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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “I want you to leave today not just as Novices, but as fully trained Fairies that are embarking upon the greatest adventure you’ll ever commit to in your lifetime.  I hope to hear great things from all of you over the coming years and centuries…well, most of you,” Head Instructor Lapis said in his graduation speech to the newest class of Dungeon Assistants.  He was staring at one Assistant in particular when he said that last part, however, before he continued his speech addressing the entire group of graduating Dungeon Fairies.  “Now, you all have your initial assignments, so go out and make DAPS proud!” 
 
    Tacca looked over her fellow graduates, noting that all of them had smiles on their faces and were congratulating each other – all except her, of course.  Still, she couldn’t help but grin idiotically as she realized she was free of the decade-long Dungeon Assistant training program.  It hadn’t necessarily been difficult training, but with her ominously portentous birth and the accompanying stigma attached to it, navigating her way through the social obstacles in her way was a nightmare.  Fortunately, with this being the last day she had to spend at the Dungeon Assistant Preparatory School ever, she didn’t have to endure the looks, snide remarks, and flat-out insults to both herself and her parentage. 
 
    And that was just from her instructors. 
 
    Her fellow Dungeon Fairies enrolled in the school were worse, but luckily she wouldn’t have to see any of them ever again unless she chose to – and she was fairly certain that would never happen.  From here on out, she could theoretically spend centuries away from any other Fairies, as she had to spend all of her time with her assigned Dungeon Core as an Assistant.  At least, that was the plan; none of the graduates had actually been assigned to their own Cores yet, because they all had one final training program…though it wouldn’t be at the school anymore.  Instead, they would all be in separate real-life dungeons with a veteran Assistant “Mentor” that would show them one-on-one how everything was supposed to work in the field. 
 
    Fluttering her wings fast enough to bring her up and out of the large main DAPS hall where the graduation ceremony had taken place, Tacca didn’t even look back at the others as she passed through the smaller hallways.  The decorative glass and mirrored archway over the school’s grand entrance was supposed to represent honesty, clarity, and transparency towards the Cores that were their assignments – or some such nonsense that didn’t make sense to her – but all she saw was her reflection as she shot by them. 
 
    Extremely pale skin framed by long, straight, jet-black hair stared back at her and her dark-grey wings, completely at odds with every other Fairy she’d ever seen before.  Most Dungeon Fairies had skin tones ranging from a light amber color to even a deep purple, and their hair colors were like a rainbow exploded – all shades of blues, greens, reds, yellows, and even some light browns.  All of that made her particular appearance unique, which might’ve been a good thing if she hadn’t been compared to looking like some sort of corpse her whole life. 
 
    While that made her ability to fit in a significant challenge, there were other things about her origins that caused so much controversy and hardship for herself.  Things that I’d rather not think about right now, especially since I’m getting out of here and it won’t matter anymore. 
 
    As she took off into the night sky when she exited the school, she felt the cool air fluttering around her short, skin-tight, emotion-reflecting “Mood Dress”; looking down, she saw that it, and the thigh-high boots that accompanied it, were black as had been usual of late – though she could also see that it was lightening up with some grey spots here and there.  She figured that escaping the nightmarish confines of the Assistant School was having a reciprocal effect on her mood, and she was hopeful her color-shifting clothes (that helped portray the whole “honesty, clarity, and transparency” concept that Assistants were supposed to adopt) would eventually reach the myriad of bright colors that were the norm for most Fairies. 
 
    It’ll be nice to finally not have to worry about what the others think about me; soon enough it’ll just be me and my Dungeon Core, braving the constant incursions by Raiders as they search for rewards.  Daydreams of working side-by-side with her assigned Core – who certainly wouldn’t care about her appearance and “ominous” birth omens – had been a constant salve to her feelings of isolation and the remorseless cruelty of the other Fairies.  It was everything she ever wanted, and she was almost giddy with excitement as she fluttered above the smallish building that represented DAPS headquarters. 
 
    “Hey, watch where you’re flying, Novice!” 
 
    The words barely registered before she was hit from behind, causing her left wings to buckle under the impact, and she began to plummet.  She was so surprised at the unexpected attack that she spun and tumbled through the open air as her right wings continued to flutter, sending her into an uncontrolled dive.  As she turned around and around and attempted to stabilize herself, she caught a glimpse of three of her fellow graduates watching her fall and giggling at her potential death. 
 
    Luckily – or unluckily, she supposed – this hadn’t been the first time something like that had happened; the constant harassment she received from the students of DAPS had trained her well enough that she recovered fairly quickly.  I can’t believe I let my guard down; I should’ve at least waited until I left completely. 
 
    She reflexively reached back and to the side to fix her temporarily bent wings – as she had done many times before; as she did so, she noticed that the three who had hit her from behind appeared disappointed when she was able to stop spinning and level out at least 15 feet above the top of the DAPS building.  With their entertainment not cooperating with them, they broke apart with cheerful waves to each other and disappeared. There were brief pops as each of them Translocated to their assigned “Mentor” cores, followed by other, louder explosions of air as their abilities finished their processes of transporting the Fairies somewhere else. 
 
    It was also the reason why it was done outside in the night sky instead of inside the School, because Translocating while too near something – or someone – could be destructive…or even fatal to those caught up in it.  Thankfully, none of the students had obtained access to that particular ability until just the day before when the official Dungeon Assistant Status was added to their consciousnesses.  Tacca had gained it as well, though with preparations for graduation being so hectic she hadn’t even had a chance to check it out yet.   
 
    I’ll have plenty of time to look it over while I’m finishing up my training with my Mentor.  Which, since I was delayed by being knocked out of the sky, I’m already late for. 
 
    With a sigh and a thankful thought that she’d never have to deal with the nasty students of DAPS again, Tacca flew back up and started to activate her Translocate ability, picturing the coordinates she had been given earlier.  Even though they were technically new to her, using any of her abilities felt natural – as if she had been using them her entire life. As a result of her activating her ability, a few seconds later she felt almost all of her Fairy Mana drain from her reserves and she heard a faint *pop*. 
 
    Tacca’s vision went dark as the Translocate ability seemed to rip her body apart and send it somewhere else; although it felt “natural” using it, she had never actually activated the ability before – and it was quite the unusual experience.  She figured she should be scared but being ripped apart and being put together on the other side didn’t hurt in the slightest.  In fact, she didn’t feel anything – including the passage of time.  What could’ve been less than a second or a decade passed by before she sensed herself coming back together in a suddenness that would’ve taken her breath away if she had any at that point. 
 
    The world sprang into being around her and she found herself fluttering her wings in the air before and just below an absolute specimen of a Fairy; he was at least three times larger than her own five inches in height, with dark-blue hair down to his shoulders, a deep amber tone to his skin, and nearly translucent pearly-colored wings that fluttered quickly to keep him airborne.  His tight, short-sleeved shirt and pants – which were also emotion-reflecting Mood Clothes – were straining under the shapely muscles covering his frame, though for some reason they were an angry red in color. 
 
    How did I get so lucky here?  Maybe things are finally turning around for me now that I left that vile cesspool of hatred and negativity. 
 
    Her Mentor wasn’t looking at her, and the expression on his face made her wonder if he was mad because she was late.  She wasn’t exactly in his line of sight either, so it was entirely possible that he hadn’t even seen her Translocate in…though he should’ve at least heard her.  I better make amends right away, especially if I’m going to be working with him over the next year learning the ins and outs of assisting a Dungeon Core.  “Excuse me, Expert Assistant Cobalt?  I’m Tacca and I’m here to—” 
 
    At the sound of her voice, the blue-haired Dungeon Fairy looked down at her and his face transformed from angry to confused and then to worried in a matter of a second.  “Who are you and what are you doing here – and now of all times?” 
 
    Tacca was shocked at his tone, which wasn’t accusatory but concerned; it was so different from what she was used to that she herself was confused.  “I…uh…I was supposed to come here to be Mentored—” 
 
    “Was that today?  I lost track of time with everything that’s been going on – you’ve come at a bad time…Tacca, was it?” he asked absently, looking over her shoulder with his expression turning sour again. 
 
    “Y-yes—” 
 
    Expert-ranked Assistant Cobalt interrupted her curtly before she could even finish. “You need to leave right now; Translocate out of here before it’s too late.” 
 
    What?  What is going on?   
 
    Rather than argue with her Mentor in the first minute she had met him – and since he seemed genuinely concerned with her safety – she tried to do just that, picturing the sky high above the DAPS building, as it was the only thing she could think of after just leaving it moments before.  She activated her Translocation Ability and…nothing. 
 
    “I can’t Translocate right now because I don’t have enough Fairy Mana—” 
 
    He flew down to her and before she could react he grabbed her arm.  “Fine, we’ve got to hide you, then.  We don’t have much time; Emmalynn, can you create a tiny alcove?” 
 
    Tacca was about to say that her name wasn’t Emmalynn, but she realized that Expert Assistant Cobalt’s face was looking the other direction.  Moving her own head to peer over at what he was eyeing, she saw a spherical, glowing, bluish-red gem that was floating in the middle of the room – and she realized immediately what it was. 
 
    A Dungeon Core!  It’s even more beautiful than I imagined! 
 
    The sound of stone cracking along the far wall – of what she now knew was the Core Room – tore her attention away from the glowing Dungeon Core; she had been distracted before, but she could’ve sworn that the wall had been amazingly smooth and now it had a slight indentation in it.  Before she even knew what was happening, the larger, blue-haired Fairy wrapped his arms around her and flew towards the indentation; she instinctively tried to fight him because of all of the abuse she had suffered over the last decade at DAPS, but he was too strong. 
 
    “Stop squirming!  Get in there and don’t move – and don’t make a sound!  If everything works out, I’ll come get you in a few minutes,” Cobalt said, before shoving her into the small space on the wall.  Her wings had to be folded up tight against her back to fit, and even then she was forced to stand upright in what was essentially a hidden crevice in the smooth wall barely big enough for her to squeeze into.   
 
    Tacca froze, scared about what was happening; it was so completely opposite of what she assumed would happen when she woke up that morning that her mind was having trouble processing everything.  She thought that her difficult schooling was over when she had graduated, and she wasn’t prepared to be roughly handled by her Mentor and squeezed into a crack in the wall against her wishes; despite her confusion and the abrupt way everything seemed to be happening, the squished Fairy knew better than most just how dangerous a dungeon could be to those unacquainted with their particular hazards.  The fact that her parents only lived for just shy of a month inside their newly assigned dungeons after she was born was enough to attest to that. 
 
    Her head was facing towards the opening and she caught a glimpse of the light that was emanating from the Dungeon Core – but that was all that she could see. The squashed Fairy fought with her body to slow her breathing down – because it sounded loud to her ears – as she strained to hear anything outside of her refuge.  She had no idea what to expect, nor even what the perceived danger was that Expert Assistant Cobalt seemed to think was there, but it certainly wasn’t what she eventually heard after what felt like a few long eternities of being crammed into a small hole just over a minute later. 
 
    “…didn’t work?  This is bad, Emmalynn, this is very bad.  Have you tried—?  Of course you have, I’m sorry; this is just so unexpected that I’m a little flustered.  How many Goblin Thugs and Brutes do we have left?” 
 
    It was telling how stressed her Mentor was by the way he was talking out loud instead of communicating through his bond with his Dungeon Core; Tacca could only hear one side of the conversation, of course, but what she heard didn’t sound good.  Objectively, she knew that her Mentor was paired with a Core whose main monster type was Goblins, but actually being there and knowing that a few…Goblin Thugs and Brutes…were all that stood between the Core and whatever it was that was making Assistant Cobalt nervous was something else entirely. 
 
    Suddenly, a wild, deep-throated – but relatively high-pitched – scream coming from a distance away echoed throughout the Core Room and her little crevice; it was followed up by a dozen more in varying volumes, coming closer and closer to the Core and her Mentor.  She didn’t know exactly what had made the horrific noises, but she pictured Goblins getting hacked to bits in an effort to protect the access to the Core Room. 
 
    “…No, I’m well aware that it’s not going to be enough.  Why are they even here?  We followed every single rule laid out by the DPRC, so there shouldn’t be any reason why—NO!  I’m not going to let you break the bond, Emmalynn; there’s no way I’m going to abandon you now when things are looking a little bleak.  Besides, with my last Rank increase, I have some things that’ll help.  If your Core Room entrance trap works the way it’s supposed to, then we may have a chance.” 
 
    Tacca was now even more confused.  The DPRC, also known as the Dungeon Placement and Regulatory Council, was responsible for placing Fairy Assistants into dungeons, as well as laying down rules and suggestions for how Dungeon Cores were encouraged to operate.  The DPRC didn’t enforce the rules or inflict any type of punishment (though they could choose to pull their support of a particular Core that was reluctant to fall in line), but if you ended up bending or breaking some of those rules, then the Dungeon Raiders that delved through dungeons would inflict their own measure of punishment.  In most cases, punishment meant destroying the Dungeon Core – and any Fairy Assistants bonded to that Core for longer than a year. 
 
    From her schooling, she knew it was dangerous to be bonded to a Core that tended to disobey some of those rules.  The DPRC could break a bond between Assistant and Core if need be – which was a clear indication that “support” was being removed – but it took a measure of time and distance for that to happen; if Cobalt refused to allow his bond to be broken, however, then he would instantly die if the Dungeon Core was shattered. Their obviously strong bond was beneficial to assisting a Core, but it had some major drawbacks as well. 
 
    She wanted to wriggle out of the crevice she was shoved into to tell him not to be stupid and break his bond before it was too late, but she was caught fast against the cold stone and couldn’t move; even trying to call out was next to impossible, because she could barely catch a breath in the tight quarters, let alone speak loud enough that he might be able to hear her.  Besides, the sound of metal banging against metal – and even something that she pictured as stone exploding outwards from a wall – made it unlikely he would hear her anyway.  
 
    Not being able to see what was happening was driving her crazy, as she kept expecting the stone around her to start exploding.  In a panic, Tacca tried to use her Translocation ability again, but she could tell that she was still dreadfully short of Fairy Mana; struggling to get out of the crevice and flee, she heard and felt a portion of her dress tear along the side and she felt something warm running down her side.  A moment later she felt the intense sting as the cut that must’ve been caused by her struggling made itself known…and as she concentrated on that, she realized that she couldn’t hear anything coming from the Core Room or beyond. 
 
    She jumped in shock – as much as her body was able to in that enclosed space – as an impact coming from outside her crevice shook the room, followed by the pained screams of a few somethings – or someones – other than a Goblin.  Their screams were so close that Tacca thought that they were coming from right outside her hidden refuge, but they were also blessedly short; as she was shivering in fright at such an unexpected sound nearby, she somehow felt a massive amount of Fairy Mana being used right outside of her hiding place. 
 
    That’s…a lot.  I’ve never felt that much being used all at once— 
 
    She heard and felt more painful-sounding impacts, cutting short the few screams that managed to come out before they were silenced.  What is going on?  Why is this happening?  She was starting to seriously freak out and suddenly didn’t care about hurting herself as she tried to escape her stone prison; for some reason she didn’t want her Mentor to die so soon after meeting him, and any sense of self-preservation she had went away as she tried to get free.   
 
    “…Emmalynn, I think we did it—NOOO!” 
 
    At Expert Assistant Cobalt’s heart-wrenching primal scream, Tacca froze just as she got one of her legs free; the sound of breaking glass echoed through the Core Room and the glowing light that was leaking into her crevice was abruptly extinguished.  Oh no!  Maybe I’m too late to save him— 
 
    “Gather up the shards and grab the Fairy’s corpse; on the way out, we’ll strip this place bare and leave nothing behind – including our own.  It looks like this’ll be a big payday, boys,” Tacca halted her efforts to get out again as a throaty, guttural voice called out loudly in Common Tradespeak in the otherwise deafening silence.  Tears of impotent rage ran down her face as she heard some of the others in the room comment at how light her Mentor’s body was when they picked him up, and all she wanted to do was rush out and enact revenge for his slaying.   
 
    Some rational part of her mind took over at that point and kept her silent and unmoving, knowing that she had no way of hurting any of them.  At higher Assistant Ranks she would likely obtain more abilities that would be of a more offensive nature, but at the moment she knew she had no hope to hurt one of them, let alone kill them.  In less than a minute, the sounds of Dungeon Core shards being picked up, heavy stone being shifted around, and bodies being dragged away faded into the distance, and within another ten it was completely silent in the dark and – hopefully – completely empty dungeon. 
 
    She had regenerated enough Fairy Mana to use her Translocation ability, but she knew it would be extremely stupid to do it while she was still trapped in between two stone walls; not only would it likely kill her, but it might be dangerous for anyone near where she emerged, flinging out stone shards in a wide sphere that could be almost as deadly.  She had to admit that she wouldn’t mind if there were some of her graduating class there to receive a face full of sharp stone shards, but it would more likely be someone innocent nearby that would suffer as a result of such an action. 
 
    Instead, Tacca slowly worked her way out of the crevice, stopping every couple of seconds to ensure she didn’t hear anything nearby.  When she was finally free, she cautiously poked her head around the corner of her hiding space, seeing absolutely nothing in the complete darkness of the now-destroyed Core’s Room.  The lack of light didn’t matter in the slightest, however, as her Fairy eyes were able to see quite well in all but the darkest of magically created concealment spells.   
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief that there wasn’t anyone waiting for her to emerge, but also felt a little guilty about hiding while her Mentor and the Core were fighting for their lives.  The thought that she likely wouldn’t have made the slightest amount of difference was not really comforting, and all she could feel was regret and disappointment that she wasn’t strong enough.   
 
    She flew over to where she had seen the Dungeon Core floating in the middle of the room not that long ago and looked around.  There were broken stone slabs and what appeared to be still-wet dark-red blood puddles underneath some of them; she fluttered a little closer and saw streaks of blood running off into the Core Room’s entrance tunnel, where she assumed the murderous Raiders – or whoever they were – had dragged off their own dead.   
 
    There’s nothing left…it’s like Cobalt and his Dungeon Core never existed here. 
 
    With a loud sigh that she didn’t even care if anyone heard, Tacca readied her Translocate ability; normally, it would be best to use it in the open air where there was less risk of damaging the nearby walls of the dungeon, but she figured that it really didn’t matter anymore.  Plus, she’d rather not try to navigate her way through a dungeon she didn’t know the layout of just to get outside, and the risk of running into those that killed her Mentor was too great to chance it.   
 
    Therefore, she pictured an area above DAPS that she was relatively sure was going to be empty, and felt the Fairy Mana flow out of her body… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean there aren’t any other Mentors available?  What am I supposed to do?” Tacca practically screamed, still shaken up from the traumatic experience she went through and now thoroughly confused at what was currently happening. 
 
    DAPS had essentially wiped their hands of her when she came back reporting the death of her Mentor, Cobalt, and the destruction of his Dungeon Core.  They seemed genuinely concerned that it had happened but also had absolutely no sympathy or time to deal with her mess of emotions; not only that, but they blamed her for what had happened.  “We should’ve known that anywhere you went, trouble would soon follow; we didn’t think it would happen this quickly, however, and I guess that’s on us,” Head Instructor Lapis told her with obvious distaste in his voice.  “You’ve already had your chance to train under a Mentor, and we’re not going to risk any others falling victim to your bad luck.  You’re on your own now and we take no further responsibility for you; congratulations, you’ve completed your training and can now report to the DPRC for assignment.” 
 
    “But I haven’t even—”  
 
    “Not our problem anymore.  As far as all of your paperwork will say, you’ve finished your training and are ready.”  He paused for a moment, before reluctantly adding something else.  “Despite your obvious…detriments…your scores were at the top of the class, and I’m sure the Council will find a perfect Dungeon Core for you to assist once they see your file,” he finished with a disingenuous smile. 
 
    Great…just great.  Tacca knew exactly what they would see and had been dreading when that information was passed on to the Council.  She had been hoping that she’d be able to prove herself during her training with a Mentor, but alas, that was plainly not going to be the case.  Head Instructor Lapis was correct in one thing, though: her scores on all her tests directly reflected how knowledgeable she was about dungeons and Cores.  If that was the only consideration she would likely be placed somewhere with high growth potential; as it was, they were going to look at her background…and without her Mentor training to offset that, she didn’t like her chances of getting placed anywhere beneficial to her or to the Dungeon Cores she was assigned to. 
 
    “I…understand.  You do realize that all these so-called ‘omens’ about my birth are just fictitious nonsense—” she tried to explain, before being cut off. 
 
    “I think that the fact that your Mentor – an upstanding Assistant in his own right – was killed within minutes of your arrival proves you wrong.  I have to admit that I was giving you the benefit of the doubt during your schooling, as nothing about your portentous birth inside of a Tacca black-bat flower located in the Gloomwood on a moonless night during the winter equinox showed itself – but I was evidently wrong.  You’re a blight on this school’s reputation, and if it were my choice I would have you barred from ever Assisting a Core again.” 
 
    The Head Instructor looked down at some paperwork on his desk, sighing in resignation as he did so.  “Fortunately for you, the demand for any type of Assistant is so great that I’m sure the Dungeon Placement and Regulatory Council will overlook your origins and be grateful for the help,” Lapis continued, before muttering under his breath, “If only to place you somewhere that no one else wants.” 
 
    Her origins had always been her biggest stumbling block in her short life, as the “omens” surrounding being born in a flower that was considered bad luck to some, inside a dark and forbidding forest, on a lightless night, and during the winter equinox was too much for one to bear.  Individually, the circumstances of her birth wouldn’t necessarily be considered “bad luck” or negatively portentous; altogether, however, it shouted, “watch out” and “stay away” to those with a particularly superstitious bent to their thinking. 
 
    Unfortunately, that was almost every single Fairy in existence. 
 
    Now with her Mentor being killed within moments of her arrival, accompanying the tragic fate of her parents shortly after she was born, she was even more likely to be shunned by anyone she met.  Luckily, Tacca herself didn’t believe in any of that nonsense, so all she had to do was convince the Dungeon Core she would be working with that she was an asset rather than a liability.  It can’t be that hard, can it? 
 
    After leaving the DAPS building, the newly graduated and Mentor-less Dungeon Assistant took the long way to the distant DPRC headquarters; she could’ve Translocated directly above it after being mentally sent the location by the Head Instructor, but she was in no hurry.  Her eagerness surrounding graduation and further hands-on training with a Mentor was completely gone, extinguished by the events of the last few hours. 
 
    Instead of Translocating directly there, Tacca spent the 10-hour flight across the landscape trying and failing to think about anything other than what had happened to Expert Assistant Cobalt and his Dungeon Core. Is this really what I want to do, still?  Am I going to end up like my parents and my Mentor and quickly perish within a dungeon?  Are these so-called “omens” correct and I’m just bad luck?  She didn’t think that she had any more bad luck than any other Fairy, because there was no indication of it when she was brought up by the kindly older faculty of DAPS, nor during her actual schooling.  In fact, she honestly thought it was good luck that she had managed to be raised by a place that taught the only subject she was passionate about, and being a Dungeon Assistant was the only thing she ever wanted to be. 
 
    Maybe it’s only “bad luck” when it has to do with actual dungeons and Dungeon Cores?  She refused to give into the same superstition all the students – and Head Instructor Lapis, obviously – had concerning her, however, so she dismissed that thought.  Besides, Expert Assistant Cobalt and the dungeon he was a part of were already being invaded when I arrived, so my being there had nothing to do with it, Tacca firmly told herself.  Or…was my impending arrival enough to justify it being bad luck?  A little part of her mind refused to be silent, though, and stray thoughts like that kept popping up. 
 
    To distract her further, she finally pulled up the menu she received the day before as part of the entire Dungeon Assistant program. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Assistant Information 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Rank: 
  
      	  Novice 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Stage:  
  
      	  1/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 
  
      	  0/100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  0 in 1 Year 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana (FM): 
  
      	  100/100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana Regeneration: 
  
      	  5 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Bond 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  50 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Translocation 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  70 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hibernate 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Invisibility 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  3 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Repellant Shield 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  2 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    There wasn’t a lot to it quite yet, mainly because she was just starting out as a new Novice-Ranked Assistant.  There were 5 stages per Rank, and 5 Ranks total (Novice, Adept, Expert, Master, and Supreme), so she was at the lowest of the low.  The only way to grow and acquire access to greater amounts of Fairy Mana and Abilities was to acquire “Experience”, which was only possible when bonded to a Dungeon Core – and only after a requisite amount of time.  At her current Rank, she had to stay bonded to a Dungeon Core for an entire year before she actually acquired that experience; she knew that those time frames would only increase as her Rank progressed, but a year was more than long enough for her right now.   
 
    With a really productive and smart pairing between an Assistant and a Dungeon Core, Tacca knew it was theoretically possible to raise her Rank all the way up to Adept in a single year if the Core followed her strict strategic planning – which she had developed over dozens of hours of analyzing different historical dungeon models and growth rates.  That was what she was most looking forward to, because as she improved in Rank, so too did the Dungeon Core get stronger – though it was an entirely different progression than her own; as much as she would appreciate being more versatile herself, she yearned to be part of a bond with a Core that might eventually be one of the world’s most powerful.  Something like that would likely take centuries, but when Fairies could live for hundreds of millennia, that amount of time was practically nothing. 
 
    Thoughts of her potential future sustained her throughout the flight and by the time she arrived she was quite tired; even though she didn’t need to eat like most creatures – she was sustained by the constant regeneration of ambient Fairy Mana alone – she still needed to sleep for short time periods every once in a while.  She had been awake for quite a while at that point. She was too excited to sleep the night before because of her impending graduation, and that lack of sleep was starting to catch up to her.  I’ll just see where they are going to assign me and then try to catch a nap. 
 
    The DPRC building was not so much a structure as a grand entrance on the top of a mountain that led deep inside the natural formation.  Rumor had it that Mount Whipporwhill was originally the home of a powerful Dungeon Core, and its vast array of rooms were reinforced after it was destroyed and repurposed for the benefit of the Dungeon Placement and Regulatory Council.  All Tacca knew from her studies on world history was that it had been there for a long, long time – so whether or not that rumor was true was up for debate.   
 
    As large as the Council headquarters reportedly was, it appeared nearly empty; Tacca didn’t see a single other Fairy flying into or out of the carved marble and gold-rimmed entrance, nor did she see anyone as she was immediately forced to stop her exploration in a small, garishly decorated room immediately inside.  There was a sign that said, “Take a seat”, and it was only after she set down, folded her wings along her back, and sat – gratefully, since she was practically exhausted after her flight – on the single bench in the middle of the room that she finally saw someone. 
 
    “You’re late…Tacca GloomLily?” a voice said from behind her, prompting her to whip around at the unexpected sound.  Emerging from a hidden panel in the wall behind her was a female Fairy, though Tacca wasn’t sure at first.  Fairies technically aged over time, but for it to really show, it could take many millennia; from the appearance of the one looking at her over a stack of papers, the mystery DPRC member must’ve been around for a long time.  Her short hair was still a vibrant light-blue color, but the Fairy’s face was a mass of wrinkles and lines – something that Tacca had never seen before. 
 
    Standing up, she said, “I apologize – I flew all the way here from DAPS—” 
 
    “That’s your problem right there, you flew; if you’re ever to be a successful Assistant to a Dungeon Core, you need to learn how to use your Abilities effectively.  You would’ve been better served coming here directly through Translocation rather than having me wait for half a day,” the wizened Fairy said gruffly, while at the same time motioning Tacca to follow her. 
 
    How did she even know I was coming?  She immediately felt foolish at her questioning thought; it should’ve been obvious that someone from DAPS must’ve Translocated there with her file as soon as it was determined that she was going to the DPRC. 
 
    She followed the other Fairy down a fairly tight hallway, which shortly led to an even smaller office than the one used by Head Instructor Lapis.  The DPRC representative flew over and sat down behind a large desk that took up most of the room, before pointing at a stool in front of the desk. 
 
    “Let me introduce myself.  My name is Lily MageDaisy and I’m the Lead Placement Council Member here—” 
 
    “Ooh, Lily was my mother’s name!” she exclaimed, before shrinking back down on the stool from the dangerous look coming from the other Fairy. 
 
    “I’m well aware of that, Tacca GloomLily, and if you want to live to have children of your own someday I suggest you don’t interrupt me again.” 
 
    Tacca somehow shrunk even further down in her stool so that she was basically bent in half, and the look and tone of Lead Placement Council Member Lily made her want to shrink down even more.  There was so much power and authority inside her aged frame that her presence was extremely intimidating.  Just shut your mouth and don’t do anything else to cause her to dislike you any more than she obviously does. 
 
    “Anyway, as I was saying – before you so rudely interrupted me – is that I’m the Lead Placement Council Member here, and I normally deal with placing Dungeon Assistants with quite a bit more…seniority.  However, after being informed of your…unique…circumstances, I had to take care of this myself,” the much older Fairy continued.  “I’m assuming you aren’t too sheltered to know about your portentous origins, yes?” 
 
    There was no reason to fake misunderstanding, since that almost certainly wouldn’t go over well.  “Yes, I’m quite aware.” 
 
    “Well then, that will make this much easier.  There isn’t anything in your file about how your Mentor training went other than it was completed; would you care to expound on that?”  
 
    Tacca had been fervently trying to forget what happened through her entire flight there, so she was reluctant to share her experience; plus, Head Instructor Lapis distinctly stressed that it wouldn’t be a great idea telling anyone what had actually happened, though it was more for his School’s benefit than hers.  Still, she thought it was probably prudent not to mention it unless she was expressly ordered to.  “It was…an experience, that’s for sure,” was all she said, though she was prepared to provide more detail if she was pressed. 
 
    Lead Placement Council Member Lily apparently didn’t care to dig too deep.  “That’s fine, it doesn’t really matter anyway.  Your test scores are quite impressive, which works perfectly for my needs; having a Fairy that can think on her feet and use her smarts to provide Assistance to a Core is essential to success. Luckily for you, I have just the Core in need of your particular skills.  I’m not going to lie and say it won’t be a challenge, but I’m sure you’ll be fine,” she said, her smile mirroring the same disingenuous one she had just recently seen on the Head Instructor’s face. 
 
    Before Tacca could request any more information about her assignment, she was mentally sent the visual for where she was supposed to go – and then ushered quickly out of the room and hallway to the waiting room she had briefly sat down in when she first arrived.  There was a hollow thud behind her as the panel hiding the passageway to Lily’s office was shut, and even knowing exactly where it was, the entrance was very difficult to see when she looked for it.   
 
    She stood there with her head spinning from the abrupt meeting and subsequent dismissal; after a few minutes of her mind coming to terms with what just occurred, she finally spread her wings and flew out of the garish waiting room.  When she was in the open air, Tacca looked around and still didn’t see anyone nearby, which seemed strange for such an important place.  I guess new Assistants don’t arrive very often needing placements. 
 
    Regardless of the reason why the DPRC headquarters was so empty, the newly placed Dungeon Assistant knew she needed some sleep before she reported for her assignment.  Peering down the mountain in the dusky light of impending night, she saw a narrow valley filled with grass and what appeared to be flowers; nothing made a better place to sleep than the petals of almost any flower.  Tacca zipped down the mountainside, feeling her eyelids start to droop as the day caught up with her. 
 
    Within minutes, she was close enough to see that there were indeed flowers in the peaceful-looking valley, and that they were giant lilies 20 inches across from petal to petal – thousands of her mother’s namesake in a myriad of different colors.  Maybe this is a sign that things are about to change for the better… 
 
    Gently setting down on the nearest white-colored lily with hints of pink, she lay down and curled up around the stamen and stigma in the center of the flower, as the petals naturally rose up around her, keeping her safe and comfortable.  It didn’t take long for her to fall asleep, despite the horrendous memories of her Mentor and his Dungeon Core flitting through her mind as she closed her eyes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    A nightmare caused Tacca to jerk awake with a scream on her lips.  As she calmed her rapidly beating heart, the petals of the giant lily folded down and the Fairy was surprised as she couldn’t help but notice that the sky was starting to lighten.  I don’t think I’ve slept that long in…well, ever.  Normally she only needed an hour or two of sleep, but apparently her body and mind needed at least eight or nine to recover from the ordeal she had gone through. 
 
    Shaking off the disturbing dreams of the previous day’s events, she stood up on the lily’s petals and stretched, emitting a happy yawn at the same time.  “This is the start of a new phase in my life; I’m finally getting my own Dungeon Core!” she shouted to the field of lilies around her in semi-false joy; she really was looking forward to meeting her new Core, though the feeling of joy she knew she should feel was tempered by the memories of her Mentor.  Regardless, she knew that it was a new day, and in turn it was a new stage in her life. 
 
    A quick flutter of her wings brought Tacca safely up above the valley, and without further delay she activated her Translocation ability while thinking of the odd image she was given by the Lead Placement Council Member the day before.  Unlike the large and fairly uniform Core Room where she had Translocated to meet her Mentor, the new one was a lot smaller and had stone and dirt walls that were cut in odd angles.  I’m sure I’ll find out what that’s all about soon. 
 
    Fairy Mana drained out of her body as she felt the Ability activate, and a quick eternity later she was inside a comparatively dark space – at least relative to the last Core Room she had been in the day before.  Tacca looked around, expecting to see a Dungeon Core…but there was nothing there.  Oh, no – did this one get destroyed before I even got here? 
 
    She dismissed the thought, however, as she could tell that there was still a Core around; the walls of the room she was in had a faint ambient glow to them, though it was turned down to the lowest setting that a Core could dictate.  It cost a bit of extra Dungeon Force to do so, which was why it wasn’t recommended that low lighting be used – at least, that’s what all her schooling said.  It was much more cost-effective to leave the ambient illumination alone or even increase it, saving some Force in the process, as it was easy enough for Raiders to bring a way to see in the dark with them.  Torches, Amulets of Illumination, and even Darkvision Enchantments on their gear were almost standard, so in general it was considered a giant waste of Force. 
 
    Tacca shook her head and spoke out loud, while hovering in the middle of the air with her hands on her hips.  “It looks like there’s a lot I need to teach this Dungeon Core about Dungeon Force conservation and streamlining the construction process—” 
 
    A presence near her interrupted her vocal thoughts, and she instinctively activated her Repellant Shield Ability.  Tacca felt an invisible bubble surround her as a portion of her regenerating Fairy Mana was siphoned off to maintain it; I should know better than to arrive in a new dungeon without my defenses in place.   
 
    She turned around mid-air and saw that she was just in time; a long tentacle coming from a nasty, brown-grey ooze was reaching out for her and stopped only inches away.  The Repellant Shield was the easiest way for a Dungeon Assistant Fairy to avoid being killed by a dungeon’s creatures, as it repelled them and caused them to lose interest in attacking.  Sure enough, as soon as her Shield was activated, the long “arm” of the slimy ooze retracted and sunk back into its form.  
 
    Great – the Dungeon Core chose “Ooze” as its initial creature.  Oozes weren’t the best choice for a new dungeon; while the shapeless blobs of deadly, viscous, and semi-fluid creatures were quite effective when used in conjunction with other hazards, by themselves – and as the only creature in a dungeon – they weren’t a great choice to start out with.  For one, they moved rather slowly, and therefore were easy to avoid unless the dungeon’s rooms were specifically built around their placement.  Second, they were excellent Raider killers when they were large enough to completely engulf a victim and were difficult to destroy, but it usually required a lot of Dungeon Force to create something like that.  In their smaller forms – such as the one settled on the ground like a pool of mucky water – they could eat away at metal, cloth, and flesh effectively, though at a much slower rate.   
 
    An Ooze wasn’t the worst choice for a new Core’s initial creature – she’d have to place the immobile non-poisonous demi-Fungi at the top of the “Worst” list – but it was definitely going to be a challenge to Assist her Core in creating something that would be effective in killing Raiders.  With the extra expense of Dungeon Force in having darkened rooms, as well as the Oozes as a creature to work with, Tacca had her work cut out for her. 
 
    She reasoned that the Dungeon Core had moved its Core Room further down the dungeon, which was the smartest thing she’d seen so far.  Protecting the vulnerable Core by placing deadly rooms with traps and creatures was the whole point of having a dungeon, after all, which made it all that much more important to make it as hard to get to it as possible. 
 
    Before she moved away from where she appeared, Tacca activated her Invisibility, which – combined with her Repellant Shield – consumed all of the Fairy Mana that was regenerating every minute; as she increased in Rank Stages, she knew her maximum Fairy Mana and regeneration rate would also improve, so it would hopefully only be temporary.  As she felt the Ability flow over her body, making her invisible to the traps that could potentially activate as she passed by, she felt much safer exploring and looking for the Dungeon Core.  She could still be hurt if she wasn’t careful, but now no creatures should automatically attack, and traps would essentially ignore her. 
 
     The Dungeon Assistant Preparatory School – for all of its faults when it came to dealing with her – was actually a great place to learn everything that could be taught about dungeons.  One particularly useful training she and the other students had participated in was navigating through a mock dungeon; the dangers were illusionary and made from Fairy Mana, of course, but it also allowed them to practice traveling through a potentially unsafe dungeon system.  There were multiple tidbits of knowledge that went along with that exploration, but one that came in handy in the present circumstances was being able to tell which way to go when trying to find the end of the dungeon. 
 
    Looking for the signs along the walls, as well as the tunnels linked to the two different entrances to the small room she was in, she could immediately tell the direction the Core had constructed the dungeon by a few subtle details.  Confident in her assertion, she followed the tunnel that led deeper down into the unknown Core’s Ooze dungeon. 
 
    She saw a few more Oozes in the rooms she passed through, but they weren’t varied; nor were the rooms, for that matter – they appeared to be constructed in almost exactly the same way, with dark ambient illumination and strange angles cut into the walls of the similarly sized spaces.  After passing through six rooms, she began to question her assumption that she knew the way down further, despite the obvious downward slope to the tunnels.  Where is that Core? 
 
    Finally, after counting past ten rooms, she arrived at the eleventh and emerged into a much larger space; it was at least five times the size of the others and it had relatively smooth stone walls, a tall ceiling, and multiple places where she could just imagine traps being placed to effectively protect a Dungeon Core.  Now this is what I call a Core Room.  
 
    Except…there was no Core. 
 
    What is going on here?  Tacca flew up close to the walls, using her better-than-average Fairy vision to search for any hidden crevices, tunnels, or secret compartments where a potentially paranoid Dungeon Core might be hiding, but after nearly a half-hour of searching she found absolutely nothing. To put it shortly, she was thoroughly confused; to her, this was obviously the final room in the dungeon and should theoretically be the Core Room, but it was missing the Core. 
 
    The only other explanation she could think of was that this was the original Core Room and that – for some inexplicable reason – the Core had gone up instead of down, where it was safer.  As soon as that thought crossed her mind, she immediately turned towards the exit tunnel and shot back up through the rooms she had passed on the way there, not even bothering to be cautious anymore about potential traps since she was invisible.  Tacca quickly passed the room she arrived in and kept going, searching for the Core; she tore through an additional five identical small rooms before she finally saw a glowing light coming from ahead. 
 
    Slowing down, she emerged into another familiar room, only to see the softly glowing Dungeon Core floating in the middle of the room, surrounded on all sides by tiny Oozes that were frantically undulating around in strange patterns along the floor.  On the far side of the small room, the dirt and rock was being eaten away as a new tunnel was being constructed as she watched.   
 
    Tacca dropped her invisibility so that the Dungeon Core could see her, though she kept her Repellant Shield on so that she wouldn’t inadvertently get attacked by the dozen Oozes below her.  “What are you doing?!” she practically screamed out in shock. This was such non-typical behavior for a Dungeon Core – or so she had been taught – that she barely knew how to react.  
 
    She somehow felt the Core’s attention focus on her, and she shivered at the intense sensation as an overwhelming feeling of dread and fear fell over her mind.  It couldn’t directly communicate with her using any type of understandable language unless they were bonded, but it could transmit emotions – and for some reason this Dungeon Core was scared out of its mind.  Pulling up her Dungeon Assistant Information (DAI), Tacca saw that she hadn’t yet regenerated enough Fairy Mana to use her Core Bond, but it was slowly going up now that she had turned off her Invisibility; she needed to Bond to the Core as soon as she could to find out what was going on, as well as stopping it from breaking through to the surface while it was nearby – instead of safely down below in a defended Core Room. 
 
    When she didn’t do anything else – because she was waiting for her Fairy Mana to come back – the attention of the Core turned away from her again and she breathed a sigh of relief as the emotional assault stopped.  After a few more minutes, she finally obtained enough to perform the Core Bond so she could get to the bottom of what was going on. 
 
    “I need to form a Bond with you so that we can communicate with each other—” she said slowly as she fluttered forward, before she stopped mid-flight as another wave of pure terror flowed over her.  Fortunately, it didn’t last long, and she felt the Core’s attention turn away from her within seconds – which hinted that the fear it was experiencing wasn’t caused by her but was from something else entirely. 
 
    The Core didn’t react as she continued her short flight towards it, before placing her hand on the top of its glowing gem-like form.  Tacca marveled at how warm it felt – as she was never taught that kind of information – and she briefly wondered what else she hadn’t been taught while at DAPS.  Forget about that for the moment; it’s time to do what you’ve been training for most of your life.  It’s time to Assist a Dungeon Core. 
 
    After activating her Core Bond Ability, she felt the Fairy Mana being pulled from her body and given form; a thick dark-black and bright-white cord (which reminded Tacca of her appearance a little) formed between her chest and sunk into the Dungeon Core, disappearing somewhere inside of its glowing form.  The cord floated between them for approximately a minute before it suddenly flashed brightly once and then faded away.  As soon as it completely disappeared, she could feel the Bond complete and was aware of someone else in her mind – which was quickly made obvious as she held her head between her hands because of the incessant mumbling and screaming that she couldn’t block out. 
 
    “Aaahhhh!  Let me out!  Let me ooooooout!  I can’t take iiiiitttt!  Need to dig, need to dig, need to dig…  Aaaahhhh!  Let me oooooout!” 
 
    Now that they had a Bond between them, the Dungeon Assistant and the Dungeon Core could communicate and understand each other – though now Tacca wished that wasn’t the case as she tried to talk to the freaking-out Core.  “Slow down and stop screaming for a moment – it’s going to be okay,” she said, trying to be as calm as possible.  “I’m here to help you, but you have to tell me: what’s going on and why are you doing this?” 
 
    The Core paused its internal monologue long enough to quickly answer her in a male-sounding voice.  “I have to get out of here.  Won’t stop, need to keep digging until I’m free.  I can’t deal with enclosed spaces.  Aaaaahhhhh!  Let me oooooout!” 
 
    Tacca could tell that she wasn’t getting anywhere with that, so she started with something a little simpler.  “Ok, then…my name is Tacca and I’m your Dungeon Assistant Fairy, here to help you.  What is your name?”  The Core hadn’t stopped his tunneling yet even while he was communicating with her, so she was trying to establish some sort of rapport with him to get him to stop what he was doing.  Tunneling was fine, but if he were to break through to the surface without any type of defenses in place, he could be destroyed within minutes; Raiders had the ability to locate new dungeons as they were getting close to breaking out of the ground, and it was entirely possible there was a group nearby that would invade immediately.   
 
    “Name’s Jeremy Miller, but I can’t talk – need to dig!  I told the other tiny flying thing that I can’t stay – I need to get out!” 
 
    The Core seemed to have some sort of irrational fear towards being underground, which, if she heard him—Jeremy—correctly, then the DPRC obviously knew this; his reference to the “other tiny flying thing” was likely another Fairy that had come to be his Assistant, probably as he was being formed into his Core. That Council Member sent me here deliberately knowing or at least hoping I would fail.  Well, I’ll just have to see what I can do to prove her wrong. 
 
    “Jeremy,” she said as calmly as she could while using the Core’s strange name for the first time out loud, “you need to stop tunneling so close to the surface as it will be dangerous for you.  You can do all of this from the comfort of your Core Room, and you’ll be better protected from any Raiders—” 
 
    “NO!  I’m so close that I can almost feel it.  The other flying creature mentioned something about Raiders, but I don’t really follow football.  Let me ooooout!” Jeremy interrupted Tacca, his coherent thoughts interspersed with screaming to be let out.  As crazy as it sounded, it also felt like he was breathing heavily in between screams – despite not having any lungs.  “Ever since I was trapped in an elevator when I was five, I can’t stand being in enclosed spaces – help meeeeee!  Get me out of here!  Aaaaahhhhh!” 
 
    Tacca had no idea what an elevator was, but it had clearly traumatized Jeremy as a child.  She had been taught that the consciousnesses of all of the Dungeon Cores came from some sort of other dimension, where their original forms had either been wrongfully killed or perished before their time; their rebirth in the form of a Core was supposed to be some sort of “second chance”.  No one reportedly knew why or when it first started happening, only that dungeons were around so long that it was quite possible that Cores were present before there were any mortal races in the world.   
 
    As time went on, more and more Dungeon Cores sprung up around the world as the population of mortal races increased, though no one could say whether or not there was a direct correlation.  All she was taught was that there were so many now that they barely had enough Dungeon Assistant Fairies to go around; that fact was probably the only reason Tacca hadn’t been immediately fired after her disastrous Mentor training, because trained Assistants without a current assignment to a Bonded Core were hard to find.  I suppose that’s why the DPRC building was so empty. 
 
    Since the Council’s policy was to ensure that all Dungeon Cores had a Bonded Assistant through at least half of their existence, it also explained why she was there.  They expected her to fail, but they also probably wanted to ensure their Policies were upheld – they were certainly sticklers for rules and regulations, after all.  What should’ve been a joyous occasion for Tacca – bonding with a Dungeon Core was indeed a spiritual experience – was tainted by the knowledge that she was set up to fail…and now she was having serious doubts about whether she would be able to actually succeed in keeping Jeremy alive for much longer. 
 
    “Look, I get that you’re scared about being underground, but it will be extremely dangerous out there.  Your Core is very fragile, and you’ve done nothing to protect yourself from invaders or placed any rewards to distract them.  If they see you so close to the surface, they’ll destroy you – because you’ll likely be thought of as another dungeon creature like the Oozes you have here.”  She paused for a moment as she had to ask the question that was bothering her since she first saw the creature in Jeremy’s dungeon.  “By the way, why did you choose an Ooze for your initial creature.” 
 
    “Aaaahhhh!  Let me ooooout!  I have no idea.  As soon as I saw that I was trapped in a small space, I just started picking things in a panic.  Oh, that was a horrible time…but I can feel that the end is near!  Help meeeee!” 
 
    All Tacca could do was shake her head.  He made one of the most important choices at random?  I wonder what else he chose…  It was this initial selection process that was so important for Assistants to be nearby for, because newly created and awakened Dungeon Cores couldn’t be trusted to think rationally.  It was more than likely that there actually had been a Fairy nearby at the beginning, but when Jeremy freaked out and just started picking things without looking at or listening to his Assistant, it was determined that he was a lost cause.  I guess that’s what they see me as – a lost cause. 
 
    Tacca tried to convince Jeremy to stop, to retreat back down at least a room or two while he kept digging, but nothing seemed to get through to him.  The Core eventually started to ignore her completely and didn’t bother to respond; she even asked him to dissolve the Bond so that she could go back to Lily at the DPRC in defeat, but he ignored that as well.  Unfortunately, only the Dungeon Core or a special process done by the Council could release her from the Bond, though it wasn’t necessarily restrictive; she could leave at any time and distance wasn’t an issue, but while she was Bonded to one dungeon she couldn’t Bond to another. 
 
    All she could do at that point was wait and see if he snapped out of his crazed state. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    It was less than 20 minutes later when Jeremy started to frantically eat away at the tunnel and his Core’s glow started to fade as he expended nearly every drop of Dungeon Force he currently possessed in his efforts to get outside.  Of course, Tacca tried to warn him of the danger, but he was too involved to listen to her. She wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or not when he finally broke through to the surface and sunlight shone through the hole he made.  His glow stabilized and started to gradually brighten over the next few minutes as his incessant digging came to a stop, and even the mental assault calmed down. 
 
    “There it is!  I did it!  I’m free!  I feel much better now…”  Tacca swore she heard him sigh in pleasure at the sight of the sun beaming down and slightly into the entrance he had just made. 
 
    “Ok, so now that you’ve seen it, can we get you back to the Core Room and start protecting your dungeon?” 
 
    “Dungeon?  Is that where I am?  Better question: what am I and what are you?  The last thing I remember was crossing the street and then the sound of a car horn next to me and…then all I remember is panicking about being trapped underground.  The rest of everything is a little fuzzy…”   
 
    Jeremy sounded extremely confused, as if the last few days – or perhaps weeks – of digging was a blurry dream.  Tacca couldn’t even imagine not being in control of herself like he evidently had been, and she felt a little sorry for wanting to break her Bond with him.  He had just been so scared that he couldn’t do anything other than open up his dungeon, and now that he had done so he was sounding…normal.  Maybe this will work out after all— 
 
    The sound of dirt falling near the entrance made her look questioningly at Jeremy, but she only sensed more confusion from him.  She peered through the tunnel leading to the entrance and saw something that made her start to get concerned. 
 
    “Jeremy, transport yourself down below!  Have your Oozes get ready for a fight because there are Raiders widening the entrance.  Do you remember if you placed any traps?” 
 
    “Huh, what?  Is there a football team here?  And what do you mean by Oozes—oh, is that what these disgusting things are?” 
 
    Now she was starting to panic; Jeremy was sounding just like a newborn Core would after it was created – at least from what she had been taught.  “Ok, ignore everything except for accessing your Dungeon Core Module and using your Dungeon Force to transport yourself down into your last Core Room before the Raiders get here.  You should be able to bring up your dungeon map—” 
 
    “Ok, I see that.  Hey, this kind of reminds me of a video game!  I’m selecting my…what did you call it?  Oh yeah, ‘Core Room’, and activating the Teleport function…” 
 
    Nothing happened.  “Did you pick the right option?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m pretty sure—oh, here it is.  This little thing that popped up says that I have ‘Insufficient Dungeon Force’.  What is that?” 
 
    “Uh…that’s not good, is what that is.  You must’ve used nearly everything you had in your digging to the surface and don’t have enough yet.  Fortunately, directing your Ooze creatures doesn’t require any Force, so order them all to come up to this room; perhaps we can scare the invaders off before they can get to you.”  I can’t believe this is happening; just as I thought this might work out, this happens. 
 
    “Ok, doing that now…why are they so slow?  Who in their right mind would create something so disgusting and lethargic in their movements?  Is there anything else in here that can help?” 
 
    Tacca didn’t bother to explain that Jeremy himself had chosen them for his initial defensive creature.  “No, there’s nothing else, and I doubt you’ve been here long enough to obtain any other Improvements – so these are what you have to work with.”  The Dungeon Assistant flew down the tunnel to the other rooms and saw for herself what he was talking about; if they were lucky, perhaps one of the larger Oozes from the second room might make it to help defend in time.  In fact, they seemed extraordinarily slow… 
 
    “Quick question – what does your Ooze Variant say?” 
 
    “Ooze Variant?  What does that mean?  Hold on, I think I saw that somewhere…here it is!  It says Earthen Sludge…whatever that is.” 
 
    That would explain why they were so slow. The Earthen Sludge Variant of an Ooze was slow-moving but extremely powerful; it was highly resistant to fire-based spells and attacks (which were usually an Ooze’s bane), and once it managed to grab on to something it was extremely difficult to remove.  The “earthen” quality of the Ooze would attempt to squeeze and crush whatever it enveloped, and it also had a slight acidity to it, which would break down most metals – though the speed of that happening depended on how large and powerful the Ooze was. 
 
    It turned out that she was mistaken regarding the Ooze from the second room – and not in a positive way.  The entrance tunnel was widened and even more of the outside world was exposed faster than she expected, and the next thing she knew there were some Raiders already entering.  She saw a Dwarf, a Human, an Orc, and an Elf – an unusual combination of races, but not unheard of working together – cautiously enter, using an Amulet of Illumination to light up the relatively dark tunnel. 
 
    “I told you there was another dungeon around here.  But no, you didn’t believe me; just goes to show you that I know what I’m talking about—” the human male began to say in Common Tradespeak. 
 
