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    First Edition


    
Dedication

	To the front-right Wheel of God’s Chariot. I got to say, the Lord’s got some sweet rims.


    Previously In
The City and the Dungeon

    The City is a vast metropolis, the reigning superpower of the world, and the only place on Earth where magic can be found. All aspects of life are affected by it, even through the magically enforced Law.


    All this magic comes from the Dungeon below, a still vaster labyrinthine underworld, full of monsters, traps, and treasure. A century earlier, monsters from the Dungeon assaulted and destroyed the technological civilizations on Earth. Now, human beings delve deep into the Dungeon, seeking revenge, glory, power, wealth, or simply a living.


    No ordinary human can enter the Dungeon, but only a delver, a human being that has touched the mysterious Cornerstone to become partially immortal. Seemingly every attribute of a delver can be quantified as a number, from their Strength to their Wisdom. These numbers, including their Health, appear intrinsically tied to their existence, for when a delver runs out of Health, he dies.


    A delver, when killed, leaves a heartstone behind that can be used to revive him—with the proper spell. Yet despite this, life as a delver is not easy, for a delver must eat the colored crystal that can only be found in the Dungeon, or die instantly. As a delver kills monsters or even other delvers, he gains Experience, which slowly changes his aura from red to violet. He will gain more levels in his chosen class, becoming greater and greater in power and abilities. But every point of Experience increases his hunger for crystal.


    Fifteen-year-old Alexander Kenderman is a young immigrant to the City seeking to earn money for his family. He meets Elise Purple, a secretive young woman, and together they form a party. Xavier D’Ambrose, a young genius seeking knowledge and magic, joins them, as well as the fun-loving Sampson Kerryman. Andromeda Square, an orphan and Elise’s quiet friend, joins in search of her lost parents. The young woman Mical Parsimony also joins, seeking to fund her future business.


    Soon they become strong, delving deeper and deeper into the Dungeon. During one of the City’s occasional hyperinflationary periods, they take on a quest to find a lost heartstone, only to stumble into a band of murderous slayers. In desperation, Alex revives the heartstone of Alice Black, an immensely strong delver who destroys the slayers easily.


    The Black Family is one of the seven High Houses of the City, seeking to revive their head and Alice Black’s father, Adam Black I. They invite Alex and his party to join. Together they delve deeper into the Dungeon, seeking their own goals. Only Mical leaves, seeking instead to start her own business.


    Beyond the 25th Floor is the Deep, a far more dangerous section of the Dungeon where heartstones can be shattered. While this is not permanent death, without every piece of his shattered heartstone, a delver cannot be revived.


    Inside the Deep, Alex and his party enter the Undercity, a legendary settlement inside the Dungeon itself. There the Deep House lurks, a band of top-level delvers who seek their own agenda. In the aftermath of a chaotic battle against a summonstorm, Elise Purple reveals that she is the heir to House Purple, seeking to follow the precepts of the Penitents, one of the many labyrinth religions. The party continues delving, as the Blacks announce a delve into the Core, the Dungeon layer beneath the Deep.


    After barely managing to qualify, Alex and his party join this delve, discovering strange and unheard-of magics. They find shardgear, weapons and armor made from the shards of shattered delvers. By the accidental activation of a trap, the Black’s superparty is sent to the 75th Floor, where they encounter a massive, dangerous Boss.


    Defeating this Boss leaves a wealth of treasure, including another Cornerstone, which the Blacks immediately attempt to cover up. When they return, Alex’s party seeks their private goals. Andy finds her parents, trapped in a slayer’s camp. Xavier consumes many magic-giving spellstones. Elise continues her pursuit of the Creator’s will and Sampson seeks his fun.


    Alex seeks Alice Black.


    Alex briefly returns to his home town of Denver, where he stays with his mother, Alexandria Kenderman, and his sister, Annabelle. His sister tells him to talk to Alice Black directly, and so resolve his feelings.


    When he returns, the City is in chaos from the discovery of shardgear. Alex still seeks out Alice Black, who turns him down. But then, after putting on a Deep Telepathy bracelet that Alex had given her, seemingly changes her mind and kisses him on the cheek.


    So begins this second book.


    Chapter 1
Shardgear


    So I said I was going to write more letters, but guess what? You’ve probably heard by now of the war, and so I can’t tell you anything. So I’m writing this down until the day I can. I need it to keep my sanity.


    If this letter-diary cuts off, I’m sorry. I love both of you.


    * * *


    So, let me get this straight. Xavier thought to me. First she turns you down, then she . . . kisses you?


    On the cheek. I thought back.


    Yes, yes, that makes all the difference in the world. What the Dungeon?


    You know, I do have a way to read people’s thoughts now. Alice Black thought to both of us. You might want to be careful where you think.


    We both blushed.


    Where we thought was the Council’s Chamber, a massive DA Bubble inside the Palace of the Stone. It was jam-packed with delvers in a rainbow mass of auras, standing behind us in the semicircular rows of benches. Some kind of statistics mage acting as a stenographer sat by a desk with three floating quills, each transcribing every word that was said. The three High Justices sat on their seats, and against the wall were the six Councilmen and one Councilwoman. We ourselves were seated just outside the tiled platform in the center. Everyone looked intently at the stand.


    Adam Black was currently on said stand, an upraised platform with a podium and a truth dais. He wore his Black Dragon Scale Mail, and stood at attention, as if the platonic ideal of a warrior.


    “Honorable Councilmen,” he said. “As I have already explained in my report, it was extremely unlikely that we would have left the Core alive. If we had died, then no matter what we had or had not done with the shardgear, it, too, would be lost. Would you rather we had lost them on principle?”


    “Principle is not the question here, Mr. Black,” Henry Smith, Speaker of the Council said. “Precedent is. Suppose another superparty, just like yours, were to enter the Core and find another Prismatic chest. Would not, they, too, be justified in using it? Soon we will see nothing but shardgear used on the lower Floors.”


    “I object,” Hagel, our lawyer, said. His Black Dragon Scale Suit was as immaculate as he was. “Is this a political discourse or testimony?”


    “I was answering his question, Mr. Rand.”


    I took a deep breath, rather than snarl in anger. Alice Black, who doubtlessly could hear it with her high Perception, thought calmly to me. Ignore the theatrics. Henry Smith is bringing up a legitimate point, and the whole purpose of this testimony is to decide what to do. Politics is, and has always been, a sausage factory.


    They had factories just for making sausage? I thought back.


    Earlier? For everything.


    I missed whatever outraged Adam Black, but the slam of his fist onto the podium before him and his shouted answer was loud enough. “If you wish to go down into the Core and see what it’s like, we are happy to escort you!”


    “Please maintain a steady volume, sir,” the stenographer said. The quills had scrawled Adam Black’s words in a frantic large text.


    “Again, this is not about you,” Henry Smith said. “This is about the City. You are not on trial. We are simply requesting your testimony.”


    Some way to do that, Xavier thought to me.


    “I have given it, for what good it has done,” Adam Black said.


    Emily Ramsey, a Councilwoman, spoke softly but firmly. “It has done good. It will do more good if you do not react emotionally to the proceedings.”


    I could see Hagel’s face move in telepathy with Adam Black. “I understand, Councilwoman. Please forgive my outburst.”


    Adam always hated politics, Alice Black thought to me. Exactly like Dad.


    I didn’t know how to reply to that. But in truth, no one knew how to react to any of this. We delvers are quasi-immortal, and can be revived from the dead. But deep in the Dungeon, we had found shardgear—weapons and armor made from dead delvers.


    And so far, no attempt to revive them had proven successful.


    “In your report, you said that some of the shardgear was stolen by members of an independent group with you,” Henry Smith said. “How did this occur?”


    The “independent group” was none other than the Undercity, that massive camp of delvers on the 29th Floor, but we couldn’t say that in public. Nor could Adam Black even mention it, or the truth dais would force him to speak more details. I saw more telepathy between Hagel and Adam Black. “One of the—one of them had significant invisibility. The other was a Nekomimi, and simply polymorphed into a cat and snuck away. It’s possible the former simply carried the latter in his cloak.”


    No one was allowed to speak, lest it disrupt the recording. But I could tell most of the blues and higher in the audience had taken a deep breath. Both Michael and Cat were violets, and I knew Michael had political connections with the Undercity itself.


    The City and the Undercity had generally left each other alone. But it didn’t take a genius to realize this was a political incident in the making.


    “Please wait a moment,” Henry Smith said, and nodded to a Sonic Mage by the Council. The mage cast a Field of Silence. The Council conferred, the field muting their words. I thought they had already known that Cat and Michael had done this, but now everyone knew. Perhaps they had not thought their questions through.


    I supposed there were accidents in every kind of factory, sausage included.


    Another nod by Henry Smith, and the odd acoustics of the Field of Silence dissipated. “Thank you for the time.” The Councilman said. “Next, we have Alexander Kenderman . . .”


    What? Why me? Wouldn’t they go to Alice or Isaac Black next? But, lacking instruction, I got up and made my way to the stand. Adam Black gave me a weary nod on my way.


    I stepped up to the stand.


    “You are Alexander Kenderman?” Henry Smith asked.


    “I am, sir,” I said.


    “If you would spell your name for the record?”


    So it went. It was really the same set of questions, modified slightly since I hadn’t been the superparty leader. I wondered if they were going to question my entire party.


    “Now, you yourselves survived the entire battle with the 75th Boss.”


    “Yes, sir,” I said.


    I had not been terrified in the battle. It had happened so quickly I hadn’t had the time to even think. But with my Intelligence of 178, I could remember it all perfectly, and as I told of the strange, seven-layered Boss I found my voice starting to shake.


    They weren’t interested in the Deepest Core the Boss had guarded, which I found strange. Perhaps they were trying to focus the discussion on shardgear, and not our discovery of the next layer of the Dungeon.


    “Now in the chests this Boss dropped, was there anything out of the ordinary?”


    “Excuse me?” I asked. “There were all sorts of unique drops.”


    “Yes, but what sorts?” asked Akachi Mackenzie, the Councilman in charge of the treasury.


    Great. Because I knew the second Cornerstone was in one of those drops, and if I messed this up . . . But of course, I shouldn’t have known. As far as anyone outside of the High House’s inner ring, the Cornerstone—that magical, mysterious stone that gave us all quasi-immortality—was unique.


    Hagel, I thought in desperation. I know what they found in one of the Boss Chests. Get me out of this.


    Say the following: “I am prohibited from discussing loot division.” Hagel thought back without skipping a beat.


    “I am prohibited from discussing loot division,” I said. “I can say I did not find any shardgear either in my personal chests, or in any Boss chest I opened, nor did—” I almost slipped and said what I saw in the loot division, which would have contradicted Hagel’s line. “To the best of my knowledge, I did not see any shardgear.”


    I could see a tiny bit of relief in Henry Smith. Shardgear was a crisis enough. If I spouted off about a second Cornerstone on a truth dais, what chaos would I have unleashed?


    A few perfunctory questions later, I was dismissed.


    * * *


    I wanted nothing more than to go to my suite and slump over the bed, but Alice Black made a beeline for me the moment we teleported back to our Spire.


    “This way,” Alice Black told me, and dragged me not so gently by the hand into a private room.


    She was still as breathtaking as the first moment I had seen her beautiful face and gorgeous blond hair. That face now did not hold a smile, and I wilted under her stare.


    “Will it help if I apologize?” I asked.


    “The entire reason we convinced the Council not to subpoena me specifically was that I saw the second Cornerstone,” Alice Black said. “If I mentioned it . . .”


    “Why me, then?” I asked.


    “You were a party leader who saw the 75th Boss defeated. Of course they’d want to know how it happened for the record. Now, who told you about the second Cornerstone?”


    I wondered if telling her Elise did it would be betraying Elise.


    “I figured,” Alice Black said with a sigh.


    Oh. Trash. The Deep Telepathy bracelet I gave her.


    “I’m not even going to report this,” Alice Black said. “Dungeon, I’d probably have done the same if I was in her shoes. But be very careful. You realize what it means that there’s another one?”


    “Politics?” I asked.


    “And religion. There are seven labyrinth religions that would be disproven with the existence of a second Cornerstone. The City might not be friendly to them, but it can’t . . .” Alice Black trailed off. “Have you ever wondered why there’s never been a riot in the City since the Law was cast?”


    “I didn’t realize, no,” I said.


    “Delvers are simply too powerful. A fight between delvers can do immense collateral damage. A widespread riot could thrust the City into chaos. So the Law punishes them immensely. But the City, despite the Law, is always just on the verge of anarchy. Too many freedom lovers, too many of all kinds willing to kill to get their way, and everyone is armed to the teeth. It’s a dangerous mix.”


    “I remember reading this was one of the reasons for the Law, come to think of it,” I said.


    “So!” Alice Black said with a finger in the air. “Realize that for its faults, the Council simply wants to keep the peace. And we, the High Houses, are part and parcel of it all.”


    I took a deep breath. No doubt Alice Black was watching me struggle through my thoughts.


    “I’m not angry,” she said.


    “Alice Black, can you please stop reading my thoughts?” I asked.


    She blinked, but pulled off her bracelet. The bracelet I had, in fact, given her.


    “What could I have done differently?” I asked.


    “Informed Hagel, at least, that you knew. It was quick thinking on your part that stopped this from being much worse.”


    * * *


    I was too tired, after that, to do much else, but I thought it was good to be with my party.


    “I think we should delve,” Elise said brightly, at our table in the common room, after we had eaten our daily crystal. I had been a delver for over a year now, and my hunger for crystal had never abated. As a violet, I had to eat at least a violet crystal each day, and I still didn’t want to think about how much money that was. “Just to de-stress.”


    “Since when is going into the Dungeon less stressful?” Xavier asked.


    “When the City is more?” Elise retorted.


    Xavier shrugged his hands in defeat.


    “We could just go chill at Mical’s,” I said.


    Sampson nodded. “I could use a bite to eat,” he said. “Of food food, not crystal.”


    Andy nodded as well.


    * * *


    And so in a few minutes we were in Mical’s herb cafe. Last we had seen her, she was upset with our House for forcing her to deliberately overcharge for her goods. And yet as she walked to us I could see she was a tiny bit less tense, or at least more resigned. Her bonnet covered much of her freckled face.


    “Feeling better?” I asked her when she came by.


    “I’ve been busy,” was her only reply.


    I looked around to see all the many colors of delvers who came to Mical’s cafe. I saw no violets like ourselves, nor the pure red of a new delver, but I saw many auras of colors in between surrounding the other customers. If I tilted my head just slightly I could see with surfacer eyes: skin and hair of every human color, and the common but wildly varying mixes of the Cityborn.


    All of us, in the end, were delvers. And in the end, that’s what really mattered in the City.


    I noticed a large group of similarly dressed delvers: all wearing skullcaps and all had beards. They sat around a “table” that had been made from smaller tables pushed together. One smiling young man had a silver warhammer slung across his back. Something struck me about them as strange, but I could also hear a Field of Silence around them, so I decided it was better not to stare.


    “I’ve always wondered what’s up with delvers and food,” Xavier said, sipping from his soup. “We can eat crystal, and we don’t need to eat real food. But why does real food still taste good? Why do we want it? For that matter, why do we like crystal?”


    “Crystal is delicious,” I said.


    “So is food,” Sampson said, eating his soup so rapidly it was best described as drinking it.


    “But why?”


    “Don’t we all ask questions like this?” asked a blue delver in a white coat, getting up coming to our table. He was older, but still with an intensity in his olive, wrinkled figure. “Apologies for my interruption, but . . . oh my, you are Xavier D’Ambrose, aren’t you?”


    “I am,” Xavier asked with confusion. “Who are you?”


    “William Keith Ivy, 100th Statistics Archmage,” the delver said. “More commonly known as the W. K. Ivy.”


    Xavier practically knocked over the table in his haste to shake his hand. “I’m such a fan of your work!” Xavier said.


    W. K. Ivy waved away the praise, as if it was more inconvenient than anything else. “I was hoping to speak to any of you, really. All of the 75th Qualified have been so busy . . .”


    “I’m missing a little context here,” I said.


    “The Ivy Institute is the most prestigious labyrinthological research group in the whole world,” Xavier said, as if its leader was not right next to him. “They figured out the Tier system, the way Bosses repeat if the same party tries the same Lock, and so on . . .”


    “We would be very happy for any one of you to come talk to us,” W. K. Ivy said. “We would compensate you for your time.”


    I thought about the near-disaster earlier today, so I carefully said, “Unfortunately, I’d have to pass.”


    “Same,” Elise said. “I do respect your work, however.”


    Andy shook her head, and Sampson frowned.


    If Xavier was any brighter, we would have all taken light damage. “Of course, sir. Any time.”


    Just don’t tell him about the second Cornerstone, I warned him over telepathy.


    I won’t. Promise.


    * * *


    Alice Black wore a frown in the common room when we returned. I hesitated to approach her, but I was curious what she was thinking.


    “What’s up, Alice Black?” Xavier asked. I winced.


    In answer, she stood up and surveyed the room. “How many of you are willing to delve to the Core?” she asked loudly.


    Every hand shot up.


    “And how many of you are willing if there’s no hope of retrieval if you die? No insurance will cover it, and you might become shardgear.”


    The hands stayed up. Alice Black looked surprised.


    “Can’t keep a delver from delving,” I said proudly.


    “Seriously,” Elise said. “If I had to, I’d delve all the way to the bottom myself.”


    Alice Black also looked gladdened. “Thank you all. In a year or two, we’ll all be known as not only a Deep-capable House, but the largest Core-capable House. All thanks to you guys.”


    I could not help but grin myself, thinking of the future.


    For back then, I believed I knew it.


    Chapter 2
Lost But Not Forgotten


    I don’t tend to record my dreams. But I dreamed about Alice Black that night. I dreamed that she was screaming and yelling and furious at me for some strange reason.


    And yet, oddly, in the dream, I knew none of it was real. Alice Black had neither screamed nor yelled at me ever before, and in the weirdly silent dream it was almost comical.


    But when I woke up, my bed was still drenched from sweat.


    * * *


    “So, how about a delve today?” Elise asked at our table. She may have been the youngest of us in body, but her eyes were the most Dungeon-worn. Even when I had met her a year ago, before either of us had set foot inside the Dungeon, she looked worn. Some of her hair was dyed purple, in memory of the House she had lost.


    “Where to?” I asked. “The 50th? It would be a bit dangerous, even if we’re strong now.” Now? So much had changed. I was no longer the awkward, brown-haired young man who wandered the City streets, utterly lost. Even if I was a support class, stat potions had made my muscles strong and my words confident. Although, that all said, I still had brown hair.


    Elise sighed. “Fine. I’m just feeling the urge, all right?”


    “We do need to delve eventually,” Andy said. Crystal, after all, can only be found in the Dungeon. Andy’s parents had delved deep into the Dungeon in search of this crystal, leaving Andy with nothing but an enchanted pair of glasses and a pick that was comically oversized for her. She still wore the glasses, her eyes hidden by the lenses and her long bangs. But she had replaced that long-broken pick with a crystal pick, no less oversized, but capable of mining through even deep sections of the Dungeon.


    “Not immediately with our resources,” Xavier said. “Eventually, yes.” Xavier had joined us with a staff and robe, and he still bore one of each, although now he had far more expensive gear, and magic to boot. For someone who stayed inside a lot, his skin was still distinctly bronze.


    “I wonder what it would be like to retire,” I said. “I could get a job as a revivalist.” Of course, revivalists weren’t remotely paid in violets.


    “I’d just want to keep delving,” Sampson said. I never quite knew Sampson’s story, or why he loved his blue cape so much. Despite all the changes in my small world, he had never changed his cape. He seemed back to his cheery old self, although I could tell a slight shift had happened in him after he was shattered.


    “I have all sorts of utility spells I could use to get a job,” Xavier said. “I think I’m the only delver with Seek Heartstone Anywhere.”


    At those words, as if sucked in by a magnet, Alice Black almost magically appeared by us. “Seek Heartstone Anywhere?” she asked.


    “Yeah,” Xavier said. “It’s a drop from the 75th Boss. As you might expect, it only works in the Dungeon if the target’s in the Dungeon, and on the surface if the target—”


    Alice Black interrupted him. “You have a spell that scries heartstones anywhere, and you didn’t tell me?”


    “Uh . . .” Xavier said.


    “Way to score points with the ladies,” Elise said with a wink.


    * * *


    We stood in the 1st Floor. Though it had been a long time since I had simply been so close to the surface, my delver’s instincts were still on edge. The dark corridors seemed, if anything, darker. I could not be threatened by the weak monsters here, could I?


    But I only thought that. I knew I didn’t know.


    I could tell Alice Black was also on edge, though she still had her ordinary relaxed expression. I knew, however, she was on edge for a different reason.


    High House Black had dedicated all of its resources searching for the shards of the heartstone of Adam Black I. We were still missing a piece. And if anyone, even one of their liegemen like Xavier and I, could find that remaining piece . . . anything was possible.


    “What’s his full name?” Xavier asked confidently, as if confidence alone would clear his name.


    “Just Adam Black. Adam Black I.”


    Xavier drew with his staff the spell in glowing lines in the air, a combination of circles and jagged squares. “Nothing. Must only detect heartstones.”


    Alice Black sighed. “I knew it was too good to be true.”


    “Xavier,” Elise said. “I’m certain this won’t work for my family, but let’s try.”


    “Give me names, man.”


    “Karl Purple.”


    He drew again. “No dice.”


    “Andrea Purple.”


    “Nothing.”


    “Eli Purple.”


    “Beethoven Purple.”


    “Nope.”


    “Barbara Purple.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “I knew it,” she said with an unsurprised sigh.


    “Can you scry for a Joseph Kerryman?” Sampson suddenly interrupted.


    We all looked at him.


    “My uncle. He delved and never returned. Left this cape behind.” He tapped his blue cape.


    I wondered at how little I knew of my friend.


    “Sure?” Xavier said, and waved his hand. “Nope.”


    “What spectrum was he?” I asked.


    “Yellow.”


    “Are you sure this spell is working?” Alice Black asked. “I mean, where could a yellow possibly disappear to?”


    “Maybe someone killed him and took his heartstone into the Deep, where it was shattered?” Xavier suggested.


    “Why though?” Alice Black asked.


    “You know, you might talk to I. L. Darkness,” I said. “I’m sure they’ve got plenty of use for someone who can scry heartstones anywhere. Just like you were saying.”


    “I guess,” Xavier said with a sigh. “Sorry it didn’t work out, Alice Black.”


    She waved it away. “It was worth a shot. Anyway, I was actually going to talk to your party about something. Mind if you follow me?”


    At our nods, she drew a spell in the air. It was not Return, the spell that returned us to our Home points, but Force Return, which took us all to the caster’s home point. In a moment the world shifted—


    * * *


    —And we were back in the Blacks’ teleport chamber, which was Home point for all of us to begin with. She must have cast it out of habit, I supposed.


    “Hey, Alice Black?” Sampson began. “There’s a big question that’s been bugging me.”


    “Shoot,” she said. She cast another spell, and with a jump, we were on a street lined with warehouses.


    “Why don’t we all wear Black Dragon Scale?” he asked. “You all do.”


    “That’s your big question?” Elise asked.


    “Dragons are actually pretty rare,” Alice Black said. “Plus, to get the good kind, you need one of the older varieties. Seth Black’s armor is from an Ancient Black Wyrm, and it took ages and sheer luck to find one. The younger kind get poached too early.”


    “Is that why there aren’t that many Dragon Knights?” Samson said. “Since you have to kill a Dragon in single combat?”


    “I thought that was because High House Draco took all their classtones with them when they disappeared,” I said.


    “Both, really,” Xavier said. “I mean, classtones are so rare . . .”


    “Plus the nastier Dragons are closer to a Boss,” Elise said. “I can’t imagine facing an Ancient Anything Wyrm in single combat.”


    “Oh, believe me, one Ancient Black Wyrm was enough to last a lifetime,” Alice Black said. “Disintegrated nearly all our gear with its breath, nearly disintegrated us. Cost the House about a month of everyone’s delves altogether.”


    “Was it worth it?” Sampson asked.


    “It gave us just a little more power. And when you’re our level of power, you always need just a little bit more.”


    Something about how casually she said that gave me the creeps. We made a turn, and my Perceptive ears could feel something loud in the distance.


    “How did the Undercity get its hands on Dragon Knight classtones?” I asked.


    “Isn’t it obvious?” Elise asked. “That’s where the Dracos went.”


    “Wait, wait, wait,” Xavier said. “The Deep House was High House Draco?”


    “Don’t say that too loudly, but yes,” Alice Black said. “It was the most peaceful compromise we could work out.”


    Alice Black’s words on the stability of the City echoed in my head.


    “The number one thing we fear as a High House is a House war,” she continued. “Truth is, the City depends on us for order and not the other way around. If we and, say, Magica got into a tiff, the City would be partially leveled. Completely leveled if the other High Houses tried to intervene.”


    “But that’s never happened,” I said. “I mean, even when High House Draco disappeared, it was peaceful.”


    “So the history books say,” Alice Black said.


    “So it wasn’t peaceful?”


    “Let’s just say things got heated behind closed doors.”


    “Why did they leave, anyway?” Sampson asked.


    “Some amendments to the Law they disagreed with. They were never that happy with the Law in the first place, so now they can live in their own special world without it. You can ask Uncle Seth for details. But don’t go spreading them.”


    No one had anything to add to that.


    The noise increased in power and strength as we approached the doors of an undecorated, dirty building. The two guards, both with green auras, nodded to us and opened them, letting out an incredible racket.


    “The Industrial Revolution may have died in the War of Monsters!” Alice Black shouted. “But it didn’t stay dead!”


    Row after row of shining machines crushed crystals into dust that poured into their many orifices. Mechanical arms like those of armor hammered metal into shape in perfect synchrony. Magical lights showed ever-changing displays of production figures and status reports. And all of it, all of it, was bright and loud and all at once. Delvers scurried around, casting spells and shouting at each other over the roaring din.


    Xavier cast Resist Sonic Party, and the noise was mercifully reduced.


    “Where do you get all the crystal?” Elise asked in awe.


    “Every now and then someone crashes the City economy, either because he’s a jerk or because he had an incredibly lucky delve. But even if prices hyperinflate, crystal is still as good as ever. So we buy it up with goods and make more of them with the crystal we buy. Everyone wins.”


    “Buying low and selling high, basically,” Xavier said.


    “Basically.”


    “I didn’t realize the High Houses were okay with the occasional hyperinflation,” I said.


    “We aren’t,” Alice Black said. “Honest. It disrupts the lives of low-spectrum delvers too much. See all this stuff?” she waved at all the machines. “Class and stat restricted. It doesn’t trickle down.”


    “So not everyone wins,” Elise said. “At least you’re honest.”


    “The low-spectrums benefit from the higher spectrum’s delves.”


    “Except when those higher spectrums wreck the economy the reds and oranges are trying to survive in.”


    “Why are we here?” I asked, hoping to stop the argument.


    “New gear,” Alice Black said with a grin. “We have items with properties never seen before. By replicating them—or at least just the new properties—we’ll all benefit.” She waved at the production lines. “These are really just mass produced gear with a single new enchantment. People buy them and put whatever enchantments they like on it.”


    “Erm, I don’t have any,” I said. In truth, the items I had gotten from the Core delve were powerful, true, but didn’t have any altogether new properties. The only one that had I had given to Alice Black: her Deep Telepathy bracelet.


    “I do,” Xavier said, and motioned to his amulet. “This wide-band telepathy thing allows me to think around the globe. Haven’t tried it in the Dungeon yet.”


    “Great!” Alice Black said, and motioned us to a man with a giant hat and a purple robe. “This is Craig. He’ll set you up.”


    Craig nodded sagely, and took the proffered amulet from Xavier. He took a violet crystal—looked to be a twenty by the size, crushed it in his palm, and then slammed the palm over the amulet. In a flash, the amulet had left an indentation in a small violet mold. “Looks like we only got one property out of it.”


    “Some properties can’t be replicated,” Alice Black explained, as if we didn’t all know that already.


    “So, erm, will I be compensated or . . .” Xavier said as Craig put the mold on his hat. It disappeared, as if swallowed by a Bag of Holding.


    “You’ll have royalties,” Alice Black said. “Promise.”


    We tried a few more items, but the only new property that we could copy was a ring that Andy had that provided fire reflect. Still, properties were copied exactly, so +50 Power for a specific spell was one more property that could be mass produced.


    When Craig had loaded his hat with all the molds we could produce, he wandered off to a machine and stuffed his hat into it.


    Don’t mind Craig, Alice Black thought to us. He’s just a little different.


    Alice Black? I thought to her. Aren’t you going to replicate that bracelet—I mean, err—


    What? She winked at me. Wasn’t it supposed to be personal?


    Oh, yes, of course, I thought, turning red.


    But there is no lying over telepathy.


    I could tell there was another reason, hidden in her thoughts.


    * * *


    Alice Black didn’t Return us, but led us down another street, going toward more commercial buildings until we came to a new guild hall, still under construction.


    “Cutting it close, are we?” Isaac Black asked outside. Like all the Blacks, he wore Black Dragon Scale, but his armor was more leathery. Unlike all the other Blacks but Seth, he had gray hair, and he never explained why one of his eyes was covered with a patch.


    “Efficiency makes for the best use of time,” Alice Black said. “We had things to do.”


    Isaac Black shrugged. “We’re almost ready for the grand opening. Get in!” he shouted behind him as he bounded up the building.


    We hurried to obey.


    We had found a new base classtone in the Prismatic Chest, a treasure overshadowed by all the others and the mysteries we had discovered. The Valkyrie classtone had offered mysteries of its own, which we did not have time to investigate.


    Until now.


    Why are we offering it to the public? I thought to Alice Black. The new Valkyrie’s Guild hall was crowded with delvers from every House, watching as the new classtone was lowered by a wooden crane into place. I could see the number of wards surrounding it through my infravision, more than for the usual guilds. For this could not be replaced if stolen.


    Simple, Alice Black thought to me. Did you see the class feature on it? “Detects all nearby heartstones and shards.” We want more people with that ability than keeping it to ourselves.


    And, of course, it wasn’t offered for free, either. Though as a liegeman of High House Black, I had free access.


    With my perfect memory, I recalled the knowledge touching it lightly had given me. It had called itself an Einherjar for me, another word I had never heard before.


    Einherjar

    Base Class

    Stat Requirements: 18 Strength, 18 Constitution, 15 Dexterity
+150% Health per level.
+200% melee damage per level.
+1/0/0 every ten levels.
Can use melee special moves. Can equip medium and heavy armor.

Class Features:

    Chooser of the Slain: Detect heartstones and shards in the surrounding area. (always active)

    Class Restrictions:

    None


    “Who’s first?” Elise asked.


    “If you want, you!” Isaac Black called. He was perched on the crane.


    Elise smiled and walked right up.


    It’s a frontline class, and you’re a Rogue, I thought to her. It’s a bit of a strange choice, isn’t it?


    I don’t really care for the class itself. I just want the class feature.


    That’s what everyone says, I suppose, I thought.


    “I’d have a speech prepared,” Isaac Black said, once the classtone was in place. “But I’m sure all of you just want to use it. So make a line!”


    Elise, without another word, touched the classtone. Her gear changed size and shape until it fit awkwardly, as it was no longer technically equipped. She walked back, adjusting her clothes. “We’ll need to kill some lower-level things for a while,” she told us. “The Experience per level is pretty reasonable, though.”


    “Can you feel where our heartstones are?” I asked.


    She frowned, then walked close to me. “Only if I’m standing right next to you. But I’m a 1st Valkyrie. Of course it’s not going to just show me everything.”


    “Let me know how it works,” Alice Black said, and I could sense a tiny bit of hope in her voice.


    * * *


    “You know, I’ve been thinking,” Xavier said. “Actually, I’ve been reading. Prior to the first defeat of the 25th Boss, people were worried that the City would starve. People kept growing in crystal consumption, but the chests and wall crystals on the 25th couldn’t support that.”


    “They thought it was the bottom Floor,” Andy said.


    “Well, that, too. But it was only a matter of time before it became a serious problem. Eventually, a superparty of the strongest delvers defeated the 25th Boss, and that’s when we—the whole City—began exploring the Deep. But if anything, the crystal consumption problem got worse.”


    “The only reason it wasn’t a problem earlier was because of Diggers,” Andy said firmly. “Without digs for wall crystals on the 25th Floor, the City would have fallen apart long before it defeated the first Bosses.”


    “Fascinating,” Isaac Black said, coming to Andy’s side. “I hadn’t been born yet, but I vaguely remember Dad mentioning crystal shortages when he first came to the City.”


    “Well, you can’t Dig for Victory in the Deep,” Xavier said. “At least not more than five Floors at a time. But here’s the fascinating thing: the situation actually got worse. Because now there were more and more greens and blues, and they ate much more crystal.”


    “That’s debatable, though,” Isaac Black said. “There’ve always been arguments over how much crystal the City has versus how much it’s getting. Statistics magic only goes so far, since it can’t track consumption, only estimate it.”


    “My overall point is this, though,” Xavier said. “The only way to survive as a delver is to eat crystal. The only way to get more crystal is to delve. Delving more means more Experience. More Experience means more crystal consumption. It’s a never-ending feedback loop.”


    “Welcome to being a delver,” Isaac Black said. “I’ve stayed awake at night, wondering how it will end.”


    “This is the will of the Creator,” Andy said. “Without His urging, would we still delve to the bottom?”


    “I’m more talking about the City as a whole,” Xavier said. “Because the City now relies on deeper and deeper delves. We just scratched the Core and nearly lost a whole superparty of the best delvers in the City. What’s next?”


    We were all silent in thought at that.


    “I liked what Alice Black said,” Elise broke the silence. “If the Core requires superparties, maybe the next layer down is even bigger superparties? Whole Citi—I mean, the whole City?”


    Isaac Black shrugged. “It is still worth finding out. Whether or not there’s a Creator, I still want to know.”


    Even Xavier nodded at that.


    * * *


    Alex, about Alice Black, Xavier thought to me. Maybe we could ask Elise? You know, she’s a girl, too, and she said she’s a relative.


    I thought about it. Sure, I thought to him.


    We came to Elise’s room. I knocked. “Come in!” Elise said.


    Her suite was was absolutely spartan, aside from one book in the corner and a carefully, elegantly carved spiral labyrinth above the door. No paintings, oddly. Did she not find her own works good enough?


    “Elise?” I asked. “Can we have a private talk?”


    “Sure?” she asked, raising an eyebrow at the two of us.


    Xavier cast a Field of Silence around the room.


    “So . . . it’s about Alice Black,” I said, and took a deep breath. I instantly regretted even starting the conversation, but I decided to press onwards. “I asked her out. She turned me down, and then she kissed me. On the cheek.”


    “Okay . . .” Elise said.


    “It’s a bit of mixed message,” I said.


    “Why are you asking me about it?” Elise asked.


    “We’re just trying to figure out—”


    Elise sighed. “Alex, to be blunt, she probably just wants to be friends.”


    “Oh.” I said. I felt my stomach fall through me.


    Elise sighed even more. “I’m not her. I’m not sure exactly what my cousin is up to, but I’ve never heard of her dating anyone. Just arranged courtships that she’s always turned down.”


    “Oh,” I said.


    “I don’t think you’ve gone on any dates either, have you?” Xavier asked me. “I mean, I haven’t.”


    “ . . . Erm, no,” I admitted.


    “Great,” Elise said. “Just great. Two romantic newbies. You’re both immigrants right? Guy immigrants.”


    “Well, duh,” Xavier said.


    “Then you don’t get it. Delver girls are under a ton of stress. You’re expected to delve to get as much power, crystal, and Experience as possible, without relying on any other delver but your party. Meanwhile, you’re also expected to marry and have babies while you’re still young and fertile. Have you ever imagined what kind of worry a girl goes through looking for a husband? Not merely someone you want to marry, but someone who could support you when you’re stuck on the surface, pregnant or raising your family. Then you usually have to save up crystal together in case something goes wrong and he dies. And what if he does? You’ll either have to remarry or leave your child behind as you go into the Dungeon.


    “And if you don’t come back either . . .” Elise trailed off.


    “Wow,” Xavier said. “I never knew.”


    “And what do you guys have to worry about? Finding some pretty young lady and getting a dowry for her? It’s us women who take the risks of marriage and pregnancy. And to add to all that, a girl can’t marry a delver of a lower spectrum. Think about it. How will he provide for her while she’s pregnant? Back to Alice Black, she doesn’t exactly have a wide dating pool.”


    I didn’t dare hope.


    She saw the look in my eyes. “Alex, if you have to, you can bring up the subject again. Maybe she sees it differently. But tread lightly, all right?”


    “I will,” I promised.


    Chapter 3
Beginnings


    Alice Black was studying a thick book in the common room. Camp and Supply Management in the Deep read the title. I immediately wondered why.


    But that was a distraction. I caught my fluttering heart and walked up. “Alice Black?” I asked.


    “Yeah?” she said, looking up from the book.


    Can we talk? I switched to telepathy.


    She put the Deep Telepathy bracelet on, then looked at me.


    Can’t keep a secret from you, I guess. I shrugged.


    Come sit with me.


    I sat down and looked at her. Erm, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking.


    You’re still interested in me, I see.


    Excuse me? You kissed me and . . . 


    Alex, we’re friends. She looked at me firmly, then up at the cloud. I mean . . . I see Elise told you about the stresses us girls go through.


    Yeah.


    It’s worse for House family members. You’re expected to marry someone who will bring more power and prestige to your House. Regardless of whether it’s for love or not.


    Oh. My heart sank.


    Of course, you’re also violet now, so that’s that. But . . . Dungeon, I want to be able to fall in love with anyone I want to, anyone at all.


    I blushed. What would that take?


    Alice Black sighed and looked very tired. A million things. I would have to . . . 


    A thought struck my mind. I was an American. I could potentially have political connections with my power as a delver. If I could just get elected a noble—


    Alice Black laughed out loud. Thanks for the thought, but you’d need to be a bit more politically powerful than that.


    Who made these stupid rules, anyway? Seth Black seemed to be a reasonable man, after all.


    No. Dad. As long as he’s shattered, we can’t waste any potential lead for more power. Just in case . . . just in case it’s not enough. She looked at me. Now, I see you’re planning to delve in search of his shards, just so—


    Alice, I interrupted. I don’t know if it’s a crush, an infatuation, or something else, but I want you to be so happy so badly. If that’s what it takes . . .


    She looked above me, wordlessly.


    Can we just settle this? I gritted my teeth as I thought. Are you interested in me, at all?


    Actually . . . Yes.


    I almost fell out of the chair.


    But you realize there a lot of reasons why this might not, and probably won’t, work out.


    I understand.


    Alice Black closed her eyes for a moment. You know what? This is silly.


    What?


    Let’s just go on a date. Worst things worst, we can’t stand each other and this isn’t a big deal after all.


    My brain could barely contain my happiness.


    * * *


    I could see Mical’s immediate anger when I brought Alice in, but she calmly asked, “What brings you here together?”


    “We’re, erm, on a date.” I said.


    She brightened. “Ooh!” Mical giggled. “Here, let me show you to a table.”


    We sat together. My heart trembled, although it occurred to me that I didn’t have one. We delvers feel strong emotions like anyone else. But where do we feel them?


    “What do you normally get?” Alice Black asked.


    “If we’re not about to go a delve, we just order off the regular menu.” I flinched at the prices, which had easily doubled since yesterday. Surely the Blacks’ work, yet surely the Blacks were not cruel . . .


    Alice Black looked strangely at me.


    “Mical’s soups are the best,” I said at last.


    “Soup it is,” Alice Black told me.


    “Alice Black—”


    “Call me Alice,” she said.


    “Right,” I said. Reaching for something to talk about, I asked “What’s it like to scry everyone?”


    Without a word, she scried me.
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    “There’s pages and pages and pages of this, after that,” Alice said. “Pretty much everything you just know of yourself.”


    “Pages?” I asked.


    “It just seems that way in my mind. It’s . . . organized.” She shrugged. “And depending on what kind of spell you use and how powerful, you get different pages. No one knows how or why.”


    “How about the Ivy Institute?”


    “I mean, we do have a subscription to their services. We can ask. But in truth, what difference does it make? It’s just useful.”


    “The Dungeon is often like that.” I considered telling her the idea our party had once contemplated—that the Dungeon and the Cornerstone were separate entities. But considering we had found another Cornerstone . . .


    “We should talk, by the way,” Alice said. “I don’t want to be invading your privacy by putting on my Deep Telepathy bracelet all the time. It’s just . . .” she stopped herself.


    “If there’s more of them down there, it’s only a matter of time before it spreads,” I said.


    “It’s just so easy,” she said at last. “No need to prod about people’s thoughts. Just take a peek. What’s the harm?”


    Out of a strange sense of openness, I said. “Feel free to look in them now.”


    She did so. “You really are the most sincere individual I have ever met. I’ve never met someone so . . . open.”


    “Thanks.”


    “I wonder how you do it.”


    “I’m not sure how to take that to be honest.”


    She giggled. “No reason to worry.”


    One of the loudest explosions I have ever heard echoed in the distance.


    Every delver jumped to his feet. I saw Spellflare after Spellflare go off in the distance, and one series of Red-Red-White-White-Red towards the center of the City. Danger: the City is under attack.


    Then another explosion, and the roof above us caved in.


    Alice transformed in an instant into her four-headed Cherub form, and black lightning struck the falling rubble before it buried her. Others reacted too late. Something invisible sliced throats of buried delvers, running from one to the next. Alice stabbed with her spear and impaled it, and I shouted “Drain Life!”. It fizzled into visibility, leaving only a blue heartstone, gear, and a crystal.


    I ran to the remains. The still-bloody dagger was worn and glowing: shardgear. As I approached the strangely shaped blue crystal I realized I could no longer see my Law aura. “An antinomic crystal,” Alice said. “The Law can’t recognize anything nearby it.”


    Mical walked to us, as if in a dream. “What . . . What . . .”


    “Mical,” I said. “This place isn’t safe. We need to get out of here.”


    She was silent.


    “Mical!” I called. She stood, motionless. “Mical, we have to keep moving.” I reached out mentally to party her.


    She shook herself and accepted after a moment.


    Alice cast Return—but nothing happened. “Something’s wrong,” she said.


    “Spires? Square?” I asked.


    “Head for the spires!” she said.


    We ran out the door. Alice’s class forebade diagonal movement, and the streets of the City were not straight, so she had to zig-zag, her eye-covered Wheel following her. We passed by confused delvers and the occasional remains of a slain delver, broken gear and shattered heartstones scattered about like forgotten toys. Our violet auras made others give way, and we had no time to stop for the dead.


    As we ran, we passed a bloody body so damaged I couldn’t believe it hadn’t dissolved yet. Then I noticed it had no aura.


    “Creator, no!” I shouted.


    It was a surfacer. A dead surfacer.


    “Alex, here!” Alice said, and pointed to a mapstone by her. I touched it, and saw the stone had scried fires and broken buildings all over the City. “Look at the Square!” Buildings surrounding the very center of the City were wrecked.


    “We’ve got to get there,” I said.


    “I—I can’t do this,” Mical said.


    “We’ll get you to safety,” I said. “Just follow us—”


    The Knight of Skulls moved so fast I only saw a blur as it punctured my shoulder and almost severed my arm. Darkness exploded from Alice, and I felt a burst of Experience as something died. When the darkness ended, only plate mail covered with bones lay on the ground.


    The pain in my shoulder didn’t stop—a Deep wound, unhealable except by the strongest magic.


    “True Heal!” I said, and the pain ended. “Mical, are you okay?”


    “Barely,” she mumbled, face pale.


    “I know of only one Knight of Skulls—it’s a weird class and the only classtone belongs to the Undercity,” Alice said as she stuffed the fallen heartstone and gear into her four eye-covered black wings. The lance was worn and glowing—shardgear.


    “Is the Undercity attacking?” I asked. “What the Dungeon?”


    “Maybe. We don’t have time to talk about it.” More red spellflares in the distance, from the center of the City.


    We hurried down the larger and larger streets, oddly empty except for shards and the marks of explosion. The distinct crackle of a dimensional explosion echoed from our left, but we dared not investigate.


    We entered the Square and saw absolute chaos.


    Surrounding the Morgue was nothing short of a total warzone. Bricks had been torn up everywhere, revealing wards glowing in the shapes of skulls beneath the Square. Archers and mages were firing across at . . . Cat?


    She was as I last saw her, but covered in shardgear. She casually dodged each missile with a big grin.


    I could see why she hadn’t won already: I. L. Darkness the Necromancer Archmage, along with a trio of Necromancers and what looked like every Necromancer Apprentice in the Morgue, were all summoning an endless horde of skeletal monsters. No matter how quickly she killed them, there were always more.


    “Drain Life!” I shouted, pointing at Cat.


    “Right back at you!” she said with a wave, and I felt the Drain Life come bouncing back to me. I was immune, so it did nothing but anger me.


    Alice charged, but had to zig-zag. The black cat bounded away, and I screamed an obscenity at it.


    “Where are we needed?” Alice called to I. L. Darkness.


    “Just hold the line here! They’re after the shardgear!” The skellyspam parted just long enough for us to run inside.


    Mical leaned against the marble wall and sobbed.


    “It’s safe in the Morgue,” I. L. Darkness said to her. “If you need to—”


    She ran inside instantly.


    The front of the Bank exploded, bits of debris shot so high in the air that they slowly tumbled on their way back down. They’re not after shardgear, I thought to Alice.


    I agree, but we can’t let them get their hands on it, either, Alice thought back.


    Something shifted in the air, and the next moment Titans in heavy armor and members of the City Guard appeared around us. “What is your status?” One Titan asked.


    “We didn’t lose anyone,” I. L. Darkness said. “Or anything.”


    “Was that the Undercity?” I asked.


    “It appears so,” the Titan said. “We spotted Sirea Draco coordinating the attack on the Bank.”


    “What the Dungeon?” Alice asked. Then she shook her heads. “If you don’t mind, we’ll head to the Bank. They probably need us more.”


    The Titan looked at her curiously, then nodded. We ran and zig-zagged, taking care to avoid the wards exposed on the ground.


    Other delvers let us pass, with one look at my aura.


    The Undercity had not so much broken into the Bank as wrecked it. The facade was gone, and there was a massive hole in the floor where delvers once would have lined up for tellers.


    “This is a secure area!” a violet delver shouted at me.


    “We’re helping,” I said.


    “Help at a distance!” he growled.


    “Fine, fine,” I said, and Alice and I walked back.


    Alex, under no circumstances are you going to talk about this to anyone, Alice thought to me.


    I won’t. What?


    They tore up the wards down below. I can’t scry inside without breaking the Law, but I can tell. They stole the second Cornerstone.


    Chapter 4
The Expedition


    When the City Guard arrived, and we could do nothing but stand around, we decided to head back to the Morgue. The City was now oddly, nightmarishly quiet.


    “Why?” Alice asked out loud. “We did nothing to them.”


    “I don’t know,” I said.


    We climbed up the steps in front, still passing by skeletons everywhere. “Stay alert!” I. L. Darkness shouted. “There may be another attack coming!”


    Mical seemed almost catatonic, as if she was in a nightmare that would end once she woke up, and only needed to be endured until then. “Is . . . is it safe?” she asked, barely above a whisper, as she peered out of the door.


    “The Underdwellers seem to have left,” I said. “Do you need a place to stay?”


    “You’re welcome to stay with us,” Alice said.


    “I—I don’t want to,” she said, shivering.


    “That’s fine,” I said.


    “But I—I don’t have anywhere else.” It was as if she finally realized her home and business was gone, and she burst into tears.


    “Listen,” I said. “We’ll head back to our spire, and then you’ll be safe while you think about this. The Morgue’s about to be busy.”


    “About that,” I. L. Darkness said, turning a corner. “The City just ordered everyone who isn’t a Morgue employee or on necessary business out. I’m sorry, but you can’t stay here.”


    Mical slowly nodded. “Take me with you,” she said.


    “No problem,” I said. Alice cast Force Return . . .


    * * *


    “Alice!” Adrianne Black almost shouted the moment we reappeared. She looked much like a taller, thinner Alice in a black gown instead of armor, but her angry expression was very unlike Alice. She squinted at the two of us in accusation. “Where in the depths were you?”


    “Everything went insane,” Alice said. “We were on the ground when the Underdwellers attacked.”


    “We weren’t attacked here,” Elise said, and hugged me. “You two all right?”


    “We’re fine, just . . . you know . . .” I said.


    “When everyone’s together we’re having a House-wide briefing in the War Room,” Adrianne Black said. “Gather your party.”


    * * *


    Before that moment I had never been inside the small oblong chamber where the highest of high-spectrum delves were planned. Now it was crammed full of all the House’s violet, indigo, and blue delvers, as well as the entire Black family themselves.


    Seth Black stood not at the head, but next to it. He was still our leader. Though delvers could change their ages almost perfectly with the right potions, he did not, leaving his appearance aged and white-haired, like that of some ancient statesman or emperor.


    “But why?” I asked the question we were all thinking. “We did nothing to the Undercity.”


    “Why indeed,” Seth Black said. “Nonetheless, the question is what to do next. And that question is answered.”


    All of us fell silent at those words.


    “The City is already in the process of declaring war. We will be on the front lines, as will representatives from all of the High Houses. The RDU and the Eidolons will protect the City in our absence.”


    More accurately, the RDU doesn’t have enough high-level delvers to contribute, and the Eidolons won’t risk dying, Elise thought to me.


    “How many of us are going?” Anthony de Gaul asked. Anthony was in charge of us liegemen. Though his exterior was gruff as always, both in voice and scarred skin, I could tell he was eager to do something.


    “We are here to discuss that,” Seth Black said. “Due to the Core delve, we have a disproportionate number of violets compared to other High Houses, and the City Guard has quite reasonably asked us to send as many as we can. I myself plan to go. I, too, wonder what has transpired in the Undercity for them to make such a bizarre decision as attacking us.


    “Alice, you were specifically requested by the City Guard to come along, as you can carry unlimited supplies. We do need to leave some of the family behind, in case we do not return.”


    “I’ll come,” Isaac Black said.


    “I’d be better off staying here,” Adam Black said. “I have the most leadership experience.”


    “I also shall stay here,” Adrianne Black said in a somber tone. “In case the rest of the House does not return, I’ll be needed.”


    “By that logic, I should stay here,” Anthony said, with slight disappointment. “As for the rest of you, are there any volunteers—Ah.”


    About the whole room had shot up a hand, myself included. I saw the rest of my party agreed with me.


    “Well then, it would be easier to decide who isn’t going,” Anthony said. “I’ll be looking to get some parties together with good synergy.” He said it as if it was a threat.


    The good news was, as violets, my party and I were too valuable to leave behind. We would be on the expedition without question.


    “When are we planning to leave?” an indigo Rogue Queen asked as she fidgeted with her dagger.


    “As soon as the City has made the resolution, and the Expeditionary Force has finished preparing. The latter will take some time, as we will need to accumulate supplies, and it would be obviously unwise to delve into the Deep at the moment.”


    “There are plenty of stockpiles—” a Barbarian King said.


    “There were,” Elise said. “Large sections of the City burned down today, if you haven’t noticed. Some are still burning.”


    “Precisely,” Isaac Black said. “They targeted warehouses, among others. There is currently a massive herb shortage, especially of Deep herbs.”


    That made me wonder how Mical was doing. She had not been okay the first time we had encountered slayers, and this had been . . . My heart went out to her.


    The Barbarian King slammed his fists on the table. “We can’t let them get the upper hand!” he said.


    “If we attack immediately, we will simply be playing into their hands,” Seth Black said. “They know we want revenge. And they know we want it immediately. Patience—the right amount of it—is key.”


    “How about we all take a nice, deep breath?” Alice said. All of us obeyed, and my thoughts slowed. “Great. We’re not going to let this trip us all up. We’re going to win this.”


    She smiled. I could tell it was genuine, although I sensed there were more emotions waiting behind.


    * * *


    The rest of the meeting was the endless list of small details that made for a successful delve. Or in this case, a counterattack. Inevitably, we had only gone through half of them before we ran out of information and piled up too many more questions. We adjourned for the day.


    “Mr. Kenderman, a word,” Seth Black said, and motioned for me to follow.


    I walked alongside him. “Sir?”


    “Where did you get your Tactics skillstone?”


    “I’m actually not sure, sir. I had a backlog of items I didn’t get identified, and it was only after the Core delve that I got around to identifying all of them. I think it was in a personal chest from either the 50th or the 75th Boss, because it would have been snatched up at division.” I worked up my courage. “Do you need some tactical advice?”


    “The City doubtlessly is swarmed by Master Tacticians all telling each other what to do. No. My question is a bit deeper: you have never seen a Strategy skillstone, have you?”


    “No, sir. I’m sure if any of the City delvers got one it’d be all over Blues.”


    “You have a bit more faith in their reporting than I. But I agree in principle. We have never seen any kind of Strategy skillstone. It is reasonable to suppose they do not exist at all. But why?”


    I thought for a moment. “Well, there are a lot of different strategies, depending on what you want.”


    “And that is also my thought. A strategy implies a specific goal to be sought. There is no ‘generic’ strategy. The skillstones tell how to do things, and never that we ought to do such things.” He stopped in thought.


    “Sir . . . surely you aren’t having second thoughts?”


    He laughed. “No, no, I am certain of this. But, my fear is, so is the Undercity. A matter of months ago, they agreed to join us in the Core delve.” He looked deep into my eyes. “Did they give any sign of what they wanted, then?”


    I thought as hard as I could, with my perfect recall. “Michael and Cat were doing something before they arrived in the 50th Lock. Maybe they were making out. Maybe they were doing something else.” Every time I had ever bumped into Cat, I saw her doing something sociopathic. This all seemed fitting for her, but the rest of the Undercity had seemed reasonable.


    “Considering Cat, I would be inclined to believe the former. But they did not specify any goal?”


    “No, sir,” I said.


    “Nor did the Deep House offer any such supposition to us. They simply agreed with my general idea of a massive superparty across the many Houses.” Seth Black paused again. “What changed? Why now?”


    “’Why now’, sir?” I asked.


    He blinked. “What do you mean?”


    “You say that as if they were waiting for a reason.”


    Seth Black looked thoughtful. “There have always been tensions. Enoch seemed strange even when he was a loyal citizen of the City. He sought power exclusively—I never heard him speak of any other subject—and the moment the Law proposed to restrict slaying, he came out in force against it.”


    “Wouldn’t people have thought that was insane?”


    “The City was different back then. It was considered perfectly ordinary for a party to return with another party’s gear and heartstones, without a question asked. Certainly Enoch had his share of mysterious deaths.” He tapped his finger against his lips. “Indeed, this is all in character for Enoch. Perhaps . . .”


    “Perhaps, sir?”


    “Perhaps it is something it would be unwise to talk about in public. Thank you for your help.”


    “Of course, sir,” I said. “You’re welcome.”


    * * *


    The next day, the City made its decision.


    Henry Smith stood surrounded by the Council and a huge number of guards before the Palace of the Stone. We stood in the Square, which was still strewn with rubble and covered with explosion marks.


    “We have suffered an unprovoked attack by the Undercity!” Henry Smith spoke, the echoers magnifying his voice until it was superhuman. “Yes, it is real. We had let them remain in secret. We had let them live in peace, all as part of our treaty with the former High House Draco. But they were not content to leave us alone!


    “We have done nothing to them. But they have done this despicable act of war against the City and against all humanity. They have shattered and kidnapped heartstones, they have even murdered surfacers; they have committed every form of war crime against us. All for their own greed for power!”


    His words were not angry, but the roar from the Square was.


    “The only option left is war! We are preparing a punitive Expedition with our strongest citizens that will crush the Undercity and all of its lawless denizens. We are not taking volunteers, but anyone who wishes to guard the City in our absence need only speak to the City Guard.”


    A Titan stepped to Henry Smith’s podium. “We are temporarily waiving our Experience and other requirements for the formation of a new City Militia . . .”


    Is this really right? Elise thought to me.


    What? I thought back.


    We still don’t know why the Undercity attacked.


    They killed people, even surfacers. They kidnapped heartstones! Are we just going to stand around and let them escape? I thought to her.


    I don’t want to jump to conclusions, Elise thought back. That’s all.


    “ . . . Even a Nomad with Spellflare can serve a vital role in defeating the Undercity, by being part of the new City Watch. Please, if you have any desire at all, seek us out,” the Titan finished, and stepped back.


    I. L. Darkness stepped up next. In the City, you see a lot of different skin colors and mixes between them, but the wrinkled lines of age and a somber expression overlaid the darkest hue I had ever seen. He wore a black hood and robes as well. “We successfully held off the Undercity at the Morgue—not one heartstone, not one shard, not one shardgear was stolen from us. In addition, we collected several new pieces of shardgear from slain attackers. We will be publishing a list.


    “We are temporarily reinstituting the Mercy Revival Queue, to revive as many long-term decedents as possible. We need all the manpower we can get. If you can cast Revive with any success at all, please see us as soon as possible. Thank you.”


    I knew who I would be talking to, next.


    The head of the Bank, Gregory Medici, took the podium. “We wish to reassure the entire City that your funds and storage are safe. The Undercity appeared to be seeking something in our lower storage regions, but whatever it was, they did not find it.”


    Trash. They had clearly found the second Cornerstone. But the Bank didn’t want to talk about it.


    Chief High Justice Amber Rose took the podium and cleared her throat. “You may have noticed that the attackers did not appear to have Law auras. This is because of a rare crystal known as an antinomic crystal, which temporarily affects the Law in the local area. We have previously ruled in Jacobs vs. Mercury that the absence of the magical enforcement of the Law does not mean the Law does not apply. We are speaking with Spellshapers around the City to determine possible mitigations for this. In any case, if you find an antinomic crystal, please refrain from picking it up, and instead fire Spellflare to call the City Guard. Thank you.”


    Henry Smith took up the podium again. “Together, we will win this war. Divided, we are in peril. Let us work together, starting today!”


    The Square cheered as one.


    * * *


    My party had been too dazed by the attack to really talk about it yesterday. “Where were we all?” I asked.


    “Digging,” Andy said. “I wanted to test my new pick.”


    “I was at the Institute,” Xavier said. “I still want to go back, since we were interrupted.”


    “Did the Underdwellers attack?” Elise asked with concern.


    “The building next to us, yes. I think they got the address wrong. Anyway, we had like twenty high-level mages and so they got fried pretty quickly,” Xavier said. I could not help but not the casual “we.” “How about you, Elise?”


    “I was meditating,” Elise said. “Then I saw the spellflares go off, and those of us in the spire decided to go down to the base to defend it. Never did see anyone.”


    “I was in the middle of it,” Sampson said eagerly. “I was walking along when seven Underdwellers came after me. Might have been a goner if a Titan hadn’t shown up. He sliced them apart in seconds. Makes me want to be one.”


    “There’s a reason most active delvers don’t become Titans,” I said. “They can’t retreat from battle.”


    “Let’s say the display of violence was pretty convincing. Anyway, we partied and went around to kick Underdweller butt,” Sampson said, and stretched. “By the time we were done, we had accumulated a whole army of random delvers.”


    “Where were you?” Elise asked me.


    “Alice and I, were, uh, on a date,” I said.


    “Congratulations, man,” Xavier said.


    I flushed. Then I saw Mical, wandering into the common room if still shocked. “Mical?” I asked.


    She took a chair by us and burst into tears. “I . . . I . . . it’s gone. My business. My home. My everything.”


    “I’m sure they’ll let you stay,” I said.


    “I don’t want to,” she said.


    “No, really,” I said.


    “Do you want to join—”


    Mical immediately shook her head. She wiped her eyes and spoke firmly. “I don’t know what I want, but I definitely do not want to be any more involved with this.”


    “At least while we’re gone,” Elise said. “You can—”


    “No,” Mical said. “I’m not staying here.”


    “You sure?” Sampson asked.


    “Yes,” Mical said firmly. I saw a little life return to her with at that word.


    “Mical, I understand, but seriously, you could get shattered down there, if there’s another attack,” I said.


    “No. There’s . . . another reason I didn’t join you guys. I know what most of you think, because I told you I wanted to start my business—and that’s still true. But Elise, you’re probably the only one who really knows the whole truth.”


    “Are you really going to tell them?” Elise asked.


    “I am. My real name is Michal Bat-Shimon. I am a Jew.”


    Chapter 5
Earlier


    Uh, what?” I asked. “What’s a Jew?”


    “A people that collectively decided to disappear after the fall of the Earlier Paradise,” Elise said.


    “You overestimate our ability to make a collective decision—not all of us magically consulted our racial hivemind and chose to hide,” Mical—Michal said with a roll of her eyes. “But yes, most of us did. I am the daughter of one of those who chose to hide.”


    “I’ve still never heard of you,” I said.


    “We did quite well, then. You might have heard of Judah the Maccabee, the slayer hunter? He is one of us, specializing in hunting down those who target our people. But he’s . . . of a different opinion. Most of us would be content to live our lives in secret until the old lies about us are forgotten—some still believe we triggered the end of the Earlier world.”


    “So, excuse me if I sound like an idiot . . .” Xavier said.


    “You often do,” Elise interjected.


    “But why does this matter?”


    “Because,” Michal said. “Religions happen to be suppressed by all the High Houses.”


    “Yeah,” Elise said. “Notice how none of them are labydules or labylats?”


    “Coincidence,” Alice said calmly, approaching us. “A statistical oddity.”


    “An awfully large oddity,” Elise said.


    “Your actions are still your actions, whatever you call them,” Michal said.


    “You don’t understand them, then,” Alice said.


    “I think we understand well enough,” Michal said.


    “Fine,” Alice said firmly. “Let me show you something.”


    We followed her down the corridor, then down the steps into the library. The musty, familiar smell of books comforted me as we stepped inside.


    Then we came to the marked door, which was black and covered with runes. I had been warned on my first day as a liegeman of House Black to never try to enter it.


    “Are you certain about this?” George asked from behind. The muscular giant of a man was one of the most important liegeman in the House.


    “I am,” she said. “I’ll show them just what they need to know.”


    George sighed. “As you insist.” He took out a massive key and turned it in the lock.


    We walked inside.


    It was a small room, every wall bearing shelves. Most of the shelves were full of books of every variety imaginable. I recognized many were from Earlier, with faded yet colorful covers made in ways now long-forgotten.


    She pulled out a small scroll that looked oddly young by the standards of the other books. “I’m sure the rest of you are capable of reading Earlier English,” Alice said, as she handed it to us.


    I read.


    * * *


    I can remember it like it was yesterday.


    I ran through the ruined streets, my legs screaming in pain as I forced them onward. I regretted my lack of exercise as a typical obese gamer, but it was too late. I had to keep running, running, running.


    The government had said they would hold the line. The government had said they would make a stand.


    They were wrong.


    Fighter planes were fighting those dragon-things up in the air, and not winning. Or at least I assumed that’s what the loud explosions in the sky were.


    All I wanted to know was how to get out of the freaking place before something ate me. I had thought Squirrel Hill was far enough from the front that it would be safe. But everywhere I heard screaming and gunfire, followed by the roars of monsters. Then less screaming and gunfire.


    I came to an intersection, wrecked houses all around me, and stopped to breathe. I saw one of those magic horses in the rubble of one house, contentedly grazing on a corpse. It looked up at me and began neighing chants. It reared up and began waving its hoofs in patterns.


    I couldn’t outrun it.


    I probably couldn’t kill it.


    And I was like, SCREW THIS NOISE.


    I screamed like a little girl and threw a small piece of rubble at it. This was just enough that its fireball missed and went up instead of at me. The explosion from behind was hot enough for me to feel it. Then the horse-monster charged.


    Only to be gunned down.


    The soldiers, or possibly Marines, but definitely heroes, stepped over its corpse and one fired a round into its limp head. They turned to look at me. “Head east,” one said. “Look for a synagogue.”


    I ran east.


    I swore to myself that if I made it out alive, I would get more exercise. I would do anything. I begged God, or whomever else was listening, just get me out of here. Please!


    I heard march-stomps in the distance: one of those evil forests advancing. This was what was so screwed up about all this—physically, they couldn’t exist. They shouldn’t be that big and not completely destroy the road under their roots. But nothing made sense any more.


    I heard machine gun fire, which was, in the most screwed up way, technically a good sign. I ran toward it to find the promised synagogue. A group of men in yarmulkes had piled up furniture to make a barrier, firing with mismatched weaponry at the approaching trees.


    Then I realized they weren’t trying to stop the trees, only delay them. In the other direction, a mass of Jews and even Gentiles were fleeing the synagogue. One Jew carried one of those elaborate scroll box thingies on his back.


    I decided, from a distance, to join the fleeing ones. This was a wise move, in retrospect, because the moment I looked back the forest had simply crashed through the barricades, ending the battle cries and screams in moments.


    Those trees could move fast. I ran, ran, ran, as did everyone else but the scroll box carrier guy. With the extra weight, he could not but slow down. I swore to the wrong God, as if this obscenity was just too much even for Him.


    Then the Jew tripped on the broken asphalt. A tree caught up in an instant and smashed a gnarled fist downwards. Scrolls and bits of gore flew everywhere.


    One scroll landed on the sidewalk and rolled to my feet.


    In a decision I’ve never regretted, I took one look at that scroll, picked it up, and ran like the devil. Good thing, ‘cause the devil was chasing me.


    In fact, I noticed it was only three trees that had broken off and chased after me. Three trees that weren’t after anyone else. Sweet! Even if I died, I at least may have slowed them down.


    I realized, a few intersections later, that I was totally lost, but inwardly, I was at peace. If I died here—well, I at least might have saved someone else.


    And yet the rest of my brain was screaming at me to get out. If the trees were after me because of the scroll—No, no, I had made my choice. I would die dragging them away, even as my legs finally ran out of juice, even after I couldn’t walk any more and they kept stomping toward me. I had done something worthwhile in my life before it ended.


    Machine gun fire rang out and shredded the trees behind me.


    The military dudes looked at me and did not even question the massive scroll I held in my hand. “New evacuation shelter’s to the North,” one said.


    Screw that. That synagogue held out for what, seconds? No, I decided. I would simply run until I was out of the city or dead.


    And so I ran. Sometimes walking, sometimes running, but the scroll had given me a weird sense of purpose. Everything would be all right if I could find someone to give the scroll do. It would be my obscene gesture to the trees.


    But even after I escaped Pittsburgh, I could never find a Jew to give this to. I guess they decided it was better to go stealth mode for the time being.


    You will get this scroll to them, right? Totally not their fault. Those trees went after them, too.


    * * *


    “You’ve all fought hundreds, perhaps even thousands of War Trees. When have you ever seen one turn from its target like that?” Alice asked.


    “What is the point of this story?” Michal asked. “To show that the creatures of the Dungeon attack us as well?”


    “Simply that it apparently doesn’t want this to exist,” Alice said, and pulled out another, older and much larger scroll. “Here it is. The scroll from the story. We’ve been protecting it.”


    Michal carefully unrolled the scroll, as if not to touch its surface. Inside were characters of a language I had never seen before. Her eyes rapidly scanned as she read in silence.


    “So the Dungeon really hates you Jews?” I asked.


    “No,” Elise and Xavier said simultaneously, and looked at each other.


    “It doesn’t make any sense. We know the monsters during the War of Monsters went after every place of worship, not just these ‘synagogues’,” Xavier said. “I’m sure those War Trees would have hunted down every other holy book they could find.”


    “The Creator isn’t arbitrary in His judgments,” Elise said. “If He deigns to punish, he punishes all regardless of who believes what.”


    It was as if Michal was not even in the room. At last she looked up with barely contained rage at Alice. “You said you were keeping this because you were ‘protecting’ it,” she said with a wavering voice.


    “Yes,” Alice said. “And now—”


    “Liar.”


    The word echoed in the room as if a death sentence.


    “Excuse me?” Alice asked.


    “I’m certain you know what this says,” Michal said. “It is the book of the Prophet Ezekiel. He describes a vision of the Holy One of Israel atop four Cherubim: beings with four wings and four faces, and covered with eyes.”


    I couldn’t help but feel a chill up my spine.


