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    Author’s Note: 
 
    Hello to all my wonderful readers! As many of you might notice, there are six chapters at the beginning of the book that are out of order. This is because, I added them to the end of book 13 after release. Many of you might have already read them, feel free to skip them. Sorry for the confusion. I would also like to apologize for the fact that this book as well is a bit short by my standards. Forgive me. 
 
    I want to thank everyone for reading Dungeon Robotics. Our journey has led us all over the world and even to multiple universes! There are times that even I have trouble believing that this world has grown to the point that there are fourteen books in the series. But all things must come to an end. Book 15 is going to be the final in the series. But have no fear! While Dungeon Robotics might be coming to an end, there is much more coming in the future. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
    Regan 
 
    I was back in Murgin! I took a deep breath of the mana-charged air, thoroughly enjoying the lack of crushing pressure that I had dealt with daily back in Hellia. Unable to help myself, I fell back onto the red dirt that was far more welcoming than the red sand back in that nightmare of a place. The night sky, one that I had missed dearly, looked back at me. The rings of the shattered moon were new. That was going to take some getting used to, though I thought I might take some time and fix it in the future. 
 
    My moment didn’t last long. I reached up toward the sky. Part of me was unable to believe that I was, well, alive. The last thing I remembered was tossing what felt like a nuke into an already-active meltdown. Reality should have been unraveling, not returning me back to the point that I’d left it. 
 
    As the reality sank in, I focused on my hand. It was different. Unlike the mortal form that I had before, I had moved back down the robotic spectrum. There were still hints of flesh, but it was strange-looking. Almost as if it were ethereal with the ghostly-pale color that it possessed. Far different from the reality-bending monotone of the black and white that it used to showcase. 
 
    The forearm and shoulder were more along the machine path. Golden metal with runes engraved by the careful hand of a master. Blue light leaked from underneath the plates. It was nice to be back in a mana-rich world again. It felt more . . . at home. 
 
    Ignoring that for the moment, I climbed back to my feet, nearly falling over in the process. I felt weak, weaker than I had in a long time. Peering inside, I found that all the chaos energy I had gathered over the last decade plus was completely gone. There wasn’t even the spark that I’d gotten from Kala’s blood. That might have explained why my avatar body had changed so much. 
 
    “Oh for the love of Creation, not again.” I sighed, kicking a rock to vent a little. I knew I would be far weaker without the chaos energy, but I didn’t expect to drop down to tier three! How could this . . . I shook my head as it came to me. Nara. Creating her had pulled mana from all my cores. Hopefully, my loophole would work out and I would be able to reclaim my lost power. 
 
    The thought of Nara made the world speed up. Shit! If they weren’t here, then they must be where they’d come into Hellia. Nearly a year had passed while they were in Hellia, but that could be anywhere from a few hours to a few days here. It was possible the demon force that had attacked them might have stayed around. 
 
    I sent my awareness out and immediately regretted it. The quiet that I had grown used to was shattered as hundreds, then thousands, then more links than I could count began to reconnect to me. The suddenness of all the voices in my head forced me to my knees. It had been almost two decades since I had been a dungeon core. It was like logging back into a character in a game that you hadn’t played for a long time. There was a lot of information pouring into my mind that I only had a vague recollection of. 
 
    I gripped my head and stood back up. “I’m going to need a drink after this.” I kicked off the ground. At least my use of mana hadn’t weakened. I quickly rose until I was a few hundred meters in the air. Pressing harder on my temples, I shifted through all the connections as quickly as I could. Thousands of dungeon monsters, hundreds of thousands of spells, dozens of Viventum, my own subcores, and more assaulted me. All of them wanted my attention. 
 
    It took me longer than I cared for, but I finally found Alara’s and Nara’s links. I couldn’t use Alara’s link. It led me back to the Eruio continent where her core was. Nara, however, possessed her core in her body. With some quick calculations, I was able to home in on her location to the north. I cracked my knuckles, which was surprisingly satisfying in this body, then flew toward them. 
 
    The journey was not as smooth as I would have liked. The demons had turned Saymar Continent into their playground. When I flew near one of their Shards, I found a city of sorts had sprung up around the vessel. Not only that, but the area around the Shard felt like an oasis in the desert, with water and vegetation being plentiful even in this wasteland. 
 
    If I wasn’t careful, one of their patrols would easily spot me. Any other time, I wouldn’t have worried, but I was severely weakened at the moment. Fighting would be too risky for me to stomach for now. I had escaped death enough times that I needed to play the game much more carefully. Especially now that I knew Destruction had other versions of me acting as her literal hunting hounds. 
 
    Shaking my head, I focused back on the present. The oddly familiar sensation of a dungeon core did give me pause, but Alara had already explained that change to me. While I wanted to investigate, I had more pressing matters. I gave the oasis one last look before taking off. 
 
    A few hours of flight later, I found myself cruising along the northern coast of the continent. Seeing the Maelstrom in the distance actually gave me a sense of comfort. Nothing said I was home more than a planet-sized storm that covered eighty percent of the ocean and more than likely contained Celestia in a temporal space. 
 
    I turned to the west and moved quickly along the coast. I had already been traveling for over two hours, mostly in an effort not to cause the demons to sense me. My new mana reservoir didn’t help either. I knew from Alara that the dungeons had been changed by these True Gods, but I didn’t expect my mana to be so low, though that might have had more to do with the fact that I was sent back to the location of my death. 
 
    I risked a bit more speed when I felt the other end of the link growing closer. I was excited to see my loved ones outside of the nightmare that was Hellia. Finally, I rounded a cape and spotted the landed Aresa. Even that had been sent back. My other selves had told me that everyone would be sent back to their home realities. I was glad to see that they had been correct in that statement. 
 
    My joy didn’t last long. A large shock wave shook the air from an explosion. Looking around, I spotted a few demon cruisers and cursed. It looked like less time had passed than I thought. Probably a slap in the face from Destruction for ruining her plan. IF I ruined her plan. I still wasn’t sure what I had actually done in the end. 
 
    Focusing on the battle, I spotted several of the others fighting demons that were swarming around the Aresa. The barriers on the vessel itself looked to be nearing critical levels. I cracked my neck, then launched myself into the fight. The air boomed around me as I pushed myself to supersonic speeds. I aimed for the nearest demon, a brute of a creature that was close to three meters tall with bulging muscles. 
 
    There was a satisfying crunch as my foot connected with his chest. The demon was blasted back, arcing all the way to the demon cruiser, where he crashed through the stonelike material. I was momentarily taken aback. I shouldn’t have been able to do that much damage to the vessel. The demons’ larger crafts used the time-stopped material that made them almost impossible to damage through normal means. Looking at the gaping hole, I saw it was the exact opposite. The hull of the vessel crumpled like paper. 
 
    Screams and yells came from the various people fighting around me, forcing me out of my confusion. Turning, I charged at the next demon. She was using spells that, while deadly, were still far weaker than I remembered. Maybe my time in Hellia was causing me to misremember the demons’ strength. Then again, a few minutes ago I had been fighting a leviathan and my alter ego. It was only natural that this might feel like a bit of a letdown. 
 
    Grinding my teeth in annoyance at the mysterious disconnect about my current situation, I collided with the demon, or rather, I violently placed my foot through her gut. She flew like a missile to the ground below, where she caused a nice crater to form. I frowned at the sight. It had been a while since I was the one causing the craters. Hellia had a way of making you feel weak even at the calmest of moments. 
 
    I felt someone lock onto me and turned to face the threat, only to have Alara crash into me. We tumbled through the air for a few meters, embracing. 
 
    “We really should stop meeting like this,” I said with a wry grin. I wanted nothing more than to kiss her, but she had other ideas. 
 
    “Stop leaving me alone, then!” Alara yelled at me. Glistening green tears were running down her cheeks. I instantly felt bad about everything since I’d had the stupid idea to sacrifice myself for the sake of the planet. Next time, I was choosing my family. Even if it meant losing everything else in exchange. 
 
    I put a hand to her cheek, wiping away the tears. “As you command, my love. From now on, I plan to stay by your side no matter what happens.” 
 
    She pulled back and looked me over. “You changed again. Why am I not surprised?” 
 
    “I’m actually not completely sure about my latest change, but we have more pressing issues to deal with,” I remarked as several beams of energy lanced at us, forcing us to put a pause on our reunion. I gave Alara one last squeeze, then tossed her into the air out of the path of the beams. Holding up my hand, I created a barrier of energy that deflected the beams off into the distance. Again, the level of energy was far weaker than I expected. 
 
    Raising my other hand, I returned the favor and sent beams of energy back at the numerous demons around us. Those that were hit fell from the sky like bugs. At that moment, I realized that part of the change was myself. I might have left all the chaos energy back in Hellia, but something about my body had changed. My mana hit harder or was more potent. Either way, it let my tier-three self contend with the tier-four- and tier-five-level demons. 
 
    “Master!” 
 
    I turned toward the call to see Julie as she vivisected a demon, sending a spray of blood like rain to the ground below. 
 
    “Well, if it isn’t my Raven. Glad to see that you’re not out of practice.” She had been forced to stay in one of the pods due to the influence of Hellia on her mind. Wrakras probably should have been put in one as well, but his desire to make sure that Louella and their unborn child were safe overpowered even the mental corruption of that domain. Speaking of the man, his skull-capped chains flew by, pulverizing the face of a demon. 
 
    Julie gave me an overexcited squeal before she turned back to the fight. I wasn’t sure I’d ever truly be able to deal with that woman. Her devotion was simply out of this world. Wrakras, who was much more pragmatic, gave me a nod, which I returned in kind. Back to work. 
 
    The battle continued for another thirty minutes or so. Even without my aid, the group would have been fine, even if the Aresa had taken some battle damage. Louella hadn’t joined the fight yet either. The demon cruisers, while a pain to deal with when they had their invulnerable armor, were far more easily handled without it. They finally pulled away after they lost three of their nine vessels. 
 
    Once the fight finally came to an end, I landed on the deck of the Aresa and gave a good stretch. It was hard to get over how unoppressive the air felt compared to Hellia. I feared that I would likely be making such comparisons for a while to come. Moving my gaze to the horizon, I enjoyed my first sunrise in what felt like two decades. I might have missed the sun more than I had first thought. 
 
    For the second time, I was tackled as Nara slammed into me. “Daddy!” 
 
    “Nara! I’m so glad to see that you’re okay.” I pulled her into a tight hug before looking over the familiar faces. I knew most of the soldiers from their time in the dungeon, even if I might not have known their individual names. I was glad to see Louella had such a loyal backing. I moved my gaze around, looking for the little noble. I expected her to be out here to celebrate the victory with her troops. 
 
    Wrakras and Julie landed next. Wrakras didn’t wait but instead rushed back into the ship. I stared after him curiously. 
 
    Nara hid her head on my shoulder. “Auntie Louella got hurt because of me.” 
 
    I threw a questioning look over to Alara, who just nodded. I would have to get the full details later but doubted that Nara had meant for it to happen. I tightened my grip on my daughter. “Then we better go apologize.” 
 
    We followed after Wrakras, soon arriving at the captain’s chamber. Louella lay on the bed with a hole in the side of her chest. Wrakras moved the bandage to take in the wound. Partially crystallized blood leaked from the hole that punctured a lung and then some. 
 
    Setting Nara down, I walked over and placed a hand on Louella’s head to check her condition. “Not quite how I expected my first day back on Murgin to go. Though, if I think about it, I’m always having to rescue you, little noble.” I was starting to think of her as the little sister I’d never had. 
 
    Louella managed to give me a smile. “I think . . . we saved you . . . this time.” 
 
    I grinned back. “Let’s just call it a group effort.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
    Louella 
 
    My chest burned. It had been a long time since I had felt pain at this level. That was saying something, given that my body had been forcibly changed more than a few times by beings far more powerful than myself. Each of which generally came with excruciating total-body pain. 
 
    This time was different. I could feel . . . something foreign pulsing through the wound into my body. Considering the monster that had caused the injury, that was probably likely. I cringed as the Aresa rocked from the battle outside. Even just tiny nudges were enough to send pain wracking my body throughout. 
 
    The shaking finally came to a stop along with the sounds from outside. Given that the Aresa was still in one piece, I took it that we had won the battle. That did bring me some relief. A few minutes later, I heard Wrakras and struggled to open my eyes. 
 
    “You’re okay,” I said painfully. 
 
    He snorted, though I could tell he was worried sick about me. “You’re one to talk. I thought you were all-powerful now. Hurry up and heal your wound.” I saw his eyes twitching and had to wonder just how much effort he was having to put in to keep a straight face for me. 
 
    I felt a hand on my head and looked over to see Regan. Even with him largely changed, I would never not know it was him. 
 
    “Not quite how I expected my first day back on Murgin to go. Though, if I think about it, I’m always having to rescue you, little noble,” he said. 
 
    I managed to give him a smile as I retorted, “I think . . . we saved you . . . this time.” 
 
    He grinned back. “Let’s just call it a group effort.” 
 
    I hissed in pain before I could even laugh at his joke. The pain was spreading further by the minute. 
 
    “Enough about me. Let’s look at you,” Regan remarked, noticing my twisted expression. He reached out, hovering his hand over my wound. The medics had given me first aid, but whatever poison that monster coated its tendrils in was eating away at the wound. 
 
    Some light leaked from Regan’s palm as he examined the wound. I watched his face, but the man had always been great at hiding his feelings. I coughed painfully, then asked, “How bad . . . is it?” 
 
    His expression didn’t give me much hope. “I’m sure you’re aware from the, what I can only assume is mind-numbingly excruciating, pain that the beast injected you with poison. Luckily, it hasn’t entered your bloodstream, so your child is safe. I assume you have your tricked-out body to thank for that.” 
 
    “And the bad . . . news?” I asked. I was extremely happy that my baby was safe, but Regan wouldn’t be making the face he was if it was all good news. 
 
    “The corruption is eating at you like acid. To remove it all, I’ll have to literally cut all of it away. If you were at the peak of your strength, it would be one thing, but you’re already severely weakened. I would be lying if I said it wasn’t risky.” 
 
    I stared into his eyes and could tell that there really was no other way. I was already having trouble breathing. If we waited much longer, I wouldn’t have to wait for the poison to reach my heart. I would simply suffocate due to my lungs no longer working. “Sounds . . . like you . . . better get . . . to it.” 
 
    “Very well—” 
 
    I grabbed his arm. “Make sure my . . . baby survives even . . . if the worse should . . . happen to me.” I couldn’t muster any more strength as the pain stabbed at me. I let go and fell back to the bed. 
 
    Regan reached out, placing a hand on my head. “Don’t worry. I want everyone to make it back in one piece.” 
 
    I felt a cooling sensation as the world, and more importantly the pain, started to fade to the back of my mind. I only vaguely heard Regan’s voice as he said, “Now, get some sleep.” 
 
    I’m not sure how long I was out before I realized that there was gray smoke surrounding me. I looked around, then down at my chest. Thankfully, the hole was missing. Regan had put me to sleep. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised that I would end up in my vision world or whatever this place was starting to become. 
 
    With a shrug at the situation, I took a step forward, and as per usual, I was transported to a new location. I was taken aback at first since the gray smoke was replaced with black emptiness. This was a first. I spun, looking for something to give me context. Turning almost completely around, I came face to face with Malthos, who was swimming through the void like it was the ocean. 
 
    “Malthos. I thought we had already completed our deal?” I asked as the leviathan locked eyes with me. 
 
    “Call me sentimental, but I wanted to see that you survived your little ordeal.” While that sounded extremely caring, part of me wondered if it was his way of seeing if he could skip out on his end of the bargain. If I wasn’t around, then he might get away with attacking Murgin before the thousand years was up. 
 
    “Yep. Alive and well, thanks to you,” I replied with a frown. I would be the first to admit that his aid had made the whole situation possible in the end, but it was easy to see the insatiable hunger that hid in his eyes. Because of me, no doubt hundreds of worlds were likely going to perish. That sort of thing, it could crush a person. 
 
    “Part of our deal is still in the air I’m afraid.” 
 
    I froze as a chill crept up my spine. “What do you mean?” I demanded as I glared at him. “I freed you from your prison. I’m sure Ashura is going to give me an earful later as it is.” 
 
    Malthos opened his maw wide. I threw my hands up in defense even though, even if I wasn’t just a mental projection, it would be completely pointless. The sound of stone being torn apart somehow reached me even in the void. Looking past my hands, I saw that Malthos was devouring a moon around some desolate planet. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll hear plenty from that bitch, but I speak of the other part of our deal. The Arcarin was sent back to his home dimension before I could . . . speak with them. I believe that will cost you a few hundred years on our deal.” 
 
    I couldn’t help putting my hands on my hips. “You seriously cannot blame me for what happened. Whatever happened.” 
 
    “A deal’s a deal. I was not delivered an Arcarin. You don’t get the full thousand years.” 
 
    “Bastard!” Before I could say anything else, I found myself back in my bed, staring at the ceiling. Wrakras’s face appeared overhead. He still looked worried, but there was also excitement and hope showing. I blinked and noticed that while sore, my chest no longer felt like it was burning with a thousand suns. “Wrakras?” I asked weakly, my strength from a few seconds ago completely gone. I almost missed the vision world for a moment. 
 
    “Yes. Right here!” he said as he quickly grabbed my hand. 
 
    “Then I’m safe?” I asked, deciding to forget about Malthos for the time being. 
 
    “Yes, my queen. Master Regan was able to remove all the corruption.” 
 
    “I did have to take most of your lungs to do it, though,” Regan said as his face appeared overhead as well. “If you were a mortal, hell, if you were a Celestial, you would have died two or three times over. You would be wise to pay respect to your Nannarth ancestors for your current body.” 
 
    I sighed in relief. I was just glad that my child was safe. My concern for myself was secondary. I reached one hand up to caress Wrakras’s face while resting my other one on my belly. I was already concerned about the year we’d spent in Hellia. The fact that the child wasn’t born in that nightmare was a blessing. 
 
    “Let’s give them some space,” Regan said and showed everyone out, leaving just me and Wrakras. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Wrakras asked as he sat on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “I’ve been better,” I replied with a short chuckle and looked up at him. “You?” 
 
    “My mind is so clear that it is almost strange. It is like this voice that has been whispering to me for the last year is just gone.” 
 
    “That is good to hear. I know that place was hard on you, and I know that you only held it together thanks to me and Junior.” 
 
    Wrakras nodded wearily. “You’re right. I’d probably have been a lunatic like the others had it not been for the two of you.” 
 
    The room shuddered as the Aresa started moving. From the feeling, we were heading up. Regan was probably going to take us into orbit, then back to the Eruio continent. I would be the first to say that I was ready to be home. Perhaps I would take a nice long vacation until the baby was born. 
 
    “A few days and we’ll be back home,” I said with a groan. I would be happy once the gaping hole in my chest was fully healed. It made just about everything uncomfortable. 
 
    “I know it has only been a few weeks since we left here. Hard to believe we were in Hellia for almost a year.” Wrakras carefully fluffed my pillows while adjusting the blanket. 
 
    I nodded slowly. It was going to take some time to get used to that fact. “I find it harder to believe that Regan lasted decades there without going completely mad.” Either way, it would be good to have him back. I knew Ignea and all his dungeon monsters would be happy to have him returned. I just hoped the valley wouldn’t get pulled into the party. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
    Regan 
 
    I walked out on deck as the Aresa came into orbit. The damage caused by the destruction of the demons’ planet was far worse than it looked from the surface. One of the moons was completely gone, while the other had been knocked slightly out of orbit. The effects caused by the missing moon were far more pronounced though. Some issues caused by the misaligned moon weren’t being noticed yet but would soon spiral into environmental nightmares. 
 
    It wasn’t a big issue for me though. The remaining moon possessed one of my subcores. I would just have to spend a few days pushing it back onto its correct path. The bigger issue on our hands was the ring that had formed from the remains of the second moon. The mass from the ring was keeping the planet from suffering tidal forces that would rip the coast and more apart, but whether it would stay like that had to be examined. 
 
    The loss of the monster cores from the Fuizol continent was also a sad mark on the event. Since it was my decision to bring them into orbit to help with the fight, their deaths were on my shoulders. That didn’t mean there was no hope at all. There was a slim chance that a sliver of their cores might be drifting among the debris of the battle. I owed it to them to look for them. 
 
    I sensed some mana from behind me and turned to look at my guest. Izora walked toward me with a worried look on her face. She had been with the others to attempt to rescue me. More like a lot of the plan had required her input to work in the first place. Her bond with me allowed her to see some of what I was up to along with the keys needed to open the portal to reach Hellia. 
 
    That said, the gnome had been avoiding me for most of the time in Hellia. She felt guilty about releasing the son of Modderm. From the story that I was told, however, I felt it was inevitable. There was no telling what the exact trigger was that released the man. Besides, I was the last person to judge someone for accidently releasing something. You threw a stone here on Murgin and some ancient being of this or that evil was suddenly free. 
 
    Waving her over, I extended her air bubble over the both of us so that we could speak. 
 
    “Lord Regan,” she said, bobbing her head to me. 
 
    I had the gnome and her people to thank for most of the adherent mana that I received at the beginning of my journey as the Machine Father, but at the same time, the gnomes were about the only race that shared my love for the mechanical. Part of me wished that we could be more like friends than master and follower. 
 
    “Izora. It is good that you’ve finally stopped avoiding me,” I remarked as I turned back to the empty void. 
 
    “Forgive me. I . . . I didn’t have the courage to face you.” 
 
    I shook my head and peered back at her. “I told you before and I’ll tell you again, you are perfectly fine. As queen, as my priestess, or as whatever you would like to pursue with your life. When will you stop being so hard on yourself?” She had been depressed about the events around the gnome home city of Jade Wind, her father, her mother. There was no end to the things that she put on her shoulders, even though most of it wasn’t even her fault. 
 
    “Hatsu repeatedly tells me the same thing. I probably think it a few dozen times a day as well, but try as I might, my conscience refuses to let it rest.” 
 
    I gave a small laugh at that. “At least one of us has a conscience. I’m sure you’ve heard, but there were more than a few versions of myself there, in Terminus. It was interesting to see just how I could have turned out with a few different decisions.” The interesting question now was what was going to happen since the intersection was over? What exactly would my others do in their universes? That was a fascinating debate for another time, however. I coughed and looked over to Izora. “Don’t torture yourself. There are more important things to life than anguishing over one’s mistakes.” 
 
    Izora dropped her head without saying anything. I sighed before reaching over and patting the top of her head. 
 
    “My lord?” she asked after a few long minutes of silence. “Is it really okay for me to put it behind me?” 
 
    “My dear. If we agonized over every little mistake we’ve made, then I would be holed up in my core at this very moment.” I chuckled and took a few steps to the edge of the ship’s deck. “Hell, I’m pretty sure that I have helped cause the end of reality as we know it.” I looked back at her with a mischievous grin. “Rather than worry, I’m going to spend my time with my loved ones and perhaps try to prevent the worst from happening.” 
 
    Izora kneeled almost like a priest in prayer. “Then call on me should you need my assistance. The mistakes of our lord will be handled by his people.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.” I spotted Hatsu at the airlock. “I think someone is waiting for you. Judging by her expression, her worries lay much closer at hand.” 
 
    Izora glanced over her shoulder, then looked back at me with a small smile. “I have some work to do. I’ll talk to you at a later date, my lord.” 
 
    I nodded and waved as she left. Not a minute later, Alara landed next to me. “We’re back for almost a full day, and you’re paying more attention to the other women in your life. I’m feeling jealous,” she said jokingly. 
 
    I joined her, and we laughed at the statement. She knew she was the only one for me. 
 
    “How is Nara?” I asked once we got it out of our system. 
 
    Alara’s expression darkened with motherly worry. “She is worried, as you can imagine. The mortal got hurt because of her.” 
 
    I sighed but nodded understandingly. “Perhaps giving her such a vast intellect at her birth was a mistake. She might have done better as a normal child, even a dungeon one.” 
 
    Alara snorted. “As if you could have let your true offspring be normal, intentionally or not.” She poked me in the chest. “That little defensive spell you created nearly killed me, by the way. Remember that? Even a normal offspring of yours would likely spread chaos and mayhem wherever they went.” 
 
    I twisted quickly and pulled her into my arms. “No matter what little tweaks I might have made to the dungeon magic, that girl is just as much yours as she is mine. Somehow, I feel she would have been just as mischievous with or without my input.” 
 
    Alara laid her head on my chest with a wide smile. “Mischievous or not, I am proud of her.” 
 
    “You will have no argument out of me. There is little that child could do that would lessen my pride in her.” Even if she committed mass genocide, I was sure that she would go about it in such a way that would make me proud of at least part of her plan. I snorted at the thought. From the sounds of it, some of our other children were already attempting to do just that. Dealing with the Viventum would be one of the first things I would have to do when we returned. 
 
    Alara and I embraced for a long time. Something about being home, in a manner of speaking, made me appreciate her all the more. Nothing could show you just how important something was like losing it once. I had died once and thought all was lost when I was sent to Hellia. I wasn’t about to let that happen again. 
 
    The Aresa finished its orbital flight, then angled toward Eruio. Alara and I headed inside as we started our reentry into the atmosphere. With the gravitational control of the vessel, the descent was mostly pleasant with only a few bumps here and there. The bridge crew was also taking extra care to avoid as much turbulence as possible given their queen’s current condition. It showed that she really was loved by her people. 
 
    The Aresa finally got close enough for the continent to come into focus. I whistled as I looked toward the north. Alara’s dungeon was now a massive tree that was visible from space. It gave the title of Mother Nature a new meaning. I wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her close to whisper in her ear. “Someone was busy while I was away.” 
 
    She blushed but grinned with a devilish charm. “Letting you do all the work was what got us in this mess. You gave up a lot of your power to allow Nara to come into being. I decided that I was going to be the one to punch the bad guys from now on.” 
 
    I gave her a quick kiss. “Sign me up as a stay-at-home dad any day of the week with you as my baby mama.” 
 
    Before long the valley, home, came into sight. Along with it, the jumble of information that had been beckoning to me since I’d returned to this plane of existence. Just the thought of dealing with the mess that I was coming to gave me a slight headache. Not out of annoyance at the looming job, just pressure. There were literally hundreds of thousands of voices calling for my attention. 
 
    I wrapped my arm around Alara’s shoulder. “It is good to finally be back.” I sent my mind through the dungeons. There were a lot of issues, but given the . . . suddenness of the job appointment, I felt that Ignea had done an above-and-beyond job. She deserved both a pay raise and a vacation for all her hard work. 
 
    Finally, the airship docked at the airfield outside the city. A large crowd of people had formed on our arrival. Both soldiers and citizens. Louella hid her pain as she walked out onto the deck to greet them all. I felt she was trying too hard, but the valley was basically her baby. If she wanted to deal with the discomfort, it was her choice. 
 
    Cheering, shouting, and applauding washed up from the crowd. I moved to stand next to her. This had been a mission to bring me back, after all. I wanted the queendom to see that Louella finished what she started. Even with my changed appearance, it didn’t take long before the people realized that it was me. I was starting to wonder if I actually had a sign over my head that I had missed. 
 
    Louella raised her hands, and the crowd quieted down. I got an idea and waved my hand before she started her speech. It might have been nearly two decades since I’d used my dungeon-core powers, but I was still able to work them with a mere thought. Soon, large displays appeared around the queendom that showed Louella and me. 
 
    “My people. My friends. My family. We have returned!” Louella yelled loudly. 
 
    I tried not to wince, as I knew that had to have hurt. She only had roughly half a lung to use at the moment. Healing or not, it was going to take longer than twenty-four hours to recover from a wound like that. 
 
    “We have gone where few mortals have gone before and braved the ends of the universe. Our efforts paid off. I present to you, Lord Regan. Returned from the void!” 
 
    A cheer went up from the crowd. My heart was moved a little at the sound. I had done a lot for the mortals of this world. Some of it good, some of it bad, but most of it with the hope that the people would grow and develop as a civilization. In the process, though, I had changed their world. Upended centuries of common beliefs and more. It wouldn’t have surprised me if these people hated my guts. To see them cheering for me like this was completely different from gathering the adherent mana from their prayers. 
 
    Louella placed a hand on my arm. Nodding, I stepped forward and cleared my throat. “Good evening.” I coughed, lost for words, for once. I rubbed my eyes. “People of Vaihdetta. I am home.” I smiled at the loud cheer. It was good to be home. I needed to protect this place all the more going forward. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 
 
    Regan 
 
    The valley was quick to start a celebration. While I wanted to be part of it, I had some family members of my own that I needed to reunite with. The anxiety I was feeling from the dungeon had only grown the closer to the core I got. Now that I was inside the aura of my dungeon core, more than a few of my monsters were practically screaming at me for attention. 
 
    Grabbing Alara’s hand, I held it up to my lips. “Would you like to come with me back to my core?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I think Ignea deserves a moment with you all to herself. I will take Nara back to my dungeon for a while. I’m sure that your dungeon has more than a few issues that need to be addressed now that you’re back.” 
 
    “Ignea has actually done a remarkable job keeping the place from falling apart.” I gave her fingers a kiss, then released her hand as I took in the hiding Nara nearby. Even with Louella on the mend, she was still depressed about the whole deal. “Come give me a hug.” 
 
    She looked away shyly before she rushed over and jumped into my arms. I squeezed her tightly before handing her over to Alara. While I patted her head, I looked at the mountain. I was home, but it was like being in the front yard. I hadn’t quite gotten inside the house yet. 
 
    Alara smacked my back. “I hope Ignea isn’t too angry at you.” 
 
    “You and me both,” I remarked, sucking in a deep breath. With a thought, I vanished from the spot and appeared in my dungeon-core room. The core was humming, with light streaming from inside. I felt like it was welcoming me home. I walked over to it and laid my hand on the pulsing metal, crystal, and energy. “Hello, old friend.” 
 
    I took another deep breath, then, for the first time since I’d absorbed Kala’s blood, I managed to move my mind from my avatar. The spark of chaos from her blood before had forced me to maintain the form like any mortal. As my consciousness left the physical form, I felt my mind expand in the unique way that only dungeon cores could. All of my dungeon was presented to me instantly, along with every detail of almost everything inside the dungeon. 
 
    “I’m surprised how much I missed doing this.” Even stuck in my avatar body, I was able to do something similar, but as I let my mind permeate through the entire dungeon, I realized that it truly wasn’t the same. Once I had settled back into my body, as it were, I looked for the person who had been keeping said body operational for the last few months, local time. 
 
    A few seconds after my mind returned to the core, Ignea appeared in the core room with a flourish. “FATHER!” 
 
    “I’m here, Ignea.” 
 
    The fairy stared at my core before she broke down into a waterfall of tears. I might have just dismissed my avatar, but I re-created it with ease. I reached out and cradled the fairy, patting her head. 
 
    “You did a wonderful job. I have only praise for you.” 
 
    “I’m a dungeon fairy! How could my dungeon go and get himself sent to some godforsaken world far from his dungeon?!” Ignea growled at me as she smacked her tiny hands into my chest. 
 
    “Sorry. You know me. I can’t leave well enough alone.” I let Ignea get it all out. The stress of running the dungeon had been pretty heavy on the fairy. Even with help from Glint and Lena, she must have been under a lot of pressure. It didn’t help that dungeons were changed by the gods after my disappearance. 
 
    Ignea floated into the air after she had calmed down and gave a deep sigh. “I am happy that you are back, Father.” 
 
    “As am I.” 
 
    We spent the next few hours discussing the changes to the dungeons. I had heard about it from Alara, but having more input never hurt. Cultivating had changed for mortals. They were now required to absorb mana from Essence Crystals that formed in the dungeon. I had some control of their creation, but it looked like even if I didn’t want an area to form the crystals, they would do so at random. 
 
    There were plenty of other issues with this new system. For one, my dungeon monsters were unable to absorb the crystals for themselves. Their cultivation was changed as well. It was now fully tied to the dungeon core. This prevented me from creating monsters far above my own tier much like when I’d created Anubis. 
 
    The use of mana was mostly the same, which was a silver lining. I was sure, given time, that I could find ways to exploit the natural laws that the magic operated under. My rise to power would just be on hold until then. I just had to find that one little detail, and I would be golden. 
 
    “You did a very good job, and I mean very as in extremely,” I said once Ignea and I finished going over most of the changes. “I’m sure the other dungeons are having more than a few issues in growing their power. This might also explain why the Viventum are on a murderous rampage.” 
 
    My growth as a dungeon was going to be stunted for a while, however, since my mana gain was atrocious. I couldn’t absorb the mana crystals that the mortals used. I was still gaining mana from the people in my dungeon as well as deaths. Deaths were actually the highest recorded income for my dungeon in the last few weeks. The change in property of material and elements that let my dungeon rise to the top of the game far faster than any other dungeon in the world barely gave me a trickle of mana now. 
 
    Part of that wasn’t due to the changes in the world, however. This was due to my creation of Nara. My cultivation was supposed to be slashed in half, then halted permanently. I should have been pleased that I was gaining any mana at all in the first place. It was interesting to have subcores that were all higher tier than my main core. 
 
    “I have spoken to a few of the Viventum cores. If the Alliance killed the mortals under their protection, then they are likely close to starving.” Ignea had a worried expression. The Viventum, good or evil, were all like younger siblings to her. Hearing that they were suffering, even if by their own hand, couldn’t be easy for her. 
 
    “One of the many things that I will be looking into over the coming weeks.” I reached out and patted her head. “Why don’t you go rest. You have worked harder than anyone else these last few months.” 
 
    Ignea teared up again with a happy face. It was a good thing to be acknowledged. She bobbed in the air before flying off. 
 
    I sighed as I stared after her. Perhaps that was the problem. The Viventum were a trick, a sort of twisted version of my subcores. With that being said, they never got their own dungeon fairy. Things might be very different had they had a being such as Ignea guiding them in their decision-making. Looking back to my core, I cracked my knuckles and dove back into the magic-scape that was my dungeon. It had been a long time, and I was glad to finally be home. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The evening passed quickly. That was usually the case when you had months’ worth of work to catch up on. I could have easily spent the next couple of days locked in my dungeon core as I worked on the dungeon magic, but I had priorities. Just like a hourly man when it hits six p.m., I clocked out and went to find Alara and Nara. 
 
    The two were in Alara’s dungeon. I was relieved that I was still able to move to her dungeon without any issues. Teleportation might be on the fritz, but it looked like that feature was still alive and well. The teleportation issue might just be a matter of redesigning the magic. Once I figured out all the changes those gods had made, then I would be able to get something up and working. Since the natural law of the dungeon magic still allowed us to teleport, it was possible for the mortals to be able to do so as well. 
 
    I appeared with a flurry of motes in Alara’s dungeon room. Her pink core was surrounded by thousands of flowers of all types. Four beings that resembled women with owl heads that I had never seen before, but knew about thanks to Alara’s stories, stood guard around the core. Alara had learned the hard way that her core was her weakest point. She made sure it was guarded at all times. 
 
    Nodding to the guards, I turned from the floating core to the other side of the room, where I found Alara and Nara in a sort of sitting area that was made from trees. It was the sort of thing you’d see for an elven council or something similar in a fantasy novel. It was a cozy place that seemed out of place at the center of a massive dungeon that was once known as the Undead Queen. I waved as I walked over, and Nara rushed at me when she spotted me. I laughed as I caught her and tossed her into the air. I was happy to see that she seemed to be in a better mood. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to see you for a few days,” Alara remarked as I joined her. 
 
    I shook my head as I took a seat on the tree-turned-sofa. “It certainly could take that long, but Ignea did an amazing job keeping the place running. I can afford to take my time.” I ruffled Nara’s hair. “Besides, I let my work dominate my life more than once. I think it is time for me to enjoy the fruits that have come about.” My last talk with Creation also echoed in the back of my head. If I only had a limited time with my family, then I would be a fool to waste it trying to fix all the world’s problems. 
 
    Alara joined me, snuggling into my arms while Nara enjoyed being in our embrace. “I see. I’ll gladly enjoy an evening with you over fighting a war any day.” 
 
    Other than the fact that we were over a thousand kilometers under the surface surrounded by magical plants and creatures, it felt like a family about to enjoy a movie or game night. Something that I never got to partake in back on Earth. That was exactly what I did for the rest of the evening: spend it with my family. It was good to be home, no matter how short of a time we might have. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41 
 
    Louella 
 
    After the return speech, I discreetly made my way back to the castle. My chest wound hurt, but thankfully, it wasn’t the world-ending, searing pain that I had felt the day before. I wanted to project a strong front to my people, thus I walked back, waving to the crowds all the while. I had to ignore the concerned scowl from Wrakras the whole time, not that I didn’t feel bad in the process. I just didn’t want anyone to worry about their leader. 
 
    Once the doors to the castle closed behind me, I collapsed into Wrakras, who must have been waiting for that moment since he caught me instantly. I was sure my face was blue from exhaustion, but I mustered a smile for him. “I would appreciate . . . it if you’d take me . . . from here,” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Without a word, he swept me off my feet, holding me in his arms like I weighed nothing. He was in some weird place between tier four and tier five, so it wasn’t like my weight was of much consequence to him. I sighed, as getting off my feet did help to relieve the pain just a bit. Wrakras then carried me to my room. I was never happier to see the place than right now. 
 
    I groaned in relief as I lay down on my bed. I might have been gone for a few weeks, but the castle staff had made sure to keep it clean and ready for me at a moment’s notice. A few maids came in to help me get ready for sleep, but Wrakras sent them away. I raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    He finally gave me a smile. “I think I’m more than enough to handle getting you dressed for bed.” 
 
    I playfully covered myself. “I am injured, you know,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m only helping you get that armor off,” he remarked without losing his cheeky grin. 
 
    I played along and stuck my booted leg next to his head. “Then I’ll leave it to you, my knight.” 
 
    A bit later, I rested my head on Wrakras’s shoulder as he slept. He kept his word about only helping me get ready for bed, even if I was disappointed in that decision currently. I listened to his steady breathing and the beat of his heart as I stared out the window at the night sky. Part of me was scared to sleep, given my tendency to slip into vision worlds. I would have preferred not to deal with Malthos or Ashura or whoever wanted to use my mind to speak to me. 
 
    I looked up at Wrakras, who was blissfully unaware off in his dreamland. Reaching up, I traced a hand down his cheek, enjoying the scruffiness. I still found myself surprised at times when I thought about the past. Our relationship was truly an example of forgiving your enemies. I guess in this case I was sleeping with him too. 
 
    I yawned as sleep started to close in on me. Closing my eyes and deciding that I couldn’t put it off any longer, I snuggled in closer to Wrakras. Back when I was mortal, I could go weeks without sleep. Now that I had this crazy body, going a mere twenty-four hours was a pain in the ass. I appealed to higher powers to let me go a night without any visits from, well, the higher powers. 
 
    A grove with a single tree came into view. I reached up and covered my face as I recognized the place. Sure enough, Ashura peeked out from around the tree with a smiling face. Resigned to my fate, I moved closer to the World Spirit. 
 
    “Good evening, I suppose,” I said after a few seconds of silence. 
 
    Ashura nodded as she moved out completely from behind the tree. “I just wanted to say thank you and goodbye.” 
 
    I nodded quickly. Then what she’d said registered. “Why goodbye?” 
 
    Her smile faded as she looked up at the sky. Idle clouds lazily drifted through the blue expanse. “My time was nearly up even before all this started. I was merely lingering in this world to hold back that beast Malthos.” She looked back at me. “I no longer have to keep doing this. Though I must say, I was impressed. No offense, but I never expected you to handle my problem.” 
 
    “‘Handled it’ might be a bit of a wrong statement. ‘Delayed’ might be better,” I said with a groan. I took a seat on a root that had grown out of the ground. “I made a deal. It was supposed to buy us a thousand years, but he claims that the deal was not completely fulfilled. I only know that I bought us around a hundred years.” 
 