    The Elven woman cut him off using the same language.  “I wouldn’t necessarily say that; you were wrong about so many of the ones before, so I’d just say you’re lucky this time.  Being right one out of fifty times doesn’t indicate that you know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Ok, you two; shut up and let me take a look at what we have here.”  Putting actions to his words, the Dwarf – who was carrying a shield almost as large as he was – stepped forward and cautiously entered the room with the Amulet of Illumination around his neck, lighting the way for them all. 
 
    “This isn’t good, Jeremy – you need to have the Oozes you have here in the room attack them to dissuade them from moving any closer; they’re going to destroy you if you don’t get them moving!” Tacca used her mental communication with the Core for the first time since she had Bonded with him.  She had also turned her Invisibility back on as soon as she saw the Raiders coming in, but the Dungeon Core couldn’t really hide; he was still floating in the middle of the room, glowing brighter and brighter by the minute, but still largely defenseless. 
 
    “I already sent them to attack, but they’re taking so long to move – is there anything else I can do?” 
 
    The Dungeon Assistant Fairy quickly thought about what he would likely have available, but immediately determined that he was basically out of options.  Being a new Dungeon Core meant that he had limited choices in his defenses; he had his Oozes, of course, and likely some deadly traps to choose from, but they were useless at the moment for a few reasons.  For one, they required more Dungeon Force than he obviously had at the moment; two, producing more creatures or traps took a little time – they weren’t instantaneous; and three, changing anything inside a room where there were Raiders (whether it was structural, trap-based, or creature design) was not only forbidden by the rules, but essentially impossible to do anyway using the Dungeon Core Module. 
 
    “You’re out of time to do anything else, though if you start absorbing your other Oozes in the rooms farther down you might eventually acquire enough Dungeon Force to Transport yourself below,” Tacca said reluctantly. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say so!  What kind of assistant are you if you forgot to tell me that?” 
 
    The Dungeon Assistant Fairy hadn’t forgotten to tell Jeremy about that at all, but it probably wouldn’t do much good.  While he would receive the same amount of Dungeon Force that had been spent on the creatures’ production, the process of reabsorbing them for Force also took time – which they didn’t really have enough of.  Normally, having to wait a couple of hours for that wasn’t a big deal, as change tended to happen slowly inside of a dungeon; in the current instance, however, they didn’t have a couple of hours…it was more like minutes.  Even if Jeremy managed to get enough force, though, he had to move before Raiders stepped a single foot in the first room – because it was impossible to Teleport out from a room they were in. 
 
    “Oozes!  Eareth – you’re up!  My axe will do absolutely nothing to these things; we need your spells to wipe them out so we can go further in—what is that?!” the Dwarf exclaimed when he saw Jeremy floating in the middle of the room. 
 
    The Orc came up behind the Dwarf, and she peered at the glowing crystalline rock.  “It looks like a Core, but why would it be here?  I can see a tunnel leading down into the dungeon on the opposite side of the room, so this can’t be the final room.” 
 
    “I have no idea either, but everyone stay back – it might be a new type of trap.  Let me kill these Oozes and then we’ll deal with that thing.”  The Elf—Eareth, apparently—pushed to the front of the others and raised her hands in front of her; a small ball of condensed flames formed between her palms, growing larger by the second until it was the size of her head.  The entire process took about ten seconds and as the Elf released the Fireball spell, Tacca held her breath from across the room, hidden up near the ceiling. 
 
    All of Jeremy’s creatures were slowly approaching the Raiders, but there was one that was closer than all of them.  It was this one that was targeted first, and the ball of flames hit the Earthen Sludge Ooze with force, flattening it with a minor flare of flames upon impact.  When the fire disappeared a few moments later, Tacca could see that the creature was slightly smaller and there were burn marks over the top of the Ooze – but otherwise it was alright.  Yes!  This could work out after all— 
 
    “That should’ve worked; this must be a different kind other than what I’ve seen before.  I wonder…” Eareth trailed off as she clearly considered Jeremy’s creatures – which were steadily getting closer and blocking off access to his Core. 
 
    “Stop wondering and do something, because otherwise we’ll have to retreat and pick up some potions in town to deal with these,” the Human said, backing up a little as the closest Ooze was only about 5 feet from the room’s entrance.   
 
    “Excellent!  If they are forced to leave, then we’ll have time to get you somewhere safe and throw up some more defenses to prevent them from coming any closer.” 
 
    Before Jeremy could answer, the Elf said, “Ok, I think this might work – step back and brace yourselves.”  As the others stepped back from the entrance of the room and retreated a little back down the tunnel, Eareth raised her hands above her head for a moment and mimed grasping something while she closed her eyes; a few seconds later, she abruptly brought her arms down as her eyelids shot open…and a powerful gust of wind shot down the entrance tunnel from outside.   
 
    The others were crouched down and holding themselves steady against the sides of the tunnel, though the Human was almost bowled over by the initial gust; the Elf, as opposed to the others, was completely unaffected by the wind other than a small rustling of her dark-green-colored robe.  As the wind passed by her, she raised her arms in front of her again and seemed to catch it in between her hands; Tacca could see that she was straining to keep it contained as it condensed together, solidifying enough that it turned into a barely visible spherical maelstrom of violent harnessed air. 
 
    Oh, no – I think that’s a Windblade Explosion spell— 
 
    “Jeremy, get out of there – keep trying to Teleport!”  She had a feeling that it was probably already too late, but she had to at least try to warn him.   There was nothing that Tacca could do to stop the inevitable, and she knew that even she was in danger if she stayed in the room; as a result, she fluttered down and into the tunnel leading farther down Jeremy’s dungeon, stopping once she was fairly confident she was far enough away to be safe. 
 
    “I’ve been trying, but I still don’t have enough yet.  Why are you so worried?  My Oozes are almost touching that exotic-looking woman with the pointy ears…wait a minute, don’t tell me that’s an Elf—” 
 
    As part of Tacca’s schooling, not only did she have to learn everything about how a dungeon was created, including all of the possible traps and creatures that were available to a Core, but she also had to learn what they would be up against.  Weapons, enchantments, and – of course – spells were at the top of the list, which was the only reason why she knew they were in trouble.  She was taught that the Windblade Explosion spell was extremely powerful, though very draining on the Raiders that cast it unless they were extraordinarily strong; she was proven right as the Elf released the spell when the lead Ooze was only inches away from reaching her and she collapsed backwards as her eyes rolled up in her head 
 
    The condensed orb of air exploded outwards, with thousands of invisible sharp blades slicing through the air at incredible speed.  The Oozes along the ground were literally shredded apart, and they disappeared almost as quickly, leaving behind…nothing.  Jeremy must’ve forgotten to assign rewards to them— 
 
    She didn’t finish that thought, as the sharp Windblades crashed into the Dungeon Core, shattering it and flinging tiny shards of the former Jeremy Miller everywhere.  Tacca barely felt the small shard that flung itself down the tunnel she was watching from shear through both of her left-side wings; the pain of a Bond being involuntarily broken from the death of a Core was like nothing she had ever experienced before – or could even imagine in her nightmares.  She was vaguely aware that she fell at an angle as the fluttering of her intact wings caused her to crash into the tunnel wall and slide down it, only to land in a heap.   
 
    It felt like her chest was on fire and that flames were spreading throughout her body, until there was nothing but burning pain; the initial break of the bond had felt like she had crashed full-speed into a mountain, but that was far overshadowed by the extreme torture she felt afterwards.  During every second of the unbelievable agony Tacca wished that she would just die, as her body locked up in a terrible contortion of suffering.   
 
    Then, some unknown length of time later, the pain and torture disappeared as if they had never been there.  The world came back into focus as she opened her eyes while still breathing hard and bracing against phantom aches, only to see that the room where Jeremy had been was dark and lifeless.  There was no sign of the Raiders, nor were there any shards of his Core left anywhere she could see.  Tacca stood up gingerly, her muscles feeling like jelly, and started to flutter her wings to fly forward and take a better look, when agony flared up in her left side. 
 
    Looking over to that side and behind her back, she saw and vaguely remembered what had happened; the pain only occurred when she fluttered her wings, though it was nowhere near what she had just experienced.  Nevertheless, she needed to fix herself up before she could move from her current position and eventually even leave. 
 
    Tacca knew that she’d eventually get an Ability that could be used to quickly heal herself and even a Core’s creatures using Fairy Mana, but that was obviously unavailable right now. She did have one that would heal her, but it would take a bit more time: Hibernate.  It was an Ability that was usually used by Dungeon Assistant Fairies to help pass the time in certain out-of-the-way dungeons where it could be months or even years in between invasions by Raiders.  It caused a Fairy to sleep deeply enough that the passage of time was barely noticeable, but it also had the advantage of healing almost any non-fatal injuries at the same time. 
 
    Luckily, it also had the advantage of waking her up if anything came near her during her healing sleep, so she knew she was fairly safe using the ability even in the middle of a dungeon.  Thoughts of how empty it was now made her sorrowful, as she remembered that her Core had been destroyed – and it hadn’t even been a full day; there was a hollowness that she could feel inside of her where the Bond had been, and it made her question her choices. 
 
    Should I have come straight here instead of sleeping last night? If I had arrived earlier or found him immediately after coming here, could this all have been avoided? Should I have tried harder to get Jeremy to see reason while he was in his panicked state?  Was there something else that could’ve been done to save him?  Why don’t I feel as sad over the destruction of my Core as I thought I would?  Those thoughts – and more – were running through her mind as she lay down on the cold stone floor of the now-empty dungeon and activated her Hibernate Ability.   
 
    As her eyes were forcibly closed and her mind drifted off, she couldn’t help but remember the pain of the Bond being broken – and how the only way to repair that invisible, soul-crushing wound was to succeed somewhere else with another Core. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Tacca eventually woke up, though how long she was actually asleep was hard to tell.  As she opened her eyes, she could see that the dungeon looked exactly the same as it had when she had used her Hibernate Ability, though she could only clearly see the tunnel and some of the first room.  Looking back at her wings as she stood up, feeling much better throughout her body, she saw that her wings were now completely healed as if they had never been damaged. 
 
    Cautiously moving them, she found no pain anywhere; because of that, she quickly lifted herself off the ground and flew towards where her Core had met his final end, looking for any indication that anyone had been in and out of the now-defunct dungeon since his destruction.  There was a bit of dirt and dust that had likely blown in over time near the entrance, but there was no sign of anything else; in short, the room and the rest of the dungeon were as empty as the spot in her body that used to house her Bond with Jeremy. 
 
    Despite how devastating his death was, Tacca knew she was fortunate; if she had been Bonded with him for a year or more, his destruction would’ve killed her outright instead of just causing unbelievable pain – just like her Mentor, Expert Assistant Cobalt, had been.  Of course, she would’ve rather he not be shattered in the first place, but the more she thought about her choices and actions, the more she knew that there hadn’t been much chance that he would’ve survived even if she had arrived earlier. Jeremy was so out of his mind when she first met him that nothing she could have done would’ve stopped him from his incessant need to open up to the outside world. 
 
    There was nothing left for her there, so Tacca flew to the middle of the room and started to activate her Translocation Ability.  Looking down, however, she saw that her Mood Dress was completely black again, where it had been lightening up to a dark-grey over the last few days as she was looking forward to being Mentored and the subsequent assignment to a Core.  I guess so much death and destruction isn’t that great for my mood. 
 
    Shrugging it off as something she didn’t really have any control over, she used her Translocation Ability to transport herself to the sky above the DPRC, and she saw the same ornate entrance below her leading inside the mountain.  With a bit of trepidation, Tacca flew down inside, and was surprised to see another Fairy inside the waiting room. 
 
    “Hello, my name is Tacca—” she started to say as she sat down on the bench beside the other Dungeon Assistant. 
 
    “I know exactly who you are, and I don’t want any of your…essence…to rub off on me,” the other Fairy said, scooting herself as far across the bench as she could as her serene blue Mood Dress quickly turned darker until it was nearly a deep purple.   
 
    Tacca shut her mouth in a snap and turned herself away from the other Assistant, keeping a tight seal on her lips to prevent herself from saying something in response.  Looking down in her lap, she saw the black in her dress somehow become deeper, which she didn’t think was even possible. 
 
    Fortunately, it was less than a minute later when a hidden panel in the waiting room wall in front of the two slid open and a Fairy she didn’t recognize stepped out.  “Petunia, you can come with me for your placement,” he said, his shirt and pants the same serene blue that she had seen earlier on her bench partner.  When he glanced at her, they darkened a little, but it was only temporary, and they went back to their apparent normal state when he looked away. 
 
    Moments after the panel slid closed behind “Petunia” and what was likely a Placement Council Member, Tacca heard the stern-but-familiar voice of Lily behind her calling for her.  “Tacca – you’re alive,” she stated with just the barest hint of surprise.  “That’s good, but you’re late again; we had word that your Dungeon Core, one Jeremy Miller, was destroyed three months ago – where have you been?” 
 
    As she started to answer, Lily beckoned her to follow her into her small office.  Tacca decided to wait until they were both inside the private space before she told her all that had happened; it was hard reliving the events that led to the destruction of her Dungeon Core, but she made sure to include every detail, including what she had tried to advise Jeremy to do to survive…and how events were already in motion and it was too late to save him.  She described her injury and need to Hibernate to fix herself up, which Lily – for a change – seemed to accept without questioning her about it.   
 
    While she was worried that she’d be chastised and stripped of her status of Assistant, that was far from what actually happened.  In fact, Lily callously dismissed all that Tacca went through and didn’t seem to care that another Dungeon Core was destroyed – only that the Dungeon Assistant was there now. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re back, because I have another Core that’s perfect for you.” 
 
    Oh, please no.  “Perfect?  As in perfect because you know it’s going to fail and get destroyed like the last one?  I know that a Fairy had Bonded with Jeremy before, and you sent me in there with no hope of succeeding,” she angrily accused the Lead Placement Council Member, though she wished she could’ve taken it back as soon as the words left her mouth. 
 
    The fake smile on Lily’s lips never wavered, though her normally light-blue Mood Dress darkened with hints of angry red splotches – which appeared and disappeared with frightening swiftness.  “I’m going to forgive that outburst because I realize that losing a Bonded Core is a horrific experience…but I had better not hear anything like that again if you wish to continue being a Dungeon Assistant.  Just because we need your help doesn’t mean that I wouldn’t strip you of the privileges you enjoy.” 
 
    “And what privileges are those?  Unbelievable pain from a Bond being abruptly broken apart,” she couldn’t stop herself from speaking, as the pain and anger of the entire situation was bubbling to the surface. 
 
    The Lead Placement Council Member’s Mood Dress suddenly changed from the light blue it had been to a deep, nearly black red color that scared Tacca more than anything else she’d ever experienced; and the deadly tone to Lily’s voice only heightened that fear.  “Your life, for one – and I would think that would be the most important.  It’s only your status as a Dungeon Assistant that has kept you alive for this long; there are hordes of Fairies that would rather you be permanently removed from the world rather than exist because of your portentous birth and appearance.” 
 
    The murderous tone and Dress color abruptly faded, and the Council Member continued.  “And then there’s all of the Abilities you were granted and currently enjoy; those would be taken away if you were to be stripped of your position as an Assistant,” Lily said calmly, before shuffling a few papers on her desk.  “Now, let’s talk about your next assignment…” 
 
      
 
    *          *          * 
 
      
 
    Unlike Jeremy, her “new” Dungeon Core wasn’t brand-new or even relatively new.  Instead, it was an older Core that was having some…issues; Lily couldn’t or wouldn’t expound on what those issues entailed, however.  The Lead Placement Council Member instead told her that it was better if she didn’t go into it with any expectations – whatever that was supposed to mean.   
 
    Despite having “Hibernated” for over three months, it still felt like that morning that she had lost her first Core and had her Bond forcibly (and painfully) broken; Tacca wasn’t quite sure if she was ready to Bond with another so quickly, but Lily impressed upon her the need for speed, since she had been delayed in returning after Jeremy had been destroyed.  Nevertheless, she took some time after she left the DPRC headquarters – without seeing any other Fairies on her way out – to fly around aimlessly throughout the nearby countryside.  She was trying to forget everything that had happened – which hadn’t been my fault – and to center her thoughts and stressed mind before she found out what the issue with the next Core was. 
 
    Because she was quite confident that it was going to be something difficult, and, of course, perfect for her. 
 
    After just under half a day of wandering around, enjoying the sun shining down on her wings and watching the relatively peaceful landscape passing by far beneath her, Tacca was starting to feel a little better.  Amazingly, her Mood Dress was also reflective of her state of mind; instead of the deep black it had been earlier, it was a light grey bordering on the calm blue of serenity.  She didn’t know if she’d ever get to the point where it would be fully serene blue, but this was probably the best it was going to get. 
 
    Obviously, her modicum of serenity wasn’t going to last.  As soon as she Translocated to the dungeon where she was assigned, she quickly saw what the problem was as she arrived at the edge of her new Dungeon Core’s “Core Room”.  While she wasn’t experienced with actually seeing more than basic representations of Core Rooms in her schooling, she was taught about the vast variety of different methods used in their construction; there were supposed to be places where deadly traps could be set, where powerful creatures could be stationed for defense, and also have it relatively hard to get to – obviously. 
 
    One thing that was heavily discouraged, however – if a Dungeon Core wanted to survive for any length of time – was having any type of rewards inside the Core Room.  The entire dungeon was supposed to have rewards sprinkled throughout and also assigned to creatures upon their deaths, with a larger amount at the end of the official “dungeon” where Raiders would have to overcome some sort of obstacle – dangerous traps, difficult creatures, or a combination of both.  The Core Room was supposed to be the most protected of all, again with the most powerful traps and creatures, but there was supposed to be no rewards; if someone persisted in coming into where the Dungeon Core was located, they would face overwhelming odds for no reason or reward. 
 
    Tacca’s new Core, though, apparently either hadn’t been informed of that, or was completely ignoring the advice the previous Fairy had most likely given.  The room was full of what Raiders would consider valuable treasure: gold coins, precious gems, weapons of various types, metal armor pieces, and – scattered around the room and placed rather haphazardly – enchanting scrolls.   
 
    Enchanting scrolls were one of the most prized rewards from dungeons – or so she was taught – because Raiders couldn’t reproduce them on their own. They ran the gamut between the very common Illumination enchantments that were key parts of Amulets of Illumination – or, really, anything (but amulets were the most common) – to Firestrike enchantments that could give weapons the ability to burn anything they came into contact with, to rarer Invisibility enchantments very similar to her own Invisibility that would allow someone to bypass most traps, and even the ultra-rare attribute-increasing enchantments that could boost someone’s strength or speed or any number of other physical and magical attributes.   
 
    In short, this Dungeon Core really did have a treasure trove of “riches”…sitting right below its Core.  If any Raiders learned of its existence there, the Core could be in massive danger; not only would they take all of the rewards, but they would likely destroy the one that made the treasure as well.  Her schooling had taught her that Raiders tended to be greedy and wanted to prevent others from acquiring the same amount of “wealth” as they did; once they took the massive amount of rewards inside the room, they would probably destroy the Core to prevent anyone else from repeating what they just did.  There were multiple examples from history detailing exactly that happening, so it wasn’t just conjecture – though it wasn’t necessarily a sure thing. 
 
    The Dungeon Core couldn’t communicate with her until they bonded, of course, but she detected a strong sense of…suspicion, she thought.  It was better than the overwhelming fear and panic from Jeremy, at least, but it was still uncomfortable.  As soon as her Fairy Mana regenerated enough – which didn’t take long, since she had deactivated her Invisibility and Repellant Shield as soon as she saw that it was obviously safe – she flew over to the Core.  The “suspicious” feeling never really went away and only increased the closer she came, spiking to insane heights as she placed her hand on the warm crystalline form. 
 
    “What are you doing here?  Are you here to steal my stuff?  I told the last one that I was done with all of this and just want to be left alone with all my precious treasure.  You can’t have it!” the female voice of the Core violently shouted at her as soon as the Bond was established.   
 
    “Whoa, I’m not here to take any of your rewards—” 
 
    “Then you can leave, I don’t want you here.”  As quickly as she had formed the Bond just a few seconds ago, it was broken by the Dungeon Core.  Tacca reeled back in temporary pain and surprise, as it felt like a taut cord connecting both of them together was cut and rebounded back onto her.  Fortunately, it was just a quick sharp stab to her chest which rapidly faded, but she was just barely feeling…whole again…with the Bond she had established with the new Core; the hole in her self now felt doubly empty as the comfort the connection provided was given and taken away so suddenly. 
 
     Ok, this isn’t going well.  The suspicion from the Core had dampened down quite a bit since she arrived, but it was still there.  I’m going to try again to see if I can get through to her.  She didn’t move from where she was using her wings to hover nearby the Core while she waited for her Fairy Mana to regenerate because she didn’t want anything she did to create any cause for concern.  When she finally had enough, she reached out and reestablished the Bond, speaking as she did so to hopefully prevent the Core from breaking it immediately.  “Look, I’m here to help you…acquire a larger hoard of treasure,” Tacca started, thinking that would get her attention.  “I just need to talk to you for a little bit to see what we can do to make that happen.” 
 
    If the Dungeon Assistant could have the ideal outcome in the situation, it would be to have all of the rewards dispersed throughout the whole dungeon; as it was, she was prepared to work with the Core to perhaps create a separate room to store it all – a room where the Core wasn’t present.  Tacca just had to ascertain what exactly was going on and create a workaround, though it would probably require extra defenses to protect the treasure room as well as the Core Room, but it would eventually be doable. 
 
    “…A larger hoard?  I’m no hoarder, believe me, I’ve seen the shows and that certainly isn’t me.  I’m just poor, that’s all—or, at least, I was poor; now I have all the money in the world!  I’m quite content to keep it all safe right here and live in luxury for the rest of my days.  I don’t need any more than this, and I’ll just expand this room if I need more room when I make more.” 
 
    Now that Tacca was looking, the Dungeon Core looked dimmer than what she remembered from her brief look at her Mentor’s; it wasn’t nearly as bad as Jeremy’s had been when he practically wiped his Core out of Dungeon Force, but it was dim enough.  While the Core was talking, she also saw a slight dip in the glow, and she heard and saw a handful of gold coins appear near her and roll down an already-overloaded hill of rewards nearby.  This has got to stop; it looks like she’s using everything she’s regenerating over time to create more and more rewards – and probably on nothing else. 
 
    “Ok…I can almost understand that reasoning, but what you’re doing isn’t safe.  If some Raiders get wind of what you’re doing here, then they won’t stop until they take all of this and destroy you in the process.” 
 
    The Dungeon Core laughed at her.  “Oh, sweetie, you don’t have to worry about that!  Old Darlene is smarter than your average cookie; I removed all of my traps and Panthers months ago from my dungeon and then reduced the ambient lighting so that it looks vacant.  You know, so it looks like the lights are out and nobody’s home?  I haven’t had more than some quick glances from a few Elves – did you know they have real, actual Elves here?  Anyway, other than a few that looked inside a few rooms and then exited, I’ve been left completely alone.  It’s like window shopping, dearie; if there’s nothing pretty up front, then there’s no reason to shop in the store.” 
 
    You can’t be serious… 
 
    This was going from bad to worse… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Tacca’s head was reeling.  “Wait a minute, are you saying you took out all your defenses?  No traps or…Panthers, did you say?” 
 
    “Absolutely!  I used the Force from reabsorbing them to create more treasure in here, because otherwise it was going to waste.  It’s all really pretty, don’t you think?” 
 
    Darlene – if that was indeed the Core’s name, which she had stated in third person – had to be one of the stupidest, most ignorant…whoa there, Tacca – slow down.  You can fix this, you can fix this; it’ll take a little time and a lot of persuasion, but it’s not over yet.  “Uh…yes, it’s pretty.  But what I’m more concerned about is the fact that there is nothing standing in the way from a Thief-type Raider sniffing out the treasure you have inside your dungeon and walking right into your Core Room.” 
 
    There was silence and a bit of shock coming from Darlene, before she asked in a much less confident voice than before, “They...can do that?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s called Valuation Sense and it’s something that most Thief or Brigand-type Raiders can choose to acquire after they’ve been Raiding a while.  I’ve been told that it’s not the most accurate of abilities they possess, but I’m sure it would be more than enough to at least give them a general idea of what’s here.” 
 
    “That’s…not good.  How come the other Assistant didn’t tell me that?” 
 
    “Well, I made it my goal to learn everything about Raiders during my schooling, and it’s quite possible that the other Dungeon Assistant hadn’t retained as much knowledge as I possess.  It’s a fairly obscure ability and doesn’t really matter too much to Dungeon Cores, as you all likely don’t care that they can sense how many rewards are in your dungeon; it was an elective course where I learned about it and it wasn’t very popular—” 
 
    “Hold on, there’s someone walking into my dungeon entrance.  It’s just one guy dressed all in black leather – I would imagine that would chafe something awful – aaaand…it looks like he’s leaving.  False alarm—wait, now he’s back with a whole group of his friends all dressed like him.  I wish I could understand what they’re saying!” 
 
    Without thinking about it for more than half a second, Tacca was off and flying through the dungeon as fast as she could; while Dungeon Cores weren’t born into their current forms knowing any of the languages spoken – even Common Tradespeak – Dungeon Assistants had certainly been taught nearly every language in the world.  The only reason Darlene – and Jeremy, for that matter – could understand her even when she spoke out loud was because of the Bond they shared, otherwise it was nearly impossible to communicate effectively.  Over time she was told that Dungeon Cores could be taught how to speak Common Tradespeak or even any other language like anyone else, but for some reason it took much longer for them to learn than anyone from her world would. 
 
    Tacca didn’t bother to watch out for any traps or creatures, as she sadly believed that Darlene had taken everything dangerous out – and it proved to be correct.  She was flying so fast that she managed to get all the way to the entrance with barely a glance at what she was passing through in less than a minute, which was fortunate because she caught the tail end of an important conversation. 
 
    “—know what they said, but even if this is a dead dungeon, I can still sense some loot here.  And not just a little that may have been missed when this place was cleaned out, but enough that we could live like kings for the rest of our days—” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, Marvus.  Something like that being missed is next to impossible, but I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt; you do have a better Valuation Sense than any of us, though who would’ve thought your years of improving the skill would actually come in handy?  We’re here already, so we might as well check it out…but if you’re wrong, you’re buying dinner for the next…month, is that a deal?” 
 
    Tacca fluttered nearby and saw the one that she had originally heard speak hesitate, and she was silently urging the Human to back out.  Unfortunately, instead of backing down, he stood up straighter and puffed his chest out.  “I’m not wrong, you’ll see; I’ll take that deal – but only if I get first choice in whatever we find.” 
 
    “Fair enough – lead the way.” 
 
    Not again…  Why can’t I catch a break? 
 
    Tacca quickly mentally relayed the conversation back to Darlene in her Core Room, and the Dungeon Assistant was glad that the Bond allowed for communication no matter the distance; she could theoretically be on the other side of the world and they’d still be able speak. 
 
    “What do I do?!  I’ve always had traps and my Panthers guarding my dungeon before this, but I don’t have anything now!  I have enough Dungeon Force to create a single Panther, but I’m not sure what that would do against all seven of them,” Darlene asked in a panic. 
 
    “Go ahead and create it and start absorbing your rewards to make some more—” 
 
    “B-but it’s my treasure—” 
 
    Tacca wasn’t having any of that nonsense.  “If you don’t do it, you’re not going to have any treasure left in about a half hour.”  She was being generous with that timeline, because as soon as the group that had just entered stopped being careful while checking for traps – which they were initially doing thoroughly and methodically, despite thinking that the dungeon was empty – they would begin to travel through the dungeon much faster. 
 
    There was grumbling involved, but the Dungeon Core took her advice and started to absorb large chunks of her rewards; just like what happened with Jeremy, however, Tacca had a feeling that it wouldn’t be in time.  It took entirely too much time to absorb anything in a dungeon for Force, which only made sense; it would make it unfair for the Raiders if everything changed while they were inside – and “fairness” was the most important factor that basically ruled everything concerning a dungeon. 
 
    If it was impossible to progress further into a dungeon, that was unfair; if traps were unable to be bypassed or deactivated, that was unfair; if you had creatures that had no weaknesses and couldn’t be killed, that was unfair; if there were no rewards for killing creatures or exploring the dungeon, that was unfair; if you killed every Raider that entered your dungeon and didn’t allow any to leave when they wanted to, that was unfair.  Any or all of those things could certainly be done, but the consequences of such an action were dire; again, punishment for those things didn’t come from the DPRC, but from the Raiders themselves. 
 
    There were extremely powerful Raiders out there that couldn’t be stopped from getting to nearly any Dungeon Core if they chose to do so.  If they decided that a dungeon was being blatantly unfair, they would be sent in to destroy the Core with very few questions asked.  There was a singular reason for that, too – additional dungeons in the area wouldn’t appear until there was a “vacancy”.  This prevented the land from being overrun with dungeons every couple of hundred feet from each other and destroying an “unproductive” Core would allow another, fairer one to crop up.  It was a strange relationship between Dungeon Cores and Raiders that had been around since the beginning, where both sides benefited from each other – as long as everyone was playing by the rules. 
 
    The destruction of her Mentor’s Core and his subsequent death was strange, but not entirely uncommon.  From what she had overheard, she suspected that some important Raider had hired the others to clear out the dungeon for reasons of their own, but Tacca had no idea what those reasons might be.  Maybe they didn’t like Goblins or something – who knows? 
 
    The Dungeon Assistant followed the group of what appeared to be Brigand-type Raiders by their outfits, while Darlene informed her of her progress – which wasn’t much.  Some of the smaller rewards were able to be converted relatively quickly to Dungeon Force, but the more valuable ones – of which there were quite a few – took more Force to create, and therefore took longer to absorb.  Nevertheless, Tacca was impressed at how much the Core was able to accumulate in such a short period of time; it was enough to create another half-dozen Panthers, which joined the first one created in the room just before the Core Room. 
 
    Unfortunately, a trap – even the least complicated and deadly ones – took at least an hour to form, so those were out of the question.  It appeared as though the seven black Panthers that blended into the shadowy recesses of the final room were going to be what they had to work with.  The large cats were about four feet tall and twice as long, with powerful muscles that allowed them to pounce from quite a long distance away and strike with potent strength behind them – but they were best used in stealthy situations as they didn’t have a tough exterior for a lengthy fight.  Their deadly claws would easily be able to shred the leather armor of the Raiders making their way cautiously through the dungeon, but they would quickly fall to the short swords and daggers being wielded by the Brigands. 
 
    Fortunately for Darlene and Tacca, the previous Dungeon Assistant had coached the Core well in the tactical construction of the dungeon’s rooms; it was a shame that Darlene had lost her focus and started hoarding rewards, because it was actually a nice set-up.  The final room before the Core Room had dozens of small alcoves cleverly hidden in the walls where the Panthers could hide and pounce from above, and the available space for the Raiders to defend themselves was small – but fair.  This meant that they could be surrounded on essentially all sides by holes that may or may not contain a deadly creature ready to pounce on them, which would make it difficult to defend everyone in the group effectively – especially the less-protected members like spell-slingers or healing-types. 
 
    With an almost equal number of Raiders and Panthers, however, it was unknown whether even surprise would be enough to dissuade the invaders from progressing further.  Tacca felt even worse about their chances as she overheard them talking just before entering the last room. 
 
    “Well, Marvus – I have to give it to you; even I can sense the massive treasure nearby, though I wonder if it’s hidden somewhere if it hasn’t been found before now.  We may need to head back to town and discreetly pick up some mining equipment, because it’s entirely possible that it might be buried.  Regardless, the fact that I can sense it now means that there is something here, and we could get lucky and find it without having to come back.” 
 
    “I told you!  It also feels to me like it’s really near, so let’s stop all this checking for traps nonsense and go get it!  This place is completely empty, and we haven’t seen any sign of anything dangerous yet, and I highly doubt there will be; this place is deserted, which I guess is why this treasure was never found,” the Raider named Marvus said, which gained support from the others.   
 
    The apparent leader was a bit more cautious, though.  “I agree, though there could be something protecting the treasure – which is why no one has found it.  We can move a little quicker but keep an eye out for anything strange.” 
 
    They were carrying two torches for light, which helped to dispel the darkness of the room; the fact that they didn’t even have an Amulet of Illumination between them gave her hope that they weren’t very powerful, but she knew that looks could be deceiving.  I guess we’re about to find out. 
 
    They walked slowly through the tunnel leading to the room where the Panthers were lying in wait in their alcoves, and the Raiders dispensed with checking for traps – though they kept a lookout for anything out of the ordinary.  They entered the room without even pausing, though they were experienced enough that they kept an eye on almost every corner of the room as they passed through.  Just after they passed through the center of the room, Darlene’s dungeon creatures attacked. 
 
    They were all located along the wall above the Raiders’ heads, so no one saw them actually emerge; the Panthers’ padded feet were silent as they rushed out of the alcoves and pounced, their claws outstretched to inflict horrendous damage on the unsuspecting invaders.  Tacca cheered as they fell through the air, but while they were still descending one of the Brigands noticed one and shouted, “Above!” 
 
    The Raiders reacted faster than she would’ve thought; hearing about some of the physical abilities that the Raiders had and seeing them herself were two different things.  Half of them managed to raise their short swords up to stab the Panthers as they descended, though they were still bowled over by the sheer weight of the creatures.  Two lucky strikes managed to kill an equal number of the large cats immediately with sharp pieces of metal through their hearts, while a third was gravely wounded – but still in the fight.   
 
    Four of the Panthers struck relatively unopposed with horrendous savagery, knocking down their victims and mauling them with their claws, and one even managed to snap down on one of the Raiders’ necks and tear out their throat with a ferocious growl at the same time.  The other three that were being mauled fought back and managed to get in a glancing stab or two before they succumbed to their injuries, but overall the dying Raiders didn’t do much damage to the deadly black cats.   
 
    The Raiders fought back with equal violence. The three surviving Raiders picked themselves up with amazing speed, quickly dispatched the seriously wounded Panther before it could strike, and then headed towards the four Panthers that had succeeded in killing their group mates.  Now that they were prepared, and the element of surprise had been used – rather effectively – the following fight was a bit more evenly matched. 
 
    Two of the Panthers pounced on a single Raider, and though one was stabbed through the heart and killed, the other creature managed to lock its jaws around the Brigand’s head and twisted it; Tacca could hear some wet-sounding pops coming from the Raider as his neck was broken in multiple places.  Once that was done, the surviving Panther joined its companions – which hadn’t fared as well. 
 
    Marvus – the one that managed to sniff out the treasure in Darlene’s Core Room even from outside the dungeon entrance – got a lucky strike into the Panther aiming for him, stabbing deep into its neck; blood squirted from the wound in a massive spray, but before it got too weak the Panther was able to shred his dark leather jerkin and wound him – though how badly, Tacca couldn’t tell from her position near the ceiling. 
 
    The supposed leader of the Raiders was the other still standing, though he got knocked down when the Panther pounced on him.  A stab to its gut wounded the creature horribly, but it was still able to swipe a few times at the Brigand’s chest, tearing through the leather like it was thin paper; it didn’t last long, however, as the leader – in a great show of strength – tossed the Panther, sword and all, away from him. 
 
    That was when Darlene’s defender that had snapped the neck of the other Raider arrived in another pounce, landing on the unbalanced and unsuspecting leader and knocking him down again as he tried to get up.  A single swipe of a sharp claw-tipped paw was all that it managed to get off before a dagger was shoved into the eye of the Panther and it collapsed on top of the Brigand before disappearing. 
 
    That one swipe, however, was enough to do him in – because it was straight across his throat.  The Raider held a hand up to his mortal wound, trying to stem the loss of blood, while also trying to reach a pouch on his waist.  Fumbling fingers managed to reach inside and grasp what Tacca immediately identified as a healing potion; if he managed to get the relatively expensive potion to his lips, his neck wound would start to heal, and he might even fully recover.   
 
    Meanwhile the Panther that had been stabbed through the gut managed to get up and unsteadily make its way back to the leader – now with the sword completely through its back.  It stumbled into the Raider as it collapsed in death, knocking his arm as he tried to bring the glass potion to his mouth to uncork the stopper and the healing potion was knocked from his hand.  It went rolling away – miraculously not breaking – only to be stopped by Marvus’s foot. 
 
    “Oh, was this yours?  You were holding back on us, but I guess I can forgive hiding such a valuable item…especially as you’re sharing it with me.  That’s very generous of you,” the upright and obviously only slightly wounded Raider said.  He picked up the dark-red-colored healing potion and uncorked it, before drinking it down immediately. 
 
    The leader could only look with wild eyes, and gurgles came from his mouth as he tried to speak.  “What was that?  You wanted to tell me something?” Marvus said as he stretched his chest a little as the wounds he had endured healed themselves rather quickly.  “Oh, I know – you wanted to ask me to end your suffering.  You’re in luck; since you were so generous with me, I guess I can return the favor.” 
 
    Tacca had to turn away as Marvus quickly stabbed the horrifically bleeding man through the heart, which was easier through the leather shredded by Panther claws.  She wasn’t the bit least squeamish when dungeon creatures killed Raiders but seeing them kill each other was…wrong, somehow.   
 
    “I don’t have any Dungeon Force left to create any more Panthers!  Do you think he’ll leave now rather than risk dying by going further in?” Darlene asked in her panicked state again.  The defense had been close, but unfortunately was just short of complete success, and Tacca had no more ideas for what to do in such a short time; the fight had lasted less than a minute, though another minute was used up as the Raider healed himself and killed his groupmate.  
 
    “I don’t know, it’s possible—” She was proven wrong as Marvus continued moving through the room and down into the next tunnel, where he eventually came to the Core Room. 
 
    “I knew it!  Look at all of this treasure…but why is there still a Dungeon Core here?” he asked as soon as he walked into the room.  Looking around with his greedy eyes, his mouth fell as he took it all in.  “There’s no way I’m going to be able to carry even a fraction of this in just a single trip and I don’t particularly want to hire anyone to help me haul it away…it looks like I’m going to have to destroy the Core, because I don’t want to have to fight my way back into here when I come back,” he mumbled, talking to himself. 
 
    “NOOO!  Fairy – help me! You’re supposed to be my Assistant, so Assist me!” Darlene shouted through their bond. 
 
    Tacca couldn’t even respond as tears ran down her face and she retreated to the previous room, knowing that there wasn’t anything she could do.  Not only did she not have any offensive capabilities but Marvus was already slowly pulling his dagger from his belt, turning it around so that he was holding it by the blade; as she settled down in one of the alcoves the Panthers had dropped down from – safe from searching eyes – she heard the Core shatter as the dagger was likely expertly thrown, and she felt the unbelievable pain of her Bond being forcibly broken.   
 
    As she writhed in agony, she somehow had enough awareness to wonder why she didn’t ask for Darlene to break the Bond – because it was obviously easy for the Core to dissolve it.  The only explanation her pain-wracked mind could come up with was that Tacca didn’t want to abandon the Core in her time of need, even if there was nothing she could do to save her.  The torture she was currently enduring was a minor price to pay, and it was the only way she could think of to honor that connection. 
 
    It was silly, of course, but that was just who she was; she wasn’t one to give up even in the darkest moments, and she just couldn’t be like the other Dungeon Assistants that forced the Bond to be dissolved because it wasn’t working out the way they wanted it to.  She felt a strange connection between herself and these misfit Cores and staying with them to the end not only seemed right but was the only thing that made sense. 
 
    She just hoped there weren’t any more of these Cores, because the pain was incredible… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Tacca waited until the Raider was gone with his first haul before she Translocated back to the DPRC; it wasn’t long to wait, in fact, because when the agony of her broken Bond finally faded to a dull ache, Marvus was already getting ready to leave.  She barely registered it, however, because she was basically just numb throughout her mind and body from the ordeal she had gone through – though she couldn’t really complain because she was still alive.  While it sounded callous to dismiss the destruction of another Dungeon Core that she was Bonded to, there was nothing she could do.  She tortured herself with more “What ifs” afterward, but by the time she was ready to go she couldn’t seem to justify her self-persecution. 
 
    The only thing that really stuck in her mind was how suddenly everything had happened.  Every dungeon she has thus far visited had been destroyed a short time later; the incident with her Mentor may have been devastating and horrible, but it may have also been coincidence.  When Jeremy had been destroyed within an hour or so of her appearance there, that could also be put down to unfortunate circumstances.  But when Darlene, who had been safely hiding out inside her Core Room for months was invaded so soon after Tacca arrived, something didn’t quite add up.   
 
    She wasn’t at all superstitious – unlike almost every other Fairy in the world, apparently – but the newly “available” Dungeon Assistant was starting to wonder.  Am I really bad luck?  Are they all correct about my birth being a bad omen?  Nothing had really happened while I was growing up or during my schooling, but what if I’m not bad luck to Fairies…but to Dungeon Cores?  She had no answer to that, mainly because it was impossible to be sure; Tacca decided to consider everything that had happened a complete coincidence and move on. 
 
    It seemed as though Lily, her contact at the DPRC, agreed with her.  “It’s unfortunate, but we’re required to try to help them however we can.  That’s what we do, you know; Assisting Dungeon Cores is our duty, and one that we don’t take lightly.  We try to give them every advantage we can provide so that they succeed, and sometimes it just doesn’t work out.  I appreciate you trying, and I know the others on the Council are thankful for your dedication and determination,” the much older Fairy told her with an extremely fake smile on her face.  Tacca didn’t know how she knew it was fake, but it screamed falsehood even if her words weren’t untrue; she really believed that Lily was telling the truth: the Council really was appreciative of what she was doing…for some reason the young Dungeon Assistant didn’t understand. 
 
    “You’re not…disappointed—?” 
 
    “Of course not, I can’t fault you for doing as much or more than any other Assistant would’ve done considering the circumstances.”  Now that is hard to believe – I didn’t really do anything!  “Anyway, I have your next Placement all lined up…” 
 
      
 
    *          *          * 
 
      
 
    As she had done before Translocating to Darlene’s dungeon, Tacca took some time to herself before she went to her new assignment.  Lily hadn’t said anything about her previous delay, which the young Assistant had definitely informed her of, so she figured that it was fine; besides, the exhausted Fairy found that she needed another long nap because the horrific events of the last few days were catching up with her.  She slept another night away down in the Giant Lilies below the DPRC mountain entrance, before waking up the next morning and Translocating to her new dungeon with the hope that things would be different. 
 
    Unfortunately, from the moment she arrived – to approximately six months later – her life was a constant blur of hopefulness, despair, pain, and disappointment.   
 
    First was Larry, a lethargic Dungeon Core that complained incessantly about his existence, his dungeon, the Poisonous Giant Sloths that he chose for his initial creature because they looked “cool”, the fact that there were Raiders in the first place trying to invade him, and – for some reason – the presence of his new Dungeon Assistant.  Larry didn’t want to do anything, though Tacca convinced him to at least put a trap in his first room – which took hours of pleading just for him to do it – and the next invader that came in was dissuaded by the stone-spiked pitfall trap that was cleverly hidden near the entrance.  No one died, but the Elf Archer narrowly escaped being impaled by the sharp stone protrusions on the bottom by a deftly timed leap, and then she left without venturing further.   
 
    Tacca couldn’t help but be excited by that development, since it meant that Larry wouldn’t die right away – and that maybe she wasn’t bad luck after all.  Of course, seeing that his trap had worked, and deciding that nothing else was needed, the lazy Dungeon Core retreated into himself and refused to do anything else, stating that he was tired and needed to sleep.  Unlike Dungeon Assistants, Cores like Larry didn’t need to actually rest as they could continue operating without “sleep” for centuries if they wanted to, so that was a complete lie. 
 
    The lazy, uncooperative, disgruntled, and lying Core lasted all of 12 hours, as the Elf Archer came back with an entire group of Raiders, and after easily avoiding the pit trap that hadn’t been moved and killing the two Poisonous Giant Sloths that were guarding the first room, they made their way through the rest of the dungeon.  Larry hadn’t bothered to give rewards for killing the two Sloths, and as the rest of the ten rooms in the dungeon were empty and therefore a waste of time, the party of Raiders was rightfully annoyed…so they inevitably destroyed the Dungeon Core, who couldn’t even bother to care. 
 
    The next was a former woman, Betty, who was both a perfectionist and an aesthetic fanatic; she built perfectly cubic rooms and straight tunnels, without any type of curving or misdirection.  Tacca had to admit that it was very unnerving to fly around in because it was so uniform – and also for the fact that if you had good enough eyes, you could walk into the entrance and look all the way down to the Core Room.  The only thing that broke up the uniformity was a series of creative art pieces made out of stone that were attached to some of the walls, looking for all intents and purposes like three-dimensional chessboards.   
 
    Betty had chosen Kobolds for her initial creature, which was actually a great choice (Tacca was told that the former Dungeon Assistant helped with that selection), but after creating a single Kobold she refused to bring forth any more.  They were apparently not very pleasing to look at and ruined the bright “aesthetic” of her dungeon; by “bright” Tacca meant bright – the ambient light was turned up so high that it appeared like the brilliant sunlight of a summer day. 
 
    The only thing that she had agreed to – and what had kept her alive for so long – was the introduction of traps that she could cleverly hide inside her rooms.  Most Cores – she was taught – installed traps and did what they could to hide them, hoping they wouldn’t be found and would be effective; Betty, on the other hand, was a perfectionist and had apparently spent hours upon hours looking at each one and hiding them so well that even Tacca had trouble finding them – even in the increased ambient illumination. 
 
    Of course, eight hours after the new Dungeon Assistant arrived, another Raider group came looking for rewards when they invaded Betty’s dungeon.  They were eight strong, and didn’t look particularly powerful – but they were not amused when there were no creatures to slay, no rewards to acquire (again, the Core thought it went against the minimalist approach she had adopted for her dungeon to put in reward chests for those who got through her traps), and half of them had died traversing through the well-hidden and deadly traps throughout the dungeon.  Betty was destroyed while still confused why they didn’t seem to appreciate the perfection that was her dungeon. 
 
    Next up was an extremely paranoid Core named Jeff – which was another strange name to Tacca, but she was starting to get used to their unusual names.  She was at first hopeful when she arrived because he had brilliantly constructed rooms, deadly traps in each room, and had taken advantage of a rare Dragonling Variant that allowed him to create highly effective flying – and fire-breathing – Dragonlings that were quite deadly.  It wasn’t until she introduced herself and took a grand tour that she realized that it was too defended; only the strongest and most powerful of Raiders had a chance to get through even the first room, as every inch of the floor, walls, and even the ceiling was filled with traps, and the dozens of Dragonlings had to stay airborne just to exist without triggering any of them. 
 
    As had been the typical attitude lately with all of the Dungeon Cores Tacca had bonded to, Jeff refused to listen to her and ease up on the defenses – though at least he had rewards prepared in case someone got through a room or two.  He said that he was something called a “Prepper” in his previous life, and that he needed to take appropriate steps to ensure that the apocalypse didn’t reach him – whatever that meant.  He lasted a full two days before he was destroyed; the only consolation that the Dungeon Assistant could gather from the whole event was the fact that she was finally able to see a group of super-powerful Raiders.  
 
    They came in the entrance at a run, before what appeared to be some sort of variation of a Levitation spell lifted them all off the ground, smashed through the Dragonlings like they were annoying flies, and then did the same with the rest of the dungeon.  A few traps, cleverly activated by triggers in the open spaces of a few rooms, managed to go off and hit a few of the Raiders, but other than a miniscule scratch on the lead Warrior-type Raider, no one was hurt – unlike Jeff when he screamed about everything being unfair as he was shattered.  The Raiders were so powerful that Tacca was pretty sure that one of them – an older-looking Elf, which meant she was really old – saw the Dungeon Assistant in the corner of the Core Room, despite her Invisibility being activated. 
 
    Fortunately, she was left alone as she was incapacitated when the Dungeon Core Bond with Jeff was broken.  
 
    One after another, Core after Core, Tacca Bonded and then had that Bond involuntarily broken again and again by the destruction of so many Dungeon Cores.  Every single one of them – she lost an accurate count, but she estimated it was at least 50 more after Jeff was destroyed – had some sort of…issue…that prevented them from following the advice of her or their previous Assistants. 
 
    It didn’t take a genius to see the pattern evolving from her assignments: a Dungeon Core would get a “normal” Dungeon Assistant, they would do something contrary to the long-term survival of said Dungeon Core, the Dungeon Assistant would go back to the DPRC and have their Bond dissolved, and then Tacca would be sent in to take over for the rest of their existence.  On a fundamental level, she understood the importance of ensuring that a Core always had an Assistant available to help them, and it was entirely possible that some of them would suddenly change their minds and do what they needed to survive.  For some inexplicable reason, though, it almost seemed like Tacca’s presence hastened their demise. 
 
    Apparently, unbeknownst to her, she had acquired a nickname in the Dungeon Assistant community.  Tacca only heard about it when she happened to be in the waiting room of the DPRC and another Fairy arrived, supposedly to be placed with another assigned Dungeon Core.   
 
    “Well, if it isn’t The Deliverer! How many Cores have you ‘delivered’ to their fate this week?” said another Assistant as he walked in and sat down on the bench – as far away as he could, of course. 
 
    Tacca was still a bit unbalanced after her last failed Core and his destruction; Clive was some sort of emotionally bereft killer in his previous incarnation, and he sent his Scorpiders (a unique scorpion and spider hybrid) out of his dungeon to attack the nearby Raider town.  If there was one thing that would elicit a swift and permanent response to the actions of a Core, it was allowing – or deliberately sending – your creatures outside to roam free…or to attack the nearby populace.  He lasted all of four hours before another powerful Raider strike force came in and destroyed him, and the Dungeon Assistant was still trying to get over his death and Bond breaking – so the other Fairy’s comment didn’t make sense.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    The other Assistant laughed shortly before looking at her strangely.  “You really don’t know?” 
 
    “Know…what?  I have no idea what you’re talking about; and what is this ‘Deliverer’ name you called me?” 
 
    He looked shocked, as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  “How could you not—” 
 
    “Tacca, you can come with me now,” Lily’s now all-too-familiar voice interrupted the other Fairy, who immediately shut his mouth when he heard the Lead Placement Council Member speak.  When she turned around, the older Fairy was staring with a not-so-nice look at Tacca’s bench-mate. 
 
    What was that all about? 
 
    “Now, your performance over the last six months has been exemplary,” Lily started as soon as Tacca followed her to her office and sat down.  “Honestly, it has been a surprise to us all how well you have…performed…and we really do appreciate what you’ve done.  Now, I have a small surprise for you; in light of your recent work and dedication, we’re sending you to a newborn Dungeon Core…of sorts.  For once, I’ll tell you a little about this particular one. 
 
    “It was first created almost a year ago, and in all of that time we haven’t had a single Assistant manage to maintain a Bond for more than a few seconds; the Core almost immediately dissolves it after it’s established – for no reason given.  In fact, it hasn’t spoken to anyone; the only thing we can tell for sure is that it hasn’t done anything yet.  In essence, it’s brand-new – but we can’t seem to get through.  With all of your recent experience, we’re hoping you’ll be able to figure out how to get through to them.” 
 
    That sounds…pleasant for a change.  Tacca was actually looking forward to this assignment, because it meant that the Core likely wouldn’t be destroyed – because it wasn’t anywhere near the surface.  All of her other Placements had been with Cores that were either very near or had already broken through to the outside world and having that open portal to Raiders meant that there was serious danger from them.  But if this Core hadn’t even started the process of being a Core (i.e. choosing creatures and other initial selections), let alone constructing tunnels and rooms, then danger from that direction was unlikely.  I might even be able to shape and mold this Core from the beginning! 
 
    Then again, she had such terrible luck lately with the other Dungeon Cores – she was slowly starting to believe that something was going on – that she doubted she’d have any more likelihood of connecting with this Core than with the others that she had tried.  But even if I don’t succeed right away, I can keep trying until I feel like giving up.  I can maybe treat this as a…vacation of sorts.  Tacca felt like she needed a break after the incessant ups and downs of the last six months, and this sounded like the perfect thing. 
 