    “If you wanted to return this to us, there are enough Jews who walk publicly that you knew where to return it. Or, even if not, an organization with your resources could easily have found us out. Why didn’t you? Perhaps because of the Angelstone? Perhaps you knew this described the Cherubim? Perhaps because you simply wanted to hoard information?”


    Alice was utterly silent.


    “This is sacred Scripture, from Earlier, no less! It contains the Names of God Himself inside! You can’t just keep it stuffed in here in your private collection.”


    Alice frowned. “As I said, we’re protect—”


    “Protect? You don’t even deserve to have this in the first place! You lied to that man saying you would bring this to us. Because you haven’t!”


    The secret library was quiet. Alice didn’t say one word.


    “Do you see why I did not want to be here?” Michal asked us. “We are persecuted by them, and they deny even doing it!”


    I knew Alice well enough to realize the words We didn’t moved in her mouth, but they never left. “I’m sorry,” she said.


    “If you really wish to apologize, do the right thing,” Michal said. “Show you’re sorry.”


    “I’ll talk to Uncle Seth,” Alice said. “Promise.”


    Michal said nothing, as if her words were enough, by themselves, to condemn.


    * * *


    Alice stood by the balcony, looking over the City. The wreckage was still visible, although the fires had finally been put out. With my Perception, I smelled the acrid, tarry smoke in the air, as if the City was a delver burned with Deep wounds.


    “It’s hard to tell the effects of your actions on other people,” she said as I approached.


    “You didn’t know,” I said.


    She shook her head. “We did know. Or could have. Do you know why we persecute religions?”


    At first I thought I misheard, but that was impossible with my Perception. My jaw hit the floor. “Why?” I asked.


    “We’re afraid,” she said without turning.


    “Afraid of some old stories?”


    “We don’t know what the Dungeon is or where it came from. Why it is. Why the Cornerstone is. None of it makes sense. And yet—the monsters tried to destroy religion in the War, and those who survived tried to finish the job. But the Dungeon is obsessed with religion.”


    “Excuse me?” I asked.


    “Of the few references the Dungeon makes to the outside world, most are either to Earlier art, or are religious. The text above the Inferno’s portal is from an Earlier book, The Divine Comedy by Dante Alighieri, describing an artistic vision of the Christian afterlife. The Eidolons are all Greek deities. This new Valkyrie class is from a more forgotten myth, that of the Norse. Even myself—a Cherub.” She paused. “We’ve censored some of the other stuff. References to things long forgotten—and we helped them to be forgotten.”


    “I see,” I said. “But it’s not as if you went and killed any of Michal’s people—”


    “—But without our influence, chances are that they wouldn’t be in hiding. With our influence, perhaps we could undo some of the suspicions and mistrust that surround them. Perhaps they might all feel safe enough to walk publicly. Or perhaps not. But we were cruel. We did do the wrong thing. We told ourselves we were doing okay, that it didn’t really matter—but it did.” I saw her stare off into the clouds above. “Because we were afraid.”


    I thought about touching her, decided it was a bad idea, and then did so anyway. As my hand touched her shoulder, I felt her strong arm wrap around me and pull me to her. “But you didn’t—”


    “We did,” Alice said.


    “I mean, it’s not as if you stole that scroll from the Jews.”


    “But Michal is right. We lied to that dying man when we said we would return it to them.” She shook her head, again. “Don’t try to justify it.”


    “I’m not trying to,” I told her. “I’m just saying that you shouldn’t . . . shouldn’t let momentary emotion carry you away. You’ll feel better tomorrow, after you’ve slept, and then you can go about making amends.”


    “Can we?” Alice asked.


    “Why can’t you?”


    Alice paused for a long time. “Michal was right. The High Houses hoard information. Every little fact about the Dungeon ends up in some private library somewhere, never to see the light of day. Because it might, just might, be enough to get a little more power. And what if you needed it? What if your enemy can use it?”


    “That doesn’t—”


    “It does!” Alice snapped. “Can we turn an entire House on a dime? Can we change generations of secrets and lies into open honesty in one day? Can we . . . even let a single one of our secret books see the light of day?”


    “No reason not to try,” I said.


    Alice was silent again. “I suppose you have a point.”


    “What is a dime, anyway?” I asked.


    “A coin of Earlier America, worth ten cents. It was incredibly small, thinner than your finger. To turn a vehicle on such a small surface would be impossible.” Alice paused again. “I can tell you this fact, because you’re part of the House. But if you weren’t, I could only let you wonder. Because this, too, is hoarded by the House. Every last secret. Every last fact. Every . . .” She closed her eyes, and started to cry.


    I wrapped my arms around her, and she cried, inconsolably, on my shoulder.


    Chapter 6
Preparations


    As I predicted, Alice was indeed happier the next morning. But she didn’t approach us, either. This was perhaps wise, as Michal was with us.


    Michal seemed far happier. How often had she kept secrets, fearing that we might abandon her if she let them escape? I didn’t know. And I didn’t know how that would feel, either. But even despite the circumstances, she seemed more relaxed than ever.


    “We believe our people were chosen by God,” Michal said at last. “One nation to become a royal nation of priests, to be a light to all the world. Neither we nor the world have been very good at this. Our Scriptures are a record of human misbehavior—both Jew and Gentile—and the unending mercy of Ha-Shem.”


    “Ha-Shem?” I asked.


    “God has many Names. But the most sacred we avoid attempting to pronounce, and one Name is even more sacred. It is pronounced ‘Adonai’ in prayer, but in casual conversation we say ‘Ha-Shem’, for God is not our servant, to come running at our beckoning. God has many names, but it is better not to speak the Names casually.”


    “We Penitents say that the Creator cannot be named until the Dungeon is cleared, for so greatly have we forsaken him,” Elise said.


    “But isn’t that impossible?” Xavier said. “If a given set of syllables corresponds to a divine name, wouldn’t that set still work, even if you haven’t met some arbitrary criteria?”


    “Really?” Elise asked. “That’s not how human names work. I can call Alice Black ‘cousin’, even if it’s true, but that doesn’t make her acknowledge it.”


    Xavier looked thoughtful. So was I. Alice had told me to call her Alice directly—which had changed our relationship. It was a small thing, yet not so small.


    Seth Black approached silently.


    Michal looked up, expressionlessly, at him. “What do you want?” she asked in a neutral voice.


    “Can you contact your rabbis? We would like to publicly return the scroll to your people, along with an apology.”


    “I’ll see what I can do,” she said. Her voice had a hint of suspicion, but had she not just gotten what she asked?


    “It is the only just thing to do,” Seth Black said. “Furthermore—and this has nothing to do with your people—we are canceling any debt against your land.”


    Michal’s eyes widened. Let me explain about debts in the City: it’s difficult to go personally into debt. Every delver in good legal standing has the legal right to go into the Dungeon. If someone owes you something, he can decide to go into the Dungeon and kill things to pay you off—or die in the process, leaving you with nothing. Collateralized loans—mortgages and pawning rare items—are the only debts the Law will recognize, as a matter of public policy. It’s possible, at worst, for a party or House to withhold crystal from a member, but there is usually nothing stopping the delver from just walking away.


    “That is . . . incredibly generous,” Michal said at last.


    “We have decided the economic damage to the City is too vast to worry about bottom lines,” Seth Black said frankly.


    “Thank you,” Michal said. “If you excuse me . . .” she got up.


    “Let me know when you reopen,” Sampson said eagerly.


    Michal smiled weakly.


    * * *


    “Alex,” Alice said as I left the common room. “A word in private.”


    “Sure?”


    She took my hands. “I . . . want to be with you.”


    My brain, heart, and everything else stopped.


    “You love me, and . . . you know . . . I feel something in return. So.” She took a deep breath. “So I know you’re a liegeman and I’m a family member. But that’s not an impossible barrier. I talked to Uncle Seth.”


    “And . . . ?” I asked, daring not to say another word.


    “We have just one condition: will you do anything—anything it takes—to bring back my dad?” She looked directly into my eyes.


    I took a deep breath. “My mother told me to never do evil that good may come of it. But I’ll make any sacrifice it takes to bring him back, no matter how hard, no matter how much it costs me. I promise.”


    She nodded. “I knew you would say that. We’re all on board with this, by the way. Except Adrianne, but she’ll come around.”


    I was too overwhelmed to speak. I took another deep breath.


    “Now let’s be clear here,” Alice said. “This is courtship, nothing more. No promises, No guarantees. Well, except that we’re going to earnestly try, right?”


    “Right,” I said.


    “Great. Now, shall we make this official?”


    I caught her drift, came up to her, and realized, that no matter what happened, no matter even if we broke up tomorrow, that this moment, this one moment, would always remain in my memory. It wasn’t perfect, but I knew as she pulled my head to hers, that that didn’t matter either. Just that we were there.


    We kissed.


    I heard cheering and clapping from behind, but I decided I didn’t care, and continued the kiss. Eventually, she broke off. “I’m glad to see you’re happy, too,” she said. I looked behind me to see my whole party.


    “Dungeon, it was getting unbearable,” Elise said with relief. “I was going to just tell him to ask and get it over with.”


    “That’s what my sister said,” I said.


    “Your sister is very wise,” Alice said.


    Xavier had told me that he also had had a crush on Alice, but he looked overjoyed. “Best wishes, man,” he said.


    “I’m sure you’ll be great for each other,” Sampson said.


    “Andy?” I asked.


    She had clapped, but not spoken. She stared off into space.


    “Yeah, hate to interrupt this, but very bad news,” Elise said. “Which is why we were looking for you. And look what we found!”


    Dungeon.


    “Well, I suppose this is my business, too,” Alice said.


    “What?” I asked.


    “We also agreed that it would make most sense if I just became part of your party. Since you’re all violet, and—”


    I reached out to party her.


    * * *


    “Okay, here’s the news,” Elise said. “You know the Squares, Andy’s parents? Turns out . . . they’re still Diggers. They DfV’d again.”


    If you don’t remember, the Dig for Victory is a delving scheme where weak delvers rapidly dig to the 25th Floor as fast as possible, collect crystal as fast as possible, and Return. It’s often fatal, but very lucrative if it works.


    If it works.


    “Dungeon,” I said. “And I take it they haven’t come back.”


    “Have you cast Find Heartstone Anywhere?” Alice asked.


    “That’s problem number two. They’re in the Deep.”


    Alice and I froze.


    “And . . . they’re not in Section 33-DD?” I asked. The Undercity’s exact location was a secret. Was.


    “This—this is relevant information to the war,” Alice said. “Is it moving?”


    “I’ve cast several times and it’s not,” Xavier said. “It’s on the 29th, section 1-FF.”


    That reminded me I meant to help with the Mercy Revival Queue.


    “We can’t just delve there,” Alice said. “Not with the Undercity on the loose.”


    Andy gave Alice a betrayed look.


    “I’m serious,” Alice said. “Not now.”


    “But something is going on in 1-FF,” Xavier said. “It makes no sense that they’d end up there, when they’re not 25th Qualified.”


    “I’ll talk to Uncle Seth,” Alice said. “But he’ll probably tell us not to go. I’m sorry.”


    Andy slumped, and Xavier gingerly squeezed her arm.


    * * *


    “Name of decedent?” the Morgue receptionist asked me with dead eyes. The recent events had to be hard on them.


    “I’m here for the Mercy Revival Queue,” I said.


    A tiny spark of life entered. “Follow the red line,” he said, and pointed to the wall.


    “Thanks,” I said, and followed the line. I opened a door to see . . .


    Nothing I’d ever seen before. Morgue employees stood by fat chests of heartstones. Several conveyor belts by those chests led to strange beds set atop giant wheels, like a medical merry-go-round. Everything smelled of antiseptics and linen, with the addition of oil and grease. I felt the weirdest sense of despair as my brain attempted to sort out what it was seeing.


    “For those of you who have never done this before, it’s pretty simple!” I. L. Darkness was saying. “Stand on the spots marked for you and just keep casting until you’re out of spells. If you run out of spells, or can’t take it any more, just walk off your spot and the person behind you will take it. That’s basically it! Any questions?”


    No one spoke up. I quickly found my way to a conveyor belt, and the line of revivalists in front of it gave way to me.


    “We don’t expect miracles. Just give it your all.”


    I. L. Darkness, with no further words, pulled a lever, and heartstone after heartstone came down the conveyor belts. I had done the math as soon as I entered, and figured I could handle one conveyor if it wasn’t too fast.


    But it was. As soon as a heartstone dropped into the bed, I cast Revive. It shuddered and grew, and the bed-wheel rotated to present a new bed for the next wheel. To my horror, no sooner had I cast the next Revive when the Morgue employee at the head of the conveyor belt was holding the next heartstone. He gave me an irritated look, as the line had stopped.


    I cast faster and faster, often making mistakes, sometimes casting two or three Revives on the same person as I failed the first time. Some heartstones grew wrongly, and I could tell I had caused complications. The mental percentages that told me my success chances slowly dropped lower and lower. And no matter what I did, no matter how fast I cast, no matter how long I cast, there were always more, and more, and still more heartstones coming down the conveyor belt.


    Other revivalists ran out of spells and hurried off. With my Spell Regeneration, I didn’t need to, but I ran out of heart long before they ran out of heartstones. I mumbled off an excuse and ran past the employees to the corridor. As I left, I saw that we had barely emptied the first set of chests, and more and more chests were piled up behind them.


    I breathed. I breathed. I breathed.


    And yet I could not calm down.


    We were utterly overwhelmed. We might as well have been mining into an endless mountain of heartstones, saving a handful as far many more died.


    There was nothing I could do.


    “Alex,” I. L. Darkness said from behind.


    “It’s . . . it’s so unfair,” I said.


    “Death is always unfair. Whether you’re a delver or not. We just get to cheat it a little.”


    I took another deep breath, but I felt just slightly better. “Was it—was it always this bad?”


    “I was the one who argued to shut it down. It was too expensive, and everyone who did it was an emotional wreck, eventually. But we need to do this. We need as many men as possible, and . . .”


    I took another deep breath. “But there’s . . . nothing we can do.”


    “On the contrary, every revive is a victory. Every revivalist needs to know that. Every one of those victories brings us closer to winning the war.”


    And without winning the war, all this would be in absolute vain. “I get it,” I said. “It’s just . . . I wish there was some kind of Mass Revive spell.”


    “Funny how there’re Mass and Party versions of everything else,” I. L. Darkness said. “I hadn’t hoped for it, but I take it that’s true even in the Core?”


    I shook my head. “Unless someone got it and didn’t share. But you’re right,” I said. “I’ll get back to it.”


    “Don’t overdo it. If it’s too much again, take another break.”


    I nodded.


    * * *


    I woke up the next morning, with the sudden realization that yesterday had happened, and Alice and I were officially a couple.


    And Andy was missing her parents.


    How could I feel such a mixture of joy and wretchedness at the same time?


    * * *


    Andy was utterly silent, and Alice wasn’t looking at her. I figured this was a sign Uncle Seth had vetoed the idea of delving to the 29th.


    Xavier thought to me. Last night, I snuck into the Dungeon and cast the spell again. Her parents are . . . gone. Like, nowhere in the Dungeon.


    I felt sick. Had—had we acted immediately—But what the Dungeon had happened down there?


    “We’ll find them eventually,” Alice said brightly, but then saw my expression was dour.


    “I . . . I don’t believe that everyone will be revived,” I blurted out.


    They all looked at me.


    “There’s just too many dead people and too many of them are shattered. We can’t possibly revive everyone. It’s just impossible.”


    Andy, if anything, looked more relieved at these words. Perhaps confirming her anxiety as real was enough to lower it.


    Alice, on the other hand, scowled. “Listen. We’re trying—”


    “I’m not saying your Dad can’t be,” I said. “But you have a whole High House. Most people don’t.”


    “We can search for all our members,” Alice said. “Even relatives.”


    “Alice Black, be careful what you say,” Elise said. “Because I’ve never heard you offer to search for my family. Did that suddenly change?”


    Alice paused, looked like she was trying to think of something, but then Adam Black II barged into the common room. “Alex and party? We need you.”


    * * *


    “I’m going over this with everyone who comes in,” Adam Black said. “You are all violets. It is quite likely you’ll encounter the Deep House’s violets.”


    “I think I’ve met them all,” I said.


    “As far as we know, it’s Michael, Joseph, Sirea, and Enoch Draco, then whatever Cat is. Enoch didn’t have many kids before his wife died.”


    “Out of all the High Houses, we had the best relationship with them—before this,” Alice explained. “Both of our heads had surfacer wives who died. It gave us a connection—and the Dracos were always weird.”


    “Be that as it may, here’s the newest entry in Blues for them. Mind you, this was decades ago.”


    The magazine was yellowed, and we looked through it with care.


    Enoch Draco


    V+, 100th Prismatic Dragon Squire, 50Q, +95


    Enoch’s been a mover and shaker in politics this year, to say the least. We haven’t been seeing as much delving from him—that we know of. Still, look at that new class. (See our article.)


    Joseph Draco


    V, 102nd Fire Archmage, 50Q, +200


    We’re not sure how someone can spend so much time debating and still get to Tier One. Sources say he’s been trying to determine a relationship between temperature of a fire and the damage dealt.


    Sirea Draco


    V, 50th Dragon Oracle, 50Q, +103


    Aside from winning the City’s chess league for the third time in a row, we haven’t got much to say.


    Michael Draco


    V, 76th Dragon Sage, 50Q, +103


    We’ve seen neither hide nor hair of him, literally. According to sources, he found a powerful invisibility spell, and has started to cast it non-stop.


    “Seriously? Enoch’s a Prismatic Dragon Squire?” I asked.


    “That’s no small achievement,” Adam Black said. “You’ll be reading the article where Enoch talks about it . . . You have to be 100th in every kind of Dragon Squire, then kill at least a Prismatic Dragon Hatchling in single combat.”


    “He’s probably advanced since then,” Elise said.


    “Something strikes me as weird,” I said. “When we bumped into Joseph, he was frying monsters with ease. It didn’t even look like a mage class.”


    “We’re not sure what he has,” Adam Black said. “We do know that he was obsessed with fire to the point of having a reputation for it.”


    “Out of curiosity, do we even know what Michael Draco looks like?” I asked.


    Adam Black shrugged. “It’s not relevant.”


    “Maybe he’s disfigured or something,” Xavier said.


    “At his level, he has high Charisma. He wouldn’t be ugly.”


    “My impression was always that he just got fixated on being invisible,” Alice said.


    “Do we know what Dragon Sages and Dragon Oracles do?” I asked.


    “An actually useful question,” Adam Black said. “The answer is ‘No, we do not.’”


    “Michael fires some kind of rays from his hands,” Elise said.


    “Yes, but we know no more that that. I don’t think we’ve ever seen Sirea in combat—she’s usually well behind the lines.”


    What was the point of this? I wondered. We knew so little of the Undercity. We knew nothing of how they fought, their tactics, or their gear. Well, we knew they had shardgear, but we had no idea what it all did.


    Were we simply walking into a trap?


    * * *


    Adam Black was not the only one who wanted to see us.


    “Listen up, everyone!” Anthony called. “What you are about to see are some of the most dangerous and powerful weapons we know of: Housestone-Powered Siege Engines.” He pulled the iron rings on the double doors before us and showed us into the room.


    Tall trebuchets stretched their rune-encrusted arms to the ceiling, as if giants temporarily restrained to the floor. Racks of gastraphetes and oxybeles were stacked against walls. A bejeweled metal ballista gleamed blue in the uncertain light. One device with three cannons stood alone, as if a monstrosity these other machines dared not approach.


    “When our House declares a siege on the Deep House, the enchantments on these weapons will become powered. A direct hit from any one of them will do trillions of damage. Yes, trillions. They can easily kill any one of you.


    “All of these engines must be operated by a crew. One mistake by anyone in the crew could lead to a misfire, missing the target, or an outright explosion.”


    “Therefore, we will be training as if these weapons were powered, but they currently are not. This is mandatory, and you will not be spending any time in the Dungeon until you master these.” Anthony frowned at Alice, as if trying to figure out what to do with her.


    Alice smiled brightly. “What do we do?”


    Anthony waved around. “Pick a weapon and start with that.”


    “I want the one with three cannons!” Sampson said eagerly.


    “Other than that.” Anthony said with a sigh. “We should have never made it. Far too dangerous.”


    “But then we have all the more reason to use it,” Xavier suggested.


    Anthony shook his head. “Fine. You start with the Tricannon. And make sure you don’t have the explosive shot loaded.”


    “I’m sure we’re not supposed to do it in here—”


    “Yes, yes, we’ll train outside,” Anthony said. “Alice Black, if you could kindly transport these . . .”


    * * *


    There was no reason we needed to practice near the City, since we could teleport anywhere in the world. So we experimented all the way in the Sahara.


    Alice set up giant targets for us all, both walls and suits of armor. “Remember, the primary purpose of these is to destroy enchanted walls,” she said, Anthony nodding in approval. “It’s not—”


    Thwonk! went a gastraphetes, and a bolt pierced through the chestplate of a suit of armor. “Sweet!” said the Archer Hero who had fired it.


    “I want to try!” Sampson said, and took up a gastraphetes. The weapon, essentially an enormous crossbow, was powered by forcing it under your chin and against the ground and turning a crank. As delvers with far more Strength than surfacers, we could fire correspondingly bigger gastraphetes, and give them armor-piercing enchantments and the like, too.


    Sampson fired, and the head of the suit of armor was torn off.


    “As I was saying . . .” Alice started.


    It’s no use, I thought to her. You’ve given delvers new toys.


    “Let’s try the Tricannon next!” Sampson said, and he and the Archer Hero began loading the immense cannonballs. They hurried over to the operator’s seat, and began adjusting the knobs and dials.


    Others stopped to watch, or at least get out of the way.


    “Be careful with that thing!” Alice said. “At least read—”


    The boom shook the sands beneath us, and the cannonballs blew the practice wall to pieces. A bit of shrapnel struck me in the eye, but I healed it in a moment. Sampson and the Archer Hero whooped.


    “Never mind,” Alice said with a sigh.


    * * *


    “You know, what happened to Redd’s?” I asked, when we were back. It had been a little over a year since we had left our previous dwelling and joined the Blacks, but I still could remember it.


    “You didn’t hear?” Xavier asked. “It burned down in the attack. Total loss. Redd himself is missing.”


    I felt a pit open in my stomach.


    “Man,” Elise said. “That sucks. Was a great place, or at least it was great if you ignored everything wrong with it.”


    I wasn’t listening. I was no child when I came to the City. But I wasn’t quite an adult, either. I could remember the day when I became a delver, and how after one barely successful delve I felt like I had conquered the whole world.


    Now I had only that memory.


    “Alex?” Xavier asked. “You all right, man?”


    “Just . . . memories,” I said.


    “I never knew the place,” Alice said. “But it always hurts when something like that is lost.”


    “We need to win this war,” I said. “To stop this from happening again.”


    “Your mouth to the Creator’s ear,” Elise said.


    “Speaking of things being lost,” Xavier said. “We should probably get things soulbound before we go.”


    * * *


    The line before the Soulsmith was long. If there was any hope at secrecy for the Expedition, the fact that a sizable chunk of the violet population was waiting in line together had dashed it.


    Yet did we need secrecy? We had an overwhelming force. Better to let them cower as we approached.


    I had wavered over whether or not to do that. If I soulbound my gear, I would keep it if I was killed, and it survived. But if I did, I could never sell if I got better gear.


    But—truth was—if we lost the war there would be no gear market. Better to work for today, in a war.


    “Enjoy your item, please be warned it can no longer be equipped by anyone other than you. Have a nice day. Next!”


    * * *


    That night, I couldn’t sleep.


    Sure, as long as I was doing things, I felt fine. But I knew as the time approached, I could no longer ignore what lay ahead of us.


    War.


    The attack on the City had only been a taste. In a few days, I would drink fully of what it meant to fight a war. I couldn’t stop this any more than I could stop breathing.


    Or forgive the Undercity.


    No, it didn’t matter. I had a duty to fulfill. We would be victorious.


    But I still couldn’t sleep.


    Chapter 7
Justice


    Two days later, we were gathered in the teleport room, Seth Black holding the scroll.


    Alice stood, peaceful as always, but frowning grimly. Seth Black was also frowning, Isaac and Adam Black serious, and Adrianne Black at least making a very good attempt at not looking bored.


    “If any of you mess this up, your neck’s on the line,” Adam Black said.


    Adrianne Black drew a spell.


    * * *


    A number of bearded men, all with hats, but each slightly different, stood waiting for us. All but one were delvers.


    Behind was a young man, a blue delver bearing a massive silver warhammer. His Law-aura was perfect gold. He led several parties of other blue delvers. All these men had beards as well, along with hats or helmets.


    After a moment, I recognized the young man from Michal’s.


    Seth Black cleared his throat. “We are here to return something that ought to have been yours from the beginning. We are sorry it has taken so long to do so.”


    The man without an aura took it. “We thank you and forgive you. Let this be a sign of a new relationship between your House and ourselves.”


    “Indeed,” Seth Black said.


    “Now if you wouldn’t mind, we prepared a bit of a reception . . .” he said, gesturing with his head at tables behind him.


    The initial awkwardness was defused by those words, and soon we knew each other’s names as we snacked on the strange Jewish food.


    “Isn’t being a surfacer a bit dangerous nowadays?” I asked Rabbi Ben-Aharon—the one surfacer.


    “Not all of us think being a delver is lawful,” he said. “But none of us think that being a delver is required. Ergo, by remaining a surfacer, I can still minister to either party, or counsel those who are undecided.”


    “That’s pretty brave of you,” Elise said.


    “Bravery has nothing to do with it. It’s the right thing to do.”


    “Wise words for us all,” Alice said.


    I could tell, however, the whole situation was still eating at her. But I couldn’t exactly pull her away from it, either. As she and the rabbi discussed the finer points of morality, I found myself drifting toward the refreshments again.


    And bumped into the young man with a silver warhammer.


    “Judah Bar-Yosef,” he introduced himself.


    “Alex Kenderman,” I said. “Sorry about this whole—”


    He waved it away. “I don’t hold grudges,” Judah said. “What’s most important is that justice was done. In any case, you hunt slayers?”


    “Not if I can help it, but nowadays, everyone is.”


    “Of course. I understand. But someone has to, y’know?”


    “Right,” I said.


    “I’m just glad to hear someone took out R. R. the Great. The SHA had looked for close to two decades.”


    “Weren’t you president of the SHA for a while?” Xavier asked, coming beside me.


    “Yes. Then I discovered desk jobs aren’t for me. Put me on the front line, give me a hammer, and I’m satisfied with my life.”


    “We really only hunted him down by accident,” I said. “We were in search of one of his victims.”


    “That’s how I got started as well. Then I just didn’t stop.” He turned his head, looking over me. “Your gear looks pretty well-maintained. Got acid resistance? Gear protection?”


    “Never found it worthwhile, to be honest,” I said. “I’m just careful.”


    “You would not believe how many times I’ve heard slayer hunters say that, only to find out that metahunters love acid and disintegration spells,” Judah said. “They work much better on delvers than on monsters, because most monsters don’t have high-quality gear. Listen. The wise slayer hunters have all stocked up at this point. I’d use whatever I could get my hands on if I was you.”


    “I, err—”


    He waved his hand. “You’re going down. Either now or later. And you’re a violet support class. You are going to be a primary target. Get equipment protection. You’ll thank me later.”


    “Good grief, Judah,” Michal said, coming up to us. “Is it even possible for you to talk about something other than slayer hunting?”


    “It’s my life,” Judah said with a shrug. “No one ever complains about bakers talking about bread.”


    Michal looked from him to me. “You don’t seriously intend to make this a career, Alex?”


    “It’s become all of our lives, like it or not,” I said.


    Michal nodded, and between my Wisdom and Perception I could tell she was slightly more at ease. Dungeon, she had gone from a successful business owner to homeless in a few violent seconds. And she was not the only one.


    “Right now I’m more needed on the surface,” Judah said. “Our community was hit hard—lost a lot of surfacers in the attack. And, honestly, Michal, you would be much better staying with someone until things have calmed down.”


    She nodded again. “I have been staying at the Blacks’ Spire, but I’d rather stay somewhere more permanent.” I noticed her voice was not angry at the situation.


    “I’ll get you set up with some widows I know who’ve been hosting other women,” Judah said. “You’re not the only newly homeless Jew.”


    “Will you have enough to eat?” I asked.


    “I have savings,” Michal said. “Thank you, Judah.”


    “So you don’t only talk about slayer hunting,” Xavier said.


    “I talk about slayer hunting and putting the pieces back together when it’s done. That’s my life, and I’m happy to live it.”


    “Widows?” Andy asked, who joined us.


    “We’ve got some who have lost surfacer husbands, and some women who have delver husbands who never returned. The latter are widows in all but name. And after this . . .” Judah sighed. “We have a lot more. And this is really it, isn’t it? Why we fight?”


    I nodded. “To stop this from happening again.”


    “Exactly. And that is why, my friends, I am an obsessed slayer hunter who spends his entire life doing this. Because it needs to be done.”


    It felt like a missing piece had fit into a puzzle in my brain.


    * * *


    Alice, however, didn’t think so, when we watched over the balcony together. The City was still in tatters, though like scabs there were demolition sites scattered around, near burned-out and collapsed buildings.


    “I agree, in principle, that you should always do the right thing,” Alice said. “But that’s often not obvious. And sometimes it doesn’t look right, either.”


    “Have you ever done something wrong that you believed to be right?” I asked.


    “Yes,” she said. And did not elaborate.


    “Surely . . . surely it’s not wrong to do the wrong thing if you sincerely thought it was right,” I said.


    “That’s like saying you can get away with slaying as long as the Law glitched out and the alignment numbers were backwards.”


    I realized that whatever she was talking about was not this incident. I reached out to touch her.


    She batted my hand away. “I’m sorry, Alex, I’m not really in the mood for this kind of thing.”


    “Sorry,” I said.


    “By the way, are you prepared for tomorrow?”


    “It’s tomorrow?” I asked.


    “You didn’t hear?” she scrunched her forehead. Then slapped it. “Oh, no, wait, that wasn’t supposed to be publicly released. Listen. If you want to do any last-minute shopping . . .”


    I nodded. I had some bids on items in the Auction House, but, if Judah was right, I absolutely needed acid resistance. Time to hit up some stores.


    * * *


    The City feels different at night, and with the destroyed buildings all around, it felt all the stranger.


    “The emptiness is almost moving, in its own way,” said a voice from nowhere. Michael Draco’s.


    I spun around and shouted a few triggers. Things exploded, but no heartstone appeared.


    “Now, now,” the voice said, from a different location. “Why engage in bloodshed?”


    “Isn’t this all your fault?” I demanded, pointing around me.


    “Personally, no. But let me offer you some friendly advice. If you win, don’t let the second Cornerstone out of your sight.”


    “What the Dungeon?” I demanded.


    But there was no reply.


    I fired spellflares, as I should have done immediately. After an unbearable minute, a sleepy guardsman ran up to me. “What’s the matter?”


    “Michael Draco was here,” I said. “Taunting me.”


    He looked at my aura, as if attempting to determine whether I was saying that because I, too, was crazy powerful, or if I was just crazy. “We’ll search the area,” he said, and fired more spellflares.


    I sighed, knowing I could not escape from the City Guard’s questioning in time to buy anything.


    * * *


    I knocked on the study door a few times, hesitantly. “Come in,” Seth Black said.


    Seth Black’s office was simple, almost humble. Many delvers adorn their walls with trophies and the like. The only I saw were awards of service to the City and from the Slayer Hunter Association. The other wall was full of books.


    As I expected, he was still filling out orders and requisition sheets. He set down his black quill. “I trust this is important.”


    “Michael Draco made contact with me,” I said.


    Seth Black looked at me with both trust and imminent ire if I broke it. “What did he say?”


    I related the conversation. I had pored over it in my mind a hundred times. Michael Draco had seemed reasonable, when we were together in the Undercity during that summonstorm, and when we were on the Core delve. What had changed?


    Seth Black sighed deeply. “I would immediately assume this is some psychological warfare tactic. But he would have better means of doing so. No, we must consider the possibility that Michael Draco is giving us an honest warning. But about what? Why?”


    “I would still think psychological warfare, to be honest,” I said.


    Seth Black shook his aged head. “Why contact you, of all people? Why not terrify some other high-ranking delver? Why not simply kill you? This reeks . . . of something.” He sighed again.


    I did not know what to say.


    “Sleep. You will do more good for the City well-rested for tomorrow than pondering this mystery.”


    * * *


    And here I have to stop.


    The Expedition leaves tomorrow, and obviously I can’t take this into the Dungeon with me. I’ve arranged for this to be sent to you if we don’t make it back.


    But if that happens, it may all be too late.


    Chapter 8
Enoch Draco


    I couldn’t help but feel anxious as we gathered in our spire’s teleport chamber. The Core delve had let me feel nothing but excitement. Now, I felt only worry.


    Alice clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Deep breaths, Alex.”


    I took deep breaths, and felt a little calmer.


    “If any of you have never faced a slayer, raise your hand!” Anthony boomed.


    A few did.


    “Don’t ever think a slayer is a monster—the Dungeon kind. Slayers are smart. Slayers are cunning.”


    “And the Undercity is full of slayers,” Seth Black called. “Expect anything. We will be on their territory, and they know when we will arrive.”


    They do? I thought to Alice.


    I’ll explain later, Alice thought back.


    “Furthermore, be careful with the siege engines!” Anthony said. “We’ve had a few accidents already, and that’s without them being powered. They also will have siege engines available. Stay alert!”


    “We will depart in ten minutes,” Seth Black said. “If there are any questions you have, voice them. It is too late to have concerns or second thoughts.”


    His words oddly relieved me. Now it was time to focus.


    “Prebattles, everyone!” Anthony shouted.


    I looked at my party as I rotely cast spells. Elise frowned, as if uncertain. Sampson looked excited. Xavier’s expression I couldn’t read, but anger was in it. Andy was utterly silent.


    Alice was serene as ever in her Cherub form, all four of her heads smiling calmly. The Wheel by her sat motionless.


    When I was finished casting prebattles, I quickly swapped into my other gear. I slipped on the new acid resistance bracelet I had begged from another delver in the House. Alice had identified it for me.


    Acid Protection Bracelet of the Frog


    Indigo Gear


    0/20/10


    50% equipment protection.
70% equipment protection from acid.
+10 power to acid spells.


    Casts Jump.


    I couldn’t imagine a use for the inherent cast, but the more I had thought about it, the more I agreed with Judah. I was carrying a ton of expensive and even irreplaceable gear.


    “Worried about your cape?” Xavier asked Sampson.


    “Nope! Got it acid-immune.”


    “Wait, what?” I asked. “How the Dungeon did you get an enchant that powerful?”


    “It’s just applied to my cape, it doesn’t apply to me,” Sampson said.


    “Sampson, you have spent more crystal on that cape of yours than some people spend on their entire gear.” Elise said.


    “All the more reason to get it protected, right?” Sampson asked brightly.


    “One minute!” Anthony said.


    I looked around. Delvers are not the most organized of people, but I saw our twenty-one parties, from the various houses, had gathered into groups. I saw Lawalo Red of the Royals and his party, standing at attention. I didn’t recognize most of the other Houses’ parties.


    Still, I counted at least forty violets from my position alone. The Undercity had all of five. How could they win?


    The minute passed like a geologic age.


    Seth Black drew a shape . . .


    * * *


    And we were in the 25th Lock. It is impossible to teleport from the upper Dungeon or surface into the far more deadly Deep: the 25th Lock was as close as it got. The large, strangely ornamented room was empty, and a staircase in the center showed the way down.


    “Those of you in the know have been briefed on one plan. Our true plan is not what we said it would be,” Seth Black said. “We are actually in 33-CC right now. We will dig straight down to the 29th then dig south into the Undercity.”


    “Yes, sir!” we called.


    I moved to join Andy in the front, but Alice put one of her hands on my shoulder. “No,” she said. “You’re protecting me.”


    “Right,” I said. Elise raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.


    We followed our miners down the staircase, and immediately they took to carving a way downwards. I felt a lump rise in my throat. If there was an ambush, all of them . . .


    But in moments they had finished their massive tunnel and we followed them down to the next floor. A minute later we were on the next, then at our final destination. They carved straight through the walls now, heading south until we reached the section border.


    My danger sense rose. They had to know we were here, now. What were they planning? Could they stop us?


    Or were they already ready for us?


    I could barely bear to watch the miners ahead of us, but they crashed through a final set of black stone walls and stopped: ahead was a moat of lava, and an untouched wall behind it.


    “Siege engines!” Anthony said, and the miners carved room for them. Alice began pulling out the massive weapons and setting them into place. Sampson, with a grim expression on his face, boarded the Tricannon, while I and Xavier began loading it.


    We got out of the way.


    “Fire!” Anthony shouted.


    The engines belched fire or rocks all at once, and explosions covered the wall. But it was if a shimmering blanket had covered them—there was no damage.


    “Fire again!” Anthony shouted. The second volley had no more effect.


    “What trickery is this?” Lawalo asked. “We declared a siege on their House. Their building protections should not be active.”


    “Unless it’s different in the Deep,” Elise said.


    “We don’t have time to figure out what’s wrong,” Seth Black said. “Circle to the right! We must attack dead on!”


    That sure sounded appetizing, but we had no choice. I feared for Andy as she and the other miners carved their way through the black stone of the walls perpendicular to the moat. But they carved it with ease.


    The two guards who I had always seen before the Undercity were waiting for us. “Ah, great, glad to see you made it!” one said. The other picked up a crossbow made of glowing rock and fired a flaming bolt.


    The explosion smashed into our lines and threw delvers and limbs and shards and gear all around. An Archer Hero fired a gastraphetes, but the guard it hit seemed unwounded.


    Then the two guards transformed into dragons.


    Two Ancient Red Wyrms.


    Seth Black fired a spell like a black rain of fire, and the two Wyrms stepped back into the Undercity’s gate. Lawalo jumped forwards into one Wyrm and sliced off its head with one stroke from Heavenspiercer.


    The other retreated, drawing healing spells as it stepped backwards. Lawalo pulled the lever that should have lowered the drawbridge, but it exploded in his hand. “Full Heal!” I called over the racket, and his hand’s red wounds closed.


    Alice dumped a stone bridge into the moat and we ran over it.


    The Undercity was eerily quiet. Without direction, we all charged into the emptiness, looking for ambushes. Lawalo stopped, turned, and we followed him to the Temple of the Labyrinth.


    From the outside, it looked no different than any other room in the Deep, except the spiral labyrinth inscribed above the door. Lawalo looked up at the spiral with disgust.


    “Here!” Lawalo said. “I will blast down the door, you all bust through the side.”


    “No!” Andy said.


    “I am ordering you—”


    “I will not strike sacred stone!” Andy shouted.


    “Fine!” Lawalo said. He shouted a strange word and slammed his bare hand into the door. It shattered in an instant. He charged inside, and we followed.


    Inside was also bare, with no one but T. B. Kyoto, the Ecumenical Minister of the Temple. His two hands and two floating stone hands all held staffs, but did not point them at us. His shimmering robes gleamed bright in every color.


    I remember all this in one clear instant, from what happened next.


    “Peace—” T. B. Kyoto began.


    Lawalo sliced T. B. Kyoto in two. Then he kicked the indigo heartstone to the tile marked with a spiral, where the trapdoor opened and it fell.


    Elise shrieked in rage. “Lawalo, what the Dungeon—”


    “We have no time for this!” Lawalo shouted. As if he had just done nothing but squash a bug, Lawalo pushed through us and ran out.


    “Elise! Let’s get moving!” Xavier called behind him.


    Elise swore but followed us.


    The Undercity was silent, save for the occasional explosion. My danger sense spiked, and I looked around, but I could not see a trap.


    I knew one was coming. Something was wrong.


    We came to the Deep House itself. The cloaked figure with a deep violet aura stood almost motionless across the metal drawbridge, occasionally blocking an arrow or a spell with his worn, glowing shield.


    Our Archer Hero fired a gastraphetes. The figure simply caught the massive bolt in the air and snapped it in two with a strangely taloned hand.


    Seth Black drew a massive spell with his hands and wings.


    The figure instantly dodged the black fireball, which exploded behind him, doing no damage to the Deep House. “Ah, Seth, my old friend,” he said in a voice with no friendship in it. That same uncaring voice I had heard once before—in that summonstorm.


    “Enoch, what madness is this?” Seth Black called back.


    “Hear me, you fools!” he shouted loud enough that the whole cavern reverberated with his cold voice. He tore open his cloak to show the shimmering Prismatic Dragon Scale Mail underneath. “I am Enoch Draco, master of the Deep House! Your whole superparty is but chaff before me. Go on, young Black, and show them.”


    Alice Black’s wide eyes were on him. She thought to all of us.


    Enoch Draco


    PRISMATIC DELVER


    100th Prismatic Dragon Knight Grandmaster


    Health: 1,000,000,000,002,245 / 1,000,040,002,100,997
Attack/Power/Protection: 1,000/500/10,100
Stats: ???
House: Draco


    Prismatic? His health was over a quadrillion?


    My first question was answered when Enoch’s violet aura faded away, and a brilliant aura of every color of the rainbow appeared in its place. “I am no violet, but a prismatic!”


    “Hey!” Xavier shouted. “If you’re so awesome, why are you bothering to talk to us, instead of, I don’t know, kicking our butts?”


    “I was only waiting until you were all before me,” he said, and laughed. It was a short one, and not joyful, as he immediately proceeded to transform into an enormous Ancient Prismatic Wyrm.


    His scales shimmered through all the colors of the rainbow. Not one was scratched as spell after projectile after spell struck him. Lawalo charged with Heavenspiercer. The golden blade left only left a nick.


    Lawalo jumped back as Enoch swung his long, spiked tail around. Others reacted too late and were slammed against the walls of buildings, dying in an instant.


    Then Enoch breathed. A burst of every color of light shining blindly spewed forth from his angular maw.


    The last thing I saw was the human, calculating intelligence in the Wyrm’s eyes as the breath destroyed me.


    Chapter 9
The King of Kings


    I floated in the blacknesses, as once before, yet my shattered self was too broken to even be aware of being broken. I knew faintly, as if I knew every bone in my body was cracked, yet not knowing how many bones I had or where I was.


    And in all of it, a deep, persistent wrongness.


    * * *


    I groaned like I had not slept in twenty years. I looked down at my hands and found them like an older adult who had spent his life in idleness. After a while my bad eyes focused on Adrianne Black and Elise.


    “What happened?” I croaked.


    “We barely got out alive,” Elise said. “You didn’t.”


    “Everyone—”


    “I got everyone,” Elise said. “Xavier turned me invisible and I grabbed Andy, Sampson, and your shards.”


    “Alice—” I started.


    “She and Uncle Seth both survived,” Adrianne Black said matter-of-factly. “Both are recuperating right now. Deep wounds, in large amounts, don’t heal well.”


    “I made it out fine,” Isaac Black said to me. “But it was a nightmare. They had set an ambush on the way out.”


    “Are there any Potions of Youth?” I asked.


    Isaac Black handed me a white potion. “Enjoy it while it lasts. We’re rationing these.”


    I drank it all and felt myself grow younger. No wonder Sampson had been out of it when he got shattered. My stats had also dropped a few points across the board—thankfully, not so low I lost access to any spells.


    Speaking of Sampson, Adrianne Black cast another Repair and Revive and he regrew. He looked even more tired this time. “Man,” he said, “All that and I don’t get a hit in.” He said it as if desperately trying to cheer himself up.


    Isaac Black handed him a Potion of Youth and he drank in big gulps.


    “Did you get my cape—”


    “Yes, Sampson, I got your stupid cape,” Elise said.


    “Thanks,” Sampson said.


    “Rest up, both of you,” Adrianne Black said. “I mean it.”


    “What’s happening next?” I asked.


    “The Royals are apparently requesting everyone to come to them to plan,” said Isaac Black. “That’s not until tomorrow, though, so rest.”


    * * *


    I read through the letters I had the next morning.


    Dear Alexander,


    We are concerned you have not replied. We have heard that a war has begun between the City and this “Undercity”—are you all right? Please reply as soon as possible.


    Annabelle adds: “Are you fighting in it?”


    Sincerely,


    Alexandria Kenderman


    I sighed and looked over to Xavier, who had a whole pile of mail. His eyes lingered on one, as if still unsure what to say, and he set it aside.


    The next letter brought him a wide smile. “I’ve been invited by the Ivy Institute!” Xavier said, holding up a letter. “They want to make me a member!”


    “Great!” Elise said. “I’m so glad for you, Xavier.”


    “Congratulations, dude,” I said.


    Xavier smiled.


    And yet—and yet in all of this, I could not help but feel a falsity. Why were we celebrating such a small victory after such a great defeat? Did this help stop Enoch?


    Yet at the same time, I could not begrudge anyone happiness.


    * * *


    I had thought Alice would have been upset, but she just seemed tired, staring over the City. I could see no difference in it, but surely the news of the Expedition’s failure had reached every ear in it by now. “Now we know,” she said.


    “What?” I asked.


    “Why the Undercity was so excited about attacking us. They think they can win.”


    “I just . . .”


    Alice wrapped her arm around my back. “You’re upset,” she told me.


    “I am,” I said.


    “That’s perfectly fine, Alex. You’re allowed to be upset and angry.”


    “You don’t seem to,” I said.


    She froze, and for a moment I thought I had stepped on a sore spot. Then she said, “I prefer not to let events affect me. Better to live as if life was good, then to stay moping when things don’t go your way.”


    “A wise attitude,” I said.


    She kissed me delicately on the cheek. A shiver went up my spine. “I want you to take the rest of the day off, okay? Do something fun. Chill. Read a book. Just don’t spend the whole day brooding.”


    * * *


    Every delver can’t help but be a little in awe of Mansa Musa Red. He’s at the top of the Top 100, the only known Violet+++ delver, and has the Tier EX subclass of King of Kings—a subclass requiring six Tier Zero subclasses to acquire. Each of those Tier Zeroes were different, so he is a frontline, a mage, a support, a rogue, and everything else, all in one.


    But no matter how powerful Mansa Musa was, Enoch Draco had shaken me, and not just because he had killed me. Were not his words true? He had single-handedly taken on our entire superparty, and won.


    And yet—and yet a voice deep down inside told me I could not, would not, give up.


    I could sense, even without telepathy, the same defiance in all of us in the Royals’ throne room, where we gathered.


    Mansa Musa’s throne room was clearly in a DA bubble, as I could not imagine the space fitting so well in the Royals’ Spire. It was absolutely full of delvers, and I had trouble seeing the dais for the sheer numbers of us.


    Mansa Musa himself sat tall in his crystal-studded and gilded throne. His aura was deep violet, and his skin deep black. He wore a red robe and a small crown on his head.


    Beside him sat his wife, Queen Emerald, in resplendent red robes and a yellow aura. Her pale skin made a startling contrast to Mansa Musa’s black, as if they were two sides of the same strange coin.


    He stood. “I heard in detail of the Expedition,” he began. “Indeed, without your bravery it could have ended in a far greater disaster. Yet, we must acknowledge it for what it is: a disaster. The Undercity has revealed itself to be far stronger than we had anticipated.


    “But so are we.”


    Without another word, the deep violet surrounding him faded and was replaced by a sphere of shining rainbow.


    I found myself cheering as loud as the rest of the throne room.


    “Yes, I, too, am a prismatic delver. I became one the moment I gained the subclass of King of Kings. I have no fear of any other delver, no matter his boasts.”


    “Does Enoch think himself invincible? We will prove him wrong. Does the Undercity think it can crush us? We will show them otherwise. We will fight the Deep House with all our skill, intelligence and might. I myself will lead you all.


    “And we will win this war.”


    Chapter 10
Advisors


    The Council passed Mansa Musa’s suggested plan immediately. We would have a High Command, consisting of delvers picked from each High House, but answering to none of them. Mansa Musa himself would supreme commander, answering only to the Council.


    High Command would have a number of sweeping powers, but foremost it would have total control over future punitive expeditions. It could not draft delvers, but any delver who joined the City’s forces would have to submit to whatever orders High Command saw fit, until the end of the crisis.


    Furthermore, High Command could requisition goods as needed, paying either fair market value or a higher amount in scrip that could be redeemed at the end of the war for crystal. Surprisingly, I heard no complaints about this arrangement from anyone. Perhaps Mansa Musa paid in a far more precious substance than crystal: hope.


    But most importantly to myself, High Command would have eight Advisors, each a trusted delver from a High House or the RDU, who would use their Master Tactics to advise Mansa Musa directly.


    * * *


    “Why me?” I asked in Seth Black’s office, after he had told me. “Adam Black also has Master Tactics.”


    “I don’t, actually,” Adam Black said. “I only have Tactics 9 with immense experience. I would be willing to argue the point with High Command, but as it is my talents would be better suited on the front line.”


    “Are you unwilling?” Seth Black asked.


    “No, sir,” I said. “I am totally willing. Just a little surprised.”


    “We will add you to the ward access list for our personal quarters. We have a study containing our most important records, and you will need all of them.”


    * * *


    I was still pondering my sudden promotion in the common room. Elise was beside Isaac Black, chatting away.


    “I’ve always wondered why you haven’t healed your eye,” Elise asked him.


    “Oh, this?” Isaac Black asked, and pulled his eyepatch off.


    In that socket was a gray crystal in the shape of a eye.


    “What the Dungeon?” Elise and I simultaneously asked.


    “I know, right? It’s some kind of stone that gives you enhanced powers, but only if you replace a part of your body with it. They’re so rare I’ve never heard of another—actually, I’m not sure if there is more than one.”


    “What does it do?” Elise asked.


    “All sorts of infravision, distance vision, Perception boosts, blindness immunity. That sort of thing. If I concentrate I can see through objects. The eyepatch does nothing.”


    “Why wear the eyepatch in the first place?” I asked.


    “General delver information security,” he said. “No point letting others know this exists. That, and it’s a bit . . . unsightly.”


    “Only if you think of it that way,” Elise said.


    “Does it hurt?” Andy asked.


    “Not particularly, no.”


    “I wonder how many of those things there are,” Xavier said. “I mean, surely there’s more than one secret like that being hidden. Erm, have you considered—”


    “Nope,” Isaac Black said. “Not talking about this to the Ivies. Got to draw the line somewhere.”


    * * *


    Michal seemed even more relieved than before, sitting on a worn couch in her host’s living room. She smiled a genuine smile at me. “Glad to see you made it out.”


    “It was a near thing,” I said. “I really . . . I really could use your advice,” I said, taking a rocking chair. In one sense, this house seemed no different than any other house of delvers I had been in. And yet, there were symbols here and there I did not recognize, and I felt simultaneously out of place. A strange golden candelabra sat near a window.


    “What?” she asked.


    “I’ve been picked to be Advisor for the Blacks,” I said. “It’s a lot of responsibility out of nowhere. So . . . how did you cope with becoming a business owner . . . out of nowhere?”


    “I already had experience,” she said. “My former employer was so terrible at it I was for all intents and purposes running her herb cafe. And on some level, it doesn’t matter. When you are dropped into a situation, you just have to keep running.”


    “I guess so.”


    After a knock, the older woman who was hosting Michal brought in Judah. “Ah, Alex!” he said. “I was secretly hoping I’d bump into you.”


    “You did?” I asked.


    “Ain’t here to give life advice. But if you want to talk to someone who’s gotten killed by slayers a few times . . .”


    “Judah, I appreciate that you care for Alex, but what are you doing here?” Michal asked.


    “That’d be a secret,” he said, looking at me with friendship—the sort of friendship that had limits. “But I also wanted to drop in.”


    “The slayer support groups are crowded,” Michal said. “I’m not even sure where to go.”


    “Mine lost a lot of its members when the attack hit,” I said. “I—I haven’t had the heart to go back.”


    “Go back,” Judah said firmly. “You can’t let grief pile up without it getting worse.”


    “Okay,” I said. “I promise.”


    * * *


    “We have no time for ceremony,” Mansa Musa told the eight of us. “That said, we need at least some, for morale. So prepare yourself to be honored. We need it.”


    The Council’s Chambers were even more packed than before, and I felt my hair stand on end. Mansa Musa stood before the Council, and we stood before Mansa Musa. One by one, we came to the truth dais and swore our oaths.


    “Alexander Kenderman, do you solemnly swear to uphold the Law of the City, following the lawful orders of your superiors until you are discharged?”


    “I do,” I swore.


    The whole chamber boom-cheered, and I felt my heart accelerate. I stepped by the other seven, those who I knew I would soon become close friends with.


    And yet—


    And yet the Advisor from the Royals was Lawalo Red.


    He swore to uphold the Law, yet had killed an innocent, then made him lost. Was T. B. Kyoto even in his way? I wanted to confront him, but I dared not do so now.


    Later, I told myself.


    Later.


    * * *


    We were ushered into our first briefing after that. Unfortunately, I realize, this is where I’ll have to end this, because I don’t dare even write what we discussed, lest it be discovered. I don’t think I can even write any more, because if I do, I’ll end up referencing things I shouldn’t.


    Sorry.


    Chapter 11
Cornerstones


    Despite my past self’s hand-waving freak-outery on the previous page, I’m going to continue this. At this point, it no longer matters, and it would be better for you, my future readers, to realize how we were all enormous fools.


    * * *


    The conference room in the Royals’ Spire was shaped like a circle with one section sliced off to form a solid wall. Though the room was cramped, we Advisors still had enough room for ourselves and a well-stocked desk for each of us. A black chalkboard stood against the far wall. There was no chair for Mansa Musa to sit in, but as he stood patiently for us to be ready, I noticed he did not tire of standing at all.


    You can’t smell magic, and you can’t see it with normal eyes if it’s invisible. But through my infravision, if I squinted, I could see ward after ward around us. Why not? If someone listened in, we were all well and truly fallen down a trap door.


    “We have never been faced with a conflict of this magnitude between delvers,” Mansa Musa said. Though the room was crowded, we could easily hear his calm voice, for we were so quiet. It was still hard not to stare at his prismatic aura—perhaps our best hope of victory. “We have, however, discussed many theories of how such a war would be conducted.


    “One has proven itself.”


    He drew a diagram of our world: the City and silhouettes of the spires above, the twenty-five Floors of the upper Dungeon beneath it, the Deep beneath that, and the Core and Deepest Core barely sketched in. He made a small circle for the Undercity. “The Dungeon is absolutely massive compared to both ourselves and the Undercity. We cannot possibly patrol even the 1st Floor without wasting immense resources, and it would be child’s play for them to break through at a weak point. Similarly, the Deep is far too hostile to even think of creating one picket line—the Undercity guards itself, and no more.


    “We cannot think of this as a war on a traditional front, where there is territory to be lost and gained. No, there is one territory that is far too big for either of us to conquer, and hostile to everyone. Nor can we stay at home, growing in strength by doing nothing.


    “No, the Dungeon is the only source of power, and we must fight and bleed for it. Yet, as I have just said, we cannot conquer it. We must send parties to grow in strength until we have an unstoppable advantage in the arena of their unmitigable weakness.”


    He pulled out chalk and drew four purple tally marks on the bottom of the board, followed by a many colored mark. He rapidly drew a hundred and twelve purple tally marks at the top of the board, followed by another rainbow mark. “We simply outnumber them.”


    “And this will only get worse as the war progresses. In any war, there are inevitably casualties on both sides. In this war, a casualty is only permanently lost if the heartstone or shards cannot be recovered. But even then, we have population growth and immigration, meaning new delvers, while they cannot gain another soldier unless it is by convincing one of us to join them. Furthermore, they cannot restore V-Type spells that they use, and can thus only use low-power M-Type revives, which will lead to far more complications.


    “In short, the longer the war goes on, the more lopsided our numbers will be.


    “Do not think it will thus mean an easy war. But no matter how strong Enoch personally is, he cannot win the war on his own.


    “Do you all understand me so far?”


    I found my hand was up. “Sir,” I said, when he turned to me with a nod. “My personal experience, both as a brief shardgear user and as someone who fought shardgear users, is that a shardgear user is quite possibly a spectrum color stronger than a delver with ordinary gear.”


    “I would have to agree,” Lawalo said. “They may have only four violets, but each of their indigos is effectively a violet himself.”


    “A good point,” Mansa Musa said, and drew many more indigo lines with the Undercity. “That said, my overall point remains. They cannot gain numbers, while we can.”


    “If you’re planning to grind us all to violet,” began Oscar McClennan, a muscular man from High House Aeolus. Both of his legs lay on the desk before him. “How about we cut to the chase and you start sharing whatever it is that makes you prismatic?”


    “A reasonable question,” Mansa Musa said, “Which deserves an appropriate answer. I found the classtone for King of Kings in a personal chest from the 50th Boss. It was a small, prismatic stone, and when I met the qualifications to use it—and did use it—it turned to dust. My belief is that whatever classtone Enoch used—doubtlessly this Prismatic Dragon Knight Grandmaster—had a similar limitation. One stone, one user.”


    “I see,” the Aeolan garrumphed.


    “Excuse me,” said a quiet, bespectacled woman from High House Magica: Katrina Meyer. “Will the other nations join us?”


    “I’m not sure what you mean,” Mansa Musa said.


    “Will they continue sending their young men and women to us, to become delvers to fight in our war? I don’t think they have any preference who wins, as long as they still get our goods in the end.”


    I could see, by Mansa Musa’s fractional change of expression, that he had not considered this. “We will have to discuss these matters with the other nations directly, to attract more delvers.”


    “Sir,” I said without raising my hand. “This is not how immigration to the City works. I came because I needed money for my family. And that accounts for the vast majority of immigrant delvers.”


    “Then by all means we will compensate them for their efforts,” Mansa Musa said.


    “Will they still come if they might die?” Katrina asked.


    “How is that different from the present? It’s always possible to die in the Dungeon.”


    I opened my mouth to continue the argument, but some deep instinct told me to drop it. Whatever unsaid thought that was, it occurred to Katrina as well, because she adjusted her spectacles but did not answer.


    “Despite our numeric advantage, there is one area in which we are equally matched,” Mansa Musa said.


    “Cornerstones.


    “The following matter has been kept a secret to the highest levels of City government since its discovery. Revealing even the slightest hint of its existence would cause chaos. I trust, lady and gentlemen, your discretion, but this is more critical than usual secrets.”


    We all nodded in silence.


    “We all know that Housestones have a command interface. The owner or officers of a house can kick members, change whether recruitment is open, set ownership of the stone, and declare a siege on another house.


    “What we learned—and absolutely must keep secret—is that the Cornerstone has such an interface.”


    With my high Perception, I no longer heard silence. There is always some tiny sound that I would inevitably pick up. But there was as close as I ever heard to silence in that moment.


    “You may have noticed that we—the City—have guarded the Cornerstone to excess, protected a seemingly invincible and immobile stone with those in the indigo spectrum. In truth, we don’t know that the Cornerstone is invincible, but the greater caution is that someone might put his hand on it long enough to be informed he is not allowed to access the interface. And then he might question who does, or spread the word.”


    Mansa Musa went to his chalkboard and wrote the word ACTIVE on the top. “The first option we found is whether or not the Cornerstone is active. We have, obviously, not altered or experimented with this. We don’t know what ‘active’ even means in this context. Is it our immortality? Making new delvers? The Public Entrance? Something we do not even know of?”


    I raised my hand, and Mansa Musa nodded. “Sir, what do you mean ‘active?’ Aside from entering different levels of the Dungeon, or looking at new monsters, I’ve never felt the knowledge of a specific word in my head.”


    Mansa Musa nodded. “I myself know three languages, but ‘active’, and ‘active’ alone, is what I immediately thought when I was given brief access.”


    “Second, we have mobility.” He wrote MOBILITY on the chalkboard. “We discovered that if we mentally picture moving it, it will no longer be immobile. We indeed used this very feature to move it some distance from the Public Entrance in order to build the Palace of the Stone. Then we locked it again, for reasons that will no doubt seem prudent considering recent events.


    “I will discuss the fourth option next, for a reason that will soon become clear.” Leaving a space on the chalkboard, he wrote SET PERMISSIONS. “We triggered this one by accident, wondering if there was such a option. Housestones have the same option, with which one can prevent anyone else from issuing further commands, or from only issuing certain commands. The Cornerstone option works the same way. The current ‘owner’ of the Cornerstone is the Speaker of the Council Henry Smith.”


    “And that leads to our third option.” He silently wrote, in the space he had left for himself, DECLARE SIEGE.


    He left that to sink in for a moment.


    “The equivalent option in Housestones temporarily disables another Housestone’s interface protections—anyone can access the other Housestone afterwards, by touching it for about a minute, thus allowing an attacker who has defeated any guards to take it over. As the City has been at peace, that option has never been used in modern times except in repossessions of mortgaged Housestones, experiments, and of course now against the Deep House.


    “House sieges also, of course, disable building protections on the target House and allow for the use of siege weaponry. A Housestone has a certain ‘budget’ of Power that can be spent on such things.


    “What does the Cornerstone version do? We don’t know. We speculated there were other Cornerstones, and spent significant resources searching across the world for another. We know now that they are loot from the very deepest reaches of the Dungeon. Which brings a host of other philosophical and labyrinthological questions, which are not currently relevant.


    “The one that is relevant is that the Undercity has possession of its own Cornerstone. We can declare a siege. Should we? Again, we do not know what it would do. Yes?”


    “The Undercity appeared to still have their building protections on when we attacked them,” I said. “I assume that was their Cornerstone protecting their walls from damage.”


    “Quite likely,” Lawalo said. “Although their interior walls seemed unprotected.”


    For a moment, I thought I would denounce his actions before his father that very second. But I hesitated, and the moment passed.


    Fredrick Medici, the Faustian who had been on the Core delve with me, raised his hand. “If I may explain to all of us, I have significant experience with these matters in the Housestone world. Declaring siege is not an instantaneous process. First, one must picture or otherwise have a distinct image of which Housestone to target. Then one issues the command, picking a ‘warning’ timer of at least a day and up to a week, during which time the siege has no effect. After that timer is finished, the protections on both Housestones are disabled. If the siege has not concluded in twenty-four hours, then the siege is over, and the initiating Housestone cannot declare another for a month.”


    I wondered how he knew all this—oh, yeah, Medici. Repoing other Houses’ Housestones. Blech.


    “And so you see our dilemma,” Mansa Musa said. “We don’t know what exactly declaring siege will do, but it is reasonable to surmise it works similar to the Housestone version. Do we do it? We will have to coordinate an assault that both we and the Undercity will know will come. But conversely, they can also do it to us. What do we do?"


    “Excuse me,” Lou Green, the Advisor from the Greens said. “Why even bother? The Cornerstone offers no protections for us, unless perhaps that setting it to ‘inactive’ might cause some unknown harm.”


    “Unknown harm is a lot of harm,” said Oscar. “The devil you don’t know is always worse than the one you do.”


    Katrina cleared her throat. “A Housestone offers many buffs to members. These appear to grow over time—we’re not sure why or how. By taking another House’s Housestone, the attacking House denies their target of those benefits.”


    “Name one advantage that the Cornerstone gives us,” Lou said.


    “It makes us immortal,” Zhang Hui Yang, the Advisor from the Zodiacs, said.


    “Indeed, and that should scare us the most,” Mansa Musa said. “What the Dungeon does making a Cornerstone ‘inactive’ do? Or would they simply make it mobile, then drag it back into the Dungeon with them?”


    Even with our “immortality” some people weren’t coming back. We didn’t have enough revivalists and never would. I wanted to shout that, but I knew we all knew. Better to forget about the dead, I’m sure they would imply. Perhaps I even thought that myself.


    “Still, it’s an interesting question,” Katrina said. “Surely there are some benefits to the Cornerstone, because why else would the Undercity steal the second one?”


    “A good question—” Mansa Musa began.


    “Sir,” Katrina said. “I know there’s something you’re not telling us. The rule here is we share information freely.”


    Mansa Musa sighed. “The Cornerstone produces an immense amount of energy on the 33.4 Ghz magical frequency. This is collected by the spires and used to cast the Law. This is, of course, top secret.”


    Some of us weren’t surprised. I wasn’t one of them.


    “It’s reasonable to expect that this is true of other Cornerstones,” Gregg Mason of the RDU said thoughtfully. His was the only indigo aura in the room. “Perhaps it grows, like Housestones. Perhaps it’s static. But their Cornerstone will give them their own source of magical energy.”


    “’Their’ Cornerstone?” Fredrick asked. “They stole it!”


    “But was it ours to begin with?” I asked. “I mean, it’s not as if we have legal ownership to whatever the Dungeon these things are in the first place.”


    “What are you even saying?” Fredrick snapped. “You were on the delve that found it!”


    I didn’t have a counterargument to that.


    “How many people know about this Interface, sir?” asked Katrina.


    “Only the Council and myself did—we never discussed this with the other High Houses.”


    So of course the Royals get what other Houses didn’t. But then again, how could you even share this level of information? Would some rogue House seek to conquer the whole City?


    I mean, aside from that already happening.


    “Suppose the Undercity puts the energy of its stolen Cornerstone to nefarious purposes,” Fredrick said. “It may very well gain power as long as it is undisturbed. We cannot let this happen.”


    “And so we play into their hands,” Oscar said.


    “I propose a second Expedition immediately,” Fredrick said. “Led by our House. I say this not because of self-interest, but because our head, Andrew Medici, has a unique sword that does immense dimensional damage, and also pierces dimension immunity. We will muster an even larger force as well. Since we already know their tricks . . .”


    “We need that sword to do literally a quadrillion damage,” I said.


    “A few critical hits may be enough. It is a very powerful sword.”


    “We will have to investigate this possibility thoroughly,” Mansa Musa said. “But we also are faced with our initial question: if we dare declare a Cornerstone siege, what will become of it?” He looked around. “Let us pause here for today. Again, we must keep these matters absolutely confidential.”


    We nodded solemnly.


    “I have a proposal,” Gregg said. “The RDU has long benefited red delvers by providing services that they cannot afford on their own. In fact, we’ve argued that base classtones should be offered without fees.”


    “I do not have authority over the Law,” Mansa Musa said.


    “Ah, but you do have authority, of sorts, over the High Houses. Why not ask them to allow open access to their classtones?”


    You could have heard a pin drop.


    “Nonsense!” Lawalo shouted, but Mansa Musa waved him down.


    “Your proposal is not without merit,” Mansa Musa said. “And I have indeed thought along similar lines. I thereby formally request that the High Houses offer access to their classtones. No, I won’t argue over this. Dismissed.”


    Chapter 12
Tension


    I briefed only Seth Black that night. Indeed, the whole system of Advisors was designed simply so that the High Houses could confer without putting all of their heads into the same room.


    Or was it? Why was Lawalo an Advisor, when his father was supreme commander?


    “Mansa Musa’s overall plan has merit,” Seth Black told me. “But I do not see why we should unilaterally give open access to our classtones while the Royals do not. Indeed, such an opening of access to resources would be unprecedented. Does Mansa Musa seriously expect High House Zodiac will give access to the Zodiacstone, and High House Magica their collection of rare classtones?”


    “I don’t know, sir,” I said.


    “He is treading on dangerous ground,” Seth Black said. “I personally cannot find fault in his scheme, except in that he simply does not participate in it himself.”


    “If you wish, sir, I will bring this up to him.”


    “Do so.” Seth Black paused. “This is still odd for him. High House Royal, even when they called themselves High House Red, has always been obsessed with making a few of their members incredibly strong rather than making their average liegemen slightly stronger.”


    “We need something different, sir,” I said with confidence. “We need all the delvers of the City to be stronger, when the Undercity can attack us at any moment. Even a few more pockets of mid-spectrum delvers would help.”


    “Yes, and after the war those same delvers will be as strong, if not stronger. The City will change, after this . . .”


    “The war changed everything,” I said.


    Seth Black shook his head. “Not everything. We are, in the end, still human.”


    * * *


    It occurred to me the next morning what bothered me about Mansa Musa’s presentation.


    Mansa Musa himself was an immigrant, arriving when the City was just growing. He fully well knew the psychology of those who gave up family and security in the hope of opportunity.


    So what was this trash about other nations helping out? No one joined another nation to fight a war.


    Well, almost no one. Would the City soon be full of the bloodthirsty, the mercenary, and the idealists?


    It still bothered me at breakfast, as I ate a violet. The taste still amazed me, and yet somehow it was not quite as amazing as my first taste. Did everything fade?


