add.”

“Yes,” Left said. “New information, actually.” He held up the book Nivian’s party had gotten from the dungeon. “I’ve only barely begun to translate it, but something I found may be relevant. The book seems to contain myths and stories, similar to the legends around the Makers’ tattoos.”

“It’s a novel?” Yanily asked. 

“More like a collection of short stories,” Left clarified. “Most I’ve hardly figured out more than the title, but one in particular caught my attention.”

Seena was already rubbing the bridge of her nose. “Something tells me I’m not going to like what you found.”

“Depends,” Left said. “The name of the story isn’t important, in this case, but it seems to tell the tale of a lost Progenitor research facility. One hidden deep within unnamed mountains, and filled with experimental creatures. One of these creatures was described, and though the shape of it was different, it was mentioned to have infectious blood, and the ability to consume others like it to grow in strength.”

“The Chimeras,” Hiral said, and looked at Li’l Ur. “Is there a Progenitor who had a place near here?”

“Near here?” the little lich asked. “I barely know where here is, but I could see The Custodian of Tomorrow working on something like what we fought, now that you mention it. She always dabbled in things best left alone. Unlike some of us, she tried to create dozens of sapient races, but never finished one before moving on to the next. Shiny-object syndrome, like the others of her kind.”

“Others of her kind?” Hiral asked. “This Custodian wasn’t a Progenitor then?”

“Oh, she was. For some reason, the dragons had three. Heaven’s Punishment, The Custodian of Tomorrow, and The Final Tide. Never really got what made them special, but I guess the Squalians had two Progenitors between me and my ex-wife. Hrm, and those filthy Troblins had…” the lich trailed off, his little eyes blinking as the thought fled his mind. 

“And he’s gone again,” Yanily said, Li’l Ur’s hands already twisting Seena’s hair like it was the prettiest thing in the world. “Speaking of gone, he mentioned the Progenitors left – where did they go? Er, and where did they come from? Did we ever ask?”

“We didn’t…” Hiral admitted. “At least not that I can think of.”

“We’ve had a lot on the go,” Seeyela pointed out. “When things calm down again, we can worry about that. If it even matters.”

“Correct,” Seena said. “Back to what Left was saying. If this raid zone is some kind of Progenitor’s research facility, all the more reason we can’t let Vorinal have his way with it. We’re heading there first to confirm there’s no way in, then we’ll go meet up with the Bonders.”

“We could split up,” Nivian suggested. 

“You trying to get away from us already?” Seena asked the tank. 

“Of course not,” Nivian said. 

“From where we are,” Left said. “The raid zone is probably a one or two-hour detour. Depends on the rain and how slowly we have to move.”

“Let’s stick together for now,” Seena finally said. “We can split up later if we need to. Everybody ready to go?”

A round of nods from both parties, and they walked across the cavern to the very long flight of stairs extending up ahead.

“Ugh,” Seeyela groaned. “Forgot about these.”

“I can handle it, if you’d like,” Hiral offered. 

“All of us?” Seena asked. 

“Only one way to find out.”

“He’s pulling a Hiral,” Yanily said. 

“Since he is Hiral,” Seeyela said. “That’s probably accurate. Everybody get ready to get groped.”

“Uh…” Wule said. 

“Don’t worry,” Hiral said. “It’s like a warm hug.”

“From your creepy uncle,” Yanily whispered to Wule.

“It’s not… never mind,” Hiral sighed. “Just, don’t try to resist. I don’t think it’ll work if you push against it.”

“Don’t think what will… whoa!” Igwanda started, only to cut off when one of Hiral’s scarves wrapped around her. The next second, she was practically floating as his Rune of Gravity did its work. 

“Bash fly!” the Troblin shouted excitedly. “Fly and smash!”

“No smashing,” Nivian said flatly, but Hiral’s attention was on Politet. Grabbing a dozen people with his scarves was already hard enough, and the undead alchemist didn’t seem to be going along with it. 

“Politet, you want to…?” Hiral asked. 

“No,” the undead said. “I’ll walk.”

“Politet,” Nivian said evenly. “We’re going to be working together from now on. Hiral isn’t trying to hurt you.”

“So you say.”

“Yes. I say.”

Tension rose as the two stared at each other, the alchemist’s hand even reaching for one of the vials on his apron before he shook his head with a scowl. “Fine,” Politet said, and Hiral felt the resistance to his scarf lessen. It didn’t completely vanish, but it would be enough to get them all up the stairs. 

“Great, now…” Hiral started.

“Here’s where he tells us to hold on,” Yanily said. “Without ever actually giving us anything to hold on to.”

“I still don’t even know what we’re doing!” Wule said. 

“He means hold on to your lunch,” Seeyela informed the healer, while Hiral just gave up and stepped into the stairwell. Pulling the others in behind him, he threaded his runes together, then shot up the stairs without another word. 

Well, without another word from him. Shrieks of surprise – and cackles of glee from Gran and Bash – and suddenly they were right back outside, the rain falling all around. 

“That wasn’t what I…” Wule started, then trailed off as he noticed the same thing everybody else had. The forest that’d been around the dungeon entrance – and the lake – was completely flattened. 

“Well, that can’t be good,” Yanily said quietly.

            

    
        Chapter 78 – Keep Him Out Of Trouble

    
    
    
    
                “What happened here?” Hiral asked, eyes scanning across the destruction while his sensory domain ballooned out. Shattered branches, broken trees, and fragments of glowing roots covered almost every inch of ground, only a half-dozen feet or so around the dungeon entrance spared from the destruction. Despite the lake near them, the shards of faintly glowing roots almost made the ground look like a sea in the falling rain, with the flickers of light the fish swimming beneath the surface. 

“Drahn,” Seena said, and the tracker immediately moved ahead to inspect the ground. Around him, the others spread, weapons drawn and solar energy primed. 

“It wasn’t like this when you came in either?” Nivian asked Seena. 

“No, the woods here were fine,” she said. 

“The Enemy?” Seeyela offered. “Looking for us after Right and Left vanished?”

“Whatever it was,” Hiral said, “it must’ve happened while we were inside the actual dungeon. This much destruction would’ve made a lot of noise.”

“That lines up with what I’m seeing,” Drahn said. “Stampede, from the looks of things.”

“The herd of Voltaic Plains Sprinters?” Hiral asked. 

“Among other things,” Drahn said, grimacing. “I’m also seeing Runeoceros tracks and prints from some of those Chimera things we fought. Other tracks I don’t recognize as well, but they look like some kind of big cat to me. All heading in that direction.” Drahn pointed opposite the way the party had originally come from. 

“Any idea what caused it?” Seena asked. 

“Could be any number of things,” Drahn said, eyes lingering on the torn ground. “From the number of different types of tracks I’m seeing, though, I doubt this is common. If it was, we wouldn’t have found this patch of forest in the first place. So, something uncommon probably triggered this.”

“Like a massive Enemy flattening a forest?” Hiral asked. 

“Something exactly like that,” Drahn said. “Such an outburst could’ve caused a sequence of events where both predators and prey moved away from the initial occurrence. Like a building wave, they would’ve picked up more animals with them, the flight of the prey continuing, while the previously running predators changed tactics. Seeing so much to hunt in front of them, they would’ve gone from fleeing to chasing. And picked up more hunters along the way, making it even more important for the potential prey to keep trying to escape.”

“Which way is the raid zone?” Yanily asked Left, and the double pointed roughly forty-five degrees off from where the stampede had gone. “Phew. Looks like that’s one less thing for us to worry about it.”

“I’m… afraid not,” Left said slowly, staring hard at where the stampede had gone. “While the raid zone isn’t in that direction, the Bonder community most certainly is.”

“Of course it is,” Seeyela said. “Seena?”

The party leader put her hand to her chin in thought. “We’re a few hours behind, at the least. How far would you say the Bonders are, Left?”

“Not exactly close,” Left said. “At the speed the sprinters move, they’d probably have already arrived, if they went that far. From the look of the map we saw, the Bonders had some natural geographic protection from things in the savanna, so it’s unlikely the herd bypassed that. If anything, it would’ve driven them more south.

“And, from what we saw of the Chimeras, they don’t move nearly as fast.”

“But,” Hiral said. “What if the herd led the Chimeras to the Bonders? By accident, of course. Would the terrain stop them?”

“Stop? No, probably not,” Left said after some thought. “It didn’t look completely impassible. Hiral does have a point, though. If any of the herd gets too close – and the Chimeras follow them – there is a chance the Bonders could get found.”

“A chance,” Seena said, as if tasting the word, then looked up at the sky. While the rain still fell – it never seemed to stop – it was light. What little thunder and lightning there was flashed distant in the huge sky. 

“You’re worried about the Bonders?” Nivian asked. 

“We don’t know how strong they are,” Seena said. 

“They better be pretty strong, if they’re going to help us with the raid zone,” Igwanda said. 

“Yes and no,” Seena said. “They may have some strong people, but the overall community might be like our islands. Mostly E- through C-Rank, with a few B-Ranks, and a handful of A-. If that. Those Chimeras were tough, even for us and our gear.”

“I’m up for a rematch,” Yanily said, cracking his knuckles in one hand while sparks ran up the length of his spear.

“Me too,” Hiral said. “And… I can probably get us there pretty quickly.”

“More groping?” Seeyela asked. 

“More groping,” Hiral sighed. “Seena? What do you want to do?”

“I’m worried about the raid zone,” the party leader admitted. “Left, you’re sure we have time before it opens?”

“I’m sure about what the notification window stated,” Left said. “About anything that could change that?” He shook his head. 

“Okay,” Seena said with a nod like she’d made a decision. “We’re all heading to the Bonders. At most we lose a few hours of travel with Hiral ferrying us around. But, if the Bonders need us like we need them, we can’t afford to delay by checking the raid zone first.”

“If they need us, are they even worth saving?” Igwanda asked.

“They are,” Nivian said before anybody else could speak. “Whether it’s for the raid zone or not, they’re an ally against a common enemy. More than that, they’re people, like us. If we can help, we help.”

“Bash smash!” the Troblin exclaimed. 

“Getting more information on how to fight Chimeras is bound to help us in the raid zone as well,” Seeyela said. 

“As well as getting us experience,” Yanily said. “Along with some payback.”

“It’s decided, then,” Seena said. “Let’s go – maybe – save some Bonders.”

“Rah rah,” Wule said, a book suddenly in his hand despite the rain. From a quick look, the healer was using the bar of Rejection Hiral had made for him ages ago… as a bookmark. “Well, what are you waiting for?” he asked Hiral. “Let’s get on with the groping so I can get back to my next chapter.”

“I’m not a horse…” Hiral said.

“What horse?” Bash asked Nivian. “Smash horse?”

“No,” Nivian said. “You’ll have plenty of chances to smash soon.”

“Smash!” the not-so-little Troblin said, his massive hammers strapped across his back.

“Okay, well, like last time,” Hiral started, his scarves reaching for the twelve others, but stopped when Yanily held up a hand. 

“Carrying all of us is going to be hard on your solar energy,” the spearman said. “Even with your OP ranks. Can’t we take our mounts?”

Hiral looked at the rain again. It was lighter, but it was also a risk. “Drake can carry Drahn, and we’ll need Left with us, but…”

“First things first,” Seena said. “It’s a good idea, Yan, but Nivian, does anybody in your party have a mount?”

Nivian and Wule exchanged looks. 

“We all got something called Moto-Rings in that last dungeon,” Wule said. “Is that what you mean?”

“You didn’t get Reflections?” Seena asked.

“No idea what that is,” Wule said. “Unless you mean mirrors?”

“Well, let’s see what these Moto-Rings are, then decide,” Seena said. 

“We haven’t had a chance to test them ourselves,” Wule said, and held out his hand. A pulse of solar energy entered his Interspatial Ring, and a few seconds later, a large, vertical ring with a seat hovering in the middle of it appeared in front of him. “That’s… bigger than I expected.”

“Oh, wow,” Hiral said, stepping closer. “It’s using a balance of Runes of Attraction and Rejection to keep the chair locked in place in here. And, I think it’s going to work similarly to our Crystal Skates, but you’ll control how the Ring moves with these handles on the chair’s arms. I see some other runes here that’ll probably keep the rain out and move the ring – kind of like a giant wheel.”

“You want us to sit in the middle of a giant wheel? How fast is it going to go?” Wule asked, obviously less than enthusiastic about the prospect. 

“At least it looks like there’s some kind of straps on the seat so you don’t go flying out,” Yanily said. 

“It worries me it needs straps,” Wule said quietly. 

“WHEEEEE!” Bash shouted, somehow already in his Ring and speeding off at an impressive – and terrifying, by the look on Wule’s face – speed. Broken-but-still-glowing roots and dirt kicked up in the wake of the racing Ring, and Bash cut a hard turn, the seat floating within the empty space as the rest of it went nearly horizontal. Somehow – beyond all reason – the thing didn’t tip, fall, or crash in a fiery mess. Instead, the nearly impossible turn had the Troblin back to the group, smiling like a child with his new favorite toy. “Fun!”

“It doesn’t fly?” Seena asked, looking over at Hiral. 

“Why would you want it to?” Wule weakly asked his brother. 

“Doesn’t look like it,” Hiral said, ignoring the poor healer. “Maybe with some upgrades…” He shrugged. “Either way, it moved fast enough to keep up with most of our mounts. Probably not Thunderclaws when he gets going.”

“Because Thunderclaws is the best,” Yanily said. 

“So, they have mounts,” Seena said. “The only question is if it’s worth the risk.”

As much it irked Hiral the PIMP seemed like it was choosing his future for him, there were also times he just couldn’t complain about how it prepared them for the challenges ahead. “Taking the mounts would make it a lot easier on me. Getting us all the way – or even close – would probably drain me dry carrying everybody.”

“Mounts it is then,” Seena said. “Gran, you have one of these too?”

“Yes,” the woman said. 

“Drahn, you’re with Hiral.”

“Of course I am,” the tracker said, clearly resigned to his fate. 

“Stay low,” Seena said as solar energy pooled in her own ring. “No fancy flying. I’d like to avoid attracting any more squids, if we can.”

“Fancy flying?” Igwanda asked. “Did you all get something other than these Moto-Rings?”

Seena only had a second to smirk before an ember floated out of her ring, and then unfurled into a full-sized phoenix as Vili entered the world. Thunderclaws, Bliss, and, of course, Drake followed a second later, though the Dracolich refrained from his usual dramatic entrance. 

Gran, Politet, Igwanda, and Bash looked from one mount to the next before finally stopping on the towering, undead dragon. 

“A Dracolich,” Gran whispered.

“How?” Politet said. “How does a Breather command a Dracolich?”

“I wouldn’t say command,” Hiral said as he scratched behind Drake’s horn. “More like we’re friends.”

“Friends, with a Dracolich?” Politet nearly spat, though his eyes narrowed and then widened like he’d just noticed something about Hiral. 

“What else would be worthy of my would-be-apprentice?” Li’l Ur said, and Bash, Politet, and Igwanda’s heads turned to the lich. 

“Your doll talks?” Igwanda asked. 

“Doll?” Li’l Ur shouted, while Gran cackled. “I’ll have you know…”

“Ur,” Seena interrupted. “You can explain who you are after we deal with the herd.”

“Of course, Mistress,” Li’l Ur said, blue-flames eyes narrowing. “Then I shall… educate them.”

Hiral scratched Drake behind the horn one more time, while he considered why only Gran would actually recognize who Li’l Ur was. There really had to be something about that vampire. Also, why hadn’t they mentioned anything down by the dungeon when they were talking about the raid zone? But, like Seena said, it was a puzzle for later. “Drahn, you ready?”

“Yes,” the tracker said, standing by Drake’s front claw. From there, it only took a second to get him up to his place behind the saddle. 

“Left, you know the way, so you have to ride with me. Right, sorry, I’ll bring you back out when we get there,” Hiral said.

“I won’t object to not sitting in the rain the whole time,” Right said, then looked at Left. “Keep him out of trouble.”

“That’s enough out of you,” Hiral said, then took Right’s hand and reabsorbed the double. “

Then, with a hand – or a claw, more accurately – from Drake, he and Left got up in the saddle. The undead were still mostly looking flabbergasted at the scene, but Nivian quickly got them moving. 

On the ground, so far, only Bash and Gran had gotten into their Moto-Rings. For her part, the vampire already had her knitting needles out. 

“What? This scarf isn’t going to knit itself,” the vampire said. 

“How are you going to steer and knit at the same time?” Hiral asked her. 

“Are we going to play twenty questions, or are we going to go save the Bonders from whatever did all this?” Gran asked, simultaneously pointing at the destruction around them while continuing to knit. 

“She has a point,” Seena said. “We’re moving. Remember,” she looked at Yanily. Well, at Thunderclaws. “Stay low.”

The gryphon’s head drooped a little like he’d been caught thinking about doing exactly the opposite, but Yanily gave him a pat on his feathered neck. “Don’t worry, buddy, we’ll go for a real fly later,” the spearman said. 

“Let’s go,” Hiral said, giving Drake a pat in front of the saddle, and the Dracolich leapt into the air. Blue flames between the fingers of his wide wings radiated powerful magic as they burst forward, Bliss, Thunderclaws, and Vili falling in beside them. Further off to the side, six Moto-Rings tore across the savanna, and the two parties raced in the direction the herd had gone. 

In the distance to the south, lightning flashed through the sky, and thunder rumbled long seconds after. The Enemy – if they were out there – weren’t close, for the moment. But, as Hiral turned his attention to the tracks blurring by beneath them, his gut told him they weren’t the biggest concern. 

Was it a coincidence the PIMP had shown them the location of the Bonders’ community? And given Nivian’s party the means to get there quickly. 

No, probably not. 

            

    
        Chapter 79 – As In Plural?

    
    
    
    
                The ground flashed by just a few feet below Drake’s tucked-up talons, churned mud and the remnants of the mangled, glowing roots marking the stampede’s clear trail. Hiral didn’t need to have Drahn’s skills to know which way the animals went. Except, it wasn’t the trail that drew his eyes. No, ahead of them in the storm, outlined by the flashes of lightning, something like out of a dream rose from the ground. 

A dream – or a really drunk landscaper. 

Mountains stretched in the distance, their peaks lighting up with each flash of the storm, but what attracted Hiral’s attention was much closer. Like hundreds of geysers of molten stone had shot into the air at every angle – and then cooled within seconds – there were hardened lines of liquid-like rock criss-crossing this end of the savanna. Arches of stone, some hundreds of feet tall, lined back and forth across the plain, with frozen ‘drips’ hanging beneath them. More than that, the glowing roots had made the entire area their home, winding around the strange structures and hanging from them. Plants that resembled upside-down trees, flowers that opened towards the ground to keep the constant rain out, and bushes like steps – it all glowed. 

And it was breathtaking.

The strange display seemed to stretch on for miles, creating a maze-like hedge of giant, thorny vines, decked in dozens of colors, snaking through the earth.

“That must be the terrain that kept the Bonders safe,” Left said. “Or at least made it not worth the trouble to go looking too hard for them.”

“Are they on the other side of it?” Hiral asked, using the party chat so everybody in their group could hear them. Nivian’s party rolled along below them, but their Moto-Rings began to slow as they spotted the obstacle. 

“More likely right at the far edge, though still inside of it, by the looks of how big it is,” Left said. “I suspect that mountain range is the border with the next zone – a D-Rank one, if I remember correctly. They probably have trails through it, but it’s this zone that’s the real danger.”

“Nivian and the others can’t go over it,” Seena said. 

“It looks like the herd didn’t want to go in there,” Drahn said from behind Hiral. “The trail turns south just ahead.”

Hiral tore his eyes from the strange, stony display ahead of them, and followed the trail below. Like Drahn said, the torn ground altered course pretty abruptly as it came within view of the maze. No way a herd like that would be able to stick together while trying to navigate the limited paths between. But… 

“Some of the tracks continue into the maze,” Hiral said, spotting places where churned dirt and breaks in the glowing roots were obvious. 

“I’ll need to get closer to see what kind,” Drahn said. 

“And we’ll have to land to talk to Nivian and the others anyway,” Seena said. “Let’s pick a spot.”

As Hiral’s eyes trailed across the ground in front of the maze, a spot became very obvious, with two familiar constructs sitting under the pouring rain. 

“I see dungeon interfaces,” Hiral said. “Follow me.” A pat told Drake where Hiral wanted him to go, and the Dracolich burst ahead of the others to lead the way. 

“Did you say interfaces?” Yanily asked. “As in plural? More than one?”

“Two,” Hiral said, Drake landing fifty feet from the two interfaces, while the other mounts quickly caught up. It didn’t take more than a few seconds for the caravan of Moto-Rings to arrive, and everybody dismounted to gather. 

“Dungeon interfaces?” Wule asked, as he and Nivian led their party over to join Hiral and the others. “Out here? What’s going on?”

Hiral and Seena exchanged a look. 

“Two interfaces,” he started.

“Two parties,” she finished. 

“Not a coincidence,” they said together. 

“But how is a dungeon interface popping up here?” Politet asked. 

“It’s not the first time we’ve seen one in a strange place,” Nivian said to Seena. “Remember the Palace of Creeping Death?” he asked, referencing the third dungeon they’d entered in the undead city. “Right in front of that gate. Strange place to put a dungeon, if you ask me. It did say it was corrupted, though.”

“We also found one in Fallen Reach,” Hiral said. “Nothing about it being corrupted. I think the PIMP can create them when it wants to help guide us.”

“The dynamic quests,” Seeyela said with a nod. “Which I still don’t completely trust.”

“If there are dungeon interfaces here though,” Seena said, “then that means something is happening. Probably those Chimeras we were worried about.”

“Why would there need to be two dungeon interfaces then?” Nivian asked. “Couldn’t it ask us to form up a raid group?”

“Only one way to find out,” Seena said. “You take that one, we’ll take this one. Assuming you’re all good to dive into another dungeon?”

“We’re ready,” Nivian said, leading his party over to the second interface a dozen feet away. 

“Ready?” Seena asked, and the others nodded at her. Looking up once more at the rain falling directly on them – the PIMP must be kind of desperate to create an interface out in the open like this – she swiped her hand over the crystal. As soon as she did, a notification window sprung predictably up in front of Hiral. 

Wild Dungeon – Siege of the Hanging Garden

Interlopers stalk the Hanging Garden, the scent of hidden prey burning in their nostrils, and only fragile walls standing between them. 

Note: Wild Dungeons are rare instances containing powerful Lost equipment and unique quests.

Note (2): Wild Dungeon—Siege of the Hanging Garden will cease to allow new entrants once it has been completed / failed a single time.

Note (3): Any parties within the Wild Dungeon when it is completed / failed will have their progress halted.

Note (4): Wild Dungeon—Siege of the Hanging Garden will not count towards unlocking the Asylum if it is completed successfully. 

Note (5): Time until walls are breached – Approximately 3 hours.

Enter Dungeon?

Yes / No

“Wild dungeon over here,” Seena called to Nivian. “You?”

“Same,” Nivian replied. “Sounds like we need to go rescue a Bonder party. They’re at another dungeon.”

“It said they’re at another dungeon?” Hiral asked. “Used those words?”

“Yes,” Nivian said. “There’s even a timer – that’s already counting down – until they’re wiped out.”

“Nothing about walls?” Seeyela asked.

“Nothing.”

“We have different dungeons,” Seena said. “Different objectives too. Does yours give you three hours?”

“Of course,” Nivian said.

“Then we don’t have time to dawdle,” Hiral said. “We’re splitting up?”

“We’re splitting up,” Seena said. “Good luck you guys,” she said to Nivian and Wule’s party, then tapped the air like she was hitting her Yes button. 

However, instead of a portal rippling open in front of them, a new notification popped up. 

Siege of the Hanging Garden – Wild Dungeon

B-Rank

Top Clear Times

XXX : --:--

YYY : N/A

ZZZ : N/A

Attempt Dungeon? 

Yes / No

Seena actually rolled her eyes at the second, redundant notification – though at least it confirmed the dungeon was B-Rank – and tapped Yes again. Still, no portal spun open, and four sets of roots began to glow brighter, each leading to a different archway into the maze. 

“It wants us to split up even more?” Seeyela asked, turning an eight-eyed scowl on the interface.

“Seems that way,” Yanily said. “I call dibs on this path.” True to his words, the spearman walked over to stand in front of one of the clear ‘entrances’ to the dungeon. 

“Yan,” Seeyela started, but everybody turned at the sound of multiple Moto-Rings starting up. 

“We’re going,” Nivian said. “Got some ground to cover. We’ll see you after we clear this.”

“See you soon,” Seena shouted back, and then the other party was gone. “Okay, look, we have two options here. Split up or stay together. Clearly it wants us to split up, but that’s going to be riskier.”

“We also have a third option,” Seeyela said. “Skip the maze and fly to the city.”

“Probably can’t,” Hiral said at the same time he activated Foundational Split to bring Right out, and dismissed Drake. The less bodies in the rain, the better. “If it was visible from the air, the Enemy would’ve found it.”

“Good point,” Seeyela said.

“Given the entrances, we’re looking at two pairs and two solo,” Seena said, then turned to Hiral. “In your case it wouldn’t be so solo, I guess.”

“I say we do it,” Hiral said. “Split up, I mean. I’ll take this tunnel over here – with Left and Right, of course – and Seeyela, you should solo that one. Seena with Drahn, and Yan with Gran.”

“Cause our names rhyme?” Yanily asked. 

“No, Yan, because you’re a melee fighter and she’s a ranged healer, from the sounds of things. Best support for each other. Likewise, Drahn and Seena both…”

“Hit things from a distance,” Seena said, nodding. “And if Sis is by herself, she can use her armor’s camouflage to its fullest.”

“Not to mention her traps, teleporting, and poison,” Hiral said. “Honestly, I feel a little bad for the monsters having to deal with Seeyela-unleashed.”

“You make me sound like some kind of rabid dog,” Seeyela groaned, but her hands were on her daggers. It would be her first real chance to go it alone since the Necropolis of Ur’Thul. And she’d gotten a lot stronger between then and now. 

Seena thought it over for another few seconds, eyes on the sky in case any squids had noticed them, then nodded again. “I agree with Hiral. There’s a risk to splitting up, but there are also some potential gains. And I think we’re strong enough to handle a rematch if any more of those Chimeras show up after the last dungeon. We didn’t get a lot of levels, but the abilities are good. Still, if things start going bad, prioritize yourselves over getting to the Bonders.”

“In all likelihood,” Hiral said. “We’ll meet up before the Mid-Boss. I hope.”

“Don’t jinx us,” Seena said. “Okay, everybody, ready?”

“Not quite,” Hiral quickly interrupted. “Even though we’re not going to be fighting side-by-side, there’s something I’d like to try.”

“Your groping buff?” Yanily asked hopefully. 

“Not exactly,” Hiral said. “You’ll be too far away, and I don’t think I’ll be able to keep it up through these stone… whatever they are. Just, let me give it a try quickly before we go in. Like before, you’ll probably need to let it happen.”

Seena stepped over closer to Hiral and twined her fingers in with his. “This okay?” she asked, and he nodded. He wouldn’t need his hands for what he was about to try, and honestly, the contact gave him more support than she realized. 

“Here we go,” Hiral said, reaching out with his scarves and strands of Connection to each of the other party members. Unlike before, however, he didn’t try to wrap energy around them or directly influence them with his runes. Instead, the tip of each scarf pressed up gently to the center of their chests – right where the Growers would’ve been implanted with their seeds. Since he didn’t know – at all – how Gran’s PIM worked, he just gave it a shot and hoped he’d find what he was looking for. 

As soon as the connection was made, he got the same vague sense of concepts from each of them that he felt with Nivian. None nearly as strong or solid, but they were forming. Growing and beginning to influence reality around them. Even Gran had something starting, though it was Yanily who was unsurprisingly the furthest along. I’ll have to ask them about it later, or maybe even suggest they focus on it a bit more.

That really was a later issue, though, and he turned his attention back to himself. Specifically, to one of his skills. Activating his time runes – the falling rain pausing midair – Hiral compared the rules governing the ability to the feeling he got from their PIMs. The Growers – and Gran – didn’t have the rules of the universe written on their skin like he did, but he could still feel those same rules ingrained in them. In the heavy roots running through Seeyela’s body, the fire burning through Seena, the lightning crackling inside Yanily, the blue flames animating Gran, and even Drahn’s normal roots. Each of their PIMs held the instructions on how their abilities worked. 

Not that Hiral was trying to change those rules. No, he just needed the hint on how the PIMs identified who the abilities worked on. The differences between self and others. He’d already inspected his own PIM, but comparing it to the others was the piece of information he needed. It didn’t take long to find it, and he moved back to his own ability, focusing on that single character within Emperor’s Decree that said he could only use the ability on himself. 

Letting the time runes fade – and the building pain in the back of his head vanish with them – Hiral was almost ready. “I’ll need to borrow a touch of energy from each of you.”

“Go ahead,” Seena said, and the others nodded along – even Drahn and Gran. 

With their permission, Hiral activated his Runes of Absorption, Attraction, Energy, and Unsealing. “This may pinch a little.” Then, before anybody had a chance to ask, he pulled a mote of energy from each of them. A mote containing the identity of their PIMs. Not the original, or anything that would hurt them, but more a copy. 

An echo. 

As the others winced, Hiral pulled the five motes into his ability, holding them in place with his Rune of Sealing, while he went to work with his Runes of Dreaming and Breaking. This was the riskiest part, but he couldn’t – wouldn’t – hesitate now. If he really was going to forge his own path, this was the one he would take. 

Breaking down the character for ‘self’ in the Emperor’s Decree, he didn’t quite destroy it, but instead shrank it, creating space in the runic equation. Then in that space, he pushed the five motes containing the identities of his friends’ PIMs. Immediately, resistance welled up from within Hiral’s PIM – within his body – as it sought to expel the foreign entities, like the rallying of an immune system. 

Not that Hiral would let it stop him. Compression, Absorption, Sealing, and Restoration went to work, fitting the motes into place and tricking his PIM into believing they’d been there the entire time. More resistance built, like his body was an overfilled waterskin, and solar energy churned through him. This – what he was doing – was much harder than what he’d done before with the notification window acting as connection to the PIMP itself. 

Maybe I should’ve waited until we completed the dungeon to try this…

But the simple thought of relying on the PIMP to help him with his choice redoubled Hiral’s efforts. Solar energy poured into his Rune of Increase, flooding it as he bolstered his other runes with its simple purpose. Over and over, he applied the rune to the other four, holding the motes in place through a combination of force of will and sheer stubbornness. 

At the edge of his consciousness, he could feel things fraying around him, though time was hardly passing while he rewrote his ability. And he was so close. All he needed was one more good push. A little extra power. He could do it if he just had… 

Pop, and the solar energy Hiral had pooled around his Rune of Increase rushed out of his body in a massive leak. Had his arm exploded? He’d never hear the end of that from Nivian…

Except, there was no pain. If anything, it was like there was some kind of a calling to him. A…

A chance!