    Ashura came and sat next to me. “Then my original prophecy still stands. Make the metal soul handle it.” The World Spirit grabbed my hand and squeezed. “Besides, I would have been long gone before then. I only had it in me to hold him down for another few years, if that.” 
 
    “Huh. He thought it would have taken another century or so to break free.” 
 
    “I was doing my best to make him think that. Because of that, I haven’t slept in over four decades.” 
 
    I was having trouble just staying awake for a full day. I did not envy her. 
 
    “But that all ends soon.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    She sighed, even going so far as to lay her head on my shoulder. I didn’t know that we were that close. “My duty is at an end. That’s all I can say on the matter for the time being, but this is likely the last time that I’ll be able to speak to you in this manner. I wanted to say goodbye before I went.” 
 
    “Are you . . . are you dying?” I asked, though I dreaded the answer. 
 
    “That is one way to look at it. My people, the Arcarins, don’t view death as an end. Just a new journey.” Ashura suddenly jumped up and did a few twirls. “I’ll get a new life. A new adventure. Perhaps I’ll be born to someone close to you. Perhaps our souls will never come in contact again, though that is unlikely. Souls that have been connected like ours tend to be drawn together even over thousands of years. It is one of the reasons that your metal friend is drawn here. To Murgin.” 
 
    “Because his soul was partially fused with Arin’s?” I asked. 
 
    Ashura put a finger to her lips. “Secret.” The grove around us started to flicker. It had only been a few minutes, but that easily translated to real time that might have been a few hours most of the time. “Do give your metal friend a word from me. His greatest fear will not come to pass. Not yet at least. Again, goodbye and thank you.” 
 
    “What do you—” I jerked up, instantly feeling stabbing pain radiate through my chest. I pressed a hand to my wound, taking hissing breaths. 
 
    “My love?” 
 
    With Wrakras’s hand on my back, I took a few seconds to calm down as the pain faded. 
 
    I slowly lay back down, pulling him with me. “Just a dream, dear. Just a dream.” 
 
    Glancing outside, I saw it was still the middle of the night. My thoughts wandered for the rest of the night. What did she mean, Regan’s greatest fear? Was there something the man wasn’t telling us? Not that I would put it past him. The man loved his mysteries and puzzles. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 
 
    Puppet 
 
    I pressed the pedal to the metal as I accelerated. Dust flew behind us as we made our way down the new highway that connected the High Dwarf kingdom to the kobold kingdom. Since the sovereign of terra had carved a nice road, the two nations decided to turn it into a proper road. Plus, it had been a while since I was able to enjoy riding my bike. 
 
    We passed a few carriages of High Dwarves that were hauling raw ore toward Koraz. Because they had been mind-controlled, the kobolds and trolls weren’t holding the war against them as strongly as they might have. It was a show of good faith that I was surprised at but glad to witness all the same. I tapped a button on my motorcycle to call the airship with the others. 
 
    “Let’s pull over here for a break,” I said. The airship that held the others came to a stop and landed behind me. I dusted myself off as I walked over. 
 
    The hatch opened as they climbed out. “Looks like the remainder of the sovereign’s mana is dissipating like we hoped,” Z2 said after stretching for a bit. 
 
    “That is good to hear. I don’t want to have to deal with another one of those things,” I remarked, kicking a stone. The sovereign of fire had been a pain, but the terra one had nearly pushed the kobolds and trolls of Koraz to the brink of extinction. All to unleash the Seal of Teriso. 
 
    “Here, rations,” Natsuko said, handing out some glowing stones. 
 
    I took the stones. “Hard to believe that the world really has changed like this,” I said, looking over the stone. The True Gods, as Lady Louella and Lady Alara called themselves, had changed the world in a matter of minutes. Now to cultivate you had to collect these stones to make meaningful gains. If you attempted to cultivate the old way, it would take you ten times if not twenty times longer. 
 
    Pressing the stone to my lips, I absorbed the colorless mana inside. It paid to have a connection with a dungeon. Sister Ignea was able to create the purest mana stones for us, where mortals had to mine for the stones or fight the various monsters inside the dungeon to get stones that had varying levels of purity. 
 
    “The number of people entering the dungeons has supposedly dropped off,” Azra said as she walked over with a green glowing stone. Terra. “Before, people would cultivate outside of the dungeons to get at least some measure of strength. With stones being restricted to dungeons and monsters, it makes it harder for new people to get into dungeon diving.” 
 
    “Not to mention the fact that a war is going on,” I added. “I wish I could smack our siblings over the head once or twice.” 
 
    “They are more like half-siblings. They all possess a measure of Lady Alara in them,” Natsuko said with an annoyed look. To be fair, she only cared about Natsuo, even among Father’s dungeon monsters. 
 
    “Whatever the case, it is annoying to think that something that shares our family is causing so much trouble,” I retorted. 
 
    “Have you met our father?” Natsuko asked with a harsh laugh. 
 
    I waved her off as I finished off my mana stone, then stretched, walking back to my motorcycle. “Let’s move. I want to reach the Seal tonight.” I waited for the others to load back up in the airship, then kicked the bike into gear. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    I slammed on the brakes as the Seal city came into view, or at least, what was left of it. Watcher had been repairing the city since he’d reawakened, and it had been looking pretty good. Rather than a ruin, it looked like a place that people might have actually lived in. Now everything had been reduced to rubble, with a layer of water that was ankle high covering the ground. 
 
    Getting off my bike, I walked over to the edge of the water. Something felt . . . off about it. I had used water magic plenty of times, but this felt too pure. As if to touch it was a sacrilege. I held my hand out and pulled my bike back into my storage dimension, then kicked off the ground to grab on to the airship. 
 
    “We have to check on the Seal core.” I didn’t have a lot of good feelings for Watcher, but he was Father’s first son. If he died like this, I knew Father would be upset. Then there was the fact that Watcher was the last line of defense for the Seal. 
 
    Farther into the city, I spotted a few corpses of the mechanized zombies that guarded the city. I only spotted a few on the ruined remains of buildings. I didn’t see anything in the water. Something told me that I wouldn’t. I sucked in a breath when we reached the pillar that was supposed to house Watcher and the Seal. It was gone. In fact, there was a hole that led to the surface that was pouring sunlight in from above. The whole thing looked like it had been hit by a meteor. 
 
    To the edge of the devastation, I spotted some movement. I directed Azra to head in the direction of the shifting rubble. I hopped down to the rubble and started shifting it around until the source of the movement came into view. It was a dragon. This one was similar to Soza, with a long snakelike body and four limbs at the top and far to the back. This dragon, however, was only about five meters long. Its green scales had been carved through with laser blasts from the mechanized undead. 
 
    From its size along with the concentration of mana coming off it, I gauged it was only a few decades old. A child in dragon years. The beast’s eyes snapped open with crazed pupils before it locked onto me. Child or not, the jaws were easily wide enough to bite me in half if given the chance. I leaped back, kicking the dragon in the chin. The thrashing caused its wounds to open back up, spilling fresh crimson blood onto the rubble. 
 
    The dragon came to a stop, breathing heavily. When it opened its eyes again, this time the insanity had left it, replaced with an almost scared look. I stared at it, wondering what I should do as it wheezed out two words. “Help . . . me . . .” 
 
    “Do you know what happened here?” I asked without blinking. Death was the way of the world. I wouldn’t be moved by it. 
 
    The dragon nodded weakly, which changed things. If it had information, then I would need to save it. Healing would be difficult here, but I had to at least stabilize the dragon, or it would meet its maker. I coated my hands in light magic and went to work tending the worst of the wounds. The dragon blacked out long before I managed to stabilize things, but that was probably for the best. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I stepped back from the creature. I had stopped all the bleeding, but the lasers had burned through a good portion of its organs. Without some intensive surgery, it would die in a matter of days. I called the others back in the airship. “Prepare some rigging. We’re taking this dragon back to the dungeon. We need Sister Ignea’s help to save its life.” 
 
    “You sure that’s wise?” Z2 asked, skeptical. “Whoever caused this might come back for it.” 
 
    I looked back to the dragon, weighing the risks. The information was more important. “I think we will be fine. He was left for dead in the first place.” 
 
    “It’s your head,” Z2 said finally before getting to work. 
 
    A few minutes later, we had the dragon secured to the underside of the airship. It was a good thing there was a decent-size hole in the roof of the cavern that led to the surface. Otherwise, it would have been impossible to haul the dragon back to the dungeon like this. 
 
    As we lifted into the air, I gave the ruined Seal one last look. What I found strange was the lack of mana. I would have thought that something like Teriso being released would have caused a surge of unimaginable mana cascading through the Beneath. “It looks like Watcher is gone.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on it,” Z2 said, catching me off guard. “My brother is skilled at protecting his life.” 
 
    “I’m glad that you can think so positively.” As for me, I couldn’t imagine anything surviving such devastation. Going by air over the surface, it should only take us a few minutes to reach the valley. I glanced down at the dragon as I wondered who could have attacked the Seal and why. Not to mention, what had been the source of that crazy water? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    Lelune 
 
    I stared up at the White Mountain. While it had been my home for over five thousand years, I had come to see it as more of a prison lately. The beautiful marble that was nearly ethereal in the sun, artistry that was the legacy of the numerous masters who had come to Celestia over the centuries—the mountain was a heritage to the power and wisdom of the mortals who had given everything to reach this height of cultivation. 
 
    I turned away from the sight. I didn’t care about such things anymore. Celestia was no more than a prison, but that didn’t change things for me. I had devoted my entire life to becoming the World Spirit, I would not let that change now just because I’d learned a lie was what started my quest. 
 
    Negatives aside, it wasn’t all bad. Not anymore. I glanced over my shoulder at Arin. The man had joined me even in the nightmare that was Hellia. Looking back at my actions five thousand years ago, I couldn’t understand just how I could have let Rosa manipulate me. Five thousand years! I grimaced at the thought of having lost all that time that I could have spent with Arin. 
 
    We landed in the courtyard of the White Castle. The Celestials standing guard barely budged on our arrival. That was to be expected. All of them were under my mind control. Something that I planned to undo in the future. Once I was the World Spirit, I would no longer care about maintaining this illusion of power. 
 
    Walking inside after being gone for nearly three months, I found that I did not miss this place in the slightest. My five thousand years here were empty days of brooding. Try as I might, I couldn’t recall a single thing that I cared about in the castle. Celestials never tired naturally, never needed to eat, and could survive for decades on a single drink of water. Again, I knew this was all my own fault. 
 
    The halls of White Castle were once filled with laughter, singing, music, art, and displays of strength and more as the Celestials that managed to reach this place enjoyed their reward. Now it was filled with zombies. Mindless . . . no, rather their minds were trapped inside their bodies. Anyone who made it to Celestia had more than enough willpower to survive such chains. The amount of hatred for me that must dwell inside each and every person in this domain—it was enough to make me laugh. 
 
    We stopped at the throne room but didn’t enter. I stared at the throne that I had spent the majority of my time on. It seemed so . . . hollow. A promise of power when all we as Celestials had was an illusion of said power. We were nothing more than batteries keeping this prison working. Cogs in a machine put here long ago to seal a threat that our forebearers couldn’t handle themselves. 
 
    “Meaningless,” I muttered before leaving the chamber without even entering it. 
 
    I made my way down to the stasis room, walking past the thousand or so dead elves that seemed to stare in judgment at me. Not that it bothered me. Even without Rosa’s manipulation, I had hated elves for what they did to me. There was a time that I would have slaughtered them even on my own. 
 
    We finally came to the white root that glowed with majesty even as I knew the World Spirit was dying. Without hesitation, I slammed my hand down on the root and channeled some of my mana. Without any sort of flash or hint otherwise, I found myself in a grove. I looked over to the tree at the center of the place. Ashura sat on a root, looking up at the sky. An onlooker might think she was pondering the mysteries of life with her far-off gaze. 
 
    I strode over, stopping at the edge of a small pond that surrounded the tree. “I fulfilled my end of the bargain. Now uphold yours!” 
 
    Ashura looked at me with tears in her eyes. Even I was taken aback by their beauty. The tears might as well have possessed all the sadness in the world, but something about them drew at my very soul. Part of me wanted to take one for myself, but I knew if I did, I would do nothing but admire the tear for the rest of my days. 
 
    The tears faded into motes of light as they fell from her cheek. Ashura bowed her head to me after she collected herself. “I know. Thank you.” 
 
    It took me longer than I cared to think about to come out of my stupor caused by the sight. I shook my head. “So how do we do this?” 
 
    Ashura appeared in front of me in the blink of an eye. The World Spirit placed a hand on my chest. Without any warning, I felt an onrush of power unlike anything I had ever felt before. The world opened up before me. I could see everything, feel everything. There was so much. 
 
    It wasn’t just power. There was something else. A duty that would bind my soul. A realization. This was certainly a path to power as foretold by the other Celestials, but there was more to it. The world would bind me. Again, I would be a cog in the machine designed to regulate the world. I might be unstoppable, but trapped all the same. 
 
    Even though I had the power to turn a mountain to dust with a thought, my knees gave out under me, unable to withstand the sheer power flowing into me. The connection broke, and everything went dark. I reached up, grasping for Ashura. “Why? Why would you willingly accept this?” I asked despite myself. She had the power to rewrite the world as she saw fit. 
 
    Ashura gave me a warm smile. A smile that spoke volumes. She might as well have been trapped in this plane. Unable to touch those that she once loved as they passed on, as they were reincarnated to their next lives. Unable to mingle in the very world that she managed, but even with that, she had lived more than I had in five thousand years of sitting on that damn throne. 
 
    Would I willingly do such a thing? I . . . I couldn’t say that I would. And yet, I was being offered that very choice right now. Unlike Ashura, the only person I remotely cared about was Arin. It was hard to say that we still loved each other like we did when we were younger. There was just too much history between us. Beyond him, however, there was no one. Cared for?! Ha! Everyone saw me as the enemy. Hated me for the actions I took to achieve my goals. 
 
    Ashura laid a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Think about it. The offer will always be available to you. You have earned that by fulfilling your side of the bargain.” 
 
    The space around me warped and twisted as I found myself back in the stasis antechamber. I looked up at Arin with what I was sure was a forlorn expression. He looked back with what might have passed for concern. It was hard to tell with his nearly dead expression. “What is wrong?” 
 
    I shook my head at his question. “Everything.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    Regan 
 
    I yawned as I entered my dungeon. Not because I was tired. I had only slept a handful of times since the day I came to Murgin. Part of the blessing or curse that was being a dungeon core. Even during my time in Hellia, I hadn’t slept a wink. I mentally shook myself awake, then focused on my dungeon. There was a full day of research and study that I needed to do to understand all the changes that my dungeon had undergone. This was the cause of my psychological weariness. 
 
    To start with, I looked for Ignea. She was dealing with something in my Beneath City. I peered closer at the situation and saw a nearly dead dragon, of all things, being restrained by Puppet and his crew. I stared at the scene and just shook my head. For once, I wanted to be able to relax for just ten minutes before the universe dropped something on my doorstep. 
 
    Groaning at the headache that this was probably going to result in, I moved my consciousness down to the city. It had been a long time since I had talked to my monsters without my avatar. Being part of the dungeon, they were able to perceive me without any effort, unless of course, I didn’t want them to. 
 
    “Where’d you find this thing?” Ignea demanded of Puppet after they had chained the dragon down. 
 
    Puppet dusted his hands off. “Near the Seal. Watcher and the tower were completely destroyed. Hell, the whole damn place was leveled. We found this guy under some rubble.” 
 
    Watcher was gone?! As was the Seal?! My son . . . I should have spent more time with him instead of letting myself be carried away by everything that came my way. 
 
    This truly was a nightmare. If Teriso the Conqueror was freed, then we’d have an all-new annoying problem that we’d have to deal with. I moved closer to the group to see what the situation was with the dragon. Right now, it was the only link we had with whatever happened in the Beneath. 
 
    The dragon, while heavily injured, was on par with Soza in the power he was giving off. In fact, he might have been stronger, given that his strength was weakened from the numerous injures that covered him. He was an impressive specimen of the species, mostly white with a few blue scales that made for a beautiful pattern. I was reminded of snow on the mountaintop as I looked him over. Much like Soza, he was similar to a Chinese dragon. A long serpent form with two arms a few meters below the head. He was shorter than her though, coming in at just under twenty meters give or take a centimeter or two. 
 
    I moved my avatar to the location and took control. I cleared my throat and joined them. “What did you find this time, Son?” 
 
    Puppet jumped to his feet, then proceeded to do his ninja kneeling. Seeing the action made me smile. It was nice to see that something didn’t change. It was also nice to see that his crew, party, or whatever you wanted to call it, was still together after all this time. It felt like forever since I had sent them out to make names for themselves as adventurers. It was even more impressive that they were close to breaking through to tier five. If the world hadn’t changed, then they might have already done so. 
 
    The group comprised: Azra, the former slave lizardkin turned partially machine due to my dungeon magic acting as the wall for the group; Z2, the artificial intelligence that gained a soul and followed me all the way from Earth, able to use high-level ice magic and wicked with a blade; Natsuko and Natsuo, two dungeon monsters that handled long-range fighting and support; and Lean, the elemental that had bonded with Z2, the wild card of the group. All of them led by Puppet, my very first summoned monster, who had inherited my memories of the Japanese ninja. Even if they were slightly commercialized. 
 
    “Father! You have no idea how good it is to see you!” Puppet exclaimed. I could feel his excitement from a few meters away. 
 
    Instead of replying immediately, I walked over to Puppet and pulled him to his feet. “You are my son almost as much as Nara is my daughter. You don’t have to kneel to me.” I pulled him into a bear hug. “I am glad to see you, Puppet.” I held him for a few seconds, then pushed away and looked at the others. “As I am pleased to see the rest of you. Z2, Natsuo, Natsuko, Azra, Lean.” 
 
    The warm moment ended when the white dragon began to thrash against the chains. I patted Puppet’s shoulder, then moved over to the head of the dragon. The beast had a frenzied look in his eyes. I placed my hand over his head and used some calming magic. Mana seeped into the dragon, and his adrenaline subsided. I gave a pleased sigh of relief. It felt so good to be able to use regular magic again. Chaos energy was fun and destructive to the nth degree, but for more delicate things, mana really was the way to go. 
 
    The dragon calmed down, but I noticed something else seemed to have control over him. It was similar to the slave magic that once circulated around the continent but cruder. Looking closer, I felt rather than cruder, it was simply older. I had only seen magic like this from places related to the Arcarins, and even that felt more recent than this. 
 
    The dragon glared at me much like a cornered beast might. “Can you speak?” I asked. I had an idea of who he was working for, but I wanted to make sure. Assumptions never won the prize. The dragon snapped at me, causing the chains to flare to life to restrain him. Dealing with necromancers for most of my dungeon career, we had more than a few ways to hold someone prisoner. Speaking of which, I needed to free a few of them. I shook my head to return from the tangent. “I’ll take that as a no.” 
 
    Cracking my knuckles, I gently placed a hand against the dragon’s head, then started to press down. The dragon was soon pressed painfully against the concrete. I personally didn’t want to use pain, but I had to break through this mind control. It might have been crude and ancient, but it was extremely thorough. I had to use something to map the pathways of his brain. Since talking was unavailable, my options to do this were limited. 
 
    With my magic sense, I tracked the paths of the firing neurons. It took a few minutes—brains were complicated no matter what race, and a dragon’s was even more so—but I finally located the central node that bound the spell to the dragon’s mind. Concentrating, I injected a small amount of my own mana into the spell structure. I then got to watch as the entire construct collapsed until nothing remained. 
 
    Once I was sure that it was gone, I released the dragon and stepped back. “There. He should come around in a minute or two.” Exactly seventy-five seconds later—I wasn’t counting, I swear—the dragon opened his eyes again and looked at us with confusion. That didn’t last long, as it appeared his memories caught up with his new mental state. We could almost see the horror as it all flashed through his eyes. 
 
    Eventually, he dropped his head heavily to the ground. “What have I done?!” he exclaimed in dragon tongue. It had been a while since I had heard that. 
 
    “I was actually hoping you could tell us,” I said, waving my hand to loosen the chains slightly. I wasn’t going to risk freeing him entirely, but I felt the danger had mostly passed. I had a good idea of what was going on, but I wanted to get the details from the dragon himself. “How about you tell us your name to start with.” 
 
    “I am known as Rayen.” The dragon lifted his head and looked me in the eyes. “I have committed a terrible crime.” 
 
    “Considering you were under a compulsion of a level that even I would have found nearly impossible to resist, I think we can lay the blame on the one that put it on you.” I was glad that I wasn’t a dragon. The Compulsion spell on him was species-based. It was almost as if the species came after the spell. 
 
    The dragon stared at me for a second, then nodded. “That does relieve some of my anguish.” 
 
    “So tell me, what exactly has been done?” I asked since I needed the details before I could plan a response. 
 
    “The son of the ancestor, Tadryn, has taken control of Aviastorm. It was like falling asleep. We laid eyes on him, then we lost all will to go against him. All I wanted to do was make him happy.” The dragon shuddered, which was quite the sight for a creature over twenty meters long to do. “I never want to experience that again for as long as I live.” 
 
    “I see. I understand how you came to your mental state. Do you remember why you attacked the Seal? What does Tadryn want with Teriso?” 
 
    Rayen shook his head. “I don’t know the details. I just know that he needed it. Almost as if his life depended on it.” 
 
    I stroked my chin as I thought about the situation. There were any number of reasons that I could think of, but the worst one I came to was that Tadryn wanted to use Teriso’s power to free his father. If Modderm was sealed under the Maelstrom as I suspected, that spelled danger for the entire planet on a number of levels. Destroying the Maelstrom . . . just thinking of that much energy no longer having a place to go, I knew it would be like causing a hurricane to explode into thousands of tinier but just as deadly storms. 
 
    I stood up and called Soza and Syzi. The mother of dragons would likely want to know what was happening in her queendom. They were staying in Beneath City, so it only took them a few minutes to arrive. 
 
    Syzi threw herself at Rayen when she arrived. “My son!” Concern rolled off her for all of a minute before it was replaced by pure unadulterated hatred. “I will kill that man! No one treats my family like disposal pawns!” The elven woman shifted back to her dragon form, which was impressive. Glistening green scales that I felt would have made the green of nature envious shone in the light. Unlike Rayen’s twenty meters or Soza’s forty, she stretched to nearly a hundred and fifty meters, and even number felt lacking, but I doubted she’d appreciate me getting a tape measure to check. Syzi roared with the fury of, well, a scorned mother. 
 
    Thankfully, the rage only lasted for a few minutes before she calmed herself down. She quickly reverted back to her elven form. “Release my son!” 
 
    I held up my hands. “I plan to, but he was under a strong Compulsion spell. While I believe it’s been undone, I want to play this safe. He’ll be confined for a few days until we’re sure there is no aftereffect.” I saw the rage return and shook my hands quickly. “Not in a cell of course. It will be sort of like house arrest. Imagine staying at an inn for a few days. He just won’t be allowed to leave the room for a while.” 
 
    The rage left her, and I took a deep breath in relief. I was glad that she knew what an inn was. Being the mother of dragons, it was entirely possible that she had never stayed in such a place. 
 
    I had heard about this Aviastorm. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t curious. However, my days of just running off when I saw something curious were behind me. We would have to make preparations. Not to mention, I already had more than a fair share of issues that needed taking care of here in Eruio before I even thought about another continent. 
 
    Syzi finally sucked in a deep breath before leveling a glare at me. “I want to stay with my son. Confine me as well if you must.” 
 
    I grimaced but nodded. I would fight tooth and nail if someone restrained Nara. I should just be glad that she wasn’t having it out with me right here and now. “As you wish. If you promise to stay with him and make sure he doesn’t get into any harm, then I will allow guarded trips into the city.” 
 
    The dark elves had made a good portion of the city into their home. Combined with the automata, gnomes, and goblins that lived there, it was quite a sight to take in. While I knew this instantly from my return as the dungeon core, I still wanted to take the time to take it in on my own feet. Sadly, it looked like time wasn’t going to be on my side. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    Izora 
 
    The wind caressed my face as I looked over Beneath City. The gnomes had moved here along with the goblins a few weeks ago while I was on my journey. I couldn’t help smirking at the state of affairs. My people no longer needed me to lead them. They had plenty of others that could fulfill that role and likely do it much better than I could. 
 
    I felt a gentle touch on my waist. “You’re spiraling again,” Hatsu commented, to which I couldn’t argue. She rested her chin on my shoulder. “You know that we would welcome you no matter what, but I have to ask. Do you even want to be queen anymore?” 
 
    “I would be abandoning my people.” Royals were executed for such thoughts in the past. The very fact that I was entertaining them in the first place was horrible. I shook my head. “I shouldn’t be—” 
 
    Hatsu lightly tapped my head, interrupting me. “No. I said do YOU want to be queen anymore?” 
 
    I looked into her eyes as I thought about it. It was my duty to lead my people. That was what I was born to do. My mind wandered to Lord Regan. I’d declared myself his follower or high priestess, but Lord Regan didn’t exactly have any sort of preaching or pulpit. It was sort of hard to spread my god’s words when he preferred people to speak for themselves. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I replied finally. 
 
    “Then ask yourself what you actually want to do right this moment.” Hatsu straightened up after planting a tiny kiss on my cheek. 
 
    I stared at her before putting on a self-deprecating smile. “Besides wallow in self-pity?” 
 
    She shrugged. “IF that’s what you want to do, then I’ll sit here and pamper you until you cheer up.” She smirked as she poked me playfully. “I’m starting to get good at it.” 
 
    I chuckled at the teasing before I lunged forward and buried my face in her chest. “Thank you for everything. Always.” She stroked my hair, and it worked wonders to cheer me up. I pulled away a bit reluctantly. “I’ll think about it. See you at dinner?” 
 
    “Sure thing,” she said before turning and leaving. I turned back to the city. Even in my mood, it was hard not to marvel at the metropolis. The architecture, design, flow, and just about everything were far different from any other city that I had seen in the world. Of course, Regan was an old soul. Not only that but a wandering soul from another universe. I guess it went without saying that his creations would be off-kilter from the rest of the world. 
 
    I leaned on the railing. I would have loved to create something like this one day. When I was a child, I would often sneak into the workshops to play around. Had I not been the princess, I might have become a master engineer. I had always envied my fellow gnomes who got to pursue their passions to their heart’s content. 
 
    There was no telling how long I stared at the cityscape, but the longer I did the louder my heartbeat grew in my ear. The gnomes had a new path in life. Lord Regan and the council would be perfectly capable of keeping them alive and prosperous. Besides, I wasn’t leaving. I would still be here. “It’s decided. I will give up my title.” 
 
    For the first time in a while, I got excited. Really excited. Unlike before, I was doing something for just me. When was the last time I felt that way? There had always been a pressing matter that pulled me this way or that. I jumped up onto the railing and yelled at the top of my lungs, simply enjoying the sound that rippled out. When I had emptied my lungs, I pulled back in a deep breath. Was this what being unburdened felt like? 
 
    When I arrived at the dining hall later, it was with a skip in my step. The councilors looked at me with concern, but I ignored them all. I smiled at Hatsu, who returned it. I sat down at the head of the table, then spent a second looking at everyone individually. I took a deep breath as I started. “To the council and my fellow gnomes. We have come a long way. We have survived the death of my father, the king. We have survived the destruction of our city and our way of lives. Through all of this, I have continuously wondered if I was a good enough leader for us. Was my rule any better than my father’s?” I took another deep breath. “Many have told me repeatedly that I have done an amazing job. That none could have done better. They might be right. They might be wrong.” 
 
    “Your Highness—” 
 
    I held up my hand to cut off the councilor. “I feel that it is time for the gnomes to try something new instead of clinging onto the past. Lord Regan has shown us more than a few ways that we might govern ourselves. There is no reason for me to sit at the helm any longer. That is why I wish to hold an election for the new position of leadership among the gnomes.” I paused as I thought of the word that the texts used. “A president. We will embrace a new way of life. As we should have done when we lost Jade Wind.” 
 
    Murmurs erupted around the long table. I let the air simmer for a while. This was a lot to take in, but it had to be done. For me and for the rest of the gnomes. New blood needed to take the reins. Hopefully it would be a good thing for us all, but if the worst should happen, then that was our lot in life. 
 
    Takai stood up, causing the rest of the room to quiet down. “Your High—Lady Izora. I have known you since you were a child. I know that if you have made up your mind, then this is the course of action that you wish to pursue. I have seen the records about this democracy. Are you sure this is the government that you want us to adopt?” 
 
    I held up my hand with an understanding smile. “I know your worries fully. Of course, there will be rules and more set in place to make sure that it is fair. Everything in time, trust me. My main concern is that ALL of the members of the gnome race have a say in the matter. In all matters that dominate their lives.” 
 
    “I understand. Then I shall not say any more on the matter except for one thing.” Takai moved away from his seat, then kneeled. The rest of the council and others copied him. “Thank you for all your service. I just wish that we had been allowed to serve you all your life. I pray to Lord Regan that we make you proud.” 
 
    A knot formed in my throat as I looked over them all. All my struggles, real and self-imposed, felt affirmed. I had to fight to keep any tears from leaking out. In a story, this moment might have caused me to change my mind, but it only made me assured that this was the right decision. I sucked in a breath. “Thank you.” 
 
    Councilor Oshita stood up next to Takai. She smiled sort of like how a mother might at a child. “I trust you know what you want to do going forward?” 
 
    I pulled a wrench from my undercoat. “I am a gnome. It’s time I acted like one.” 
 
    Everyone laughed and cheered. The rest of the evening went from being a regular dinner to a celebration. I had worried that there would be discontent at my announcement, but it looked like I would be able to avoid that. Libations might have been loosed as the night passed. Alcohol flowed like water into the dining hall. I had never been one to enjoy the taste of ale, but tonight it tasted particularly good. 
 
    At some point in the night, Hatsu and I found ourselves back in our room. Since I was committed to having fun with my life, I took that opportunity to enjoy her company to the fullest. I finally closed my eyes when the artificial sun that Lord Regan had for Beneath City came up. It was a good day. A step forward for the gnomes. It might take centuries to know if it was truly good or not, but I hoped that we would all see it through together. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    Regan 
 
    The situation with Rayen reminded me of the other prisoners that I had more or less neglected these last few years. Well, it was only months for them. It would not be a lie to say that I had completely forgotten about them while I was in Hellia. Just another part of the memories that I had sacrificed to maintain my sanity while I was wandering the endless desert. 
 
    That said, more and more of those memories had started to come back to me over the last few days. My connection to my dungeon core returning to full strength was the main factor. When you looked at the entity that was the dungeon core, then you would realize that the avatar was more like a hand or foot, an instrument to achieve something. And while the mental focus was in the avatar, the mind in its truest form was in the core. 
 
    All that was to say that while my mind was slowly being corrupted, my core was acting like a memory backup. Once I “pulled in” again, those memories that were damaged or lost were being returned to me. Of course, things that were gained and lost in Hellia itself were gone forever, but to my knowledge, that mainly involved wandering the desert for over a decade. 
 
    I rubbed the bridge of my nose as my train of thought went on a tangent. That was becoming common for me lately. Clearing my head, I turned my focus to the cells deep in the dungeon where Quin and her brother, Thogran, sat watching television. Perhaps making that feature hadn’t been the greatest of ideas. The two were completely glued to the video, and they didn’t even notice me appearing. 
 
    Turning my gaze onto the screen, I saw they were watching a cooking video. An adventurer had a legit kitchen set up on the thirty-ninth floor and was currently talking about how to roast a duck. I didn’t even have ducks in my dungeon. Memories of the low-quality food that was prevalent in this world came to mind. Perhaps the cooking show was a good thing, in retrospect. Anything to improve the quality of cooking on Murgin. 
 
    Waving my hand, I turned off the television. The two snapped out of their trance with the obvious emotions you felt when someone turned off your show. They started yelling in anger. I walked over to stand in front of the wall. The two instantly shut up and stared at me like they had seen a ghost. 
 
    “Regan?” Thogran said first. “I heard you were dead.” 
 
    “Then you would have died from the collapse of my dungeon,” I replied. Waving my hand again, I reshaped the cells so that they became a single large room with a table and chairs. I walked inside and took a seat at the table, while gesturing for the two to take seats as well. I got a good look at them while they stared at me. 
 
    Thogran looked exactly the same as the day I’d stuck him down here. The demon looked true to the word: a large beast with two batlike wings that easily reached ten meters if extended fully to the sides. Tall, close to five or six meters, he towered over just about everything around him. His chiseled face was topped with a crown of horns. Even though we defeated him, it was remarkable that he was still this imposing after all this time. 
 
    He had provided a lot of good information against the demons and had requested asylum. I had granted it since I hoped that a sort of common ground could be found between our races. It helped that while he loved to fight, he wasn’t quite as bent on destroying the world as the other demon general I’d killed before. 
 
    As I moved my gaze to the left, it came to rest on Quin. She was my first real encounter with a demon that was willing to cooperate with the mortals of Murgin. It was just too bad that involved playing assassin for the king of Thonaca. Again, I had captured her since her information was valuable if slightly underwhelming. 
 
    She was best described as a sort of slime variant. She used blood from creatures to maintain her body. To take her down had actually been a bit of a challenge at the time. I had to resort to my untested nanites to attack her cells. Even her extraordinary regeneration was unable to keep up with the miniature machines. 
 
    Still, without fresh blood periodically, she would shrink as her body was forced to function on fewer nutrients. It was a fascinating process, and one that allowed her to live virtually forever as long as she had fresh blood. To make it so that she didn’t die in captivity, I had created an artificial blood supply for her. From the looks of things, Ignea had continued the automatic process while I was gone. 
 
    That said, she was mostly back to the full-grown adult version that I had first encountered. She was a shrimp compared to her brother but tall by Murgin standards. She had similar sharp features to Thogran, with long red hair that fell in a heavy sheaf and covered most of her back. Her good looks must have made it easier for her to acquire blood when she was free. 
 
    The two finally took a seat at the table. Quin fiddled with her fingers before looking up at me. “Since you are visiting us, does that mean you are finally going to terminate us?” she asked nervously. I didn’t remember her being so meek. In fact, the memories were just coming back, so they were startingly fresh. She had been quite vicious last time. 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    “Wait! Just let us finish this season’s Cooking Quest! Warren is going to use something extremely special to cook, and I can’t afford to miss it! Please just a few more weeks!” Quin said, going from meek to energetic in a span of ten seconds. 
 
    “I as well would like to request a stay of your hand. I simply can’t afford to miss the next episode of Sir Alexander and the Quest for the True Dragon,” Thogran pleaded, then they both bowed their heads. 
 
    I stared between the two of them with surprise. I knew how addictive television could be but had figured this world’s entertainment wouldn’t translate well to the medium. I had simply made it to help new adventurers gain some awareness of the dangers deeper in the dungeon. I guess I was being naïve. 
 
    Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. I burst out laughing, even going so far as to pound the table. I just couldn’t help it. This was hilarious. Two demons that could have easily laid waste to the cities of this world before I arrived were so desperate to keep watching television. It took me a minute or two to finally calm down. 
 
    With a deep breath, I shook my head. “No. I don’t plan to terminate you two. You have been model prisoners. The demons are tied to Murgin forever. They have a colony in Thonaca that is friendly with us. I plan to let you leave for it if you choose to do so. Or you can stay here if you choose to do so. As long as you don’t attack mortals, unless, of course, they attack you first. I’m all for turn of play.” 
 
    “You mean . . . you’re letting us go?” Quin asked with disbelief etched on her face. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Quin’s form suddenly collapsed into a puddle. I knew she could do that, but it was still weird to see firsthand, nonetheless. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Thogran asked, much calmer than his little sister. 
 
    I stood up and walked over to the cell door. Before I opened it, I turned back to the pair. “If you try anything, I will fulfill my obligation to protect the people.” 
 
    “You will have no qualms out of me, good sir.” Thogran got up and walked past me. He stopped after only a few steps, then looked back at me, or rather, at the cell. “I might almost miss the place.” 
 
    Quin returned to human form, then rushed out the door as if worried the deal was a limited-time offer. “Finally free!” she exclaimed, taking in a deep breath of the air, though it couldn’t have been much different from the air in the cell. 
 
    I created a bag of gold coins before handing each of them one. “That should keep both of you going for the time being. Try to find some work before it runs out.” 
 
    They accepted without complaint. Seeing how our business was done, I teleported them to the entrance of the dungeon. They were both skilled and easily powerful enough to make their way as adventurers. They would be fine. 
 
    Moving to the top of my entrance, I stared down at the Junkyard. A few dozen parties were making their way through the area with varying degrees of success. However, what stood out to me about the parties were their ages. They were barely of age but were still managing to succeed against the rusted automata. When I’d left a few months ago, it had been mostly adults. 
 
    The next floor was the farming layer: hundreds of kilometers of farmland and pastures. With the benefit of being in the dungeon and surrounded by mana, the crops grew several times faster while still giving extra yield. Just two or three of the crops could feed the city outside. With food being so readily available, I could see populations skyrocketing on the continent. 
 
    Not that that was a bad thing. In the nearly three years that I had been here, more than a few people had been killed, either by the undead, us, Lelune, Thonaca, or others. I doubted the exact total would ever be known, but it was at least two million if not more. Thonaca alone had lost nearly that many in the war against Louella. 
 
    There were thousands of people living on the farming floor. Many of them I recognized from when I’d first established this floor. It was amazing to see that individuals who had settled here had started families. While most were just at the wife or husband part of the family plan, I could detect the glow of new life from many of the ladies. 
 
    The farming floor didn’t take me long to check. The spells maintaining this floor were all straightforward and needed little maintenance every year, let alone decade. The one thing that would likely be adjusted was the rate of growth. Before the gods’ changes, it was fine, but now it was a decent drain. While the plants gave some back in return during their cycles, it was just enough to keep the system going. 
 
    I would have to discuss it with Louella. It was her people who would suffer if the food production caused starving people. It wasn’t like this was the only source of food on the continent, but southern Lecazar was a wasteland still, while the rest of the former country was home to my homicidal children. Not exactly the ideal place to be trying to grow things. 
 
    Putting the issue of the farming floor on a mental list, I moved to the next section. The temperature went from pleasant summer evening to that of a shivering winter night. The Winter Fields expanded around me. My automata wolves ran through the forests as they hunted. Adventurers fought to claim their pelts and parts to earn a living. Toward the middle of the floor, a city that would have given any of the cities outside the dungeon a run for their money had grown over the last two years. 
 
    Inns, houses, shops, and more had come to call the place home. There was even a branch of a few of the guilds present. The Adventurers Guild outside was impressive, but the one here was just as grand in my opinion. Looking inside, I found that the adventurers were having a wonderful time. Ale and hot food abounded to the sounds of laughter and chatter. It was painfully clear that these people loved their lives in the dungeon. 
 
    Moving away from the city, I sent my mind through the floor. The wolves had come a long way since I had created them. The drones, which was the best way to describe them, took care of most of the actual fighting with the adventurers. Meanwhile, there were those that maintained their minds and continued to grow stronger that watched the adventurers from the shadows of the forest. 
 
    As I studied the wolves, I grew increasingly impressed. Their minds had grown past what I had envisioned a long time ago. If my dungeon was any sort of natural entity, these pinnacles of evolution would have left the dungeon months ago. Instead, their intelligence kept them in check. They knew to leave here would be death to them. 
 
    Delving deeper, I found that some of the limiters I had set for them had turned off. I didn’t have a way of finding the original cause, but judging from the timestamp, reasoning told me that it happened when my soul was sent to Hellia. For a few brief moments, the dungeon had basically died. Unlike the Junkyard floor, which was hunted to exhaustion daily by the adventurers, the wolves were able to avoid total annihilation, thus the error or glitch was allowed to grow. 
 