    Yet things were subtly different. The others in the room looked on me with a bit of awe—me, Alexander Kenderman, Advisor to High Command. I found myself straightening without thinking.


    “What’s on your mind, Alex?” Alice asked me.


    “Things I can’t talk about,” I said, and realized that was, in itself, a hint.


    “I feel you,” Xavier said. “I’ve learned so many interesting things from the Ivy Institute. Though there’re some things they’ve got bounties on.”


    “Bounties?” I asked.


    “How the heck does Protection work? It seems to violate the laws of physics. Why do the equations for armor and damage not resemble the actual equations for cutting things that the Scientists figured out Earlier? It makes no sense.”


    Andy shrugged. “It just is.”


    “But why?” Xavier asked.


    I looked over and saw Elise and Isaac Black were talking again. I saw her flash a rare smile.


    And then, suddenly, I felt overwhelmed. I pushed myself away from our table and wandered outside to the balcony. I looked down at the City below and wondered—wondered if . . .


    “Alex? You okay?” Alice asked.


    “It’s not something I can talk about,” I said. But which of the many secrets that I had learned the day before was disturbing me? Why . . . I sighed out loud.


    She came up close and patted my on the shoulder. “I get it. But either way, I’m here. Okay?”


    “Okay,” I said. And the world no longer seemed so overwhelming, with her there.


    Alice squeezed my back. “You need a break,” she told me. “Let’s go do something fun.”


    I felt an overwhelming sense of dread in one instant. “What was—” I started, then stopped, and turned to see all my party, and everyone else, had felt it.


    “Creator help us,” Andy said quietly. “What was that?”


    “The Undercity,” Xavier said.


    * * *


    Mansa Musa looked at us all with a calm expression in the briefing room. “It appears the Undercity has beaten us to the punch. Our Cornerstone reports that they have declared a siege on us.”


    That sense of dread, though lessened, was still present in my mind.


    “We indeed have no option, then, but to attack,” Fredrick said. “This is the perfect opportunity for another expedition. High House Green and we have worked on additional strategies to kill Enoch. We need but send another expedition—”


    “On their timetable?” Oscar asked.


    “All the more reason to attack,” Lawalo said. “If we cower in fear every time they declare a siege, we will never win.”


    “How long is it before it begins?” Katrina asked.


    “A little less than a week, according to the Cornerstone’s interface.” Mansa Musa said. “Which brings a question: if they sincerely intended to attack us, why do they give us more time?”


    “All the more reason to believe it’s an elaborate trap,” Oscar said.


    “Have the people been warned?” Gregg asked. “We can’t hide what that was. Rumors will only make it worse.”


    “And tell everyone that the Cornerstone interface exists?” Lou snapped back.


    “Enough!” Mansa Musa said, and they shut up. “We will deal with the issues one at a time. First, why this timetable? Should we accept it? We have lost contact with our spies in the Undercity. We know very little of what they might be planning.”


    “My House is willing to risk our very head,” Fredrick said. “We should not let this opportunity go to waste.”


    “Oscar McClennan, you have repeatedly said that this is some kind of trap,” Mansa Musa said. “What sort of trap could it be? They have already sprung Enoch himself on us.”


    “It just doesn’t make sense,” Oscar said. “I’ve hunted down airship pirates before, and like any slayer they’re as cunning as you and I. Plus or minus some Tactics skillstones, of course. They did this knowing sure as the Dungeon we’d react to it. Why react like they’d expect?”


    “They do not know we are planning an immediate expedition,” Fredrick said. “Now is the time—”


    “Trash. They know we’ll try something when the siege is active.”


    “But perhaps they believe we will be caught flat-footed,” Lawalo said.


    I kept out of the argument, watching as the two sides essentially repeated their positions over and over and over. Was this really the best the City could do? Have arguments in the middle of this?”


    “Fredrick Medici,” Lou said. “How much of your House’s resources are they proposing to spend on this expedition? So far we have only talked in generalities.”


    “We are willing to make it an overwhelming force,” Fredrick said. “We are considering an absolutely massive superparty—easily forty or fifty parties altogether. Indeed, we would only ask for assistance from the other Houses to fill gaps in our force. Alexander, we will need the assistance of Alice Black.”


    Everyone looked to me. “If it’s a request from High Command, she’ll be available,” I said, awkwardly realizing I was speaking for her.


    “We have a week to prepare,” Mansa Musa said. “Fredrick, begin planning immediately, but I will not make a decision until we are closer to the beginning of the siege. There is no harm in preparation.”


    And with that, the argument ended. I saw Oscar was not entirely displeased with the outcome.


    “Now, returning to the issue of what we will say officially,” Mansa Musa said.


    “I have already heard from several RDU members that they think it’s an Undercity attack,” Gregg butted in. “Well, they know it is. But if we don’t tell them what exactly it is, rumors will start. And no thing is possibly as scary as what you might imagine is the case.”


    “Let them imagine!” Lou snarled. “We can’t risk the security of the City to assuage some fears of red delvers.”


    “Excuse me?” I asked. “Everyone felt that. Everyone is wondering.”


    “As a point of order, we do not know what exactly the Cornerstone siege does,” Katrina said.


    “It appears to have removed the building protections on the Palace of the Stone,” Mansa Musa said. “We are also seeing much Power on frequencies suitable for siege weaponry. It is indeed, so far, exactly like a giant House siege.”


    “If I may interject, I have been part of numerous sieges,” Fredrick said. “In all of them, the moment the declaration was made, everyone in both houses felt a sense of dread. It is not exactly a stretch for the average delver to imagine this is simply a giant siege.”


    “So you’d leak war-critical information?” Lou demanded.


    “No. I suggest we simply say that it is the Undercity somehow declaring a siege on the City, without any reference to Cornerstones.”


    “I agree,” Mansa Musa said. “I will draw up a speech reassuring every delver as to his safety. We cannot let the Undercity demoralize us.”


    The tension in the air dissipated.


    “Is there anything else?”


    Katrina passed out spellstones. “A gift from our House,” she said. “These are spellstones of Distant Speech. We must be able to communicate immediately should another crisis arise.”


    “There are also wide-band telepathy amulets,” I said. “A party mate had found one in the Core, and unless our factory had been demolished in the attack . . .”


    “Yes, but these do not take up the amulet slot,” Katrina said. “Please make good use of them.”


    I knew I would be giving mine to Xavier. Then I realized the meeting was about to break up.


    “Sir,” I said. “About your suggestion that we—the High Houses in general—begin sharing our classtones and other resources, our House wishes to know why you have not done so yourself.”


    Dead silence.


    “You have a valid point,” Mansa Musa said calmly. “We will draw up an agreement for all involved, such that no House is unfairly asked to contribute more than the others. But that is a matter for lawyers, not Advisors.”


    “I understand, sir.”


    * * *


    And yet, when I walked out, I wondered to myself how it all seemed different when Mansa Musa said something. His ideas always sounded so wonderful and elegant in his presence, but then after I thought about it . . .


    No matter. I didn’t have the heart to argue against them. He was our leader, and if you couldn’t accept the bad decisions of your leader—or at least the ones you felt dubious about—what the Dungeon were you doing calling him your leader?


    * * *


    The entire House was called together later that day. We stood in the auditorium, on which stood the midnight-black Angelstone.


    “We must take every step to win this war,” Seth Black said. “Effective immediately, we are opening all of our classtones for use by any member of the House. We hope you will use them.”


    We cheered, though there was an unnerved tone to it. Almost all of us had never even seen the Angelstone before.


    “We’ll begin calling out names,” Anthony said. “One by one, come up here and take your pick, if any, you’d like. Alex Kenderman, you first.”


    I walked up and touched the various markings on the Angelstone. One stuck out to me.


    Black Throne


    Subclass (Lord (100th), Black Hierarch (100th))


    Stat Requirements: 150 Wisdom, 150 Intelligence, 100 Perception


    Polymorph Class.


    +100 Power to all spells. Can lead communions.


    Class Features:


    Enthronement: Choose a Cherub in your party. You and that Cherub will share your Health and magic sources, and will also be able to cast spells the other knows. Both of you will receive +100/+100/+100. You must not leave each other’s presence. If either of you die, both of you die.


    Judgment Mediation: All nearby Angel classes below you receive +20/+20/+20, as long as you wish it.


    Class Restrictions:


    Cannot disobey an order by a superior.


    As I felt the stone, I had the weirdest image in my head, like a gyroscope covered with eyes. Then I realized it looked exactly like Alice’s wheel.


    “I think I’m going for Black Throne,” I said.


    “I don’t think you should,” Adrianne Black said. “Black Virtue is much better for Tv-Types.”


    “Adrianne, none of your business,” Alice said.


    “Excuse me?” I asked. “I think it makes perfect sense. It fits best with my build, and it will synergize with Alice.”


    “Considering where it is on the stone, it’s got to be around as powerful as Black Seraph or Black Cherub,” Alice said thoughtfully. “Maybe less. We’ve never had one before.”


    “I’d like to be a Black Power,” Sampson interrupted, having touched the Angelstone himself.


    “Well, go on,” Adrianne Black said. “No one’s stopping you.”


    “See, if he can be a Black Power—”


    “Alice, a word?” Adrianne Black said, and motioned for her to follow. “No, not you,” she said to me.


    I rolled my eyes, but said nothing.


    “If you’re going for an Angelstone class, whichever one, you’ll need to be a Lord, too,” Anthony said. “So sit down and work out your build, first.”


    “Right,” I said. I was already excited, however. Black Throne was probably a Tier Zero—my very first.


    * * *


    I related the account of the meeting to Seth Black, and at last said, “Personally, sir, I don’t know what to think of it being a ‘matter for lawyers and not Advisors.’”


    “It is what it is,” Seth Black said. “It is true that it is not particularly your concern. But I do have a question.”


    “Yes, sir?”


    He pulled out a sheaf of papers. “The Macabees have asked to join us on the next expedition. I am willing to assume they simply guessed there would be another. But in either case, do you think they will fit?”


    I took the papers and flipped through them. As I suspected, the details on their builds was light, being as they didn’t dare let their secrets out. But still, they had close to a hundred slayer hunters under their banner, all of whom were 25th Qualified. “I’d be willing to argue for their presence,” I said. “Fredrick Medici proposes hitting the Undercity with immense force. This would help.”


    “I would agree,” Seth Black said. “Frankly, I’m more surprised they went to us after the scroll incident.”


    “Judah told me he doesn’t hold grudges,” I said. “Perhaps—to be frank—we all do wrong sometimes, but we at least apologized.”


    “Yes,” Seth Black said, nodding. “We are all human. But some of us try to be more than that.”


    Chapter 13
Maneuvers


    We have an issue,” Elise said bluntly at breakfast the next morning. Andy was absent, and I wondered where she was. “Alice, I get that you are Alex’s girlfriend, and I get that it makes sense you are in our party because of it. But that doesn’t make you the party leader.”


    “I guess that wasn’t clear,” Alice said. “I never intended to interfere with your order of command. I just . . .”


    “I’m bringing it up before it becomes a problem,” Elise said. “Because when we attacked the Undercity—you weren’t around to see this, Alex—it was a mess. We had our party all over the place, some of us protecting you, some of us fighting Enoch, and—you get what I mean?”


    “What is the purpose of our party for the war at large?” I asked.


    Elise looked at me as if I was using baby talk. “What the Dungeon, Alex? You’re the Advisor.”


    “That doesn’t mean I micromanage everyone,” I said.


    “If I can be bold, I’m the only Black Cherub in the City,” Alice said. “They’ll probably want us as a command party in large superparties.”


    Elise did not look too happy about this.


    “If you don’t want to interfere with our party, why don’t you take the fourth position?” Xavier asked. “So it’s Alex, Elise, Sampson, you, me, then Andy.”


    “I’m fine with that,” Elise said.


    “I am, too,” Alice said.


    Inwardly I breathed a sigh of relief. Things could go so badly when a party gained or lost a member. But all in all, things had gone remarkably well so far.


    So far.


    “Where’s Andy, by the way?” I asked.


    “I don’t know,” Elise said. “She’s been disappearing an awful lot.”


    “She’s in one of the storage rooms,” Alice said, then looked at us. “What? I’ve got lots of N-Type scrying. Might as well put it to use.”


    “I’m concerned, actually,” Elise said, with an unreadable expression at Alice. “She’s . . . not been okay since she lost her parents again.”


    “I’ll go check on her,” I said.


    * * *


    Andy knelt, arms crossed, in the center of an elaborate spiral labyrinth, the lines made from red tape and wide enough to walk on. Crates of goods had been stacked or shoved around to give the labyrinth enough room.


    “Andy?” I called.


    She got up and looked at me. “Hello,” she said. “Need something?”


    “We’re just concerned about you,” I said. “There’s nothing wrong with what you’re doing.”


    She looked around the room. “It is to honor the Creator. Perhaps . . . perhaps He will hear my prayer.”


    I had a sinking sensation. “We’ll do everything we can—”


    She shook her head. “Even if we find them again . . . they’ll do it again.”


    I was silent. “I’m sorry,” I said at last.


    “It isn’t your fault,” she said.


    We stood for some time.


    “We’ve got a meeting with the Medicis later today,” I said. “Take your time. We just—”


    “I am done for the day,” Andy said, and followed the labyrinth’s red tape back out.


    * * *


    We reported to the Medicis’ Spire at noon. It was the first time I had been under the command of a High House not my own, and yet it hardly seemed different aside from who was shouting orders.


    Or at least shouting them at other people.


    Andrew Medici was a short man with a thin goatee, looking around the immense chamber with alert hazel eyes at any imperfection in the preparations. Those eyes ignored me and shot to Alice the moment we stepped in. “We have been waiting for you,” he said.


    “It is less than a minute after noon,” Alice said without skipping a beat.


    “Precision is important in all things, especially war,” he said. I noticed as he departed to yell at someone else that he had two sheathed swords on his belt. One had a white hilt, another pitch-black. His hand only rested on the black one.


    In the distance I saw the Macabees’ superparty already in formation. They, I suppose, had some semblance of military order—we of High House Black had just done our own things together.


    The same thought must have occurred to Alice. Let’s try to be more organized, she thought to us.


    Remember, you’re not giving orders, Elise thought back.


    I know. But in general. A suggestion.


    “We will now attempt to go from prebattle state to readiness,” Andrew Medici called. “It is important that we get the order straight for maximum efficiency.”


    Oh no. This would be a while. Support casters like myself tend to cast in whatever order we’re familiar with—there’s no pattern across us.


    But I could see his point. Why waste any of our advantages. We had the time and opportunity to train. Why not use that to the fullest?


    What am I supposed to do? Elise thought to me. I can’t go out and risk my neck on the front line if we’re a command party.


    I don’t know, I thought back. I’ll think of something.


    “We will start with resistances!” Andrew Medici announced. “Fire!”


    Several mages cast the same spells, but overlapped them to no effect. I winced. This could be a long day.


    * * *


    “. . . as Alexander can no doubt attest, we are reaching further readiness by the day,” Fredrick said in the Advisory Meeting a few days later.


    This was euphemistically true. It was not as if we were particularly bad at it. There were no embarrassing incidents, no total disasters. But we simply couldn’t glue sixty-seven parties across the High Houses into a cohesive force and expect the best. Our most organized sections were from the Medicis and the Royals, with the Macabees in close second.


    There was some dispute, the origin of which I never saw, that lead to the Macabees casting their own prebattles before joining with the rest of us. They were essentially a separate superparty within the larger superparty, with all that entailed.


    “Will you be ready tomorrow?” Mansa Musa asked.


    “We are reasonably ready today,” Fredrick said. “We await only your word.”


    “Father, I would insist that you give it,” Lawalo said. “Our force will crush them.”


    Mansa Musa turned to me. “And what is your perspective?”


    “I would be a bit biased, since we’ve been trying to get this to work for the last few days,” I said. “But I don’t really see how it’s any different than the situation a few days ago. Either this is a trap or it is not. They might have figured out by our movements what we’re planning, or they might not. But for readiness—we’re reasonably . . . there.”


    “What of the City in the expedition’s absence?” Lou Green asked.


    “The City Guard has supplied us with their latest figures,” Mansa Musa said. “We are prepared for another assault on the scale of the Undercity’s first, and the Cornerstone Guard will be reinforced heavily as long as the war continues. I myself will remain in the City. It may sound arrogant, but we cannot risk myself.”


    “It’s not arrogant, sir,” I said. “You are our best hope against Enoch.”


    “Then we have all the more reason to go on the offensive,” Lawalo said. “We have enough men for both the defense and offense. They only have their few.”


    Mansa Musa nodded. “This matches my own logic. Tomorrow, we assault the Undercity.”


    * * *


    The Medicis’ Spire was a hub of activity the next day, and I spent a good portion of it supervising as delvers loaded goods into my girlfriend. She could store an infinite number of items in her wings, but we could not physically put more than one crate in at a time. She stood there with her four wings extended, smiling at all of us as we shoved crate after crate into her.


    The command parties congregated together as this happened, even Judah’s.


    “Are you okay leaving your community?” I asked Judah.


    “I am not okay with leaving them, but I am chomping at the bit to go on the offensive,” Judah said. “Although, I’m worried, too.”


    “I’m an Advisor,” I said. “Speak your mind.”


    “Well, there’s no great secret about it. The first expedition failed, and now we know each other’s tricks. Or we think we know their tricks. Meanwhile, we’re making even more obvious preparations. There’s some herbs and consumables that have a short shelf life—” Judah waved at a crate that was being lowered on a crane to Alice, “—and look, they’re being bought up like crazy starting yesterday. I’m sure they can add two and two together.”


    “We’re more prepared this time, though,” I said. “But I can’t say I don’t share your uneasiness.”


    “First rule of slayer hunting: the slayers are as smart as you are,” Judah said. “They wouldn’t have started the attack unless they had a plan to win. And right now, it’s patently obvious our second attack on them is imminent. So what exactly are they going to do? We don’t know. And honestly, that terrifies me.”


    I thought about offering reassurance, but he was more skilled in slayer hunting than I. Doubtlessly he’d heard all the cliches and aphorisms about courage and fear that I had. And knew how much good they did when it was all chaos and all happening at once.


    He took my pause for agreement. “But God is with us. Our cause is definitely just. We didn’t start this war, and we didn’t kill innocents.”


    “At least one of those is true,” I heard Elise mutter under her breath.


    A Macabee came up to Judah. “Hey, Boss, we need you for a sec,” he said.


    “One moment,” Judah said, and followed him back.


    “Can I speak for everyone when I say we’re all feeling this?” Xavier said. “Enoch is too smart to let us march in and overwhelm the Undercity.”


    “We are,” I said. “If nothing else, I’m glad we delvers are at least open with our feelings. At least we don’t pretend we have it all figured out.”


    Xavier nodded, then grinned. “Oh man, we get manarejuve?”


    One of the crates was full of white bottles with the logo of a cute, smiling witch. “Manarejuve?” I asked.


    “Best mana restoration potion the City’s got,” Xavier said. “Their recipe is a secret, but . . .”


    More delver information hoarding. Doubtlessly Mansa Musa could requisition that recipe to make more, but then they would surely kick and scream and protest that their business would be destroyed—


    But what did it matter, worrying about it?


    The war could be over today.


    “Attention!” Andrew Medici shouted. “We will begin casting prebattles in five minutes. And remember your order!”


    I took a deep breath, as Alice had often told me. Perhaps we would win. Perhaps we would not. But surely as the Dungeon was deep, we would have done our all for victory.


    The prebattle casts went off mercifully quick, and our various sub-parties joined together. I could feel all three hundred and sixty-seven of us in perfect detail, down to each of our current Health and other stats.


    We would win this.


    Andrew Medici cast a spell—


    * * *


    “We are in the 25th Lock of 33-CC,” our leader called. “Yes, this is the same direction we came last time. Be alert, and do not leave range of the mobile anti-scrying wards!”


    The sensation of dread lingered in my mind, increasing with each moment. We followed the miners and frontline parties down the stairs, and this time Andy stayed with us. Why were we attacking already? The war had not yet started—


    But if we timed everything properly, it would start just as we arrived at the Undercity.


    Somehow, this disturbed me all the more.


    This has got to be a trap, I thought to Elise.


    Now is the perfect time to have second thoughts, Alex, Elise thought back.


    You’re right, I thought with a mental sigh.


    The damaged pathways we had carved through the Deep the previous time were still there. The miners had only to re-widen them, striking off unruly growths. In a moment of weird clarity, I decided we were a kind of intruder. But so was the Undercity.


    We came to the clearing we had made in the first attempt, against the wall that had been too protected for us to damage it. “Siege engines!” Andrew Medici barked, and Alice immediately pulled out the immense weapons. We had only ballistae this time, but each was tipped by an explosive crystal.


    “Fire!” Andrew Medici called, and the bolts fired.


    The wall was torn into shreds in a second.


    No response. No reply.


    I resisted the urge to revolt and flee. Something was up.


    “Siege bridges!” Andrew Medici called, and Alice dutifully handed out stone bridges. We covered the lava moat and some of us went inwards.


    In our previous expedition, the Undercity had circled us with a strong force, destroyed our rear-guard and cut off our retreat as Enoch attacked. We would not be caught flat-footed again.


    But no time to think of those things. We marched in silence, stopping now and then to fire ballista bolts at the lifeless buildings. Explosions shredded them, but no Underdwellers came out to meet us.


    When we came to the Deep House, there was nothing but the lava moat. Or was it magma? Why was that question in my mind?


    “What happened?” Lawalo asked out loud.


    “Looks like the Undercity is just gone,” Judah said with a shrug. “Did they move?”


    “To where?” I asked.


    “Ice mages! Freeze that magma!” Andrew Medici said, and ice struck the river of whatever it was and froze it black. “Let’s continue forwards.”


    “Wait!” Alice shouted, and we waited. “I see something in the center. Looks like runes.”


    “If this is a trap, this is the worst trap I have ever seen,” Lawalo said. “We are seriously supposed to wander into that?”


    “Or it’s not a trap,” I suggested.


    “Any volunteers to get close?” Judah asked.


    “I will,” Elise said. “Haste me, Xavier.”


    Xavier cast, and Elise zipped up to the runes.


    A transparent image of Sirea appeared over them. “Hi there!” the blue-haired girl cheerfully said with a bow. “As you’ve just figured, we’re not here. Sorry! By the way, we’re now on the 30th Floor, section 60-ZZ. Have fun trying to get more high-spectrum crystal.” The image disappeared.


    “Alice Black?” Andrew Medici asked.


    “Between the Deep’s interference and what are probably strong wards, I can’t tell, but I think there’s something there,” Alice said.


    “We’re not equipped to cross the River,” Lawalo said.


    “Let alone if they’re waiting on the other side,” Judah said.


    “We’ll return to the 25th and let Mansa Musa decide what to do,” Andrew Medici said. I could tell he was now subtly on edge. “But stay on your guard! Those runes might have warned them.”


    No ambush occurred as we carefully walked back. But I could not help but think through Sirea’s taunt. Suppose the Undercity did block access to the deeper Deep, by guarding the other side of the River. The River, which divided the 30th Floor, could only be crossed with extreme danger, from the acidic water to the massive, terrifying Lorkesths. No one had never tried to cross it with enemies on the other side.


    Violet delvers such as ourselves cannot survive on only the greens and blues found on the 25th to 30th Floors. Over time, our supply of higher-spectrum crystal would dwindle, while they could have their fill.


    Until, invariably, we would starve.


    And they would win.


    Chapter 14
Terror


    The same thought had occurred to everyone in the Advisory Meeting. The moment Mansa Musa stepped into the room he shouted, over all the loud arguing, “Calm down!”


    No one calmed down, but at least the open arguing stopped.


    “How many of you have ever crystal-starved?” Mansa Musa said.


    Katrina raised her delicate hand. “I did, once. It was like a hunger I could not sate. Eventually, everything went black, and I woke up in the Morgue. It . . . is not something I wish to dwell on.”


    “I know plenty of people who’ve crystal-starved and not come back,” Gregg said. “The ones that do come back don’t talk about it.”


    “Indeed, it is traumatic,” Mansa Musa said. “I have come very close. However, as you can see, it is not the end of the world to crystal-starve. Alex, you are a revivalist. Please explain how it works.”


    “Twenty-four hours after you run out of crystal, you die in one instant,” I said. “You can’t be revived except by a rare C-Type spell called Nourish and Revive. It costs three times the daily crystal consumption of the decedent, but usually the success rate is so horrible that it takes three or more attempts. There’re frequently complications. The bigger issue is that if you crystal-starve, you probably can’t afford the crystal to bring you back, because if you did, you wouldn’t have crystal-starved.”


    “It is a very rare condition in the modern City,” Mansa Musa said. “When I arrived, it was frequent, and there were occasional crystal riots by hungry poor delvers assaulting businesses or the rich for crystal. But nowadays, it is usually only the very poor, the poor with too many complications to delve, or the delvers on the very bleeding edge of delving who ever have trouble.”


    “Excuse me, sir,” I said. “Every delver in the entire world must feed himself. The threat of crystal-starvation is real, and it threatens every delver. This is not some small issue happening to other people.”


    “The RDU would be not be threatened for the moment, except for our high-spectrum staff,” Gregg said. “But we recognize this is not a problem that will leave us unaffected.”


    “Got to agree with the kid,” Oscar said. “Every airship expedition has to count crystals, because if they get it wrong, they’re dead.”


    “This is clearly the Undercity’s overall plan,” Yang said. “Even with Enoch, they could not stop our eventual victory through head-on confrontation. Now, they don’t need to. They have become invincible by hiding behind the River, and destroyed our invincibility by making us cross it.”


    Mansa Musa nodded. “I would not be certain that this is their only plan, but no doubt it is their primary one. Indeed, though most of the City can feed itself by mining the upper Dungeon, the vast majority of our fighting force, and much of our industry, relies on deeper crystal. We may have just lost access to that. Now, let us calmly look at the facts and reach a strategy.”


    He pulled out a scroll, drew a spell, and then chalk pulled itself off the ground and started copying numbers. “By our best estimates, the City’s gross crystal income is 5.4 million violets, or megaviolets, a year. Its consumption is 2.6 megaviolets a year. 0.6 megaviolets of that consumption is used in some form of industry, the remaining 2 megaviolets is eaten. 1.8 of those megaviolets are eaten by violet delvers.”


    He picked one of the pieces of chalk as it scribbled in circles in a corner. Then he wrote more figures. “With some math, we can determine our situation. While daily crystal income is incredibly volatile, the daily average is approximately fourteen thousand violets a day. That said, this number is incredibly misleading—some delves earn almost nothing due to an early Return or even wipe, others are incredibly lucky and find multiple chests. But that said, nearly every violet delves once a week, some even once a day.


    “These delves are only profitable near the 50th, by running the Abyss, or the more recent option of the Core. The Undercity is now proposing to stop all of these options.


    “What would happen if they did?


    “Due to the occasionally hyperinflationary nature of the City’s economy, most delvers do not save. It is economically irrational. A piece of gear, a skillstone or spellstone of any sort, a stat increase, a box of rare herbs, or any other item will invariably hold its price better than raw crystal. Even those who do not buy physical items invest their crystal in bonds or equity, and those who receive the crystal often spend it rapidly, too. Which means, in short, that the City will run out of crystal in perhaps a few months. Or sooner.”


    It was oddly easier to accept now that Mansa Musa had said it. The faces around me were hard, but not one was angry.


    “We have two general options: win the war immediately, or ignore the Undercity and delve enough times to win the war by attrition. A false move either way will lead to our destruction. We will begin by discussing the possibility of attacking the Undercity directly.”


    “A, they know we will and be prepared, and B, they still have Enoch,” Oscar said.


    “In this hypothetical, we would attack with every 25th-qualified delver we have. It would be the final battle of the war.”


    “And we’d lose it!” Oscar said, slamming his muscular fist. “Do you realize how insane it would be to cross the River with a force that large?”


    “How did the Undercity?” Yang asked.


    There was a pause at that remark.


    “Quite possibly by making multiple trips on boats,” Mansa Musa said. “We do not have the ability to make such a crossing when they are ready.”


    “Having fought Enoch myself, I think a massive force would be unwise in general,” I said. “His prismatic breath invariably pierced all our resistances. I can’t think of a delver I know who has resistance to everything, short wearing Prismatic Dragon Scale Mail. Further, his breath is an Area weapon, and will be all the more effective against a large group.”


    I saw nodding from the others, even Lawalo, who added. “By my math, he must have some class feature giving him resistance to everything, because none of our weapons seemed to do the usual amounts of damage. We know his Health is over a quadrillion. In my personal opinion, we cannot win against him on his ground surrounded by his men on a timetable of his choosing. It’d lead to disaster.”


    Interesting how quickly his opinion had changed. Was there some reason he had so vociferously proposed attacking earlier?


    “This matches my own opinion,” Mansa Musa said. “Is anyone willing to speak at this time in favor of this plan?”


    No one said a word.


    “Then let us discuss the alternate plan. Or plans, rather, as there is more than one possibility. We must collect an average of fourteen thousand violet a day. If we delve once a week, we must collect a hundred and three thousand every delve. If we delve every month, we must collect four hundred thousand violets. Please take your time to think about this. We cannot afford to make a mistake here.”


    Advisors wrote figures on the papers before them and argued over estimates. I sat back and looked around. No one spoke of which House would get what, though the question would inevitably arise. Or could it? The scale of these delves was phenomenal. It was almost . . .


    Like the Core delve.


    “Sir, I’d like to poll the room,” I asked Mansa Musa.


    He nodded. “Go on.”


    “What do we feel about delving into the Core itself? We know there’s much more crystal to be had, and if we go with giant single delves, we can probably handle it. Furthermore, a medium-sized superparty will be easier to get across the River safely.”


    “We have little information on the Core,” Fredrick said. “We have had a handful of superficial delves and one major successful delve—which, I’ll like to bring to all of our attention—nearly was an utter failure.”


    “Still,” Katrina said. “There is a discontinuity in crystal earnings and power once a party begins delving into the Deep. The earnings curve spikes, far more than becoming qualified for another five Floors. We have every reason to believe this is true of the Core as well.”


    “We need more information,” Mansa Musa said. “How much crystal was in that Prismatic Chest you found?”


    “I remember we were scooping out violet crystal by the handful, and we physically could climb into the chest.” I said. “We can get exact figures later, but I’m guessing easily in the hundreds of thousands.”


    “That’s awfully convenient,” Lou said. “Doesn’t it ever seem to you that the Dungeon gives you what you want just when you want it?”


    “We can’t guarantee we’ll always find one,” Fredrick said. “In fact, my understanding is that that was the second Prismatic Chest the City has ever found.”


    “It would be a great risk,” Mansa Musa said. “However, it may be less risky than sending a greater number of smaller delves.”


    “Let’s also note that the Undercity is also delving into the Core, or how else would they be accumulating shardgear?” I asked. “By going in ourselves, we can collect gear of that level—not the shardgear, but simply better gear than what we currently have. We also found a number of new items at the 75th Boss—”


    “Oh, now we’re simply going to delve to the bottom,” Fredrick said.


    “No. I’m saying as we get used to the Core and slowly work our way downwards, we’ll eventually consider fighting the 55th Boss.”


    “Again, this is risky,” Mansa Musa said. “But I believe you had a stronger point earlier. We cannot win this war naked. We need more gear, and more powerful gear, to keep up with the Undercity. We of High House Royal forge our own equipment, yes, but the materials and crystal required will only get more expensive as our needs progress and this crystal shortage continues. Our best option may indeed be the Core.


    “Yet at the same time, we know almost nothing about it. For example, we know of many strange things in the upper Dungeon, such as the Big Room on the 7th, the various Side Dungeons, and specific themed rooms of particular monsters. In the Deep, there is the River at the 30th and the ever-moving Abyss portals around the 45th, in addition to the Deep Side Dungeons. We have no reason to suspect this is not also true of the Core. But we do not know what those things are. We are gambling with the fate of the City if we do this.”


    “We are gambling with the fate of the City if we do not do this,” Oscar said. “There ain’t no choice without risk. Our best bet is to pick the best bet. No trying to find the sure thing. There isn’t any.” Nods followed around the room.


    Except from Fredrick. “The human mind is terrible at contemplating risks. A 0.8% chance of failure and a 8% chance of failure both seem small, but the latter is ten times more likely than the former. It would be better to find a more certain if more ‘boring’ option to acquire the resources needed for victory.”


    “Hey, Mr. Actuary, how about you figure out how much crystal we’ll get if we do things your way?” Oscar asked.


    “I have actually calculated a number of proposals as we discussed this. I am willing to hand all of them to our most trusted statistics mages to calculate further than merely off-hand estimates. My personal recommendation is three delves a week on the 50th, and again, I have done the math.”


    “Let us consider this an ideation session,” Mansa Musa said. “Alex, would you mind being the champion of the Core delve proposition? Fredrick, I am certain you wish to be the other side, given your present disposition.”


    “Of course, sir,” Fredrick said.


    “I’ll do it, sir,” I said.


    “If I may interrupt,” Katrina said. “I’m going to argue for running the Abyss for crystal, just so we have considered all the possibilities.”


    “Indeed. Let us break until we have more hard numbers.”


    * * *


    As I was about to walk out, Mansa Musa held up a hand. “A word in private.”


    “Of course, sir,” I said, and waited as the rest filed out. Some gave me neutral gazes, a few questioning ones.


    “You may have read in the history books that I was in the first party to be 25th Qualified. Permit me to tell you a history lesson that could not be found in those books.”


    “Certainly, sir,” I said.


    “Survivors of the War of Monsters—those who remember the end of the Earlier world—were still among us. Indeed, a few became delvers, and are still found here and there in the City. They described a number of monsters which we found, and the deeper we delved—all of us—the more of those monsters we saw. We knew that towards the very end of the War that strange tree-like monsters were seen, and we indeed saw them on the 25th. And twenty-five is a nice, round number. Rumors spread among us that, if we indeed saw the most terrible monsters now, we could not help but be on the very bottom Floor of the Dungeon.


    “Perhaps the greatest ‘proof’ was that the 25th Floor was undiggable. We had seen the rest of the Dungeon through the foolhardy Diggers, so surely this was the very last depths of it?


    “The rumors only grew as party after party was destroyed by the 25th Bosses. A party large enough to even challenge one could not be reassembled if it failed. But the rumors brought us onwards. Some claimed to have dreams that it was the end, others prophecies, still others numerologies and logical arguments.


    “In the end, the greatest Houses—none High, for the Spires were still under construction—decided that it was worth risking a total wipe to perhaps win total victory over the Dungeon. We gathered, all of us House leaders, our finest liegemen and family, and even famed delvers from around the City. J. R. Jackson stood beside Arnold Octavian, for they were best friends at the time. I. L. Darkness brought some of his best men from the Morgue. And we all equipped ourselves with the most expensive gear and consumables that we had available.


    “We did, in fact, win. It was not an easy battle, but we had prepared for a difficult one. And as soon as we had looted the last chest, we hurried down the stairs.


    “And we found the Deep. A world with monsters we had not seen before, of permanent wounds and shattering and Lorkesths and darkness and no way to Return. It was not the end of the Dungeon. But it was the end of the dream of finding the end.”


    I cleared my throat. “People still try to find the end of the Dungeon.”


    “So they do,” Mansa Musa said. “They then thought the Abyss was the final part of the Dungeon. After all, 7 times 5 is 45—perhaps the Dungeon could be bested once you had reached that depth and survived the Abyss. Many fools were lost forever experimenting with the Abyssal Teleporter. Then, when it was clear that no end was forthcoming, they pressed on to the 50th. I admit myself thinking that perhaps that was it. But no. We only found the Core beneath that. And some thought that was the end of the Dungeon.”


    “There’s the Deepest Core beneath that, sir,” I said.


    “Precisely my point. There is always another layer. Every time we think we have conquered the Dungeon, it shows that we have not.”


    “Do you really think it’s infinite?”


    Mansa Musa shrugged. “I suppose it doesn’t matter what I think on the subject. But do not let the possibility of ‘winning’ the Dungeon infect your imagination. What we must win is this war. Further exploration is a potentially fatal temptation. Do not give into it, even as you argue for these Core delves.”


    “Yes, sir,” I said.


    Though, deep in my heart, I did not agree at all.


    After all, did not the name “Deepest Core” imply it was what it said it was? We had found the first hint that we had really found the lowest reaches of the Dungeon. If it were not for the circumstances, we all would be delving to get back as fast as possible. Had not the High Houses been collectively trying to shift demographics to accommodate?


    Perhaps Mansa Musa had been disappointed in his own search. But I was certain I would not be.


    * * *


    “How bad is it?” Xavier asked.


    “I can’t talk about—” I saw the look in my party’s eyes. “Okay. Let me tell you what Mansa Musa is going to say. He’s going to tell everyone to slow down on his crystal consumption.”


    “How exactly are we going to do that?” Elise asked. “We can’t stop eating, and C-Type magic is used all over the City’s industries.”


    “You see the problem,” I said.


    “So what is the City going to do?” Xavier asked.


    “That I can’t talk about,” I said. I looked at the disappointed faces in my party—but no, I realized. They were not disappointed at me. “We are working on it. We just can’t talk about it.”


    They nodded. Alice gave my hand a squeeze. “The City won’t go down that easily,” she said. “We’re going to win this war.”


    The House courier entered with a confused expression on his face. “Alex Kenderman?” he asked me. “You got this certified courier letter.” He held out a pad for us to sign.


    After I had signed, he handed me the letter. My blood chilled as I saw the emblem of an abstract eagle with scales. “Not now,” I said with a miserable groan. “Not now.”


    “What’s it say?” Elise asked me.


    I opened it and read the first few pages in sick silence. I felt even worse afterwards. “It’s the IRS,” I said.


    “The IRS?” Andy asked.


    “The Kingdom of America’s tax collectors,” I said. “They’re demanding to know why I didn’t fill out last year’s tax return. Which reminds me that I haven’t filled out this year’s one, either.”


    “What?” Elise asked.


    “America has an income tax system,” Xavier said. “You pay taxes directly on what you earn to the government—similar to a House cut. At least that’s what I’ve heard.”


    “Huh,” Elise said. “So how much do you owe?”


    “I haven’t a clue,” I said, and held my head. “I’ll have to go fill out a tax return. On top of everything else.”


    “What?”


    “It’s complicated. There’s all sorts of formulae and forms and . . . it’s complicated.”


    “Sounds interesting,” Xavier said.


    “For a perverse definition of interesting, yes.”


    Alice frowned. “Why bother? You’re a delver, now.”


    “Without the Law, other nations rely on voluntary obedience,” I said. “I mean, this sucks, but . . . I am still an American citizen. That doesn’t change simply because I’m a delver now.”


    “But why you?” Elise asked. “I’ve never heard of this happening to any other immigrant.”


    “I’ll have to bring this up to Seth Black,” I said.


    * * *


    Hagel was waiting in Seth Black’s office for me. “I’ve been a lawyer for decades, and this one is new,” Hagel told me.


    “It is strange indeed,” Seth Black said. “Other nations normally do not attempt to tax delvers, on the basis that most delvers would simply ignore them. And no nation wants to go against the City.”


    “I just . . . this is a terrible time,” I said.


    Hagel sighed. “I hate dealing with foreign law. So ambiguous.”


    “There are three basic routes for dealing with this,” Seth Black said. “You can ignore it, you can fight back, or you can simply do what they ask. Which would you prefer, given the option of any of the three?”


    “I know I can’t just renounce my citizenship, even if I wanted to,” I said. “They don’t give up that easily. And I don’t want to renounce my citizenship.”


    “But they cannot force you to pay.”


    “The Law of the City doesn’t force anyone to do anything,” I said. “For the most part, we just obey it because it’s the Law. It’s not as if it physically makes you do the right thing.”


    “The Law isn’t always right,” Hagel said. “But regardless, I’m assuming they’ll start causing trouble for your family if you ignore them.”


    “Probably,” I said. And felt sicker.


    Seth Black nodded. “Then perhaps obedience is the best solution. When my brother and I lived in the French-German Confederation, I also paid income tax, but we knew accountants who would calculate it all for us. For a price, of course, but the effort was not our own. At the moment, you cannot spare the time to do it yourself.”


    “Sounds reasonable, sir,” I said. “I’m sure there’s a American tax accountant somewhere in the City.”


    “Hagel, if you would kindly take care of this? Every second of Mr. Kenderman’s time is precious. He cannot waste any.”


    “Give me power of attorney and it’s done,” Hagel said. He pulled out a paper from his Briefcase of Holding.


    I quickly signed the paper with a sense of relief.


    * * *


    I found myself on the balcony that night. The streetlamp crystals glowed brightly in the darkness below, but large patches were pure darkness. Doubtlessly unrepaired damage from the Undercity’s attack.


    They might win.


    I realized the thought had been bothering me non-stop, although I had pushed it away over and over again. They might win. They had put the City in check, and we could only hope it was not checkmate.


    The night felt all the colder, even despite the cold resistance I had.


    What had gotten into me? Mansa Musa was right. Now was the worst possible time to be obsessed with delving to the bottom. But wasn’t it every delver’s dream? Come to think of it, that had always been in the back of my head: the possibility of “winning” the Dungeon. I had always, deep down, been reassured by my own thought: that even if I died, perhaps by some chance I would be revived, over and over again, until I myself saw the Final Floor and fought the Final Boss.


    What madness was this? I might as well join Elise in her labyrinthodula if I believed that. We had no idea if there even was a Final Floor, or if it had a Final Boss.


    No, that wasn’t it. I was simply afraid, afraid that the City would lose. I feared that I would die, that I would spend the rest of my eternal existence in a slave pen, revived and slain over and over again for sport. Or, more than that, I dreaded that I would be shattered and thrown into the River, never to be seen again. No, what if I was made shardgear, and the only record of my existence was some gear of mine turned into a tool for some Underdweller?


    And in all of this, I would never seen Alice again. Perhaps we would simply be separated. Perhaps I would see her die in battle, perhaps we would be executed together, or perhaps we would simply starve. Perhaps—


    “Enough,” Alice’s firm voice broke through my thoughts. I turned to see her walking up to me.


    “Also having trouble sleeping?” I asked her.


    “I always do. No, you are panicking.”


    “What?”


    “Panicking. You’re acting like a red delver who just bumped into an out-of-depth.”


    “How do you even know—”


    She tapped her bracelet. “This, and I know you. You’re an open book when it comes to emotions. You’ve never been in anything like this before, have you?”


    I sighed. “No.”


    “The worst fear I’ve ever had was when our House had delved a bit too fast and screwed up our crystal ratio. We would starve or go bankrupt, or both simultaneously, unless we did something to increase our income fast. So we stopped, took deep breaths, and planned to kill the 50th Boss. And we did. All because we didn’t panic.”


    “That must not have been long ago,” I said. “If that was when you reached the Core.”


    “We were a bit more careful how fast we delved after that. Then we figured it wasn’t possible to win in the Core without another large-scale effort.”


    I switched to telepathy. Mansa Musa wants me to explore delving into the Core. I need figures.


    George can get you all of them. Tomorrow. Right now, you should be sleeping.


    I didn’t reply.


    Alex, your mental health is important. I’ve seen too many delvers lose it after things go wrong. The Dungeon is littered with the heartstones and shards of delvers who panicked. Just take a deep breath. Right now.


    I took a deep breath. It was hard at first. “Thanks,” I said out loud.


    “Shardgear,” she said.


    “What?” I asked.


    “You’re wondering if you’ll become shardgear.”


    “Yeah,” I said. “I . . . I’m not okay with that.”


    “We don’t know what it is or what it means. That makes it scary. But if we stay the course and keep delving, we’ll find out.”


    “Mansa Musa told me about the 25th—”


    She sighed. “Oh, that story. Everyone’s heard it now, from someone. I heard J. R. Jackson tell it and I. L. Darkness tell it. The old guard is pretty bitter about it. Dad and Uncle Seth weren’t on that delve, and they didn’t think it was the end, so they never were disappointed. But still, you figure either the Dungeon’s infinite or it’s not. If it’s infinite, there’s got to be an infinite amount of new stuff, right? But how is that physically possible? Or, alternately, it’s finite, at which point there is an end. We don’t know what’s there . . .”


    “But there is an end,” I said.


    “Right,” she said, put a hand on my shoulder, then kissed my cheek. “Alex, you need to go to bed and sleep. The world will still be there tomorrow, and you can deal with it tomorrow. Tomorrow we can talk all about the end of the Dungeon. But right now, you need to sleep.”


    “Right,” I said, and yawned despite myself. “You’re right.”


    Chapter 15
The Dream


    Vast trees, with white-gray, ethereal branches, tall as worlds, rooted in a seedless soil, stood around me. I was like an ant to these trees, and as they conferred with each other I could not understand an unspoken word.


    One of the trees had drunk blood, its roots stained red with its crime. And the others, though motionless, gathered around it to condemn it. Perhaps there was a defense. Perhaps there was an argument. But for the crime there was no excuse, and before my eyes the tree turned a withered, mottled brown.


    But this tree was still mighty, wounded and exiled though it was. It reached out with its mountain-tall branches and ripped the many colored stars from the sky, spilling them onto the earth. As it marched away, using its roots as legs, it drew the fallen stars in its wake.


    The trees in the garden did not take heed of this. They were too busy repairing the work that the exiled tree had left undone. They built a wall around themselves, but the wall was made of bricks that were far flimsier than they.


    And far from the garden, where the mottled tree brooded on its withered limbs and accursed bark, grass in billions upon billions of blades gathered around it.


    That tree took the stars and shattered them against each other, and made from the shards innumerable weapons. Tiny swords and spears, like children’s toys. The grass grew strong as it received the weapons that fell freely from above, turning the same translucent white-gray that the tree had once been. Even as the tree punished it, sending beasts to devour and crush, the grass worshipped and adored the tree.


    And so it plotted its revenge . . .


    * * *


    I woke up.


    I am not usually one for strange dreams. But that was a distinct one. It was so distinct that at breakfast I couldn’t help but talk about it.


    “I had this amazing, vivid dream—” I said.


    No sooner had I said this then Alice grabbed my hand. “One moment!” she said, and pulled me along to a meeting room.


    “Alice, what the Dungeon—”


    “Please write the dream down on this,” she said, and handed me a sheaf of paper.


    “Um, all right?”


    I quickly did so, which was the exact above account.


    Alice nodded to herself. “It’s the Dream again,” she said.


    “What?” I asked.


    “A number of violet delvers have reported a very similar dream, and although the details slightly differ, they have the same general theme and meaning.”


    “What?” I asked.


    “We’re not sure what it is. But be careful not to describe it to anyone else. If you do . . .”


    “Then we can’t know if it was just the power of suggestion,” I said.


    “For once,” Alice said. “Our secret-keeping is undeniably justified.”


    * * *


    When we came back to the common room, Elise gave us a curious look. “What was that about?”


    “It’s . . . a secret,” I said as I retook my seat. “On a different subject, is the Dungeon infinite?”


    “Yeah, Alex and I were talking about it last night,” Alice said, sitting down again. “Thing is, if it’s infinite, there has to be an infinite amount of stuff, right? But since that’s impossible, the Dungeon can’t be infinite.”


    “See, there’s a logical flaw in your theory, Alice,” Xavier said. “The Dungeon could be infinite, but it could just, say, repeat. For example, we know it repeats monsters—a Core Goblin is almost identical to a 1st Floor Goblin, except it’s thousands or even millions of times stronger.”


    “Yeah, but it’s a different sort of creature,” Alice said. “It’s a Core Goblin, with different abilities and thought-rules.”


    “I’m siding with Alice here,” Elise said. “The Dungeon repeats a given theme, but never exactly the same.”


    “But it does repeat the same idea with a higher level,” Xavier insisted. “For example, a 100th Nomad is still the same class as a 1st Nomad, but far stronger.”


    “But, see, classes,” I said. “We find more and more classes as we go deeper. And they get stronger, except for that weird Valkyrie class. Surely that doesn’t repeat, too.”


    “Maybe they do, though,” Xavier said.


    “Actually, so far every new class and item type has been just enough to get to the next few Floors,” Alice said. “Nothing has worked indefinitely, and each time you try to make things work beyond their means, they fail. Like overleveling a class.”


    “That’s a good point,” Xavier said. “But it’s possible that there is still some point at which the Dungeon recycles its concepts.”


    “No, really,” Alice said, and took out some sheets of paper from nowhere. “If you do the math . . .”


    I felt my spirits lift as the discussion became more intense. For our initial friction, could things really be that bad if we could have this conversation?


    “Listen,” Elise said. “If the Dungeon is, in fact, infinite, could not only a truly infinite god create it?”


    Xavier looked dumbfounded. Then he said, “I would imagine a finitely powerful creature could simulate an infinite Dungeon if it didn’t have to instantiate every Floor. It could, say, not put Floors 135 to 245 into existence when those were unoccupied.”


    “I’m more curious about something Mansa Musa told me off-hand,” I said. “He said that people thought the Abyss was the end.”


    “I’ve heard of this,” Sampson piped up. “The idea was that the Dungeon was infinite, but after a certain point you could find portals to the Abyss, and you won the whole Dungeon by winning the Abyss, somehow.”


    “It’s certainly a lot more dangerous and lucrative than the final Floors of the Deep,” Alice said.


    “See?” Elise said with a triumphant look. “Even if the Dungeon was infinite, like you suppose, it doesn’t mean it’s not possible to win.”


    “Well, there’s no guarantee you can ‘win’ by getting to the Final Floor, if there even is one,” Xavier said. “Maybe the Final Boss endlessly respawns. ‘Winning’ and the size of the Dungeon are separate issues.”


    “Of course they are,” Elise said. “I can’t prove that the Dungeon is winnable. But I’m going to spend my life in pursuit of that, anyway.”


    “I salute your conviction, if not your sense,” Xavier said.


    I realized Andy was missing again, but then spotted her in a corner talking to Isaac Black. Good. I was glad to see she was more social.


    Alice got up. “Sorry, got to talk about something.” Then she thought to me, Isaac just told me that Andy had the Dream last night, too.


    Elise also got up. “I think I know what’s going on, here,” she said.


    “Ooh!” Sampson said. “What?”


    “If you don’t know I can’t tell you.”


    * * *


    Andy’s Dream was of trees as well, which grew and struggled towards the moon. One hated the moon, and turned from it, crushing the innocent beneath its roots. Then, exiled, it built its own world, a cave vaster than human imagination.


    “She told me about it, then I remembered,” Elise said. “For me it was Dungeons. A whole community of living Dungeons had built this city, and they exiled one of their members for greed. So it filled itself with treasure and monsters and sought revenge.”


    Seth Black nodded at us all. We were all stuffed in his office, except for Sampson and Xavier, and Adam and Adrianne Black. “Shortly after defeating the 50th Boss, we all had the Dream, including myself. My brother had mentioned it to me a decade earlier, but until I had it myself, I did not know what he was talking about.”


    “But there aren’t too many violets floating around, and it’s some time before any of them have the Dream,” Alice said. “We just don’t have all the information to learn—whatever it is.”


    “You know,” Elise said. “If you High Houses did not constantly hoard information, we wouldn’t have this problem.”


    “And we would have zero future Dreams, because we’ll have tainted the public consciousness,” replied Alice.


    “If I may interrupt,” I said. “This is fascinating. We all dreamed of trees but you.”


    Elise shrugged. “It was distinctly Dungeons.”


    I could tell Alice was about to complain that Elise’s Dream was “tainted” by talking about it with Andy, but she didn’t say a word. “In any case, don’t talk about this to anyone who hasn’t had it. This . . .”


    “What? This is proof that the Dungeon might not be what we think it is?”


    “It’s certainly startling that we have independently had this Dream,” Seth Black said. “But I would use caution in attempting to take any lesson from it. Even supposing it is some revelation of the Dungeon, who is giving it to us? The Creator? The Dungeon itself? These other ‘trees?’ We must not be quick to trust something simply because it is strange and inexplicable.”


    “It doesn’t fit in your worldview, sir,” Elise said.


    “Nor does it in yours, does it not? It would seem that it would contradict the doctrines of the Penitents if it is true.”


    Elise said nothing.


    * * *


    Xavier was waiting outside the office with a pained expression.


    Let’s just say I’ve heard of it from other sources, Xavier thought. I had a dream like it once I heard about it, but what use is that?


    I know, I said. But still, it’s quite strange.


    There’s a lot of strange things in the world.


    I realized there was some pain in his thought. You okay, man?


    He shook his head. Not something I want to talk about.


    Isaac Black looked at me, hesitated, then motioned for me to follow him. “If you would . . .”


    I followed him into his suite. It was so spartan I was amazed that a violet could live there. There was not even a bed, but merely a cot. Everything else was plain wood.


    “What’s up?” I asked.


    Can I talk with you for a moment? he asked me over telepathy. It’s . . . about Andromeda.


    Andy? I asked.


    He flushed. Yes. Erm . . . I’ve got a huge crush on her.


    All right, I thought.


    This isn’t why Elise and I broke up! he insisted. But . . . I’ve never met a girl like Andromeda.


    Wait, wait, wait, what? You and Elise?


    Isaac Black gave me a strange look. You didn’t know?


    I was busy! So, um . . .


    Anyway, Isaac Black continued. She’s different. Andromeda.


    I’m not saying this to pry, but how long have you known each other?


    We’ve been talking for some time now. Isaac Black turned red. It’s . . . it’s strange. I feel so light when I’m around her. And she’s so different. The way she is, the way she thinks—


    Excuse me, I interrupted. She talks to you in telepathy?


    Yes, he thought. It’s so . . . wonderful. I’ve never met anyone like her.


    That settles it, then, I thought. She doesn’t talk in pictures to anyone except those she really trusts.


    Isaac Black turned even redder, with an expression of utter joy. Thank you. Thank you so much.


    Don’t thank me. But she has trouble with social situations. Honestly, you should just carefully broach the subject.


    I will. I’ll ask her out. Carefully.


    Good luck.


    Thanks.


    * * *


    I ate breakfast the next day as fast as I could, as had now become habit. Violet crystal, once a delicacy, was now just a necessity.


    Andy and Isaac were nowhere to be found.


    Alice slapped a thick pile of papers before me. “You’re going to be busy, so I decided I’d help out,” she said.


    I looked through the papers. It was the description of a build. My build. My future build.


    “I figure it would be helpful if I thought it up for you.”


    I didn’t know what to say. On one hand, it was slightly rude to do something so personal for someone else. On the other hand, she had a point, and she was my girlfriend.


    “Thanks,” I told her. “I’ll get the class once I’ve got the stats.”


    Alice dumped a glowing potion on the table. “Drink,” she said.


    I sighed. But truth be told, I appreciated it. “Thank you so much,” I said, with the brightest smile I could muster. I drank, and felt once again like a better version of myself.


    * * *


    Of all the base classes, perhaps the most important is Lord. Good at just about everything, and with a huge number of important, if confusingly selected, subclasses.


    Black Hierarch, for example, does not require being a Lord, despite the name meaning “Black Holy Ruler.” Black Skull Lord does. A Miner Forewoman like Andy didn’t need it, either, but had she chosen to be a Cave Lady, she would have had to get it. Titans all need to be Lords for some reason, as do, of course, all the classes in the Angelstone.


    Of course, the classtone for Lord was so insanely rare and valuable, even for a base classtone, that there was no publicly owned classtone as for other classes. Realistically, only High House members and liegemen, and maybe the top members of lesser Houses, had access to it.


    As I looked at the gold stone before me, I wondered how the agreement to open up access to it for the war was going.


    “I guess I’ll be wearing low-level gear for a while,” I said as I approached the glowing golden stone. Though I had high other classes, none of them would count for what I could equip while I was leveling Lord. I touched it, and my clothing immediately felt loose.


    “Don’t worry, you can afford another set.” Elise said, and handed me a skillstone. “Swordsmanship 6. You’ll probably need it.”


    “Thanks,” I said, and ate it. That moment, I felt a memory like a flash of some—fencing match? But no, I had no such memory.


    “When are you going to level it?” Sampson asked, as he returned from the classtone.


    “That I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll figure out something.”


    Still, I felt better. I had something I personally could do—plan to build my own power up until I was stronger. Perhaps I would simply venture into the Dungeon accompanied by some guards—I would definitely be a target for Underdwellers. But soon enough, following Alice’s plan . . . I would be a Black Throne.


    Chapter 16
Theorization


    To say that my new duties took most of my time would be untrue. They took all of my time, and I found barely any remaining to interact with my party between heading off to my new office and scribbling on scrolls. If Andy and Isaac Black had gone from friends to blatantly making out in the corridors, I would not have noticed, I was so busy.


    I sensed Alice’s mind and heard her footsteps long before she reached the study door. She knocked. “Come in,” I said.


    “Alex, let’s go do something fun,” Alice told me.


    I looked at the piles of scrolls and books. In the crystal light, shadows loomed over them, as if prophesying failure. “I’m busy—”


    “No, really. You need a break.”


    “I—”


    “You need a break. You’re going to make mistakes like this.”


    I sighed, but could not disagree with her. Also, what kind of madman was I to disagree with her? “All right,” I said. “But it can’t be long.”


    “I get it,” she said. “So how about a play? I heard the Yule Theater is showing that new musical they’ve been advertising tonight: The Depths of the Deep. It’ll just be an hour and a half, and then you can get back to work, refreshed.”


    I hadn’t been paying attention to any news that was not related to the War, but if Alice was interested . . . “Sure,” I said. “Do you have—”


    She dropped two tickets on my desk.


    I sighed. Alice was never one to enter into something without a plan. Or to expect any answer other than “yes” when she asked. “All right,” I said, getting up. “You’ll have to lead me there.”


    * * *


    Alice wore a beautiful Black Dragon Scale gown, not armor, and I felt out of place in my cape and armor—I was still adjusting to being a Lord. But hey, delvers don’t really have a dress code, and after a bit I felt more natural. The ushers motioned us through after taking our tickets, and we entered the massive, ornate theater, packed to the brim.


    The Depths of the Deep was about the first explorers into the Deep, starting at the very first explorers. It was remarkably accurate in how the Deep felt, for a play whose actors—judging by their auras—had never set foot in the Deep.


    The actor playing Mansa Musa was skilled, but I could tell something was ever so slightly off. But then I realized it was this fictional Mansa Musa was less confident than the real one. I could not imagine the one I knew to balk at a single challenge, or shy from a decision.


    But that was dramatic license. Altogether, they told the story of when the Deep was as unknown to the City as the Core was today. After Mansa Musa’s superparty defeated the 25th Boss in the first scene, superparty after superparty delved, many of them annihilated, some disappearing with no record of their mistake or misfortune. The heroines sung sad songs, the heroes fought nobly against impossible odds and lost.


    In the second act, I felt Alice’s hand about crush mine as two delvers in all black entered—Adam Black I and Seth Black. They, too, had delved early into the Deep, and although again I had seen in reality what these actors pretended at, it was near perfect. They found the Angelstone, J. R. Jackson found his absurdly powerful axe, and hope sprung up before despair.


    The third act was dedicated to the first successful crossing of the River. In actuality, the River was crossed much before the crazier famous drops were found in the Deep, but, hey, dramatic license. The heroes defeated the 30th Boss and found a spellstone for Repair and Revive in a boss chest. The story ended with the first successful revival of a shattered delver, and the chorus sang triumphantly of the inevitable progress of delving. Then it ended.


    I had never seen a musical before, but this one was incredible. I smiled at Alice and was about to thank her, but she had a distant look on her face.


    * * *


    “Is something wrong?” I asked her, as we walked back in the darkness.


    “I’ll admit I was doing an experiment,” Alice said, and pulled up her sleeve. Her Deep Telepathy bracelet was on. “I wanted to see what would happen if I looked at an actor who was playing someone.”


    “Did it work?” I asked.


    “The better ones could manage it. If he felt the emotion himself. Otherwise, I could tell that it was just acting.”


    “Those must be some pretty good actors,” I said.


    Alice shrugged, and was silent. We walked the streets without a word.


    I decided to break that silence. “Alice, you . . . weren’t okay about your dad.”


    “Should have read up on it more closely,” she said with a sigh. She gritted her teeth, then opened them. “The man playing my dad was good. He . . . he fooled me for a moment.”


    I sensed that Alice did not want words of comfort, so I just reached over and squeezed her hand. I felt tension leave it.


    “What did you think of it?” Alice asked me.


    “I thought it was interesting,” I said. “Amazing, even. But I felt weird that the moral was simply ‘delvers will just keep delving.’ I mean, I actually agree with that, but . . . I mean, it acknowledged that even with Repair and Revive, not everyone is coming back.”


    “The Path of Graves,” Alice said.


    “What?” I asked.


    “It’s what my Dad always called it. You yourself went from red to violet in a year, right?”


    I nodded.


    “But there are millions of red delvers who didn’t make it, also given a year. Or stopped somewhere. What makes you different?”


    “I don’t know,” I said.


    “That’s right. No one really knows. Is it a specific kind of build? House support? Luck? But take the old delvers like Mansa Musa—they didn’t have the resources we did and they went far.” Alice Black looked up at the stars. “Do you believe in a Creator?”


    “I don’t know if it matters what I believe,” I said. “Either He is, or is not. My opinion doesn’t count for anything.”


    “I’ve wondered it myself, to be honest. Or if the Dungeon is alive. Why do some succeed and some fail? Because I did the equations—with success and luck, you really can make it to violet in months, not years or decades. My dad—well, he was one of those fast climbers. He called it the Path of Graves.”


    “I don’t get it,” I said.


    “He said it was like walking this long road, and everywhere on either side of the road was grave after grave after grave: all those who tried to walk the same road, but died somewhere along it. Almost all of his friends were lost, sooner or later. Why did he make it, and not them?”


    Alice looked up at the sky again. “We don’t know,” I said.


    “What I do know is that if all it took was success and luck, and the same percentage of delving happens that we know about, then we should have violets all over the place. We don’t. Which implies . . . that road is absolutely filled with graves.”


    I felt a chill, much deeper than the air around me. To be honest, I had never gotten to know the other parties in the House, because the moment you started to know one they’d disappear or disband. “How many delvers are alive?” I asked. “Compared to the total who ever became a delver?”


    “A small number,” Alice said. “We don’t have exact statistics, but maybe five percent? What happened to the other ninety-five percent? Why those five percent? We don’t know.” She switched to telepathy. And it terrifies me.


    The Dungeon might be more dangerous than it seems, I thought back.


    I’m sure it is. I doubt it’s shown all of its cards. But . . . Alice squeezed my hand again. Why? Why do we suffer like this? Why . . . why didn’t Dad come back? She paled at my expression. No—I didn’t mean to—


    I wrapped my arms around her and hugged her hard. She hugged me back. It’s okay to be angry and afraid, I thought to her. It’s okay to feel alone or lost. I . . . 


    You’re with me, Alice thought to me, and kissed me on the lips.


    And in that moment, I felt the world really would be all right. That no matter how few delvers survived, or what might happen to the City, we would, in the end, prevail.


    Alice face turned hard in a moment. She yanked me away as false stars burst into bright, chaotic color on the road ahead. The next moment she was transformed, and she flew into the air.


    Only for an arrow to pierce one of her wing-eyes, and she fell, paralyzed.


    I landed on my feet—high Dexterity and Agility. I turned to see the party of Underdwellers charge. I knew I couldn’t run. I knew I wouldn’t run. “Drain Life!” I screamed, but the spell did no damage to the Shadow Thief in the lead. I drew my sword, but I knew I could not stop him.


    An enormously fat delver turned the corner and rammed the Shadow Thief. I took Alice’s prone body, lifted it and ran. I heard a heartstone shatter behind me.


    We passed a City guardsman with a yellow aura. My wordless scream was enough. He ran where we came. An explosion followed.


    Alice’s hand started moving. She drew Return—


    * * *


    —And we were back.


    I gasped for breath, looking around the peaceful teleport chamber with relief.


    Adrianne Black, seated comfortably on her stool, raised an eyebrow. “Bad date?” she asked Alice, then she saw the arrow in her wing.


    “Nearly died!” Alice said. “I lost an eye. Could you—”


    Adrianne Black and I cast at the same time, and her wing healed. I saw spellflares out in the distance, then more, and more, throughout the City.


    “Dungeon!” I shouted. “Elise! Sampson!”


    They were already running into the chamber, along with Andy, equipping gear along the way. Xavier burst in next. “Where to?” he asked.


    “Back to the Yule Theater,” I said. “Let’s go!”


    “Wait!” Alice said. “They were after us.”


    “What—”


    “That was an Abyssal Teleport. They made the teleporter ambush us specifically. And I bet they’re all optimized to kill our party.”


    I felt sick.


    * * *


    The next day, we sat around our table in silence. I had never felt so hopeless in that moment.


    “Looks like it was a raid,” Xavier said in an attempt to revive the conversation.


    It was unsuccessful.


    It had been a raid. By the time the City Guard had arrived at the sites of the attacks, no Underdweller remained. I didn’t know what happened to that fat delver who had saved Alice’s and my lives. Or that City Guardsman who I had run past. But I didn’t have much hope.


    Alex, Xavier thought to me. The Ivy Institute did a lot of experiments with Abyssal Teleports. It turns out that the Power of the teleport is so massive that it sets off teleportation warning wards blocks away. So you can’t stop it from happening. But you can tell within seconds if it does.


    If it’s that Powerful, how do you get anything that will broadcast the warning and still survive?


    Well, let’s say there’s a bit of trickery involved to get it to work. This is confidential stuff. But mention it to Mansa Musa—he can ask the Ivy Institute directly about it.


    At that moment I saw spellflares through the walls of the common room. “Creator, no,” Elise said.


    “And by the time we get there . . .” Xavier said, and held his face.


    * * *


    We Advisors and Mansa Musa stood amidst the burned-out buildings. The sun was bright and beautiful—it would have been a great day, but the smell of burnt wood reminded us why we were here.


    “This is not sustainable,” Mansa Musa said to us. “We cannot take this level of economic damage to our City on a regular basis.”


    “Sir,” I said.


    Mansa Musa did not reply for a moment, preferring instead to take up a broken piece of wood from the ground and examine it. “I remember this shop when I was red spectrum. One of the oldest in the City. A shame.”


    “Sir,” I said again.


    “Yes?”


    “There’s a technique to detect Abyssal Teleports that the Ivy Institute developed.”


    “What of it?”


    “Suppose we did that here. City-wide teleport detection wards. We could set them to detect Abyssal Teleports and then have . . .”


    “Titans,” Lawalo suggested. “They can teleport by themselves and properly equipped could easily take on a Blue or Blue+ party single-handedly.”


    “Yes, that.”


    Mansa Musa looked thoughtful. “Yes, and by putting a powerful anti-teleport aura on said Titan, the slayers would be unable to return with an Enter Dungeon. We will set this up immediately. Spread word that we are doing this.”


    “ . . . wouldn’t it be better to leave this a secret?” I asked.


    “This is a deterrent, not an ambush. The lion’s roar is best heard.” He turned to me. Have you finished your research? he asked in thought.


    In truth, in all the chaos, I hadn’t had the time. At the same time, the details had come together to paint a clear picture. I’m confident enough to give a presentation, I thought back.


    * * *


    I stood in front of the board, sweating on the inside, and trying not to sweat on the outside. The conference room had no vents. I suspected the air was magically made breathable.


    I breathed deeply, as Alice so often told me to.


    Mansa Musa nodded to me.


    “After close review of the figures, I have determined that delving in the Core is approximately five times more lucrative than on the 50th, ignoring the possibility of Prismatic Chests,” I said. I pointed a wand at a piece of chalk in my other hand and zapped it. It turned to life, flew behind me, and quickly began redrawing in white numbers the figures from my scrolls. “This similarly corresponds to the one-to-three rule of thumb between the upper Dungeon and the Deep. Moreover, given the number of violet chest sightings, it is likely a source of more and more valuable gear.


    “But let me answer your immediate objection: isn’t it more dangerous? Yes. The dangers of the 50th are reasonably well-known. The dangers of the Core are only barely known, if that. It is entirely possible that we will make new discoveries that, if anything, show it to be more dangerous than we already believe.


    “But as always in the Dungeon, risks come with appropriate rewards. Suppose we were to exclusively roam the 50th. We would receive much less Experience than fighting the much more dangerous monsters of the Core. I would like to note that more violets were created by the recent Core delve in one day than the yearly average.