Hiral mentally grabbed hold of one thread of primed potential left in his body – the one threaded through his Rune of Increase – from his first encounter with the Chimeric blood, and filled it with Attraction, Connection, and Energy. If this worked… 

It clicked in a burst of power, the Edict of Increase flashing in front of Hiral’s eyes, before it settled on him like a warm cloak. Taking hold of it, Hiral pushed the newfound power into using his other runes to reforge his ability. Like it came with a burst of inspiration – along with the power – Hiral just knew what he needed to do to make it work, to make it better, and one rune after another touched and solidified his work. Another second, and it was done, the runes and Edicts shutting off one after another to leave his newly modified Emperor’s Decree in place.  

Hiral almost dropped to a seated position, but Seena’s hand in his – and his doubles’ hands under his arms kept him in place. 

“That was a lot of solar energy you just burned through,” Seena said, looking at him curiously, but without worry for once. “What did you do?”

“Modified another ability,” Hiral said. Then he smiled. “Even better than I’d planned. Let me show you.”

With that, and the remaining solar energy he had, Hiral touched each of his party members again and activated the newly modified Emperor’s Decree. Around them, six spectral shapes took form. 

For Seeyela – who would benefit the most from increased movement and another ranged-attack option – a young woman seemingly made of clouds and wielding a two-headed spear with curved blades. The Sho-Val of the Valley.

Next came Yanily, and he got what Hiral had almost given Seeyela. Really, though, increased attack speed to go along with Yan’s Reed Spear Style was too good a combination to pass up. A rat-like humanoid wielding axes that roared like primal hunters appeared in front of the spearman – the Bestial Axes. 

For Seena, a massive warrior with arms like tree trunks, and shoulders that could carry the world, along with the crystal greataxe in his hands – Fate Spinner. The raw bonus to critical chance, along with reduced ability costs? A perfect match. 

Up next was Drahn, and for him, Fitch stepped forward, free of the Infested within him, but with a sinuous sword in his hand – the Flame-Bladed Rapier of Eldritch Horror. The debuff from Dark Edge of Insanity as well as the eye-beam-firing tentacles from The Bad Touch would support him as a ranged attacker, and hopefully help keep aggressive enemies contained. 

And for the newcoming, Gran, Dal Fillion in his leather armor, a sword like a lightning bolt over his shoulder – Stormstrike – stepped up to her. Since he didn’t know enough about her abilities, a movement skill along with the straight damage of Lightning Strike – to feed her healing – seemed like the right choice. 

Finally, for Hiral, the Vassal of Ur’Thul, the Death Knight in heavy plate carrying a straight sword with a glowing-blue edge – Death Knell – stood in front of him.  

As one, the six images stepped forward and touched the party members, temporarily passing the weapons’ abilities to their new bearers. 

“If you check your ability page,” Hiral said, “you should each see new abilities from the weapons. Those will stay with you until I cancel Emperor’s Decree or grant you a new boon. They should help in the coming fights.”

“Doesn’t that mean you can’t use the weapons though?” Seena asked. 

Hiral glanced to the Edict of Increase glowing to his eyes, then ignited the pseudo-aspect around the corresponding rune. “I’ve got plenty of other weapons.”

            

    
        Chapter 80 – Siege of the Hanging Garden

    
    
    
    
                “You really have some overpowered weapons,” Yanily said to Hiral. 

“You sure you’ll be okay without them?” Seena asked, though she clenched and unclenched her free hand, like she was exploring the benefits she’d gotten. 

“Once I have a bit more solar energy, yes,” Hiral said. 

Then, without even needing to ask, a small dome of golden light enveloped the pair – along with his doubles – from the Banner of Courage.

“We should get out of the rain though,” Hiral said. “We’ve been lucky up till now, but the Enemy could show up at any time.”

“We’ve got time,” Yanily said. “This rain isn’t the kind that has them in it. They’re waaay over there.”

At that statement, everybody else stopped what they were doing and turned to look at the man. 

“You can sense the Enemy?” Seena asked slowly. 

“No,” Yanily said. “Can you?”

“Then why would you say they’re waaay over there?” Seeyela copied the man’s intonation nearly perfectly. 

“Oh, I can feel their storm. It’s different than this one,” Yanily said, pointing straight up with his free hand. “It’s… dirty? That’s the best way to describe it. Tastes awful too.”

“Why didn’t you ever mention that, Yan?” Seena asked, fingers once again rubbing the bridge of her nose. She’d gotten pretty good at that considering the bulky gauntlets she wore. 

Yanily, though, didn’t immediately answer, like he was suddenly surprised by the ability too. “I couldn’t do it before that last dungeon. At least, I don’t know if I could. I can definitely feel it now.”

“Another Yanvolution?” Seeyela asked. “He’s almost as bad as Hiral with his random upgrades.”

“Whatever.” Seena shrugged. “An ability like that could be a literal life-saver. We’ll explore it more after we finish the dungeon. Then again, Yan, if you sense anything while we’re in there, tell us over the party chat.”

“You got it, Boss,” Yanily said with a thumbs up. 

“Good. Let’s get in there, then. We’ve got less than three hours to get to the Bonder city,” Seena said. “You sure you’re good?”

“Already charging up thanks to Cycling, the Banner, and the Edict of Energy,” Hiral said. 

Seena squeezed his hand, leaned in and kissed him on the cheek, then pulled away and headed for her maze entrance. Drahn was at her side a moment later, bow in hand, while Gran stepped up beside Yanily. 

“How tough are you?” she asked. 

“I’m not a tank…” Yanily said. 

“Do you need both of your arms if it gets bad?”

“Preferably.”

“Pah.”

Hiral just chuckled as he went to his tunnel entrance with Left and Right at his side, and Seeyela went to hers. “Don’t kill everything before we get a chance,” he said to the white-armor-clad woman. Even with her helmet on, Hiral could practically feel her excitement at getting to really push her abilities to the limit. 

“Then don’t dawdle,” she said. 

“Be careful, everybody,” Seena said. “Go.”

With the command, everybody took a single step forward into their respective maze entrances, and a notification window immediately popped up in front of Hiral. 

Dynamic Quest – Beast Wave

A tide of monsters roams the Hanging Garden ahead of you, stalking ever closer to a hidden city within its depths. 

Thin the sounder to give the defenders a fighting chance.

Chimeric Interlopers slain: 0/73

Hiral blinked at the notification, and then a second time. Seventy-three!? That’s… oddly specific. And what is a sounder?

“You each got a dynamic quest?” Hiral asked into the party chat as he continued down the path. 

“Oh yeah,” Yanily said. “Kill eighty of those Chimera things. That should be pretty good experience.”

“Eighty?” Seena asked. “We’ve got ninety-eight we have to kill.”

“Seventy-three here,” Hiral said. 

“… I only have to kill sixty-five,” Seeyela said. “Is the PIMP underestimating me?” Even with the stone pillars separating the party, it would be impossible for any of them to miss the woman’s bloodlust accompanying that last statement. 

“Think of it as at least?” Seena offered. 

“I’m going to crush this quest,” Seeyela said. “And there’s my first target.”

“Already?” Hiral asked Left and Right. 

“Don’t look at us,” Right said. “You’re the one dragging your feet.”

“How’s your solar energy now?” Left asked, though Hiral took a second to scowl at the other double first. 

“Good enough,” Hiral said. “You ready to see how we do against these things now?”

“Oh, I’ve been waiting for a rematch,” Right said, purple flames running up his fist and forearm to join the white glow from his pseudo-aspect on his right shoulder. Over his shoulders and head, the sunrise from the gauntlets seemed to flare with his intent.

“First things first,” Left said, and reached up to touch the tattoo on the side of his head. A second later, he pulled his fingers away, trailing a thick stream of solar energy that snapped in a burst, rushing out to hover behind the double. From the glowing cloud of solar smoke, a new form took shape. Like a man in a flowing robe, his four arms pressed together in front of him in prayer, and with all three eyes closed. An aura of sublime harmony radiated from the life-size image of the Herald of Peace. “Here,” Left said, and a new buff notification appeared in front of Hiral’s eyes. 

You have been buffed by Aura of Peace.

Standing within the Aura of Peace grants you a 25% chance to resist hostile debuffs, while reducing solar energy consumption used on abilities or items by 15%.

Note: Leaving the radius of Aura of Peace removes all associated buffs until re-entry.

“Nice,” Hiral said. “Herald has three other abilities too, doesn’t it?”

“Yes,” Left said. “They are more situation specific, though.”

“No problem, I trust you’ll use them well.”

“Great, great. Can we go punch things now?” Right asked. “I bet the others are already way ahead of us.”

“This isn’t a race,” Hiral said.

“Tell that to the Bonders.”

“Fair,” Hiral admitted, taking a breath to center himself. Threads of solar energy moved to his different runes, preparing them for what was to come. First, he gave his doubles the ‘gropey buff’ – as Yanily would call it – then focused his attention on his other runes. Seeing how Banst had mastered a single rune and used it to such efficiency highlighted how little Hiral had done himself to reach that end. He needed to correct that if he wanted to take his destiny into his own hands, and this was where he was going to start. 

While upgrading Emperor’s Decree, he’d managed to unlock his Edict of Increase – a powerful gain without question. And, from the way it felt, part of it was simply through usage. Using the runes more would allow him to thin the barrier separating him from the Edicts and connect them. The other part of that had to be a requisite amount of mastery. It wasn’t complicated, but it would clearly take time. He’d been using Increase constantly since he’d gotten it. 

Rejection was likely close to unlocking as well – just through how much he naturally used it – but if he wanted to see another jump in combat strength, there was one clear target. 

The Rune of Separation. 

He’d vastly underestimated the rune from the beginning. Even after he stopped believing its only purpose was Foundational Split – Hiral’s thoughts ground to a halt. Was the Rune of Separation actually responsible for Foundational Split? He’d always assumed it was, since he’d gotten them at the same time. But, his recent theory about the runes – that they couldn’t be given by the PIMP directly – ran counter to that. 

What if the golem had used the Rune of Separation to remove his Maker PIM temporarily? Just long enough for the PIMP to give him an ability – Foundational Split. An ability that would let him work around the incorrect PIM that had been holding him back his entire life. 

That could mean him getting runes he could use directly on his body, instead of in crystal constructs, wasn’t intended. 

Just like Nivian had suggested, the PIMP’s plans weren’t complete or perfect. Which, honestly, just made Hiral feel better about his recent choices. Yes, there was still an aspect of luck to him getting his class, but it also meant he could influence things for the better. 

Starting with how he used his Rune of Separation. So far, he’d hardly applied it for more than making an occasional strike sharper. While that was its most obvious application, Banst had showed just how much could be done with one rune and a bit of imagination. 

It was time to correct that. And maybe do a few tests. 

“He looks ready,” Left said. 

“We all are,” Right said. 

Channeling solar energy into his Rune and Edict of Increase boosted all of Hiral’s attributes – easily by almost twenty percent – and a burst of Rejection shot him forward. Stony pillars blurred by on both sides, micro-applications of Attraction and Rejection assisting him in guiding his body, almost like a second set of external muscles and nerves. Ahead of him, his sensory domain plotted his path, while he started simple – gathering Separation around his hands. 

It formed as invisible blades, bolstered by Increase and Breaking, just as Hiral leapt from the ground. Twisting mid-air, his feet ‘landed’ on the side of one of the stone pillars – held there for a split-second by Attraction – before he Rejected off to make a sudden, ninety-degree turn. 

Straight for a very surprised looking boar of some kind. 

Excessively thick, bristly fur covered the animal that had to be almost as tall as Hiral was. Huge tusks curved out of its lower lip, and its tail rose as a familiar snake. 

(Chimera) Chimeric Warthog – Low-B-Rank

Hiral’s View gave him a name as the large beast tried to turn itself around in the tight space of the maze-like tunnel. It barely had a chance to lift one of its hooves before Hiral reached it, Separation-coated hand piercing straight into the thing’s side up to his elbow. A pained grunt of surprise bellowed from the warthog’s mouth, but Hiral’s attack had almost been too sharp. 

His hand – comparatively small to the monster’s body – had slipped in so effortlessly, he hadn’t caused nearly enough damage. And even though he was literally up in it to his elbow, he hadn’t hit anything vital. So, it was time to spread the damage a bit. 

As the beast began to turn, Hiral twisted his hand inside the beast – eliciting another grunt of pain – before jerking his arm out horizontally to the side. If his hand had gone in easily, it came back out without even a hint of resistance, slicing a foot-long gash down the flank. Blood poured out of the wound, soaking the thick fur within seconds, and splashed to the ground. 

That wasn’t all it did, though, with the blood on Hiral’s arm seemingly coming alive and trying to burrow its way into his body. The Breaking he’d already prepared for his attack across his hand and arm instantly turned the blood into nothing more than dust. His last experience with the Chimeric blood had taught him a lot, and while there might be more to gain from exposure to it, he’d have plenty of time for that later. 

For now…

Right’s purple-enshrouded gauntlet whammed into the warthog’s head, sending blood and spittle flying as the thing jerked to the side. Left was there a second later, his Dagger of Sath driving into the wound Hiral had already opened, and extending it all the way to the beast’s rear. 

With the thing already – and suddenly – on its last legs, according to its plummeting health bar, Hiral could’ve left the rest of it to his doubles. But then he wouldn’t have a chance to test. No, he needed to experiment more with Separation. What else could he do?

The stab had been effective, but not damaging enough, though he could aim to go deeper. Up to my shoulder? It’d be the King of the Swamp all over again. Slicing had worked pretty well too, but it still wasn’t quite right. He needed something more… brutal. 

Inspiration came in a flash – as it usually did – when he looked down at his hand, the memory of the first pseudo-aspect he’d formed coming to the forefront. With the image in mind, Hiral spread his fingers, crooking them at the same time he surrounded each individual one with its own layer of Separation. 

Then he stepped forward and clawed down and across. His fingers tore through the thick fur and flesh with ruthless ease, but the damage was almost entirely superficial. The warthog shuffled to the side from the tearing pain, but it wasn’t any real, lasting damage. 

So, Hiral followed in step, filling his other hand with his rune’s power, and adding more Breaking to the mix. Another clawed strike across the warthog’s flank left deeper wounds where the flesh seemed to rapidly decompose on either side, spreading the injury several inches wide and deep. Still not enough, and Hiral stepped ahead again as the Chimera tried to hobble to the side. Anything to escape the painful attacks. 

Ah, of course. 

This time, Hiral reached straight up, wrapping his fingers in Separation, Breaking, Compression, and Expansion, before clawing straight down. Where his hand passed, the warthog parted. Not just its flesh. Or muscle. Or bone. No, the whole beast, straight through, scars carving out across the stone ground ahead. 

That was almost it. Too bad the beast wouldn’t be much more use for testing.

A series of splats signalled the end of the fight, even the Chimera’s blood on the ground suddenly going inert as the health bar bottomed out. A push of Rejection made sure none of it got on Hiral or his doubles, and he took a quick second to check his notifications. 

“The experience isn’t going into escrow for once,” he noted. They hadn’t gotten much from the last dungeon – with it not having much more than Mid-Bosses and Banst – and each of them had only gotten a pair of levels. Doing a bit of farming seemed pretty attractive, assuming he could kill things fast enough to go beyond the required seventy-three. “Let’s keep moving.”

“You want us to hold back?” Right asked as the three of them leapt past the corpse. 

“Nope,” Hiral said, funneling and refining more of his runes into his hands for the next target – test subject – that’d just come into view. “Let’s kill as fast as we can. We’ll make up for quality with quantity.”

Another burst of Rejection shot him down the narrow path, blades of shimmering Energy and Separation – infused by other runes – forming from the ends of his fingers and thumb. Hiral didn’t bother waiting until he got to the beast – another warthog that barely noticed him coming – before he lashed out. Like he’d done not-so-long ago against the Bristle Rat-Pack King, arcs of razor-sharp energy followed his motion. 

Closing the twenty-foot distance to his target in the blink of an eye, the five, clawed-blades of Separation tore chunks off the surrounding stone pillars, and did even worse things to the pig they hit. The whole monster, trying to turn as it heard Hiral and the others approaching, bellowed in pain as the blades cut more than halfway through it in five different places. Soaked in Breaking, the wounds spread unnaturally, the softer parts of the monster simply dissolving, while even bone fractured and turned to dust. 

Still, despite the display, the attack wasn’t outright fatal, and Hiral had the opportunity for a second test. Another small bout of inspiration at thinking about a Mid-Boss he’d fought added a layer of blue energy to the edges of the blades on his left hand. 

Death Knell’s Sever Life.  

Hiral’s second swing didn’t stop at ‘half-way-through’, and even the Chimeric blood lost its virulent aggression at the cold touch of the attack. Well, it does say it does extra damage to living targets, and these Chimeras seem to be on the extreme end of that spectrum.

“You’re getting better,” Left said – now with two Wings of Anella on his shoulders – as he and Right sped past where Hiral stopped to look at his handiwork. 

“Still dragging your feet though!” Right called back, and the doubles were already engaging another warthog that’d heard the last one bellowing. 

“Hey!” Hiral shouted, leaping ahead. “I need to keep testing!”

“Then keep up!” Right responded, the two doubles laying into the poor beast with abandon. 

It looked like it wasn’t just a race against the other party members. If Hiral wanted to push his limits, he’d need to compete with his own doubles. 

“Fine by me,” he whispered, launching ahead with his runes and Edicts glowing fiercely. 
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                A dozen more warthogs fell to Hiral experimenting with different variations on his Rune of Separation. By far his favorite application was the different iterations of the claw-like blades he’d attached to his knuckles near the ends of his fingers. Filled with Breaking and Compression to make them extra deadly, a quick burst of Expansion would turn them from short-range to long-range in a heartbeat. The only downside, of course, was that he lost a fair amount of cutting power by hurling them ahead of himself. 

Still, they proved to be beyond what the warthogs could handle. Especially if he added Sever Life to the mix. A couple of quick attacks were more than enough to put one of the monsters down before he needed to move on to the next. Though, the next he usually needed to skip, because his doubles were just as efficient as he was. It’d only been a few minutes since they’d started killing, and they’d already left a trail of bodies in the curving path behind. 

And, from the sounds of things – along with the flashes through the stone pillars – he wasn’t the only one cutting through the Low-B-Rank beasts like a scythe through wheat. With the kill count only at fourteen of seventy-three, they still had plenty more to go. 

The claws he’d tested enough for the moment, though, so as soon as he spotted the next pig down the tunnel, Hiral let the blades fade from his fingers. It was time to try something a bit less direct. Rejection and Attraction powered his steps forward to close the distance, though this warthog was already charging in his direction. Apparently, the death shrieks of its brethren had warned it Hiral and the others were coming. 

Too bad it wouldn’t change things for it. 

Left and right, Hiral weaved as he rushed the monster, only to burst up and to the side as the thing tried to gore him. Gone so fast – the beast actually stumbled when it didn’t strike him – Hiral used the opening to flip over and rebound off a nearby pillar. Back at the monster’s side in the blink of eye, he didn’t opt to stab, slice, or otherwise dismember the warthog. At least, not directly. Instead, his hands pressed against the warthog’s side, and Hiral embraced his Rune of Separation. 

Just like he had when he’d ‘opened’ the doors in the last dungeon. 

His rune pushed into the creature beneath his fingers, but he immediately found a resistance there. It was his will against the warthog’s. In his mind, the beast was nothing more than a collection of cubes that needed to be separated, while the pig – understandably – disagreed. A panicked huff escaped its lungs while it instinctively tried to pull away. It may not have known exactly what was going on, but it could clearly sense it wasn’t good. 

Hiral wasn’t so easily dissuaded though, bolstering the power though his Rune and Edict of Increase. The additional potency blew through the Chimera’s resistance – and then its body. Hundreds of cubes fell to the ground in front of him, losing their perfectly square shape the instant they met the earth. Blood gushed from the chunks of flesh, meat, and bones, and the whole yucky mess spread across the path. 

“That’s a new level of disgusting,” Right said, catching up to him. “I didn’t think you’d be able to pull it off.”

“Wasn’t easy,” Hiral admitted. “And used far more solar energy than killing it a simpler way would. I really had to brute force it. Not worth the effort against most things, I think.”

“Something similar to what you did to the Troblin Lord,” Left said. 

“Yeah, I’d used Eloquent and Enraged then,” Hiral said. “More brute forcing. I’m trying to find ways to use the runes that don’t just rely on me dumping all my solar energy into them. With this, I’m pitting my concept – my will – of what I want things to be like directly against my target’s. And they have the advantage since their natural state is already far sturdier than what I have in mind. It’s hard to explain.”

“It’s like debuffing something?” Left asked. “The target can resist. Except, in this case, they can both passively and actively act against you.”

“Exactly that,” Hiral said, spotting another warthog rounding a distant corner in the path. 

“Then,” Left continued. “Can you separate something more related to you than it? You have enough weapons at your disposal, so must everything else you do be another one?”

“That’s… a really good point,” Hiral said. “I’ve been focusing on how to do damage with it, but I already have plenty of ways to do that.” He looked from the Chimera to his two doubles as he spoke, an idea already forming. Could that work? Do I want it to? I can already hear Seeyela complaining… and that might just make it worthwhile. “Okay, let’s try something.”

“It’s all yours,” Right said, gesturing to the warthog pawing at the ground, while it’s snake-tail hissed above its back. “Amaze us.”

Ignoring the snark, Hiral launched ahead, runes powering his steps. This time, however, he didn’t go full speed – he needed some time to try out his newest plan – and threaded solar energy into his runes of Unsealing, Time Dilation, and Dreaming. Then, the part that would either make this work – or not – he moved that same thread of energy into Separation, while focusing on his own image with every step. 

Though Hiral didn’t turn his head, his sensory domain told him everything he needed to know – there was a trail of Hirals zig-zagging along the path behind him. Every step he took separated an image from him and froze it in time, combining with his Rune of Dreaming to reinforce the almost perfect, lifelike replica. None of the copies really did anything other than hang in space where he’d left them, but looking at the bestial warthog’s face showed they had at least confused it a bit. 

For the moment, Hiral didn’t need the experiment to do any more than that – it was enough of a success, and he lunged in to slap the palm of his hand against the pig’s forehead. Again, his goal wasn’t cutting the beast apart – though he probably could’ve managed it – and he instead focused on his own image once more. 

Though, this time, he Separated it from the warthog’s sight. There was that same resistance as before, but it was far less, since what Hiral was trying to do was much smaller. Just a temporary removal, like forgetting something for an instant. And he could already feel the effect wouldn’t last more than a few seconds, but it was also more than enough. Dark eyes widened as Hiral completely vanished to it, only the afterimages from before left hanging frozen in the air ahead. 

The beast took a step forward, completely ignoring Hiral standing right next to him, then lunged forward to gore what it saw. The afterimage – nothing more than a thin layer of solar energy – collapsed at the contact, as did the images directly behind it. One, two, three, four more images fell in quick succession as the boar raged, but when it moved for the fifth, its back legs didn’t obey. Like it had been paralyzed, from the middle of its back, the whole thing stumbled to the side and into one of the stone pillars. Only the rock kept the monster upright, until a few seconds later, its legs started working again. 

Another touch while the boar wasn’t paying attention had let Hiral separate control of its limbs for a few seconds. Again, against a more powerful opponent, it wouldn’t last long, but the less he tried to influence, the easier it was. Good to know. 

“You almost done playing?” Right shouted. “We’re falling behind.”

“This one’s all yours,” Hiral shouted from behind the disoriented warthog, then spun on his heel and dashed further down the path. 

“That little…” Right cursed at Hiral getting a lead over them, but the two doubles would make short work of that Chimera. 

That’s enough Separation, for now.

He’d taken steps to using the rune in new ways, and he’d keep pushing those gains in future fights, but he needed to work on a few other things before he ran out of trash. And, as much as he would love to stick around and use a pig for multiple tests, they were also on a time limit. Against the last Chimeras – the hyenas – he’d used attacks that created resonant force through a target, and he was half-tempted to pick up where he’d left off there. 

Except, Left’s point about having enough weapons was a good one, and he could also weave that testing in easily enough. It would be better to use these weaker boars to test something else he couldn’t risk against a beast like a Mid-Boss – Which will probably show up after we all clear our necessary kill counts. 

Instead, now, it was time to do some experimenting not with just one of his runes, but also an Edict. There was still so much he didn’t know about them. The end of the current tunnel, a larger, open space, and three snorting boars looked like the perfect place to do some studying. 

Hiral burst into the twenty-foot, circular ‘room’ – if it could even be called that. Really, it was just a space between the collection of burst columns of cooled stone, but it at least gave him space to play with. It also gave the boars space to try and gore him, which they promptly did. 

With his pseudo-aspect and boosted stats, though, they didn’t even come close. Hiral nimbly side-stepped one, then another, and finally vaulted over the third. Even better – for Hiral, not so much for the warthogs – each of his dodges left behind a Lost Echo. Getting the chance to see them in action for the first time, Hiral paused his tests to watch each of the copies rush over to their targets and literally punch them in the face. 

While they didn’t have the same oomph Right did when he hit things – really, that guy was a bit of a savant when it came to punching – these copies were still surprisingly proficient. Pig heads snapped to the side from the blows, Chimeric blood splashing, while a pulse of something resonated through Hiral’s senses. His eyes narrowed at the familiarity of it, but he didn’t have the chance to linger on it as the three copies all exploded. 

Because, of course they did. 

Flame and concussive force tossed each of the Chimeric Warthogs sideways, scorching their hair and dropping two of their health bars down to fifty percent. The third, caught amid two explosions was left with a sliver of red, and could barely stand up. Between the punch and the explosion, Hiral’s Lost Echoes had done almost half the pigs’ total health in damage! That… wasn’t anything to sneeze at. 

The solar energy cost per copy was a bit higher, but nothing he couldn’t deal with thanks to all the efficiency bonuses and his natural solar energy attributes. If he wanted, he could probably hit his kill target just by gathering all the pigs up into a big chain of monsters chasing him, then go dodge between a few. He even let his mind wander for a split second as he imagined it, then chuckled and shook his head. Fun, but he had testing to do. 

As the three monsters staggered in front of him, Hiral embraced his Rune and Edict of Gravity. If Seeyela could do it, he had to be able to do it too, right? Taking the power he felt coursing between him and the Edict, Hiral envisioned two portals opening. One right in front of him, and the other across the small room. 

Gravity condensed between them – similar to what he’d felt Seeyela doing previously – like he was trying to pull two places in reality to meet in the middle. Except as soon as it started, he could feel it wasn’t the same. Just similar. He’d successfully created a point in space midway between where he’d imagined the two portals, and the air rippled like a horizontal column was collapsing towards it. But it didn’t complete. He was missing something. 

There was some other component to Seeyela’s magic he wasn’t seeing. Huh. Something that ties her more closely to the Void-Venom Empress? With this experiment failing – and the warthogs gathering their wits about them – Hiral cancelled the building force. If that didn’t work, he’d… 

WHOMP, the room erupted with a concussive wave emanating from his test point, hurling the pigs outward – and one of them directly towards Hiral. Catching his balance from the wave rushing over him, a quick pulse of Rejection got him up and over the pig that crashed into a pillar right behind where he’d been standing. The painful and resounding crack of its bones shattering against the stone didn’t do the monster any favors. And neither did the Lost Echo that formed, ran over, punched it, and exploded. 

Even Hiral winced at the unfortunate animal’s fate, but he still had two more monsters to deal with, and his kill-stealing doubles had just arrived. “Keep going,” Hiral said to them, pointing towards the exit across from where they entered. 

One look at the wounded animals showed Hiral didn’t need any help with them, and the doubles dashed past him with a pair of small nods. They’d keep upping the kill count – and building Killing Spree+ – while Hiral did just a couple more tests. Though he hadn’t been able to form the portal like Seeyela had, which probably meant he wouldn’t be able to Bamf anytime soon, the resulting effects were unexpected. Like something compressed too far, when he’d released the pressure, it had rapidly expanded. 

He'd seen Seeyela use her Gravity Wells to devasting effect more than once, but this was kind of the opposite. And, while he could likely replicate the wells themselves – thanks to his Edict of Gravity – creating little gravity bombs had a certain appeal. 

Ugh, now the PIMP has me wanting to create explosions. 

Putting that thought aside for the moment, he instead considered the implications of his previous test. First and foremost, the influence of the Edict allowed him to more easily use his runes at a distance. Normally, his runic effects centered on him, or at least originated from him. He could use his Runes of Expansion or Connection to increase the range – like he did with his hurled blades of Separation – but they all still had the same starting point. He’d been able to blur that line a bit with his sensory domain, though it definitely had limits. 

With the Edicts help though, Hiral had clearly been able to start forming the portal entrances in places he wasn’t touching. Even if that part of the experiment didn’t work, it was revolutionary. There were bound to be range and strength limitations, but that didn’t hinder his excitement at all. 

So, testing. 

Taking hold of his rune and Edict again, Hiral started with the obvious first test – reducing gravity in the room. If he could lift the pigs into the air, they wouldn’t… 

Nothing happened. At least, nothing obvious. The wounded – and now very angry – Chimeras spun in his direction, their feet pawing at the ground, and then both charged. They still weren’t fast enough to catch him, and Hiral didn’t want them to get killed by his Echo Aura, so he deactivated it before leaping up and over the beasts. Thanks to his Rune of Rejection, he soared into the air, easily clearing the attacking beasts. 

And rocketed straight for the ceiling of curved stone pillars and the vegetation hanging from them!

The reduced gravity was working, and it took another burst of Rejection to prevent him from doing something very embarrassing. A quick application of Attraction brought him towards the ground while he twisted to watch the warthogs charge straight into the stone pillars. 

Then bounce comically off them, their bodies lifting more than a foot into the air before they came back down, paws madly scrabbling the whole time. They landed around the same time Hiral did, and the three opponents once again faced off.

“Ready for what’s next?” he asked the two monsters, and they responded by predictably charging in his direction. 

            

    
        Chapter 82 – Wrong All This Time

    
    
    
    
                Hiral didn’t rush – or even activate his time runes – as the warthogs charged in his direction. They were far too slow to catch him, and the reduced gravity wasn’t helping their cause. It wasn’t affecting them much – they’d clearly resisted most of it, like a debuff – but it was there. Good to know. The next question was whether he could be selective about who the fields impacted. For example, he’d nearly brained himself on the ceiling before because he didn’t resist it in the least. 

So, could he turn it off for himself?

A thought and an alteration to the solar energy connecting to his Edict, and Hiral Rejected himself up and over the incoming pigs a second time. Unlike before, he didn’t shoot uncontrollably up, but instead obeyed the normal laws of gravity, landing deftly behind the monsters even as they crashed into the stone pillars a second time. They really don’t learn. 