    It was fascinating! It was what I’d set out to do when I first came to this place. Even now I didn’t know if that mission or quest from Creation had just been an excuse to send me to Murgin, but it was one worth exploring even at the end of time. The mechanical wolves could potentially end up a race just like the humans or elves, with souls and more. 
 
    My to-do list was a mile long, but I couldn’t help watching the wolves for a long time. They had developed a society hidden in the depths of the forest in a large den that extended close to a kilometer. I counted over two hundred of the advanced wolves. Since I was able to peer into what was essentially their magic code, they were still loyal to me. That said, it was entirely by choice, unlike before, when it had been hardwired into their makeup. 
 
    If the wolves had changed this much, I was excited to see just what had changed for the more advanced creatures farther inside. After making enough mental notes to fill a book on the wolves, I moved to the next set of floors. The mines. 
 
    Looking around, I found there were nearly ten times as many people on this floor as the last one. Dwarves and humans crawled over the space like ants pulling up every gram of metal that they could find. Since the chance to find mithril was still there, I couldn’t blame them. It had been almost three years since this floor was created. The divers knew how to operate safely. It was to the point that I felt the golems were mostly pointless. 
 
    However, as I said that, I noticed a few of the golems that were interacting with the adventurers. They were helping the groups out in exchange for . . . trinkets. I looked closer and found that the golems were collecting what looked like children’s toys. I couldn’t stop myself. I quickly created an avatar body. I knew I could probably get the details from Ignea, but finding out like this could be fun. 
 
    I looked around, spotting a group of decent-looking adventurers. They were helping a few dwarves that were frantically mining. The floor was safe enough, but there was still a competition for who could mine the most among the groups. No doubt there was a chance of thieves and whatnot even as the world changed daily. 
 
    Walking over to the group, I called out to make sure they didn’t attack me. A tall man laid his hand on the hilt of his sword but didn’t draw. “Guys! We have a guest.” 
 
    A lady dressed in robes, holding a tall staff, turned to face me. “A wanderer? So many things have changed in the last few months . . .” 
 
    “Funny you should say that,” I said. I wanted to grin, but this form was unable to do so. “I wanted to ask what that was about.” I pointed to the golem that had a wooden carving of a person resting on its shoulder. It took me a second to realize that it had used some stone to sort of glue it to its surface. 
 
    She looked at where I was pointing, then back to me. “I don’t really know what to tell you. A few weeks ago, one of the dwarven mining parties brought a child with them.” She shook her head in obvious exasperation. “Sure enough, they got a bit too into it and lost track of the child. After a frantic search, the child returned with one of the golems carrying nearly a ton of silver ore. All in exchange for a toy.” 
 
    I walked over to the golem, placing my hand on its leg since that was all I could reach, then sent my mind through the makeup of its magic. “Fascinating.” It really was. Another miraculous change. I looked toward the deeper part of the dungeon. What else might have changed? I was excited beyond words to find out! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Regan 
 
    I pulled back from the golem while the adventurer party looked on curiously. The golem went back to helping them gather up the ore around them. I looked on from the golem to the rest of the floor. While the change to the golems would affect things in the industrial area below, I had the meteor mines for the dungeon’s use. It wasn’t that big of a deal. Rather, the ore generation was a heavy mana toll on the dungeon. It was unfortunate, but I would have to slow the pace. 
 
    “Hey, bot.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise before looking to the heavily armored adventurer from the party I had interrupted. The term sounded offensive, but the tone the guy used showed that he clearly meant it in an almost affectionate way. 
 
    I was here in a regular old body. They wouldn’t know that it was the dungeon avatar himself. “Yes?” 
 
    “You seem like a wanderer from a lower floor. Are you sure you should be up here?” he asked with concern. “I heard the big guy is back.” 
 
    “The Machine Father would not care about my wandering. He has more important issues to deal with.” 
 
    The man nodded, although he still had a worried expression. “If you say—” 
 
    “There be me shiny!” a dwarf shouted excitedly. 
 
    We both looked to see a few of the new mana gems glowing from a few of the chunks of ore the dwarves had just cut into. So far, the mana gems were the most annoying part of the changes that had occurred, mainly because I couldn’t control their creation inside my own dungeon. With the appearance of the gems, the party lost interest in me, so I slipped away. 
 
    Dismissing my avatar body, I moved to the next floor. Unlike the dim mines, this floor was wide open with the sun sparkling off the blue ocean waves. It was midday, making the sight even better to take in. Islands dotted the horizon that I knew were filled with loot and monsters for adventurers to claim for their troubles. 
 
    The ocean floor was thriving just like the others. The port town at the entrance was filled with people. Much like back on the winter floor, many people called the town home alongside the automata that I’d created to give the town feeling. Not only that, but the docks had dozens of ships anchored at them. I saw more than a few that shared similar markings. Most likely an adventurer group. 
 
    Galleons, barques, brigs, and plenty of cutters and schooners were moving in or out of the harbor. Looking out farther, I spotted nearly a hundred more of the ships making their way around the ocean floor. It was a marvelous sight if I said so myself. To match them, there was the navy and the pirate forces. Each with dozens of ships and bases of their own. 
 
    When I’d created the floor, I had been worried that the navy or pirate automata would overrun the other. I was glad to see that the situation was still balanced. There were plenty of adventurers that preferred the darker side of the law and chose to work with the pirates. The port town was neutral, but I noticed that the security force had been ramped up since I had created it. Perhaps one of the groups had tried to take the place for themselves. I would have to ask Ignea later. 
 
    Once I understood the general state of things, I looked deeper at the automata that called the floor home. I was a bit disappointed after a few minutes. Only a few of the automata, the highest leaders of the groups in this case, were evolving in any sort of way. The intelligence of the automata seemed to be hindering them in this case. Unlike the wolves and golems, whose intelligence grew with the mana mutations, the navy and pirate automata were already able to think and such. It didn’t help that the lesser automata on the floor were routinely destroyed. 
 
    I took it as a win that there was little that needed modification. Most of the prizes that the adventurers hunted for on this floor were rare plants and herbs, along with buried treasure that contained gold coins and similar loot. “I guess it will just take some more time to develop something interesting,” I muttered to myself as I moved onto the next floor. 
 
    Appearing in the air over a city, I smiled in delight. Since my little trip through the had dungeon started, this floor was the one I was privately most excited about. Goblin City. The goblins living here had already been undergoing changes due to the influence of my mana. I was excited to see just how they had developed while I was gone. I knew just the goblin that I needed to see. 
 
    I flew through the city until I arrived at what would normally be the mayor’s office. Dropping into the lobby, I decided to make a normal arrival. Tony was the godfather of the goblins, after all. With a shimmer of light to mark my arrival, I appeared to the goblins standing guard, who drew their weapons before quickly lowering them when they realized it was me. 
 
    I walked over to the receptionist. “Is Tony in?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Of course, sir!” she said excitedly. 
 
    I took the goblin in. Though, I wasn’t sure I could truly call her that anymore. While there was still some green skin visible, a good portion of her body was more silver or perhaps iron colored. A few hints of machinery poked out of her outfit. 
 
    It didn’t take long before Tony called for me. I walked through the building, taking in the pictures. It was like I had stepped into a mafia movie. Black-and-white pictures hung on the wall, commemorating various things the group had done over the last three years. I was happy to see that they had walked away with the championship title for the mech fights since I had created this floor. The had won so much that the other families had decided to just make a second title and make Tony’s station permanent. An interesting change, though they had set up the first system themselves as well. It was hard to say that the goblins changing that was due to the changes in the dungeon. 
 
    “Boss!” Tony shouted as I walked through the double doors. The now-much-fatter, far-shinier goblin was waiting for me and pulled me into a bear hug. “When I heard of your heroic actions in Saymar, I knew that they were full of crap! The boss wouldn’t go out that easily.” 
 
    “Tony!” I said, returning the hug. I clapped him on the back, then pulled away. “I’m glad to see that you are well as well.” 
 
    Tony slapped his stomach with a loud laugh. “They failed so many times to take my spot that they decided to just let me have it until I die! Joke’s on them, I’m going to live for at least a thousand years! Bwhahaha!” 
 
    I looked more closely at the goblin. He wasn’t too far off. He was well into tier four. Humans and other races were able to live for hundreds of years at that point. 
 
    While not much was known about goblins due to their race suffering from a curse, they had once been a race equal to the gnomes in intelligence. I could easily see him making it to the thousand-year mark. Longer if he continued to raise his strength. “I hope to see that with my own eyes! How about the rest of the goblins? How are they doing?” I asked as we moved over to his desk to take a seat. “I know some of them moved to Beneath City.” 
 
    Tony pulled out a cigar, offering me one in the process. I declined. He shrugged before he lit his. “That’s right. A few families thought they could make a new name for themselves down there. They underestimated the strength of the dark elves and other High races.” He took a deep drag of his cigar, then managed to fill a quarter of the room with smoke. “Many of them came running back with their tails between their legs.” 
 
    “How about the ones that were on the station?” I asked. I knew that we had teleported most of them out in time, but I didn’t know where they settled after coming back to Murgin. Many of them had enjoyed being in space. 
 
    “Well, if you rebuild your floating city, don’t be surprised if more than a few goblins request to join it. The gnomes don’t help matters. A lot of them hate living underground, even with the fake sky.” 
 
    I knew about the gnome problem. That had been plaguing them even before I was sent to Hellia. It looked like I would have to hurry and create some sort of orbital colony sooner rather than later. It was a good thing I still had a core on the remaining moon. Otherwise, the mana cost would be too much for me to even think about creating a new core at the moment. 
 
    Tony and I chatted for a while longer. “How’s the girl from that rival family of yours?” 
 
    “Darr Kell?” Tony asked, and I nodded. “She’s one of the ones that went to live in Beneath City. The whole Kell family went. A bit of a disappointment really, I always thought that she was the one that would be able to replace me.” 
 
    “She was a marvel with that mech of hers,” I said with a chuckle. “I guess that’s more my fault than anyone else’s. I did have her leave the dungeon on more than a few missions.” 
 
    Tony shrugged. “I doubt you’ll hear her complain. It was for you, after all. The boss! Who would say no to the boss?” 
 
    “Thanks, Tony.” I stood up and stretched, though that just caused my metal parts to creak rather than emit the satisfying bone pop. That might have been one of the few things I would miss from my flesh-and-blood body. “It looks like the city is pretty self-sufficient mana-wise. If you could do me a favor and get together a report of things that I could reduce or alter around the city that won’t affect the citizens, that would be great. Mana is tight right now.” 
 
    “You got it, boss!” Tony said as he finished off his cigar. 
 
    My check of Goblin City over, I teleported to the next floor. There wasn’t much to see here. The asteroid mine was mostly a fake void with floating chunks of ore. I already knew I would have to cut back considerably here. It would just be a matter of fine-tuning it. I spent a minute checking the automata in the mining ships. Sadly, I noticed very little to indicate that they were evolving like their brethren earlier in the dungeon. Perhaps it had to do with the fact that they were more like cogs in a machine than engaging with anything that would prompt change. 
 
    Making a few mental notes, I moved on. After the void I came to the Floating Islands. Looking around the floor, I wasn’t surprised to find no one. Even in Goblin City there were only a few parties of note. It was too bad. I was proud of this floor, after all. All my floors were a marvel to observe, but you needed people to observe them to brag. 
 
    Sighing, I was about to head over to Nova and his wife’s place when I heard a boom from one of the islands. Curious, I flew over to check it out. To my surprise, I found a party fighting one of the mechanical golems. They were similar to the monsters in the Junkyard, but these were more along the lines of ancient weapons that could defeat a dragon. 
 
    I looked closer and realized that I knew all the people in the group. Their party names were the Chaos Party, though I think they weren’t actually called that, and the Ardent Lords with Nero of all people. I hadn’t seen the fallen Celestial in a long time. I had sort of forgotten about him. 
 
    Forgotten or not, I was impressed. They were able to fight the tier four end monster on even footing. Nero was hanging back, which only made me even more impressed with the rest of the party. In just thirty minutes, they managed to bring the golem down with only a few minor injuries to themselves. 
 
    The large man covered in shining white armor cheered with a roar once the golem fell to the ground. I spotted an orb that was one of the cameras for people to upload to DungeonTube on their own. I remembered that they had a show that Thogran was interested in. The party had always drawn eyes to them with their outlandish claims to be related to demons or Celestials. Personally, I was happy to see them doing so well. 
 
    With the defeat of the golem, they cleaned up the loot, then headed back. I would have to speak to them in the future. I wanted to see how Sera and Yuno were doing. I had pulled a spirit out of the girl that had been consuming her life energy a while back. She seemed fine from here, but there could be lingering issues. 
 
    I watched them for another minute or two. They had a small airship that let them traverse the floor. Likely a purchase from some of the gnomes or goblins in Goblin City. Once they left, I turned back to my original goal. I flew over to Nova’s island. I wanted to say hi to my dragon son. 
 
    Landing in the courtyard of a stately-looking manor, I looked around curiously. They had been living in a ruin. There was a streak in the corner of my eye. I turned but failed to see anything. I rubbed my head, wondering if my tour was getting to me. Sighing, I started heading toward the door. Just as I was about to knock, a giant lizard—scratch that—a tiny dragon slammed into me. 
 
    “What the…?!” I shouted as I struggled with the creature. When I finally pried it off me, I only was able to hold on to it for a second before it vanished into a plume of darkness. When the smoke cleared, I found a little girl standing next to me with wide, curious eyes. 
 
    “Who you?” 
 
    “Sissy!” I looked up as a boy ran over and grabbed her hand. I only needed a split second to see that the pair were twins. 
 
    I kneeled down with a grin. “You two must be Nova and Morka’s children. I guess dragons can have twins as well.” 
 
    “Tarvem, Skakir! What are you doing?” Morka’s voice came from the manor just as she pushed open the door and saw me. “Lord Regan?!” 
 
    “Morka. Your children look just like you,” I said, standing up. “Is Nova in?” 
 
    “He’s on the treasure trove at the moment,” she replied quickly. “Darlings, this is Lord Regan.” 
 
    “Nonsense. None of that lord business.” I turned to the children. “I’m Nova’s father. So you can call me grandpa.” 
 
    “Granpa?” Skakir asked with a tilt of her head. 
 
    “Grandpa?” Tarvem asked a bit more clearly. 
 
    “Still twins. I bet that came as a surprise,” I remarked to Morka. 
 
    “You have no idea. Nova hasn’t left the floor in months.” That explained why he wasn’t present with the group in Hellia. He’d been part of the initial encounter with Kala, after all. In retrospect, I would have figured Alara would have brought him along. 
 
    “I’ll speak to him.” I created some candy for the children, then headed for the treasure trove under the island. 
 
    Nova sat on top of the treasure in his dragon form. Beautiful white scales graced his body. I knew he was machine to the core, but from the outside, it was nearly impossible to tell. He had the Western dragon form rather than the Chinese dragon, if you were looking at Earth literature. 
 
    “Nova!” Nova opened his eyes with surprise. “Good to see you, Son.” 
 
    “Father!” 
 
    “The one and only.” 
 
    Nova morphed into his human form before nearly tackling me with a hug. It was nice to see that my creations weren’t afraid of physical contact. I vaguely remember that when I was a human, I was never one for hugs. “Forgive me, Father. I should have accompanied Lady Alara and the others to rescue you. I—” 
 
    I stopped him with a raised hand. “None of that. I met your wonderful children. You made the right call to stay and protect them.” Nova hung his head but seemed relieved to hear me say that. I patted his back for a bit before pulling away. “Come now. Tell me about them.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    Louella 
 
    I stared up at Wrakras with a warm smile before it shifted to a wince from the pain in my chest. Even with him being careful, I was still hit with a bit of pain from the wound that was taking forever to heal. I quickly put the smile back on my face to reassure him. 
 
    He sighed as he finished putting the bandages on. “I still can’t believe that I let you get hurt.” 
 
    I shook my head before pulling him down next to me and laying my head in his lap. “How were you supposed to know?” I asked with a chuckle. “I was supposed to stay in Terminus, after all.” Personally, I was glad that Nara was unharmed. I was fine taking on a few injuries to make sure the child was safe. 
 
    My time to enjoy myself came to an end when there was a knock at the door. I groaned before sitting up and telling them to enter. A guard pushed open the door. “Your Highness. Lady Izora is waiting for you to join her in the conference room at your earliest convenience.” 
 
    “Alright. Tell her I’ll be there within the hour.” 
 
    The guard nodded, then excused themselves. I got up and headed over to the wardrobe. Wrakras helped me get ready without saying anything, which actually surprised me. I figured the overprotective man would tell me to stay in bed. I peeked at him from the corner of my eye. 
 
    He caught me spying and laughed. “I think you’ll be fine in the castle. It’s a lot safer here than, say, Hellia.” 
 
    I pouted for a second, then stuck my tongue out at him. “I’m not sure that I like you being able to read my mind.” 
 
    He grabbed my hand and kissed the backs of my fingers. “Eventually, I’ll know everything that you’re thinking. I plan to be with you for the rest of your life, after all.” 
 
    “Good point. I hope that I’ll keep things interesting for you.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I doubt you’d be able to bore me even if you actually tried.” 
 
    Once I was presentable, we left our chambers to head to the conference room. I was interested in what Izora might want to discuss. It had only been a few days since we’d gotten back. I just hoped she didn’t have some sort of quest that she was going to run off and undertake on her own again. I loved her, but she was going to get herself killed if she kept it up. In fact, she had released the son of Modderm last time she was off on her own. Not that I actually blamed her for that. 
 
    The conference room came into view, and the guards pushed the doors open for us. I saw Izora looking over one of the portraits on the wall. It showed dragons flying over the city. I realized that it was from when Nova and Morka had flown over the city. The artist had done a good job capturing the feel of the event. 
 
    “You like it?” I asked as I joined her. 
 
    “It is interesting. The artist must have liked what he saw,” Izora remarked, pointing to a silver dot. Looking closer, I realized it was me. I laughed despite myself. 
 
    Shaking my head, I walked over to the table and sat down. “What can I do for you today?” 
 
    She sat next to me. “Sorry to drag you out of bed. I know you should be resting.” 
 
    “It’s not a problem. If I sat in bed all the time, I would waste away.” I waved to the guards at the doors for some refreshments. A maid came after a bit with a tray laden with sweets and tea. I took the cup and enjoyed the aroma for a moment. Finally, I looked at Izora, who had been silent the whole time. “Well? What did you want to talk about?” I took a sip of the tea. “Though, I am more than happy to just sit here and chat.” 
 
    Izora nodded before she chugged all her tea at once. “I know I’ve talked about this before, but I’ve decided to give up my power with the gnomes. I will soon no longer be the queen.” 
 
    “Wow. Wow,” I said, waving my hands in front of me. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know.” She sighed, running a hand through her hair. “We’re going to enact a democratic system. Of course, the gnomes will follow any orders you or Lord Regan gives, much like we had before. Just because we’re changing our government doesn’t mean we don’t owe you and this land our lives.” 
 
    I waved that off. “I don’t care about that.” Democracy, huh. I had read about it in Regan’s library. While there were some good things about it, there were issues as well. For one, if someone refused to accept the results, then the whole system could fall apart. Especially, if said person had a large enough following. 
 
    “I can tell from your look that you don’t think it’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Guilty.” I reached over and gently took her hand. “I’m just worried about some of the things I’ve read about this system. It lasted for a long time on Regan’s world, but ultimately failed once people in power were able to control all the information without any checks.” 
 
    Izora nodded, patting my hand. “I know. I might have learned of this system from Regan, but that doesn’t mean we have to follow the exact same footsteps. With the notes from his library and my people putting their minds to the task, we can create something that will stand the test of time. It helps that people on this world live a lot longer.” 
 
    I took a sip of my tea. “I will hope for the best, then.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Izora fiddled with her fingers for a moment. Eventually, she cleared her throat and looked up at me. “I actually wanted you to announce the winner of the election.” 
 
    Coughing on my sip of tea, I set my cup down. “Surely it would be better for you to do it. No matter how you feel, you are the queen of the gnomes.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I want to completely separate from that title. This is the best way to do so.” 
 
    I studied her for a moment but could only see that she was completely serious. I took a deep breath before finally nodding. “It would be an honor to be part of the next page of gnome history.” 
 
    Izora stood up and bowed her head to me. “Thank you. I’ll let you know when the announcement will take place. We’ll handle all the tedious stuff ourselves.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    I looked on at the chaos while trying to decide if I should do something or let it continue to happen. The gnomes were an intelligent race. If you asked anyone on the continent, they would say the best scholars were the gnomes. Their long lives and their rich reservoir of information gave them an advantage over most of the other races, after all. 
 
    That said, I never thought I would see a debate like this. Gnomes that were normally reserved were shouting and screaming at each other at the top of their lungs as they argued their points. I was surprised by how split the gnomes’ society was. Far more wanted to keep the royalty system than I felt Izora had anticipated when she suggested the governmental change. The other side wanted to embrace the change to follow Izora’s wishes, but even they had more than a few issues that had to be hammered out before something acceptable was set. 
 
    “Wow. They’re really going at it,” Regan said as he took a seat next to me. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Fine. All things considered.” I rubbed my wound, which had recovered a great deal. A few nights of rest had done a lot. I pointed at the debate. “Should the great Machine Father put his two cents in?” 
 
    “Then the children would never grow up.” Regan crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. “They already have my records from Earth. If that doesn’t serve as a good enough blueprint, then this democracy is doomed to failure no matter what I say.” He laughed to himself for a second. “Besides, it’s better for them to yell and scream than to discuss things behind closed doors.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true enough,” I said and turned back to the argument. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Regan 
 
    The gnomes debated for all they were worth. I was glad to see it. It meant they cared about their people. If someone had taken the mantle without even a challenge, I would have worried about the future of the gnome race. Too much reliance on a single person could cause trouble down the road. 
 
    I took in all the candidates. From what I could see, all of the council had thrown their hats in the arena. A few other prominent figures in the gnome society were also vying for the position of first gnome president. I stroked my chin as I gauged the onlookers. At the moment there was one candidate that was clearly pulling ahead of the rest. 
 
    “I find it interesting that Tsuzuki seems to be the favorite. I would have thought the man would follow Izora for the rest of his life,” Louella said, leaning back in her seat. 
 
    I chuckled at the sight, though I was glad to see it. It was dangerous to have one of the queen’s most trusted advisors become the new leader, but then again, I could see his passion for his people. 
 
    I shrugged since the subject that was politics was always nasty. “Politics will always be politics. Even if a saint that could do no wrong was elected, there would eventually be people trying to throw mud on them. I think having Tsuzuki become the president will allow enough stability during the transition, but enough change that the people aren’t just replacing the title of queen with president.” 
 
    Louella nodded as she took that in. “You have a good point. So?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “I’m assuming that they want a place to actually set up a new home. Or do they intend to live in the dungeon?” 
 
    I put a finger to my lips. “My dear little queen. I’m afraid that I don’t know. The president hasn’t been elected yet, thus I have not been asked yet.” While that was true, we were in my dungeon. If I put my mind to it, I could easily hear every conversation that took place in my halls. At the moment, there was indeed a movement to request some land to restart the gnome civilization, but the majority of the gnomes were quite taken with the dungeon. They felt it would be hard for them to leave its wonders. 
 
    “I hear dependence can be challenging to break. Be it drugs or otherwise. Hopefully, they don’t end up addicted to the nectar of the dungeon and lose what once made the gnome race great,” Louella said as she shook her head. It was as if she read my mind. 
 
    “True enough.” I crossed my arms as I considered that. I would admit that many of the features that my dungeon offered were dangerously enabling. Sure, the power levels of most of the mortals who entered my dungeon were far above what they were two years ago, but I had never stopped to consider if that power was simply superficial. Was I causing more harm than good if I looked toward the future? 
 
    Sadly, I doubted few could answer that question. If it even mattered. Reality as we knew it might cease to exist in just a few short years. I sighed as the dread of whatever I’d started in Hellia spilling over to this world ate at the back of my head. 
 
    I felt a hand on my shoulder. “Are you alright?” Louella asked with concern. 
 
    Smiling, I reached up and patted her hand. “As good as I can be, all things considered. The world is changing rapidly. I can’t help but wonder what I should do to protect the most people.” 
 
    Louella’s eyes seemed to light up. “Speaking of world, I forgot to tell you. I saw a vision of Ashura shortly after we got back.” 
 
    I perked up a little. Louella had spoken of the World Spirit before. I had always found it interesting that she had been connected not only to Malthos but to her as well. Then there was the Nannarth World Spirit too. She was like some sort of hub for ancient powers. 
 
    I turned my full attention to her. “Well then. Color me intrigued.” 
 
    Louella’s expression clouded over. “She bid me farewell. I think she is dying.” 
 
    “That sounds about right. I knew that she was reaching the end of her time. I also know that Lelune wanted to take her place. Since Lelune was able to leave Celestia, I’d wager that she made a deal with Ashura.” 
 
    “Should we let her?” Louella asked with concern. I couldn’t blame her. We’d shared many troubles over the last two years thanks to that woman and her Church. 
 
    I shrugged since I didn’t really care. “I doubt it would matter, but she is probably in the middle of the process as we speak. Especially since Ashura told you goodbye. I assume the World Spirit needs a new driver, so to speak, before the previous one is allowed to retire.” I patted her hand again. “Lelune might be an egotistical maniac, but I think that at the end of the day, the world will survive.” It helped to ease my mind that Arin was back with her. That said a lot about her state of mind. 
 
    “I hope so.” Louella groaned, gripping her stomach. “My darling child has grown far more active since we returned to Murgin. I might be made partially from crystal, but he still is managing to pack a punch.” 
 
    I laughed at that. I still found it hard to believe that she was a mother, even more so that the father was Wrakras, at least when you stopped to consider how the two met. Talk about a twist of fate. “Make sure you keep a tally so that when they are born, you can pay them back,” I remarked after I finished laughing. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m going to get him back for each and every one. Oh. That’s right. Ashura had a message for you.” 
 
    “What would that be?” I asked, surprised. I had never directly interacted with her, after all. 
 
    “That your greatest fear will not come to pass, at least not yet.” 
 
    I sat bolt upright at her words. “Are you certain that’s what she said?” I asked with a bit more force than I meant. I took a deep breath and pulled back some. 
 
    “Yes. That’s what she said.” 
 
    Dropping back in my seat, I stared off into space as I processed this new information. If she knew that my greatest fear was the destruction of reality, then she knew about Creation and Destruction. I could understand Hellia, but here on the mortal realm . . . I had always thought that their existence was largely unknown. 
 
    The easiest way to find out would be to speak with Creation. Of course, after the stunt that Destruction had pulled, I would be taking every word with a grain of salt from now on. No one makes a fool of Regan more than once. If Destruction wasn’t the all-powerful untouchable being of pure energy that she was, I would be hunting her down for playing me for the fool. 
 
    I shook my head. That wasn’t important. Sure, the bitch had gone onto my permanent enemy list, but at the end of the day she was just doing what her nature called for. It was more important to protect my family from any more of her games. I refused to let Murgin be destroyed. 
 
    “You’re back to your machine face, but it’s almost like your human one with how expressive you’re being,” Louella said, pulling me back to the moment. 
 
    “My bad. You just handed me a bomb of sorts. I—I need some time to sort through my thoughts. I’ll be back when the debates are over,” I said before getting up from my seat. 
 
    With a thought, I teleported down to my dungeon core. I stared up at the twisting orb of magic and energy. My core reminded me of the sun in more ways than one. The dungeon orbited the core. Without it, none of the dungeons could exist. Much like how the solar system couldn’t exist without the sun. 
 
    “Now then . . .” I said, cracking my knuckles, though in my mechanical form, it just caused a horrendous metal crunching sound. “If I wanted to speak to the most powerful being in the universe, how should I go about it?” Up to this point, it was always those two that pulled me into that place to talk. 
 
    I stroked my chin as I thought about what methods I had at my disposal. Of course, I came up empty. It wasn’t like I could teleport to whatever dimension it was that they used to speak to me. I must have stared at my core for close to an hour before I finally got an idea. I let my avatar body fade into atoms, then peered deep inside my core. 
 
    At the very center of the magical construct was the universe that I had inadvertently created almost two years ago. It was such a miniscule draw on my mana, requiring no special attention, that I had literally forgotten about it for the most part. That said, it was how I managed to get an interview with the two forces of nature, even if it was to be punished for nearly destroying the thing. 
 
    I moved closer to what some people might describe as a black hole. It was just a spot where everything of this universe ceased to exist. Right now, my core subconsciously separated it from the reality of this universe. Although, given time to grow, it might reach the point where it could cause some serious problems if something should happen to my core. For example, my death. 
 
    Taking a deep breath to set the mood, I peered inside the universe. It had been over a year since I looked at the universe. For the first time, I saw that time was passing differently for the dimension. Last time there were only sparks of energy; now there were actual galaxies. They were in the early stages of being created, consisting of only stars, but it was amazing to see nonetheless. 
 
    The sight did throw a wrench into my plan. It was clear that the universe was far enough along to handle my energy if I were to enter the dimension. I mentally leaned back as I thought of a way that I might still be able to reach Creation even with this development. I snapped my fingers as an idea came to me. 
 
    With another deep breath, I extended my mind toward the divide. I felt my energy start to pour into the universe, but I forced it to stop in the gap between dimensions. For a microsecond, I lingered outside of existence. In that span of time, I saw what I needed. A trail of energy of sorts that belonged to no universe. I was likely only able to locate it because I had interacted with Creation so many times before now. 
 
    Latching onto the energy, my mind was pulled along until I reached my destination. Unlike before where I usually ended up in a cathedral that was on the brink of collapsing, I reached what I could only describe as paradise, an island that floated freely in the nothingness. I saw creatures and plants of all kinds that looked to be from every era or even universes. I had seen a lot of beautiful things since I started this crazy journey nearly three years ago, but this marvel rocketed to the top of my list instantly. 
 
    I landed with a grunt on the outer edge of the island. My body felt incredibly heavy. Almost like when I was in Hellia before I absorbed enough energy to counteract the crushing pressure. I flexed my fingers but had to stop to gape at my hand. It was . . . different . . . again. The metal was the smoothest I had ever managed, with my fingers ending with some sort of clawlike appearance. 
 
    A hiss kept me from marveling at the change for too long. I jerked my head up to see a serpent that looked like it came right out of the books of mythology on Earth. It was rainbow colored with feathered wings. It looked at me with a wisdom that far dwarfed me. I held up my hand in what I hoped was a sign of peace. 
 
    The staring match lasted for what felt like a lifetime. Something inside my soul told me that to look away would be fatal. Since my mind was here in a sort of out-of-body deal, there was a good chance that it would be game over for real if something happened to my current body. The serpent hissed at me before it lashed a nearby tree with its wing. 
 
    A glowing apple landed at my feet. I eyed it as best I could without taking my eyes off the serpent. A creaking sound drew my attention for a split second. I realized that the serpent had completely cut off any sort of escape for me. Seeing no other alternative, I kneeled and picked up the apple. My fingers had barely wrapped around it when I felt a level of energy that was off the charts. It made the mana I had stored back in my dungeon look like chump change. 
 
    The serpent hissed at me again before it moved on. I breathed out slowly when the hundred- or two-hundred-meter-long creature was finally gone. He might have been Creation, but that was more than enough reason to be cautious. I took another look at the apple. It was beautiful, just like everything else in this place. Along with its apple shape, the skin was a pulsing red that was probably the clearest red that I had ever seen before. 
 
    “To eat or not to eat?” I murmured. This situation felt quite similar to a certain scene from the Bible. Perhaps eating the apple was the wrong move. I lowered my hand but instantly froze as I felt a bloodlust that made every life-or-death moment I’d had in my life pale in comparison. I looked around as best I could without moving but failed to find the source. 
 
    Glancing back down to the apple, I raised it to my lips. “They always said never to give into peer pressure, but this is making it a little hard to say no.” With no comeback happening, I sighed and bit into the apple. The first thought I had was me wondering how I could taste anything at all as a machine. The second was that the apple was simply the best-tasting thing I had ever had across every universe. Of that I was sure to my very core. 
 
    Gold shone from inside the apple. The juice coming out was shining with light. It went without saying that I finished the apple in just a few bites. Once I finished, I felt the pressure that had been pressing on me the entire time dissipate. Perhaps that serpent was the guard dog. I would have to ask Creation if I managed to find him. Those were my thoughts as I licked my fingers clean of every last drop of the magnificent juice. 
 
    With the apple polished off, I took another look around. The bloodlust I felt had vanished. Taking that as the go-ahead, I started walking toward the center of the island. I felt that was where I would find Creation. If not, well, it was a good place to start. 
 
    The jungle I found myself in as I made for the center was very much alive. Beasts and other creatures that reminded me of more than a few from Earth’s folklore were making their way through the tall trees and undergrowth. I swore I saw a yeti or Sasquatch at one point. Whatever the case, I finally reached the center of the island after a few minutes or hours, it was hard to tell, of walking. 
 
    Pushing my way through the brush, I found a clearing that sparkled in the light. The tall-ass tower rising from it seemingly into infinity called to mind a certain place, but I put that in the back of my head for the time being. The tower was surrounded by a pool of water that was clearer than anything I had ever seen before. It was hard to even call it water. 
 
    Looking toward the top of the tower, which I failed to see, I dreaded the thought of having to climb this thing to reach Creation. I found a path over the pool and came to a set of elegant doors that glowed with a slight white light. I went to knock but had to quickly take a few steps back as the white light flew off the door and coalesced into a being in front of me. 
 
    A voice that was as if I was hearing light rang out around me. “Regan Earle? Of Earth and Murgin?” 
 
    “The one and the same,” I replied quickly. “I would like to speak with Creation if that is possible.” 
 
    The being of light dimmed for a few seconds, then nodded to me. “Of course.” 
 
    I blinked once, then found myself at the top of the tower. At least, I assumed it was the top of the tower since I couldn’t even make out the island below us. It might as well have been a speck. 
 
    “If I had seen this, I might not have fallen into Destruction’s trap,” I mumbled as I stepped back from the edge. 
 
    Creation’s voice rang out from behind me. “Welcome, Regan, to the Ethereal Void. Or as I like to call it: home.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Louella 
 
    I watched as Regan vanished from sight. His greatest fear must have been quite strong for him to be that shaken. It reminded me when he was preparing for the demon invasion. He was so driven, but at the same time, I felt that he narrowed his vision too much. Of course, without his drive the planet would likely be in the hands of the demons right about now. 
 
    Sighing at that thought, I turned back to the debate. Tsuzuki was still in the lead. Out of all the gnomes, he might have been the most learned. I thought it would be interesting to see what sort of society the gnomes became with him at the helm, but at the same time, it really signaled that Izora was set on moving on from being their queen. 
 
    I wasn’t one to talk though. I had basically given Ezal the keys to the nation when I left a few weeks ago. She was the one who ran everything. I knew I needed to get back into the driver’s seat. I had been the one to push for the creation of my own nation. I had to take responsibility for my actions. Even if Regan was behind most of them. 
 
    Chuckling to myself, I shook my head. Who would have thought that there would come a day when I was tired of power? I guess that proved I really was different from the rest of my family. If I had been my father, I would have latched on for dear life and fought tooth and nail to keep it until the day my body finally gave out on me. 
 
    “What are you up here thinking about?” I jumped a little at the voice. Turning, I found Izora. She came over and sat down in Regan’s vacant seat. “Are the debates that worrisome?” she asked with a worried expression. 
 
    “No. I admit that I was in my own little world for a moment there.” I turned back to the stage, where a councilor was speaking on the control of information and how it should go to those that deserved it. Frankly, it sounded like a product of their history. Most of the other gnomes clearly felt the same and were refusing to listen to him. 
 
    “Pity that some people cling so desperately to their power,” Izora remarked as she shook her head. “I knew our ways were damaging even back when I was a child, but my father . . . well, he was a desperate man.” 
 
    “Changes come whether we want them to or not,” I said, touching her hand to try to comfort her. I tried to give her a smile, but she’d lost her mother and father so close together that it was hard to think of anything cheerful about that. I decided to change the subject. “How are you and Hatsu?” 
 
    Thankfully, that seemed to do the trick, as her face lightened. “Better than ever. Speaking about that. I wanted you to preside over the ceremony of union for us.” 
 
    I reached over and grabbed her hands excitedly. “Are you serious?! I would love to!” 
 
    After that, we spent the time talking about plans for the ceremony. If she had been the princess or queen, it would have had to have been a grand affair with people filling the halls to bursting. However, since she was giving up her title, she didn’t have to worry about any of that. A small gathering with just people she cared for. I was happy that she chose me over Regan to officiate the proceedings, but I kept that to myself. 
 
    A loud bell pulled us from our discussions. We looked over to find that the debating was over for the day. There were going to be a few hours of contemplation, and then a vote would be taken for the candidates on the hour of the new day. I was excited to see how this world’s first real foray into democracy went. 
 
    “I hope Lord Regan makes it back soon. He was the one who was going to handle the voting,” Izora remarked as the seats began to empty. 
 
    “I’m sure it will be fine. You know how he likes to make an entrance.” 
 
    Izora smiled, nodding. “I suppose you’re right.” She got up with a stretch. “I’ll speak with you again tomorrow at the vote.” 
 
    I watched her go with admiration. I was glad that she was finding her path in life. I laid a hand on my stomach; I already knew what my path was. I got up and headed for the platform that would take me out of the dungeon. Using the device, I was glad that teleportation inside the dungeon still worked as before. 
 
    Taking a passage that was only open to me, I was soon back at the castle. Instead of heading back to my chambers, I paced to the throne room. It was already late, thus there were only a few guards on duty either standing at their posts or patrolling the corridors. I acknowledged them as I passed since they were hard at work keeping everyone else that was getting ready to sleep safe. 
 
    A few minutes of walking later, I pushed open the doors to the throne room. Rather than enter from the side passage, I used the main doors at the front. I tried to remember the last time I’d used these doors but couldn’t recall having done so once. Without anyone in the throne room, I felt it was cold and empty. Even the magical flames burned slightly dimmer than normal. 
 
    Making my way up the aisle, I looked to the left and right. I thought about all the people who had seen me here. The refugees from the necromancer war. Lelune’s followers who condemned Regan and us for following him even though they couldn’t see their own faults. And of course, my citizens, those who had come here looking for a change or a challenge in the dungeon. None of what I had today would have been possible without them. 
 
    Without them, this room might still exist, and I might still sit at the top in the throne, but it would be as it was now. Cold and empty. Power for the sake of power rather than for a purpose that was worthy of their support. Looking back on the way things had gone, I could see plenty of things I wished I could change. Plenty of things that might have gone better had someone else been at the helm. But at the end of the day, I was glad that things had gone how they had. 
 
    I walked up the steps until the throne was right in front of me. Made from marble and metal that was worth more than its weight in gold, with a cushion that made anyone who sat in it sigh in pleasure, it was everything that had been achieved by the people in this valley. In this world. This seat represented all that and more. 
 
    Turning to face the throne room, I sat down with a flourish and giggled to myself like I was a child. I had all this power and I was only twenty-one. It was almost too much to believe sometimes, and I feared that I would wake up from a dream. 
 
    “Practicing, my love?” Wrakras asked as he appeared from behind the throne. 
 
    I yelped a little at his sudden appearance. “Wrakras! Don’t surprise me like that,” I shouted though I wasn’t really that angry. 
 
    He moved around the throne and kneeled in front of me like a knight. With a wide grin he raised his hand toward me. “OH Lady Louella Coates, Queen of Vaihdetta! I offer my eternal heart to serve and protect you. To be by your side until my very life is claimed from me. Nothing shall stand in my way in my quest to keep you safe, not even the very gods themselves!” 
 