    “My proposal is as follows: one monthly Core delve, seeking a minimum of five hundred thousand violets. We would be spending some time in the Core, perhaps the whole day or even several days, carefully exploring or seeking Prismatic Chests. In either case, we will inevitably come across violet chests, which will in turn be enough to supply us if we do not find any Prismatic Chests. Above you can see a series of equations based on different hypothetical chest distributions.” The chalk had already drawn it all before me.


    “This is the basic principle,” I said. “I have given you all sheets with details.”


    Fredrick looked up from his papers, which were covered with notes. “While you say that this proposal will supply the City, I object in that it does not consider the necessary consequence that more Experience means higher crystal consumption. If we do this, we will invariably alter our crystal ratio, perhaps fatally.”


    Trash. I was hoping he wouldn’t bring that up, because it was the one weakness in my proposal. But that said, wouldn’t it be better to hope others pointed out flaws in my thoughts, so as to avoid foolish mistakes? “I would say having more high-spectrum delvers is a good problem to have, to be blunt,” I said.


    Oscar guffawed. Fredrick was unmoved. “But it is still a problem,” he said. “Mismanagement of crystal ratio would lead to us being in even worse straits. I have prepared a series of formulae.”


    My chalk floated out of the way as Fredrick’s chalk drew other equations in red beside them. I had to admit, he had a point, although even with my high Intelligence I had trouble following some of the math.


    “Let us pause for a moment and consider if this is true of all our strategies,” Mansa Musa said. “After all, any delving we do will produce more Experience.”


    “My proposals would be aimed at a minimum of Experience gain—”


    Oscar guffawed again. “This is madness! We’re in a war and we want less Experience?”


    “It would be worthwhile to consider who, exactly, is doing the delving,” Katrina said. “In my proposal, we would be using indigos exclusively to run the Abyss, both because they are, sadly, more expendable, and also because their success will lead to more violets.”


    “Then again, we are faced with crystal ratio—”


    “I think your math is flawed, because as R. Y. Lava noted in his treatise—”


    The following math war was so technical and intense that I saw even Mansa Musa was having trouble following the details. I decided I would find a better Math skillstone, or get lessons from Xavier, if I had to do this more often.


    At last, when the papers and numbers stopped flying, Fredrick bowed his head slightly. “I withdraw my objection. Alexander’s plan is indeed more feasible if we assume proper rotation of delvers.”


    That I could understand. By changing which delvers went on which delve, we could avoid . . . well, the short version was a bad crystal ratio from some delvers getting more Experience than others. The longer explanation involved more statistics than I could stomach and some complicated calculus. Let me spare you the details.


    “That said,” Katrina said. “This is a very risky plan, because if even one of these Core delves does not return, the City is in peril.”


    I nodded my head in acknowledgment. “The question is, all our eggs in a sturdy, enchanted basket? Or several smaller, weaker, baskets?”


    “Let us examine the other proposals,” Mansa Musa said.


    I nodded and took my seat. I felt secretly relieved that the eyes following me were respectful. I must have done a good enough job, then.


    Mansa Musa gently wheeled another chalkboard into place as Fredrick took my place.


    Fredrick’s proposal was boring, but I had to admit his was remarkably well thought out. Or, more accurately, his proposals were, because he had formulated several. “As you can see, we can tinker with the details to our heart’s content, as through the following equation we can determine all aspects . . .”


    I don’t like this whole delving equation, to be honest, Oscar thought to me as Fredrick’s detail-laden explanations went on. Never sat right with me.


    I’ve never been a fan of it either, but what can we do? We have to decide on something.


    Fredrick raised an eyebrow at us, and we shut up.


    There were no further questions at the end. Fredrick had thought up everything we might have wanted to ask, and the previous math war seemed to maintain its ceasefire.


    Katrina walked up, and her oddly delicate hand began drawing a sinuous line, gently curving up and down, in white. Then another, jagged one in blue. Another in red. “We have previously talked about a month between delves, or days. However, the City requires continuous nutrition. That is the white graph. Blue and red are Alexander’s and Fredrick’s proposals.


    “My proposal would be to have overlapping parties running the Abyss, such that we never run the risk of a crystal deficit. Every day, a party would attempt the Abyss. This would continue without end for the rest of the war.”


    It had sounded ambitious when I had read her document; only more so now. Evidently I wasn’t the only one. “Listen, lady,” Oscar said. “I’ve done an Abyss run or two. It’s not for the faint of heart, and it never goes according to plan.”


    “The same can be said of any delve,” Katrina said. “However, would you rather roll a single one hundred side die, or ten ten sided dice? The former can reach a higher sum more often, but the latter will reach a average sum consistently.”


    “We don’t know how many sides these dice have, my friend,” Oscar said. “We’ve only got equations. And that’s all they are. Equations.”


    “I agree,” I said as Fredrick said, “I disagree.”


    This led to an entirely fascinating debate, which I will skip over, because I swear it went on for a full hour and was so technical I don’t even know how to summarize. I’ll try anyway.


    Oscar and I, with the occasional input from Gregg, argued that the Dungeon was unknowable. Equations were estimations at best, and relying on them was foolhardy. We knew the size of the metaphorical dice—why not roll the bigger ones?


    Fredrick, Katrina, Lou, and every now and then Lawalo argued that the Dungeon clearly ran on math, and with math we could conquer it. After all, statistics mages had detected clear patterns even in what seemed to be pure chaos, and why throw that information away simply because it was not known for certain?


    Yang spoke as little as he usually did, but then he said, quietly, “We seem to be divided not so much among ideological lines, but ranking in Houses. Alexander Kenderman is not a Black. Oscar McClennan is a liegeman who has been promoted to the top. Gregg holds no formal office in the RDU. Compare to Katrina, who is a shareholder in the Magica conglomerate, and Fredrick, Lou and Lawalo who are family.”


    That killed the conversation right there.


    Mansa Musa restarted it with a cleared throat. “Regardless of our positions, we have a job to do. In fact . . .” he said, looking around the room. “Alex, Gregg and Oscar, take some time to argue from the position of math. Lawalo, Katrina, and Fredrick, make a more intuitive argument. We may have better success.”


    “If I may,” I said. “Let’s take a break.”


    * * *


    We were forbidden from discussing anything that occurred in the meetings outside of them, but Oscar asked me, “You okay in your House?”


    “I’m not sure what you mean,” I said.


    “They treating you right?”


    “I’m dating a House family member with their permission. I think that counts.”


    He guffawed. “Glad to see you’re getting along.”


    I decided not to ask if he was getting along in his own House.


    * * *


    Team Equation seemed to have taken the idea a bit too literally and was arguing for the complete opposite position.


    “Peradventure we go full hog and not merely roam the 51st, but attempt to defeat the 55th Boss,” Fredrick said. “We can only speculate as to how much crystal that would bring us, but it could quite possibly bring us enough to feed the whole City for a time.”


    “We have a discontinuity,” Katrina said. “If we can gather enough crystal that we can go for the remainder of the war without delving for crystal, then this entire discussion becomes moot.”


    “The way I reckon it,” Oscar said, and he flourished some papers. “There’s one number that actually matters in all this: crystal consumption. Which corresponds to the level of a delver. We want more crystal consumption, because that means we’re more powerful, right? So let’s take a look at the Undercity’s minimum crystal consumption. We know they have four violets and whatever Enoch is.”


    “If Enoch’s crystal consumption is approximate to mine, it is at least a thousand violet a day,” Mansa Musa said calmly.


    Oscar whistled. “Figured. But that’s most of their consumption in one individual. Whereas the reason we’re in trouble is that we’ve got something like four times that. So what’s our best move? Try not to increase our advantage? Now how’s that for math?”


    I didn’t think that that was what Mansa Musa was intending as mathematical perspective, but I said, “Suppose we do roll several dice instead of one. We can still have a catastrophe. In fact, what we’d really fear in Katrina’s proposal is that we’d have a series of wipes in a row. Then things would get bad quickly.”


    “We would have some warning before then,” Katrina said. “But having realized the potential for simply solving the problem outright, I suggest we consider the Core delve plan more fully.”


    I felt significant satisfaction at that. In fact, as we all discussed and argued and bickered over the details, slowing coalescing around a single plan, I felt more and more elated.


    For once, we had a victory.


    For once, I had contributed.


    Chapter 17
Service


    Still, I felt oddly let down as I watched over the balcony. I had helped steer the City to victory—why did I feel so . . . empty?


    Was it the argument? Or something Yang had said?


    Truth be told, the High House family members were arguing from a position of strength. They had it made, whereas hypothetically I could be dismissed from my position for one offense or another. Yet . . .


    “A red for your thoughts?” Alice asked me as she joined me.


    “Something I heard—” Nope, probably shouldn’t say where I got it from. “Is there . . . something wrong with the City? Even the High Houses themselves?”


    Alice raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”


    “It seems those on top . . . just want to stay on top. And everyone else wants to go deeper and get more.”


    “Elites versus True Delvers,” Alice said without skipping a beat.


    “What?” I asked.


    “This isn’t a new thought. Delvers get more conservative as they gain power and crystal. House heads—even those of smaller Houses—delve less, relatively speaking, even proportional to their spare time. Houses that have lower standings delve far more often. The Ivy Institute did a survey and found that red delvers, by far, are the most eager to delve, even though they are disproportionately more likely to die doing so.”


    “What’s this about Elites and True Delvers, though?” I asked.


    “Terms coined by R. Y. Lava, actually. It’s a tension that’s existed in the City for a long time. The Elites are those who have success and power—political power and levels—who just want things to stay the same, and slowly get richer. The True Delvers want to delve as fast as possible, climb as high as they can. And like I just said, the research backs this up as a real phenomenon. Elites start rich and want to stay rich. True Delvers start poor and want more.


    “Honestly, Alex, you are such a True Delver that I’m amazed you aren’t a labylat. Normally I’ve only met people so driven when they believe the Creator wants them to delve.”


    “I’ve been accused of labyrintholatry,” I said. “But I never . . . I never thought of why I wanted it.” I paused. “How about you?”


    “I don’t care. I just want Dad back.”


    I brushed her hair, and she leaned into me. And against her warmth, I knew no matter what the tensions in the City were, it would all be okay.


    “Sorry for interrupting,” the awkward voice of the House courier came from behind.


    I looked behind with a glare, but Alice smiled. “No worries,” she said. “Did you need something?”


    “You’ve got your letter from your accountant. She said it was urgent.”


    I winced. There went any good mood I had.


    * * *


    “How much?" Elise asked as I held the paper wordlessly.


    “Something in the sextillions of gold dollars,” I said. “In City terms? At least one thousand six hundred violet.”


    Alice swore. Xavier asked, “At least?”


    “The math gets complicated,” I said. “Technically, I’m supposed to consider the fair market value in gold dollars of every crystal I’ve earned as income, then count capital gains or losses whenever I traded it. My accountant’s not sure if eating them counts as a taxable event. And that’s not even getting started on the gear I’ve gotten, bought and sold.”


    “That’s insane,” Elise said.


    “Oh, it gets better,” I said. “Since most of those trades were over a short period, they’re taxed at the short-term capital gains rate, which is currently 25%. So . . .”


    “This is—how do they expect you to pay?” Elise asked.


    “That’s the issue,” I said. “If it wasn’t for the War, we’d just head down and delve a bunch of times. Problem solved. But getting violets now . . . Oh, yeah, I should mention that this would end up being more gold dollars than there actually are in circulation. If I try to sell violets to pay them off, the price of gold dollars will skyrocket.”


    “I seriously think you should just forget about this American thing,” Alice said firmly.


    “No,” I firmly said back.


    Sampson cleared his throat. “I’m in a similar position. You see . . . I’m actually a noble.”


    “You are?” we all said at once.


    Sampson nodded. “My grandfather was, and the title passed down to me. I never felt worthy of it to be honest, so I haven’t used it. But I am indeed a Registered Voter, with all that entails.”


    “Yeah, you can’t just abandon your country just because it hurt you,” I said. “Elise, you’ve complained about the City before, but would you leave it?”


    “The City . . .” Elise started, but cut herself off. “You have a point.”


    “What are you going to do?” Xavier asked.


    “I’m going to see if we can settle this for something,” I said. “Maybe they’ll accept High Command scrip. Or maybe I’ll talk to them in person, and find some way to work this out. I mean, I can’t pay them in gold dollars—not without destroying the market—and if I actually go put violet crystals in their treasury, that’s just asking the Underdwellers to attack. Or even some random slayers.”


    “See?” Alice said. “We’ll figure it out. No worries.”


    * * *


    “No,” Mansa Musa said, when I asked him in his office.


    “All right,” I said, with no little disappointment.


    “I do not disagree with your plan for payment or your desire to pay. I simply cannot write a check for thousands of violets of scrip to one Advisor without doing so for all Advisors. Furthermore, my understanding is that such would be considered wages, and your nation’s tax collectors would simply demand even more.”


    “What do you recommend I do, then?” I asked.


    “Ignore them. You have other things to worry about.”


    I nodded, reluctantly. “I understand, sir.”


    Mansa Musa watched me, then looked around his office. It was bare, but magical displays of all sorts of data glowed about it. He pointed to one. “I have another reason.”


    I walked over to the display and saw a pie graph. One large slice was grey, the rest was violet. “This is the scrip to actual violet ratio?” I asked, reading the legend.


    “Yes. We are unfortunately inflating the economy rapidly with our massive scrip purchases. We have, to our peril, discovered both the rewards and the price of printing money. The Bank has warned us that if this continues, it will either have to stop exchanging scrip for crystal on a one-for-one basis, or impose capital controls to prevent a bank run. Both of which would be disastrous.”


    “I understand, sir,” I said.


    “I was going to announce this at the next Advisory Meeting, but we need to accelerate the timetable for the Core delve. Once we have crystal, we can buy the scrip back and restore sanity to the City’s economy. If not, we risk chaos.”


    I nodded. “Who will lead the delve, sir?”


    “You will.”


    I blinked. “Sir?”


    “My personal policy is that if a man is unwilling to do what he proposes himself, he is not to be trusted proposing it.”


    I nodded. “I will do it, sir.”


    * * *


    Adam Black didn’t have an office, but he was willing to meet me in the War Room to discuss my new duties.


    “It’s said that more effort is spent planning for a superparty-scale delve than the actual delve. You’re talking here about a delve lasting multiple days?” He tapped a scroll with a finger. “You needed to start planning yesterday. As it is, I’d forget about sleeping.”


    “Yes, sir,” I said.


    “The good news is, Alice will be coming with you, and she can be the quartermaster. That doesn’t take the responsibility for logistics from you, but you can at least delegate it.”


    I nodded.


    “Now, let’s get on what you need. What resistances will you need?”


    I thought about it for a moment. We had no idea what was in the Core, aside from our brief excursions, so how could I say? “Everything,” I said.


    “Exactly. We spent days trying to wrangle a superparty with all necessary resistances together for the Core delve, and we still didn’t manage it. So what are you going to do?”


    “Potions,” I said. “And herbs. We’ll just use temporaries for what we can’t cover with gear and classes.”


    Adam Black nodded. “When we plan resistances for Core delves, we work in points. Two delvers with 30% resistance is 60 points. One delver with 100% resistance is 100 points. It’s a good measurement of overall resistance in the superparty as a whole."


    He pulled out a scroll with a grid of fine, small lines. “See this? The columns are elements, the rows are things that give resistance. If it’s shaded, it means that that given row doesn’t provide anything for that given column. Then you multiply the points given by that item by the number of those items you buy, to figure out how much total resistance you’ve got from that item. Add up the columns and check if you’ve got enough points. Then add up the prices of everything you ‘bought’ in this column and weep when you compare it to your actual budget.”


    I winced. Although I could do calculus in my head, doing heavy math with multiple sets of numbers required doing it on paper. “How many of these do you go through?” I asked. “Because I’m sure you have to try multiple possibilities.”


    “More than I want to think about. And this is one page, mind you.”


    “ . . . People who say delving can be reduced to an equation haven’t done the math,” I said.


    Adam Black looked at me with a fraction more respect. “It is math, but you can’t just solve for X. Not when you get down to the individual logistics. Not when you have to value a single piece of gear, and you know the owner’s going to haggle over the price.”


    “Right,” I said. But I felt oddly comforted. This was not easy for anyone. That I saw already it would be difficult for me was no sign that I could not do it.


    “Next up, if you’re going to delve for more than a day, you’ll need to bring crystal for everyone. Don’t assume you’ll find enough down there. This means . . .”


    Chapter 18
Pudding Farm


    I thought I was overburdened with work before. I relished the memory of those more innocent times. The logistical math I did involved figures that were completely confidential and could not be delegated to some secretary. Nor was it completely math. There were so many minor details. If I bought death resistance gear from a merchant, I didn’t need to buy as many Deathweeds. Or I could buy cheaper darkness resistance gear, and hope that its resistance would carry over and would save my men from instant death attacks. Or I could just throw up my hands and make one party completely death-resistant, and hope that that would be enough if we encountered a Deep Reaper on the way down or the like.


    I could spend all day trying to optimize our resistances, but Adam Black had also pointed out that I had less time to plan, so I had to spend at least some on everything else. And there were many things falling under the heading of “everything else.”


    I realized I had been staring at the same scroll so long the numbers were swimming. Nope. Time for a break. I got up and walked out the office, carefully locking it behind me.


    In the common room, I spotted Andy curled around Isaac Black. Both were grinning ear to ear.


    “I take it things are going well?” I asked them.


    “We decided to be a couple,” Andy said, and grinned more.


    I was about to say that was fast, but Alice and I had become official within days of our first date. We delvers like our romances fast, I guess.


    “So, um, parties . . .” Elise said.


    “No worries!” Isaac Black said. “I usually go solo. I don’t think we need to be in the same party.”


    I was inwardly relieved. I didn’t know what I would or even could do if Alice wanted to pull me away from my party.


    He’s a great guy, Elise thought to me.


    Why’d you break up, then? I thought, too fast to think through what I was thinking.


    He said I was too intense for him. She shrugged. Glad he found someone else.


    I hope you’ll find someone some day.


    I hope so, too.


    * * *


    “I will be very blunt, sir,” I said in the Advisory Meeting. “This superparty will be incredibly expensive if we are to do it safely.”


    “We cannot afford to be picky,” Mansa Musa said. “This is a war-critical delve. You will have as much funding as you wish.”


    “Yes, sir,” I said.


    Gregg was next. “You will see I have proposed a power leveling scheme for low-level delvers. By this scheme, we will be able to level up red and orange delvers until they can face the 5th Boss and rapidly grow in power.”


    I picked up the papers he had distributed. They had arrived earlier via courier, but I had had no time to read them.


    “I propose we establish a Pudding Farm on the 3rd or higher Floor. The reason we do not know where is that we must first find an out-of-depth Hate Pudding to replicate.”


    “What about a Fork Bat farm?” Yang suggested.


    “We’d be getting more heartstones than levels,” Oscar said. “Those things are nasty.”


    “I concur,” Lawalo said. “There will be little use in forcibly spawning things too dangerous.”


    “I agree,” Mansa Musa said. “By your description, we would need almost no resources to start one of these farms, save high-spectrum parties to protect the farm from slayers and Underdwellers.”


    “That’s the beauty of it,” Gregg said. “We don’t need to spend much effort on this. And think of the benefits!”


    “Which high-spectrum parties?” Katrina asked.


    “We of the RDU would have the resources to organize this by ourselves,” Gregg said. “But logistical support and additional high-spectrum manpower will be greatly appreciated.”


    “Forgive me for proposing caution, but it would be better if one of us were to be there to supervise,” Fredrick said. “If something goes wrong, we will need someone with authority to sort it out.”


    “We need authority in any case,” I said. “If this is another mix of High Houses, we need someone who everyone listens to.”


    “Gregg, you proposed this,” Mansa Musa said.


    “I wish to point out that we will have to act immediately once the first out-of-depth Hate Pudding is found, so it will be a question of who is available when it is,” Gregg said. “I am happy to do so. Is anyone else?”


    No one’s hand shot up. “What?” I asked. “I’m busy.”


    “You can make an office down there,” Gregg said. “You won’t need to do anything but be there in case things go wrong. And it is unlikely that they will.”


    “A reasonable point,” Mansa Musa said. “All of you are busy, but aside from House duties, none of you would be unable to do Advisory work down there, as well.”


    I looked around and saw the fatigue in all of us. Mansa Musa had doubtlessly dumped as much work as possible on each Advisor in private; I just hadn’t seen it.


    Judah was right. I would love a job with more killing of things and less staring at scrolls.


    “Put me on the list,” I said with a sigh.


    * * *


    Pudding Farming is a technique based on an odd property of certain kinds of Slimes. When you damage a Hate Pudding, if you don’t kill it outright, it will split into two smaller Hate Puddings. Leave them alone, and they’ll grow back to full size. You can then repeat this process to spawn unlimited puddings. Which, hypothetically, leads into unlimited Experience.


    Hypothetically.


    It was a week later when it became no longer a hypothetical. My plans were starting to be put into place. I wrote checks for amounts so huge that I didn’t want to think about it too much. I argued with delvers, requisitioned equipment, requisitioned more equipment, made sure the first set of equipment actually arrived . . .


    Xavier about busted down my office door and thrust his staff into my face. “Message from Mansa Musa,” he said.


    “Yes, sir?” I asked.


    ”We’ve spotted a Hate Pudding on the 2nd Floor. We cannot let this go to waste.”


    I inwardly groaned. “And I’m needed?”


    ”Yes. I have consulted every other Advisor, and they are all busy with their own projects. As Gregg suggested, you can make an office down there.”


    I sighed, then realized that was picked up. “Yes, sir,” I said, and began scooping up papers. I decided I would get a Briefcase of Holding like Hagel had.


    * * *


    I felt almost relieved in the familiar darkness of the Dungeon. I hadn’t spent too much time on the 2nd since I had joined the House, and so it brought back memories.


    Was it really only a year? More than that, now.


    I sighed as Andy carved the small room into an office. It had one door and was only three by three tiles wide on the inside, but that was enough for my desk and myself. I placed the light crystal on the desk and returned to scribbling numbers.


    The thing was, I was having my doubts. The more resources we put into this one delve, the more things would go wrong if it failed. Truth be told, the last two delves I had been on—if you counted the Expeditions as delves—had ended in either failure or outright disaster.


    But at the same time, we didn’t have much choice. We only had one Black Cherub, who could hold the crystal we wanted and the supplies necessary to get them. Might as well make this one expedition count.


    A knock on the door. “Enter!” I called, relieved.


    Xavier stepped in. “We’re getting ready to start. We’re up to a few thousand Puddings by now, we just need to start letting the low-spectrums kill them.”


    “Sounds like a plan,” I said. I longed to continue the conversation, but the scrolls called. “Let me know if you need something.”


    Xavier nodded, walked out, and Alice, in Cherub form, stepped in with Andy. “We have a problem,” Alice said.


    “What?” I asked in the least exasperated voice I could muster. I now found I just wanted this to be done.


    “Something’s gone strange with the walls,” Alice said. “Actually, if you step out . . .”


    I followed them out and swore.


    The exterior of my office’s walls were growing irregular shoots of rock like a kind of bizarre fungus. And by “growing” I mean visibly. One shoot spat out a spore, which began turning into a stalagmite.


    I looked around at the massive clearing we had made, that the Dungeon was rapidly rendering unmade. “Xavier, have you ever heard of this sort of thing?” I asked.


    He thought to me. The Ivy Institute did some experiments a while back, and found that there is a exponential relationship between the speed of section mutation and the ratio of modified to natural tiles. The more changes you make to the Dungeon, the faster it changes back, non-linearly.


    Great. We needed this kind of information before we started excavating the Dungeon.


    I know. We never did an experiment this big, however, Xavier thought to me.


    Great. And I couldn’t even keep my thoughts to myself now. “Andy,” I said. “How fast can an untrained red delver mine?”


    She shook her head. “Slow.”


    “Would it be fast enough to keep the Dungeon from outgrowing us?”


    “One easy way to find out,” Alice said.


    “Sure. Return and head over to the Miner’s Guild, get as many picks and miners as you can spare, and come back.”


    Alice nodded and drew Return.


    I decided I would try to be less exasperated in the future. I walked to the door and stopped. I saw through my infravision it had grown an explosion trap while it had been closed. “Elise!” I called.


    She went over and picked the lock, then cut the trap out with her dagger. “Maybe we should just leave this open,” she said.


    “Confidential documents in here,” I said, and sat back on my chair like a defeated monarch returning to the throne.


    No, no, it was just wearing on me. I had no reason to get this upset over minor issues. In fact, I was making progress. I got a few more pages done, and I—


    Another knock at the door. “Come in,” I said.


    Alice and—of all people—the Elevatarch came in. I, along with perhaps a hundred thousand other delvers, could recognize the cheerful and possibly crazy old man in an instant. “Morning!” the Elevatarch said.


    “Hey!” I said, my spirits lifting immediately. “How have you been? I haven’t seen you in ages.”


    “Ah, well, the Elevator is closed,” he said with a sigh. “In the Attack, some Underdwellers with blue gear summoned the Elevator and tried to jump me! Fortunately I had preparations for such possibilities, and they were all quickly incinerated. But obviously those tricks won’t work twice.”


    I decided not to ask if the gear was of the blue tier or whether it was actually blue in order to offend the Elevatarch. “What brings you here, though?” I asked.


    “Well, I have been ferrying delvers down here, but I also heard you need walls removed. The RDU has found deliberately putting Bags of Holding inside each other is an effective explosive.”


    “Go for it,” I said.


    “I also brought picks, as you suggested,” Alice added. “The miners are on their way.”


    “Great.” I said. “Let me know if you need anything else.” I returned to my work.


    A few minutes later, I realized the light had shifted. A tiny new red crystal had grown in the wall, and its crimson light was spilling all over my papers. I hit my face, and wondered if I could carve it out myself.


    No, wait, if the Dungeon repaired itself then eventually it would remove the E-Wards that Andy had carved into the tiles and walls. Then a monster could spawn.


    Whatever. I could handle anything on the 2nd Floor. And the chances of a monster spawning in a room this small were minimal.


    My thoughts were interrupted by the louder and louder argument outside, until at last I stepped outside. ”Luke?” I asked.


    There he was, one of our first party members. His aura was now orange. He stood alone in plate mail, his armor covered with pudding goo. “I need help,” he said.


    “What?” I asked, looking around.


    “He wants us to help level him,” Elise said with a sigh.


    “Why are you asking us?” I asked.


    “I was in your party!”


    “Sorry, but—” I stammered.


    “Listen,” Xavier said. “You had your chance and missed it. You left the party on your own. I’m sorry, but what are we supposed to do with you?”


    “You can level me up,” Luke said.


    “We can’t give special treatment to you based on connections,” I said. For that matter, we had known each other for all of a day before he unceremoniously quit.


    “That’s not fair,” Luke said.


    “How is not giving you special treatment unfair?” I asked.


    “You abandoned—”


    “You were the one that quit!” I said, irritated.


    “I just said, you abandoned—”


    “For the Dungeon’s sake shut up!” Xavier snapped. “I’m sick of this.”


    Xavier? I thought to him.


    It’s nothing. I’m just stressed.


    Meanwhile, Luke looked at us with disgust.


    Also meanwhile, Who’s he? Alice thought to me. My head hurt.


    Former party member, I thought back.


    A trio of pink blobs broke off from the mass surrounding my office and oozed towards us. “Best go take care of those,” I said firmly.


    He scowled, but walked away.


    I went back to the door, and found it was trapped again. “Elise . . .” I said, and cleared my throat. No. I would not be defeated by annoyances. “Elise, could you just stand out there and fix the door whenever it gets trapped?” I asked calmly.


    “Sure,” she said, and picked the door again. She opened it and I stepped inside.


    I looked at the papers, which were yet another shade from another new crystal in the wall. What was I even trying to do? Oh, yeah, there was that thing with dimensional resistances—


    The echoing crackle of the explosion made me jump. I felt as if someone had unbalanced the universe for a moment, or the world’s clock had skipped a second. Oh, yes, the Elevatarch.


    I walked back outside to see my party equally unnerved. “Xavier, can you contact the Elevatarch and tell him never mind? This—”


    The second explosion didn’t sound like a Bag of Holding inside another. We all ran for it. Or at least, I started to, then realized I should not abandon my office with all of its papers. I ran back, and my party ran back with me.


    “Alice, what was that?” I asked.


    “The Elevatarch bumped into Juno,” Alice said.


    “Juno?” I asked.


    “One of the Uniques that the RDU hunts down on the First Five,” Xavier said. “It’s this female Goblin Shaman that shoots explosions from her eyes. Generally pretty safe for someone who’s high level, but why take chances?”


    “Okay,” I said. “Xavier, use your wide-band telepathy to tell the Elevatarch we—” What? I needed quiet to work? But the entire point of this endeavor was to level the other parties. I supposed I would just pack it up and work on it later.


    I walked back in the door only to have my face almost bitten off by the Rust Lord inside. ”Drain Life!” I screamed at the rust-covered knight-thing. It didn’t die from my weak spell. It swung at me. I countercut and sliced its head off.


    It fell apart into red dust. So did my sword.


    I looked around at the strewn papers. None looked particularly damaged, but anything metal in the desk was gone.


    Yep. Done for today. I couldn’t take it any more. I scooped up the papers as best I could and walked out.


    My reflexes to use magic almost killed me, I realized, now that I had less Power. The Rust Lord couldn’t kill me, but if it had been a stronger monster . . .


    I looked around at my party and saw they weren’t exactly having a good time either. “Is it working?” I asked.


    Alice nodded all four heads. “From what I can scry, it’s working. We already have twenty new oranges. We could probably make it more efficient if we had higher-level parties wandering around to help the lower-level ones out.”


    “Tell the new oranges to help the reds out,” I said. Another crackling explosion. “This is a test,” I said. “If it works out we’ll do this at a much bigger scale.” Hopefully, “we” not being us.


    “So what now?” Xavier asked.


    “We wait,” I said.


    “Does seem to be an awful lot of out-of-depths,” Alice mused.


    “Yeah, that Rust Lord in my office was . . .” Wait, wait, that was at least seven Floors out-of-depth. That was crazy unlikely.


    “Must be all the spawns or something?” Xavier suggested. “No one’s ever done Pudding Farming on this scale before.”


    “Yeah,” I said, and looked around. It was like we had made a Big Room on the 2nd. Everywhere I looked, everything I saw was the pinkish-red of Hate Puddings. If I listened I could hear shouts and screams of combat, and the ever-present squishing and oozing noise.


    This was not how the Dungeon was meant to be used, I thought. Something was wrong with this, something ever so slightly off, and now my danger sense was constantly tingling.


    Then it spiked. The unending shriek was deafening, and although I reflexively shouted “Mass Prevent Doom!” delvers everywhere died in instants, their Health drained in seconds.


    “Oh. Trash,” Elise said.


    Though we were distant, the Doomsday Pudding was so massive that its immense dark bulk towered to the ceiling. Smaller puddings of every sort spewed from it, and the delvers who had survived its initial Doom ran screaming.


    As we charged through the horde of Hate Puddings, they grew spikes and axes and spears and attacked us. They could only slow us, but the other delvers were hunted down by the monsters they had just been farming.


    “Never heard of anything like this,” Alice said calmly. Between her spells and weapons and the Wheel, the Puddings around us were dying. But the more we killed, the more there were.


    “Xavier, get me some kind of buff on my daggers,” Elise said.


    “I’ll try an Explosion Curse.” Xavier drew a burning red shape, which flew into her outstretched weapons. She threw one and it exploded on contact with the Doomsday Pudding.


    It howled in anger, shuddered, then violently split in two. The two shrieked in a perfect diminished fifth, and I cast another Mass Prevent Doom as my previous spell was overpowered.


    “How are we supposed to kill that thing?” Xavier asked.


    “Calm,” Alice said. “The two smaller ones don’t have as much Health. I bet we need to get closer and kill them all at once.”


    “Working on it!” Sampson said. The Hate Puddings were now faster and more numerous, and their slime-spears more elaborate.


    “Alex, the six guard parties all have Titans on them,” Xavier said. “They’re telling me they’re pinned down—they can’t retreat because the Titans can’t.”


    “Anyone able to help?” I asked.


    “I think the remaining farmers are trying their hardest not to die right now,” Xavier said. “The Elevatarch is evacuating anyone he can.”


    “Let’s Return and get help,” Alice said. “We can’t do anything here.”


    “Are you insane?” Elise asked. “Think of how many people we’re abandoning!”


    “We can’t help them like this!” Alice snapped.


    “Elise, can you hit multiple targets at this distance?” I asked.


    “Sure, if we’re a little closer.”


    “Xavier, can you Haste Elise? We’ll try to end it now,” I said.


    “Got it,” he said, and cast the spell. In a blur Elise threw dagger after dagger, and the two Doomsday Puddings reformed into eight. Another shriek-chorus, like a madman banging an untuned piano, and I felt as if reality hated me personally. I cast Mass Prevent Doom, but the shrieking continued.


    “This isn’t working,” Alice said, wincing. “Doom does both a fixed and a percentage damage to Health. We could die here if we’re not careful.”


    I saw three Red++ delvers fight their way closer, and stopped at us. One was a man with an eyepatch and a spear, one was a young woman with a sword, and one was a blond Thief girl who seemed vaguely familiar. “Need some help?” the front one asked. I felt his tap to join our party.


    “We’ll take anything,” I said. ”Full Heal Party.”


    “If you concentrate on killing them, we can hold the rest off until you do,” the man suggested.


    “Right,” I said. “Forwards!”


    As if knowing our plots, the Hate Puddings before us squeezed together like gelatin bricks to form a wall. Behind it, I saw through to see Puddings grow bows and arrows and or tentacles to cast spells.


    “Alice, can’t you just fly over there and kill them?” Elise demanded.


    “Being Doomed and flying is a terrible mix,” Alice said.


    “We don’t have a choice,” I said. A gooey arrow shot through the wall and hit me, the acid stinging.


    “But—”


    “Xavier, Haste her. Actually, get her to teleport, too. On a count of three. One, two, three—”


    Whatever reluctance Alice had was gone as she disappeared. I saw a vivid black explosion in the distance, and the eight Doomsday Puddings became sixteen. She cast another spell, and the sixteen were struck by lightning as they shrieked, and were then no more.


    The Hate Puddings around us devolved into mere blobs. We shoved and cut and cast our way to the center of the room, where an exhausted Alice burned off the slime that covered her. “Never again,” she said.


    I breathed deeply. “I agree,” I said.


    Chapter 19
Deep Wounds


    Gregg’s face was as stolid as a stone. He said nothing as we filed in.


    “This was an absolute disaster,” were Mansa Musa’s first words in the conference room. “And as I was the one who approved of the plan, I take full responsibility. Now that we have gone past the part of the discussion where we point and dodge fingers, let us move on to our next steps.”


    “Sir,” I said. “As a revivalist who has personally experienced the rapidly growing and, indeed, overwhelming backlog in the Morgue, this is not a small problem. We are faced with either spending revivalist time fixing our very costly mistake, or abandoning thousands of innocent delvers to indefinite death, and permanently ruining our reputation. The City Gazette will suggest crucifying us tomorrow if we don’t act today.”


    “I concur with Alexander,” Fredrick said. “Trust is one of the most valuable and irreplaceable necessities of life. Without trust, the City will not listen to one word out of our mouths. And trust, once lost, cannot easily be re-earned.”


    “I think we all agree,” Oscar said. I looked around and saw his words confirmed. “And in any case, they didn’t deserve any of this. It was our mistake for thinking Pudding Farming would work on an industrial scale.”


    “I will order City Guard revivalists to revive all those who were killed, and I will also use war funds to pay for complications and the like,” Mansa Musa said. “Now that that is settled, we have two further questions. The first, quite simply, is if this is a potential weapon. Alex?”


    All eyes turned to me. “We were farming for several hours at least, with thousands of delvers,” I said. “Admittedly, it was an exponential growth. But even if we could find a Deep Fork Bat on the 30th, we would have to farm it until it reached a truly unstoppable number, then continue until we spawned, I don’t know, Deep Utensil Dracula—or whatever the Doomsday Pudding equivalent for Deep Fork Bats would be called. All of that would be extraordinarily dangerous and vulnerable to a sortie from the Undercity.


    “I’ve also been in the Undercity when they had a summonstorm, possibly a deliberately set one, and they weathered it pretty fine. So—”


    Everyone stared at me.


    “What?” I asked.


    “A deliberately set summonstorm?” Mansa Musa asked.


    “Sirea Draco was talking with Enoch Draco, and Enoch said that a Deep Lich King had been found near a replication trap. Both of them agreed that this was rather convenient.”


    Mansa Musa looked around. “Did anyone’s House do this?”


    No one answered.


    “This is war critical information. Did. Anyone’s. House. Do. This?”


    Heads shook around the room.


    “This leaves only one obvious culprit,” Mansa Musa said. “And it is not one I would like to dwell on.”


    “Excuse me?” I asked.


    Mansa Musa looked into my eyes. “I suppose they did not tell you? Demand to know of the Nemesis before next meeting.”


    Something in me shuddered, deep down. “Yes, sir,” I said, not knowing what I was saying.


    “But as this question has been essentially answered, let us move to the second question. What do we do now? Let us assume that all such massive leveling efforts will lead to similar disasters. In fact, we need not assume, for no one will ever volunteer for such an effort again, no matter what we promise.”


    “We are logically left with two more options to attempt,” Fredrick said. “The first is that we simply supply ordinary parties with gear and crystal, allowing them to level on their own. The alternate solution is to have high-spectrum parties guard lower spectrum parties through the upper Dungeon. There are many possibilities there, and indeed all of these possibilities are not mutually exclusive.”


    “Our House is oriented to using massive superparties to level large numbers of our members,” Yang said. “We have significant expertise in this matter, and have generally had success with it.”


    “We at High House Magica frequently make parties of one inexperienced delver and a full party of experienced delvers,” Katrina said. “Most mage classes are terrible at leveling on their own. I have benefited from this myself.”


    “We have attempted similar things ourselves,” Fredrick said. “However, we only found it was cost-effective when the distance in Experience between the leading party and the new member was absolutely massive, yet not so much that crystal was wasted. We also must beware of possible intervention by the Undercity.”


    “I’ve always thought you could go a long way with one party of high-spectrums and a superparty of several low-spectrum parties,” Oscar said. “Be easier to manage.”


    “That is indeed what we do,” Yang said. “But I must mention that we are all united as one House, with one culture. Our techniques might not work with a more diverse set of parties.”


    “The RDU has blended all sorts of cultures,” Gregg said quietly. Those were the first words he had spoken. “However, we don’t do much beyond the First Five.”


    The discussion went on into increasingly technical depths, but I wasn’t paying much attention to begin with. So Mansa Musa knew who had attacked the Undercity—if it wasn’t us, and if it wasn’t them? Was this who Elise had refused to talk about, and Alice and the former Eidolon Ariadne been slain by?


    Who were they?


    Who were the Nemesis?


    * * *


    “Alice, we need to talk,” I said in my office.


    “Yeah?” Alice asked.


    “Alice, I get that you’re experienced, and by House rules you outrank us. But you’re still 4th in the order of command,” I said. “We can’t have arguing over what to do in the middle of a battle.”


    “Listen—” Alice began.


    “No,” Elise said. “I don’t care if you were right or wrong. When it’s all on the line, we follow Alex’s orders. Or mine if he’s dead. We don’t spend our time arguing over them.”


    Alice’s face contorted a few times, as if trying to remain neutral. “I understand. Alex, could I talk to you in private?”


    “If it’s about order of command, no,” I said.


    “It’s not about that. Promise. I admit I was out of line. If I object in the future, I promise I’ll do so afterward.”


    The room lost some of its tension. “Sure,” I said.


    Elise shared a wondering look with me, but she left, as did the rest of my party.


    Alice looked down, then at me. “I’ve had really bad experiences with both Hate Puddings and Doom while flying.”


    “I see,” I said.


    “I’m not using this as justification. I’m just saying that . . . I’ve had bad experiences.”


    “You don’t have to talk about them,” I said.


    “I don’t want to. I just . . . I just realize I shouldn’t have suggested leaving. Order of command or not.”


    It was odd, how she seemed to have changed. Before we became a couple, she had seemed so invincible. So unchangeable. So perfect. But now . . .


    I realized, by the horrified look on her face, that she was wearing her Deep Telepathy bracelet. “Never mind, forget I said anything,” she said, and hurried out of the room.


    * * *


    Seth Black looked up at my whole party as we entered his room. “I take it this is not about the Core delve, if all of you are here,” he said.


    “Sir,” I said. “Mansa Musa told me to ask you about the Nemesis.”


    Seth Black looked pointedly at my gathered party. “This is confidential information.”


    “If you don’t tell them, I will,” Elise said.


    “I also know,” Xavier said. “But Elise, you . . . ?”


    Seth Black sighed. Alice cleared her throat. “Uncle, at this point, all things considered . . .”


    “You have a point. Very well. Not one word of this leaves this room.”


    We all nodded.


    “There are . . . beings in the Dungeon,” Alice began. “We don’t know their names, or what they are, but we call them the Nemesis. Entities—we don’t know if they’re delvers or not—appearing throughout the deepest reaches of the Dungeon. They are apparently intelligent—but they don’t have auras of any kind. They are completely covered in armor. And every piece of gear they wear is heavily worn, and glowing.”


    “Shardgear,” I said.


    “Up until we ‘discovered’ it, we didn’t know what it was,” Alice said. “When I first saw it come out of the Prismatic Chest, I was inwardly trying not to show I even had seen it before. I succeeded, apparently. Knowing that they’re covered completely with shardgear only makes it worse, no?”


    “I still don’t know why the Houses don’t let this become public,” Xavier asked.


    “Because,” Elise interrupted. “Every House who has encountered them—High or otherwise—has decided that it’s too risky to let this knowledge become public while we still don’t even know what they are.”


    “She’s essentially right,” Alice said. “We have no clue how powerful they are. We suspect a number of high-profile disappearances are their fault. J. R. Jackson, for instance. And . . . maybe Dad, too.”


    “My family, I’m reasonably certain,” Elise said.


    I didn’t know what to say to that.


    “How do you know about this?” Xavier interrupted. “Or why it was them?”


    “I was a family member of a House that could delve into the Deep. Of course I knew,” Elise said. “Xavier, where did you learn?”


    “The Ivy Institute has numerous records of them. Unfortunately, we know little more than what the House knows.” Then, as if the gears turning in his his head had ground to a conclusion, he looked at Alice. “You . . . were one of their victims, weren’t you?”


    “The first and only time I saw one, I was on the 47th with a party of indigos,” Alice said. “I saw movement out of the corner of my eye, and I saw the glowing gear and a strange spear. It started to run. But it was the opportunity of a lifetime! I followed it, turned the corner, saw it fully, and tried to cast my best Identify spells on it. None worked. And—”


    “It killed you,” Xavier finished.


    Alice sighed. “Yes. It paralyzed me with one spell. My party tried to intervene, but it killed them all with single thrusts. Or so I assume—I was still paralyzed. Then it kited a Archepiano to me and watched as it killed me. Next thing I know, I was in that room on the 3rd with your party. We never found the rest of my party.”


    “So the Nemesis killed you and then gave your heartstone to a party of random slayers?” Sampson asked.


    “Yes. I can’t explain it. I think it was a warning. The House didn’t dare say it was me down there openly, or risk someone else kidnapping me. And they didn’t dare go after me personally, least it be a trap by the Nemesis. So . . . the House set a bounty and hoped for the best.”


    I didn’t know how to feel about that.


    “Why did Mansa Musa tell you to ask?” Seth Black asked me.


    “Because we think they may have attacked the Undercity.” I waved at my party. “You all heard it, too, right? They were talking about it during the summonstorm.”


    Seth Black nodded. But then he said, “I have personally speculated that the Nemesis has made contact with the Undercity. The Underdwellers seem to have far more shardgear than is plausible if they delved themselves. But we have no record whatsoever of even a word uttered by the Nemesis. Furthermore, why would they attack the Undercity if later to ally with them? My theory makes no sense. And yet . . . and yet I retain my suspicions.”


    “We know so little,” Alice said. “And that’s the scary thing.”


    * * *


    “Xavier, can we talk?” I asked.


    Sure? he asked over telepathy. What’s up?


    You haven’t been doing well, I thought.


    Thanks for your concern, but—


    No, really. You’ve not been so . . .  you recently.


    Xavier didn’t reply.


    I want us all to be psychologically—


    Leave me alone. The power of Xavier’s thought was like a blow to my brain.


    Sorry, I thought. Just . . . 


    “I can talk about it,” Xavier said out loud. “Just not over telepathy.”


    “Sure. In a room with a Field of Silence?”


    I followed him to his suite, both of us silent. All around were shelves of books and tables and chairs covered with more books.


    Then it occurred to me that nowhere was any sign of his family inside. There was not one painting, not one memento. And indeed, I had never heard him talk about it. I knew he got letters, but he hadn’t ever talked about that, either.


    “Why are you here?” Xavier asked. “The City, I mean. Why did you become a delver?”


    “Well, originally to earn money for my family,” I said.


    “Not me,” Xavier said. “My family is well-off, as families go. My parents are wealthy, and my siblings—the grown ones—went into business. I was the lone one who didn’t want to do that. The weird one.”


    I didn’t know if I should say anything.


    “They care about me in their own way. And I can’t say that I wish them any ill. They just see it as an investment. They put money in me, I bring money back to them.”


    “Really?” I asked. “That seems—”


    “It’s true,” Xavier said. “They always talk about the family in financial terms. All I ever cared about is books. Knowledge. Learning. They . . . Well, to put it bluntly, have underworld connections. They smuggled goods out of the Earlier cities; pans that don’t wear out and books containing concepts long forgotten. And gizmos that have no explanation—we don’t even know if they’re broken or not, or parts of things since lost.


    “That’s the most they care about the past: what they can get out of it. For a while—since I was fond of reading—they used me as a kind of appraiser. But I’d rather read the whole book then pass it off to some collector, and my family always wanted the book to contain more than it actually did.


    “And it was all so horribly dangerous. The Forgetters don’t ask questions if they find out someone’s been looking into the Earlier Ruins. Being caught by the authorities would be merciful compared to them. They burn everything, and everyone, they can.


    “And I was sick of the whole thing.”


    Xavier paused for a while, and I too, waited for him to continue. When he did not, I asked, “But what do their desires matter now? You can do anything you like, now that you’re here.”


    “Well, we left with some crossed words. I had enough money in my personal accounts to buy a ticket here, and I—I had this fantasy. That once I learned magic, I wouldn’t need them any more. I could live my own life, away from all of them and their greed and their drama.” Xavier’s breath became ragged. “Of course, the Dungeon isn’t so simple. Or the City, for that matter.”


    “See, I understand—or, more accurately, I’m trying to understand—that you’re in pain,” I said. “But legally, you became an adult the moment you touched the Cornerstone. They have no power over you.”


    “ . . . They do,” he said. “I thought being Master of Magic would make me happy. But no matter how many spellstones I eat, I always feel . . . Well, content for a moment, then I want more. I thought joining the Ivy Institute would be enough. Then . . .” He shuddered. “They . . . they made an offer. My family. They made an offer.”


    “They made an offer,” I repeated.


    “They have a storehouse full of thousands of books from Earlier. All they want is money. I would buy their whole stock in a heartbeat, but . . . they know how rich I am. They’re asking for several blue—that’s trillions of nova lira.” He scowled. “They don’t get it! They don’t even understand the City is at war. If I pay them what they ask, it’ll destabilize the market. And yet—yet if I turn them down, what do I say to the Institute? They have a whole wing of . . . Forget I said anything.”


    “Let’s just say I guessed they care about Earlier knowledge.”


    “Yes,” Xavier said. “That sounds like it would be a reasonable guess. Let’s leave it at that. I’m torn. I don’t know what to do. And if my family wasn’t so greedy . . .”


    I realized, deep down, there were no words I could say, no plan I could offer, no way out. And no matter how high my Wisdom was, I could not bear to be in that room, with my friend, as for the first time I saw his eyes mist.


    And yet, I told myself, if I left him now, I could never forgive myself. I stood there as he wept.


    * * *


    That night, I heard a gentle knock on my door. I dragged my groggy self to it and opened it to find Alice. She didn’t look like she had had any more sleep.


    “What’s up?” I asked with the most cheer I could muster.


    “I’m . . . having nightmares,” she said. “Listen, I need to tell you something. Something before we go any further.”


    I nodded and motioned her inside. We probably shouldn’t be so close while alone at night, but I didn’t want to say no to her.


    “I’m . . . I’ve died a lot. A lot,” she said.


    I was going to reassure her that nothing was wrong with that, but the hard look in her eyes warned me away.


    “I’ve taken dumb risks. I’ve made stupid decisions. On some level I’ve just gotten used to it. But—Alex? What would you do if I died and was lost?”


    I recalled Judah’s words about the women who were widows in all but name. “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “Alice, isn’t this a question that’s too early to ask? It’d be one thing if we were closer, but . . .”


    She scowled for the briefest moment. Then her neutral face showed no emotion as she said, “I think it matters now. Because I want to know: will you still love me if I’m lost?”


    “I don’t think I could stop loving you,” I said. “But honestly, Alice, is this really what’s on your mind? Our relationship isn’t like that, yet. If I died and was lost, I wouldn’t want you to think as if we had to stay together—” I stopped myself, wondering if I was saying something stupid.


    But her eyes showed me she got my drift. “You’re right. This is way too early to discuss this. It’s just—that Pudding thing. I died once to Slimes while Doomed and once I got Doomed while flying and crashed. And died. I . . .” She swallowed. “I can’t keep doing this. I don’t want to disappoint you again.”


    “Alice, do you seriously think you’re the only delver in the world who fears death?” I asked.


    “No, but I’m High House Family.”


    “So? That doesn’t make you inhuman.”


    These words seemed to have little effect. But then she shook her head, as if waking herself. “Never mind. I should really get back to bed. So should you. It’s a big day tomorrow.”


    “Night,” I said, confused.


    Chapter 20
Daedalus


    Alice seemed to have regained her usual energy and serenity. She smiled at me as we loaded supplies. The rest of my party was also excited.


    I could not say I was unexcited, but I was also a nervous wreck.


    I realized this was my first superparty command. No, actually, the second—when we had defeated the 25th Boss I was second in command and our leader had died.


    Well, no use overthinking it. I had a job to do. I took deep breaths and looked around at the gathering parties. We had ended up, by chance, with a ton of parties from High House Green, and they had sent Kevin Forest, a Forest Archdruid, to organize their part of it. As such, most of my work was done for me by him.


    “A fine staff,” the older man said to me, looking at my Staff of Gnarled Forests. “Do you use many nature spells?”


    “Not really,” I said. I was using a staff, not a sword, as I had changed back to Black Hierarch. I figured it was insane to possibly face the Undercity and definitely the Deep with a low-level class.


    “Consider multiclassing for them. They would work well with dark magic.”


    “I’ll look into it,” I said. I had a feeling I wouldn’t have a chance to really level Lord or any other class until . . . I didn’t know. How long would the war last?


    Elise returned from the mass of parties. “Alex, we’re ready to go,” she told me.


    It occurred to me that she now took being part of a command party as a duty, truly taking the lead as a kind of executive officer. “Great,” I said, then shouted. “Listen up! We are about to start. Prebattles!”


    I cast along with my men. Seeing the disorganization and overlapping buffs, I decided that Andrew Medici had not been wrong to try to organize us.


    I took two pairs of enchanted dice and rolled them. I read the glowing result. “We are heading to 4-CC,” I ordered.


    Our DA cast the spell.


    * * *


    The dice had allowed us to choose our destination at random, such that the Undercity could not possibly learn of it. “Downwards!” I said, and we walked down the Lock’s staircase.


    Did the Deep feel more dangerous? Or was I just more nervous? Both, probably. I was on edge as we navigated our way down the twisting passages.


    I wished I could enjoy the Dungeon as I used to. True, it was never a safe place. But now every turn, every shadow, felt like not merely monsters, but slayers, were around the corner.


    But no slayers were. We dispatched the monsters along the way and soon found ourselves at the River banks.


    Alice threw the model ship into the water and it grew. The Forest Archdruid sang a song, accompanied by some Bards, and a ship made of living wood grew from a seed.


    We boarded our respective craft. I envied their ship immediately, as it was far more water-tight. But I had no thoughts of anything but the Undercity.


    Then it hit me. “Message to Kevin Forest,” I said to Xavier. “How many more ships can you make, and can you control them from a distance?”


    Xavier relayed the message, and a few moments the scratchy older voice replied. ”I can make two more. Why?”


    “Decoys,” I said.


    ”Aye. I’ll get right on it.”


    Of course, there was a chance that the Dungeon would respond violently to the presence of more ships, but my Master Tactics told me it was worth the risk.


    And it seemed to be right, because neither monsters nor Underdwellers accosted us along the way. We arrived at the far shore, Alice picked up the ship, and the Greens left theirs behind. It seemed oddly sad.


    * * *


    The longer we delved without incident, the more unnerved I was. Things were going too right.


    But surely they could? Perhaps it was simply my skilled planning that had prevented something going wrong. We were at the 50th, and we hadn’t even bumped into an out-of-depth.


    The Forest Archdruid’s words returned to me. My staff was really wrong for my build, aside from the Spell Regeneration. Wouldn’t it have made more sense to give it to a nature mage of some sort? But, alas, there was no turning back the clock—I had had it soulbound.


    Still, perhaps I could mention the idea of better gear distribution to Mansa Musa.


    Alex, Alice thought calmly to me. There’re some blank spots in my scrying to the south. Something’s here.


    I took a deep breath. Tell Kevin Forest, I thought back. How big is it?


    Enough for a whole superparty. It feels too big to be one of the magic-using monsters.


    What the Dungeon? How in all the depths had the Undercity bumped into us now? But I refused to panic. Do they know we’re here? I thought.


    Not yet. They don’t seem to be moving in our direction.


    Was it sheer chance? Don’t pierce their wards until I give the signal.


    The worst part was, I couldn’t discuss this with anyone. Kevin Forest’s thoughts came to me. We can’t hide from them forever.


    Are you suggesting we engage? I thought back.


    No. But I am suggesting we take a different route. Maybe they’re just coming back from the Core. Or maybe they’re not Underdwellers, if you know what I mean.


    His words made perfect sense. “Andy,” I said. “We’re going west. We’re going to try to circle the center Lock and see what they do. Spread the word to be cautious, and don’t move too far from our anti-scrying wards.”


    I took deep breaths as we maneuvered. They could not possibly be tracking us. This was simply bad luck. Amazingly bad luck, but surely—


    We hit an invisible wall. The miners smashed it down, we walked past, only to hit another.


    And another.


    Alice swore. “We must be in Daedalus, the Unique Nurikabe. I’ve been almost killed by it before.”


    “Great,” I said. “How do we kill it?”


    “Destroy every last wall. By the way, they regrow.”


    “On second thought, how do we get out of here?”


    “Just pick a direction and keep digging. And digging. Daedalus is pretty big.”


    “Keep going west,” I said.


    They see us, Alice said. They just changed course. Either that or they’re stuck in here, too.


    A spellflare with an unknown code burst in the distance. Gasps followed around me. That was definitely the Underdwellers. But they didn’t see us, right?


    Kevin Forest’s voice came to me. We can’t deal with both Daedalus and the Underdwellers. Our House categorizes Daedalus as do-not-engage-under-any-circumstances. It doesn’t do damage, but it’s too dangerous to be trapped in it.


    “Xavier, message to everyone,” I said. “Those spellflares you just saw appear to have been from Underdwellers. They may or may not know we are here, but we are about to tell them. Stay alert, and try to stay under the mobile ward’s cover.”


    Alex? Alice thought to me.


    Start piercing their wards. We might be able to scare them off.


    Alice cast some spells. Oh, yeah, they know we’re here all right. They’re all moving around. But they don’t seem to know where we are.


    The Dungeon suddenly felt truly claustrophobic, as every step we took could be stopped by an invisible wall. Open rooms were labyrinths of unseen barriers. Digging was halted whenever we dug, because inevitably our miners would be blocked by one of Daedalus’s walls. And behind us, new invisible walls came to take the place of those we had destroyed.


    Our superparty was too big. We were getting separated simply because we all couldn’t fit in the same room.


    An explosion echoed in the distance, oddly muted. “Looks like they aren’t dealing with this any better,” Xavier said.


    Alex, I have some real bad news, Alice thought as we pushed through an open room.


    What? I thought.


    My Magic Mapping isn’t working any more. I don’t even know what our coordinates are.


    How is that possible?


    I don’t know! Frustration oozed through her thoughts. My Power should be more than enough.


    I had a sinking feeling. Then—Alice? When did this start?


    Just now. Why?


    If this is Daedalus’s fault, wouldn’t it have started earlier?


    Alice fell silent, her breaths stopping for a moment. Trash. I think you’re right. I’m not sure if we’re heading the right direction or not.


    “Xavier, message to everyone,” I said. “We’re not sure exactly where we are, so we’re going to gather in a group and—”


    “Contact!” shouted someone in the distance, followed by screams and explosions. I charged towards that direction, only to hit an invisible wall. Xavier and the other mages started blasting their way through the walls, and we managed to get into the battle just as the full host of Underdwellers arrived.


    The Greens were holding their own, but the Underdwellers had shardgear. With the mixture of us, them, and the Nurikabe, it was too dangerous to use Area spells, and so we resorted to flinging single-target spells at each other.


    “Drain Life!” I shouted, pointing, but it hit the Nurikabe instead. Which, of course, did not drain all of its life.


    “I have an idea!” Sampson said brightly. “Let’s retreat and let them deal with Daedalus!”


    ”How?” I snapped.


    But then the explosion on the other side warned us just in time of the Underdweller’s pincer movement.


    Xavier cast Firestorm and blasted them. One fired a black crossbow and struck Alice’s wings. She fell to the ground.


    “Alice!” I cried, then screamed triggers at them.


    The pincer didn’t have many Underdwellers, but Daedalus had closed off their escape route. In seconds they were all dead.


    The same held true of their other pincer, for with shouts of victory and joy I heard the Greens take them out.


    “That’s . . . all of them,” Alice said.


    “You okay?” I asked.


    “I’m not fine, but I’m not dead either,” she said.


    “Mass True Heal!” I shouted.


    She regained only a little Health.


    “Ugh,” she said. “I think it’s something worse than a Deep wound.”


    I thought for a moment. “Your stats are lower.”


    “Great. Just what I wanted to hear.”


    Kevin Forest thought to me, Should we continue the delve? We have a lot of casualties.


    A tough choice. But that was my job. I don’t want to risk it, and I don’t like how we just “happened” to bump into them, I thought. Let’s be careful.


    Out loud I said, “We’re picking up the shardgear and fighting our way to the Lock. We’ll decide there.”


    * * *


    “How much shardgear did the Undercity find?” Elise asked in the Lock. “All of them are armed to the teeth with it.”


    I saw the change in Alice’s eyes: the delvers near Elise suddenly stopped looking towards her.


    “Alice?” Elise asked.


    She held up a glowing dagger.


    Karl Purple’s Dagger of Truth


    Shardgear


    +300/0/0


    Aims for the heart. Triple damage on crit. Pierces 50% Protection.


    Detects Lies.


    Elise didn’t react for a moment. Then she shrieked so loudly my ears hurt.


    “Elise,” Xavier said.


    Elise continued screaming.


    “Elise,” I said firmly. “Calm down.”


    Her scream ran out of breath. “But—but—but—”


    “Elise,” Xavier said again, softer. “Would you be angry if I suggested something?”


    Elise’s words were so soft I could not have heard them if I had not my Perception. “I don’t care about anything any more.”


    “You have a legal right to your father’s shardgear.”


    Elise stopped, and held her face. “I’m—I’m sorry. You’re right. It’s . . . I can . . .”


    I looked around. All of us were mentally shot. Even if I did continue the delve, we were low on that most precious resource, one that was neither an item or a stat: morale.


    “We’re heading home.”


    * * *


    “It is impossible that they could have guessed, of all 10,000 sections, the exact section that our superparty entered,” Mansa Musa said. “It is most likely a case of incredibly bad luck.”


    I could read open disappointment and even disapproval in the faces around me. The latter was from the Elites in the room—Lawalo, Katrina, and Fredrick. The liegemen and Gregg looked sympathetic, and I could not read Yang’s expression at all.


    “While you have been planning this, I have been at work on my own suggestion,” Yang said. “Our House is used to large-scale delves. With your permission, sir, we would make such a delve to the 50th, or even shallower, and collect enough crystal to sustain the City for a brief time.”


    “Bad luck’s bad luck,” Oscar said. “Can’t blame anyone for it.”


    “It’s not so much blame as caution,” Fredrick said. “Why risk anything when we don’t have to?”


    “You say that as if we have another option,” Oscar said.


    “How many resources did we expend?” Mansa Musa asked.


    “Our biggest expense will be healer’s fees, stat items to replace lost stats, and Potions of Youth,” I said. “Aside from the casualties, we lost nothing.”


    “Then I say we have every reason to attempt this again the moment you are ready.” Mansa Musa said.


    “Yes, sir,” I said.


    * * *


    “I’ve never heard of Daedalus messing with scries, but there’s a first for everything,” George said. “And it didn’t sound like the Undercity did it with shardgear.”


    “Maybe they’ve got even more tricks up their sleeve,” I suggested.


    George shrugged his muscular shoulders. “As for that stat loss . . .” He wandered back to the shelves.


    Alice did not look well. Nor did I feel well. I had snapped at Sampson in battle, but he had suggested something at a bad time and . . . Wasn’t I right? Didn’t I have to put my duty as superparty leader above my friendships?


    “Here you go,” George said, returning with a thick tome. “Thought I remembered something like this.”


    Deep Wounds, a Healer’s Guide read the cover.


    I flipped to the index, then found the entry on stat draining.


    Deep Draining


    Suppose you stumble onto a Deep Mega-Munsae, and happened to have misplaced your drain resistance that day. Well, sucks to be you, because its touch will count as both a Deep Wound and as a stat draining attack.


    The stat loss is permanent.


    “I had drain resistance!” Alice protested.


    “We’re dealing with shardgear here,” Xavier said.


    I realized neither Andy nor Elise were with us. Alice, do you know where Andy and Elise are?


    In that storage room.


    * * *


    The moment I opened the door, I regretted it. Andy was kneeling, hands over her shoulders, as if in vigil. Elise was prostrate on the ground, almost motionless. Her father’s shardgear lay in the center of the labyrinth.


    I didn’t know what to do, so I just walked to Elise’s other side, knelt, and crossed my arms like Andy.


    We stayed there in utter silence for a time. Indeed, it felt timeless, as if the Creator had paused the whole world to listen.


    At last Elise got up, and sheathed her father’s shardgear on her belt. “Thanks,” she said to me, and walked with great solemnity along the tape out.


    Chapter 21
Clockroaches


    Yang had been an invaluable source of information for our power-leveling scheme. The Zodiacs did similar delves frequently, although not as deep. “The deeper you go, the higher-level leading party you need,” he explained. “You also need a higher average level of those being leveled.”


    He did not offer to mix his House’s parties with ours, saying that cultural clashes would make it untenable.


    “Who will lead them, then?” Lawalo asked.


    “This may sound selfish,” I said. “But I could use the Experience myself for a class I’m leveling.”


    “You have no less right to level,” Mansa Musa said. “But I believe there is a mistake in all our reasoning. We do not want one superparty leveling. We want many. There will be plenty of slots to fill, and I intend to pull some parties from the City Guard to lead some.”


    I relaxed a little. I had gained only a few levels in Lord from the Pudding Farm, and with these parties I could easily, and safely, gain more.


    “Is this wise?” Fredrick asked. “With respect to you, Alexander, we must avoid an ambush by the Undercity.”


    “It’ll just be me in a lesser class,” I promised. “Listen, we can’t throw away future power out of present caution.”


    “Indeed,” Mansa Musa said. “That is our very premise.”


    * * *


    I felt enormously relieved that I wasn’t responsible for planning the delve. But it wasn’t as if there was much to plan. We were simply gathering interested parties and teleporting them into the Dungeon. Then we personally just sat back and let them kill things until something went wrong.


    Of course, considering how the war had gone so far, that was a lot to ask.


    “Alice, I have a question,” I said to her in the common room. “Can you scry the upper Dungeon for Underdwellers?”


    She shook her head. “Yes and no. It depends on if they’re warded.”


    “You have an awful lot of Power,” I said, confused.


    “The problem with wards isn’t that I can’t pierce the mobile kind. It’s that I don’t automatically know where the mobile kind is, and so I can’t pierce them.”


    “What if you’re nearby?” I asked.


    “I can tell where my N-Types aren’t working, and then guess, but that’s about it. I’ll probably catch warded parties. But there may not be much time before they’re on us.”


    * * *


    I stood in one of the teleport chambers High Command had erected for these delves. I looked across the gathered parties, and felt their taps on my heartstone. Five parties, all Orange++ or Yellow. I was secretly glad I wasn’t with those leveling the red delvers.


    “Sorry for the delay!” an Archer cried as he and his party rushed into the room. “We got distracted.”


    I tried not to facepalm. But no, was it not simply the case that others had not been as motivated as us?


    Why was it that some delvers became violet and others stayed red their whole lives? I knew some who would say it was simple laziness, and the strong were simply those who had chosen the path of strength. Others would say it was mere luck. But weren’t both of them right? We had ourselves tried very hard to get where we were now. But we were also very lucky.


    Alice’s words about the Path of Graves returned to my mind.


    The Archer had taken my thoughtfulness for barely constrained rage. “Sorry! Sorry!” he said.


    “Let’s get going,” I said, calmly. Xavier cast his spell . . .


    * * *


     . . . And we were on the 17th.


    The parties with us were on edge. So was I. Lawalo and Fredrick had spent their whole time calculating the optimal Floor for Experience gain, and their answer was five Floors deeper than the usual depth of the involved parties. Of course, we could not set up a perfectly optimal delve, but the 17th was good enough. Or so they said.


    In actuality, some of the delvers with us were not 15th qualified and one wasn’t even 10th. If things went wrong, like they had with the Pudding Farm, they would go very wrong.


    I saw Elise think to Xavier. He looked worried and she scowled. Elise had told me the theory that delving beyond one’s qualifications summoned out-of-depths. It was currently heterodox, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t true.


    And we were about to test it.


    “Remember,” I said. “What do we do when we see something amiss?”


    ”Spellflare!” the others said at once.


    “Exactly. Run if you have to, but try not to kite things into other parties. Feel free to kite things into us if you have to.” Hagel had assured us that the Law permitted it if we were all in the same superparty.


    Elise called out parties and locations. We were in the very center, and Andy started digging routes through the section. Mobility would be key in this scheme—we needed to allow the lower parties to run and ourselves a route to help quickly.


    I have a bad feeling about this, Xavier thought to me.


    Elise rubbing off on you? I thought back.


    No. But I’ve learned to trust my instincts. If this scheme worked . . . why haven’t we seen all the Houses doing it? Or the RDU?


    I felt my own guts twist a little. We should be able to hunt down out-of-depths, though.


    I’m worried more about something on the Doomsday Pudding scale.


    I didn’t know how to answer that.


    But in the first hour or so, nothing went wrong. I felt a steady stream of Experience, and though it was just a drop in my ocean of Experience, I started gaining levels in Lord.


    It was slow. But given any progress, I would slowly reach my goal. Once I had reached 100th Lord, I could start thinking about—


    Alex, are you sensing that in the distance? Elise thought to me.


    Actually, I did, after a moment. Some insectoid monster I had never felt before through telepathy.


    “Change of plans,” I said. “North, everyone.”


    We moved, and a few turns later we came upon it.


    The Clockroach had the body of a giant cockroach with the rear of a giant clock. One of the lower-level parties had followed us in. “What the Dungeon is that thing?” the Rogue who led them said.


    “We don’t know,” I said. “Don’t get close.”


    It waved its forearms and its clock stopped. The delvers with us slowed and then froze in place.


    ”Drain Life!” I pointed at the Clockroach with my sword and the thing writhed. Sampson ran over and slashed it apart.


    A few moments later the other delvers resumed their motion. “That was horrible,” said the Rogue Lady, gasping for breath. “I took some time damage.”