But, Hiral had. He really could decide who the field affected and who it didn’t. On the downside, though, was the fact enemies could likely resist most or all the effects. Then again, even small debuffs could change the tide of a fight, though he’d have to watch the solar energy expenditure. It wasn’t breaking him, but if he combined it with a lot of other abilities in a fight, it would add up. 

On the topic of other abilities, it was time to move on to the next test. More of those gravity bombs. What could he do with them quickly? His previous attempt had been pretty concentrated – and slow – but if he wanted to use them with his fighting style, they’d need to be much faster to activate. Almost like Banst and her finger snapping. 

With that in mind – and resisting the urge to snap his own fingers – Hiral focused on the first boar to turn back around. Targeting the animal directly would result in it having a chance to resist, even partially, what he wanted to do. To counter that, Hiral focused the gravity at a spot just to the side of it, then released. 

Once again, nothing happened. And this wasn’t the same case as last time where he just didn’t notice it – there really was no reaction. Why? Ah, because this time he’d focused on a single point. Previously, he’d created a tunnel. 

It wasn’t like gravity was a suction, per se. Well, at least not when he did it, though Seeyela’s Gravity Wells were certainly like that. His previous success had come when he’d envisioned two portals in different places, with gravity being used to pull the distance together. That’s how he’d figured the woman’s portals worked. Sure, he’d been wrong about that, but it’d still created that strange result. 

So, he tried it again even as the injured boars once more stomped in his direction. Reaching out with his rune and Edict, Hiral created two – much smaller than last time – points in space he wanted to bring together through gravity. While no portals appeared, he did feel the central point in reality rapidly build. Even better, it’d only taken a fraction of a second, and Hiral immediately released the small bomb. 

The burst staggered the boar to the side, directly into the path of its compatriot, making them both stumble, and shaved off a good chunk of its health bar. Along with its shoulder. Both of the monsters were looking pretty beat up by this point, but Hiral still had more tests. 

Reaching out again, Hiral this time created four points in space, with two more small bombs forming between them. No idea why they’re behaving like this, but at least it’s quick. Just as he was about to release the blasts for these though, movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention. The Edict of Gravity had moved closer to the two monsters as he’d formed the last bombs. 

He didn’t even know the Edict could move!

They’d always appeared in the same general place to his vision, kind of like distant notification windows. They were always the same distance from him. Always the same height from the ground. So why did it move?

The question burned in Hiral’s mind as he released the two bombs, blasting the other boar in the side to rip more flesh from it and send it careening into its ally. Thanks to the damage done to both – and the force of the burst – this sent the entwined pair crashing to the ground. Hiral barely paid it any attention, immediately forming another gravity tunnel and the bomb inside. The Edict didn’t budge, so he released his hold over gravity in a small burst. Another attempt after that, but still no reaction. 

Two pairs and their bombs? No change. What was it he’d done differently last time? He’d barely been thinking about it, and the two bombs had formed so naturally. It wasn’t any more difficult when he was concentrating on it, so why didn’t it work the same way? What was he missing?

While he mused it over, the two warthogs hefted themselves to their feet, pools of blood left staining the ground where they’d just been. The sight of that blood – and their depleted health bars – suddenly reminded him these were still Chimeras, and if he wasn’t careful, they’d get low enough they’d probably combine like the hyenas had. By the simple fact they hadn’t done it yet, despite the damage, there had to be a threshold. They were both around forty percent now.

Maybe it’s time to stop playing with these ones. Don’t want to risk them getting suddenly stronger. 

Hiral walked towards them as the beasts took up the charge again, while he reactivated his Echo Aura. Casually tossing out half-a-dozen more gravity tunnels – and their associated bombs – ahead of the charging monsters, his eyes widened as the Edict of Gravity moved again, slipping into the space central to the six bombs. 

He didn’t even have time to wonder about it before those bombs detonated, right as the Chimeras charged through. The resulting blasts tore chunks of meat from the beasts, and sent them stumbling in his direction. Another Rejection-powered leap had him up and over, while his Lost Echoes formed. A pair of punches and explosions ended the fight once and for all. 

But Hiral was already running down the path towards where Left and Right had gone. The way those last bombs had formed – and their results – had given him a clue. One he’d been stupid to ignore before. Why hadn’t he seen it?

Seen it? He chuckled to himself as he vaulted one warthog body after another. It looked like the doubles were doing their best to make up for his slacking. When he finally caught up to them, the pair was engaged with seven of the hairy monsters, another two already dead on the ground. 

“Bout time you showed up,” Right said, tossing out a quick jab that sent a boar staggering sideways into a dark, icy wing. From there, a quick slash from the Dagger of Sath toppled the monster over, its leg frozen and unresponsive. That created a barrier to prevent a second boar from sneaking up on the pair, and they in turn split apart to engage with new enemies. 

Just a few seconds of watching, and Hiral felt himself get pulled into the music of their fight. The Primal Chord echoed just out of earshot, his doubles’ movements playing along perfectly with the tune. The boars, though they struggled, got tugged right along with it, each of their attacks, dodges, and pained grunts falling in perfect time like they were choreographed. And since Hiral could hear it so clearly, it only seemed right he joined in. 

Falling into the rhythm, he let the music guide him as he crafted a pair of gravity tunnels on opposite sides of the room. To anybody who could see them – which nobody could, since they were basically invisible – they would seem wildly out of place. Away from the fight. Until, with the next beat of the Chord of the Primal Echo, two of the warthogs moved just the right way, and found themselves taking an Edict-of-Gravity-powered bomb to the face. 

“Yes!” Hiral said as the Edict moved in perfect unison with the music to easily double the power of the small bursts. That was what he’d missed before. He didn’t need to see anything, he needed to listen. 

Somehow – unsurprisingly, really – the Edicts could be connected to the Primal Symphony. Or, maybe it wasn’t just the Edicts alone? Maybe it was a combination of them and his fighting style? His Duelist of the Runic Cycle tapped heavily into the Primal Symphony, which could just mean it was an avenue he should use to control the power. 

… like he’d previously controlled the flying swords. 

Could he really do the same thing with something as powerful as the Edicts?

Only one way to find out! Testing. 

And probably some explosions. 

Throwing his hands out to his sides – his Coat of Amin Thett snapping dramatically at the flourish – like he was preparing to perform, Hiral threaded solar energy through his runes and Edicts. What would they ask for? What would he need to do?

Listen, he told himself, breathing out slowly, then inhaling as the music filled him. 

It came on like a wave, the power of the Primal Chord drowning out the other sounds of battle – not that he needed them – and he felt the first heavy thump already pulling. Out and to the side, Hiral twisted with Attraction and Rejection speeding up his movement, while a boar careened past. A Lost Echo didn’t form at this one, but that was fine, a flick of Hiral’s left hand calling on the Edict of Gravity to slow the boar’s movement. The effect was partially resisted, the monster only losing a few steps, but it was enough. 

Another charging boar – one that had barely missed Right – couldn’t stop in time before colliding with its comrade. The two beasts went tumbling to the ground, and Hiral could’ve finished them both off with a single swing of his greatsword. Except, that wasn’t where the Chord was pulling him – like it knew that wasn’t what he wanted to do.

Leaving the two tangled boars for later, he instead wrapped his other hand in Impact. A turn at the hips, a lunge, and he thrust his fist out – straight into the forehead of a nearby warthog. The blow rang its brain like a bell, the thing staggering to the side like it was drunk, and Hiral swept forward with his other hand. Instead of Impact, Attraction and Connection filled his palm. 

A tug on the Edicts’ power created a connection between the boar in front of him and another on the far side of the room. His next thread of solar energy solidified that connection with the power of Attraction – the Edict itself moving between the two animals – to pull them both off-balance. Like a tug of war neither knew they were part of, the movement of one hauled the other sideways. Not done there, Hiral quick-stepped around the closest one, then swept both hands to the side with a wave if Rejection. 

Dust and debris shot away like it’d been caught in a great gust of wind, while the boar itself stumbled sideways, pulling the distant monster along with it – and saving Right from getting gored. At the same time, the recoil of the action threw Hiral towards his next target. Music spinning around him as the tempo picked up, runes and Edicts flared to life across his body. 

A twist and dodge snuck him around a sweeping tusk, and he struck with his palm. Sealing, Compression, Absorption, and Energy filled the blow, their power burrowing deep into the monster as two of the Edicts seemed to sear themselves into its sides. Unfortunately for the boar, Hiral wasn’t done there, clawed blades of Separation forming on his other hand before he darted past the animal. 

Grievous wounds tore down the warthog’s flank as he passed, Breaking spreading the edges of the cuts so blood gushed out like a waterfall, and completely severing two of its legs. With the one attack, the thing’s health bar dropped to under ten percent, and a pained wail escaped its lips as it toppled twitching to the ground.

Once again, Hiral didn’t finish the creature off, instead sprinting right at the pair of warthogs that had earlier crashed into each other. At the speed he moved, they’d barely managed to untangle themselves when he arrived, hands lashing out in a blur of attacks. Resonating force tore through the pair’s bodies, punishing organs, tearing blood vessels, and shredding muscle. 

Both warthogs tried to retreat under the assault, but neither got more than a step in the same amount of time it took Hiral to hit each with half-a-dozen blows. As they took their next step, the runes empowering Hiral’s hands changed with a thought, and he slapped them with Connection and Attraction, binding them to the poor creature he’d nearly eviscerated. 

With the motion, the Edict of Attraction followed the beat of the Primal Chord, shifting its position to the center of the room – just a few steps from Hiral – tying five of the seven beasts to it. That just left two more, the Chord already building towards its crescendo and hauling Hiral along with it. 

On both sides of the group of monsters, Left and Right circled and harried the beasts, keeping them off balance. Pushing them inward. Cutting, punching, and wearing down the health bars. Blows triggered buffs and debuffs in quick succession. Echoes of monsters from the Third Movement appeared in a burst of solar energy to thwack the nearest enemy before vanishing. To anybody on the outside, it would look like utter chaos. 

To Hiral, though, it was all coming together, the Primal Chord resounding through the space. 

Hands went to his thighs, RHCs coming off in a practiced motion with rings of Piercing Shot+ already extending from the barrels. It wouldn’t take much to punch a hole straight through a boar’s skull with a single shot at this point, but he instead aimed further back. A pull of each trigger opened a hole in one side and out the other along the boars’ flanks, blood spraying in a gush from each, and dropping their health down to thirty percent each.

As soon as the monsters staggered to the side at the sudden pain, Hiral connected them with two more ropes of Attraction. In the center of the room, right on top of the warthog Hiral had nearly gutted with his claws, the Edict of Attraction pulsed. 

But Hiral wasn’t done. He could do more. On a whim, he added the Edicts of Connection and Gravity to the mix, the three glowing scrips pulsing as they circled each other. And, with each orbit around the others, Hiral’s eyes narrowed. The way the Edicts lined up to where he looked at them from, it was almost like they fit together. Like they were smaller parts of…

A snorting bellow from one of the warthogs reminded Hiral he didn’t have time to start daydreaming, the Edicts again pulsing along the tethers connected to each of the monsters. 

Though the combination of Edicts didn’t physically pull any of the Chimeras – it would still be too difficult to do that – it drew their attention as surely as Nivian’s Infuriate would. That, coupled with their instinctual need to combine when their health dropped low enough, had the six boars charging towards the seventh. 

And straight towards Hiral. 

He smiled as he poured power into Attraction and Rejection, then darted in and out of the oncoming stampede. Runes keeping him just out of reach of the crazed monsters, and moving him like the wind, he weaved around every gore, charge, and bite. And, for almost every perfectly timed, dodge, a Lost Echo powered by Right Back at You appeared. 

Within the brief seconds it took the warthogs to reach the centre of the room, more than a dozen versions of Hiral filled the space. Still, the Primal Chord demanded more. No, that wasn’t it. The Chord wasn’t demanding it. 

Hiral was. 

He’d been wrong all this time. 

The Lost Chord of the Primal Echo wasn’t leading him. He was leading it. 

He smiled as he stomped his foot down to the ground along with a heavy percussion booming around him, the Edict of Increase seemingly etching itself across the entire space. This… this was it, and Hiral launched straight up on a burst of Rejection. 

At the same time his feet left the ground, three very important things happened in quick succession. 

First, the six charging warthogs reached the seventh. 

Second, fifteen Lost Echoes simultaneously struck. 

Third, the combination of runes he’d left in the prone boar to seal and absorb the volatile power from its blood went off. 

The cacophonous series of explosions shook the Hanging Garden and sent flames shooting through the space between pillars. A Violent End triggered along with the Lost Echoes, sending healing eruptions to wash over Left, Right, and Hiral, even as everything vanished in a sea of red and orange. 

A second was all it took to disappear, the sheer amount of energy consuming itself and everything within it in the blink of an eye. And, when it faded, Hiral stood smiling in the air above, Coat of Amin Thett gently flapping in the swirling wind from the explosions. 

He looked down at his hands, somehow feeling the music still eddying around him. How had he never noticed before?

“You had that planned?” Right asked, jogging over to stand under Hiral. “And, you coming down?”

A thought cancelled the Rejection and Gravity keeping him up, and Hiral dropped down to land between his doubles. “Totally planned.”

“How?” Left asked. “I felt the music guiding us.”

“Because we’ve been looking at it the wrong way,” Hiral said, taking a quick look to make sure there weren’t any more Chimeras around. In fact, according to the kill counter, the blast had killed more than just the ones in the room, with them up past thirty now. “The Chord isn’t a set path. Not like we thought, at least. It’s like a branching river. Each choice we make opens new choices.”

“But we’re still following the river?” Right asked. 

“Yes and no. We can give the Chord a goal. A destination. It helps get us there by drawing others into the music. Think of it like this, like a painting. We outline the image we want – our plan or goal for the fight, even if its just a single move or two ahead of where we are. Then, the Chord gives us the colors to use as we move the brush – ourselves.

“If we stay within the lines we set out – even if we didn’t realize we drew them – we get benefits. Buffs or debuffs, for our Chord. We set the tempo for the fight, and that in turn helps control our opponent. Wait, what if I’m thinking too small about this?

“What was it Odi said when we first started the second trial? The Primal Symphony is the music the world—the universe—made when it was created. Some even say, the music that created the world. What if it’s not one or the other? What if it’s both? It’s cause and effect leading to the next cause, which in turn creates the next effect.”

“Like a dancer listening to impromptu music,” Left mused. “We follow how the music starts, but as we move, we influence the band, changing the tune and tempo to better fit the dance.”

“Exactly!” Hiral pointed at his double. “I’m beginning to think what we learned in the Forge of Ur’Thul was just the beginning. The Chord we got wasn’t the final fighting style, but instead the continued training tool. The first dance step. Almost like an instructor or a teacher who is always beside us. Evolving with us and our fighting style.”

“It would explain why it always incorporated your new weapons,” Right said. “And our growing strength. The things I can do now are way beyond what they were in the Forge of Ur’Thul.”

“Or any new enemy we fought,” Hiral added, considering his double’s words. It was true. They’d grown so much since that dungeon, but the Chord kept evolving right along with them. 

“And it reinforces what we do right, so we keep doing that,” Left continued. “Not just the dance steps we’ve mastered, so to speak, but also by teaching us how to anticipate and influence what comes next. We’re simultaneously walking a path set out for us, and creating a new one as we go.”

Left’s words bounced around hard in Hiral’s head. Part of him had been worried about the Chord acting as just another tool for the PIMP to set out his path. But, if what Left said was true – and it felt correct – then could Hiral work within the bounds of both?

The PIMP had an important goal – ridding the world of the Enemy – but Hiral didn’t want to be a tool. He’d spent so long fighting for control over his life and the power of earning his class, that his heart had rebelled against the thought of the PIMP controlling him like that. To the point he’d even considered bucking the entire thing and going it alone. Realistically, it’s not like he could. He needed the damn system to continue growing, and his PIM was part of him. 

Still, the dissonance in his head had caused him to lose his way a little. To question everything coming from notification windows, dungeon interfaces, and even himself. No matter how much Li’l Ur talked about how great the Emperor was, Hiral didn’t want to just follow in the man’s footsteps. If he was going to accomplish something, he wanted it to be because of him. Not some legacy. 

Hiral looked at the Gloves of Amin Thett on his hands and the glow of the pseudo-aspect on his arm. So, he’d do both. 

He’d take what was given to him – his class, his runes, his gear – as the music guiding his steps. But he’d dance to the tune his way. He wasn’t Amin Thett. He was Hiral. Elezad’s son. Nat and Milly’s big brother. Gauto’s best friend. Seena’s boyfriend, and a member of her party. Friends with Yanily, Seeyela, Nivian, and Wule. 

The Everfail. 

The things the PIMP had given him weren’t – and didn’t have to be – any more influential than any of those other pieces of his life. They’d all shaped him, sure, but he would choose where he was going. 

Hiral let out a breath of contentment as the words settled in his head. Like he’d finally resolved a conflict raging inside him, a sense of balance rippled out along with his solar energy. Reality around him stabilized as he got a step closer to his concept of himself. He wasn’t quite up to Nivian’s level of ‘I protect’, but he was gaining ground.

“Looks like he’s figured something out,” Left said, and Hiral realized his doubles were patiently staring at him. 

“Yeah,” Hiral said. “About the Chord, I guess, and about myself.” 

“Does it explain the Troblins we summon sometimes?” Right asked. 

“It’s not a perfect hypothesis,” Hiral admitted, smiling at his doubles as they both smirked. Smart asses. 

“Which means there’s only one thing to do,” Left said, and all three of them smiled even bigger. 

“Testing,” they said together, then dashed out of the clearing. There were more monsters – test subjects – waiting for them. 





            

    
        Chapter 83 – Breach

    
    
    
    
                A sweep of Hiral’s hand – along with five crescents of terrible Separation – and the warthog in front of him fell to pieces. At the same time, on either side of him, Right and Left moved in perfect unison with the Chord of the Primal Echo, simultaneously dropping two more unfortunate pigs. As all three bodies – or the parts of them – hit the ground, the kill counter rose to seventy-two of seventy-three. 

“Looks like we have to find one more straggler somewhere,” Left said. 

“Before that,” Right held up a hand, and looked at Hiral. “Did you really think running around in a circle and leaving copies of yourself would work?”

“Uh…” Hiral started, only to get cut off by another warthog wandering into the small clearing where the trio had partaken in wholesale, porcine slaughter. Since he’d gone through the last forty boars practicing his runes, Hiral casually drew one of his RHC’s, powered it up with Piercing Shot+, and then layered on his remaining Right Back at You. One pull of the trigger was all it took – straight through the monster’s skull – to drop it to the ground, and a notification window popped up in front of Hiral’s eyes.

Dynamic Quest – Beast Wave: Update

Chimeric Interlopers slain: 73/73

You’ve thinned the forces arrayed against the Hanging Garden, but the battle is far from over. Even now, staunch defenders struggle to hold back the tide smashing against their walls. 

Worse – for you – a dangerous predator has taken notice of your activities.

Predator Defeated: 0/1

As soon as Hiral’s mind processed the contents of the notification – without needing his eyes to read it all – the other RHC came out in his hand. Back to back to back with his doubles, they turned to stare at the dozens of spaces between the stone spires all around them. 

“Reads like a Mid-Boss,” Right said. 

“It does,” Hiral agreed, then focused on the party chat. “Did anybody else just get a notification for a Mid-Boss?”

One second, two, three… four… five… no reply. 

“Can anybody hear me?” Hiral asked again. 

“Now that I think about it, we haven’t heard anything from them since just after we entered the maze,” Left said. “Not even Yanily.”

“Something blocking our Party Interface?” Right asked. 

A glance at the health bars of the others, and Hiral shook his head. They’d taken some damage, but they were still all there and clearly visible. “Just the chat function, it seems.”

“Then this begs the question,” Left said. “Do we keep moving forward, under the assumption we’ll all meet up to take on the Mid-Boss? Or, does each path get its own?”

Hiral’s eyes snapped up and to the right, high in the glowing foliage draping the stone pillars as a burst of movement grazed the edge of his sensory domain. “There’s something here,” he said quietly to the others, concentrating on pushing his domain out a bit further. Under the constant criss-crossing of the stone pillars, the rain hardly fell, but his use of Rejection was just as sensitive. 

“The Mid-Boss?” Right asked, fist glowing with purple flames. 

Another graze of his sensory domain behind him, and Hiral side-stepped to try to get a better look, his doubles smoothly shifting to watch his back. “Whatever it is, it’s fast and agile,” Hiral said. “Or, it brought company.”

“Might be like the Army Ants from the Endless Tunnels,” Left said. “A number of separate Mid-Bosses based on the path.”

“We’re the biggest group,” Hiral said. “Sort of. But I’d rather we get more than Seena and Drahn. Anything moving this fast could be a problem for them if it can get in close.”

“Plan?” Right asked. “Wait for it to come to us? Or, try to flush it out?”

“There aren’t any ranged attacks coming,” Hiral said, feeling another graze on his domain, and shifting again to try to get a better look. Like before, by the time he noticed it, whatever was stalking them was already gone. “So, fighting it out in the open is probably to our advantage unless that changes. Let’s try waiting it out.”

Another invasion breached his domain directly behind him, but then immediately retreated as if it could sense the small push of Rejection against it. It had been in and out so fast, the thing had to be incredibly agile. Fast enough to get to them – if it wanted to – within a second or two at most. Even though it had been brief, it’d given Hiral a ‘look’ at what was circling them. 

A lithe body with four legs, a long tail, and claws sharp enough to leave gouges in the stone where it’d just been. 

“Some kind of big cat, I think,” Hiral said. 

“If we’re waiting for it to come to us,” Left said, shaping the Banner of Courage, and surrounding them in its golden glow. 

Hiral gave his double a thankful nod – the bonuses couldn’t hurt – but didn’t have a chance to say anything before there was another breach in his domain. Unlike the last time, though, this one didn’t result in an immediate retreat, and Hiral spun to raise his weapons as the monster streaked towards the edge of the stone columns. 

Except, something else bloomed in his domain, and Hiral’s eyes spotted it a heartbeat later – a cone of expanding flame gushing out of an elevated archway. Thirty feet wide and getting bigger by the second, heat rolled ahead of the flames promising a very unpleasant time, and Hiral tossed his RHCs aside. 

Runic power filled his hands in their place, Dreaming and Decrease stretching out from his left, while he forged a wedge of Rejection and Sealing with his right. The instant his extended concept met the flames, a powerful will emerged to challenge his own, like a pair of predator’s eyes locking on to him and triggering a primal, prey reaction. 

The hair on the back of his neck rose as a quick notification window sprung up and vanished in the blink of an eye. 

You have resisted the Hunter’s Quarry debuff.

Flight or Flight (Fear) negated by Banner of Courage.

Hunter’s Quarry (No Effect): As prey, any damage you take from your hunter is increased by 20%, and you are unable to escape or hide from its senses.

Flight or Flight (No Effect): Reaction speed, Dex, and Atn are all reduced by 20% when in front of an apex predator. 

Hiral almost choked at how serious those debuffs would’ve been if he hadn’t resisted the first and had Banner of Courage negate the second. Thank goodness Left kept us buffed with Aura of Peace. He didn’t have time to worry about that now, though, with the flames pushing through his concept, and his defenses yet unfinished. 

Steeling himself, Hiral focused on his runes, and directed the Edict of Decrease in time with his Primal Chord to support Dreaming. With the next blink of his eyes, the rushing flames seemed less substantial. Colors faded. The roar and crackle of consumed air grew dimmer. 

But definitely not enough he wanted to try to face them directly with his own body. 

Instead, his other Edict in play – Sealing – combined with his Rune of Rejection to form a three-sided wedge directly in front of, and over, the trio. The still-powerful flames broke across the barrier as they filled the clearing. Heat clawed at the three within walls that shimmered under the onslaught, but thanks to Dreaming and Decrease, it wasn’t anything they couldn’t handle. Left’s Banner of Courage – along with Hiral’s High-Speed Regeneration+ – made short work of any damage he took. 

Then, even as the ground blackened on both sides of them and plants on the stone pillars behind got turned to ash, the flames ceased. All around, the air rippled from the heat, while smoke from the scorched vegetation rose towards the curved ceiling, what there was of it. Through the haze, the Mid-Boss dashed off again, back into the security of the upper layers of the stone maze. 

“What the hell was that?” Right asked. “I thought you said it was a cat or something? That felt more like Seena had finally had enough of you.”

“Still feels like a cat,” Hiral said, tracking the movement of the cat as it sped along the edge of his domain. In and out, like it was looking for a weakness – an opening – it poked and prodded at his senses. Well, if it was going to keep bumping up against his domain, he was going to take advantage of that!

A call of Attraction slapped his RHCs into his hands, fingers on the triggers – though he didn’t pull them – and he listened for the sound of the Primal Chord. Kind of like he’d felt a will challenge his own when he’d reached out with Dreaming, he could almost hear a growl pushing back against the Chord trying to control and predict the cat’s movements. It was too powerful to be drawn straight into the music leading to its own end, but that wasn’t entirely what Hiral had been listening for anyway. Instead, Hiral took a page from the Mid-Boss’s own debuff – Hunter’s Quarry – and reached out with his Edict of Connection.

As the circling cat – though Hiral still hadn’t actually seen the beast yet – made contact with his domain again, Hiral spun a tether of Connection to it. So small, and without any actual debuff attached to it, the Mid-Boss’s will didn’t appear to challenge the effect. 

“Got you,” Hiral said under his breath, the Edict of Connection emerging to his eyes and pulling taught where it tied him to the Mid-Boss. It wasn’t anything as strong as a leash – it wouldn’t prevent the monster from escaping if it wanted to – but it would prevent the thing from hiding from him. With that advantage of the Mid-Boss’s suddenly gone, Hiral’s RHCs tracked its movement as it sprinted a circle around them. 

Even with the tether, the thing was moving incredibly quick, bouncing between columns of stone and through nearly impossible spaces so fast it boggled the mind. With the natural agility and the benefit of the terrain, it had to believe there was no way Hiral or his doubles had an avenue of attack while it stayed hidden. 

Too bad for it, Hiral’s sensory domain had already mapped out every opening, nook, and cranny of the thicket of stone pillars. All he needed to do was wait for… now! Fingers squeezing both triggers, a pair of searing bolts of Impact burst through the triple-rings of Piercing Shot+, speeding up as they went and getting buffed by Breaking, before flashing into the shadows between the stones. A split second later, a pained yowl of surprise replied at the same time Hiral’s sensory domain watched the monster stumble mid-leap. 

Almost as ungracefully as Hiral had been when he nearly brained himself, the Mid-Boss careened off one stone branch, claws scrabbling the whole time, only to crash into a lower one. This time, the sharp claws managed to get hold of things, and the creature pulled itself up and behind another pillar. One safe from a follow-up shot from Hiral. 

For now. 

“Got it?” Left asked, eyes on Hiral’s weapons still poised and ready for the instant the Mid-Boss made a move. 

“Yes,” Hiral said, attention mainly on his domain. “Didn’t do as much damage as I was hoping, though. If that’d been one of those warthogs – or around the same amount of health – those two hits would’ve outright killed it. Instead, all I think I did was piss it off a bit. It’s got to be our Mid-Boss.”

“It’s not moving now?” Right said. 

“Not for the moment,” Hiral said. “It’s like it knows I’m waiting for it to move.”

“You handled its flames though,” Right said. “If it wants to try and kill us, it’s going to have to come in here with us, or pull out some other trick. It can’t win like this.”

“Can we, though?” Left asked. “It’s holding us in this clearing. Mobility like it’s been showing could be much more difficult to deal with in the narrow tunnels.”

“It might be hoping we move so it can try ambushing us,” Hiral agreed. 

“Then I guess we’ll need to…” Right started, only for his words to get cut off by an unexpected notification window coming up. 

Dynamic Quest – Beast Wave: Update

Chimeric Interlopers slain: 73/73

The walls have been breached!

A catastrophic mistake by the defenders has led to an entire flank being exposed. Chimeras surge towards the opening, sensing the weakness. 

If the remaining champions are overwhelmed, monsters will flood into the city, laying waste to it and its citizens. 

Key Defenders Remaining: 589/590

Predator Defeated: 0/1

Approximate time until the Hanging Gardens is lost: 32 minutes.

Hiral’s eyes widened at the notification. They’d had three hours! Then again, like Fallen Reach, this wasn’t really a dungeon. The PIMP had given them goals in the form of the Dynamic Quests, but they weren’t scripted like normal dungeons. Things had just gone terribly wrong. 

And if his party wanted the Bonders’ help in the raid zone, Hiral and the others had less than thirty-two minutes to save them. Even as he watched, another defender fell, dropping them to five-hundred-and-eighty-eight. 

He didn’t have time to wait around for the Mid-Boss to make its move. So, he’d have to make one of his own. 

“New plan,” he told his doubles, and got ready to do something wildly reckless. 

            

    
        Chapter 84 – Definitely A Trap

    
    
    
    
                “I’ll take the Mid-Boss,” Hiral said, senses locked on the aforementioned monster while it stayed hidden behind the stone pillar inside his domain. “You two need to get to the defenders and help them.”

“Maybe we should take on the Mid-Boss,” Right offered. “Two against one.”

“No,” Hiral said. “Left’s buffs – the Banner and Herald – will help more with the large groups. And you, Right, have to be as strong as any of their defenders. The two of you will make a bigger difference than me there. Besides, with the terrain here, I’m better suited to go after our shy Mid-Boss.”

“It could be a trap,” Right tried one more time to changes Hiral’s mind. 

“Oh, it’s definitely a trap,” Hiral chuckled. “But one I’m setting for our kitty-friend. Don’t worry, like the achievement said, I’ve got this.”

“He does,” Left told Right. “When?”

“Now,” Hiral said at the same time he launched himself on a burst of Rejection, straight between an arch of stone, and into the rat’s nest of twisting columns. To his trailing sensory domain, his doubles gave each other a look, shrugged, then dashed down the tunnel opposite to where they’d come in. That had to be the way to the breached wall mentioned in the notification window, but Hiral had something to do before he found out for himself. 

RHCs going to his thighs, runic energy pulsed out of him, Rejection, Attraction, and Gravity changing the playing field, and he landed on a nearby pillar before leaping off again. Back and forth like a pinball, Hiral streaked towards the Mid-Boss’s hiding spot, while terrible claws of Separation formed on his hands. Like the Mid-Boss itself had done, gouges of stone tore from the pillars as Hiral landed and leapt again, closing the distance within brief seconds. 

Almost too fast for his opponent to feel him coming, Hiral flashed past the pillar that had previously blocked his senses, and flipped midair with arms crossed in front of himself. Palms facing away from him, he slashed out while pouring solar energy into his runes. Ten crescents of cutting energy expanded in the blink of an eye, tearing through stone and plant matter where the Mid-Boss had been just a second before.  