    I stared at him like he was a crazy person until I finally giggled happily. Reaching out, I took his hand. “I, Louella Coates, accept this gracious offer and shall hold you to it until the day your life has ended.” I put some strength in my arm and pulled him up, wrapping my arms around him in a hug. With my lips near his ear, I whispered, “I plan to live a very, very long time. I hope you’re prepared.” 
 
    “More than ever,” he whispered back as he pulled me out of the throne and into his arms. I was then carried like a princess back to our chambers. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    Regan 
 
    “Home, you say?” I asked as I looked around from the top of the tower. I assumed that being one of the most powerful presences in the many universes, he was likely able to see the island that was far below, but I couldn’t with my own eyes. “I think I preferred the cathedral.” 
 
    I turned to take in the tower itself. Other than four pillars that went even farther up, the top of the tower was empty. Just an empty space that overlooked an even emptier void. 
 
    “Interesting, don’t you think?” Creation asked as he appeared next to me. He was in a much younger form today, looking like a man who had just reached his twenties. 
 
    “A bit empty, if you ask me,” I replied honestly. 
 
    “I like to keep it this way to avoid distractions. My creations have a knack for art, making it easy for me to lose myself if I’m not careful. Not that I don’t want to, of course,” Creation said, walking to the edge and leaning over to peer down below us. 
 
    “Huh. I guess that explains the island below.” You might keep your workspace free of distractions, but you still wanted to display what your children made somewhere. The island was Creation’s version of his office wall. Finally, I turned to face Creation. “So. Tell me the situation. Has something changed since last we spoke?” 
 
    “Yes. In fact, something has changed.” Creation waved his hand, and the void was suddenly filled with more lights than I could count. Toward the edge of the endless scene in front of me, there was a twisting red light. If this were a movie, or something similar, I would have taken the red light as something sinister, but as I stared at it, I failed to find it in myself to claim that it was. Creation looked at me after dismissing the scene. “A new player has entered the field. In no small part thanks to you.” 
 
    “A new player?” I asked. A new player on what field? might have been the better question. The galactic scale, cosmic scale? 
 
    “Destruction and I have a new sibling. A younger brother or sister. Neither of us could have predicted that you’d have a chunk of our energy in you. I thought it was destroyed back when you consumed it.” Creation suddenly laughed with surprising humor. “I thought all was lost, but you filled the table, quite literally. My sister has been beside herself after she found her little ploy foiled.” 
 
    “I see. A new player on the same level as you two. What exactly does that entail?” I found it hard to believe that there was now another being on that level, but if it kept Destruction in check, then I was all for it. It came as a much bigger relief than I’d expected now that I thought I had more than a few years of life to live in this reality. 
 
    Creation shrugged, which surprised me. He usually knew just about everything. “I said sibling, but this being was born from quite the mixture of power. The one time we managed to converse with them, they simply stated that they were Chaos.” 
 
    “Interesting, and slightly terrifying,” I remarked with a shake of my head. Before Destruction and Creation had kept each other in check. Free will added some degree of uncertainty to the mix, but I always felt that the two were able to see the ending to most of their scenarios. As long as the other stayed out of their plans. 
 
    “My sentiments exactly.” Creation reached over and grabbed my shoulders. “Until we learn more about this entity, I want you to live your life. I will try not to involve you in any more of my troubles. You’ve already achieved what I sent you to Murgin for, and so much more. I owe it to your family to let you experience that world without something hanging over your head.” 
 
    I smiled and nodded. “I appreciate it.” I reached up and grabbed his shoulders in return. “But, while I appreciate it, I would rather help you. Don’t consider me an agent in your cosmic game of balance with your sister, but rather consider me a friend.” 
 
    Creation chuckled. “Few should claim to be Creation’s friend, but of all the souls in the endless number of universes, you have certainly earned it.” 
 
    We broke apart and turned to look over the edge of the tower. “I will admit that my time in Murgin has been anything but boring. Maybe it is time for a small vacation.” 
 
    “I’m sure your family will be pleased to hear that,” Creation said, then turned to me again. “I believe this is the human custom among friends.” He held out his hand. 
 
    I grinned and grasped it tightly. “You might as well be mortal.” 
 
    “Until next time, my friend.” There was a flash of light, and I found myself back in the core room. I checked the time to find that I had actually been gone for a few hours. It wasn’t the timeless stop as usual, but considering that I was sure I had been gone for close to half a day, it wasn’t too bad of a tradeoff. 
 
    With a thought, I teleported to Alara’s dungeon. I had almost let my work overtake me again. It just went to show that habits really were harder to break than one thought. With a deep breath, I looked around for Alara. I found her playing with Nara in the grove. It had been a week or two since we returned from Hellia, but I felt I would never get tired of the relaxed pace of this life. 
 
    “Hey, you two lovely ladies! Room for one more to join?” I called out as I walked over. 
 
    “Daddy!” Nara kicked off the ground and barreled into me. What was ironic was that it took quite a bit to stop her from sending me flying. The girl was already in the tier three realm. If I wasn’t careful, she would blast past me in no time. “We missed you!” 
 
    “Sorry, dear. I had to visit a friend, and that took more time than I expected,” I said, tossing her up and then catching her in my arms. I carried her back over to Alara. “How are things here?” I sat down next to her on the branch-turned-sofa. 
 
    Alara leaned onto my arm. “Same as always. I have almost finished up work on my floors. I have neglected them for a long time, after all. The corrupted beastkin are doing well. Many of them are mostly back to normal.” 
 
    “Oh. Now that you mention it, I haven’t checked on the town of corrupted beastkin that were in my dungeon in a long time.” I rubbed my head as I tried to think why I hadn’t thought of them. The damn dungeon magic really only notified me if there was a threat to my dungeon. Since I hadn’t gotten any sort of message, I supposed that they were fine. I would still need to check on them tomorrow. Their town wasn’t technically part of the main dungeon structure, after all. No one would be able to leave easily if they wanted to do so. 
 
    “Somehow that seems just like you. To forget about a whole floor full of unholy-mana-tainted mortals. Didn’t you have a few thousand?” she asked, surprising me with the concern she was showing in her expression. It really hammered home that I wasn’t the only one who had changed during my time here. A year ago, Alara would have rather buried the entire floor than worry about mortals. 
 
    I pushed away the idle thoughts and focused on the Alara in front of me. “That’s right. I left Ren in charge. Hopefully, she isn’t too mad about the nearly four months of neglect.” 
 
    “Daddy! Daddy! I want to come too!” Nara said, bouncing on her heels. 
 
    I looked at her with a smile before mussing her hair. “I would have thought you would have found it on your own by now, you little rascal. Ignea told me how you’ve made the dungeon your playground over the last few months.” I tickled her sides. “Just how many adventurers have you given a fright while they were trying to dive?” 
 
    “Lost count. They are just too amusing to mess with.” 
 
    Well. I guess she really does have the spirit of a dungeon core. “I see. I guess I’ll have to think up something to give you a fright as well,” I said with a fake menacing grin. 
 
    “No! Daddy’s scary!” she cried out, all while laughing as she jumped over to Alara’s arms. 
 
    I shook my head as I tried to stop laughing myself. This might very well have been one of the most perfect moments in my life. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Being dungeon cores, we didn’t have to sleep, though Nara liked to just to change the pace. The three of us waited until the sun was up aboveground to head for the corrupted beastkin town. When I moved my mind over the place, I found it had changed to more of a city. The floor that I had put the beastkin on had all the resources to make such a society come about. 
 
    “Why did you make it a sealed pocket in the first place?” Alara asked as we teleported onto the floor. 
 
    Grimacing, I sighed and explained, “In case the worst should happen and I had to put them all down. Ren kept a handle on things, but I felt in the absence of a strong leader to take the helm, there was a chance that the corruption might spiral out of control.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true. The beastkin in my dungeon had trouble until Minna took the spot of leader with my help.” 
 
    Nara started walking through the forest with sure footing. I narrowed my eyes at her. After a few minutes, I grinned at the back of the little troublemaker. “It would appear that they might have been visited after all,” I remarked loudly so the child could hear me. You had to have been here to know your way through the forest that well. Sure enough, she flinched before looking back at me with a worried look. “Not that I’m mad.” 
 
    A look of relief washed over her face before she started bouncing on her feet as she rushed deeper into the forest. “Hurry up! I haven’t talked to Ren in over a week!” Apparently, she had been here quite recently. The girl did have the ability to access most of the dungeon, and she was curious. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise that she’d found her way to this place. 
 
    Before long, we left the forest and emerged onto a field. I spotted a few people out working in the other surrounding fields. Switching to mana sense, I barely detected even a hint of unholy mana in their systems. Nara waved at the people as we walked toward the city in the distance. It reminded me of a European city from the Middle Ages. However, unlike most towns and cities of this world, there were no perimeter walls. There was no need for them, after all, since no monsters would attack this place. 
 
    “This is nice,” I remarked mostly to myself. I wondered if there would ever be a day where the mortals of this world could have such a city. The monsters that spawned from the mingling of mana probably made it impossible under normal circumstances. I felt it was a shame, but even this place was technically more like a city in a bottle than a true, proper city. 
 
    I shook my head to banish the thoughts. Alara and I followed Nara since it looked like the child knew where to go. We soon came to a training ground next to what looked like . . . the city hall. I spotted the wolfkin that I’d inadvertently rescued nearly two years ago. Even with their safety assured, it looked like she hadn’t stopped training. It amazed me every time I saw her. 
 
    “Ren! I am here to visit!” Nara shouted. 
 
    I froze in my tracks as the girl suddenly threw a fireball at the wolfkin. Ren reacted with precision, knocking the fireball away with the flat of her large greatsword, then rushed at Nara. I wasn’t sure what to do, but luckily, that was as far as they took it with both of them clamping onto each other with a bear hug. 
 
    “Nara, you little rascal. One of these days you’re going to singe my hair.” 
 
    Ren looked up from Nara, and her face dropped as her eyes landed on me. “Master Regan! I, um, Lady Nara . . . we were just playing around.” 
 
    I sighed and shook my head. “Nara is perfectly capable of taking care of herself. Plus, from what I saw, she started it.” 
 
    Alara and I walked over. Ren had grown up to be a lovely young woman. She had been a teenager when she found the dungeon, but she was getting close to her twenties. Strength suited her, she held herself with confidence and power. Looking her over, I felt sorry for the young man who tried to woo her. 
 
    Ren cleared her throat and straightened up. “Master Regan. It is a pleasure that you have returned. Nara told me about the situation a few times.” 
 
    I frowned and bowed my head. Whether she was understanding or not, I’d neglected this place. I repeated the thought out loud then continued. “From what I can see, it looks like most of the unholy mana has been removed from your bodies. If you would like, I could return you to the surface and you could start a new life outside the dungeon.” 
 
    “There is no need?” Ren said, though it sounded more like a question. I tilted my head since I wasn’t sure. She explained quickly after seeing my expression. “We have been here for almost two years now. This place is our home. Of course, if you need us to leave, then we will do so, but just about everyone has said that they’d rather live in safety here than risk the dangers of the outside world.” 
 
    There were almost four thousand beastkin here. While the mana they put off was the same level as mortals, the dungeon magic registered this floor as a trapped room, which meant more mana was absorbed from them than normal. Even with that, they are still able to train and grow. Faster even, since more mana was pulled from them daily. Sort of like a muscle that was used regularly. It facilitated better growth than a muscle that was used once in a blue moon. 
 
    I decided that it would be fine if they stayed. Not that it was a hard decision. “I have no problem with your people staying here. I will, however, set up teleport matrixes to the other cities in the dungeon. For those who want to get a sense of traveling. From there, if anyone wants to leave, they will be able to do so.” 
 
    “That’s more than enough. Some of the children will likely take up that offer when they are older. Who doesn’t dream of being an adventurer as they grow up?” Ren asked with a grin. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Louella 
 
    I looked around the grand hall in amazement. The building had appeared out of nowhere in the middle of the goblin city. In contrast to the gritty feel that the goblin buildings gave off, there was a feeling of sophistication and technical skill that the goblins tended to lack. This place was clearly meant for the gnomes.  
 
    Unable to stop myself, I couldn’t help but think that Regan had really gone out of his way to show off this time. Hundreds of tables were filled with all manner of foods and drinks. Big screens hung from the walls and showed the current favorites in the election as if to rub it in the faces of the ones who weren’t doing well. 
 
    Music and dancing filled the floor at the moment. I could see that Regan was going for celebration and partying rather than regime change. It was a nice touch. The man in question, however, was nowhere to be seen. You would think the man responsible for such an event would be present from the start. 
 
    The festivities moved on, and some of the candidates made last-minute speeches at the podium. There were over a thousand gnomes here, not to mention that you could watch everything on DungeonTube. I had no doubt that just about every gnome in the queendom and dungeon was watching this event, if for no other reason than to see who the winner would be. 
 
    After the last person gave their speech, the lights suddenly darkened. It was only that way for a few seconds as fireworks went off next to the ceiling. When the light from those faded, the lights around the room came back up, although dimmer. A spotlight appeared and waved around the room until it landed on the stage. 
 
    Regan, wearing a suit that most nobles would have killed to own, stood on stage next to Alara and Nara, both of whom were wearing lovely dresses that looked more like flowers. Classic Regan, I supposed. Alara resembled a rose, while Nara resembled a daisy. Either way they were both cute enough to cause many in the audience to gasp and coo at them. 
 
    Regan stepped forward and spread his arms wide. “Ladies and gentlemen! Gnomes, one and all! Today marks a historic event for the gnome race, maybe even for the world of Murgin as a whole! Today, the people will choose their leader. Not with blood, not with brute force, but with the minds and hearts of each and every gnome that seeks a better future for their brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers, sons and daughters.” 
 
    A loud cheer came from the crowd. I clapped as well. I hoped this turned into an example for the rest of the mortal races. Where we once ruled by iron fist, we might finally use intelligence and compassion. Theoretically, it might not be long before I stepped down as well. Though, in reality, I felt that was a long way off. The human race was a bit more prone to destruction than our gnome friends. 
 
    Regan continued with his speech. “Now then, I hope everyone has been enjoying themselves on this lovely evening. Good food and drink go a long way to making hard decisions just a bit easier.” The crowd laughed, as did I. He wasn’t lying there. Regan clapped his hands together, and a small boom went out. “It is time for making that hard decision. Who will be the future leader, the first president of the gnomes?” Regan put a hand next to his mouth like he was whispering. “Let’s hope they don’t screw it up.” 
 
    He snapped his fingers, and I felt a wave of magic wash out around us. I noticed that there were now screens in front of the gnomes around me. I couldn’t see what each screen displayed. It looked like he’d made it private for each individual. That would keep anyone from being threatened into voting for a certain candidate. 
 
    I tapped Wrakras’s arm. “Can you see anything on the screens?” 
 
    He shook his head. “The magic is simple but sophisticated. It would take more effort than it’s really worth to break it.” 
 
    “Every gnome that is involved in this election has been given the chance to vote. Make it count,” Regan said seriously before stepping back a few paces. The screens over his head lit up as names began to appear. Sure enough, the favorites were far ahead of anyone else, but there were a few people who I hadn’t even known were in the race for the spot. I guessed there was more at play in this game of politics than met the eye. 
 
    Still, before long there were only two names that even had the chance to win: Tsuzuki and former Councilor Moto. Tsuzuki was about change, while Moto was a bit more hardline in what he wanted to do. From what I understood, the man had been responsible for making sure gnome technology was under strict control at all times. 
 
    Soon the voting was neck and neck, literally only a few dozen votes apart. Looking at the cut, I thought perhaps the gnome race wasn’t quite ready to embrace change. The numbers stopped ticking up, with Tsuzuki only having seven more votes than Councilor Moto. I prayed to Regan that the divide wouldn’t cause a rift in the people. 
 
    Regan stepped back into the spotlight. “Well, I am glad to see that the spirit of competition is alive and well within the gnome race. Seven votes. That is quite the feat!” Regan gestured and two new spotlights appeared. One illuminated Tsuzuki, while another lit up another elderly gnome that I assumed was Councilor Moto. “Come up on stage, you two!” 
 
    Tsuzuki and Moto climbed up onto the stage. I wondered if they felt like they had been called before their god. They did worship Regan, after all. It was close to the truth. 
 
    “My lord,” Tsuzuki said with a bow to Regan. Moto did so as well. 
 
    Regan moved over to Moto. “My friend. How does it feel that so many of your people trust you with their lives?” 
 
    Moto looked surprised. It was clearly displayed on the screen. “My lord. I lost.” 
 
    Regan shook his head. “Quite the contrary. You showed that your message resonated with over a hundred thousand of your fellow gnomes. That, Councilor Moto, is saying something. What you choose to hear in that message, I’m afraid is up to you.” Regan patted his shoulder. “Now, I feel like it’s your turn to listen to others.” 
 
    I agreed with Regan’s comments. Moto had been close to winning the election, but if he looked past the winning and losing, he would see what his fellow gnomes were saying. A nation was formed of its people, not of its king. That might have been forgotten here on Murgin, where the strongest of fighters once stood at the top of the food chain sooner or later. 
 
    “I hear you, my lord. I shall take this lesson with me as I move forward with life.” Moto bowed his head, then turned to leave the stage. 
 
    Tsuzuki, rather than Regan, quickly grabbed his arm before he could make it more than a step. “Councilor. I have won this election, but . . .” He glanced up at the screen that still showed the seven-vote difference. “Even at my age, I have a lot to learn. We all do, I believe. Thus, as I am now the president of the Gnome Democracy, I’d like to offer you a job.” 
 
    “A job?” At this point, he wasn’t the only one who was confused. Though, I could see that Regan had his usual know-it-all grin on his face. 
 
    “That’s correct. I want to make you the vice president. We shall work to make the gnome race far greater than it ever was in the past.” 
 
    Moto looked hesitant at first, but finally a relaxed smile settled on his lips. “That . . . that sounds like a fine idea, Master Tsuzuki.” 
 
    A cheer went up from the crowd as the spotlight shifted to the side of the stage. Izora came out dressed in her best formal wear. As she walked over to the pair, carrying a bouquet of flowers, I realized that this was really it. Izora was no longer the queen of the gnomes. This might be the very last time she will be on stage in this fashion for the rest of our lives. 
 
    I stood up and started clapping. Not for the change in government, but for the service that she had rendered it all her life until this point. It was her turn to enjoy life as she wanted. Others joined me until the entire hall was clapping. Even Regan was clapping for her. It went on for a good few minutes before the person herself could take no more. She raised her hands to quiet the crowd. 
 
    She looked around with an almost sad smile. “My friends. My family. The last few years have been rough. For all of us. That is why I feel it is time for a change. More than once I have wondered if I was worthy of the position that was mine only due to the blood that flowed through my veins. And more than once, I have been told that yes, I was worthy. Hearing you all now, seeing the looks on your faces, I can finally believe those words in my heart and not just my head. It truly was an honor to serve as the queen of the gnomes. Just like how Jade Wind will always be our home, you will always be my family.” 
 
    She bowed nearly ninety degrees toward the crowd. Regan clapped and another round started, though it was a bit more somber this time. Izora gave Tsuzuki and Moto a kiss on the cheek before she left the stage. 
 
    Regan stepped back into the spotlight. “Lady Izora, everyone. A ruler many people would be jealous of having.” He snapped his fingers, and another wave of fireworks went off over our heads. “Now a round of applause for Tsuzuki! The first president of the Gnome Democracy!” 
 
    That was when the party really got started. Most of the attendees were soon drunk and passing out on the floor. Since I couldn’t partake in the liquor myself, I stayed in my private booth away from the more boisterous of the partiers. I had Wrakras to keep me company. Plus, Regan and his family showed up a while later. 
 
    “It really happened, huh,” I remarked, looking out over the floor. 
 
    “Change is good. Anything that doesn’t change cannot grow,” Regan replied. 
 
    “I suppose. I just hope that Izora can finally find a bit of her own happiness.” 
 
    “You obviously haven’t seen her when she’s around Hatsu. She won’t have any problem finding her happiness,” Regan said with a laugh. 
 
    “Not sure if I should come in now,” Izora said from the door of the booth. Hatsu was on her arm and blushing slightly. I guessed she’d heard Regan’s comment. 
 
    “Come! Come! You’re the real winner of all this. You plan to study magic mechanics with a real passion, right?” Regan asked, conjuring two chairs for the pair with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “That’s right. I have always been interested in the way our technology worked and have a rudimentary understanding of its principles, but have never had the time nor ability to really pursue the knowledge.” Izora was practically bouncing in her seat. It made me surprised that she wasn’t already running for a workshop. 
 
    Regan held out his hand, and a brass key formed. Other than the strange lines all over it, the key looked normal enough. “Then I shall gift you with a workshop for you to go crazy in. I expect you to blow it up at least twice a year. Otherwise, I’ll think that you’re slacking on the job.” 
 
    Izora took the key with a sort of reverence. “I humbly accept both your gift and your challenge.” 
 
    The rest of the night passed with us having a wonderful time. I decided that today could go under the good-days side of my diary. If only every day could be this peaceful. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    Regan 
 
    I gave Ignea a high five. It had taken most of the day, but we finally had the dungeon’s magic formulas, constructs, expenditures, and everything else in between finally calibrated to where I wasn’t losing too much mana. There were a few issues that I would have to let the mortals know about. For one, the growth cycles of the farming floor would be reduced. They would still be able to grow a crop in a third of the time as a normal farm, but it was still a reduction. 
 
    Popping my metal joints, I looked over to Ignea to see that the fairy appeared in much better shape and spirits. “Couldn’t have finished so fast without you, Ignea.” 
 
    “I didn’t run this place for three months for nothing,” she said, puffing up her chest in pride. 
 
    Smiling, I nodded in agreement. “That’s for sure. Go get some rest. You deserve it.” 
 
    Ignea bobbed once in the air, then flew off. I looked around the empty core room and decided that I would call it a day as well. It was a bit early, but considering that I usually went until the midnight oil was almost gone, it would be a nice change of pace. I dismissed my avatar with a groan. I was still adjusting to not technically having a body anymore. 
 
    I swore the next moment transpired in slow motion. As my body vanished, a pinpoint of golden light fell toward the ground. I could do nothing but watch as it struck the floor of my core room. After that, for the fifth time since I became a dungeon core, I blacked out. 
 
    Groaning, I returned to the world of the conscious. It took me a few minutes to understand what I was looking at. My core room was in shambles. I also understood why I had lost consciousness. A golden tree had torn through my core. If the core had been solid crystal, as it had when I first came to this world, I’d probably have died. That said, my core was being influenced by the tree. Where my core had been several meters in diameter, it was being condensed with each passing second. I felt like a sun about to go supernova. The pain threatened to send me back into the world of darkness. 
 
    I did my best to center myself after stopping the process proved impossible. I couldn’t even call out to Alara. I was forced to endure in silence. It was strange, in my own opinion, to watch as some sort of otherworldly magic dominated my core. Just where had this tree come from? 
 
    It clicked after a bit longer than I cared to admit. The apple that the serpent gave me. I had consumed it, seeds and all, back on Creation’s island. That was the only feasible conclusion that I could come up with. The light had appeared from the center of my avatar, after all. I never would have thought that something like that could transfer between dimensions. 
 
    Since it was from Creation’s island, I wanted to say that it was likely safe, but Creation was capable of making some truly devastating creatures. Just remembering the leviathan that guarded the Hellia tower sent shivers down my mental spine. I mentally leaned back and watched the show since there was literally nothing else that I could do. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how long I was forced to watch, but soon my core was only a few dozen centimeters in diameter. Even with that being the case, the glow coming from my core was enough to white-out the room. Looking with my mana sense wasn’t much help since it was about the same even in that spectrum. I only knew the current size of my core due to it basically being my body. 
 
    The brightness suddenly vanished, plunging the core room into pitch-black. A much-gentler light returned as the golden tree pulsed. My now-much-smaller core floated lazily between its branches. I was busy staring at my core and trying to make heads or tails of what had just happened when the wall to my core room exploded, sending pieces of wall throughout the room with the speed of bullets. Just how much force had been used to break through? 
 
    Alara ran through the smoke and dust with a furious expression while waving a sword. “Regan!” She froze when she took in my core and lowered her blade when she failed to find an enemy. “What happened?” 
 
    I carefully checked if I could finally access my mana. When I felt the reservoir, I froze for an all-new reason. The ocean-like area in my spirit that contained my mana was now an endless abyss. Something felt off about the mana as well. There was a foreign energy that I had never felt before infusing the mana. 
 
    “I’m fine. I think . . .” I replied after getting past the change to my mana. “Give me a second or two.” I focused on re-creating my avatar. Unlike when I normally used the magic to create my avatar, I felt as if something was asking how I wanted the body to appear. The various versions of my bodies came to mind. There was the fully machine version that I used the longest, my fake god version that I created to awe the followers of Lelune, my Hellia version, and the minor forms that I took for one reason or another. Then the images of the Regans I met in Hellia came to mind. The image of my evil version becoming a dragon filled me with frustration. I never wanted to suffer such humiliation again. 
 
    I shook my head at them all. Something deep inside my soul was telling me to create a new image. I wasn’t sure why I felt so strongly that I needed to listen to it, but I did either way. After a long time of contemplating, a vision appeared in my head. While I embraced my machines and thought of them as my children, I felt abandoning my humanity was going too far. I settled on something in between. 
 
    The space near my core began to twist and churn as if something was coming from another dimension. I really hoped that wasn’t the case. My mind shifted as my point of view switched to my avatar. I blinked as my head cleared. 
 
    “Regan?” Alara asked with concern. 
 
    I flexed my fingers, looking at my metal-coated claws that were similar to a gauntlet. With a thought, the metal receded, revealing an almost human-looking hand. It really did feel like a combination of machine and flesh. I had stopped using nanites after ruling them too dangerous, but it looked like whatever decided this alteration of mine had other ideas. 
 
    I realized that Alara was still waiting for an answer and looked up from my hand. “Yeah. It’s me. How long?” I asked. 
 
    She slowly slid to the ground with a long sigh. “Four days! Your dungeon basically came to a standstill!” she replied, shaking her head with tears in her eyes. 
 
    I quickly kneeled in front of her. “I certainly did not intend for this to happen, but I apologize all the—” I sensed a fluctuation in the mana before I could finish. I spun around, blocking Alara from whatever was entering my dungeon. Three cracks appeared in the fabric of space-time. Before I could stop whatever it was, three individuals appeared. 
 
    “You!” Alara shouted from behind me. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder. “You know these people?” 
 
    She nodded with a glare at them. “They called themselves the True Gods. One is missing though.” 
 
    Turning back with a renewed interest, I braced for the potential of combat, but I wanted to keep this peaceful if possible. “I see. What do such esteemed individuals want with little ole me?” I asked. 
 
    It was two women and a man by appearance. The man, large and rippling with muscles, looked more like a warrior that had just stepped off a battlefield. There was even blood splattered here and there on him. The strangest thing about the man was that he had a weapon holstered at his waist, but only the handle was visible. The sheath was covered in shadow and constantly changing shape. 
 
    The women were just as interesting. The one on the right looked like a scholar. She was wearing robes that glowed with magical energy. The book in her arms was small, but something told me not to let the cover fool me. The one on the left looked the most mortal, but that was still only if you stretched the word to the extreme. She wore a dress similar to what a middle-aged queen might wear, but like the other woman’s robes, her dress glowed from magical energy. She didn’t have any sort of weapon on her that set her apart. The one feature that set them apart was the beauty that they all possessed, even the battle-hardened man. 
 
    “You again?” the man said with equal amounts of annoyance and bewilderment. He shook his head. “I should be saying, you escaped?” 
 
    “Surprised?” Alara hissed at him. I was sure that she was doing everything in her power to keep her sword by her side. “You didn’t exactly care when he gave everything that he had to save this world from the demons.” 
 
    The woman in the fancy dress opened a fan and covered her face. “Don’t blame us, child. We have our own set of rules.” 
 
    “Dungeon core. Problematic,” the robed woman said brokenly, seemingly in her own world. 
 
    “Yes. That is going to be a hassle,” the warrior said, looking me over with a keen eye. 
 
    Crossing my arms, I glared at the bunch. “How about names first,” I said, not appreciating the fact that I didn’t know these people even though they were talking about me. 
 
    The warrior looked between the two women, then nodded. “I suppose introductions are in order. I am Rhudion, god of the land and war!” He gestured to the fancily dressed woman. “This is Vonera, goddess of civilization.” He moved to the robed woman. “Xihraura, goddess of knowledge and wisdom. There is one other that could not be here, but he is Hadorr, god of the hunt.” Rhudin’s face darkened. “There were two others, but they are no longer among the living. Telatha and Elmar. The creators of humans and elves. They fought until they both . . .” 
 
    “A pity, I’m sure,” I remarked. I had heard about the history of that. Humans were slaves to the elves for the longest of times. If the two gods had truly cared about anything other than their own power, they would have figured out a way to end the bloodshed, thus I had little sympathy for the pair. “What do you want with me?” 
 
    “Actually, we’d prefer it if we had nothing to do with you, but you’ve made that impossible,” Vonera remarked with a less-than-pleased expression. Was the mortal realm that insufferable for you, lady? I wondered. Still, it was easy to figure out that it had something to do with my extremely recent change. How exactly so, I wasn’t sure. 
 
    Rhudion made calming motions at her. “Now, now, let’s not fight. It usually doesn’t end well.” 
 
    “Like this puppy could take me,” Vonera said with enough derision in her voice to make even the nastiest of individuals proud. 
 
    “Telatha . . .” Xihraura said simply. Vonera’s face twisted, and I knew there was a story that I needed to learn there. Xihraura looked at me with a much deeper or perhaps more understanding expression than her friends. “There is . . . no way . . . around it. You are . . . now a . . . god. Welcome to the family, little brother.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Louella 
 
    I took a deep breath and let the world fade away. My peace was immediately shattered by the splitting headache that washed over me. I hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol during the election celebration, and I was being forced to endure this hangover-like headache. I groaned before rolling over onto my side. 
 
    “Is that any way for the queen of the land to look?” I peeked out from under my covers to see Ezal with her son Azar. “Looks like your little one is giving you plenty of trouble, and they aren’t even out in the world yet.” 
 
    Pouting, I looked down at my stomach. “I’ll remember this, you little tyke.” 
 
    Ezal took a seat next to me while Azar started jumping on the bed. He was barely past one year old, but the toddler was extremely energetic. He really would be a great warrior if he decided to go down that path. Ezal pulled my head into her lap and started stroking it with a cool towel. “You should almost be in the third cycle. Just a few more weeks and the queendom will finally have an heir.” 
 
    “I’m excited as well.” I wanted my son to have the freedom of choice though. I didn’t want him bound to the throne and driven to become a miserable person, whether due to the power it offered or the pressure to live up to expectations. I glanced at her belly. It was starting to show signs of pregnancy as well. “How long until Azar has a little brother or sister?” 
 
    “Five months, give or take,” she replied, gently rubbing the small bulge. 
 
    “And then on to number three?” I asked with giggle. 
 
    Ezal shook her head. “I’m taking a break after this one. Val will have to suck it up.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good idea. If you don’t put your foot down, you might have a small army in a few years.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?” 
 
    We shared a look before laughing loudly, then spent the rest of the morning chatting. It was mainly me asking her for tips on how to handle childcare. I was the youngest in my own family and never had the chance to interact with younger children. I had a vague idea what it entailed, but getting tips from someone actively going through the trials and tribulations of raising a child as destructive as Azar was worth its weight in gold. 
 
    Eventually, however, we did move on from the lighthearted talk. Just like how we eventually moved from my bed to the table and chairs in the room. “How have the Viventum been?” I asked. With Regan’s return, I was sure that some in the Alliance might be rethinking their position. He was more than their father; he was a force that had basically changed the scale of power on the planet in just a few years. Being originally part of his dungeon, they would know this fact. 
 
    Ezal exhaled slowly. I raised my eyebrow at the concerning display. “They are silent right now, but we have reports that mortals near their borders are going missing. I was going to bring this up during the next strategy meeting. I fear they have opted for more covert methods.” 
 
    That was concerning! They had much of Regan’s knowledge. If they went with such a route, then it would be incredibly hard to defend against their actions. Regan’s understanding of the shadow realm alone was right up there with the necromancers. They could be using that place to easily capture people completely unawares. 
 
    “How about here at home?” I asked. “Have we had any missing people here yet?” 
 
    “Not as of yet. Your home territory is mostly contained inside Lord Regan’s dungeon aura. From what I understand, he has many defenses in place against such tactics. Not that we’re being too relaxed about the matter. Val has already spoken with the mages to devise our own methods of protection against the possible means that the cores might be using.” 
 
    “I see. Keep me informed on this matter,” I said. I wanted to help, but with my transformation, my power was extremely hard to recover. It was like taking water from the river and boiling it to make it safe to drink. Only, I had to boil the water a few dozen times before it was safe for me to consume. I wanted to discuss this matter with Regan, but I wanted to give him time to readjust to being back. Knowing him, there was likely a thousand and one things that wanted his attention now that he was back. 
 
    “Another matter. The native dungeon cores have begun to move as well,” Ezal remarked. I almost didn’t catch what she said. 
 
    I spat out my tea in surprise. “What do you mean?!” I demanded as I wiped up the mess with a cloth. Luckily, most of it ended up on the table. 
 
    “Exactly what I said. The native dungeon cores that are near the Viventum cores have begun to send their monsters out into the world. According to the scouts, they had mana stones large enough to support them for a significant length of time outside their dungeons.” 
 
    “You think they have gone mad?” I asked. This development was worrying. The Viventum were already a pain enough. Having to deal with monster hordes escaping from the native dungeons as well was just too much. There were historical accounts of such events happening to dungeons in the past. 
 
    “I’m not too sure. Out scouts have the monsters heading for Viventum cores, and with the exception of two cores, they are dungeons that no longer have mortals visiting them due to depopulation.” 
 
    “A dungeon war?” I remarked with almost a whisper. “Not sure I want to witness such an event.” 
 
    Ezal nodded slowly. “There’s that, and the fact that I doubt the native dungeons could defeat Lord Regan’s and Lady Alara’s offspring.” 
 
    I dropped my head into my hands. This was a nightmare. Not to mention the fact that we still hadn’t figured out what to do about the man Izora had accidentally released. It was hard to believe it had only been a few weeks ago when we’d returned from spending nearly a year in Hellia. I shook my head to dismiss the idle thought. Time didn’t matter. 
 
    Raising my head, I mustered a smile for Ezal. “I’ll talk to Alara and Regan. Perhaps they can prevent such a war from happening.” I got up from the table and walked over to the desk I kept in my chamber for those days that I didn’t feel like heading to my royal office. Call it a perk of being queen. 
 
    I grabbed the glass tablet and brought up Alara. She shouldn’t be as busy as Regan. Clicking on her profile, I waited for the device to connect to her. I started growing worried when it took almost ten rings to connect. 
 
    “Louella? What is it?” She sounded pressed, but it didn’t sound like she was in combat. 
 
    “I just wanted to talk about some matters with you and Regan regarding the dungeon cores.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it will have to wait. Regan is currently . . . It will just have to wait.” 
 
    The line disconnected. I wasn’t sure what to make of the situation on just that. I thought about going down into the dungeon to find out for myself, but a glance at my swelling stomach pushed that out of my mind. I had already put my child through more danger than any mother should. 
 
    I returned the tablet to the desk and had started walking back over to Ezal when the entire valley shook violently. I looked out the window toward Regan’s dungeon. What trouble have you gotten into now? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Regan 
 
    A god . . . I repeated it a few more times in my head. It just felt off to me. Sure, I had been a sort of god to the mortals here. However, that was how the system of power worked. Being called a god was more of a title than anything. Most people knew that it was just a Celestial with a following so that they could gain Adherent mana. In fact, before Lelune wrecked things, it was common practice to give up the title to the next person in line so that they could reach Celestia. 
 
    I was going to need more information on exactly what was going on before I could make my own judgment. As long as these so-called gods didn’t try to whisk me off to some divine realm where I’d have to rule over a bunch of people I’d never seen before, I would be willing to at least listen to what they had to say. 
 
    Returning to the present, I found the trio staring at me. “Um, thanks?” 
 
    Vonera shook her head. “Every time. I swear.” 
 
    “Calm down, Vonera. It is a lot to take in,” Rhudin said, making the calming motions again. Keeping her under control must have been a full-time job. 
 
    “Yeah. So, it’s not like I don’t appreciate the welcome. I’m just not sure what exactly it entails.” I had gained this power on accident, after all. At least, I think I did. The serpent that had forced me to eat the apple was anything but a mindless beast. It was possible that this was planned, though I doubted Creation himself had any say in the matter. He seemed content to give me a break. 
 
    Rhudin stepped forward. I almost wanted to take a step back mainly due to the fact that he was more like a wall of muscle. Even if he wasn’t intending for it to happen, the god of war and land was quite intimidating in close proximity. That said, I didn’t back down. Call it old-fashioned, but I refused to let Alara see me display any sort of weakness toward someone that she had displeasure with. 
 
    Rhudin eyed my refusal with narrowed eyes before he took a step back, rejoining the other two. “I don’t want to start another war. Come, Vonera, we’ll leave Xihraura to explain the finer details of this to the new godling.” 
 
    The rifts in space reopened, and the two vanished. Xihraura’s face finally showed some emotion, even if it was to glare at the spot that the two had just vanished from. 
 
    I stared at the spot for a few seconds myself before shaking my head at how rude some people could be. Since I didn’t want to spend the whole time standing up, I conjured a table and some chairs and took a seat. “Would you like anything to eat or drink?” I asked. Even if she physically didn’t have to eat or drink, she might enjoy the taste or process of consumption. 
 
    “No,” Xihraura instantly replied without any emotion. She did take a seat across from me at the table. She set her book down and opened it. There was a flash of light before streams of information appeared around her. It was like I was looking at the control room that was displaying hundreds of screens at once. “Short and . . . simple.” 
 
    I pulled my gaze away from the hundreds of thousands of data points and looked back to her. “Sure.” 
 
    “You are . . . now a god. The divine is . . . at your . . . command.” 
 
    “If we get to choose our own titles, I want to be called the god of machines and technology,” I said, trying to inject some humor into the situation. 
 
    Xihraura moved her hand to point at me, and one of the screens followed it. “You are . . . close. You are the . . . god of . . . machines and abundance.” 
 
    I rubbed my chin in thought. So, I was already labeled. Who was responsible for that detail? Of course, it could simply be magic. I had learned a long time ago that there had been a time when the energy had a mind of its own. “I’ll take it. So now what?” 
 
    “That depends . . . on you.” Xihraura closed her book, and all the screens vanished. “Gods manage . . . the energy of the . . . universe to build . . . new worlds.” She looked over to Alara. “We do not . . . lay down . . . roots.” 
 
    “I refuse to abandon my family. I’ve already gone through that once. Never again.” 
 
    “That is . . . fine. You are already . . . fulfilling your duty.” I raised an eyebrow, as I wasn’t sure what she was talking about. She pointed at my core. “I sense an entire . . . universe contained in . . . the housing of . . . your soul.” That’s right. I was already feeding mana into a pocket universe. 
 
    “Then what?” I asked, leaning forward. “I can live my life with all this power?” 
 
    Xihraura smiled for the first time. “Power attracts . . . plenty of trouble.” The woman stood up and bowed her head. “Until next time, god of machines.” She vanished without another word. 
 
    I leaned back, unsure what to do now. I felt a wellspring of energy inside me. It wasn’t quite mana, but I could easily convert it to mana. Had I really become a god, this time in the true sense of the word? I looked over to Alara, who had been rather quiet since the start. “What do you think about all this?” 
 
    She leaned her head onto my shoulder. “Honestly?” I nodded. “I’m not that surprised. Just try to warn me if you become a leviathan.” 
 
    I stared at her for a second before I burst out laughing and wrapped my arm around her. “Sure thing, my love.” 
 