    “Sounds good – I’ll leave right away.”  She would, too; if the Core was reluctant to interact with her, she could take a nap in the dungeon just as well as she could in the Giant Lily she usually used after receiving her new assignment.  It wouldn’t be as comfortable, but she was too exhausted to care.  
 
    Tacca received the location of her newest Placement and sure enough, it appeared to be exactly as the Council Member had described.  It was a very small space with no discernable exits and looked exactly how initial dungeons were described to her during her schooling.  It was obvious that nothing had been done to it yet…but hopefully with enough patience she’d be able to change that. 
 
    She walked out of the Lead Placement Council Member’s office with a small smile on her lips.   
 
      
 
    *         *         * 
 
      
 
    Lily MageDaisy watched as the black-haired, pale-faced Fairy walked out of her office.  As she closed the door behind her, the Lead Placement Council Member couldn’t help but smile at how effective the Council’s strategy had been so far. 
 
    While some might consider omens and portentous births to be superstitious, everyone on the Council knew exactly how real it was.  Not being one to waste an opportunity when it came along, they took advantage of the horrendous “bad luck” that Tacca GloomLily brought with her as she graduated from DAPS.  It wasn’t until word had come to them of the disastrous Mentoring program that they discovered exactly what form the “bad luck” would come in; from the first few experiments in subsequent Placements, they had deduced that it somehow related to the destruction of Dungeon Cores. 
 
    Obviously, that would normally be a bad thing.  If just having a specific Dungeon Assistant nearby would hasten a Core’s destruction, that of course would run counter to what the DPRC stood for: Assisting and developing Dungeon Cores to become more powerful, while keeping them from being destroyed by following the rules.  Dungeon Assistant Fairies had been occupying those positions for longer than Lily had been alive – and she was quite old at that point – as well as everyone else on the Council, and deliberately destroying a Core ran counter to their purpose. 
 
    Except…there were some Dungeon Cores that needed to be removed. 
 
    It was unknown outside of the Council’s inner circle that their whole profession had another purpose – to maintain the stability of their and others’ worlds.  Dungeon Cores and Raiders, when operating in harmony, helped to regulate the vast primordial forces that each world constantly created; as both Cores and Raiders got stronger, the more in balance everything became.   
 
    Of course, the opposite was also true; if a Dungeon Core flouted the rules and regulations set upon them, it would disrupt that harmony, sending ripples through the entire system.  Rogue Cores that killed every Raider that entered, sent their creatures outside of their dungeon, didn’t provide rewards, or any number of other violations would negatively impact the local Raider economy and population. The steady attrition of Raiders through their “fair and normal” deaths was the main way that the intelligent races that invaded the dungeons were kept in balance. 
 
    Dungeons that specifically flouted the rules weren’t very common and were usually sorted out “naturally” over time with their eventual destruction because of those actions.  However, these actions still caused ripples throughout the populace, which made Assisting Cores increasingly harder.  More than one world had been destroyed when the balance had gotten out of control and couldn’t be reined in.  Overpowered Cores that had been around for thousands of years could also upset the delicate balance by becoming too strong, though that issue already took care of itself over time. 
 
    Luckily, with the introduction of Tacca and her portentous “bad luck”, the Council had found a way to eliminate the rogue problem Cores without having to wait years or risking one of their veteran Assistants in a Bond that was sure to be broken eventually.  It was a win-win situation as far as Lily was concerned, though it was obviously taking a toll on the poor girl. 
 
    What made it worse was that many of the other Assistants had taken to calling her “The Deliverer”, because she delivered only death and destruction wherever she went.  It wouldn’t be good to have her knowing her real purpose as sort of an assassin Assistant, which was why Lily thought it was good she was being sent to a Core that was likely to be around for a while.  It hadn’t done anything, despite some of their best trying to Bond and get a response from it; the Lead Placement Council Member was confident that it could be months or years before any “bad luck” from outside sources could reach it. 
 
    Besides, Tacca had managed to clear their backlog of misbehaving Dungeon Cores, so it could be a while before they needed her “assistance” again.  Being stuck underground in a small space with an unresponsive Core was probably the best place to leave her until she was needed.   
 
    With that done and pushed to the back of her mind, Lily could finally concentrate on more important matters – like the disturbingly prevalent destruction of Cores that had nothing to do with the Fairy that had just left her office.  Though I guess her Mentor may have been the start of it.  Tacca’s Mentor and his Core really shouldn’t have been destroyed; from all reports, the Dungeon Core was operating exactly as it should’ve been, and there was no reason to believe that its accompanying dungeon wouldn’t have been around for centuries. 
 
    Yet…it had been destroyed, nevertheless. 
 
    What she had hoped was an isolated incident, however, was turning into a bit of an epidemic; three other Dungeon Cores of middling power had been destroyed over the last few months, for no discernable reason.  Fortunately, their Dungeon Assistants survived because the Cores dissolved the Bonds connecting them before it was too late, so…at least there was that?  Their shortage of Assistants was at least getting better, but now the balance that she was thinking about earlier was starting to shift in favor of the Raiders.  That rarely happened, but it wasn’t unheard of; it usually occurred temporarily when a particularly powerful Dungeon Core was destroyed, but it also worked itself out within a couple of decades as other Cores grew stronger.   
 
    This situation, however, was disconcerting.  If it didn’t stop happening soon, then the balance could tip too far in one direction and it would be difficult to correct it; regulating Dungeon Cores was within her purview and it was relatively easy to fix things on this side of the equation, but she had no control over what the Raiders did.   
 
    At least Tacca has been shunted away somewhere safe for now; the last thing we need is her hastening the destruction of any powerful dungeons... 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    When Tacca popped into the small space where her new assignment was located, she worried for a moment that the shockwave from her Translocation would accidentally destroy the Core; fortunately, experience had shown her that Dungeon Cores were essentially immune from the effects of her ability, and this was no exception.  Of course, the surrounding stone and dirt space encapsulating her new charge was a different matter, and she shook a few small stones loose, causing them to fall and narrowly miss hitting the Core. 
 
    Phew…that would’ve taken the record for my shortest assignment.   
 
    There wasn’t a lot to the small space – she would barely classify it as a cave – just a roughly ovoid hole approximately 5 feet across in the middle of a bunch of dirt and stones.  It was roughly formed, as if whatever had created it had dug it out with a giant fork instead of a large scoop, but otherwise it was fairly consistent in its squashed sphere shape.  Right in the middle of the room was the Dungeon Core she was there to Bond with, looking smaller than she’d ever seen one before – and less bright.  Even Jeremy, who had practically used every drop of Dungeon Force in his panic to break through to the surface, had glowed with more strength than the one she was looking at, which only confirmed Lily’s information regarding the new Core: it hadn’t activated any of its Dungeon-based systems yet, so it was essentially dormant. 
 
    Tacca stared at it as she waited for her Mana to regenerate, which didn’t take long considering that she hadn’t bothered to activate her Repellant Shield or Invisibility; there was nothing to fear as far as she could tell because the Core’s space was basically closed off from every threat – and it was inactive, so she didn’t have to worry about any unnoticed traps or creatures that might attack her.  A few minutes went by as she got the 50 Mana she needed to establish the Bond; as soon as she had it, she fluttered her way over – almost an entire foot away – and placed her hands on the strangely cool Dungeon Core. 
 
    She activated the Bond and she felt a connection form with the floating crystal-like Core…and almost as soon as it was established it was cut, causing her to rebound backwards in shock.  The time between having a Bond and having it dissolved was so quick that it was hard to tell if it actually happened, but she was sure it did; the Core had just reacted so quickly that it made her head spin.   
 
    After deciding to sit back against the nearest wall while she waited for her Fairy Mana to rise enough to try again, she felt an emotion from the Dungeon Core for the first time.  It was hard to classify it at first, but what Tacca eventually settled on was the feeling of…indifference.  The Core that had so quickly broken the Bond seemed not to care that she was there, and it apparently didn’t want anything to do with her.  She waited until she had enough Mana to Bond and tried again – only to end up with the same result. 
 
    That’s it – I need a break.  Even though having a Bond cut voluntarily by a Core didn’t hurt nearly as much as it did when they were destroyed, it was still shocking and uncomfortable.  With her last violent Bond-breaking having been done not too long ago, she was spent; curling up along the floor underneath the Dungeon Core, she laid her head on her hands and closed her eyes. 
 
    When she woke up, she didn’t know how long it had been, but it didn’t feel like more than a day.  A day was actually quite a long time to sleep for one of her kind, but she had discovered that she slept slightly longer after each assignment; the breaking of Bonds was so traumatic that it was taking a toll on her body.  She stretched as she sat up, and her hand involuntarily touched the Core above her. 
 
    It didn’t feel much different than it did before she fell asleep, but the indifferent emotion she had felt was tinged with a slight hint of something else.  She thought it might be curiosity, but she couldn’t be entirely sure.  Regardless, the change was heartening, as it meant that she might eventually be able to get through to the Dungeon Core…somehow. 
 
    That tiny sliver of “curiosity” faded almost immediately, especially when she attempted to Bond again; she was kicked out of the Bond immediately, at the same speed as it happened before she took her lengthy nap.  Then she tried again, and then again when her Fairy Mana regenerated, and again and again – she started to lose count of how many times she tried to Bond.  Every single time, of course, the connection was severed, and Tacca was starting to become so numb to the snapback of the cut connection that she barely even noticed it any more. 
 
    But she didn’t stop; approximately every 10 minutes she tried again with maddening regularity as her Fairy Mana regenerated.  She was hoping for some kind of reaction if she kept doing it, though by the time she must’ve Bonded four to five hundred times – with three short naps when she became too exhausted to go on – she started to lose focus from the regular expenditure of her power.  In fact, she was so lost in a haze of routine and disappointment that she only realized that something was different a second before she touched the Core again and activated her Bonding ability. 
 
    The pure rage and anger coming from the Core and directed towards her was so powerful that she was knocked off of her feet, though not before she completed the Bond. 
 
    “Why do you torture me so?! I just wanted to be left alone, to fade into oblivion for my crimes…but NO!  You have to come here and do whatever it is you’re doing…looking so like my sister…that this couldn’t be anywhere but Hell.  Begone, demon, and torment me no more!” 
 
    The Core – a male apparently – screamed at her through their Bond, which made Tacca both surprised and hopeful that she could get through to him even after such a long silence.  That, and for the first time since she had arrived, he hadn’t broken off their connection.  “I’m not here to torment you.  My name is Tacca and I’m here to be your Dungeon Assistant—” 
 
    “I don’t care what you call yourself, how dare you wear Hannah’s face!  It’s bad enough that I’ll torture myself for all of eternity down here in Hell, but I don’t need to look at her to know it’s my fault she died!  If I hadn’t been in such a hurry, if I hadn’t been anxious to get home so I could get back to the football game...then maybe I would’ve seen that truck coming and swerved to avoid it.  Why?  Why must I remember every single moment of her death so vividly?” 
 
    Tacca didn’t know what to say.  She had been told that the exact circumstances surrounding the death of the Dungeon Core’s previous life were essentially wiped from their minds, as they would be too traumatic for them.  What this Core seemed to be talking about had to have happened before he had died, and he was apparently regretful of the events that led to the death of his sister; she had no idea how to comfort him, but she figured she could at least start some sort of working relationship with him. 
 
    “I’m…sorry about your sister, but you’ve been reincarnated as a Dungeon Core and I’m here to help as your Assistant.  This isn’t your…Hell, or whatever you called it…this is your new life—” 
 
    “No, I don’t believe you!  How could I, the one that had caused the death of my only sister, be allowed to live when she isn’t?  This is Hell, and you’re a lying demon sent to trick me into believing I might have a chance to repent for my sins!” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I can assure you that I’m not a Demon – they look quite different from me – because I’m a Fairy—” she started to explain but was cut off again.  A series of “No’s” and “I’m not listening” filled her mind as she tried to get a word in, but she gave up after about five minutes.  Eventually, when she stopped trying to talk, the incessant noise coming from the Core slowed down and eventually stopped.  The anger coming from him started to diminish as well, and Tacca started to believe that his temper was starting to normalize – which would lead to being able to reason with him.  Ok, I think this can happen… 
 
    She was further encouraged when she felt the anger and fury practically disappear from the Core, followed by what she immediately recognized as hope – because she was feeling the same thing.  “Are you ready to listen now?” 
 
    There was silence for almost a minute as the Core’s emotions – she realized she still didn’t know his name – bounced around wildly, before the “hope” grew so strong that it was almost overwhelming.  Something unexpected joined it, though: satisfaction. 
 
    “I can see it now.  This…connection between us is strange, but wonderful.  Do you realize what it can do?” 
 
    Her optimism for a successful turn of events was diminished somewhat by what he was saying.  First, she had no idea what he was talking about; second, the way he said it sounded…ominous.  “Uh…the Bond allows us to communicate and share information, and when it gets stronger and more-established, it—”  
 
    “No, that’s not what I’m talking about.  The connection goes deeper than that; I can feel it reaching down to a fundamental level.  If I believed in all that mystical ‘mumbo-jumbo’, I’d say that we’re linked all the way down to our souls.” 
 
    Tacca thought for a second, thinking about what he was saying.  She had never thought about it that deeply before, but it would certainly explain how painful having a Bond broken was; it was like something was tearing away another part of her soul and left a void in her body, which only really felt complete when she was Bonded again.  It also explained why most Fairies died after they were Bonded for a while and their Dungeon Core was destroyed – because that connection was strengthened to a point where it was almost as if they were one, which helped with some of the sharing of responsibilities…and power.  It was the reason why Cobalt hadn’t wanted to break the bond before his Core had been shattered, because both of them were much stronger with that Bond than without. 
 
    “Ok, I can understand a little of what you’re saying, but what does that have to do with anything?” she asked slowly, trying to figure out where he was going with it.  “Maybe we should just start with something simple; for instance, what is your name?  Since I already told you mine.” 
 
    “You’re missing the whole point of what I’m trying to say.” 
 
    “Then what is the point you’re trying to make?!” she screamed out in frustration.  She took a deep breath to calm herself as she was feeling more than a bit dizzy with everything that was happening.  This is definitely not how I pictured this going. 
 
    “You look just like my little sister when you throw a tantrum like that…which is why I need to do this.  After spending so much time looking at my current form and the connection that you – and others like you – had tried to establish, I believe this is the only way; with this, I can ensure I can have a chance of seeing her again in another afterlife to apologize for what I did.” 
 
    “What are you talking abo—whoa!  What are you doing?”  The Bond between them was going crazy; however, instead of it being broken, it seemed to strengthen through some means she couldn’t even pinpoint.  She had heard about how strong the connection between an Assistant and a Dungeon Core could be when it was built up over years and years of working with each other, and she imagined that this was what it felt like; however, where those were the result of a natural strengthening, this felt…artificial.  If she didn’t know better, she would’ve thought that the Bond was being enhanced by a large helping of Dungeon Force, but that was impossible because since the Core hadn’t even chosen anything, it didn’t really have any Force to use.  
 
    “Stop!  Don’t do this!” she shouted at the Core as she realized what it must be that she was feeling.  There was really only one thing that it could be using to fuel the connection so that it almost felt like they were one entity: his very soul.  “Your soul will be destroyed unless you stop now!”  Tacca was starting to believe that she had finally found a Dungeon Core that she could actually Assist, instead of just watch be destroyed; now, however, what he was doing was essentially suicide. 
 
    “Exactly; that’s my entire point.  I couldn’t kill myself before, but with this connection I can thin out my…soul…enough that it’ll cease to be.  If it’s destroyed, so be it; if not, then I’m hoping I’ll see my family soon…” 
 
    “No!  I refuse to let another Core die when I can do something about it!” She dug into the connection she could feel and tried to yank her portion of the Bond back, but it was like trying to lift the entire dungeon up by herself.  All of the power of the link was in the Core’s possession, and the best she could do was spread herself wider to lessen the amount that was slowly squishing the Core’s soul apart.   
 
    “Thank you.  This’ll probably hurt, but I can’t exist here anymore; this is the only way…”  The pressure and resistance coming from the Bond quickly changed, until she felt her own soul split in half; one half was occupying her normal Fairy body, while the other was now firmly planted inside the Core.  She panicked as her understanding blossomed to encompass the entire room, and it felt like she could see every inch of the dirt and stone around her…all the while, she was staring intently at the Core through her Dungeon Assistant eyes.   
 
    As Tacca’s awareness of the Core’s former inhabitant faded quickly, she started to comprehend what exactly he had done.  He had taken a portion of her soul and used it to replace his; with nowhere else to go, it disappeared – off to wherever souls went when their mortal bodies were no longer able to contain them.  He wasn’t destroyed…just set free. 
 
    The last of his consciousness piddled away as if it hadn’t ever been there, and Tacca was alone with her soul split between two forms.  She fluttered her wings and stared at herself through the “eyes” of the Core she now inhabited as well, trying to come to terms with what had just happened. 
 
    Then a pain more intense than every single broken Bond she had suffered thus far – combined together – caused a seemingly unending scream of agony to escape from her lips.  After what felt like fourteen eternities, she lost consciousness. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    When Tacca became aware of the world around her, all of the pain she had experienced was but a distant memory; in fact, she couldn’t feel a single thing…which was strange enough that it alerted her to something being wrong. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Welcome …….. and congratulations! 
    
  First of all, you died – but that tragic death is only a gateway to another opportunity!  To give you a second chance at life, you have been reincarnated as a Dungeon Core; you will be in charge of designing, creating, and maintaining a dungeon that foreign Raiders will invade to challenge themselves.   
    
  It is your duty to comply with all the rules and regulations set out by your Dungeon Assistant, who should be arriving shortly; failure to consistently abide by these rules and regulations could result in your destruction.  When they arrive, please follow their instructions so that you can be set up for success. 
    
  For now, though, do not panic, for this is the first day of the start of your new life! 
    
  Special Note: Your previous primary Bond has been dissolved and a new Sub-bond put in its place.  Soul transfer has been completed, as partial soul essences cannot operate Dungeon Core systems. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Oh, no… 
 
    She knew exactly what that notification was that was shoved to the forefront of her mind, because it was something that all new Dungeon Cores received when they were first created.  It was important for Dungeon Assistants to know what kind of information their charges obtained when first coming into the world, so that they could take it from there.  However, the part that made her freak out a little was that Fairy Assistants couldn’t actually see these notifications – the contents of them as well as any of the Dungeon’s particular systems were all obtained over centuries of talking with different Cores about their experiences. 
 
    Tacca tried to flutter her wings and fly around in nervous circles as she considered what that meant, but she didn’t move even a little bit.  What’s going on?  She looked around the small space she was still in as she tried to discover what had ultimately happened…and saw a familiar-looking shape lying on the curved floor.  No, no, no – it can’t be! 
 
    Looking back at the notification – she had dismissed it a moment ago, but she instinctively called it back up – she saw the “Special Note” at the bottom, referencing how the soul transfer was complete.  That bastard ultimately pulled me inside and killed my body!  Damaged or partial souls couldn’t inhabit a Dungeon Core, so whatever governed the entire process killed her Fairy form to acquire the rest of her soul. 
 
    She understood his motivations – even if she didn’t agree with them – but she was also sure that the Core’s former resident didn’t really know what the results of his actions would be; she wasn’t sure if he would’ve changed anything if he had known, because he seemed very set on his soul leaving this world one way or another.  If he hadn’t done that, of course, it was quite possible that he would’ve done something later to flout the rules enough that he was destroyed.  Same result for him, but an entirely different outcome for Tacca. 
 
    She stared at her frail, unmoving body for what felt like days, but what was probably more like hours.  Eventually, she had the thought that if it was still somehow alive, she might be able to transfer her soul back inside of it, though that would likely destroy the Core she was currently inhabiting.  Now, how do I…?  This is a lot harder than I thought it would be when looking at everything from this point of view. 
 
    Eventually, Tacca figured out how to feel something inside the room. It wasn’t like reaching out with her non-existent hands, more like her awareness passing over something specific.  She found that she was fully aware of the entire ovoid-shaped room and for almost a foot into the wall – which was exactly as she thought, just rocks and dirt – though everything beyond that was a mystery.  As her dungeon expanded, she knew the distance she could see through the surrounding land would marginally increase— 
 
    No, I’m not a Dungeon Core, I’m a Fairy! 
 
    She tried to get her thoughts back on track as she investigated her body, hoping that there was some sign of life.  While she couldn’t feel temperature, she could sense that her body was stiff and likely cold, and there was no indication that it was still alive in any way.  Her hopes were immediately dashed regarding trying to transfer her soul back to her original body – because she instinctively knew it wouldn’t work on a corpse. 
 
    That was it…she was stuck as a Dungeon Core for the rest of her life. 
 
    Using her unique perspective from her new existence, she was able to look at what she was forced to inhabit for the next…undetermined amount of time.  Tacca’s Core was approximately five inches across and still glowing very faintly, which told her that she still had the opportunity to make the choices that every dungeon had the opportunity to make when they were first brought into the world.  What was different from when she first saw it, however, were the strange streaks of black and white she could faintly see in the center of her floating spherical crystal; not only that, but she could see tiny cracks all over that weren’t there before.  It was almost like something too large was shoved inside the Core and almost broke it, and the cracks were stress fractures in its form. 
 
    Wait a minute…didn’t that notification also say something about a “Sub-bond”?  She’d never heard of one of those before, though it was possible that Sub-bonds were so rare that there was no reason to teach it during her schooling.  Or maybe not rare…forbidden, perhaps?  Regardless, she had no idea what it meant…until she was able to pull up her Dungeon Assistant Information screen. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Assistant Information 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Rank: 
  
      	  Novice 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Stage:  
  
      	  1/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 
  
      	  0/100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  0 in 1 Month 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana (FM): 
  
      	  50/50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana Regeneration: 
  
      	  3 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bond 
  
      	  Instant – Multiple 
  
      	  50+ FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Translocation 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  1000 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hibernate 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Invisibility 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  3 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Repellant Shield 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  2 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    I’m still an Assistant?  And a Dungeon Core?  How is this possible?  There were some obvious changes that she could see to her Assistant Information; the most obvious was that she only had 50 Fairy Mana to spend instead of her original 100, as well as her regeneration being cut down from 5 to 3 per minute.  When she looked further, she also saw that instead of her Experience taking an entire year to be added – which was why she hadn’t gained any experience from all of those Cores she Assisted before, since most of them lasted anywhere from a couple of hours to a few days – it was only going to take a month for that to happen.  She pulled up the Experience Awards and Countdown screen that she hadn’t even bothered to look at before – because nothing had really lasted long enough to matter. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Rank Experience Awards 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Variable Conditions 
  
      	  Experience Awarded 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rooms Constructed 
  
      	  Size 
  
      	  1 – 50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Traps Installed 
  
      	  Complexity 
  
      	  1 – 20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Monsters Created 
  
      	  Levels 
  
      	  1 – 20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rewards Placed 
  
      	  Valuation 
  
      	  1 – 50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Presence 
  
      	  Time 
  
      	  1 – 5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Deaths 
  
      	  Quality 
  
      	  100 – 10000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank Experience Countdown 
  
     
 
      
      	  Novice 
  
      	    
  
      	  1 Year 
  
     
 
      
      	  Adept 
  
      	    
  
      	  5 Years 
  
     
 
      
      	  Expert 
  
      	    
  
      	  50 Years 
  
     
 
      
      	  Master 
  
      	    
  
      	  500 Years 
  
     
 
      
      	  Supreme 
  
      	    
  
      	  N/A 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It was a breakdown of how she obtained Rank Experience through the actions of a Dungeon Core she was bonded to, as well as the length of time it took for that Experience to take effect.  As she increased in Rank, the time would increase dramatically, because it took longer for the connection established by the Bonds to strengthen enough to handle the Rank Experience transferred over. 
 
    What was strange, though, was that the original time was still on there for her Novice Rank – 1 Year.  However, even as she looked at it, the time values started to fade out and then return with shorter lengths.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Rank Experience Countdown 
  
     
 
      
      	  Novice 
  
      	    
  
      	  1 Month 
  
     
 
      
      	  Adept 
  
      	    
  
      	  1 Year 
  
     
 
      
      	  Expert 
  
      	    
  
      	  5 Years 
  
     
 
      
      	  Master 
  
      	    
  
      	  25 Years 
  
     
 
      
      	  Supreme 
  
      	    
  
      	  N/A 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It was quite a reduction from the original; the only reason she could think of was because her “Assistant” form was somehow integrated into her new Core, which therefore made the transfer of Rank Experience that much easier and faster.  But why does that even matter now?, she couldn’t help but think despondently 
 
    It mattered because looking down at her Assistant Abilities, she also saw that she still had access to them – though Translocation was horribly expensive at 1000 Fairy Mana, compared to the 70 it used to be.  In addition, her Core Bond was now called just Bond…and that was the only thing she could determine from it.  When she first obtained all of the Abilities as part of her initiation into the world of Dungeon Assistants, the methods of their use and their purpose were given along with them; she had a feeling that what had happened to her was relatively unexplored territory, and there was no knowledge of what it did. 
 
    As an experiment, Tacca activated her Invisibility – and she disappeared from her Core vision.  Oh, she could certainly still perceive that she was there because of the other senses that came from being part of a Dungeon Core, but if she visually looked towards where she knew she was from the wall of her small space she couldn’t see anything.  Even the very dim glow coming from her Core was camouflaged with the Ability, which was…intriguing, to say the least. 
 
    This could work out after all.  She still wasn’t that enthusiastic about essentially dying, but she guessed that the alternative would be worse – Tacca’s soul could’ve been destroyed just as easily as all of the Cores she had been placed with lately.  Nevertheless, she wasn’t sure if her survival was a result of her horrendous “bad luck” or if her luck was starting to change. 
 
    Now that she had seen what the result of her transition from Fairy to Core was – at least as far as still having most of the same Abilities – Tacca focused on her new form.  She tried to bring up the Dungeon Core Status screen (which she knew about but had never actually seen before), and though it felt natural…nothing happened.  That’s right!  It won’t show until I decide on a couple of things first. 
 
    Tacca decided to count the fact that the previous owner of the Core hadn’t chosen anything as good luck, because otherwise she would’ve been stuck with something not of her choosing.  Normally, a Dungeon Assistant would try to assess the personality of a Dungeon Core after first meeting them and then determine which options would work best for them.  For example: 
 
    Do they seem like they would favor attack over defense? 
 
    Would they prefer creatures that would complement their traps, or traps that would work better in conjunction with their creatures? 
 
    Are they likely to follow the relatively strict rules and regulations set up on Dungeon Cores? 
 
    How prone are they to want something flashy and impressive versus hardy and ugly? 
 
    These questions – and quite a few more – were determined through the initial interactions with the new Dungeon Core; more than half of her schooling revolved around personality types and the best creatures, traps, and attributes that worked most effectively with certain personalities.  It wasn’t always foolproof, but the methods used by Dungeon Assistants had been around for countless years and had proven to be highly effective…to most Dungeon Cores, at least.  The Cores that Tacca had dealt with over the last few months were outliers from the norm, so of course their choices were quite a bit different and unclassifiable. 
 
    One of the exercises that Dungeon Assistant students had to do was assess themselves as a Dungeon Core and determine what would work best for them.  It had been extremely easy to do it back at DAPS, because she knew exactly who she was; a plan was made at that time that detailed her initial choices, as well as the future improvements to ensure a highly successful dungeon that would probably last for centuries, if not millennia.    
 
    Now, though, as an actual, real-life Dungeon Core and not as an exercise, Tacca found that her previous assessment was…off.  It could’ve been because of her recent experiences with the destruction of other Cores, or the fact that she was one now herself, but when she thought of the safe, straightforward plan that she had developed it didn’t really fit her anymore.  It was the same one that she had devised over weeks of research and strategizing, which could be adapted depending upon the Core’s personality to maximize effectiveness; now, though, it didn’t feel like something she wanted to do. 
 
    She couldn’t put her figurative finger on it, but despite all of her schooling telling her it was the perfect plan for steady – and safe, I can’t forget that – growth, now that she was able to take advantage of that plan…she instinctively knew it wouldn’t work as effectively as she had thought.  How could I have been so wrong?  Was the information I was given at DAPS just incorrect…or has my status as a hybrid Assistant-Core changed things? 
 
    Tacca didn’t know, precisely, what the reason was for the difference, only that quite a bit of what she had been taught didn’t quite match up to the reality of being an actual Dungeon Core.  Nor could she pinpoint even how she knew or what the differences were, only that having her Fairy mind full of supposed facts conflicted with what she could sense in her new form.  It wasn’t all wrong, certainly, but she was beginning to think that her unique situation had changed the rules. 
 
    Well, there’s no way to know exactly how different it is until I get through all of my choosing.  With that in mind, she pulled up her first choice: her initial creature…. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Creature Selection: 
  
     
 
      
      	  (Species Master List) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Amphibians 
  
      	  Animated 
  
      	  Beasts 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bipedal 
  
      	  Birds 
  
      	  Dragonoid 
  
     
 
      
      	  Elementals 
  
      	  Fish 
  
      	  Fungi 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hybrids 
  
      	  Insects 
  
      	  Plants 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reptiles 
  
      	  Slimes/Oozes 
  
      	  Undead 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    There were literally tens of thousands of choices for an initial creature, which made the selection process a bit daunting for new Dungeon Cores.  Each category of creatures, such as Birds or Plants, had potentially hundreds of different creatures to choose from.  Plants, for example, had anything from mobile Treants to crawling Twirling Vines to the immobile Giant Flytraps.  From there, even when the initial selection was made, there were Variants that could be chosen – such as the Earthen Sludge Ooze from Jeremy’s dungeon – that mixed up the variation even more.   
 
    Tacca had been told that the sheer number of choices meant that it was extremely rare for two dungeons to have the same sort of creature, let alone the same Variant.  The likelihood of similar selections increased as the dungeon expanded and grew, when they could choose more creatures for their dungeons, but that didn’t change the fact that most brand-new dungeons were relatively unique.  
 
    Originally during her school exercise, Tacca had determined that a Gnoll Scout Variant – in the Bipedals category – would be the perfect choice for her.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Gnoll Scout 
    
  These humanoid-looking hyenas have excellent hearing and sense of smell, though their eyesight leaves a lot to be desired.  Like many Bipedals, Gnolls can use weapons of almost any kind, though the Scout Variant prefers to use bows or crossbows to attack from range. They can, however, easily use the sling they originally come equipped with.  That’s not to say that they cannot be forced into a melee role, but they suffer from a penalty to their attack damage and defense rating.   
    
  Cost (Level 1): 100 DF 
  Control Requirement (Level 1): 4 
  Creation Time (Level 1): 35 Minutes 
  Equipment: Sling (Ranged Attack +2), Basic Leather Cuirass (Physical Defense +2) 
  Physical Attack: 2 
  Ranged Attack: 4 
  Physical Defense: 4 
  Ranged Defense: 2 
  Elemental Resistance: 0 
  Specials: Bonus to sensing those hidden by invisibility spells and effects 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Overall, the Gnoll Scout was a good mixture of attributes that didn’t seem that powerful, but when you considered the ranged aspect of its attacks it worked quite well with the right combination of traps.  Being able to attack from range was something of a rarity except for a few specific creatures, and most of them were quite a bit higher in cost.  There were some in the Plant category, for instance, that could shoot out poisoned thorns that inflicted a bit of damage – but they were immobile, had horrible defense, and as soon as a Raider closed with the Thornthrowers they were basically useless. 
 
    The Gnoll Scouts, on the other hand, could be equipped with melee weapons, and though they weren’t as effective with them they could at least defend themselves.  For their cost of 100 Dungeon Force, they were also inexpensive enough during the starting stages of a new Core’s existence that they could be produced rapidly and in enough quantity to present a significant threat to any Raiders coming inside her dungeon. 
 
    Why such a basic creature type when she could potentially have something even more powerful?  Such as the Dragonling Variant that her former Core, Jeff, had chosen that could fly and breathe fire?  Well, there were three main reasons for that: Cost, Time, and Control Limit.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Firebreath Dragonling 
    
  The fire-breathing Variant of the small winged lizard, the Firebreath Dragonling, is a powerful creature that can attack from the air, staying at a slight range to attack.  Its fire-breath attack can burn targets up to five feet away, though its razor-sharp claws can be employed to attack in a direct physical altercation.  While it’s highly maneuverable in the air, if the Firebreath Dragonling is grounded, it suffers from a penalty to both its attack and defense.   
    
  Cost (Level 1): 1000 DF 
  Control Requirement (Level 1): 20 
  Creation Time (Level 1): 7 Hours 
  Equipment: N/A 
  Physical Attack: 5 
  Ranged Attack: 12 
  Physical Defense: 5 
  Ranged Defense: 8 
  Elemental Resistance: +50% Fire, +50% Air 
  Specials: Flying 
  Fire-breath attack that can effectively reach up to 5 feet with a 2-foot spread 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    First, the Dragonling Variant that Jeff had chosen took 1,000 Dungeon Force to create – which was also the maximum that a brand-new Core could hold at one time.  After a few Core Improvements, that amount wasn’t as significant because more Force was available, but initially it was entirely too much to waste on a single creature. 
 
    Second, the time it took to create something like that was measured in hours instead of minutes. The Gnoll Scout, for example, required 35 minutes to create; the Dragonling – 7 hours.  For a dungeon that could potentially exist for thousands of years, 7 hours didn’t seem like a long time, of course; however, time was extremely important to a new dungeon just starting up.  Experience was awarded for the length of time Raiders spent in your dungeon and having your place up and running quickly after an invasion was key to getting that precious resource early and often.  If groups of Raiders had to wait days or weeks to fight through your dungeon – or worse, fight through when you only had a single creature defending it because they took so long to recreate – then you wouldn’t be getting much in the way of Core Improvement. 
 
    The third reason was a little harder to comprehend, but the Control Limit had to do with how many creatures a Dungeon Core could “control” in their dungeon.  Just like everything else, that Limit would increase as the Core improved, but at the start the Control Limit was 100; while more creatures could theoretically be created past that, those new ones would be “wild” – as in they could do anything.  If they weren’t controlled by the Core, they could attack the other creatures, attack the Core, or even wander out of the dungeon and into the world.   
 
    When you considered the Control Limit of each creature, each of the Gnolls only required 4 points from that Limit, meaning that she could safely create 25 of them; the Dragonlings, on the other hand, she could only create 5 of because they contributed 20 points to the Control Limit.  Even though they were distinctly less powerful and dangerous, she’d rather have 25 Gnolls instead of just 5 Dragonlings; the ways the greater quantity could be employed were numerous and they could be used in conjunction with each other, while she would be averse to having two of the winged lizards together, because if a single spell or effect took them both out at the same time she would be out 40% of her defensive force. 
 
    There were other personal reasons why she didn’t want a Dragonling, though – like them being able to snatch her out of the air if she wasn’t paying attention.  Or, at least, they could’ve done that when she was still a Fairy, but that would be unlikely in her current state. 
 
    Therefore, the Gnoll Scout seemed like a perfect choice…before everything that had happened to her.  After seeing the various ways that her Cores had failed in the creation or execution of their dungeons – or non-creation or execution, as it were – she had a better understanding of what might work.  She didn’t want to make it too dangerous, not dangerous enough, or have a lack of or too many rewards; in addition, it couldn’t be boring or disorienting, it shouldn’t be difficult to navigate (one of her Cores decided that having tunnels between rooms that were 50-foot drops with tiny handholds was a good idea), and – above all else – it had to be something that would make Raiders want to come back, time and time again.  
 
    In short, she needed to create something that was unique, exciting, slightly dangerous – at least for the first few rooms, then she could ramp up the difficulty level – and dynamic.  Almost all of the dungeons Tacca had learned about did the same thing; create some rooms leading to the surface, stock them with creatures and traps, and then when they improved they would dig down deeper and add more rooms, keeping the first ones basically intact the way they always were.   
 
    For example, she had heard about a dungeon that was over 2,000 years old that still had the original rooms it had built when it was newly created, still with the Goblin Fighters and few traps it had in the beginning – and nothing was ever changed after it was built.  It was successful for so many years because it was constructed with thought and quality, but the Core was eventually destroyed because – even though it was challenging to make it all the way through…it was boring.  With its static construction and deployment of various creatures and traps – and rewards – the Raiders got fed up with it because it became too easy to progress through.   
 
    Rationally, she thought that would be ideal, so that they would result in fewer deaths and easier rewards – but Raiders were obviously irrational.  From what she could determine, they thrived on change, on finding the newest thing, or even challenging themselves to the brink of what they could handle; they were obviously crazy, but she could – sort of – understand that.  She would probably get bored after centuries as an Assistant with a Core, which was one of the reasons they had the Hibernate Ability, so that they could pass the time in between major events; with it, a century might only seem like a few months – if she slept through the normal operations of the dungeon and was only awake when she was needed. 
 
    Their irrationality also had another objective, though; whereas Dungeon Cores – and by extension Dungeon Assistants – got Experience in specifically regular measurements based upon what they did, Raiders improved themselves by other methods.  A large room of a specific size that was built would return 5 Experience, no matter how many of them were constructed or how powerful the Core was; a Raider, though, received something similar to Experience called “Power” that was variable depending on the circumstances.   
 
    For instance, if they killed a Level 1 Gnoll Scout when they were just beginning to invade dungeons, they might receive 10 Power; if they kept doing that for a while and got a lot stronger, then killed the same type of creature, they may only get 1 Power – or nothing at all.  Apparently, from what she was told, relative strength was a major factor in how much they received, but so was variety and originality. 
 
     When you looked at the 2,000-year-old dungeon that was destroyed – while following all of the rules and regulations put forth by the DPRC – from that perspective, then it sadly made sense.  For the powerful Raiders that wanted to challenge themselves with some of the newer, deadlier rooms near the end of the Core’s dungeon, they had to fight their way through hours’ worth of boring previous rooms that they’d probably fought through dozens of times before – and probably not receive any Power for it.  Sure, they got rewards, but it was just a side benefit for improving themselves; if it took too long or was too difficult to improve themselves, then all the gold or enchantment scrolls would be relatively useless trinkets. 
 
    That right there was the crux of the matter: Dungeon Cores were dependent upon Raiders to improve themselves just as much as Raiders were dependent upon Dungeon Cores.  The problem, however, was that – despite having enormous power at their control to dictate what their dungeons looked like – Cores were taught to conform to the rules and regulations of the DPRC.  For the short-term and even average-term, it worked amazingly well to ensure that the Cores weren’t destroyed, and that growth was steady and constant.  In the really long-term, however, there was a distinct lack of instruction there; it was almost as if they wanted the older dungeons to be destroyed for some reason.   
 
    The oldest Core that she had heard about had been just under 3,000 years old, but many didn’t even make it over a millennium before they were destroyed.  She didn’t know for sure, but she was fairly confident that most of them had probably been destroyed because they were considered stagnant, boring, and unchanging.  Tacca wanted to be an exception to all of that.   
 
    She wanted to live for much longer than 3,000 years; if she had her way, she would live until she was around for 30,000 years or more. 
 
    To do that, she needed to keep her dungeon fresh and exciting and rewarding – and not just in material rewards, but Reserve Points as well.  She wasn’t really concerned about what the DPRC had to say, because she knew all of the “rules” by heart; as much as it seemed unfair, she needed to give the Raiders what they wanted, instead of just what was acceptable.  She knew that those that invaded dungeons expanded their own natural lifespan when they got stronger, so in order to keep those same people happy for centuries – and so that they wouldn’t go anywhere else – she had to prove that she was worth keeping around.  She had watched and felt so many Cores being destroyed that she didn’t want to be just another casualty. 
 
    Tacca took some time to go over what she knew about the potential choices she had ahead of her and tried to strategize using her newfound outlook.  To say it was hard was an understatement; taking the safest and initially most productive route was so ingrained into her that it was hard to get past that.  She eventually had to toss that all out and start from scratch, keeping her eventual goal in mind. 
 
    It initially meant that her growth would be slow to come at first, but once she got up to speed with everything, she had a feeling that her development would explode.  As long as her ideas caught on, of course; fortunately, she had an advantage that she wasn’t afraid to benefit from: she was from this world, and probably knew it better than any other Dungeon Core in history.  Not only that, but she was an expert in the Dungeon Core systems despite never having accessed them before; it was that knowledge that she was going to lean on and do some things that had never been done before. 
 
    She couldn’t help but think that even if some of what she had been taught had been somewhat deceitful regarding the long-term survival of a Dungeon Core, everything else was likely correct – otherwise there would be many, many more Cores destroyed in the world than just the ones that she had Bonded with.   
 
    With that in mind, she started making choices from her available options… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    There were a number of choices that a brand-new Dungeon Core had to make before it could actually do anything; each selection dictated the direction that the dungeon would take for the immediate future – if not far beyond that.  It was one of the reasons Dungeon Assistants were Placed first thing when the Cores became aware of the world around them, so as to prevent uninformed choices and so that the Cores wouldn’t be stuck with something made in poor judgement for the rest of their existence.  While they would be able to make additional choices when they improved their Cores, bad initial decisions could haunt a Core for centuries…which would make what Tacca planned to do seem a bit insane if there was another Dungeon Assistant nearby to see her doing it. 
 
    Five major choices stood between great success and abject failure, though on the surface they didn’t seem too difficult. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Initial Starting Creature Species: 
  Initial Starting Creature Variant: 
  Trap Specialization: 
  Environmental Access: 
  Special Characteristics (Choose up to 3): 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    With only the slightest hesitation based on her own knowledge and assumptions, Tacca dove right into the Dungeon Creation Selection Menu again and chose Beasts; from there, she found the Canines category…and then stayed there, concentrating on it.  She wasn’t sure if it would work like she thought it might, but eventually some information about the Canine family came up.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Canines 
    
  The Canine family includes domesticated dog species, foxes, jackals, coyotes, and wolves. 
    
  Cost Range (Level 1): 2 - 250 DF 
  Control Requirement (Level 1): 1 - 20 
  Creation Time (Level 1): 3 - 90 Minutes 
  Equipment: N/A 
  Physical Attack: 0 - 6 
  Ranged Attack: 0 
  Physical Defense: 1 - 5 
  Ranged Defense: 1 - 3 
  Elemental Resistance: Dependent upon Variants 
  Specials: Bonus to sensing those hidden by invisibility spells and effects 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Now, normally this information was provided to Dungeon Cores so that they could get a feel for the category they were looking at without having to dig into it and see what it contained; the Canines were a popular family of creatures, if only for one in particular – the Wolf and its Variants. However, there was something that was little known outside of the DPRC and the Dungeon Assistant school she attended; when a Core picked a creature to use in their dungeon, they technically weren’t limited to picking a single species – they could actually pick an entire family of species. 
 
    The only problem with that, however, was that although they could pick a “family of species” such as Canines, that didn’t automatically give them access to create whatever they wanted.  They couldn’t just select “Canine” as their choice and then create something of their choosing, because the Create Creature option didn’t work with general families; it was for this reason that Dungeon Assistants didn’t advertise this option – because it ultimately did them no good.  Any Core choosing a “family” instead of a specific species wouldn’t be able to create even a single creature until they improved their Core and were able to select another creature – if they lived that long.   
 
    Even knowing this, Tacca selected Canines as her initial starting creature – because she had some unique plans.  The next step was usually to choose a Variant, which was where a Core could specialize their creature to their liking.  For instance, her Gnoll Scout example from earlier was a Variant of a “Gnoll” – which didn’t have any special bonuses to anything and was just average – and instead of Scout she could’ve chosen it to be a Fighter, Brawler, Thief, Brigand, Caster, or any number of different Variants.  Some – like a Gnoll Caster, for example – were very expensive in terms of Dungeon Force and Control Requirements and couldn’t even be used by a brand-new Core, while others – like a Gnoll Merchant – were practically useless in the normal operation of a dungeon. 
 
    So, why choose a bunch of Canines over a Gnoll Scout or any of the other choices available to her?  Well, that all had to do with one of her future selections; that, and she still planned on acquiring a Gnoll for her dungeon in the future…  
 
    Anyway, since she had chosen a family of species instead of a solitary species, the Variant step was completely bypassed.  Tacca had been expecting that, however, so moving onto the Trap Specialization options immediately wasn’t surprising. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Trap Specialization 
  
     
 
      
      	  Projectile 
  
      	  Blade 
  
      	  Pit 
  
     
 
      
      	  Entanglement 
  
      	  Mechanical 
  
      	  Puzzle 
  
     
 
      
      	  Explosive 
  
      	  Poison 
  
      	  Fire 
  
     
 
      
      	  Water 
  
      	  Earth 
  
      	  Air 
  
     
 
      
      	  Death 
  
      	  Life 
  
      	  Enchantment 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The name, “Trap Specializations”, was a little misleading; all that choosing one really did was make anything that was made in those categories cost a lot less Dungeon Force to create and replace.  Every single trap that had ever been thought up, created, and installed in a dungeon could be used by any Dungeon Core at any time; the same Jeff that had the Dragonlings had dozens of traps of all different kinds, though his Trap Specialization had initially been Pit – which was made obvious by how many he had set up in the floor of his dungeon before he had been destroyed. 
 
    Therefore, the Specialization she had to choose from the list really just benefitted Dungeon Cores initially, making the entire dungeon creation process smoother, faster, and more efficient; many Cores unfortunately got lazy after a while and primarily used variations of the traps they specialized in, which helped to change things up enough not to be boring…but it certainly wasn’t exciting.  Tacca knew she had to change the way her dungeon operated to bring that excitement and challenge, but it was likely going to be a while before she really could afford to branch out and use hundreds of different kinds of traps – because they became more expensive in terms of Force the more complex they were.   
 
    Therefore, to give her a base to work with that was a bit more flexible than the others, she chose Enchantment for her Trap Specialization. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Enchantment – Trap Specialization 
    
  Enchantment traps are for the most part non-lethal, but when used in conjunction with other traps and dungeon creatures, they can be highly effective.  Examples of Enchantment-based traps include ones that can augment physical capabilities for a limited time, to other status-inflicting ones such as blindness, exhaustion, confusion, fear, rage, dizziness, and even extreme hunger. 
    
  Specialization Benefits: 
  Enchantment-based traps require 60% less Dungeon Force to create 
  Enchantment-based traps require 75% less Dungeon Force to replace when used 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    By themselves, Enchantment traps weren’t very effective in killing Raiders, but that wasn’t necessarily her primary objective – at least at first.  She had absolutely no compunction about killing them – and would probably slaughter thousands of them if she survived long enough – because that was just a normal part of the entire dungeon invasion process; no, what she wanted to establish was a place where Raiders could come and have a “good time”, even if there was danger involved.  That was the balance that most Cores had to address: dangerous enough that it could kill the unprepared, but not too dangerous or difficult. 
 
    Besides, it wasn’t as though she couldn’t make traps that could kill Raiders outright, only that they cost more Dungeon Force to create. 
 
    Once she finished her choice for her Trap Specialization, it was time to choose her Environmental Access.  This was a bit more of an aesthetic choice at first but would help immensely in her efforts to create a diverse and “exciting” dungeon for Raiders to invade. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Environmental Access 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mountain 
  
      	  Forest 
  
      	  Grassland 
  
     
 
      
      	  Volcanic 
  
      	  Frozen Tundra 
  
      	  Jungle 
  
     
 
      
      	  Swamp 
  
      	  Desert 
  
      	  Aquatic 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tacca eventually wanted to acquire access to creating all of the different environments, but she started with one that would work the best with her current creature family: Forest. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Forest – Environmental Access 
    
  The Forest Environment allows the creation of soil, trees, ferns, shrubs, lichen, moss, and a few wildflowers within the dungeon. 
    
  Access Costs: 
  Soil: 2 DF per cubic foot 
  Trees: 10 – 100 DF depending upon size 
  Ferns: 5 – 20 DF depending upon size 
  Shrubs: 3 – 15 DF depending upon size 
  Lichen: 2 – 10 DF depending upon size 
  Moss: 2 – 10 DF depending upon size 
  Wildflowers: 1 – 5 DF depending upon size 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Most Dungeon Cores didn’t even really apply whatever environment they initially chose until they were much stronger – because it could cost quite a bit of Force to create an immersive environment; that and it usually took a larger room to make the environment fit the space, and that of course meant more DF in the construction of that as well.  It was an Assistant’s job to get a Core to create something quickly to open up for Raiders, after all, and taking a year or more to create proper environments in the dungeon went against that need for speed.  Once they were open to the world, then they would start to customize their rooms – but usually by that time they had moved on to bigger and better things and would rather use their Dungeon Force on something else.   
 
    Regardless, there were some great dungeons in the world that took full advantage of their Access. Some created large, water-filled rooms with the Aquatic Environment, still others created hot, moisture-rich jungles that could hide almost as much deadliness as their traps and creatures.  However, Tacca had never heard of a Core utilizing more than one Environment, except for in rare instances where they used environmentally adjacent objects – such as some darker swampland for their aquatic theme. 
 
    For a starter, at least, the Forest Environment would allow her to create rooms that had places for her creatures to hide, as well as allowing for the perfect placement of traps along pathways she created.  There was a lot of potential with being able to create a variety of plants and trees, and not just for scenery. 
 
    Now that she had selected the Environment she wanted Access to, she came to the last choice – choices, actually: Special Characteristics.  She could select up to three Special Characteristics or even none, depending on what she wanted and how she wanted her dungeon to run.   
 
    These selections were really what set apart every dungeon, because while you could have 500 Cores that chose a Goblin Fighter for their initial creature and Variant, Pit-based traps as their Specialization, and a Mountain Environment, each of them could still be different based on their Special Characteristics.  Each Characteristic had a point value, depending on how powerful they were – at least if they were beneficial ones; there were also undesirable Characteristics that had negative point values.  Simple beneficial ones like increasing your Dungeon Force regeneration by 10% were relatively inexpensive pointwise; now, one that would increase your regeneration by 100% was much more expensive – and was precisely why there were “bad” Characteristics to allow you to afford something like that.[1] 
 
    There were thousands of different Characteristics that could be chosen, both bad and good, which really made each Core different.  It was very rare for two dungeons to choose the exact same things, because every Dungeon Core was an individual consciousness; their own person with their own decisions; the evidence of that was plain enough with how poor the decisions made by her previous assignments had been. 
 
    There was a limit to how many Special Characteristics could be chosen during the initial selection process; if Tacca could have chosen more than the three allotted to her, she would’ve.  However, things being what they were, she had to be very specific with what she chose; at the moment, she was basically useless as a dungeon because she technically couldn’t create any creatures for defense.  Fortunately, there was a single Special Characteristic that would help with that – and she specifically searched for it in the list. 
 
    When Tacca pulled up the Special Characteristics list, she was shocked at what she saw.  My SCPs have been cut in half!  
 
    Just like her Fairy Mana was reduced by half, so apparently were her Special Characteristic Points (SCP); every Dungeon Core was supposed to begin with 100 SCPs, but it was only showing half of that amount.  Tacca was starting to get a little worried, because she wasn’t sure what else might be affected.  Will my maximum Dungeon Force and Dungeon Force Regeneration be cut in half as well?  Of course, she had no way of telling if that was the case yet or not because she couldn’t access that information until she was done with her selections. 
 
    As far as those selections went, she was forced to make some difficult decisions; while the loss of 50 SCPs didn’t sound like a whole lot in the scheme of things, it threw her entire plan off.  The result put an unfortunate hitch in her development plan, but there was no going back now – it would just take longer to get everything up and running the way she wanted it.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Special Characteristics (Choose up to 3) [Partial List] 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available Special Characteristic Points (SCP): 0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristics 
  
      	  Value 
  
      	  Cost (SCP) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Access all known Variants for available dungeon creatures 
  
      	  All 
  
      	  1100 
  
     
 
      
      	  ---------------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures are reduced in Level (cannot be less than 1) 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  -450 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points are reduced when earned 
  
      	  95% 
  
      	  -600 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tacca thought that it was unfair – now that she was an actual Dungeon Core – that the negative characteristics weren’t proportional to their positive counterparts; for instance, to increase Dungeon Force regeneration by 10% cost 40 SCPs, but a decrease in the same amount only gave out -5 SCPs. Also, as the benefits increased (or decreased, depending on what it was), the cost shot up outrageously until it seemed like they would never be obtained – like earning 100% Special Characteristic Points upon Core Improvement for 2500 SCPs.   
 