Too slow, Hiral grimaced, catching sight of the long, red tail darting behind another pillar, while he completed his flip to land feet first against a nearby stone. Without needing to think about it, he altered his own gravity to make it feel like he was standing on the ground, even though he was actually staring down at it. Standing wasn’t going to win this fight, though, and more runic power launched him after his prey. 

Intimidating Aura+ billowed out through the space around him as he gave chase, the pressure of it tearing plants out by their roots and cracking stone. The Mid-Boss seemed to flinch as the aura reached it in Hiral’s sensory domain, but it didn’t slow more than a hair, though it sprung off to the side to try and lose him. 

Up, down, over, and around, the pair rocketed through the chaotic web of stone archways, plants that survived Hiral’s aura whipping in the air at their passing. Red and orange suddenly lit up the tunnel ahead, and heat billowed ahead. Not willing to slow, Hiral threw out Dreaming and Decrease, while wrapping himself in a dagger of Rejection. Cutting through the cascading flames in and instant – High-Speed Regeneration+ taking care of any damage from the heat – Hiral came out the other side with his opponent finally right in front of his eyes. 

(Mid-Boss – Chimera) Ruby Lioness – Unknown Rank

True to the monster’s name, a red, maneless lion crouched vertically on a nearby pillar, claws dug deep into the stone to hold it in place. Flames licked from between blood-red teeth, and the whole beast had to be almost fifteen-feet long, not even including the tail that nearly doubled its overall length. Weight and size alone, the Mid-Boss dwarfed the other Chimeras Hiral had seen, and power radiated off it. 

No, that’s not just power, that’s heat. Barely visible patterns in the lioness’s coat rippled like flames between the individual hairs, while the stone near its paws sloughed like it had melted. Was it using that before? Or saving it for now?

Without an answer to the question – and honestly not really caring – Hiral reinforced the bladed wedge of Rejection around him with Dreaming and Separation, then added another burst behind him. Snap, stone broke as the lioness leapt away, a heartbeat before Hiral slammed into and through where it had just been. 

Letting his Rejection-wedge carry most of the stone away even as the pillar began to collapse, Hiral twisted midair and shot back the way he’d come. Barreling through the rock shards and dust before the stone arch folded in on itself, he came out swinging. Arcs of Separation sliced through the air, just a hair’s breadth behind the fast-moving cat. And, apparently that wasn’t just his trick, as the Mid-Boss twisted to hurl its own crescents of flame in his direction. 

Part of Hiral wanted to laugh – What is it with Mid-Bosses stealing my tricks? – but it was the competitive side of him that won out. Launching his own attacks to meet the lioness’s head on, he didn’t even use his concepts, instead relying on his power to simply be better, and bolted straight at the Mid-Boss.

Meeting midway between the pair, the two attacks collided. Flaming crescents attempted to burn through everything in their path, while Hiral’s own sought to cut and break down anything they met. A sizzle shouted the power of the flaming lashes to the world, before it cut off with a definitive sching. The Mid-Boss barely had an instant to realize what had happened before Hiral’s blades reached it. 

Weakened and slightly deflected by the collision of the attacks, the blades only grazed its back. Lines of blood-red suddenly joined the flickering-flame pattern along the big cat’s spine and neck, a yowl of pain hissing from between bared teeth. Intimidating as the fangs should’ve been, Hiral didn’t slow, eight spectral arms appearing from his back at the critical hit. 

Closing the distance, Hiral reinforced the Hundred Handed buff he’d gotten from the Second Movement of the Primal Chord of the Lost Echo with his Rune of Dreaming. Suddenly not-so-spectral, the eight hands reached out and grasped the Mid-Boss by the scruff of the neck, back, and long tail. A pulse of Gravity changed down for all of them to be the vertical pillar the cat had perched on, and Hiral landed ‘above it’. 

Then, with a flex of his concept reinforced by his pseudo-aspect, the eight, Dex-powered arms tore the cat free from where it held on. Stone shredded as claws got forcefully pulled away, the whole Mid-Boss getting hauled up and over Hiral, before he slammed it down on the pillar in front of him. More stone shards shot into the air like they were in slow motion from the impact, and Hiral darted forward. 

Finding its feet in front of him despite the rough handling, the Ruby Lioness bared its terrible fangs at him once again, just in time for his uppercut to catch it in the bottom of the jaw. Impact and Breaking lived up to their names, a pair of smaller teeth shattering at the blow, and the lioness’s head snapped up. Without a chance to recover, eight not-so-spectral arms came at from all sides. Sounding like a heavy downpour, the blows rained on its flanks, while Hiral’s other fist collided with the Chimera’s exposed neck. 

Expansion, Breaking, Separation, Compression, and of course Impact hit the crimson fur and continued straight down the length of the monster. Sure, it probably didn’t have an airway he could crush with the blow, but his Cycling senses told him how the punch wreaked havoc inside the monster. It was a pity he couldn’t attach runic powers to the Hundred Handed buff, but it’d have to do for now. 

 Two more jabs and a straight pounded the cat back, Hundred Handed hammering it on all sides at the same time, before the counter came. Up and across, a paw as big as Hiral’s head – with knife-like claws – trailed flames as they carved into soft flesh. 

Well, as they appeared to, with Hiral ducking smoothly under the blow and coming up unseen at the cat’s side. For what it did see, that could only be the Lost Echo of Hiral that mercilessly hooked a fist across into the side of the cat’s head. 

Then it exploded. 

Flames – and not the kind the cat dished out – washed over the front of the Mid-Boss while Hiral thrust out with both arms to slam his fists into the monster’s side. As soon as he made contact, the familiar balloon of combined runic powers burst. Bending around the expanding sphere for a split second, the cat hung in front of Hiral before it shot off with more force than he’d ever been able to put into it before. 

Thank you Edict of Increase, was all he had time to think before there was a tremendous smash, then another, and one more, from the cat breaking pillars in its path. Rejection under his feet launched him along the same path, Coat of Amin Thett snapping in the air, while the stone arches around them began to collapse. 

Within a second, he spotted the crater in the side of a distant stone pillar where the cat struggled to hold on, blood oozing out of the blunt trauma wounds in its broken flesh. More of the crimson liquid gushed from between sharp fangs, the cat spreading its mouth wide to breathe a cone of flame in his direction. 

Instead of creating a wedge of Rejection to brute-force his way through it, Hiral instead used a burst of the same rune to jerk him to the side. In his place, a Lost Echo formed – showing he’d dodged the attack – though it was consumed by the hungry fire. That was fine, Hiral was still smiling at what he’d gained from it. Then, again, as he boosted himself up and over another cone of flames trying to catch up to him. Like the warthogs, the cat just didn’t seem to learn what wasn’t working. A third cone – also evaded – and Hiral’s feet touched down on a nearby stone pillar. The Chimera’s head turned to follow his movement, but a crack of the stone where he’d been standing was all that was left for it to find. 

Feline eyes widened in horror as Hiral appeared right in front of it after finally pushing his speed to the maximum. Left hand stretching out ahead of him, he shoved the Mid-Boss down while changing the orientation of their gravity. Weakened as it was from the battering it’d taken, it didn’t mount quite enough resistance against his will, while his runes countered the natural size, strength, and weight advantages it held over him. 

Pounding in tune with the Primal Chord, the Mid-Boss’s head slammed to the stone, while Hiral brought his other hand around. Fingers splayed like crooked claws, blades of Separation and Breaking pulsed with the power of Right Back at You and tore rips in the air as they arced for the Ruby Lioness’s exposed throat. Chimera or not – Mid-Boss or not – he was going to take its head from its shoulders. 

Except, as soon as the tips of his claws bit into the cat’s hide, the Primal Chord screeched offkey, screaming a warning to his ears. Separation and Breaking vanished to be replaced by Rejection and Dreaming, while Hiral crossed his arms in front of his face. 

Barely in time. 

In a conflagration that turned the world red and orange – and burned his concept to ash like cheap paper – the Mid-Boss erupted with enough force to hurl Hiral away like a charred meteor. Flames ballooned out and between the stone arches, reaching for the open sky far above, but Hiral didn’t – couldn’t – pay much attention to it. The approaching end to his sudden, uncontrolled flight was much more pressing. 

Arms scorched to the bone – and his legs not in much better shape – his body wasn’t going to do anything helpful to dull the coming impact. No, all he had to rely on was his runes, and he sent out threads of solar energy in the second he had left. 

Rejection pushed against where he was going, while his Rune and Edict of Attraction whipped out in the opposite direction, anchoring him towards where he’d just come from. Gravity twined in with those last two, then Increase and Decrease went to work. 

All in all… it still hurt, his scorched body slamming into the pillar to blast the air from his lungs. Restoration immediately joined in with his High-Speed Regeneration+ to passively work on the damage, but he didn’t trigger the active effect. Instead, he reached out through his sensory domain to make sure that was the end of the Mid-Boss. 

It wasn’t. At least, not exactly. Where he expected to see a crater and an influx of solar energy into himself, he instead found a trail of flames leading away from the battle. Towards where his doubles had gone. 

That final explosion wasn’t an attack – it was some kind of escape ability. 

As soon as the thoughts flitted through his mind, a notification window popped up. 

Dynamic Quest – Beast Wave: Update

Chimeric Interlopers slain: 73/73

The walls have been breached!

A catastrophic mistake by the defenders has led to an entire flank being exposed. Chimeras surge towards the opening, sensing the weakness. 

If the remaining champions are overwhelmed, monsters will flood into the city, laying waste to it and its citizens. 

Key Defenders Remaining: 574/590

Predator Defeated Chased Off: 1/1

Approximate time until the Hanging Gardens is lost: 30 minutes.

Hiral dismissed the notification, and when he didn’t get another, it confirmed that wasn’t the end of the Mid-Boss. A quick look at his arms and legs turned his stomach, but his passive healing was already taking care of things. He could speed it up with the active ability, but since he was on a timer and didn’t know when that cat would show up again, he didn’t want to trigger that reduced passive. 

Instead, he pushed through the pain, then Rejected himself the same direction the Ruby Lioness had gone.

            

    
        Chapter 85 – And Me Without My Swimsuit

    
    
    
    
                Despite the pain and stiffness gradually receding thanks to his High-Speed Regeneration+, Hiral made good time down the tunnel leading the same way the Ruby Lioness had gone. And the one leading in the same direction the strands of Connection with his doubles went. Stone arches and hanging plants blurred on either side of him with each Rejected step taking him further and further. Coupling the powers with Gravity made it so he barely needed to touch the ground to keep rocketing forward. 

Barely…? Do I even need to…

Hiral’s thoughts trailed off as he sensed an exit to the tunnel ahead of him, and a large room on the other side of it. Slowing to a more reasonable pace, his body was in better shape, but definitely not perfect. On the other hand, his Coat of Amin Thett had already completely mended itself – Li’l Ur wasn’t kidding about the quality of its self-repair magic. 

He shook his head as he imagined the little lich’s look of disappointment he wasn’t dead yet, then put the chuckle aside as he strode from the tunnel. Like many of the other ‘clearings’ he’d come across, this new room still had the towering stone archways high above, blocking out almost all the rain aside from where it pooled and fell in sheets. Where the water landed, it streamed off and down side tunnels, but they weren’t what attracted Hiral’s attention. 

No, that lay firmly on the massive lion sitting on an elevated stone on the far side of the room. Pitch-black hair covered everywhere other than its ivory-white mane, while intimidating claws flexed into the stone at its feet. A quick look off to one side showed a collapsed tunnel with ample evidence of how efficient it could be with the claws. 

The same collapsed tunnel Hiral’s thread of Connection with his doubles led into. Hopefully they made it.

He didn’t have time for that concern though, with a name above the lion’s head appearing to his View ability. 

(Mid-Boss – Chimera) Ebony Lion – Unknown Rank

Another Mid-Boss already? And, if the Ruby Lioness was hurling fire at him, what would this beast in front of him be using? Apparently, nothing immediately, the great beast – easily twice as big as the lioness – lazily looking in his direction. It wasn’t attacking? Why? Actually, for now, that didn’t matter, every second passing giving his body a little more time to rebuild itself from where it’d been torched. 

Happy not to provoke the monster yet, despite the timer counting down, Hiral kept his eye on the big cat even as his sensory domain alerted him to others entering the clearing. His head immediately snapped to the side at the familiar presence, Seena and Drahn exiting their own tunnel. The tracker was limping – again – with blood running from tears across the back of his calf. Seena, meanwhile, had matching wounds on her left arm. Crimson bubbled through her armor, and Li’l Ur seemed to be pacing back and forth nervously on her shoulder. 

“Seena,” Hiral said, forcing himself not to shout at the sight, and slowly eased in her direction. One eye stayed on the lion to make sure it didn’t rush to attack, but it didn’t seem to care about them. “You okay?”

“More annoyed than hurt,” the party leader grumbled, but looked relieved when she saw him. “We ran into a Mid-Boss. It got away before we could finish it.”

Hiral narrowed his eyes at that. “Me too. A lioness?”

“Yes,” Seena said, clearly suspicious. 

“It’s not just you,” a new voice said, and Hiral nearly jumped out of his skin. 

“Seeyela?” he asked, turning to find her standing right behind them, even though he couldn’t sense her within his sensory domain. It was definitely on, and present where she was. Except, somehow, it seemed to slide right off her without any of the pressure he expected back. 

There are ways to slip through the domain. That’s good to know. Terrifying, but good to know.

“Mine got away as well,” Seeyela said. “It shouldn’t last long with all the venom I loaded it up with, but I haven’t gotten a notification yet.”

“Sis, you’re hurt?” Seena said, pointing to a series of gouges torn across her hip. Though, even as Hiral watched, the blood that seeped out didn’t stain the armor. In fact, it didn’t even look like it stuck around, blending in with the color of the armor itself. 

“It’s not too bad,” Seeyela said. “Any sign of Yan yet?”

As if her question was a cue, the spearman and Gran emerged from the final tunnel, Yan grumbling the whole way. “Stupid cat stealing my experience…”

“Stop whining,” Gran was saying. “We got plenty of experience from the little ones.”

“But no achievement!” Yan countered, only then noticing the Ebony Lion on the far side of the room, and the rest of the party nearby. “Hey guys. Oooh, those look like they hurt.”

“Yeah,” Seena said. “Gran, anything you can do about this?”

The hooded woman looked from the big lion to them, then back again. “What about that guy?”

“Doesn’t seem interested in us yet,” Seena said. “Could you?”

“Before she does,” Yanily interrupted with a hand up. “She’s not attacking you.”

“What does that even…?” Seena started, until Gran flicked a hand to toss a foot-long, crimson needle into the party leader’s side. Yarn of the same color connected the needle to Gran’s hand, and a pulse of solar energy rolled off the woman. Down the thread and straight into Seena in the time it took to blink, the woman’s arm visibly began to mend. 

Two more tossed needles – getting small grunts from Drahn and Seeyela – and their wounds likewise began to close. 

“I see what you mean, Yan,” Seena said, looking down at the needle. “That wasn’t…”

“Incoming!” Hiral said, his sensory domain triggering as four new additions vaulted down from the maze of stone arches to land beside the Ebony Lion. 

Party members instantly raised their weapons in readiness for an attack, but instead, the four lionesses each nuzzled up against the big, black one. Injuries of all kinds ravaged their bodies. Most of the hair had been scorched from the blue one, while another – the color of sand – had stomach-turning green veins criss-crossing its body. Even a quick look at it made Hiral wince. The red one he’d fought looked like most of the bones in its chest were little more than powder loosely held together by muscle and flesh, while the final, green one had more holes in it than a pincushion.  

“Our missing Mid-Bosses,” Hiral said what was on everybody’s mind. Then his eyes widened as he noticed their health bars and the Chimera tag beside them. “Oh shi…”

He didn’t even get to finish his curse as a wet schlurp – like dropping a bag full of rotten fruit – echoed across the clearing. Before even Hiral had a chance to react, the bodies of the four lionesses sloughed onto the bigger, black one, stretching across it as it rose. 

No, not just rose – as it stood. And not like a lion should. Instead of lifting itself up on its four natural legs, it pushed its back legs under itself, then stood on two, bipedal limbs. Where it’s feet would’ve been, the blue and yellow lioness heads snarled, while their bodies supported the beast as its legs. Pops and snaps echoed from near the top of the new monstrosity, its shoulders rolling and twisting until its front paws now hung at its sides. Red and green flesh crawled up, reforming into thick, muscled arms with more lioness heads in place of fists. 

At the very top – easily fifty-feet in the air – the white-maned lion’s head snarled, and then all five lions roared at the party. 

Hiral and the others staggered back under the sonic attack until he countered it with his Rune of Dreaming. Another second to get View to activate, and he could only shake his head. 

(Mid-Boss – Chimera) Chimeratron – Unknown Rank

He didn’t even have time to question the name before another notification filled his vision. 

Dynamic Quest – Beast Wave: Update

Chimeric Interlopers slain: 316/316

The walls have been breached!

A catastrophic mistake by the defenders has led to an entire flank being exposed. Chimeras surge towards the opening, sensing the weakness. 

If the remaining champions are overwhelmed, monsters will flood into the city, laying waste to it and its citizens. 

Key Defenders Remaining: 530/590

Predator Defeated Chased Off: 1/1

Evolved Predator Defeated: 0/1

Approximate time until the Hanging Gardens is lost: 28 minutes.


Thanks to the magic of the notification windows, Hiral didn’t need to read it to know what it said – at least at a cursory level – though his eyes did snap to the number of remaining defenders. They’d already lost ten percent of their force in four minutes. While it said they had twenty-eight minutes, the math didn’t agree. If they waited that long, there’d be nothing left to save.  

“We can’t play around here,” Seena said, voice going straight to party-leader-mode. “Yan. Drahn. The three of us are saving our domains for now. From the sounds of what’s happening, they’ll make a bigger difference if we’ve got to defend a wall from an army of Chimeras. Hiral, where are Left and Right?”

“Sent them ahead to help the wall,” Hiral said, eyes turning to the giant Chimera as it seemed to have had enough waiting. 

Towering above the party, it took its first step off the raised stone. As soon as the Citrine-Lioness-head hit the ground, a line of earthen spikes rushed towards the party. 

“Scatter!” Seena said, her and Hiral going right, while the others went left. Thanks to the distance they’d had between them, the spikes were easily avoided – though they did crash into a stone pillar with the force of a runaway carriage. “Don’t bring them back unless you need them,” she said, going back to the earlier topic while the group spread out. 

“Understood,” Hiral said, RHCs up and taking aim. The damn Chimera was so big he couldn’t miss. Two pulls of his trigger proved him right, the searing bolts of Impact getting hauled through Piercing Shot+ to thunk into the Mid-Boss’s side. For all the good they did; the health bar high above barely even twitching. 

Yeah, that’s not good. 

And his attacks weren’t the only ones landing with less than impressive effects. Chain Lightning+ blasted up and down the Chimera, tearing chunks off as it went. Which was all well and good, until those chunks got filled in by nearby blood and flesh to repair them. Drahn’s Explosive Arrows had a similar effect, though he alternated them with his Pollen Poison. Thanks to the strange makeup of the Chimeras, Hiral couldn’t clearly sense if the poison was working. 

“What about me and Hiral?” Seeyela asked, hand-crossbows tossing out small darts on cooldown. Far less visually impressive than what Yanily or Drahn were doing, the poisons they inflicted would already be stacking up.

However, before Seena had a chance to reply to her sister, the Chimeratron’s other – cobalt – foot came down. And this time, instead of a line of spikes, a literal wave of water gushed up from the ground. Five feet tall in a heartbeat, it swelled in the direction Yanily and the others had gone. 

“And me without my swimsuit,” Yanily said. Despite his flippant words – or maybe because of them – that wasn’t all he did. Quickstepping out in front of the others, Yanily spun his spear once, twice around his body, then lunged out with both hands. Hiral almost had time to wonder what stabbing a wave would do, but then Yan’s weapon struck the liquid. 

The thing didn’t part like he’d punched through it, or explode into a shower. No, somehow, the wave seemed to get stuck on his spear, and as he continued his swing, the water trailed behind it like a flag. With each rotation of the weapon, the volume of water lessened and lessened, though he had to stand still to keep it moving around him. 

“Hiral!” Seena said, seeing the Mid-Boss turning its attention to the stationary spearman. “Keep your arena of fun and death for later. Let’s see your new buff now. Rest of us, get its attention.” As she spoke, she launched her own barrage of Fireballs at the giant’s back, flames exploding outward on contact to stain the room orange. 

Hiral didn’t wait to see how effective the attack had been, blasting off on a burst of Rejection towards the conflagration. Then – midair – as soon as he had everybody within range of his new buff, he activated Resonance of Heroes. Solar energy pulsed off him in a sphere, buffing his allies as it reached them, but he wasn’t finished quite yet. 

Once again fighting side-by-side with his friends, Hiral reached out with the scarves trailing behind him even as he hit the ground not twenty feet from the Mid-Boss. Microbursts of Attraction and Rejection controlled his skid along the dirt, while he focused on his allies’ attributes and activated Increase. Empowered by the Edict of Increase, he felt the powerful aura settle over the area, his concept of his friends ‘being more powerful’ transmitted through the Connection of his scarves. 

That has to be at least another twenty percent to their stats. 

And, as crimson and jade lioness heads turned in his direction – energy pooling between their snarling teeth – he’d have to hope it was enough. 

            

    
        Chapter 86 – Building Resonance

    
    
    
    
                Flames licked within the Ruby Lioness’s maw, but it was the strange energy pooling within the Jade Lioness that had Hiral’s attention. What would it…?

He got his answer a second later as the mouth spread, and his sensory domain screamed a warning. Practically invisible to the naked eye, concentrated bolts of compressed air smashed into the ground where Hiral had just been standing as he darted to the side. And where there was one, there were apparently a dozen. 

Steps powered by Rejection, Hiral sprinted out wide and then around the Chimeratron while chained bolts of air smashed into the ground. Like a trail of miniature explosions followed him, stone and dirt leapt for the air in his wake. Then came the red glow, signalling the other lioness was about to add her own flavor to the mix. 

Rejection gathered in preparation with the familiar wedge that’d worked last time, but even as the flames began to leave the lioness’s mouth, Hiral smiled. Instead of gushing in his direction to charbroil him, the fire streamed out at a physically impossible angle – and straight into a Fireball spinning above Seena’s hand. 

A wink from the party leader, and she hauled the now-huge Fireball down in front of her, then ran her other hand along it horizontally. Pulling the flames with her gauntlet, Seena stretched the Fireball out into some kind of fire spear. The thing had to be as long as she was tall, spiraling like a drill above her hand with a roar that’d make Yanily’s sponsor proud. The weapon ready, Seena cocked back her arm to throw, and then Hiral winked back even as he ran, fingers holding his triggers. 

At the same time, a hint of Dreaming intensified the flames through his lingering Connection with Seena, the orange and red within the spear taking on a new level of purity. But, even as Hiral expected the party leader to throw the spear, she hesitated. Concentration etched her face. Her right hand – the one holding the flaming catastrophe waiting to happen – crooked, like her fingers were trying to squeeze something within them. 

And squeeze they did. Above her palm, the flames creaked. Condensed. Licks and embers trying to escape got pulled back in. Wrapped tighter around the haft and spearhead. Another creak, along with a pull on his Rune of Dreaming, and Hiral added in his Edict of Increase. Whatever Seena was doing… 

CRACK, it came together in her hand, the fiery spear replaced by something that looked like a lance drawn straight from the sun. Solidified plasma left burnt afterimages in Hiral’s eyes before he turned away from it. 

Then – and only then – Seena hurled her new attack. 

Even without looking at it, Hiral felt it scorch through his sensory domain, literally charring the Rejection he used to feel with. A tunnel of nothingness stretched from Seena’s outstretched hand to connect with the chest of the Chimeratron, and then continued straight through. 

And, that wasn’t the end of it, an avatar of flame shimmering into being behind the woman, its spear of flame leveled. Building Resonance held its attack as the Mid-Boss staggered sideways from the initial strike, even though there was no impact. How could there be? The spear had burnt through it before it even had a chance to push. 

Now, they just needed to keep it off-balance. Seena’s coming follow-up attack – thanks to Hiral’s buff – would certainly contribute to it, but he’d do his part first. After sprinting around the Chimera to keep ahead of the rapid-fire bolts of compressed air, he’d had fingers on both triggers for almost the full three seconds. Extending ahead of his RHCs, a new, single, shoulder-width barrel practically pulsed with power. Inside it, the individual runic circles from Piercing Shot+ had somehow combined with Dual Power Attack+, and Hiral skidded to a stop to take aim. 

Already with a dog-sized hole in its chest, the Chimeratron took a stumbling step to the side – earthen spikes erupting harmlessly in that direction – as Hiral lifted his weapon. A slight adjustment thanks to a combination of his PIM and Primal Chord, and he released his triggers. Practically booming with released power, the two RHC’s simultaneously kicked up in his hands while punting him backwards. 

It was worse for the Mid-Boss. 

The equivalent of thirty Piercing Shot+-enhanced bolts – modified by an additional forty-five-percent power boost – slammed into the Ebony Lion’s chest about a foot below where Seena had hit it. And, unlike Seena’s attack, this one was almost entirely about the Impact. While the recoil had tossed Hiral back nearly ten feet, the actual hit lifted the Chimeratron off the ground – just a few feet – before finally punching its way through in a shower of blood. 

“Nice!” Seena shouted at the same time the Building Resonance let loose its copy of her attack. Like Hiral’s last shot, this one also had an additional forty-five-percent modifier, and the spear caught the giant lion-hybrid midair. 

Tearing through it at the waist, the spear sent the Mid-Boss flying in two different directions – and two different halves. 

“Get ready to move,” Seena instructed, even as another Chain Lightning+ and Explosive Arrow struck the broken creature. “We need to get… to… ah hell.”

Even as the two pieces of the Chimeratron fell for the ground, thick streamers of blood reached out from each of its separate halves. Meeting in the middle, the tendrils connected and pulled, reuniting the torso and waist so quickly, it looked like they’d never been apart. Citrine and Cobalt Lioness heads slammed to the ground – releasing blasts of water and earth – while the massive holes in the thing’s chest congealed and refilled right before Hiral’s eyes. 

Worse, all the damage they’d done had amounted to almost a mere ten percent of the monster’s health. Not even having the decency to be staggered from the devastating attacks, the Mid-Boss immediately went on the offensive. Out went the Jade Lioness in Seena’s direction, the mouth spreading unnaturally large. 

“Seena!” Hiral shouted. “Wings!”

WUFF, the air shuddered around the lioness’s head as dozens of widespread bolts of compressed air shot out all at once, blanketing the area instead of rapid-fire like it’d tried with Hiral. Over and across, Seena swept her arms, wings of flame curling around just in time for the barrage to arrive. All around, the ground shattered and leapt from the impacts, hurling stone shards in every direction, while the shield itself rippled. 

Rippled, but held. 

Except the Chimeratron wasn’t finished there – even as the rest of the party rained attacks on it – and it lifted its citron foot up, only to slam it back down. This time, though, instead of a wave of rushing spikes that wouldn’t have gotten through her shield anyway, the earth erupted all around Seena. Around, and over. 

Pillars of stone shot up from all angles. More and more, they criss-crossed overtop her defensive wings until she was completely hidden by them. Buried, with no space for her to even crawl out of. The attack wouldn’t hurt her, but it would contain her. 

“Sis, you okay in there?” Seeyela asked as she vanished with a bamf to appear on the Mid-Boss’s shoulder. 

For all the fear it should’ve had at the terrible poison in her Fangs of the Lady, the thing hardly paid her any heed even as it swept its Ruby Lioness head out in front of it. Why it seemed to ignore Seeyela became readily apparent the next second, dozens of whip-like streamers extending from the shoulder around her. 

Daggers flashes as she reacted to cut them apart, even her spider-like limbs emerging from her lower back to fend them off, while Little Shadow’s Cloak did the same. A whirlwind of fang, blood, and chitinous legs, Seeyela seemed to be everywhere at once, shredding the attacks that rose for her. Until one didn’t rise, and instead snaked around her ankle where she stood. One pull stole her balance, and a second tendril got through, wrapping her wrist. A third and fourth quickly joined. 

But it wasn’t like the others could easily help. 

Billowing flames belched from the Ruby Lioness in a constant stream, forcing Hiral and Yanily – who’d gotten closer – to leap away. Further back, Drahn and Gran tried to help, but another stomp of the Cobalt Lioness erected a tidal wave that combined with the gout of flame to rush across the battlefield in a boiling, steaming mess.

“This thing,” Yanily shouted as he darted towards the back of the wave rushing towards Drahn and Gran. “Is very annoying!” One step, two, and he caught up to the wave, ignoring the steam trying to get through the combined defense of his Hydra-Scale Armor with his electrified scales, and his spear twisting around him as he went. A third step, lunge, Yanily snagged the wave on the tip of his weapon, then continued his rotation, pulling the boiling water around with him. 

Which was apparently, exactly what the Mid-Boss was waiting for. Heavy steps pounded on the ground – each one releasing another undirected blast of earth or water – as it charged in the spearman’s direction. Back cocked the Jade Lioness as if it planned to pound Yanily into the ground like a particularly stubborn nail, and then it was above him, shadow stretching long. 

“Oh hell,” Yanily said as he looked up, feet planted, and spear still spinning to do whatever he was doing to absorb the water. 

With a mouth large enough it would swallow Yanily’s head whole – and probably a good portion of his chest – the fist came down like an avalanche.

To meet Hiral coming up. 

Rejection simultaneously launched him skyward and created two planes on either side of him while the Greatsword of Amin Thett came around in its fallen-star form. In so fast the Chimeratron didn’t notice him until he was right in front of it, his sword slipped between the lioness’s spread teeth before the edge of the blade met the hinges of its jaw. 

And. Just. Kept. Going. 

Tearing up as he rocketed on Rejection, Hiral’s blade split the length of the Jade Lioness’s body – the Chimeratron’s arm – before bursting out of the shoulder thirty feet above. Blood gushed like a fountain into the air, while the two flopping pieces of the arm got pushed wide around Yanily on the planes of Rejection Hiral had set up. 

Knowing the wound would heal itself uncomfortably fast, Hiral finished his uppercut-like motion to pivot in the air, ramping up the weight on the greatsword as he went. Ten, twenty, sixty times the weight, and he flung the weapon as he came around. Spinning like a sawblade of glowing death, the massive greatsword smashed through the Cobalt Lioness right where the Chimeratron’s knee would be before stabbing into the ground with an earthquake-like impact. 

Hiral wasn’t – couldn’t be – done yet, though. Using the momentum of releasing the sword, he twisted in the air until he was almost upside down. Rejection flowed to his feet, creating a plane for him to ‘land on’, and his knees bent as he met it. At the same time, emerging like a spectre of death, a cloud of black energy wrapped around Hiral, replacing his Death Knell ability from Emperor’s Decree with Blight’s Mercy. That done, he launched back off towards the Mid-Boss, claws of Separation and Unsealing forming along his fingers, black necrotic energy leaving scars in the air as he went. 