    “Time damage?” I asked out loud. “A monster on the 15th that needs Time Resistance to fight? What the Dungeon?”


    “I’m too unnerved,” said the White Skull. “Can we go back?”


    Elise looked to me. This is the Dungeon’s warning shot.


    I would be mocked mercilessly for returning this early.


    Heads would roll if we had another Doomsday Pudding incident.


    “Xavier, message to everyone.”


    Xavier nodded and put his staff next to me.


    “All of you are doubtlessly aware of the Doomsday Pudding incident. There were warning signs. We ignored them. I’m not seeing that same mistake made again on my watch. We’re Returning.”


    Xavier’s staff-mike was a confused mix of complaints and sighs of relief over top of each other.


    “This isn’t up for discussion,” I said. “We’re going back.”


    Xavier cast Return.


    * * *


    “Clockroaches?” George asked as we gathered around him in the library. “Can’t say I’ve ever heard of them before this. I’ll check the archives . . .”


    “Surely someone would remember something so crazy if it happened to him,” Xavier said.


    “The Dungeon does create new monsters sometimes, right?” I asked.


    “Or reveal monsters already in existence. As I said, there are books on the subject.”


    Alice shook her head. “Never saw anything like it before.”


    “If nothing else, I’d like to hear your experiences,” George said, and handed out papers.


    * * *


    The next day, the Advisory Meeting started with all eyes on me. I had barely finished my report when Lawalo slammed his fists against his desk.


    “This is absolute nonsense!” he said. “You fled due to one monster?”


    “How many 17th monsters can deal Area time damage?” I asked.


    Lawalo rolled his eyes. “There’s some slowing—”


    “Area. Time. Damage,” I repeated. “They were frozen in place. If that’s its default attack, I’d hate to see what it does if it gets close enough to bite.”


    “I am more concerned that we have encountered a new and very dangerous monster that was not apparently out-of-depth,” Fredrick said. Lawalo gave him a betrayed look. “I support Alexander’s decision.”


    “It is a moot point, now,” Mansa Musa said. “The papers have mercifully decided it was the right decision. For morale reasons alone, it is better that we decided against a risk than to have a second disaster.”


    Lawalo looked like he would argue against his father, but said nothing.


    “It’s worthwhile trying to figure out what triggered it,” I said. “I mean, we did have some unqualified delvers . . .” I trailed off at the flat look of everyone else. Perhaps it was better not to push things further.


    “How many superparties have there been in the upper Dungeon?” Fredrick asked. “Why has this not happened before?”


    “We have sent many,” Yang said. “However, we do not send them lower than the 10th, and we do not send anyone who is unqualified.”


    “Our House also leads massive delves, as team-building exercises for airship crews,” Oscar said. “And this is the first Clockroach sighting, or anything like it.”


    “I have a different concern,” Katrina said. “Due to my House’s many experiments with time and dimensional magic, we are one of the City’s largest customers for time resistance gear and consumables. Resistance against time damage or status effects—anything worse than a mere slow—is rarely necessary in the upper Dungeon aside from slayer hunting. The supply is, nonetheless, immense.


    “That supply has immediately dried up. It has been little more than twenty-four hours and time resistance gear has skyrocketed in price. What went for greens before is now well into the blues.”


    “The City is known for its many absurd bubbles,” Fredrick said.


    “The problem is if this bubble isn’t absurd,” Gregg said. “I mean, think about it. If we see one Clockroach, is it the beginning of a trend? Did the Dungeon decide to produce new monsters? Or was this simply an extraordinarily rare out-of-depth?”


    “If it is a new trend, we’ll see in a day or two if more appear,” I said.


    “Agreed,” Mansa Musa said. “Let us move on, then, to new plans. We will be unable to convince—”


    “Father, excuse me, this is unreasonable,” Lawalo said. “Some of us may be reluctant. But what is delving without risks and greater rewards? If only fools would join us, let us make an army of fools.”


    Everyone but me nodded. I felt a sinking sensation, like my intestines were tottering atop a trap door.


    “Very well,” Mansa Musa said with a slight smile. “We will continue the mass delving, perhaps with more instructions on what to expect. But we should not rely on it.”


    “If this is caused by unqualified delvers, we can simply qualify more delvers,” I said boldly. I saw agreement in their eyes. “Consider that the Elevator, when it was functional, allowed delvers to reach the 5th Boss with ease. While we can’t continue the use of the Elevator here . . . We can simply use Enter Dungeon on individual superparties.”


    Lawalo nodded. “These plans are complimentary.”


    I felt slightly better. If we would make an army of fools, at least we, our leaders, could be less foolish.


    Or so I hoped.


    Chapter 22
The Price


    The letters from the IRS had stopped being polite. My accountant had tried to explain the situation to them, but so far no dice.


    “They’re saying if I don’t send them a payment in the next thirty days, they’re taking action,” I said to my party, gathered around our table.


    “So what are you going to do?” Alice asked.


    “Establish a payment plan, I guess. That will stall them for a bit, while I figure out how to pay them.”


    “But once you do that, you’re agreeing to pay,” Elise said. “It’s changed how you interact, because you’ve made a promise.”


    “To be fair,” I said. “I do really owe them the money.”


    “Why?” Alice asked. “You don’t live there any more.”


    “Listen,” I said. “You know how the City has beggar boxes and feeds its poor through charity? The Kingdom of America has actual welfare programs. It’s not always enough, but my money will help people not starve. Unlike us, they can’t come back if they do.”


    “But you don’t live there any more,” Alice repeated. “You aren’t giving money to the Brazilian Confederacy.”


    “I’m not from there,” I said, irritated. “Is it really so wrong to be loyal to a country?”


    Sampson walked in, almost skipping. “Michal’s reopened!” he said brightly.


    We all got up. “Perfect,” I said. “I could use some good news.”


    * * *


    There were fewer customers than before, but still many of them. Michal took the time to sit by us as we ate.


    “And I thought I had trouble with the City’s sales tax,” Michal told me. “Although I’ve heard the City is plotting to tax business income directly, soon.”


    “Really?” I asked. I hadn’t heard of it as an Advisor, but then again, we were purely the military arm of the City.


    “It’ll be a fight. But . . .” She thought to me. Tell Mansa Musa, if you would, that the scrip is starting to lose its value.


    I’ll tell him, I thought back. But Mansa Musa was too well-informed to be caught flat-footed by this.


    “Oh, hey,” Judah said, as he walked in the door and saw us all. “Just was coming by to visit.”


    “I’ve still been working on those herbs—” Michal began.


    “No worries!” Judah said brightly. “I’m just checking in on you.”


    Michal gave a slight smile at that.


    “You know, Judah, I’ve been wondering: what is your actual class?” I asked.


    “55th Knight Commander,” he said. “You?”


    “100th Black Hierarch,” I answered.


    “Really? What do you worship?” Judah asked me.


    “Uh, I don’t really worship anything, to be honest,” I said.


    “But you’re a Black Hierarch. A Black Holy Ruler, in other words. What religion are you part of?”


    “It’s just a class,” I said. “It doesn’t mean anything. People haven’t thought that was a thing for a long time now.”


    “But that doesn’t mean it isn’t,” Judah insisted. “There are some of us who think as you do, or that you can be some kind of minister or priest of the God of Israel by taking the class. Personally, I ain’t risking it. The only God worth worshipping is the Holy One of Israel. So we rely heavily on Herbalists and M-Type healers, and any other form of healing that don’t imply worshipping other gods.”


    “What happens if you die, though?” I asked.


    “Doctors and other M-Types can cast Revive. For that matter, so can base class Healers. It’s just really low Power, so there’re lots of complications. We consider it more important to avoid evildoing than to make things easier for ourselves. ‘Building a fence around the Torah’, so to speak. But in all honesty, most delvers are way too eager to crash into the fight. We try to limit casualties, and we’ve been much better off, overall.”


    I nodded. “Is this why you don’t want to share prebattles?”


    “Yep,” he said. “It’s a fine line. Where does benefiting from the Gentiles’ actions become endorsing them? It’s just easier if we keep it all in our own party.”


    Michal sighed. “For reference, I never had a problem with you being who you were, Alex,” she told me. “But if you notice, I turned to the Herbalist class rather than any other kind of Healer. Why risk it?”


    Elise looked thoughtful. “We Penitents never consider a class or gear unlawful. Except . . . except shardgear is different.” She set her dagger on the table. Then she started to cry.


    “You’re doing nothing wrong!” Sampson said confidently. “Wouldn’t your father rather be with you, even now?”


    Elise nodded through tears.


    Michal patted her on the shoulder. “I’ll get you something to drink,” she said. “One of those smoothies you like.”


    “I’ll be fine,” Elise sniffed. But the tone in her voice implied anything but.


    * * *


    She was recovered back at our spire. Or at least hiding her emotions well.


    “Alex,” she said. “Xavier and I have been talking: we really need to investigate the Clockroach thing. We’ll go down and kill things until something happens.


    “That might be hours. I don’t think I can spare the party’s time—” I started.


    “We can go together,” Elise said. “Just Xavier and I.”


    “Wait, are you serious?” I asked.


    “For once, we agree on something.” Xavier said. “I mean, the evidence is clear that the moment we started bringing down parties, we started seeing Clockroaches and the like.”


    “Which is obviously the Dungeon compensating,” Elise said.


    “Well, the algorithms behind it, yes,” Xavier said.


    “So you don’t agree on something,” I said.


    “We agree to disagree on our agreement,” Xavier said.


    “Whatever that means,” Elise said.


    I thought about it. “Go for it,” I said. “Just Return if things get dangerous.”


    “We will,” Xavier promised.


    * * *


    “Mr. Kenderman, the choice is simple,” Seth Black told me. “If you seriously intend to make FOREX trades of this magnitude, you will drag the House’s reputation into it. I do not want you to embark on this payment plan.”


    “It’s quite simple to renounce your citizenship,” Hagel said. “I have the paperwork all ready.”


    “But . . .”


    “I am not asking for your opinion,” Seth Black said. “I realize this is not an easy choice. But we cannot afford to cause chaos in the markets when the City is teetering on the edge of economic disaster.”


    “I understand,” I said.


    “Will you do it?”


    I met his eyes. “Give me time,” I said. “I—I need it.”


    * * *


    I stared off over the balcony. The City was my world, my people, my life. All of its colors and auras and the Law and the crystals. But I didn’t . . . I didn’t want to give up who I was.


    “I don’t get it, honestly,” Alice told me. “You can solve all your problems with a single declaration.”


    “I can’t . . . I mean, one reason is that I can’t abandon my family,” I said. “If I renounce my American citizenship, I don’t think I’m allowed to visit.”


    “They couldn’t stop you.”


    “Doesn’t matter. It’s . . . it’s the principle of the thing,” I said. “It’s still, in its own way, my home.”


    Alice patted me on the back. “I get it.”


    “And—I am an American. Yes, I’m a citizen of the City. But that doesn’t change who I am. I can’t give up on that.”


    “I get it, Alex. You don’t need to justify it. Still . . .” she trailed off.


    “What?”


    “Why are they singling you out?”


    “I don’t really care, to be honest.” I sighed. “I’ll figure out something.”


    “ . . . How much is it worth?” she asked.


    “I don’t know—”


    “No, I mean, being an American. How much are you willing to pay in taxes to remain one? If they tax you enough . . . will you quit?”


    “No,” I said. “It’s not like that.”


    But I didn’t know if I could keep my word.


    Chapter 23
Rising Danger


    Xavier and Elise both looked exhausted as they stumbled into my office. I felt taps from both, and when they rejoined the party I could sense they had lost a little Health.


    “Full Heal Party. What happened?”


    “Take a look at this,” Xavier said. He dumped a bunch of scrolls on the table.


    I opened one to see row after row of statistics.


    “We made markings on the walls and fired some spellflares to warn everyone to stay out of our section, then killed everything we could as fast as possible,” Elise said. “Then . . . things started to happen.”


    “Strange things,” Xavier said, and shook his head. “Monsters I’ve never seen before. Out of depth after out of depth. I was half afraid monsters from the Deep would start appearing.”


    “When stuff with true infravision and force telepathy started appearing—y’know, stuff that could possibly harm us, I ordered Xavier to take us out,” Elise said. “Also, I hate force telepathy. Gives me a headache.”


    “Clockroaches?” I asked.


    “Plenty of ‘em. We saw a Unique one called Gregor which slowed us from the other side of the section. Like that Doomsday Pudding. Mind you, that’s with all our best time resistance gear on.”


    “Ouch,” I said.


    “We need to tell Seth Black, and preferably everyone,” Xavier said.


    * * *


    Seth Black looked disturbed. In fact, that’s the first time I could remember him being disturbed. “If this is correct, our entire plan to power level our forces is in vain,” he said.


    “I mean, the Pudding Farming incident should have warned us, sir,” Elise said. “The Dungeon won’t take our efforts lying down.”


    “I’m not normally one for agreeing with that sort of thing, but that’s what the evidence shows,” Xavier said.


    “I’ll obviously bring this up to Mansa Musa,” I said. “I’d like copies of all your scrolls.”


    “Have them,” Xavier said. “I’m also going to let the Ivy Institute know—we borrowed some of their time resistance potions.”


    “How do you borrow a potion?” Elise asked.


    “That’s a good question,” Xavier said. “They just ask I pay them back or get some similar potion for them in return.”


    Seth Black looked thoughtful. “The House will pay for them. But in return, keep quiet about your research for the moment.”


    * * *


    Mansa Musa’s face in the Advisory Meeting was grim.


    Gregg’s was furious. “We cannot let this information become public,” he said.


    ”What?” I asked.


    “We have every reason to believe these figures are accurate,” Fredrick said. “And therein lies the problem. If our very actions had been leading to this, dare we act at all?”


    “Excuse me, this is ludicrous,” I said. “We are risking the lives of our delvers.”


    “To begin with, we have no hard proof,” Gregg started.


    “We have statistics!” I cut him off.


    “Enough!” Mansa Musa boomed. “One at a time.”


    “As I was saying, we have no hard proof,” Gregg said. “We would be tossing aside decades of labyrinthological research to believe this. And why should we? Simply because of an anecdotal experience . . .”


    “I agree with the kid, though,” Oscar said. “First the Doomsday Pudding, then this. Things are getting out of hand.”


    “Surely—” Gregg began.


    “Surely you believe this because you are from the RDU,” Oscar retorted. “Because you fully know well that if this is true—if the Dungeon gets more dangerous the more high-spectrum delving there is—then everything the RDU does is worse than useless. Worse. Than. Useless.”


    “This is outrageous!” Gregg began. “Mansa Musa!”


    “Oh shut your trap,” Oscar said. “Are we Advisors or politicians?”


    “We have no choice but to be both,” Mansa Musa said. “Oscar is correct that the RDU’s efforts would be worse than useless. But we cannot allow this information to leak if it would destabilize the City.”


    The room fell silent.


    “To be blunt, Gregg, the RDU has to some extent relied on the City Government for funding,” Mansa Musa said. “After all, many of the services it provided—the Elevator, the Unique hunts, gear rentals, escorts, guild halls—have become central to the City.


    “But suppose this new rule of the Dungeon indeed exists.


    “We must suppose that it applies everywhere, including the First Five. Every Unique that the RDU kills only increases the danger. The Elevator helps red delvers—does the Dungeon punish it somehow, too? What of gear rentals and escorts? The very basis of the RDU’s existence is in vain.”


    “Seems like a good reason to end it now,” Oscar said.


    “We have no proof!” Gregg about screamed.


    “Go on, point to the part of my House’s numbers that are false,” I said.


    “I dispute the very basis of—”


    “Enough!” Mansa Musa shouted. The room quieted. “We cannot let this divide us any further,” Mansa Musa said. “The City needs, more than ever, political unity. This would shatter whatever unity we have, and would drive further wedges between the red delvers and high-spectrums. We cannot let this information escape. It is far too dangerous.”


    My stomach turned. So this was how the City really operated? I wanted to scream. Is this how the City—even the RDU—really saw red delvers? Just political pawns to be sacrificed when needed?


    Gregg looked gleeful, and at me with hate. I returned the look.


    * * *


    I felt glum when I returned, but I had absolutely no one to talk to about it.


    Except I had to talk to Xavier and Elise about it.


    Sighing, I went down corridors at random and bumped into Adrianne Black. “Hello—”


    “Perfect,” she said. “I was just looking for you. If you would follow me,” she beckoned.


    Curious, I followed her into an empty storage room.


    I heard her whisper, in the softest voice possible, “Event Horizon.” In a moment, everything around us stopped moving. “Avoid touching the edges of the bubble, would you?”


    “Huh,” I said. “I didn’t know that you could just whisper your Tv-Type triggers.”


    “You can, if you enunciate perfectly.” Adrianne Black said. “Very difficult in battle. It’s a secret kept by the highest-level Tv-Types.”


    “I’m a high-level Tv-Type.”


    “You never asked.”


    “And you never told me.”


    “If you insist,” Adrianne Black sighed, and for a moment she seemed so tired. “I trust a boy your age is aware of the facts of life. The birds and the bees?”


    My face turned red—more anger than shame. “Of course I do. What the Dungeon are you talking about?”


    “Good. Now do you know the facts as they apply to delvers?”


    I paused for a moment too long, wondering where she was going.


    “It’s quite simple. It all works the same, except that a pregnant delver can’t enter the Dungeon. The child in her womb is still a surfacer, you see.”


    “Of course I knew that. Adrianne Black, what—”


    “Therefore,” Adrianne Black continued over me. “The moment a delver gets pregnant, she’s done with delving for the next nine months. To say nothing of taking care of the child afterward.”


    “Excuse me,” I said. “This is ridiculous. I know all this.”


    “You don’t, the way you’re acting,” Adrianne Black said, her lecturing tone turned to anger. “You Americans sleep with each other without a second thought—”


    “That hasn’t been the case for a century! We—”


    “The out-of-wedlock birth rate is three times higher in America.”


    “So? That doesn’t make all Americans licentious.”


    “So? What in the depths are you and Alice thinking? She can’t be stranded on the surface—”


    “Adrianne Black, by the Dungeon, I’ve barely touched her!”


    “Really?”


    “We’ve kissed, yes,” I said in the calmest tone I could muster. “But—”


    “But? But you’ve never heard of a moment of passion leading to another? You are alone together awfully often.”


    “Fine, we’ll find some kind of chaperone—”


    Adrianne Black screamed so loudly that I flinched. “That’s not the point! You can’t risk the whole war over your puppy-love stupid romance!”


    “‘Stupid?’ Are you really angry over the war, or are you angry at me for being with her?”


    “Both,” she said, quietly, while her eyes bored into mine. “You don’t know what she’s gone through. Not a clue. And here you come waltzing in, acting as if you’re destined to be together! You, are quite simply not right for her.”


    I seethed inside, but my voice was calm. “I think you’re wrong.”


    “Unfortunate, when your thoughts don’t mesh with reality.”


    Then the time bubble popped and she walked out. Hey! Don’t just go on— I thought to her.


    She didn’t reply.


    * * *


    My brain was tired, but I forced myself to call Elise and Xavier in.


    Neither was happy about what I had to tell them.


    “But why?” Xavier asked.


    “I can’t tell you,” I said. “I wish I could, but—”


    “Alex, are they mad?” Elise asked. “Because this is madness!”


    “I can’t tell you,” I said. “I’m sorry, I just—”


    Xavier shook his head. “We get it. But the moment the war’s over, and High Command’s dissolved, it’s going to be all over the City.”


    “I understand,” I said. “All I ask is for you to wait.”


    Chapter 24
Return to the Core


    The Advisors' Meeting was grim. Yang looked grieved.


    “The Zodiacs’ latest superparty did not return,” Mansa Musa said. “Our situation has now become critical. Alexander Kenderman, you absolutely must succeed this time.”


    “I understand, sir,” I said.


    “Best of luck to you,” Oscar said. I saw hope and trust in the eyes of the others.


    “We’ll succeed,” I said firmly. “Promise.”


    * * *


    Running into the Undercity had been sheer chance, right? They had no way of knowing where our delve started, and between our wards and the Deep’s interference they couldn’t have spotted us. And in any case, Daedalus had to be just chance, as the Dungeon surely did not deliberately target us.


    Yet by the unease I saw in my superparty, I was not the only one to desperately think those thoughts.


    But we were even more prepared now. We had reinforcements from the Greens and the Magicas, and even more of us Blacks. We could take on a much larger party of Underdwellers.


    “The fate of the City is resting on our shoulders,” I said. “We will either retrieve enough crystal on this delve or we will all die. Let’s go.”


    I rolled the dice, then scooped them up. “44-EE,” I called out. Xavier cast the spell.


    * * *


    The dice had actually read 87-GG.


    Call it a hunch or call it a backup plan, but I wondered if the Undercity had managed to influence or read our dice. If I was wrong, no harm no foul. But if I was right, we would avoid the next ambush.


    The 12th Lord itching in the back of my mind bothered me. Wouldn’t it be so easy to have changed classes before coming down? Surely one deep delve as a Lord would grant me enough Experience. But I knew better: we needed all of ourselves at our very best.


    Whatever it took.


    We marched down into the Deep, but aside from the monsters, no one accosted us. Our crossing of the River had nary a monster in sight, and soon we were traveling down the Floors to the 50th.


    No one stopped us.


    * * *


    The 50th Lock was thankfully empty. So far, so good. And yet my anxiety as superparty leader only increased, for the dangers of the Core could be far more than those of the Deep or the Undercity.


    But no. I forced my feelings down. We had a job to do, and if we failed, so would the City.


    “How many of you have been in the Core before?” I called out.


    Surprisingly, most of us had.


    “First rule of the Core,” I said, recalling Adam Black’s explanation. “The Core is not stable.”


    “How are we going to get back?” a Rogue Queen asked. “We can’t just retrace our steps.”


    Dungeon. This was just the perfect time to realize that flaw in our planning.


    “We’ll rove the 51st until we find a staircase back up,” Elise spoke for me. “It’ll be fine. We just have to be careful.”


    “Right,” I said. “Which brings me to traps . . .”


    * * *


    The Core was the same as before, the weird, bright lights and crystals in the walls. I wondered how many traps we were going to trigger, whenever we found a juicy-looking crystal on the wall.


    But I had no time to think. Though the Core was bright, the strange Core monsters with their empty eyes watched and fought us. Alice gave me real-time updates, but so far things were going swimmingly.


    Had we just run into bad luck before? Perhaps my skill at planning a delve was just that good.


    A Core Goblin Archer fired an arrow that one-shot one of our healers. She didn’t have time to scream before she shattered. Our magical barrage fried the Goblin, and then the Core was quiet, once again.


    That was what was weird. Why was the Core so quiet? Was it that we were the only delvers in it? Or . . .


    No. Something was wrong.


    I looked around. Plenty of crystals, and I had decided earlier to avoid mining them until we found a good one. I could see traps here and there, but they were obvious and avoidable. Which seemed out of character for—


    No. Monsters. Where were all the monsters? We were romping through the Core almost unopposed.


    “Alice, how many monsters have we encountered?” I asked.


    “Not too many,” she said. “They’ve mostly run when we—”


    My instincts as a delver were practically screaming. I listened. “Everyone, stop,” I called.


    They all stopped.


    “I think the Core is trying to ambush us,” I said.


    “That’s insane,” a Knight Paragon said. “The Dungeon isn’t that smart.”


    “Don’t be so certain,” Elise said.


    “Why are the Core Goblins retreating?” I asked.


    “They’ve only been appearing in the north,” Alice said.


    “Why are they trying to lure us in one direction?” I asked.


    The whole superparty stopped in thought. Then spellflares burst from the north scouting party: Red-Red.


    “Everyone, north,” I said. “Xavier, signal we’re coming!”


    My heart stopped as our frontline miners bashed through the walls and we saw the remains of our north scouting party.


    A whole tribe of Core Goblins, Archers, Shamans, and Chiefs were arrayed before us in a wide room, guarding a violet chest. All of them looked on us with strange eyes. All of them raised weapons or staffs to attack.


    I had one instant to make a decision. But my Master Tactics told me the truth in that instant. We couldn’t run. “Charge!” I shouted.


    We exchanged spells first. Explosions incinerated or froze them, slaying several. Their volley’s explosions struck Xavier’s shield, but the sheer power of them blasted through and did damage.


    Sampson teleported into their midst. Monsters appeared all around him, crashing into the surrounding Core Goblins. Sampson drew first one sword, then another, and sliced through Core Goblin after Core Goblin.


    This bought us enough time for the frontline to approach—but the Core Goblins turned as one and charged into us. “Drain Life!” I shouted, killing one, and Elise unloaded. Alice fired her black lightning, and struck down several more.


    The Goblins, without hesitation, turned and escaped down a corridor. They fired spells and arrows at us as they fled, and we fired back.


    “Stop!” I ordered, and we stopped. “There’s bound to be another ambush. Healers!” Without another word, they turned to injured party members, and I joined them.


    “Casualties!” I said. “Who did we lose?”


    We had lost only three—all mages who had been too close to the initial explosions. The wounded were readily healed, and I breathed deeply.


    “That was reckless,” Elise told Sampson.


    “It would have been more reckless to let them keep shooting at us from a distance,” Sampson said.


    “Sampson, what the Dungeon?” I asked. “When did you become a Titan?”


    “I figured since I was going to become a Black Power, and I already had the requirements for Titan . . .” Sampson said.


    In fact, if I thought about it, I knew he was a 5th Titan just by thinking of him. I had spent far too much time doing other things and almost none with my own party.


    “Where did you find the time?” I asked.


    He looked at me strangely. “I was bored and headed down with some of the leveling parties.”


    People were looking at me. This was not the time.


    “That was . . .” Alice began.


    “Wrong?” Elise asked. “Against the rules? The Dungeon can do whatever it wants. Even if it means giving Core monsters that kind of strategic intelligence.”


    “Henceforth,” I said. “We are treating Core monsters as if they are as smart as we are. That could have ended in disaster.” No one dared gainsay me.


    The Rogues and Thieves among us approached the violet chest, and I felt the knot of tension increase as they worked to untrap it. How did other superparty leaders handle the stress? Things were already going wrong, and I felt like I was about to burst.


    Whatever. I had a job to do, no matter the cost.


    The violet chest clicked, and Alice stepped up for them to loot it. She poured violet crystals into her wings. “This seems to have more violets in it than a normal violet chest,” she said. “Actually, I think the whole chest is bigger.”


    “We’re going to be more careful,” I said. “Short a Prismatic Chest, let’s take fewer risks. The City is depending on us.”


    * * *


    I woke with a start and almost screamed.


    No, no, no. I was in the Core. That was why the floor beneath me was hard: it was the perfect white tiles, like a purer marble. That was why I was still in my gear: I hadn’t unequipped it, knowing where I would be.


    How had I even managed to sleep in the first place?


    I sat up to find the camp around me intact. Elise looked like she had slept well. Alice clearly had not.


    “What time is it?” I asked.


    “Just a few minutes before reveille,” Elise said, stifling a yawn. “We’ll be getting ready, soon.”


    * * *


    The Core was even more lucrative than my calculations. I had expected it to take multiple days of delving, and indeed it would. But at the rate we found violet chests yesterday, we would be done today.


    And my gut had no less tension than the day before.


    We cleared out our section and headed east. Aside from more Dragons than usual, and the general Core weirdness, it didn’t seem all that difficult.


    Perhaps, aside from the Core being too smart, and the aforementioned Dragons, we really were made for this. After all, we had a ton of violets and indigos—perhaps it was just an appropriate challenge.


    Aside from the Dragons.


    “This is getting ridiculous,” Elise said, after the fifth. The Green Dragon had spewed acid all over her, and though her sleeves protected her arms she was covered with small burns.


    Alex, something’s to our south, Alice thought to me. And I notice that’s where all the Dragons are coming from.


    We had two options: leave or investigate. The Elite in me wanted to leave. The True Delver in me wanted to investigate.


    Somehow, the True Delver won.


    “Everyone, south, but slowly.”


    We marched, but suddenly multiple spellflares burst from the south. Yellow-Yellow-Violet-Violet-Violet.


    Three violet chests? We couldn’t turn this down. But I was already wondering if the Core was on to us.


    Fine. We had tricks of our own.


    “Miners, dig straight south!” I ordered. We followed them into a giant room to see a sight I would never forget.


    Dragons. Dragons everywhere, seated on treasure-piles of crystals or chests. But more terrifying than the Dragons was the enormous crystal-encrusted faucet that, every few seconds, spat out a new egg. The eggs cracked open into Hatchlings.


    Without a word from me we unloaded on the faucet. But it was unscathed, and the Dragons breathed at us as they charged.


    I had no time to shout orders, or anything but cast spells. There were so many Dragons that they were shoving each other out of the way to get to us. Three small Dragons flew overhead and crashed into my party. Alice stabbed one with her spear and Xavier fried two more.


    Most were merely Hatchlings, but a Hatchling that took more than a few seconds to kill meant there was another Hatchling waiting.


    Then, imperceptibly, the tide turned, and we burst through into the room, firing spells, arrows, and knives at the Dragons.


    I saw Sampson seated atop the faucet. “Had to turn it off!” he shouted.


    I sighed. How had he even managed to get there as a Titan? Did it not count as running away?


    But at the same time, he had saved us. “Good work!” I shouted back. Then I caught my breath. I should not have gotten so close to the front line, not when I was the superparty commander. I couldn’t risk my neck when I was the head.


    “Look how many Dragon Scales we got,” Alice said with a gleam in her many eyes. I looked into them and half winked. You’ll get used to this, Alex. One delve at a time.


    * * *


    The Trap Boss came on without warning. Our Rogues were opening a violet chest like any other when the ground beneath us shuddered and a massive Ettin King burst up from the ground.


    The strange two-headed beast smashed the ground and anything on it with its two massive spiked clubs. I saw a few of the Greens go down, and the Magicas’ spells had no effect.


    I almost shouted the order to retreat, but Sampson couldn’t, as a Titan.


    Alice flew over and grabbed its arms, then held them in place. “Kill it!” she said with a strained voice.


    Our frontline gathered around and stabbed it to death. As it died, a new chest appeared where it fell.


    “Henceforth,” I said. “We are always digging exits to a room before opening a chest. Sampson, you are staying out of a room while we are untrapping it.” I knew I had to confront him about him becoming a Titan and not telling us, but now was not the time.


    “Hey,” Elise said, as she opened the new chest. “I think we’re done.”


    I heard us all breathe a collective sigh of relief.


    * * *


    Yellow-Yellow-Rainbow to the north. We all froze: a Prismatic Chest.


    Everyone looked to me.


    This was not a decision I wanted to make. But the stakes were clear. Could we leave another Prismatic Chest, knowing we would be abandoning the shardgear inside? Or did we return now, since we had enough crystal?


    We couldn’t afford to be sucked down, like in the first Core delve we had been on.


    “Xavier, send ‘gather’,” I said. He fired Orange-Orange.


    I looked around the superparty, and knew my decision was made for me. I thought about it over and over again as we gathered, but it was simple: we couldn’t take another incident like that first Core delve. “Everyone,” I said. “I’m sorry about this, but we have to leave it be. We can’t risk it in our present state.”


    I thought I would have received hisses of disagreement, but there were none. Only weary, regretful agreement. “Can we mark the location?” Xavier suggested.


    “It probably won’t stay here, but sure,” I said. Andy ran to a wall and began carving words next to the corridor. “When Andy’s done, we’ll continue our search for the stairs.”


    Alex, what the Dungeon are you doing? Alice snapped in my mind. Her thoughts contained rage like a pack of chomping and barking dogs held on leashes. Dad could be in there!


    We can’t risk the City—


    Then let me go!


    Are you insane? You can’t disable one of those traps on your own.


    Fine. I’ll take volunteers.


    No, Alice.


    “Listen up,” Alice called. “Anyone want to—”


    ”ALICE!” I shouted over her. “This is not the time.”


    She glared at me with all of her angry eyes, her eagle-face looking as if I was prey.


    “Alice,” Elise said. “Don’t do this. Please.”


    Alice took four deep breaths, but said nothing but “Fine. If that’s who you really are, Alex, let’s go.”


    * * *


    No ambushes. No traps or more Prismatic Chests. Our search ended abruptly, when our scouting party stumbled into it. We hurried up it, and the reassuringly empty 50th Lock greeted us.


    “Thank you, all of you,” I said. “I won’t keep you all. Xavier—” I hesitated for one moment. Should we go back? Should we get that Prismatic Chest? Maybe Alice was right, after all.


    No.


    “Take us back.”


    He looked like he had had the same thought, but without a word, he moved his staff, and—


    * * *


    —it struck me the moment we had returned. “Xavier, priority message to High Command,” I said.


    “Sure,” he said, and waved his staff, then held it up to me.


    ”Yes?” Mansa Musa’s voice came.


    “Sir, we succeeded. We have all we need and a bunch extra. We found a Prismatic Chest, but decided to avoid opening it in our present state. But if we send another delve now, it might still be there.”


    ”Understood,” Mansa Musa said. “Take a break yourself. And congratulations on your success. The City needed it.”


    I couldn’t help but smile. “Yes, sir.”


    * * *


    But that night, I couldn’t help but frown, looking over the balcony at the City. At the City I had saved, no less. Sure, if we had failed the City would have tried something else. But we had been there, and done what we needed to.


    But we had left the Prismatic Chest unopened.


    Alice’s footsteps rang in my ears long before she approached me, grabbed me, and shook me. “Alex, you made a promise. YOU MADE A PROMISE!” she finished with a scream.


    “I’m sorry—”


    “Your apology can go down a trap door! Dad could have been in that chest! You abandoned him!”


    “I had no choice!” I shouted back. “Can I risk the whole City for one—” I trailed off, realizing I had stepped in it.


    “You made a promise,” Alice said, barely above a whisper. “A promise. And I believed you.” She turned and walked away.


    * * *


    Adam and Isaac Black stumbled into the common room the next morning, covered with injuries. Adrianne Black followed, casting spells.


    Isaac Black pulled up a chair next to us. “Are you sure it was those coordinates?” he said.


    “I’m sure,” I said. “We left a inscription.”


    “We found an inscription. We found no corridor next to it. The Core is so unstable . . .” Isaac Black sighed.


    Elise patted his hand. “You tried. You can at least say that.”


    Alice was horrified.


    I had nothing I could say.


    Chapter 25
Knowledge and Power


    You did well,” Mansa Musa told me. “You made the right choice to return.”


    I nodded, but still did not feel joy. Alice wasn’t talking to me at all, and I didn’t think there was anything I could say or do to change that.


    “With our influx of crystal, we have some time to plan our next move,” Mansa Musa said. “So far, we have found little success in our massive leveling efforts. Lawalo?”


    “Our plan to ferry delvers directly to Locks has been working,” he said proudly. “Many delvers who normally would not even consider facing a Boss have done so with our assistance. We have also been organizing superparties to fight the deeper Bosses.”


    “So how long before we have an overwhelming force?” Oscar asked.


    “That is the difficulty,” Mansa Musa said. “We may be fighting this war not for months, but for years.”


    The room stilled at that.


    “Attrition is, sadly, our best option. Now that the Undercity—”


    “Sir, this is outrageous,” Katrina interrupted. “Morale can’t be kept up by ‘attrition’.”


    “Then by all means suggest a better strategy!”


    “My House is developing a powerful spellshaped spell that will do siege weapon levels of damage. We propose to hold off on attrition, or anything else, until we test it out.”


    When it would end? I wondered. We had tried so many tricks to win the war, and so had the Undercity. Would we simply grow weary of it? I was already.


    Or maybe I was still upset that Alice was angry at me. I could barely concentrate on anything else.


    * * *


    I decided the only way to change things was to talk about it. No good could come of leaving it be and hoping our relationship would magically heal.


    And yet I didn’t want to bring up a fresh wound. What would I even say? Could I even apologize?


    Yes, yes, I could. I could say I was sorry that the situation wasn't different.


    All those thoughts left me in a moment when she opened the door to the suite. She looked at me with weariness. “I don’t want to talk about it,” she said.


    “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to—”


    “I just don’t want to talk about it. Please go away.”


    Guys can be dense, but I was not that dense. I bowed and quickly walked away.


    * * *


    Xavier had wanted to talk to me about his latest findings, and so I sat in his room as he told me about them. Elise was also with us, and it seemed there was some microscopic change between her and Xavier.


    “So there’s actually two factors, according to the Ivy Institute’s math,” Xavier said. “There’s one for staying in the same section too long, or maybe killing too many monsters. We’re still figuring that one out. Maybe there’s multiple sub-factors.


    “But here’s the big one: outside help—defined as high-spectrum delvers in the area, immediately increases the danger level of the section, without regard to killing anything or not.”


    “What about gear?” Elise asked. “Is wearing gear you couldn’t get on your own against the Dungeon’s ‘rules?’”


    “We’re not sure. Most gear you can equip has stat and class restrictions. It’s possible that gear quality still makes a difference.”


    “I’ll need copies of all your scrolls again,” I said.


    He pulled a whole crate out of a Bag of Holding. “One step ahead of you.”


    * * *


    I found Sampson in the gym, cheerfully lifting weights with every limb.


    “Sampson,” I said. “We need to talk.”


    “What about?” he asked.


    For a moment, I reconsidered. “I have no right to tell you what to do with your life, or your build, or anything else,” I said. “I just needed to know that you became a Titan. All right? Tell me when you change classes.”


    “Sure thing!” he said.


    I decided I couldn’t really be angry at him.


    * * *


    And yet I felt oddly unsettled. Why did I feel so upset? Well, I couldn’t stop thinking of Alice. If only—If only—?


    Mansa Musa held up a paper the moment the doors were sealed at the Advisory Meeting.


    It was tomorrow’s City Gazette. The headline was so huge I could have seen it across the room without my Perception.


    POWER LEVELING BACKFIRES—DUNGEON PROVEN TO PUNISH SCHEMES.


    “Somewhere, somehow, we have a leak,” Mansa Musa said.


    “I take it we cannot get the City Gazette to self-censor,” Fredrick said.


    “All of the newspapers know,” Mansa Musa said. “It is too late to clamp down on the story. We only have to deal with it. But more importantly, we must know who leaked this data.”


    “Who all knows?” Katrina asked.


    I cleared my throat. “The Ivy Institute was funding the research into this. Two of my party mates were instrumental in discovering it, but I trust them with my life. My House—”


    “Did any of your party mates disagree with my decision to not release the information?” Mansa Musa interrupted.


    “Two did,” I said. “As I said—”


    “Father, if you would show us the article . . .” Lawalo said.


    Mansa Musa unfolded the paper. Inside was an exact facsimile of Xavier’s handwriting, noting what monsters appeared when. “How many scrolls did your party member produce?” he asked.


    I flushed. “That’s Xavier’s handwriting, but like I—”


    “How. Many.” Mansa Musa’s normally calm voice bubbled with anger.


    “All I know of are the copies he made for me to give to this very chamber. I believe he made another copy for the Ivy Institute.”


    “The Institute would have no reason to leak this information,” Fredrick said.


    “Oh, so if some large organization is accused, they’re automatically exonerated, but if my friend and party mate is accused . . .” I said.


    “Alexander Kenderman, this is not about blame,” Mansa Musa said. “This is about the possibility of a leak.”


    I held my tongue.


    “There is no point interrogating from a distance,” Lawalo said. “We must subpoena Xavier D’Ambrose and the Ivy Institute at once.”


    I took deep breaths. Then I snapped. “By the way, while we’re yelling at each other over information that I honest-to-the-Dungeon think should have been released in the first place, here’s more of it.” I pulled out the crate from my Bag of Holding and slammed it on my desk.


    “What is this?” Fredrick asked.


    “More experiments,” I said. “They found out that there’s actually two factors . . .”


    Mansa Musa looked agog. “Did we not warn you against more experiments?”


    “What? No,” I said.


    “We sent you a letter,” Mansa Musa said. “It should have been in your House’s daily orders from High Command.”


    “I swear to you all on my honor,” I said. “I never heard of or received any such letter.”


    A silence filled the room.


    “There is definitely a leak,” Lawalo said. “Someone is interfering with our orders to the Houses.”


    “We sent the orders over microteleporters for that very reason.”


    “Microteleporters cannot be ‘hacked’ without interfering with one or the other device,” Katrina said. “Specifically, you replace one microteleporter with a fake, and keep the other one yourself.”


    Oh no. “Oh no,” I said. “I haven’t heard from my family at all. They . . . send messages over the microteleporter.”


    “That implies someone sabotaged your House’s connection,” Fredrick said calmly. “We must also subpoena your DA.”


    Adrianne Black was not going to be happy about this.


    “This is greatly disturbing,” Mansa Musa said. “I hereby table any and all discussion other than finding possible leaks, until we are certain our deliberations are private.”


    Oh, Creator, I thought. Xavier was going to have it, too.


    Chapter 26
A Spreading Conflict


    By the time we found him on the 1st, it was too late. The reporters were clustered around him as he discussed the nature of his discovery.


    Xavier— I thought to him.


    I’ve had it, he thought back. I’m sick of the City’s lies. I’m sick of the RDU throwing its own members under the bus so it still exists. On my honor as a member of the Ivy Institute, I’m telling the truth no matter what it costs.


    That might not be wise, I thought back.


    Good thing mage spells use Intelligence and not Wisdom, Xavier thought back with force. It’s too late now, anyway.


    The reporters noted the conversation and turned to us. “Mr. Kenderman!” one said. “Is it true that Mansa Musa Red has—”


    “You can find what he says from the press releases,” I said. “I’m here to—”


    “Everyone, shut up!” Alice almost screamed in four voices.


    We shut up.


    Several moments passed as she cast spells in silence. Then Alice breathed four long, deep, breaths at once. “Okay. You can talk now.”


    “What happened?” I asked.


    I just broke through the Undercity’s wards for a moment. They . . . they’re planning something.


    We need to tell Mansa Musa, I thought back. Then to Xavier. Xavier, we need to talk after this.


    I’ve made my choice. Don’t try to change my mind.


    * * *


    The emergency Advisory Meeting was no less tense than the one before it. Gregg looked on me with a betrayed look. To be honest, the more I thought about it the more I sided with Xavier. Did Gregg really care more about the RDU’s political position than its reason for existence?


    “While I was in the Dungeon, briefly, I was constantly casting N-Type scries on the Undercity’s section,” Alice told us. “Then I noticed they had miscast one of their wards, and decided to drill through. I saw the entire Undercity for a few seconds.”


    We all watched her intently. “What all did you see?” Mansa Musa asked.


    “That’s the thing. I saw Enoch and Michael were meeting in the Deep House and I listened in. Here’s my memory.” She thought to all of us.


    * * *


    ”You can’t be serious!” Michael Draco shouted, a red cloud above his head.


    “I am serious,” Enoch Draco said, his sphere blue-calm. “We cannot win by attrition. We must win, even if we must destroy entire surfacer nations—”


    * * *


    “And then they noticed,” Alice said. “Piercing the wards must have alerted them they messed up.”


    “Ms. Black, how do we know this isn’t an elaborate trap?” Fredrick asked.


    “I had my Deep Telepathy bracelet on, and it worked through the scrying,” Alice said. “You’ll remember the clouds above their heads. I saw Michael Draco was genuinely surprised and angry.”


    “If you can see their thoughts, what are they planning?” Mansa Musa demanded.


    “It doesn’t work that way. I’ve been trying to figure out the formula, but I have to be both familiar and have a higher Intelligence and Wisdom. Both of them must be too high in those stats, and too unfamiliar, for me to see deeper.”


    Mansa Musa sighed, but not in serious disappointment.


    “So it’s a real threat,” I said.


    “On some level it doesn’t matter if it’s real or not,” Mansa Musa said. “After all, Enoch Draco has pointed out a perfectly logical strategy. If they can attack or even conquer the surfacer nations, we would have yet more troubles.” He looked at Alice. “Is there anything else? Since this is a confidential matter, we cannot let you stay.”


    “That’s it. I’ll write a more detailed report,” Alice said.


    “Thank you,” Mansa Musa said.


    Alice bowed and left.


    “Aside from this,” Gregg said. “I find it absolutely unacceptable that some individuals have been pushing—”


    “Gregg Mason,” Mansa Musa said firmly. “Now is not the time.”


    He shut his trap.


    “I am not saying this is of no importance. I am saying that we have something critical to not merely the City, but the whole world right now. One thing at a time.”


    Gregg nodded, as if it was his idea all along.


    “Supposing this is accurate, if I were Enoch Draco, I would immediately plan to assault the major airports throughout the world, or anywhere else that imports from us,” Fredrick said. “They have frequently targeted economic targets.”


    “What can we even do?” I asked. “That’s not a desperate question, but how can we react to an attack anywhere in the world?”


    “I am a 100th Spellshaper, and have had practical experience with it,” Mansa Musa said. “We can set up a number of stations throughout the world that monitor teleports hundreds of miles away. Cheap? No. Plausible? Yes.


    “Who will man them?” I asked.


    “That is a bigger question. To be blunt, the various High Houses hail from different parts of the world, but not all of them. High House Zodiac, for instance, hails from China, but Asia is more than just China. A large portion of High House Aeolus is Brazilian, but that is not all of Central and South America.”


    “You’re planning to do one station per House?” Fredrick asked.


    “I am not wedded to the idea, but we must distribute the load somehow.”


    “Sir,” Katrina said. “Let us break and think about this, unless any of us think a possible attack is imminent.”


    “We can’t do much if it is,” Oscar said. “Let’s do that.”


    “I agree,” Mansa Musa said. “This is now our top priority, even above the possibility of a leak. What use is it if we, the City, survive, but the world does not?”


    * * *


    I saw Xavier stand by the balcony, looking up at the full moon. Below, more lights than before glowed in the City.


    I wondered how to start the conversation. Then realized I didn’t know whether to praise or upbraid him to begin with. I walked to his side, silently.


    “See up there?” Xavier said, waving at the bright white orb. “We were once up there. Humanity. People just like you and I, without even heartstones. They used the arts of Science to build a machine that would take them into space itself—and come back.” He sighed. “How far we’ve fallen.”


    “Is it impossible to teleport off the planet?” I asked.


    “World-scale teleports can get you into space, but nowhere near the Moon. The whole planet is so tiny compared to the vastness of space. Every now and then someone gets a bunch of magical breathing gear and tries to use the Abyss to teleport up there. They’re never seen again.”


    “And no one’s tried to make a magical rocket,” I said.


    “Oh, they’ve tried. But the laws of physics don’t seem to apply to magic. You should be able to just make a bunch of controlled explosions to boost you upwards, right? But the explosions destroy the rocket as it goes up. It makes no sense. Rocket fuel was even more explosive than the stuff we have, and normal materials held up to it.”


    “It’s as if the Dungeon wants to keep us down here,” I said.


    “The Dungeon can go fall down a trap door. However that makes sense.” He gave a short chuckle. “Labyrinthology should be the number one priority of the human race. If we can learn about the Dungeon—learn about how and why it works—then we can be free. We can claim the stars again. Until then? We’re just illiterate children playing in a burnt-out library.”


    I decided I was done with the trash people said about personally believing something, but then doing something different. There’s only what you really believe, and what you say you believe to please people. “You did the right thing,” I said. “I don’t agree with how you did it, but . . . You do realize you dragged the whole House into this?”


    “Oh, the Institute, too,” Xavier said. “W. K. Ivy told me personally that he would pay for any legal fees. And by the fact that my aura hasn’t changed a bit, they have no legs to stand on, right?”


    My Legal skillstone informed me that this was no guarantee. “I just wish this wasn’t so political,” I said. “Because—you’re right. We’re just sending our low-spectrums into a meat grinder so—”


    Spellflares burst into the night, first a single Red-Red-Red, then more, then more, then thousands of reds exploding into the sky like a heartbeat of red fireworks.


    “That’s by the 8th Spire,” Xavier said.


    More spellflares. Alice ran out, came to my side, and swore. “We just fell down a trap door,” she said.


    “What?” I asked.


    “That’s a protest brewing,” Alice said. “The fate of the City may rest in one delver who decides not to throw something through a window. Because we’re already a powder keg. Just one spark . . .”


    I felt sick. But what could we do? Were we not the violets responsible for this? They wouldn’t listen to a thing—


    Then it hit me.


    “Alice, if Michael Draco sees this—”


    Alice swore again, then transformed into a Black Cherub. “I’m not scrying him. It would help if we were closer.”


    Xavier cast Party Invisibility, and then we were yanked down there, atop a building.


    The streets were clogged with red and orange delvers chanting “Out-of-depths! Out-of-depths!” The Red-Red-Red they fired was almost in perfect sync.


    “He’s not here,” Alice said calmly. “But that doesn’t mean—”


    Paul Kabidji, Chairman of the RDU, appeared in a flash, levitating above the crowds. “My friends, remain calm!” he said. “We cannot let ourselves be divided in this time of crisis—”


    “You sacrifice us for no Creator-cursed reason!” a woman shrieked. “You don’t even benefit!” The crowd roared.


    A Titan with his party appeared beside us. “This is bad,” a Battlemage with them said.


    “These fraudulent statements haven’t been proven—” Paul Kabidji stated.


    “Liar! We have proof!” Xavier shouted.


    I felt, for a moment, the whole City was teetering on the edge.


    He’s here! Alice thought to me. Then a knife flew up at Paul Kabidji. He dodged. But from the air came a spray of prismatic rays, killing many in the crowd. Alice threw her spear to Paul Kabidji’s left and bloodily grazed something invisible—but it was too late.


    “We’ll handle this,” the Titan said, as the riot started. Something shattered. Something exploded.


    “No,” I said. “If you use force, things will just get worse.”


    “You aren’t in our chain of command, kid,” the Titan said, and jumped off into the crowd.


    “Got Mansa Musa,” Xavier put his staff to me.


    “There is a riot breaking out—” I started.


    “I am already aware of this.”


    “Michael Draco started it.”


    I could hear the faintest outlines of a curse in Mansa Musa’s silence. “Get out. Let the City Guard handle this. That is their job.”


    “Xavier,” I said, and tried not to wince. “Return.”


    Chapter 27
Forgiveness


    I did not expect the headlines the next morning:


    RDU TO BE DISSOLVED! it read. RDU COUNCIL UNANIMOUSLY APPROVES APOLOGY, END.


    I stared at it, as if I had lived my entire life without the color blue, and saw it for the first time.


    “So they cared,” Elise said. “They actually cared more for the City than their own necks.”


    “How did they do it so fast?” Xavier asked.


    Andy pointed to a line.


    While the decision is not yet binding, RDU Chairman Paul Kabidji said that he was “committed to the benefit of the red delver, even if it means I’m out of a job.” He furthermore insisted that he did not fire into the crowd, but “if I’m accused of that, I have no right to keep my position.”


    “‘Not yet binding,’” Elise said out loud.


    “You can’t turn an organization like the RDU on a dime,” I said. “But you can still change course.”


    “Huh. Heh.” Elise said. Then she started to cry, then bawl. Xavier went to her and gave her a gentle hug. Andy followed.


    “So I guess the Eidolons get the 8th Spire, now, huh?” Sampson asked.


    Alice came out from the Blacks’ quarters and looked at me. “Alex? Can I talk to you in private?”


    * * *


    Alice closed the door behind her. Her suite was not ornate, but one wall was covered with a painting of a smiling man in Black Dragon Scale Mail. For a moment I thought I saw Adam Black II, but I realized this was his father. Though he was clearly in his thirties, he seemed far happier.


    Alice followed my gaze. “It’s one of the few portraits that exist. He was never fond of being painted. But he played along for this one.”


    I sat on a chair and looked at her, waiting for her to say something.


    She looked back, then at the ground. Then, taking a deep breath, back at me. “I’m sorry.”


    “I’m sorry, too, I—” I started.


    “No, I don’t want to argue with you about this. I—” Then she realized how ridiculous that just sounded. “I’m . . . I don’t know what to do. I shouldn’t have questioned your authority like that. And I shouldn’t make you choose between your duty to the City and your love for me.”


    Truth was, I found I was angry at her. I didn’t know what to do about it, either. Dungeon, why not just get it out? “I’m still angry,” I said. “But I hurt you, Alice. I don’t want to set that aside. I should have said things differently. I . . . broke the promise.”


    “I remember what you said,” Alice said. “You said you wouldn’t do anything wrong. I guess . . . I guess I didn’t realize what that meant.”


    “I stand by that, Alice,” I said. “I had no choice. I couldn’t risk the City, even . . .”


    She touched my face. “I know,” she said, meeting my eyes. “And the worst of it is, you’ve been doing all the work in this relationship and I’m just enjoying the ride. I just take and take and take, and you never stop giving. That’s—that’s not healthy. That’s not right.”


    And yet, at those words, I felt a great pressure release. “What are you talking about? You’re the one trying to make this all work,” I said. “If anything, I’ve barely done anything for this relationship, while you drag me along.”


    “I know, but I haven’t been succeeding, have I?”


    “You have,” I said.


    She sighed. “I don’t even know how to apologize properly. It was totally my fault. I’m a violet and a adult. I should know better. I’m such a selfish—”


    “No,” I said firmly.


    “What?”


    “You’re imperfectly selfless. A selfish woman wouldn’t try to apologize. A selfish woman wouldn’t try her hardest to make a relationship work. A selfish woman wouldn’t admit fault in the first place. I could go on about my own flaws, but . . . we’re just human, Alice.”


    I could see tension leave her, too. “I’m . . . I’m glad you aren’t . . .” she trailed off. “I mean, if you do want to end this—”


    “I refuse to give up on our relationship or on you just because of one incident,” I said. “I just . . . It hurt, Alice. It hurt both of us.”


    Alice nodded. “And I can’t turn back the clock.”


    “I can’t either,” I said. “I messed up, too, Alice.”


    We were silent for a time. Alice got up to a wooden cabinet and motioned to me. “Have you ever wondered why there’s skillstones for some things and not for others?”


    “I’m not sure what you mean,” I asked. I also wasn’t sure where she was going.


    “Why is there one for cooking and not for farming? Why is there one for painting, but not for carving? Because . . . I’ve always been curious.” Her face was solemn, then she opened the cabinet.


    Inside were wood carvings, some simple, some elaborate, all made with care. I saw monsters and castles and spires and people. Alice looked at me with a mixture of hope and dread.


    I got up and looked closer. I could see careful detail in each, small cuts that would have not been obvious to the un-Perceptive. “These are amazing,” I said. “You made these, right?”


    She blushed a little. “I’ve . . . never shown them to anyone before. I just thought that, if, um, er, you . . .”


    I took her hand. “I forgive you, Alice. I don’t want you to feel ashamed or afraid. I just want you to be happy.”


    She gave a weak smile as she started to cry. Then, with a shaking hand, she took a carving of a face and handed it to me. “This is you.”


    “It is?” I asked. It was abstract, but in the next instant I recognized my own features, carved lovingly into a block of wood. It seemed, though cruder, a more accurate picture of me than when I looked in a mirror. For the emotions in that inanimate object were far brighter and happier than in my own weary face, having just woken up and shaved. No, this was not a image of myself as I was, but as I could be.


    “Keep it,” Alice told me.


    “This is . . . I can’t possibly . . .”


    “There’s this Earlier book about these love languages. One of which is gift-giving. Considering that you began courting me with a gift . . .”


    We looked into each others eyes, and with a shock of recognition I realized she truly loved me back. “I love you,” I said.


    “I love you, too, Alex,” she said.


    And still holding her sculpture of me in one hand, we kissed.


    We held it for a long, long, time.


    * * *


    The Advisory Meeting was distinctly muted. Gregg gave us a sad nod. “I suppose I’m out of a job.”


    I was going to tell him he had good ideas, but his biggest idea was the Pudding Farm. “I’m glad we had you,” I said.


    “Thank you for your service,” Mansa Musa said. “Rest assured that even if you are not an Advisor any more, you will still be one of us. However, I have one last task for you.”


    “Yes?” he asked.


    “Leak the information about the Undercity planning assaults on the surface.”


    His eyes bulged. “Sir?”


    “Let the Undercity be struck with confusion as we reveal their plot. You need not make it official. In fact, it is best if you only implied, but did not state it was official. Then we can deny it if necessary, but everyone will believe us regardless.”


    He bowed. “I will do as you say,” he said, and walked out the door.


    “I am also making a change to our operations,” Mansa Musa said, when the door clicked closed. “I am dividing the world into several zones. We will need delvers with authority, and with full knowledge of the situation, in each zone. As such, I am assigning all Advisors but you, Oscar, to a zone. Unfortunately, this does not cover all the planet, but at least it covers much of the cities of the world. South America will be guarded by another member of High House Aeolus, preferably an immigrant to the City from Brazil.”


    “Why me?” Oscar asked.


    “After some thought, it occurred to me that the Undercity’s scheme is quite obvious in retrospect,” Mansa Musa said. “Airships. They have the resources to make their own, if they had a foothold on the surface. They do not have the crew, but they need only conquer one nation to find crew. They could even turn them into delvers, presumably, with their Cornerstone.”


    “Making an airship and flying it aren’t the same thing,” Oscar said.


    “This is true,” Mansa Musa said. “But it would be an area of our weakness. I propose to build up the City’s merchant fleets into a true aerial navy. But to do so, I need an expert in airships.”


    Oscar nodded, pleased. “Sounds like a plan to me.”


    “Who is being assigned to which zone?” I asked. “If I have a vote, I’d like to be in America, where my family is.”


    “I will assign you there,” Mansa Musa said.


    “Russia,” Katrina said.


    “And you will be there, then.”


    I looked around. No one expressed another preference.


    “It is critical that we have political liaisons with the people of the zones,” Mansa Musa said. “I have no connections with the Middle East. I have considered consulting the Macabees, as some of them hail from there.”


    “I can do that,” I said. “I’m friends of sorts with Judah himself.”


    “Sir, I wish to object to this plan,” Fredrick said. “We do not need to send all of us out.”


    Mansa Musa shook his head. “We do not have time to play politics in the City. Our City was almost derailed by politics. I refuse to allow some to stay and some to go.”


    “But I’m staying,” Oscar said.


    “You are needed here,” Mansa Musa said. “But what do the rest of you need? I fear that High House politics has become too troublesome. In any case I will assign each Advisor’s party a second party for backup, so if the situation changes you can all return here at a moment’s notice. I will also be briefing each of you regularly.”


    Reluctant nods followed, but my nod was not reluctant. I had been away from you two for so long, I couldn’t wait to visit again.


    * * *


    Yet, it struck me that the whole set up was strange the moment I stepped out of the room. Mansa Musa was our chief commander. He could simply choose any number of new Advisors or generals or whatever he wanted to call them and give them authority and knowledge. Why did he not do so?


    Unless he worried they couldn’t be trusted.


    Unless he worried we couldn’t be trusted.


    Dungeon. I couldn’t and wouldn’t confront him about it, but it made perfect sense. In fact, the sharper Advisors had probably figured it out as he was discussing it. If one of us was a traitor, would it not be better to separate us? Then he simply had to give us conflicting instructions and see which ones got leaked.


    Or maybe the mole would pick something more subtle. After all, the Undercity had proved its cunning over and over again.


    But which one of us was it? I knew it wasn’t me, although Mansa Musa didn’t. It definitely couldn’t be Lawalo. Mansa Musa probably trusted Oscar, if he left him behind. It could have been Gregg, but then again Gregg’s politics seemed too sincere to be intentional sabotage.


    This left half the Advisors as possible moles. But who was it? Fredrick had voiced a complaint, but for all I knew he just was busy with Family business. Lou had been quiet as of late. Yang had been quieter, but the Zodiacs were tight-knit. And Katrina—I couldn’t put my finger on why, but I trusted her.


    I sighed. This was not going to be easy.


    * * *


    The Jewish section of the City seemed untouched by last night’s events, but I saw Judah’s men all over the place. It occurred to me that I had never seen a female Macabee, and I suspected that was deliberate.


    I met Judah in this restaurant that served special meat. I did not quite understand the principle, but I assumed it was part of their culture.


    He nodded at my message from Mansa Musa. “I assume this is one of those ‘we can neither confirm nor deny . . .’ things,” he said.


    “It is,” I said. “But between us? It’s totally legit.”


    He shrugged. “Well, I don’t really have contacts outside of the City. The Holy Land is a pretty messed up place, and a bunch of delvers showing up can’t help. Or, rather, the City thinks it won’t help.”


    “You’d rather the City intervene?” I asked.


    “I’d rather the City stop trying to rule the world then pretend it doesn’t,” Judah said. “All this power and it just sits on it. But then it makes sure no one else gets that power, either.”


    I shrugged. “I don’t make City policy. I just help defend it,” I said.


    He shrugged, too. “You see, the One who really matters here is God,” Judah said. “We can level up and gear up and do everything in our power to win. ‘But unless the Lord guard the City, those who guard it guard in vain.’”


    “Your God guards cities?” I asked.


    “Our people’s history is full of very unlikely victories.”


    “Really,” I said.


    “It’s not magic,” Judah said firmly. “Our people suffered humiliating defeats when we chose our own way instead of the path that our God showed us. Let me tell you about the Ark of the Covenant.”


    I was not quite sure what this Ark even was, but apparently it was a sacred object carried into battle. At one point, however, they carried it into a battle they lost. The Ark was taken captive by their enemies, the Philistines.


    But though it did not benefit the Israelites, it benefited their enemies even less. They set it in their temple and it wrecked their idols. They peeked in and plagues and rats struck them.


    “See, at that point, the Philistines start thinking,” Judah said, and switched to a caricature of a voice. “‘Oh my gods, the Ark keeps killing us. Maybe we should stop messing with it.’ So they decide—get this—to make golden images of the hemorrhoids and the rats and give them back, with the Ark, to our people.”


    The story went on longer, with further details of how deadly this Ark was, but his words stuck in my mind, somehow. “So you don’t spend all your time hunting slayers,” I said.


    “Got to study the Torah, too, though that story’s elsewhere,” Judah said. “But in any case, you see what I mean? It’s not physical might—and I include whatever magic is as just another kind of physics—and it’s not the outward signs of devotion that matters. It’s following the will of God. And that’s just as true whether you’re a Jew or a Gentile. There’s only one God, after all.”


    I felt reassured, even if I didn’t quite agree. “What happened to this Ark?” I asked.


    “It’s somewhere in the Temple ruins,” he said. “Our sages tell us we’ll find it when we rebuild the Temple. But that would require the Holy Land not to be a constant warzone. To answer your original question: if there was an invasion by the Undercity, I doubt anyone would even notice. Station your troops in the Second America, if you ask me. They’re stable enough that they might be a target.”


    “I’ll tell it to Mansa Musa,” I said. “Thanks.”


    “No problem.”


    Chapter 28
America


    When the orders came in, I briefly considered using my power and influence as an Advisor to veto one choice for the other party.


    The party that would come with us to America was an amalgamation of a party from the Magicas and the Royals, with a leader who was nominally a member of Green.


    Kyle Forest, a grandson of the Forest Archdruid who was with me on the Daedalus-thwarted Core delve, was a 100th Nature Templar Grandmaster, who had gone solo for a year. I saw nothing in his entry in Blues except that he had gone to the 50th on his own. Didn’t say if he qualified in that delve, because you had to be pretty brave to try to solo the 50th Boss.


    The Magicas had sent Bob Whitman, a Dimensional Archmage who had recently become violet. They also sent a Master Summoner named James Rosetti, who according to Blues had been on that first Core delve. Magica always had a shortage of frontlines, and so I supposed it wasn’t surprising that they had sent a cobbled-together group of mages.


    The Royals had sent a Knight Paragon named Christina Yellowman. I didn’t object to her.


    No, I objected to their other choice: a High Theurge Lady Ambrosia.


    I remembered very clearly when she, a high-ranking member of the Royals, had cost a man his job over a hissy fit. I couldn’t trust her. But at the same time, what could I say? “Dear Mansa Musa, one of your adopted daughters is a horrible person and should not be in this superparty?”


    Nope. Which meant I was stuck with her.


    * * *


    The eleven of us gathered together in the War Room in our spire. I thought about trying to break the ice, but I didn’t know if I could avoid saying something angry to Lady Ambrosia. She sat peacefully in her chair, as if all was going according to her wishes.


    Kyle was a tall, tan, and blond-haired man, and picked up the slack. “Shall we get to business?” he asked, clasping his bark-covered gauntlets.


    “Sure,” I said. “Our first question is ‘where.’”


    “I was thinking we’d set up in the capital,” Bob said. “New Washington is centrally located, and I bet if we set up atop Pike’s Peak, we can get some great wards set up.”


    “Bob, have you ever been outside the City?” I asked.


    “No, why?”


    “America is gargantuan. You can only see a fraction of it from Pike’s Peak. It’s not one big city. It’s thousands of them.”


    “And which one of them do we set up shop in?” Elise asked.


    “That’s what I was going to bring up,” I said. “My family lives in Denver, and they have a big mansion. We can probably all fit into it, if we have a few bunkbeds.”


    “Are you sure, man?” Xavier asked. “If we get attacked . . .”


    “I’ve thought this through,” I said. “If we’re there, we can plaster wards everywhere. We can also stop an attack. If we set up in some remote or far-away place, what can we guarantee? Nothing. And they’re in danger in any case, because they’re well-known and I’m known to be an Advisor.”


    I saw agreement across the table. “Let’s at least check it out,” Xavier suggested. “We’ll see if there’s enough room for all of us.”


    * * *


    Did you ever resolve the IRS issue? Alice thought to me in the teleport chamber.


    No, I thought back. I practically thought-sighed, if that was a thing. I just didn’t have time to deal with it. I’m probably not even wanted there.


    Don’t worry about it. If they go after you, we’ll just teleport somewhere else.


    Adrianne Black walked in and I saw her in telepathic conversation with Alice. I hadn’t seen Adrianne Black since the incident with the microteleporter—I figured she had taken it personally.


    Alice raised an eyebrow and frowned. Neither of them said anything.


    Then Adrianne thought to me: If you are improper with her in any way, you will wish you could stay dead.


    I won’t, I thought back. Promise.


    She looked no more reassured. Isaac Black entered as she exited, and gave Andy a passionate hug and kiss. I was glad to see they were still together. I hoped their relationship would survive the distance.


    “Everyone ready?” Xavier asked.


    “I don’t have family to say goodbye to,” Kyle said. “The rest of us made our goodbyes before then.”


    “Off we go,” Xavier cast his spell . . .


    * * *


    Denver still seemed little different, but I heard gasps from several of us.


    “This is what a surfacer city looks like,” I said. “Those are the remains of Sky Scrapers in the distance. Don’t get close to them, by the way.”


    Alex, if we walk through the gates and it turns out we’re not wanted . . . Xavier thought to me.


    Fair enough. “Let’s teleport to our mansion,” I said. I felt tension rise.


    But when we were yanked again, I felt immediate relief. Your mansion was, thankfully, still intact. What was I even worried about?


    “Why is there a trap on the gate?” Lady Ambrosia asked.


    “It’s the surfacer version of a doorbell,” I said. But found myself utterly unable to press it.


    “Alexander?” I heard Mom cry. “Alexander!”


    Immediately she rushed out and opened the door. “Oh, this must be your party. Welcome!”


    “Some of us are actually a separate party,” Kyle said.


    “We were mainly looking for a place to set up operations,” I said. “This is going to take some introductions . . . “


    “Quick, come inside!” Mom said, and we followed her. I barely resembled my mom, but Mom and Annabelle looked very similar.


    Annabelle was reading a Braille book, but her head cocked at the noise we made. “Alex? You’re back?” She still wore all white, even with pearls.


    “I’m back,” I said.


    She tapped with her cane over to me, and I gave her a fierce hug. “I’ve missed you so much!”


    “I’ve missed you, too,” I said. Then I guided her hand to Alice. “Annabelle, Alice. Alice, Annabelle,” I said.


    “Alex told me all about you,” Annabelle said to Alice.


    “Erm,” I said as my face flushed.


    “So? You a couple now?”


    My face flushed redder.


    “Of course,” Alice said, wrapping an arm around my neck.


    “Do you still transform into a giant eye monster?”


    “Why would I have stopped?”


    Annabelle giggled. “I like her, Alex. You better keep her.”


    “I agree,” Alice said, and they both burst out laughing.