    “Nara is waiting for us. No one was sure what was going on. Not even Ignea was able to get into the core room,” Alara said, hopping up from the seat. 
 
    “You said the dungeon froze. What about the mortals who were inside?” I asked, worried that I had just killed a few hundred people. 
 
    “They are all fine, from what we could tell. Most got teleported to safe zones in the dungeon. Even if they didn’t, many of the mindless monsters stopped moving altogether.” 
 
    “Mindless?” I asked with a grin. “I don’t have many of those in my dungeon.” 
 
    Alara frowned with a furrowed brow. “Tell me about it. You have no idea how many were asking Ignea and me about what was going on.” 
 
    “Again, my bad. Though, I had no idea any of this was going to happen. I was just dismissing my avatar when a seed fell from inside it,” I explained, feeling bad about the situation. I really had to stop causing her to worry, or she was going to lock me up somewhere. 
 
    Alara turned to look at my core and I copied her. The golden tree was impressive. I could only think of two things that might have equaled it. The evil-suppressing tree that I accidently destroyed over on Fuizol, and the World Tree itself. Of those two, only the World Tree came close to the energy possessed by the tree growing around my core. 
 
    “A god, huh,” Alara commented. “And here I thought I was finally stronger than you for once.” 
 
    “You were stronger than me when I first came to this world. It took me months to prepare to save you, remember.” I ran a finger across her cheek, enjoying the feeling. I’m not sure if it was due to me having flesh again or because I was a god, but the sensation of her skin was incredible. 
 
    “I do. Thank you again for that.” She kissed me before teasingly moving away. The little minx. 
 
    I followed her through the hole that she made. I fixed it with a wave of my hand. The mana flowed so easily and precisely that I was almost taken aback. I was a dungeon core. Mana was my oxygen, my blood, my sweat, and just about everything else. When I compared my use from before to now, I couldn’t help but think that I was clunky and unwieldy with it before. 
 
    I found Nara along with many others from the dungeon. “Daddy?!” Nara cried when she saw me before lunging into my arms. I sighed in relief as I caught her. I was worried that she might not realize it was me. While I would have been able to explain the reason for my change, it would have hurt my heart a bit. 
 
    I squeezed her gently, then addressed everyone else. “I’m fine, everyone! Just an unforeseen development, but nothing to cause undue alarm.” 
 
    Alara looked at me with an expression that I interpreted as her asking about telling them I’d become a god. I decided for now that it wasn’t that important. Plus, it felt like bragging, if I was being honest. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Louella 
 
    I laid my head on my desk. I was bored out of my mind and craving raspberries for some reason. Ezal was too good at her job. By the time issues reached me, they had mostly been taken care of. I couldn’t even find anything to add to most of them. It had been over four days since I had tried to speak to Alara. The valley had shaken a few more times since then, but sadly, most of the citizens were used to such occurrences. Another day in life around the most insane dungeon core on the planet. 
 
    “Is that any way for the queen of Vaihdetta to be acting?” I groaned at Regan’s voice. Of course he would appear as if nothing happened. 
 
    I sat up and did a double-take. There was a human man in front of me that I had never seen before. I grabbed my staff and leveled it at him in less than a second flat. “Who are you?” I demanded, eyeing him carefully. An assassin? How’d he get past all the various security that even I didn’t quite understand? 
 
    “You’re hurting my feelings. I thought we were friends.” Regan’s voice came from the man. I narrowed my eyes since it could easily be a trick. He sighed and dropped his head. “You win, my love.” 
 
    I tilted my head in confusion. There was a warp in space before Alara stepped out next to him. She locked arms with the man. “See. I told you. It’s hard.” 
 
    “Regan?” I asked, still not able to believe it. I recalled a time when I’d seen an elderly man as a version of him. I could almost make out the resemblance. There were also some similarities to the Regans from Hellia who were human, if you made them about ten times more handsome. I sighed and slowly dropped back into my seat. “Seriously. Normally, this sort of thing would be fine, but I would like you to remember that I am pregnant.” 
 
    “Bah. You’ve been pregnant for over a year now. You can’t play that card forever,” Regan said as he and Alara took a seat across from me. 
 
    I tapped my finger loudly and as angrily as I could on the table. “And who’s fault is that?!” 
 
    Surprisingly, Regan dropped his head and looked truly apologetic. “Again, I am sorry for that. And I thank you for coming to save me. If I am being honest, without your presence, we would likely still be trapped in Hellia.” 
 
    I wanted to stay mad but found it hard. Groaning, I let out a long gush of air. “Fine. So? What happened this time?” 
 
    Alara put her head in her hands while Regan leaned back with a large grin. “I became a god.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. You’re a god. You’ve been playing that card for a long time as well.” I continued tapping my finger on the desk, waiting for the real answer. Regan hadn’t been this playful in a long time. It was a good change of pace from how serious he always felt lately. Not that I could blame him. The world kept throwing things at us and making it hard to simply enjoy life. 
 
    Regan’s grin drooped a little, and he looked over to Alara. “She doesn’t believe me.” 
 
    Alara sighed, then reached over to grab my hands. “It’s true. He became a True God this time.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked, looking between the two of them. When they both nodded, I pouted a little. “And here I thought I would win the arms race we had going on. I mean”—I gestured to myself—“I did become a partial World Spirit.” 
 
    “Trust me, I didn’t intend for this to happen,” Regan commented with a straight face. “In fact, I’m not even sure if this isn’t some sort of plan to get me involved in even more trouble.” 
 
    “But a god, huh.” I stared at him for a minute. I could sort of see an aura of that sort coming from him. Perhaps it was the World Spirit part of me, but there seemed to be boundless energy inside him. “This is great, though. All our problems are solved. I mean a god is the pinnacle of power, right. Take care of everything with a wave of your hand.” 
 
    Regan shook his head. “I’m not sure of all the rules, but I know there are rules. I doubt I can wave my hand and fix everything that I don’t like. Otherwise, the others would have likely done that to me.” 
 
    “Others?” I asked, then recalled the four beings that had appeared in Saymar. “Ah. Them.” 
 
    “Yep. Them,” Regan said. “Anyway. You wanted to speak to us?” 
 
    “Yes.” I pulled up the movements of the dungeon cores in the Lecazar area. Looking at the land, I couldn’t help feeling bad for it. The southern edge of the territory was still uninhabitable by mortals from the battle between Regan and Lelune. “The situation with the Viventum has changed. Their actions have pushed the native dungeon cores into action. The last report I received showed at least two armies made from dungeon monsters heading for two of the Alliance towers.” 
 
    Regan looked the maps over with a serious eye. “From the looks of these movements, they aren’t heading for populated areas. That’s a bit surprising. I would have thought they would be starving for mana.” 
 
    “Remember, my love. We helped them understand passive mana gain before the demon invasion. They won’t be so bad off,” Alara pitched in. 
 
    “Oh right. I forgot about that. It all seems so long ago.” 
 
    She patted his hand to comfort him. “It’s fine. You were in Hellia over a decade. I’ll help you with anything that you might have forgotten.” 
 
    “Right.” Regan tapped his chin. “For now, let’s just watch. The monsters might be enough mana to feed the Viventum cores. Not that it will taste particularly good to the cores. If the conflict appears to be spreading from their territory, I’ll make a move against them.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you just turn off the Viventum cores?” I asked hopefully. Since he’d created them, I would have thought that he’d built in an emergency control method or something along those lines. 
 
    “You mean kill them?” Regan asked with a low tone. “No. I cannot. They are independent of me. It made their magic much more potent, which was what I was going for at the time. The demons were just that much of a threat.” 
 
    I dropped my head. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I’ll let you know if their monsters start moving into more populated areas.” I hesitated but soon continued, as I felt it was best if he knew. “There are also reports of mortals disappearing from areas near the Viventum core Alliance territory. We fear they might have switched to more covert operations to get their sustenance.” 
 
    “I understand. I’ll look into that as well.” Regan vanished without even causing a ripple in the mana. That was new. I had grown used to being able to detect when he appeared and disappeared from my area of influence. If he had that much control over mana now, he truly might be a god. 
 
    “For what it’s worth, I agree with you,” Alara said before she vanished as well. 
 
    I shook my head before closing the reports. Whatever he did, I knew it was going to be hard on him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Regan 
 
    I stared into the mirror as I checked myself out. My Hellian form had been transparent in places. Not to mention, it had been able to process a singularity in the place of my stomach. This form was just as interesting. For starters, my blood appeared to be made from nanites. There were so many of the tiny machines that they created a viscous blue liquid that was visible to the eye. Healing had never been a problem for me before, but I wasn’t even sure I could be wounded now. 
 
    Next was my physical appearance. If a person saw me, they would assume that I was human. My features were perfectly human. In fact, I looked like I did when I was in my twenties. I felt I was handsome, but that might have just been my ego talking. The only difference was my hair. It went to the small of my back. I couldn’t even cut it, since the nanites would regrow the strands in seconds. I settled for tying it up for the time being. 
 
    I was calling this my routine body. It all changed when I activated what I was calling my battle form. A dark purple set of armor encased my entire body. It was sleek and thin, but I knew that it could take just about anything that was thrown at it. Moving around in it, I might as well have been wearing a second skin rather than a set of armor. 
 
    Finally, I shook my head and turned away from the mirror, deciding it was time for me to stop distracting myself. New body or not, god or not, I was going to live my life as I saw fit. Perhaps it was a good thing. I already knew there was more than one threat still out there. Malthos for one. Now I would be able to give that giant lizard a run for his money. Then there was the situation with Tadryn. He had been quiet as of late, but he did destroy part of the Seal. I would need to take action against him since I had little clue as to what his true desire was. Lastly, but certainly not the final item, were the Viventum and native dungeon cores. I had to figure out what to do about them. 
 
    Sighing, I couldn’t help but feel like I had to watch the whole planet. It was too bad me becoming a god didn’t include omnipotence. That would have helped out a lot. That decided for me my next goal. I had to improve the safety net of the planet. I teleported up to my remaining moon and my core. 
 
    Looking down at the planet, I whistled in appreciation of the view. It truly was an amazing sight to take in. Murgin was a huge planet nearly four times the size of Earth. Much of that was ocean, with the planet encircled with the chain-like Maelstrom that seemed to bind the planet. If my theories were correct, then the center of that storm was what sealed Modderm. If Tadryn wanted to free his father, then he would have to destroy that. Perhaps that was why he attacked the Seal. Teriso was the previous World Spirit. No doubt he would have the power to break the magic in place in the Maelstrom. 
 
    I rubbed my head. It was a lot to deal with. The easiest way to figure it all out was to hunt down Tadryn and get the details from the dragon himself. “One thing at a time, Regan. One thing at a time.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Space. The final frontier. I chuckled to myself as I thought of that old show. Even after almost two centuries, it had never fully died. Humans were always fascinated with the unknown even if it terrified them. I couldn’t blame them. I, myself, had been enthralled with such things. 
 
    Staring out from the surface of the moon, Lyrale, I didn’t think I would ever grow tired of seeing the stars in all their majesty. Sadly, my work for today wasn’t with the stars but with a much closer celestial body. The second moon of Murgin, Krona, had been turned into a cosmic ring of debris. While I would be the first to say that it was a pretty sight in the sky, the danger it posed was too high to let it stay when I had the power to fix it. 
 
    Cracking my knuckles, I accessed my core on Lyrale. My various cores all had different levels based on their energy absorption. Lyrale, along with the destroyed Krona and station core had been the highest after my main core. This was due to the unending supply of energy they gathered from the cosmic rays: untold amounts of sunlight, along with all the more deadly energies such as ultraviolet light, infrared, radio waves, X-rays, and gamma rays. They each fluctuated randomly, but compared to what lay under the thick atmosphere that Murgin possessed, being in orbit was like being at an all-you-can-eat buffet for my cores. 
 
    Now came the tricky part. I could easily gather up the moon fragments, but right now they would simply be pulled into Lyrale and become part of this moon. Because the masses and orbits were set accordingly, a change of that much mass would affect the moon’s orbit. Not to mention the tides and tectonic plate movement. I didn’t care to have all the volcanoes on Murgin erupt at once. 
 
    The best solution was to put Krona back together as much as possible and return it to its former orbit. The problem? The debris of the moon was now a ring around the entire planet. After some contemplation, I finally settled on my course of action. I jumped off the moon and flew to the spot where my calculations would have put the former moon. 
 
    Rubbing my hands together, I concentrated on creating a new core. It was the first time that I had created a subcore like this in a long time. The Viventum had minds of their own, and thus I had little control over their cores. Thinking about the problem children, I momentarily wondered just what I should do about them. It was hard since not all of them had gone to evil, if you could call it that for a dungeon core, while others had worked to protect the mortals. 
 
    I cleared my head of the thoughts. That was a problem for tomorrow. I had to focus on what I was doing right now. After about a minute, a tiny pebble-sized crystal had formed in my hands. The crystal was clear with a golden tint. Examining it, I decided this god thing was going to influence every part of my life from now on. 
 
    With the Lyrale core sitting at tier four level three, the aura of the core easily encompassed the entire moon and then some. This new core could pull some mana from it to boost its cultivation quickly. Normally, I had most of the mana my subcores gathered sent to my main core. It wouldn’t hurt to reverse the process for once. 
 
    With a thought that was easier than blinking, I expanded the aura of my new core. I hesitated since it exploded past the limit that was set by the dungeon magic even at tier one. I couldn’t help the cheeky grin that formed. It looked like that god perk was already coming in handy. 
 
    A mental flip of the switch and mana started pouring into the new core. I’d had a bad experience with the core I tried to set up in Jade Wind, so I kept it regulated. That was my intention, but this new core was incredible. As soon as I reached what I thought would be the maximum input, the core was easily able to handle more. Add onto that the fact that it was already starting to absorb cosmic rays within its aura. The core soon broke through to tier two, then tier three. 
 
    I sent a command to the core, and it began to pull the chunks of debris toward it. In a matter of minutes, I was no longer floating in space, but instead was in a cozy core room at the center of the quickly forming moon. I pulled up a few screens to calculate the orbits of the moon core and the debris field. With a few quick adjustments while the new core was still forming, I was able to put it on a path that would collect the remaining debris and eventually slot it nicely into orbit where the previous Krona had been over the next couple of days. 
 
    Technically, the moon should be smaller due to the loss of material that fell to Murgin or collided with Lyrale, but I was a dungeon core. I planned to increase the mass back to normal using mana once everything had been collected. Still, I couldn’t help but feel for Krona. The moon had seen some troubles even if I just thought about during my time on Murgin. Not only was a good chunk of it gouged out by the temporal anomaly, but it was blown into pieces by the demon invasion. That had to be rough, even for an unthinking piece of rock. 
 
    I left the core and moved to the surface of the moon. I wanted to make sure the debris was fusing properly. Floating above it all and watching the process, I couldn’t help but love mana and magic all over again. I was seeing a process that would have taken millions of years, if not billions, and that required tremendous gravity. All of it taking place in minutes. 
 
    I stretched, as I felt I had done some fine work. The list of things I had to do seemed to resist growing shorter, instead growing longer by the minute, but I felt accomplished, nonetheless. I just hoped the mortals on the planet didn’t freak out too much. Those near the valley would most likely be fine, but further afield might be different. The destruction of the moon had already been bad enough, for it to return might cause a few of the more spiritual members of the race to literally lose their shit. 
 
    Turning away from the tiny moon, I looked back out into the emptiness of space. Next would be rebuilding my space station. It had served as a perfect staging area against the demon invasion. And even during the necromancer war, I had used it to drop troops where needed more than once. The moons would be a good secondary choice, but the mobility of the station was just too much to give up. 
 
    The station could wait, however. What I needed right now were eyes and ears. I had once had a network of satellites orbiting the planet connected to the station. Many of them had been destroyed by the ring of debris, but the later models were outfitted with protection magic. The aura of the planet was brutal on the devices, after all, with bursts of energy actively seeking to destroy the satellites. It went without saying that I had to get creative to protect them. 
 
    Heading back over to Lyrale, I quickly constructed a new transmitter. Again, I was amazed at how simple it was to construct the machine. I supposed that I wasn’t the god of machines for nothing. Less than fifteen seconds passed before the new transmitter was ready and waiting. 
 
    Placing my hand on the panel, I connected to the device and started broadcasting. I was at it perhaps less than thirty seconds when I felt an extreme burst of bloodlust. I pulled back just in time to avoid nearly a dozen pale white claws all striking the spot I had been standing. Hopping back a few paces, I took in the creatures. These must have been the creatures that had attacked Wrakras and Louella. That wasn’t all. Traces of my own magic seemed to permeate them just as Jarvis expected. Well, he wasn’t my magic and science expert for nothing. 
 
    Popping my neck, I leveled my hand in front of me to create a blade of light. Incineration was the best weapon against these creatures if their regeneration was truly as powerful as Louella and Wrakras claimed. Just to be safe, I tried to see if they could be helped. They were connected to my magic, after all. Unfortunately, I found a twisted mess in the place of their minds. Frankly, I was amazed they were even alive in the first place. Just breathing had to be torture for them. 
 
    I grimaced and pointed the blade of light at them. “So, my twisted creations. How about we end your miserable existences?” 
 
    The creatures roared in rage before they started lunging at me relentlessly. Avoiding the strikes was easy enough. The weak gravity of the moon actually hindered them. Even without being a god, as a dungeon core, I was able to move inside my aura with perfect precision. It wasn’t quite like fighting in slow motion, but it was close. 
 
    After I studied their movements just to be safe, I went on the offensive. I sliced at the next pale ghost to attack me. My blade sliced cleanly through the creature. The charred flesh was pushed off from the wound to allow new growth. As the two parts fell to the side, they started bulging before slowly regrowing back into two separate monsters. Judging from the rate of growth, the new ones would be up in less than a minute. It looked like I would have to up the power a bit. 
 
    The light shifted from dim white to nearly clear light as it left the spectrum that mortals could see. I lunged forward and swiped through the healing pale ghost. I underestimated my strength, and the creature was vaporized. All that remained was a cloud of blood that slowly drifted apart. “Yeah, I don’t think it’s coming back from that.” 
 
    Even with the death of the first pale ghost, the others refused to back down. They charged at me ruthlessly even as my sword of light turned them into vapors. I weaved around the attacks, bringing my sword around with each pass. It was only after I had killed six of them that I found that their numbers were actually increasing. There were far more of these things than I’d first thought. 
 
    The deadly dance continued for several minutes. Even with the reduced gravity, the monsters were lucky enough to land a few lucky shots. My armor came in handy as it repelled the claws. From the short speech from Rhudin, I knew that gods could be killed, so I wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
    The stream of pale ghosts finally came to a stop after close to thirty minutes of continuous combat. The ground around me was thoroughly painted red. I looked around to see if there were any left, but it was just me and the void of space all around me. I closed my fist, canceling my light sword. 
 
    It might have been a mercy to put the creatures out of their misery, but I didn’t feel the slightest bit good about it. The pale ghosts didn’t ask to be born. They were the result of berserk mana and my nanites creating life. It wasn’t right to forget about them. I waved my hand and created a mural for the pale ghosts that died here today. 
 
    I walked over to the transmitter. The pale ghosts had completely ignored it once they arrived, and it had been working the entire time. Tapping into the device, I was able to check how much of the network was still working. I was relieved to find that a good portion of the deep-space satellites were still operational. It was the low-orbit ones that were severely lacking in numbers. Scratching my head, I decided it would be better to rebuild the entire thing. 
 
    I went ahead and combed through the data of the ones that were still in operation. I paused as I spotted a reading from a strange anomaly on the edge of the solar system. The timestamp was from over three weeks ago. I pulled the data, running some calculations to determine where it ended up. The data showed that the object displayed breaking maneuvers. That meant it must have been man-made. 
 
    “Or a creature that is capable of space flight.” I ground my teeth and leaped into the air. It really was just one thing after another with my life! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    Izora 
 
    Hatsu and I made our way down the street arm in arm. I wasn’t sure when had been the last time I’d felt the world was so carefree. We were heading for the workshop Lord Regan had created for me. While I could have taken more time to revel in the fact that I was free of being a royal, I was itching to get to work. 
 
    Hatsu had left the royal guard to stay with me. It was sad that the others wouldn’t be around as much, but they wanted to stay with Tsuzuki during this trying time. He would need all the help he could get while navigating the new government. 
 
    We rounded the corner of the street and came to a stretch of street that was clear of buildings on the right side, with the exception of one. It was a massive building that took up the space of two or three ordinary buildings. If I’d had to guess, I would have put it around two hundred meters long just on the street side. 
 
    Hatsu pulled me forward with a laugh. “I guess Lord Regan wanted to spoil you one last time.” 
 
    I smiled and gave a shrug. “I would have been happy with a hovel as long as I could work on my passion.” 
 
    “I bet.” 
 
    Hatsu pulled us toward the entrance. There were two sets of doors that opened onto the street. One was clearly for people, while the doors to the right were meant for something much larger. I thought about the mechs that the goblins loved. Perhaps Lord Regan had added it in case I had the desire to build something like that in the future. 
 
    Pulling out the key that Lord Regan gave me, I inserted it into the lock and turned it. The surface of the building glowed before a layer of energy seemed to ripple over it. When I examined the magic, I found it was soundproof along with having a few measures to keep the buildings across the street safe from a number of dangers. 
 
    I shook my head as I smiled. “He really wants me to try to blow this place up.” 
 
    “I’ve never known Lord Regan to lie.” Hatsu pulled the door open for me before I could grab the handle. “I thought he was being one hundred percent serious the other night.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    We walked inside and the lights came on automatically. Most of the building was empty. I rubbed my hands together, excited to get started—not that I had any idea what I wanted to work on first. 
 
    “Lady . . . Izora. Where do you want me to put our stuff?” Hatsu asked, patting the storage bag at her waist. She was still trying to break out of the habit of calling me lady. 
 
    I looked around the expansive space. It was mostly empty, but after a bit of looking around, we found a few spare rooms in the back. They were empty as well. It was a good thing we brought some furniture along. 
 
    “Here will do for our room.” I tried not to seem too embarrassed when I looked at her. “You don’t mind . . . mind sharing, do you?” 
 
    Hatsu was already pulling out stuff from the bag. “Wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    I walked over to help her arrange things. It took a few hours, but we had the room set up where we both were happy. I followed her to the next spare room, where she started pulling out the rest of the items from the storage bag. Being the former queen of the gnomes came with a lot of junk. More than a few of the items were from people who wished me good luck during the election celebration. 
 
    “I guess I won’t get to see you wear this anymore,” Hatsu said with a whimsical tone. 
 
    I looked over to see my armor. I’d used it quite a bit in recent months. Really, it had been one thing after another for the gnomes. I walked over and picked up the lance. It had come about due to dungeon magic manipulating the ancient gnome artifact weapons. Not only that, but it was infused with a spirit. It was more a conglomeration of magic than a simple weapon. 
 
    I grinned as I got an idea. “I figured out what I’m going to work on first.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    I held up the lance. “I’m going to try to dissect this thing.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Izora!” I looked up from my book as Hatsu brought me over a mug of mead. The dwarves might claim to love the stuff most, but I had gotten quite the taste for it lately. The honey liquor was smooth and delicious. The sugar helped my head after over ten hours of daily studying. 
 
    I took it and quickly downed most of the warm drink. “Thank you. That was just what I needed.” 
 
    Hatsu made a face. “I’m fine with getting you some here and there, but I will not let you become an alcoholic like Lady Louella.” 
 
    I laughed as she took a seat next to me. “You better not say that to anyone else but me. She told me that in confidence.” 
 
    “I have handled royal affairs for most of my life. I know who and who not to talk to about matters.” Hatsu suddenly placed a hand on my forehead. I moaned, as it felt amazingly cool to the touch. “You need to take a break. It takes years to become a master. Trying to do it in a few days in reckless.” 
 
    I glanced at the pile of books around me. She did have a point. Lord Regan might have most of the gnome knowledge catalogued in his archives, but if I wanted to truly comprehend it all, I couldn’t just read through it like crazy. I had to take my time and learn bit by bit. Rubbing my neck, which I just realized was sore, I nodded to her. “You’re right. Let’s call it a night for today.” 
 
    “Great.” I yelped as she abruptly picked me up like I weighed nothing. “This way, my lady.” 
 
    I blushed as she carried me through the workshop to our room. Halfway there, I started to smell something that made my stomach growl loudly. She finally set me down at a table laden with over a dozen different items. She puffed out her chest. “While you were busy learning, so was I. I made all this myself.” 
 
    I looked at the table with new interest. Hatsu and I had grown up on food cooked by skilled chefs. Even when we were adventuring, when I didn’t have my retinue with me, it wasn’t like money was ever an issue even. All that to say that neither of us had cooked a day in our lives. 
 
    Reaching out, I grabbed what looked like a chicken leg. The meat had been glazed with some sort of sauce and had turned the skin nearly golden. I licked my lips at the appetizing scent coming from the morsel. As I bit down, juice exploded into my mouth. A few seconds later, the leg of meat was completely gone. I almost couldn’t remember eating it. 
 
    “Delicious!” I didn’t hold back. I dug into all the food in front of me. Hatsu was the same age as me at twenty-three, but I was wondering if perhaps she missed her calling by being my guard. “This is truly amazing! If I had known you had this sort of talent, I would have made you my personal cook years ago. Now, no one but me gets to enjoy this wonderful food.” 
 
    “I’m glad that you like it. There is more where this came from. Don’t worry. I’ll make sure you don’t become too lazy.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I asked with a laugh. “I might go exercise after this just to have more room for some more.” 
 
    I leaned back after we polished off all the plates on the table. I knew I should have stopped a few plates ago, but it was so delicious that I found it impossible to stop. I might really have to go exercise or risk my stomach exploding. Hatsu really had done an amazing job. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked in the silence of the moment. 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    “That you want me,” I added. 
 
    Hatsu gave me a breathtaking smile that caused my heart to falter a bit. “With every fiber in my body.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    Regan 
 
    The debris field from the moon spread out in front of me. Reflected light from the sun easily pushed the temperature of spots it hit on my body to hundreds of degrees. Even though the individual pieces were far apart from each other, it was a still proving a considerable challenge to locate the object that had entered the solar system. If it was something that didn’t want to be found, then that would only make my job harder. 
 
    It was a pity that the deep space satellites had picked up the object without issue, but my short-range detection net had been blasted to hell by not only the moon’s destruction but the demon invasion force itself during its initial attack. If something wanted to enter Murgin’s airspace, now was the time to do so. Much to my irritation. 
 
    I soon reached the point where my calculations had put the object. Scanning around with just sight proved to be futile. It was time to get a bit creative. I focused my mana into a point, then released it in a burst. The waves of mana washed out. When they struck a moon fragment, the debris was sent to my new core. Soon the space around me for nearly a hundred kilometers was clear. 
 
    On the edge of the cleared space, I found what I was looking for. I also found that I knew the object. It was the Isabella! I’d thought I would never see it again. My excitement was dashed when I saw the ship was covered in damage. I quickly flew over and landed on the top of the ship. 
 
    Landing on the surface of the deck, I was certain that this was the Isabella. How had it reached my universe though? Whether I cared to take credit for it or not, we had successfully destroyed Hellia. They should have been sent back to their home universes. Why would they come here if they had? 
 
    I walked over to the entrance and placed a hand on the door panel. Paris had trusted me enough to give me permission to access the ship. Hopefully, my code still worked. I exhaled in relief when the panel lit up. I connected the panel to my armor—it paid to have a suit of armor composed of nanites—and pulled up the situation inside the ship. Inside looked rough, but there were pockets of air in some areas. Whatever attacked them hit them hard and without warning. 
 
    I moved to the logs and pulled up a few of the videos. The ship had been fine until it entered a far orbit with Murgin. There was a flash of light on the edge of the video before a few dozen pale ghosts began to rampage against the vessel. The attack went on for almost an hour before the creatures seemed to just up and vanish for no reason. 
 
    “I guess it’s good that they attacked me.” I still felt bad about ending so many lives that had been born by a mistake, but at least it had some measure of good. 
 
    Disconnecting, I placed my hands on the surface of the ship, then spread a field around the ship. With almost no effort, I towed the ship back to my Lyrale moon core. With some quick thoughts, I created a pressurized dock for the ship to land in. Paris was smart. He was probably already aware of what was going on even with the ship in the state it was. 
 
    I tried to set the ship down as gently as I could, but once the gravity of the moon, slight as it was, took hold, several parts of the ship buckled and vented atmosphere. I quickly sealed the dock and pressurized it. I moved back to the entrance on the flight deck and accessed the panel to open the door. 
 
    As I headed inside, memories of Hellia flashed through my head. It should have been a nightmare, and in many regards, it was, but I had to admit that the time I spent with Kala, Paris, and Sicilia wasn’t too bad. The three had made great companions. I supposed Levaris, Spira, Arch, and Bones weren’t too bad, at the end of the day. 
 
    I made my way to the bridge but found it a wreck. From the gaping hole that would have exposed the room to the void, it looked like the pale ghosts had hit this place first. Turning on my heel, I searched the ship, looking for anyone. I knew for a fact that Paris and Kala were smart and strong enough to avoid being sucked out into the void even if they were attacked. 
 
    When I failed to find anyone on the first two decks, I knew there was only one place that they could be holed up. I turned and headed for the core room of the ship. The Isabella was a dungeon ship, after all. A dungeon core from another universe powered her systems and kept her flying. 
 
    When I reached the place, I found that a set of blast doors had been lowered. Red lights were blinking ominously overhead. If this were a horror movie, it was the point where some alien monstrosity exploded from the other side of these doors. I whistled when I found that the pale ghosts had likely only been a few minutes from carving their way through the nearly-meter-thick metal. Sadly, that fact only added to the feeling of a horror movie. 
 
    I knocked against the metal loudly. “Anyone home?!” 
 
    Silence and the blinking of the lights overhead were the only answer I got. I dreaded thinking that they might have been pulled out into the vacuum of space during the attack. Thinking about it, I knew Paris and Kala probably lost a portion of their power during Hellia’s collapse as well. All the chaos energy had been ripped violently from my body at the time; it was reasonable to think the same happened to the rest of the inhabitants. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I slammed my hands into the groove between the doors and began to pull. The servos on the doors ground loudly as my godly strength easily trumped them. Smoke came from the walls as the doors slid slowly open. A sword stabbed through the gap when it was only a few centimeters, throwing up sparks as the weapon glanced off my armor. Good thing too, since I preferred not to be gutted today. 
 
    “Hey! Is that any way to treat an old friend?” I shouted through the gap. 
 
    “I know that voice! Regan?” Paris’s voice came through the gap. “Let go of the doors before you completely cripple them. I’ll open them.” 
 
    I let go and the doors slammed shut before they slowly started opening. The motors on either side sounded like they were about to explode, but I decided to ignore that. Soon, the inside of the core room was visible. Kala was glaring at me with her sword leveled at my face. I grimaced at that. Usually, people were able to tell when I changed forms, but something about this godly form caused them to doubt my identity. 
 
    I cringed when I saw my reflection on a wall. Of course, they had trouble knowing it was me, my armor looked like a futuristic battle suit. The dark purple coloring certainly didn’t put me on the holy-on-sight list. I knew it was due to my thoughts on my evil version that caused the change. Whether I liked it or not, he was powerful. My subconscious recognized that fact and incorporated it into my current form, at least that was my hypothesis. I would have to see if I could change the coloring of the armor when I had some downtime. 
 
    Holding up my hands, I stepped into the room while dismissing my helmet. “Hey, guys! A lot has changed in the last few weeks for me. Hope you can get used to the new face.” 
 
    “Kala. It’s him. I’m sure of it,” Paris said to the still-on-guard woman. She lowered her sword, but her expression was still on high alert. “Sorry about that. We are still a bit on edge from earlier. I have never seen creatures like that before, even in Hellia.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that. They were sort of a magical accident that happened after far too much magic was mixed together. They tend to focus on me and those related to me for some reason.” 
 
    “They must have been responding to this, then,” Paris remarked as he walked over to a device at the edge of the room. He opened it and pulled out a pitch-black sword. “While it wasn’t exactly created by you, you spent a lot of time tinkering with it.” 
 
    “Obsidian. I thought I lost it to the collapse of Hellia.” I had gotten the blade from the first guardian of the layers in Hellia. It was sort of a trophy. “How did you come to have it?” 
 
    Paris nodded and took a seat. “You and your companions were sent back to your home universes almost instantly during the event. The rest of us were sent back randomly over the next couple of minutes. The only conclusion I could come to was that it was based on the amount of time we spent in Hellia. The more chaos energy you had, the longer you were violently stripped of the energy, but no hard feelings from me.” 
 
    I had amassed a decent amount of chaos energy while I was there, but I had managed it over just about a decade. The energy could be considered fresh in that case. Easily displaced. The theory made sense, not that it really mattered at the end of the day. Hellia no longer existed, and something else entirely had taken its place in the form of a third cosmic power. 
 
    Paris wiped the grimace from his face and continued. “Kala here managed to snag the weapon after your disappearance. She coated it in her energy almost instinctually and managed to take it with her. When we returned to our home universe, we found it a ruin. What life we found was simple and just starting out. We might as well have been alone.” 
 
    “And you went looking for a more inhabited universe?” I asked, understanding how that feeling of loneliness might have driven them. 
 
    “That’s right. It helped that we found a relic from the First Age. Our forefather, the great Watcher, had left records of a universe across the borders of space and time.” 
 
    “Watcher!” I remembered the conversation we had once about Watcher. Kala and Paris must have been from my version of Earth, after all. How twisted was fate for that to happen? I almost wanted to laugh at the irony of it all. I cleared my thoughts. We had more important issues than the happenings of the past. “Well. I welcome you to my universe. You are certainly welcome to stay here if you desire.” 
 
    “We appreciate it. We are all weak after losing all our chaos energy. We might as well be children, but our knowledge hasn’t vanished. We’d be happy to use our skills to make a new place in this world.” 
 
    “Our?” I asked since I only saw the two of them. 
 
    Paris gestured behind him to another set of blasts doors. “Most of the Florey that were in Hellia are with us. A few stayed behind in our original universe to start over.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    Louella 
 
    I would have thought by now that I would be used to Regan causing mass panics in my queendom. Apparently, I was wrong, as I was woken up late in the night by shouts of alarm. I didn’t know how I knew it was Regan’s fault, but I just did. Groaning, as I was not in a pleasant mood, I walked over to the balcony to see what the panic was about. 
 
    The ring of debris that had illuminated the sky for the last few months was partially gone. In its place was a small moon. The ring of debris was being literally scooped up by the moon as it grew in real time over our heads. At the rate it was growing, I felt it would be back to its original size in just a few nights. 
 
    Looking closer to hand, I could see the streets of the city were awash with light as people flooded them to get a better look. I rubbed the bridge of my nose before walking over to my desk. I picked up my tablet and accessed the broadcast feature. I didn’t even care I was in my nightgown. 
 
    I cleared my throat and hit play. “My people! I know that the moon has caused some panic. Do not fear. This is the action of the Machine Father. He is returning the moon to its former glory. The ring of Krona was a lovely sight to behold, but we should treat it as a dream. It is time for us to wake up. Please return to your homes! Again, there is nothing to fear from this event.” 
 
    I heard my voice from a few dozen places nearby as it floated up on the wind. I walked over and closed the window before I returned to my bed. Thankfully, it hadn’t lost its warmth yet. Wrakras rolled over and continued to snooze as if nothing had happened. I almost envied him. Almost. 
 
    I found a much calmer castle when I woke up a few hours later. Out of sight, out of mind. Once the moon moved past the horizon, far fewer people cared about the celestial body. I made sure to make a note to yell at Regan later all the same. The man should have learned by now that doing things in the middle of the night, no matter where he was, tended to affect someone. Usually me and my sleep. 
 
    “Good morning, Your Highness.” 
 
    I glared at Wrakras, though it softened some as he set a tray of food in front of me. Breakfast in bed. I was all for that. “You slept through that commotion last night pretty easily.” 
 
    He shrugged with a grin. “Once I had determined that there was no threat, it was easy for me to ignore the ruckus.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that for next time. I was tempted to punch your sleeping face.” I blew my knuckles to show that I was being serious. 
 
    Wrakras looked between my face and my fist and nodded. “Noted, my sweet.” 
 
    I enjoyed the morning with Wrakras until it came time to work. Though, in my case, I just had to sit on my throne for a few hours today and listen to the citizens. I had been out of the public eye for a few weeks, and many people wanted to speak with me. I found that I was actually enjoying the time as I talked to various people about their time in the queendom. Many expressed their gratitude or joy at being able to live in the nation. A few suggested improvements or other ideas that might not have been heard otherwise. Even if the ideas had little merit, I had the assistants record them. 
 
    The day wore on until the evening light was streaming through the windows. I waved and relaxed in my seat as the last person left the throne room. It had been a long time since I had interacted with so many people. I was pleased to see the nation was happy. 
 
    There was only one cause for concern among the populous. Excluding the moon incident, of course. It was the danger that the Viventum Alliance posed. I tried my best to assuage the fear, but it was difficult. They knew the power that Regan possessed, after all. The thought of that turned against them was certainly something that would keep me up at night. The spirit was there though, that’s what mattered. 
 
    The thought of spirits brought to mind some spirits I hadn’t seen in a while. Gulv and the sun spirits had been notably absent. My trip to Hellia was over two weeks ago. I would have thought they would have visited me by this point. I got up and left the throne room, heading for the dungeon. 
 
    Gulv wasn’t the cute little lightning spirit that he used to be. I had pumped him full of energy during the battle with the Viventum cores near the coast. Unlike the time when we fought the necromancers, the energy had stuck with him. He had stayed his supersized version. Thus, it would be hard to find him quickly since he couldn’t hang around the castle like before. 
 
    The sun spirits, however, had a room in the dungeon dedicated to them. There was an artificial sun at the center of the room that kept them fed. I was still worried since they used to visit me rather regularly. They were mischievous, but I loved them for that nonetheless, pranks and all. 
 
    Sometime later, I finally reached their room. I peeked inside and was relieved to see them flying around the room. The glowing ladies were making sun flares come off the sun at the center of the room. I was always impressed when I saw the construct. I knew that this was barely a drop compared to the real sun, but it was amazing all the same. 
 
    I walked into the room and called to the spirits. “Girls! Valorie! Kyra! Reva . . .” The sun spirits turned to look at me before flying away. Valorie was the only one that came closer, but even she stopped more than a few paces away. “What’s wrong, girls?” I asked, feeling like my heart was breaking. They had never avoided me before. Were they upset that I had left them alone for so long? 
 
    Valorie held up her hands and gestured for me to stay back. A wave of emotion hit me. I had been upset before, but this was strangely powerful. Try as I might, I couldn’t hold back the tears that sprang up. A set of strong hands grabbed my shoulders and pulled me back far too easily to be human. 
 
    I jerked my head around to find that it was Regan. I didn’t resist as he pulled me out of the room. Though, as I watched Valorie fly away to join her sisters, I felt another wave of sadness hit. I dropped my head even as Regan let me go. 
 
    He sighed before patting my head a few times. “You are going to cause them problems, little queen.” 
 
    I sniffed a few times. “Problems?” I asked, looking up at him. 
 
    He pointed down to my stomach. “You might call them sun spirits, but they are technically spirits that revolve around fusion. They know instinctively that they give off radiation that is harmful. Most mortals have enough mana to protect against the scant amount they used to give off, but just like you, they are growing every day. The girls have been avoiding you to protect your child.” 
 
    I sniffed again as I took in what he said. I did seem to recall that they might have been avoiding me even before I left for Hellia. It was over a year ago for me, and Hellia was so vivid in my memories that I was having trouble remembering for sure. 
 
    I wiped away my tears, though they kept coming. “So—so they don’t hate me?” 
 
    Regan shook his head with a look of exasperation. “Of course not. You’re their mother. They could never hate you.” 
 