Targeting the arm just now sprouting tendrils to pull itself back together again, he drove his claws back into the shoulder he’d exited a few seconds before, then ripped his way down in the opposite direction. Five new tears spewed blood as he went, but more important than the damage he was doing, was the power he injected along the limb. 

Necrotic energy along with the Rune of Unsealing proved to be a potent combination, robbing the blood of its natural restorative properties while fighting against its ability to pull itself together at the same time. Down and down Hiral went until he flipped in the air to land beside Yanily, their hands slapping as he went. 

At the touch, a hint of Unsealing passed through the spearman and into his weapon, just an instant before the man himself turned into a bolt of lightning. Right back through the shredded limb – leaving it as little more than a fine, Jade mist – and Yan hit the ceiling. 

Like it was coordinated, the earthen pillars that’d been covering Seena exploded outward at the same time, a bow of roiling plasma in her hands. Glyphs of glowing blue streamed from the little lich on her shoulder, up her arm, and into the bow to fuel the arrow with the power to erase the living. 

Sensing the two powerful attacks readying – and with tendrils connecting the two parts of its shredded leg – the Chimeratron started to turn. Started, but suddenly noticed both its feet stuck to the ground. No, not stuck, stitched. Red threads pierced through the Cobalt and Citrine Lioness heads in dozens of places, anchoring them firmly in place. And, even as the Ruby Lioness head opened to spit flames – or do anything, really – a sheet of black unfurled directly in front of the mouth. It hadn’t had Seeyela nearly as contained as it had thought, the woman standing again beside Hiral. 

In the portal went the flames, swallowed up by the hole like a hungry void. Except it wasn’t the portal consuming them. No, it was Seena’s arrow on the other side of the gate. 

With that, the seemingly frozen moment came to an end. 

White, red, and blue painted the world as Yanily and Seena’s attacks launched. Like a complete repeat of last time, Seena’s bolt of drilling plasma tore through the Chimeratron’s waist, splitting the monster in half. Except, this time, before it could literally pull itself together, Skyfall+ slammed into its chest, driving the top half to the ground. 

Spear plunged through the center of the scorched chest, Yanily stood with both hands on his weapon, then he leaned back and forward in quick succession like he’d taken a deep breath. Wide went his mouth, light fading from the room as all the ambient energy seemed to get sucked towards the ball spiraling into existence in front of him. 

Then, facing the Chimeratron head on, Yanily screamed. 

No. That wasn’t it. 

He roared. 

            

    
        Chapter 87 – Shock And Awe

    
    
    
    
                Energy poured forth from Yanily’s point-blank breath-attack, completely engulfing the Chimeratron’s head before erupting. In the blink of an eye, the scene went from Yanily standing atop his enemy, to a dome of expanding energy. Both fighters vanished within the glow, but Hiral didn’t bother moving to escape the oncoming blast. 

Through his sensory domain, he could feel the energy wasn’t harmful to him. He could also feel that wasn’t the end of the fight – the Chimera’s body was already fighting to repair the damage. 

“It’s not over!” Hiral shouted into the party chat. “It’s trying to heal itself.”

“Not like we’re going to let it,” Seena said. “Drahn, Pollen Poison any open wounds as soon as you see them. Sis, hit the shoulder where Hiral took its arm if its not recovered.”

“Got it,” the two said at the same time the energy dome vanished. 

Still perched on the thing’s torso, Yanily stood staring down at the carved-out hole in the Mid-Boss’s chest where its head had been. Instead, tendrils of thick blood writhed and wrapped around each other like they were trying to reform the missing piece. 

How is it still alive after losing its head?

There was no immediate answer to the question as the Ruby Lioness swept up and across to try and bat Yanily off its chest. Tried, but it wasn’t as fast as Hiral’s scarf, and he yanked the spearman back to safety. 

“Nice hit, Yan,” Hiral told the spearman and he landed. 

“You tagged me in,” Yanily said, like that explained everything. “And I got an achievement for it. Shock and Awe. Love the name.”

“Well don’t sit around bragging about it,” Seena’s voice said over party chat. “This thing is getting back up.”

Even as she said the words, the one-armed, no-headed monstrosity pulled its two halves together and sat up, only for Pollen Poison arrows to hit it one after the other. On its right side, Seeyela appeared with a bamf to needle her daggers into the open wound in its shoulder trying to heal itself. 

“Gran, your threads, can you do something about that other arm?” Seena asked. 

“Oh, making an old lady do all the hard work?” the hooded woman asked. Then she started cackling, floating higher in the air, and a practical storm of needles shot from the sleeves of her dress. Each one trailing a crimson thread, the needles punched right through the flesh of the Ruby Lioness and the Ebony Lion one after the other. Then, with a sudden, outward jerk of her hands, she pulled the threads taut, the red arm snapping in, bound to the chest. “Won’t hold long.”

“Shouldn’t need long,” Seena said, bow gone, but another pair of her whirling batons in place. Whatever plasma attack she’d used apparently wasn’t something she could call on at the drop of a hat. “Yan? Hiral? You done just standing there?” Acting on her own words, the party leader dashed in to bury her twinned weapons in the small of the seated monster’s back. Still, even with it sitting down, it towered over her, and the wounds she inflicted were already starting to heal. 

“Race you,” Yanily said, stormy wings emerging from his back. Then he was gone, blasting forward to whirl his spear in a flashing dance that tore strips off the Chimeratron’s chest. And, while Hiral had reflexively taken a step to meet the spearman’s challenge, he’d held back.

Even with the damage the others were piling on, the Mid-Boss was barely dropping below sixty percent before it immediately healed right back up. And this was after it had lost a head and an arm!

A head and… a…?

Hiral nearly face-palmed. Could it be that simple? Was that the trick? 

Probably. 

“New plan, if you’re open to it?” Hiral said, reaching out his hand and calling for the Greatsword of Amin Thett. At the touch of his solar energy, the blade’s weight dropped back down to almost nothing, and another flex of the power brought the weapon hurtling back to his grasp. 

“Definitely,” Seena said. “I’m getting kind of annoyed this thing won’t really burn even with Detonate going off like mad.”

“I think the trick is the five heads…”

“It only has three,” Yanily interrupted. “Oooooooh.”

“Yes, exactly,” Hiral said. “Yan, the Ruby Lioness is yours. Make it gone.”

“I can do that,” the spearman said, shifting his target. 

“Seena, you’ve got Citrine, and I’ll take Cobalt,” Hiral explained, the party leader already transforming into the flaming bird of her movement skill to reposition. “Drahn, Gran, and Seeyela, keep doing what you’re doing. The damage-over-time effects are preventing it from healing enough to be more than a target dummy.”

“One with seemingly infinite health,” Seeyela complained. “Though, it’s giving me a chance to practice some things…” Even as she said that, one of her TRAPs went off on the monster’s side, and a pair of gateways opened to spew jets of acidic venom across the shoulder wound. 

“We going all at once?” Seena asked, set up off to the side of the Citrine Lioness leg. “Yan?”

“Give me six seconds,” Yanily said, spear spinning around and around him. Thunder and lightning trailed the movements, building in intensity with every pass. 

“I’ll be ready,” Seena said, both hands above her head as another sun began forming. On her shoulder, Li’l Ur likewise held his hands up, blue energy flowing from him, down to his Mistress, then up her arms to enhance the terrifying power building. 

Part of Hiral wondered if he even needed to help – though he did add a touch of Dreaming to the building sun – before he focused on his own sword. Better to be safe than sorry. Drawing back the weapon, he pushed solar energy into it, while something else tickled at his senses. No, not all his senses, just one. Taste. Immediately activating his time runes, Hiral focused on the air passing his lips. Was his body finally telling him what energy type it preferred? Even as he asked the question, he realized that wasn’t it at all. He tasted the energy in the air, sure, but it didn’t excite him. His body didn’t crave it, and he certainly didn’t feel that same sense of refinement the others described. 

Then, why was he sensing it now? And, those flavors, what were they…? Hiral’s eyes landed on the building sun, the crackling lightning, and the hose of terrible venom spewing on the Mid-Boss. He was tasting their power as they inundated his sensory domain with it. That wasn’t all, either. Through the Connections he’d formed with them, he could feel some of their power coming back to him!

While he’d been using his runes to increase their attributes, he’d assumed it was a one-way path. He’d been wrong. The effect wasn’t nearly as pronounced as what he did for them, but that didn’t stop him from smiling. 

With reality pressing against the back of his skull to let time flow normally again, Hiral activated his runes of Attraction, Absorption, Increase, Sealing, and Compression. Then, he funneled – and empowered – all that energy coming from his friends. 

Straight into the Greatsword of Amin Thett. 

Similar to what he’d done the one time with his doubles against the Reinforced Runeoceros, his weapon took on aspects of his allies’ powers. Flames burned along the edge of the sword. Lightning crackled around it in arcs. Veins of devastating venom crawled up the blade.

Then, with time demanding he let it move again, Hiral released his runes and launched forward. The greatsword flared with trailing power at the same time Yanily and Seena launched their own attacks. 

Up and over, Hiral brought his attack down while further increasing the sword’s weight. 

WHAAAM, and the three attacks struck simultaneously, their individual devastation simply erasing what was in front of them, and then washing forward to meet the other two. Between the three, the Chimeratron ceased to exist, and then the blasts cancelled each other out. 

As quickly as the attacks came, they vanished with little more than a soft pop. 

Hiral was about to open his mouth in wonder at the combo-attack, but a notification window beat him to the punch. 

Dynamic Quest Complete

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – C-C-C-Combo!

Through unparalleled teamwork, you’ve defeated an escaped weapon never meant to see the outside of the lab. (Obviously, it did.)

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Hiral took a quick note of the flavor text – more evidence about their theory of what lay inside the raid zone? A question he’d answer later. They still needed to get to the wall. With that in mind, he closed the notification window, only for another unexpected one to pop up. 

Dynamic Quest Complete

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – Form, Blazing Sword!

While you haven’t unlocked another of the powerful seals restricting the legendary weapon, you have used its mutable form along with your own ingenuity to create something new.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Ooooooh? While that sounded incredibly interesting – and something he definitely wanted to test – he closed the window. And, of course another one popped up. 

Though this one wasn’t anything to smile above. 

Dynamic Quest – Beast Wave: Update

Chimeric Interlopers slain: 316/316

The walls have been breached!

A catastrophic mistake by the defenders has led to an entire flank being exposed. Chimeras surge towards the opening, sensing the weakness. 

If the remaining champions are overwhelmed, monsters will flood into the city, laying waste to it and its citizens. 

Though limited aid has arrived and prevented a complete route, more enemies appear by the minute. Among them stalk something best not spoken of. 

Key Defenders Remaining: 498/590

Predator Defeated Chased Off: 1/1

Evolved Predator Defeated: 1/1

Unnamed Defeated: 0/1

Approximate time until the Hanging Gardens is lost: 26 minutes.

Already down to under five-hundred defenders? Even with Right and Left getting there – by the way that note read. 

“If something is called Unnamed, is it really unnamed?” Yanily asked. 

“Something to worry about later,” Seena said. “We’re moving.”

“Looks like the Ebony Lion collapsed the tunnel over there,” Hiral said, even as the group moved in that direction. As they went, he added more Restoration and Energy to his scarves, replacing the attribute bonus he was giving them for the moment. Without the Banner of Courage, they could use the boost in solar energy regeneration, even with the increases they’d gotten from the Fiendish Tree’s fruit. 

“Is there another way?” Seena asked, looking at the fallen stone pillars. “Sis, think you can get us through?”

“Maybe,” Seeyela said slowly. “But I’ll need a few minutes before or after to recover solar energy. The ability evolution I got is not cheap. More expensive the further I need to go, too.”

“Mistress, if I may,” Li’l Ur asked. 

“Got an idea, Ur?” Seena said to the lich on her shoulder. 

“With our recent practice combining our abilities, I believe I can enhance your movement skill – Phoenix Rush – to get us through,” Li’l Ur explained. 

“Uh…” Seena started, looking from the lick to the rubble and back again. “Won’t that just bash my face up against it? That’s more Seeyela’s thing than mine…”

“One time!” Seeyela said. “And nobody was supposed to have seen it.”

“We all did,” Yanily said. “Cept for maybe Drahn and Gran. Don’t worry, I’ll tell you two all about it later.”

“Yan…” Seeyela started, but cut off as Li’l Ur continued. 

“With my buff to the ability, it shall burn through this pathetic rubble as easily as your armies will march across the world in your name!” the lich said. 

“Don’t have any armies,” Seena replied absently while she stared at the rubble, obviously weighing her chances of making it through with minimal embarrassment. “Okay, we’ll give it a try. Everybody huddle up.”

“Can you take us all?” Hiral asked. He’d seen her pick up people with the ability before, but never the full party.

“At B-Rank it should be fine,” Seena said. “Besides, if one of us is going to faceplant, we all are.”

“Rah rah,” Yanily said. “Team spirit.”

Despite the spearman’s snark, the whole group gathered quickly around Seena, more than one set of eyes going to the timer – and defender count – consistently dropping. 

With another look from the rubble to the little lich, Seena began gathering solar energy for her ability. In time with his Mistress, Li’l Ur followed suit, lifting his arms for glowing, blue glyphs to twist down and around her body. 

“Everybody ready?” Seena asked. 

“Do it,” Seeyela said. 

And Seena did. Flames billowed off her to envelope the party, the world around Hiral turning orange and blurry, while his own body felt formless. This wasn’t like when he used the Rune of Gravity – which reduced his weight – but instead more like the boundaries of his body had vanished, becoming one with the fire. Before he had time to really dwell on that, though, they were moving. Fast. 

Without having to turn a head it didn’t feel like he had, Hiral simultaneously saw the rubble they were racing towards and the blue glyphs twisting around the flaming bird’s form. I hope it’s enough…

The entire party – transformed into a fiery bird with a fifteen-foot wingspan – crashed into the collapsed tunnel as Hiral reflexively winced. Not that he need have bothered, with the stone and plant-matter melting in front of them. Five feet, ten, fifteen and they burst through the other side, traveling another hundred feet before the conjuration vanished. Six pairs of feet dropped to the ground, not an ounce of momentum left in them, and Seena let out a breath. 

“Looks like that’s as far as I can get the whole group,” the party leader said. “Thanks for the help, Ur.”

“Of course, Mistress,” the lich said. 

“Doesn’t look like our mounts will fit in this tunnel,” Seena went on, eying the familiar terrain. “We’ll have to run.”

“I can take us,” Hiral said. “I don’t think it’s too much further.”

“You can feel Right and Left?”

“The Connections I made to them, yeah,” Hiral said. “That work for everybody?”

“Do it,” Seena said. “And don’t go slow.”

“Oh, I wasn’t planning to,” Hiral said, his scarves already reaching out to wrap around the other five. As soon as he had them ‘in hand’, he threaded energy into his runes and Edicts. “Ready?” he asked. 

“Yes,” Seena said simply. 

Another pulse of solar energy, and Hiral launched down the tunnel, the five party members trailing behind him as the number of defenders continued to fall. Stone pillars blurred past him on either side, the lights from the glowing roots stretching into chaotic lines in the corners of his eyes. Faster and faster he pushed himself as he grew more comfortable pulling the others with him, adding Attraction and Rejection not just to his own movements, but also to the power pulling them along. Despite the increased speed, the ‘ride’ got smoother with every sprinting step. 

The only downside to the method of travel was how it invalidated his sensory domain. By the time he processed what it ‘felt’ he was already at where the edge of it had been, so it came as a bit of a surprise when he suddenly found himself exiting the tunnel. 

And spotted the cliff dropping off directly ahead of him.

Streams of Attraction and Rejection went hard into reverse, arresting his momentum, and Hiral’s feet skidded to a stop right at the edge. He didn’t really bother looking down though, not with what was laid out before. 

In a kind of valley-like area with more of the common stone arches above them – thousands of glowing plants hanging like a net of light – the space ahead of them had to be almost a mile of clear space. At the far end, a thick wall stood made of dark stone, the glow of a large city shining beyond. Abilities flashed from the top, a familiar golden dome of light moving along to support the defenders near a breach almost twenty-feet wide. 

And in front of that wall, stretching hundreds of feet across the valley floor? A seething mass of Chimeras.

            

    
        Chapter 88 – This Can’t Be The Worst Of It

    
    
    
    
                “That’s a lot of Chimeras,” Hiral said what they were all thinking.

“A lot of experience, you mean,” Yanily corrected, and Hiral just nodded. 

“Going to be tough to fight through all that,” Drahn pointed out. 

“Even though this is a dungeon,” Seeyela said. “I don’t see many – any? – Elites. Anybody? That Unnamed thing we’re supposed to watch out for?”

“Nothing,” Hiral said. “Lot of different kinds of monsters, though. Warthogs, hyenas, smaller cats than the Lionesses, and – ugh, sorry Yan – spiders of some kind. Few other types too, I think.”

“Birds in the air as well,” Drahn said, pointing higher. “They must not be very strong though, because they’re getting shot down as soon as they get near the wall.”

“We going to try and fight our way through that mess?” Gran asked, though her body language didn’t look like that was a complaint. 

“Too slow,” Seena started. “Hiral, can you get us all across? Or we should we use our mounts?”

“I can get us across,” Hiral said. “But! Seena, Yan, you want me to drop you off on the way? Your domains will tear these things apart with how packed in they are. While you get that started, I can take Drahn and Gran to the wall. Drahn’s domain will help them hold that breach, and Gran can patch up the defenders.”

“Won’t be any shortage of things to hurt for my abilities to feed on,” Gran said, nodding her hooded head. “Leaves you all without a healer though.”

“I’ll grab Left and Right from the wall,” Hiral continued. “Bring them back out into the melee.”

“We can ease the push on the wall a bit,” Seena said. “Make sure you focus on clearing a path to that wall in case we need to retreat first.”

“Do you really think we can make a difference in all that?” Drahn asked. 

“Doesn’t matter what I think,” Seena said, then looked at the tracker. “We will. Everybody good enough on solar energy and cooldowns?”

“Could be better,” Seeyela admitted. “But with that many enemies, the Chord will help out. TRAPs are ready too.” 

“Then we’re going,” Seena said, tapping Hiral on the shoulder. 

“I’ll only land for a second,” Hiral explained. “Then on to the wall. Won’t be gone long though.”

“You better not keep a girl waiting,” Seena said. 

“You? Never,” Hiral replied, making sure he had them held tightly in his scarves. Then, without another word, he launched off with a burst of Rejection. The sheer cliff face he’d been standing at – more than a hundred feet straight down – shrunk behind him as he soared through the air. Gravity and Rejection kept him moving, his feet barely needing to step as he closed the distance. Seconds was all it took before he passed the first of the monsters below. Stragglers really, with no possible way to reach the wall through the press of Chimeric bodies. But what a press it was! With every second that passed, the monsters got thicker and thicker beneath them – from singles, to doubles, to dozens, to hundreds. 

“Where did they all come from?” Gran asked quietly.

“We’ll figure it out when they’re dead,” Seena said. “Hiral, looks like a good spot coming up.”

“I’ll clear a space for you to start,” Hiral said, picking a cluster of monsters about two-hundred feet in front of the breach in the wall. Beyond them – and even among them, really – he couldn’t see the ground for all the bodies. So, he’d make some space by grinding some of those bodies.  

Another step and then Hiral changed his angle, shooting up instead of forward. There was a squeak of surprise from one of his passengers, but he ignored it as he flipped in the air and began channeling the power of his runes into his hands. Similar to what he’d done to the Roc Boss in the Fields of Prey, he forged different powers in each hand. 

In his left went Expansion, Separation, and Energy. His right got Impact, Breaking, and Compression. From there, the power of his runes and Edicts of Connection and Increase amplified the two forces and linked their potential. Unlike last time though, Hiral added his willpower in the form of his concept. Of how he wanted the twin spheres of caged annihilation to behave when he combined them. 

All of that taking barely a second – his runes had grown so much faster to use in B-Rank and with the aid of his Edicts – and Hiral shot back down towards the ground. Another squeak from one of his passengers, and Hiral plummeted so fast the Chimeras didn’t even have a chance to look up as a shrill whistle tore the air. 

Ten feet above the mass, Hiral brought his hands – and the orbs in his palms – together at the same time he blasted Rejection out to ensure he didn’t splatter himself on the ground. Unsuspecting of the force from above, the Chimeras barely had any space to move, with only a few directly beneath him getting pushed to the ground as his descent slowed. 

Until his hands connected. 

Twisted energy erupted out, utterly destroying the nearest beasts, before he reached the ground. This time, instead of a massive sphere – of fun and death, as Yanily would call it – Hiral’s attack reached the earth and then expanded outward in a horizontal circle. Whatever it touched, be it Chimera, stone, earth, or plant, simply vanished. 

Ten feet around him, everything evaporated. 

Twenty feet, and the bodies turned to a stained shadow on the ground. 

Thirty feet, and the bones lasted a split-second before they scattered to dust along with everything else. 

Forty feet, the flesh sloughed off like melted wax, leaving the area a foul puddle of goop.

Fifty feet, and there were survivors. Horribly maimed, and entirely unrecognizable, the pitiful creatures cried out in agony.

Sixty feet, the weakening wave ruptured flesh and tore messy gashes in anything it touched, but the press of bodies finally stole its strength. 

Still, the Chimeras that’d watched their death approaching stood frozen in that outer ring, even the constant press from behind not enough to edge them forward. 

“First stop, Chimeras,” Hiral said. 

“And you wondered if he’d be able to pull his own weight,” Yanily said to Drahn as Hiral dropped the spearman off. “I’ll take this way,” he then said to Seena. At a nod from the woman, Yanily’s storm-cloud wings appeared, and he used his lunging movement skill to charge one side of the mass. 

“Don’t be long,” Seena said to Hiral. “May not be any left for you.” With a wink and a shoulder tap – while he gave her Killing Spree+ with Shared Strength – she spun on her heels and used her own movement skill. The Phoenix Rush covered the sixty feet to the outer ring of the empty area in a heartbeat, then continued deeper into the press – incinerating bodies as it went. 

Bodies which, of course, rose with flickers of flames along their limbs, only for them to take a step and explode themselves. From the Ashes was going to tear these monsters apart. 

“Time to take you two where you need to be,” Hiral said, leaping up again to bolt towards the wall. Aiming for the golden dome of glowing light where his doubles would be, Hiral spared a brief look at the monsters beneath him. 

Closer to the wall like this, he could see where the defenders had bled the Chimeras for every inch of ground. Unfortunately, their numbers had already dropped to less than four-hundred and thirty remaining. Atop the wall, no corpses of defenders remained, but it wasn’t hard to guess why. 

Just as he approached Left’s glowing Banner, Hiral spotted one of the injured defenders convulsing on the ground – and Right already on the way. It didn’t take more than the blink of an eye for the Chimeric blood to overwhelm the man, his body twisting while it changed. 

Five fingers converged into three, with six-inch-long claws growing out. Skin turned so pale it became alabaster white, while vertical mouths opened around the eyes, small tongues growing out to lick the orbs like the thing was blinking. Knees cracked backwards, becoming reverse-jointed, while the feet split into long, two-toed appendages that looked closer to tentacles. Worst was probably the mouth, which tore in a vertical line down the throat, the chest, and finally the stomach. Short, curved, needle-like teeth emerged from the sides of that chest-mouth, while multiple tongues stretched out to taste the air, yet another mouth on the end of each one. 

The whole transformation had happened almost instantly, but then again, so had Right’s punch. Purple flames slammed into the monster as it stood, bones and flesh shattering before the whole beast shot like a ballista bolt into the mass of oncoming Chimeras. If the newly-birthed monster survived the trip – or the thing it hit – it was impossible to say as the crowd of bodies absorbed it. 

“Bout time you showed up,” Right said as Hiral landed beside him with Drahn, Gran, and Seeyela. 

“You took down a Mid-Boss?” Left asked, while other defenders looked in their direction to see if they were a new threat. Maybe it was the way Left and Right weren’t attacking, or maybe it was because it was matching outfits, but no attacks came their way. 

“Yeah, but not the one you would guess,” Hiral explained quickly. “We’re going back out there. Drahn and Gran will plug up the hole here.” 

Even as he said it, the two had spread out, Drahn activating his new domain ability for a massive flower to begin growing on the wall near the breach. Gran, meanwhile, had begun tossing deadly needles into the mass of monsters, then connecting them to defenders in bad shape. That got her a few strange looks – and almost some attacks – before it became very obvious it was helping the ones who looked the most injured. 

“No plans for me?” Seeyela asked Hiral. 

“Terrorize the monsters and make them regret ever setting their eyes on the wall,” he said simply. 

“Oh, I can totally do that,” the woman said. 

“If you want to work with the defenders,” Left added in quickly. “There’s a man in that direction, wearing a bright yellow bandana around his head. He’s one of the leaders on the wall. He might know where you can do the most good.”

“Not here?” Seeyela asked. 

In response, Left looked out into the sea of Chimeras where a localized storm seemed to have formed. Lightning bolts fell from the sky like rain, raking the poor monsters underneath to leave them as smoking husks. Just off to the side of that – their borders barely touching – another domain likewise shredded the enemies. In this one, torso-thick, spiked vines of scorching fire slammed, tore, and crushed anything that got within reach. 

“This is getting under control,” Left said. “However, if there were to be another breach, we wouldn’t be able to hold.”

“Got it,” Seeyela said. “Yellow bandana around his head.” Then, with that, the woman vanished in a bamf of purple flames. 

“Thanks for holding the wall as long as you did,” Hiral said. “Let’s get out there before Yan or Seena get overwhelmed. 

“Before we go,” Right said. “We haven’t seen a Mid-Boss or a Boss. Not even many Elites. This can’t be the worst of it.”

“We were thinking the same thing,” Hiral said, then stepped in closer to his doubles. “How about these people, are they Bonders?” Even as Hiral asked the question, he noticed it wasn’t just the people on the wall fighting back. What he’d taken for attacking Chimeric animals seemed to be fighting to defend the wall as well. 

“They are,” Left said. “Each of them has what they call a ‘pet’ or ‘companion’, though they treat them far more like siblings. I don’t know much more than that, but it seems they trigger many of their abilities through this bond.”

“Are they strong enough to hold the wall?” Hiral asked. 

Left shook his head only enough for Hiral to see the motion. “Many here are C-Rank, and the few B- we’ve seen don’t have nearly the gear we do. I can’t imagine they have many – if any – advanced classes. If we hadn’t shown up…”

“You mean if the PIMP hadn’t led us here,” Hiral said, but looked at Right before the double could say anything. He’d been in Hiral’s head, so he knew how Hiral had been feeling about things. “I’m good,” Hiral said. “It annoys me when the PIMP tries to take choice away from me – from us – but if it’s to save people like this? I can’t argue with it.”

Right wiped an imaginary tear from under one eye. “They grow up so fast.” Then, like he hadn’t even been sassy, his face hardened. “So, let’s stop talking and get to the saving.”

Hiral nodded at his friend. “Drahn, Gran?” he said over the party chat. “We’re going. You good here?”

“Seena and Yanily have already taken the pressure off,” Drahn said, and Hiral spotted him strafing Explosive Arrows across the seemingly endless Chimeras. “We’ll hold here. Call when you find the Boss.”

“Got it,” Hiral said, then wrapped his doubles with an energy scarf. 

“I’ll leave the Banner of Courage here for now,” Left said, planting it where he stood. “Cooldown is starting now.”

“No problem,” Hiral replied, looking out at the Chimera beast wave pressing against the wall. “I’m sure we’ll need it.”

            

    
        Chapter 89 – New And Improved Death Beam

    
    
    
    
                Hiral swept the Greatsword of Amin Thett across in a wide arc in front of him, Chimeras literally falling to pieces where the blade bisected them. Rot of black, necrotic energy – along with Breaking – spread from the wounds, preventing the beasts from healing quickly or combining with other nearby monsters. In the fifteen minutes since he’d leapt from the wall with his doubles, preventing the combinations had become the party’s number one priority. 

At the beginning, Yanily’s and Seena’s domains had taken care of most of that, the damage they did reducing the Chimera bodies to such a state they couldn’t combine. After that though? When the domains had finally faded – without the battle showing any sign of slowing down – it’d gotten a lot messier. What were hordes of relatively weak, Low-B-Rank enemies, increasingly became Mid-B-Rank. From there, the occasional High-B-Rank and even Elites began emerging. 

While the party could handle them thanks to their advanced classes and powerful equipment, none of them were exactly an easy fight. Worse, it took time to down one of those monsters, letting more of the horde slip through to continue the assault on the wall. 

Drahn, Gran, and Seeyela had helped turn the tide there while Seena, Yanily, and Hiral – along with his doubles – had blunted the worst of the charge. Even with how many they killed though – and the Domain of the Sun+ – there were still more, and the exhausted defender numbers continued to drop. 

Down to under four-hundred, the party’s efforts had made a difference, but according to the timer in the notification window, the Hanging Gardens would still be lost in nine minutes. Did they have to wipe out all of the Chimeras within that time frame? Honestly, if it hadn’t been for Hiral alternately sharing Killing Spree+ with Seena and Yanily – and the skill’s ability to recharge them with every kill – they would’ve run out of power already. Even then, they were falling behind now that the enemies were growing stronger, and in turn taking longer to kill. 

“Got another High-B coming our way,” Right said over the party chat, getting Hiral’s attention. A quick look in the double’s direction – it wasn’t hard to spot him thanks to his pillars of purple flame – and Hiral found the large, multi-headed Chimerebus charging their way.

“I’m on it,” Hiral said, mainly so Yanily and Seena didn’t think they needed to intercept it. Above all, they had to keep the higher-rank enemies from making it to the wall, though Seeyela had filled in when one slipped by and several occasions. 

Rejection launched him over the new corpses in front of him, and his fingers tightened around the hilt of his sword as he looked at his next target. Already as big as a house, the hyena bowling over its own kind already had eight sets of heads on it. Four hyena and worm heads covered the front of its torso, while the others ran down its flanks – two on each side. At its back end, eight snakes reached and snapped at anything that got too close, fangs glistening with venom. Two more legs had sprung below it, bringing the total there also up to eight. 

The thing really was a monstrosity. One Hiral had to put down. 

Snakes first. 

Plotting the course of the Chimera’s charge, Hiral twisted in the air and planted new planes of Rejection under his feet before blasting away. Back cocked the Greatsword of Amin Thett, gravity increasing as he tethered the weapon. Unsurprisingly, the Chimera with all its heads noticed him coming, the four worm-mouths at the front puckering in preparation of its acid spit. 