    “So, um, the guy in gold robes is Xavier. The lady with purple and gray hair is Elise. Sampson—I guess he’s probably Lord Kerryman or something—is over there. Andy’s the quiet one.” I realized none of these descriptions would make sense to Annabelle, but I had to introduce them somehow.


    “I’m Kyle Forest,” Kyle introduced himself. “Bob’s the DA, and James’s the master summoner. The quiet girl in armor is Christina, and the chick with weird stuff in her hair is Lady Ambrosia.”


    “Lady Ambrosia,” Annabelle asked suddenly. “I remember you from Alex’s letter.”


    Dear Dungeon, what I had done?


    Lady Ambrosia gave her the strangest look. “You’re blind!”


    “Well, yeah.”


    “But why?”


    “I was born this way. Duh.”


    Lady Ambrosia scowled. “You need to become a delver immediately.”


    “Nope.”


    “Why not?”


    “I don’t want to.”


    “You can’t just—You’re blind!”


    “So?” Annabelle asked. “So what? I’m not unhappy.”


    “But you’re blind!”


    “So?”


    “People, please, calm down,” I said. “Lady Ambrosia, please let her be.”


    “But—”


    “Do I get a say in my own life or not?” Annabelle asked.


    “But . . .”


    “I’d rather be blind,” she said.


    “But it’s not right!” Lady Ambrosia cried.


    “So are the things you’ve done,” she said.


    “What?”


    “ . . . You don’t even realize it?” Annabelle asked. “Oh my gosh. This is insane.”


    “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Lady Ambrosia huffed.


    “I know, right? That’s what makes it so insane.”


    Mom had been giving us increasingly confused looks. “Erm, perhaps you could all use something to eat?”


    “Sounds like a plan,” I said, more to defuse the argument than hunger. “We can set up while it’s cooking.”


    * * *


    “So America is a huge place,” I said, spreading out the map. “The Kingdom of America more or less rules the middle, but it has significant sway and treaties to the nations north and south. Unfortunately, that means it’s complicated. We can’t necessarily just jump in and ask for resources and think we’ll be welcomed with open arms.”


    “I have read of the American political system in detail,” Lady Ambrosia said. “I still don’t get it.”


    “I don’t get the City’s system, either,” I said.


    “I think America’s system is ridiculous,” Elise said. “Sorry, Sampson.”


    “Could you give us a brief rundown?” Bob asked.


    “There are two political parties, known as the Democrats and the Republicans,” I began.


    “Except neither democracy nor republic has existed in America for almost a century,” Elise said.


    “That’s still their names. They try to attract Registered Voters from across the nation to vote for them, giving them seats in the Electoral College. Whenever there’s a vacancy in the appointed nobility, or every decade, the College elects the new noble. That’s the short version.”


    “But why does anyone tolerate this arrangement?” Lady Ambrosia asked. “I see no more than the pretense of voting disguised as popular support.”


    I was about to snap something angrily, but Annabelle interrupted from the doorway. “It doesn’t really matter, does it, as long as the people get fed?”


    “I’m not sure what you mean,” Lady Ambrosia said.


    “If you can’t make a living you can get SNAP. If you can’t get SNAP for some crazy reason, there’s still food pantries. Meanwhile, I hear of people starving on the streets in the City. So who’s got the functioning political system? You tell me.”


    Lady Ambrosia scowled, and even shook a little in rage.


    But Kyle rested his hand on her shoulder. “Every system has its discontents,” he said. “The City isn’t perpetually fearing a civil war.”


    “Despite being in a war right now,” Annabelle said.


    “Dude, we’re here in case it spreads,” Bob said.


    “I don’t agree that there’s always someone getting screwed,” Christina said. “The Earlier world had wealth and wonders beyond our imagination. They produced so much food that it often went to waste. In fact, world hunger was on the verge of being extinguished in 2034.”


    “And the evils of the Earlier Paradise offended the Creator all the more,” Elise said. “They had turned to godlessness, seeking pleasure and money above everything else. The religions at the time had given in as well, fearing to speak lest those same wonders be denied them. Only the wrath of the Creator truly brought the world to heel.”


    “Myths,” Christina said firmly. Lady Ambrosia nodded.


    “You don’t believe that,” Elise said. “If you did believe they were just made up, there would be no reason for you to fear them.”


    “We don’t—”


    “You persecute us and kill the innocent. Then—”


    “Name one innocent labylat we’ve killed,” Lady Ambrosia said.


    “Your brother Lawalo killed T. B. Kyoto, the Ecumenical Minister of the Temple of the Labyrinth, before my eyes.”


    Lady Ambrosia didn’t flinch. “I’m sure there’s some reasonable—”


    “Then he kicked his heartstone into the sacred trapdoor,” Elise finished.


    “I saw this as well,” Xavier said.


    “As did I,” I said. I hadn’t said anything, had I? I told myself I would say something . . .


    Lady Ambrosia looked like she was about to explode. “Things—things happen in battle—”


    “T. B. Kyoto was dead,” Elise said. “He wasn’t even fighting back. And you dare to say that you don’t persecute the labyrinth religions?”


    The room fell quiet. I could sense the edged words would stop being mere words in a moment.


    Sampson yawned. “I’m hungry,” he said. “Anyone want to play Prism Poker after lunch?”


    The tension in the room faded, only a little.


    * * *


    Lunch was strained, although the food was delicious. Mom tried to get us all to talk, but it wasn’t working much.


    I heard the shouting well across the mansion. “Sampson, what the Dungeon—?” Elise began.


    “I saw the same thing, Elise,” was Sampson’s calm reply. “And the argument you two were starting could only end in a fight.”


    “Let it!”


    “Elise, Lady Ambrosia had nothing to do with T. B. Kyoto’s death and loss.” Xavier said in his empty room. We could all hear because of our Perception. “What good is it if you started a fight with her?”


    “Mansa Musa won’t talk with me!” Elise shouted.


    “I’ll get you there,” Lady Ambrosia said.


    All the highly Perceptive in the mansion fell silent.


    “I’ve thought about it. Either this accusation is true or it is not. Better to find out.”


    “All right,” Elise said after a moment. Then, out of nowhere, she thought to me. Alex, you saw it, too. And you’ve said nothing.


    I had no reply.


    Why?


    It was never convenient.


    Convenience can die and get lost. You saw it and did nothing.


    I’m sorry, I thought. I felt sick.


    I forgive you. But I want you to do something, because you DO have a chance. Elise sighed out loud. It’s been less than a day since we arrived and we’re already falling apart.


    The tensions in the City were always there. This war simply exposed them, I thought back. To be honest, I have my own grudge against Lady Ambrosia, as you know.


    Oh, yeah. Wait, is that what your sister was talking about?


    Yep. I sighed.


    * * *


    “Annabelle, can I make a sincere request?” I asked her.


    “Sure. What?”


    “We’re going to be talking about City business. If you step in, it’s going to cause chaos.”


    I could see her scowl.


    I pressed my hands against her cheeks. “I promise I’ll spend time with you. We just have to do our own thing in private, all right?”


    “All right,” she sighed.


    * * *


    The tension had slightly dissipated later that day.


    “So, long story short, the two parties are constantly competing,” I said. “If we side with just one, the other will be mad and try to sabotage us. Our best option is to side with both, as much as we can. And it really doesn’t matter if this is a good system or not. It’s just the system.”


    “I do have some small sway,” Sampson said. “As a lord—the political kind, not the class—I have one Vote.”


    “What do we even need from them?” Kyle asked. “I don’t see why they matter.”


    “This is ‘their’ homeland,” I said. “If some aliens from Mars showed up in the City and started ordering us around, what would you do?”


    “Then let’s just do our own thing,” Kyle said.


    “Same thing. If aliens—”


    “Let me interrupt with a more practical detail,” Bob said. “I’ve looked over the spells that Mansa Musa wants us to cast, and we’ll need to set up obelisks around the nation. We can’t possibly guard all of them. So what do we do?”


    “Here’s a thought,” I said. “I’m an Advisor and an American. Sampson is an American noble. We can handle the political side—whatever it turns out to be—and you all can work on doing the actual work.”


    Kyle nodded, and his party followed all except for Lady Ambrosia. “This is ridiculous,” she said. “Do you realize what they’ve done to you, and now you’re defending them?”


    “What do you mean?” I asked.


    “Your last names! When America became feudal, the king forced the peasants to take the names of their rulers. Your family—”


    “Actually,” I interrupted. “My family was known as Kennermans even Earlier, and when Dad left us Mom changed it to Kenderman. We were never really part of the system.”


    “Mine was, though,” Sampson said. “But our family served the Kerrys long enough until we were ennobled.”


    Lady Ambrosia looked calm for a moment, then started screaming. Not anything in particular, just words of rage and obscenity.


    It continued for about a minute, until I finally said, “Stop,” in my command voice.


    She took a deep breath, and Christina put a hand on her shoulder. “Just calm down,” she said.


    “Let’s break for today,” I said. “We’ll resume first thing tomorrow.”


    * * *


    I ended up with my own room, but everyone else was stuffed elsewhere. I breathed a deep sigh of relief that the day was over. Hopefully this was just friction.


    Hopefully.


    Elise knocked on the door. “Come in,” I said.


    “You know, the Royals—back when they were just the Reds—started the whole House family thing,” Elise began. “Mansa Musa personally trained and equipped his family to be delvers, and when that wasn’t enough, he started adopting promising young orphans.


    “Lady Ambrosia was just some poor girl prior to being selected.” she finished.


    Now I started to understand. “I wonder what that’s like,” I asked.


    “Everything I ever heard was that he was a good parent,” Elise said, but shook her head. “I . . . tried. But they said I qualified for everything except that I had previous political ties. Dungeon, I’m still upset about it.”


    “She seems to have anger issues,” I said.


    “You realize I can hear all this,” I heard Lady Ambrosia whisper in another room. She sounded even more tired than I was.


    “I’m just trying to put us back on the right feet,” Elise said.


    “You are not my therapist,” she said. But after a few seconds she added. “What do you want?”


    “Excuse me?” Elise asked.


    “What do you want? What would make this situation better?”


    “If you’re up at seven this morning, I’ll show you.”


    Chapter 29
Settling In


    I woke up at seven in the morning to the persistent sound of digging. Then the cry of the groundskeeper in horror, and then I heard the argument.


    I pulled my groggy self to the window.


    Outside, Elise had dug an elaborate spiral labyrinth in the dirt. I watched in curiosity as Lady Ambrosia and she walked the turning line into the center.


    Both knelt. Elise closed her eyes, and crossed her arms to grab her shoulders.


    “What now?” Lady Ambrosia asked.


    “We meditate.”


    “For how long?”


    “As long as it’s beneficial.”


    “How long is that?”


    “I don’t know. Why don’t you try it first?”


    Lady Ambrosia glared at Elise, but closed her eyes, and crossing her arms, grabbed her shoulders.


    Xavier was also watching. You know, she is trying to make things up.


    Doesn’t get that guy his job back, I thought.


    I know, but still.


    * * *


    Andy and Annabelle sat by each other, silently. Andy slowly flipped through a comic book.


    “This is fascinating,” Annabelle said at the sound of my footsteps. “I never imagined you could make something like this.”


    “Can you read the text?” I asked.


    “Andy can, so apparently it passes through the telepathy?”


    “Huh,” I said. “Well, enjoy.”


    Alice approached. “I want to show you something,” she said, and handed Annabelle a carving of a Goblin.


    “Huh. Wow. This is amazing,” Annabelle said, feeling all over it. “You do this often?”


    “She’s quite skilled,” I said.


    Annabelle felt all over it. “This is so . . . Wow. The detail. Thank you for showing me this.”


    “Keep it,” Alice said. “I made it for you.”


    * * *


    “I think there’s something missing in all of this,” Alice said at our next meeting. “A lot of scrying is telling what isn’t normal. But we don’t know what ‘normal’ looks like here. What is a riot and what’s just a peaceful demonstration? We can tell the use of magic, but we don’t know how much magic is being used normally.”


    “I have another point,” Bob said. “We can’t act in another country without breaking the Law. That is, if we start interfering in their politics.”


    “Well, I’m thinking maybe we can find some American delvers who are willing—”


    “No,” I said. “This is going to lead to disaster.”


    All heads turned to me.


    “Why destabilize the Kingdom?” I asked. “Giving a bunch of power to a bunch of expatriates is going to be seen as a threat by some. We can’t let that happen.”


    “Everything we suggest you say will lead to disaster,” Lady Ambrosia said.


    “Then suggest different things,” I said.


    “Regardless of what you do, we need to get those obelisks made or none of this works,” Kyle said. “So in my official capacity of leader of Team Actually Get Trash Done, I am going to just start doing that.”


    “Avoid cities,” I said. “That’s all I ask.”


    * * *


    Annabelle came up to me with a curious expression. “What’s with the weird thing you do with the acoustics? It throws me off.”


    “The Field of Silence?” I asked. “It’s a spell. What about it?”


    “I don’t know where things are.” At my confused pause, she added. “I think I’ve got that echolocation thing some blind people have. Or just a little, anyway. And you’re messing it up.”


    “Sorry,” I said. “We’ll move to a shed or something.”


    She gave me a hug. “I’m so worried, Alex.”


    I hugged her back.


    * * *


    “Listen, remember what we talked about? About my family?” Xavier asked.


    “Yes?” I asked.


    “I told them to wait until the war was over—I told them some trash about how much money I had to save. They were only asking for blues. Then I decided to . . . Well, never mind. The point is, I felt only worse afterwards.”


    “Sorry, man,” I said.


    Xavier shook his head. “You know, the funny thing is, when I talk to Elise about this, it doesn’t seem so overwhelming. She’s—I mean, she’s opinionated, but she, she . . . she just is her. And . . . she’s been talking to me, too. About things in her past.”


    “I’m glad you two can help each other,” I said.


    “That’s what I want to bring up.” His voice dropped to a near-whisper, which I could still hear with my Perception. “I . . . feel different about her than other girls. I . . . I’m scared of saying the wrong thing, but I want . . .”


    “You know, why do we delvers have to make it so complicated?” I asked. “We’re always rushing into relationships, as if there’s no tomorrow—and to be honest, for delvers, there often isn’t. But we should also be able to step back and think about it.”


    Xavier looked upset. “You mean I shouldn’t—”


    “The only thing you shouldn’t do is rush. But I think it’s worth asking her about her feelings. Gently. And whatever the case is, you’ll still be friends at the end of the day.”


    Xavier nodded with relief. “Thanks, man.”


    * * *


    I stood atop the manor. It was not nearly the quality of view as the 3rd Spire, but it was gorgeous nonetheless.


    Suddenly a flying, four-winged shape fluttered out of nowhere and landed beside me. “Trouble,” Alice said.


    “What?” I asked.


    “It turns out that people freak if you have multiple heads and/or are covered with eyes. Probably the Wheel didn’t help, either.”


    “What happened?” I asked.


    “Some guys tried to gank me in an alley. Couldn’t hurt them, obviously, but I could scare them. Which I succeeded at. Turns out I succeeded too much.”


    Great. There was no use hiding our presence now. “I guess we’re going to be talking to the authorities, soon,” I said with a sigh.


    Chapter 30
Trouble


    At breakfast that morning, Elise and Xavier sat by each other. I saw they were holding hands.


    Holding hands.


    “It’s official,” Elise told me with a smug smile. “We’re a couple.”


    “I’m happy for you both,” I said.


    It turned out we felt the same way about each other, Xavier thought to me. Out loud, he said, “When we got past our disagreements, we have a ton in common.”


    “Well, congratulations.”


    I told him upfront, Elise thought to me. About what happened in my past. He’s okay with it.


    What did happen in her past, I wondered.


    Things I don’t want to talk about.


    Oh, sorry, didn’t mean to think that.


    “Where’s Lady Ambrosia?” I asked, having suddenly noticed her absence.


    She came in and sat abruptly down in her chair. Her hair-metals rattled. “Have you all decided what to do?”


    “No business at the table,” I said firmly.


    * * *


    “There’s no hope of avoiding it at this point,” I told them in the shed. “I’m going to go talk to the authorities, and see what I can pull. Sampson, I’ll need your help.”


    “Actually, we were hoping for Sampson’s help,” Bob said.


    “What?” I asked.


    “There’s a Class Feature of Titans called Tower Teleport,” Sampson explained. “It allows a Titan to teleport farther if he starts on a higher teleport pad.”


    “Right,” Kyle said. “We could use a network of towers. So far, we haven’t seen any evidence that the Undercity has any Titans.”


    I was about to object that constructing a bunch of magical towers was not going to fly among superstitious, bickering nobles, but I supposed that was the point of my planned excursion to the local nobility. The Duchess of Denver had promised me political aid when I first visited. Doubtlessly I could at least get some of it by asking.


    “I’ll just go myself, then,” I said. “I’ll see what I can do.”


    * * *


    I was walking down the street when things started to go wrong. Ahead, several liveried guards stepped around the corner, and I felt through telepathy the ones behind step out of their hiding places.


    They surrounded me. “We are here—”


    I recognized the livery. “You’re from the Dodgsons, aren’t you?” I asked.


    “Our—”


    I sighed, ripped the pike from out of one guardsman’s hand and broke it in two over my knee. “Listen,” I said at their disbelieving stare. “I have a Strength over fifty. I can very easily slap you all to death. I won’t, because I’m not a murderer. But you are making this young man who has killed a great deal of things in his life rather irritated. Now, what do you want?”


    “Erm,” the lead guard said. “We were told—”


    * * *


    —to bring me to their mansion.


    And yet, though it had far more gold than ours, I could tell something was slightly off. Actually, what was off was the sheer tackiness of the place. Far too much gold. It was as if they had no taste for anything but more riches.


    I sat on a chair that literally had jewels stuck into it, but I noticed the gilded wood was failing at one point. What the Dungeon?


    “Wine, sir?” offered a servant.


    “You know, after enough poison resistance, you can’t really get drunk any more,” I said. “Some people find that problematic.” Of course, I really didn’t care about that, I just wanted them not to try to poison me. I had had enough of them already.


    Mrs. Dodgson entered. “Kathrine is missing,” she said without further introduction.


    “So I’ve heard,” I said. “Your servants were gossiping about it.” From the glare Mrs. Dodgson gave, I immediately regretted my remark—doubtlessly she would mete out some arbitrary punishment later.


    “Well?”


    “Well, what? I assume you’re implying that she went to the City.”


    “She left a note saying as much.”


    “And, what specifically do you want me to do about it?”


    “Find her, and bring her back. It’s your fault, anyway!”


    I was going to protest that it wasn’t, but . . . yeah, totally my fault. “Just so you know,” I said. “I can’t force her to return if she became a delver. She’d be a legal adult.”


    “I don’t care.”


    “The City Law cares,” I said.


    She glared. Then her look became sinister. “Well, laws can do an awful lot of things. But they can’t do everything.”


    “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”


    “Wouldn’t it be tragic if your family was in trouble for hosting a wanted tax evader? It would be . . . a shame, wouldn’t it?”


    I had fought in worse, more terrifying battles, but I finally felt something get under my skin.


    I got up and walked out.


    “Don’t forget!” she called from behind.


    “I won’t,” I said. “I won’t.”


    * * *


    I walked into the alley and breathed deeply. I could handle this. I had to handle this. Just take deep breaths, look back, and . . .


    “Ah, Alex? I was wondering how you were doing,” said an all-too-familiar voice.


    ”Dad?” I asked.


    He was hardly recognizable. Gone were the splendid clothing he bought with money that ought to have been for our food. Gone the gold watches on chains and diamond rings on his fingers, all for which he took us into deeper and deeper debt. Gone the women with which he always surrounded himself, always comparing them to his own wife.


    The faint smell of alcohol in his breath was still the same.


    “Heard you went up in life,” he said, looking at me with those ever-hungry eyes of his. I greatly resembled him, but for those eyes, and I was almost ashamed of that. “Heard you were helping out your mom.”


    “Go away,” I said, trying to keep my voice level. “I don’t want you in my life any more.”


    “Now, now. Of course you wouldn’t mind helping out your own father? Wouldn’t you? Wouldn’t you?”


    “Get back!” I shouted in my most commanding voice.


    He advanced. I stepped back.


    “It’s always that way with you people,” he snapped. “Always thinking about yourself. Never about your own father.”


    “You have no right to say that!” I screamed. “You were why we were in poverty!”


    “Now, now. Is that any way to talk to your own father?” He continued his advance.


    I tried to calm myself, but I could sense behind me a dead end. I knew if I cast a single spell on him, I would break the Law, but—but I was trapped. But—but—


    Alice landed beside me, her four wings thundering like a rushing river. ”Begone!” she shouted in all four voices.


    Dad turned pale and ran for it, stumbling like the drunk he was.


    I hugged her and two of her arms hugged back. “Thank you,” I said. “Thank you so much.”


    “No problem. Came as soon as I scried where you were.” she said, and transformed back. She wrapped an arm around my neck. “That was your dad, wasn’t it?”


    “Yeah,” I sighed. “I can be a violet delver, but still . . .”


    “Still afraid of the past? I understand.”


    “He never hit us,” I said. “Screamed and whined and begged and manipulated, yes. Drove us into poverty, yes. But he never hit us.”


    “There’s a lot of ways to injure people that don’t damage Health,” Alice said. “I sometimes wonder if that’s what Dungeon-wearing is. The mental pains of life draining your mental Health, until you finally die ever so slightly inside.”


    “I feel perfectly fine to me,” I said.


    “Do you?” she asked. “Is it natural to jump at the slightest provocation? To see life as a series of dangers that only increase in difficulty and lethality? To wake up screaming from a battle fought years ago?”


    “You have nightmares?” I asked.


    “Every night,” she admitted, and looked up to the sky rather than to me. “The worst thing is, they’re perfect. They’re nightmarish because they happened that way in real life. And always, every time, it’s my . . .” Had it not been for my Perception, I could not tell that the last word was “fault.”


    “It’s not perfect,” I said.


    She glared at me. “What?”


    “How do you know what really happened? Have you confirmed what others saw in those battles?”


    “I have,” she said, still glaring. “Their descriptions are perfect matches.”


    “But do they all blame you for what happened?”


    Alice stopped in her tracks. “I . . . I guess I never thought of that.”


    “There’s times my own party was almost wiped because of my own mistakes or flaws,” I said. “I don’t have any easy answers, because there are none. I, too, stay up at night, wondering if I could have done different. If I’ll make the same mistake again. If I have hope at all. I don’t have nightmares, but—”


    Alice straightened and transformed again. “Trouble!” she said. “Get to the mansion!”


    By the time we got there the rest of us were busy drawing wards on the grounds by the gate. The protestors took one look at us and hissed, booed, and threw things.


    I caught a bottle of some unknown but smelly substance in mid-air and threw it aside. The thrower looked indignant. “Now what?” I asked.


    “What are you doing?” Alice boomed.


    Many of the protestors fled, but one shouted back, “You delvers are responsible for this!”


    “Responsible for what?” I asked calmly.


    “You know what we’re talking about!”


    “Actually, I honestly don’t,” I said.


    A trumpet blew, and a carriage escorted by armored men on horses approached, the crowds parting before it. The Duchess of Denver stepped out, as naturally beautiful as ever, and the riot calmed. “Enough of this!” she called out in a firm, loud voice. “The delvers are my personal guests. If you would complain of them, complain to me.”


    The remaining protestors looked unsure, and in a few moments they dispersed.


    I walked through the barriers to our relieved parties. “We need to talk,” I said.


    Chapter 31
Audience


    Delvers, in true dress uniforms, are always armed. It is considered insulting to bring anything less than your best gear to an important meeting, including any weapons.


    This led to the awkward scene in front of the Duchess’s castle, where her guards tried to disarm us.


    They know we’re friendly, Elise protested in our thoughts.


    “It’s a cultural thing,” Kyle explained to the guards. “Wouldn’t want to violate that, would we?”


    The guards looked miffed, but let us through.


    * * *


    The Duchess’s study was small, and while adorned I had the feeling she was only decorating it for beauty, not because she had to show off.


    “I apologize for that incident,” the Duchess said. “The kingdom is under stress right now—”


    “From what?” Sampson asked.


    “Again, I apologize for the incident,” the Duchess said. “Now how can we help you?”


    “Taxes!” Sampson said brightly.


    What? But then again, he had a point. “Yeah, see, I do want to pay them,” I said. “It’s just that I owe a ton and . . . err, it’s complicated.”


    “Such matters can usually be resolved with a few meetings,” the Duchess said.


    “Hey, listen, our bigger picture is that we want to make a bunch of towers and obelisks,” Kyle said.


    Dear Creator, this was going to be a disaster before it started. “In essence, yes.”


    “Yes, well, what sort of towers? Or, er, obelisks?”


    Bob described them in detail that would only make sense to another mage. Xavier did only slightly better.


    “You would have to consult the nobles of the areas you’re building these structures in,” she said. “I could bring it to the King, but His Majesty is currently busy.”


    “Listen, this is a higher priority than that,” Kyle said, and I winced.


    “The Kingdom is under stress right now—”


    ”What stress?” I asked.


    “It would be difficult to—”


    Finally I snapped.


    “Listen,” I said. “I’m a delver. I’ve testified twice on magical daises that prevented me from lying, and I’ve spoken all the time over telepathy, which also prevents me from lying. I’m rather sick of the concept of lying, to be honest.


    “So, tell me. What do you really want?”


    The Duchess looked unhappy, and even more weary. “I suppose if this is the only way . . . I will explain it simply:


    “The Kingdom of America is falling.”


    “Really?” asked Sampson. “Seemed pretty stable to me when I lived here.”


    I winced. “Okay, what’s going on? Rebels? War? The war between the City and the Undercity?”


    “Money.” she said.


    “. . . Money?” I asked.


    “The Kingdom is about to go bankrupt.”


    “I didn’t know a sovereign state could go bankrupt,” Xavier said. “I mean, you can print more money, right?”


    “That is precisely the problem. Someone found a way to counterfeit gold.” She pulled out a gold dollar from her mahogany desk. “This coin was one of tens of thousands discovered in one of the counterfeiting operations. It appears in every way to be real gold.”


    “It probably is real gold,” Xavier said. “There’s a C-Type spell called Transmute Metal that can turn one metal into another. Then all you need is a good stamp and a lot of crystal and you can replicate as much coinage as you’d like.”


    The Duchess raised an eyebrow. “There is such a spell?”


    “I actually have a copy,” Xavier said, took the coin, and a yellow from his Bag of Holding, and drew a spell with his other hand. The yellow turned to dust, and the coin turned dull. “See? It’s lead now.”


    She took back the coin. “This explains . . . everything. We also noticed shortages in the supplies of other metals, but assumed it was unrelated.”


    “It’s a rare spell,” I said. “I think it only drops in the Deep—oh. It’s the Underdwellers, isn’t it? When did this start?”


    “About a year ago.”


    “Huh,” Xavier said. “That doesn’t make sense.”


    The Nemesis? I thought to Alice.


    Perhaps? Alice thought back.


    “I have heard of this recent conflict,” the Duchess said. “Is it not plausible that they acted earlier?”


    “We were on peaceable terms before this war,” I explained. “I doubt they would have created a diplomatic incident with the City just to . . . what? Screw over a surface country?”


    “We attempted to contact the City through the standard diplomatic channels, but we were also attempting to avoid referring to it in obvious terms.”


    “Delvers are terrible at subtlety,” I said. “I take it you never got a real reply back.”


    She shook her head. “The Kingdom has considered backing its currency with the City crystal, but we fear it is even more unstable than the gold dollar.”


    I decided not to bring up the scrip. Hyperinflation could be our own problem, soon enough. “I see your point.”


    The look on the Duchess’s face told me she had done no little consideration of this over many sleepless nights. “We are running low on options,” she said. “I will be entirely honest with you: we decided to tax you on the basis that you would supply the Kingdom with money or crystal. If you can resolve this problem, all your other problems will disappear. We will help you build as many of these obelisks as you desire.”


    “We have many options,” Alice said confidently. “We can probably work things out. If I can ask something so crass, how long do you have?”


    “Before it becomes a serious problem? That has already happened. Until America is plunged into chaos? We simply don’t know.”


    Sampson stood straight. “I pledge on my honor that I will do everything possible to stop this.”


    “Me, too,” I said. “If you could tell the IRS to lay off for a bit, I’ll work out a way to pay my taxes in a way that satisfies everyone. I don’t even object to them, I just need time.”


    She nodded. “Thank you. Any resource you ask is at your disposal.”


    * * *


    Our conversation back at our manor was excited. Or at least Xavier and Bob were.


    “We might be able to do something magically,” Bob said. “Create money that can’t be counterfeited—or at least easily.”


    “Can’t the counterfeiter just cast the same spells?” I asked.


    “It’s not impossible,” Xavier said. “I’m sure with a bit of spell-shaping we could make something."


    “I’m more concerned with who’s doing this,” Lady Ambrosia said. “Father needs to know.”


    “I agree,” I said.


    “One moment,” Xavier said.


    I took the time while he connected to think through my words.


    ”Yes?” Mansa Musa asked.


    “Sir, the Kingdom of America is reporting a destabilized economy due to mass counterfeiting of gold. Xavier believes, and I concur, that it is mass usage of Transmute Metal. This started, to America’s knowledge, around a year ago.”


    ”Fascinating, but why is this relevant now? If it is a year ago, it is unlikely to be the Undercity.”


    Lady Ambrosia raised her hand, and I nodded to her. She leaned over Xavier’s staff. “Father, the Kingdom is destabilizing. Inflation is increasing, and it will only get worse as this operation continues. If the price of food goes up, people will riot. This is not directly related to the City. But if America falls into chaos, it will be all the easier for the Undercity to take over.”


    Was that their plan? Use their Cornerstone to construct a second City in America, with them as the rulers?


    There was a pause in the transmission. ”You have a reasonable point. Send a full report over microteleporter to my office, and I will send it to the Council. I will warn you, however, that they are swamped. You have my authority to do whatever you can do to assist them.”


    * * *


    “You sure you’re full?” Mom asked us at the next breakfast.


    “We delvers don’t need to eat food, as long as we have crystal,” I said.


    “It doesn’t look all that nutritious,” she said.


    “It is, promise,” Elise said.


    “It’s expensive,” Annabelle said. “So, how much gold dollars worth of crystal are you eating right now?”


    “More than there are actual gold dollars in circulation,” I said.


    “It’s complicated,” Xavier said. “If we were to actually try to sell our crystal . . .”


    “Short answer is, eating as a delver is expensive.”


    “Figured,” Annabelle said. “No point in becoming one, then.”


    “There’s plenty of point,” I insisted.


    “What point? You sign away the rest of your life to your stomach. You have to keep delving, right? And go deeper and deeper.”


    “Basically,” Kyle said. “It’s something every delver has worried about at some point or another.”


    “I haven’t!” Sampson said brightly.


    We all laughed at that.


    Chapter 32
Counterfeits


    Xavier and Bob retreated into the shed, and I saw neither hide nor hair of them, nor heard anything but excited arguing and talking.


    “Mages,” Kyle said to me with a sigh. “Something goes to your head when you’ve got too much Intelligence and magic happens when you wave your hands.”


    “Hey, we’re both magic-using classes,” I said.


    “Yeah, but being a Templar is different,” he said. “You got to get up close for your spells to work.”


    “Do you . . . think about being a Templar?” I asked. “A friend once asked me what I worship, being a Black Hierarch.”


    He shrugged. “Does it matter?”


    The explosion shook the ground and made us all draw weapons. “It’s fine!” Xavier called in the distance. “We’re just doing an experiment.”


    “How the Dungeon can you cause an explosion while trying to make a magical currency?” Lady Ambrosia demanded.


    “I’ll explain later!” said Bob.


    * * *


    There were no further explosions, but without anything to do we just had to wait. The melee classes among us practiced sword drills, Andy and Annabelle read comic books, and Elise and Lady Ambrosia were out in the labyrinth outside. I hadn’t seen the Master Summoner outside of his room, but I suspected he was a loner.


    I just sat in the living room and waited. But I was happy. I was home, and we seemed to be getting along better. I was even happier that Annabelle had a new friend. Or Andy, for that matter.


    They seemed to get each other on a fundamental level, because they weren’t talking much but clearly communicated. I had heard that most communication was non-verbal—even among delvers with their telepathy, that seemed to be the case.


    Alice came by and patted me on the shoulder. Then she frowned. “Alex, could we—”


    I sensed the Dodgsons at the gate. I stood up and groaned. “They’re here.”


    “’They’?” Alice asked.


    “Sweet!” Annabelle said. “I’ve been waiting.”


    “I suppose I’ll have to let them in,” Mom said.


    “Who’s this ‘they?’” Sampson asked us as the melee classes entered.


    “I have given your son a warning!” were Mrs. Dodgson’s first words. “Evidently he has not heeded it.”


    I stomped through the hallways to the front door. “In case you aren’t aware,” I said to the mass of Dodgsons and guards. “There are these things known as ‘duty’ and ‘responsibility’ that are more important than jumping off after every request laid at your feet.”


    “Duty? Responsibility?” Mrs. Dodgson huffed. “You tricked my daughter into going to the City, and now you talk about duty?”


    “Yes,” I said.


    “Evidently you failed at it as a parent!” Annabelle offered from behind.


    Dude, we can’t let them in, Xavier thought. We’ve got wards all over that they’ll just step on.


    Mrs. Dodgson scowled, and addressed my mother. “Have you no control over your own children?”


    “Er—” Mom began.


    “Oh man, this is the most epic pot calling the kettle black,” Annabelle said.


    “What did you call me?”


    “A big fat hypocrite.”


    “Enough of this!” Mrs. Dodgson said. “Mr. Kenderman, if you do not act immediately—”


    “Yeah, yeah, you’ll complain to the IRS,” I said. “We’ve already talked to the Duchess of Denver about this.”


    I saw the deflated look in her eyes.


    “I will find your daughter, because you asked. But I’m under no obligation to do so if it endangers the City.”


    “What danger?”


    “If you haven’t been following the news I can’t help you,” I said.


    Mrs. Dodgson took a step forwards.


    Kyle drew his sword, a ebony blade so polished and sharpened it looked like metal. “If you make one step closer it’s your head.”


    “This is outrageous!” Mrs. Dodgson cried. “The City Law will punish you.”


    “You’re trespassing,” Kyle said. “And we’re on a mission from High Command. If you were delvers you’d already be dead. Leave.”


    “Excuse me—” Mom started desperately.


    “Out,” Kyle said.


    They glared, but seeing no way in, left.


    “I suppose they’ll be offended,” Mom said in a shaky voice.


    “Who are ‘they’?” Elise asked.


    “The second-richest family in Denver,” I explained.


    “So? You need to stand up for yourself!” Elise said. “You can’t let someone waltz into your house just because she’s rich—and when you’re richer!”


    “But . . .” Mom began.


    “Mom, I agree,” I said.


    “But . . . they . . . they’ll . . .”


    “We have wards all throughout the grounds,” Xavier explained. “Some are warning. Some will explode on touch. Some could be messed up by accident by a surfacer.”


    “What?” Mom asked in horror. “You surely can’t just . . . just set up things so dangerous.”


    “Mom, we have to,” I said. Then in a moment of clarity, I understood. “We’re at war, Mom. Everyone in this room is a potential target.”


    “Surely . . . surely you don’t need to . . .”


    Kyle was about to open his mouth, but I thought to him. Hold on.


    As you wish, he thought back.


    I could see Andy giving images to Annabelle, who shuddered. “Mom,” Annabelle said. “We have to take this seriously.”


    “I suppose . . . but . . .”


    I stepped over and gave Mom a big hug. “We can’t just do things half-heartedly,” I told her. “Even if we left, we would be a target. This is for all of our safety.”


    She nodded, tears in eyes, and hugged me back. “You’ve grown so much.”


    * * *


    “We need details on this situation,” Kyle said. “Because that could have ended very badly.”


    I explained as best as I could.


    “Seeing them, I don’t know if I’d want to come back if I were Kathrine,” Elise said.


    “Still, we can definitely search for her,” Xavier said. “There’s no reason we can’t or shouldn’t relay a message.”


    “You have the spell. Go for it,” I said.


    “What’s her name again?” Xavier asked.


    “Kathrine Dodgson.”


    He cast the spell. Then another. “Looks like she’s in the Morgue.”


    “Figures,” I said. “Well, I can revive her once to give her a message. Once we’re not busy here.”


    Kyle nodded. “Speaking of that, what the Dungeon are you two doing?” His turned head glared at both Xavier and Bob.


    “We’ll have a prototype tomorrow,” Bob said simply. “Then we can get back to more important things.”


    “If I can interject, if we have His Majesty’s ear, we can have all the political and material support we need,” I said. “If we act without it . . .”


    “Fine,” Kyle said. “Whenever you’re finished.”


    * * *


    The next morning, they had the prototype.


    “Check this out,” Xavier said, and took the first coin, which gleamed a polished silver. Runes, not effigies or mottos, covered it. When Xavier squeezed it, it glowed the number 100. “We’ll need a bit more work—well, a lot more work, to make these at scale and whatnot.”


    “But it’s definitely plausible,” Bob said. “And it’s mostly off-the-shelf spells, so we can finish it.”


    “But how is it impossible to counterfeit?” Andy asked.


    “We use a form of public key cryptography, using a custom worldwide spell for consensus, similar to the Earlier blockchains—” Xavier began.


    “What?” I asked.


    “Never mind. It’s magic.”


    “But how do you stop someone from just making a coin that looked valid?” James asked.


    “Simple,” Xavier said. “We’ll distribute devices that can verify the validity of the coins, and then merchants and tax authorities can use them. A coin’s not much use if you can’t use it to pay for anything.”


    “But how do the devices work?” James asked.


    “Well, as I was saying, each coin is connected to this entry on a distributed magical ledger . . .” Xavier trailed off at our looks.


    “Magic,” Bob said. “Don’t worry about it.”


    “Looks cool, whatever it is,” Kyle said. “Question is, will the powers that be think so, too.”


    “We’ll head to the Duchess today,” I said.


    * * *


    She watched the coin in fascination, squeezing it as if to ensure it was real.


    “I will have to convince the King to go along with this,” the Duchess said, but the relief in her voice was nonetheless audible. “But again, thank you so much.”


    “Honestly,” Bob said. “We don’t need royalties or anything.”


    “Yes, you do,” Elise interrupted. “You’re selling a service to America. Nothing illegal about that. But it’s plenty illegal to manipulate the economy of another country.”


    “We will doubtlessly work out something,” the Duchess said. “But I understand this was not your original mission?”


    “Give us the right to construct some obelisks and towers throughout America—they’ll be harmless, basically—and we’re golden,” Kyle said. “That is literally all we ask. It’s to protect the world from the Underdwellers.”


    “I’ll see what I can do,” the Duchess told us.


    * * *


    That night, I sensed Alice on the rooftop. I could hear, even in the slight midnight breeze, her crying.


    I moved to get up, but I felt her thought. Tonight, Alex, I just want to be alone.


    I didn’t know what this was about, but I tried to get back to sleep.


    Chapter 33
The King of America


    I didn’t get much sleep that night, wondering why Alice was upset. When I did sleep, it was in the morning, and when I woke up I was even more groggy than usual.


    I felt Elise in the labyrinth outside—no, no, wait, that wasn’t Elise.


    That was Lady Ambrosia.


    I stumbled over to the window, seeing her sob openly at the center of the labyrinth, arms crossed and grasping her shoulders in a death grip.


    * * *


    She seemed recovered at breakfast, though much quieter.


    “Hey, get this,” Xavier said, and passed me a newspaper over the table. The City Gazette’s headline was COUNCIL ELECTIONS TO BE HELD.


    “Some things about the City will never change,” Kyle said proudly. “Being stubborn enough to hold elections in the middle of the war is one of them.”


    “We can get absentee ballots,” Xavier said.


    “Sounds good,” I said.


    “Who were you planning to vote for?” Elise asked me. “If you don’t mind me asking.”


    “I don’t know. I was never a Registered Voter,” I said.


    “Oh, right, American feudalism,” Elise caught herself. “Not sure how you can stand it over here.”


    “Well, what’s the point of everyone voting? Not everyone is qualified. And—”


    “—and if Earlier America had a better political system, it would have survived the War. Yeah, yeah,” Elise said. “I’ve heard it all before.”


    “I take it you believe in democracy?” Xavier asked her.


    “’Course I do, sweetheart. Ask that Earlier, and people would have thought you were nuts if you were a monarchist.”


    I thought of it for a moment. Truth be told, I never really disagreed with any decision that the Council had made, but the war had proven the need for a single leader. But during all the other times when the City wasn’t in a crisis, was the government all that bad? I had never been one to complain about it.


    A courier banged on the door repeatedly, and the guards ushered him in. He breathed deeply. “Priority message for Alexander Kenderman,” he said, gasping.


    “I am he,” I said.


    He handed me a fancy scroll and ran back out, which I quickly broke the seal on and read.


    “Alex?” Xavier asked, concerned.


    “We need to move today,” I said. “The King wants to see that prototype tomorrow.”


    Xavier and Bob simultaneously swore. Then rushed out in an instant.


    “At least things are moving quickly,” Kyle said.


    * * *


    The Duchess explained it all to us as we traveled in the massive gyrobus. Xavier was perhaps distracted by the gyrobus itself: a vehicle powered by an enormous flywheel, in turn powered by a small amount of magic. But Bob hung on every word.


    “You must understand that every monarchy is as different as the reigning monarchs,” The Duchess explained to us. “I have served under Jeffery II for only five years, and I have learned his natural character is suspicion, for obvious reasons.”


    The previous king was poisoned, I thought to everyone else. It wasn’t a delver who did it, but considering how easy it would be for one of us to poison someone . . .


    “I would not call him insecure,” the Duchess said gravely. “For he is not. Someone who is insecure is not selected by the Electors. He does, however, require certain forms to be followed.


    “You delvers are always frank, but that is not the way of the Court. You must always tread carefully. Do not call a royal decision idiotic, or even unwise. Offer a different one in a obsequious way, and praise him for his wisdom and understanding in considering it. But neither be insincere. The king could fill his entire Court with sycophants and parasites. He chooses only those who interest and challenge him.


    “As for you two, Mr. D’Ambrose and Mr. Whitman—” Xavier immediately tore his eyes from the road. “Be very careful. You are the wizards providing the magical spell to save the kingdom. You are not the decider of monetary policy. Accept whatever criticism he offers.”


    “What if he is not interested?” Lady Ambrosia asked.


    “Once the decision is made, the time for questioning it is past. You have done your finest in making this system, but do not argue your case further if the king makes his final decision.”


    We nodded.


    * * *


    The Cheyenne Mountain Palace was forboding as we entered through the ancient blast doors. The sunless darkness was barely lit by the candles on the wall, and though the bustling servants and guards seemed unmoved I could not help but be wary.


    It reminded me all too well of the Dungeon.


    But shortly after arrived, we were ushered into the throne room.


    All the glitter and gold in the world could not disguise the concrete, windowless walls. Banners hung over computer screens, decades-inoperable. The ever-present candles were replaced by brighter lanterns, but even they left shadows, as if the ghosts of ancient America.


    The incredibly obese, pale man sat upon the golden throne that was too small for him. His flaps of fat oozed over the handrails in a position that must be agonizing, but his solemn face showed no emotion. His crown was a gem-studded circlet, made in haste by an amateur, yet turned into royal jewelry by history. Hanging by a red ribbon from his black gown was a thin white tablet, showing the sacred Nuclear Launch Codes.


    We bowed or curtsied, as if he were truly to be feared. I had defended the Kingdom of America tooth and nail, but now I doubted. This was the man I knelt to? This was the man who ruled our great nation?


    This was the seat of power for it all? If Xavier thought we were children playing in the ruins of a library, this was a child playing in the ruin of a nation.


    But no. I forced those thoughts out of my mind. We had a job to do.


    His Majesty considered us in silence for a moment, looking at each of us as if to read our slightest expressions. “You are the party sent by the City?” King Jeffery II asked us.


    “Parties, yes,” I said. “Actually—”


    The king frowned, as if being corrected was a new and entirely unwelcome experience. “You have designed a new currency system for us.”


    “Yes, sire,” I said, and did not continue.


    The king frowned deeper. “And you seem awfully eager to have us use it.”


    “We simply wish to benefit your country,” I said without thinking. Was it not still my country? Had I lost my citizenship at heart?


    “Really.” the king said. “Why?”


    “Two of us are your subjects. Furthermore, we simply—”


    Alex, shut up. You’re doing this wrong, Lady Ambrosia thought to me. “Sire,” she said. “Please excuse our inadequate manners. We of the City have no monarchy.”


    “Is that so?” the king asked philosophically. “Who is Mansa Musa Red, then?”


    Lady Ambrosia opened her mouth, but I thought to her just in time. You’re about to step in it. The Kingdom of America is officially acting until the country is stable again. Whether or not that’s true is a sore spot between the parties.


    She cleared her throat. “My father is not truly nobility. He simply has a class named ‘King of Kings’. He is currently our supreme general due to his skill in such matters.”


    “And what about when this war ends?” the king asked icily.


    Lady Ambrosia froze, as if those words had been truly ice.


    “Sire,” Elise said. “Who can predict the future but the Creator alone? Is it not best to focus on one’s actions in the present?”


    The king looked simultaneously outraged and mollified, but after a moment turned to mere mollification. “A wise principle,” he said. “On that basis, why should I consent to your scheme?”


    Considering I had nearly derailed it, I was relieved when Xavier spoke next. “Your Majesty, by purchasing this system from us, you will have total control over your kingdom’s monetary policy. You would be able to adjust the supply of your currency without reference to the supply of precious metals or crystal. You would be unhindered in any policy you chose to affect.”


    I saw a new expression on the king’s face. “And what is the price of this system? Does Mansa Musa truly want to give up the power of owning the world’s reserve currency?”


    I could see Xavier’s straining against talking about economics. Then he said, “We are offering it as private citizens, with the permission of the Council.”


    “Why you, then?”


    The Duchess stepped to our side. “Sire, the City desires to keep other nations stable in this war, so as to prevent the collapse of the world around it.” She nodded to me.


    This part we had rehearsed. “Sire, as an Advisor to Mansa Musa, we have become concerned about the Undercity taking advantage of any chaos in the surfacer nations. We—”


    “Taking advantage,” the king said sharply.


    I about froze. The Duchess spoke instead. “Forgive them, Your Majesty. Delvers do not beat around the bush.”


    The king nodded, as if merely her saying it made it trustworthy. “And this is why you have set up shop in our country, young delvers?”


    “Yes, sire,” I said. “We fear the Undercity may drag the whole world into the war. We have no interest in interfering with the operation of the Kingdom of America in any way.”


    “Alas, many do,” the king sighed. But it was not an angry sigh. “Your words have merit. We will have a demonstration of this system as soon as possible.”


    “Of course, sire,” I said.


    * * *


    We were all exhausted in our suite in the palace afterward. We were in one of the expanded areas, where concrete had been dug out to make rough-hewn rooms in the rock. I lay on the bed of out-of-place ornateness, and I wondered what I had thought before.


    You okay, man? Elise thought to me.


    It’s hard to keep faith when you see what you have your faith in, I thought back.


    What? Don’t give up so easily. I was honestly expecting worse, Alex. But he just poked us a bunch of times and saw if we jumped.


    I guess, I thought back.


    But I still felt no better.


    * * *


    The next morning we stood shielding our eyes from the sun on the ancient, cracked tarmac.


    Xavier’s prototype, he had confided to me, was not fully featured, and the counterfeit-tester was a “hack.” But he stood solemnly, yet eagerly, next to the magical devices and coins he had invented.


    “Show us these coins,” the king ordered.


    Xavier took one and gently presented it to him. “Here, Your Majesty.”


    The king touched the coin, and about jumped as the number appeared in his face.


    Dungeon. We didn’t think he would be scared of it.


    But his momentary fright was replaced by amusement, as he waved his hand through the glowing lines. “Fascinating. But there is no reason why a given coin holds a given denomination, yes?”


    “His Majesty is correct,” Xavier said. “Any system is possible.”


    “Suppose the magic powering this coin were to drain away. Would it still hold value?”


    “We have designed the system such that it can be ‘recharged,’” Xavier said. “But the designs on the coin themselves would serve as guide.”


    “Unless they are counterfeited,” the king said.


    Xavier wisely said no more.


    “How much magic is involved in this whole system?” the king asked.


    “We estimate one continuous spell of about a million Power, and each individual coin cost between a hundred Power to mint. These testers here will cost perhaps ten thousand power.”


    He waved the numbers away. “How much will that cost?”


    This Xavier had prepared in depth for. “We have two possibilities for the main spell. One is for it to be continually cast by mages, which would cost approximately three hundred million gold dollars a year. The alternative is to construct one massive crystal, which would be an expense of possibly about a billion gold dollars, but would not require continuous maintenance.”


    The Duchess had warned us against offering us any further advice. While the giant crystal was more expensive, the cheaper, manually cast version required significant dependence on the City.


    And yet I could see, as if time had stopped for a moment, that His Majesty knew all this. His gray hairs were earned. He had likely spent all night reading every word of every page we had sent him. For whether he was a good ruler or bad, he was the ruler, and the responsibility of all America rested on his shoulders.


    What did it matter if he played games with us? He had to be sure, and if making us dance and jump through hoops helped ensure that . . .


    “This has been a fine demonstration,” the king said at last. “We desire to see more documentation on the system in general. But we thank you kindly for your efforts in producing it thus far.”


    * * *


    I explained my feelings to my party when we had returned to our suite. “I had heard people complain about King Jeffery when I lived here,” I said. “I don’t think they get what leadership means.”


    “Oh, I agree,” Elise said. “I was thinking the same about Enoch, actually.”


    “What?” we all said at once, even Bob and Xavier (who were scribbling on scrolls).


    “Think about it. He knew everyone in the Undercity personally. He had to drag them all into war knowing that.”


    “Or he’s just a power-hungry piece of trash,” Kyle said.


    “The Undercity always struck me as barely contained anarchy whenever I was there,” I said.


    Elise shrugged in defeat. “Still. You don’t get to stop being the leader, or stop being responsible, just because you are a jerk, or incompetent, or a power-hungry piece of trash.”


    * * *


    We were not summoned to the Court the next day. Or the day after that. But something had changed in America, because we could not take a walk in the streets without being recognized.


    The Duchess was breathless when she brought us the news. “His Majesty wishes to speak with the City government.”


    “Well, we can set up a voice connection—” Xavier began.


    “I’m assuming that means personally,” I said.


    “Yes. You can teleport between countries, can you?”


    “We can,” Xavier said. “It’s risky to teleport a surfacer. We’d have to put the king in a DA bubble then teleport the bubble.”


    “You don’t say ‘no’ to the King,” I said.


    “You would be correct,” the Duchess said. “If it is at all possible to do, do it.”


    And so within an hour we stood in a hastily constructed teleport circle in the palace, instructing the king not to touch the edges of the bubble under any circumstance.


    “We understand,” he said. “We trust you know what you are doing.”


    Xavier managed not to flinch. “Of course, Your Majesty.”


    Who was going was a subject of much debate among us, because Bob’s biggest bubble could only support some of us, and we had to have extra room for one of the royal guards and of course the king. I mean, aside from his weight. We had decided on Lady Ambrosia (for we would talk with Mansa Musa), Xavier and Bob, Elise and ultimately myself. If I didn’t risk it, how could I ask the king to with a straight face?


    And yet I saw determination, not fear, in the king’s old hazel eyes. He knew that this might save his kingdom—could he turn away?


    “Again, sire, please keep away from the edges,” Xavier said. “One, two, three—”


    Bob cast the bubble, and Xavier cast a second spell, and the most unpleasant teleport yank pulled me across the world. The bubble popped, and we were in the 1st Spire.


    Mansa Musa was waiting for us. “Your Majesty,” he said with a nod. “My warmest welcome to the City.”


    “We are glad to be here,” the king said.


    Three guards I had never seen escorted us. After a moment I realized they were Blood Warriors—an extremely rare class that took the damage of nearby wounded to themselves. I didn’t know if it would work on surfacers, but why not try?


    Bob and I are going to price materials and mages, Xavier thought to me. You could take this time to hunt down Kathrine Dodgson.


    Yeah, I thought back. I’ll do that.


    Chapter 34
Hearts and Minds


    The Morgue was a hub of activity, and as I approached I was almost bowled over by a hurrying group of mages. “Sorry!” one cried as he ran.


    The inside was no less chaotic. “Name of decedent,” the receptionist asked, as if he had spent the last few weeks, or months, saying nothing but those words.


    “Kathrine Dodgson,” I said.


    He looked through papers with weary eyes. “She doesn’t have any listed will.”


    Great.


    At that moment I. L. Darkness strode into the room. He looked untouched, almost, by the constant chaos. “Ah, Alex,” he said. “I could use some help from the City.”


    “What happened?” I asked.


    “We hit critical mass. Here, we’ll talk in my office.”


    * * *


    The walls of I. L. Darkness’s office were covered with medals, plaques, paintings, and books. His desk, on the other hand, was covered with so many papers that I could not see if there was an actual desk underneath.


    “Our deaths per day skyrocketed ever since the City began sending those power-leveling superparties down,” I. L. Darkness said, pushing a pile that had fallen on his chair to the floor. “We passed the point where we can even manage the bare necessities. We’ve become so backlogged that—well, to put it in perspective, we’ve taken to just putting heartstones in massive chests by first names, then using scries to find individual stones.”


    “Ouch,” I said. “What do you need from the City. I—” Well, I couldn’t leak about our power-leveling plans. “—I can’t do anything about the power-leveling other than mention this.”


    “Something in the Dungeon changed,” I. L. Darkness said. “We’re seeing far more deaths on the First Five, and pretty much everywhere else. It can’t be the Undercity, because they don’t leave heartstones behind. As far as we can tell, there’s just more out-of-depths and overall danger.”


    That did not sound good. I decided I would brief Mansa Musa immediately. “Is there anything non-leveling I can help you with?” I asked.


    “We need every revivalist we can get. We need every bureaucrat we can get. Just throw more resources at us—that’s all I’m asking.”


    “I’ll tell him,” I said. “And I’ll explain how bad it’s gotten.” Then I thought for a moment. “Hey, I know a delver who’s here, but she doesn’t list me.”


    “Can’t do anything about that,” I. L. Darkness said.


    “But her parents—who are surfacers—approve.” I had sent them a message before leaving, and their angry reply counted, I assume.


    He scratched his chin in thought. “If you can sign a wavier, then yes, we can do this.”


    “I will,” I said.


    * * *


    Underneath the Morgue were a seemingly endless series of catacombs. I would have gotten lost in minutes had I. L. Darkness not been with me.


    We passed by chest after chest, each tersely labeled. I could see with my high Perception that the corridor just went on and on. Every now and then I saw turns as the maze twisted endlessly. “How big is this place?” I asked.


    “I haven’t a clue,” I. L. Darkness said. “All I know is that we’re trying not to dig into the Bank or any other structure’s basement. It’s a madhouse, man.”


    I nodded. “Hey,” I asked. “Have you ever heard of low-level delvers going just plain missing?”


    “All the time. Every now and then, we just can’t find one with the best scries we have at our disposal. It’s . . . maybe one in ten thousand?”


    “Curious,” I said. “I know someone who disappeared like that, that’s all.”


    “Name?”


    “Joseph Kerryman.”


    I. L. Darkness paused for a moment. “Doesn’t ring a bell. But if I ever have a chance, I’ll look in our logs. Mind you, that’s a pretty big if.”


    He stopped at a chest and cast a spell. Shadowy hands opened the lid, removed an orange heartstone, and handed it to me.


    “Take it there’s a story behind this one,” I. L. Darkness said.


    “You don’t even want to know half.”


    “Eh, there’s confidentiality rules anyway.”


    “Full Revive,” I said.


    The heartstone rapidly grew into a young woman, clothing flashing into place as her limbs became flesh. She looked well different than I had seen her on my previous visit home.


    I also recognized her: she was with that party during the Pudding Farming incident.


    And she scowled at me.


    “Hello,” I said. “Your parents asked me to revive you.”


    “My parents can go throw themselves into a trap door,” she said. “I don’t want their help.”


    “They wanted me to ask—”


    “No, whatever it is.” She turned to I. L. Darkness. “Hey!” Katie said to the Necromancer Archmage. “What does it take to not be revived?”


    “Are you seriously asking how to commit suicide?” I. L. Darkness asked.


    “No, I just . . .” She scowled again. “I don’t want to be constantly helped by people!”


    “You can leave such directions in your will. I have to recommend against—”


    She stormed off.


    “—that,” I. L. Darkness finished with a sigh. “Must be some screwed up story,” he said to me.


    “Like I said, you don’t even want to know half.”


    * * *


    Mansa Musa nodded at my explanation of the Morgue’s straits, but seemed unmoved. “There are, by my last count, twenty individual crises going on in the City right now. I have spent more time putting out fires—occasionally literal ones—than anything else. I will immediately put the Morgue on that list, but I cannot guarantee anything.”


    “Thanks, sir,” I said.


    “The King of America seemed impressed by your scheme,” Mansa Musa said. “I do wonder who is behind the original crisis. I also wonder if the Council will approve of this interference. At the moment, they are too busy to even think of it.”


    “Things are not good in America,” I said. “Just a little more push and it’s going to break.”


    “I suppose so,” Mansa Musa said.


    “Sir,” I said. “Why are we still power-leveling? If it actually changed the difficulty of the whole Dungeon . . .”


    Mansa Musa shook his head. “Have you ever tried herding hungry cats away from a bucket of fresh tuna? I can’t stop the houses—High and otherwise—from doing this on their own. We must simply live with it.”


    “Dungeon,” I said.


    “On a different subject, your party mate has scheduled an audience with me. Do you know what she’s talking about?”


    No.


    No, I did. And I ought to have done something. Elise was right; I ought to have confronted Lawalo immediately. I should have said something, done something, said or did anything. And now it was too late.


    “Elise is going to accuse Lawalo of war crimes,” I said. “Ones that she witnessed—and, to be honest, so did I.”


    He looked at me in silence for a long time. “I think it is better, then, that I hear it from her own throat.”


    “As you wish, sir,” I said.


    * * *


    The Royals’ throne room now struck me as an immense farce. I had met Mansa Musa face to face, I had spoken to him almost as a friend. So what was this pretense at royalty? How was this any less absurd than the King of America’s palace?


    Mansa Musa and Queen Emerald looked grave. Elise looked graver.


    Lawalo was calm.


    “Sir,” Elise said. “During the first attack on the Undercity, we passed by the Temple of the Labyrinth. Though it was out of our way, your son Lawalo smashed through it and killed T. B. Kyoto, its priest. He then kicked his heartstone into the sacred trap door, ensuring that he may very well be lost.”


    “I did nothing of the sort,” Lawalo said.


    “I was an eyewitness, and so was my party,” Elise said.


    “I saw this myself,” I said. My heart raced.


    “You saw something, perhaps, but not the truth,” Lawalo said. “T. B. Kyoto was about to cast a hostile spell on me. I reacted appropriately. In the chaos, I kicked his heartstone, which admittedly—”


    “Liar!” Elise snarled.


    “What proof do you have?”


    “Fine,” Elise said. “Let me say it over telepathy and—”


    “Father!” Lady Ambrosia interrupted.


    “Yes, daughter?” Mansa Musa asked.


    “I—I have realized the truth of the Creator and the Dungeon. I am now a Penitent.”


    Everyone stopped short, and even Mansa Musa himself looked thrown. “I see,” he said.


    “It is a principle of the Penitent to contemplate all aspects of a situation before judgment, as the Creator did before His. Can we really make a decision here based on mere words? Perhaps it would be best to delay such matters until a full court could be convened.”


    “I see,” Mansa Musa said again. Elise looked furious, but said nothing. “You speak wisely. Lawalo, I will not protect you from the consequences of your actions, if these accusations are indeed true. But let us wait until a more expedient time.”


    Elise looked more furious. Lawalo looked gleeful. “Thank you, Father,” he said.


    * * *


    Elise about strangled Lady Ambrosia when we were outside. “He was lying through his teeth!” Elise hissed. “Both of them! What were you thinking?


    “I was throwing myself on the grenade you were holding,” Lady Ambrosia said calmly. “You realize nothing good could come of getting my brother charged with war crimes right now? Wait until it’s over.”


    “But—” Elise started.


    “Please,” Xavier said. “Honestly, Elise, I agree with you. But we’re fighting a war here.”


    Elise walked over to the nearest wall and punched it so hard it left cracks in the stone.


    I held my breath.


    “Fine,” Elise said. “Fine, if that’s how the City wants to play it. And they say they don’t persecute religions.”


    “Is it not the nature of the holy to be persecuted by the unholy?” Lady Ambrosia said.


    “Ambrosia, most of the traditions of the Penitent are oral. I’m happy to teach them to you, but don’t go spouting them off or calling yourself a Penitent until you understand.”


    “I will do so,” Lady Ambrosia said. “Please teach me.”


    Elise looked slightly mollified. I breathed an inward sigh of relief.


    No, I realized. I should have confronted Lawalo on day one, before he became an Advisor. Because now I knew Mansa Musa would find some way or another to shield him legally.


    * * *


    “Come in,” Seth Black said at my hesitant knock on the door.


    I entered his office. “Mansa Musa . . . I thought I knew him,” I said.


    “You have now seen the truth, have you?” Seth Black asked.


    “That he’s a politician?” I asked.


    “Precisely. City politics is an immense and complicated subject. The Council knows this more than anyone. So they picked a man capable of managing the seven High Houses, the RDU, the Eidolons, the City Government, and even the Bank. Each of them has their own needs and wants. Each of them has their own rivalries and grudges. And he knows and can deal with them all.”


    “Would the City have won the war already without him?” I asked.


    “If you mean the City in its present form, no. We are too divided. The Advisors, as I hope you have realized, has more to do with keeping the Houses occupied than actually advising Mansa Musa. He is one of the sharpest men I know. He simply needed a way to keep the Houses in check.”


    My stomach churned. I felt as if the floor underneath was about to fall.


    “But if you ask what if the City was all under one banner to begin with, perhaps. Perhaps a single, more unified organization would have won the war, or perhaps it, too, would be in a stalemate of attrition. But in either case, it would not be the City. This is who we are, in all our chaos, conflicts, and complexity.”


    I nodded. “I think I’ll resign.”


    “No. I refuse to let you,” Seth Black said. “The City needs you, even if your job is not what you think it is.”


    I gritted my teeth. “As you wish, sir. I simply—I simply wish Mansa Musa was a good man.”


    “He is a good man. But he would have been a better one if he were not a politician.”


    * * *


    The next morning, I sat at our party’s table in the common room, alone. Had I really been so naive? I looked back through all our missions, and saw the truth.


    We didn’t really need an Advisor on the Pudding Farms. We just had to have someone there to take credit.


    We didn’t . . . I didn’t even want to think about it.


    I felt the snaps of people leaving my party. Suddenly I was alone. I turned to Anthony, who was walking through the common room, looking at others.


    I felt a tap on my heartstone.


    “Mr. Kenderman,” Anthony said. “You, too.”


    I accepted the tap with confusion. “I don’t—”


    I felt a yank, and we were in another teleport room. “We” being my present party, most of the indigos of our house, and Adrianne Black.


    Before I could say another word, Adrianne Black cast a spell, and we were dragged downwards. A moment later, I recognized the walls of the 25th Lock, and all around us were delvers of every High House, equally surprised.


    “Welcome to the Third Expedition,” Mansa Musa boomed.


    Chapter 35
The Third Expedition


    We believe that the Undercity has some method of spying on our meetings. Therefore, we set up this Expedition such that almost no one even knew it was planned.”


    I was about to complain that I was not informed, but that would have ruined the secrecy.


    “I wasn’t prepared for this!” shouted someone in the crowds.


    “We have consumables of all sorts and we summoned you all early in the day, before you used any V-Type spells,” Mansa Musa said calmly. “If we had given you time to prepare, the Undercity would also know.”


    Some delvers weren’t even dressed, and Royal liegemen passed out gear and clothing.


    Elise made her way to me. “Alex? We don’t have our whole party.”


    Anthony, overhearing her, pointed to a Barbarian King and a Battlemage, who approached us. “Now you do.”


    Both of them were indigo. The Barbarian King could enter a Berserk state that could kill most things in one hit, but would be vulnerable to anything that got through. He wore almost no armor. The Battlemage was not even technically a frontline class, but with shielding could hold off an attacker long enough for mages to fry the enemy.


    I still had a bad feeling about this. But Mansa Musa’s logic was correct, was it not? The Undercity could not possibly spy on this.


    I turned and I saw Lawalo Red surrounded by ten parties of ten delvers each. Each had a tiny crimson thread connecting to him. Of course. Blood Warriors. They would heal Lawalo during battle, and doubtlessly some of them had healing spells to heal themselves. It would essentially give Lawalo a hundred times more Health.


    Perhaps this is why Mansa Musa had set this all up.


    “I will not be coming with you,” Adrianne Black told me. “Try not to die.”


    “I won’t,” I said. “Promise.”


    She cast her usual buffs on us without another word.


    “Name’s Pete, by the way,” said the Barbarian King. “Know we’ve seen each other a lot. Pleased ta’ meet’cha.”


    “Pleased,” I said.


    The Battlemage, a woman, stared off into the distance, saying no words.


    “Five minutes!” Lawalo shouted. “Get your prebattles on.”


    Did any of this matter? If Mansa Musa’s scheme proved true, we wouldn’t need to worry. This was the last battle of the war, and we could return to a normal life.


    But deep down inside, I didn’t dare hope.


    * * *


    I was still never tired of seeing the River. Perhaps it would do to look at the surface oceans one day. I had seen them only from above, in the airship that took me to the City. That seemed like innumerable ages ago.


    Our force put down miniature ship after ship into the sea, each growing immediately to full size. We quickly boarded onto our House’s ship.


    I recognized Oscar in the distance with my Perception. As a member of High House Aeolus, he had much experience with ships, if mostly the flying kind.


    Anthony wandered around, bellowing orders. He looked at me. “You stay there,” he said. “We need you.”


    But what for? The entire Advisor system was a political move. But I couldn’t, wouldn’t say that.


    Distant spellflares blasted far to the north. “That’s our signal!” Anthony shouted, and with frantically waved arms and curses we started forwards.


    We saw the spellflares of the Underdwellers before we came in range. Elise clambered up to the crow’s nest. “They’ve got five—no, six ships.”


    I looked at us. We had over twenty. They really weren’t expecting us.


    The battle started almost delicately, with our ships turning and maneuvering for position before the first shots were fired. The only thing I knew about naval warfare was that you wanted to cross the T, such that your broadsides fired on them as they approached you.


    There were three facts I especially didn’t know.


    The first was that it is in principle easy to do this, but not when you are actually there and there are things exploding and screams of battle and screams of orders and pain and everything else. A sailor was blasted off one ship by a cannonball, and flew into the air, splashing into the acidic water and disappearing.


    But we had far more ships than they, and the tide of the battle quickly turned. Which led to the second fact: delvers are much better at boarding.


    One ship sailed right for us and crashed into us, the Underdwellers clambering or jumping aboard. “Drain Life!” I shouted at one, but he was resistant and sliced a saber through our Battlemage. Shards spilled everywhere, some falling off the deck. The Barbarian King screamed in rage and chopped the Underdweller in two with his battleaxe.


    Then as quickly as it started the Underdwellers were gone. We had simply killed them all.


    Then the third fact presented itself to us.


    I saw shapes in the distant water. “Are those . . .”


    “Lorkesths!” screamed someone. “They’ll tear us to shreds!”


    “Worse,” Elise said. “I think those are Deep Lorkesths.”


    One of the outlying ships got too close. A massive stinger shot out and shredded the mast in a single lunge. Then the Deep Lorkesth itself surfaced, showing its colossal mass like a towering god made in the image of a manta ray. It chomped its jaws downwards and tore off a whole section of the ship. A mage fired a point-blank fireball and blasted . . . nothing off it. It seemed unwounded as the mage was chomped next. A Knight Paragon leapt in the way. The Deep Lorkesth took only two bites before the shards spewed everywhere. The Deep Lorkesth hurled itself into the ship proper, crushing it under its wake.


    All of this happened in seconds. Then it disappeared, leaving only flotsam.


    Dear Creator, what in all the Dungeon could we do about that?