    When she was just a Dungeon Assistant, the differing amounts made sense to her because it ensured that the Cores had to work for what they wanted to obtain, instead of just having it given to them.  Being on the flipside, however, she resented how skewed it was – and not in her favor. 
 
    Regardless, she had to sacrifice a bit more than she had expected, mainly because she had forgotten how much the beneficial Characteristic she settled upon cost.  That’s not precisely true, though; I remember exactly what I was taught, but everything seems a bit more expensive than I recollect.  Obviously, her memory couldn’t have been that bad, so her status as a former Fairy and Assistant may have had something to do with it. 
 
    The “Access all known Variants for available dungeon creatures” characteristic was kind of a joke in the Assistant community, or at least it was taught that way at DAPS.  For one, it was horrendously expensive at 1,000 SCPs (hers cost 1,100, which was likely due to the same reason some other things were messed up), and there were hundreds of other Characteristics that those Points could be used for that were far, far better.   
 
    Another reason was – although having access to every Variant of a Goblin or a Panther was great for their dungeon – unlocking those Variants was relatively easy by using Core Improvement Points (CIP), which was sort of like Experience for Dungeon Assistants.  To most Cores, it was a waste of valuable SCPs to acquire this Characteristic because they rarely used every Variant, instead concentrating on two or three and then adding additional creature types using those same CIPs. 
 
    For Tacca, though, having access to every Variant of the creatures she had available was a big deal…at least she hoped so.  Theoretically, by being able to access every Variant of a family of creatures – in this case, Canines – she would, hopefully, be able to actually create them for use within her dungeon.  This was why she chose Canines instead of going with her original pick of a Gnoll Scout; while she could’ve chosen the Hybrid Bipedal family – and she was planning on possibly doing that in the future – and obtained access to quite a few different species, they were multiple reasons why her selection was better.  Dungeon Force cost and Control Limit requirements were some factors that she had to consider when first starting out…but there was also a special characteristic of Canines in particular that she was looking forward to taking advantage of.  Of course, she had to make sure everything was going to work out the way she wanted it to first.   
 
    Unfortunately, the entire thing with creature “families” and accessing all their Variants was still a theory that was interesting to consider while in school…but had never been proven to work.  The main reason for that was because it had never been tried before – it was too crazy to deliberately ask a Core to do so. 
 
    First, convincing a Core that had been around for a while to choose a family of creatures instead of a single species was a tough sell; they would have to use their hard-earned CIPs on a creature they technically couldn’t even create right away.  Second, persuading them to expend 1,000 SCPs of an equally hard-earned resource on an ability based on a theory that might or might not work was almost impossible with an established Core.  The fact that Tacca was doing it right away was even crazier because she had to take some serious hits to her development and the initial strength of her dungeon to afford the beneficial Characteristic. 
 
    All of her creatures were going to be reduced by 10 Levels with what she chose first, which meant that she’d have to create a really expensive Level 12 creature just to get one to Level 2.  The Levels of creatures determined how powerful they were, though it wasn’t proportionate; a Level 5 Goblin wasn’t five times more powerful than a Level 1, but it would be physically stronger, more agile, and have a tougher natural resistance.  She chose this negative Characteristic mainly because she wouldn’t necessarily need to have more-powerful creatures for a while…if everything worked out the way she wanted.  She could also remove this Characteristic in the future by “paying back” what she put into it plus an additional 100 SCPs (so 550), and she was planning on doing this at her first opportunity – in the far future. 
 
    The second negative Characteristic she chose to afford the “All Variant” one was going to hurt immensely, but really it just meant that her development was going to progress slower – 95% slower, to be precise.  With a reduction of 95% to the future CIPs she would earn, her Core development would be very, very slow – but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.  It was going to take her a while to create everything she wanted to anyway, though once she was up and running it would impact her growth significantly.  Again, she could remove the Characteristic eventually by using 700 SCPs, but it was probably going to be a long time until that happened. 
 
    For a normal Dungeon Core and Assistant, her choices would’ve induced a panic attack, because it went contrary to everything done before and would probably be considered foolish to the extreme.  In fact, based on the kind of Cores she had been Assisting lately, she would’ve fallen right into the category of ones that were destined to have a short existence.  I just hope I haven’t made a mistake. 
 
    With only a little bit of hesitation, Tacca confirmed her current selections of Characteristics and felt a strange change come over her Core form.  Pain that she didn’t even think she could experience ripped through her, blinding her to the enclosed space around her; the torture seemed to go on forever and she thought that her mind was going to start breaking if it continued any longer.  Before it got to that point, luckily, she lost all awareness of her tiny dungeon as she blacked out…again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    The transition from an unconscious state to full awareness was practically instant because Tacca didn’t remember anything in between.  One moment she was blind and unaware of the world around her; the next, she was looking around her small dungeon space with new eyes and a control she hadn’t had before.  Whereas before she could easily look around the small space and see everything, now everything felt as if it was within her figurative grasp.  Physically touching something was still beyond her capabilities, of course, but manipulating it using her mind was certainly now a possibility. 
 
    She looked with sadness towards the Fairy corpse nearby, seeing it for the first time on a fundamental level; with a thought, she was pretty sure she could make it disappear and be absorbed into her dungeon, as it was now just an inanimate object.  Something that consisted of flesh, congealed blood, bone, diaphanous wing cartilage, and Mood Dress fabric – but an inanimate object, nonetheless.  Tacca almost got rid of it because she didn’t want to see it anymore – since it brought back memories of what she had lost – though she managed to stop herself before she completed the act. 
 
    What happens if—no, when—someone comes looking for me?  She knew she had some time, of course, before that happened.  Once a year, every Dungeon Assistant was expected to report in to the DPRC, even if it was only for a few minutes – so Tacca assumed that it was at least another 11 months or so before anyone came to investigate her non-appearance.  She reevaluated her estimation, however, after looking at her corpse a little longer; based on the decay, she figured that she might only have about half of that.  I…was out for that long?   
 
    The Council had some strange way to monitor the existence of Dungeon Cores, so it could tell right away if a Core sprang into existence or was destroyed.  That was how they always ensured there was a Dungeon Assistant nearby when they first developed enough to see the world around them, and also how Lead Placement Council Member Lily had always seemed to know when Tacca was available for another assignment. 
 
    As far as she knew, there wasn’t any way for them to monitor the state of Dungeon Assistants in the same way, which was why they had to regularly check in.  There was some leeway, though, because if their Dungeon Core was in the middle of something important they could delay their appearance for a week or two, but after that the DPRC would start to grow worried – or suspicious.  It rarely ever happened, but in the past there were some Dungeon Assistants that flat-out abandoned their placements after convincing their Core to dissolve their Bond – and then disappeared as if they had never been.  Their names were known to everyone however, as they were reviled for their behavior and abandonment, even going so far as to destroy the reputation of their families. 
 
    Despite not really caring about what everyone thought of her, Tacca had no desire to tarnish the memory of her parents – who were reportedly well-known and loved in the Dungeon Assistant community.  From overheard conversations between some of her instructors, she was pretty sure that their reputation was the only thing that had kept her alive and safe when she was growing up.  Regardless of whether that was a fact or not, the last thing the former Assistant-turned-Dungeon Core wanted was to taint the vague memories she had of them. 
 
    Therefore, she left her corpse alone, though she would probably move it later and possibly cover it to keep any future Raiders away.  She’d rather be known as a failure – which, honestly, isn’t something new – than a deserter, so she needed to make sure whoever came to check on her found her body and reported back to the Council.  The whole situation was a bit macabre, though she could tell that her new form was already making things such as dead bodies a bit less impactful as they were when she was a Fairy.  It wasn’t necessarily that she was starting to become desensitized; it was more like such a thing was…normal. 
 
    I suppose it would have to be like that, because a Core that’s bothered by killing Raiders or watching their creatures be slaughtered wouldn’t last long.   
 
    Putting the existence of her former shell out of her mind was difficult, but not as difficult as she feared; within minutes, she was ignoring it as if it wasn’t even there, a blind spot that didn’t even exist for the time being.  As her mind firmed up from the trauma she had experienced and her new determination to make the best of the situation she was in, Tacca finally acquired the information she was lacking before she chose her initial starting selections. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Core Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Core Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement (CI) Level: 
  
      	  1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points (CIP):  
  
      	  0/100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  0 in 30 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristic Points (SCP): 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Primary Assistant Bond: 
  
      	  None 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force (DF): 
  
      	  500/500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration: 
  
      	  3 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier: 
  
      	  1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit: 
  
      	  0/100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Options: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Carve Earth 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  5 DF per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Place Environmental Object 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Teleport 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  40 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dissolve Assistant Bond 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  1 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Create Creature 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Create Trap 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Access: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Creature(s): 
  
      	  Canine Family (select for options) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Variant(s): 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  Trap Specialization(s): 
  
      	  Enchantment 
  
     
 
      
      	  Environmental Access: 
  
      	  Forest 
  
     
 
      
      	  Permanent Assistant Sub-bond: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristics: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Access all Variants for available dungeon creatures 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures are reduced in Level (cannot be less than 1) 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points are reduced when earned 
  
      	  95% 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    That’s…different.  As she had suspected, her maximum Dungeon Force and regeneration had been cut in half – similar to her Fairy Mana; fortunately, she had a bit of warning so she wasn’t completely taken off guard, but she knew that it would be a hardship.  Luckily, what surprised her to see was something under the Core Access heading: Permanent Assistant Sub-bond.  Her name was there, but also under the Dungeon Core Name category – which made sense only when she considered what had happened.  Tacca already knew that she still had access to some of the same Abilities she had when she was a Fairy, so now she was technically a Core and an Assistant at the same time. 
 
    That didn’t prevent her from being able to Bond with another, living Assistant, though – at least according to her Status.  Instead of listing it as a “Current Assistant Bond” – which was what it was supposed to say – it was showing as a “Current Primary Assistant Bond”; she figured it was a result of her “Sub-bond”, though she didn’t know if that meant she could acquire another Sub-bond if she wanted one.  Not that she desired for this to happen to someone else, but it was nice to know her options. 
 
    What it also meant was that she was open to being Bonded to another Fairy Dungeon Assistant – which worried her extensively.  What happens if they find out I was originally the corpse on the floor?  Will they try to have me destroyed as some sort of abomination?  Will they try to remove my soul and insert another in my place?  Can I hide who I am and all of my knowledge from another Assistant?  The only saving grace she had was that Assistants couldn’t actually see or access any of her Core information…or can they? 
 
    She knew that the Bond between Fairies and Cores was similar for them all…but what about a Bond between Fairy and former-Fairy?  There were a lot of unknowns there, and that was what worried her the most.  She needed to protect the secret of her existence and act as close to a “normal” Dungeon Core as possible when that time came, though she vowed not to let it affect the ideas for her dungeon.  Tacca had plans already in motion with her initial selections that she couldn’t afford to change, and she would be darned if she would let some Fairy come along and mess things up. 
 
    There’s not much I can do about that now, I guess; I’ll worry about it when the time comes.  She put those concerns away for the moment, because it was time to see if her risky plan with the Variants worked; the signs were promising, mainly due to the fact that she could see “Canine Family” as her creature, with something that said “(select for options)” next to it…so, obviously, she selected it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Creature List (Select for Variants) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fox 
  
      	  Jackal 
  
      	  Dog 
  
     
 
      
      	  Coyote 
  
      	  Wolf 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    They’re…all here!  She wasn’t one hundred percent sure it would work but seeing every type of Canine available was amazing.  The real test was if she could actually create one, but first she needed to select a Variant.  Since her dungeon was fairly small at the moment, she chose something that was relatively small compared to something like a Wolf: Foxes. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Fox Variants 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire Fox 
  
      	  Shade Fox 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sand Fox 
  
      	  Arctic Fox 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cape Fox 
  
      	  Root Fox 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bush Fox 
  
      	  Crag Fox 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gliding Fox 
  
      	  Camouflage Fox 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tacca selected the Root Fox, since if she remembered correctly it would work the best for her Forest Environment – and because it was relatively small.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Root Fox 
    
  This Root Fox Variant specializes in hiding amongst the exposed roots of trees and attacking unwary passersby.  Because of its close ties to the forest, this Fox has tough bark-like skin and fur, granting it a higher defense than normal. 
    
  Cost (Level 1): 5 DF 
  Control Requirement (Level 1): 1 
  Creation Time (Level 1): 3 Minutes 
  Physical Attack: 1 
  Ranged Attack: 0 
  Physical Defense: 2 
  Ranged Defense: 1 
  Elemental Resistance: +25% Nature 
  Specials: Bonus physical defense due to hard, bark-like skin and fur 
  Pack Hunter: Bonus to physical attack if in conjunction with others in the Canine family 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    As soon as she selected it, she felt an internal prompt to choose where she wanted it placed; all of her Status screens disappeared, and she was looking at the small space around her Core.  Looking towards the edge of her ovoid-shaped Core Room, she picked the spot where she wanted her new Root Fox and figuratively crossed her fingers as she confirmed the placement.   
 
    Tacca experienced her first use of Dungeon Force as 5 units of it left her Core in a transparent glow and flowed towards what now appeared as the silhouette of a small animal with a slightly bushy tail.  It was a surprise to the former Fairy, because she had never seen either before; the silhouette and the sort-of-visible Dungeon Force were only apparent to Dungeon Cores.  As a Dungeon Assistant, she had been taught that what she was looking at was normal – but she never thought she’d actually see it herself. 
 
    It took three minutes for the new creature to fully form – which wasn’t that long of a time – with it quickly becoming more and more substantial as time went on.  From her former viewpoint as a Fairy, it looked like the dungeon creatures just “popped” into existence, but obviously they were formed invisibly and didn’t actually exist until they were complete.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Root Fox (Level 1) complete! 
    
  Would you like to automate the replacement of this creature? Yes/No 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tacca was startled by the sudden notification but was also expecting the question, as it was a normal part of operating a dungeon for a Core.  When a creature was killed in the normal process of a Raider invasion, “automatic replacement” would do all the work itself in replacing the creature when the dungeon was empty of invaders.  There was a priority that she could assign to each defending creature, and Dungeon Force would automatically be taken from her available pool to replace it – though she could also designate a threshold below which no more would be taken.  For instance, if she wanted to always have at least 100 DF at all times, then the replacement would stop as soon as that threshold was reached, only resuming when more was regenerated; on top of that, she could place the entire process on hold with just a mental flip of a switch in case she needed to change something in the dungeon or needed to use Dungeon Force for some other reason. 
 
    Really, the entire ability was to streamline the whole process of replacing dungeon creatures exactly where they were before – which could eventually number in the hundreds or thousands when she grew stronger.  For now, however, she didn’t need to automate the replacement of this Root Fox because it was mainly just for a test…so she chose No. 
 
    The deep brown Root Fox just sat there on the edge of her Core Room with a blank expression on its face, but Tacca was happy – because it worked!  She instinctively knew that any of the other creatures she chose to create would also succeed, but she didn’t want to take the time to create any of them…or to use any of her Dungeon Force unnecessarily.  She had other plans for it, after all. 
 
    Leaving her new creature alone except to give it instructions to guard her – not that she expected anything to attack – Tacca got to work creating her new dungeon.  She could vaguely feel the direction that the surface was in relation to her Core, though how far away it was remained a mystery.  Her first Core, Jeremy, had mentioned that he could sense that he was close to breaking free, but what she learned at DAPS was that a Core had to be fairly near the surface – as in, within 10 feet or so – to tell for sure.  Since she didn’t feel like she was anywhere close, Tacca figured she could be anywhere between 11 feet and a mile or more away from where she wanted to end up. 
 
    The surface was above her at a steep angle (almost straight up), though, which gave her a little more information; most Cores started anywhere between 400 to 700 feet below the surface, which allowed them to build rooms and sloping tunnels to eventually rise far enough to break free.  If her Core was typically placed – and she had no reason to think that it wasn’t – then she had quite a bit of ground to cover before she had to worry about opening herself up for attack by Raiders.  Even if Tacca were to find that the surface was nearer than she expected, she would go another direction to prolong her arrival in the world – because she was in no way ready to face the rest of the world. 
 
    After activating her Carve Earth option, she felt and saw a small stream of her Dungeon Force flow out of her Core and impact against the far wall.  The dirt and stone almost seemed to distort and melt at a slow pace, disappearing into nothing after a few moments.  Tacca watched in amazement – even though she had seen it being done hundreds of times before this – because she was doing it now.  Her amazement was short-lived, though, because the process was just…so…slow. 
 
    Carving through the dirt and stone took 5 DF per minute to maintain, which wouldn’t be a problem for a normal Dungeon Core with their DF Regeneration – they canceled themselves out.  Even a brand-new Core could work on carving out tunnels and rooms every minute of the day for weeks or months and not run out, as long as they didn’t spend any DF on anything else; Tacca, though, only regenerated a little over half of that amount, which meant that she could maintain the tunneling process for just over four hours before she ran out completely.  Not that she would keep it going for that long, because draining your Core completely and keeping it at that level could cause damage. 
 
    Just like her own Core, which was already cracked in a couple of places from the whole sucked-in-a-Fairy-soul-and-forced-out-the-previous-soul incident that had happened.  At three and a half hours of constant tunneling through the dirt using Carve Earth – which got her about 3 feet down in a 4-foot-wide, 7-foot-tall hole – she immediately shut the process down when it felt like someone had shoved a knife in her non-existent stomach.  A tiny crack appeared in her Core where there wasn’t one before, though at least the others hadn’t widened any more than they already had.   
 
    This is…bad.  If Tacca couldn’t consistently keep her tunneling going, then she was going to have some issues making her dungeon the way she wanted it.  Of course, that didn’t mean she couldn’t do it eventually, but it was going to take a while.  As for her damaged Core, she was almost certain that when she raised her Core Improvement Level – which would take at least a month – some or all of those cracks would be repaired.  Damage to Cores wasn’t exactly common, but it wasn’t unheard of either; those in the past that had been cracked had that damage repaired upon the next Improvement Level, so she had to hope that it worked the same way for her.  She just had to make sure she didn’t make it any worse, which meant that she had to take special care to prevent any more cracks from happening – essentially by going even slower than she had planned. 
 
    This just keeps getting better and better. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Three weeks passed with boring regularity, as Tacca continued to use her Carve Earth to create a tunnel 20 feet long, and from there to start on a room that she was planning on being at least 50 feet on each side.  She would’ve guessed that it was even longer despite the regular schedule she was keeping for her work: one hour of constant digging, then waiting an hour for things in her Core to stabilize and for her DF to regenerate, then another hour of digging – and so on.  It might be a bit too cautious, but she didn’t want to risk shattering her entire Core just so that she could go faster. 
 
    Regardless, she was making progress.  Again, not as much progress as she wanted – but until she repaired her Core, it was the best she could do.  Of course, she wasn’t getting much in the way of Core Improvement Points that would be tallied up to increase her Level, so she was going to have to do something about that before the month was up. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvement Point Awards (95% Reduction) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Variable Conditions 
  
      	  Potential CIP 
  
      	  Current 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rooms Constructed 
  
      	  Size 
  
      	  1 – 2 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Traps Installed 
  
      	  Complexity 
  
      	  1 – 2 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Monsters Created 
  
      	  Levels 
  
      	  1 – 2 
  
      	  1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rewards Placed 
  
      	  Valuation 
  
      	  1 – 2 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Presence 
  
      	  Time 
  
      	  1 – 1 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Deaths 
  
      	  Quality 
  
      	  5 – 500 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Point Countdown 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Levels 1 – 20 
  
      	  1 Month 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Levels 21 – 40  
  
      	  1 Year 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Levels 41 – 60  
  
      	  5 Years 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Levels 61 – 80  
  
      	  25 Years 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Levels 80+ 
  
      	  N/A 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Core Improvement Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Core Improvement Level 
  
      	  1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Core Improvement Points 
  
      	  0/100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Core Improvement Countdown 
  
      	  1 in 8 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    So far, Tacca’s progress towards gaining a Core Improvement Level was a whole…one point.  That one Core Improvement Point came from the Root Fox still in her tiny Core Room, and she hadn’t received any more from anything else – because all of her Dungeon Force was going towards the creation of the dungeon itself.  Fortunately, being a Dungeon Assistant as well as a Core had some perks – because she knew how to game the system, at least initially.  Normally, this strategy wasn’t needed; the typical year when the CIPs would accumulate and then take effect was normally enough for every Core to raise their Core Improvement Level by at least one or two – but usually ended up being a lot more.  When they didn’t have a 95% reduction in their accumulation of points (like she did), they were able to gain hundreds or thousands of CIPs by that time. 
 
    In the case where they couldn’t accumulate enough, though, there were some options that could be temporarily applied to boost them enough to get at least a single Level.  With the first Level threshold at 100 Points, there were two easy ways to get almost any Core to that number.  The first method was the easiest and required time, lots of unused space, and a lot of Dungeon Force, but those were things that were usually in great supply by the time a year was up.  It usually took a week or more, but a Core could cover every single inch of their constructed rooms with traps temporarily – unlike the paranoid Jeff from her past – to acquire enough Points to Level up.   
 
    When the countdown time period was over and the Points were “banked”, they could eliminate whatever traps they didn’t want and go on from there.  This could also be done in the future when a Core was shy of gaining another Level at the end of another countdown period, but the required Points made the extreme method of covering every inch of a dungeon with traps not quite viable – plus by that time they were probably open to the world, and (as Jeff had proven) having hundreds of traps in a few rooms wasn’t a good way to ensure you stayed alive. 
 
    The second method was similar to the first, though it was harder and less common – because it required special conditions.  First, you needed to have a dungeon creature that didn’t contribute much to the Control Limit: 1 or 2 at the most.  Then, if it was a creature that only contributed 1 to the Limit, you could make 100 of them and obtaining a Level was as easy as that.  With 2 (or technically even more, though it didn’t help as much), you could create 50 of them, which would get a Core halfway to their first Level, and the rest would have to be made up with traps and/or constructing more rooms.  Afterwards, the creatures could be reabsorbed if they weren’t needed, and progress would go on.   
 
    Luckily, Tacca had access to many creatures and their Variants that contributed only 1 to the Control Limit, so this was the method she would use just before the countdown ended.  It wouldn’t do much good to do it right then, so she waited another 7 days before she did anything; over that next week, she amazingly got her first room complete, which was faster than she expected.  It was rough around the edges at first, so she spent some time smoothing out the floor, walls, and ceiling using her Carve Earth option – but then she remembered that she could use the same method to manipulate what was already there. 
 
    The last few hours before she had to start making more creatures were spent hardening the dirt and rock perimeter of the new room, which was surprisingly simple; all she had to do was focus on it using Carve Earth, and instead of the walls being eaten away it would solidify until it was harder than stone and nearly unbreakable by all but the strongest Raiders.  It was also watertight, which was how dungeons that utilized a lot of water ensured that it didn’t just sink into the floor and disappear – or make a muddy mess. She was just starting on the tunnel leading to her Core Room – which she was planning on expanding and securing with the hardened walls soon – when she determined that it was about time to start filling her one-room dungeon with creatures. 
 
    Foxes were in general smaller than her other creature options, so she decided to just create approximately 10 or so of each Variant – 98 additional ones, because she already had one Root Fox and also received a single Point from constructing her first Room (her Core Room didn’t count).  They practically filled the entire floor of that first room, but they were an eclectic assortment of colors.  
 
    The Fire Fox was a deep red – nearly a crimson color – and thrived in hot, fire and lava-based environments; the Shade Fox was a dark grey, almost black in coloring, and it worked well in dark, swampy places; the Sand Fox was a beige-ish tan color, which allowed it to hide quite well in desert-like environments; the Crag Fox was a striped light-grey and dark-brown creature that could perch on the side of a mountain and blend in to the stone and rock flawlessly. 
 
    Those colors were dull compared to the others, however; the Arctic Foxes were a blinding white color that almost seemed to light up the room all by themselves, which worked well in a snowy environment; the Cape Fox was a semi-aquatic Variant that was a mixture of dark-green and light-blue and could hide in the shallows of a pond or river and attack from the water; the Bush Fox was a grass-green color, which – obviously – worked well to hide it in tall grass; and the Camouflage Fox wasn’t exactly a single color, but would constantly shift its shade to match with whatever was near – though it was always slightly off-color, making it easy to see if you knew what you were looking for.  Finally, the Gliding Fox was the most unique, because it was practically clear like glass in color; it worked best in jungle-like environments where it could jump down from high in the canopy and glide down using flaps of skin, though it was relatively simple to kill because its skin was also like delicate glass – and could be destroyed just as easily as the fragile material. 
 
    When they were all done, she spent the time until the countdown finished strengthening the tunnel with hardened walls, before starting to enlarge her Core Room.  It wasn’t as though it felt small, necessarily, but compared to what she had already made it felt a little closed in.  She was only able to enlarge the entire ovoid space about two inches before she received what she was hoping for. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations, Tacca GloomLily! 
  
You have reached Core Improvement Level: 2 
  Current CIP Countdown: 0/200 in 30 days 
  Core Improvement Points earned: 100 (100) 
  Special Characteristic Points earned: 25 (25) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Excellent!  Now I can spend those points to make things a little easier— 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations, Tacca GloomLily! 
  
You have reached Assistant Rank: Novice 
  You have reached Assistant Stage: 2 
  Current Experience Countdown: 4/200 in 30 days 
  Maximum Fairy Mana: +50 
  Fairy Mana Regeneration: +2 per minute 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tacca’s mind froze as she tried to process what had just happened.  I can still…increase in Assistant Rank?  She had thought that she was pretty much just a Dungeon Core now that had access to some of the same Abilities as she had before, but now it seemed as if her life as an Assistant wasn’t quite over yet.  Acquiring the second Stage in her Novice Rank didn’t do much for her other than essentially put her Fairy Mana back to where it used to be, with her original maximum and regeneration rate; in the future, however, there were some things that could make quite a difference— 
 
    As soon as she closed that notification with thoughts about the future, she expected to be able to allocate her Points (CIPs and SCPs)…but her vision went blank and she lost all awareness of the world around her. 
 
    Not…again… 
 
      
 
    *         *         * 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t out nearly as long this time, as she estimated that it was only a couple of minutes – but still, it was unwelcome.  She could sort of understand what happened before when she finished her initial selections and blacked out, since whatever she had become was likely trying to reconcile her Fairy soul into her new Dungeon Core systems.  However, she thought that was all done with by that point, and losing consciousness again was worrisome; unfortunately, there really wasn’t anyone she could ask about it, even if she wasn’t going to hide the truth from the Council in the future – because nothing like this had ever happened before.  Or at least hadn’t ever been reported and recorded. 
 
    She now had the opportunity to spend the points she had earned, but first she took a moment to examine her physical Core.  That, compared to spending her CIPs or SCPs, was more important by far…and she inwardly smiled when she saw that almost all of the cracks in her crystalline form were repaired.  There were a few hair’s-width cracks here and there, but for the most part she was where she should be.  With another Level-up or two, I should be back to normal.  With that better, if not perfect, she turned her attention to her options. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvements 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available Core Improvement Points (CIP) 
  
      	  100 
  
      	  0 in 30 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Improvement Name 
  
      	  Value 
  
      	  Cost (CIP) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Maximum Dungeon Force Increase 
  
      	  +500 DF 
  
      	  50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration Increase 
  
      	  +5 DF per minute 
  
      	  50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit Increase 
  
      	  +50 
  
      	  100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  250 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature Variant 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Trap Specialization 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  300 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Environment Access 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  400 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier Increase 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Convert CIPs to SCPs 
  
      	  1 SCP 
  
      	  4 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Despite most other things so far being screwed up from the transition from Assistant to Core – like having half as much Dungeon Force and more expensive Special Characteristics – the Core Improvements menu didn’t seem any different.  Tacca was thankful for that, mainly because it was extremely hard to accumulate CIPs, so if the Improvements themselves were also more expensive, then she would’ve cried.  Though she didn’t really have the ability to make tears anymore…she would’ve attempted to anyway. 
 
    She barely had to look at her options, mainly because she knew exactly what she needed to continue growing faster: Dungeon Force.  Doubling her current maximum Dungeon Force was a bit of a no-brainer, as it would allow her to work longer; adding an additional 5 DF per minute to her regeneration would also allow her to keep ahead of the expense used with Carve Earth, as well as allowing her to do other things as well.  Tacca knew that she still had to be cautious about rapid expenditures of large amounts of Dungeon Force or lengthy sustained use, since her Core wasn’t completely fixed up yet; nevertheless, having both of those things would help to alleviate her worries. 
 
    After selecting those, she was back to having no Improvement Points to spend, though she did receive 25 Special Characteristic Points.  Rather than waste time looking for somewhere to spend them, though, Tacca closed the menu without hesitation; she had already planned to save them up until she could get rid of her negative Characteristics. 
 
    With renewed vigor, she went back to expanding her Core Room another few feet all around her Core and flattening the floor so that she could tell right away what was up and what was down; she never really thought about it before, but telling direction when looking at her Core from the outside was a bit difficult when the room was shaped the way it was before, so having a level flooring helped immensely.  By the time she was done, the room was still ovoid in appearance, but now had a flat side and stretched out 12 feet in diameter at its widest.  Tacca felt much better about it for the simple reason that it didn’t feel like such tight quarters anymore.   
 
     After that, the Fairy-turned-Core spent three hours at a time – and then 30 minutes of rest – creating another tunnel from her first room, sloping it slightly upwards and to the left in a gradual curve 50 feet in length.  She kept it to the same 4-foot-wide and 7-foot-tall proportions as her original tunnel so that it would be consistent, before opening it into a smaller room than the first – only 30 feet long and wide, instead of 50.  The new room was finished much faster than the previous one had been, mainly because her construction speed was boosted significantly now that she could do three hours with only 30 minutes off; she thought she might be able to do even more, but she still didn’t want to push it. 
 
    With the second room complete, Tacca continued her tunnel-digging and room-making for another four weeks; she varied the tunnel distances between 30 and 50 feet, and made an assortment of rooms, though none nearly as big as the first room she had built.  That one she was planning to be her “boss” room – otherwise known as the “final” room – of her dungeon, where she would have the toughest creatures and challenges…and the highest reward for the Raiders, of course. 
 
    In all, she now had a total of four rooms (including her boss room), twisting back and forth through the ground, steadily heading towards the surface.  While she couldn’t accurately sense that she was getting close to breaking out, she had a distinct feeling that another few rooms – if she kept up the same pace – would open her up to the world.  It was completely opposite of what she should be feeling as a Dungeon Core, and she could only attribute it to some extra sense imparted to her because of her former existence. 
 
    Speaking of her former self, she found that – with a little bit of effort and Dungeon Force – she could create a dome of hardened stone over her corpse, sealing it up inside and hiding it away at the same time; with it out of sight, she found that she felt much better about her current circumstances, as if seeing her dead body was a reminder of what she used to have, instead of celebrating and taking advantage of what she had now.  She still mourned her previous “freedom” of flight and being able to go where she wanted, though the longer she had time to actually think about it she realized that her life wasn’t as “free” as she had thought. 
 
    Being a Dungeon Assistant was for life – or at least for so long that there were very few that actually retired from the profession.  The way it was going, as well as the constant destruction of her assigned Cores, Tacca thought she was destined to spend the rest of that life suffering from one torturous Bond-breaking after another.  Before she had come to this dungeon, she was starting to feel the effects of so much pain in such a short period of time might cause her to lose her mind.  Luckily – or unluckily – her “bad luck” had broken that cycle, and it seemed as if that part of her life was behind her. 
 
    Inevitably, as soon as she thought that, her ominous birth decided to catch up with her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    “You want me to go…where?  Oh, please no – I don’t want to go anywhere near The Deliverer!” 
 
    The Lead Placement Council Member gave him a look and he shrunk back, scared for the first time since being unexpectedly called into an office in the DPRC that he didn’t even know existed before he heard the door open.  He’d never seen or heard of Council Member Lily before, but that wasn’t surprising since he’d just been pulled out of his – very successful, he had to admit – Mentor training. 
 
    “Shale, this isn’t a request – it’s an order of grave importance.  And Tacca is her name, not this ‘Deliverer’ crud I keep hearing…how in the world did you hear about that, anyway?” Lily, the Lead Placement Council Member, asked.   
 
    “That kind of stuff gets around, even when we’re stuck in a dungeon most of the time.  When there’s a Dungeon Assistant that goes around delivering Cores to their deaths—” 
 
    “Tacca doesn’t deliver anything – she’s a valuable asset to our organization, and I won’t have you judging her harshly for what she does for us.  I don’t know how this nickname even started, but I suggest you keep this to yourself when you go fetch her,” she said with a look that promised harsh consequences if he messed up. 
 
    “I’m just supposed to bring her back…and that’s it?” 
 
    “Initially, yes.  It depends on whether she’s managed to get the Dungeon Core she was placed with to communicate with her or not; we know that it’s still there, so the possibility that she was successful is a good one.” 
 
    Why would a Core not communicate?  The idea of a Core not responding to a Bonded Dungeon Assistant was foreign to him, and nothing in his schooling had mentioned anything like that happening before.  Granted, he graduated at the same time as The Deliverer—Tacca—so he wasn’t as knowledgeable about those types of things, but he was pretty sure he would’ve learned about something like that.  “Why was she placed with an unresponsive Dungeon Core if she’s so valuable—?” 
 
    “It’s not your place to question our decisions,” Lily said sharply, before her face and tone softened…slightly.  “For just this once, however, I’ll explain a little.  Tacca is…unique…as I’m sure you know, and she helps us with…difficult…Dungeon Cores like the one she’s placed with now.  It’s because of her that relatively new Assistants – like yourself – aren’t assigned to a Core that could be detrimental to your personal growth.  I’m not going to go further into it, but you should be thanking Tacca, not treating her as some sort of scourge.” 
 
    Huh.  Shale IronSchist had difficulty reconciling his memories of Tacca GloomLily from DAPS and this supposed “importance” she had with the Council.  While he had never really joined in on the ridicule and derision towards the young, black-haired, pale, and “gloomy” Fairy, he shared many of the prejudices towards her.  It was probably because he himself had some different features than normal – with his dark-grey hair and ruddy complexion due to his birth near shale stone in the Irontooth Mountains – but at least his origins weren’t portentous…just unusual.  Maybe we’re all wrong about her and the “bad luck” she supposedly possesses because of her birth.  Then again, maybe it’s this luck that causes so many Cores to be destroyed when she gets near them. 
 
    Regardless of his own thoughts on the strange Fairy, he didn’t argue with the Council Member and nodded his acceptance.  “I apologize…I will do as you ask.” 
 
    “Very good!  And if Tacca was able to get the Core up and running, I’d like you to take over while she’s placed elsewhere.  It’ll likely mean that you weren’t there for the initial selections, but I doubt the Core has progressed much from that point.” 
 
    That doesn’t make sense.  “Why would you take her away, then?  I was taught that the Bond between a Core and their Dungeon Assistant is stronger when it was created from the very beginning.  If she’s managed to do that, it seems unfair—” 
 
    “Again, it’s not your place to question our decisions.  Suffice it to say that her presence is more valuable to us somewhere else for the moment, and that you’ll be placed with a semi-new Dungeon Core that is likely set up for success.  Despite what you and everyone else seem to think about Tacca, she’s smarter than almost any other Assistant I’ve ever met, so I can guarantee that she would’ve done her best to develop the Core to the best of her abilities.  Of course, that all hinges on the potential that she was able to get it to communicate with her in the first place.” 
 
    “Ok, ok – I get it.  When do I leave?”  Shale was hoping to have a little time off after being prematurely pulled from his Mentor training, even though it hadn’t been that stressful of an experience.  The skeletons and zombies in the undead swamp-themed dungeon he had trained in were extremely well set up by the Dungeon Core there, and Chrys (short for Chrysanthemum) was an excellent Mentor.   
 
    He had watched as she gave advice on how to expand the dungeon, and saw how successful the creatures and traps were as they worked together to challenge the Raiders as they invaded; he even was able to perceive the balance that every dungeon was supposed to achieve between danger and reward. That was made clear when three Raiders (who were obviously underpowered for the latter part of the dungeon) died from a combination of a wall-based spike trap and Skeleton Archer ambush. 
 
    “Right away, we need Tacca back as soon as possible.  You’ll have to have Tacca convince the Core to dissolve her Bond – if there is one – before she leaves, and then you can take over.  If it refuses, she can come back here and we’ll be able to do it, but it’ll be much easier and faster if she’s able to have it done herself.” 
 
    So, no vacation and I have to convince another Assistant to have her Bond broken with a Core she probably worked hard to even communicate with in the first place.  This is going to be fun.  There was no point in arguing, so he told Lily that he would do it and mentally received his visual of the place he was going; from what he understood, the information was less like an actual “picture” of the place and more of a representation of how it looked from the viewpoint of the Dungeon Core. Shale wasn’t an expert or anything, but this one appeared strange, with a weird-looking stone hump on the floor of the Core Room. 
 
    Whatever – let’s just get this over with.  He wasn’t enthused about talking with Tacca, especially if he had to convince her to return to the DPRC for another placement; he’d do it, though, because that was his job and he wasn’t in any position to do anything about it, anyway.  Lily walked him out and he immediately took off from the Council Headquarters, flying high up into the air before activating his Translocation Ability.  It took most of his Fairy Mana, because as much as the Mentor training had been helpful and informative, he couldn’t actually Bond with the Dungeon Core – and therefore didn’t receive any Rank Experience.  Even after 10 months, he was essentially still the same as when he had graduated, except for being a little more confident about his future Dungeon Assistant duties. 
 
    It didn’t take long for him to arrive in a burst of air to where he was heading, though the whole Translocation process was still a bit disorienting; he’d technically only used it three times now, and while each application of the Ability made it easier, it was still new enough that it took him a few seconds to get his bearings.  When he did, he found that he had arrived at the dungeon he was aiming for, and it was obvious that at least something had been done in there – which meant that the Dungeon Core was active.  Shale saw hardened stone walls in the circular-shaped space, and he arrived at an angle facing towards a good-sized tunnel leading outward from the Core Room.  He couldn’t see what was at the end of the passageway – he assumed it was another room – though there was no time to explore at the moment.  He needed to find Tacca and somehow convince her to leave. 
 
    Shale looked around the room first, hoping she was there waiting for him, so that his duty could be done quickly.  Of course, she isn’t here – making this a bit harder.  I guess I’m going to have to explore anyway to find her.  He wasn’t opposed to that – especially if he was going to be taking over the duties as Dungeon Assistant there – but the less time he spent in the vicinity of The Deliverer, the better. 
 
    “Tacca?  Are you here?” he asked inside the Core Room, hoping she was just outside so that he didn’t have to go far to find her.  He didn’t hear anything, but he felt a strong emotion of surprise and what he thought might be worry coming from behind him, before it abruptly ceased altogether.  Turning around, Shale saw the Dungeon Core floating in the middle of the room, glowing brightly, which he now knew meant that it was completely full of Dungeon Force.  The Core looked about like what he expected, though something caught his attention when he went to turn away. 
 
    There were some small, hair-thin fractures along the outside of the Core’s glass-like form, which he’d never heard of before.  Sure, he’d learned that Dungeon Cores were relatively fragile and could be broken easily, but usually if they were damaged it was because some Raiders did the deed – and if Raiders were close enough to do that, then why they didn’t finish the process was a mystery.  Some forgotten memory of learning about cracks in a Core flashed through his mind from his schooling, but he had to admit that he hadn’t been paying too much attention at the time, so the thought flitted away before it actually told him anything. 
 
    I wonder how those cracks happened?  He flew a little closer and examined them from a better vantage point, but he immediately felt some sort of complex emotion coming from the Core that he couldn’t identify – so he backed off.  Whatever, I guess I’ll find out later.  He looked around the room again and sighed heavily, not seeing anything that would indicate that The Deliverer was near.  “I guess I’ll have to go look for her, then—” he said out loud, before something caught his eye. 
 
    The weird hump on the floor began to change; Shale recognized the appearance of Dungeon Force at work on it, as the hardened stone began to melt and disappear.  It wasn’t long before he determined that the hump wasn’t solid but was actually some sort of dome or bubble containing something underneath.  He immediately activated his Invisibility and Repellant Shield, berating himself that he hadn’t done it as soon as he arrived; he was so used to the undead dungeon he had trained in that he hadn’t needed to really activate them in months, so it wasn’t quite routine for him yet. 
 
    Shale was expecting some sort of trap to go off or a creature to emerge, but a few minutes later he was proven wrong.  It wasn’t either of those…it was the corpse of a Fairy – and one whom he immediately recognized.   
 
    Tacca GloomLily, The Deliverer, was dead. 
 
    He froze for what felt like an eternity, waiting for the corpse to magically arise in death as his experience in the undead dungeon was influencing his expectations.  When she didn’t move, he fluttered a little closer and saw that the young Fairy had obviously been dead a long time, based on her appearance.  He hadn’t seen a lot of dead bodies – the three Raiders notwithstanding – but some instinct told him that she had been that way for…weeks, if not months.   
 
    “What happened?” he asked, looking towards the Core – though he wasn’t expecting any type of answer.  There were no words, but there was a feeling of deep sadness that emanated from the floating orb, conveying regret and…relief, for some reason.  Shale wasn’t exactly sure what that was supposed to mean, but he knew he had to get back to the DPRC and report what he found. 
 
    His Fairy Mana was still regenerating, so he had to wait a few moments while he stared at the corpse lying on the floor of the Core Room.  Confused thoughts ran through his head as he tried to make sense of what he was looking at, before he looked around in a panic.  Did the Dungeon Core do this to her?  Will it try to kill me as well?  Shale didn’t see any visible wounds on Tacca’s body, so it was doubtful she died from a creature attacking her or from some sort of trap – which he didn’t see any of in the Core Room – so the only explanation he could come up with was a direct attack from the Core. 
 
    How that worked, he had no idea; then again, he was still new and didn’t have a lot of experience, so he thought that it was entirely possible that Dungeon Cores could kill with a thought.  The idea of that made him shiver in fright, because he was supposed to Bond with one at some point – this one in particular, even – and now he was extremely reluctant to do that.  A few minutes passed as nothing happened, however, and he chastised himself for being paranoid; if Cores could do that, then he was completely sure that he – as well as the other students at DAPS – would’ve been warned of it.  Not only that, but his parents (who were Dungeon Assistants themselves) likely would’ve mentioned something as important as it was.   
 
    Either way, he didn’t want to spend any more time in the dungeon than needed, so as soon as he had enough Fairy Mana he started to activate his Translocation ability…and stopped as he looked at the corpse again.  Why…didn’t the Core just absorb her body?  Why did it keep her here and basically bury her in its Core Room?  If he hadn’t seen it and didn’t find it anywhere in the dungeon, then he would’ve likely assumed she left for some reason…and she would’ve been branded a deserter.  Is that why her body is still here?  To prove that she died? Or is it here for some perverse reason I don’t even want to contemplate? 
 
    Regardless of the real reason, Shale knew he couldn’t leave her there.  As disturbing as it was, he flew down and landed next to her body.  With just a moment’s hesitation, he picked up her surprisingly light form and immediately activated his Translocation – only to appear above the DPRC moments later.  The fact that he was holding a corpse somehow negated any disorientation caused by the Ability (or he was too distracted to notice any), and he immediately flew down to the waiting room. 
 
    “Lead Placement Council—” he started to shout, but it was unneeded.  Lily opened the hidden door he had left from only minutes before and stared in shock at what he was holding. 
 
    “What did you do!?  I just told you to send her back – not kill her!” Lily said as she advanced on him in a fury. 
 
    “What?  No; I found her this way—”  
 
    He was saved from trying to defend himself when she got a close look at Tacca’s partly desiccated corpse, marking it as obvious that she had been dead a while.  “What happened?” 
 
    Shale recounted his own actions, the actions of the Dungeon Core uncovering the body of its Dungeon Assistant, and even what he remembered of the emotions coming from the Core.  Lily looked around as if seeing for the first time that they were standing around and talking about all of this in the open, and she had him follow her inside her office, still carrying Tacca’s corpse in his arms.  Fortunately, she didn’t smell – he’d heard that dead bodies had an odor – so it was no hassle to bring her into the small space he was led to.   
 
    “Put her down…over there.”  He complied as he set her down gently in the corner, thankful to have the corpse away from him.  As he sat down on the nearby bench at her gesture, he realized his hands were shaking uncontrollably; grasping them together helped, but he was still a little shaken up.  It was extremely rare for Fairies – especially Dungeon Assistant Fairies – to die outside of their dungeons, so seeing the deceased body of one in person was more than a shock…and it was starting to become more real to him as time went on. 
 
    “Now, I’m extremely confused.  I don’t blame you for being a bit unsettled, but there is something strange going on here.  There’s no marks on her that would indicate how she died…unless you saw something you didn’t mention before?”  When he shook his head, she continued.  “Then I’m not sure how she ended up dead.  There’s no way that a Dungeon Core could directly do this to her—” the Lead Placement Council Member said, which made Shale thoroughly relieved— “and with no external evidence of anything, her death is a mystery.” 
 
    Shale thought the same thing, because the death of a Dungeon Assistant due to anything but a Raider invasion and attack was not only unlikely, but almost impossible – unless the Fairy was an idiot and forgot to employ their Abilities while going through a dungeon.  Like he kind of was when he first arrived at the dungeon where Tacca had perished, which made him duck his head in shame. Lily fortunately didn’t notice or ignored it, because she kept going in a bit of a mumble. 
 
    “The only explanation I can think of…is that her bad luck finally caught up to her…” She immediately looked at him as if she had forgotten he was there, and he tried to school his features enough that she wouldn’t know he’d heard her.  What does that mean?  Her bad luck?  He knew that her portentous birth meant “bad things”, but he never heard a particular explanation of what those things were supposed to be. 
 
    “Anyway, I would like you to go back and Bond with this Core and find out what happened to her.  I’m sure this is just some sort of unfortunate fluke, but I won’t rest easy until we know for sure.” 
 
    “Are you serious?  What if I end up just as dead as The Deliverer?” he couldn’t help but ask, partly hysterical.  He had no wish to go back there, and even less desire to actually Bond with the Core that had somehow killed another Dungeon Assistant. 
 
    “Her name was Tacca, and yes – I don’t have anyone else I can put to the task for the moment.  I’m making this a request because of the danger involved and I’ll be grateful if you could do this for the Council; however, don’t think for a moment that I won’t make it an order if you press me.” 
 
    A request or an order – it was essentially the same thing to him, though he’d rather have the Council grateful for his help rather than the alternative.  “…how long?” he asked, reluctant, but bowing to the inevitable. 
 
    “Just under a year at first, because I don’t want you stuck there any longer than you want to be.  It’ll be safer for you, for one, and two – you should be able to find out the information we’re looking for by then.  If you decide you want to stay…we’ll talk about it then.” 
 
    He knew a dismissal when he heard one, so he got up and left the way he came.  Before the door closed to the office, he looked back to see the Lead Placement Council Member staring at Tacca’s dead body with a vexed expression on her face.  Shale thought it was odd not to see a hint of sadness in her gaze – it was more like she was angry that something had interfered with her plans.  I hope that’s just a one-time thing; I’d hate for her to be angry at me if I end up dead here. 
 
    That wasn’t a comforting thought as he flew high above the DPRC Headquarters and activated his Translocation Ability.  Not a comforting thought at all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The appearance of another Fairy, especially one that she recognized, was thoroughly unexpected.  Tacca wasn’t expecting anyone to come check up on her for at least another four to five months, and his appearance shocked her so much that she instinctively froze at his arrival.  Her surprise continued when he asked for her by name, so much so that she could practically feel her emotions leaking out towards him; therefore, she reined them in before she embarrassed herself. 
 
    She knew exactly who Shale IronSchist was from where she went to school.  He was one of the few that hadn’t done or said anything to her concerning her portentous origins, though the looks he sometimes threw her way weren’t at all flattering – but he hadn’t done more than that.  The – rather handsome – dark-grey-haired Fairy had been a bit of a loner from what she could tell, which made him stand out to her.  Most of the other Fairies had been quite sociable and enthusiastic most of the time; Shale, on the other hand, usually stayed by himself and rarely interacted with anyone except on a few rare occasions – not that she was spying on him or anything. 
 
    She would’ve expected him to be still within his Mentor training period, which was supposed to last for at least a year…unless something had happened with his Mentor like hers had.  She doubted it, though; hers was probably an isolated case, so there were only two explanations she could think of for his presence there.  Either he was pulled out early from his training, or she was initially unconscious during the transitional period for far longer than she had suspected.  Regardless of the real reason, she couldn’t help her mixed emotions from leaking out because of his presence and close proximity – so she did the only thing she could think of: show him her body. 
 
    Not in any perverted way, of course; showing the corpse of her former self was meant to distract him and get him to focus on something other than staring at her Core.  Well, that, and because she really didn’t want him to fly into her Boss Room and see 99 foxes in different Variants all lounging around.  During the process of getting rid of the hardened stone dome around her Fairy body, she absorbed all of her creatures – which took twice as long to do as to create them in the first place.  After six minutes, they were all gone, and she received back all of the Dungeon Force used in their creation – though most of it was wasted because she was already nearly full.   
 
    She mentally breathed a sigh of relief when he left, though she was watching and waiting every moment for him to come back.  She had mixed feelings about whether or not that was a good thing.  If there was to be a Dungeon Assistant Bonded to her, she’d rather it be someone like him that she at least knew and that hadn’t been overtly mean to her; on the other hand, the fact that he knew her – and likely knew what her voice sounded like – made her worry that he’d somehow put it all together.  There was no way she’d be able to disguise her voice, so she just had to hope that he didn’t put it all together. 
 
    As she continued her work clearing out the dirt and stone for her dungeon, Tacca contemplated whether or not she would have enough CIPs by the time the month was up.  Anything made previously didn’t contribute to the new countdown period, so even if she hadn’t gotten rid of her Fox Variants, they didn’t really make much difference.  The same went for the first room she had made, though the other three recently constructed were already counting towards her goal of 200.  That was it, though: she had a grand total of 3 CIPs.  
 
    After a while, the creation of new rooms, traps, and creatures for each countdown period would be eclipsed by Points gained by the presence of Raiders constantly invading the dungeon, but for now she had limited options.  She had more than enough time to create 100 more creatures, giving her another 100 Points, but then she’d have to find some way to get 97 more.  Normally, that would be easily accomplished by making at least 20 traps, which typically gave at least 5 CIPs for each one placed; with her reduction of 95%, though, the most she’d get would be 2 – and that would be for a fairly complex and powerful trap that cost more Dungeon Force than she could afford.  Therefore, she’d have to place 97 traps inside her small dungeon, which would be difficult – but not impossible. 
 
    While there was a listing of the types of traps that could be placed, it was up to the individual Dungeon Cores to customize them to suit their own purposes.  Most of the time this really just meant things like determining the size, the trigger mechanism, or how powerful/deadly they were; what could also be done was to combine two or more traps to create complex traps that would do more than one thing.  These types of traps were usually used by considerably more powerful Dungeon Cores, mainly because they cost a lot of Dungeon Force.  In school, Tacca had spent some free time combining traps together to see what would work well together and the lowest-cost complex trap she had designed was, at minimum, 4,000 DF – well out of range at the moment. 
 
    Size (known as the activation range) – along with strength and duration – was a major determining factor in how much Dungeon Force a single, non-complex trap cost; this was fortunate for her because of her Trap Specialization, which was another reason she had chosen Enchantment.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Confusion Enchantment Trap 
    
  The Confusion Enchantment Trap can be placed on any surface and triggered by proximity.  Any living being passing through the activation range will experience a level of confusion – determined by the strength of the trap – for a limited duration of time.  Victims afflicted with confusion cannot retrigger additional Confusion Enchantment Traps until the duration has expired. All traps can be disabled with high enough Disarm Trap skills. 
    