Even with his speed, it’d be hard to sneak past all those eyes, so Hiral threaded solar power into his runes, then darted out far to the left and back to the right. Left, right, left, right, left, right, Hiral dashed through the air, leaving a trail of himself in his wake. With dozens of himself already behind, two of the less-than-brilliant Chimera’s worm heads shifted like they were trying to pick a target. 

That still left the pair in front aiming in his direction – obviously figuring out the lead Hiral was the dangerous Hiral. He’d have to dodge…

Or, would he?

Acting on instinct, Hiral added a weave of his time runes – just a touch of each, along with Dreaming – and his plans of where he would move. All at once, another dozen images of Hiral burst ahead of him, darting off in different directions.

Unlike the images he left in his wake, these ones moved – like Hiral would – but also looked far less substantial. To an idiot-monster like the Chimera, though? It was enough. 

Four worm heads finally released their payloads – even though it had only been, at most, two seconds since they spotted Hiral – and the streams of concentrated acid shot in four different directions. None of them at Hiral. 

Although, apparently missing him by shooting at the images counted as him dodging, with a pair of Lost Echoes forming to also charge at the monster. With enough versions of Hiral in the sky to fill the theatre where they’d fought Banst, the Chimerebus didn’t know where to look. 

Or where to defend, and Hiral burst downward, Rejection whomping in the air. 

The two Lost Echoes smashed into the Chimera’s worm-faces at the same time Hiral flashed past the back end of the monster. Reinforced with Separation, Breaking, and necrotic energy, the Greatsword of Amin Thett sliced effortlessly through where the snakes met the rest of the body. Eight serpentine forms seized above Hiral as he hit the ground – blade first – to plunge the sword almost up to the hilt in the earth from his swing. 

Even as he turned, snake bodies began to rain around him, severed ends dripping with black energy, before he dashed in and under the unsuspecting Chimera. Explosions from the front of the beast had it rearing back in surprised pain, while Impact and Expansion circled his right fist as it scarred along the ground as he took one more step forward. 

Twisting at the hips in a powerful uppercut – and his best impression of Right – Hiral added a suite of Breaking, Separation, Sealing, Compression, and Increase to the blow just before it struck the stomach of the unsuspecting monster. 

WHAAAAM, his comparatively small fist drove into the monster as he was forced to leap into the air to reach it. Carried by the force of his rising uppercut, the Chimera folded around him, while his sensory domain told him of a cylindrical shockwave of force bursting from the top of the beast at the same time a second, ringed horizontal shockwave rolled outward. Breaking and Separation tore apart the inside of the monster, and both Hiral and Chimera rose fifteen feet into the air from the impact. That alone wouldn’t be enough to end the fight, though, and Hiral began rotating his body as he rethreaded his runic powers. 

This time, Separation and Expansion extended from his foot as Rejection twisted him around in a sweeping crescent-kick that defied natural law and flipped him upside down. Black, necrotic energy traced the three-sixty arc severing the Chimera where it hung in the air. Then, back to right-side-up from the force of his swing – and before the Chimera even realized it’d been cut in half – Hiral crossed his hands above his head, claws of Separation and Rejection on his fingers. 

Power flowed into his Edict of Increase as he pushed power into the concept of what he wanted to do, then tore his hands out to his sides. And ripped the two halves of the Chimera apart in a bloody shower at the same time. 

Tendrils of reaching blood infected with necrotic energy trailed the front and back halves of the body as they thumped to the ground below, the heads and legs still moving. Even after all that, the monster wasn’t dead. 

Good thing Hiral wasn’t done yet either. 

Up went his right hand, and the Ring of Amin Thett followed, the script engraved in the crystal glowing brightly. A thought burned the Rune of Energy into the open space between the ring, but Hiral was going for more this time, once again leaning on his Edict of Increase. Wrapping the entire Ring in his will, Hiral pushed at the limits of the Annihilation of Amin Thett as it built. Higher. More. Power poured into the central ball of glowing destruction. 

 He'd watched Yanily pull ambient energy in his breath attack, so why couldn’t Hiral do the same thing? Sure, he used the energy the Ring gained from kills as the spark, but this time he also hauled on all the energy from the hundreds of dying Chimeras to be the fire. 

Glowing cracks emerged on the Ring – the seams where Hiral had put the device back together – and he felt it begin to shudder above his hand. Within the circle, the crackling ball of energy filled the space, shocks of it stretching beyond the limits to tear at the air. 

Let’s see what you can do.

Hiral thrust his right hand down, and the Annihilation of Amin Thett unleashed its power. Previously, the beam had been a concentrated force somewhat smaller than the diameter of the Ring itself. He’d pitted it against the power of the Fallen and found it lacking. 

This time, though?

The width of the beam exploded into something bigger than Hiral was tall, arcs of necrotic energy crackling across its length as it smashed into the top half of the Chimera. Silence filled the space, sound itself annihilated, before the beam lanced ahead, strafing the length of the room to the cliff face he’d entered above. The ground where the blast passed glowed a combination of melted reds and sparking black – any monsters that’d been there were completely destroyed – before a rising wall of unstable energies erupted along the line. 

Anything within a dozen feet of the wall vanished in an outward pulse that simply evaporated them, and sound returned to the space with a nearly deafening BOOM. 

Even Hiral’s eyes widened at the ruin stretched out before him, and he could feel Yanily and Seena turning in his direction. 

“Uh…” Hiral started. 

“Don’t try to tell me that was just a D-Rank mountain too,” Yanily said while laughing at the same time. 

Hiral didn’t actually have a response to that as hundreds of experience notifications flashed in the corner of his vision, and energy streamed in from each kill. Killing Spree+ and Momentum were having a field day with this army of monsters, but he didn’t have a chance to look at the gains from it. 

“Don’t just stand there admiring your work,” Seena said. “Don’t let them regroup!”

“Got it, sorry!” Hiral said, remembering the back half of the Chimerebus. Even without the heads there, he’d seen monsters completely regrow themselves from less. Behind him, the Ring of Amin Thett settled at his back, though the glowing seams along it hadn’t faded – Did I push it too far? – while Hiral turned to finish the job he’d started. 

Except… the back half of the Chimera was gone. 

Hiral’s head swiveled left and right as he looked for the damn thing. How far could it have gone? Sure, it had four legs still, but no heads, and it was bleeding waterfalls from both ends! The necrotic energy should’ve slowed its healing and regrowth, but… then… where?

“Left, Right, either of you see that Chimera I was fighting?” Hiral asked. 

“You’re telling me the death beam didn’t work?” Right asked over the chat, his question punctuated with a purple pillar. 

“Only on half of it,” Hiral said. “The other half should be right below me.”

“Careful, you’ve got incoming above,” Left said smoothly. 

“Yeah, I saw them,” Hiral said, even though he wasn’t looking up. Mobile Artillery Spheres emerged from his Arsenal of Amin Thett, then took up a defensive position at his back. The next second, beams of cutting energy lanced into the swarm of Chimeric birds looking to take advantage of his apparent distraction. Thanks to his sensory domain, Hiral didn’t even need to turn to face them to direct the spheres while he scanned the ground for his target. 

Standing on planes of Rejection, he had the perfect view for a search like this. And yet…

Hiral’s eyes narrowed as they scrolled across the battlefield. The scar he’d cut across it was still bare of enemies, like the Chimeras refused to cross the line. Circles around Yanily and Seena swarmed with monsters looking to finally put one of them down, while Left and Right roamed with The Pack to hunt down any growing threats. There were still monsters squirming, moving, fighting everywhere. 

What Hiral didn’t see, however, were corpses. 

With how many of the force they’d culled, the ground should be littered with them. More than that, the other Chimeras should be marching over mountains of their dead to reach Seena or Yanily. And yet, they weren’t. The ground was clear, giving the monsters open earth to stomp across. 

“Left, you seeing any Chimera corpses down there?” Hiral asked. “Drahn? How about at the wall?”

“Little more worried about the living ones than the dead ones,” Drahn came back, his breathing heavy. Without Killing Spree+ – and only his domain, which had expired – he was running low on resources. 

“One second,” Left said. “We just killed several. What do you need to know about the… what!? They’re gone. Completely.”

“What are you seeing, Hiral?” Seena asked, flames scorching her nearest opponents. 

“Something is happening to the bodies of the ones we kill,” Hiral said. 

“Same over here,” Gran said through the party chat. “Grumpy here is killing ten for every one the others up here are taking down, and we don’t have a pile of monster bits in front of us. Didn’t notice until you asked.” 

“Grumpy?” Drahn asked flatly over the voice chat.

“What’s happening to them?” Seena said, ignoring the tracker. 

“They getting up and walking away?” Yanily asked. “Nope, this one definitely isn’t walking anywhere without its legs.”

“Sis, you see anything?” 

“Nothing that would explain vanishing corpses,” Seeyela said. “Unless they all got caught in Hiral’s new and improved death beam.”

“No way I got them all,” Hiral said, mind working while his eyes continued to search the field for an answer to the question. While he could – and probably should – get back down to helping the others, something about this was making his non-existent hair stand on end. 

“Are you sure… whoa! No-legs is gone,” Yanily said. “Did he get up and walk away…?”

Since there weren’t any corpses directly under Hiral, he blasted in Yanily’s direction, Rejection causing a shockwave where he’d started. Above the spearman in seconds, Hiral looked down at the dark ground stained with Chimera blood, his sensory domain searching for any monsters moving in a direction that wasn’t towards the spearman. Nothing. Everything below him was dead-set on reaching Yanily. Then, after that, it was just dead. 

Yanily had gotten far too good at what he did. 

Hiral watched as the spearman cut through enemies one after the other, only those Mid-B-Rank or above lasting more than seconds. Monster after monster fell before his spear, and Hiral kept his attention on those that had fallen. The corpses didn’t get up – and they certainly didn’t walk away. 

“Damn, mine are vanishing as well!” Seena said. 

Hiral’s head snapped in the party leader’s direction, but something ticked at his sensory domain directly below him, and he glanced down. The bodies were gone. Yanily was still surrounded by new monsters coming his way – and Hiral absently reached down with a thread of Connection to share Killing Spree+ – and more pressing from ahead. Behind him, though, no corpses. 

There had been dozens. It didn’t make any sense.

Hiral stared hard at the brown earth, as if the bodies had simply turned invisible. No, his sensory domain was telling him the corpses weren’t there. 

Wait… brown? The ground had been so dark, it was nearly black. 

Hiral lifted his head to look around, no longer looking for something running around and stealing bodies like a Shambling Graveyard, and instead focused on the space between his friends. Whatever it was, it had to be moving fast, and almost unseen. Which meant… 

There! Like a shadow on the ground, something swept under the feet of the Chimeras in Seena’s directions. Rejection launched Hiral after it, another burst increasing his speed as he stretched out his sensory domain. Ground, Chimeras, and something else tickled his field of Rejection. Like what he touched was spongey – which made no sense for the packed earth and stone they fought on top of. 

Hands to his thighs, Hiral pulled his RHCs up and took aim at the moving shadow. Piercing Shot+ and Dual Power Attack+ began forming in front of the barrels, as he watched the dark stain on the ground. The thing had to be almost a hundred feet across, but what was it?

Only one way to find out. 

Three seconds passed, Hiral’s dual, RHC barrels inside another larger one made of semi-solid solar energy, and he released his triggers. The recoil from the blast jerked his arms and even arrested his forward momentum, but the blast itself tore ahead to slam into the ground. Dirt and stone geysered into the air, while a shriek-like roar echoed across the battlefield. Chimeras all around the point of impact shuddered and froze, their bodies suddenly becoming schlurping puddles right where they’d stood. And, within a second, those puddles vanished into the ground, while a mound of something else rose. 

Gelatinous, dark red like old blood, as big as a hill – and shaped like one – the thing grew to over forty-feet tall. Long tentacles of the same color emerged from random locations across the body and around it, oddly reminiscent of Seena’s new domain, and then – because it needed to be freakier – mouths opened all over it. 

Like the ones Hiral had seen in the defender-turned-Chimera on the wall, these mouths had curved, needle-like teeth on both sides of them, while tongues with their own mouths extended from inside. Some of them even had the weird eyeballs the tongues needed to lick since they didn’t have eyelids, then all the mouths released another bone-jarring shriek. 

Unable to take his eyes from the monstrosity, View triggered, though it didn’t help him much. 

(??? – ???) ??? – ??? Rank

“In case anybody missed it,” Yanily said over the party chat. “I think I figured out what happened to the corpses.”

            

    
        Chapter 90 – I Don’t Feel So…

    
    
    
    
                Within the first few seconds Hiral watched the new addition to the battlefield, mouth-covered tentacles snapped out to grab nearby Chimeras and pull them towards the central mass. Then, with a casual flick, tossed them towards the main body, where the mouths lining the surface went to work. Chimeras vanished in the blink of an eye, some of them not even getting consumed by the numerous mouths, but instead sinking directly into the dark flesh. 

“That can’t be good,” Hiral said, RHCs still in hand. 

“No, it can’t,” Seena said. “So, let’s stop it from doing that anymore.”

“What’s the plan, Boss?” Yanily asked. 

“Anything within reach of those tentacles is probably going to get eaten,” Seena said at the same time that exact thing continued to happen. 

“Which is probably doing something to power the monster up,” Hiral added. 

“My thoughts exactly,” Seena continued. “Yan, keep thinning the herd further out. If the Chimeras can’t reach this thing, maybe it can’t eat them. We’ll do what we can to keep it in place so those corpses don’t vanish.”

“On it,” Yanily said, transforming into a bolt of lightning to shoot up and ricochet off the roof. A distant WHAM as he came back down signalled some more Chimeras were in for a bad day. 

“Sis, probably going to need you and your venom out here,” Seena continued. “I’m sensing a lot of solar energy from this thing.”

“On my way,” Seeyela said. 

“Drahn, Gran, can you two hold the wall on your own?” 

“Don’t think we can keep up with you?” Drahn asked. 

“Not that at all,” Seena said. “Chimeras are going to slip by us while we see what we can do here. I want somebody there to take care of that. If and when we need your help, you’ll know.”

There was a second of silence before Drahn responded. “Understood.”

“See, grumpy,” Gran cackled. 

“Hiral,” Seena continued. “Let’s see if we can hurt this thing.”

“Let’s,” Hiral agreed, weapons up and fingers on his triggers. Two quick pulls and a pair of searing bolts of Impact streaked for the mass. Just as they reached, Hiral pulled again, sending two more bolts while his eyes watched for an effect from the first. 

He was less than impressed with the results. The bolts punched into the strange, gelatinous flesh, sending out small ripples from the point of impact. Other than that? Hardly anything. And the holes left by his shots quickly filled in like nothing had happened. 

Not that he was going to give up at that point – that wasn’t nearly enough testing to reach a conclusion. Finger squeeze after finger squeeze sent a nearly constant barrage of shots at the dark mass, while Seena rained Cinder+ and Fireballs on the far side. Seeyela arrived a second later, with a column of green announcing she’d hit the monster with one of her TRAPs. Toxic veins spread from a pool of green lingering on the ground, but a shudder of the flesh in the area seemed to pull the color deeper within itself. One second, two, three, and there wasn’t even a hint of the color remaining. 

The whole time, Hiral had battered the blob with an almost endless stream of bolts, focusing all his attention on a single spot. Deeper and deeper, he carved a tunnel inside the creature, though other than the ripples across its surface occasionally, it wasn’t like the thing noticed. Even with Piercing Shot+, he wasn’t punching through enough of the thing’s defense to really rack up the damage. 

Unless – he stopped firing – the thing didn’t have any defense? The whole body looked soft and squishy, though it showed a surprising resilience. What if it just focused on its massive health pool instead of any sort of protection? If that was the case, then widespread, surface level damage would probably be the party’s best option. Just like…

FWOOOOOSH, Seena’s Fireballs rolled across the far side of the monster, finally eliciting another shriek of pain. Small flames continued to burn on the surface of the monster after the attack, until another Cinder+ from Seena caused the fires to Detonate. The resulting explosions led to more shrieking. And, apparently, the thing had had enough. 

Tentacles snapped in Seena’s direction unbelievably fast, though she managed to form a spiralling baton of flame to bat aside the first, the second, and even a third. Although the things were thicker than her leg, the sheath of flame covering her body boosted her strength and speed enough to keep up. Or, maybe not, as some of the tentacles on Hiral’s side seemed to get sucked back into the body, only for them to emerge again on the other side. 

Suddenly Seena didn’t have three tentacles to deal with, she had six. One, two, three, four, she parried aside the attacks, but a fifth snuck through, wrapping around her knee. As soon as she looked down to see what’d caught her, another one snapped ahead to catch an elbow. Then, as one, the tentacles began to pull in opposite directions. 

Energy pulsed within the grasping tentacles, while flashes and tears appeared along the flaming sheath, like it was burning through in reverse. Flickers of that flame crawled along the dark limbs trying to rip Seena apart, but whatever the tentacles were made of, it was too tough to ignite. Much like Seeyela’s venom had, the color sunk deep into the dark-red liquid until it vanished completely. 

“Aaaaaah!” Seena groaned, her sheath and armor obviously doing nothing to protect her from getting pulled apart. On her shoulder, Li’l Ur channeled blue energy from his hands to reinforce her various protections, but they didn’t change the nature of the attack. They didn’t change his Mistress was just seconds from getting torn into pieces. 

Seconds… that neither of them needed to worry about, Hiral appearing in a flash of blue as Death Knell severed the tentacle holding her arm. At the same time, along the ground, a bamf of purple announced Seeyela’s arrival, and her Fangs made short work of the appendage latched on to her little sister’s leg. Just like that, Seena began to fall, but Hiral slipped in to catch her and launch away again on a blast of Rejection. 

Not a heartbeat too soon, either, with the four tentacles from before whipping back in to pound the space they’d just been. 

Hiral touched down twenty feet away, Seeyela appearing beside him with a bamf, and then immediately leaned over to check on Seena. 

“You okay?” Seeyela asked. “I told you to watch out for graby things after the Fiendish Tree’s roots.”

Hiral let Seena down so she was standing under her own power, but one of her hands went to her stomach. “Feels like I pulled every muscle in my stomach and back,” she said. “And I… I don’t feel so…” she trailed off as her eyes rolled back in her head. All at once, Seena’s body went limp, and only Hiral’s quick reflexes kept her from dropping straight to the ground. 

“Seena!” Seeyela shouted, moving in to hover protectively over her sister. 

Except, it wasn’t the only thing looming ‘over’ them – Hiral’s sensory domain telling him the other four tentacles had combined into a single massive limb draping them in shadow. One that was now slamming straight in their direction. 

Grabbing Seeyela with his scarves, Hiral held Seena tight to himself and launched them all out of there on a burst of Rejection. Behind, the ground shook from the impact of the six-foot-around tentacle pulverizing the earth where they’d been a second before.  

A hundred feet away in less than a second, Hiral’s boots skidded on the ground as he twisted from the momentum to keep the monster in view. An explosion came a heartbeat later – a Lost Echo – and he turned his attention to the woman in his arms. She wasn’t moving. Wasn’t responding. 

“Seena,” he said, gently shaking. “Seena, can you hear me?”

“What’s wrong with her?” Seeyela asked, leaning in closer, then continued louder. “What’s wrong with her, Hiral?!”

“I don’t know!” Hiral said. “Her health is fine in the Party Interface. I don’t see any injuries…”

“What’s going on?” Yanily asked over the party chat. 

“Seena was…” Hiral started, only to cut off as he grabbed Seeyela again and hauled them all away to avoid a second tentacle smash. 

“Yanily!” Seeyela shouted. “Do something about that damn blob!”

“The Chimeras?” he asked, obviously confused. 

“I don’t care about them!” Seeyela said, voice cracking. Her next words came out softer. “Seena is down. It did… something to her. We need a minute. Just get us a minute.”

“You’ve got it,” Yanily said simply, and lightning flashed on the far side of the huge monster. Thunder boomed a second later, and Skyfall+ turned the world white. 

But, as impressive as the spearman always was, Hiral’s eyes were locked on Seena in his arms. “Her skin is pale,” he said, touching her face and pulling one of her eyes open. The eyeball was still rolled backwards in the socket, and she didn’t even twitch at his prodding. “Ur? Any ideas?”

“None,” Li’l Ur said, floating above Seena’s face with panic somehow clear on his little skull. “I’ve never seen anything like this. She isn’t dead, I can sense that much. Nor is she transitioning to undead, despite her complexion. I don’t know what this is.”

“Could it have, I don’t know,” Seeyela said, both her hands grabbing one of Seena’s thick gauntlets. “Pulled something inside her apart?”

Hiral shook his head. “We got there fast.”

“What if it wasn’t fast enough?” Seeyela, shoulders jerking like she was fighting back a sob. “What if I wasn’t fast enough? I can’t… not after… the others…”

Hiral winced at the thought of Seeyela’s fallen party, but forced those thoughts out of his mind. She obviously wasn’t thinking straight, and panicking wouldn’t help Seena. Wule would’ve been the best choice, but he wasn’t close. Then again, they did have their own healer now. If he took… 

SLAAAAAM, the ground jumped so fiercely, Hiral had to use his runes to stay upright, and a scarf of energy helped Seeyela do the same. Quickly raising his head, he looked in the direction of the continuing battle… only to find it wasn’t continuing. Something had clearly pushed Yanily back – the spearman was nearly as far from the central mass as Hiral and Seeyela was. 

But, it was the central mass itself that demanded Hiral’s attention. Gone was the hill-like mound of tentacle-horror. In its place? There was only one way to describe it. 

A cocoon. 

Barely ten-feet tall, and half that wide, it looked made out of the same dark-red material. A fraction of the size of what they’d been fighting, and yet it radiated enough energy to dwarf the monstrosity. 

That can’t be good. How long until it…?

CRAAAACK, seams burst in the side of the dark-red structure, and Hiral’s thoughts came to a grinding halt as the pieces fell away. Within the wreckage, something moved. A thick hand pushed pieces of the broken shell aside, then a burst of destructive energy vaporized the rest. 

At the same time, the party leader in Hiral’s arms seized, but he couldn’t look down. 

Because he was already looking at Seena. Standing in the crater where the cocoon had just been. 

Despite being made entirely of the same dark-red material, there was no mistaking the shape of her bulky gauntlets, the mantle of hanging flame at her back, or the feathered armor across her body. Her fingers clenched as the all-too-familiar sheath engulfed her body – even the flames taking on the darker red – and her head lifted to look directly at Hiral. 

Unlike the woman he’d come to care for, the eyes he got lost in had been replaced by the sharp-toothed mouths, their tongues licking the eyeballs. She had no nose, and her mouth had those same, curved, needle-like teeth on the outside, almost like they’d been stitched into her lips. As those lips parted, two sinuous tongues slipped out, their own mouths snapping at the air. 

“Left, I need you here,” Hiral said, slowly standing up so as not to provoke the monster. 

“On my way,” the double replied. 

“What the hell is that?” Seeyela asked, her daggers coming out in her hands. 

“Nothing good,” Hiral replied, keeping his eyes on not-Seena took as it took a step in their direction. The ground sizzled and spat at its feet, and even the air around it shimmered from the heat.

“Plan?” Yanily asked, likewise watching the monster’s new form. 

Instead of answering the spearman, Hiral turned to his double as Left landed beside him. 

“Waters of Frey?” Left asked, already reaching for the tattoo. 

Hiral shook his head. “Get Seena to Gran,” Hiral said, and passed Seena over. A lingering finger down the side of her cheek seemed to trigger a small seizure. “Hurry.”

Left’s Wings of Anella spread behind him at the same time Seeyela shouted, “Incoming!”

Hiral spun and launched away, forcing his mind from the empty expression on Seena’s face, and thundered power into his runes. One step – that was all he took – his time runes combining with Unsealing, Rejection, Compression, Attraction, as well a whole lot of anger, and Hiral appeared in front of not-Seena before it had even covered a fifth of the distance. 

As soon as he arrived, the ridiculous temperature around the monster singed his skin – though High-Speed Regeneration+ took care of it – and he pulsed out a wave of Rejection to repel not-Seena. Like it’d run straight into a stone wall, the thing hit and bounced back, feet scrabbling and melting the stone with each step. A high-pitched growl escaped its hideous mouth, and the vertical slits of its eye-mouths narrowed at him. 

“Is any part of you in there, Seena?” Hiral asked quietly, terrified of the answer. 

Not-Seena replied by snapping its left hand up, a gout of roaring, dark-red flame gushing out. So hot the fire seemed to ignite the air itself, the flames tore towards him, but Hiral simply wasn’t there anymore. Instead, ten feet to the side, standing exactly like he hadn’t even moved, he looked at not-Seena. 

“I’ll ask again,” he said, voice low, but sure the thing could hear him. “Are you in there Seena? I don’t want to fight you.”

The thing’s head turned at the sound of his voice, and its right hand clawed up and across in the familiar motion of a Cinder+. Normally unavoidable, Hiral simply flicked it away with a hand coated in Rejection. “Last chance,” he whispered. At his side, his fingers clenched into a fist. 

With how unresponsive Seena had been in his arms, part of him worried she’d somehow been sucked out of her own body. But, touching the Cinder+, it didn’t feel the same. It was hollow. A copy. 

“RAAAAAAH!” not-Seena leaned forward and screamed at him, Fireballs appearing above each hand. 

“Good enough,” he said to himself, and then he was right in front of the monster. Down and in, his left fist buried itself in not-Seena’s stomach, the Rune of Impact flaring as he lifted it from its feet. The body folded around his punch, but before it could go rocketing away, he twisted with a right hook. 

Not-Seena’s neck stretched to the side as his fist collided with the side of its head, deforming the jaw, before shooting it down to rebound of the ground at an angle. One bounce, and wings of dark-red flame burst from not-Seena’s back to halt its momentum. The next second, it was streaking back at Hiral, fire dancing in its palms. 

Far faster than it’d been a few seconds ago, the fire solidified into the spiraling batons, and it lashed out at Hiral in a flurry. A horizontal slash he ducked under, a thrust he sidestepped, and a horizontal uppercut he guided out of the way with his hand sheathed in Rejection, resulting in a pair of Lost Echoes that stepped forward to throw their own punches. 

Except not-Seena skewered each of them on one of its batons – destroying them before they could attack or explode – and then stepped forward with a straight kick. 

Hiral crossed his arms in front of himself as he blocked the blow, though it sent him skidding back on the ground. The next second, Yanily and Seeyela were there, each stabbing at the mockery of their friend and sister. 

Flaming batons met lightning-covered spear, while not-Seena left the flaming wings to somehow block Seeyela’s daggers. Though green veins emerged from every contact, the color quickly faded within the dark red. It was actually holding them off. 

Let’s see how it does with all three of us. 

Death Knell slapping into one hand, Hiral dashed back in, glowing blue blade a blur even to his own eyes, while he drew an RHC in his other hand. Somehow, the thing in front of them got even faster, its batons turning aside both Hiral’s sword and Yanily’s spear. Around and around the four danced, weapons meeting, countering, and meeting again. 

Through it all, not-Seena didn’t stay on the defensive, throwing out almost as many attacks as went its way. The fact it could keep up with them was frustratingly impressive, but the more Hiral watched his opponent, the more he understood it. 

And, that scared him. 

It wasn’t just Seena’s body and basic abilities the thing had copied, but also her Primal Chord. He could hear the faint music trying to pull him into its patterns. While their own Primal Chords were countering the effect, not-Seena’s music was growing louder. 

Whatever this thing was, the more comfortable it got with Seena’s abilities, the stronger it was getting. 

Which means we can’t let it keep practicing. 

Taking hold of his own Chord with the understanding he’d come to – it was a beginning and an end – Hiral threaded his Rune of Dreaming into it. Then, with a strand of Connection, he bound it to not-Seena’s music. Now, before it got stronger, was his only chance to truly influence its Chord. 

So, he twisted and pulled as he weaved his sword against its batons. He pushed aside the tune trying to command his movements, and instead wrapped it into his own. He couldn’t quite bring in Yanily and Seeyela’s music, but this would have to do. 

While one baton slapped aside the Splinter of the Storm, Hiral massaged not-Seena’s Chord as the other baton came across to parry Death Knell as he stabbed for its face. 

Except, Death Knell wasn’t there – it never had been – and Hiral stepped in while bringing the sword up from below. In through not-Seena’s stomach and straight out its back, Sever Life made short work of its defenses, while the necrotic energy from Emperor’s Decree seeped into the new wound. 

A groan of pain escaped not-Seena’s lips as Hiral lifted it off its feet, and it turned its hideous face to snarl at him. Only to find the barrel of his RHC right there. 

The bolt passed through the three runic circles to slam into its face from point-blank range, tearing not-Seena off Death Knell and flipping the monster end-over-end along the ground. A snap of Hiral’s wrist flicked the dark blood from across his sword, and he stepped forward with Yanily and Seeyela as the thing finally finished rolling across the ground. 

They were going to… 

“Stop!” Gran shouted into the party chat. “Stop whatever you’re doing!”

“What?” Seeyela asked at the same time Hiral asked, “Why?”

“Seena’s health just suddenly dropped,” Gran said. “She’s bleeding under her armor, and I think her jaw’s broken.”

Hiral’s gaze snapped down to the sword and RHC in his hands. Those wounds…

“What are you talking about?” Seeyela asked, but all three of them had stopped walking. 

“I don’t know, exactly,” Gran said. “But you hurting that thing is directly affecting Seena.”

“Are you saying…” Seeyela started, voice growing quieter with each word. “If we kill this thing, Seena will die?”

            

    
        Chapter 91 – Permanently

    
    
    
    
                “I don’t rightly know what I’m saying,” Gran said into the party chat. “Just what I’m seeing. And if one of you just gutted that thing and then smashed it in the face hard enough its grandkids will feel it, then, yeah – killing it will kill this girl.”

Hiral stared at his weapons, while he felt Yanily and Seeyela look in his direction through his sensory domain. Ahead of them all, not-Seena staggered to its feet, dark blood running from the wound in its stomach, and the right side of its face a torn-up mess. 

“You’re a healer,” Seeyela said into the chat. “Can’t you do something about it?”

“Already am!” Gran said. 

Hiral’s eyes went to Seena’s entry in the Party Interface, and her chunked-off health quickly started to climb. He let out a breath. She’d be okay… even after what he’d done. 

“Uh, guys?” Yanily asked. “You seeing this?”

“What…?” Hiral started to ask, but it didn’t take long to figure out what the spearman was talking about. Not-Seena’s wounds were healing right before their eyes. The blood gushing out of its stomach slowed and then finally stopped, while its jaw and cheekbone crunched and twisted as they reset themselves. 

Gran healing Seena was also healing not-Seena. 

“Just how connected is this thing to her?” Yanily said. 

Connected? Connected!

Ignoring the mending monster directly ahead of them, Hiral pushed power into his time runes and Connection. The world slowed around him while dozens of gossamer strands appeared hanging in the air. Most of the strands were like he’d seen before, almost like a glimpse of spider’s silk caught in the sunlight. Fragile. Thin. Elegant. 