    Spellflares burst from the flagship: Blue-Red. Fight. Another two of our ships were obliterated, followed by one of the Underdwellers’.


    “Belay that!” Anthony shouted. “Someone cast Levitation on me!” he added, and several spells answered his cry. “Hard turn to starboard and don’t stop moving until you hit land!”


    I didn’t know what he was talking about until he jumped atop the water and yelled obscenities at the Lorkesths. He was still yelling at us as we fled. A Lorkesth rose up and bit him in one gulp.


    Even the Underdwellers had second thoughts about this, quickly reversing course until they hit the bank, then jumping off and running.


    But our sailors had taken the order literally. Wind mages poured air into our sails to move them faster, and what felt like eternal moments later we were on the bank.


    I hopped off, and the rest of us followed me. “Xavier,” I said. “Where are we?”


    “54-XX,” Xavier said. “We’re actually on the wrong bank.”


    Everyone looked at me. “We’re heading back,” I said. “By the time we get to the battle it’s over, and we’re not risking the Lorkesths again.”


    No one spoke. But no one disagreed, either.


    * * *


    In the 25th Lock, Xavier cast Force Return. We appeared in the Royals’ teleport chamber, judging by the banners on the walls. “You were in on this?” I asked Xavier.


    “They told about ten minutes before. I had enough time to Set Home here.”


    “Follow me,” I said, and everyone followed me.


    I marched with purpose up the steps, and no one dared stop me. It didn’t matter if I was an Advisor or not. They saw one glance of the look in my eyes and stepped out of my way.


    “This is a secure area,” one of the guards in front of Mansa Musa’s office said. “You cannot—”


    “If you do not open the door and let us through, I will denounce you to Mansa Musa,” I said. “Let us through.”


    The guards looked at each other. “We’ll—”


    “Let them in!” Mansa Musa boomed from the other side. The guards immediately opened the door.


    Mansa Musa was surrounded by glowing reports hovering in the air. He stared at us from his chair, first in confusion, then in wrath. “What happened?” he demanded. “Why are you here?”


    “Your son told us to fight Deep Lorkesths!” Elise snapped.


    “I decided it was better to save our lives than throw them away,” I said. “We couldn’t return to the battle in time as it was.”


    “What of the Undercity?” Mansa Musa asked.


    “We were engaged with the Undercity’s navy,” I said. “They were clearly not expecting us, and they were outnumbered. We were winning, then the Deep Lorkesths showed up. They—”


    “I have fought Deep Lorkesths in the past,” Mansa Musa said. “You gave up, simply because—”


    “Father,” Lady Ambrosia said. “We weren’t equipped for Lorkesth hunting, let alone with a Deep modifier. And even if we were, we couldn’t fight the Underdwellers and them at the same time.”


    Mansa Musa’s expression cooled just slightly.


    Then the doors were thrown open by a furious Oscar, bringing with him a gang of wounded delvers with worn and broken gear. Oscar stomped up the dais and his arms trembled, as if barely restraining his violence.


    “What happened to the expedition?” Mansa Musa asked.


    “Your son is dead!” Oscar shouted.


    All the energy in Mansa Musa’s face drained in a moment.


    “We arrived—what was left of us in the fleet after the Deep Lorkesths—on section 59-ZZ. The Undercity was prepared by the time we arrived, and we lost many as we fought our way through. Then Enoch was waiting in front of the Deep House. Lawalo charged at him and fought for a good minute.


    “It turns out that a quadrillion Health is a trash-load of Health.”


    Mansa Musa was silent.


    “When he fell, I ordered everyone who was still alive to follow me back out. If Enoch had pursued us, we would all be dead. But we made it to a Lock, and we Returned. You idiot! We were just as unprepared as the Undercity!”


    “We would have easily succeeded if it was not for the Deep Lorkesths,” a delver near Oscar said, with a hint of hope. “We still had blindsided them.”


    “’It would have worked, except . . .’ has never meant anything in a war,” I said. “We lost many good delvers in the battle. Shattered and into the River.”


    “Enough,” Mansa Musa said. “We will gather the surviving Advisors and make a new plan.”


    There was a silence.


    I looked to Oscar. “Who survived?” I asked.


    He waved at the delvers around him, without another word.


    Chapter 36
Darkness of the Mind


    I expected papers dismissing me from my position. I expected papers initiating a court martial. I even expected papers from the Law.


    But those papers that I feared never came. I stood in Seth Black’s office, unsure what to say.


    “If you really want to, you can resign,” Hagel suggested.


    “In this situation, I would permit, but not encourage it,” Seth Black said.


    “No,” I said. “I would if Mansa Musa asked.”


    “The fact that he has not asked is proof he’s not going to go after you,” Hagel said.


    “It is better that we as a House maintain a connection with High Command,” Seth Black said. “If and when Mansa Musa asks, things will be different.”


    * * *


    Mansa Musa looked weary for the first time I could remember. Not that a casual onlooker could tell. But between my Wisdom, my Perception, and my knowledge of him as a man, I could sense the immense fatigue he was hiding.


    Not that anyone else was without it. Three seats sat empty—Katrina’s, Lou’s, and Lawalo’s.


    “For the terrible losses we have suffered, we have still done damage to the Undercity,” Mansa Musa said at last. “Any casualties they lost in the River are lost to them. We have, as always, the upper hand in numbers.


    “We also damaged many of their wards, and it seems they do not have the Power necessary to repair them. I’ve asked Alice Black and our best scriers to monitor it. But the result is clear: we are winning.”


    “’Winning?’” Oscar demanded. “We are ‘winning?’ Will we keep losing brave men till we drain the Undercity dry of blood?” Oscar demanded.


    “Our latest bands of new delvers are closing in on becoming green,” Fredrick said.


    “Oh, so we kill them instead,” Oscar said.


    “Some casualties—” Fredrick started.


    “’Casualties’ are only called that by people who didn’t see them!” someone said with fury. I realized, after a moment, it was myself.


    “Our House has suffered greatly,” Yang said. “My superiors are asking whether it is worthwhile to keep throwing men at a war that eats lives like we eat crystal.”


    “Enough,” Mansa Musa said.


    “No. It’s not enough,” Oscar said. “You and your schemes have killed so many of us that the City has become desolate. Do you know how many of my men have left behind wives and children? Do you realize—”


    “I do realize, for I have lost my own son!” Mansa Musa shouted. “Do you think I am heartless? No. I have given everything to win the war, and I fully well intend to give everything else until we win it!”


    The room was silent for a time.


    “Oscar McClennan, would you kindly describe the combat between Lawalo and Enoch Draco?” Fredrick asked.


    “The kid’s plan was brilliant, I’ll admit,” Oscar said. “Even after we had lost a bunch of the Blood Warriors in the chaos, we still had enough of them that he decided to carry on. And it worked so long as we were only fighting Underdwellers, because he would charge out of Blood Communion range to kill one, then jump back in as they healed each other. Maybe that made him cocky, I don’t know.”


    Mansa Musa glared. Oscar met it without a change of expression.


    “Anyway, when we came to the Deep House, Enoch was already in Ancient Wyrm form. Lawalo screamed a war cry and charged in. We all stayed back and waited, as per his orders.


    “Heavenspiercer scored bloody wounds on Enoch—must have been more damage than Enoch was anticipating. But Enoch roared some command, and then healers from the Undercity began healing him. First big mistake—we didn’t think he would be healing, too.


    “Lawalo couldn’t leave the battlefield to hunt down the healers, and neither could we, because we had to guard his army of Blood Warriors. If we had more men, yeah, sure, we could have split our forces and hunted down their healers. But we didn’t. So for a good minute, we were just healing while Lawalo was fighting.


    “Then Enoch managed to shift himself in the fighting to be between Lawalo and us. Enoch crashed into us and slew maybe half of us with his claws and most of the other half with his breath attack. I shouted a retreat order—since I knew we couldn’t possibly win at that point, and most of us listened. Most.”


    Oscar paused. His voice, as clinical as his description had been, had become ragged.


    “You didn’t actually see Lawalo die?” Mansa Musa asked.


    “I saw Enoch breath on him once and bite him just as we were leaving, but it didn’t seem that either of those killed him. When we had escaped to the south, we saw some spellflares up north in a distress call. It might have been Lawalo. It might have been someone else. It might have been a trap. But whatever it was, we couldn’t get to it. So I ordered us to the nearest Lock and Returned.” Oscar slammed his fist. “Some of those with us weren’t even 30th qualified. They haven’t Returned.”


    I could see the internal war in Mansa Musa between realism and hope. After all, Lawalo could still be alive. But why had he not Returned? “Thank you for your description,” he said neutrally. “We have learned something critical: Enoch relies on healers to stay alive. Using math, then, we can—”


    “Math is what killed Lawalo,” Oscar said flatly. “His scheme only worked if his math was perfect. Turned out real combat isn’t based on a series of simple formulae.”


    I could see rage bubbling beneath Mansa Musa’s surface. I wished Katrina was there to say something calming, but realized there was only myself. “Gentlemen,” I said loudly. “All of this arguing will be meaningless if we don’t win this war. Can we all just shut the Dungeon up about blame games until we are at peace?”


    The tension in the room cracked. Oscar waved, as if his previous words were misheard. “Let’s look forwards. And you’re right, we did do tons of damage to the Undercity.”


    “Did you find any storehouses?” Fredrick asked.


    Oscar smiled. “We actually crashed through the Market on the way. They were still evacuating goods when we got there. Unfortunately, we didn’t make it back with everything.”


    “We have learned another thing,” Mansa Musa said. “They are spying on us, somehow. Otherwise, our operation would not have even had nominal success.”


    I was worried Oscar would say something about ‘success’, but he put his legs on his desk as usual. “I don’t think it’s a rat. We’ve all proven our loyalty, here. Which implies they have some way of getting into this room.”


    We looked around. Then it hit me. “What if Michael Draco is hiding in here?” I asked.


    “There’s wards all around,” Fredrick said.


    “Suppose he found some way to disable or ignore them,” I said.


    “The only method of detecting him that we know of is Alice Black’s Deep Telepathy bracelet,” Mansa Musa said. “I have personally asked her, but she has been reluctant to allow it to be replicated.”


    “I’ll ask her personally,” I said.


    “Peradventure Michael Draco has some way to avoid wards, as Alexander Kenderman has suggested,” Fredrick said. “Where is he now? He would have to have snuck in. But the door is always guarded and physically locked.”


    “Seekers have a spell called Phase Door which allows them to teleport exactly three tiles forwards,” I said. “If he can use that . . .”


    Without warning Mansa Musa threw daggers over our heads at various points in the wall, each exploding. One revealed a hollow wall, behind which was a crudely cut cavity with room for one to stand.


    Alarms sounded everywhere. We drew weapons, but there was no attack. “Fascinating,” Mansa Musa said. “I would have to call it brilliant, even. With the right spells, he could simply listen in with ease.” Guards rushed in, and Mansa Musa pointed at the wall. “Michael Draco may be somewhere in the spire. Hunt him down.”


    They rushed out.


    “Our meeting is adjourned, and adjourned indefinitely until we have a safer location to discuss matters,” Mansa Musa said. “Alex, Fredrick, thank you.”


    “You’re welcome, sir,” I said.


    * * *


    The King of America was waiting for us in the Royals’ teleport chamber.


    “Ah, yes, we were hoping to see you,” he said. “I wanted more details on the first proposed method of powering this spell. The one with mages.”


    The mages?


    Then it hit me. He doubted if the City would make it. As long as a group of delvers could power his country, did it matter whom?


    Xavier must have thought through the same logic, but was calm as he explained more details.


    The King nodded at them. “We will see a more complete prototype before proceeding.”


    “As you wish, sire,” I said. I wished I could feel joy.


    * * *


    When we returned to the mansion, it was night in America.


    Walls of Silence are only so effective. I could tell there was one around Alice’s room, but as I passed I could hear the vaguest noises of crying.


    I paused, unsure what to do.


    If you’re going to eavesdrop, just come in already, Alice thought to me.


    I hesitantly entered and found her slumped over her table, weeping. Words tumbled through my mind, but I did not know which of them to say. At last I sat by her and waited for her to speak.


    “I . . . can’t do this any more,” Alice said.


    “The war?” I asked.


    “Everything whatsoever. But the war particularly.”


    I moved my arm towards her on the table, and she snatched it and squeezed it so hard I started to lose Health. “Alice,” I said through grit teeth.


    “Sorry,” she said. “Still learning about my own Strength. Or . . . lack thereof.”


    “You are a very strong—”


    “Don’t lie!” she snapped. “I’m a coward.”


    “You are not a coward,” I said. “You are going to look at yourself tomorrow, when you’re feeling better, and realize you’re not remotely a coward. You always do the right thing.”


    “Shows what you know,” she sighed.


    “Tell me, then,” I said.


    “High Command wants me to replicate the Deep Telepathy bracelet. I’ve been telling them trash about how it’s too expensive or I can’t, and they . . . they aren’t buying it any more. Since it’s the only thing that can detect Michael Draco.”


    I instantly regretted my words that I would ask her about it. “If it makes any difference, I don’t mind.”


    “I do,” Alice said with another sigh. “The worst part of it is, I actually had another bracelet made as a prototype. And here it is.” She handed me a simple metal band. “Well?” she asked.


    I put it on. Instantly I saw clouds over Alice’s head, clouds like angry thunderstorms. And barely concealed by the clouds was a vast dark mass, as if a sun in inverse.


    “Alice?” I asked.


    “I know,” she sighed. “This is why I didn’t want other copies to exist. Others would . . . see.”


    “But what is it?”


    “Depression,” Alice said, as if that word was the sole comfort and explanation she had. “I . . . don’t really enjoy life.”


    “You seem—”


    “I seem, yes,” she snapped. “I put on the facade every time I wake up until I go to bed. But at night—I don’t remember when the last time I had a good sleep. It’s always nightmares. Or overthinking. Or just crying.”


    I didn’t know what to say, and I knew saying the wrong thing could do so much harm to her. I decided on saying nothing, simply meeting her eyes.


    Her eyes acknowledged my own. “It’s changed a little since I met you. Someone so enthusiastic about delving and about me. For a time—for a time I wondered if I would be better off shattered and lost. But I don’t feel that way any more.”


    “That’s a relief,” I said.


    “It is. I don’t . . . feel anything about it. But I am at least glad—intellectually—that I don’t feel that way any more.” She nodded to herself. “Alex. All I need is . . . if people see . . .”


    “Have you seen Mansa Musa recently?” I asked.


    “Not recently, no. Why?”


    “In my personal opinion, he’s barely holding it together. After he lost Lawalo . . .” I trailed off when I saw an intensity in her eyes.


    “Yeah. I bet he knows everyone’s going to see his thoughts, too. And I can’t let this stop him from winning the war. He wants Lawalo as much as I want Dad.” The clouds above her head were no less dark, but they seemed cleaner, as if a fire of anger had been put out. “Tell them they have my permission to make as many as they’d like. The mold’s in our spire.”


    “I will,” I said.


    “Now get out. If Adrianne learns we were alone together without a chaperone, she is going to flip.”


    Chapter 37
Doubt


    I recounted the story of the Third Expedition to my party that morning, and inevitably to Mom and Annabelle and everyone else in earshot.


    “So what now?” Annabelle asked.


    “We don’t know. That was a lot of our high-spectrum delvers, but it was also a lot of their high-spectrum delvers,” I said. “Or maybe not. We’re waiting on orders from High Command.”


    Kyle shook his head. “It’s at times like this I wish I could just charge in and kill them. But alas . . .”


    “Not how it works,” I said with a sigh.


    * * *


    I found Alice in her room, so worn she was like a statue that had been eroded. “What?” she asked.


    “Alice, have you heard the story of the Ark of the Covenant and the Philistines?” I asked.


    “Vaguely. I wasn’t paying much attention when Dad covered it,” Alice said.


    “They made images of what was harming them. Maybe it was a screwed-up Even Earlier thing, but . . . Have you ever carved your own nightmares?” The words came out of my mouth before I could stop them.


    “I don’t want to remember them,” Alice said, but half-heartedly.


    “It wouldn’t be remembering them. It would only be acknowledging that it happened. Isn’t that enough to give you some kind of power over your past? To simply admit that it happened, and so show you aren’t controlled by it any more.”


    Alice looked into my eyes. “You’re asking an awful lot.”


    “I’m not asking anything. I’m just suggesting. If it won’t work for you . . .”


    “No, I get it,” she said. Then smiled. “If it helps, why not? I’ll see how I feel about it later.” Then she frowned. “Since we’re here . . .”


    “Alice?” I asked.


    “Alex,” Alice said in the most serious tone I had ever heard her use. “We need to talk.”


    “Yeah?” I asked.


    “I . . . I don’t think this is working. Our relationship.”


    “Alice, what the Dungeon are you talking about?”


    Alice’s mouth moved, but I could not tell anything from the shape. At last she said. “I know we’ve been together a while, and I know we’ve had lots of talks and stuff, but—but I don’t feel it any more. Something’s gone horribly, horribly wrong in my heart. Every time I talk to you about something, I feel better then, but even worse the next morning. I can’t keep handling this. I can’t keep doing this.”


    “Does nothing we’ve done together mean anything?” I asked.


    “It does. But I’m . . . give me room, Alex.” She sighed and held her head. “It just feels like we just charged into this. Because I was lonely. Because I wanted love. Because I wanted to love.”


    I wondered if there was anything I could say. Perhaps the truth was the best. “I can’t say my motives were completely pure,” I said.


    “They were,” Alice said. “I saw them.”


    “But I didn’t know what it meant to be someone’s lover. To care for someone like you care for yourself. All I . . . All I wanted was to be with you. To see you happy.”


    Alice was silent for a moment, then reached over and squeezed my hand gently. “Let’s . . . We need to have a bigger conversation when this is over.”


    “The war?” I asked.


    “All we’ve talked about is the war and each other. There’s no use talking about our future together when we don’t know if there will even be a future. If . . .”


    She began to cry.


    I wracked my brains for the right words to say, and realized there were none. Nor was there any gesture I could make, some touch I could give, that would not distress her more.


    No, I told myself. I would simply be with her. If she asked for more, I would give. But I would not, could not, force affection on to her.


    “And all—all I really wanted—” She shook her head. “Give me space, Alex. That’s all I want.”


    “I will,” I promised. “I will.”


    Alex? Alice? I realize you’re having an important conversation but we need you at the front gates NOW, Xavier thought to us.


    Alice wiped her eyes and in an instant her mask was back on. We dashed out down the hallways up the stairs, and instantly saw the problem.


    The guards surrounded a Dark Templar in blue shardgear armor. Only her dark-skinned face showed. Her aura was violet. “I’ve come to talk to you!” she shouted up at me.


    Careful, Kyle thought to me. I think she’s Amy Temple, an infamous slayer who killed hundreds in the upper Dungeon before escaping into the Deep.


    “Are you Amy Temple?” I asked out loud.


    “Yes,” she said. “Please hear me out.”


    “If you make one move . . .” I said.


    Dark Templars have access to a skill known as Dark Explosion, Kyle thought to me. Don’t let her get close to anyone.


    “This is a trap!” she said. “That ‘accidental’ flaw in the anti-scrying wards that you, Alice Black saw, was a deliberate falsehood. The Undercity has no intention of attacking surfacer nations. It’s all to get high-spectrum parties out of the City.”


    “Explain Michael Draco’s reaction,” Alice said.


    “Enoch told him a lie while the wards were deliberately weakened. He was not in on the plan. None of us were in on the plan until he revealed the true one: he’s going to time his teleport jamming Ritual to start just before the Cornerstone siege warning. Then most of the City’s top-level parties will be stranded away from the City!”


    “Why are you doing this?” Elise asked.


    “Because it’s the right thing to do,” she said.


    Whatever the truth is, we should kill her, Elise thought to me, her thoughts quite pragmatic. Her hand was on her shardgear dagger.


    As if reading my thoughts, she said, “Kill me if you must. But listen to me, at least! Don’t let this warning be in vain!”


    “What exactly is this ‘Ritual?’” Kyle asked.


    “A powerful spell—I do not know the details, other than that it takes significant time and Power. But he already used it once—when the war began! You know it exists! This one will be much stronger. You cannot even move between the surface and the Dungeon once it is active. Unless you use the Abyss. I believe that is the final stroke of his master plan.”


    “Supposing this is all as you say,” Xavier said. “When will the Ritual activate?”


    “They just started the Ritual when I escaped. You have no time!”


    Everyone looked to me. “Is there anything else you need to tell us?” I asked.


    “The Undercity is desperate for manpower. Your last attack killed too many of . . . us . . . and many of the revivalists. Enoch cannot defend both the Undercity and attack the surface. That is all I know.”


    “Guards! Step away from her,” I ordered. They obeyed. “I’ll tell this to Mansa Musa, and he’ll make a decision. But either way, we can’t let you live.”


    “I understand,” she said, with a certain nobility.


    “Xavier,” I said.


    He drew a shape and the strange messenger disappeared in an explosion. When it faded, there was only a heartstone and shardgear.


    * * *


    We huddled in the shed, and I could sense the surfacer guards straining to hear as we discussed the fate of the world.


    ”We have no proof of this woman’s words other than that they are plausible,” Mansa Musa’s voice said from the staff.


    “Sir, she knew about the Cornerstone interface,” I said. Everyone else’s eyes went wide.


    “Enoch could have simply told her about it. He also could have told her about the scrying, after Michael Draco learned we had seen it.”


    Truth was, both of us were smart enough—and had the Master Tactics—to know the dilemma. If Mansa Musa recalled us all, and Enoch did plan to attack the surfacer nations, we would have made a terrible mistake.


    As if reading my thoughts, Mansa Musa added “We do know this ‘Ritual’ is real—and that is plausible. But then we simply play into their hands when I order everyone home, and they can ravage the surface unchecked.”


    “I have something to say,” Alice said, and Xavier put the staff to her. “Sir, this is Alice Black. I saw this conversation with my own eyes. Her emotions were sincere.” Elise held up her dagger, and Alice added. “Elise Purple’s dagger seems to indicate she was telling the truth as well.”


    “I have no doubt she believed she was telling the truth,” Mansa Musa said. “After all, she sacrificed her life and freedom for our side. But we are dealing with a foe as wily as Enoch. She could have simply been tricked into believing the truth, by the same method she says we were tricked. Who do we believe? What makes more sense?”


    I thought about it, thought about it—


    And suddenly it clicked. It was as if I had never seen a sword before, and just realized you could unsheathe it to use it to cut. My Master Tactics stone finally made total and utter sense.


    “Sir,” I said. “Give me a force of 25th Qualified delvers and we’ll assault the Undercity. If they send their whole army in a final offensive—no matter where it’s directed at—we’ll crush their home. They can’t bluff about the Ritual. It must cost them something, or they’d never stop using it. Give me that force, and I will win this war.”


    “We do not have time to organize—”


    “Then send whoever you can spare! We indeed don’t have time. But we can’t let this opportunity slip through our fingers.”


    A pause on the other end of the line. I sensed a step more respect in Mansa Musa’s voice. “You have them. Win this war.”


    Chapter 38
The Undercity


    With my new understanding, I could pick out slight details. That delver had his sheath on the other side—must be left-handed. That party had too many mages—I would keep them in the rear, but I also needed to allocate a frontline party to our rear, because once we were in the chaos of battle in the Undercity we would easily be surrounded.


    My party somehow understood my silence, amidst the nervous chatter of the forming superparty, and Elise and Alice began barking orders to organize the mess of parties that Mansa Musa had sent. And was still sending, because every so often another party would rush down the staircase and salute at me.


    “We’re low on manarejuve,” Xavier said. Alice nodded a head.


    “Noted,” I said. “Avoid blasting things for the moment—we’ll need you when we confront their violets.”


    Was this what true leadership was? Not merely knowing how to do it, but knowing it was right? Doubt seemed a strange and foreign emotion now, quickly dissipating as soon as it occurred.


    “Sir!” a weary Holy Warrior said to me. He panted for a few seconds before continuing. “High Command says that they’ll send a new party every minute until . . . it stops working?” he finished with the question.


    “Understood,” I said. His whole party looked to have a bunch of light magic—a good choice for the right flank. I pointed, and they ran.


    I could not even say I knew why he should be in the right flank as opposed to the left, but the hastily collected pieces of this incomplete puzzle were starting to fit together.


    Still, I could not help but feel tension. As long as the new parties kept coming, I knew the jamming Ritual hadn’t started. But as soon as they stopped . . .


    Xavier cast a spell, and a glowing clock appeared in the air. The second hand swiftly ticked onwards. “We’ll check every minute,” he said.


    Deep breaths. I knew if I panicked, they all would. Better to hide any doubts—and truth was, I had none, anymore.


    The clock ticked. No new party.


    Then I felt a sense of most overbearing dread.


    I walked to the front of the superparty and looked at them. “Attention!” I shouted, and the chatter died down. “Due to a defector, we know that the Undercity planned to jam teleports and sever the connection between the surface and the Dungeon. That just happened. We are now trapped in here.”


    They moved in place, uncertain.


    “However, so is the Undercity,” I continued. “Let me be clear: our mission is to destroy the Undercity while we have this chance. There is no possibility of retreat. We must do as much damage possible so that they will not have a place to return to, even as the City Guard above defends the City.”


    “We will move in twenty-four hours, when the siege begins.”


    I could still tell they were nervous.


    “Will we get to blow up stuff?” Sampson asked.


    “Yes. Lots of it.”


    The tension cracked, and I saw my superparty was ready to fight.


    * * *


    I had managed to sleep that night only because I had used all my energies in the morning.


    “Siege’ll begin in thirty minutes,” Xavier said.


    “Let’s do this,” I said. “Miners, start digging straight down!”


    A party of Miners and Cave Lords immediately cut into the tiles below, and started tunneling.


    I could just teleport us down, you know, Xavier thought to me.


    The jammer might stop it, I thought back. Save your mana.


    And I had to save my willpower. Let me concentrate on the battle, and I didn’t care who was giving orders under me.


    * * *


    The 25th Lock was empty. It was also blocked by the Lockstone.


    “Who here isn’t 25th Qualified!” I demanded.


    Many, many hands shot up.


    Dungeon. Mansa Musa really did send whoever he could spare. Well, we didn’t have a choice. “If you are willing to risk being lost for the sake of victory, stand by the Lockstone,” I said. “Everyone else, out.”


    We hurried out, but not one of those who had raised a hand followed us.


    They might get slaughtered, Elise thought to me.


    I know, I thought back. But if they’re willing to give their lives, I won’t stop them.


    The doors of the Lock clicked shut. I wished I could be in there with them. I couldn’t sense them—when I thought of their Health or anything else, it was just a blank.


    Andy struck her pick into the tiles underneath, leaving a long scratch as she quickly carved a simple spiral labyrinth. Elise joined her as she knelt, arms over her shoulders in prayer. I saw others kneel themselves, some quickly, some hesitantly. A few delvers removed their helmets.


    Creator, I thought. I don’t know if you’re real. I don’t know if you created the Dungeon. But please. Grant them success.


    The door abruptly opened, and I felt the stats of some of the formerly unqualified. Some. The rest, we saw as we hurried in, were now heartstones covered in piles of sand.


    “A God-Scarab,” an injured delver said without explanation.


    “A God-Scarab?” I asked. “Mass Full Heal.”


    “We never saw anything like it before,” he said as his wounds closed. He still breathed heavily. “It spawned this sandstorm that did constant damage to us, and blinded us all. Not just the status effect, but we really couldn’t see anything at all.”


    “Did the Dungeon start creating new Bosses?” Xavier asked out loud.


    I wasn’t listening. “Full Revive!” I said, and the heartstone grew back to life. Without waiting I ran to the others, reviving them as well. Some growths were misshapen, but we had no time to care about complications.


    All healed, but not all restored to their former selves. Some took off now ill-fitting armor, and some mages looked too sorrowful to express the loss of their spells.


    “Everyone with complications—” I started to say. What? Tell them to Return? There was no going back. “We’re all going, and we’re all making it out of here,” I said.


    A weary cheer followed, and the miners charged down the Lock.


    * * *


    The River still looked so strange and majestic, but I had no time to contemplate it. Perhaps when the war was over, I would come down to admire it. After all, I would have time.


    Alice dropped the ship into the acid, and motioned us all aboard. “Dead ahead?” she asked.


    “Dead ahead,” I confirmed. I saw with relief that those with complications were finding their use in manning the ship. They would be of no use in battle.


    I decided there was no use in another speech. We were ready. So was the Undercity. Without sufficient warding on our part, they knew we were coming.


    Time to see it out.


    No monsters approached us, and we were across in moments. We paused at the River Bank to pack up the ship, but then we marched in formation, blasting or mining our way through.


    “I’m close enough to pierce all their wards,” Alice said.


    “Do it.”


    Alice cast a spell. “They’ve got what looks like a hundred delvers in there. I see Sirea, Joseph, and Cat. But about twenty of those delvers are all in one building and not moving.”


    “Slave pens,” I said.


    “Probably. Wait—they’re reviving more.”


    “Alice, where is this building?”


    “Southwest.”


    “Everyone!” I shouted. “We will turn to the right. There is a building holding slaves. We’re going to bust in and free them.”


    Another weary cheer. The miners chewed through rock on their new course, and soon we saw the magma moat.


    “Tricannon!” I ordered, and Alice pulled out the Tricannon. “Blast through the wall, and try not to hit what’s behind it.”


    “This thing is way more dangerous than that,” Alice said.


    “Try anyway.”


    Sampson and Andy loaded it, and my men parted as they aimed it. “Fire!” I shouted, and with a triple boom it blasted the walls to pieces.


    Alice passed out stone siege bridges, which we quickly used over the magma moat. No Underdwellers came out to interfere.


    “Alex, they’re reviving more,” Alice said.


    “Which building is it?” I asked.


    “The one dead ahead.”


    “Everyone! We attack!” I shouted, and we roared as one as we clambered over the bridges into the Undercity.


    Miners smashed open the walls of the slave pens, and though I had seen horrors I momentarily paused as I saw what was in it. Dirty, wound-covered delvers with nothing but staffs and a few magic items were locked in cages. Below were improvised beds, where blue heartstones grew back into Underdwellers.


    Before I could say a word, my men ran into the building, overwhelming the Underdwellers in a moment.


    It exploded. Shrapnel spewed everywhere, one piece striking a gash down my cheek.


    “Mass Full Heal!” I shouted, but it was too late for most of them. My mind detached from what I had just seen and made the next plan. “We’ll return the favor,” I said. “Andy, Sampson, fire the Tricannon at anything that’s standing. Everyone else, stand guard.”


    No one stopped us, not even as we demolished buildings with the Tricannon. I had a sense of deja vu, but what could Sirea and the rest pull? Where—


    Where was Cat?


    I knew she couldn’t resist staying away from the frontlines. Which meant there was another trap, waiting for me.


    “Beware!” I called. “Something isn’t right here.”


    I saw nods among my men.


    “Fire on the Deep House’s building?” Andy asked.


    “Yes,” I said. They fired, but the magma leaped upwards and stopped the explosions.


    The Undercity was weirdly silent for a moment.


    “We can probably pierce that if we get close enough,” Alice said.


    “Which is exactly what they’re hoping we’ll do,” I said. “Never mind then. We’ll just blow up whatever else is in the Undercity.”


    Sampson dutifully turned the Tricannon to aim at another building. Elise threw a dagger. Dodging it cost Cat the chance to leap out and shred me. Alice speared her through, and she fizzled away in a moment.


    “Stop!” I said, but my men charged inwards. I saw Sirea Draco burst through the magma. Spells and arrows flew at her. They struck something invisible and stopped.


    She spoke a hideous Word, a Word so awful and absolute that for a moment I despaired there was anything good or beautiful in the world.


    Everyone except my party died in an instant. Underdwellers burst from around the corners, screaming war cries.


    Sampson flipped a lever, and the Tricannon belched grapeshot into one of the pincers, and the explosions tore through their ranks. Those who didn’t die instantly ran for it.


    Xavier and Alice cast spells at the other pincer. Waves of fire, ice, and darkness tore into them. A few survived, but as they approached Alice sent her Wheel to them and struck them with dark lightning.


    “Rally at the Deep House!” I heard Sirea shout into her staff, and she ran back through the magma.


    “Now we roll the Tricannon forwards,” I said.


    Alice simply picked it up as if it was a paperweight and moved it into position. Andy reloaded it.


    “Fire!” I shouted, and Sampson pressed the button. The magma leapt up again and stopped the explosion.


    I tried to think of the next step. We were winning. We had more violets remaining, unless the few survivors were indigo. But they had shardgear.


    “I think that was an Area instant death attack, whatever it was,” Alice said. “Death resistance is pretty rare.”


    “She probably killed a bunch of her own with that,” I said. Then it hit me. She had no reason to protect the Undercity now. “Charge!” I shouted without explanation, and we charged as one.


    Xavier cast an Ice Age, and the magma moat froze. Andy jumped over it nonetheless and crushed a wall of the Deep House’s palace. We charged inside to a room.


    Joseph Draco’s face was shocked. Though he shot rays of fire from both his hands Sampson sliced them off. As they fizzled away, Joseph breathed fire from his mouth. Sampson decapitated him.


    “Full Heal!” I shouted, and Sampson’s burns disappeared. We busted down the door and ran down the corridors.


    Sirea Draco stood with her remaining men, holding the line before the Second Cornerstone. She opened her mouth and began to sing a strange, haunting melody.


    Elise threw a dagger and one-shot her. Xavier’s Firestorm fried the rest. Elise ran up to the Cornerstone, and gasped in relief.


    Chapter 39
Visitors


    Hey, I own a Cornerstone,” Elise said, sitting atop it. “Whee!”


    Suddenly, my hair stood on end. Something was wrong.


    “Alex?” Alice asked.


    “Michael Draco warned me,” I said. “Not to let the second Cornerstone out of our sight.” I looked around. “What in the Dungeon was he talking about?”


    Alice closed her eyes. “I’m not sensing anything near—oh. Oh no. Oh dear Creator no. It’s them. The Nemesis. Three of them, from the Lock, coming towards us.”


    Xavier downed a bottle of manarejuve so quickly he choked on it. Andy held her pick. Sampson looked, for once in his life, unnerved.


    “Deep breaths, Alice,” I told her, breathing deeply myself.


    Four nods. “I can handle this. They’re speeding up.”


    “Corridors, or boring straight through?” I asked.


    “Taking corridors, but in a few seconds—they’re crazy fast—they’ll be at the outer magma moat.”


    “Can we outrun them?” I asked.


    “Alex, I have 1,000 Agility, and they’re moving faster.”


    I felt sick.


    I looked at the violet heartstone of Sirea. Doubtless she knew what was going on. Doubtless she would betray us at the first moment possible. But could we stand against—against the Nemesis?


    “They stopped at the moat,” Alice reported. “And they’re not moving.”


    Suddenly, spellflares burst, in the distance. Orange-Red-Blue: Ceasefire.


    Xavier looked to me. I realized there was never a decision so hard as the one where you have no one above you to consult. I gave Sirea’s stone a final glance, then looked away. “Xavier, reply ‘we accept.’”


    Xavier fired Orange-Red-Blue-Green back.


    I gritted my teeth. “Alice, how many?”


    “Just three,” Alice said. “They’re—” Before she could finish, more spellflares burst. Orange-Orange-Violet-White-Indigo-White-Blue. The code was complex, and it stumped me for a moment.


    “They want to come closer,” Xavier explained.


    “Absolutely not,” I said.


    Xavier fired Orange-Red.


    There was no reply for some time. We all looked towards the north, silently waiting for a reply. Then finally, Yellow-Yellow-Black.


    “Treasure, shard?” Xavier asked. “I guess they have shardgear.”


    “Or they want the Cornerstone,” I said. “Tell them it’s unclear.”


    They repeated the earlier codes for ceasefire and wanting to come closer. Then they fired. Red-Red: Great Danger.


    “A threat?” I asked.


    “You know, I think I’d actually like to see them myself,” Sampson said. “Just to see what they’re like.”


    Everyone looked back to me. “Andy, in your professional opinion as a miner, how sturdy are these walls?” I asked. “If we patched up the holes . . .”


    “Deep stone is usually strong. But we damaged this structure on our way in. If they have crystal picks or shardgear picks . . .”


    We couldn’t hold them off. But maybe that was to our advantage. “Xavier, fire ‘Please wait.’ Andy, I want you to tunnel a bunch of tunnels. One in each direction, so we can flee down them if things hit the trap. Then completely demolish the walls in front, so we can see them without having to look through anything. As my official order, if they attack, we do everything possible to hold them off while Elise runs for it with the Cornerstone.”


    “Got it,” Elise said.


    “Wouldn’t it be better to just leave one or two tunnels open?” Sampson asked. “Or a porthole?”


    “I don’t think these walls will count as cover to them. Xavier, once Andy’s finished carving the front away, I want you to trap all the tiles there. All of them. Again, my order is to try and slow them, not kill them. It’s absolutely critical they do not get their hands on the Cornerstone. Sampson, gather every heartstone and shard you can find in the building.”


    “Yes, sir,” Xavier said.


    I realized how quickly taking command made me a commander. Even Alice looked on me like she was a subordinate in need of reassurance.


    But truth be told, we were all that way. I just kept my composure by every ounce of will in my body.


    Andy quickly finished her work, and Xavier finished his shortly thereafter. Sampson had a whole pile of heartstones, but we could not get those outside. “Everyone, we prepare for battle. Once that’s done, Xavier, tell them to come over.”


    Xavier swigged another bottle of manarejuve, then set it down. “Everyone ready?” he asked.


    We nodded. Alice’s faces were as strong as steel.


    Xavier fired. Orange-Orange.


    “They’re approaching,” Alice said. “But not as fast.”


    I saw them with my Perception as soon as they were past the destroyed buildings. There were three—one in armor that was all blue. One was in black, holding an ornate scythe. And one that held two maces, one in each—claw?


    No, that was simply the shape of his gauntlet. But for a moment I swore it was not a human being that was in front of me.


    The blue one stopped at the lava moat, and the other two did as well. I heard an intake of breath from Elise, and four from Alice.


    “Greetings,” the blue one said. I assumed it was a he from the clearly guttural voice, which held an accent I did not recognize. In fact, I couldn’t even liken it to any I had heard before.


    “Greetings,” I said. “What do you want?”


    “A simple exchange, and we will be on our merry way. There is no need for conflict.”


    “I am going to cut to the chase and assume you want the Cornerstone,” I said.


    “That is correct.”


    “Let me cut to the chase again: no. I don’t care what you’re offering. No.”


    “But you should at least hear us out, first,” the Nemesis said, offended.


    “No,” I said.


    “Let me demonstrate something,” the Nemesis said, and all three of them walked through the magma as if it was syrup. They kicked the magma off them.


    Elise, this might end with you running. Make sure the Cornerstone is set to ‘mobile’.


    I’m prepared, Elise thought back. Listen, I—


    But the Nemesis was speaking. “Do you wish to see the bottom of the Dungeon? Visit the Final Floor? Face the Final Boss?”


    “I do,” I said.


    “Then by all means our interests coincide.”


    “Deals with the devil never work,” I said.


    “Why do you call us devils?” the Nemesis asked. “You have not met us, before, have you?”


    “You killed me!” Alice snapped in four voices.


    “Correction, one of my colleagues defended himself against your party, and then—”


    “—kited a Archepiano into me!”


    “The point stands that you aren’t trustworthy,” I said, with as much firmness I could in my voice. I had to take command of the situation.


    “Name one lie we have spoken, and I will repeat it over telepathy such that you can see our trustworthiness.”


    “Is there a Final Boss?” I asked.


    There is, the Nemesis thought in my mind. And we can help all of us see it.


    “No,” I said out loud. “Whatever you offer, it isn’t worth it.”


    “Let me offer this, then,” the Nemesis said, and pulled out a violet shard.


    Alice turned utterly silent. Every eye on herself and her Wheel was fixed to that one point, like a garden of statues focused on one immobile center.


    “I’m sure you know what this is,” the Nemesis said. “Who this is.”


    “He’s lying,” Elise said.


    “He’s not!” Alice shrieked.


    “No, this is how they operate. First they tell you something you want to hear. Then they tell you something a little different, to get you to give them what they want. Then something a bit more different. Until up is down and down is up and you’ve done unspeakable things. Or, maybe, you stop yourself. And then they kill you.”


    “Elise, what the Dungeon?” Xavier asked.


    “You’re wearing that Deep Telepathy bracelet,” Elise said to Alice. “You know I’m telling the truth.”


    “I don’t recall ever speaking to you,” the Nemesis said. “Those are awfully strong accusations.”


    “I saw you when you met with my parents. I even recognize your voice. ‘Highest House Purple’, you called our future selves. You said we would be greater than the Royals and all the others. But before that you said you simply wanted to promote labyrinthodula. And before that, you said you were simply ‘visitors’ seeking hospitality.”


    Alice’s faces turned darker and darker, her eagle’s head staring above the Nemesis. “Well. It seems you’ve been found out,” she said in a shaking voice.


    “Perhaps we have,” the Nemesis said. “Or perhaps she is telling a mixture of facts and suppositions.”


    “Do you call yourselves ‘visitors?’” Elise said.


    “’Visitors’ would indeed be an accurate description, but—”


    “—So I am telling the truth, because if I was making this up I wouldn’t know that—”


    “—we do still have an unresolved offer, no? This may be your only chance.”


    “It’s a trap!”


    Alice clenched three sets of teeth and a beak. Then she spoke. “Is there any way for a delver to permanently die?”


    “We don’t know,” the Nemesis, or Visitor, or whatever it was said. “But revival can certainly be more and more unlikely. The process for returning a shardgear to a shard is difficult and hazardous.”


    “It’s ‘difficult’?” Alice asked. “‘Hazardous’? Die and get lost! We have done far more than ‘difficult and hazardous’ things to bring Dad back. And I’m not giving up now!”


    “But come, you do not even know the true nature of the Deepest Core. Why—”


    Alex, I might be able to one-shot the one with the scythe if I take another step to the right. Elise thought to me. I’m at the perfect angle. Just give me the signal.


    Wait until they’re not looking.


    Alice shouted over top of the Visitor’s speech. “I don’t give a single cursed trash drop what you want or how hard you think it is for us to save Dad!”


    “Really? If you’re so sure, why don’t you attack us? Right now?”


    Alice faltered.


    “You see, you, too, realize that the Dungeon does not care for any of us. It would be equally happy to see us win or lose. There’s no guarantee you’ll see another chance to save your father, or if that second chance will succeed.”


    Alice still didn’t speak.


    “And why don’t you attack us? Perhaps because you realize that a single party of top-level delvers has no chance against three of us.”


    Alice, ever so slightly, started shaking. “I don’t care.”


    “I think you do care, or you would not hesitate. No. You realize our words are true. And you realize that, here and now, the decision is yours. Which will it be?”


    “Let me take that decision from you, cousin,” Elise said. “As it happens, I am the sole owner of this Cornerstone. And I just locked it in place.”


    Alice’s faces showed so many expressions at once I thought she would burst.


    “But you can unlock it, no?” the Visitor said.


    “It’s not worth it for this,” Elise said.


    Alice shrieked and swung at Elise. She stepped backwards as she dodged, and threw a dagger at the Visitor with the scythe. It died instantly, gear and white shards falling like an empty suit of armor. The lead Visitor spoke a strange Word and disappeared. Xavier countered with a shielding spell just as a wave of prismatic light slammed into all of us.


    The third Visitor threw one mace, which exploded in light. He stretched out his strange gauntlet, and a claw shot out on a chain to impale the wall behind us. He reeled himself along the chain, blur-fast. Sampson swung his sword, striking a hole in the Visitor’s mismatched armor and spilled human-red blood. The Visitor threw the other mace at me, caught Sampson, dragged him away and snapped his neck. Shards sprayed everywhere. The mace exploded in my face, obliterating almost all my Health.


    I screamed “Drain Life!” The burst of darkness did nothing as he snatched a shard and claw-shot away.


    Traps triggered one after another as something invisible stomped through. Andy smashed her pickaxe down on it. Xavier cast Haste on her. Her strikes were like that of a machine. Another strange Word. We were bathed in a deep, thick darkness. The darkness did not stop us from seeing, with our House buffs. Alice stabbed with her spear, impaling the lead Visitor against the wall.


    “Catch!” he said, and as if feeling no pain he threw the violet shard into the air. Alice let go of her spear to catch it. The Visitor ripped out the spear and ran.


    “Don’t chase him!” I shouted. Elise grabbed the scythe, and for a moment I thought I saw a goddess where she stood. “True Heal!” I pointed to myself, then started healing our less-wounded.


    “Sampson!” Andy shrieked. Yet as she sobbed she gathered his shards and gear without pausing for a moment.


    “Both of them are gone,” Alice said, then she looked at Andy.


    “Sampson—the one with claws killed Sampson,” I said, forcing the words out of my mouth. “And he took a shard.”


    The briefest of silences passed.


    I pushed down my emotions. “Elise, let’s get this Cornerstone moving. We’ll . . .” No hesitation. “We’ll run the Abyss. Then we’ll Abyssal Teleport home.”


    Elise gathered the fallen Visitor’s gear and shards. The shards were white. “What the Dungeon?” she asked.


    “We don’t have time for this,” I said. “We’re heading to the Lock.”


    “Not the nearest Lock,” Elise said. “They’re gathering there.”


    “What?” I asked.


    “I can sense where all the shards and heartstones and shardgear is in all of the Dungeon now. There’s two delvers covered with shardgear in the nearby Lock and two more running up from the 31th.”


    “Okay, north,” I said. “Andy, dig us straight through.” Wordlessly Andy obeyed. We ran after her.


    “Elise, I realize we have more important things going on, but these were the ‘underworld connections’ you mentioned?” Xavier asked.


    “I didn’t know what else to call them!” Elise said. “I just wanted help processing it, I didn’t know we would get dragged into meeting them face to face!”


    “Save it for later,” I snapped. “Unless there’s something critical to now—”


    “It can wait,” Elise said. “Alice, where’s the nearest Abyssal portal?”


    “Depends whether or not we want to dig straight down,” Alice said.


    “Whatever’s the fastest,” I said.


    “You know, Andy’s our only frontline, and we won’t have anyone guarding our rear—” Xavier began.


    “We don’t have a choice!” I said. “We’ll just have to deal with monsters behind us.”


    We came to the Lock and dashed down the stairs. Andy slammed her pick into the first tile she saw and we were tunneling downwards.


    My heart hammered much harder, and I felt if it was not made of indestructible crystal I would have fallen apart. Dear Creator—was this why Michael had warned us?


    I concentrated on the tunnel ahead. “I’ll bring up the rear,” Alice said. “I’m somewhat frontline.”


    “Be careful, dear!” I said.


    “I will!” Alice promised.


    And my heart, metaphorical or not, beat even harder.


    Chapter 40
The Abyss


    They’re coming,” Alice said, as we crashed down into the 45th Floor. Andy ran to the wall and hacked away at it.


    “How many, how fast, and from where?”


    “Six, faster than me, and . . . ah, they’re being slowed by monsters. But they’re following our path.”


    “Andy, stop. We start following the Dungeon’s paths, now. No point helping them out.”


    Andy shook her head and she kept digging. I saw the image of her facing the Visitors alone as we escaped. The worst thing was, I had to agree with it. If she could delay the Visitors . . .


    We ran down the corridors as fast as we could. I felt sick, but I could not reject Andy’s sacrifice. “Alice, don’t kill the monsters! It’ll slow them.”


    Alice nodded, and shoved a MorDeKai out of the way with the butt of her spear. Her strength was so enormous that it punched through the strange suit of armor instead, and it fell limp to the ground.


    “Andy’s still going, and the Visitors are still delayed,” Alice reported. “They’re on the 43rd.”


    “Elise, how did you know you could kill that Visitor?” I asked.


    “I did some math in my head and figured I could do maybe a hundred trillion damage with a backstab bonus plus a critical to the heart. And if all of them were Enoch-level strong, we were screwed anyway. That, and call it a hunch.”


    I didn’t reply. The Visitors seemed too smart to be caught by the same trick twice, and with those claws they moved incredibly fast.


    We turned a corner and there was the portal. It swirled before us like a dark whirlpool, as if we were in a black sea surrounding a chasm to the bottom. No wonder some people had thought it was the end.


    If we stepped in, then the Visitors following would end up in a different Abyss, and we would be safe. But Andy would be doomed, because there was no way she could run the Abyss by herself.


    “Where are the Visitors?” I asked, hoping against hope.


    “They’re after Andy,” Alice said.


    “Alice, if a party starts to go into the Abyss, but one member makes it a little late—”


    “Has to be within ten seconds.”


    Dungeon.


    “She’ll be here in twenty seconds,” Alice said. She took deep breaths. Then all of her eyes looked at me.


    “Xavier, can you do any kind of teleport magic—” I started.


    “Jammer,” he said. “Let me think, let me think, let me think . . .”


    “Ten seconds,” Alice said. “She’s almost here, but they’re almost on her.”


    I almost broke. I almost gave in. But I would not be the man who left a party mate behind.


    “Oh, duh,” Xavier said, and fired a spell at the wall. The wall was torn apart like an invisible drill had drilled it. Andy was on the other side, running. I had no time to ask what Xavier was planning before he did it. He fired a second ray of burning, liquid fire straight through Andy to the Nemeses behind her. All of them burned. All of them kept running.


    As Andy crossed into the room, Xavier cast again and a Wall of Ice sealed the hole in the wall. The Nemeses charged into it. It burst into steam and pushed them back.


    Andy was the first to jump into the portal, and we all followed her.


    * * *


    We stood atop an abstract white platform, like someone had put a platonically ideal square under our feet. We looked into the darkness all around us. Only a glowing red sphere hung in the space before us.


    “True Heal Party,” I said, and Xavier cast gentle water spells to put Andy out.


    “This vestibule only lasts for ten minutes, or until we press the button,” Alice said, waving at the sphere. “I suggest we all take the time to catch our breaths.”


    “That was brilliant,” I told Xavier. “But—how—”


    “I know so many spells, dude,” Xavier said with a note of pride. “Just had to think it all through in time.”


    “That was incredible,” I said.


    Andy went to Xavier and gave him a silent, wet hug.


    “Andy, thank you for what you just did,” I said. “But please, never again. I don’t want to lose you.”


    She nodded, slowly.


    “First rule of the Abyss: Never stop moving,” Alice said. “Never. Time is more valuable than anything else. More than Health. More than treasure. If you run out of time, it’s all for naught.”


    “What about your party?” Elise asked.


    “If someone falls, it’s too late. If someone dies, it’s usually worth the risk. But if you die, too, trying to rescue a heartstone . . .”


    “Second rule, if it looks like it can kill you, it probably can. We’ll try to avoid as many monsters as possible, because we’re not equipped for the Abyss or have enough party members. And we’ll just skip all the treasure—it’s not worth it.”


    “Alice, are you saying you want to take command?” Elise asked.


    She nodded. “I’m the only one of you that’s run the Abyss before. Any objections?”


    “No,” I said. “Do it.”


    “Great. There’s a bunch more rules of the Abyss, but Abyss runners can’t agree on them, and they all amount to one or both of the above. Are we all ready?”


    “One moment,” Xavier said, and cast some spell that blew hot air on Andy. In a few moments she nodded.


    “Let’s go,” Alice said. “On a count of three. One, two, three—”


    Alice pressed the button. The platform lowered without further warning, until it stopped. I looked around and saw a world of floating white tiles over the black nothingness. There were no walls, only tiles. It was oddly like a children’s board game, with squares marked off for pawns, and we were but the toys of some godlike beings.


    The Abyss beneath us rumbled, as if in wrath at intruders, and then the platform we stood on started to erode. I snapped back to reality. “Don’t stop to think!” Alice ordered, and we followed her.


    I could immediately see the primary hazard in the Abyss was greed. Bejeweled chests stood visible in the wall-less rooms as if defying us to come and loot them. I knew that opening a single one could trigger a Trap Boss, and that would be fatal in our state. Yet I could not help but feel a twinge of unfulfilled desire.


    Alice meanwhile took us in a strange route, dodging monsters by taking empty corridors, choosing some to strike down with her spear and others to leave be. I trusted her judgment, although I wished Andy was in front as a better frontline. But we had no time to think about it. I dared not cast a spell at the monsters we passed, lest their aggression ruin Alice’s strategy.


    We had no sooner reached the next platform when I looked back and saw most of the Abyss eaten behind us. Monsters fell down and flailed as they descended endlessly, like the Abyss had punished them for their failure to stop us. And the chests fell as well, as if the Abyss had cut bait.


    Why did I think of the Abyss as a person? I had overheard Abyss runners talk about it, and I knew that Elise and Andy thought the whole Dungeon was alive. Yet the Abyss seemed all too personal.


    When we had caught our breaths again, Alice pressed the next red sphere. The next Floor of the Abyss was more of the same. “More traps than usual,” Alice called out. “Don’t step anywhere except where I step!”


    I watched her feet carefully as we passed through a room. She navigated it like a minefield, gouging a path for us to follow into the floating stone beneath us with her spear. An Abyssal Bat flew towards me. I resisted the urge to step back to dodge. It bit through my sleeve, an agony that didn’t stop. Andy ripped it off my arm and crushed its wing, then tossed it off the edge. “True Heal!” I said, without stopping my feet.


    Still, aside from that we had not been injured at all. Was the Abyss really not that scary? Were we really too high-spectrum for it? Or did it have some scheme to destroy us all?


    We came to the next platform. “The Abyss usually pulls some screwy twist on its 3rd Floor,” Alice said. “Be prepared for anything.” She pressed the sphere.


    This Floor had lots of large monsters. Lots and lots of large monsters. Those that had feet stomped on the ground as if the tiles beneath were indestructible.


    “Great,” Alice said. “Those are all Wandering Bosses. We won’t be able to kill them instantly, and they’ll follow us if we ignore them.”


    “No path?” Andy asked, the first words I had heard her say since Sampson’s death.


    “Doesn’t look like one.”


    “Can we charge straight through?” Elise said. “It will give us more time.”


    “I agree,” I said, although I realized I had no expertise.


    I looked to Alice, who nodded her heads. “Let’s go!”


    The first Boss was like a Minotaur with an empty, spiked skull for a head. The two tips of its horns were smaller skulls, which started chanting an obscene chant as we approached. Xavier cast a Fimbulwinter at it, and the thousands of sharp grey icicles spewed everywhere, angering monsters all around us. “Sorry!” he shouted.


    “Discretion is the better part of Abyss running!” Alice shouted back.


    One of the mini-skulls had been destroyed by an icicle, but the other finished its spell and spoke a final, hideous word. We moved as if in molasses, but behind us the decaying tiles only decayed faster.


    Xavier drew another spell, but it, too, was in slow motion. Was this it? I wondered, as if my own thoughts had slowed. Would we—


    Elise was suddenly moving at twice the speed, and sliced the Skull Minotaur’s head off. Time restarted for us. “Keep moving!” she said, and we ran together towards the next Boss. Alice paused only briefly to snatch the chest the Boss had dropped and stuff it into her Bag of Holding.


    This Boss was a tower of Slimes, like someone had taken the Leaning Tower of Pisa from Earlier stories and built it into a tower for the worship and creation of Slimes. The Slime Tower began spinning, spewing a colorful rain of slimes and puddings everywhere. Some sloshed off the edge and fell, but the rest immediately attacked us.


    I cast spells everywhere, but each time I spoke a trigger to disintegrate one, the Slime Tower had spat out another two slimes. I could only remember the Doomsday Pudding, but this thing was all the more terrifying. Every second it delayed us, every second we lost . . .


    Elise once again leapt forward with a burst of speed and struck it with her scythe. It immediately disintegrated into a chest. We charged through, Alice grabbing it as we passed. “Elise, what the Dungeon?” Xavier asked.


    “I’ll explain later,” Elise said. “Just keep moving!”


    Alice took us into another room, and she ordered us to hold the line, guarding the “doorway” as I healed everyone. “We’re running low on time,” she said. “Let’s try to kill the next Boss as quickly as possible.”


    “That one?” Xavier asked, and the Bat of Bats was upon us. This Boss was a swarm of bats flying in the shape of a larger bat. We cast spells at it. It split and reformed to dodge.


    “Dungeon, forget this!” Alice said. “Just keep moving!”


    We ran, the Abyss’s erosion following us like a pack of hounds nipping at our feet. The Bat of Bats took to flying at us to knock one of us off. Only Xavier’s lightning-quick casting reflexes kept it from succeeding.


    We got to the platform and Alice slammed the sphere without another word.


    “We’re still low on time!” Alice said. “We’re going to make a straight path. Xavier, do not cast anything with an Area effect; we can’t survive angering the whole Floor.”


    “I understand!” Xavier called. We followed Alice straight into a gang of mirror-skinned Abyssal Goblins, and we shredded them. But more valuable than each hit point was each step we took faster than the Abyss’s erosion. We were running lower on the latter, and I could not heal that.


    “Let’s break one of the rules of the Abyss,” Alice said and stopped in front of a chasm between corridors. She sheathed her weapons. “Everyone, grab on to me.” We each grabbed hold of an arm, and she wrapped them around us with a death grip.


    She stepped off the edge.


    For a terrifying moment I thought we would die. A massive downcurrent of air pushed us downwards. Her mighty, eye-filled wings waved in distress as she flew across the Abyss. I could hear the whole Abyss shake, as if in rage. But we were on the other side.


    “Never do what I just did,” Alice said. “But we’ll make it.” Indeed, we were just a corner and another corridor to the next platform. We ran to it all the same.


    The fifth Floor was like a stadium of bleachers surrounding the central platform in the middle. We ran down the tilted, empty spiral, not stopping for breath or anything else. There were no monsters, but I had a feeling of utmost dread as we approached the black Lockstone.


    “Alex, heal and buff us all,” Alice said. “Everyone, this is the last card the Abyss has to play. If we can kill it, we’re golden.”


    I cast every spell I could think of, manually casting those I didn’t have triggers for. There had to be a better way to do this, especially if I was in a rush like this. “Will the Abyss become stable when we fight the Boss?” I asked.


    “Nope!” Alice called brightly. “But at least the tiles will regenerate while we’re fighting it.”


    “We’ll have more fighting after this,” Elise said.


    “If we die here, not one spell or consumable will be useful.”


    Xavier drained a bottle of manarejuve and took a deep breath. “When we’re done, I will be happy if we never run the Abyss again.”


    “Really?” Elise asked. “This was a crazy rush.”


    What would Sampson have said? Probably the latter. “We ready?” I asked.


    “Andy, these Lockstones tend to explode,” Alice said. “So touch and run back.”


    Xavier cast Time Stop on her, and in a blink the Lockstone exploded.


    The pieces reformed to form a titanic black skeleton, where each bone was a blade. A crown of more blades stood atop it, and a cape of thousands of tiny blades followed it. It also had a giant sword in its hand, as might be expected.


    Alice swore something, but cut herself off to dodge as the Blade King swung at her. Xavier cast a spell at its chest, and the chest shattered into knives and swords. Inside was an exposed, red-beating heart.


    I pointed at it. “Drain Life!”


    The heart exploded into tiny needle-blades, but the Blade King did not die. It instead split in two, and then into hundreds, running around the Abyss-stadium each with a heart-needle.


    “Listen up!” Alice shouted with four voices. She smashed a miniature Blade King with her spear as she talked. “We have to kill all of them or it will return to full health.”


    “What the Dungeon?” Xavier asked. He cast Firestorm and obliterated twenty. “That’s insane!”


    “This is supposed to be a challenge for a superparty, not us!” Alice shouted back.


    “How long does it take—trash,” I said. Several of the Blade Kings had begun reforming into the original.


    Elise had turned silent in concentration, focusing on killing the Blade Kings one after another. “Guys, listen! I want you to make sure I one-shot everything I kill,” she said.


    “All right?” Xavier asked, and cast a spell I hadn’t seen before. Several Blade Kings began burning in ice.


    “I need to kill about a hundred and fifty of them,” Elise said. “If I do, we can win this battle. And I have to kill each of them with one shot!”


    We didn’t have time to argue. The new, giant Blade King was utterly unharmed, and it jumped back into the middle platform, swinging its blade and itself at all of us. Xavier blew open its chest again and I fired another Drain Life. Heart needles spilled everywhere.


    But Elise was our hope, whatever that hope was. We helped her kill the miniature Blade Kings, and I healed her whenever I had the chance.


    “One more!” Elise said, and swung her scythe at a Blade King. Another struck from behind and she tumbled.


    Xavier jumped into the way to grab her as he fell.


    “Xavier!” I screamed, as he tottered off the edge. He drew a spell, and disappeared.


    A new Blade King reformed and jumped back into the center. “Get me to the Heart!” Elise shouted.


    Andy with a feral scream smashed her pickaxe into the ribcage, bending the blades and shattering it open. Elise struck with her scythe.


    The blades fell to the ground and rusted away. Chests appeared everywhere, surrounding a glowing circle full of runes.


    Xavier blinked back into existence. “Dungeon, Alex,” he said. “I wish I had Tm-Type magic. That was close.”


    “You cast Blink?” I asked.


    “Twice. Once to stop falling, and once to not fall again as the Abyss eroded,” he said. I saw the hand holding his staff was shaking. “That could have ended very badly.”


    Elise wordlessly wrapped herself around him and kissed him on the mouth.


    “We made it,” Alice said, and scooped up the chests. “We don’t have time to divide the loot, though. The City has to be under attack, now.”


    “On that subject . . . I realize we have much bigger worries right now,” Elise said. “But I just sensed another option on the Cornerstone’s interface the moment we killed the Boss.”


    “What?” Xavier asked.


    “Can it help us win the war?”


    “All I know is that I can ‘change timelines’.”


    I opened my mouth to say something, but discovered I had nothing I could say.


    “That’s great and all, whatever it is,” Alice said. “But we need to get moving.”


    “Right,” I said. “We’ll investigate it later.”


    “Where to, though?” Xavier asked. “If we just teleport directly into the City, they’ll attack us. In fact, if we teleport directly into the Spire, we’ll blast all our own wards apart.”


    “We’ll teleport just outside the limits,” I said. “Then we orient ourselves, run inside, and start fighting.”


    “Where are the limits?” Xavier asked.


    “The Abyss knows. Duh,” Elise said.


    “Right,” I said. “That’s pretty unambiguous. So, how do we actually activate this thing?”


    “We all stand on the teleporter in the center and the leader says where to go,” Alice said.


    We all quickly gathered. “I want us to go due north of the City, right outside the anti-teleport wards,” I said.


    As if thrust through space into the midst of stars, I saw lights everywhere as I both fell and rose. I didn’t know how much of it I could take as my stomach vibrated like it was played by a demonic pianist.


    And then it was over. We stood in the light, and I immediately looked south.


    The City was burning.


    Chapter 41
Final Offensive


    We ran towards the gates, or what was left of them. The hastily constructed stone looked like it had been burned, frozen, and eroded all at the same time. No guard stopped us as we ran under it.


    “Enoch,” I said. No one needed to reply.


    “He can’t have won,” Elise said. “I still hear fighting. Can’t you?”


    Indeed, the screams and explosions were still faintly audible at this distance. Airships flew around, firing at something. Spellflares burst into the sky constantly, a mass of lights so confused that I could not imagine anyone understood anyone.


    “Got Seth Black on the line,” Xavier said, and held out his staff tip to me.


    “What’s the situation?” I asked.


    “We’re under attack. Parties from the Undercity attacked each of the spires. They sent them in two waves, so our forces were out of position for the second wave. What happened down there?”


    “We basically destroyed the Undercity and killed Sirea, Cat and Joseph,” I said. “We got the second Cornerstone back—” I paused for a moment. “The Nemesis showed up. Things got complicated. What now?”


    “Enoch Draco is somewhere out there. He must be trying to provoke Mansa Musa into appearing. Stay alert, and get here as soon as possible.”


    “Understood,” I said.


    “Where to?” Xavier asked.


    A loud, distant explosion interrupted my words. “We’ll cut through the Square,” I said. “And see what we can do along the way.”


    My party nodded and we ran. For once I was glad the ground under my feet was actually ground. We saw no one along the way—neither ambushing Underdwellers or helping civilians. Something felt utterly wrong about all of this.


    We passed by a group of yellows, oranges, and reds surrounding a giant ballista. The reds, some of them clearly Nomads, were turning the cranks, while the mages among the yellows cast barriers and wards. They cheered as we passed by, but we did not have time to stop.


    We saw the white mass in the Square long before we got there.


    Skellyspam did not begin to describe the chaos in the Square. There were so many skeletons that they were clawing their way on top of each other as they surrounded and piled atop Underdwellers. “Drain Life!” I shouted, and one pile collapsed as the Underdweller inside died.


    “There’s no way we can get through this,” Elise said. “And the Morgue is going to keep summoning until the battle’s over.”


    “Dungeon,” I said. “Is the jamming still in place?” I asked Xavier.


    “Yep,” Xavier said.


    “We’ll have to take the long—Look!” I shouted, and pointed up at a dot in the sky. With our Perception, we could see the red robes and levitating throne of Mansa Musa.


    “Enoch!” Mansa Musa’s voice boomed. “Where are you?”


    Immediately spells and arrows shot up from the ground, but Mansa Musa swiftly dodged them and fired back with rays of light.


    Then an awful flapping of wings peeled across the City as Enoch, in dragon form, soared into the air. Mansa Musa fired another, brighter ray. As if his draconian body was simply that of a hummingbird, Enoch easily dodged it. Enoch breathed fire. An aura of light surrounded Mansa Musa, and he was untouched.


    “Don’t stop to watch, keep summoning!” I heard I. L. Darkness roar from the distance.


    “Good advice,” I said, breaking my own eyes away. “Xavier, can you levitate us?”


    “Sure, and expose us to all the spellfire and missile weapons of the Underdwellers?”


    “I don’t mean to get to our spire. I mean we’re going after Enoch, too.”


    “Alex, stop,” Elise said. “We can’t possibly do that much damage, and he can easily kill us all with a breath.”


    A ballista bolt struck through one of Enoch’s wings, and exploded. He breathed prismatic fire back at the ground whence it came.


    I had no time to mourn that siege crew. “Where to?” I asked.


    “Palace of the Stone,” Andy said.


    “Yeah, I bet this is a distraction—the Cornerstone Guard!” Xavier said. “They don’t have any violets, and the violets the High Houses lent them . . .”


    “Are busy protecting the spires,” I said. “Change of plans.”


    “Wait!” Alice said.


    “Now is not the time,” I said.


    “The spires power the Law.”


    I paused for a moment. “So?”


    “The system can handle losing one spire, not multiple!”


    “If we don’t protect the Cornerstone, there’s not going to be a Law to even worry about,” Xavier said.


    A massive explosion in the air interrupted us. Enoch roared in pain, but with his claws and wings cast an elaborate spell that exploded in every color around Mansa Musa.


    No more time to argue. “We’re defending the Palace,” I said. “No more arguments. Go.”


    Xavier cast Levitate Party, and we flew over the skellyspam. We cast spells at any mass we saw, but our dark magic spared those who had not already fallen to the skeletons. Still, the skeleton horde made it impossible for anyone else who did not fly to reach the Palace.


    We landed on the blue portico. Titans stood guard, both weapons drawn, but they relaxed slightly on seeing us. “Here to help?” one asked.


    “Right,” I said. “Have you been attacked yet?”


    “Not yet, but we’re worried about Michael Draco.” He sheathed one sword momentarily to throw a Bag of Holding at us. I felt a tap as well, and joined their superparty. Five of the Councilmen, including Henry Smith, a large number of low-spectrum clerks, and about twenty Cornerstone Guards were scattered about the Palace of the Stone.


    “Deep Telepathy bracelets,” Xavier said after he opened the Bag, and handed them out. I put one on without hesitation, removing the bracelet of acid protection without thinking. I looked around at my party. We were all relatively calm, given the situation. All except Alice, whose mind was a black knot of tension and worry.


    I put a hand on her shoulder. “We’re doing the right thing. Your family—”


    Another bright prismatic explosion blinded me for a moment as Enoch breathed into a spire. Alice made a sound like a choked wail. The alignment auras of us all flickered.


    “That wasn’t the 3rd Spire,” I said calmly.