    I chuckled as the intense emotion I had been feeling slowly went away. “I don’t know what came over me. I suddenly felt like the world was ending.” 
 
    Regan ran a hand through his hair. “I’ve heard that pregnant woman can experience bursts of extreme emotion. I guess that’s true even in your current form.” 
 
    “Maybe.” I finally got my tears to stop flowing and walked over to the entrance to the sunroom. “I love you girls! I’ll come visit once your little brother or sister is born!” I smiled as the spirits all waved excitedly at me from the far side of the room. 
 
    “Now then. I have some other business to discuss with you.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Some friends came to visit. They would like to live in your city.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    Regan 
 
    “Tala! It is good to see you again,” I said as Kala’s mother gave me a warm hug of welcome. She along with over a thousand other Florey were with Paris and Kala on the Isabella. They had come seeking asylum. It was the least I could do to set them up. I looked the group over to see if anyone needed medical aid, but it looked like everyone was mostly injury free. 
 
    While I was examining them, I noticed that their energy levels were all pretty weak. Without the chaos energy, they were barely into tier two and three by Murgin’s standards. I dismissed the thought. That was actually pretty incredible. They had come from a universe without mana to begin with. Being that high already was impressive. 
 
    I walked back over to Paris once Tala finally released me. Kala also stopped being so tense around me now that I had her mother’s seal of approval. “You are welcome to live in my dungeon, or I can speak to Louella to give you a place in the mortals’ city. Or we can set you up in a completely unsettled area and let you start a colony of sorts.” 
 
    Paris looked past me to his people as he considered my offer. It took him a couple of minutes before he made his decision, but that was for the best. Nothing good came from rushing into things. “We’ll go to the city, if possible. We came here because we didn’t want to be alone. A settlement might be nice in the future, but for now, we just want to be regular people.” 
 
    “That sounds fine to me. The normal life isn’t for me, but that’s not by choice, trust me.” I patted Paris on the shoulder with a sigh. “Let me go make the arrangements, then I’ll come get you. The Isabella is docked in a pressurized location, so feel free to wander a bit. There are food and refreshments as well.” 
 
    I glanced past him to Sicilia’s core. “What about your girlfriend?” I asked. “The city is covered in my aura. It will be hard for her to interact with you there.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I don’t plan to stay.” I tilted my head in confusion and he smiled. “I have the technology to explore multiple universes. Once we get the Isabella repaired, we’re going off into the unknown. Who knows, maybe we’ll run into some old friends out there.” 
 
    “That sounds . . . that sounds wonderful.” Just wandering the universes without any responsibility or duties—it was just the sort of thing a man on his own could fully enjoy. I chuckled to myself; Paris wasn’t alone, was he? He had Sicilia. If Alara and I could do the same in the future, that wouldn’t be too bad. 
 
    I left him to his work and teleported back to my dungeon. I had caused a bit of a panic in the city, in the world really, but most of the mortals were already getting back to their daily lives. You could only cause a panic so many times before people grew numb to it, I supposed. I searched for Louella in the castle but failed to find her. With a quick widening of the search, I located her in the dungeon. 
 
    Teleporting nearby, I witnessed her about to break down from the apparent rejection she received from the sun spirits. I shook my head and quickly pulled her out of the sun-hosting room, then explained the situation to her. I felt the sun spirits might be underestimating the protection that a mother provided, but I didn’t want to let their good nature go to waste. It was only for a few more weeks, so there was no real harm in keeping them separate. 
 
    Once Louella calmed down, I told her about Kala and Paris’s arrival. “Kala’s here! Really?” she asked excitedly. They had become friends during their year together in Hellia. Even if Kala was more inclined to fight than to talk, they were still able to make it work. 
 
    “Yeah. Their ship was attacked by pale ghosts, but I handled that. Most of them want to stay here and live in your city. I was confident that you’d be fine with it, but I wanted to make sure beforehand. You know, properly.” 
 
    “That’s a first.” Louella laughed but nodded her head in agreement. “Of course they can stay. I’m sure Paris will have plenty of opportunities with that ship of his. Assuming he can repair it.” 
 
    “No. Paris won’t be staying. He wants to explore the universes.” 
 
    “Pity. He was one of the few people who rivaled you and that brain of yours. I thought you could use the conversation partner.” 
 
    “I agree.” I placed a hand on her shoulder, then teleported us back to her office. “I’ll leave this matter to you, then.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    I nodded to her, then teleported back to the moon. The situation with the pale ghosts and the Florey had caused a good diversion, but I had to get back to my original task: reestablishing my satellite network. I had gotten to experience my new power as a god on the small scale. Time to put it to the test on something a bit larger scale. 
 
    Creating the blueprint in my head, I went with a similar model to the ones that were already deployed. I just upped their defensive measures some. I doubted that another event where a literal planet would be heading to collide with Murgin would happen again in the future, and even if something like that did, the satellite would have to be able to teleport to avoid being destroyed at that point. 
 
    The device I ended up with was about fifty meters long, a cylinder packed full of magic and regular science-based technology that would let me keep an eye on everything within a thousand square kilometers under it. I would be able to reconstruct the network with far fewer of the devices in total. After its creation, it would use solar panels to power its magic circuits. Self-contained and self-sustaining. Just the way I liked my machines. 
 
    Now came the troublesome part: I created one of the machines in front of me. Sure enough, there was still a mana cost. It was also the first time that I felt my reserve drop slightly since I became a god. The dip immediately recovered, but it showed me that my power was not unlimited. Something I knew, but seeing it in play added some context for me. 
 
    I swept my hand across the space in front of me. A few dozen of the satellites appeared instantly. I connected them to the transmitter on Lyrale, then sent them off. In a matter of hours, I would have a full network of eyes to watch the planet. I made sure to send an extra few over to the Saymar and Fuizol continents. The demons might have been bound to this planet, but they were still conquerors at heart. I felt it was only a matter of time before they finally came to terms with their new prison and decided to become top dogs of the courtyard. 
 
    Then there was Fuizol. Once known as the monster continent for its hordes of monsters, whose numbers reached into the millions, it was now home to a few Viventum cores along with a hidden city of dragons under the rule of Modderm’s son. That wasn’t exactly the combination that I was excited about. 
 
    I was content to wait until the satellites reached their destinations. At least, that was my plan until I checked the time. I rubbed my head, then grinned. Time to head home for the day. The devices didn’t need me to watch them as they flew, but my family did. I blinked and found myself in Alara’s dungeon. 
 
    Reaching out, I caught Nara before she could complete her tackle and pulled her into a hug. Tossing her up, I put her on my shoulders and walked over to Alara. “What’d you do today?” I asked. 
 
    “Wandered the dungeon. Played with the dragon babies.” 
 
    “I see. Did you have fun?” 
 
    “Yep!” 
 
    I set Nara down and then embraced Alara to give her a kiss. “What about you, my love?” 
 
    She returned my kiss with a smile. “Worked on my dungeon. Nothing too much. Just kept busy.” We sat down, leaning into each other. The worries of the day washed away. “I saw the moon. I thought I noticed you slip out earlier this morning.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Hard not to stay busy when you don’t have to sleep. I reestablished my satellite network. I’ll give you access once it’s back up fully.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    Louella 
 
    Setting up a special district for the Florey was easy enough, if slightly time-consuming. I shouldn’t have been surprised, but the citizens were welcoming of the newcomers. Far more so than I thought they would be, given the Florey’s unique appearance. I was just happy that they were being accepted. It was like seeing my dream for the valley finally come true. A place that everyone would be welcome, would be able to find work, and could make a place for themselves. 
 
    Wrakras and I walked through the construction zone, observing the progress. It went to show just how well off the people were in my country, as even the builders were in tier two cultivation. They would likely be higher had the True Gods not changed the method for growth. Cultivating nightly was still useful, but it took longer than using the new mana stones. 
 
    The workers were working with the Florey to build accommodations to their specifications. They preferred the metal fabricated buildings that Regan liked to call futuristic. Other than that, they were keeping everything the same as the locals. It looked like there wouldn’t be any issue with the food or drink. I spotted Kala working on one of the buildings. She was carrying a piece of metal that had to weigh a few hundred kilograms. She might have lost her chaos energy, but she was still just as strong. I waved as I approached her. “Ah. Kala! How are you and your mother?” 
 
    “Good. Is Regan busy?” she asked. I was glad that her loss of chaos energy hadn’t affected her too adversely. I heard she was born in Hellia. Having the place basically turned inside out couldn’t have been easy on her. 
 
    “I think so. He’s also off doing this or that. Remember that this entire city is in his aura though. If you say his name, he’ll hear you.” 
 
    “Regan! Come!” I snickered at the childlike demand. 
 
    A few minutes passed before Regan appeared with Nara on his shoulders. “You rang?” he asked with a cheeky grin. 
 
    Kala spun the steel beam like a club. “I challenge you!” 
 
    Regan caught the beam with a single finger. “Sure, as long as you understand that I’ll have to hold back quite a bit to make it fair.” 
 
    She grunted but nodded. “Fine!” 
 
    “ME! ME!” Nara shouted, and we all looked at her. “I’ll fight her! I want to fight, Daddy! Please. Pretty please, Daddy.” She gave Regan the biggest puppy-dog eyes I had ever seen. It had to be something that she practiced to get to that level. 
 
    Regan glanced over to Kala. “Well?” 
 
    Kala made an interesting series of faces. It was sort of a mixture of interest with a bit of disappointment combined with excitement. Finally, she nodded. “Fine! I accept all challenges!” 
 
    Regan laughed loudly. “You sure do.” He clapped his hands, bringing us to what looked like an arena. Nara and Kala stood on the stage, while the rest of us were in the stands. 
 
    “Ah. Before we start.” Regan looked to the side, and I wondered what he was doing, but I quickly realized that he was calling Alara when she appeared next to him. 
 
    I grabbed Wrakras’s hand. “This should be interesting, don’t you think?” 
 
    “The little one is powerful, but from what I heard, Kala has a tremendous amount of combat experience,” he said, leaning forward in his seat. “It will be a test of creativity versus experience I think.” 
 
    “Well,” Regan said. “Let’s just see who wins in the end.” A bang sounded to signal the start of the fight. 
 
    I turned to watch. Kala and Nara faced off without making any moves. I thought Kala would rush in as soon as the fight started, but she didn’t. Instead, she eyed Nara like she was a dangerous animal. Nara for her part never lost her childlike grin. Nara was the one to make the first move. 
 
    She exploded across the arena, moving far too fast for mortal eyes to track. Kala, having lost most of her power with the chaos energy being gone, appeared unable to track her. It was her battle experience that saved her as she countered with the flat of her sword. Nara’s kick sent her careening back several meters. Kala managed to correct her flight and land on her feet by plunging her sword into the ground. 
 
    Nara hopped on the tips of her toes much like a fighter getting ready a few times before lunging toward Kala again. Kala didn’t even try to track her visually; she stood up and closed her eyes. This fight was truly power versus wisdom. From the stories I’d heard from Regan, it sounded like the opposite of how Kala used to fight. 
 
    There was a crack as Kala swung her sword, scoring a hit on Nara. This time Nara was sent flying. She flipped in the air and landed on her feet with ease. Nara rubbed her stomach, even though there wasn’t a mark to be seen. She frowned and raised her hands over her head. I felt the mana in the arena shift as it was pulled toward her hands. 
 
    The wind started to pick up until there was a storm raging around them. The dust made it impossible to see clearly. Kala was playing it safe as she waited for Nara. When the wind died without warning, I thought it might have been better had she rushed in. The orbs hovering over Nara’s hands floated up, then started to rapidly fire rays of light like one of Regan’s machine guns. 
 
    Kala spun her sword and braced it like a shield. The rays of light struck all around her, creating fist-sized craters and blasting stones and dust up into the air like shrapnel. Even with Kala’s massive sword, it would be impossible for her to avoid getting hurt. The barrage continued for a solid thirty seconds or so, a testament to the amount of mana that the child could muster. 
 
    When the orbs finally faded and the dust cleared, Kala was still standing, but she had quite a few nicks. As I expected, she wasn’t able to avoid getting hurt from an attack that intense. I glanced over at Regan to see his expression, but he simply had a straight face. I figured he would be rooting for his daughter. 
 
    I turned back to the fight as Kala straightened up. She was looking at her hands for some reason. Was she injured? I got my answer when she slammed her fist into the ground and a wave of terra mana exploded out. Stone spikes burst from the ground, aiming for Nara. The girl seemed taken off guard and struggled to avoid the attack. I suspected it was only her natural reflexes that saved her. 
 
    Even more surprising was when Kala pointed her free hand at Nara and sent a burst of lightning at the girl. Even if you looked past the fact that terra and lightning were opposites, someone having more than one element was rare even in this Regan era. It looked like those were the only elements that Kala was able to manipulate as the ground started to twist and heave before it became a liquid. The magma glowed brightly, not to mention hotly. 
 
    I didn’t blame Nara for being caught off guard, but she didn’t give up. She responded in kind with blades of wind and stone bullets. When she suddenly vanished, I felt it had to be she’d either gone to the shadow realm or performed a trick using light magic. My first guess proved to be accurate as she appeared from under Kala. She punched the woman square in the back, or at least, I thought that was what happened, but Kala had shifted her posture at the last second. 
 
    She caught Nara around the waist and lifted up the struggling girl. She made a playful chop to the back of her neck. “I win.” 
 
    Nara growled but stopped struggling. “No fair! I had you,” she pouted. 
 
    “Now, now, Nara. No one likes a sore loser,” Regan remarked as he appeared next to the pair and grabbed Nara. “Just remember what happened, and next time you might win. I do have to say, Kala, I was impressed when you started using magic.” 
 
    “If she was able to do it, then I should be able to do it,” Kala said matter-of-factly. I wanted to make a comeback at that. If that was true, then a lot of people would lose their minds. 
 
    “I see. Good for you.” Regan rubbed his chin as if in thought. I’m sure he was going to get up to no good later. “For now, that should have gotten fighting out of your system for the time being. Let’s head back to the city.” 
 
    Kala looked disappointed, but her house wasn’t going to build itself. I blinked and we were back on the surface. I still wasn’t used to his teleport not being flashy. 
 
    Alara and Nara appeared to have stayed behind in the dungeon. Alara was probably being the typical mother and checking her over for injuries. Regan offered to heal Kala’s wounds, but she shook her head. I would never understand the mind of a battle junkie. She went back to work with the others after that, just leaving Wrakras, me, and Regan. 
 
    “Would you two like me to send you back to the castle?” Regan asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “I want to walk around some more.” 
 
    “You heard the lady, Master. I have it from here,” Wrakras said, offering me his arm. 
 
    Regan laughed loudly. “Is that so? Then I’ll leave you two alone.” He winked at Wrakras, then vanished, leaving the last word hanging in the air. 
 
    I leaned into Wrakras and let him lead me as we walked through the city. Normally, I would be surrounded by a contingent of guards, and I was sure there were more than a few that were out of view, but I was enjoying the somewhat alone time with Wrakras while out on the town. 
 
    A restaurant came into view just as the evening light was starting to dim. I glanced up at Wrakras with a smirk. “I’m guessing we’re eating out tonight?” 
 
    He gave an embarrassed cough but pressed on. Even though it was crowded with every seat filled inside, we didn’t have to wait and were led to a back room that had an obvious romantic setting. He had really gone out of his way with the mood. Candles that glowed a dull red rather than their usual yellow. Wine. Flowers. It was impressive coming from a man who usually just thought with his stomach, although that was probably one of the requirements for choosing this particular restaurant. Good food. I knew his palate well, I could expect good things from the cooks here. 
 
    He poured me a glass of wine. I looked at it longingly, but I wasn’t supposed to have alcohol. He grinned. “This is a special batch that I asked Master to make. It will not affect our baby.” 
 
    My already-maxed excitement went up another notch. I grabbed the glass and took a sip, enjoying the taste of grapes. I couldn’t tell how it was different from regular wine, but I trusted both Wrakras and Regan. I knew it was safe. The evening only got better as the waitress brought our food out. A juicy steak, salad that tasted like the vegetables had just been harvested, chicken that was plump, soup that was smooth and flavorful. I could instantly see why Wrakras chose this place. 
 
    The food was so good in fact, that neither of us said much as we ate. This wasn’t that unusual for Wrakras. He was a connoisseur when it came to food. It was better to wait until he was done eating than risk interrupting him. I watched as he pulled out a small notebook and marked some things down. 
 
    I chuckled at the sight. “Well? How did this place rate?” 
 
    “A solid ten,” he replied as he snapped the book shut. “However, I would hard-pressed not to give anyplace that I eat a meal with you, my love, a solid ten.” 
 
    I blushed as I took a sip of wine. This man and his off-the-wall statements. “I greatly enjoyed it as well.” 
 
    “Really?” I looked up from my wine at the odd voice. “Let me join you.” The was a burst of black energy that sent Wrakras flying into the wall. I wanted to jump to my feet, but shadow chains wrapped around me. I struggled against the chains, only to stop when they tightened. I was worried about the part that was wrapped around my stomach. 
 
    “Who’s there? What’s the meaning of this?!” I demanded. 
 
    “Forgot me already?” I turned to find myself walking into the room. Only she seemed even darker than last time, if that was possible. Shadows bled from her as she walked over and took Wrakras’s seat. “Don’t bother trying to call the big guy. Master Earle gave me some tools that make the area around me invisible to dungeon cores.” 
 
    “What do you even want?” I asked with a groan. The chains were starting to hurt. “You guys have your own universe. At least, I assume you have a smoldering rock that you crawl around on.” I remembered the version I saw a long time ago. A black tower that rose into the sky surrounded by fields of death. There was nothing there. No life. No hope. I felt like I had been looking at death’s door. 
 
    My evil version leaned forward, taking a sip of wine. “Before it was just an experiment and an attempt to see if there was truly more out there to conquer. Destruction knows no limits and all that. Now, however, I’d say it is personal. My master was supposed to deliver the end of everything. He wasn’t happy to learn that he had failed. We both know that Regans don’t like to fail.” 
 
    “So? What are you going to do to me? Kill me?” I demanded. “I suppose me begging you to spare me for the sake of my child wouldn’t do much. You might get off on that sort of torture.” 
 
    “Child?” She looked down at my stomach. “You are with child. It is not, Master . . . your Regan’s?” 
 
    I snorted. “My Regan is head over heels for Alara. My child belongs to that man right there.” 
 
    “No. No, no, no, no!” my evil version grabbed her head. “It’s not fair! IT’S NOT FAIR!” 
 
    She pulled out a dagger with a twisted black blade. This was a weapon made to hurt rather than kill. She approached me with enraged eyes, like that of a beast. A dark shape appeared behind her when she was just about to stab me. A hand grabbed her shoulder before a fist connected heavily with her face, sending her crashing through the wall. 
 
    “Don’t touch my wife!” Wrakras shouted even as blood leaked from his eyes and ears. He pressed a hand against the chains before channeling his own dark mana into them. They broke apart, freeing me. I rubbed my stomach where one of the chains had been pressed. Thankfully, it felt fine otherwise. 
 
    My evil version spat out a mouthful of blood as she got up from the pile of debris. “I don’t know you. I guess you didn’t survive Master’s culling of the necromancers.” 
 
    “Like I give a shit!” Wrakras growled as his skull and chains formed in his hands. “Leave or I’ll turn you into a bloody paste on the ground.” 
 
    I generated a ball of energy over my hand, but it wasn’t necessary. The evil version scoffed at us before she walked away. I pulled out my glass tablet and sent Regan a message that she had made it into the city and there might be more. I reached out and grabbed Wrakras’s arm as the danger I’d just made it through hit me, making my legs wobble.

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    Regan 
 
    My evening with Alara and Nara was interrupted when I got a message from Louella. She used the emergency line, so I knew it was important. I pulled up the screen to see what was going on. I sat up when I saw that there was an alternative version of Louella inside the city, and she had attacked Louella. 
 
    I gave Nara a pat on the head and stood up. “I have to go. There’s trouble in the city.” 
 
    Moving over to my dungeon core, I made my way out over the city. There were over five million people living here now. It would be hard to find one person if they were actively hiding from me. My evil version was just as intelligent as me. He would have devised methods to protect his agents. 
 
    It would have been best if I’d gotten a detailed report from Louella herself. I found her and Wrakras near the restaurant and moved over to them. Louella was shaken by the event but appeared uninjured. Not being able to use her power freely was starting to affect her life. Wrakras, on the other hand, looked rough with blood dripping from his face and ears. 
 
    “Are you two alright?” I asked as I reached them through the crowd. 
 
    “Never better,” Wrakras said with a grimace. 
 
    He explained the situation to me. So, the alternate versions had snuck into the city, using some sort of magic that let them escape the dungeon’s eyes. Since that meant they could be heading for my core, I activated my defensive measures along the way. It was better to be safe than sorry. 
 
    I looked over the pair and narrowed my eyes in displeasure. This meant war. “Time for a hunt.” I moved past them into the restaurant. Reaching the room they’d been having dinner in, I searched the scene. Around Louella’s chair, I found traces of the magic that had been used to bind her. I absorbed it, then began to search the dungeon for it. I might not have been able to find the woman herself, but magic tended to leave a trail. Especially when you were in a dimension slightly different from your own. The mana would have trace differences. 
 
    I soon found a trail leading through the city and grinned. “You can’t escape me.” Back outside, I walked over to the pair. “I’m sending you back to the castle. Be on guard. Our enemies like to work from the shadows.” 
 
    Wrakras nodded. “Understood.” 
 
    I waved my hand, teleporting them back to their chambers, then turned toward the trail that was visible to only my eyes. I kicked off the ground and flew through the buildings. I wasn’t sure what their goal was, but since her attack on her counterpart failed, this Louella was likely trying to flee the city. 
 
    The magic was growing fresher as I followed the trail. I looked ahead to find that there was a strange blank spot. I couldn’t see anything but the street and buildings. All the mana in the spot was being hidden. That was too simple. The Shadow Guild had used a similar method. I had figured that out years ago. 
 
    I teleported in front of the fleeing woman and crashed down in front of her. Since they weren’t coming out willingly, I sent a wave of mana through the shadow realm as well. The evil Louella was blasted from the realm and slammed against the wall of a nearby building. I walked over and stood over her. “Really? That’s the best you got?” 
 
    She glared at me with hatred. “Bastard. You think you’re so great. You always do, don’t you. No matter what version of you it is.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her. Something felt off, but I wasn’t sure what the issue was. I switched to my mana sense and found thousands of threads of mana interweaving in her mind. It looked like at one point she had been brainwashed. Not to point fingers, but it sounded like something my evil version would do. Loyalty was best instilled permanently if possible. 
 
    The threads were a mess though. It looked like her encounter with our Louella had caused some of the threads to unravel. Unfortunately, with the amount of magic I saw, her mind would likely break before it wore off. A trap set by my counterpart. 
 
    I backed up a step and let her stand up. “Better or not, I am better than you. And I am better than my counterpart.” I reached out my right hand and stopped the scythe that aimed for my neck while I grabbed a slender blade with my left that aimed for my gut. The two individuals wielding them returned to the physical plane. I found it they were Julie and an elf that I had never seen before. Finally, an individual who differed between our worlds. 
 
    “Julie, good to see you.” I looked at the elf with a raised eyebrow. “Can’t say that I know you.” 
 
    “Raven. Master Earle’s hunter.” 
 
    “Is that so,” I said, squeezing my hands until cracks started to appear in their weapons as I absorbed the energy from them. “I’m starting to take this personally. Any more of this and I’ll be forced to take the fight to my counterpart. He failed in Hellia, he will fail here as well.” I let go of their weapons, then created a bubble of energy around me. It was easy now that I had analyzed the mana from their weapons. I twisted, moving at Mach speeds, and kicked each of them through a portal that sent them back to their home dimension. I then pressed my hand against the ground and sent the other ten individuals I detected back where they came from. 
 
    If this hadn’t been the middle of the capital city, I would have just dealt with them, but a battle between us likely would have leveled the area. I preferred not to kill thousands of people in the cross fire. 
 
    There was a glint on the ground. I reached down and picked up a shard of the elf’s sword. The metal was made from twisted and evil methods. It made the necromantic metal that the necromancers used to use look like a fun afternoon play toy. 
 
    “Just how many people have you killed, Earle?” It looked like I would have to think up more countermeasures for dimension hoppers. There was more than just one evil Regan out there, and something told me that they were all on Destruction’s payroll now, and I was on her hitlist. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “This is absurd! They attacked us in our own city!” Louella yelled. Now that she had calmed down, she had switched gears and was thoroughly pissed. You couldn’t blame her. The other Louella had threatened her and her child. Not to mention tossed Wrakras like a ragdoll. 
 
    “I can’t say the threat is completely gone, but they tipped their hand too carelessly. I was able to analyze their mana signature. They can’t use the same method to infiltrate the city again.” 
 
    She slammed her fist down on the table. “Too bad. I wanted to turn her into a fried husk.” 
 
    “Down, girl.” I sighed and took a seat at the table. I tapped my finger on the wooden surface as I tried to think about what to do. A part of me felt that all-out war was really the only option against an opponent that hated us for simply being. The thought of what I could do if I was driven by Destruction was disturbing to say the least. 
 
    “What do you think, love?” Alara asked, pulling me from my thoughts. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know. To be honest, we have too many enemies as it is. If I try to respond to Earle, there is a chance that the Viventum will attack in that moment. Or maybe Tadryn will make another move against the Seal. All that holds it intact is the kobold and troll city.” 
 
    “So we let them get away with this aggression?!” Louella demanded, or at least started to. She abruptly grabbed her stomach. 
 
    Wrakras jumped to her side without any hesitation. “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?” 
 
    I walked over as well. She had been attacked yesterday, the stress might have affected her pregnancy. I held my hand over her and generated a field of mana around her to take a look at what was going on. From what I could tell, the baby was safe, but her stress appeared to be causing her to go into labor. She still had nearly six weeks before it was her due date. 
 
    “You’re going into labor. I can suppress it, but if you allow the baby to arrive, it will be perfectly safe.” Childbirth was one of the things that had improved most since my arrival. Doctors and healers combined at been quite adamant in their studies about the related topics in my library. Something I wholly encouraged. With healing magic, childbirth wasn’t as bad as it was during Earth’s Middle Ages or even the more recent eras, but there was still a huge amount of risk when the child came earlier like this under normal circumstances. Though, with me around, there shouldn’t be any issues. I was pretty sure that I could even stop time if need be. 
 
    Louella breathed heavily before she looked at Wrakras as if asking what he wanted to do. “You’re the one in charge of this, my love. I have no say.” I was glad to see the love that the two shared. 
 
    After the moment finally passed, however, she turned to me and nodded. “If my baby’s ready, then I’m ready.” 
 
    I rubbed my hands together for effect, then teleported us over to the medical ward of the hospital. The doctors could handle the regular childbirths, but Louella was anything but regular. Seventy percent of her body was made from crystal. There was no way to know if that might affect her birth canal. Just to be safe, I was going to assist with the procedure. 
 
    The next few hours were filled with tension. Since she had just gone into labor, it could be several hours before it was time for the main event. Some labor could even last up to a day or two in extreme situations. It was, however, nice to see so many people coming together for her in support. 
 
    The waiting rooms were filled with chatter as Wrakras and Louella waited in their room. Nara played with Azar and Ezal. Alara talked to some of the others as well. That brought a smile to my face. It was heartening to see her interacting with the mortals so normally now, when by all rights she could have suffered from a lifelong trauma after her ordeal with the necromancers. 
 
    It was close to midnight when the doctor yelled for me. I patted Alara’s hand, then rushed into the room. The magic that had converted Louella was starting to take effect again as her body went further into labor. It really must have been her own will that stopped her from changing completely after all. 
 
    Louella wasn’t taking it lying down, however, as she fought to hold off the change while simultaneously pushing as the doctor instructed. I created some soothing mana and focused it around the areas of her body that were in the most pain. If I could, I would have simply teleported the baby out, but while the child was still connected via umbilical cord, it would simply teleport both of them at once. 
 
    Wrakras was offering emotional support, though it looked like his hand was about to be turned into sharp metal. “You can do it, sweetie! Just stay awake!” 
 
    The situation turned for the worse when Louella passed out for a second. The crystallization sped up rapidly. Without time to think, I altered the mana that was soothing the pain and forced it to resist the crystallization. I was momentarily surprised but quickly collected myself and upped the charge. The energy the process contained was even enough to press back against the magic of a god. It was the magic of a World Spirit in the end. 
 
    Over a hair-raising twenty minutes, the struggle continued, but finally, with a scream that was probably heard throughout the city Louella was able to push enough one final time for the doctor to pull out the baby. With a quick cut of the umbilical cord, I released my magic. The crystallization flashed to completion with a vortex of energy around Louella. I shielded the room with a barrier until the storm died down. 
 
    I took the crying baby from the doctor and walked over to Wrakras. “Well, Papa. I’d like to introduce your baby boy.” 
 
    The baby stopped crying as Wrakras took him in his arms. “He’s beautiful.” 
 
    Turning toward where Louella lay, I checked to make sure she was safe. The process on the outside was finished, but there was something happening in her mind as well. I had already risked her life preventing it long enough for the baby to be born. I was against interfering with the process again. It pained me, but she would have to make it through on her own. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    Louella 
 
    When I opened my eyes, I found I stood on a mountain of red crystal that overlooked a sea of clouds. The shape of the mountain reminded me of something impacting a lake and splashing up. Though, it was frozen in mid-splash. 
 
    I was high enough that I could actually see the curvature of the planet. If this had been reality, I wouldn’t have been able to breathe due to the altitude, but there was plenty of air. Looking over the edge, I couldn’t see anything due to the clouds. This could have been Murgin, or it could have been some other planet. 
 
    I was tempted to give the sight a rude gesture. I was getting tired of these visions. My head was not some sort of road for beings of ultimate power to use as they saw fit. At least this was a new place. It lacked the feel of any of the other places containing beings that I had conversed with before now. 
 
    Turning, I found a flat area. It appeared as if it had been carved by something massive in a single swing. There appeared to be a doorway at the other side of the platform. Sighing since I had nothing else to go on, I headed for the entrance. Most of the time the beings were pretty quick to talk. 
 
    It took me longer than I expected to just cross the flat area to the doorway. It seemed like distance was misleading here. Nonetheless, I made it to the doorway. A red light spilled out from the entrance. Surprisingly, the light, while looking sinister, didn’t feel evil. I waited to see if anything would happen, but sure enough, it looked like I had to enter the light. 
 
    Heading inside, I found a perfectly circular room made from various shades of red crystal. I wasn’t quite sure of how large the room actually was, but around the halfway point, there was a groove filled with water. As I walked closer, I found that the water wasn’t just reflecting the red of the crystal; it was red as well. Not only that, it was thick, much like blood. 
 
    A pathway appeared over the river as I got closer. I took that as my invitation and headed deeper. At the center of the room, there was finally something that wasn’t red. A single sapling colored black, blue, and white. I wasn’t sure what it was supposed to represent. However, I did feel a connection with it. 
 
    While it was pretty to look at, it didn’t explain why I was here. I scratched my head and looked around for any other hints, but the path that I used to get over had vanished. With a groan, I sat down next to the sapling. A few hours must have gone by before I decided that I had to touch the sapling. Not because I was drawn to it, but that was literally the only thing I could think to do in the situation. 
 
    Nervously rubbing my fingers together, I reached out toward one of the sapling’s leaves. My skin had barely grazed the leaf when a vision flashed before my eyes. I got the image of a being that seemed to be constantly shifting. One second it was a male with tons of charisma, the next it was a woman standing on the front of the battlefield. Hundreds and hundreds of versions of the being flew by in rapid fire. The only distinguishing features that stayed between the versions were the black eyes with yellow pupils and the set of antlers similar to a stag’s. Only these antlers constantly had different points. 
 
    The figure looked me dead in the eyes and smiled, a wicked and gentle, cocky and coy smile. Contradiction after contradiction. I wanted to say something, anything, but when I blinked, I was in a bed back in the castle, reaching for the ceiling above me. 
 
    While I tried to figure out what I had just witnessed, I heard a baby crying to the side of the room. I dropped my hand to my side. The events before the red dream came back to me. My baby! I struggled to sit up. 
 
    “Louella!” Wrakras rushed to my side, but my eyes were glued to the baby wrapped in a blanket in his arms. Wrakras cleared his throat, breaking my trance. “Since you seem to be alright, I’d like you to meet Warford. The crown prince of Vaihdetta.” So. It was a boy! 
 
    Wrakras handed me Warford. The baby boy barely weighed anything, but I could tell that he was healthy as an ox. The movement woke him up, and he started crying. I gently rocked him and whispered softly to him. I nearly started crying myself when he calmed down in just a few seconds. I knew that babies weren’t supposed to be able to register anything with their eyes for the first few months of their lives, but I felt like Warford was staring right at me. 
 
    “How long was I out?” I asked, as I memorized Warford’s face. It was a bit thin, but he had come early. I felt bad about that. My stress over the attack had snapped something inside me. He had my red eyes and Wrakras’s black hair. I felt that he was going to be handsome when he grew up. Of course, that might just have been the mother in me talking. 
 
    Wrakras sat on the bed next to me and laid a loving hand on my head. “Just a few hours. Your body finished changing after Warford was born. You don’t have any pain anywhere?” 
 
    Changing? I recalled the intense pain I’d felt during the birth, but at the time I had thought it was all from the birth itself. I smiled up at Wrakras. “Is it bad? Do I finally look like a monster?” 
 
    “I think if you did, our son wouldn’t be as calm as he is. No, my love, you look like a work of art by a master craftsman.” 
 
    I gave him the benefit of the doubt for the time being. While I was curious about what I looked like now, I was much happier sitting here with Warford in my arms as he slept. As I stared at him, I felt like I had boundless energy welling up inside me. I was certain that my life now revolved completely around this little one. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    Regan 
 
    Arcs of energy crackled around the vortex in front of me. I added some more energy to stabilize the portal until I was able to see through the break in the space-time barrier. An alternate dimension expanded in front of me. I had gone to more than a few by this point, but this was the first time I had gone to a different one intentionally. 
 
    With a nod to Alara and Nara, I stepped past the breach into the black empty plains that were shown. Once through, I looked back to the portal. It should stay open as long as I continued to supply it with mana. Becoming trapped here was not on my list of things I wanted to do. 
 
    I had set the exit of my portal outside the valley. Since I didn’t want to alert my other self to my arrival the instant I opened the portal, it was the only safe option that I had. Even this was dangerous. There was no telling just how far his aura extended. On the other side, I knew instantly that I was in the clear. The dungeon aura was distinct. Even tier one mortals knew when they were in one. 
 
    It appeared that a war had been fought here. Rusted sets of armor, discarded weapons, patches of scorched earth, and more covered the ground. From the looks of the coat of arms, an army had attacked the valley at some point. I also found quite a few Lelune followers in the mix. I guessed this world had followed a similar path to the one mine had, at least to a certain point. 
 
    Looking at the battlefield, I found it surprising that there weren’t monsters wandering the fields given the amount of death mana that permeated the area. Monsters loved this sort of place. I supposed it was possible that my counterpart was sending patrols to cull the spawned monsters regularly to gain mana. 
 
    After I made a full turn to take in the place, I spotted my target. In the distance, I found a tower that stretched high into the sky. A space elevator? It was possible given, well, me. I cracked my knuckles, then pointed at the tower. I had to show that Earle couldn’t attack me without repercussions. A layered magic spell with hundreds of magic circles and thousands of lines of script formed the barrel of a cannon in front of me. 
 
    The light in the area grew dim as I sucked every drop of mana in the area into the spell. Best to use the enemy’s supply when you could. When the spell reached critical mass, a trigger made of light appeared in front of me. “Block this, you bastard!” I shouted and pulled the trigger. 
 
    The magic circles glowed brightly as the charged energy was all converted to plasma. When every single drop was at a few million degrees Celsius, I released it toward the tower. The air burned as gravity shifted toward the sudden appearance of millions of kilograms of mass. 
 
    The literal sunbeam hit the tower in a split second, carving through it in just as much time. I moved the handle created by the spell and directed the beam up, slicing through the tower floor by floor. I managed to get through at least two hundred meters of the tower before a barrier appeared and pushed the beam back. 
 
    Another thirty seconds passed before the energy I collected was exhausted. The beam slowly died over another ten or fifteen seconds. Since it had mass, it didn’t just vanish. The tower was smoking, with a gaping hole through several of its floors. The places I’d struck at the beginning had been reduced to just the barest hint of the walls on the edges. 
 
    The gravity from my spell had also wrecked the mountain in front of me. There was now a new pass that allowed entry into the valley. I knew it was a quick fix for my counterpart, but it was mana that would have to be spent. Even if I felt like there were few that could still fight my other self in this world. Good and hope always grew where evil was strongest. Or so I liked to believe. 
 
    “Message sent and received,” I muttered, then walked back to my portal. This was for the attack on Louella and her baby. Even though this might be the opening salvo in a war between dimensions, I wasn’t going to lose. Just because I was on Team Creation, I had plenty of capacity for destruction, to stand my ground, or to take the fight to my aggressor. 
 
    Back in my home dimension, I pulled Alara into an embrace. She was my rock in this madness. I ruffled Nara’s hair as well. These two were what I wanted to protect most in the world, along with the others back in the city. The weight on my shoulders was tremendous, but I had never buckled at a challenge. Earle might have understood that if he’d stopped to think for a few minutes. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    As usual my list of things to do was growing longer with every minute. With open war declared on Earle and his dimension, I had to plan ahead for when he inevitably attacked us. I had already worked out how their cloaking had worked, but I knew me. It would only be a matter of time before my counterpart came up with something new. 
 
    Hence, I found myself floating in the void and working on one of my satellites. The best way to prevent them getting the jump on us was to detect them arriving in our universe. In my aura, I would be able to detect a portal of that variety with ease from the amount of energy it required to open. Thus, with a few modifications to my network, the satellites would be able to pick up any anomalies such as a portal opening in the wilderness. 
 
    The tricky part, however, was calibrating it to be sensitive enough to detect the power surge that preceded the portals without it being strong enough to pick up every time a monster spawned, which followed a similar principle. This particular satellite was pointed at an especially active area toward the southern edge of the Lecazar territory. It gave me plenty of data to calibrate the system. 
 
    “Okay. Open the portal for five seconds, not a second longer.” 
 
    Alara opened the portal, and I recorded the data. There was some delay due to the distance of the satellite, but I got everything I needed. With a few more tests, I felt that the system was ready to go. I wouldn’t be able to monitor every part of the planet, and there was the chance that Earle might use the Beneath, but the net would cover most of the surface. 
 
    I would simply let him if he decided to open a portal on the Saymar continent. It would mean that he had to fight through all the demon forces. Evil or good, I doubted those guys would be willing to help either of us. Plus, I had a feeling that the concept of allies wasn’t very strong with my counterpart. 
 
    With that done, I headed over to my Krona core. The moon had reformed by this point. It was at roughly ninety percent of its former mass. The loss wasn’t enough to affect Murgin or Lyrale, so I left it for the time being. Generating enough material to replace that mass would be costly on my mana. 
 
    Moving over to Lyrale, I made my way into the pressure dock. Paris and Sicilia had made a lot of progress on repairing the Isabella. Judging from the rate they were going, it would only be a few more days before they left on their journey. I found Paris working on an outer section of the ship. 
 
    “She’s starting to look like new,” I said as I joined him. 
 
    “She’s our baby.” Paris patted the hull a few times. “Regan, my friend. Thank you for taking my race under your care. I feared that they would be forced to wander the universe. We already suffered such a fate once in Hellia.” 
 
    “Nonsense. We’re friends. I would probably still be in Hellia myself if it wasn’t for your help. And yours too, Sicilia.” I gave the hull of the ship a tap and reached over and grabbed Paris’s shoulder. “You have a home here too, if you ever grow tired of wandering yourself.” 
 