Most. But not all. 

One thread – more of a rope, really – pulsed like a thick vein almost the size of Hiral’s arm. Running from not-Seena in front of him, off into the distance of the defenders’ wall where Left had taken Seena, it didn’t take any careful deductions to figure out what it was. Not-Seena and Seena really were connected. By something the likes of which Hiral had never seen. 

Pulses of power flowed in each direction of the fleshy mass, bumps like tumors growing all along it. Part of him wondered how he hadn’t seen it before – or how the others couldn’t – with how foul it felt. No, maybe foul wasn’t the right word. 

Violating. 

The vein wasn’t even connected to Hiral, but just looking at it turned his stomach and made him feel like he’d need to shower for a week. And it was doing this to Seena. 

Without another thought, Hiral gripped his Rune of Separation and wrapped its power around Death Knell. Soaking his sword in the concept of cutting, he let his time runes fade, and swept the weapon up. Wrapped in blue and black, the crescent of Expansion, Compression, and Separation cut through the distance in a heartbeat. Maybe Yan and Seeyela wondered what he was aiming at – it definitely wasn’t not-Seena – but the blade of thrown energy slammed into the vein, powered by Hiral’s will to sever it. 

Like it’d hit an impossibly hard, solid object, the blade of energy broke on what it struck, shattering into a thousand small shards of Separation that tore across the ground beyond. 

“What did…?” Yanily started, but Hiral had already reactivated his time runes to get a better look at the vein. There, in frozen time, the vein hung completely undamaged. His Rune of Separation hadn’t been enough to break the connection. If he couldn’t cut it, though, then at least he’d need to understand it. 

Putting aside his feeling of revulsion for the vein, Hiral extended his sensory domain into it. And, as soon as he touched it, a wave of familiarity washed over him. It wasn’t exactly the same, but this vein was a similar connection to what the PIMP made with their PIMs. The same thing he’d manipulated when he’d altered his Resonance of Heroes. 

Not-Seena was directly connected to Seena’s PIM. A pathway full of energy and intent, and going in both directions. No wonder it could use some of her abilities!

The shock of what Hiral found tore away the concentration he needed to maintain his time runes, and the normal flow slammed into place around him. 

“… you do?” Yanily finished, while a snarl grated past not-Seena’s toothy lips.

The flaming sheath reignited around it, stronger than ever, trumping Yanily’s question in importance for the moment. Both hands stretched out to its sides, fingers spread and palms up. 

More Fireballs?

“I… I don’t think I can do this,” Seeyela said. “I can’t hurt Seena.”

“This isn’t Seena,” Yanily pointed out, spear up, but he wasn’t moving either. 

It was like Picoli all over again, but worse in a way. They knew Seena was still alive. 

“We’ll have to contain it,” Hiral said, mind still recoiling at what the thing was doing to Seena. “Trap it until…”

Solar energy rolled off not-Seena in a wave that was nearly visible, the ground around it rippling. Small stones lifted off the ground, as if suspended by the energy so pure, it was almost physical. 

Hiral’s eyes widened as he recognized the ability. No way. No way it could use… 

A pillar of flame burst towards the arched ceiling high above as not-Seena activated Eloquently Enraged+. 

Fireballs immediately appeared in its hands, then it launched forward, the melted ground at its feet rippling in the opposite direction. Twin lines of fire traced its movement as it closed the distance in the blink of an eye, and the first churning Fireball came sweeping around towards Yanily. 

Despite Seena – and thus, not-Seena – having a lower Dex than any of the others, the thing moved fast. Powered by Eloquently Enraged+, it reached Yanily so quick, he barely got his spear up in time to block. Even then, the sheer strength behind the blow spit sparks from where the attack met his crystal weapon, and hurled the spearman backwards.  

Twisting as its foot landed – Yanily already flying away – not-Seena pivoted at its waist and brought the left Fireball up to try to tear through Hiral’s side. Death Knell met it mid-swing, and having seen what it did to Yanily, Hiral added Rejection to his parry. Even then, the grinding version of Seena’s Fireball forced him back a step. And not-Seena was already coming with more. 

One after the other, it struck at him with wild abandon, the tearing Fireballs in its open palms ripping apart the earth when they swept low. Again and again, Death Knell parried aside the blows, his higher Dex keeping him alive, but even he was falling behind not-Seena’s modified stats. The heat coming off the Fireballs – even though they didn’t reach him – was searing his skin like he was directly on a barbeque. 

Even as he began to wonder if he could keep this up, a bamf of purple fire appeared behind not-Seena, glowing-green Fangs of the Lady converging for its throat. Fangs… that hesitated. Eight red eyes seemed to go from the terrible venom the weapon would inflict to the shape of Seeyela’s little sister in front of her, and what should’ve been a decisive, fatal attack lagged ever-so-slightly. 

Enough, in fact, that not-Seena spun around before the daggers could strike home, and it buried one of its tearing Fireballs directly in Seeyela’s side. White, chitinous armor burned and ripped as the woman’s body bent around the blow – flesh quickly following – before the sheer force of the impact hurled Seeyela away. 

The smell of charred meat and a stream of smoke trailed behind as Seeyela hit the ground, bounced, rolled, and then kicked up to her feet. Her right side – between her waist and ribs – was nothing but a charred and scorched mess. Blackened flesh hung interspersed with red, ugly patches, her armor and clothes melted directly into her skin. Quick steps kept her momentum moving backwards until she finally stopped, and then Seeyela faltered, her knee buckling. 

And even before Hiral could react, not-Seena bolted straight for the vulnerable woman. With the sheath of flame and Eloquently Enraged+, he wouldn’t be able to catch it before it reached his friend, and by the way Seeyela wobbled on one knee, she wouldn’t be able to protect herself either. 

“No!” Hiral shouted while he slammed power into his time runes. He needed the chance to think, but he’d overused the runes, and reality already pounded on the back of his head. Despite the runes, there wasn’t time to think or plan. He needed to act. But, how?

Just need to slow it down!

With that in mind, Hiral reached for his runes and Edicts of Gravity and Increase, forming the horizontal tunnel he’d practiced against the warthogs. The burst of power should be enough to at least throw not-Seena off course. One half beside him, the other beside Seeyela, and the two Edicts appeared close to not-Seena. 

Except, just as he was about to release the bomb, the Primal Chord struck an odd note, calling to him. Not just to him, but also to two of his other Edicts – Energy and Connection. Hiral almost hesitated to follow the music, but hesitation was what had gotten Seeyela in trouble in the first place. Instead, he followed his instincts and the Chord, throwing threads of Connection through the four Edicts that converged between him and Seeyela. 

As the four images converged in the second between seconds of frozen time, Hiral knew something was still missing. The way the images of the Edicts lined up to his sight, overlapping like they were, was similar to the three-dimensional Rune of Dreaming. Lines and strokes wove and converged, but there were pieces missing. It was as if he was seeing an entirely new rune forming within the meeting of these.

What was he…?

Of course!

Pain spiked in the back of his head from the overuse of the time runes – he wouldn’t be able to use them again for a while – as he pulled on his fifth Edict. Attraction joined the other four in the space between him and Seeyela, and Hiral squeezed. The Edicts didn’t join or become a new, single, super-Edict or anything like that. No, if anything, they partially rejected even an attempt at that. What they did do, however, was line up just right for Hiral to see something new. 

The Rune of Exchange. 

The concept of it burned into Hiral’s mind, but he fought back against the inspiration – now would be a terrible time to explode and lose all his solar energy – and instead simply used the rune’s power. Time shattered back to normal around him with a pop and a blur – flipping his stomach – and suddenly Hiral was directly in front of the speeding not-Seena, while Seeyala was right where he’d been standing. 

Black and blue energy swept across in front of him as Death Knell parried her first Fireball, then he ducked under the second to roll out of the way. Even then, heat scarred its way along his back as he was still too slow. 

Nothing for it, then, and Hiral rolled to his feet to activate his own Eloquently Enraged+. 

Double-helix script burst to life across his body – though he had purposely not used Double Trouble this time – and he blurred ahead to intercept not-Seena. Now, with his absurd Dex, Death Knell became a flurry of blue and black energy, the blade itself barely visible as it moved to keep both Fireballs at bay. 

It still wasn’t enough, though. He was keeping her attacks from hitting him, but just being close was continuing to sear his skin. Scalding air entered his mouth and lungs with every breath, and all it would take is one lucky hit to do major damage to him. Seena’s power set – her build – was all constructed around massive damage potential, which meant not-Seena’s was too. He could probably stay ahead of its direct attacks, but High-Speed Regeneration+ was barely keeping up with the ambient damage the fire was doing to him. 

But, maybe with his own power-up, he could do something about that vein. Completely forgoing offense, Hiral worked his sword to keep the barrage of attacks from reaching his body while he reached out with his senses to the foul vein. Almost immediately, he felt himself sink deeper into the connection between Seena and not-Seena, that space hidden within the folds of reality emerging around him. Rules of the PIM glowed like a universe, while skills and… 

Pain seared across his chest, his sword too slow while he was distracted to catch the attack. Back he staggered, cursing himself for his overconfidence in thinking he could actually hold not-Seena back while probing the connection between it and Seena. Worse, his flailing follow-up was out of position, exposing his side to the other Fireball arcing up to crash into him. He wasn’t going to be able to parry it!

Watching as if in slow motion, Rejection forming under his feet to launch him away, Hiral traced the churning flames coming his way. Examined the distance between them and his side growing smaller by the fraction of a second. Calculated how long it would be until it reached, and whether or not his healing ability would be enough to overcome the damage – his armor certainly wouldn’t. Gaped at the crystal spear wreathed in lightning that intercepted the attack meant for him. 

Fire and lightning battled each other in that split-second it took Hiral to Reject himself to safety, Yanily’s spear buying him the time he needed. 

“I’ll hold it off!” Yanily shouted, his own Eloquently Enraged+ activated along with his electric scales to protect him from the flames surrounding not-Seena. “You figure something out!”

“Thanks,” Hiral said over the party chat, driving his senses back into the vein between Seena and not-Seena. Again, the universe that was the PIM stretched out around him, Enduring Mind triggering to protect him from the sheer amount of information. Thanks to the ability, Hiral was able to take in more than just a few constellation-like abilities at a time. In fact, the whole thing spread about before him. 

But it was different than what he’d seen inside himself. Some of the constellations – the abilities – looked more like tumorous masses than the scripts of energy he expected, and they infected the larger whole. Or, maybe that wasn’t quite right. One side of this ‘universe’ was highly infected, almost entirely filled with the tumors, only the occasional script of energy present. On the other side, dozens of energy-constellations filled the space, with a few tumors showing up. 

Why was…?

Then he understood, and his heart sank. Even as he watched, one of the closest tumors bubbled and then melted away, revealing an energy-script. An ability. At the same time that happened, a constellation on the other side warped, bent, and then bloated. The previous script became unreadable, completely replaced by the new tumor. 

He’d been somewhat wrong in his initial interpretation of what he was looking at. This wasn’t a single PIM – it was two. Seena’s on one side, primarily made up of constellation-like energy. On the other, not-Seena’s, filled with the tumorous masses. And every time not-Seena took one of Seena’s abilities, it wasn’t just copying it, it was warping her very PIM. 

Ruining her from the inside out. 

Worse, from what Hiral could feel, this wasn’t a reversible process. Just touching the tumors on Seena’s side with his senses told him the ability no longer existed there. This thing was stealing everything that Seena was. Her abilities. Her class.

Permanently. 

Even if they managed to stop the monster, it’d already gutted her PIM from the inside out. She’d never be the same. 

If they killed the monster, Seena died. 

If they delayed and tried to capture the monster, it would steal her PIM from her, leaving her nothing more than an empty husk – and that was the best-case scenario. Looking at what the tumors were doing, Hiral’s instincts told him nothing of Seena would be left of her if they completely infected her. 

No matter what they did – no matter what choice they made – they would lose Seena. 

            

    
        Chapter 92 – I’m Sorry For What I’m About To Do

    
    
    
    
                No, I refuse to accept that!

Hiral focused his will on the transformation of Seena’s PIM in front of him, but not-Seena’s presence immediately rejected it. The thing was too strong for him to influence, even with his own Eloquently Enraged+. Like he’d discussed with Left, powerful opponents were able to resist direct influence from his concepts. Like the warthogs, though, maybe he’d be able to work something if not-Seena was weaker. 

Which meant…

Hiral closed his eyes for a second as he steeled himself for what needed to be done. Could he do it?

It doesn’t matter. I have to.

With that, Hiral nodded and brought himself back to the present. Yanily continued to battle not-Seena about fifty feet away, the lightning and fire cascading off them tearing apart the ground all around. Arched pillars of stone overhead stained red as flames boiled across the ground in waves, while lightning stalked and snapped like primal monsters. To call the battle anything less than an elemental disaster would be an understatement. 

Seeyela, meanwhile, had managed to get to her feet, but she stood stone-still as she watched the battle raging between Yanily and not-Seena. She wouldn’t be able to help with what was coming – not when it involved Seena like this – but Hiral still needed something from her. 

First, though, he opened his party chat. “Left, I need you here. Right, how’re you doing with the leftover Chimeras?”

“Coming,” Left said, and Hiral spotted the Wings of Anella already bringing the double his way.

“Almost all cleaned up,” Right said, having covered for Yanily when they called the spearman over to help with what had been a mound of mouthy tentacles. “I can be there soon.”

“No,” Hiral said. “Once you’re done there, get to the wall and make sure it holds.”

“They’re doing fine…” Right said.

“Please,” Hiral said, forcing his voice not to crack. 

Right didn’t immediately reply, obviously sensing something in Hiral’s voice. Finally, he spoke. “Understood. If you need me though…”

“I will,” Hiral said, as Left landed beside him. 

“What do you need?” the double asked. 

“Seeyela,” Hiral said instead of replying to the double. She didn’t move or answer. “Seeyela!” Hiral snapped again, and her head turned woodenly in his direction. 

“If he hits her…” Seeyela said quietly. 

“He’s not trying to,” Hiral said. “Just keeping her busy for us to do our part.”

“What’s our part?” Seeyela asked, panic lacing her voice. “What can we do?”

“I’ll take care of it,” Hiral said. “But I need you to use Eloquently Enraged.”

“Why?” Seeyela asked. “I… I can’t fight. Not when I know what my venom would do to Seena.”

“Not asking you to,” Hiral said, feeling another of the tumors emerging within the other world of Seena’s PIM. If the abilities completely changed places before he was ready… No! He wouldn’t think like that. He would do this. 

… no matter what it cost. 

“Then…?” Seeyela started. 

“Eloquently Enraged,” Hiral said. “Then I need you to get close to Yanily. You don’t have to attack or do anything else. Just stand close. Can you do that?”

“I… yes, I can do that,” Seeyela said. Then, more quietly. “I’m sorry. It’s like Picoli. I thought I’d be ready if it happened again… but it’s Seena.”

“Don’t be. This is your sister we’re talking about,” Hiral said. “It’s beyond hard. But we’re running out of time. Please.”

Seeyela’s eight-eyed helm turned in Hiral’s direction, and the woman nodded. A second later, solar energy poured off her as a column of green energy reached for the sky. There it is. 

“Left, we’re going,” Hiral said, wrapping his double in a tight scarf of Connection. Hopefully the two of them being parts of the same entity would be enough for this part of his plan to work. “As soon as we’re all close, use the tattoo of Equilibrium to remove Eloquently Enraged+ from all of us. Taking it from the three of us should be enough to balance taking it from not-Seena too.”

“Ready,” Left said, and Hiral blasted ahead on Rejection at the same time Seeyela vanished in a bamf of purple flames. 

Lightning and fire scoured the area ahead of him, but he weaved through it all with the aid of his runes, buffs, and pseudo-aspect. Lightning fell in bolts like rain, and he criss-crossed between them. Flames tore for the sky in a wall, but he cut through them with a wedge of Rejection. Just like that, he skidded on the ground beside the battling Yanily and Seena, with Seeyela appearing opposite him.

“Now!” he told his double, and Left’s hand went to the glowing tattoo around his throat, available thanks to the power of the pseudo-aspect. 

One of the simplest tattoos on Left’s body – two parallel lines running around his throat, with a single vertical line splitting them in the front – it was also one of the most powerful. In the right circumstances. 

Left’s hand came away from his throat trailing the usual stream of viscous solar energy, but this time, nothing shaped. Instead, to Hiral’s newly awakened sensitivity to the idea of concepts and will, reality around them shifted. Balanced. Reset. 

Equilibrium lived up to its name by either granting a boon to everybody, or in this case, taking one away. 

Like none of them had ever had it, Eloquently Enraged+ vanished from Hiral, Seeyela, Yanily, and not-Seena. Luckily, the tattoo had seen Left and Hiral as the same entity – which they technically were – and had agreed with his estimation that removing three of their buffs was an equitable trade to take not-Seena’s.

All at once, the flaming storm of thunder and lightning ceased, and everybody staggered away from each other at the sudden shock. Because of the way the buff was taken, none of them suffered from the debuffing after-effects, but it was still a drastic shift. 

“Left, get Seeyela back to the wall and see to those wounds,” Hiral instructed, releasing Left from his scarf. 

Without questioning, Left – who wasn’t suffering the disorientation of losing the buff – dashed past not-Seena, grabbed Seeyela, and then leapt into the air. 

“Yan, you need to get back to the wall too,” Hiral said, eyes already on not-Seena as it recovered. 

“I don’t think they need my help there anymore,” Yanily said. 

“No, but I do,” Hiral said, looking the spearman in the eyes. “Whatever happens next, do not let Seeyela leave that wall.”

“Why would she…?” Yanily started, then trailed off. A quick glance at not-Seena, then back at Hiral. His mouth worked like he was going to object, but he seemed to think better of it. “I take it you have a plan?”

“I… have an idea.”

“Better than anything I’ve got right now,” Yanily admitted. “Hiral… you know I don’t want to lose anybody else. Her or you.”

“I know,” Hiral said, not-Seena finally recovering from the shock of losing her buff.

“Can you save her?”

“I don’t know,” he said honestly. “Just keep Seeyela away. I can’t deal with her and this thing at the same time.”

Yanily shrugged. “I’ll keep her there. You, go do something OP.”

Hiral nodded, and then Yanily was gone. “So, it’s you and me now,” he said to not-Seena, the creature obviously wary that the others had left. That meant it wasn’t running on pure instinct, or maybe it was another part of Seena bleeding over. 

“Since it’s just us,” he continued. “Seena, if you can hear me through this, I don’t know if I can save you. I don’t know if anybody can. If I kill this thing, you die. If I don’t kill it, you vanish or change into something else. Even if I somehow figure out a way to disconnect you now, half of your abilities are just… gone. Worse, this thing has left those tumors in you. 

“I can’t guarantee those aren’t worse than dying. Actually,” he said while half-watching the corrupted universe that was her PIM, “they definitely are. They’ll leave you crippled physically and magically, with holes in your personality big enough to stick a hand through. This thing isn’t just taking your magic, it’s taking you.”

Not-Seena growled at him, still confused at to why he was taking to it and not attacking. 

“As it is now, I wonder if you’ll even remember me. Or your sister and Yanily. Will we just be strangers to you in a strange world?” Hiral’s fist clenched at his side, runes glowing to life in front of his knuckles. Then he continued at almost a whisper. “Killing you quickly might be a mercy to all of us.”

Another growl, tongue-licked-eyes going to the runes glowing around his left fist, then to the sword in his other hand. At the same time, flames began dancing in its hands, but not the Fireballs or batons from before – spears flared to life on each side of not-Seena. 

Another skill it’s stolen. That’s two thirds, now. 

“I’m sorry for what I’m about to do,” Hiral said. “I hope you can forgive me… in the next life.”

Then, before not-Seena could even growl at him again, he slipped ahead so fast it must’ve looked like he’d teleported, his uppercut slamming into its chin. Up and back, its head snapped, blood spewing between shattered teeth, while Hiral sidestepped the flaming spear it reflexively launched. In his Party Interface, Seena’s health dropped by almost ten percent, and he lunged ahead with the sword. 

Almost surprisingly, not-Seena managed to turn aside the worst of the stab – only taking a glancing cut across its abdomen instead of straight through it – and countered with an open palm strike. Fire danced within that hand, but Hiral ducked and spun under it, a Lost Echo forming, attacking, and exploding in quick succession. Then, before not-Seena even had a chance to recover from losing another fifteen percent of its health, Hiral brought his Impact and Breaking-enhanced fist up and into the bottom of where not-Seena’s ribcage would be. 

Bones – if that’s what was under the dark-surface – cracked like dry kindling before not-Seena got hurled aside. 

“Hiral, boy,” Gran said into the party chat. “What are you even doing out there?”

A glance showed Seena’s health rising again in the Party Interface – Gran healing her – while Hiral’s connection to her PIM told him she’d lost another ability. Instead of replying, Hiral tossed Death Knell into the air where it hovered at his side, then dashed forward again. Claws of rampant energy formed on his fingers, and he came in hard, hauling both hands down and across in a vicious X in front of him. 

Wings of dark flame burst from behind not-Seena’s back, reaching around in front of it just in time to block the dual strike. Still, even with them there, Hiral’s claws tore at the flames, Breaking living up to its name to corrode the defensive skill. It wasn’t enough to get through, though, and Hiral took a step back and pulled out both RHCs. 

Fingers on the triggers and Ever Changing+ stacking up, Hiral activated Piercing Shot+ and began firing. Shot after shot after shot pounded on the flaming wings, right where he’d struck with his claws, drilling a hole until one finally punched through. The one that followed went through not-Seena’s shoulder like a hot knife through butter. 

“Hiral!” Seeyela shouted into the party chat. “What are you doing?!”

Like he’d done to Gran’s question, Hiral ignored Seeyela, then Rejected himself to the side as not-Seena transformed into a flaming bird and shot towards him. The tip of one of the wings caught his back on the way by, searing through his defenses and flesh alike. Pain seized the muscles between his shoulders and waist, but he didn’t lose a step, spinning and pulling the triggers as not-Seena reformed. 

Bolts of searing Impact took it through the thigh and stomach. Stumbling back, it tossed a pair of Fireballs in his direction, but he easily sidestepped them and took aim again. Explosions behind him made him wince, the bloom of heat like salt on his fresh burns, and only one of his two shots scored a hit on the dodging monster. Blood poured out of its forearm, a hole clear through it. 

In his Party Interface, Seena’s health had dropped to forty-five percent, though it jumped up another five as Gran’s healing took hold. 

“Hiral, so help me,” Seeyela threatened. “If you don’t explain what you’re… Yan, what are you doing?”

With that, Hiral was running out of time to do what needed to be done. Yanily would delay Seeyela as long as he could, but she was a teleporter. She’d get loose eventually. Then she’d try to stop Hiral. Try to protect her sister… without understanding Seena was… already gone. 

Hiral’s teeth clenched at the thought, but it didn’t change what he had to do. Another pull of his trigger put a bolt right through the center of not-Seena’s stomach, dropping Seena’s health back down to thirty percent. Just a little more, and he’d be done. 

Except, a trio of something entered his sensory domain from behind. Something… burning. 

Of course. 

Hiral spun as three flaming Chimeras – risen through From the Ashes+ – charged in his direction. Volatile energies boiled within them, and Hiral launched away from them on a burst of Rejection, his RHCs coming up as he pulled the triggers. Two of the monsters fell to his shots, exploding a fraction of a second later, but the third charged on. At the same time, not-Seena clawed her hand across. Too fast for him to counter this time, Cinder+ scarred across him, and he quickly dismissed the debuff notification telling him his fire resistance had been lowered. 

As long as he didn’t…

The ground beneath his feet erupted upwards, a risen Chimera apparently having burrowed through the ground to reach him. More worm than hyena – that had to be the reason it could do that – it exploded just like any of Seena’s other burning pets, though in dark red fire. 

The flames fully engulfed Hiral, his shield of Rejection coming a split-second too late, before the concussive wave threw him to the side like a puppet with his strings cut. Coat of Amin Thett literally on fire, Hiral hit the ground, bounced once, then rolled another half-dozen feet. 

Seena knows my sensory domain doesn’t extend past solid objects, which means not-Seena knows about it now too. That’s more of her memories… gone.

Despite his own health being at less than half according to his Party Interface, Hiral pushed himself back to his feet. His RHCs had been dropped in the blast, but a quick look at his scorched hands showed he wouldn’t be pulling any triggers in the near future anyway. Instead, he struggled to close his crooked hands into fists. When his fingers wouldn’t respond to what he wanted – the muscles and ligaments little more than charred meat on blackened bone – he forced them closed with Rejection and Attraction. 

New pain assailed him along with the crack of his bones. Whatever, they’d heal if he survived. The bigger issue was that not-Seena was back up over fifty percent health according to… 

Hiral did a double-take on his Party Interface. 

Seena was gone. In her place, all he saw was question marks. A quick look at Seena’s PIM universe – as he’d come to call it – showed the Party Interface ability replaced by a new tumor. It had taken that now too. Barely a handful of her abilities remained, lonely lights in a field of corruption. 

Fists glowing at his sides, Hiral launched himself forward, Rejection and Attraction doing as much of the work to move him as his muscles. Clawing swings from not-Seena scorched his battered body with Cinder+, but he just barreled straight ahead, turning aside what he could with Rejection, and bodying what he couldn’t. Totems burst from the ground, while a sphere of flame appeared over not-Seena’s shoulder, the two abilities showering him in firebolts. More Rejection protected him from the worst of it, but his already stressed High-Speed Regeneration+ was forced to work overtime just to keep him moving. 

Like it was surprised he didn’t try any fancy footwork, not-Seena stood flat-footed when he arrived, his fists blurring as he unloaded on it. Lightning-fast and relying on his runes to do their work, he weaved around the bulky gauntlets rising to block. Fists and runes hammered into its stomach and ribs, then when the blocking arms came down, he went high. Not-Seena’s chin broke for the second time, then its not-a-nose splattered across its face as the bones cracked, before another blow connected with its temple. 

Breaking and Impact sent a shockwave of power straight through the side of its head, scrambling whatever it had for brains in there, before Hiral did a complete spin to hit the monster with a roundhouse kick to the gut. Like it’d been fired out of a ballista, not-Seena shot away, heel catching on an upturned rock and sending it into a cartwheeling spin. 

Earth and dark blood kicked into the air before the thing stopped twenty feet away. 

Hiral heaved in deep breaths, eyes going from the monster in front of him to what he’d once called hands. Little more than mangled stumps, not-Seena’s flaming sheath had somewhat blunted his attacks while scorching him in return. It’d been a lot like pounding on a roaring furnace. 

Ouch. 

Had he done it though?

Not-Seena rose to its feet ahead of him, another pulse of solar energy washing off of it as it activated Aura of the Mother of Flame. Or, a corrupted version of it. Hiral didn’t feel the same all-encompassing weight of Seena’s ability, but there was no doubting it had similar effects, some of the damage Hiral had done mending in front of his eyes. 

Looking at Seena’s PIM universe, that only left one more ability. Then everything she was would have been absorbed by the monster in front of him. Another glance at his hands – he couldn’t hold a weapon or punch anything. And, with the Aura up, it would heal any minor wounds as fast as he could inflict them. No, he needed something decisive.

Good thing he had one last trick up his sleeve – it was almost fitting. 

“Time we end this,” Hiral said, lightning flashing from the top of the distant wall. Somehow, Yanily was containing Seeyela. “Thanks, Yan.”

Then, on one more burst of Rejection, Hiral charged forward to finish what he’d started. Even as he traveled, the glowing lights of Seena’s PIM universe began to fade, and he reached out with Connection to hold on to it a few seconds longer. 

Like he’d tapped into more than just her ability, memories flowed down the thread, playing out in still images within his mind. 

The first time she’d met him at Caaven’s. 

When she’d looked over the edge of the island to see him jumping after Favela. 

His suicidal plan when he’d gone out alone to save Seeyela and her party from the Shapers. 

The three of him the first time he’d had Foundational Split activated by the crystal golem. 

Their first dungeon run. When he’d found them in the tower after they’d been chased by the Enemy. In the Forge of Ur’Thul when he said he’d support her. 

Dozens of images flashed and went by until they caught up to the Rise of Fallen Reach. 

There, the images lingered on the time they’d spent together, sitting on the edge of the island and looking up at the big, star-filled sky. Wine and cheese between them, hands held and fingers intertwined. The days they hid their relationship from her sister, and the how fast they’d run when she found out. 

The night she’d asked to put things on hold because she felt she needed to be the party leader first and foremost. Then, the mirror she cried in front of until morning, Li’l Ur doing what he could to comfort her. 

Images skipped through to the Fall of Fallen Reach, and how she’d watched him get vaporized by Vorinal. Only to see him standing there a second later. He could feel her relief at seeing him alive. It only lingered for a second before the image came and went. 

Their limited chances to see each other as he worked to repair the other towers, then their return to the surface. Talk of later always keeping them just apart until she’d finally decided she didn’t want to wait. 

The final image came and stayed – along with an overwhelming feeling of safety – of Seena curled up in his arms just a few hours ago. When they’d finally decided that now was just as important as later. 

Like everything that was left of Seena settled comfortably in his arms and in his mind, he felt her fade, completely getting absorbed by the monster directly in front of him as a small lich emerged from its shoulders.  

Grief hollowed Hiral out, leaving his body cold, but it didn’t stop him. Neither did the flaming fist that punched through his gut and out his back as he collided with not-Seena. Riding it to the ground, Hiral slammed the two stumps that had been fists into the side of its head. Impact and Breaking stunned the thing, and he looked it straight in the tongue-licked-eye-mouths while he reached into what was left of Seena’s PIM universe. Threads of runic power laced across the new constellations that had formed, gifting not-Seena with Seena’s PIM. Her memories. Her everything. 

Well, Hiral was going to give it something to remember him by too, and he extended his will while Enduring Mind shielded him. There was no way he was going to let it have her, even for a second longer. 

“I’m sorry,” he said through it to the lingering echo of Seena that had to be in there. “Sorry for how much this will hurt before it kills you.”

Then, Hiral did the only thing he could be sure would be enough – he embraced his understanding of the Rune of Exchange. Energy ballooned off him, engulfing everything he touched and beyond. Truths of the universe materialized for his eyes, but he couldn’t tear his gaze away from not-Seena. There, with so much power surrounding them, he tore a piece of himself out, and slammed it into the PIM. 

It was almost done. The best he could do for her. There was only one thing left… 

With a stumpy arm on either side of not-Seena’s head, Hiral used the last of his quickly fading solar energy to activate his Rune of Separation. Cubes of fleshy material flew apart as not-Seena’s health dropped from forty-percent to nothing in the blink of an eye. 

And, somewhere not-so-distant, Seena’s head did the same thing. 