  Cost: 4 DF (-60% Enchantment Specialization) 
  Replacement Cost: 1 (-75% off current cost/Enchantment Specialization) 
  Creation Time: 2 Minutes 
  Disarm Trap Resistance: 0 
  Activation Range: 1.0ft X 1.0ft X 1.0ft 
  Trigger Proximity: 0.5 ft 
  Strength: 1.0 
  Duration: 1.0 second 
  Resistance Category: Mental 
  Special Effects: Causes the mind of a victim passing through the Activation Range to become confused and they may attack allies 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Her problem was easily solved by using the Confusion Enchantment Trap, at least.  Enchantments – unlike many of the other trap types, could be created extremely small, and since they were inherently non-lethal, their costs were in general less than the others.  To make a trap that would cause very minor confusion to whoever passed within a half foot of its 1ft X 1ft X 1ft Activation Range for an entire second would normally cost 10 Dungeon Force; with her Specialization, it only cost her 4 DF. 
 
    This, of course, was an extremely weak trap that had no chance to do anything to a Raider; if they had a Mental Resistance of at least 1.0, then they wouldn’t be affected by it at all.  Even if they didn’t – which was wildly improbable – a second’s worth of confusion would barely be registered to the victim’s mind before it was gone.  However, if the trap was scaled upwards to affect a larger area, had a greater strength to overcome average Mental Resistances, and lasted for a longer duration, it could be quite effective – and would cost a whole lot more DF as well.  
 
    For Tacca’s purpose, though, it was perfect.  Her natural Dungeon Force Regeneration meant that she could place three of them every minute – if she stopped her Carve Earth – so she stopped her expansion long enough to get her latest room filled with small Confusion Enchantment Traps.  To her surprise, each of the traps appeared like transparent cubes a foot wide on each side to her vision, with a glow that extended another half foot – which she assumed indicated its trigger range.   
 
    It was the first thing since she had become a Dungeon Core that she hadn’t known about before; either Cores didn’t really think it was worth mentioning, or she had missed it during her schooling.  To a Dungeon Assistant, traps were essentially invisible; she’d heard, though – and even slightly experienced – that once a Fairy was accustomed to a particular dungeon for a long time, they could sense exactly where each one was.   
 
    When she was done, her latest room – which was 20 feet in length and width – had the entire floor covered in traps, as well as a good portion of three walls.  She found that she had to place them a foot away from each other because of their Trigger Proximity, which couldn’t overlap; because of that, less of them fit than she was expecting, but she still had plenty of space in the room to add another few dozen – especially if she went to the ceiling.   
 
    Looking at it with a critical eye, it was probably the least effective room full of traps in the history of dungeons, despite there being 97 distinct traps coating the surface.  Tacca checked her current CIPs and saw that her endeavors were successful: she now had exactly 100 Core Improvement Points.  In fact, it was so easy that she figured she might as well continue the trend instead of creating any creatures; it was both faster and even cost a little bit less than Foxes, and now that she had plenty of room to place them in her other constructed rooms, she thought she might even be able to get to 500 CIPs.  It would require 200 to advance her to Core Improvement Level 3, and then an additional 300 to get her to Level 4. 
 
    I probably should have done this before, instead of creating all of those Foxes.  When she looked back on it, however, she was glad she had made so many creatures at the time because it was a full-scale proof of concept; she hadn’t really known that her “All Variants” plan had worked, and it felt good to prove that she hadn’t made a mistake.  Now, however, she knew that it was working, so there was no need to create them when the small traps worked just as well or better. 
 
    Tacca had just started placing more traps when the sudden sound of a Translocation popping into existence near her Core disturbed her.  It only surprised her momentarily with its suddenness, because she was expecting someone to return at some point; to her trepidation, it was the same Fairy from earlier – Shale.   
 
    The dark-brownish-reddish-skinned Fairy looked around her Core Room with nervousness before he immediately turned his Invisibility and Repellant Shield on; luckily for her, she was still able to follow him through either her Core or Fairy senses – she wasn’t exactly sure on that point – so it wasn’t that big of a deal.  Shale didn’t say anything as he waited for a few minutes (probably for his Fairy Mana to regenerate, she thought), before fluttering his dark-red and grey-striped wings to bring him closer to her Core.  As he reached out his hand to touch her spherical form, she noticed for the first time (once he was close enough that the Invisibility faded a little bit from proximity) that his “Mood” clothes – his skin-tight shirt and trousers – were a deep yellow in color, interspersed with streaks of black throughout. 
 
    He was almost scared out of his mind and despairing at the same time. 
 
    I wonder if he thinks I killed myself.  I guess…when you look at it a certain way…I did, but it wasn’t intentional.  Tacca couldn’t help but let a little amusement leak out of her Core, which made Shale hesitate before he placed his hand on her side.  She was expecting to feel it pressing against her…but nothing happened.  Instead, she could look from outside and vaguely see him with his hand there; past that, it was as if he didn’t really exist.   
 
    Quicker than she expected it, she could feel the Bond start to form between them; as soon as it firmed into existence, then she could feel his hand against her Core, like a warm brand pressing against her surface.  Tacca didn’t consider it invasive or awkward, instead it felt natural and welcoming.   
 
    Unlike the first words out of Shale’s mouth. 
 
    “Tell me why you killed Tacca, now!” 
 
    She was a little taken aback by his forcefulness, though she was also warmed a little that he seemed to actually…care.  Tacca responded with only the slightest hesitation; while she had already considered what she would say was the reason for “her” death, the recognition of her voice was still a worry. 
 
    “I didn’t kill her – I would never do that.  One day she started complaining about some sort of power building up in her body, and before I knew it she fell out of the air, hit the ground, and died.  I tried to wake her up, but there was nothing I could do; she had been such a great…you call them Dungeon Assistants, right?  Anyway, she had been such a great Assistant that I didn’t want to just absorb her, so I buried her in a place of honor in my Core Room.  When you came, I figured you could bring her back to her family so that she could be respectfully honored by those who loved her.” 
 
    Strangely, as the words flowed out of her and were transferred to Shale, she could hear the tone of them change subtly.  If she hadn’t known her voice so well, she probably wouldn’t have noticed it; as it was, she sounded nothing like herself.  That’s a relief. 
 
    Her explanation made Shale pause and soften his angry expression, which – according to what she could see of his Mood Clothes – was all a front; he was still scared and not in the least actually angry.  As she watched, the deep yellow lightened up, only to be replaced by a pale orange.  Hmm…I confused him. 
 
    As for Tacca, she held her emotions in check and kept them inside her Core as much as she could.  It was actually easier than she had thought when she applied herself, which meant that every other time she felt emotions from Dungeon Cores in the past it was either deliberate or they just didn’t care about what they were sending out into the world. 
 
    “Yes, well, I had to ask.  We can’t have Dungeon Cores going around killing their Assistants, after all – there’s too few of us as it is.  I’m not sure the Council will accept that explanation, however, but that’s what I’ll report back to them.”  He paused.  “Uh…in the meantime, before they make a decision regarding you, I’m to be your new Dungeon Assistant.  My name is Shale…and who might you be?” 
 
    If she were still a Fairy, she’d probably be hyperventilating by this point.  Despite all the time she had to come up with a story to tell about her “death”, Tacca didn’t even think about what her name would be; obviously, she couldn’t use her actual name, because that would probably negate everything she was trying to do with the misdirection of her corpse. For all her smarts and perceived knowledge, she couldn’t think of a proper name.  
 
    Shale was staring at her in suspicion, so she started to blurt out her name, changing it at the last moment.  “Ta-mara.  Tamara, my name is Tamara.”  She knew she sounded stupid, but Shale seemed not to notice anything wrong with it. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Tamara.  I have to admit that I’m a little nervous about being your Assistant.” 
 
    Tacca/Tamara spoke without thinking.  “Why?  Because you think I killed the previous Fairy?” 
 
    Shale’s face lost a lot of its color, which made him look odd.  “N-no, not because of that, but now that you mention it I’m even more nervous now,” he said with a stutter.  Taking a deep breath – she assumed to calm himself down – he continued.  “Actually, I’m nervous because you’re the first Dungeon Core that I’ve been Bonded to.  I just finished my training – actually, I got pulled out a little early – and got sent straight here to retrieve Tacca and take over for her.  So, if I seem a little hesitant, I apologize; I have the knowledge, but this is my first time actually speaking and interacting with a Core.” 
 
    She told him that was fine, and that she was actually doing fine without him.  His face fell at her words, so she tried to explain; she didn’t want to hurt him unnecessarily, but she also didn’t want him to stick around if she could help it.  “Tacca explained a lot to me and I think I have a really good grasp on how all this ‘Dungeon Core’ stuff works.  It was amazing how much she seemed to know about even the smallest things; we used to talk late into the night about the best strategies to use for my development.  I’ll miss her dearly…but she set me up for success quite well and I don’t really need any help from here.  You said that you…Dungeon Assistants…are in short supply, so I can certainly Dismiss your Bond and you can go help someone that really needs it.” 
 
    His face was a complex up-and-down of emotions as she spoke.  First he looked hurt that she didn’t need him, then happy when she said he could leave and go somewhere else, followed by sadness and disappointment.  “Thank you for the offer, but I have specific orders to stay here just under a year by the Lead Placement Council Member.” 
 
    “Lily?” 
 
    He looked shocked.  “What?” 
 
    Whoops.  “Uh…I said, ‘Really?’  I think if you go back to this…uh…Council Member…and explain the situation to her—him—whoever—that they’ll let you go somewhere else.  I have this well in hand here, so I’m not too worried.” 
 
    Again he looked suspicious, but he obviously wanted out bad enough that he didn’t question his good fortune.  “I need to go back and make a quick report, and I guess it couldn’t hurt to ask…as long as you’re alright with that?  I don’t want to leave you if you really need some help.” 
 
    “Nope – I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Good, I’ll be back to let you know their decision and we can break the Bond if they’re sending me somewhere else.  Talk to you later…Tamara.” 
 
    Without saying anything else, Shale fluttered away from her Core and activated his Translocation Ability.  Seconds later he was gone and Tacca was alone again – which was just how she wanted it.  She could still feel the Bond with the other Dungeon Assistant, however, and knew that she could communicate with him if she had need.   
 
    Not that I need him, of course; I hope he can convince Lily that I can be left alone and he can be sent somewhere else.  I have a feeling, though, that I’m not going to be that lucky – because my luck has certainly worked out for me so far… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Tacca didn’t see any sign of Shale over the next two days, nor was his Bond broken by the Council; she wasn’t sure what was going on, but when he didn’t return almost immediately she held out hope that he was in the process of being reassigned.  At least, she hoped that’s what it meant instead of something more sinister – though she couldn’t imagine what that might be. 
 
    Regardless, it gave her time to finish trapping every available space of her four rooms, placing an additional 400 small Confusion Enchantment Traps on the floors, walls, and even the ceilings until she nearly ran out of room.  She could see a spot in her boss room for another few dozen, but that was about it as far as space was concerned.  Just in case Shale came back – which could theoretically be at any time – she didn’t trap any of her Core Room; while he should theoretically be safe as long as he had his Invisibility activated (most traps used a visual trigger mechanism), there was the possibility that he might forget to turn it on.  It wouldn’t necessarily hurt him, but she didn’t want to scare him any more than he already seemed to be around her. 
 
    Shale still hadn’t returned – nor had he communicated with Tacca/Tamara even though he could from a distance – by the time her second month as a Dungeon Core was up.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations, Tacca GloomLily! 
  
You have reached Core Improvement Level: 3 
  You have reached Core Improvement Level: 4 
  Current CIP Countdown: 0/400 in 30 days 
  Core Improvement Points earned: 500 (500) 
  Special Characteristic Points earned: 50 (75) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations, Tacca GloomLily! 
  
You have reached Assistant Rank: Novice 
  You have reached Assistant Stage: 4 
  Current Experience Countdown: 0/400 in 30 days 
  Maximum Fairy Mana: +100 
  Fairy Mana Regeneration: +4 per minute 
  New Ability: Healing Aura 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    That’s what I’m talking about!  The shortened countdown from a year to a month made a massive difference in accumulating enough Core Improvement Points to improve her Level – and her Assistant Rank as well.  The rapid growth was going to end soon, however, as once she reached Core Improvement Level 5, the amount needed to grow to the next Level increased by 200 instead of by just 100, and would only increase even more every 5 Levels; not only that, but when she needed to progress to the Adept Assistant Rank, the amount needed to ascend to that Rank doubled – and then increased by 200 for subsequent stages.  Therefore, she could get to Novice Stage 5 for 400 Experience, but then it would require 800 to become an Adept Stage 1, then 1000 for Stage 2, and so on.  She didn’t even want to think about what it took to get to the Expert Rank, because that was going to be nearly impossible based on her current situation.  After that, the requirements increased significantly – as well as taking a lot longer for the countdown. 
 
    She could Improve her Core a bit faster than her Assistant Rank over the next couple of months, but unless she got her dungeon up and running soon, she’d hit a wall in the amount she could squeeze by with.  There was no way she was going to attempt to put more than 800 Confusion Enchantment Traps in her current dungeon, which was why she needed to finish it soon and open it up for Raiders to invade.  She’d receive CIPs just by having them inside her dungeon – depending on the amount of time spent there – and if she somehow killed one, then she would receive even more – though with the 95% reduction, Raider deaths wouldn’t benefit her as much as they would normally. 
 
    Regardless of what would happen in the future, she now had some choices to make about how to spend her Core Improvement Points.  What she chose now would shape the immediate future of her dungeon, especially since she probably wasn’t going to have many more CIPs until she opened up completely.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvements 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available Core Improvement Points (CIP) 
  
      	  500 
  
      	  0 in 30 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Improvement Name 
  
      	  Value 
  
      	  Cost (CIP) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Maximum Dungeon Force Increase 
  
      	  +500 DF 
  
      	  200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration Increase 
  
      	  +5 DF per minute 
  
      	  200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit Increase 
  
      	  +50 
  
      	  100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  250 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature Variant 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Trap Specialization 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  300 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Environment Access 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  400 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier Increase 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Convert CIPs to SCPs 
  
      	  1 SCP 
  
      	  4 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Again, as she expected, the cost in CIPs to increase her maximum Dungeon Force and regeneration was more; whereas they were each 50 before, now they were 200.  It was the way the system worked, unfortunately – each time you purchased an Improvement, the more expensive the next purchase would be.  The only thing on the list that didn’t change no matter how much you did it was the conversion of Core Improvement Points to Special Characteristic Points – that stayed exactly the same with a 4-to-1 ratio.   
 
    There were benefits to doing that conversion, of course, and Tacca was pretty sure that she’d have to do it at some point in order to get rid of her negative Special Characteristics; she only received 25 SCPs every time she raised her Core Improvement Level, so unless she wanted to wait until she was Level 23 (which was a long way away), she’d have to sacrifice some of her precious CIPs.  Right now, though, the conversion wouldn’t do much good – she’d much rather use her Points on something that could help immediately. 
 
    Increasing her potential options with more Dungeon Force was imperative, so she spent 400 of her 500 Points on raising it to a maximum of 1,500 and an additional 5 per minute regeneration.  When those were purchased, she saw that the next cost for each was 500 – so that wasn’t going to happen for a little while. Tacca spent her remaining 100 CIPs on increasing her Control Limit by 50 – which would greatly help to populate her dungeon when she was ready.   
 
    Tacca then turned to the Assistant side of her new form, though she paused after a moment to realize something: she hadn’t blacked out due to her Core Improvement Level increasing.  I guess that was only temporary.  Looking at her Core from the outside, she noticed that all but one tiny crack had been repaired; she figured that the initial damage just after she was sucked into the Dungeon Core had been far greater than she knew, and that was the reason for the period of unconsciousness.  Now that she was basically repaired, there was no need for knocking her out, apparently. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Assistant Information 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Rank: 
  
      	  Novice 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Stage:  
  
      	  4/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 
  
      	  12/400 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  0 in 1 Month 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana (FM): 
  
      	  200/200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana Regeneration: 
  
      	  9 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bond 
  
      	  Instant – Multiple 
  
      	  50+ FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Translocation 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  1000 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Aura 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  20 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hibernate 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Invisibility 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  3 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Repellant Shield 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  2 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tacca’s increase in her Novice Rank Stage provided her with a brand-new Ability: Healing Aura.  She had been worried that her changed circumstances would prevent her Assistant system from automatically teaching her how to use it, but fortunately she was wrong; as soon as she thought about it, she knew how to activate it as well as information on what it could do. 
 
    The Healing Aura was for healing herself – at least it would be if she were still a Fairy, though she wasn’t sure how it would work with her Core – and anything around her for 10 feet in every direction.  It required 20 Fairy Mana every minute to sustain, which was quite a lot; however, it would rapidly heal the injuries from minor cuts and scratches within a minute, as well as more serious ones like broken bones within 10 minutes.  It was a good way for an Assistant to contribute to a dungeon, because she could be used to heal the creatures inside that may be wounded during a Raider invasion; even though the creatures that a Core used were created by Dungeon Force, they didn’t heal automatically – they were like real beasts in that respect. 
 
    Thinking about her creatures made her anxious to finish her dungeon; she wasn’t planning on staying hidden forever, and now with her improved Dungeon Force capabilities, her nearly repaired Core, and her construction progress, Tacca knew she was better prepared than when she was first turned into her new form.  She needed to get moving, get Raiders to come invade her dungeon, and build from there. 
 
    Inevitably, there was a hitch in her plan…Shale came back. 
 
    Through her Bond with him, Tacca felt a strange change in its strength – as if it faded for a moment – which fortunately alerted her to his arrival.  She didn’t like being surprised, and it was good knowing that she had at least a moment’s advance warning before he popped into her Core Room using his Translocation Ability. 
 
    “Hello again, Tamara.  It looks like you’re stuck with me for a while, if that’s alright with you,” he said as soon as he arrived with a sad look on his face and black streaks running through his Mood Clothes; within seconds of arrival, Shale activated his Invisibility and Repellant Shield – which was promising, indicating he had learned from his mistakes from before.  As for what he said, Tacca had expected as much when she offered him the chance to leave; it wasn’t necessarily up to either of them whether or not he could leave – because it was ultimately the Council’s decision. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    She couldn’t see his facial expressions anymore from where he was in his Invisible state, though she found that she could more easily pinpoint his whereabouts; she wasn’t sure if it was because she had increased her Assistant Rank Stages or because of their Bond, but she was thankful for the easy way she could keep tabs on him.  “Well, I spent about a day going over what you told me with a few other Council Members before getting some sleep.  Another day was spent looking over Tacca’s…body…for any signs of injury that might’ve been missed; just as you said, though, everything indicates that something happened to her that wasn’t controlled by anything you might’ve had.  It’s still a mystery, though, so Lily wants me to stay here and see if I can find any other evidence of what happened.  Well, that, and they wanted to see what kind of effect Tacca’s death may have had on your development.” 
 
    She’d talked to Lily enough to have a good idea of what that really meant.  Great…he’s essentially a spy for the Council.  There was no getting out of it now; she was going to have to learn how to navigate her way through the next year or so with Shale Bonded to her – and hope that she didn’t let anything slip as to her origins. 
 
    “Fair enough…well, I’m glad you’re here, even if it doesn’t seem like you want to be Bonded to me.” 
 
    Shale’s tone of voice was tinged with something that sounded like embarrassment.  “I’m sorry, I don’t mean for it to seem like that.  I just never expected…this whole thing…as my first assignment.  I apologize if I seem hesitant and a little stand-offish, and I know that this whole situation with Tacca dying unexpectedly is probably just as hard on you as it is on me.” 
 
    You got that right. 
 
    Of course, she didn’t tell Shale that being Bonded to him was hard because she didn’t want to reveal anything that could get her in trouble.  Instead, she commiserated with him about the death of her “previous Assistant”, until he started to warm up a little bit towards her.  She didn’t particularly care if he liked her or not, but she knew it would make everything a bit easier to deal with if he wasn’t against her from the beginning. 
 
    “So, Tamara, tell me about what’s going on and then I can see if I can do anything to Assist with it; that is my job, after all.  According to my Experience Countdown, it appears as if you’ve been busy.” 
 
    Tacca already planned on telling him at least some of what her plans were and what her initial selections were – because it would be hard to hide it for long – but she paused when Shale mentioned his Experience Countdown.  She had been so focused on her own development that she forgot for a moment what the Bond meant for the actual Dungeon Assistant. 
 
    “What do you mean?  Have you…gained any Experience yet?”  She was actually curious if anything had changed in his countdown because of her unique nature. 
 
    Shale laughed, as if her question was an ignorant one – but it didn’t sound particularly mean, at least.  “No, no – I’ve got a long way to go until that happens.  Just like you, it takes a year for my Experience to be officially registered…though I doubt I’ll be here long enough for that to take effect if the Council pulls me out.”   
 
    He sounded disappointed, which Tacca could fully understand; all of those she had been Bonded to before had been destroyed way before a year was up, so that was the reason she had never received any Experience.  If Shale were to stay near her for close to a year, but then have his Bond broken before that year was up, all of that accumulated Experience would essentially be lost.  
 
    “Actually, what I was referring to was the 497 Experience I see in my Countdown already.  I’d love to see what you have going on that got you so many…uh, Core Improvement Points, I believe.  Not only that, but if you have the time I’d love to hear what your initial selections were; knowing how smart Tacca was, I’m sure you’re already taking advantage of her tutelage.” 
 
    If she didn’t know better, Tacca would’ve thought he was trying to get on her good side by ignorantly praising her skills as an Assistant; as it was, since he didn’t know he was actually communicating with the former Fairy, his assertions of her “smarts” seemed genuine.  She wasn’t sure how to take that, because no one had ever really been that nice when talking about her before; sure, some of her instructors commented on how well she did at DAPS, but it was usually accompanied by some sort of comment referring to how all of that talent was wasted on such an unfortunate individual.  To hear what sounded like sincere praise touched her crystallized Core heart so much that she inadvertently let some of that strong gratitude and appreciation leak out. 
 
    Before he could question what that was all about, she tried to cover for it.  “Absolutely, Tacca did a great job teaching me almost everything she knew – or at least as much as she could before she died.  I will always appreciate how much she seemed to care that I succeeded, even if it was in a roundabout way.” 
 
    “Roundabout way?  What do you mean?” 
 
    Here it was – the big reveal.  Like she had thought before, there was no way she’d be able to hide it for long, especially when she started making multiple species and Variants.  She explained what her initial selections were…and as she expected, he couldn’t understand the underlying objectives. 
 
    “What?  That’s crazy!  Why would Tacca do that to you?  She ruined your development for years, if not decades…possibly even centuries!  You’re not going to be able to defend your dungeon very well if you can’t even create a Level 2 creature, let alone something even stronger; it doesn’t matter if you can create thousands of species, if you don’t have something that can kill Raiders, then they’re almost worthless.  And…Enchantments?  Really?  Talk about specializing in the most non-lethal traps available…but at least you’ll still be able to make others, even if they are horrendously expensive at your Level.  It’s almost as if she was setting you up to fail…I guess that the Lead Placement Council Member was right about the ‘bad luck’ that Tacca had.” 
 
    Again, Tacca was expecting that response…all but that last bit.  “What do you mean, ‘bad luck’?” 
 
    She could vaguely see the Invisible figure of Shale turn his head to view the room, as if he was expecting someone to be nearby that could hear him.  It was silly, because she would know if anyone was nearby, and also because he could’ve just communicated via his mind and no one would’ve heard anything.  “Ok, so, I apologize for speaking ill of the dead, and I can see that she was your friend of sorts – or at least acted like one,” he started, his voice low and soft – and practically a whisper.  “Tacca, however, had a horribly portentous birth, and everyone knew that something bad would happen wherever she went.  It’s strange that they allowed her to live in the first place, and why they allowed her to become a Dungeon Assistant I’ll probably never know. 
 
    “For all the time I knew her, nothing bad had happened, so I thought that maybe what was said about her birth was exaggerated.  Then, when she graduated and went for the same Mentor training I went through – though with a different Assistant – the Mentor and his Dungeon Core were destroyed almost immediately after her arrival.  From there, she was sent to dozens of different Cores to be an Assistant, and each and every one was destroyed shortly after she arrived.  Amongst the Dungeon Assistant community, she quickly became known as ‘The Deliverer’.” 
 
    She’d heard the name before of course, but she was curious about exactly what it meant; Lily had taken her away from the waiting room before she could get more information.  “The Deliverer?  What does that mean?” 
 
    Shale’s voice grew even softer, as if he was afraid to talk about it.  “Well, everyone said that she was called in to ‘deliver’ death and destruction to certain Cores, bringing them immediately to their fate sooner than what would be natural.  Based on a few comments dropped by Lily and some other Council Members, her portentous birth really did translate to ‘bad luck’, though only for Dungeon Cores for some reason.  Basically – and this I inferred from what I was directly told – she was called in specifically to destroy Dungeon Cores that were…problems.  The Lead Placement Council Member said that Tacca was ‘unique’ and a ‘valuable asset to the organization’, so I guess that fits.  I have no idea why Cores would need to be destroyed, however – and it’s not my place to ask.” 
 
    Tacca was speechless.  She’d had her suspicions about her purpose, but to have it confirmed – or as confirmed as it was probably going to get unless Lily came to her dungeon and backed it up – was something else.  I was essentially used as…what?  A Dungeon Core assassin?  It was bad enough that so much torturous pain was heaped upon her from all of the involuntary Bond-breaking, but to have this knowledge added to it was almost too much. 
 
    “And Tacca was sent here…to kill me?” 
 
    There was more hesitation from Shale and Tacca wished that she could see his face.  “I…don’t know for sure, but it’s quite possible.  I was told that there was a ‘problem’ communicating with you before, so she could’ve been sent here to do that.  When she actually got you to respond, it’s also possible that her ‘bad luck’ would’ve kicked in and ensured that you were destroyed as soon as you opened your dungeon to the outside world.”  Another pause.  “I heard Lily mumble that she thought Tacca’s ‘bad luck’ finally caught up with her and ended up killing her instead, though I don’t know how true that is.  I’m not even sure if she believes that, which is probably why I’m here.  Regardless, just know that you’re probably not at fault here – it was all because of Tacca.” 
 
    That didn’t really help to make her feel better, mainly because she was beginning to worry that this “bad luck” she was stuck with had transferred to her new form.  Will I end up killing myself inadvertently?  Were my choices influenced by this bad luck, or did it go away when I became a Dungeon Core?  She had no way of knowing, of course, but the theory behind her plan was sound…or at least she hoped so. 
 
    “Despite what…Tacca’s…overall objective was, I still think my choices will work.  She explained them thoroughly before I made the decision, and my belief in them is still there.  We’ll just have to see if they pan out the way I hope they will.” 
 
    She didn’t have to see his face to know Shale was skeptical.  “I highly doubt that, but I’m interested to see what you can do.  You sound very determined, so I hope for your sake that you can turn this disaster around.” 
 
    So do I, so do I… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Tacca spent the next few weeks creating more tunnels and rooms with Carve Earth, until she had three more spaces that she could utilize for her dungeon; one was 20ft X 30ft and 30ft tall, another looked like a long hallway 20ft wide (as well as tall) and 100ft long, and the last was a small 15ft cube that would be the initial room to her dungeon.  When she got closer to the surface, she could detect with startling certainty how far away it really was; her last room – rather, it was the Raiders’ first – was only a dozen feet away from the outside, which was located a little above its position.  For some reason it almost felt like she had perfectly placed her last room in the side of a hill, because she was able to get fairly close to the surface, which was both above and ahead at that point. 
 
    Shale had been surprisingly supportive, even if he didn’t approve of her original choices; then again, there wasn’t much use in being negative because he was stuck with her, so that could’ve been the case too.  Regardless of the reason, he approved of her room shapes and tunneling, as well as her caution about opening up too early. 
 
    “Good, you don’t need to open it yet; from what I’ve learned, Raiders tend not to appreciate an empty dungeon that opens up.  You need to put some creatures and traps in here beforehand; don’t forget to put some deadly ones, as well – if you can afford it, at least.” 
 
    The one thing that Tacca hadn’t mentioned was her outrageously shortened Countdown; she hadn’t thought of any reasonable explanation for it yet that might make sense, and that – more than anything about her – was different enough to raise some questions.  She knew that it would come up eventually, especially when she removed all of the small Confusion traps she had all over her rooms – which, strangely enough, he hadn’t mentioned…or perhaps even noticed.  The 497 Experience – actually 512 now with the additional rooms she had built – on his Countdown would drop down to 15 when she removed them; he couldn’t “save” any Experience until his year was up, so he would certainly notice those fluctuations…if he was paying attention. 
 
    She might be able to get away with it at the end of her third month by proclaiming that her year was up already, but the next month would be…difficult.  Not only that, but when she was able to use more Dungeon Force than normal, as well as her Control Limit being higher than normal…well, she had no explanation for that.  Shale didn’t seem like he was exceptionally intelligent, nor did he seem stupid; regardless of his smarts, though, Tacca just hoped that he wasn’t observant enough to add everything up.  She herself was obsessed with numbers and strategic planning, so it came naturally to her, but she knew not everyone was like that. 
 
    When all of the rooms and tunnels between them were built, that’s when she started to decorate. For the first time, Shale didn’t agree.  “Why are you adding all of this?  From what I learned, most dungeons don’t add any Environmental Objects until they’re much larger and stronger, when they have the luxury of spending Dungeon Force on such…trivialities.” 
 
    To Tacca, adding elements of her Forest Environment wasn’t trivial; in fact, they were essential to her plan, and would pair phenomenally well with her creatures.  “It’s all just another element of the plan, Shale.  In light of my Special Characteristics slowing my growth, this is all part of a long-term strategy.” 
 
    “What do you mean?  I was never taught about any long-term strategies in school.” 
 
    Exactly.  “That’s exactly what Tacca told me when we were discussing future plans.  She mentioned that a lot of what you Dungeon Assistants are taught is focused on quickly progressing, becoming powerful quickly and then just…fizzling out after a period of time.  I wanted something that I could develop that was long-term and would sustain me for years and years – and it needed to be something that would keep me constantly interested.  Tacca mentioned that some Dungeon Cores could exist for centuries, if not thousands of years, and if it isn’t kept fresh and new for me, I figured I would get bored and not care after a while.” 
 
    Technically, she wasn’t really worried about being bored herself, mainly because she could just Hibernate as long as she wanted to pass the time; her statement was more of a reflection of Raiders’ viewpoints than her own.  Everything she was doing, as much as it seemed strange to Shale, was for the future – and not necessarily now.  That wasn’t to say that what she did now wasn’t important, because it was; she needed to have a steady foundation, after all, and that was what she was building. 
 
    “Fine, do what you want.  You seem to have this all in hand like you said, though don’t go blaming me when the Raiders invade and barely look around at what you’re decorating with.  From what I’ve heard, they’re more interested in killing creatures and collecting rewards than looking at trees,” Shale said sullenly.  Tacca could tell he was a bit perturbed that the Dungeon Core wasn’t taking his advice, and he was probably feeling a bit useless; she could understand that better than almost anyone else, especially based on her recent experiences with her own “problem” Cores.  
 
    “I appreciate your advice, but I’ve got this first part planned out fairly well.  I may need help in the future on the next stage of my plan, if you don’t mind helping me with getting all of the details settled,” she offered, trying to placate him a bit.  It worked. 
 
    “I would love to; I’m feeling kind of unneeded here, and I’d like to help out where I can.” 
 
    Of course, the next stage of her plan was a bit of a ways away; she was telling the truth, though – she really hadn’t worked it out except for a few general ideas.  It all hinged on whether this first part worked. 
 
    Using a constant stream of Dungeon Force with Carve Earth was even safer now that her Core was basically all repaired; she upped the amount of time she spent using it from three hours to twelve, before giving it a rest for an hour.  Even then, Tacca was confident she could constantly use it for even longer, but she was still being a little cautious – she didn’t want to stupidly crack her Core again.  That all changed when it came time to fill her dungeon with Environmental Objects, as she spent more Force at one time than she had previously. 
 
    First, she spent 2 DF per cubic foot of soil to fill in each of her rooms, though she did it slowly, so as not to stress the amount of Force streaming out of her Core.  It was interesting to watch the creation of Environmental Objects, because – unlike creatures and traps – the time it took to create them wasn’t measured in minutes or hours, but seconds.  As soon as she directed her Dungeon Force to create soil, for example, it shot through her tunnels and rooms in a flash, pooling in the spot she selected; after a few seconds, fresh loamy soil appeared in relatively stable blocks.  If she left them alone for a few minutes they would collapse and fall apart, but if she kept the process going – by adding another block a little bit of time after one finished – she was able to keep it going until she filled up the entire room.   
 
    All in all, her seven rooms required a lot of soil to fill completely.  After it took 2,500 cubic feet of just plain dirt – totaling 5,000 Dungeon Force and 7 hours of constantly creating another block every 10 seconds – she began to understand a little of what Shale was talking about.  The amount of Dungeon Force and time she spent making Objects that didn’t add any Core Improvement Points, weren’t necessary to defend her dungeon rooms, and were usually applied for aesthetic purposes was staggering.  Finally, after three days of placing dirt everywhere – except her Core Room and connecting tunnels – she was done. 
 
    Then came the next part that made the Forest Environment a forest: trees.  Not just trees, but ferns, shrubs, lichen, moss, and Tacca’s favorite – wildflowers.  There was one room that was completely full of ferns, one full of the wider and fuller shrubs, another that had hundreds of wildflowers, and still others that had combinations of all of them.  Where she ran into trouble, however, was when she filled her Boss Room with trees stretching up to the ceiling; as it was her largest room with 50ft ceilings, each tree cost 50 Dungeon Force to create – the most expensive single item she had made so far. 
 
    After creating a dozen of them in way too short of a time, she felt that same “knife-stabbing” feeling in her Core and heard a sharp cracking noise coming from her Core Room.  Looking at it from the outside, she saw a large crack running from the top to halfway down her fragile form.   
 
    “Whoa – what happened, Tamara?  Did something hit you?  I didn’t see anything in here – is your dungeon under attack?” Shale asked as he panicked and fluttered around the Core Room.   
 
    “No, we’re fine – I’m just stupid.  I spent too much Dungeon Force too quickly, mainly because I was eager to get the placement of all my Environmental Objects done.” 
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant flew closer and got a better look at her Core.  “Is that…why you had so many cracks in your Core before?  I’ve never heard of something like that happening before; as far as I know, you should be able to freely use your Dungeon Force however you want,” he stated, sounding extremely confused.   
 
    “Well, I guess I’m just special or something, because my form here seems to get stressed if I use too much Force or for too long.  Maybe it has something to do with my Special Characteristics?” 
 
    Tacca didn’t even want to attempt to explain what she thought the real reason was – having a Dungeon and Assistant soul in the Core at the same time – so she figured one explanation was as good as another.  “Hmm…I guess that could explain it.  I’ve never heard of any dungeons taking those negative Characteristics before, so it’s quite possible.  But if it happened to you before, how did you repair all of those cracks?” he asked, sounding genuinely interested. 
 
    Oops.  “Uh…I’m not entirely sure, I think they just repaired themselves over time.” 
 
    “Huh.  Well, I guess that’s another thing I’ve never heard of…I guess I should’ve paid better attention in class, right?” He laughed it off, but Tacca could tell that her impromptu explanation was bothering him.  There was nothing she could do to help other than tell him the truth, though, and that wasn’t something she wanted to do right now.   
 
    From that point on, Tacca was a bit more cautious in her Force expenditure.  She found that it wasn’t necessarily the larger cost of the individual trees that had caused her to develop another crack, but the rapid expenditure of that amount one after another. Although, she had to admit that she was a little worried if a larger amount – like 200 Dungeon Force or more – was needed to create something, such as a trap, but there was no other way to find out but to try.  If I give the Force a rest before and after, I think I could use even more – but it’s a risk, certainly. 
 
    It took another five days of filling her dungeon with trees, ferns, shrubs, and wildflowers; Shale was impatient by that time because she hadn’t gained even a single CIP for all of that effort.  He wasn’t necessarily concerned for himself; he – like most Dungeon Assistants like herself – was taught that gaining as many Points as you could while you were smaller and weaker was the way to do things.  Looking at it from his perspective, it did seem a little wasteful and unnecessary; with reluctance, she thought that she would’ve probably agreed with him – if she was still a Fairy Dungeon Assistant.  As a Dungeon Core, however, she found that her priorities had changed and that she was in charge of her own destiny, not Shale or any other Assistant. 
 
    Next came the creatures that she wanted to use in her dungeon.  She’d already seen the foxes that she could create – for which a few Variants would work wonderfully with what she had planned – but now she needed to see exactly what she was working with.  To most with just a passing familiarity with the Canine family, the Wolf species would normally be considered the deadliest and most powerful.  To a certain extent, of course, they would be right; they were larger than most other members of the canine family, had powerful jaws, and worked together in packs to take down their prey – in this case, Raiders – with deadly efficiency. 
 
    To those who did a little more research, there were other possibilities— 
 
    “Ok, so I know you said you chose a ‘family’ instead of a singular species and Tacca somehow exploited a loophole to make it work for you, but I have to ask…why Canines?  I can think of dozens of other ‘families’ that would be better suited to being in a dungeon, and really, all you’ve got are wolves that are any good.  I mean, what is a fox possibly going to do?” 
 
    Shale interrupted her as she started creating suitable Variants of each of her different species in her Core Room.  Tacca wanted them all together so that she could visually see what she was working with, so she had started with a Root Fox again – since she was planning on using that Variant in her dungeon.  She almost ignored his question at first because she didn’t need to explain herself…but she figured this could be a teaching moment. Shale evidently hadn’t spent much time researching every single creature available and had likely dismissed some without really looking at them. 
 
    Therefore, as she created each creature she was planning on using in her dungeon, she explained her reasoning.  “First of all, this Root Fox Variant may look like it won’t do much, but that is the first part where you’re mistaken in your statement.  It may not be able to take on a Raider by itself, but most Canines – which I’m sure you know about wolves – are pack hunters by nature; when they attack together with any 2 or more others from the Canine family, they get a bonus to their physical attack.  When you add in the Root Fox’s natural extra defense, they can be a handful in larger packs that many weaker Raiders would have a hard time defending against.   
 
    “On a side note, Canines are the only family of species for which the Pack Hunter’s special circumstances apply to every single species in the family; while there are other creatures that have that special bonus, they only apply to members of their specific species, and with some they have to be the same Variant.” 
 
    “Huh.  I didn’t know that about—”  
 
    While she was talking about the Fox, her next creature was already forming.  As soon as it “popped” into existence so that Shale could see it, she continued her lesson.  “Now, this Branch Jackal Variant is unique in the fact that it can climb trees with ease, using special nails that grow out of their paws; not only that, but their fur is specially shaded to camouflage them either on the side of a tree or on top of a tree branch – hence their name.  They are larger than foxes and have stronger jaws that can rip and tear more easily, which means they have a slightly stronger Physical Attack, though they can’t withstand as much damage as the Root Fox; however, when you add in the fact that they can climb trees and attack from above, their surprise assaults can quickly overwhelm an unprepared group of Raiders.” 
 
    Shale was still invisible, but she could make enough of him out to see that he was shaking his head; whether it was in confusion or denial she couldn’t tell until he spoke.  “That’s…interesting and amazing all at the same time.  Did Tacca teach you all of—” 
 
    She didn’t let him finish, because the former Fairy Assistant was enjoying herself for once; excitedly talking about species Variants with someone else was something she’d never really been able to do before, so she was taking advantage of her relatively captive audience.  The next creature was just finishing, so she continued her lecture, really getting into it now. 
 
    “Next up we have a Frond Coyote, with its distinctive coloring.  If you’ll notice, the dark-green stripes on its back and sides – along with its dirt-brown base color – allow it to blend in with ferns and other small shrubs found in a forest rather well. And just like the fronds of a fern can bend and flex with surprising alacrity, so too can a Frond Coyote; its hind legs are enhanced to the point where it can spring forth from a hiding place and leap up to 15 feet away.  Of course, like the others, the Pack Hunter attribute it also possesses means that it will do more damage when attacking in conjunction with others.” 
 
    Shale didn’t even say anything as Tacca kept going, her next creature appearing a few seconds later.  “I’m sure you know about the Forest Wolf, which is just a Variant suited to my particular Environment with a mottled brown and green coloring to its fur.  It has one of the strongest bite forces – and therefore a strong Physical Attack – of all of the Canines and packs of them can tear Raiders apart, though their natural Physical Defense is relatively weak.  What you may not know about this particular Variant, however, is that it possesses a unique ability to freeze itself completely when threats are near.” 
 
    Silence still came from Shale, though he finally asked the question Tacca was expecting to hear.  “How is freezing itself completely beneficial—?” 
 
    “I’m glad you asked.  What I mean by freezing itself is a complete cessation of its movements – including its breathing.  When it’s in that ‘frozen’ state, it’s nearly indistinguishable from nearby Environmental Objects; it could even pause in the middle of a pathway and be mistaken for a bush or small fern unless it is carefully analyzed.  This ability allows the Forest Wolf to work together with others of its kind to set up an ambush for a group of Raiders, and they would have a hard time even noticing they are there.” 
 
    It was fascinating to Tacca how diverse the different Variants were, and how they could really take advantage of the Environment to enhance their own attack skills.  She had loved looking over the descriptions of each and every one while she was still at DAPS, and actually being able to create so many of them was like a dream come true. 
 
    “Ok…I can see that I might’ve been wrong. You obviously have had some extensive training from Tacca about your creatures—” 
 
    “Hold on, I’m not done yet,” she said, as another creature appeared next to the Forest Wolf.  It barely fit in her Core Room, though, because it was so large; in fact, it was almost as large as a small horse.  “Normally, you might think of domesticated dogs as those that Raiders sometimes use to hunt with or keep as companions – and you’d be fairly accurate in your thinking.  What you may not have come across in your studies, though, is that there are a few Variants of dogs that are bigger and stronger, and can be even deadlier than a wolf.  Take this Mastiff Dog Variant, for example; whereas the Forest Wolf is nearly 90 pounds in weight, this Mastiff is nearly three times that, as well as being almost a foot taller.  Granted, it’s less agile than a wolf or any of my other Canines – as well as having less bite force – but its weight alone can knock down a Raider if used correctly; as you probably know, a Raider on their back is much more vulnerable to other attacks, so it can easily be taken advantage of.   
 
    “There are other Dog Variants that are a little smaller but can still throw their weight around, as well as having almost as much of a bite force as the wolves, though I’m not going to create all of them right now for this demonstration.  Do you know the best thing about these Dog Variants?” 
 
    “Uh…no?” 
 
    Tacca didn’t think he’d know, because it was kind of obscure information.  “The best thing about these ‘domesticated dogs’ is that they aren’t classified in the same type of overall…category…as the others.  The other Canines are considered to be ‘wild’ and ‘hostile’, which means they consume more of my Control Limit.  This Forest Wolf, for example – despite only being Level 1 – takes up 5 of my Control Limit; the larger, heavier, and potentially deadlier Mastiff, on the other hand, only contributes 2 towards my Control Limit.  Oh, and if you weren’t following what I was saying earlier, even these ‘domesticated dogs’ take advantage of the Pack Hunter bonus, so that makes them even better.” 
 
    “I…see.  I guess I still have a lot to learn,” Shale said after about a minute of silence.  “I take back what I said earlier; you’re probably set up better than any other new dungeon I’ve heard of…though I have a feeling you’ll still have some trouble raising the difficulty of your dungeon because of your creature Level handicap.” 
 
    The Fairy Assistant had a point.  It was something she was worried about as well, though she was hoping to have a solution for that before it became too much of a problem.  “I’m…well aware of that, and you’re absolutely right.  I have some thoughts on that, but hopefully it won’t be too much of an issue by the time I want – or have to – do that.” 
 
    At least, I hope so.  It all depends on whether my “bad luck” applies to myself… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Sterge hurried to steady the plow being pulled behind the ox before it could fall over into the dirt, wishing for the hundredth time that they could afford the new one he’d seen in town that had wheels.  The one they were forced to use had to be constantly controlled by the hardy Hill Dwarf unless he wanted it to fall over, which was normally fine – but Gussie, their ox, tended to speed up her plodding pace just when his attention wandered.  It was almost as if the beast knew when he let his hands grow slack on the handles of the plow, so it was annoying to say the least. 
 
    He grunted at Gwenda as she passed by in the other row he had just plowed, quickly planting and covering the wheat seeds they were going to try to grow before the cold weather poured out of the Wentrylock Mountains nearby.  She smiled tiredly at him, which made sense because they had both been working nearly non-stop all day to get everything done; another hour or so should see them finished, at least.   
 
    Luckily, the particular wheat crop they were planting only took a week to grow – which was actually rather slow compared to some he’d heard about in Heftington, the town approximately 25 miles to the north.  The village that Sterge and Gwenda – along with 45 other rugged Hill Dwarves, Humans, Gnomes, and even Elves – lived in was technically unnamed, unless you counted “The Village” as a name.  That was okay, though, because they didn’t need a fancy name to farm and raise livestock, which was their main profession and source of income.  We do a darn fine job of it, too. 
 
    They weren’t wealthy by any means, but they all got by in the southernmost village on the continent of Abenlure; even so far south, the weather was relatively temperate most of the time, though for nearly a solid month the frigid cold from the nearby mountains made working outside nearly impossible.  Fortunately, the – thankfully short – winter was the only real drawback of living that far south, and the regularity of the cold season’s arrival and departure every year meant that they could work around it easily enough. 
 
    Sterge hastily wiped the sweat from his brow as Gussie got to the end of the row, where the ox automatically stopped right where she needed to without instruction. I swear she’s a lot smarter than we give her credit for.  As he looked up from his work, eyeing where he was going to start the next row, he caught sight of someone heading in his direction.  At first he thought it was Evandurel, one of the few Elves they had farming in “The Village”, but after a moment he realized that it was someone of the ridiculously tall, pointy-eared race he didn’t know.   
 
    He went to grab the simple – yet sharp – iron knife he kept at his waist…and quickly found that he had forgotten it in his cabin.  Again.  It was rare that they saw any sort of threat so far down south, with local rabbits eating their crops being the main culprit, so it wasn’t often that he had to defend himself.  Sterge glanced around and saw Gwenda at the opposite end of the field, with plenty of space for her to run if something happened to him.  Of course, if this Elf striding purposefully towards him was a high-powered Raider, then it probably wouldn’t matter how far away she was; he’d heard that some of them could run as fast as one of the rabbits around The Village, or perhaps even faster. 
 
    Sterge didn’t interact with Raiders very often, though he knew many of their crops went to the small Raider Delving Clan outpost in Heftington; higher-Classed members of the Clan tended to eat a lot more than normal people, so there was always a market for the food they grew.  Despite not having much to do with Raiders, he knew to be inordinately deferential to them whenever he saw them, because they were so much more powerful than him – or anyone else in The Village, for that matter. 
 
    “Hello, good sir.  Can I help you find something?” he asked, as politely as he could.  The Elf looked up from something he was holding in his hands and his eyes locked onto Sterge immediately.  It occurred to the Hill Dwarf only after he spoke that the leather armor-clad and bow-wielding Raider wasn’t specifically heading towards him – Sterge just happened to be in his path.   
 
    “What village is this?  I don’t have it on my map,” the Elf asked in his race’s normal sing-song voice using Common Tradespeak, though his tone spoke with stern authority – and annoyance. 
 
    “Uh…we don’t actually have a name for our village.  It was only developed just over three years ago, and we didn’t really feel there was a need—” 
 
    “Whatever; I don’t really care about your backwoods village.  I just needed to know for my report to the Clan what the nearest habitation is to a new dungeon,” the snooty Elf said, before turning his attention to what was in his hands again. 
 
    As he began to walk off, Sterge couldn’t help but ask, “Dungeon?  There aren’t any dungeons around here; we’re too far south for any of them to pop up.  That’s why this land was literally dirt-cheap to lease from the crown, because there’s nothing of import around here.” 
 
    Amazingly, the Raider stopped and answered the Hill Dwarf, though he didn’t take his eyes off whatever he was fiddling with in his hands.  “Normally, you’d be right; I just happened to be in that town…Halflingtown or something strange like that…when my tracker caught the barest hint of a dungeon nearby – one that wasn’t already known.  Finding new dungeons is extremely rare, and anyone that finds them first receives a massive finder’s fee; that’s the only reason I’m here in this hole in the ground you call a village.” 
 
    That…seems strange.  From all that I know, there have never been any dungeons closer than 30 miles from here, and none near the Wentrylock Mountains.  “I don’t want to say you’re wrong, but there’s never been any dungeons around here.”  He paused, then something occurred to him.  “Uh…why are you telling me this if there’s a finder’s fee?  Not that I have any desire to go looking for a dungeon, but aren’t you afraid I’ll find it first and claim the reward?” 
 
    Dark laughter met his question, which made Sterge shrink back.  “Ha!  What, you?  I could kill you in the blink of an eye and no one would even question me,” the Elf said, causing the Hill Dwarf to take a step back and look around in panic.  “I have no need to do that, though, because the reward can only be given to a Raider, not some random dirty Hill Dwarf.  Besides, I’m not worried about you finding this dungeon first, because from what my tracker says it hasn’t even emerged yet.  I only told you that as a bit of a warning, because if what this tells me is accurate, your little world around here is going to change dramatically over the next few years once word of this place gets out.” 
 
    That didn’t sound good; most of those that inhabited The Village and farmed for a living there were those looking for a simpler life, away from all of the Raiders and the Delving Clan that seemed to inundate everyday life in the towns and villages across the whole world of Gairth.  “Uh…why would things change?” he asked, but he feared he knew why. 
 
    “Because weak, starting dungeons are extremely hard to find; most of the dungeons we know about are much more difficult because they’ve been around for centuries already.  Like I said before, brand-new dungeons are a rarity, so finding one and reporting it can set me up for life with the finder’s fee.  Having a relatively ‘safe’ place for inexperienced Raiders to extract Power to improve themselves is literally unheard of around here.  Most newbies need to delve with stronger teams to gain any sort of Power from their dungeon dives, though those willing to take a weak person along are rare – or require a hefty payment in advance.”  
 
    “So that means…?” 
 
    The Elf was obviously now extremely irritated by his questions, as he huffed and gave him a snapped-out explanation as he started walking away.  “Because thousands of Raiders are going to flock here for a chance to go through this new dungeon.  I don’t have time to talk anymore, I’ve got to find this dungeon before anyone else happens to have a tracker and sees it.”  The Elf began quickly walking directly towards the Wentrylock Mountains, continuing his route from earlier before Sterge interrupted him. 
 
    “Uh, you may want to bring some heavy clothing with you if you’re going up there for long; the winter storm is less than two weeks away—” Sterge shouted after him in warning.   
 
    “Mind your business, peasant!  I’m a Ranger and I know what I’m doing; I don’t need you getting all up in my business,” he shouted back, without even turning around.  Within minutes, the Ranger had traveled halfway to the sparse foothills of the mountain range, where he disappeared behind two hills. 
 
    “What was that all about?” a voice asked from behind, startling Sterge until he recognized who it was.  He turned around to see Gwenda looking towards where the Elf had disappeared with a worried look upon her face. 
 
    “It seems as though there might be a new dungeon around here,” he told his oldest friend in the world, before he explained his conversation with the Elf Raider.  “This could change everything, Gwenda,” he finished sadly.  They were making a great life for themselves there and the introduction of a new element to their lives was likely to have drastic consequences. 
 
    Gwenda was silent for almost a minute before she said anything, and it wasn’t what he expected her to say.  “Why would that Elf go up into the mountains right now?  Doesn’t he know that the storm is less than two weeks away?” 
 