    “I appreciate that. And I will be sure to visit. I have to make sure Kala is staying out of trouble.” 
 
    “Her?” I asked with a chuckle. “Her middle name should be Trouble.” 
 
    “True enough.” Paris sighed. “She deserves to have a chance at happiness. The poor girl was born in Hellia. No child should have to suffer like that.” 
 
    “She grew up just fine, but I’ll do my best. I do think of her as my little sister sometimes. Which is ironic since she’s easily a few hundred years older than I am.” 
 
    Paris laughed at that but soon switched to a serious tone. “Take care of them, my friend.” 
 
    “And you take care of yourself as well.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
    Puppet 
 
    “Evil versions of ourselves. Wouldn’t that be quite the sight?” I asked the group after tossing down the tablet on the table. I scratched my head at the thought. I didn’t view myself as particularly good, but the idea that there might be a worse version of myself out there was mind-blowing. 
 
    “I doubt we exist in the other world.” Natsuko yawned as she leaned onto the table. “Our creation was pretty conditional on Father being in his particular state of mind. Happy-go-lucky might be a good way to describe it.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” I glanced over at her with a cheeky grin. “But, Natsuko, when did you start calling Regan Father?” 
 
    “Natsuo told me to get over it,” she shot back without humoring me. 
 
    “If that’s the case, I wonder if I exist over there,” Azra said, bringing us back to the topic at hand. 
 
    “It’s possible. You weren’t created by Father, but came to the valley due to that slave trader.” 
 
    “Right!” she exclaimed. “So, there might be an evil version of me out there. I kind of want to meet her in a twisted sort of way.” 
 
    “Father launched an attack on the enemy dungeon. If this develops into all-out war, then it is possible that we might find out,” I remarked as I tapped the tablet for emphasis. I was midtap when another message appeared on the tablet. I clicked on it to see what it was about. “Father wants us to go find Anubis and Vetur. He’s worried that there’s no record of them visiting the dungeon in the last few months.” 
 
    “Those two battle junkies. They probably got into a fight they couldn’t win,” Z2 said as she walked into the airship. Lean entered next. 
 
    “I think Father would be able to tell if they were dead. Even apart from the dungeon, they are still connected to it.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like I want them to be dead,” Z2 commented. 
 
    I chuckled and got up to head over to the pilot seat. “I guess we have some orders.” 
 
    With the click of a button, our airship was teleported from Beneath City to the surface. It would have been nice not to have to travel through the tight tunnels of the Beneath for once. I would be able to really open the throttle to the max. I was just about to press the lever forward when Z2 shouted for me to wait. 
 
    “What? What is it?” I asked, worried something had happened. 
 
    “Nothing, it’s just—I want to check something first,” she said before opening the hatch. Wind flooded the cabin as she leaped out. I wasn’t sure what she was doing until she returned a few seconds later. “Alright. We’re good.” 
 
    “What is it already?” I asked, completely confused by this point. 
 
    “I was just checking to make sure that we didn’t have a certain stowaway.” 
 
    Everyone in the airship voiced their understanding at the same time. I would have preferred to face the demons instead of deal with the fallout of Nara coming with us again. I’d been sure Lady Alara was going to tear us in half last time. Not something that I wanted to experience again anytime soon. 
 
    Once Z2 closed the hatch, I pressed the throttle to the max. The landscape flew by. This vessel could move several times the speed of sound. It only took us minutes to reach the area where Anubis was last seen. I slowed the airship down to a crawl. 
 
    “Now comes the hard part,” I said, peering through the window down to the forest below. Unlike the area near Father’s dungeon, this place was rotting and filled with unholy mana still. “How far are we from that necromancer’s dungeon core?” 
 
    “Tzulxuc’s core was about two hundred kilometers more to the north,” Azra answered. Anubis had last been seen at the battle with the evil version of Julie. Since he didn’t come back to the dungeon afterward, he must have remained up here, after all. 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    We moved north at a snail’s pace while scanning the area for the pair. They were both powerful dungeon monsters even when they were created. After so much time training, they should have reached an even higher pinnacle. Combined with the fact that they were from the dungeon, their mana would be easy to detect by the airship’s sensors. 
 
    “Plenty of regular undead monsters,” Z2 commented after we had traveled nearly fifty kilometers. 
 
    “I agree. If they were near here, I doubt this many undead would still be moving.” I sped us up just a bit and moved farther north. We soon reached the area where the battle had taken place between Lady Alara’s and Tzulxuc’s forces. Some of the damage from the battle had healed, but the marks from the event were still very much visible. 
 
    I turned up the power to the sensors, while the others relied on their eyes to look for the pair. The first day passed with us finding absolutely nothing. There wasn’t even a trace or track that they had ever been here. The unholy mana was so thick that it made it impossible to find individual mana signatures. 
 
    After another two days of us steadily expanding our search perimeter, we still hadn’t located anything that might tell us where the pair was. We were a day or two from landing and searching on foot. I hated to think it, but it was possible that they had been defeated and were buried somewhere by debris of some sort. 
 
    “Puppet! What’s that?” I looked at the spot Z2 was pointing. There was some sort of metal pillar sticking out of the ground. Since it was the only point of interest we had found so far, we had to investigate it. I landed the ship next to the pillar and we disembarked. 
 
    The pillar was made from black metal similar to Anubis’s. It looked perfectly smooth to the touch. Unfortunately, that was all there was to it. We walked around the landmark a few times, looking for anything else that might hint at the purpose of the pillar. 
 
    “You don’t—you don’t think it’s a grave marker?” 
 
    “Who would have put it here?” I retorted. Anubis couldn’t have made his own grave marker if he was dead. 
 
    “I’m just throwing ideas out, not that I like them,” she said defensively. 
 
    I walked to the front of the pillar and placed my hand on the ground. Channeling some mana, I checked the ground underneath the pillar but found nothing but soil and stone. 
 
    With a sigh of relief, I stood back up. “There’s nothing underneath.” I was about to turn away when a glow lit up my feet. I looked up to find writing on the pillar. “That’s not good.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I pointed to the pillar. Anubis and Vetur had gone to the world that the evil versions had come from through one of their portals. No wonder we hadn’t seen the pair, let alone detected them in the last two months. I looked at the group. “Who wants to tell Father?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
    Louella 
 
    Warford lay on my bed, grasping idly in the air. I had no idea what he was reaching for, but I found the sight one of the cutest I had ever seen in my entire life. The baby was like a tiny ship lost at sea among the bedsheets with how small he was compared to the bed. As I watched him, I found I could have done so all day without growing tired. 
 
    Wrakras came over, putting a hand on my back. “You’ve been watching him for five hours straight. I was worried when you didn’t even blink for a solid seven minutes.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” I said without looking away from Warford. 
 
    “That’s sort of my job, dearest. Take a break.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I heard a sigh, then a throat clearing. “Very well. How about this?” I glanced back at him for just a split second. “Let me have a turn with our son.” I narrowed my eyes at him. He was really pulling a stunt like that? “Please?” he added quickly. 
 
    Warford chose that moment to fall asleep. With a struggle, I finally climbed to my feet. “Fine! I’ll take a break!” 
 
    I walked out of the bedroom and immediately regretted my tone of voice. I knew Wrakras was just worried about me. I would have to apologize later. I didn’t have anything in particular to do at the moment. With security in the castle on high alert, no one from the city was coming to visit, instead they used the hologram-messaging technology that Regan introduced to the world for communications and meetings. 
 
    That being the case, there was no reason for me to be on the throne. Ezal and Valamar had created a strong government that only needed me for the critical decisions. I preferred it that way. A nation that was run by its people was best because if something were to happen to me someday, everything would keep on running. 
 
    That said, I was left with nothing to do but wander the castle. Even as large as the place was, there was a limit to how long that could keep me occupied. What was worse was that I had only been away from Warford for a few minutes and was already missing him dearly. It was taking all I had not to run back to him this instant. 
 
    My wandering took me to one of the great halls. It was empty of people, but there were plenty of works of art. I had made a point to buy art from people in the city. I had to thank Regan again as I walked through the hall. His damn library had hundreds of thousands of records on art techniques from his former world. The citizens had taken that and incorporated magic to make even better works. 
 
    I froze when I came to a decorative mirror. The piece was beautiful of course, but what caught my attention was what was reflected on its surface. I hadn’t taken the chance to look in a mirror since Warford was born, but now that I did so, I wasn’t sure what to make of myself. I had changed so much that I wasn’t human anymore. Not that that was anything new. 
 
    The indigo crystal had finally overtaken my entire body. There wasn’t even a hint that I had been pregnant just a few days ago. The energy patterns that flowed just under my skin had returned with a vengeance. They had been fading over time, but it looked like that was just due to my transformation having not been complete. At least my crystalline skin was soft and warm to the touch. I would have hated it if I was unable to comfortably hold Warford. 
 
    “I look more like an elemental,” I muttered. “I guess it isn’t the first time.” I recalled the multiple times that I had left my human body behind to transform. First as a manifestation of lightning and electricity and then as plasma and light. Perhaps it was due to my unique heritage that I was even able to survive those events in the first place. 
 
    Shaking my head, as I would likely never know the answer, I left the hall and continued my wandering. At one point, I glanced out a window as I passed and spotted a group of knights training in the training ground. That was an idea. I hadn’t moved my body that vigorously in several weeks. It might do me good to get some exercise. I changed my course and headed for the courtyard. 
 
    Looking around the training ground, I found the commander of the unit and made my way over. The knights spotted me and paused in their training as they saluted me. The commander looked surprised, but I was the queen, I could go wherever I wanted. 
 
    The commander kneeled in front of me. “Your Highness, what a pleasant surprise.” 
 
    “Commander Zack, right?” The military had expanded so many times in the last year alone that it was hard for me to keep track of everyone of rank. I left most of the military matters to Valamar to begin with. 
 
    “That is correct, Your Highness. I am honored that you know my name.” 
 
    “You work to protect my home. If I’m being honest, I would like to know the name of every knight on this training ground if I could, but that is a challenge.” 
 
    “You speak too highly of us. We all know that your power greatly dwarfs ours.” 
 
    I smiled and waved his flattery away. “None of that. I was once a weak little girl who relied on the people around her to get anything done. Even now, you brave men and women do more for the people most days than I do lately.” 
 
    “You honor us.” Commander Zack saluted again with even more fervor than before. “What can we do for you today, Your Highness?” 
 
    “Nothing too complicated.” I walked over to the weapon stands and took up a wooden staff. “I just wanted to move a bit.” 
 
    The commander shared a look with the other knights, then nodded. “Very well. However, as the leader of the Knight’s Guard, I must ask that you hold back to avoid any serious injuries among my men.” 
 
    I nodded. “Of course. I just want to get some exercise while having some fun.” 
 
    A line of those who wanted to challenge me soon formed. I moved to the center of one of the sparring circles and waved the first man forward. The knights brought out a gong to signal the start of the fight. I was glad they were having fun with this as well. 
 
    I eyed the first man who squared off against me. He was a mountain of a person, easily three and a half to four meters tall. I had to strain my neck to look up at him and I wasn’t short myself. He used a greatsword that caused gusts of wind when he swung. With a loud bang of the gong, the fight started. 
 
    The man rushed forward, quite fast for his size, but sure enough, far too slow to be a real threat to me. Considering the man was well into tier three, that might have been a bit too rude. I lightly dodged his swings, then brought the staff around. With three solid hits in rapid succession, the man collapsed to the ground. 
 
    I looked back at the man. I was going to have to change this up a bit or it would be too hard for the knights to beat me. There was just too much of a gap when it was one on one. “Commander, you have your knights arranged into squads, correct?” He nodded quickly. “Then have them challenge me. I tried to hold back, but my current state is making it more difficult to gauge my power than I first expected.” 
 
    “Understood.” He gestured to the knights while giving orders. “Assemble into your squads. Use advanced tactics. Think of this as a fight against one of the Viventum that we’ve been training for. Use of magic permitted.” 
 
    I spun the training staff in excitement. I decided to not use a single spell or I would count it as a loss for myself. The first squad of five knights stepped up to the challenge. They looked more like a balanced adventuring party. There were two frontline defenders with a midrange knight who used a bow. Two in the rear appeared to focus on magic. 
 
    With the ringing of the gong, the fight started and I got a taste of what dungeon monsters went through. The two defenders rushed forward with their shields held high to defend their torsos and heads. The archer also loosed several arrows as soon as the gong went off to cover his allies’ approach. I knocked them from the air as I charged the defender on the left. 
 
    A flash of light momentarily blinded me before I could reach the man. It looked like the healer was able to support his team with more than just healing spells. Unfortunately for them, my eyes were far more durable than a mortal’s. The blindness cleared nearly as fast as it set in. I spun on my heel, bringing the butt of the staff around to strike square in the center of the left defender’s shield. There was a boom as he was sent flying with a nasty dent now present on his shield. 
 
    The mage of the group finally made his move as his companion flew off. Hundreds of daggers made from flame started to hound me. I was sure the spell couldn’t actually hurt me, but I took this fight seriously and retreated from the spell quickly. Dodging the daggers was fairly simple, but there were far too many of them to avoid being hit. I was forced to turn up the speed a bit until the daggers were moving in slow motion. Moving my staff with enough speed to create a blade of wind, I started taking out the daggers. 
 
    Once I had dealt with all the fiery projectiles, I turned back to the knights. I rushed at the remaining defender. We exchanged blows for a few seconds before I managed to slip my staff under his guard and send him flying. That just left the rear support. I spun my staff to get a better grip on it but froze as I faced the rest of the group. 
 
    To my surprise, the rear along with the first defender that I’d knocked away were all pointing at me with complex magic circles in front of them. Before I could react, a barrage of spells crashed around me. I instinctively threw up a barrier to block the attack even though it wasn’t powerful enough to harm me. 
 
    “You win!” I called to the knights so they’d stop peppering me with spells. I shouldered my staff and walked over to them. “How long could you have kept up that barrage?” 
 
    “For about thirty minutes?” the mage said while looking at the rest of his group. 
 
    “Impressive. And the rest of you can do the same?” I asked the knights who stood around the training field. 
 
    Commander Zack walked over and patted the shoulder of the defender. “That is the standard, Your Highness. All knights must be able to use their chosen element with confidence and have the mana capacity to fulfill any role, even as a dedicated mage position.” 
 
    “I look forward to seeing what becomes of your knights in the future with such a standard.” Knights before Vaihdetta was formed had decent mana control, but nowhere near this level. A few years from now, Regan and I might not be the only monsters in the valley. “Next challenger!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
    Regan 
 
    Another day, another task. I found myself floating in the void again today. Krona had finally finished returning to its proper orbit. I was just making some final checks while I worked on another project. My first strike capabilities had been reduced quite a bit due to the destruction of my station and satellite network. Now that my network was back online, I wanted to work on my weapons. 
 
    Thus, I was in the middle of reconstruction of Apollo’s Arrow. Few things in this world were able to take a full blow from such a weapon and walk away without harm. Adding some improvements to the materials and underlying energy capacity would make the weapon that much more powerful. 
 
    I prayed to, well, myself, I guess, that I would never have to use the thing. Incineration was usually more of a permanent option to take during a battle. However, I wanted the option. With my evil counterpart out there plotting against my universe, I had to think as many steps ahead as possible. 
 
    After a few hours of work, the weapons platform was operational. I created a crew to staff it. I found it hard to create automata that had fully operational minds. When I thought about the number of automata that died during the battle with the demon invasion forces, it made me hesitate to add more numbers to that burning fire. 
 
    With my construction done for the day, I moved back to my dungeon. I checked to make sure that all the systems were linked so that I could fire anywhere in a matter of minutes if need be. The satellites that I had in orbit would act as relays, allowing me to transport Apollo’s Arrow to any location with teleportation magic. Since the rules that the other True Gods placed on teleportation didn’t appear to affect me anymore, I was going to take full advantage of the situation. 
 
    That brought my attention back to Murgin. The target I feared would be at the top of my list sooner rather than later were the Viventum cores. I had created them to protect the planet. It was ironic that they were now one of the forces threatening it. I accessed my network and zoomed in over one of the cores that was engaged in battle with a native core. 
 
    Giant spider monsters were turning the battlefield into a mess of webs while machine versions of various monsters burned their way through the impediment. The most common was a robotic wolf that had additional appendages on its back that it used to cast magic. Seeing the mechanical monster, I was impressed with the creativeness of the particular Viventum core, while I was saddened that it was being used against mortals. 
 
    At the moment neither force was gaining much ground. As per dungeon core magic, mana that was created from the death of the monsters killed by their monsters was gained by the dungeon core in charge. That meant this battle was literally an exchange of mana between the two cores. 
 
    I switched to another feed to witness much the same in another part of the former Lecazar territory. I couldn’t fathom why the Viventum cores that were with the Alliance were so determined to gain mana through such excess death. They were all born with a fair amount of my knowledge. They would know that passive ways to gain mana were actually more efficient in the long term. It was one of the reasons that I was able to reach such a height in power in such a short amount of time. 
 
    Rubbing my temple, I closed the screens. I wanted to find a peaceful way to deal with the cores. I had tried to talk to them, but they were completely ignoring my calls. Alara suggested they might fear that I had some magic that would compel them to obey me. If I could have done that, they wouldn’t have been nearly as powerful in the first place. 
 
    I decided to put the issue aside for the time being. Switching the screens to Fuizol, I examined the location where the dragon city was supposed to be located. Whatever magic had been used to hide it from sight was powerful. Not even my satellites could perceive the supposed city. If I hadn’t known Soza so well, I might have said that she was mistaken about something being at the location. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I focused on my core on that continent. The village near it had grown a bit, while the constructs were also going about their daily lives without any apparent concerns. I hadn’t felt any attacks up until now by the dragons either, so they must not have known the core was there, or they simply didn’t care. I truly didn’t know what Tadryn’s play was going to be since his attack on the Seal. 
 
    I let out a long groan. As usual, I just didn’t have enough information on the matters. It looked like I would have to check out the city myself. I wasn’t a dragon, so I didn’t have to worry about his compulsion. It was too bad that I wouldn’t be able to bring Soza or her mother to guide me. 
 
    Glancing over to the clock, I decided that it was safe for a few more days while I made some more preparations. Rushing in like a fool would only result in more trouble down the road. I had learned that from previous experiences. Besides, Alara would skin me alive if I did something like that on my own. 
 
    Finishing my work for the day, I searched for Alara and Nara. I wasn’t too surprised to find them with Louella. Nara was fascinated by her baby. Maybe my daughter saw the boy as a little brother. I moved over to them and knocked on the door to announce my arrival. 
 
    “Daddy! Come in,” Nara said, grabbing my hand and pulling me into the room. 
 
    “Busy as always, Regan?” Louella said with a slightly mocking grin. 
 
    “My parts will rust if I stop moving. How’s the little prince?” I asked, taking a seat next to Nara and Alara. 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    I chuckled at her answer. Looked like that boy was going to be spoiled rotten. Since I was here, I shifted my eyes to mana sense to check Louella’s condition. I’d had to stop her change with some effort while she was giving birth to Warford. I wanted to make sure she wasn’t suffering any adverse effects from my actions. 
 
    As my eyes shifted, the flow and concentration of mana in the room became clear. Everyone in this room was fairly powerful in their own right. That was causing the space to almost flood with energy. That wasn’t the case for Louella. Where the others created a field of mana naturally every moment of their lives, Louella’s aura appeared to be sucking in mana that came near it. It was much more efficient than it had been a few months ago when I’d checked her in Hellia. 
 
    I theorized that it must have had something to do with her transformation. World Spirits used mana to maintain the planet. I would have been lying if I’d said I wasn’t interested in how that would work on a personal level. From the looks of things, she didn’t even notice that she was doing it. My only concern was quickly assuaged as she picked up Warford, and rather than absorb his mana, she seemed to give him some of her own. I would have to ask if she realized she was doing this later. 
 
    Warford started to cry. Louella giggled before she began feeding him, calming the infant. Even changed into this new state, she was able to make milk for her child. Perhaps the change wouldn’t have affected the baby during her childbirth, but I hadn’t wanted to take a chance with either of their lives. 
 
    I placed a hand on Alara’s shoulder. “It’s late. Let’s give them some privacy.” I picked up Nara and teleported us back to Alara’s dungeon. It was funny, but I was starting to think of her dungeon as home and my dungeon as work. I couldn’t help wondering if that was healthy for me in the long term. My dungeon was basically my actual body, after all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
    Izora 
 
    “Apparently Lord Regan rebuilt Krona.” 
 
    I looked up from my books at Hatsu’s rather lackluster conversational starter. It was such a waste of such a good topic. Finally, I just shook my head at her. “Sounds like Lord Regan. When was this?” 
 
    Hatsu looked off into the distance, thinking about it. “About a week ago. I went up to the city today looking for some ingredients and heard about it from the shopkeeper.” 
 
    “Impressive as always.” The ring had been beautiful, but if left, it could have altered a lot of things for Murgin. Plants and animals that grew or hunted at night might have died out due to the light pollution. Then there was the issue of the gravity. The tides were controlled by the moons. The lack of one of them would have thrown the oceans into disarray. The ring managed to keep things stable for a while, but eventually the debris would have fallen to the planet or joined Lyrale. 
 
    “That’s the statement of the day up top.” 
 
    “Lord Regan will always be impressive, so in fact, that is normal,” I said, jumping to my feet. “What else is impressive is that I finally figured out how to rebuild the gnome energy cannons.” 
 
    “Really?!” 
 
    I ignored the look of disbelief on her face and nodded. “The records were buried pretty deep in the gnome archives, again. I will have to thank Lord Regan for saving Jade Wind from complete destruction.” 
 
    Hatsu clapped excitedly. “Congratulations. I bet the gnome master would be shocked to find that out, but it goes to show you that you really do have a talent for magic engineering.” 
 
    I rubbed my hands together, itching to get started. The schematics were old but legible. More importantly, along with the understanding I gained from some of Lord Regan’s other texts, I would be able to make an improved version of the cannons. It would be pointless to just copy the device, after all. I wanted to make my own creations eventually. 
 
    Writing out the list of materials that I would need on my glass tablet, I sent it to Hatsu’s. “You get the first half of the list. I’ll take care of the second half.” 
 
    We got back to the workshop at almost the same time. Hatsu placed the materials to the side of one of the workbenches. We had been in the place for almost two weeks now. Lord Regan hadn’t just created an empty building for me. There were panels placed in various locations that I could use to alter the structure of the building. If I wanted a bunch of tables, press a button. If I wanted a two-story workstation for something like a mech that the goblins used, press a button and it was done. 
 
    Right now, there were just a half a dozen tables, with one wall covered in shelves that possessed a collection of tools. Also provided by Lord Regan. He really was spoiling me. Once I had all the materials, I got right to work on the cannons. 
 
    After my first attempt ended in a heap of twisted metal, I was glad that we’d gotten extra. It took a few tries to get used to each of the tools needed to manipulate the materials in the proper way. It was like enchanting mixed with blacksmithing. The experience made me realize that the masters were more than just a collection of their knowledge; they also possessed the skill to use that knowledge. 
 
    Two days passed until I had something that was even passable. My pride as a gnome was on the line, so I was learning as fast as I could. Even if it was just to fuel my own self-worth. That might have been at the center of it, but I would be lying if I said I wasn’t having the time of my life. Every mistake, every solution I found, I enjoyed to no end. I was sure that Hatsu would eventually grow tired of my outbursts of disappointment and joy, but she was there the whole time. 
 
    On the evening of the third day, I held up the completed cannon. I cheered at the top of my lungs, as I had finally gotten it assembled correctly without any errors. I had used over a dozen of the tools that Regan had given me to create it. When I thought about that, I couldn’t help but admire the masters of old all the more. How they had created the first cannons wasn’t recorded per se, but it still had to have taken a level of genius that was impressive. 
 
    Next to the cannon was the improved version that I had completed after I finished the original. Sadly, there was a lot more that I wished I could have done, but my technical skills were lacking. It would take a few more weeks or even months of practice to get to the level I needed to be at to make it work as I envisioned. 
 
    I grabbed the original version and channeled some mana into the runes. The device began to float, then moved to hover over my shoulder. It was sort of nostalgic to have something just at the corner of my eye. I did the same with my improved version. The device was able to respond just a bit faster than the original. That was due to the improvement of the command magic. Lord Regan’s script magic allowed for incredibly detailed instructions to be listed while using far less space than the original rune. 
 
    “Congratulations, Izora.” 
 
    “I couldn’t have done it without your help.” 
 
    We shared a charged moment before she coughed and looked away. “You going to test it out?” she asked to break the tension. 
 
    “You bet I am,” I replied, turning to point it at the wall on the far side of the workshop. I stopped after thinking it through for a moment. While I could have targets placed there, there was a chance that the attack would pierce the wall and hit someone outside. It would be better if I headed either deeper into the dungeon or outside. 
 
    I decided to head to the surface. While the dungeon was certainly fine, I wanted to see the sky. I had been in the dungeon for over a week. The artificial sky above Goblin City was nice, but it failed to really scratch the itch when it got bad. For us gnomes, the sky was like a family member. Most of us lived in the sky for most of our lives. 
 
    “Let’s head up top. I’ll test it there.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “This place has certainly changed, don’t you agree?” I asked Hatsu as we stood on the edge of the mountains. Regan’s dungeon extended to the other side of the spine of the world into the northern country. Before, it was completely tainted with unholy mana. Even the gnomes were at a loss on how to contend with the undead threat that these lands presented. Now they just looked like wild forests. I couldn’t even sense a trace of unholy mana in the air. 
 
    “Entirely. I can’t believe it has changed this much.” 
 
    “Lady Alara’s dungeon is likely responsible for cleansing most of the unholy energy. Her core is located nearly in the center of it all. But enough of that, let’s get this test started.” 
 
    “Of course! I brought some targets for you.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s my beautiful Hatsu!” 
 
    She pulled several targets out of her space bag. Some were the size of dinner plates, while others were the size of an adult human. She looked at me, and I nodded as I readied the cannons. With a burst of mana, she sent one of the large targets flying into the air with her wind magic. I focused on it, then sent the fire command to the original version of the cannon. 
 
    A beam of mana sliced through the air. Unfortunately, it missed by just a few centimeters. My modified version corrected for the falling target and sent a beam of energy right through the center of it. Hatsu clapped at my success as I grinned. This was far more rewarding than I had thought it would be. 
 
    We spent the rest of the afternoon lasering targets out of the sky. We both had burned through most of our mana by the time the sun was reaching the horizon. “Time to head back. I think we got a bit too into it,” I said as we lay on the ground, breathing heavily. 
 
    “Maybe . . . just a bit.” 
 
    My breathing was almost back to normal when I heard a crunch of gravel from behind me. I turned quickly only to fall back. Tadryn stood just a few paces away. He looked exactly the same as the day that I had inadvertently freed him from his prison. The white scales and pale skin that were almost too pure to touch. The wings that spread for meters on either side of his body. 
 
    “I have been searching for you,” he said. “Few would reject the prince of dragons. It makes me want you all that much more.” 
 
    “I said I wanted no part of marriage with you!” I said after I finally mustered the courage. He was so overpowering. I wasn’t even a dragon, and I felt like my will was being stolen from my limbs. 
 
    “I told you—I don’t take no for an answer,” he remarked as he stepped ever closer. My strength failed me, and I couldn’t even crawl away from him. 
 
    “Stay away from her, you bastard!” Hatsu shouted as she jumped in front of me. 
 
    I stared up at her in admiration and horror. I was feeling untold amounts of happiness that she had come to my aid, but there was an equal amount of horror at the thought that she had entered this beast’s line of sight. 
 
    Tadryn stopped his approach and looked between the two of us. His nearly passive expression switched to something far more hideous. Anger. “She is mine, worm. Do not stand in my way!” He flapped his wings, sending several blades made from wind at Hatsu. She just barely managed to get a wall of wind of her own in place before they hit her. Still, it was no match for the dragon. I was forced to watch as Hatsu was sent flying, far too much blood covering the ground as she did so. “There. The annoyance is gone.” 
 
    I screamed in rage as I poured every drop of mana I had into both of the gnome cannons. Two beams of energy sliced out widely at Tadryn. They collided with his mana. There was a moment of charged silence before the air around us exploded from the mana overload. I was sent flying backward violently. 
 
    Pushing off the ground, I barely had any juice left in me. That didn’t matter to me. I had to find Hatsu. I had to help her! Even as my vision faded, I looked around desperately for Hatsu. I reached the edge of the cliff and rolled down it, ignoring cuts and bruises that were adding up all over my body. I finally found her where she’d rolled to a stop next to a tree on the ground. I was horrified by the amount of blood I saw pooling around her. 
 
    Hope filled my heart when I saw Hatsu’s chest rise and fall. She was still breathing. “Lord Regan . . . Help us . . .” I moaned as I shambled over to her. I collapsed next to her, nearly losing consciousness from the effort. Only my desire to save Hatsu kept me going. Her side had a massive gash that went from shoulder to waist. 
 
    With nothing to lose, I coated my hands in fire and burned the wound. There were a number of problems that could arise from this type of treatment, but it would at least stop her from bleeding to death. The flame sputtered and flickered, threatening to go out at any second. I might as well have been using my life force to power the magic. 
 
    When I finally had the wound sealed, I could no longer keep my eyes open. I collapsed next to Hatsu. My mind receding into darkness, I reached out for her hand. If she died . . . there would be nothing left in this life for me. I didn’t want to wake up if she was gone. 
 
    “Izora! Izora!” 
 
    I heard my name from down a seemingly long tunnel. Not only that, but it felt like there was an ungodly amount of wind and heat near me. I couldn’t quite remember what I had just been doing. 
 
    “Izora! Wake up!” 
 
    I struggled to open my eyes. They felt as if something was pressing down on them. Just let me sleep! I was so tired. It had taken a lot of energy to fire the energy cannons. The last few minutes before I passed out flashed back through my head. 
 
    I forced my eyes open through the pain. I was still at the foot of the mountain near Lord Regan’s dungeon. There was a storm of dust and sand raging, but I was able to make out Lady Alara’s face through it all. I struggled to look around, to find Hatsu. She had to be okay! 
 
    I forced my mouth open even as it filled with dust. “Hatsu!” 
 
    Alara grabbed my face. “She is alive and safe! Regan teleported her back into the dungeon. It’s you who is in danger.” 
 
    I heard her words, but it was like they didn’t register with my brain. All I could think about was seeing Hatsu. “Let me see Hatsu!” I demanded, trying to generate some mana but failing to do so. 
 
    There was a sharp pain across my cheek. I blinked as I realized that Alara had slapped me. The stinging pain helped me calm down. “Lady Alara.” I spat out the dust in my mouth, along with a sizable glob of blood. “What’s happening?” More memories flooded back. “Wait! Tadryn!” 
 
    Alara pulled me up into a sitting position after she dragged me behind a tree. “Over there.” 
 
    Lord Regan was in a furious battle with the dragon. Tadryn and Lord Regan were exchanging levels of mana that would have easily vaporized a city or two. In fact, when the dust cleared just enough, I was able to see that part of the mountain behind them had been carved out. The damage did stop unnaturally at a point, which had to be Lord Regan’s doing. His dungeon was inside the mountain, after all. 
 
    I grabbed Lady Alara’s hand. “If I’m in the way, teleport me anywhere.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s not that easy.” 
 
    She pointed down to my body. I followed the finger and found a white claw embedded through my chest. I was amazed that I didn’t feel any pain, and even more by the fact that there was no blood. I immediately wanted to faint again, however, as the claw had pierced right through my heart. 
 
    Shifting my eyes to mana sense, I found the claw was tethered to Tadryn. “I was having . . . so much fun earlier today,” I remarked dryly to Lady Alara. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
    Regan 
 
    I was in the middle of checking the data from my satellites when I felt a source of power like a nuclear bomb walking in the aura of my main dungeon. I turned my gaze over to the source and found Tadryn in the middle of attacking Izora and Hatsu. Hatsu was already severely wounded from the looks of it. 
 
    There was no time to waste, so I teleported as close as I could and rushed to their aid. Their encounter had been only a few seconds, but Tadryn had stabbed Izora with his claw. I sent a blade of energy at his arm, slicing it clean off. I didn’t spot any blood, but for all I knew he could have been drinking it. 
 
    I waved my hand to teleport them back into the dungeon, but I was only able to send Hatsu away. Something about the claw embedded in Izora’s chest kept her from being moved. I called for Alara to help while I faced off against Tadryn. 
 
    He gripped his wounded arm and glared at me. “Why must everyone get in my way?!” 
 
    I cracked my knuckles and let my armor form around me. “Listen. I believe the lady said no. In this society that means you leave her the fuck alone.” 
 
    Tadryn’s hand regrew in a second flat. “I’m a dragon. We take what we want. Mates included.” 
 
    My temple throbbed as I remembered that detail. “You damn dragons.” I threw up a barrier as a wave of dragon breath came flying at me. The breath of flame washed off harmlessly. It looked like we were done talking. I created a concentrated sphere of mana and launched it at Tadryn. The dragon responded in kind with a burst of his own energy. 
 
    As Izora had told me before, it was the purest energy I had ever witnessed. The energies collided in midair, with Tadryn’s slicing into the mountain and mine devastating a part of the forest. The smoke and dust kicked up by the blows made it hard to see. The wind from the mountain only made things worse. 
 
    I sensed Alara’s appearance behind me. Thankfully, she didn’t need any explanation as she jumped to Izora’s aid. I waited until they were behind at least some manner of cover before I kicked off the ground, fist leading the way. Tadryn’s grinning face appeared through the smoke, and I nailed it with a heavy blow. 
 
    The man went flying, literally bouncing a few times against the ground before he came to a stop over a hundred meters away. I dusted off my knuckles. Even if that didn’t kill him, it should have hurt. I watched as Tadryn stood up and pushed his head back into place. His regeneration was really off the charts. I felt like I was back in Hellia. 
 
    “And here I thought becoming a god would make fighting pointless,” I remarked as I created a blade of light. The pale ghosts from last week had been more annoying than challenging. It had only been a matter of time for me to take care of all of them. 
 
    “God?” Tadryn repeated as he spat out some blood. He dusted off his coat as he straightened up, completely back to one hundred percent. “Ah. Those fools. My father ate them for breakfast. I can’t recall the number of so-called gods that died being ground to a paste by his mighty teeth. Once my father has returned, we will finish the job.” 
 
    I spun my blade a few times, scorching the air as it passed. “If you think you’re walking away from here, I have another thing for you.” 
 
    “Try it. Puny god,” he taunted as his body began to expand, his human form vanishing, replaced by a dragon. He was of the Western variety, if I was going by Earth lore. Four limbs with two massive wings that had to be one or two hundred meters long. Combined with the rest of his body, I wagered he was at least three or four hundred meters long. His head alone was the size of a house. 
 
    I looked at my sword of light and grinned. I was the god of machines. Even before that I was the Machine Father. I had other ways of fighting. It was too bad for him that he exposed my main dungeon. I raised my hand and let the light vanish as I closed it into a fist. I sent a command to my dungeon. Turrets like those found on a battleship appeared one after another. They might have appeared similar to those from an Earth battleship, but they packed a much heavier punch. 
 
    Tadryn turned to face the turrets. It was the first time I had seen surprise on the face of a dragon. I dropped my hand, and the turrets began to fire. The air shook from the shock waves. The rounds possessed enough explosives to level a city. They fell just short of straight-up nuclear ordnance. Tadryn roared in anger. The attacks were dealing damage, but his body was able to heal the wounds nearly instantly. 
 
    “It’s going to take more than that, I suppose.” I waved my hand, and some of the turrets switched to laser-based attacks. The high-powered light energy sliced cleanly through the dragon. Again, he was able to heal before the damage really stuck. The laser fire was precise, but that just made it easier for the wounds to heal. 
 
    “That leaves chemical, radiation, and my super trick against those that heal like crazy,” I said, forming a glob of nanites in my hand from my armor. With my armor consisting of the tiny machines, I was able to create them rather effortlessly with a thought and some mana. 
 
    There was another roar before Tadryn lunged into the sky. I ordered the turrets to stop before they turned the forest on this side of the mountain into a parking lot. The few rounds that did fly loose caused more than enough destruction. I glared up at the dragon before jumping into the air myself. 
 
    The glistening white dragon bared his tree-sized fangs at me. “How will you have time to deal with me when you’re busy with that?!” The statement might have had more impact had he been human and able to point. Nonetheless, the ground shifting managed to grab my attention. I scanned the area to find the source. 
 
    “Regan!” I turned toward Alara’s shout. “The final segment of the Seal! It was just destroyed by a wave of dragons!” 
 
    The kobold city was attacked? Even worse, that concentration of terra mana was disrupted. Without the Seal to consume the mana, there was the chance of a continent-shifting earthquake taking place. 
 
    This had to have been planned. The timing was far too specific for anything else. I could do nothing but watch as a part of the northern lands roughly five hundred kilometers away buckled and heaved until a volcano appeared, spewing lava and brimstone in every direction like its own version of a Maelstrom. I had to throw up a barrier to protect my dungeon and Izora and Alara as a smoldering boulder the size of a small mountain crashed down nearby, sending debris and fire in every direction. 
 
    I turned my attention back to Tadryn, but the dragon had vanished. That coward. Letting someone else fight his battle. Said someone exploded from inside the volcano just then with a planet-shaking roar. “AHSURA!” The planet actually shook. I had measurements from my satellite network to prove it. 
 
    “Teriso the Conqueror. Just fucking great.” I dropped from the sky to land next to Alara and Izora. Tadryn had left Izora, which might have been the only silver lining of this whole mess, but it looked like the claw was starting to affect her. Even from a few meters away, I could smell rot coming from the wound. 
 
    “What was that, Regan?” Alara asked with her worry on full display. Feeling a display of power like that was bound to cause even the bravest of people to show a little fear. 
 
    “Just another player on the gameboard. I’m more concerned about her for the moment.” 
 
    I held my hand over the claw, but unlike the mana I normally dealt with, the mana possessed by the claw actively rejected it. If the stories were to be believed, the mages of old had bent mana to their will while Modderm and presumably his children had been actually been a part of the energy. That would make this difficult. I released some nanites into the wound and effectively cut the flesh that was touching the claw from Izora’s body. With a steady hand, I grabbed the claw and pulled with a light, fast movement, yanking it from her chest. 
 
    With the wound exposed, I commanded my machines to start repairing the damage. As I took a closer look, I saw just how close it had been. A few more seconds and all that would have been left of her heart would have been slush. With her on the mend, I teleported her back to the dungeon. 
 
    “Today is not going to be a good day,” I said, taking hold of Alara’s hand. I’d thought life might have been too easy since I became a god, but I should have kept those thoughts locked up deep in the back of my subconscious. “Head inside the dungeon and stay with Nara.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Alara asked, worry written on her face. 
 
    “Something stupid as usual,” I replied, trying to muster my usual grin. I leaped into the air and flew after Teriso. The living storm was decimating the landscape as he passed. At least he was in the mostly abandoned northern lands. There were only three places that were inhabited, and all there were outside his path. 
 
    I hadn’t planned on using this so soon, but there was no time like the present. Angling so that I had a good view of the living storm, I connected to my satellites overhead. I brought online the second Apollo’s Arrow that I had just rebuilt a few days ago. New and improved of course. I set it to start collecting energy for a strike. Five minutes until it was good to go. 
 
    Teriso was set on his course and hadn’t paid me any notice the entire time. Given his massive size, he was making good time and would reach the edge of the Maelstrom in just under an hour. I worried that reaching the ocean would increase his power. Elementals of all aspects were forming in the wake of destruction he was leaving behind. Again, I was glad that this wasn’t a populated area. 
 