            

    
        Chapter 93 – You Killed Her

    
    
    
    
                Hiral’s whole body shuddered as he let out a sob, his knees dropping to the ground when not-Seena’s body vanished beneath him. Notification windows flashed in the corner of his eyes, which he promptly ignored. Dregs of health and solar energy streamed from the melting body and One-Man Army+ triggering, but he hardly cared. The pain of the hole through his gut and his mangled hands were a distant thing compared to the emotional damage of what he’d just done to Seena. 

Or, what was likely about to happen to him as a new shadow washed over him with a bamf. Head heavy, he slowly lifted it from where not-Seena’s body had vanished beneath him to find Seeyela standing in front of him. Her broken armor showed her burns hadn’t been completely healed, and she wasn’t wearing her helmet anymore. Tears streaked her dirty face, while her fingers tightened around the Fangs of the Lady in her hands. 

“What…” she started. “How could you?”

“I did what I needed to,” Hiral said weakly, the reasoning empty even to his own ears. 

“I trusted you!” Seeyela shouted at him, stepping forward and lifting her daggers like she’d strike him. “She trusted you!”

“I know,” Hiral whispered. 

“You killed her!” Seeyela’s voice rose and broke, her dagger going up right along with it. Poised there, her whole arm shook, like she was simultaneously trying to stab him and hold herself back at the same time. “You killed her,” she said again, both daggers dropping to the ground as Seeyela collapsed with a sob. “You killed her.”

“I got better,” a voice said over the party chat. Seena’s voice. 

Hiral let out a breath as Seeyela’s eyes snapped open in front of him. 

“Seena?” Seeyela asked, her voice barely a whisper as if she were dreaming. 

“Yeah,” Seena said. “Please don’t kill Hiral. I could really use a hug right now. From both of you. Oof, yes, Yan, you too… but… I can’t… breathe…”

Bamf, and Seeyela was gone, leaving Hiral kneeling alone on the charred and broken ground. Sobs shook his shoulders, guilt and relief warring in his chest. Seena was alive. His gamble had paid off. Now, the only question was whether or not any of them could forgive him what he’d had to do to get there. 

Would Seena forgive him?

A pair of soft footfalls landed beside him, and Hiral looked up to find his doubles walking over. Compared to him, they were practically in tip-top shape, though they both had a number of wounds leaking solar energy. 

“You look like you could use a hand,” Right said. 

“Yeah,” Hiral said. “I can’t feel my legs. And I wish I couldn’t feel my arms.”

“Let me help,” Left said, shaping the Banner of Courage and Waters of Frey in quick succession. The golden light took some of the edge off the pain, while the Waters worked their way into the hole through his gut – and apparently his spine. “These won’t be enough on their own. Should we get Gran?”

“High-Speed Regeneration+ knows what to do,” Hiral said, taking advantage of the pain diminishing to add his Rune of Restoration to the mix. He was careful not to try to direct it to do anything other than reinforce the other healing abilities. 

“It can fix that?” Right asked, a little skeptically. 

Hiral nodded. “As Yanily would say, overpowered. It’ll take a few hours, though, I think.”

“That’s insane.”

“Says the guy who can literally be completely annihilated and come back like nothing happened,” Hiral pointed out. 

“So can you,” Right countered. 

Hiral smiled. “Not anymore.”

“What?” Right asked, eyes narrowing. 

“I’ll explain when we get back to the others,” Hiral said. “If they’re still talking to me, I’m sure they’re wondering what happened as well.”

“If it was two minutes ago,” Left said. “I would’ve suggested running for the hills and hoping Seeyela never found you. Now, though? You’re safe.”

“Hey, Hiral,” Seena said over the party chat, just for him – though the others around her could probably hear her voice. “You coming over here? I could really use seeing you right now.”

“You want to see me?” Hiral asked. “I saw what was happening in your PIM, I know you felt everything that happened to… that thing.”

“I did,” Seena said. “And you’ve got a nasty uppercut.” Her words came with a forced chuckle, for both their sakes. “I also know what you did to save me. Please?”

“I’m coming,” Hiral said, then looked at his doubles. “I say that, but I literally can’t walk. Can you two…?”

“And up we go,” Right said as he and Left pulled one of Hiral’s arms each over their shoulders and lifted him up. 

“Ooouch,” he groaned, gravity pulling his legs – and his gut-wound – as he settled on his doubles. “Thanks guys.”

Like that, it took them a few minutes to reach the wall and climb up the rubble of the breach to where Seena sat with Yanily and Seeyela, while Drahn and Gran talked to the Bonders gathering around. While Hiral normally would’ve been fascinated to meet the new people – and their animal companions – his eyes never left Seena. She really was alive and back in the Party Interface. 

When she saw the bloody wound in his stomach – at least it wasn’t a hole straight through anymore – and his legs dragging uselessly across the stone, her eyes went to her gauntlet and then back to him. The next second, she was on her feet, though she stumbled once, and ran over to him. 

“Oh no,” she said, her hand hovering in front of the wound like she both wanted to comfort him and felt like she was responsible. “How bad is it?”

“It’s fine,” he said. “Already healing. Just need a little while for my regeneration to patch things up. Left is helping too.”

“I’m sorry,” she started, but Hiral took his hand off Left’s shoulder – leaving all his weight on Right – and reached up to cup her cheek. His fingers were mostly, kind of, sort of working again, and he left a trail of sticky, half-dried blood where he touched, but she still leaned into it. 

“It’s nothing,” he tried to reassure her. “I’ll be up and running around again in no time. How about you though?”

“Her head vanished,” Yanily said. “Then it came back. Is that a thing with this party I should be worried about?”

“Yeah, you want to explain that?” Seeyela said, up beside her sister protectively. An arm around Seena’s waist told everybody Seeyela was not going to let her little sister out of her sight for the foreseeable future. 

“That All You Got?” Hiral said like that explained it all. 

“The ability that saved you from Vorinal up on the island?” Seeyela asked, and Hiral nodded. “How did you get it?” she asked Seena. 

“I have no idea,” Seena said. “I didn’t have it before that thing took me.”

“The Unnamed,” Yanily filled in. “We got the quest-complete notification.” 

“Doesn’t explain how I’m alive,” Seena said, then looked at Hiral. “Or how I’m me.”

“I gave you my ability,” Hiral said. 

“That’s what you meant before?” Right asked. “You don’t have That All You Got? anymore?”

“Correct,” Hiral said. “Though, technically, I gave it to the Unnamed before I swapped your PIM back.”

“Whoa, slow down,” Seeyela said. “I understand your words just fine, but I have no idea what you’re saying. Mind starting again in a way we’ll all get?”

Hiral looked around at the crowed of Bonders who obviously had a thousand questions of their own, but, frankly, he didn’t care about them at that moment. 

“The Unnamed was stealing Seena’s skills, memories, magic – her PIM – and everything else. Little by little, the more we pushed it, the more it took.”

“The more we pushed?” Yanily asked. 

“Yeaaaah,” Hiral said, looking again at Seena. “Sorry. I had to hurt it to force it to take your abilities. Too fast or slow, and one of us would’ve died before it had taken everything. It’s why I needed you all over here. I couldn’t control how much you would hurt it – or it would hurt you, but I had to push it enough to force its hand. The more damage it took, the more abilities it took.

“I’ll have to thank Gran for healing you. I don’t know if we would’ve made it without her buying time – even if she didn’t know she was doing that.”

“Why did you even need that thing to take everything?” Seeyela asked. “You said you swapped the PIM. Couldn’t you have done that from the beginning?”

“Because I couldn’t put it back a piece at a time,” Hiral said. “The Unnamed left corruption in place of everything it took, but it itself was full of the same tumorous magic. No matter what, Seena would’ve had some of that foulness in her if I’d done it too soon.

“And, I’ll be honest here, I don’t know what would’ve happened if any of that got left behind in her. Would the Unnamed just have regrown out of her skin? Maybe? Probably? I’m glad we didn’t have to find out.”

“You still haven’t explained what you did,” Yanily pointed out. 

“In a way, I got lucky,” Hiral said, then held up a hand before anybody could question that. “Seeyela, do you remember earlier in the fight when we swapped places?”

Seeyela stopped to think about it for a second, then finally nodded. “Now that you mention it, yes. That was you?”

“I figured out a new rune. I think I’ve got a notification or achievement for it, but I’ll check later. Anyway, it’s the Rune of Exchange, but I didn’t let myself understand it right then and there.”

“Would’ve been a bad time to explode,” Yanily agreed. 

“True,” Hiral said. “But I did understand enough to know how it would work. Like the name implies, it exchanges one thing for another. Equally. Probably whole things, but I’ll need to test. Anyway, I figured I could exchange Seena’s stolen PIM for the Unnamed’s corruption – as long as I did it all at once. Basically, I just put everything back the way it was… with one small addition.”

“The lose-your-head-and-get-it-back ability,” Yanily said. 

“Yup,” Hiral said. “I used what I learned from modifying my Resonance of Heroes and tore the ability out of my PIM and forced it into the Unnamed’s. I couldn’t copy it like I did before, because I didn’t have a connection to an interface through a notification window to act as a power source for the process. I had to sacrifice Shared Strength to make it work – both for the power and the method. Even then, it was probably only possible because of I was in the middle of a runic epiphany, so don’t ask me to repeat it.”

“Then you swapped it back,” Seeyela said. “And made Seena’s head explode.”

“I…” Hiral started, seeing the dangerous glint in the woman’s eyes. “I wouldn’t put it quite like that. But, I had to end the Unnamed then and there, while it was weakened enough I could break the connection between it and Seena.”

“Why didn’t you tell us what you were doing?” Seeyela asked. 

It was Yanily who answered. “You never would’ve let him. You were ready to go skewer him as soon as you saw him hurting Seena.”

“And you stopped me,” Seeyela said. “Still not sure how you did that.”

“Lightning Tether,” Yanily said. “Stops movement or escape skills.”

“When did you even get anything like that?” she asked. 

“Spontaneous ability evolution,” Yanily said.

“Only you,” Seeyela said with a shake of her head.

“What would you have done if you didn’t get that rune?” Seena asked Hiral. 

He ran his thumb down her cheek. “I had a few other ideas, even if I had to rebuild your PIM with pieces from my own. Don’t know if it would’ve worked, so I’m glad this did.”

“Me too,” Seena said, then stepped in and wrapped him in a tight hug. “Oh, sorry,” she added as he winced from the pressure against his stomach. 

His arm over her shoulders kept her close though, and he felt some of the tension slide out of her. They were both alive. Somehow. 

A few seconds of that, which nobody around even tried to interrupt, and finally she stepped back. “I’ve got more questions – and thanks – for later. First, though, we need to finish this dungeon.”

With that, Hiral looked to the battered and exhausted Bonders staring on. There had to be hundreds of them stretched down the length of the wall separating the battlefield from the city on the other side. There, even more people peeked out from doors and behind curtains. Above, much like the valley where the battle had taken place, glowing roots hung by the hundreds, lighting up the entire cavern-like city in a warm glow. 

Hanging Garden indeed. Despite the carnage he’d just been part of, there was a surprising sense of peace coming from the squat city. Some of the architecture reminded him of Fallen Reach, but there were also plenty of differences – namely the field-like areas for hundreds of animals. And, now that he was thinking about it, there was a musk in the air, though it wasn’t unpleasant.

Most importantly, it was all real. They were ‘in a dungeon’, yes, but it was like the Fall of Fallen Reach. Real people with real consequences. 

Hiral’s eyes fell on the bodies along the wall, and more on the other side that had been taken away from the battle. Hundreds of them. They’d completed the dungeon, but not without a steep cost. Or, had they completed it?

“The interface?” he asked. 

“It’s over here,” Drahn said, drawing Hiral’s attention to where a circle of Bonders ringed the familiar interface. “And, before you ask, yes, we’ve explained what’s going on to them. I don’t think most of them believe it, but…”

“But,” a huge man said. Thick hair ran the length of his forearms, leather armor barely covering his torso and shoulders. He wore no helmet – just a yellow bandana – but his beard and the thick mop on his head looked like they could probably deflect a sword on their own. In a way, it almost looked like a bear was talking to them, then Hiral did a double-take when he spotted an actual bear beside the man. “We’re thankful you came to help. You can call me Burs.”

“Seena,” the party leader said, stepping away from Hiral to offer her hand. Comically smaller than the massive man, her usually bulky gauntlet vanished within his thick fingers. “These are Hiral, Left, Right, Yanily, and Seeyela. You’ve met Drahn and Gran, I take it?”

“We have,” Burs said, standing like he was shaking hands with a child because of the size difference. “And I don’t know if we would’ve held the wall without their help. Without all of your help. We’ve never seen anything like this.”

“We’re glad we could make it in time,” Seena said. 

“And Drahn mentioned this is all a dungeon for you?” Burs said, gesturing around the Hanging Garden. “I wasn’t aware they could do that.”

“You’ve been in dungeons?” Seena asked. “But you’re all Bonders?”

“Just the some dungeons,” Burs said, then seemed to realize what Seena was getting at. “Ah, you’re wondering how we would be able to get into one.” The man stepped back and nodded, pointing along the line of Bonders who’d moved to helping with the fallen and wounded. Gran moved along with them, and Left excused himself to do the same after checking with Hiral.

“Since I’ve seen how strong you are, and you know to call us Bonders,” Burs said. “I’ll make some assumptions about your knowledge of dungeons and their requirements for entry. We have both Bonders and Growers living here in the Hanging Garden.”

“Growers?” Seena asked. “How?”

“It’s a long story,” Burs said. “One of many I think we’ll need to share with each other. Now, though, is not the time.” He turned to look at the blood-covered wall. “We have friends to mourn and family to break the news to.”

“Agreed,” Seena said, but reached out to catch the man’s huge forearm as he moved to turn away. “After that’s done, though – or maybe sooner – we will need to talk about a new threat that’s shown up on your doorstep. One we will need your help with.”

Burs scanned his eyes across the battlefield. “Is it worse than this?”

Seena shuddered as she looked at her arm where the Unnamed had grabbed her. “I’m afraid it might be.”

“Can it wait a few hours?” Burs asked. 

“It can,” Seena said. “See to your people.”

Burs thumbed at the dungeon interface in the middle of his wall. “You do the same. I’ll have rooms made available for you and yours, and we’ll talk soon. Thank you, again, for what you did here today.

“You saved us.”
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                Almost twenty hours after completing the Siege of the Hanging Garden, Hiral stood off to the side of the large group, just outside the entrance to the raid zone. Like Left had estimated, they now had about a-hundred-and-fifteen hours until it unlocked, though there had been new information when they all arrived. 

“So,” Seena said, coming over to sit beside him. “Are you as surprised as I am that there’ll be a connection from the Asylums to this place? And ten hours before the zone itself unlocks.” She pointed around the valley-like area sheltered from the rain by the mountain peaks. “The PIMP must be putting a lot of importance on this if it’s going to spend the energy to do something like that.”

“After some of what we saw back at the Hanging Garden,” Hiral said, referring to the name of the Bonder city – not the dungeon. “Not really. It popped that dungeon interface up, gave us rewards, and then vanished like it was never there. It’s probably been preparing for this raid zone to open for a long time.”

“Yeah,” Seena said. “I know we all sort of… crashed… after everything that happened in that dungeon, but we’ll need to talk about the rewards we got at some point.”

“Yanily is obviously happy about whatever his were,” Hiral said, looking over at the spearman beside Nivian, Wule, and Seeyela. “He’s been practically glowing the entire time.”

Seena squinted as she followed Hiral’s gaze. “He might actually be glowing.”

“Who knows with that guy,” Hiral chuckled, then looked at Li’l Ur floating on Seena’s shoulder. There’d been a bit of a scare when they’d all realized the little lich had been missing after Seena’s resurrection. Thankfully, it turned out Li’l Ur had evolved from a pet to an ability, kind of like Foundational Split, and Seena could resummon him if anything happened. “How’s your new hat?”

“It’s not a hat,” Li’l Ur snapped, turning his head strikingly to the side so Hiral could get a better view of the crown of blue flame hovering above his skull. “It is my Un-Halo, returned to me at long last.”

“Is that actually the name of it?” Hiral asked, and Seena nodded. 

“I got him to share the window with me,” Seena said. “It’s a great item, despite the name.”

“What do you mean despite the name?” Li’l Ur asked. “I dubbed it myself upon its creation.”

“Sure, sure, Ur,” Seena said. “It’s very cute.”

“Cute!?” Li’l Ur staggered. “This… this is one of my greatest creations! On par with the Second-Skin of Amin Thett. With it, I led my armies. Conquered nations!”

“And looked adorable doing it, I’m sure,” Seena said. 

“It’s not…” Li’l Ur started. 

“If your Mistress likes it,” Hiral interrupted. “Isn’t that enough?”

“I… fine,” Li’l Ur surrendered. 

“How about you, Hiral?” Seena said, bumping her shoulder against his, and then taking his hand. “I know I just said we’d all talk about it a bit later, but you’ve been kind of distracted by something. It’s not… us… is it?”

“No!” Hiral said, squeezing her hand tighter. “Not at all. I’m sorry if I did anything that made you even consider that.”

Seena let out a breath like it was a relief to hear it. “What is it then? Did you get another achievement reward you didn’t like?”

Hiral’s lips quirked up. “Something like that, actually.”

“Like that?” Seena asked suspiciously. 

“I… got an advanced class,” Hiral said. 

“What? Really?” Seena said. “That’s fantastic! Isn’t it? What is it?”

Hiral chuckled at the rapid-fire questions. It was good to have Seena back. Better than he could even put into words. “It was called the Runic General.”

“Whaaaaaaaat!?” Li’l Ur practically shouted, his little jaw dropping while blue flared in his eye sockets. 

“Is that good?” Seena asked the lich. 

“It’s what we called Amin Thett before he became the Emperor,” Li’l Ur explained. “If it’s anything like what he… why are you looking at me like that, would-be-apprentice?” 

“I thought it was something like that,” Hiral said. “Even the flavor text of the class gave me the same hint.”

“You didn’t take it, did you?” Seena said, reading his face. “Like Nivian. It didn’t line up with how you saw yourself.” Something about what she said made her frown. “Hiral, one of the things I wanted to talk to you about when I came over… it’s about the raid.”

“What about it?” Hiral asked. 

Seena bit her bottom lip. “You can say no, if you want, but…”

“But what?”

“We talked about it – me, Nivian, and Seeyela – and we want you to be our raid leader,” Seena said, then quickly continued. “Nivian and I will still lead our parties – and you’ll listen when I tell you not to do something reckless – but… when it’s come to it, a few times now, you’ve made the hard choices. Seeyela absolutely won’t do it, and she agreed you’re the best choice, even if she wanted to.”

“Even after…?” Hiral couldn’t finish. 

“Even after,” Seena said. “Maybe especially after. You did what none of the rest of us could’ve. When it needed to be done. You’re smart. Quick to action. But, you also care about us. We know you’ll make the best choices for something like this.”

Hiral chuckled and shook his head, but not because he was saying ‘no’. “When did you discuss this?”

“While you were still asleep, recovering. You’re okay now, aren’t you?”

“Back to normal,” he said, patting his stomach. “Took longer than I expected, but it’s fine. I guess this explains why I woke up to the advanced class option, though.”

“I’m sorry if we forced that on you,” Seena said. 

“No, I don’t think you did,” Hiral said. “At most, that was only part of it. The PIMP seemed to want me to go in this direction. I disagreed.”

“Okay,” Seena said. “Maybe your next advanced class option will be a better one?”

Hiral chuckled again, and this time when he shook his head, it was definitely because he was saying ‘no’. “I won’t get another one offered,” he said. “Well, at least not until S-Rank.”

“What? Why? We got a lot of experience from that dungeon, but not enough to get to…” she trailed off. “You… didn’t.”

“I… may have?” he said, and now he was really smiling.

“You modified an advanced class?” she said, fully catching on to his tells. 

Hiral nodded. 

Seena leaned away from him enough she could punch him in the shoulder. “Why didn’t you say that sooner?!”

“I just finished a minute before you came over,” Hiral said. “I haven’t even finalized it yet.”

“You going to explode?”

“Probably,” he admitted. 

“Warn me before you do that? That All You Got? just came off cooldown, but I’d rather not make a habit of needing it. Are you sure you’re okay with losing that ability? I mean… it could literally save your life.”

“I’d much rather know it could save yours,” Hiral said.

Seena sighed. “Then maybe stop being so reckless.”

“No promises.”

“Ugh, I know. Can you at least show me the window for your new class? Maybe it’ll make me worry about you less.”

“It’s kind of a wall of text,” Hiral said.

Seena looked over at the others talking. “We have time. Let’s have it.”

“Okay,” Hiral said. “I was able to change the Runic General – something I didn’t want, though it had some great abilities – into something that fit me a lot better. And something that’ll let me walk the path I want to take, as well as building off what I’d already had.

“I’m going to be the one who decides my path – even if the PIMP and I agree the end goal is important – and this is another step in that direction.”

With that preface, Hiral shared the notification window.

 Advanced Class: (Lost) Vanguard of the Runic Cycle.

Though your actions position you as a leader among your friends and allies, it’s not towards battle you lead them. Instead, though you may pass through conflict, you forge your own path towards a peace all can share.

Class Abilities

Gain +4 attributes per level, starting in B-Rank.

Class Ability (Active): Vanguard’s Sword – Choose one among your party members to be dubbed your Sword, gaining the Vanguard’s Sword buff.

Vanguard’s Sword (Buff) – Gain 15% Str, 10% critical hit chance, 25% critical hit damage, all offensive abilities have solar energy costs reduced by 20% and benefit from 20% increased potency, and every time an opponent is defeated by the Sword, both the Vanguard and the Sword see all cooldowns reduced by 2.5% of original cooldown value.

Note: Vanguard’s Sword cannot be used on the Vanguard.

Note (2): Vanguard’s Sword persists until cancelled by the Vanguard, or the buff is granted to another. 

Class Ability (Active): Vanguard’s Shield – Choose one among your party members to be dubbed your Shield, gaining the Vanguard’s Shield buff.

Vanguard’s Shield (Buff) – Gain 15% End, -10% chance to be critically hit, -25% critical hit damage suffered, all defensive abilities have solar energy costs reduced by 20% and benefit from 20% increased potency, and every time the Shield prevents damage from being taken, a portion of that potential damage is converted into a barrier protecting all allies. 

Note: Vanguard’s Shield cannot be used on the Vanguard.

Note (2): Vanguard’s Shield persists until cancelled by the Vanguard, or the buff is granted to another. 

Class Ability (Passive): Vanguard’s Presence – You are in inspiration to those who follow you on your journey. 

Being in a party adds Party Interface: Shared Storage, Party Interface: Aim High, and Party Interface: Allied Killing Spree 

Party Interface: Shared Storage – Allows all party members to access (storage and retrieval) an Interspatial Space powered by the party’s shared solar energy.

Party Interface: Aim High – Allows all party members to ignore up to 1 Rank of Rank disparity.

Note: Party Interface: Aim High can be resisted by adequately powerful opponents.

Party Interface: Allied Killing Spree – Each enemy defeated within 30 seconds of the previously defeated enemy by any member of the party grants the following stacking bonuses to the entire party:

+10% experience gained, +2% to all attributes (Duration: 60 seconds or until a new stack of Allied Killing Spree is obtained), +2% solar energy instantly regained, and instant minor health recovery.

Note: Allied Killing Spree can stack up to a maximum of 25 times.

Class Modification: Life of the Party+ becomes Class Modification: Heart of the Party+

Heart of the Party+: Simply being in a party grants the following buffs to you and your allies:

+25% to all attributes, solar energy capacity, solar energy output, and solar energy absorption. Reduces solar energy cost and cooldown of abilities by 25%. 

Class Ability (Passive): Ever Changing+ becomes Class Ability (Passive): Ever Evolving

Class Ability (Passive): Ever Evolving – Every time the Vanguard or one of their party members overcomes an opponent’s strength or exploits an opponent’s weakness, all members of the party gain a stacking bonus of +3% critical hit chance and +8% critical hit damage. 

Note: Ever Evolving can stack up to 10 times.

Note (2): Bonuses last until the opponent is defeated or the fight ends for other reasons.

“You weren’t kidding,” Seena said, eyes scrolling through all the text. “That’s… a lot. Are you okay with losing Ever Changing?”

“Definitely,” Hiral said. “I’ve been focusing more on my runes, and less on swapping weapons. Especially since I’m using Emperor’s Decree. Don’t get me wrong, I’ll still happily take any weapons we aren’t using to throw them into the Arsenal of Amin Thett for more options, but they won’t be my go-to anymore. 

“Other than my trusty RHCs and the Greatsword of Amin Thett,” Hiral admitted. Those particular weapons would always hold a special place in his heart, and they were frankly too useful to ignore.

“And another version of Killing Spree? How many of those do you need?”

“Only have the one, now,” Hiral said. “I changed my personal one to a group version with this advanced class. It cost me the ‘plus’ to it, and downgraded it back to the original parameters – though for the whole party – but I’m hoping I can upgrade it down the road.”

“No more explosions?”

Hiral coughed slightly. “Less explosions, since A Violent End went with the ‘plus’, but I’m sure there will still be plenty going around between the two of us.”

“Eeeeh, that’s probably true. Those Sword and Shield buffs seem like they’re perfect for Left and Right, too” Seena said, clearly reading through things again. 

“They’re an option,” Hiral said. “If we had a more dedicated tank – especially one focusing on endurance – the Shield one might be better for them.”

“True,” Seena said, then snapped her fingers. “That reminds me of one of the other reasons I came over to talk to you.”

“How many things were there you forgot about?” he teased, and she just glared at him. “Sorry.”

“Anyway,” she said dramatically. “We’re going to have room for a tank, so maybe you’ll get your wish.”

“Drahn?” Hiral guessed. 

Seena nodded. “He’s going to use his token to get people back home – both our islands, don’t worry, I made him promise – ready for this raid zone. They’ve only got a hundred-and-fifteen hours to get as many people Asylum access as possible. Less, actually, since the Disc of Passage will connect ten hours before, which is probably for the best.”

“Will give us all time to coordinate,” Hiral said. “We’ll need all the advantages we can get if Vorinal and the Infested will be there contesting us for rewards. And…” he trailed off as he looked at Seena.

“You expect more Unnamed to be in there too, along with the other Chimeras, don’t you?” she asked, and he nodded. “Me too. Not looking forward to that.”

“What I did with you,” Hiral said. “Probably a one-time thing. We can’t count on it again.”

“I know,” Seena said. “If we even catch a whiff of one of those Unnamed bastards, we’re going after it with Yanily’s favorite kind of prejudice.”

“The extreme kind?”

“Exactly.”

“I assume we’ll be forming a raid group with Nivian and his party?” Hiral moved on to the next topic. 

“Yes,” Seena said, looking back to where a pair of Bonders stood with Burs, Nivian, Wule, and Seeyela. “It’s too bad about the dungeon they did.”

“From the sounds of things, it’s not their fault only two of the party they were sent to rescue survived,” Hiral said. 

“Not their fault at all, and the two don’t blame them.”

“Nivian blames himself, doesn’t it?”

“He does.”

“Even undead, he doesn’t change. We lost almost half the defenders before things finished,” Hiral said, referring back to how barely more than three-hundred defenders had been left in the counter when they completed the dungeon. “It’s what happens when the dungeons are real. Things go wrong.”

“Things went really wrong in Nivian’s dungeon,” Seena said. “They didn’t have to deal with an Unnamed, but it was almost as bad from what I heard. This raid zone is going to be rough.”

“Sure hope we have more than three hours to complete it,” Hiral said. 

“With how many people it seems we need, I bet we will,” Seena said. “Anyway, we’re going to be heading back to the Hanging Gardens soon. Will you be ready to go? Can you get the exploding out of the way?”

“Yes,” Hiral said with a roll of his eyes. “When we get back, are we still planning to run the Bonders’ dungeon?”

“Drahn leaving changes things a little,” Seena said, then shook her head. “It’s good he’s going back and everything, but I don’t think that’s the real reason he volunteered to go.”

“He doesn’t feel like he can keep up with us,” Hiral said, echoing what Nivian had said to him before. 

“Exactly, and honestly? He can’t,” Seena said. “He did well during that last dungeon, don’t get me wrong. The wall wouldn’t have held without him. But, against that Unnamed, he would’ve fallen behind. And, really, we need a tank more than another damage dealer.”

Hiral rubbed his stomach where not-Seena had punched right through him. “Don’t I know that.”

“Shush, you. My jaw still hurts, and you didn’t even punch me,” Seena joked, winking to make sure he knew it didn’t actually hurt. “I’ll talk to Burs when we get back. Maybe we can pick up a Bonder tank to run the dungeon.”

“Does it really have multiple-rank dungeons within it?” Hiral asked. He’d heard a rumor of it, but…

“Burs says it does,” Seena said. “Each floor of the tower – as he calls it – is a different rank. E-Rank on floor one, then D-, C-, B-, A-, and… yup, the top floor is S-Rank.”

Hiral whistled. “How far up have they gotten.”

“They’ve only cleared up to C-Rank, but we’ll have to start at E-. Apparently, you need to clear them in order.”

“We’re going for clearing at least the B-Rank before the raid, right?” Hiral asked, heart beating a little faster at the thought of the challenge. 

“You bet. We’ll even take a look at the A-Rank, though rank-disparity is a bitch,” Seena shrugged. “Then again, your new class might help with that.”

“Wording suggests it might not work on Bosses,” Hiral said. “Right where we’d need it most.”

“Yeah, we’ll talk about it as a group,” Seena said, then patted him on the shoulder and untwined her fingers from his. “I should get back. I’ll warn everybody you’re going to explode – and let the Bonders know that’s normal for you – then get everybody ready to move. We’ve got a dungeon to clear before we hit this raid zone.”

Hiral stood before she could go back to the group, then wrapped her in a tight hug. It didn’t take her more than a heartbeat before she returned it. They held each other a minute longer, then parted. It was good to be close to her, and he would not let something happen to her again. Not to any of them. 

His new advanced class was just the first step to becoming strong enough he never had to worry about that again. 

“I’ll let you get to the exploding,” she said, patting his arm. 

“Make sure you and the others aren’t too far away,” he said. “Evolutionary Inspiration.”

“We’ll be watching. From over there. If all that text is an indication of how big you’re going to explode, we don’t want to be too close.”

“Yeah, that’s fair,” he said, then watched her walk away. 

A moment later, she and the others stood watching him, smiles on their faces, and the Bonders behind them. Seeyela had her arm over Seena’s shoulders, and there was still a bit of tension there. On the other hand, she hadn’t killed him in his sleep, so they’d be able to work through things with time. 

There was a path forward. 

Hiral looked at the notification window just waiting for him to confirm his acceptance of his modified advanced class. Time to take the next step on their journey. 

As soon as he tapped Yes, the notification window shattered like broken glass, his double-helix erupted off his skin, and he – as Seena put it – got to the exploding.


Fin
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