    Sterge laughed sadly.  “I don’t think he’s from around here; I doubt he knows how cold it can get up there.  I tried to warn him, but he didn’t want to listen to me,” he said, before turning to Gwenda seriously.  “What are we going to do if this turns out to be true?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “I don’t know, honestly.  I guess we’ll deal with it if what he said comes to pass, just like we’ve dealt with everything else over the last few years.” 
 
    Sterge could only nod in agreement…because that was all he could do. 
 
    Picking the plow up so that he and Gussie could get started on another row, he clucked to the ox and the big beast started to move, positioning herself exactly where he wanted her to go.  Smart ox, strange Raider appearances, and potential dungeon sightings – what next? 
 
      
 
    *          *          * 
 
      
 
    They managed to plant, harvest, and secure every cabin and livestock pen in the village before the frigid cold swept down from the mountains exactly 13 days later.  Looking at the Wentrylock Mountain Range through the tiniest crack in his normally well-insulated wood cabin, Sterge could see that it was already covered in thick blankets of snow; luckily, none of the snow made it past the foothills, but the cold temperature that flowed down from there could freeze the parts off a person if they were left uncovered for more than a few seconds. For an entire month, everyone in the village was essentially confined to their cabins and the livestock to their covered and insulated pens.  Once a day, Sterge would bundle up in so much thick clothing he could barely move or see and check up on the beasts, and sometimes he would visit Gwenda or one of the other villagers – though walking more than the 50 feet to see to the livestock pen was strenuous in the severe cold. 
 
    I hope that Elf got out of the mountains before winter hit.  There’s no way anyone – even a powerful Raider – could survive that kind of weather for long.  Sterge and Gwenda hadn’t seen him leave the mountain range before they were forced to close up for the season, though it was entirely possible that he left from some other section of the foothills and they missed the Raider leave.  They hadn’t mentioned their encounter with the Elf to the other villagers, however, because they didn’t want to start a panic unnecessarily; Sterge still wasn’t convinced that there was a dungeon in the mountains where there hadn’t been any before, so they decided it wouldn’t do to worry their fellow farmers. 
 
    The month of extreme cold went by in relative boredom, with Sterge sleeping most of the time to pass the time.  He liked to think that he was catching up on all of the sleep he missed during the rest of the year when he had to get up early to plow, plant, or harvest crops – even if he knew it didn’t really work like that.  Still, it was a nice “vacation” from the constant hustle-and-bustle that usually consumed the villagers’ lives, even if it was boring most of the time. 
 
    The transition from frigid weather to their normal temperate climate took place over only one day; in the early morning, the cold would still be as intense as it was all month long and over the next 24 hours the temperature would gradually increase until it was the same as it was the rest of the year.  The snow in the mountains – which had to be dozens of feet deep – quickly melted over the next few weeks and the massive amount of water runoff it created flowed down the massive Lockspeed River nearby, as well as down hundreds of other tributaries; there was so much, in fact, that it helped to provide water to most of the southern continent all year long.  While most of the water shortly disappeared down the swollen river, there were multiple dams and diversions along the way that maintained a healthy supply for the millions of people inhabiting Abenlure. 
 
    Normally, everyone in the village waited for the temperature to completely return to normal before venturing far from their cabins and livestock enclosures – not much could be done while it was too cold to move around safely.  Unfortunately, as Sterge was doing his daily walk to the enclosure to check on the beasts there, something caught his eye as he looked over the empty expanse around his cabin, contemplating the work he would get started on the next day.  A formless hump of something was lying in the middle of the nearby field, which was unusual enough to catch his attention; he thought at first it was some sort of animal, but no animals were stupid enough to brave the weather around here, unless they were starving and about to die already.  Even the bunnies – who terrorized their crops the rest of the year – were absent as they were warm and safe far underground in their warrens, eating stored food stolen from the village’s plantings. 
 
    He was dressed warmly enough, and the temperature was slowly starting to rise enough that a few minutes outside wouldn’t hurt him, so Sterge went to investigate.  As soon as he got within 20 feet, though, he instantly recognized what the shapeless hump was: the Elven Raider that had gone up into the mountains nearly six weeks before.  He hesitated before he got any closer, but practicality won out over reluctance to touch what he assumed was a dead body.   
 
    His assumption, as unfortunate as it was, proved to be entirely correct.  Sterge managed to drag the corpse of the Elf – which was surprisingly light for one that was over twice his height – back to his cabin, before closing the door and warming up by the fire.  When the ambient temperature was back up to normal, he removed his warm clothing and went to look at exactly what he had managed to drag inside.   
 
    The Raider had been dead for quite a while it seemed.  Even though the frozen weather managed to preserve his corpse fairly well, Sterge had seen enough dead beasts over the years to tell that at least three weeks had passed since the Elf’s death, but it could’ve been even longer.  The Hill Dwarf could only assume that the Elf had gotten caught by the unexpected start of the snowstorm and had tried to flee before it got too bad; the swiftness of winter’s arrival was no joke, however, and he probably made it down out of the mountains and foothills before finally succumbing to the cold in the middle of Sterge’s empty field, only a couple hundred feet from his warm cabin.  So close…and yet, so far.   
 
    He hated to think ill of the dead, but he couldn’t help but consider that the Raider was foolish for ignoring his warning.  Sterge stared at the corpse that was slowly thawing in the middle of his cabin as he thought about what he should do; thinking about these things wasn’t really his specialty, though – he was more of a doer, not a thinker.  Someone nearby, however, would know what to do… 
 
    “We’ll have to take him to Heftington tomorrow and deliver him to the Raider Delving Clan there.  It’ll probably mean borrowing Dasper’s wagon, but he won’t need it right now anyway.  Of course, our work will be a little delayed, but this is the right thing to do,” Gwenda said, shortly after she stepped into Sterge’s cabin.  She was the first one he thought of that might have an idea of what to do, and he was happy enough to put her in charge.   
 
    She knelt down and started rummaging through his pockets and the pack that was still strapped to his back.  “What are you doing?!” he asked, shocked at what she was doing.  “That’s not our stuff!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m not stealing…much…from him.  At least, nothing of obvious value…like these,” she said, before pulling out a handful of gold and silver coins.  His eyes felt like they were going to practically jump out of his head when he saw them; they were lucky if they made a few silvers’ worth of profit over a year laboring in the fields, so what he was looking at was nearly a decade or more of work.  Gwenda put them back, though, and started pulling out other things from the dead Elf’s pack. 
 
    Most of it they left alone, but two things of interest were set aside.  One was a set of cream-colored papers, finer than any he had ever seen before; drawn in intricate detail was a map of a pathway through the nearby foothills and Wentrylock Mountains, leading towards a spot not too far away – if he was reading it right.  There were some words written in what he assumed was the Elvish language because he couldn’t understand them, though Gwenda recognized a few; Sterge had no problem admitting that she was much smarter than he was, because it was the truth and there was no point in denying it. 
 
    “I think this part says…‘not open’?  I can’t be sure; it’s been too long since I tried studying some Elven books back in…well, you know,” she said sadly.  He certainly did know, but he didn’t want to think about it right now. 
 
    “Do you think that means that he found the dungeon, but it isn’t open yet?” he hazarded, and was rewarded with a cautious nod from his best friend.  
 
    “Yes, that is what I would assume.  He probably found where it was located, but it hadn’t opened its entrance yet; while he was waiting for it to do that, the storm must’ve come and surprised him up there.  I’m actually surprised he made it this far before…this happened to him.”  Sterge was surprised as well, though he knew that Raiders were much stronger than a normal person. 
 
    The second thing was almost overlooked at first.  It was a flat piece of stone that had a few markings on it, but it didn’t seem like it was overly important; that was, until Gwenda held it in both of her hands as she was going to put it back in the Elf’s pack, and small little lights on it started glowing.  She almost dropped it in surprise, but she held on long enough to see that the lights moved when she shifted her hands.  After some experimentation, they discovered that a large, circular bright-green light halfway to the center of the stone pointed south towards the mountain range, while there were very faint, tiny green lights pointing to the north, past where Heftington was located and beyond. 
 
    “This must be the ‘tracker’ that you said the Raider was using to find the dungeon; I can only guess that the larger and closer the light is to the center of this thing, the nearer it is to our location.  If that’s right, then these small ones to the north must mean that there are some up there, but they’re quite a distance away; no wonder the Elf seemed excited – there’s no other dungeon even close to here, and unless they were in town they probably wouldn’t even see it on this ‘tracker’,” Gwenda mused. 
 
    Sterge could only agree, because it made the most sense.  Silence fell over the cabin, only broken up by the fire popping in the hearth.  He couldn’t help but ask what was on his mind after seeing the map and the tracker that the Raider had left behind.  “So, what are we going to do with this?” 
 
    “I’m not really sure,” Gwenda said after a minute of thinking.  “All I know is that – as the Elf told you before he ran off into the mountains – the discovery of this dungeon will change this place; whether that change is for good or ill, I don’t know yet.  What I do know is that I’m not sure we’re ready for it, either way; I think we need to keep this information to ourselves as long as possible.  The presence of it won’t be a secret for long, I’m sure, but maybe we can at least prepare before it does happen.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me; it’s just a shame that we can’t turn in this information ourselves…you know, because we’re not Raiders.” 
 
    “That’s true,” his best friend said, before she smiled strangely.  “Though…maybe we can do something about that.” 
 
    Uh, oh – I’m afraid to ask what that’s supposed to mean… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The month on her countdown came and went while Tacca was working on her dungeon, and she didn’t bother to take the time – or use the Dungeon Force – to upgrade her Core Improvement Level at that point.  For one, she didn’t want to have to explain anything to Shale quite yet; two, she was too focused on trying to get her dungeon ready to open up and didn’t want to interrupt that.  She did manage to “bank” 82 CIPs from the creatures and traps she created and placed during the current countdown cycle – as well as the additional rooms she had constructed – so it wasn’t all a waste.  Her previous worry over whether her Dungeon Assistant would notice the reduction of his potential Experience when she removed all of her Confusion Enchantment traps was eliminated as he didn’t even notice…or if he did, he didn’t say anything.  
 
    Another week went by as she created creatures of different species and positioned them in her dungeon, and then she spent some time placing traps.  Those traps, unlike the small Confusion ones that she had used to gain CIPs, were much stronger, if not necessarily deadlier.  Tacca had Enchantment traps that produced enormous rage in its victims, ones that produced fear, and even one that caused anyone caught in the trap to become significantly slower. She also had some deadlier pit traps in a room, even though they were ridiculously expensive in terms of Dungeon Force. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Soil-covered Pit Trap 
    
  The Soil-covered Pit Trap can be placed on the floor of the dungeon, must be covered by soil, and is triggered by proximity.  Once triggered, the soil collapses and victims plunge into a deep pit lined with small stone spikes.  All traps can be disabled with high enough Disarm Trap skills. 
    
  Cost: 950 DF  
  Replacement Cost: 475 DF 
  Creation Time: 2 Hours 
  Disarm Trap Resistance: 2 
  Activation Range: 4.0ft X 4.0ft X 20.0ft 
  Trigger Proximity: 0.2 ft 
  Strength: 8.0 
  Duration: N/A 
  Resistance Category: Physical 
  Special Effects: Causes physical damage from the fall, as well as potential physical damage from impalement upon stone spikes 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    If Tacca hadn’t increased her Core Improvement Level, she wouldn’t have even been able to afford to create a simple 4ft-wide, 4ft-long, and 20ft-deep pit trap with spikes on the bottom.  As it was, 950 DF was a serious drain on her maximum of 1,500; normal Dungeon Cores wouldn’t have to worry about that, but she was almost hesitant to even try it because of the risk of cracking.  What she did to prepare for it, though, was to wait an hour before using that much Dungeon Force and an hour afterwards before using any more…and that seemed to work.  There was a strain on her Core that she felt deep down, but by using her Force cautiously like that, she prevented any more damage from occurring to her spherical form. 
 
    When she was all done with construction, Environmental Object placement, and creature and trap production, there was one last thing to do: rewards.  While Raiders benefitted in their own way from killing creatures – and even surviving/disarming traps, or so she’d learned – many of them wanted tangible “rewards”.  At the moment, she only had access to rewards in Reward Tier 1 – which was basically only copper and silver coins, crude iron weapons, ragged leather armor, and a few basic cloth pieces of clothing.  It was suitable for a dungeon just starting out, though, so it would work for now. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Reward Tier 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward 
  
      	  Cost 
  
     
 
      
      	  Copper Coin 
  
      	  1 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Silver Coin 
  
      	  10 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rusty Iron Dagger 
  
      	  20 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rusty Iron Shortsword 
  
      	  20 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rusty Iron Mace 
  
      	  20 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rusty Iron Axe 
  
      	  20 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Flimsy Pine Bow 
  
      	  20 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cracked Maple Staff 
  
      	  20 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Battered Oak Shield 
  
      	  15 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ragged Leather Chestpiece 
  
      	  15 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ragged Leather Leggings 
  
      	  15 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ragged Leather Vambraces 
  
      	  15 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ragged Leather Boots 
  
      	  15 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ragged Leather Helmet 
  
      	  15 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ragged Leather Gloves 
  
      	  15 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Basic Cloth Robe 
  
      	  10 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Basic Cloth Tunic 
  
      	  10 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Basic Cloth Trousers 
  
      	  10 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tacca thought about Darlene, who had likely spent most of her CIPs on raising her Reward Tier to much higher levels than she probably should’ve.  Thinking about her actual dungeon, which was fairly plain and only barely larger than Tacca’s own, she realized that the other Core had likely spent almost all of her available Points on unlocking more rewards; in fact, there were even a few Special Characteristics that related to rewards as well, so it was entirely possible she had those as well.  Even if Tacca hadn’t seen the folly of having entirely too rich of rewards in a relatively weaker dungeon herself, she had enough common sense that having access to those kinds of things – and using them – was a very poor idea. 
 
    To assign a reward to a creature – or eventually she would be able to acquire a chest to hold additional rewards – all she had to do was concentrate on it and choose one of her rewards.  When the creature was killed, the reward would automatically appear once it disappeared, even if it was larger than the creature itself; for instance, if she had a Rusty Iron Shortsword as a reward for a slain fox, the weapon was actually longer than the length of the creature – but that didn’t matter for the reward rules.  There was technically no limit to how many rewards she could assign to each creature, though a balance of not too much and not too little was important to achieve.   
 
    Once the reward was in place, it would automatically add to the cost of replacement of the creature once it was killed – if it was set up for automatic replacement, of course.  So, for example, a Level 1 Root Fox that cost 5 DF to bring back could have 2 copper coins as a reward and would therefore require 7 DF to fully replace.  Luckily, all of that was easily automated so she didn’t have to remember how much she put with each creature, as that could get complicated after a while.  That automation – she realized – was also what led many older Dungeon Cores to become complacent; when they had their dungeon set up the way they wanted, they really didn’t have to do anything to maintain it.  They just reaped the rewards for a long time, probably refusing to do any more work to expand and change difficulties and make it fresh, especially if everything was operating just fine already. 
 
    The automation was beneficial for now, though, because she wasn’t planning on changing things up too much in the near future.  Most of the creatures throughout her rooms she set up to give out a few copper coins; her deadlier ones, however – including what she had prepared in the boss room – dropped a silver coin here and there, along with some weapons and armor that she had to choose from.  Overall, she spent just over 900 Dungeon Force to supply rewards, which sounded like a lot, but when you considered that some were just a few of the lowest-value copper coins it really wasn’t a lot. 
 
    “Are you ready, Shale?” 
 
    The Dungeon Assistant had been going from room to room over the last day, watching as Tacca made final adjustments to her creature and trap placement, as well as assigning rewards.  She could tell that he was feeling nearly as excited and nervous as she was; the prospect of opening up was a momentous occasion, and it really only happened once in a Dungeon Core’s lifetime.  “Yes, I am…but are you sure about all of this?  Some of what you have seems risky, and I’m a little worried about what you have planned for the Raiders; there are some things in here that you wouldn’t even tell me about, so I’m not even sure what’s going on in a few of your rooms,” Shale said with more than a bit of irritation in his voice.   
 
    That was true; she didn’t feel like explaining everything she did, so she left a lot as a mystery to the Dungeon Assistant.  Shale was clearly annoyed by that, but she thought it might be fun to see his reaction.  Tacca had been growing more and more accustomed to him being everywhere and she felt the Bond between them growing stronger every day; she knew that before long some extra benefits of a strengthening Bond would make themselves known, though she didn’t actually know when that would happen.  It was apparently different for every Assistant-Core pairing, so it was anyone’s guess. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’ll all make sense when you see it in action.  I’m going to start tunneling out from my topmost room because I’m as ready as I can be for the moment.  I wonder what it looks like outside?” 
 
    “Good question.  I’m kind of interested as well, because I haven’t been outside for a while and I have no idea where we are in relation to the world above.  When I get the chance, I’ll fly out and try to ascertain where we are to give you a better idea what to expect from Raiders,” he offered, for which she was thankful.  While she knew she could look outside her entrance, she wouldn’t be able to see any more than a normal person would when peering outside the confines of her dungeon.   
 
    Once he did that, it was a possibility that she’d have an even better idea of exactly where they were in relation to the world than Shale, because Tacca had extensively studied dozens of maps and researched Raider cultures from around the world – or at least as much as was known.  When she could pinpoint exactly where her dungeon was located, she could minutely adjust some things based on local information, but for now her dungeon composition was as balanced as it was going to get. 
 
    A couple of weeks ago, Tacca had applied her knowledge of how to speed up the construction process of tunnels and rooms, so it didn’t take long to tunnel through the remaining dozen feet to the surface.  All she had to do was use Carve Earth in separate locations at the same time to remove twice or even three times as much dirt and stone from her path – though it quickly ate into her Dungeon Force reserve.  She hadn’t used the technique much, though, because prolonged use might lead to additional cracks in her Core, but for removing the last little bit between her and the outside world it wasn’t that much of a strain. 
 
    Tacca held her non-existent breath as the last of the dirt barrier between her dungeon and the outside world disappeared because of her use of Carve Earth.   The first inklings of light poured into her new entrance as she expanded the tunnel leading outside so that it was equal to the rest of the tunnel, hardening the perimeter of it as she went.  She thought that for some reason she couldn’t see anything outside because all she saw was a wall of bright-white light.  Is this another side effect of my soul being sucked into this Core?  
 
    Within seconds, however, she found out the reason everything was all white as big snowflakes blew into her entrance, piling up quickly as the blizzard outside raged, blocking out the view.   
 
    My bad luck strikes again. 
 
      
 
    *          *          * 
 
      
 
    “Well, this is just great.  I had all of this planned out, but if no Raiders can get here, then what am I supposed to do?” Tacca exclaimed after watching the storm rage outside her dungeon entrance for almost an hour.  She didn’t want to admit it, but she concluded that no Raiders were stupid enough to travel in that kind of weather – which meant that she wouldn’t see anyone anytime soon.  The raging blizzard was so powerful that a couple of gusts had blown snow all the way into her first room down the long tunnel, though the snowflakes quickly melted when the ambient temperature of her dungeon warmed them up. The warmth or chill of her dungeon was something she could manipulate as easily as the lighting with just a thought, and she turned the heat up a tad, which helped to keep her entrance relatively clear. 
 
    Clear for what, she didn’t really know, because there was no way anyone was going to reach her.  She could make out vague dark shapes in the distance during some lulls in the storm, but they were so far away she couldn’t tell for sure what they were; all she knew was that her plans were in jeopardy of failing – and all because of some stupid weather. 
 
    “I’m sure this will only be temporary, Tamara; I’ve never heard of a Dungeon Core being placed near an area that was largely inaccessible before, so this is probably just a fluke,” Shale told her, in an attempt to cheer Tacca up.  She appreciated his attempt, but she was terribly worried that her “bad luck” had placed her far to the south of the known world, in the frozen wastelands where no one and nothing lived.  What her Dungeon Assistant said was true, however, so she felt a little better: no dungeon had ever been placed somewhere really hard or impossible to get to before.  It would completely defeat the purpose of their presence, after all, if Raiders weren’t able to invade them. 
 
    I guess I should be thankful that I didn’t emerge at the bottom of a lake, or inside a volcano; I hope this storm really is temporary, though, because otherwise I’m going to have an extremely boring eternity of existence. 
 
    There was nothing that Tacca or Shale could really do about her dungeon’s location, so they were forced to wait…and wait…and wait…  Three weeks went by without much cessation of the wild, blowing snow outside her entrance, but the determined Dungeon Core refused to give in to defeat.  While they were waiting for something to happen, and as the snow piled up so much that she couldn’t even see outside anymore, Tacca didn’t twiddle her imaginary thumbs. 
 
    She began expanding her dungeon downwards from her Core Room, adding additional tunnels and rooms, though there was no particular thought process behind them.  The expansion was done for two main reasons. One, now that she was technically done with her forest-themed, Enchantment-trapped, Canine-guarded dungeon, she didn’t really have anything to do; the construction, while relatively boring, gave her something to do and concentrate on.   
 
    Most dungeons – from what she had been taught and had observed herself – were busy from the moment they opened up to the outside world; they didn’t have the Dungeon Force available to start expanding right away, because most of it was consumed by the regular maintenance of their dungeon after Raiders destroyed everything inside.  It was only when they increased their Core Improvement Level that they could purchase some things with their Points that made expansion possible; having a higher DF regeneration rate or a larger Control Limit went a long way towards creating more difficult challenges for Raiders.  By earning enough CIPs (which was usually a result of the presence or deaths of Raiders), they could acquire those things – it was a relationship between Raiders and dungeons that had worked well for tens (or perhaps hundreds) of thousands of years. 
 
    Contrary to every other Core in the world, Tacca thought she had plenty of time to expand even after she opened up – and that brought her to her second reason for doing so.  Her fourth-month countdown was approaching quickly, and she wanted to take advantage of it this time.  Not only did she want to repair the existing cracks in her Core, but she needed to gain as many CIPs as possible while she had the opportunity.  She hadn’t given up hope that the weather outside her dungeon was temporary, and she wanted to be prepared when Raiders finally arrived.   
 
    When there were only three days before her countdown finished, she finally told the confused Shale what her plan was.  The Dungeon Assistant hadn’t really said anything while she was constructing more rooms; in fact, when he realized it might be a while until someone came, he Activated his Hibernate Ability and basically slept while Tacca worked away below the Core Room.  “Shale, my countdown is almost up.  I’m going to use a method that I—I mean Tacca—told me about to boost my Core Improvement Points up as much as possible before that happens.” 
 
    He was still sleepily waking up from his Hibernation, and he was confused at what she said.  When Tacca explained the general idea, he started to pay a little more attention.  “I’ve heard of that working when the dungeon hasn’t even opened yet, because there’s usually a lot more Dungeon Force available; I guess that – even though you’re open – you probably have a lot of Force to play around with because of this weather.  How many more CIPs are you planning on boosting yourself?  Enough to get you to Core Improvement Level 3?” 
 
    Of course, “Tamara” hadn’t told Shale that she was already Level 4, because that would be revealing a bit too much about her unique origins.  “No, I think I may be able to get myself all the way up to Level 6.” 
 
    Shale seemed suitably shocked, mainly because she technically only had 135 CIPs from her previous banked amount last month, as well as what she had finished filling her dungeon with by the time she was complete.  She was going to need a total of 1,000 CIPs to get to Level 6, though for all Shale knew she actually needed 1,600 because he wasn’t aware of her previous Level increases.  “That’s impossible and you’re crazy.  If you didn’t have that massive reduction on how many CIPs you can earn, you would easily be able to do it; as it is, what you’re thinking of doing just isn’t possible, despite how much you seem to know.” 
 
    It turned out that he was partly right – she never would’ve been able to get to 1,600 CIPs, because she just barely got to 1,000.  It wasn’t because she didn’t have enough time, enough Dungeon Force, or even enough space in her dungeon to create the relatively cheap Confusion Enchantment Traps; no, it had to do with the strain that placing so many traps had on her Core. 
 
    At 600 additional traps, she started to feel like her concentration was starting to wander; at 700, her mind began to slow down, so that it felt like she was trying to wade through sticky honey; at 850, she started to feel the tell-tale sign that she was pushing her Core too far as a strange ache infused her entire being.  She pushed through the mounting pain to place another 150 traps to bring her total up to 1,000, and just as she finished a tiny crack appeared on her Core.  Fortunately, there was only about an hour to wait for her countdown to finish, and as soon as she acquired all of those Points she blacked out again. 
 
    It wasn’t for too long, though – at least according to Shale, who witnessed the entire thing happening and felt her unfiltered discomfort and pain through their Bond.  “What did you do?!  Are you alright?” he asked, genuinely worried for her when she could finally think again.  The increase in her Level managed to fix all but a tiny crack again, and the strain from having so many traps was thankfully a little less than it had been – but still really uncomfortable.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations, Tacca GloomLily! 
  
You have reached Core Improvement Level: 5 
  You have reached Core Improvement Level: 6 
  Current CIP Countdown: 0/800 in 30 days 
  Core Improvement Points earned: 1000 (1000) 
  Special Characteristic Points earned: 50 (125) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations, Tacca GloomLily! 
  
You have reached Assistant Rank: Novice 
  You have reached Assistant Stage: 5 
  Current Experience Countdown: 0/800 in 30 days 
  Maximum Fairy Mana: +50 
  Fairy Mana Regeneration: +2 per minute 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Before she chose what she wanted to do with the Points she had earned, Tacca immediately absorbed all of her small Confusion Enchantment traps; as soon as they started disappearing, she started to feel worlds better than just a few minutes before.  I assume this means that I shouldn’t even attempt to do anything like that to get the 800 I need for the next Level.  
 
    Theoretically, there shouldn’t be any limit to how many traps she could place in her dungeon, unlike the creature Control Limit; this was made plainly clear by how many traps that her old Core Jeff had, which far exceeded how many Tacca just placed.  She momentarily thought it might be because she spent too much Dungeon Force constantly for too long, but when she considered it more, she knew that it felt completely different than when she used Force recklessly.  This felt more like she was overly full at first, and then overloaded with information in the next moment, and only when she added even more did she start to feel pain.  The fact that the pain lessened after her increase in Core Improvement Level meant that she’d probably be able to handle a larger quantity of traps in the future, but for now she had hit her limit. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Shale,” Tacca apologized for worrying her Assistant, before attempting to explain.  “I think I used too much Dungeon Force again when I was making my traps; don’t worry, though, I won’t be doing that again if I can help it.” 
 
    “Good, because you scared me there; I felt so much pain and agony sent to me through our Bond, and I was really worried for you,” he said, before fluttering over and tentatively touching her Core – as if his touch might cause more cracks to appear.  “Now that I know you’re safe-ish…did it work?” 
 
    She laughed, because she had been concentrating on getting rid of the uncomfortable strain so much that she had almost forgotten what it was for.  “Yes it did; I’m now Core Improvement Level 6!”  Tacca also noticed that she was also a Novice Stage 5 Dungeon Assistant, and was only 71 Experience away from becoming an Adept; she was bummed that she hadn’t been able to add that many more traps, but she knew that she was lucky that she didn’t cause any permanent damage with what she did do.  Fortunately, the 729 Experience that she earned had been banked, so when the next month passed by, she could easily add to that to achieve her next Rank.  
 
    Of course, acquiring enough CIPs for her next level was going to be difficult…unless the weather cleared up.  By some fortunate circumstance (whether it was due to her luck or not was still to be determined), moments after she finished Leveling up, the blizzard that had been raging for nearly a month outside her dungeon…stopped.  For the moment, at least, she put her decisions regarding her Points on hold, in the hopes that she could finally see what the wider world held for her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Snow…snow…and some more snow – that’s what the wider world held for her.  As soon as she could look outside, all she could see for as far as her view could reach was white with piles of snow that had to be at least 30 to 40 feet deep. In the bright sunlight that appeared after the blizzard stopped, she could see what appeared to be massive walls surrounding her entrance, almost as if she was trapped within a frozen enclosure.  It took a few minutes of staring around at the snowy expanse to realize that she was actually looking at tall mountaintops nearby and in the distance. 
 
    I’m in the mountains, obviously. 
 
    There were only a few places where she thought she might be, and all of them would be okay – other than one, which she severely hoped wasn’t the case.  If she was far to the north or south of the main continent where most of the Raiders were concentrated, then she knew that the winter snows would only last a month or so, if she remembered correctly; and if that turned out to be where she was, then it didn’t make much sense because from what she knew there weren’t any dungeons in those two mountain ranges.  Still, if she was in one of them, then she knew that Raiders could reach her, though it might take a while before she was located. 
 
    Now, if she was somehow located on the other side of the world, where there was a frozen wasteland that didn’t hold any people…well, then she was screwed.  Based on the sun coming out, however, she doubted that she was stuck there to live her life in eternal boredom and stagnation – because the sun never shone there.   
 
    She felt a little bit better about the whole situation when she determined that, so she turned back to her Points – and where to spend them. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvements 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available Core Improvement Points (CIP) 
  
      	  1000 
  
      	  0 in 30 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Improvement Name 
  
      	  Value 
  
      	  Cost (CIP) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Maximum Dungeon Force Increase 
  
      	  +500 DF 
  
      	  500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration Increase 
  
      	  +5 DF per minute 
  
      	  500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit Increase 
  
      	  +50 
  
      	  400 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  250 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature Variant 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Trap Specialization 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  300 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Environment Access 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  400 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier Increase 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Convert CIPs to SCPs 
  
      	  1 SCP 
  
      	  4 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It was a hard decision, made harder by the fact that she didn’t really know where she was; Shale offered to go explore now that the blizzard had stopped, but as soon as he got close to the entrance he had to turn back.  “It’s too cold out there still; my wings were starting to freeze before I even got within ten feet,” the Assistant said when he attempted to leave.  Tacca honestly didn’t think it would really matter, because she had no real knowledge of the local areas far to the north or south of the main Raider continent.   
 
      She had enough CIPs to convert into 250 Special Characteristic Points, but even with the 125 she currently had it wasn’t nearly enough to get rid of one of her negative Characteristics yet.  She could always save what she had right now to use towards getting rid of them in the far future, but the near future was of a bigger concern.  Unless Raiders started showing up soon – and in big numbers – then these Core Improvement Points were likely going to be the last she’d see in a while.  The SCPs that she’d accumulated – all 125 of them – she was certainly going to save, but in her opinion there was no good reason to save the 1,000 CIPs that were available now for a later time. 
 
    The “normal” thing to do with her Points was to increase her maximum Dungeon Force and regeneration, but Tacca was finding that she wasn’t exactly “normal” as a Core.  While having more Dungeon Force would be beneficial in creating stronger traps, higher-Level creatures, and would help to replenish her dungeon after it was invaded, she felt that she couldn’t really use more than 1,000 or so at a time without straining her Core too much.  It was possible that may have changed a bit with her recent Level increases, but it still likely wouldn’t be more than her current maximum.  The whole point in having more Force overall was to be able to create stronger components for her dungeon – which she couldn’t do at the moment.   
 
    Therefore, increasing her maximum was out – but she could always use more regeneration.  Selecting that as the first Core Improvement for 500 CIPs, she was left with another 500 to spend; after eliminating the only other thing that cost that much already, that made her other decisions even easier.  First, having the ability to have more creatures in her dungeon was always a good thing, even with the special circumstances revolving around her Dungeon Force use.  For 400 CIPs, upping her Control Limit by 50 for a total of 200 was the smartest move she could make. 
 
    All the other options were too expensive, nor did she want them at the moment. Having another creature family to utilize would be beneficial in diversifying her dungeon, but she hadn’t even seen how her current creatures worked.  Picking something that would mesh well with what she already had was hard because she didn’t know what kind of Raiders she’d be likely to see, so that had to wait at least until her next Level increase.  Additional Trap Specializations would also be nice, but weren’t really needed for the same reasons she didn’t want another creature.  Having Access to another Environment was also tempting, but until she had a bigger dungeon it wasn’t really viable right now. 
 
    Her only other options were either saving her Points or unlocking the next Rewards Tier.  While she wasn’t sure how beneficial it would be right now, having access to more rewards would certainly help her grow in the future by tempting more Raiders to invade her dungeon.  She decided to go ahead and purchase the upgrade now, so that the option for better rewards would be available to her when she did end up needing it.  
 
    With those all chosen, there really wasn’t anything else for her to do but wait…and figure out where she wanted to place her extra creatures with her upgraded Control Limit… 
 
      
 
    *         *         * 
 
      
 
    Sterge felt like he was doing something wrong by abandoning his fields, even though Gwenda and he had worked tirelessly over the last three weeks to ensure that everything was taken care of and wouldn’t be missed if they left for a day or two.  He hoped it wasn’t any longer than that, however, because he had to make sure Gussie and the other livestock were fed and maintained – even if they did a pretty good job of doing that for themselves.  Still, sometimes he worried that they needed his help; he really couldn’t help it, though, as protecting them was just part of his personality. 
 
    He stepped around another large boulder blocking their path up the mountain, as he reflected on what brought him to climb into the Wentrylock Mountains on a warm, calm morning…when he’d normally be getting up to tend to his farm.  Looking behind him, Sterge could see Gwenda following close after him, wearing a not-suitable-for-farming dark-blue cheap linen robe cinched at the waist with a simple everyday rope.  It was fairly ridiculous-looking on her compared to how she normally appeared, but he really couldn’t talk – he was wearing a set of old, battered leather armor that was barely held together by thick threading.   
 
    When they had borrowed the “market” wagon – which was normally used to deliver their produce to the market in Heftington – and delivered the corpse of the Elven Raider to the Raider Delving Clan outpost there, they were first met with suspicion.  Actually, that was putting it lightly – they were actually arrested and locked up, which was a unique experience that he never wanted to go through again.   
 
    However, after it appeared as though they hadn’t stolen anything from the Elf, they were released; it was originally thought that they had killed the Raider to rob him or something, though why they would then bring the body and show the Clan didn’t make any sense to Sterge.  Not even considering that it was unlikely that they could even hurt the Elf, it was just stupid in his opinion.  Sterge attributed their whole temporary imprisonment on the Raiders operating the Clan outpost erring on the side of caution, because the outpost leader was apparently away for the day. 
 
    Regardless of how they were originally treated, they were released and actually rewarded.  Because they had found the body and returned him to the Raider Clan, they were entitled to half of what the Elf had on him; the total they were reluctantly offered was a bit less than half of what was actually on him – because they had already seen how much was really there – but Gwenda had another offer: to allow them to become Raiders instead.   
 
    The Clan representatives jumped at the new offer, because it didn’t really cost them anything, so they were able to keep all of the money the Elf had when he died.  That day, they were initiated as brand-new Raiders of the Raider Delving Clan – really, the only Raider organization on the continent – and asked to touch a special orb that apparently all Clan outposts possessed for initiations.  As soon as Sterge had touched it, something popped up in his mind that startled him for a minute or two.  When he had recovered, he finally paid attention to what it was asking of him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Choose your Starting Class: 
    
  Melee 
  Ranged 
  Caster 
  Healer 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    That was it – with no other explanation.  Fortunately, the Clan members gave him – and Gwenda, for that matter, once she touched the strange orb – a brief rundown of what each of them meant.  It didn’t take him long to decide, however, as Melee seemed like the choice that best fit his personality.  His best friend, as intelligent as she was, chose to be a Caster – which also perfectly fit her personality. 
 
    He had been given the set of leather armor – that he was currently wearing as he walked up the mountain – as part of the starter kit they had lying around, as well as the rusty iron shortsword that was practically a longsword in his hands.  Luckily, it didn’t scrape against the ground as he walked with it attached to his belt, otherwise he probably would’ve taken only his knife along on their little expedition.  Granted, he didn’t actually know how to use it other than putting the pointy end in an enemy, but he was told that the more he used it, the better he would become at using a sword; it didn’t make any sense to him, but he assumed it was a part of the strange new thing in his head. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Raider Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Sterge Stonewell 
  
      	  Class: 
  
      	  Melee 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Level: 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Power: 
  
      	  0/100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Physical Attack: 
  
      	  1 (3) 
  
      	  Physical Defense: 
  
      	  1 (3) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ranged Attack:  
  
      	  0 
  
      	  Ranged Defense: 
  
      	  1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magical Attack: 
  
      	  0 
  
      	  Magical Defense: 
  
      	  1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Resistances: 
  
      	  Physical 1 
  
      	  Mental 1 
  
      	  Earth 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire 0 
  
      	  Water 0 
  
      	  Air 0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nature 0 
  
      	  Life 0 
  
      	  Death 0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Skills: 
  
      	  Blade 1 (0%) 
  
      	  Blunt 1 (0%) 
  
      	  Two-handed 1 (0%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Block 1 (0%) 
  
      	  Light Armor 1 (0%) 
  
      	  Heavy Armor 1 (0%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
      	  None 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The screen popped up in his mind at annoying times, but it was at least fairly easy to get it away.  Sterge didn’t know what a lot of it meant, and the Clan representatives didn’t seem like they wanted to explain, so he just kind of went with it and decided he’d figure it out on his own.  So far, the only thing he discovered was that his Physical Attack and Defense fluctuated when he had his armor on him and at least a single weapon attached to his side.  That was about it, though he didn’t really mind; he wasn’t expecting to actually do any fighting or defending, so it could stay gibberish for all he cared. 
 
    Gwenda had insisted that they wear their gear while they went up to see if the dungeon entrance was open, which included her wooden stick—staff—she was given along with her dark-blue linen robe.  She had added the rope to keep it cinched closed, but otherwise she was wearing it just the same as he was wearing his leather armor; Sterge had asked why, but she said that since they were going in an official capacity as Raiders, they needed to look the part. 
 
    Who in the world was going to see them climbing up a mountain to check to see if a dungeon was open, he didn’t know; nevertheless, he went along with it because she was always the smarter one.  He knew that when they came down right after their climb that the heat would probably become unbearable in all of his extra padding, but if it allowed them to confirm the presence of the dungeon and then turn it in for the finder’s fee, he was all for it. 
 
    There was no reason not to take advantage of the situation, now that the original Elf Raider was dead – it wasn’t like he’d be missing the reward. 
 
     Here and there – especially in the shade of various rocks – some of the snow that had completely blanketed the mountain could still be found despite the rising heat of the day, and in spots the dirt was a bit muddy where more snow had melted recently.  For the most part, though, three weeks after the winter storm ended they had seen at least 95% of the snow melt away, otherwise they wouldn’t have attempted to climb so far up.  They weren’t afraid of a little work – which the climb certainly was – but trying to make their way through snow at the same time would’ve been crazy and unnecessary. 
 
    “According to that Elf’s really well-drawn maps, the dungeon should be right around…here,” Gwenda finally said after having looked at the papers they had “acquired” for the last few minutes.  Sterge still felt a little guilty about taking them, but he realized they wouldn’t do much good if they just let the Clan have them; this way, they could get some sort of reward for “finding” the dungeon.  They had agreed that whatever they did earn would be split between the entire village, because all of them would probably suffer when hordes of Raiders arrived.   
 
    Sterge looked around and didn’t see the entrance of any dungeon, though he wasn’t exactly sure what it would look like – having never seen one before.  Regardless, it appeared as though nothing was there, so they might as well leave before it got too hot and check back later— 
 
    “There it is!” Gwenda shouted in excitement, rushing past him.  Sterge couldn’t see what she was talking about until he took a few more steps forward and noticed a tunnel cleverly cut into the side of the nearest hillside at the base of one of the mountains.  From his previous position, it blended so perfectly with the rest of the stone-covered hillside that he had completely dismissed it. 
 
    “Yep – good eye!  Ok, now that we’ve confirmed that it’s open, let’s head back and—” 
 
    “Wait!  Um…we should probably go inside and check that it’s an actual dungeon, and not just a hole in the side of a hill leading to an empty cave or something,” Gwenda said hurriedly, with a serious expression on her face. 
 
    Sterge knew that he wasn’t the smartest Hill Dwarf around, but he wasn’t stupid.  “You’ve been planning this ever since you heard about a dungeon here, haven’t you?  That’s why you made me wear this ridiculous armor, isn’t it?” 
 
    She had the decency to look a little sheepish as she nodded.  “Yes, I thought it might help if we earned a little bit of coinage before we reported this to the Clan for the finder’s fee.” 
 
    “Why?  That Elf was talking like the reward would be super good, so we shouldn’t need to worry about that.” 
 
    She put her hands on her hips and looked sternly at him.  “Yes, but how long do you think it’ll take to get that reward?  Do you remember the year and a half it took for all of us at the village to get permission to lease the land we’re farming right now?  That was just for a simple land deal; I can’t imagine how long it would take for something this big to be resolved.  Besides, maybe we’ll make enough to get you that wheeled plow in Heftington you’ve had your eye on.” 
 
    She had a point – at least as far as the wheeled plow in Heftington went.  All that other stuff about the finder’s fee taking a long time to get to them could be correct as well, but he wasn’t really sure.  All he knew was that Gwenda looked determined to go into the dungeon, and there wasn’t much that could dissuade her when she had her mind set on something; Sterge wasn’t about to let her go inside on her own, so that meant he had to go in to protect her. 
 
    Sighing, he gave in.  “Ok, let’s go in a little ways, but if it looks too dangerous we’re turning back.  We have no idea what’s in there, nor have either of us been in a dungeon before; there could be fire-breathing dragons that could roast us both in a second for all we know.” 
 
    “I doubt that, but you’re right; we can take it easy and then leave if it gets to be too much for us,” she agreed…a little too quickly.  He didn’t bother to beleaguer the point, though, so he led the way up the slight rise towards the dungeon entrance.  At least, he hoped it was the dungeon entrance; he’d feel silly if he walked into a normal cave and found a hibernating bear or something inside. 
 
    Well…not silly, actually – more like dead, but it was a risk he was willing to take to keep Gwenda safe.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Finally!  Shale flew above the entrance of Tamara’s dungeon, reveling in the early morning sunlight on his skin.  He’d taken to exploring a little of the surrounding land ever since the temperature warmed up enough that his wings didn’t fall off.  It was quite strange how the weather went from full-on blizzard with frigid temperatures to “normal”, pleasant temperatures; he remembered hearing something about how the mountain ranges to the north and south of the main continent on Gairth had some funky weather, but it hadn’t really interested him at the time. 
 
    He never thought he’d say it, but he wished he had paid a little better attention at DAPS. 
 
    The amount of knowledge that Tamara seemed to have was insane, especially since it had originally come from Tacca.  That the now-deceased Fairy had managed to convey so much information in such a short amount of time was nothing less than astonishing to Shale; he was beginning to wonder even more how the Deliverer had managed to get herself killed with how much she apparently knew.  Was it really a manifestation of her “bad luck” striking her down?  He was beginning to question that – along with the Dungeon Core he was Bonded to. 
 
    It wasn’t anything major that caused Shale to wonder about Tamara – it was just a lot of little things that were starting to add up.  First was the knowledge she possessed that seemed very specific and detailed…but that could be explained by Tacca conveying that information, of course.  Then there were the cracks that she caused on the surface of her Core whenever she used too much Dungeon Force – something that he’d never heard of except in extreme cases of undue stress; the fact that it was happening to her, with what should be the “normal” operations of a dungeon, was more than strange.  Again, that could be explained by the negative Characteristics she had chosen – he still couldn’t believe she had made those selections, which were unheard of for any Core to choose – but it seemed too convenient. 
 
    Next were the inconsistencies in her Core Improvement Points that she spent to raise her Dungeon Force maximum and regeneration, as well as her Control Limit.  He might not be the brightest Dungeon Assistant, but he was fairly good at math; based on what she said she had acquired during her Level increase, it almost seemed like she was missing at least 100 Points somewhere.  He couldn’t see anything about Tamara’s Core that she didn’t share, of course, but he had the feeling that something was different from the “normal” breakdown of how much Dungeon Force she had access to. 
 
    There were other little things – like how she refused to talk about her life before she became a Dungeon Core – but they could all be explained away quite easily.  However, it was all starting to add up enough that he was beginning to question exactly what or who he was Bonded with.  Ever since the outer world had opened up, though, he had been busy exploring and enjoying being outside of the stone walls of the dungeon enough that he put all of his misgivings aside and attributed it to the nervousness of his first real assignment – that hadn’t really gone to plan quite yet. 
 
    But now things were starting to look up.  After just over three weeks, the snows had almost completely melted from the mountain range around them (he had earlier identified that they were indeed in the southern part of the continent) and Shale had been on a constant lookout for any Raiders.  He had flown a little north and recognized a village full of Humans, Elves, Gnomes, and even some Hill Dwarves, but they didn’t really seem like they were the “Raider” type; instead it appeared that their entire purpose was to grow food for themselves and others, and it wasn’t likely that they would be invading Tamara’s dungeon anytime soon.  
 
    He went a little farther north and identified a larger town full of people, though he only saw a sparse amount of actual Raiders; he took a risk – even in his invisible state – to flutter a little closer and identified the Raider symbol on one of the buildings, but those he saw going in and out were mainly just lounging around or heading north.  No one was even looking towards the south where his Bonded Core’s dungeon was, nor did it appear as though they even knew about its location. 
 
    Shale was confident that eventually someone would find them, because they weren’t completely inaccessible and were located only approximately five miles from the farming village.  Still, Tamara had somehow known that historically no dungeons were in either the northern or southern mountain ranges – which he had, for a change, actually remembered from school – so it could take a while for them to be found. 
 
    He was worried that his time would be up before they even saw any Raiders, until what were obviously a pair of them arrived when the pass leading up to the dungeon entrance was almost entirely clear of snow and other obstacles.  Shale had never seen two Raiders appear so new and…incompetent-looking before; he was used to seeing experienced – if not necessarily overly powerful – Raiders battling through his Mentor’s dungeon with sharp-looking armor and weapons, as well as an air of confidence in their own abilities.  Contrary to that, the two Hill Dwarves that slowly climbed their way towards Tamara’s dungeon entrance – following what appeared to be some sort of hand-drawn map (where did they get that?) – were wearing armor that was threadbare and looking like it would fall apart if they were poked and prodded too hard.   
 
    In short, they looked like they were brand-new Raiders without a copper to their names and would likely die within the first five minutes inside Tamara’s domain.  Despite one Hill Dwarf that was obviously some sort of melee class and the other a spellcaster of some sort, they really needed a full group to survive for long against what was arrayed against them.  Shale had honestly thought that Tamara – and Tacca, by extension – had made a massive mistake in picking Canines as her initial creature family (which was still an insane risk that he couldn’t believe worked), but the Core had explained just how wrong he was.  Of course, if there were any experienced and a little more powerful Raiders around, the inability to bring even a single Level 2 version of them around would severely hinder her effectiveness. 
 
    That didn’t really apply here, though – because he doubted these two Hill Dwarves would require anything more powerful than what was already in there to kill them.   
 
    Shale listened to them talk just outside of the entrance using Common Tradespeak, and when they were done and seemed to want to explore a little of the dungeon, he mentally contacted Tamara – which he’d only remembered he could do when he started to explore outside.  “There are some really new Raiders out here that are just about to come inside; I don’t think anyone else knows about your dungeon based on what they said, though.” 
 
    “I already—I mean, thank you for letting me know.  I’m prepared for them at least – and I’m really excited!  My first Raider invasion!” she sent back to him as he rushed in ahead of the two Hill Dwarves.  Her response was strange; it sort of sounded like she already knew what they had said before Shale told her – which he was told was impossible.  The souls inhabiting Dungeon Cores weren’t from this world and couldn’t understand the languages that everyone spoke; it was only after years of hearing them spoken that they began to learn them themselves.  The only reason Assistants and Cores could easily communicate was because they were Bonded, otherwise it would be extremely hard to teach the Dungeon Core what it needed to know to survive and succeed. 
 
    Just another strange thing to add to the list… 
 
      
 
    *         *        * 
 
      
 
    Sterge led the way into the dark tunnel in the side of the mountain, with Gwenda following close behind.  He took a couple steps inside before he realized he should probably be armed – just in case – so he pulled the shortsword from his waist and held it with both hands in front of him.  It was theoretically light enough that he could hold it in just one hand, but he still wasn’t very confident in his skill with the blade and it felt better and more stable to have both hands on it.  I can’t even imagine how some Raiders wield a longsword with one hand; I have a feeling that I would be knocking it into everything but an enemy.  Of course, his small stature as a Hill Dwarf meant that the sword he was wielding was practically a longsword to him, so that might be why it felt better with both hands. 
 
    The darkness fortunately didn’t last long, because the tunnel ended after about a dozen feet where it opened into a brightly lit room.  At first, Sterge couldn’t understand what he was seeing, because it almost looked like he had stepped outside again; two trees flanked the entrance to the room, their roots in the soil that seemed to spread throughout the entire space.  The length of the room was much longer than the width, which he immediately saw when he walked a few steps inside and looked off to his left; ferns and shrub bushes lined what appeared to be some sort of pathway leading to another tunnel at least a hundred feet down the room. 
 
    This soil looks really rich; I wonder…how well our crops would grow in this kind of stuff? 
 
    Two more trees similar to the ones flanking the entrance stood tall next to the tunnel leading farther inside, which seemed inviting more than the ominousness he expected of a dungeon.  If it was indeed a dungeon, of course; the colorful wildflowers dotting the pathway onwards were making the whole thing seem surreal.  “A-are you sure this is a dungeon?  This isn’t at all what I was expecting,” he asked, and he could hear a bit of the awe and confusion he felt making him stutter. 
 
    “I…think so?  I honestly don’t know, but where else could you find a forest inside a mountain?  If it wasn’t for the stone walls that surround the room, I could almost picture this place being outside – it even smells fresh and full of nature,” Gwenda said, walking past him as she took it all in.  The size of the ferns and bushes spaced throughout the room made it a little difficult to see far because of their height; it was only the flower-strewn pathway that gradually wound towards the end of the room that allowed him to see the trees in the distance. 
 
    Movement out of the corner of Sterge’s eye made him stiffen up in surprise, and he quickly turned to see a small four-legged beast emerging from the roots of the entrance trees and practically launch itself at him in a single bound.  He brought his sword up just barely in time to block the root-brown-colored animal, though instead of it being skewered on the point of his rusty weapon, all that happened was it got knocked aside to his left.  The fur on what looked like some sort of strange fox was tough and while he could see that he had definitely scratched it, he hadn’t done any serious damage.   
 
    As he recovered from his surprise and turned toward the brown fox as it landed, Sterge heard Gwenda cry out from behind him.  He whipped his head around to see his best friend on the ground, another one of the strange fox-like beasts on her chest looking ready to bite or scratch her.  His protective instincts kicked in and he whipped his sword around as he turned, smacking the four-legged creature in the side with the flat of the blade – as if he was holding a big stick instead of a relatively sharp, deadly weapon.   
 
    The impact was powerful enough to launch the fox away, at least, where it collided with the stone wall and slid down to the dirt floor.  Sterge wasn’t even sure he had hurt it, but the beast got up slowly from where it fell, wobbling a little in the process, so he knew he had at least done something to it.  He readied his sword again as it ran towards him…and something unexpectedly hit him from behind hard enough that he stumbled forward and tripped over a wildflower. 
 
    Luckily, he instinctively held his sword out above his head as he fell so he didn’t impale himself; he had wielded enough sharp farming implements over the last few years to know how a simple accident like tripping could end up having serious complications unless you knew how to handle them when you fell.  He partially broke his fall with his left hand and knee, and being a Hill Dwarf it wasn’t that far to fall anyway, so he didn’t really hurt himself, at least. 
 
    He looked up from his fall to see the injured fox racing awkwardly towards him, so he scrambled up on both knees and rose enough to swing his sword with his right hand like he had just a moment ago, though this time he made sure the sharp part of the weapon was facing towards the fox.  Through some miracle, he managed to hit the fox in the air as it leapt towards him and he felt the blade slide deep into its side; he was unprepared for his success, though, and despite the light weight of the fox’s body, its momentum caused his sword to be yanked from his hand as it was knocked off to his left.   
 