    The five minutes crawled by, with Teriso covering nearly a hundred kilometers in that time. When I finally got the “charged” message from the Arrow, I commanded the weapon to fire. A stream of light that caused the day to white-out flashed down from the orbit, striking Teriso directly in the center of his mass. 
 
    The monster roared in anger and pain. If the particle stream could hurt him, then there was a chance to win. The monster seemed to glare up at the sky before he unleashed a stream of energy of his own. It followed the path that the Apollo’s Arrow had taken and struck the weapon platform. I was forced to watch as the satellite exploded into a few million pieces. 
 
    “Mother fu—I just rebuilt that bloody thing!” I shouted angrily at the living storm. 
 
    I braced myself in case Teriso turned his attention toward me, but that didn’t happen. He roared with the force of a few hurricanes and continued on his path toward the Maelstrom. In his quest to get revenge against the World Spirit Ashura, he was going to destroy the Maelstrom, which was the prison that held Modderm. Maybe it was a good thing that Malthos wasn’t trapped in Murgin as well. Him getting free at the same time as these creatures would have simply been too much. 
 
    I scratched my chin as I contemplated what to do. “I guess it’s time for me to finally go to Celestia.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
    Lelune 
 
    Weeks went by as I contemplated my decision. There were times when I was tempted to lie to myself that I wanted to just walk away from the power being offered to me. There were times when I was tempted to jump headlong into the position. But in the end, fear held me back. 
 
    Fear that the last five thousand years of my life had been wasted. Fear that the power would overwhelm me. Fear. Something that I thought I had cut from my life all those years ago while I was being trained by my elven masters. Ironic that fear was what controlled my life now. 
 
    “You must be loving this,” I commented dryly to the beheaded statue in front of me. I kneeled down and picked up its head. One of the many elven Celestials that I had murdered due to the brainwashing that Rosa had put on me. That might have been the ultimate cause, but even now I felt little for the elves. The constant war and struggling when I was a mortal had killed those feelings long before Rosa sank her talons into me. 
 
    The face of the statue was calm. He’d gone to sleep thinking that he would wake again in a few hundred years. Too bad for him. I let the stone head roll out of my hand and shatter against the floor. 
 
    “And what of you?” I asked my silent shadow. Arin’s soul might have been back, he might have been revived, but the spark that had made me fall in love with him was barely a whisper of what it had been. I couldn’t say anything about it. It was all my fault. 
 
    Arin moved into the light and picked up a piece of the elven head. “I didn’t know you to be a coward. In any life,” he said finally as he let the piece drop from his hand in a similar fashion. 
 
    “Coward?” I repeated. “Am I being a coward?” I had never been a coward before. Even when the elves had tortured me to turn me into a killing machine, I had resisted. I had survived it, never fearing the men who had hurt me. 
 
    “Fear is an instinct that can keep you alive, but ultimately hinders you,” Arin said as he walked over to the giant white root. He gazed up at the concentration of magic without showing even the slightest interest. “The Lelune I knew was not one to fear . . . anything.” 
 
    “Even after everything I’ve done. Everything that I’ve done to you?” I asked, almost pleaded. I got in front of him. “Shouldn’t you hate me?! I thought you hated me! Strike me down!” What was I saying? Why was I saying these things? I didn’t want to die. 
 
    “Water under the bridge.” For a moment, I saw a smile. The same smile that I saw hundreds of times thousands of years ago. The smile heralded the last thing I saw before I was pushed into the white root, except that I didn’t land against the surface. A tunnel of some sort had appeared and was pulling me in. “Goodbye for real this time. Sweet Lelune, the moonlight of my eye.” As I fell down the tunnel, Arin’s body turned to ash as my vision was consumed by white. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, I was back in Ashura’s hollow. She sat on the root of a tree and was waiting for me with a kind smile. I couldn’t help it, I had to ask. She was the one who’d revived him the in first place. “Why?” 
 
    “The reason?” Ashura asked, and I nodded. “I assume his soul was ready to move on, having seen to its final act. Nothing, not even the god of life, could prevent a soul from moving on that’s prepared to move on.” 
 
    “So, he wants me to be the World Spirit?” I demanded with heated breaths. “He wants me to be alone?” 
 
    “Alone?” Ashura retorted. “Is that what you think I am?” 
 
    I nodded bitterly. If I took her place, I would truly be alone this time. Not just for thousands of years this time, but for millions. 
 
    “Foolish girl! You glimpse the power and not the picture.” Ashura floated up into the air with an aura of unrelenting power. “I am never alone. I am the World Spirit! Every soul! Every life! I touch them all. At birth and at death. You will see daughters become mothers. Sons become fathers. And their children become parents, and so on for thousands of generations. You will know each soul when it leaves this spiral for the next better than you know yourself.” 
 
    The pressure she was emitting had pressed me to my knees, but my eyes never left her face. I couldn’t have diverted my gaze even if I’d wanted to. She gently landed in front of me before caressing my cheek. “And they will know you.” 
 
    “If you really believe I am worthy of replacing you, then I—” 
 
    I was interrupted as Ashura jerked up. “What is it, Gatekeeper?” she demanded. “The timing of fate is fickle and ironic.” 
 
    “What is wrong?” 
 
    “An old rival. Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it,” Ashura said before she kissed me. Power, far greater than last time, flowed into me. This wasn’t the borrowed power. I was being transformed. The position of World Spirit was being given to me. Only a fraction of it had entered my body before my vision went white. My thoughts were not of the power and glory or triumph. They were of Arin. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
    Regan 
 
    Apollo’s Arrow failed to even slow Teriso down. He was steadily heading for the Maelstrom and Celestia. It was possible that he would be able to get inside without destroying the storm and thus free Modderm, but I feared that the living storm wasn’t in quite the right mind to mind the details like that. 
 
    The old me would have charged ahead without waiting or letting anyone know what I was doing, but I was a new person since my time in Hellia. I created screens in front of me connected to the dungeon. “I’m sure everyone felt that quake just a few minutes ago. Teriso the Conqueror has been released from his prison. He is on a warpath to destroy Ashura, the current World Spirit.” 
 
    “Can we even interfere in a battle like that?” Ezal asked. She was sitting next to Louella with their children. 
 
    I shook my head since I didn’t know. I was a god, but I still hadn’t explored all that entailed yet. “I don’t know, but if we do nothing, there is the chance that the three powers will destroy Murgin during their struggle.” 
 
    “I’ll join you!” Alara declared before her screen vanished. I didn’t have to wait long before I could see her flying toward me from the direction of the dungeon. 
 
    “I will as well,” Louella said as she handed Warford over to Wrakras. “Stay here with our son.” 
 
    Wrakras looked like he wanted to argue, but the scale of the powers that were going to be involved was much higher than his tier five level. He should by all accounts be a Celestial, but that still wouldn’t be enough for this fight. Personally, I didn’t even like the idea of Alara joining the fight, but it would be harder to keep her out of it over the long run than to simply accept her involvement from the start. 
 
    I pulled up another screen just in time. “Nara! You will stay home this time!” The girl, who had just been about to teleport from the dungeon, looked at me with a guilty expression. Seeing her acting like normal put a smile on my face. “Be good. We’ll save the day and be back before supper.” 
 
    “You promise?” she asked with her patented puppy-dog eyes. She held out her pinkie finger. 
 
    I held up my pinkie finger as well. “Of course.” 
 
    The massive dragon Syzi appeared from the dungeon next. Soza was behind her. “This is my race’s fault. Allow me to assist,” said Syzi. 
 
    I nodded in appreciation. Syzi alone was around sixth tier. She would be a considerable force on the battlefield. Soza might have been a lower tier, but she wasn’t the sort of creature that would stay home even if told. 
 
    If I could have, I would have brought everyone, but Teriso would simply mow them down. A small but powerful force was what we needed. Not an army. “Wish us luck,” I said, then dismissed the communication links. I spun in the air and warped us over in front of the Maelstrom. 
 
    We spread out to form a line over the raging ocean below. The Maelstrom seemed to sense that it was in danger as it started acting up behind us. I glanced at it, wondering if that might actually be the case. A few times now the Maelstrom had shown signs beyond its magical properties that it valued its existence. I decided to find out if we survived this. 
 
    I turned back to the other living storm just as it roared, “ASHURA!” More magic circles than I could count formed in front of Teriso. I only got a second to examine them and throw up a barrier before a tidal wave of pure mana crashed into me. I managed to protect the others, but the blast focused on me. I strained to hold against it, but even my god strength wasn’t enough. The barrier in front of me shattered before I felt like I was hit with the mass of the sun. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    I grunted as I sat up. I looked around confused, as I should have been at the bottom of the ocean, not in the middle of a field of flowers. Two massive doors made from white light were in front of me. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Boy.” I looked behind me to find an old man. He truly embodied the word “ancient.” I narrowed my eyes in suspicion. He appeared human, but that felt . . . wrong. “Boy!” 
 
    “What? What is it?” I said as he yelled loudly enough to burst an eardrum. 
 
    “You are a god.” He poked me with his cane as if inspecting me. “You are a god, right?” he said again, only as a question. 
 
    I wasn’t sure why, but I decided to be honest with him. I pushed his cane away from my face. “I was told that I was, but if I’m being honest, I just feel like I’ve gone up a level as a dungeon core. I mean, there’s nothing new exactly that I can do now that I couldn’t do before.” 
 
    “Backward. You’re all backward! HA! I never thought I’d see this day.” 
 
    “Backward?” I asked. 
 
    “What do you think the dungeon cores were modeled after?” he asked. “Come! Help me hold the line until reinforcements arrive.” 
 
    I got up and dusted my armor off. I had taken a pretty heavy blow from Teriso, but my armor appeared completely fine. “Reinforcements?” 
 
    The old man pointed over his shoulder with his cane. I followed it to see a pillar of light in the distance that reached thousands of meters into the sky. I didn’t know what it was, but I felt a tremendous amount of energy from it. 
 
    I grinned at the old man. “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    “I’m the gatekeeper. Call me Jo.” 
 
    “Jo?” I asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “I like it. Short and simple.” Jo popped his back and stood up straight. It was like he gained a meter in height. “Well then, metal man. There’s a party with our names on the invitations.” 
 
    “Call me Regan.” 
 
    We shared a look, then charged through the doors of light. 
 
    We emerged to a scene of utter chaos. A natural storm raged around us, whipping the ocean below into a frenzy. Waves were easily reaching tens of meters in height. Louella fought with a swarm of what appeared to be supersized spirits. The very fabric of reality appeared to be bending around her. 
 
    The dragons were also doing their part to harass Teriso. Their dragon breath wasn’t doing much in terms of harm, but it was still an annoyance that the living storm had to deal with. Syzi’s flame breath was emerald green and ate at the storm for several seconds when she scored a hit. 
 
    Lastly, there was Alara. She was causing giant trees to grow from the ocean surface below that ate at the power Teriso had in his storm. She was also lending support to the others. Even as I watched, her quick movements saved Louella from being struck with a full blast of energy. 
 
    “Jo! I’ll head—” I froze as I looked at Jo. The old man was gone. It looked like he had been replaced by an angel of death. More than a few such images flashed through my head as I took in the new form of the old man. 
 
    The man was now over ten meters tall with three sets of black feathered wings and six arms to match. His cane had been replaced by a blood-stained sword that was easily twice my height in length. An unearthly voice came from the bandage-wrapped face. “Come on, boy, you are a god. Show the misbegotten fool just what you are really capable of.” 
 
    Jo raised his sword and charged Teriso. The living storm focused on the gatekeeper. “TRAITOR!” Teriso unleashed a beam of pure energy directly at Jo. It was easily a few times stronger than the attack he’d hit me with earlier. Jo spun his blade to the point that it looked like a solid shield in front of him. He deflected the beam into the surrounding ocean. 
 
    “Fool! I am the gatekeeper. Rules are my life!” Jo created a field of black mana around him. It felt off to me. Where Teriso’s mana was considerably pure, Jo’s was the opposite. I recognized it after a minute. Antimana! A dangerous weapon to use in this world where just about everything had mana. 
 
    The field of antimana cut through Teriso like a blade, creating a huge gash. The living storm roared as all his attention was now focused on Jo. I shook my head and stopped just watching. I charged toward the battle, Jo’s words ringing in my head. 
 
    I was a god. That wasn’t just some title. At least, according to everyone who seemed to know anything about it. What would a god do in this situation? I shook my head again. What would I do in this situation? Charge headlong into the fray without a plan? Swing a blade of light to flaunt my supposed endless power? 
 
    No! That wasn’t me. I was a scientist. I was a dungeon core. I slid to a stop in midair and really took a second to observe Teriso. He was a living storm. He was an ancient soul that refused to move on after he was replaced as the World Spirit by Ashura. Hadn’t I already captured such a soul once before? In fact, I’d first heard of Teriso from said soul. Duilin, the wandering soul that had tried to take over Louella’s body so long ago. 
 
    Teriso was essentially the same thing, just in a much larger size. I spread my arms and concentrated. The nanites that made up my armor went to work. I had contained Duilin in a box barely larger than a school lunch box. I would have to go a bit larger for Teriso. To make a device strong enough to contain Teriso, it had to be complex. One of the most, if not the most, complicated magical machines that I had ever created since coming to this world. 
 
    “Regan!” 
 
    I glanced up from my work to see Louella and Alara. “Help Jo. I need—five minutes.” 
 
    “Jo? Seriously?” Louella asked, completely breaking the tension. 
 
    I shrugged. “That’s what he told me to call him.” 
 
    “Five minutes. It better not take a second longer,” Louella said, ignoring me. 
 
    “Be careful,” Alara whispered in my ear after we shared a quick kiss. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
    Louella 
 
    The battle with Teriso took a turn for the worse right at the beginning as Regan was blasted into the Maelstrom. Letting Teriso reach Celestia was the one thing that we couldn’t allow with or without Regan. If I really was part of a World Spirit, then now was the time to show off my powers. 
 
    I put my hands together as I concentrated. I only had a few seconds before the monster would strike again. With a surge of my energy, I called for any spirits that could hear me. I was overjoyed when over a dozen of them answered me. Even Gulv, whom I hadn’t seen since the last battle, was among the spirits. 
 
    This battle was too important to hold back on. I sent as much energy as I could into the spirits to help them form their bodies. Compared to the first time I had done this, they were twice or three times larger. The spirits began ripping into Teriso, their energy bodies letting them make the fight turn nearly physical. 
 
    I joined in the fight. My exhaustion and lack of energy from the last few months felt like a dream. There was a spring inside me that just kept creating more energy as I used it. It would have been stupid not to take advantage of that. I took control of the matter around me, literally freezing the atoms so that they couldn’t move. Sections of Teriso simply stopped moving. 
 
    A hand grabbed my arm and yanked me to the side as a burst of energy ripped through the air. I took a breath in relief as the energy passed. “Thanks, Alara.” She let me go, and we took stock of the fight. Even with all the damage we were doing, the living storm hadn’t reduced in size in the slightest. In fact, I felt like it had expanded since the start of the battle. 
 
    “TRAITOR!” 
 
    I grabbed my ears at the sudden roar. We turned to see what had caused it and found Regan flying next to a large monster. Teriso unleashed a beam of pure energy directly at the strange creature. It was easily a few times stronger than the attack he hit Regan with earlier. The newcomer’s blade spun to the point that it looked like a solid shield in front of him and repelled beams of energy into the ocean below. 
 
    “Fool! I am the gatekeeper. Rules are my life!” 
 
    An aura of black energy sliced through the storm, dealing far more damage than we had the entire duration of the fight. Alara and I took the chance to head over to Regan, who had stopped moving and started constructing something from mana. 
 
    “Regan!” we both shouted at the same time. 
 
    The man glanced up from his work but quickly looked back to it. “Help Jo. I need—five minutes.” Jo must have been the creature he’d reappeared with. 
 
    “Jo? Seriously?” I couldn’t believe that was his name. He should have been called the god of death or something like that. 
 
    Regan shrugged. “That’s what he told me to call him.” 
 
    “Five minutes. It better not take a second longer,” I said, trying not to laugh at the strange name. I decided it was best to just ignore it for the time being. I turned and went back to the battle. Regan said to help Jo, but from the looks of things, the creature had the fight already in the bag. The strange black aura that he used to attack hit Teriso with devastating damage. 
 
    Or so I thought. In a matter of seconds, Teriso’s body returned to its unharmed state. Just what sort of creature was this? I knew he was formerly a World Spirit, but hadn’t he been stripped of that power?! I wanted to speak to the people responsible for this! 
 
    Teriso began to go even more berserk as stray energy flew in every direction. Some even managed to hit the mainland behind the monster. I moved in front of Regan and erected a barrier to prevent him from being hindered. I had no idea what he was working on, but if I knew Regan, it would be what we needed to get through this situation in one piece. 
 
    A piercing roar of pain split the air. This time it wasn’t from Teriso but from Soza. She had failed to dodge one of the energy blasts and took it straight to her torso. The wound had to have been over three meters long, and the dragon bled freely into the water below. She started to fall from the sky as she lost control of her flight. I quickly directed a field of energy to catch her, but the best I could do was soften her landing. She crashed down with a heavy splash into the ocean below. 
 
    This turn of events wasn’t good, as Syzi lost control at the sight of her daughter’s injury. She sent too many dragon breaths into the living storm, pulling its attention to her. The black clouds morphed into a hand the size of a mountain. Syzi tried to dodge, but she was simply too large. Teriso grabbed her, then channeled his energy to attack. She screamed in pain as her entire body withered. Teriso then let her go. 
 
    I was too far away to help her as she crashed into the ocean. Being nearly a thousand meters in the air, it would have been like hitting stone from this height. I prayed that she was able to survive the fall. That left Alara, Jo, and me along with the spirits to hold out for another three and a half minutes. If Teriso failed to catch onto the scheme, we might just make it. 
 
    I grunted as my barrier repeatedly took heavy hits. It was going to take me months to recover from this much energy usage, but at least it felt like I had plenty to expend for the moment. Teriso had managed to get closer to the Maelstrom. It was nearly to the point where he could reach out and touch it. There was no telling what would come next if we allowed that to happen. 
 
    “Be careful!”  
 
    I braced myself at the warning. A sphere of condensed mana washed out from the center of Teriso. It took everything I had to just stay in the air while maintaining my barrier in front of Regan. The wall I had erected started to crack after the pressure faded. There had been so much energy that my body was smoking. What was worse was the spirits had all been stripped of their energy. They wouldn’t be able to aid us any longer. 
 
    I glanced behind me to check on Regan’s progress. His device looked like it was taking shape but was still incomplete. I flew back next to him. “Two more minutes is going to be rough. He’s almost made it to the Maelstrom.” Even if he finished after Teriso took down the Maelstrom, we would still have to deal with the released Modderm. At this point, I wasn’t sure which I would rather deal with. 
 
    Regan was concentrating too hard to hear me. I gulped and flew back to my barrier and reinforced it the best I could while I looked for the others. Jo was the only one I spotted as he fought up close with Teriso. Observing the creature, I had to suck in a breath. I wasn’t sure, but it looked like he was using his life force to fuel his attacks. The creature had been easily over ten meters when he’d first joined the fight. Now, he was barely pushing five or six meters. 
 
    Jo managed to hold Teriso back on his own for a solid minute while I twisted gravity or sent blasts of energy to assist. Jo was hit by an energy wave and pushed several hundred meters back. The edge of the Maelstrom was literally only a few dozen meters from Teriso. I had to pray that it would take more than a moment to break the magic that composed the storm. 
 
    As he reached for it, the ocean below exploded. Supermassive trees created a literal wall in front of the monsters. There were hundreds of them, and they managed to reach nearly a thousand meters in height. I peered around and finally spotted Alara kneeling on the center tree of the wall. She was breathing heavily and looked completely drained of mana. Her body was cracking, similar to when a tree was struck by lightning. 
 
    “Not . . . today . . .” 
 
    Teriso roared in rage at being stopped at the last second. The storm swirled up into a horrifying mass and struck out at Alara. I tilted my head in surprise when she made a rude gesture at Teriso. My face split in a grin when her body fell to pieces before the monster struck her. Somehow realizing that he’d been spited, Teriso roared with anger. 
 
    While I was glad that Alara got the last laugh against the monster, it left the gates to Celestia wide open. We still had thirty or so seconds before Regan would be finished with his device, and I doubted Teriso was going to go willingly. Teriso’s black clouds grew over the trees and started to creep toward the Maelstrom. He appeared to sense that victory was in his grasp. 
 
    “My lady.” 
 
    I turned toward Jo, who was bowing in the direction of the Maelstrom. A stream of golden-white energy exploded from the Maelstrom, striking the center of Teriso’s mass. The storm was pushed back hundreds of meters from that one blow. I squinted to try to make out the figure that was at the point where the attack originated. As the residual light faded, I was able to make out Ashura. The World Spirit herself was joining in the fight?! Even if that wasn’t the case, I found that there was hope that this fight might soon be over. With us as the victors, of course. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
    Regan 
 
    Forcing myself to tune out the battle raging in front of me was one of the hardest things I had ever done. But even in the middle of my trance, it was hard for me to miss Alara being attacked by Teriso. She wouldn’t get off scot-free with that much energy hitting her avatar. I had to grind my teeth to resist tossing my machine to the side and rushing to her side. 
 
    When I saw her flip Teriso off, then dismiss her avatar, I nearly messed up the creation process as I laughed. That was my girl! I would have to trust in Jo and Louella to hold the line for just a few more seconds. It was all or nothing at this point. 
 
    I returned my focus back to my work. Teriso had been contained in an extradimensional hold that required three natural-mana-producing sites to power. This was probably the result of him being at full strength after having just been ousted as the World Spirit. Try as the Arcarins might, they couldn’t realistically destroy that much energy without destroying the planet. 
 
    Things were a bit different in this era. For one, Teriso’s power was much weaker, having been imprisoned for a few millennium. The same went for his soul and mind. If either were in better shape, then I doubted he would be hellbent on revenge against Ashura. That was probably one of the few remaining fragments of his mind that remained. 
 
    The Arcarins had the right idea, but I was going to take it one step further. Teriso was a being made from pure energy. Rather than use external sources to power the prison, I would use Teriso himself. Unless he was released by a third party, he would be trapped in the extra dimension that I was creating until every drop of his power was expended. By that point his soul should be weak enough to be returned to the Wheel of Reincarnation and he would be Creation’s problem then. 
 
    The air shook as a ray of light exploded from the Maelstrom. It collided with Teriso and violently pushed him back. I peeked up from my work to see a woman who glowed with power. The energy was similar to Teriso’s, so I reasoned that she must be Ashura. I knew she was millions of years old, but she barely looked older than a teenager. 
 
    Her arrival let me finish my device, however, so I was glad for it all the same. I pulled my hands back from the three-square-meter box. Compared to this, the box that Duilin had been held in really did feel like a lunch box. Lines covered the surface of the box. If you were to look closer, you would see millions of magical scripts all written at the nanometer level. It was truly a masterpiece of magical technology. 
 
    I held my hand near it, and the box shrank until it fit in my palm. This was only possible while the prison was empty. “Time to catch ’em all,” I muttered before kicking off. I joined Louella, who was looking battered, though I couldn’t detect any serious wounds on her. “You going to make it?” As soon as she heard my voice, the barrier around us shattered. I patted her shoulder. “Go. I’ll handle the rest with Ashura.” 
 
    She nodded, then dived down, heading for the ocean rather than the mainland. I held my free hand out and created a much simpler device even though it was far larger. Fusing the palm of my armor to the weapon, I leveled my cannon at Teriso. I took aim but waited for the two World Spirits to start. 
 
    “Teriso! You know that you cannot win! You failed four hundred thousand years ago, you’ll fail again now.” 
 
    “ASHURA!” the living storm screamed with raging winds, but didn’t attack. 
 
    “Yes, that’s my name. Is there anything else left in there other than that?” Ashura asked. 
 
    “ASHURA!” 
 
    It looked like there really wasn’t anything left, much like I expected. Teriso couldn’t take it anymore and surged around Ashura. The World Spirit swept her hand in front of her, blasting the storm back. As she did so, I noticed that the power I felt from her dropped considerably. It was still off the charts, but the battle had a time limit. 
 
    With the two World Spirits in conflict, I leveled my cannon at Teriso. Since physical projectiles would simply pass through him, I set a timer on the rounds, then fired. The rounds pierced into the living storm, traveling several meters before they exploded into micro black holes. 
 
    Teriso roared in pain, but with Ashura right in front of him, he couldn’t muster enough intelligence to strike back at me. Her very presence was driving his rage-filled madness to a new level. I let loose with more shots. Each black hole tore more of his mass away. I knew that it was a pointless method of attack that didn’t do much damage, but that wasn’t the point. The black holes were actually adding energy to the surroundings as they collapsed. 
 
    After nearly three minutes of this, I checked on Ashura. She was just about empty of energy. It was now or never. I reinforced my armor, then flew directly inside Teriso. My armor repaired as fast as it was damaged. Confident that I could go through with my plan, I charged toward the center of the monster. 
 
    Sure enough, Ashura wasn’t enough to distract Teriso from a pest that was inside him. Arcs of energy that appeared as lightning struck out at me continuously. Feeling the power of a former World Spirit hitting me repeatedly started to add up. My armor held up, but there was bleed through. However, I was no stranger to pain. The attacks unexpectedly diminished, allowing me to press on and reach Teriso’s heart. I assumed that Ashura was putting pressure on him to give me some breathing room. 
 
    Taking the chance, I pulled out the cube. Tapping the control script, I activated the magic it possessed. Every drop of energy around me started to be sucked inside the cube. The more energy it gathered, the faster it pulled new energy. This cycle continued as I retreated out of Teriso’s storm. 
 
    Teriso roared continuously as the cube absorbed him. I didn’t think of it at the time, but this had to have felt like torture. As if pieces of his body were being sliced off bit by bit. In a matter of seconds, there were just scant hints of his storm remaining. 
 
    Ashura flew over to the wisps that were rapidly shrinking as they were sucked into the cube. “If power hadn’t meant so much to you, Brother, this world might have been a much better place.” 
 
    The cube finished pulling in Teriso, then sealed shut. I flew over and grabbed the cube before it fell into the ocean. 
 
    It had worked. I knew it would, but seeing it actually work was another thing entirely. It had worked! I was a genius! I lifted the cube over my head and yelled out a cheer. I jumped when I got a cheer back. 
 
    Turning around, I found everyone from the dungeon and many of the mortals standing on the deck of the Isabella. Paris leaned against the wall with a grin. Nara hopped up and down with a large smile. 
 
    I carried the cube over and landed on the deck of the ship. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    Alara tackled me before I got an answer. 
 
    Paris pushed off the wall and patted my shoulder. “Even a god needs a hand or two. Your lady brought us here to help put just a bit more pressure on the beast so you could hunt him.” 
 
    Staring at Paris, I was reminded of a cowboy from an old Western. I did my best to keep my laugh inside. “Thank you. This fight was won by everyone here! To Murgin! And to life!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
    Louella 
 
    When I surfaced from the ocean water, I was thankful to see that the storm was no longer overhead. I only made out hints of it above as Regan’s device sucked it in. I wasn’t out of the water yet, quite literally in this case. I created a field to pull Syzi and Soza to the beach. No easy feat when they were both still in their dragon forms. When we reached land, I released the magic and dropped to my hands and knees, coughing up some seawater. 
 
    Breathing easier, I got up and checked on the two dragons. Their injuries were no small matter. Soza had a gash that was longer than I was tall, while Syzi was riddled with cuts that leaked blood onto the sand. I pressed my hand against Soza and pushed my energy into her body to try to stem the worst of the bleeding. 
 
    I then moved over to Syzi to do the same but stopped short. I dropped my hand to the side, as Syzi was no longer breathing. It was possible that she had passed away a while ago, as I had been unable to check whether they were breathing while I pulled her from the ocean. It was a miracle that so many of us survived in the first place. This enemy had simply been beyond comprehension. 
 
    I looked up when I heard footsteps on the sand. Ashura walked over to me with a sad smile. “It looks like I was able to see you one more time, after all.” 
 
    “How are you out here?” 
 
    “I have a replacement. I am no longer the World Spirit, thus I am free. For a matter of time, at least.” Ashura laid a hand on Syzi’s body. A life that should not have been lost. “I understand that one of the princes of dragons has been freed. She is still needed.” 
 
    “Can you save her?” 
 
    “Yes. I am probably the only one who can.” Ashura looked me up and down. “Not bad. Try not to stray too far. Being an unbound World Spirit can be dangerous. Well then, perhaps I’ll see you in another life.” 
 
    “What—” I started but that was all I got out. Before I could stop her, Ashura’s body turned into motes of light and flowed into Syzi’s. The dragon almost immediately started gasping for air. Her body began to shrink as she transformed into her elf form. I checked her over, but all her wounds were completely healed. 
 
    I stood up with a deep breath. I was glad that Syzi was going to survive, but it was depressing that it came at Ashura’s cost. A cheer came from overhead. I looked up to see the Isabella flying above us. I had no idea why the vessel was here, but I knew it had helped. 
 
    The tension of the fight left me, and I dropped next to Soza and Syzi. I had used up a lot of my energy today, but we’d prevented the Maelstrom from being destroyed. That was what mattered. Still, I thought I would leave the end-of-the-world stuff to Regan from now on. I had a baby boy back home that I needed to raise. 
 
    Another series of footsteps in the sand drew my attention. I glanced over to find Wrakras rushing to my side. He started checking me over for injuries, but I pushed his hands away. “I’m fine. Where’s Warford?” 
 
    “I asked Ezal to watch him.” 
 
    I laughed. “Careful. She is already running the nation. She might take my position as mother away as well.” 
 
    “I doubt either of you would ever let that happen.” 
 
    Wrakras sat down next to me, and I leaned into him. “Is it finally over?” I asked, looking up at the almost too-tranquil sky. “This threat that we’ve been dealing with for years now—over just like that?” 
 
    “Battles between gods, World Spirits, dungeon cores, and Celestials seems like something that wouldn’t take too long to settle.” 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    As I stared at the sky, Regan appeared, dropping down from the Isabella. He landed and gave Syzi and Soza a quick once-over. “I’m glad to see that everyone made it through the fight alive.” 
 
    I frowned and shook my head. “Not everyone. Ashura gave her life to save Syzi. She had just gained her freedom.” 
 
    “Ah. I suspected as much. I don’t think her current form would have lasted much longer. I suspect she would have ended up like Teriso before long. She must have used the last of her power to save Syzi.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make me feel much better,” I said. Even if that was the case, she should have gotten to enjoy the world for at least a few days before passing away. 
 
    “I know.” Regan walked over to the cliff face next to the beach. He pressed a hand against the stone. It rippled as it smoothed out into a perfectly flat surface. Words appeared as they were cut into the stone surface. Ashura. World Spirit and Friend. Her sacrifice saved not just the queen of dragons, but the entire world. She will be loved and missed. The rest of the rock shifted as a mural dedicated to Ashura appeared. 
 
    “That’s lovely.” 
 
    “It’s the least that I can do.” 
 
    “She would have loved it.” We all turned to find an old man floating just over the ocean. Something felt familiar about him, but I wasn’t sure what it was. I had never seen this man before, after all. 
 
    Regan walked over to the old man. “Jo. Are you going to be able to return as the gatekeeper to Celestia?” 
 
    That was Jo?! I shook my head, unable to believe that he was that monster that had fought Teriso with us. They were just so different. 
 
    “Indeed. I am bound to the Maelstrom. I cannot die as long as it exists.” 
 
    Regan narrowed his eyes at the old man. “You are bound to it, or you are the Maelstrom?” Jo grinned but vanished without answering. “Well, that’s entirely unhelpful.” 
 
    I moved my gaze up to the wall of storms that sat over the ocean. Many people hated the Maelstrom. It confined us to a single continent and limited our offshore fishing and shipping, but I might have just found something to like about it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
    Regan 
 
    With the fight with Teriso over, I turned my attention toward finding the one that had instigated the entire thing. Unfortunately, Tadryn was nowhere to be found. The dragon prince really had fled with his scaly tail between his legs. That might have been the case, but I knew that wouldn’t be the last we would hear from him. 
 
    I collected Syzi and Soza, then brought us all back to the dungeon. The battle had worn out everyone and a rest was well-deserved. We would have to decompress over the next couple of days. Back in my core room, I set the trap cube down. I stared at it as I contemplated what to do with the device. Even if Teriso would eventually cease to exist, it could be hundreds of years before that happened. 
 
    “What are you going to do with that?” Alara asked, wrapping her arms around my waist. 
 
    “I was just thinking about that actually. I’m not sure anyplace on Murgin is safe. Tadryn is one thing, but there are plenty of others that might get it into their head to use this as a weapon.” 
 
    The humans . . . mortals might be peaceful for the moment, but that was out of necessity rather than because their nature had suddenly changed. Once the threats to their safety were gone, they would start to desire more again. Challenges would come to Louella’s seat of power. It was inevitable. I knew this from Earth’s history. Only an external enemy that threatened all of humanity was enough to bring them together. Even then, it would be hit-and-miss, as some people just wanted to see the world burn. 
 
    That decided it for me. “Since I can’t destroy it, I’ll send it into space. Only a few would be able to reach it then, and if I’m the only one who knows where I sent it, then that threat is virtually eliminated.” 
 
    “That’s probably for the best. Even with all our power combined, we couldn’t truly kill this monster.” 
 
    “The Arcarins reached a point where they abandoned their bodies and gained forms made from pure energy. They would be hard to kill, but energy can be manipulated. You just have to know the principle that they are using.” I picked up the cube. “I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    I teleported up to Lyrale, where I created a simple vessel to house the cube. The vessel would be able to reach wherever I designated, even if it took thousands of years. Although, Teriso might be long gone before the ship reached any point. I thought about sending the cube into the sun, but there was a chance that the cube would fail before it was destroyed, allowing Teriso to get free. 
 
    Slotting the cube into place, I glanced around the sky and chose a star at random. I set the designation in the computer, then made the vessel invisible. Once I felt it was safe enough to go unnoticed by any that might be paying attention, I activated the thrusters and sent it off. With that taken care of, I felt like there was a weight off my shoulders. It was time to go home to the family. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Afterword 
 
    Thank you for reading! Did you enjoy the story? If so, please feel free to leave a positive review on Amazon. Reviews can make or break a story, after all! Check out what happens next in the Dungeon Robotics Universe or explore one of my other stories on Patreon! Again, Thank you for reading! 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    The Dungeon Robotics World 
 
    Regan Earle was a robotics scientist that inadvertently caused the robot takeover of the world. When his last creation completes a decade long plan to end his own life, he ends up surprised. Creation offers him a second chance to test his wits and cunning in another world. Fate, however, is fickle and Regan ends up as a Dungeon Core... with ALL his memories. Is the world of Murgin ready to face such a dungeon? Let's find out...
Earth 2150. Nearly twenty years since the robot uprising, where all AIs designed by inventor Dr. Regan Earle went rogue and started to take over the world. Or at least, that’s what everyone thought until a year later Earle himself sent out a message. A message that stated his creations would shut down if he were killed. He even went so far as to place a beacon on top of his building that broadcasted his location. The humans fought against the machines for decades in a futile attempt to destroy the tower. 
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    Dungeon Annihilation  
 
    Regan was a robotics scientist that caused the robot takeover of the world. When his last creation finally completes his plan to free himself destroying the world in the process. Destruction offers him a second chance to test his wits and cunning in another world. Now tasked with a goal that would upset the balance of a new world, Regan might be a bit more than the people of the world can handle.

This is an alternative retelling of the first Dungeon Robotics book: Establish. All the characters have been altered slightly and there are new characters. Only the initial chapters have a resemblance to the first book and quickly change paths to a darker side of things. 
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    The Revenge of the Sorcerer King 
 
    Oberon Blackphoenix almost united all the races on his part of the world. It would have meant a term of peace yet unheard of. Sadly, he was betrayed by one of his most trusted advisors. With his once friend's sword piercing his chest, he cast his last spell. Unintended by even him, his spell incorporates a legendary item that results in the world being cursed. Now over a thousand years later, a certain sorcerer once again wakes... and he is not happy. 
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    Station 64: The Doll Dungeon 
 
    The Aether Shift. An event that changed the world forever. Unleashing untold powers onto the minds and bodies of humans on Earth. Some were chosen, against their will, to become something new. Azaria, finally allowed leave the house on her own for the first time, ends up as a Dungeon Core, however, the situation gets turned sideways during the process and she's left alone for nearly a year. Lance, an individual with a hidden past has been struggling in the changed world that is Earth. Meeting Azaria through a twist of fate, what will change with the two brought together. 
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    Tomes of the Supernatural Halfway House 
 
    Waylon Dalton was doing all right, right up until he lost his job. On the advice of a wise elder that works at his favorite restaurant, Waylon decided to get a roommate. Everything turned upside down, and he found out more about himself and the rest of the world than he thought he ever wanted to know.
Kaylie needed somewhere to live, and the spirit she was chasing led her straight to a perfect place, then she found out there was a Warlock living there that had no clue what he could do. With her past making things complicated, she tries her best to stay on the right side of things. 
 
      
 
    My Roommate is a Reaper 
 
    I Can't Believe I'm A Warlock 
 
    My Girlfriend is a Pixie 
 
    I Can’t Believe I Work for Vampires 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Kinetics 
 
    Grace lives a relatively normal life, aside from being an orphan, until she is abducted from her bed and experimented upon. This transforms her into a super-powered being with the ability to control fire. She has to come to terms with the raw destructive power of her ability and learn to control herself.

Grace finds that she isn't the only person with these abilities, and soon discovers that her past is much more complicated than she could have imagined. Her new volatile abilities force her to choose between either being alone or risking the safety of others. As they say, passion burns bright.

After three years of work, editing, and polishing, returning to amazon gets ready to enjoy the adventure of Grace and the gang with all new content to bring the story to life. 
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    The Elemental Accords 
 
    The Elemental Accords. A tournament that Earth has been chosen to take part in whether they want to or not. As a result, the entire planet is now a giant game. With people gaining access to skills and levels. For most, this is nothing short of a nightmare. For others, it is their chance to grab everything and claim the world as their own.
Aurum Lockfeather, named after the golden substance, has been chosen as a champion by one of the many gods taking part in the tournament. First, he just has to survive the week with monsters of all shapes and sizes popping out from every hole in the city. Let's not even mention the dungeons, giant behemoths, and fallen gods. With his desire being turned into his power, will he come out on top or will another claim the glory? 
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    Holy Blood 
 
    Hui Freed was a killer. Many people might call him a vigilante, but Hui knows he is only one thing, a killer. After Hui disassembles a gang, body by body, he turns himself into the police. He'd gotten revenge for his family and wanted the world to know, but besides that, he didn't have any more goals. This is merely the prologue, as having no regrets, Hui is forced to sacrifice his body and enter the world of Guilin. A game world created to house all the world's criminals. When an event right before his entering ends up giving him a serious hurdle to overcome, Hui, now called Abaddon, must do his best to use what was given to him to succeed in a game where just about everyone is planning something. 
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    Cosmic Loot 
 
    The Hylos was on a normal patrol when they spotted something on their sensors that could be a potential life changer for everyone that bears witness. Skyll’s father, the captain of the ship, decides to take them in to investigate. When things doing go exactly as planned and the emergence of an orc ship Skyll is put into a leadership role that he was not expecting for many years. Are the rewards more than he can handle, or is he ready for his own ship and crew at the edge of the greatest power in the galaxy? 
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    Real Time Dungeon 
 
    Sydney spent his time playing all the real-time strategy games that he could get his hands on. While in the middle of one of the biggest games of his life the world seemed to come to an end. Waking up in a strange world as something called a Dungeon Core with more than a few things around him that would be happy to kill him, he begins work on building his defenses while learning about the world. Luckily for him, his new form's abilities happens to be exactly like the strategy games he loved back on Earth. He was a pro then, he would be a pro again. 
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