    “Here,” Xavier said, and put his staff by me.


    “Alexander Kenderman, what the Dungeon are you doing down there? We need you!” came Adam Black’s irate voice.


    Alice looked as if she would say something. I spoke first. “We could either get to the Palace of the Stone easily or try to get to the spire. Yell at me after it’s over!”


    “Hey!” Elise said, practically grabbing Xavier’s staff. “Check the north elevator shaft. Call it a hunch!”


    “What the Dungeon are you—You! Go check the wards on the north shaft!—Listen, if this is the wrong decision, it’s going to be on your heartstone for the rest of your existence.”


    “Understood,” I said.


    “Transmission over,” Xavier said. “What’s their endgame here? They’re doing everything at once.”


    “That was Adam,” Alice said. “Where’s Uncle Seth?”


    “There!” Elise pointed, and I saw the six-winged shape of a Black Seraph blaze black against the sky. His wings and arms cast a spell, which exploded all over Enoch. Enoch roared in pain, and faltered.


    “He’s the only one who can easily hurt Enoch,” Xavier said. Airships fired cannons at Enoch. He dodged only some. “But even then, this is insane. Enoch can’t take on the whole City at once.” A boulder—another siege weapon—flew by Enoch and exploded, nearly knocking him out of the sky.


    A flash of light rose from the ground and caressed Enoch’s burnt wings, which healed in an instant.


    “As long as people keep healing him, he can do this all day,” I said.


    “Dungeon,” Xavier said. “And we—Wait. Alex, do we have junk?”


    “I have everything,” Alice said. “What do you mean, ‘junk’?”


    “Furniture. Anything heavy that I can curse.”


    Alice dutifully pulled chairs and tables out of her wings, many of her eyes still watching the battle above. “Now what?”


    Xavier cast spells after spell, and angry red lines flew into a chair. “Remember I told you about how I figured out the spell combo: Apport plus Explosion Curse? I never found a good time to use it. But now we have nothing else.”


    “How the Dungeon are you going to aim?” I asked.


    “Considering how much Power I’m putting into this thing, I don’t need to. I’m just telling Mansa Musa to get back, and . . .” He waved his staff in another shape. The chair disappeared and—


    The explosion was so bright that without all our resistances, we would have gone blind. The spires shook. Mansa Musa fired rays down at the falling, wounded dragon. Seth Black, utterly untouched, cast a massive spell, and black fire enveloped Enoch.


    Enoch clawed his way out, like it was burning tar. A ray struck him and he was healed in an instant.


    Mansa Musa, meanwhile, had discarded his throne, and was firing arrow after arrow from a magnificent bow.


    “Does anyone have healing for this kind of distance?” I asked.


    “You’re the healer,” Xavier said. He swigged from a bottle of manarejuve.


    “I never imagined this might happen.”


    “More explosions,” Andy said.


    “Yeah, that,” Xavier said, and started casting on another table. “I’m about out of mana and consumables, but they’re going to run out, too.”


    “That’s why I wish I had a long ranged heal,” I said. “I have Spell Regeneration.”


    “Any of you have anything?” Alice asked the Titans.


    “Excuse me,” the Elevatarch said, ducking under the Titan’s crossed swords. “Ah, the joys of making things explode. I used to have so much fun putting Bags of Holding inside of each other.”


    “If you can find a way to Apport one over there, I’m all ears,” Xavier said.


    Bright lights joined the chaos in the air. “The Eidolons!” Elise said with joy. “They’re actually helping!”


    One speared Enoch from behind, riding him like a wounded bull. Enoch shrugged and breathed prismatic light onto his back. The Eidolon fell in an instant. The rest pulled back.


    “This isn’t going to work,” I said. A great Chinese dragon flew out to meet Enoch and roared. The two circled each other. “We’re too disorganized.”


    Another spear shot out from the ground and barely missed Enoch. It exploded in a massive, multi-colored blast, like a deadly fireworks rocket.


    Xavier finished casting. “I can’t Apport this over there, because I’m sure I’ll hit a bunch of our own.”


    The Elevatarch, meanwhile, was cheerfully whistling to himself as he sewed a strange bag together from white cloth. Then he cast a spell several times. “A Klein Bag of Holding,” he explained at my glance. “Once you fold this part, it’s several Bags of Holding together inside of each other. The explosion is magnificent!”


    “But how do we get it over there?” I asked.


    “One moment,” Xavier said. One of the dots from above flew to us—Hermes, still spinning and making loop-de-loops.


    “Yes, yes?” he asked.


    “See that thing?” I pointed at the Elevatarch’s masterpiece. “Fly up to Enoch and fold it.”


    “Can do!” He was a blur as he grabbed it and flew away.


    A few seconds later, another blindingly bright explosion of white and blue, and another roar of pain from Enoch. Several moments passed before a ray of healing restored him. The Dragon King uncurled its long body and bit Enoch’s wing, which tore as Enoch flapped away. Another healing ray struck him, again delayed.


    “We’re winning,” I said. “He has to be running out of healers now, or his healers have to be running out of heals.”


    “Don’t jinx it!” Elise said.


    Henry Smith came out of the Palace, escorted by a squad of guards, which in turn escorted the floating Cornerstone. “Perfect,” he said. “You can help me evacu—”


    Those were his last words. Lines of fire burst through him from behind and he shattered. An invisible hand snatched a shard and stuffed it and the Cornerstone into an invisible bag.


    A Titan sliced with a greatsword, cutting off Michael’s hand. It fizzled away, leaving only a glove and a black Bag of Holding. Xavier cast Apport and the Bag appeared in his hands. He tossed it to the Elevatarch just as Michael fired more rays from nowhere. Xavier shattered. The Elevatarch Blinked away.


    “Drain Life!” I shouted at Michael, but the darkness hit nothing. The sphere of thought bounded after the Elevatarch.


    Andy made a horrible noise, like a machine grinding to a halt. I dug through Xavier’s gear, found the wide-band telepathy amulet, and put it on. Guess what, Michael? I thought to him. You don’t have a home any more. We destroyed the Undercity. We killed Sirea, Joseph and Cat. We even took back the second Cornerstone.


    There was no reply.


    I took a deep breath. “Alice, stuff the shards in your wings.”


    “On it,” she said, and she took out a bag, which extended tendrils to grab Xavier and everything of Xavier’s.


    Then Alice screamed.


    Seth Black was falling, and a prismatic breath from Enoch finished him off. Enoch dived, spun to dodge rays and the Dragon King, then charged.


    Towards us.


    Enoch crashed into the roof of the Palace, tearing it apart with his claws. I felt a disorienting yank as the Titans teleported into battle, dragging us along. Enoch took one look at me and breathed directly at me, but a Titan knocked me out of the way. My right side and my staff were disintegrated, and though I screamed “True Heal!” the pain barely subsided.


    Mansa Musa landed on the roof a moment later, drawing a sword. Enoch transformed back into a human, drawing his own sword: a glowing, worn blade that was oddly familiar.


    I recognized it was Heavenspiercer immediately.


    Enoch cut through Titans and their armor as if it was nothing. He swung at Mansa Musa. Mansa Musa executed a perfect countercut, but a moment too slow—his arm was cut off that second.


    Then Enoch stopped and jumped after the running Elise.


    Mansa Musa drew a staff with his other arm, and in an instant he healed himself with a spell. I had time to party him as he ran after Enoch, who was cutting his way through the skeletons.


    Alice bodily picked up me and Andy, and she flew us to the Public Entrance, just as Enoch, a dragon again, tore the gates off. “Inside!” she said, and we dropped to the floor and ran after him.


    I had never been to the actual Public Entrance itself, having always used the Elevatarch or a Private Entrance. Shards were scattered about the chamber, and claw marks were around the black steps. The steps themselves were perfect.


    We took the last step to find Elise, but no Enoch. “Perfect!” she said. “It worked.”


    “What?” I asked. Mansa Musa made the last steps after me.


    “We’re in a party,” Elise said. “We all get dumped in the same random section, while Enoch gets dumped in a different one. I bet the Cornerstone I’m holding overpowered the jamming Ritual.”


    “He’s sixty north and five east of us,” Alice said. “Now what?”


    “Dig,” Andy said.


    “Do it,” I said.


    I looked at Mansa Musa, who seemed too shell-shocked to fully comprehend what he had just witnessed. “We will not be able to escape him,” he said. “If he learns our location, he will simply teleport to us. His own jammer does not seem to apply to himself. I know he is an Dimensional Archmage—he would know the spell even if that is not his primary class.”


    “If we dig to the Deep, he can’t teleport after us,” Elise said. “Then we wait for the teleport jammer to run out of Power and we just Return.”


    “Can we Return if Elise has a Cornerstone?” I asked.


    Alice was already finishing the spell as I spoke. Nothing happened. “No dice,” she said.


    Andy was grinding through the tiles, and in a moment we followed her down the hole. Then she mined through that Floor, and we followed.


    “Try to hit any monsters along the way,” Elise said.


    “What?” I asked.


    “This Scythe has some kind of Death Capacitor. Everything I kill in one hit adds to it. If I hit something I can’t, it unleashes all of that. I can also trigger it to get something close to a Time Stop’s worth of haste, or less if I don’t have enough.”


    “We might be able to kill Enoch that way,” I said.


    “No,” Mansa Musa said. “Do not attempt to get close to him. Heavenspiercer is the most powerful piece of delver-made gear ever created. If it is now shardgear . . .”


    “I think we can still win if we just Return,” Alice said. “Enoch doesn’t have anywhere to return to. We destroyed the Undercity.”


    “You did?” Mansa Musa asked.


    “It got complicated,” I said. “Long story short, we have the second Cornerstone, we killed a ton of Underdwellers, and the Visitors are after us.”


    “The Nemeses,” Elise explained.


    “Yeah. Those people.”


    Andy crashed through the floor one last time and stopped. “We’re here.”


    “Lock’s north,” Alice said, and we followed her. My heart rose in my chest. As long as Enoch didn’t know where we were, all we needed to do—


    “Guys!” Elise said. “There’re five piles of shardgear in there. It has to be the Visitors.”


    “Dungeon,” I said.


    “If they know our location already, there is no hope of evading them by going to a different Lock,” Mansa Musa said.


    “Yeah. Let’s go for it,” I said. We turned the corner and rushed inside.


    “Welcome,” said Enoch Draco.


    Chapter 42
Confrontation


    Enoch stood by four Visitors, including the blue one from before.


    “So you were in league,” Mansa Musa hissed. “And this is how you—”


    “We turned your son into shardgear, yes,” the blue one said, the clouds above him white and peaceful. “The process can be reversed, but only if you know how.”


    “I assume this is the part where we negotiate all over again,” Xavier said. “Or perhaps you will simply kill us, this time?”


    “Let us be clear,” the one in blue said. “We and Enoch Draco had an agreement. Our desire is simple: one Cornerstone. We care not which or whose. But you, our friend—” the Visitor pointed at Enoch. “You chose to renege, and demand we destroy the City first before you gave us your Cornerstone.”


    “Spare me your lecture,” Enoch said. “You fully well intended to betray us once you had your hands on it. I simply outwitted you.”


    “Be that as it may,” the Visitor said, his thought-sphere unmoved, “We really don’t care which of you two wins, as long as the winner provides us with a Cornerstone. If you, Elise Purple, give us your Cornerstone, then we will simply leave you all with a set of buffs that none of you could possibly cast on your own, and then you may do whatever you please to our former friend. But if you do not, then we have no reason not to take it by force.”


    “And why should I believe you any more than Enoch did?” Elise asked.


    The Visitor nodded to the one by his side. This Visitor, in all black robes, held out a bag. “These are your family’s shards. And yes, your family’s shardgear.”


    Elise went silent. Then, in fury, “You—”


    “We do not lie. Both your dagger and our Hela’s Scythe can tell it is the utmost truth. And this time, if you do not give us your Cornerstone, we will simply dump them in the River, or the Abyss, or hide them in the Citadel, or somewhere else you could never retrieve them from.”


    “Elise, I promise you this moment we will do everything to retrieve your family,” Alice said. “They will be no less our priority than Dad.”


    “I, too, will put all the resources of High House Royal at your disposal,” Mansa Musa said. His eyes never wavered from the glowing Heavenspiercer in Enoch’s hand.


    “Why—why do you even want a Cornerstone so badly?” Elise asked, trembling. “Do you even think of all those who you’ve killed in this war?”


    “Compassion is indeed our reason,” the lead Visitor said. “But that is our final cause. Our efficient cause, perhaps the one reason you refer to, is simply that without a Cornerstone it is impossible to clear the Dungeon.”


    The mind-clouds above him did not waver. They were perfectly white, as if a bright but overcast day. “And we should believe this because . . . ?” I asked.


    “You already know, young Purple, that I am not lying, but I will say it over telepathy,” the lead Visitor said. Without a Cornerstone, it is impossible to clear the Dungeon. “So you see, young Purple, without a Cornerstone, it is impossible for the Creator to return to the world. You will only aid our mutual cause by giving us your Cornerstone.”


    “Then why not simply have asked for it?” Mansa Musa asked. “There are thousands, perhaps millions of delvers who would gladly be enlisted to your cause. Why kill so many, and speak in riddles when confronted?”


    “Why indeed,” said a calm voice. We turned to see three more Visitors had entered, all in robes and face-covering masks.


    “This is not the time, Landon,” the Visitor in blue said.


    “You are about to ruin everything and get us all killed,” the other Visitor said. “No. This is the time.”


    I saw Elise’s face ever so slightly shift in telepathic conversation. “I still want an answer to Mansa Musa’s question,” Elise said. “Will any of you tell us?”


    “Our allies share information too freely,” “Landon” said. “And so waste it. I solemnly swear that I will not only tell you what the Cornerstone is truly used for, but I will share also the secret of returning shardgear to a normal shard. This I so swear.” His words had an awful finality to them, as if truly immutable.


    Elise was silent, again. “I . . . I know this is some trick . . .”


    I looked around. All of us knew someone who had been turned into shardgear. Mansa Musa’s son was even before him. Could we pass this up? No, the Cornerstone had to be far more valuable . . .


    Then she carefully took out the Bag of Holding, and hesitated again.


    “Elise!” I shouted.


    The Visitor in blue nodded to the one holding the bag, who came forwards. “I’m glad we could—”


    Then Enoch took a long step and sliced that Visitor in two. Multiple explosions of light blasted from the two Visitor parties, and Alice drew a spell. I felt a yanking . . .


    * * *


    Our teleport pads were a mess. One of the explosions must have cracked the walls and knocked things apart. But they still functioned.


    “I can’t believe that worked on them twice,” Elise said.


    “What the Dungeon?” I asked Elise.


    “Enoch told me over telepathy he could kill at least one of them, if they were distracted. He also told me the jamming was about to run out. So I just stalled them a little longer, and told Alice to Force Return us the moment Enoch attacked.”


    “And doubtlessly the Nemeses are attacking each other in the chaos,” Mansa Musa said. “Enoch is fond of his own skin. I am unsurprised he would arrange such a double-cross. And you said ‘twice?’”


    “I have had more to do with Visitors and their schemes and their tricks and offers in the last twenty-four hours than I ever wanted to in my life,” Elise said.


    “Unfortunately, that is doubtlessly not the end,” Mansa Musa said. And as if the battle’s price had come rushing upon him, he seemed twice as old. “I will arrange for you to be guarded at all times, until we have more information on what these ‘Visitors’ want.”


    “Thank you,” Elise said.


    “Elise, my promise stands,” Alice said. “We will put your family back together, no matter the price.”


    “And my promise stands as well,” Mansa Musa said.


    “Thanks,” Elise said, and I could see it was wearing on her, too.


    Adrianne Black rushed into the room. “What happened to you?”


    “I’m not sure where to start,” Alice moaned.


    “Let’s get some people revived,” I said. “Then we’ll sort this all out.”


    Adam Black stumbled in, a nasty claw mark and ripped Dragon Scale Mail on his shoulder. “Is it over?”


    “Enoch is still on the loose, but we still have a Cornerstone,” Mansa Musa said. “Where is Mark Mooney?”


    “The Elevatarch?” Adam Black asked. “He’s holed up in High House Magica. He has our Cornerstone.”


    We all breathed a sigh of relief.


    “Is this it?” I asked. “The end of the war?”


    “Not as long as Enoch still breathes,” Mansa Musa said.


    “Quiet, all of you!” Adrianne Black snapped. She had reassembled Xavier’s heartstone and drawn the spell. The cracks healed and glowed as a very weary and old Xavier appeared.


    “Did we make it?” he asked.


    “We have both Cornerstones,” I said. “The Undercity’s destroyed. The only loose end is Enoch. Well, and Michael.”


    I saw Mansa Musa walk off to the balcony. I had the strongest instinct—whether from my Wisdom or simply from my life experience—not to join him.


    “I can sense the location of all the shardgear in the City,” Elise said. “None of it is moving.”


    “We’ve routed them,” I said, with a deep sigh of relief.


    “Adrianne, Adam?” Alice said, and held out a tiny violet shard. “This is from Dad.”


    Adrianne Black froze for a moment, then ripped the shard out of her hand and ran. Adam Black followed her.


    Elise wore a silent expression. A deadly, angry, silent one, and I didn’t know how to interpret it.


    “Come with us,” Alice said. “You deserve to be there, too.”


    We followed her up into the Black’s personal chambers. Our party must have made it so we didn’t trigger the wards. Adrianne reassembled another heartstone, and drew a shape.


    Seth Black came back to life.


    “Uncle, we did it!” Alice practically squealed. “We have all of Dad!”


    Elise scowled further.


    Seth Black smiled, which, though slight, showed a whole world. “This—I can never thank you enough. I take it you all were responsible?”


    “Yep,” Alice said. “Instrumental. Elise was our MVP.”


    Isaac rushed in. “Is—is—Elise? What’s wrong?”


    “I’ve got some really bad news for both you and the City, and I think you want to hear this before you do anything else,” Elise said.


    “What?” Adrianne Black said. “If you are incapable of realizing the circumstances, we are about to revive our own father.”


    “You aren’t,” Elise said.


    Adrianne’s jaw fell open in shock. “But—”


    “That’s just one of the remaining shards. When I was in the Dungeon, I could sense there was a shardgear on the 80th.”


    Alice swore. Seth Black looked like he had aged another ten years in an instant.


    “What’s the bad news for the City?” Xavier asked.


    “I sensed the other remaining shard once we got to the surface. It’s in the 6th Spire. High House Medici has it.”


    Everyone, Elise included, looked to Seth Black, who looked back at her. “This is an accusation that could lead to civil war. Is it true?”


    “I can give the exact coordinates,” Elise said firmly. “I even have a vague image of it. It’s . . . in a wooden box somewhere. Maybe a drawer?”


    “Coordinates,” Alice said.


    She rattled off some numbers, and Alice cast a complicated, four-handed spell. Then all of her eyes turned hard. “Elise is right. It’s in Andrew Medici’s study, in a drawer of his desk.”


    Silence followed that remark. We all again turned to Seth Black.


    He did not answer immediately. Then he said, “Alice, did you trigger any kind of ward on the 6th Spire?”


    “Like, twenty? With the Power I used, they have to know who did it.”


    “They’ll move it and deny anything happened,” Adam Black said.


    “I can tell if they move it,” Elise said.


    Seth Black looked grim. “We are all weary of war, but we cannot rest. Prepare for combat immediately—but we will not attack. We will, however, declare a siege against their House. We will force Mansa Musa and the Council deal with this in seventy-two hours.”


    “If they do not, we will deal with it ourselves.”


    Chapter 43
War Unending


    The division of the loot we had gotten from the Abyss and the Undercity was almost entirely silent. Alice didn’t say a word, except maybe one or two to clarify. Andy simply tapped the items she wanted.


    Xavier got a Potion of Youth, which he downed immediately. He now appeared to be in his early twenties. “I know I could have sold for whole chests of violet,” he said. “But I can’t. I needed it.”


    I picked out a staff as my first selection. I already missed my old Staff of Gnarled Forests, and nothing we had gotten had Spell Regeneration. I settled on a item that gave sheer power.


    Staff of Time


    Violet Gear


    +50/+200/0


    Requires:

	
	60 Intelligence, 60 Wisdom


    Casts Slow. +20 power to Time spells. Time immunity.


    Andy picked out a variety of gear. I couldn’t tell what she was after, and decided not to ask.


    “In the interests of fairness, all I really want is this scythe,” Elise said.


    “What even is it?” I asked.


    “Theomorphic gear. I guess I could go around calling myself Hela, now.”


    Alice cast an Absolute Knowledge on it for us.


    Hela’s Scythe


    Theomorphic Gear


    +500/0/0


    Detects all heartstones and shards. Death Immunity. 1% chance of death on hit.


    Death Capacitor: Charged by deaths. If this weapon does not kill the target, unleash all stored energy to increase damage and chance of instant death. May also be invoked early to haste.


    Indestructible. Only lost on death.


    “I’ve never heard of that last part,” I said.


    “Looking back on the Eidolons’ actions, I think it’s true of all of them. If they really could transfer their gear without someone dying, they’d just transfer it from anyone who picked it up. But they can’t.”


    “In that case, you shouldn’t lose your share simply because you picked it up,” Alice said firmly. “And in any case, you saved us multiple times.”


    Elise went through a variety of expressions.


    “Dear, this is a good time to practice anti-cynicism,” Xavier said.


    “Right,” Elise said. “Okay. I want those daggers, obviously . . .”


    Alice picked a odd variety herself, then I realized she was picking for the whole House. Knowing that, within hours, we would be at war again.


    I realized I should be picking for Sampson, but I could not think it through, and just picked at random at the end.


    When we had finished, Alice motioned for me to follow her. “Just you,” she said.


    She locked us in the room, and took both of my hands in hers.


    “Alex,” Alice told me. “You are, right now, too much in shock to think about Sampson. That shock is going to wear off, soon. And when it does, you’re going to be in agony.”


    “I—”


    “No,” she said. “I’ve lost a lot more people than you have. So listen up.”


    I shut up and listened.


    “The first thing your brain is going to do is look for a way out. ‘He’s not lost forever, I just need to find his shards.’ And the worst thing is, it’s true. As long as you can find his shards, he’s not really dead. But your heart, deep down, knows how unlikely it is. And how while he’s dead, you’re going to be moving on with life.”


    I took a deep breath. “I—”


    “Listen. Your brain is normally very, very good at keeping you sane. But this isn’t a normal circumstance. Your brain is going to get desperate. It’s going to work against you. It’s going to drive you insane to try to keep your sanity intact. Like a fever of the mind.”


    Truth be told, I was already feeling it.


    “And eventually that fever is going to break. And your brain will just give up. Your heart will hold out hope. But mentally, you’ll throw it away. Whatever it takes to keep going. Even if it means denying you were friends in the first place—Yes, I’ve seen it happen!


    “But there is still hope.


    “You have to stay the course and look at it, not with panicked emotions, not with a brain on overdrive, but with a balanced, reality-based approach to the facts. You need to think how to bring Sampson back. This is the only way you can bring him back. And the only way you’ll stay sane if you can’t.”


    I took another deep breath, and squeezed her hands. “I’m scared,” I told her honestly.


    “That’s normal. All of these emotional and mental reactions are totally normal. This just isn’t a normal situation. But if you can keep control of yourself—use those emotions and frustrations and everything else—you can go far. You can bring him back.”


    “I’ll need your help,” I said.


    “Granted. I’ll be with you every step of the way.”


    I found, as if those were the necessary words, the shock starting to lift. Before I knew it I was sobbing into her shoulder, and she cradled my whole body as I wept.


    * * *


    Xavier had downed another bottle of manarejuve when we came back out. He sighed. “That was one of the last few bottles in existence. I looked over and saw the factory was wrecked.”


    “They’ll rebuild it,” I said. “The war is as good as over.”


    I saw the horrified look in Xavier’s eyes. “It’s not,” he said, barely above a whisper.


    “What?” I asked.


    “I can’t get in contact with Bob. I think . . .”


    He didn’t need to finish the thought. “We have to go,” I said.


    “Alex,” Alice began.


    “We have to go!” I said again.


    “We’re not in any position to fight.”


    “My family can’t possibly hold off an orange delver!” I snapped back.


    “And if we teleport into an ambush?” Alice asked.


    I held my tongue.


    “We’ll just teleport nearby, and scry,” Elise said. “Between Alice and I, we can spot anything.”


    Alice sighed. “I think this is a trap,” she said.


    “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “Let’s move.”


    * * *


    The moment the teleportation finished, I saw the smoke. I didn’t wait for my party, I didn’t wait even as Elise and Alice called words after me. I ran past the crowds, pushing and shoving my way until I saw the whole building was burning.


    Dead guards were piled all around.


    I forced myself to take deep breaths. “Xavier,” I said, as he caught up to me. “Any water spells?”


    “Alex, slow down one moment and think,” he said.


    “Fine,” I said, and took more deep breaths.


    “There’s two surfacers alive in the basement. Those are the only human beings alive. If I start throwing water and ice spells, the whole thing will collapse. Then what?”


    My pulse was pounding, but each new breath slowed it, like I was holding onto the reins of a panicking horse. “Okay,” I said. “Can you teleport them out? Maybe with a DA bubble?”


    “Yes,” Xavier said, and cast some spells. He disappeared, but moments later returned with your two badly burned bodies.


    I had seen enough death to know when it was near.


    “Mom,” I said. “Annabelle.” Dear Creator, I couldn’t take this on top of everything else.


    “I’m . . . I’m so proud of you,” Mom said.


    “Don’t die—”


    “Alice, clear a space,” Elise ordered. Alice transformed into her Cherub form, and the crowds ran, screaming.


    I held both of your hands. I could tell the pain it caused on your burned skin, but I couldn’t let go. “I’m so sorry,” I said. “We should have thought it through.”


    “It’s . . . all right . . .” Annabelle said.


    Andy was bawling. Elise stepped beside you. “Listen, I can save your lives, but I need your permission.”


    “What?” I asked.


    “I still have the second Cornerstone. All I need to do is activate it, and you two can become delvers. Then Alex can heal you, and you’re both fine.”


    “I’ll do it,” Mom said.


    “Annabelle?” I asked.


    “I . . . I don’t know . . .” she said.


    “Annabelle, you’ll die if you don’t do this. Please let us save you,” I said. “Please,” I begged.


    Elise had meanwhile put the Cornerstone on the ground and tapped it a few times. A massive earthquake shook the ground, and buildings around us shuddered or collapsed. Our burning mansion finally disintegrated, and a terrifying ravine ripped through it. A spiral staircase snaked its way up, and with the shudder of finality, the ground snapped shut. A new Public Entrance stood before us, the stairs leading into darkness.


    I guided Mom’s burned hands to the Cornerstone. I could see the change in her in an instant. “Full Heal,” I said, and her wounds closed in moments. She sighed in relief, then lost consciousness.


    “Annabelle,” I said.


    “I can’t. I don’t know what it will do to me.”


    “You’ll die if you don’t!” I said. “Annabelle, please!”


    Andy came up to Annabelle and knelt by her side. After a moment, Annabelle faintly nodded, and Andy guided her hand to the Cornerstone.


    I cast Full Heal again, and her wounds closed. Then Cure Blindness and something about her eyes subtly changed.


    “Both stable?” Elise asked.


    “Yeah,” I said. “Thank you.”


    “Don’t thank me yet,” she said. “I think I just created a second City.”


    “If anyone puts politics over a single human life,” Alice said. “I will tear him limb from limb.”


    * * *


    When we got back, I wanted nothing more than to sleep the night away. But Elise called us all to her room.


    “Guys,” Elise said. “I didn’t tell you my whole conversation with Enoch.”


    I winced. “What?” I asked.


    “He said he’d bring me back all the shards of my family, if I just . . . let him go. Because when we Returned, I could tell by the shardgear he was on a mountain in India. I . . . didn’t say anything until he was back in the Dungeon.”


    No one said a word. I realized I was obligated to. “I don’t judge you,” I said. “I have no right to do so. I’m not the one who lost her family.”


    “Yeah,” Elise said. “At least they held up their part of the bargain.” She pulled out a bag.


    Alice said a series of very offensive words. “How the Dungeon does Michael keep getting in? We need more watchmen.”


    Alice, right now . . . I thought to her.


    But Elise did not seem offended. “There’s one piece of shardgear for each member of my family. Everyone except my dad, and I already have his dagger. So until we learn how to bring back someone from shardgear . . .”


    “All the more reason to find out how,” Alice said, and gently touched Elise’s shoulder. “Elise, you saw how close I was to giving into the Visitors. I don’t judge you either.”


    “He’ll be back,” Elise said. “We didn’t quite win the war.”


    “He lost almost all of his forces, two of his family, and Cat,” I said. “He might be around, but what exactly can he do?”


    “Don’t jinx it, all right?” Elise said. “I . . . I really just want to sleep.”


    “Every one of us does,” I said.


    * * *


    I followed Alice as she walked back to her suite. Her face was sour when she turned to look at me.


    “Is the war . . . over?” I asked.


    “Enoch and Michael are still on the loose,” Alice said. “But they’re just two delvers.” She fell silent again.


    “So . . .” I started.


    “I don’t know, Alex,” she said. “I’m still exhausted from yesterday. Talk to me after we deal with the Medicis. I just . . . can’t.”


    I patted her shoulder. Then she walked away.


    * * *


    You two sat with me that morning. I could tell by the shock in all your eyes the previous twenty-four hours still weren’t real.


    Annabelle looked up at me when I sat by her, her blue eyes following my movements. Then she closed them. “It gives me a headache if I look at things too long,” she said.


    “How are you feeling?” I asked. “And what happened?”


    “We don’t know,” Mom said. “The guards ushered us into the safe room, then there were explosions, and then . . . your friend teleported us outside.”


    “It was burning, too,” Annabelle added. “In case you didn’t notice.”


    Great. Not a single clue. But I figured it was the Visitors.


    “I’m feeling perfectly wretched, by the way,” Annabelle said. “I really didn’t want to become a delver. Now I can’t change that. And I don’t care if it saved my life or made me immortal or healed my blindness. I just want things to go back to the way they were.”


    “That will never happen,” I said. “Time always goes forwards, never backwards.”


    “I know, I know,” Annabelle said. Then smiled. “It is pretty cool being able to see. I usually have to feel objects to figure out what they are, but I get it eventually.”


    “I am . . . confused about how all this works,” Mom said. “Do you really eat crystal every day? And how do you do it?”


    “Just plop it in your mouth and chew,” I said. I handed her a red crystal.


    Annabelle plopped it in her mouth and ate it. “Huh. It actually tastes pretty good.”


    “I suppose I’ll be eating this for the rest of my life, yes?” Mom asked. “Will it be expensive?”


    “If you never gain Experience, it shouldn’t be,” I said. “I wouldn’t recommend it, to be honest. Delving is dangerous, and it’s gotten all the more dangerous after the RDU folded.” Or had it? Without the RDU, the Dungeon might adjust its difficulty again, and return to the previous balance. But by I. L. Darkness’s words, it had not.


    “Honestly,” Annabelle said. “This place weirds me out. I’d much rather live in America.”


    “It’s unstable there,” I said.


    “It’s unstable here. At least I know people there.”


    I was going to protest that crystal would be expensive in America, but that would soon no longer be true. Denver would soon be as full of delvers as anywhere else. What would happen to the world?


    Well, there was no going back in any case. Time only moves forward.


    * * *


    “Elise,” Alice said in the War Room. “When we had that conversation after you became blue, you said that you had proof your family was killed by the Nemesis, but you didn’t say how or why.”


    “I didn’t trust you,” Elise said.


    “I hope you do, now, because we need you to do so.”


    Elise turned to Xavier. “Xavier, since I’m telling them, too, I’m releasing you from your vow on this specific thing.”


    Xavier cleared his throat. “You called them underworld connections.”


    “That’s what they were, even if they didn’t call them that,” Elise said. “At first we thought they were some kind of crazy delver wannabes, because they had no auras. They came seeking shelter in the middle of a storm, and when they had that, they began talking to my family. Telling them they were visitors from another place, and needed help adjusting to this one.


    “So my father generously helped them.


    “Then they wanted more things. They wanted this crystal and that item and all these things. They never explained why they didn’t have an aura, other than that things worked ‘differently’ for them.


    “But then they started helping us out, too. Telling us truths about the Dungeon we couldn’t have known. Speaking lies about how great we were—in actuality, I think they were cheating things so we seemed to be luckier.


    “Eventually, they started making other demands. I don’t know what all they wanted—Dad stopped letting me listen in at that point. But I know he got more and more stressed. ‘Highest House Purple’ is what they said they wanted. They wanted to make us great, if only we would . . . do something.”


    Elise sighed. “Well, eventually my dad’s conscience caught him. He disagreed with the Visitors, and finally told them the deal was through. The next day . . . my family’s party was wiped.”


    We were all silent at that.


    “But that’s all you know,” Alice said.


    “I was like seven. I barely understood any of it,” Elise said. “But I could still tell that whatever Dad was doing, it was wrong. And he didn’t want anything to do with it.”


    “It’s hard to pull out of those kinds of situations,” Xavier said.


    “Xavier, I’m not interested in platitudes.”


    “I’ve got my own share of underworld dealings . . . not with the Visitors. Same difference, in the end.”


    Elise nodded, and looked relieved.


    * * *


    “What is the meaning of this?” Mansa Musa asked Fredrick and I in his office.


    “It is what it appears to be,” I said. “The Medicis have a shard of Adam Black I. They are choosing not to give it to us.”


    “This is completely ridiculous,” Fredrick Medici said.


    “I know,” I said. “Risking your whole House’s reputation to spite another?”


    Fredrick looked to Mansa Musa as if this was the latest in a series of absurdities. “My House has need of me. If there is nothing else beyond baseless accusations . . .”


    “Tell your House to stand down,” Mansa Musa said. “We will mediate this.”


    “I’ll relay the message,” I said. “That doesn’t mean they’ll agree.”


    * * *


    If I felt miserable, Xavier looked even more. I found myself wordlessly going to into a side room with him, and he didn’t object when I closed the door.


    “I just found out how much it goes for,” Xavier said.


    “What?” I asked.


    “How much the Institute pays to buy and sell the information they have. I don’t really care how much it is. Just that . . . they’re selling it.”


    “Why?” I asked.


    “They claim to be heirs of the Scientists, those famed sages who learned the deepest secrets of the universe and built the world of wonders that was Earlier. And yet, they behave nothing like them. How are they—how am I anything more than a glorified information broker?” Xavier asked, and slammed his fist on the table.


    “You talked to Elise about this,” I said. It wasn’t a question.


    “I did,” he sighed. “The Ivy Institute would pay an immense sum of crystal to study the second Cornerstone. Elise is the owner. If I didn’t ask her . . . But, but, I know we need to learn the secrets of it. If we don’t, and those Visitors do whatever they’re secretly plotting to do—”


    The door opened. “Xavier?” Elise asked, stepping in from behind.


    “Erm, wait, I—” Xavier began.


    “I didn’t know this was how you felt,” she said. “I thought you were just asking because you had to.”


    Xavier held his head.


    Elise walked to him and stroked his hair. “Xavier, we’ve got to work on communication. I can’t read your mind.”


    “It’s . . . it’s not a skill I really learned,” Xavier said. My family didn’t value anything other than crystal, and I didn’t know how to do that.”


    I felt increasingly awkward, but Elise looked at me expectantly. “I was scared of people when I came to the City,” I said, not knowing what else to say. “But I figured it out eventually.”


    “Tell you what,” Elise began matter-of-factly. “I’ll talk to the Institute. If that’s what it takes for you to be happy . . .”


    “Thanks,” Xavier said. “And I’ll take you up on it. I’m sure they will. I just—the problem goes deeper than this.”


    “I know, dear,” Elise said. “But please, if you’re going to talk about it to Alex, can’t you at least tell me, too?”


    “Sorry,” Xavier said, and got up. He hugged Elise, and they kissed.


    I cleared my throat, when they had not stopped for several seconds. “The Institute will want to hear this from all of us, right? And about the Visitors, too. I’ll gather everyone together.”


    * * *


    They had this delicious substance called Coffee, apparently a ground-up bean made from a rare plant, that they then poured water through.


    “So we are all clear,” W. K. Ivy said. “We are going to freely share information on this one topic, with the understanding that we _all_ will. And also the understanding that, unless it is vital to the security of the City, none of it leaves here, too.”


    We all nodded. (I write this, wishing to at least record what great fools we were.)


    The room was quiet, and a statistics mage with a quill recorded every word we said. “Please speak clearly.”


    “So let’s review. We know the Nemeses call themselves ‘Visitors,’” I said. “The one we killed had a white heartstone, which is something no one has ever seen before. But Visitors from where?” I asked. “Another City? Another planet?”


    “See,” Elise said. “Let me offer a theory. If that option on the Cornerstone does what I think it does, then maybe they’re not from our timeline?”


    “Timeline?” W. K. Ivy asked with immediate eagerness.


    “Uh, yeah,” Elise said. “After clearing the Abyss, ‘change timeline’ appeared as an option on the Cornerstone interface.”


    “What does a ‘timeline’ even mean?” Xavier asked. “Can we go back in time and change the past?”


    Alice sat ramrod straight. “We have to check. Elise, we need to get the Second Cornerstone and—”


    “What?” I asked.


    “Think about it. If we can go back in time, we can rescue Dad. We can change the whole course of the war. We could even go back in time and change the War of Monsters, and save the Earlier world.”


    “It doesn’t say travel through time,” Xavier said. “It just says you can change timelines.”


    “So? Maybe it’s like those time travel stories where you can start a new timeline by going back.”


    “I don’t think the Second City will appreciate us stealing its Cornerstone for an experiment,” Elise said.


    “We still have to check,” Alice insisted.


    “Generally, we of the Institute avoid experiments we cannot repeat,” W. K. Ivy said. “We don’t have an endless supply of Cornerstones to spare.”


    Alice sighed.


    “I do remember the—timeline changing interface?” Elise said. “My Intelligence is high enough to remember it permanently.”


    “Then by all means, tell us about it,” W. K. Ivy said.


    “First, I just knew how I could do it. Like how to party someone.”


    “’It?’” W. K. Ivy asked.


    “You know, with partying there’s a sense of reaching out.”


    “But what is ‘it’ in this specific metaphor?”


    “Ah,” Elise said with a smile. “I get it. I saw . . . sensed . . . felt . . . Whatever. It’s like we were—this whole world was—on a giant string stretching out upwards into darkness, with paths branching out. Like a tree branch, but there’s only one line with leaves.”


    I could see the violets in the room straightening. I myself had done so.


    “And . . . I saw other branches in the distance. Many of them.”


    “How many?” I asked.


    “One thousand. Exactly.”


    “Could you reach back to this branch?” Alice asked.


    “It didn’t feel like that. It’s like partying yourself. Or picking yourself up.”


    “Was there anything else you can tell from this sense?” W. K. Ivy asked.


    “This is really subjective, but . . .”


    “Just give us the data.”


    “A lot of those branches didn’t look so healthy. It was like . . . leaves. Some of them had no leaves. Others had just a few.”


    “Were there some that had a lot?” Xavier asked.


    “Ours had a lot compared to others. Actually . . . oh, Creator.”


    “What?” Xavier asked.


    “Now that I think about about it, it was like . . . there’s . . . the leaves were dying. It was a few . . . I don’t even know what I was looking at, then. But if I’m not misremembering it, the leaves started dying a while back.”


    “The war?” Xavier asked.


    “I can’t tell. There weren’t markings. I just knew—” Elise started paling. “No. There were two kinds of leaves. And their ratio was changing.”


    “If the leaves represent lives, then maybe it’s a change in the delver to surfacer ratio?” Alice asked.


    “We should not jump to conclusions, but that is a useful hypothesis,” W. K. Ivy said. “Could you see into the future?”


    “It was all darkness.” Elise took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, I didn’t have much time to look at it before we had to go. The City was in peril.”


    “I’m not doubting your decisions in the slightest,” W. K. Ivy said. “We ask all of our parties to prize safety over knowledge. Because without the former, what use is the latter?”


    “By the way,” Elise interrupted. “You know how Mansa Musa said that he knew that prismatic classtone he had was one use? I just knew—that Cornerstone was one use, if I used it for that.”


    “All the more reason we shouldn’t experiment,” Alice said with a sigh.


    W. K. Ivy shook his head and said, “We will place this record in multiple archives, lest it be lost. Doubtlessly we will find more Cornerstones, but dare we use them? Would a party require two to both visit another timeline and come back?”


    “This concerns the security of the City,” I said. “If the Visitors are indeed from another timeline, what does that even mean? What else don’t we know?”


    “What little we know is miniscule compared to our ignorance,” W. K. Ivy said. “Every Scientist must recognize this.”


    Chapter 44
Medici


    Delvers can build fast, but something as big as the Palace of the Stone required extra work. But we could not let the Cornerstone—the original—be tucked away until then.


    So the new Palace of the Stone was more of a plaza than anything else. The Elevatarch, escorted by Titans, mages, and many other guards brought the Stone into place.


    Andrew Medici and Seth Black stared at each other wordlessly.


    But violence did not break out. A short but nonetheless boring speech by the Chief High Justice later, the Cornerstone was set and locked into place.


    “So who owns the Cornerstone?” I asked.


    “I own it, for the moment,” the Elevatarch told us. “When the Council reforms, I’ll transfer it immediately.”


    “I’m curious how you escaped Michael,” Xavier asked.


    “It was quite easy, actually,” the Elevatarch said. “I have cast teleport spells so often they somehow have gotten more powerful.”


    “What?” Xavier asked. “That’s not how it works.”


    “But it does! My casts of Blink go eleven tiles, not ten like everyone else’s. As it happens, even when he switched to casting Blink himself he could not catch up to me. I simply cast it as often as I could and soon enough he was far, far, away. Then when the jammer stopped I teleported throughout the Dungeon at random for a time and when I returned to the surface, the war was over!”


    “Xavier is about to ask you to tell this to the Ivy Institute,” Elise said.


    “Oh, I’ve talked to them about it. They still don’t believe me about the color blue,” the Elevatarch said with a sigh.


    * * *


    Considering the number of violets and indigos in the room, it was no wonder that what amounted to two whole parties of the highest-leveled members of the City Guard were present at the deposition.


    There was barely enough room, and if it were not for the willingness of the “neutral” parties to the dispute to stay in the center we would have had Medicis brushing up against Blacks, which would likely have ended in open combat.


    We still got pretty close. As Elise and Alice explained what they saw, the Medicis prodded them with a series of endless questions, some of which were clearly just to humiliate and intimidate, questions about past violations of the Law and mistakes. Hagel fired back with objections, and the humid atmosphere grew more and more oppressive.


    I saw I. L. Darkness glare at the Medici’s lawyer with open anger. I supposed this was both offensive and contrary to the Necromancer Archmage’s life’s purpose. But his presence had to a degree stabilized the deposition, because no one wanted to offend him.


    Mansa Musa was completely absent.


    * * *


    Elise spoke to us after it was over. “The Medicis are lying through their teeth,” she told us. “I lost track of how many times Dad’s dagger told me they lied.”


    “If you didn’t notice, I was carefully maneuvering the examination to provoke such things,” Hagel said.


    “Either way, they have Dad’s shard,” Alice said. “Unless they change their mind, or Mansa Musa intervenes, it’s going to end in blood.”


    “Indeed,” Seth Black said. “We are about to find out.”


    * * *


    Mansa Musa, accompanied by all seven Councilmen came to the meeting. “If this cannot resolve this matter,” he said. “I will put the whole might of High House Royal to stop any warfare.”


    “Preserving the status quo is always a form of approving it,” Seth Black said.


    “I have no idea where you came up with these absurd allegations,” Andrew Medici said. “In fact—”


    Perhaps something good might have happened if the meeting had continued. Perhaps we would have resolved it. But Elise stiffened, and then threw her shardgear dagger at Andrew Medici, who dodged it. He cast Return and all of them disappeared.


    “What madness—” Henry Smith began.


    Elise drew her Scythe out of a shadow. “Things just fell down a trap door. They’re moving the shard!”


    Seth Black got up, with all his family, and they stood with true gravity. “Now it is time for war,” he said.


    “Madness!” Henry Smith said.


    “It’s not,” Elise said, pulling her dagger out of the stone. “It’s just what lies and hatred invariably lead to.”


    * * *


    The clock in the common room slowly ticked. Someone had helpfully marked it with the exact position before the siege began.


    “Things are going to get bad,” I told my family. “This spire won’t be safe once the siege begins.”


    “Where would be?” Annabelle asked.


    “I have no idea.” I said. Then I thought about it. “Run to Michal’s. Say you’re my family.”


    Seth Black walked into the room, and everyone stood and turned to him. “Alice has scried through the entirety of the 6th Spire. We did not see my brother’s shard. We did see a number of high-value targets. We will be striking each of them, until the Medicis either surrender or we as a House are defeated.”


    We looked at the clock. Fifteen minutes.


    “Elise Purple,” Seth Black said, coming to our table.


    “Yes, sir?” Elise asked.


    “I will admit to have earlier doubted your loyalty on occasion. I no longer have the slightest doubt. You have chosen to serve us loyally, and no matter what I might grant as a reward I cannot repay you for what you have done.”


    “Sir, it’s fine. It’s the right thing to do.”


    “I ask only one thing more. That, if this ends in disaster, you are willing to join our names in the history books. For no matter if the whole City turns against you, I swear that we will not forsake you.”


    “I will join you,” Elise said.


    “I—”


    Spellflares burst in the distance, then many more in different places. “It’s begun,” Adam Black said.


    “So they show no compunction about dragging our innocent allies and clients into this,” Seth Black said. “We do. We attack them directly, now!”


    A roar-cheer arose from us.


    * * *


    The City Guard was waiting for us in front of the 6th Spire. What they were not expecting was our actual plan: to simply fly an airship over and force our way through the Medicis’ airport.


    As we flew, my heartstone beating as if it was still made of flesh, I saw spellflares burst everywhere. The City was well and truly falling into chaos.


    Figured, when so many of its leaders were Chaotic in all but name.


    I couldn’t see my own Law aura, as I had an antinomic crystal in my pocket. It wouldn’t save me when this finally worked through the courts. But it was, in its own way, an acknowledgment of the madness we faced.


    Horrible, hideous monsters on bat-wings flew up from the airport and began throwing fireballs at our airship. Delvers screamed in pain and a few were knocked off, tumbling as they fell. We couldn’t use the siege guns to fire back without risking damage to the Medici Spire.


    But we had a huge number of mages. The monsters were fried as they approached. A bunch of our frontlines jumped off the airship and landed, struggling with the Medici liegemen on the ground.


    I fired spells downwards, but I was careful to conserve them.


    The last liegeman fell, and our survivors tethered our airship to the spire. We ran out.


    The entrance to the spire was empty and covered with glowing wards. “Fire!” Adam Black snarled, and we fired spells, triggering them. The sky briefly and repeatedly lit up with bright bursts of light and darkness.


    Summoned monsters flooded out of the entrance. I held my fire, as they were clearly resistant to dark. Our frontline charged in, only to be pushed back by the sheer numbers.


    “Sir,” I said to Adam Black. “We can’t break through here. Give me the word and Andy will bust through the ceiling.”


    “They’ll run out of mana eventually,” Adam Black said.


    “And we’ll run out of Health.”


    Adam Black swore, but pointed downward. Andy crashed her pick into the crystal surface, and we broke through.


    Fredrick's, and the other Faustians’ and Summoners’, eyes widened, but they could not stop Andy and Alice from charging in and slaying them all.


    Yes, slaying was the right word. For we were slayers.


    Our House regrouped at the entrance. “There’s an ambush ahead, and they’ve got shardgear,” Elise remarked.


    “Figures,” I said.


    “Since we know they’re there, let’s just take a different corridor to annoy them,” Elise suggested.


    “Better idea,” Alice said. “The insides of the Spire aren’t necessary to keep them functional.” Left unsaid was the damage we had already done.


    Andy slammed her pick into the floor and we crashed through.


    Only to find the second ambush waiting for us.


    They charged from every direction, throwing tridents and fireballs and summoning monsters. Seth Black threw black burning fire back at them, and they were incinerated.


    “Continue digging downwards,” Seth Black said.


    “They’re regrouping two floors down,” Elise said.


    “Doubtlessly guarding their Housestone,” Seth Black said.


    Indeed they were, a huge mass of frontlines, mages, and Andrew Medici in front, bearing two swords. One was solid black and still glowed. The other was so thin I wasn’t sure if it was real or a trick of my imagination, like a fracture in reality.


    “This is your last chance,” Andrew Medici said.


    “Indeed,” Seth Black said. “This is yours.”


    They stared for a few seconds. Then Andrew Medici shouted a war cry, and we were on each other.


    His swords struck down anything they touched, and he easily parried one blow with his black sword to counter-cut with his fracture-sword. Seth Black shot black fire everywhere, incinerating most of his army.


    Then Andrew Medici cut him apart.


    “Uncle Seth!” Alice screamed, and charged. But while Andrew Medici had two swords, she had four arms, and he backed off until he was practically running backwards.


    Right into a very angry band of men with skullcaps and helmets. Andrew Medici swung his sword at Judah. Judah disappeared and his Macabees leapt back. Andrew Medici spun around, looking. Judah reappeared and swung two massive warhammers into Andrew Medici. His mangled body fizzled away in an instant.


    “I don’t mind the help, but what the Dungeon are you doing here?” I asked between great gulp-breaths.


    “Some delvers with antinomic crystals showed up at Michal’s place and set it on fire. We were in the area, thankfully. Killed ‘em, and then we found some rather incriminating evidence in one of their pockets. Figured we might as well return the favor.”


    “We’re about to smash that door open,” I said, pointing.


    “You look worse for the wear. Mind if we tag along?” Judah asked, and I felt a tap.


    I accepted. “So do you,” I said. “Mass Full Heal.” I saw their wounds close.


    “I am ninety percent sure there is a trap on that door,” Elise said, squinting. “I don’t know. But there is something I can just barely see with my infravision.”


    “And the Medicis aren’t dumb enough to leave it untrapped,” I finished. “Might it summon something?”


    “Those are illegal in the City,” Alice said.


    “So is hiding a shard,” I said. “And shardgear.”


    “Okay, quick update,” Judah said. “I’m a Titan now. So if there’s a summoning trap, and the summon gets within seven meters of me, I can’t run away.”


    “Or it might explode,” Elise suggested.


    “Do any of you have shielding or temporary invincibility?” I asked.


    “And that’s the trashy thing,” Judah said. “I’ve got the most Protection of all of us. So I should definitely trigger the trap, if there is one.”


    “I should be able to detect the trap if I scry in there,” Alice said. “That might also trigger it.”


    We were interrupted by a loud but distant explosion. Spellflares shot up from the distance, in the general direction of the Green’s Spire.


    “That’s not us and the Medicis are too busy and/or dead,” Xavier said.


    “Dear Creator,” Elise said.


    “Things are escalating,” I said. “If we don’t finish this, we’re going to succeed in doing to ourselves what Enoch Draco failed to do.”


    “I agree,” Judah said. “And I’m sure the Medicis, or the City Guard, or the other High Houses, or just an angry Mansa Musa Red are going to come and finish this for us.”


    “Should I just trigger the trap?” Alice said.


    “On my mark,” I said. “Andy, be prepared to crash through that door the moment the trap triggers. One, two, three—”


    I felt, for the briefest of moments, alone and forgotten. Then the never-ending screech of Doom, as if a death sentence.


    Then every wall exploded with monsters.


    We had no front line. Every direction held monsters, and though we struck and fought there were more and more and more. Delvers around us fell left and right. I saw strange and horrifying sights, made all the more horrifying by those we killed.


    Then it all disappeared.


    Andy stood above the orange Housestone, silently. “Own it now. Turned off power.”


    We all cheered, exhausted.


    Chapter 45
The Path of Graves


    We revived Andrew Medici to negotiate for the surrender of his House and the return of Adam Black’s shard. Which was illegal, but at this point no one was possibly counting.


    He said nothing but necessary words, and when the Medici party that had taken Adam Black’s shard had returned, he told us to leave. “Go,” he said. “Now.”


    On our way back, Elise sighed. “I think they were going to throw the shard into the River.”


    “Quite possibly,” Seth Black said. “At which point it would be war to the annihilation. Perhaps even they were not so bold.”


    * * *


    We had left just a few behind to guard our spire. None of them survived. Nor did anything else, because the entire spire, down to the furniture, was shredded and wrecked.


    I winced. I knew my personal possessions were just gone. But it was still utter trash that this had happened.


    “We stored all the important stuff in my wings,” Alice Black said, and pulled out the Angelstone, our Housestone, and shards of Adam Black.


    Adrianne Black reassembled the heartstone, but there was just one tiny piece missing. “It’s not over,” she said.


    “It’s not,” I said.


    “But at least we have only one more left,” Seth Black said.


    * * *


    Mansa Musa arrived a few minutes later.


    I had not seen him smile before, and rarely frown, but now his face was furious. “Have we not had enough of war that you must start another?”


    “We asked you to mediate,” Seth Black said. “It became clear you had no interest in doing so.”


    “I frankly do not care who said or did what or why,” Mansa Musa thundered. “The fighting still continues in corners of the City. We have only just put out the last fire, and our parties are on standby for more. The Medicis demand restitution.”


    “So do we,” Seth Black said.


    “And whatever I do or don’t do, or more importantly, whatever the Council does or does not do, a very large group of people will be unhappy. If the City demands you pay restitution, will you do so?”


    “They started it!” I snapped.


    “Precisely my point. I do not believe you will. Nor I do believe the Medicis will pay you. The longer this feud goes on, the more will die. Until eventually the City is destabilized entirely. Is that really worth it?”


    “If Lawalo’s shard was in Medici hands, what would you do?” Elise asked.


    Mansa Musa was silent for a cold moment. Then another. At last he said, “If he was so imprisoned, I would use every method I had, save open warfare, to save him.”


    “And if they decided to dump his shard into the River . . . ?”


    “You speak in hypotheticals.”


    “Our situation was by no means hypothetical,” Seth Black said. “Say what you will of our actions, but I will not hear any more judgment of our motives.”


    Mansa Musa sighed. “The City has sustained massive economic damage through the war and now this. If you cannot regret your actions, at least act to repair the consequences of those actions.” He looked to Elise. “Where is the remaining shard of Adam Black I? I assume there is one, or I would be speaking with him instead.”


    Elise looked to Seth Black, who nodded. “Last I was in the Dungeon, I knew it was in the Deepest Core. Somewhere on the 80th.”


    “Sir,” I said.


    “I’m not sure why you call me ‘sir’ if you have no intention of respecting my wishes,” Mansa Musa said.


    “Mansa Musa Red. The threat posed by the Visitors is potentially far greater than that of the Undercity. We know they provoked the Undercity into this war. This is no time for division.”


    “I agree,” Mansa Musa said. “Which is why it is completely ridiculous that your House, of all people, has done this.”


    “The only reason we are not currently delving is that it is too dangerous for us to leave the 3rd Spire unoccupied,” Seth Black said.


    “If I personally guarantee that no harm will come to it, will you leave the City for a time?” Mansa Musa asked. “The Medicis have promised me they will focus their efforts in the Second City if they are not further attacked.”


    “That is sufficient,” Seth Black said.


    Mansa Musa nodded. “Let that be all. Go into the Deepest Core and kill the Visitors, or find your brother’s shardgear, or whatever else it is that you want. Let the City heal in your absence. If you do not, I will argue for the strongest of sanctions from the Council.”


    * * *


    You two had survived by being in between Michal’s and our spire when both were attacked.


    “So this is goodbye again?” Annabelle asked.


    “Yes,” I said. “Until we come back.”


    She stepped carefully over to me and hugged me. “I want you to stay so badly.”


    “I don’t have a choice,” I said.


    


    Mom nodded. “We will be waiting for you.”


    “I’ll be back,” I said. “Promise.”


    They walked back out of the now-doorless room. I mean, I get that they wanted to wreck the place, but tear off the doors? Seriously?


    Xavier knocked beside the doorway. “Come in,” I said.


    “The King of America made his decree,” Xavier said. “It’s happening. Magica will handle the logistical details based on the design Bob and I created. But they’ll be casting the spell themselves as soon as they have enough mages.”


    “What’s going on with the Second City?” I asked. “I haven’t been following the news with everything happening.”


    “Utter chaos. No one knows what’s going on.”


    “Sounds like our City.”


    Xavier nodded with a sage look.


    Elise poked her head inside. “You haven’t told him yet, have you?”


    “I was waiting for you, dear,” Xavier said.


    Elise entered and wrapped her arm around Xavier. “We’re getting married.” she said.


    My brain short-circuited for a moment. “Really?” I asked. “I mean, not that I think you’re a bad couple, this is just . . .”


    “Fast?” Xavier asked. “We’ve known each other for a year and a half.”


    I did the math. Had it really been so long since that day when our party formed? It had been, indeed. “Congratulations, both of you.”


    “We’re asking for your blessing,” Elise said. “It’s an unwritten tradition that if a party member marries another party member, they ask their leader to bless their union.”


    “It’s the potential for drama,” Xavier said. “Everything gets more intense when there’s sex in the picture.”


    “I am one hundred percent happy to bless you,” I said. “I’m not sure how.”


    “We’re having our wedding in a week. Just be there.”


    “Right,” I said. “Why a week?”


    “Let’s just say if we have our wedding night prior to going into the Dungeon, there’s a tiny chance I won’t be going into the Dungeon,” Elise said. “We’ll be, um, waiting until we get back.”


    “Sounds wise,” I said. “I honestly wouldn’t have imagined this.”


    “Xavier, for his wrong opinions on many subjects, has been kind to me more than I deserve, and he’s always been there for me when I needed it.”


    “Elise, you deserve every kind of love and kindness,” Xavier said. “And you are always willing to do what you believe in, never holding back if it’s what you know is right.”


    The couple looked into each other’s eyes, and I began to blush. “Excuse me,” I said.


    “Oh,” Elise said, as if waking from a daze. “By the way, Alice wanted to talk to you.”


    * * *


    We stood together on the newly repaired balcony, watching the newly wounded City recover. Damage from all the battles was still visible and unrepaired. Down below, the City showed its many lively colors, and here and there were construction sites.


    Alice didn’t talk, and I didn’t break the silence, either.


    “They destroyed everything,” Alice said. “I didn’t think to bring it. My painting of Dad. My books. My . . . carvings . . .”


    “I’m so sorry,” I said.


    She didn’t reply. But at last she asked, “Is it worth it?”


    “What we did?” I asked. “The Medicis—”


    “They can fall down a trap door. No, this isn’t about them. Was it worth it to do what we did? Was it worth all the chaos and killing? Was it worth dragging the City to the brink of civil war?"


    I shut up.


    “Alex, when we talked to the Visitors, I . . . I . . . I might have given in if it wasn’t for Elise,” Alice said. As if trying to change the subject, she added, “She’s a good fit for Xavier.”


    “Yeah,” I said. “At least—at least something’s going right.”


    “Isaac and Andy are getting awfully close,” Alice Black said. “It’s going to happen soon. But Isaac isn’t going to pop the question until Andy’s finished grieving.”


    “I didn’t know—”


    “You don’t spend enough time with my brother. The only thought he has now is how to make Andy happy. He’s got enough of Dad in him that he can’t turn away from a goal, and his goal is to see Andy smile.”


    I wondered how I could reply to that. “Same here,” I said.


    She looked at me, then looked away.


    “Alice?” I asked.


    “I was going to bring that up,” Alice said at last. “If it were up to me, yes. I would gladly be loved by you. Not merely as a girlfriend. But as . . .” Her voice cracked.


    “Just tell me,” I said. “I just want to know.”


    “It’s what I said at the beginning,” Alice said. “Was it worth it? Was everything we did worth it?” She paused again. “Did I tell you about the time I became a slayer?”


    “No,” I said. “And I’m not inquiring if you don’t want to talk about it.”


    “Someone had a shard of Dad in a camp on the 25th, but never came to the surface, so she never was legally obligated to turn it over to us. We thought about filing a lawsuit, but we figured someone was backing her, and the moment we won, she would simply disappear into the Deep. In retrospect, it was probably the Medicis. So . . . we were going to draw straws, but I decided to volunteer.” She sighed. “I don’t regret it. Quite satisfying to instakill her. Getting back to the surface to surrender was a bit more awkward when my aura was pitch black.”


    “Why didn’t you use an antinomic crystal?” I asked.


    “We scried their camp thoroughly. There were plenty of witnesses—and, remember, before the War, antinomic crystals were a secret. We couldn’t risk the damage to the City and the Law if that secret got into common knowledge. Or set a precedent that you can use an antinomic crystal whenever you feel like it. Making me Chaotic was the least worst option.


    “The judge was awfully lenient, all things considered. Plea deal, community service, huge fine, etc. I was sentenced to two years in prison, but . . . ,” she said. Then she started shaking.


    “But . . . ?”


    “The problem was, the House needed me. I got them to accelerate my sentence by making a semi-permanent 300x time bubble. I spent little over two days from the outside, but two years on the inside.”


    I thought about it. “That—that sounds horrifying.”


    “It was. It was traumatic.” She hung her head. “Didn’t realize I would be alone for so long. I mean, I had visitors, yes, but . . . never enough. They visited every hour, for an hour. That was twenty four hour-long visits in the whole year, for two years. For the rest of the time, I—I was alone. Nothing but books and myself.”


    I gave her a hug, and she leaned into me.


    “Where does it stop?” she asked. “Each time we say it’s worth it. Each time we justify it by saying it’s the last time. And each time, we do something worse.”


    “You have reasons—”


    “I don’t care about the reasons,” Alice said. “We keep justifying, justifying, justifying. I’m sure the Medicis had justifications for their actions. How are ours any better?”


    “We are trying to save your father—”


    “And what’s the price tag? If the Visitors would have brought him back for us . . .” she sighed. “Alex. I don’t know who I am. I don’t know why I do the things I do. I say it’s for Dad, but if it’s not—if I’m not doing the right thing—what good is it? I’m terrified, and every step I take makes it more terrifying.”


    I gently stroked her hair, but she pushed my hand away. “Alice, I . . . I don’t know who you are, either, but I think you are a kind person. The sort of person I could not even hope to ask for as a girlfriend, let alone as anything more.”


    “I . . . I can’t,” Alice said. “I don’t want to leave you hanging. I really don’t. But I can’t offer you myself until I know what I’m offering. I’m sorry.”


    My heart beat funny. “Can we at least still be a couple?” I asked.


    “No, I mean—I’m not saying we’re breaking up! I just . . . I just . . . I’m sorry. Just give me time.” Then she looked at me, differently. “There is something I want from you. Something I need from you.”


    “It’s yours,” I said.


    “Be with me until the end of the road. No matter where it goes. No matter what we come across. Just be with me, no matter what.”


    “I will,” I said, and held her. She cried into my shoulder, freely and without end.


    TO BE CONTINUED
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    Appendix B: Dramatis Personae


    Italicized names do not appear in this book.


    High House Black


    Adam Black I


    103rd Black Seraph (family head)


    Seth Black


    80th Black Seraph (acting family head)


    Alice Black


    50th Black Cherub (family)


    Adrianne Black


    80th Black Virtue (family)


    Adam Black II


    100th Black Knight Grandmaster (family)


    Isaac Black


    100th Rogue King (family)


    Anthony de Gaul


    70th Black Baron (head liegeman)


    Alexander Kenderman


    100th Black Hierarch (liegeman, Advisor)


    Elise Purple


    100th Rogue Queen (liegewoman)


    Andromeda “Andy” Square


    100th Grim Knight Grandmaster (liegewoman)


    Xavier D’Ambrose


    100th Master of Magic (liegeman)


    Sampson Kerryman


    100th Black Knight Grandmaster (liegeman, American noble)


    Hagel Rand


    50th Black Mage (liegeman, House lawyer)


    George Chesterton


    78th Thug Lord (liegeman, House librarian)


    Craig Jacobson


    61th Crystal Mage, (factory foreman and hat obsessive)


    Americans


    King Jeffrey II


    King of America


    Duchess Maria of Denver


    Annabelle Kenderman


    Alex’s sister


    Alexandria Kenderman


    Alex’s mother


    John Kennerman


    Alex’s father


    Paula Dodgson


    Mike Dodgson


    Kathrine “Katie” Dodgson


    Lord Joseph Kerryman


    Sampson’s uncle, a delver


    High House Aeolus


    Raul Amaral Duarte Aeolus


    100th Lord (House head)


    Oscar McClennan


    102th Knight Commander (Advisor, liegeman)


    High House Green


    Gwanwyn Green


    100th Archdruid (House head)


    Lou Green


    100th Archiatromantis (family, Advisor)


    Kevin Forest


    100th Archdruid (House council)


    Kyle Forest


    89th Nature Templar Grandmaster (grandson of Kevin Forest)


    High House Zodiac


    Li Ying Ching


    100th Dragon King (family head)


    Zhang Hui Yang


    102th Dragon Warrior (Advisor)


    Jewish Community


    Michal “Mical” Bat-Shimon


    21st Herbalist (owner of a herb cafe)


    Rabbi Hosea Ben-Aharon


    a surfacer


    Judah Bar-Joseph


    55th Knight Commander (leader of the Macabees)


    House Purple


    Karl Purple


    100th Knight Lord, Elise’s father (family head)


    Andrea Purple


    100th Fire Archmage, Elise’s mother (family)


    Eli Purple


    100th Warrior, Elise’s older brother (family)


    Beethoven Purple


    90th Bard, Elise’s uncle (family)


    Barbara Purple


    50th Healer, Elise’s older sister (family)


    High House Royal


    Mansa Musa Red


    100th King of Kings (family head, supreme commander of the City)


    Queen Emerald


    77th Ninja (Mansa Musa’s wife)


    Lawalo Red


    100th Prince of War (Mansa Musa’s biological son, Advisor)


    Lady Ambrosia


    100th High Theurge, (Mansa Musa’s adoptive daughter)


    Christina Yellowman


    80th Knight Paragon (liegewoman)


    The Deep House and Underdwellers


    (formerly High House Draco)


    Enoch Draco


    100th Prismatic Dragon Knight Grandmaster (family head, supreme commander of the Undercity)


    Joseph Draco


    100th Fire Archmage but true class unknown (family)


    Sirea Draco


    Dragon Oracle of unknown level (family, chief strategist and tactician)


    Michael Draco


    Dragon Sage of unknown level (family)


    Charlotte “Cat”


    100th Nekomata


    Tengu Bushi Kyoto


    100th Ecumenical Minister (priest of the Temple of the Labyrinth)


    Amy Temple


    120th Dark Templar (infamous slayer)


    High House Medici


    Andrew Medici


    100th Daimyo (family head)


    Gregory Medici


    10th Archdevil (family, head of the Bank)


    Fredrick Medici


    100th Faustian (family, Advisor)


    High House Magica


    Walter Hussein


    100th Grand Archmage (major shareholder and CEO)


    Katrina Meyer


    70th Grand Archmage (shareholder, Advisor from High House Magica)


    Bob Whitman


    100th Dimensional Archmage (liegeman)


    James Rosetti


    100th Master Summoner (liegeman)


    Red Delver Union


    Paul Kabidji


    100th Shadow Mage (Chairman)


    Gregg Mason


    89th Lord (Advisor)


    Mark “The Elevatarch” Mooney


    103rd Dimensional Archmage


    City government


    Henry Smith


    51st Light Mage (Speaker of the Council)


    Emily Ramsey


    99th Healer, (Councilwoman)


    Akachi Mackenzie


    100th Kleptarch, (Council Treasurer)


    Amber Rose


    100th Spellshaper, (Chief High Justice)


    I.L. Darkness


    100th Necromancer Archmage (head of the Morgue)


    Eidolons


    Hermes


    100th Dimensional Archmage (possessor of Hermes’ boots)


    Other / Independent


    William Keith Ivy


    100th Statistics Archmage (head of the Ivy Institute)


    James Redd


    51st Nomad (proprietor of Redd’s)


    J.R. Jackson


    120th Barbarian King (long-lost famous delver)


    R.Y. Lava


    100th Fire Mage (famous intellectual)


    Luke Armstrong


    20th Knight (former party member of Alex)


    R.R. the Great


    100th Dimensional Archmage (notorious slayer killed by Alex’s party)
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