    “Sterge, get down!” Gwenda cried from behind him, so without questioning he awkwardly flopped down on his side.  He managed to glance above him as he fell to see the first brown beast sailing over where his body just was, before it was hit in midair by a small streak of something bright and blue.  Whatever hit the fox hit it with enough force to send it flying off into a nearby bush where it disappeared from sight. 
 
    Sterge sighed in relief before remembering the other creature that had ripped the sword out of his hand.  He quickly looked around for it just as it crawled the last few inches – his sword still stuck halfway into it – to chomp down on his left calf.  He felt a little spike of pain from the force of the bite, but it didn’t actually pierce through the tough leather pants he was wearing.  He immediately kicked it away and the fox tore a chunk of his armor with its teeth in the process; when it landed a few feet away, the beast landed partly on the shortsword and sent the blade farther inside its body.  A moment later, the tough-furred creature twitched once and then seemed to melt away, leaving his sword to fall in the dirt alone. 
 
    The rustling of bushes on his opposite side made him look over to where the other fox had been thrown, and he saw it emerge looking a bit worse for wear but still alive.  Before it could take more than a few steps in their direction, he saw Gwenda raise her wooden stick up and point it towards the beast; less than a second later, a bright flash of blue seemed to shoot out the end of the stick and smash into the fox, which got launched backwards into the edge of the bush it just walked out from behind.  As soon as it hit, the fox disappeared as it was killed by whatever it was that his best friend had done.   
 
    Sterge watched Gwenda sag a bit and lean on her…staff…and he worried that she had been hurt; before he could ask, the soft sound of metal clinking together caught his attention from where the last brown beast had been slain.  As he picked himself up and walked over to where it had disappeared, he found two shiny copper coins sitting in the dirt. 
 
    “I guess that proves that this is a dungeon,” Gwenda said tiredly as she watched him pick them up and inspect the coins.  “I don’t know much about dungeons in general, of course, but I can’t think of any other beasts disappearing and leaving behind coins when they’re killed.” 
 
    His fascination with the coins forgotten when he heard her voice, Sterge rushed over to Gwenda’s side.  “Are you alright?  Are you hurt?  What was it that you did there?” he asked in a rush. 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine – just a little drained.  As a Caster, I can use the…magic energy…inside of me to cast spells like that Magistrike you just saw; when I chose this Class, the knowledge of how to produce that spell – as well as one other – entered my mind,” she explained.  “What it didn’t tell me, however, was that casting those in quick succession would tire me out so much.  I’m assuming that when I get stronger I will be able to cast more and even stronger spells before getting tired, but this is all I can do for now.” 
 
    What she said didn’t really penetrate Sterge’s mind until he walked over to grab his sword and found another two copper coins in the dirt.  “Wait…that sounds like you’re planning on continuing with this whole Raider thing after we get our reward,” he said as he turned around and looked at his best friend.  The sheepish look was on Gwenda’s face again and Sterge knew he was right. 
 
    “Well…didn’t you feel the small surge of Power when those…things…died?  It was like nothing I’ve ever felt before,” she said with a dreamy-sounding tone to her voice. 
 
    When Sterge thought back to the frantic fight, he had to admit that he did recall some sort of energizing influx of…something…that ran through him, but he had been too concerned with making sure Gwenda wasn’t hurt to really pay attention to it.  Some sort of intuition caused him to purposefully open the strange notification in his mind again – while at the same time being thankful that it hadn’t randomly shown up during the battle to distract him. 
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    “Huh…I’m guessing I received two ‘Power’ for killing those two brown foxes.  I wonder if that’s what we felt afterward?” Sterge asked, acknowledging that he did feel what Gwenda had at the same time.  He also noticed that some of his skills had increased by either 1% or 2%, though what that actually meant was anyone’s guess.   
 
    “Probably.  I see the exact same thing on my Status; I’m assuming that when we reach 100 Power we might increase our Raider Level.  Of course, I’m not sure what that would do…though I have to admit that I’m eager to find out,” Gwenda said with a smile.  She was standing up straight again and the previous exhaustion that had overtaken her seemed to have completely disappeared. 
 
    “So…I’m guessing that means you want to keep going?  From what little I know about dungeons and the beasts that inhabit them these things will only get stronger the farther we travel down them.  I’m not sure I can handle killing another…uh…90-something of those foxes in order to see what Raider Level 2 is all about.” 
 
    She shook her head.  “No, I don’t mean today, I mean eventually.  We don’t have to rush this, especially as this is our first dungeon…but yes, I would like to keep going if you’re up to it.” 
 
    Sterge wasn’t seriously hurt – though he thought he might have a bruise later where that fox bit him – so he didn’t really have a major reason for stopping.  If that’s what she wants, then I think we can venture in a little more.  “Fine, but at the first sign of serious danger, we’re turning back and fleeing.  We can maybe come back later when we’re a bit better prepared; though, I want to make sure we report this place to get our reward.  The last thing we need is for someone else to find it and claim the reward ahead of us.” 
 
    “Fair enough…now onward, my fair protector!” Gwenda said, pointing towards the far exit with her stick.   
 
    He chuckled as he obeyed his best friend by walking down the flower-strewn pathway cautiously, and he made sure to stay away from where she was pointing her wooden weapon.  I’m not sure I want to get hit by one of those “Magistrike” spells – they look like they hurt.  He laughed internally as he considered how much of a difference a day could make; just yesterday, the biggest threat to his livelihood was a bunch of rabbits eating their produce in their fields.  Today, however, he was fighting brown foxes with bark-like fur that wanted to bite and scratch him to death. 
 
    Quite the change of pace, I must say.  Sterge never imagined he’d be doing something like this, but he had to admit that he kind of liked it – at least for a side job.  He had his fields and livestock to take care of, after all… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Tacca was fully aware she slipped up again when Shale relayed what the two Hill Dwarves were talking about outside of her dungeon.  She had been distracted at the time because she had heard it all as she observed them from the entrance, and she wasn’t thinking straight; the former Dungeon Assistant had remembered too late that she shouldn’t be able to understand Common Tradespeak as a new Core.  Regardless, she tried to move on as if nothing had happened and Shale hadn’t brought it up, so she concentrated on the two Raiders entering her dungeon. 
 
    Though, “Raiders” might not be the right word for them; even though they were Hill Dwarves and their height was normal to them, to Tacca they still looked like children who had put on their parents’ mismatched clothing and armor to play around in.  It was obvious even before seeing them almost get hurt by her two Root Foxes near the entrance that they were as brand-new as could be.  Especially when the male one in leather ineffectually used the flat of his sword blade to knock one of her creatures off the female caster-type, and then lost his weapon completely when it attacked again.   
 
    The robe-wearing Hill Dwarf seemed more capable to Tacca, at least, though if the caster’s spell-casting energy was drained after only two spells, then that meant that they were extremely raw at their profession.  From what she had learned, most Raiders went through at least some sort of training before they even attempted to invade a dungeon; what exactly that entailed, no one at DAPS had known, however.  What she overheard them saying after the fight only confirmed that they were woefully unprepared for what they were doing. 
 
    Not only that, but she also learned that those two were the only ones that even knew she existed.  They had mentioned that someone would probably come along and find her dungeon eventually, but what length of time that might be was a mystery.  What wasn’t a mystery, though, was the fact that she couldn’t allow these two to die; she needed to get word out about her presence and keeping them alive would be the easiest way to do that. 
 
    All of which meant that she had to make a couple of…alterations.  Nothing too great, of course, because she didn’t want it to seem too easy, but enough that they hopefully wouldn’t get killed within the first few minutes.  Ideally, she’d love for them to be inside her dungeon for at least an hour, because that meant she would receive 1 Core Improvement Point; it was cumulative, fortunately, meaning that if they spent 59 minutes inside and then left, the next person to step inside for at least a minute would bump it up to an hour.  When that would actually be she didn’t know, so she’d rather get at least a single Point out of their presence there than nothing at all.  At least it doesn’t matter that there are only 2 of them; at their obviously low strength, the number of Points I would receive from them would only matter if there were a dozen or more in their group.  Then again, with my 95% reduction of CIPs, I doubt even that would make a difference. 
 
    The reason she needed to tone down the deadliness of her dungeon was for one particular reason: it was made for a full group of at least five Raiders.  While it would still be dangerous and extremely challenging for even that full group if they were just starting out – like these two Hill Dwarves obviously were – she thought that it was still fair enough to be considered a good place to invade. 
 
    Fortunately, there were only the two deliberately deadly traps she had in her dungeon – the Spiked Pit Traps – so she immediately started to absorb them; the traps were in the fifth room but judging on how slow the Hill Dwarf Raiders were progressing, the deadly obstacles would disappear before they arrived – if they even ventured that far.  Tacca doubted either of the two would survive the fall, let alone being impaled on spikes, so they had to go – but she left all of the others.  
 
    She also reduced the number of creatures in all but the final boss room; if they pushed on all the way to there and refused to turn back, then she wasn’t going to stop them – but she made sure her creatures were visible in that room, so they’d know what they were going up against.   
 
    With those changes, she thought that the two Raiders would probably survive, unless they were extraordinarily stupid or inept.  Sure, they appeared very new and obviously inexperienced, but they didn’t seem reckless or suicidal; normally Tacca would be all for that, because the chance they would die would be increased significantly.  Again, though, that wasn’t something she wanted right now. 
 
    There was nothing else she wanted to do to ensure their safety, though there was plenty that she could do; it was a dungeon after all, and it wasn’t meant to be too safe.  Satisfied that she’d done her part, Tacca watched everything happen from the safety of her Core Room…and she figuratively crossed her fingers in the hopes that she wasn’t making a mistake. 
 
      
 
    *         *         * 
 
      
 
    Sterge was feeling a little better about their chances of survival after a quick fight with two more of the brown foxes that emerged from the trees near the tunnel leading further inside.  Nothing else had attacked them throughout the entire first room until they had approached the two trees flanking the passageway sloping downwards, which helped to alleviate some of the worry the Hill Dwarf built up regarding the dungeon.  He had heard that Raiders frequently died because dungeons were so dangerous, but so far this one wasn’t too tough. 
 
    It also helped that they were better prepared for an attack than they were at first, even if he still wasn’t very adept at using his weapon yet.  Sterge and Gwenda had both seen the beasts emerge from the roots of the flanking trees, and as he stepped forward he saw his best friend raise her stick up at the same time.  Instead of the bright-blue streak of light he was expecting, though, a transparent-like orange mist shot out and covered both creatures. 
 
    The foxes bounded forward from their hiding places at full speed, but as soon as they hit the mist they slowed down; what was previously a run towards the two Hill Dwarves turned into a slow walk, and it appeared as though they were trying to move through sap of some kind. 
 
    “Hurry! My Sapping Fog will only slow them for about 10 seconds!” Gwenda shouted as she leaned on her stick and seemed to wilt like a stalk of wheat that hadn’t been watered in weeks.   
 
    “We should probably talk about what you can do before we get attacked next time!” he shouted back to her as he stepped up to the “walking” foxes.  He wasn’t really mad at her, but he really would’ve appreciated some sort of indication of what she could do beforehand. 
 
    Using a two-handed grip on his shortsword, he chopped straight down with all of his power on the rightmost beast; even though it was slowed considerably, it still tried to dodge out of the way of his attack.  Instead of it hitting the fox in the head (where he was aiming), his sword smashed right in the middle of its back.  Because of its tough fur – and the fact that he used the flat of the blade again – he didn’t cut into the beast, but he did hear a muted *crack* as the power of his strike broke its back.  It fell to the ground immediately and kicked its front paws out, but the back half was immobile. 
 
    With it much less of a threat, he turned to the other, only to see that it had started to jump towards Gwenda; it looked funny because it was still moving slowly through the air, but he didn’t take time to watch because he needed to protect his friend.  Sterge shifted his grip on the sword in his hand so that the edges of the blade were on the top and the bottom this time and he chopped down on the slowly floating fox, aiming for its neck. 
 
    Just before he hit it, though, whatever spell Gwenda had used ended and the fox shot forward at normal speed.  Instead of hitting its neck, he ended up slicing into its back end just above its tail; he had hit the beast with so much force that his weapon bit deep – and then the momentum of the strike caused the fox to flip backwards through the air, over and over and over as it continued its normal flight path.  It flew through where his friend was just a moment ago – as she stumbled weakly out of its way – before landing awkwardly with a crunch of its neck as the beast hit the dirt with surprising force. 
 
    Moments later, the creature disappeared and dropped some more copper coins, but Sterge hadn’t forgotten about the first one he had hit like he had in the first fight.  I guess that means I’m learning.  He saw it crawling towards him – its back still broken from his hit earlier – surprisingly quickly despite not having any working hind legs, but it wasn’t fast enough to dodge the next strike he aimed towards its head with his bladed weapon.  When it disappeared just like the first, he picked up both sets of coins and looked around to see if there were any other threats. 
 
    “Sorry, Sterge, you’re absolutely right.  I should have told you about my spells, but I was just so eager to use them that I wasn’t thinking straight; it won’t happen again,” Gwenda apologized, her recovery from casting the slowing spell helping her to stand up straight again.  “That’s pretty much all that I have in my current repertoire of spells, but like I said earlier I assume I’ll access more when I increase my Raider Level.”  Her face really was apologetic, so he told her there was nothing to forgive. 
 
    “That’s ok, Gwenda; next time, maybe you can call out what spell you’re going to cast so I have a better idea what to do.  I can only react so fast, after all.” 
 
    She nodded in acknowledgement, before asking, “Are you ready to go on?” 
 
    “Are you recovered enough, though?  We can wait a little bit if you need more time; that spell seemed to take a lot more out of you than the first one, even if you did use it twice.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m just about fully recovered.  I think that Sapping Fog takes a lot more of my…magical energy…because it affected a large area instead of just a single target.  I don’t think I should use that unless absolutely necessary, though, because I’m practically useless afterwards.” 
 
    “Probably a good idea,” Sterge agreed.  “You should probably stick to those blue light thingies you used first.” 
 
    “It’s my Magistrike spell, not ‘blue light thingies’, you silly,” she giggled happily, before she turned serious.  “Again, you’re right; I will stick to those unless absolutely necessary, and I’ll try to stay behind you.  I think you’re the one that should be up front because you have the armor and dangerous weapon to keep me safe, so that seems like the best idea.” 
 
    Sterge grunted in acknowledgement, mainly because he had been thinking the same thing.  He looked at Gwenda again, and seeing that she looked as “normal” as she ever was, he pressed on, his sword still out in front of him as he entered the tunnel sloping gradually downwards and turning off to the right ever so slightly.  It was dark inside the tunnel, but not blindingly dark; he could still see just fine, as there was a very faint ambient light that infused the stone walls and made it navigable. 
 
    Eventually, it opened up into another room, though this one wasn’t nearly as bright as the first – Sterge thought it was about half as bright.  He couldn’t even see the end of this room, however, though it wasn’t because of the dim light; no, it was because the whole room seemed to be filled with ferns.  Their long fronds reached about a foot above his head, which really wasn’t that tall when he considered his height; a Human or an Elf would have no problem seeing over them, but Hill Dwarves like himself or even Gnomes (who were even smaller) would have some issues.   
 
    Standing on his tiptoes, he tried to see if there was anything else in the room, but there only seemed to be ferns; no trees, bushes, or flowers like the first room.  Not only that, but there were so many fern fronds filling the space that it almost seemed like a wall of green in front of him, though looking at the ones closer to him he could certainly see that there was room enough to easily pass between each fern plant.  Though, I suppose that I could always… 
 
    “Do you think I should chop all of these down as we pass through?  Walking through all of these might be a little dangerous, because I won’t be able to see very far if we’re attacked.” 
 
    Gwenda thought for a moment before nodding.  “Yes, that’s probably a good idea; although it looks like there’s enough space to fight in between each fern, I’m not sure how easy it will be to see threats coming.” 
 
    Without waiting any longer, Sterge stepped up to the first fern and started hacking away at the base of the plant; he had found that it was easier to remove foliage you didn’t want if you started on the base, because otherwise it could take forever to get rid of all of the branches – or in this case fronds.  Of course, he soon discovered that it didn’t really matter where he started, because his weapon wasn’t really suited to destroying plants; either the weapon was beginning to dull – I should’ve brought a whetstone – or the fern was extra durable.  He eventually chopped it down and threw all of the fronds to the side, but it took him nearly five minutes to do so. 
 
    Looking at how many more the room held – even if he were to remove them in a straight line, he was looking at hours of work.  “I don’t think this is going to work,” he said in disappointment.  His statement was only confirmed when the fern he had just chopped down started to grow again at a tremendous rate, until less than a minute later the plant was back the way it was before he started.  “Ok, I really don’t think this is going to work.” 
 
    “I guess that means we’re supposed to go through without being able to see very well.  I can start to see how these dungeons can get dangerous quickly.  Lead the way, noble protector!” Gwenda said, gesturing with her stick-staff towards the ferns ahead of them. 
 
    Sterge walked ahead slowly, brushing past the newly regrown plant as he ducked down enough not to get smacked in the face by other fronds.  Moving at a crouch was tiring, but actually helped a bit; while his view was still blocked by the bases of the fern plants, he was able to see around him remarkably well.  In fact, as he traveled approximately a dozen feet into the room, his crouch was probably the only reason he saw the form of something moving towards him.  Actually, two somethings, approaching from opposite directions through the foliage. 
 
    The beasts were hard to pinpoint, because they were brown with green stripes, and they almost looked like wolves – but were smaller than the ones he’d seen before (at a distance, of course).  Still, their teeth looked like they were sharp enough to tear him apart, so the fact that they weren’t actual wolves didn’t really make much of a difference.  As they slunk near-silently through the plants, he glanced behind him at Gwenda and whispered, “Two…things…incoming.”  He didn’t know what to call them, so he went back to his fallback of calling them “things”. 
 
    As he stepped forward between three ferns in an abnormal-looking open space, his sword waving back and forth between the two stalkers, his foot passed through something invisible that caused his leg to tingle briefly.  He tried to pull it back, but it was already too late; a red haze dropped over his vision as unexplainable rage tore through his mind.  He lost all control of his actions as he shot forward with a primal yell, zeroing in on the nearest movement – which just so happened to be the closest green striped not-wolf beast. 
 
    Using absolutely no skill at all in his enraged state, Sterge practically threw himself at the creature and he just started swinging.  Blood flew out from where he struck the beast, though he barely even paid attention; he was trying to gain control of his actions again, but it was like he was just an observer in his body instead of an active participant.  He distantly felt a bite land on his right arm, trapping it in place so that he couldn’t swing anymore; whether it actually hurt was a bit beyond him at the moment, however, as he watched himself pull the iron knife on his belt off and stab it right through the eye of the beast holding onto him and refusing to let go. 
 
    He needed it to let go, because he was so angry for some reason.  The jaws of the green-striped creature loosened as his knife went up and into its brain, and it dropped down at his feet.  Sterge watched as his body didn’t even stop, as it turned around to find another victim to sate its rage on.  Just as his frame whipped around at a noise behind him, he was hit by a great weight as something smashed into him; luckily, whatever hit him with a set of sharp-toothed jaws aiming for his face didn’t impact him straight on, but it appeared to be another one of the beasts he had just slain being flung sideways into him. 
 
    As soon as he hit the ground, he instantly tried to fling the weight of the body off of him, though it was initially hard to do; apparently, he had his sword pointing straight out from him when he was hit, and the not-wolf thing had been impaled.  A second later, his struggle ceased as the beast disappeared and he felt an object fall on his leather chestpiece.  His raging mind and body didn’t care about that, though, as he picked himself up and looked for another victim.   
 
    He heard another noise that his internal mind registered as Gwenda talking, but his body only saw a threat to vent his rage upon.  He turned towards the small Hill Dwarf in her blue robe and stepped forward to attack…and then promptly fell on his face as every ounce of anger and rage left his body in an instant.   
 
    “Sterge!  What happened?  Are you okay?”  Gwenda sounded panicked as she rushed over to his side.  Sterge felt her hands on him as she helped him get up, and a groan escaped his lips as he felt the soreness and slight pain in his right arm.  As soon as he was standing again – a little wobbly from the after effects from his uncontrolled rage episode – he looked at his arm, expecting it to be mangled.  He breathed a sigh of relief as all he saw were deep bite marks in the leather sleeve and no sign of blood; that’s going to be one heck of a bruise later, though.  It felt that he was going to be a mass of bruises tomorrow if things kept going like this. 
 
    “I…don’t know what that just was.  All I know is that I stepped forward, felt my foot pass through something invisible and tingle momentarily, and then…I had no control.  I just felt a rage I’ve never felt before and all my body wanted to do was kill anything that moved.  If it hadn’t ended when it did, I might have…hurt you too,” he said with rising horror in his voice.  He couldn’t look at her because he didn’t even want to think about what would’ve happened if his extreme anger hadn’t disappeared.  “I don’t know what came over me.” 
 
    “It’s ok, though – you didn’t hurt me,” Gwenda said, taking his face in between her hands to force him to look at her.  “And it wasn’t your fault; you’d never hurt me like that if you weren’t under some sort of spell.  I think from your description that it was some sort of trap that you triggered; I know they exist in dungeons, though I don’t really know much about them.  I thought they were more like falling rocks or pit traps or things like that, but obviously this one has things that will affect your mind.  We just need to be careful from here on out.” 
 
    Sterge could barely comprehend what she was saying.  “Wait a moment.  Are you seriously saying we should keep going?  After I almost killed you?” 
 
    “You didn’t almost kill me, so stop thinking about it like that.  You fell victim to a trap and survived, and now that we know about them maybe we can avoid more in the future.  I’m still eager to keep going if you’re willing – and able, of course.  How is your arm?” Gwenda asked concernedly, taking it in her hands as she spoke. 
 
    “It’s relatively fine, though I think it’ll be stiff and sore tomorrow.  If you really want to keep going…I think I can manage.”  Things were getting quite a bit more dangerous now that they had to watch out for traps, though how they were supposed to avoid them, since they were invisible, was beyond him.  Regardless, if Gwenda wanted to keep going, he was more than willing to satisfy her curiosity.   
 
    “Good; before we go, though, I have a surprise for you!” his best friend said excitedly.  She asked him to close his eyes for a moment and hold out his left hand – which was now empty as he had sheathed his iron knife.  A few seconds later, Sterge felt something slide a little up his left arm, before something else wooden pressed up against his palm.  
 
    Opening his eyes, he looked down to see a shield with a ragged leather strap hooked around his arm and a wooden handle inside his palm, which his hand automatically tightened upon almost naturally.  The shield itself was a circular collection of thick, battered oak planks nailed together, though despite its look the shield appeared sturdy enough to withstand quite a few hits before it fell apart.  Kind of like his armor, though perhaps a bit more durable. 
 
    “Wha—?  Where did this come from?” 
 
    “One of those beasts dropped it when it was killed, but I figured you didn’t even see it in your altered…state,” Gwenda responded hesitantly when she mentioned his rage incident.  “The other one dropped 5 copper coins, as well, so we’re making quite a lot from this dungeon!” she added with more enthusiasm. 
 
    Sterge swung around the shield on his arm a few times to get a feel for it, and he immediately determined that it would take some getting used to.  For one, it was heavy; not so heavy that he couldn’t handle it (he was actually quite strong and fit from working the village fields all day), but because he thought it might unbalance him if he wasn’t careful.  Second, he had no idea how to actually use it in a fight. 
 
    Obviously, he could use it to block attacks – his Raider Status even had a skill called “Block” – but how he was supposed to do that, he had no clue.  His thinking about his Status of course made it appear in his mind, and he noticed that he had received three Power from killing each of those green-striped beasts, instead of just one like those foxes – bringing him to a total of 10/100.  In addition, his Blade and Light Armor Skills had also increased their percentage by another 2%, but again he wasn’t sure what that actually meant. 
 
    “Ok, let’s go then; however, you have to promise me that if you see me going crazy like that again, you’ll run if it looks like I’m heading your way,” Sterge said before he started moving. “I don’t think I could live with myself if I inadvertently hurt you.” 
 
    “I will, Sterge; I don’t want to be chopped in half either, believe me.” She smiled, gesturing again with her stick for him to lead the way. 
 
    He crouched again as he cautiously made his way through the ferns, testing each step – just in case he felt anything strange. Though he thought it was unlikely that he’d be able to tell if there was a trap ahead of him, he did it anyway.  I really don’t like being out of control like that; I hope there isn’t anything even worse in here… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Tacca was amused how the two Hill Dwarf Raiders managed to survive with very little actual skill and a whole lot of luck.  It was so the complete opposite of her own luck that she was a little jealous, though whether or not her “bad luck” really still applied had yet to be seen.  Regardless, she was happy that they were getting through relatively unscathed despite the trap and the Frond Coyotes that had attacked them, and it was also nice to see that nothing had changed about the automatic Environmental Object regeneration because of her unusual situation.   
 
    The second room was originally designed with taller Raiders in mind, so she wasn’t sure if it was luck or happenstance that the Hill Dwarves were short enough to take advantage of that oversight.  Normally, the presence of so many fern fronds would’ve made it difficult to see any of the Frond Coyotes near the ground and Raiders would likely only see them as they sprung from their hiding places to attack the invaders.  When you added in the strong Rage Enchantment that lasted for 30 seconds when there weren’t any other “victims” in sight, whatever Raider was affected by the Enchantment would likely attack their other group members.   
 
    The leather-armored Hill Dwarf was able to avoid that because he was short enough to see underneath the fronds and pinpoint her Coyotes, which made his rage state actually effective instead of a detriment.  Added to that, her creatures couldn’t really spring forward with their superior jumping power so close to the ground, which made their main attack a bit less effective.  It was something that she would probably address in the future, but there wasn’t anything that could be done about it now – especially with the two still pressing ahead despite the added danger.  If Tacca hadn’t removed the additional pair beforehand that would’ve attacked them at first, then it was more than likely they would’ve turned around…if they had even survived the encounter. 
 
    Tacca watched them take down the other pair of Frond Coyotes inside the room with a little more difficulty than before, though the added Small Battered Oak Shield reward that the leather armor-wearing Raider was using helped…a little.  It was obvious that he had never used it before, so when he went to block a lunge by one of her creatures he ended up smacking himself in the head with the shield from the impact.  It prevented him from being bitten by her creature, at least, but he did end up with a big red mark on his face, which would probably bruise something awful.   
 
    That was okay, though, because there was a surprise for them both if they managed to survive the next room – which was looking quite likely.  Whether or not they would survive unscathed was something else entirely… 
 
      
 
    *         *         * 
 
      
 
    Shale was following along with the two Hill Dwarf Raiders as they finished up the second room full of ferns and now-dead Frond Coyotes; he had his Invisibility and Repellant Shield in place, of course, so no one could see him above – though he had to be a little more cautious about moving through the tighter tunnels so as not to call attention to himself.  He knew the layout of the dungeon fairly well by that point, however, so it was quite easy to maneuver through it all without too much difficulty. 
 
    That familiarity also included the layout of all the different traps and creatures throughout the dungeon, obviously.  What he had seen in the first – and now the second room – indicated that it had been changed since he last saw it less than an hour ago.  “Did you remove some of your creatures in here?” Shale mentally asked Tamara through their Bond. 
 
    There was silence for a few seconds before she answered.  “Yes…yes, I did.  I don’t want these two to die because I need them to go back and report on my location.” 
 
    Shale was shocked.  “You’re…not supposed to do that.  Your dungeon should be what it is and not adjusted for the Raiders invading it.  If they go back to the others and tell them what they encountered and it’s different from what they were told when they come here, then you could anger those in charge of the local Raiders.  Change should be extremely gradual or not at all, except to add more rooms deeper down.”  It was one of the underlying principles that Dungeon Cores were instructed to abide by to survive as long as they could; it only made sense to keep things normal and regular for the Raiders, after all. 
 
    “I’m doing things a little differently, is all.  Most of this will be the same…for the near future, at least…so it won’t be too different.  Keeping things ‘normal and regular’ for the Raiders is all well and good, but I think this way might work better in the long run.” 
 
    To hear his thoughts echoed back to him was a little startling.  Can she read my mind, or was that just a lucky guess?  So many things about this Dungeon Core were abnormal, and he was seriously considering Translocating back to the DPRC council to report everything he had observed so far. Maybe it will be better for them to figure this all out, rather than waste my time on a Core that is almost guaranteed to fail.   
 
    Regardless, if he decided to do that, it wasn’t going to happen until the Raiders were gone, at least.  Shale still hadn’t made up his mind if all that he had seen and heard actually was a bad idea; for all he knew, it could be genius on a level that he couldn’t quite comprehend.  He had already admitted to himself that the previous Assistant, Tacca, was smarter than he was – which was obvious in how much Tamara seemed to know – so it was entirely possible that he was wrong about everything.  That thought didn’t sit too well with him because it hurt his pride as a Dungeon Assistant, but he was also confident enough in himself to acknowledge that he didn’t know everything. 
 
    Shale turned his attention back to what was going on in the dungeon and didn’t bother to respond to Tamara, because he didn’t want to think about her anymore for the moment.  He didn’t want to be distracted from watching the Raiders invade what he was quickly thinking of as his dungeon, despite the fact that he had very little to do with its layout and construction.  Still, because he was Bonded to Tamara – and it was her dungeon – it felt like an extension of himself as well.   
 
    The third room had a combination of shrub bushes and trees reaching up to the ceiling, their branches lost in the darkness above.  The ambient light was even darker than the previous room, though not so dark that the Raiders couldn’t see; Shale couldn’t help but think that if the light was brought down to its minimum, the two Hill Dwarves wouldn’t be able to see at all.  They didn’t have an Amulet of Illumination – let alone a torch – with them, so they’d be made practically helpless by not being able to see. 
 
    However, Tamara being who she was, didn’t want to make a source of illumination a requirement to invade her dungeon.  Instead, she wanted to rely on her creatures and traps to injure or kill Raiders, which was just another thing that was different about her.  From what he knew, every Dungeon Core had at least one room in their dungeon that had its ambient light turned down all the way, so it was almost expected nowadays that Raiders would have to bring a torch or Amulet.  Though, with how much flammable vegetation is in here, asking to bring a torch might not be such a great idea.  He knew it would just grow back if it was burnt, but the flames from an entire room of ferns on fire, for example, would probably kill every Coyote in there without much effort. 
 
    The two Hill Dwarves walked cautiously into the third room, which Shale thought was only prudent when invading a dungeon; he was glad to see that even though the Raiders were obviously just starting out, they were conscious enough of the danger a place like this would pose that they were taking precautions.  Not that it would likely do them much good, but it was nice to see. 
 
    One thing that he had learned about the Enchantment traps that Tamara liked to use that he hadn’t known about before was the Trigger Proximity.  It wasn’t that he didn’t know what the Trigger Proximity was (it was obvious how it worked by the name alone), he just hadn’t known that it could go negative.   
 
    Normally, the Trigger was just outside of the trap – especially with physical ones like pit traps, wall spikes, and other various traps like those – because it was impossible for the trigger to be inside the trap itself; with an Enchantment, however, there was no physical aspect of it, so the trigger really could be inside its Activation Range.  So, instead of having a 10ft X 10ft area that would activate as soon as someone got close to the edge of it (like most traps), the Trigger could be sent towards the center with a negative Proximity.  The concept was a little difficult for Shale to wrap his head around, but he understood it in principle…and now it was his chance to see it in action. 
 
    The shortsword-wielding Raider worked his way through the shrub bushes a few feet ahead of the spell-casting Hill Dwarf, who was peering around the room and looking for any threats.  When the shabby leather-armored Raider reached the middle of the room, Shale heard him call out, “I feel a little tingly—”, but it was too late. 
 
    The Fear Enchantment Trap was triggered by a small 2ft square section of the dirt near the middle of the room, positioned in between two bushes.  It was quite possible to avoid triggering the Enchantment altogether if the two Hill Dwarves had taken another route through the room, but by taking the most obvious pathway, it was almost unavoidable.  The 12ft cube Activation Range of the trap hit both Raiders simultaneously, causing them to freeze and shake in uncontrollable fright. 
 
    It was that moment when six Branch Jackals jumped down from the surrounding trees and slammed into both figures, knocking them to the ground.  Shale heard them both scream hysterically and flail ineffectually at their attackers with their weapons, but they were being savaged by three Jackals each.  Tamara had been right about the Pack Hunter bonus being particularly deadly, as the bites from the creatures were even puncturing through the male Raider’s leather armor in places, drawing bits of blood in the process. 
 
    Luckily for them, the two Raiders were fiercely protecting their faces and necks in the fright-induced panic, swinging either their staff or sword well enough to knock the Jackals away from their particularly vulnerable areas.  One of Tamara’s creatures managed to get impaled by a random sword swipe and was launched into a second as it slid off the swinging blade, sending both tumbling away.  The third one attacking the leather-wearing Hill Dwarf was accidentally smashed hard in the face with a shield as the Raider continued to scream and flail around uncontrollably, getting lucky shots in while still on his back. 
 
    The female Hill Dwarf wasn’t as lucky, as one of the Jackals managed to grab one of her frantically kicking legs and held on, and Shale could hear a crack as her leg bone was snapped with a powerful jerk from the creature.  A second Jackal grabbed her left wrist in its jaws and crunched down hard, cracking bones and eliciting an even louder scream as she experienced herself being almost ripped apart. 
 
    “Maybe I should do something—” Tamara said to Shale’s mind, but she stopped herself as the spell-casting Raider fought back. 
 
    Apparently, the pain was impactful enough to at least partially cut through the Enchantment-induced fear, and the Hill Dwarf started casting what she called her “Magistrike” spell, sending streaks of powerful concentrations of force towards the three Jackals surrounding her.  Each of Tamara’s creatures got hit by two of the blasts in quick succession, sending them flying and smacking against either a nearby tree or the stone wall of the room, where they hit with painful-sounding impacts.  It was obviously really painful, because as soon as each one hit the ground they disappeared, leaving a reward behind. 
 
    The rapid expenditure of her magical power, however, was obviously great enough that it completely exhausted the female Hill Dwarf, and Shale watched as she passed out – completely unconscious within seconds of casting her last spell.  Even the pain and fear weren’t enough to keep her awake, as her body and mind shut down from the overuse of her magic.   
 
    Fortunately for the other Raider, the Enchantment’s effects came to an end, and he looked like he was waking up from a dream – or a nightmare.  Shale saw that his first reaction was to look over to where the other Raider was even as he kicked a Jackal away from him and…the Hill Dwarf appeared to lose his mind.  If the Dungeon Assistant didn’t know better, he would’ve thought another Rage Enchantment had been triggered, but it turned out that the Raider was just angry and protective of the other Hill Dwarf; he took one look at her injuries and current state of consciousness and picked himself up off the ground, before absolutely destroying the three Jackals still trying to attack him. 
 
    There was still absolutely no skill involved in his attacks, but his lack of expertise didn’t really matter as he swung his sword and essentially beat all of the creatures to death; it was almost as if he forgot that his weapon had an edge to it.  He didn’t come through without injury, though, as one of the Branch Jackals managed to bite his left knee and wrench it severely as it tried to tear the joint apart, but it wasn’t enough to stop the destructive force of the enraged Hill Dwarf. 
 
    In less than a minute, all of the attacking creatures were dead, leaving behind a Rusty Iron Mace and 24 copper pieces, though the male Raider completely ignored it all.  Instead, his anger sated with the destruction of the remaining Jackals, he collapsed on his knees – which elicited a wince of pain when he landed on his wrenched knee – next to the other Hill Dwarf in her torn and blood-stained robe.  His face looked full of sorrow at first, before he noticed that she was still breathing. 
 
    “Gwenda!  You’re alive!” he practically shouted, before shaking her gently.  “Wake up, those beasts are dead.  Gwenda?  What’s wrong?” 
 
    Nothing he could do would wake her up, though Shale knew she would eventually; he’d been taught that when spell-casting or healer-type Raiders exhausted themselves of their magic power, they could be knocked out for minutes or even hours.  From what he’d been told, there were no real long-term effects from exhausting themselves like that, though being unconscious in a dungeon usually didn’t work long if one wanted to survive. 
 
    “I’m getting you out of here, hold on,” the Hill Dwarf said, before picking up the unconscious Raider in his arms.  He almost fell forward as her weight added to what was evidently already pressing down on his hurt knee, but he persisted.  Each step looked painful and the Raider in leather armor appeared to be almost as exhausted as the woman in his arms, but nothing was stopping him now.  He kept on walking even through a rictus of pain on his face, obviously determined to leave the dungeon and get help for himself and the other Hill Dwarf. 
 
    That would certainly be the right thing to do in that situation, except that during the whole “fear” induced state and subsequent fight, the Raider obviously got turned around.  The entrance and exit of the third room looked essentially identical, so Shale didn’t think it was that hard to see how it happened; regardless of the reason, though, instead of leaving, the Hill Dwarf brought his friend deeper into the dungeon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Sterge was practically blind with the pain shooting through his knee and leg as he walked, but he knew that no matter what he did, he needed to get Gwenda to a healer.  He wasn’t sure why she wasn’t waking up, because the pain in her crushed and bloody wrist and leg should’ve been enough to keep her awake and screaming in agony, but for some reason she stayed asleep no matter how much he tried to wake her up.  Maybe it’s for the best until I can get her some help. 
 
    The strangest thing about her unconsciousness, though, was the fact that she hadn’t let go of her stick—staff.  Her hand was clutched around it in a crushing grip for some reason, and he could see the strain of her hand around the wooden weapon, even though the rest of her body was essentially limp and dead weight.  No, not dead weight – she’s not dead yet.  The bleeding from her injuries had stopped, fortunately, though he could tell it wasn’t because she was running out; he’d been hurt or seen others hurt more than enough over the years to see that the blood was already clotting – which meant that her body was fighting to keep her alive.  Hill Dwarves were a hearty bunch, after all. 
 
    He walked down the tunnel towards the second room of the dungeon, knowing that it would be difficult – and probably painful – to maneuver around the ferns, but he knew it was only a short way until the exit.  He was more worried about the trip down the mountain because he wasn’t looking forward to the steep inclines, especially with his own injury.  Well, injuries.  He could feel a few places where he had been bitten on his arm and even his side, though nothing was as bad as his leg and busted-up knee. 
 
    It wasn’t long until he saw the light from the room up above, though it looked a little different than he expected; he remembered it as being a little dim compared the first room of the dungeon, but he was also in serious pain as he walked – so he thought he might be either imagining things or misremembering them.  It wasn’t until he walked into the room a couple of paces and looked around that he realized he had made a mistake – he had gone the wrong way.  Of all the stupid— he thought, as he turned around. 
 
    Twisting wasn’t a good idea, as his injured leg gave out from underneath him; with a cry, he fell forward into the daylight-bright room, sending Gwenda flying forward out of his arms.  He watched as her fall was fortunately broken by the masses of wildflowers filling the entire floor of the small room, crushing dozens in the process.  As Sterge crashed forward with his leg unable to support him, he felt the tell-tale tingle of a trap pass over his face.  Noooo! 
 
    He wasn’t sure what he was expecting, but a healing numbness passed through his body, dulling the pain in his knee and other wounds to the point where he couldn’t even feel his extremities anymore.  What is this trap doing?!  Is it designed to paralyze us while we get eaten by the beasts inside this room?  He kept waiting for something to jump on him and start chewing on his head, which he couldn’t prevent in the least; every part of his body that had the slightest injury – including his face that he had earlier smashed with his own shield – was frozen into immobility.  In short, he was helpless…and he didn’t like the feeling. 
 
    Turning or lifting his head enough to see if Gwenda was alright was also impossible, so all the Hill Dwarf could do was wait.  Wait for what, he wasn’t sure, but he was rewarded an eternity later when the paralyzing numbness all over his body disappeared abruptly.  One moment he couldn’t move, and the next he had full control over his limbs.  Without hesitation, he pushed himself up with his arms and looked to see where his best friend had fallen when he dropped her earlier.  He saw her ahead on her back, her limbs sprawled awkwardly; he sighed in relief as he saw her chest rising up and down as she breathed, so at least she was still alive. 
 
    Sterge began to drag himself forward because he didn’t dare to put any more weight on his knee; as soon as he pulled himself with his arms and his good knee, he realized he didn’t feel any pain anywhere.  Not in his arms, not on his side, not on his face, and especially not in his knee; with a quick check, he turned on his good side and lifted his knee up carefully, bending it ever so slightly, but it felt…great.  Practically brand-new.  A few seconds of checking all of his other minor wounds showed that they were all healed up, with the few bite marks on his skin from those dog-wolf thingies in the previous room all sealed up; his armor still had punctures marring it, but as far as his skin went it was smooth and unbroken. 
 
    He saw all that in the time it took him to stand up and was amazed that his leg would support him again, before stumbling in shock to Gwenda’s side.  A quick rearrangement of her limbs and clothes showed that his best friend had been healed as well, though her robe was still spattered with her blood.  Her left wrist, which had been mangled horribly, as well as her leg, was perfectly put back together and unblemished – other than the dried blood caking the outer skin.  The only thing that was still wrong with her was her unconsciousness. 
 
    What is this place?  Sterge could hardly even believe that he and Gwenda had been healed; he wasn’t an expert on dungeons by any means, but he’d never heard of one actually helping Raiders before.  Again, it wasn’t as if he’d spent a lot of time learning about dungeons over the years, but he thought something like that would’ve been mentioned at some point.  Despite it being strange, he wasn’t going to complain. 
 
    He sat next to Gwenda for a few minutes, while he tried to decide what to do.  Should I carry her out now, or wait until she wakes up?  Will moving her even more right now hurt her?  His head was a little clearer now that he wasn’t overcome with pain, and he began to remember a little of what happened in the previous room; when his memories showed his Caster friend sending out what he thought was a half-dozen of those blue lights, he began to suspect what had happened.  Gwenda had told Sterge that it made her exhausted when she used the “magical force” inside of her body, so what he was likely seeing was a result of being extremely exhausted. 
 
    When he considered that was all it was, he almost picked her up and left right then…but he worried about what might meet him on the way out.  He wasn’t knowledgeable enough about dungeons to know if there might be more beasts that might attack on the way back, or if the traps might be reset; he hadn’t even thought about it before, but now that he had time to think, his previous thought to carry Gwenda out without knowing the dangers ahead of him was foolish.  Therefore, he decided to wait to see if she would wake up soon, then they could both go out together; and if she didn’t wake up in an hour or so, then he’d take the chance to bring her out himself. 
 
    With that decided, he prowled around the bright room full of wildflowers cautiously, looking for any types of threats he may have missed before.  He more than realized that he wasn’t sure what he could do even if he found a trap to prevent activating it, but he knew he could at least kill things with his sword if he saw them.  A quick loop around the small 20ft X 20ft room showed nothing but flowers, however, so he went back to waiting near Gwenda.  After 20 minutes of staring at her while she slept, his thoughts drifted towards the previous room and the uncontrollable fear that accompanied it; he didn’t really want to think about it, but thoughts of the room made him remember that there were probably some rewards still there. 
 
    It took him another few minutes of arguing with himself to decide to cautiously go back and see if they were still there; he didn’t want to leave Gwenda alone for long, but he wasn’t planning on taking too long.  Besides, I need to see if anything has changed in there since we left the room; if everything is reset for some reason, then I’d rather know now than try to leave while carrying her.  It was a flimsy justification, but he was getting a little bored just sitting around waiting for his best friend to wake up. 
 
    Therefore, with his sword held out in front of him and almost shuffling forward as he tried to detect any traps, he left Gwenda and explored the third room.  He quickly found the six piles of rewards left from the horrible dog-wolf thingies and picked them up before rushing back to where he had left the unconscious form of his best friend.  His eyes went right to her as soon as he entered and found that she was unchanged, so he dumped what he had acquired next to her and counted how many coins they had earned – and they had earned them, alright.   
 
    Four of the beasts they had slain had dropped six copper coins each, giving them 24 more to add to their previous 23 – which was almost equal to five silver; five silver was enough to purchase that new – well, used, but new to him – wheeled plow for his fields.  Two other beasts hadn’t dropped coins, though; instead, they dropped what appeared to be some sort of weapon and a pair of leather vambraces for his upper arms.  The leather armor pieces, despite looking really worn and used, were actually in better shape than his own – especially with the puncture marks in them – so he replaced his old ones, feeling better protected already.  
 
    The weapon, which was made of rusted iron, appeared to be some sort of stick with a ridged ball on the end, topped with a slightly blunted spear-tip.  The ridges on the slightly larger than fist-sized ball looked to have been sharp at one time in the past, but now they were all deformed and smashed – which pretty much told the tale of what the weapon was used for. He noticed that the ball was a lot heavier than the rest of the weapon, which meant it wasn’t hollow – and being hit by it would hurt…a lot.  Fortunately, years of farm work had built his strength up enough that he was able to wield it well enough, though it was a little long for his tastes.  Nevertheless, he practiced with it by smashing a bunch of flowers into the ground – which grew back minutes later – and found that he was much happier with it in his hand than the shortsword for some reason.   
 
    Right around when he estimated the hour mark had passed since he had been healed, Sterge decided that he had waited long enough; he slid the stick and ball into his belt – even though it felt awkward, he didn’t have any other way to carry it – and bent down next to Gwenda to gently pick her up.  It was time to go, and he couldn’t wait all day for her to wake up; she’d probably be the same back in their village as she was in the dungeon, and he had to take a risk that the beginning of the dungeon was still free of traps and beasts. 
 
    He picked her up and held her body against him…and then she woke up screaming and thrashing her arms and legs around so much that he couldn’t keep hold of her.  She hit the ground for just a moment before she leapt to her feet and stared around her with wild eyes.  “Where are they?  What happened?” she screeched out hysterically. 
 
    It took him a couple of minutes to calm her down as he explained what happened in the third room – though he didn’t mention his rage at seeing her hurt (he felt a little embarrassed about it) – and about what happened inside this flower-covered fourth room.  She looked astonished as he recounted how their injuries healed magically because of the strange trap and then he showed off what he had found from killing those dog-wolf thingies.   
 
    “But I think that it’s time to go; you almost died, and I was so hurt I honestly thought I wouldn’t be able to carry you out.  It’s only luck that I managed to stumble into this room by accident, but I think we’ll be pressing that same luck if we keep going.  Now that you’re awake, we—” 
 
    “Are you really committed to leaving now?” Gwenda asked as she cut him off. 
 
    Sterge felt his mouth drop open in shock.  “Y-you can’t be serious!  What part of you almost died did you not understand?  That’s not even mentioning your hour of forced sleep that overtook you; if that happens in the middle of a fight again, I don’t know if I can protect you.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand all of that…but have you taken a look at how much Power we received from those beasts?  As well as all of the Skill percentage increases?  I think if we keep going, we can get to Raider Level 2, which will make us even stronger!” 
 
    He hadn’t in fact looked at his Raider Status yet, because it didn’t really seem important.  At her suggestion, though, he pulled it up. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Raider Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Sterge Stonewell 
  
      	  Class: 
  
      	  Melee 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Level: 
  
      	  1 
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    There were some definite changes upon it that made him a little excited; for one, he was almost halfway to the 100 Power he needed to…increase his Raider Level?  He still wasn’t sure how that was supposed to work, but it was something they could definitely build upon in the future.  Sterge’s Physical Attack and Defense had also increased slightly, which he assumed was due to his new weapon, leather vambraces, and probably even his shield. 
 
    His Skills had also improved significantly, with his Light Armor having the largest boost; he assumed it was because he got chewed on quite a bit during the last fight, and these percentages reflected that.  Strangely, he also had a single percentage point in his Blunt skill, despite not having anything that was blunt—wait.  His new stick and ball could probably be classified as a blunt weapon, but all he had done with it was swing it at some flowers. 
 
    I wonder if just practicing with it can increase those percentages?  Obviously, it wouldn’t be nearly as fast or effective as using it to kill beasts that are trying to kill me, but it might work. 
 
    “Ok, I can definitely see the benefit of doing this…I think…but are you sure we should go on?” 
 
    She was already nodding before he finished.  “Yes – at least to check out the next room.  What I might do is hang back towards the tunnel instead of following so close behind this time; I think we were caught in that last trap because we were both within range of it.  I can attack from a longer distance away anyways, so that sounds like a good strategy.” 
 
    He couldn’t help but nod himself at the plan, but then he stopped when he realized she had somehow convinced him to keep going into further danger.  “Wait…so you want me to be…what?  The bait?  Or the one that should take all of the attacks for you.” 
 
    Gwenda was smiling prettily now, which she always did when she wanted something.  “Of course, you’re my protector after all.  With your new shield, armor, and that neat new weapon, I think you can handle it.” 
 
    Sterge was silent for almost a minute as he tried to think of a better excuse other than we could die, but that obviously wasn’t something that would sway her.  Finally, he sighed loudly and then grunted – he had no words he wanted to say.  Instead, he led the way towards the tunnel leading to the next room (he had already identified which one it was earlier, so he wouldn’t make another mistake) as he shook his head. 
 
    This is not a good idea… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Tacca was honestly surprised that the two Raiders continued on despite the danger, though she had to admit that she was glad; in fact, she was sort of rooting for them by that point.  It had to be frightening when tackling a brand-new dungeon – and even more so when it was apparently their first day as Raiders.  They were so ignorant about practically everything that it shocked her; what are they teaching them these days? 
 
    Some of the things they had no clue about had to do with Raider-specific things like the Skills and Power they were talking about, which could be put down to negligent teachers from…wherever they became Raiders.  She had heard they had a Clan of some sort, but wider knowledge about them was either a secret or relatively unknown; Tacca herself had actually learned a little more about the intricacies of how Raiders got stronger from the curious conversations the two Hill Dwarves were having between themselves than her entire learning experience at DAPS. 
 
    On the other hand, there were other things like the leather-armored Raider not even knowing what a mace was – or “stick and ball”, as he called it when showing it off to the spell-casting Raider – or not knowing that using too much of their magical power too quickly could result in knocking them unconscious; both of those things should’ve been common knowledge in her opinion, so she was surprised that they had lived that long.  She figured that their lack of knowledge was because she’d heard that they were farmers, so they might not be expected to know about some things, but…there was something else she had heard that caught her attention even more. 
 
    Luck. 
 
    She hadn’t deliberately made the entrance and exit tunnels to the third room look identical – it just made the most sense and she appreciated the aesthetic symmetry of the tree arrangements.  Nevertheless, it was that symmetry that led the sword-wielding Raider to accidentally go farther into the dungeon when it was obvious that he was trying to leave.  Tacca had originally been counting on them moving on and healing some of their wounds with her Healing Paralysis Enchantment Trap as a surprise, but she hadn’t been expecting them to get so injured by her Branch Jackals.  She had underestimated how much damage her creatures could do, as well as overestimating what the two Raiders could handle; she could only blame her past experiences with other Cores that had faced much tougher Raiders and wouldn’t have been fazed by them in the least. 
 
    Was it just a happy accident…or was it my “bad luck” working in their favor as “good luck”? 
 
    “I have to admit, I thought you were crazy when you wanted to put a trap that would heal the Raiders inside one of your rooms…but I was wrong,” Shale communicated mentally to her.  “Not only did it save them from dying inside your dungeon, which is normally a good thing, but I can understand why you want these to survive to spread the word; it also had such an impact on them that they want to keep going. 
 
    “I can see this working in the future to keep groups of Raiders inside your dungeon longer when they would normally turn back, which would give you more Core Improvement Points…and maybe even convince them to push on past where they should probably stop.  This could lead them to overconfidence as they tackle harder rooms, resulting in more deaths that are perfectly legit and fair. 
 
    “I learned of other dungeons using a slight variation of this by increasing the prevalence of Healing Potions of various degrees as part of their Rewards, but this…this is genius!” 
 
    Tacca couldn’t help but be warmed by a bit of pride, because it really was a novel idea.  The Healing Paralysis was a little known and universally overlooked Enchantment Trap, mainly because it was something that would help Raiders, rather than hurt them; that was only one of the reasons she wanted to see how she could include it in her dungeon, with everything else he said being the majority of the rest. She was glad that it had worked out, but she was starting to worry a little that they would continue being “lucky”…and somehow make it all the way to her Core Room to destroy her. 
 
    It was highly unlikely that they would get through her Boss Room, but she had to acknowledge that stranger things had happened when she was Bonded to those other Cores.  She started adding some small-but-deadly traps to her Core Room just in case her “bad luck” came back to haunt her, though she desperately hoped she wasn’t going to need them.  They would take about a half hour to fully form, but the two Raiders were going slow enough that they would be built before they arrived. 
 
    “That was just the first of many different ideas I have for my dungeon; all it needs is for these two to share the news of my location, get a lot more Raiders here and provide me with Points, and then I can start to implement them.” 
 
    “Tacca must’ve taught you really well before she died, then; I’m really interested in seeing what you’ve got planned in the future…though I’ll likely be gone before you can take advantage of what you’ll accumulate over the next year or so,” Shale said a little sadly.   
 
    Tacca was forced to admit to herself that she would actually miss her Dungeon Assistant when he left, if only for the benefit of having someone to talk to.  At first, the entire experience of being a Dungeon Core was so new that she was consumed with learning her boundaries and expanding her dungeon, but even a month into it she had been missing something; it was only after Shale had arrived that she realized she was missing contact and communication with…well…anyone.  She was beginning to think that Assistants weren’t just there to provide information and instruction on how to be a Dungeon Core, but to also be there as emotional support and a source of conversation. 
 
    If that was indeed the case, then it made certain parts of her schooling take on a whole new meaning; all of those classes about working with different personalities weren’t just for the initial meeting and learning how to work with difficult Cores – they were meant to instruct Assistants in establishing a longer-term relationship with their Bonded.  That was always a given, of course, but there were certainly different aspects of that relationship that she hadn’t even considered before. 
 
    All of which came back to Shale leaving; she had wanted that to happen at first because of the risk of exposure of her unique circumstances, but now she wasn’t so sure.  The risk was still there, granted, though she thought it might be worth it to have someone she could talk to – even if that person was essentially a sort of spy for the Council.  As long as she knew Shale was a spy, then she thought she could work around that for the benefit of companionship. 
 
    That was all in the future, though – the two Hill Dwarf Raiders were in her dungeon now.  Accordingly, she turned her attention back to them as they entered the fifth room; more accurately, the male Raider entered the fifth room while the Caster stayed near the entrance, just barely inside the tunnel.  Smart move, though it doesn’t really matter as much in this room.  She had eliminated the Spiked Pit Traps that were in there, after all; if she had kept them there, as well as not having removed more than half of the Forest Wolves, then they’d likely be dead. 
 
    The entire room was full of scrub bushes that were taller than the two Raiders by approximately a foot, with very little room in between to squeeze through.  In the middle of the room was a large circular space that was free of Environmental Objects, and was instead used to contain the two Pits that she removed; at the moment, though, all that was there was essentially a ring of packed dirt. 
 
    As the mace-wielding Hill Dwarf stepped into the circular “arena”, two Forest Wolves emerged from their frozen state next to two bushes to join him with deep growls.  Normally, she had five Wolves in the room, which would attack from all sides and corral the Raiders with their pack tactics so that one or two might end up falling in either of the two pits; even with those gone, her two creatures could still be quite deadly. 
 
    “Gwenda!  Need your help!” the Raider in the middle of the room shouted to the female spell-caster.  There wasn’t really any need, though, because she was already on the move after hearing the growls. 
 
    “Sapping Fog!” the caster-type yelled as she ran quickly through two bushes, throwing out a pale, translucent orange blanket over half of the dirt circle.  Her Forest Wolves had been crouched and stalking their prey, looking for the perfect opening to attack – which the leather-armored Hill Dwarf was doing a good job of protecting by presenting a stable defense with his shield and mace; they ended up splitting up so that they could come at him from opposite sides, which meant that only one of them got hit by the robe-wearing Raider’s spell. 
 
    The spell drew the attention of both Wolves, who immediately shot forward to attack the now weary and less-protected Hill Dwarf; well, one of them “shot forward”, while the other advanced at a slow walk because of the slowing spell.  As the faster one closed on the woman leaning on her wooden staff, it was smashed by a heavy mace right in the middle of its back, dropping it to the ground as its spine broke with a hollow *crack*.  It wasn’t out of the fight, though, as it immediately turned its still-mobile upper half and quickly wiggled enough to snap its jaws around the leather-protected leg of the one that hurt it. 
 
    Before it could bite down with the tremendous strength in its jaws, the edge of a wooden shield slammed down on its head right between its eyes, causing it to let go with its teeth and reel back in pain and surprise.  That was enough for the Hill Dwarf to retreat out of range, where he immediately went for the slowed Forest Wolf.   
 
    Even slowed, her creature was still agile; the attack on its brethren had caused all attention to swing back to the mace-wielding Hill Dwarf, so it wasn’t taken by surprise.  It anticipated a downward smash that would’ve easily crushed its skull and moved its head to the side just in time.  However, it didn’t anticipate how unbalanced this made the Raider attacking it, who toppled forward with his shield leading his fall.  His defensive piece of equipment turned into a weapon as he fell into the Wolf’s front legs, snapping the right foreleg accidentally when he tumbled into it, shield-first.   
 
    Jaws snapped at the Hill Dwarf and narrowly missed as he rolled under Tacca’s creature, tripping up its other legs in the process.  As it tumbled forward, the slowing spell ended, causing it to roll farther towards the spent caster than it probably expected.  Its good fortune – of there being a nearby target – as it scrambled to its three working legs was short-lived, though, as a stout wooden staff smashed into its head with just enough force to make the Wolf stagger to the side, putting its weight on its broken leg.  As it collapsed in pain, the mace-wielding Raider managed to pick himself up and scurry back to protect the woman, though instead of trying to smash it with his weapon, he led with the spike on the top and shoved it right into her creature’s neck. 
 
    The Forest Wolf spasmed in more pain, ripping the weapon out of the Raider’s hand with its struggles – but the Hill Dwarf had other weapons.  His shortsword was quickly unsheathed from his belt and stabbed forward, directly into the chest of her creature, killing it instantly.  Without hesitation, the Raider pulled it out of the disappearing Wolf and walked calmly over to the other broken-backed one that was trying to crawl towards him.  Tacca’s creature tried to bite the sword as it was stabbed into its face – which she had to admit was slightly amusing – but a quick rearrangement of the Hill Dwarf’s stance gave him the opportunity to slash down at its neck with force, slicing halfway through and nearly decapitating her Wolf.   
 
    This guy certainly likes to break backs, doesn’t he?  Maybe it was a mistake to have the mace be a drop, though it wasn’t like I specifically placed it there as a reward for him.  All of the rewards had been allocated before the two Raiders had even arrived, so it wasn’t as if she knew beforehand that he preferred to just bash things instead of cutting them up.  I guess that can be attributed to “luck” again, sort of how he tripped and ended up breaking one of my Wolf’s legs.   
 
    She wasn’t sure exactly if that was indeed what was going on, but she couldn’t see any other explanation.  The two Raiders really should’ve turned back a while ago, but they managed to pull through every fight – or at least recover from them – by some extraordinary circumstances.  Tacca couldn’t even be mad at them because they were surviving, but it definitely was…interesting…on some levels to see her “luck” at work – even when it wasn’t necessarily in her favor.  Then again, their survival and the amount of time they spent in her dungeon sort of worked in her favor, so it was hard to really judge if that was the case. 
 
    The rewards that dropped for the two creatures that were slain weren’t really upgrades for either Raider, as it only came to a total of 14 copper coins; the other Forest Wolves that she originally had in the room had some actual equipment tied to them as rewards, but when she took them out all that remained was coinage.  Neither of the two Hill Dwarves seemed disappointed, though, as they picked them up and stored them in a small bag that the robed Raider had with her.  That bag apparently held some food, because as soon as the coins were put away, she pulled out two tiny loaves of what appeared to be bread and shared it with the other Raider without saying a word. 
 
    “See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” the caster asked when her mouth was clear of food. 
 
    The leather-armored fighter-type Raider only grunted, because his mouth was shoved full of bread.  He eventually swallowed it, only to say, “Yes, but we also got lucky that there weren’t any traps in here…or none that I’ve triggered so far.” 
 
    The female Hill Dwarf seemed to think about that and nodded.  “You’re absolutely right…so that means you go first as we leave this room,” she said as she smiled again.   
 
    Another grunt was the only response to that, and Tacca watched as they finished up their food and continued on – just as cautiously as they had been before, even though there weren’t any more threats inside the room.  Of course, the two Raiders didn’t know that, so it only made sense to walk slowly to avoid walking blindly into dangerous situations. 
 
    Tacca couldn’t help but think that this was the last room of her dungeon they were heading into – the sixth – because the seventh was her Boss Room; there was no way – luck or not – that they would be able to defeat what she had arrayed inside there, mainly because it held more creatures than all of the other rooms combined.  She was expecting them (if they got through the sixth room easily enough) to turn back as soon as they saw what they were up against…but she had been surprised by their “luck” enough that literally anything was possible. 
 
    I’m going to have to do something about that in the future; I may just need to go as deep as possible and thoroughly defend my Core more than what is recommended.  She had already camouflaged the tunnel leading to her Core Room from her Boss Room by hiding it behind a tree, which was usually enough for Raiders to know that going farther was a bad idea; she thought she might even put in some signs in Common Tradespeak – if she could figure out how to do that without calling attention to her origins – with warnings on them. 
 
    Regardless of what she decided to do in the future, she knew it would be a challenge to do it with Shale watching over her shoulder the entire time.  If only there was a way to get him on my side, let him know about who I really am, and not have him report it back to the Council; I don’t know what that would take, but I’d be willing to do it if it meant not having to worry about accidentally revealing what I don’t mean to. 
 
    That seemed impossible, but she held out hope that it would happen one day.  In the meantime, she had more “lucky” Raiders to watch… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Sterge collapsed to one knee, the pain and exhaustion from the fight finally getting to him.  His ragged breathing only seemed to increase the pain in his chest where he got hit by…something…and the multiple bites from what felt like dozens of different beasts attacking him all at the same time were starting to sting all over his legs and arms.  He had lost his new left leather vambrace at some point, so he could see puncture marks and the torn flesh from those bites, but they fortunately weren’t too deep and had stopped bleeding already.  All in all, it felt really bad, but he’d had worse days on the farm – though not much worse, of course. 
 
    He looked around to see only eight piles of rewards scattered about the relatively small stone-covered dungeon room.  I could’ve sworn there were at least two dozen of them.  Sterge shook his head as he caught his breath after the frantic fight, trying to figure out exactly what had happened. 
 
    The room had appeared to be “normal” enough, with ferns, wildflowers, and trees lining the perimeter; it wasn’t very big in fact, so he didn’t expect there to be many creatures within – but he was wrong…oh, so wrong.  As soon as he stepped two feet inside the room, he felt the tell-tale tingle of a trap and tried to retreat, but it seemed as though once he’d triggered it the trap couldn’t be evaded.  The next minute was extremely confusing – which he assumed was the point, as confusion seemed to be the objective of the trap. 
 
    All he remembered was not being able to focus on one thing at a time, as more of the tree-based dog-wolf thingies jumped down from their branches, the brown foxes rushed out from the roots of the trees, and an army of the green-striped beasts emerged from out behind the ferns.  At least, it felt like an army. It was obviously only two or three of them, but at the time he couldn’t really tell. 
 
    Sterge did have a memory of pulling his shortsword from his belt with his left hand – after letting go of the shield handle – before he was quickly overwhelmed by beasts trying to bite and rend the flesh from his bones; after that, it was a bit of a blur.  His upper arms and shoulders, despite being relatively free from actual wounds, were sore – as if he had been swinging his weapons around without stopping for hours.  I must’ve just laid into whatever was around me; I’m glad Gwenda wasn’t near when I started to do that— 
 
    He abruptly looked around for her, as she had been completely forgotten when the massive confusion settled in on him.  She was near the entrance with a slightly strained look on her face and a limp as she walked over to him.  “Are you alright?  You sort of…seemed lost there for a minute or so.” 
 
    “Uh…I think so, but I hurt so much that I don’t think it would be wise to go on.  I’m not sure we can rely on finding something else to heal us…and I’m putting my foot down on that,” Sterge replied, before looking down at his best friend’s foot, which Gwenda was doing her best to keep weight off of.  “Speaking of that, what exactly happened to your foot?” 
 
    She winced as she shifted her weight – likely in an effort to get more comfortable.  “Well, after you went a little wild and just started swinging your weapons at everything randomly, I tried to stop one of those brown foxes from jumping on your back by shooting it with my Magistrike spell.  I ended up killing it as it got flung against the wall, but its two friends didn’t like what I did; they broke off their attack on you and raced towards me.  I managed to hit another one back towards you, which you accidentally stepped on and crushed its head, but the other made it to me and latched onto my foot.  I ended up bashing it to death with my staff—” she said sadly as she held up her now-shortened wooden stick— “but as you can see, it didn’t work out so well for my weapon.  My foot and ankle are also a bit messed up, though I don’t think there is any permanent damage…at least, I hope not.” 
 
    “Well, that just seals it – we need to leave.” 
 
    “I…have to agree, unfortunately,” Gwenda said, which relieved Sterge to no end.  And then… “Wait!  Do you feel that?” 
 
    He wasn’t sure what she was talking about, because all he could feel was a bit of pain throughout his body, but then he felt something coming from his chest that he couldn’t explain.  Of its own volition, his Raider Status popped up in his mind and he immediately saw that he had just reached full Power; even as he looked at it, the 100/100 seemed to fade away, only to be quickly replaced by 0/200.  At the same time, the 1 on his Raider Level changed to 2 – and then his body felt like it was going through changes as well. 
 
    The muscles all over his body gently spasmed and he immediately fell to the ground, joining Gwenda who was already there.  Whereas Sterge felt like his skin was tightening up everywhere, she was holding her head in what appeared to be pain; his experience wasn’t exactly painful, but it was super uncomfortable, nonetheless.  At the same time all that was happening, he felt the slight agony in his chest bleed away, and he looked down to see the wounds on his arms sealing up all by themselves.  Looking over at his best friend, he could see that her wounded ankle and foot were also repairing themselves miraculously.   
 
    In less than a minute, he felt the strange sensation in his chest fade away…and he took stock of the situation, while also looking at his Status. 
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    Not only had his Physical Attack and Defense risen by 1, but his Physical and Mental Resistances had increased as well.  None of it was significantly higher, but he could almost feel a difference in his body as he picked himself up off the ground; for one, it was easier to do so because he could feel his muscles responding a bit more powerfully than normal.  In addition, his shirt underneath his leather chestpiece felt just a little tighter than he remembered, though it wasn’t like his body was trying to break free or anything – it was just a little tighter, after all. 
 
    “What…what happened,” Gwenda asked as she got up herself, shaking her head as if to clear away residual pain.  
 
    “Well, I think you got your wish – we leveled up.” 
 
    “Wha—?” she continued, before her eyes went unfocused.  “Ooh, I got a new spell.  I was wondering why my head felt like it was going to explode; it must’ve been the influx of knowledge that was being shoved into my brain.” 
 
    “What spell did you get?” 
 
    “Umm…it’s actually for me only, I think; ‘Magibarrier’ is a spell that creates a thin magical barrier which surrounds the caster just above the skin, preventing up to two physical attacks before collapsing.”  She looked strange while she was talking.  “Huh, weird; that knowledge just appeared in my mind when I thought of my new spell.  It didn’t happen like that when I first became a Raider, though I guess that was a little different from now.” 
 
    Her mention of a new spell made Sterge look at his own Status, where he saw that he too had received something.  Two Abilities were listed at the bottom: Forceful Smash (Blunt) and Slam (Shield).  When he thought about them, he heard himself speaking involuntarily out loud. 
 
    “‘Forceful Smash’ is a Melee Ability that can be activated while wielding a blunt weapon; by using a measure of the Melee user’s stamina, the next blunt weapon attack will apply twice the amount of force as normal upon impact.  ‘Slam’ is a Melee Ability that can be activated while holding a shield; by using a measure of the Melee user’s stamina, they can shove their shield upon activation and cause slight damage to a target, while also knocking it back up to 10 feet.” 
 
    Huh…that was strange.  He wasn’t sure what a “measure of stamina” was exactly, but he assumed it was something like the magical force that Gwenda seemed to use to cast her spells.  He’d have to experiment with it in the future…but for now they needed to get out of this dungeon.  “Ok, time to go; we can look at all of this stuff later.  Despite being healed again, I’m getting tired.” 
 
    “Absolutely…except…” 
 
    “What now?  We got enough Power to raise our Raider Level, and judging by these piles of coins and – ooh, look, a new robe for you and a new chestpiece for me – we’ll be set for a while as far as money goes,” Sterge said gruffly, getting a little annoyed now.  “And don’t forget the finder’s fee reward.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m just really curious about what else is in here.  I agree that we should leave, but I think if we leave with as much information about this place as possible, we’ll be better able to let the Raider Clan know what to expect,” she explained.  “Let’s just look at the next room from the safety of the tunnel, and then we can leave.” 
 
    Sterge looked at his best friend for a minute like she was crazy, before finally giving in.  “Fine – but stay behind me.  We’re going up to the edge of the room, looking, and then turning back.  Fair?” 
 
    “Fair enough, let’s go!”  He couldn’t help but be amazed at her enthusiasm after all that had happened to the both of them, but he also had to admit that he was curious what was farther down the dungeon.  Not that he was planning in any way, shape, or form to actually go any further that day, but looking and then leaving seemed innocent enough. 
 
    After gathering up all of the coins that were dropped, replacing his leather chestpiece with the new one that fit amazingly well and was in better condition than his original one, and equipping Gwenda with her new, dark-red colored robe that wasn’t torn or bloodstained (at least he didn’t think the red color was blood), Sterge led the way down the next – and last – tunnel in the dungeon they were going to see that day.   
 
    As he approached the next room, he made sure that Gwenda was staying far back from him just in case, while he also had his weighted stick and ball out and shield ready to go.  He wasn’t planning on using them, but even the few hours they had been in the dungeon had taught him that he couldn’t be too careful.   
 
    The room was lit up fairly well from what he could see when he got close enough, but the size of it was also bigger than anything he had seen so far.  There were really tall trees both lining the walls, as well as dotting the middle of the room – which was different from any of the other rooms with trees.  He could still see towards the end of the room, if he looked a specific way, though he couldn’t see any tunnel leading farther down.  Maybe the lack of an exit means this is the last room?  Sterge really didn’t know the answer to that and doubted Gwenda knew either, as neither of them had much information about dungeons other than what they randomly overheard from Raiders – and now their personal experiences, of course. 
 
    There were also a few ferns and bushes scattered around, but not really enough to provide much in the way of cover; apparently they weren’t really meant to, as the creatures inside weren’t hiding like they were in the other room.  Instead, they were more than obvious to anyone’s eye as they stared at him in the tunnel as if daring him to set foot inside the room.  Uh, no – there’s no chance of that happening. 
 
    Sterge counted six of the brown foxes hanging out in the roots of two different trees, four of the green-striped beasts that liked to hide behind ferns, six of the dog-wolf thingies that jumped down from the branches of the trees, and four of the wolves that he had faced in the fifth room.  Those four would’ve been bad enough, as they were extremely deadly; with all of the others joining in on an attack, he had no chance – even with his increased Raider Level and new Abilities.   
 
    That wasn’t even all there was, in fact; behind all of the others was a massive beast three times larger than even the wolves, though for some reason it didn’t look as ferocious.  The giant beast had shaggy grey fur, had paws bigger than his head, and had to weigh at least twice as much as he did even with all of his armor and weapons weighing him down; for all of that, he looked at it and thought the beast just looked like some sort of gentle fluffy dog.  Its bared teeth in a silent growl changed his opinion rather quickly, however, and he didn’t want to attempt to pet it. 
 
    Worst of all, there wasn’t just one of those behemoths – there were five. 
 
    He felt Gwenda slowly coming up behind him as he stared at what was arrayed against them.  “Yep, this is the end right here.  Time to go!” 
 
    “As much as I was hoping it would be easier, I have to agree that this is the end…for today,” she said behind him, a smile obvious in her voice even if he couldn’t see her. 
 
    Sterge let the tip of his stick and ball drop to the ground in exasperation; the weight of the weapon was too great to keep aloft for long unless he was actively using it – even with his new improved strength – and the prospect of finally leaving made his exhaustion come back full force.  He might be healed, but he was still tired after the long day so far.  “Seriously?  You want to come back here?” he asked as he turned around towards his best friend. 
 
    Unfortunately, the spiked tip of his weapon had dug into the ground, so when he went to turn it stuck, which caused him to bump into it with his leg, drop it from his hand, and then get it caught between his legs.  Sterge was still in the act of turning, and as such he became unbalanced and tripped…forward – right into the room with all of the scary beasts staring at him.  
 
    He was able to untangle his legs from his weapon fairly quickly, but then he heard a cacophony of roars coming from the room.  He looked up to see that the foxes, green-striped dog-beasts, the tree colored dog-wolf thingies, the actual wolves, and the massive grey dogs were all starting to run in his direction or jump down from the trees.  The green-striped fern-hiders even sprang into the air towards him, as if they wanted to have the opportunity to eat his face first. 
 
    “Run, Gwenda, run!” he shouted, grabbing his weapon and standing up moments before the wave of beasts hit him. 
 
    This just keeps getting better; what happened to all of that luck from earlier? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Obviously, their luck took a turn for the worse.   
 
    If she could shake her head in disappointment, she would have been shaking it after she saw the clumsy Hill Dwarf trip over his own mace and land inside the room.  Because she had earlier moved her creatures inside the room away from their hiding places so that they could be easily seen, they all reacted at the same time when the Raider “stepped” into the room with his face.  Within moments, he would be dead, and the woman would be chased down and killed as she tried to flee.   
 
    Unless, of course, Tacca stopped them. 
 
    The action within her Boss Room seemed to slow down as she watched, as the decision she had to make warred within her mind.  Should I stop them?  What kind of precedent will that set if I do?  If I don’t, the two Hill Dwarves are guaranteed to die, crazy “luck” or not; how long will it be until I’m found by someone else?   
 
    She took all of two seconds to decide that she didn’t want the two Raiders to die, so she ordered her creatures to stop and return to where they were waiting; the mace-wielding Hill Dwarf was already up and moving backwards into the tunnel anyways, so she could put her calling them back down to the fact he was leaving the room and was therefore no longer a threat to the dungeon.  Not that being inside the tunnel would matter all that much to dungeon creatures – they could chase a Raider all the way to the entrance of the entire dungeon if they had their way. 
 
    She gave the order and…nothing happened.  She tried again to desperately stop the wave of Canines closing in on the two Raiders – the woman decided not to run when told to, electing to stay and fight for some reason – but they didn’t stop; it was like they didn’t even acknowledge that she was their Core.  She knew that they obeyed at any other time, such as when she rearranged them into their current positions earlier, but now they were completely ignoring her. 
 
    “Shale!  All my orders to my creatures aren’t working!  What’s going on?” she frantically asked her Dungeon Assistant, hoping against hope that he had an answer.  She doubted it, though, because if she didn’t know what was going on, then it wasn’t likely that he did. 
 
    She was right.  “I have no idea; you should be able to stop them whenever you want to.  I’m assuming because they look like they want to leave that you want to prevent the two Raiders from dying?”   
 
    “You assume right!  What should I do?  Wait—can you fly down there and use your Repellant Shield to get the creatures to leave?” 
 
    “Uh…I can try, but I’m pretty sure it will only ensure that they don’t attack me, not Raiders.”  She could sense that he started to fly down, but he also asked at the same time with a confused tone to his voice.  “How do you know about my Repellant Shield?  We’re not supposed to give too many details about what we can do to Dungeon Cores.”   
 
    As the first of the Frond Coyotes that sprang forward reached the fighter-type Raider and got a mace to its head for its trouble, Tacca replied as quickly as she could.  “Tacca explained the basics to me – now get moving!” 
 
    Shale arrived just as the bulk of the Canines arrived and she waited for them to clear away…and was disappointed that it didn’t work; all that happened was that they dodged around his invisible form and attacked the Hill Dwarf, knocking him to the ground almost immediately.  Tacca could see that the caster had used her slowing spell on the bulk of her creatures, but even moving at a walking pace they were too close and too deadly.  A half-dozen Coyotes and Wolves started to tear apart the armor they could reach on the fighter, though they took some damage from his flailing arms and powerful kicks in defense.  
 
    It wasn’t nearly going to be enough, though, even as two of them were knocked away by the increasingly exhausted caster and her forceful Magistrike spell.  She nearly collapsed afterwards from casting those two after her previous slowing spell, but she managed to get one more strike off before she was knocked down herself by two Root Foxes.  They weren’t very powerful, of course, though that didn’t matter as they immediately started biting her incessantly around the arms and legs, tearing flesh off with each chomp.   
 
    When the Forest Wolves arrived a few seconds later – having been slowed considerably by the caster’s initial spell – the end was in sight.  Even discounting the Mastiffs that were bringing up the rear, the two Hill Dwarfs on their backs weren’t going to last long. 
 
    What to do?  Should I just let them die?  
 
    As much as the smart thing to do was to just let it happen, some instinct told her that might be a bad idea.  It wasn’t even that she needed to have her presence known anymore, it went deeper than that; for some reason she still couldn’t explain, she felt a connection with these two Hill Dwarves.  Whether it was because of their perseverance despite lack of knowledge – and skill – or if it was because they were her very first Raiders and it might set a bad precedent if they didn’t make it out alive, it didn’t really matter in the end.  All that mattered was she would do what she could to keep them alive – even if they ended up killing her in the process. 
 
    This is probably stupid, but I might as well try. 
 
    Using her Dungeon Force, Tacca used her Teleport Core Option and designated her destination as halfway inside the tunnel just above the two struggling Hill Dwarves.  While she had never actually used it before, she knew the basic idea around the Teleport; it actually wasn’t too unlike the Translocation Ability that Dungeon Assistants possessed, though she couldn’t use it outside of her dungeon. 
 
    One moment she was in her Core Room and the next she was hovering over dying Raiders being chewed up and ripped apart by her creatures.  This close up, Tacca felt that they were in even more dire straits than they had been just a second ago, though that could be just because of her proximity.   
 
    “What are you doing?  Get out of there!” Shale shouted after he saw her appear in the tunnel.  He was still down low trying to get her Canines to back off with his Repellant Shield and was having only a little luck dodging back and forth, interrupting an attack here and there. 
 
     She couldn’t Teleport back even if she wanted to, because one limitation that she couldn’t bypass was using the Option when she was in the same room as a Raider.  She could Teleport in – but she couldn’t Teleport out.  
 
    Instead, she activated her own Repellant Shield using her Fairy Mana, in the hopes that if it came from the Core that was supposed to be in charge of them, that they would back off.  Unlike what seemed like everything else she had tried lately, the daring use of her Assistant Abilities to help the Raiders – in front of her own Assistant – actually ended up working.  Within moments of activating the Shield, she felt an invisible barrier expand out from her much wider than it ever had when she was a Fairy, forcing all of her creatures away from the Hill Dwarves. 
 
    They still tried to get to their victims, so she started to absorb them all; she hadn’t done it before because it took entirely too much time to do so and wouldn’t have made a difference previously, but now that they were held back she could easily remove them.  It would still take at least six minutes for them all to be fully absorbed, of course, though time wasn’t that big of a deal now that the Raiders were safe.   
 
    At least she thought they were, until she actually looked at them lying on the ground. 
 
    “What are you doing?  How are you doing that?” Shale asked with a shaky voice, thoroughly confused and perhaps a little frightened now.  Tacca was doing something that should’ve been impossible, but here she was doing it; he couldn’t necessarily see her actual Repellant Shield, but he likely recognized its effects. 
 
    “Not now, Shale – I’ll explain later.”  Ignoring her Dungeon Assistant for the moment, she activated her Healing Aura Ability in the hopes that it would start to heal the two Hill Dwarves – because they were quickly bleeding out from horrendous wounds.  The unconscious fighter-type was missing most of his armor, which had been torn off his body, and large patches of his skin had been ripped off; he also had a wound on his leg that appeared to have torn into something important, as the blood was freely flowing and not looking like it was going to stop.   
 
    As for the still-conscious and obviously in major pain spellcaster, her robe was in shreds and there were multiple minor wounds all over her legs, arms, and torso; the worst, however, was her neck area – where one of the Foxes had started to tear out her throat.  Tacca wasn’t an expert on Raider anatomy, but she estimated that both of them had less than a minute to live.  She had already discounted trying to create some sort of Healing Paralysis Trap underneath them because she didn’t have enough time, which was why she tried her Assistant-based Healing Aura. 
 
    It did absolutely nothing. 
 
    Unfortunately, that made sense; it was only designed to heal herself as a Fairy and her creatures – not Raiders.  The Aura washed over them with no effect, though just on the edge of her Repellant Shield she saw one of her wounded Wolves – who appeared to have been stabbed by a flailing mace spike – start to heal up…so obviously her Ability was working.  It was disappointing after everything she had done to save them that she was too late; she knew she was going to have a lot of questions from Shale already, and she wasn’t going to get anything because of it. 
 
    It was all because of one simple thing.  I wish there was a way to make my Healing Aura consider them my creatures or even part of the dungeon; that might do it, but I can’t think of anything— 
 
    She brought her Dungeon Assistant Information up again and searched for something her mind insisted was there… 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Assistant Information 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Rank: 
  
      	  Novice 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Stage:  
  
      	  5/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 
  
      	  729/800 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  27 in 6 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana (FM): 
  
      	  242/250 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana Regeneration: 
  
      	  11 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bond 
  
      	  Instant – Multiple 
  
      	  50+ FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Translocation 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  1000 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Aura 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  20 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hibernate 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Invisibility 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  3 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Repellant Shield 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  2 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Aha!  There it is!  She had no idea what it would do, but she figured it couldn’t hurt now; she activated her Bond Ability and selected both Raiders; she felt 100 Fairy Mana drain from her Core as an invisible tendril shot out towards each of the Hill Dwarves dying on the floor.  As soon as they connected, she saw them both twitch uncontrollably – widening some of their wounds in the process – and then her mind slammed to a halt. 
 
    Her concentration and awareness felt like the time she unexpectedly smashed into a wall when she was learning to fly as a young Fairy, but instead of pain and shock, all she felt was shock.  The feeling lasted for what felt like hours before it slowly ebbed away; by the time she could really concentrate on the world around her again, she found that she was still hovering over the two Raiders, which was a positive.  In that state, anything could’ve happened to her Core, and she wouldn’t have been able to do anything about it. 
 
    What was even better – when she had a chance to check to see if she had inadvertently killed the two Hill Dwarves – was that each of them was starting to heal from their wounds.  It wasn’t quite as rapid as her Healing Paralysis Trap, but the bleeding quickly stopped, and the skin started to slowly knit itself back together.  The spellcaster had dropped into unconsciousness at some point, so now both of them were essentially asleep as their bodies repaired themselves.   
 
    Her mind kept improving after the abrupt halt it suffered from moments ago, until it finally snapped back to normal with alarming clarity…along with something unexpected. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Bond Results: 
    
  Bonded Targets: 2 
    
  Abilities(s) Obtained: Magistrike, Sapping Fog, Magibarrier, Forceful Smash, Slam 
  Abilities(s) Granted: Dungeon Sight, Power Boost +50% 
    
  Creature Type Unlocked: Hill Dwarf 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Ummm…what?  That was thoroughly unexpected, and Tacca didn’t even know what she was looking at.  Not only had she never heard of anything like this before, but what it was implying was so far out of the norm that she had trouble comprehending it.  I unlocked a new “creature type”?  How is that even possible?  She ignored the “Abilities Obtained” and “Abilities Granted” part of the notification for the moment because she didn’t have any idea what that meant. 
 
    Besides that, she could only feel a faint, tenuous Bond between her Core and the two Raiders; it wasn’t anything like the Bond she had with Shale, which was a bit more “intimate” than what she was feeling now.  In fact, if she had to classify it, the Bond with her Dungeon Assistant was more like a connection she might feel with a lover – as crazy as that sounded – and the ones with the two Hill Dwarves were more like distant friends.  They were acquainted with each other, but there was no sharing of emotions and she instinctively knew there would be no mental communication between them.   
 
    Thinking of her Assistant, he had been silent after his earlier questions; when she looked at him, she could see that he had dropped his Invisibility and was staring at her and the Raiders with a weird combination of expressions on his face.  His Mood Clothes reflected that combination perfectly with a constantly shifting swirl of colors, ranging from red for anger, purple for confusion, and yellow for fear for some reason. 
 
    Tacca didn’t say anything, though, as she wasn’t prepared to explain herself quite yet.  Instead, she waited for her creatures to disappear a few minutes later and then turned off her Repellant Shield – and then turned on her Invisibility.  The two Hill Dwarves were starting to wake up from their injuries – which were healing nicely from her Aura – and she didn’t necessarily want to be visible to them.  It was bad enough that she was going to be floating so close above them; there was no point in giving them a target if she could help it. 
 
    Shale followed suit with his own Invisibility as soon as he saw the two Raiders starting to stir, before retreating to the middle of Tacca’s Boss Room where he perched on one of the tree branches to watch.  Looking at the two figures struggling to wake up, she couldn’t help but be reminded that their armor and clothes had pretty much been destroyed in the attack that almost killed them; she couldn’t create anything new in either the seventh or sixth room because of the proximity of the Raiders – but she could definitely create something in another room.  She didn’t really want to reward them for almost getting killed, but she felt somehow responsible for these Raiders in particular; therefore, she created an extra robe and a full set of leather armor near her dungeon entrance for them, where they would have enough time to be fully created before the Raiders left. 
 
    She had no doubt now that they would choose to leave, especially after their near-death experience.  They had survived and would probably never know why; if it hadn’t been for their bad luck in causing all of her creatures to attack them, then they wouldn’t be in the situation they were in. 
 
    Actually, was it “bad” luck that brought them to the brink of death…or was it “good” luck that forced my intervention?  She was left with that question as the two finally woke up and looked around in shock at their continued existence. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Sterge awoke slowly at first, nightmares of being eaten alive by dogs and wolves plaguing his sleep.  It was somewhat refreshing, actually, because his usual nightmares originated from when he was very young; the destruction of his home and the deaths of his family back in the Grumblestake Hills had a lasting effect.  He tried not to think about it when he was awake, but it frequently popped up in his dreams and he couldn’t put it behind him. 
 
    Why am I dreaming about being eaten by beasts, though? 
 
    The memory of an Elf Ranger’s corpse on the floor of his cabin flashed into his mind as he struggled to awake from his nightmare, which was quickly followed by everything that happened since then: becoming Raiders, exploring the mountains, finding the dungeon, fighting dangerous beasts with his best friend Gwenda – the only survivor other than himself from their home back in the Hills – and finally tripping over his strange—but effective—weapon in the last room they had seen in the dungeon.  As remembrances of his skin being torn off his living body slammed into him, he woke abruptly and sat up. 
 
    Sterge looked around and saw that he was still in the mouth of the tunnel leading to the final room he had fallen back into – but there was no sign of any beasts ready to continue their meal of his flesh.  Thoughts of that trauma caused him to run his hands quickly over his body, checking for the wounds he knew he had sustained; just like what happened in the room full of flowers earlier in the dungeon, though, his skin was whole and unblemished – if covered in sticky, drying blood. 
 
    As for his armor, all of it had been ripped off and was nowhere to be seen.  Technically, he was still wearing clothes, but they were ripped and torn so much that they barely covered his body anymore.  Nevertheless, he was alive…somehow. 
 
    Gwenda!  Did she run like I told her to?  Turning around – and thankfully feeling no pain in the process – Sterge saw his best friend lying on the ground behind him and he was momentarily annoyed that she hadn’t listened to him.  However, that soon passed as he saw her struggling awake as well; rather than standing up, he crawled over to her side to see the “new” robe that she had received in the room before was now as ripped and shredded as his own clothes.  Fortunately, the skin he could see underneath the rags appeared to be uninjured, though like his it was bloodstained with wet or partially dried red splotches. 
 
    “Gwenda!  Wake up!  We’re alive…somehow,” he said, shaking her shoulder gently.  Just like he had, Gwenda woke up abruptly – though with a scream already at her lips.  This isn’t good for her to be waking up screaming in a dungeon so much; it’s already been twice in the last few hours.  It was a random thought that really had no point to it and wasn’t funny in any way; nevertheless, it made him laugh a little. 
 
    “What are you laughing at?  We almost died…actually, why aren’t we dead?” she asked as she sat up when he started to giggle, which at least had the benefit of stopping her screaming.  He had no answer, though, other than to laugh harder.  Eventually his best friend started giggling, for no other reason than the fact that he was laughing so hard he had trouble breathing and his eyes were crying involuntarily.  All he knew was that it felt good to laugh like that; it had been entirely too long that he had gone without a little humor in his life – even if there was nothing humorous about their situation. 
 
    When they both calmed down from their laughing fit, he tried to look seriously at her, but he was interrupted by random rounds of giggling.  “I have no idea why we’re still alive…but we are.  Our clothes are basically scraps of fabric, though – but at least we have our health.” 
 
    At the mention of clothes, Gwenda looked down at her body for the first time and gasped in shock.  She attempted to cover herself up with the rags but gave up after a few moments with a big sigh.  “Whatever.  It’s a shame, because I kind of liked this new robe; I wonder if my original one is still in the previous room?” 
 
    “It might be, but I already looked around for my armor and it’s nowhere to be seen.  I think we’re lucky to have survived…that,” he shivered a little at the memory of the bites and his tearing flesh.  All the humor that had stemmed from the incident had wilted.  “I think we better leave before something else happens; I think our luck has been used up for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    It was certainly still a mystery what had happened to save them both from death, but Sterge wasn’t going to question their good fortune.  There was no sign of any of the beasts, but there were a few piles of coins inside the large room that previously held them.  He vaguely remembered actually killing a few of his attackers before he was taken down, and it appeared as though Gwenda had stayed and killed a few with her spells instead of leaving.  A brief thought of collecting the money crossed his mind but was immediately shut down. Uh…no.  Not worth it. 
 
    Gwenda apparently thought the same thing because she didn’t even mention trying to collect it as they readied to leave.  Sterge collected his weapons but was forced to carry them; his belt and sword sheath, along with all of his armor, had also disappeared since the attack.  Fortunately, the pack that Gwenda had brought with her – which held all of their rewards so far – was still intact, so it wasn’t a total loss. 
 
    They didn’t say a word as they cautiously backtracked through the dungeon – after checking unsuccessfully for her old robe, of course – and found that it was completely empty.  No beasts, no traps (or at least none that they triggered), and no sign that they had ever traversed it in the first place.  Sterge thought it was strange that nothing they passed through showed evidence of their journey down into the dungeon, as even the wildflowers that they previously trampled through on their way through the fourth room appeared completely undisturbed.   
 
    It was when they were passing through the second room with all the ferns that Gwenda let out a gasp of surprise.  Sterge immediately turned to protect her from whatever the threat was, but she was just staring blankly ahead.  “I was curious if we had received more Power from that last fight, when I saw…this,” she said at his inquiry. 
 
    He brought up his Raider Status as well and saw that they had indeed received some Power – 18 total – from killing a few of the beasts. Knowing that wasn’t what made her stop in surprise, he kept looking…and found something strange on the bottom of his Status. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
      	  Forceful Smash (Blunt) 
  
      	  Slam (Shield) 
  
      	  Dungeon Sight (Enhancement) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Power Boost +50% (Permanent) 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “Where did those come from?” he asked out loud.  Just like before, though, when he concentrated on each of the new abilities he received some information about them.  He felt himself just about to recite it out loud, but Gwenda beat him to it. 
 
    “Dungeon Sight allows the user to temporarily pinpoint the locations of nearby creatures, traps, and environmental objects inside of a room at the expense of large amounts of stamina.  Power Boost +50% grants an extra 50% increase in the amount of Power received from killing creatures inside of a dungeon for the owner of this Ability and anyone within their group; this is a permanent Ability and does not need to be activated.” 
 
    They just stood there, silently looking at each other in shock and wonder for what felt like hours.  A rumble in Sterge’s stomach signaled that he was starting to get hungry, however, and he broke up their impromptu staring contest.  “Well, we can look into this later; for now, let’s go back to the village.  I’m practically starving after all of this almost dying stuff.” 
 
    “Heh, I guess you’re right.  I’m hungry too, so let’s go.” 
 
    It took a bare fraction of the time they had spent making their way down through the dungeon to reach the entrance; the small hint of sunlight streaming in from the tunnel leading outside was a welcome sight and Sterge breathed a huge sigh of relief.  That relieved sigh turned questioning as he saw a pile of something on the ground next to each of the two trees flanking the tunnel. 
 
    “That looks like a new robe for me and…leather armor for you?” Gwenda said curiously as she stepped closer.  She didn’t touch them yet, though, which he approved of; there had been entirely too many surprises in the dungeon to trust that they weren’t trapped or dangerous in some way.   
 
    Sterge tore his eyes away from the pile of “new” worn-looking leather armor pieces – still better than his original set, however – as an irregularity in the floor caught his attention.  “Hold on, there’s something written in the soil.” 
 
      
 
    “These items are yours to replace what was lost, 
 
    Your survival today comes with a cost. 
 
    Share the news of this dungeon’s location, 
 
    And reap the rewards of your chosen vocation. 
 
      
 
    A word of warning this dungeon passes to you though, 
 
    A cautionary hint that it suggests you follow. 
 
    Sharing details of your adventures here is unwise,  
 
    If you wish to continue to reach for the skies. 
 
      
 
    Your Abilities are yours and yours alone, of course, 
 
    You can continue to use them for better or worse. 
 
    Fellow ‘friends’, however, may see it with greed, 
 
    Which may result in an untimely final deed.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m no expert on poetry, but that is…not great.  And what is that supposed to mean?” Gwenda asked him after she read it with him.  He just shook his head in confusion, because he only understood what he thought was the important part: the dungeon had saved them and given them gifts of the armor and Gwenda’s robe so that they could tell everyone of its location.  He’d never heard of a dungeon communicating with anyone before, but he was also learning that there were a lot of things about dungeons and Raider life that he didn’t know before.   
 
    “I have no idea; it appears as though this stuff was meant for us, though,” he replied, before strapping on the pile of leather armor on the floor.  His best friend wasn’t too far behind him as she slipped off her rags and slid the new robe over her form while Sterge was looking the other way.  
 
    Without another word, they walked through the tunnel and greeted the near mid-day sun; judging by its location in the sky, he estimated that they spent only about three hours inside the dungeon – though it seemed like a lot longer.  So much had happened that seemed unreal, but the armor he was wearing, the stick-and-ball weapon he was carrying, and the shield strapped to his left arm were all proof that it happened – not to mention the pouch full of coins hanging off of Gwenda’s shoulder.   
 
    It wasn’t quite what he expected when he woke up that morning; nevertheless, he felt fulfilled for some reason.  He’d never really thought about becoming a Raider delving through dungeons before almost a month ago, but he could see the appeal; the only drawback he saw was that it would take time away from his farming if he decided to continue on this path with Gwenda – which seemed likely if he understood her intentions correctly.  Well, that, and he guessed the horrible pain and agony he was likely to face again if he came back to the dungeon was also a drawback if he really considered it. 
 
    As they walked down the mountain, the exhaustion caused him to slow down a bit – though it could be because of the blood-loss from multiple injuries.  Sterge could see that his best friend was also moving more slowly, though, so it didn’t really matter.  Eventually, halfway to the foothills below the mountain range itself, Gwenda spoke.  “I’ve been thinking about that horrible poem that was obviously left for us.  I think it was saying that we shouldn’t tell anyone about what we saw inside there.  Not only that, but I think it was cautioning against telling anyone of these new Abilities we somehow acquired.” 
 
    “Ok, I can kind of understand that based on what we read…but why?” 
 
    “I assume that what we experienced wasn’t, let’s say, ‘normal’.  I’ve never heard of a dungeon sparing and then healing anyone, have you?” 
 
    “Well, no,” he said with a shrug.  He really wasn’t sure where she was going with this. 
 
    She seemed to ponder for a moment as they walked.  “It could’ve done all of those things because we were the first people to go into the dungeon, or maybe because it really wanted us to live and spread around its location; regardless, I can see why we might not want to share that if it won’t happen for everyone.  These strange Abilities seem quite valuable too, so I can imagine that others might get jealous or ‘greedy’ about them; I don’t know what that would necessarily mean for us, but I do know that I really don’t want to find out.” 
 
    He hadn’t really thought about it that way, but it was commonly known that Raiders were a greedy lot most of the time.  Also that they didn’t really value the lives of those that were weaker than them, though there were rules in place that prevented them from just rampaging around killing people; most of those rules were self-regulated by the Raider Delving Clan itself, however, which made their village a great place to live most of the time.  There were rarely ever any Raiders that passed through or even near them – so most of the fear that the rest of the continent had to endure from their presence was practically nonexistent. 
 
    Of course, he was technically a Raider now, but Sterge couldn’t imagine being like the ones he had seen in the past or heard stories about.  He just wanted to live his life peacefully where he could farm and have a little piece of the world as his own…but delving through dungeons could be a fun side job, too.   
 
    “Well then, if that’s what the dungeon wants us to do, then I’m all for doing that.  Or not doing that, as it were.  It could’ve killed us in there and it didn’t, so I think that we owe it that much to at least consider its warning,” he agreed.  Gwenda just nodded her head and continued walking, but Sterge could almost imagine her mind spinning its wheels.   
 
    “So…do we go to Heftington today or tomorrow?” he finally asked. 
 
    “As much as I would like to rest and take the rest of the day off, I think we need to go today.  If we want that finder’s fee, then I think we need to do it before anyone else finds the dungeon; it’s only a matter of time before it’s found, and it’s also quite possible that someone saw us head up into the mountains all geared up as Raiders – or will see us coming back down,” she said, determination fighting the weariness in her voice.  “I’d like to rest for at least a few minutes when we get back to the village and get something to eat, though.” 
 
    His loud rumbling stomach voiced its agreement without Sterge even having to say a word. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Tacca didn’t really care for the way the two Raiders ridiculed her poem, though she had to admit that it wasn’t her best.  Still, coming up with something “mysterious” and not a direct communication with the two Hill Dwarves within a few minutes was hard, and she did the best she could.  She hadn’t been planning on doing that at all – at least until she heard them talking and describing the Abilities they had received as part of their Bond with her Core.  When she found out what they really were, she feared for their safety. 
 
    The Abilities were way too beneficial to the right people and they might be taken advantage of…against their will.  She’d heard of Raiders using less-powerful members of their Clan as tools and being sent ahead to test for traps before, though it was rare and didn’t happen for long when it was found; nevertheless, it did happen, and for even one of the Abilities that they both now possessed, she could see them being chained up for years and dragged along by groups of Raiders, used to further their own development.  If they went around blabbing their mouths to anyone who would listen about what abilities they now possessed, she might not ever see them again. 
 
    That thought made her…sad?  Maybe not sad; disappointed sounds a little better. 
 
    Regardless, she felt a tiny bit responsible for that outcome if it did happen, though now it was on them if they didn’t keep their mouths shut.  She did what she could to warn them with her “not so great” poem that she used her Carve Earth Option to quickly write in the dirt near her entrance, and that was about all she could do.  Tacca was just glad that Shale hadn’t been anywhere near to see it, because any types of communication between Cores and Raiders was considered against the regulations she was supposed to abide by.   
 
    She never understood the restriction herself, but she had dutifully learned it and was planning on following it with all of the Cores she Assisted.  Now that she was a Core, it made sense; the type of personal attention that was needed to communicate with a Raider meant that there was some sort of “connection” between them.  A “connection” that wasn’t anything near what she felt with her Bond, of course, but just like what had happened here, it could lead to a reluctance to kill them.  Killing Raiders was a natural part of her existence and was expected from a Core – on both sides of the field; a dungeon that didn’t kill was considered too soft and therefore not challenging enough…therefore it deserved death, at least in the eyes of the Raiders.  It was a twisted way to look at the situation, but again, the punishment made unfortunate sense when you looked at it from their perspective. 
 
    “You’ve got some massive explaining to do, Tamara,” Shale said with a serious expression on his face.  He had followed her into the Core Room as soon as she was able to Teleport back and was trying to force her to tell him exactly what was going on with her actions; he was acting tough, but his Mood Clothes betrayed his anxiety, fear, and confusion with a riot of colors.  “You told me to wait while all of that was going on, so tell me, already.  Please?” 
 
    He sounded almost like he was pleading with her for information, which was quite possible; he must’ve been so confused after what he had seen that he was having trouble holding it all together.  Seeing his Bonded Dungeon Core Teleport into danger, use two Abilities that only Dungeon Assistant Fairies could use, and then let the two Raiders go free without any explanation was nowhere in the realm of “normal”.  Maybe I can convince him that it was just another strange quirk of mine, sort of like how my Core keeps cracking when I use too much Dungeon Force. 
 
    “C’mon, I saw the notification after you did something I’ve never heard of before.  What is this Bond thing you did with the two Raiders?  And what does it mean that you can now create Hill Dwarves?” 
 
    He saw that?  The thought of trying to trick him into believing that she had some more quirks was quickly dashed.  In a panic, she considered dissolving his Bond with her so that she wouldn’t have to explain herself, but she stopped when she remembered how horrible it felt when it was done to her.  It wasn’t nearly as bad as when her Bond was forcefully broken, but it had enough impact on her that she didn’t want to inflict that on him.  Am I going soft?  Is this why I didn’t want those Raiders to die?  She internally resolved to quash those feelings of empathy towards those who were invading her dungeon in the future because that wouldn’t be good for anyone. 
 
    But she couldn’t quash her feelings towards Shale.  She had been in his position too many times to remember, with a Core that wasn’t playing by the rules; too many things were adding up concerning her behavior, which indicated that something was seriously wrong, and she was honestly tired of hiding who she was anyway.  Tacca was pretty sure that it was the stupidest decision she could make, but that day had already been full of stupid decisions…and really, what was one more? 
 
    So, she told him…almost everything. 
 
    She explained her experiences with the other Cores, how her “bad luck” seemed to follow her everywhere she went, the circumstances that led to her current state of being, and finally about the unique Bond Ability that she came to acquire.  The only thing she left out from her admission was her communication with the two Raiders, because that was “technically” the only thing that she had done that was against regulations for a Core to do.  She assumed that lying about how her former body had really died was probably against some sort of regulation as well, but since it was hers, she didn’t feel that bad about it. 
 
    Shale stayed quiet through her entire explanation, not even asking questions, and when she was done with her story he continued to be silent.  His Mood Clothes had gradually drifted towards a pure white about halfway through her monologue, which she had never actually seen before.  It continued that way even after she was done, and he just fluttered in front of her Core with his white Clothes and a blank expression on his face.  I think I broke him. 
 
    Tacca stayed quiet while Shale figured out what he wanted to say or do, which apparently wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.  In the meantime, she worked on replacing the creatures that she had taken out of her dungeon at the appearance of the two Hill Dwarves, including her entire Boss Room.  The traps that had been activated and the creatures that had been slain were already being automatically replaced – because she hadn’t messed with them – but the other elements of her defense required her special attention.  It didn’t actually take that long to replace everything but the Spiked Pit Traps, which she figured she would work on over the next hour or so.   
 
    Just as she had everything else done, Shale’s mind kicked back into the present, and his Mood Clothes started changing colors.  First they were the blood red of “extreme anger” – which was understandable – and then a swirl of “fear” yellow and “despondent” black, before they switched to a dark blue of…actually, Tacca wasn’t really sure.  She thought it might be something like “resigned acceptance”, if that made sense.  
 
    “I…really don’t know how to react. Obviously, I’ve seen too much to discount what you told me as a wild tale, so I’m nearly obligated to believe you.  What I do with that knowledge, though…I’m not really sure,” he finally said, surprising Tacca. 
 
    “I thought you were sent here as sort of a spy to find out what happened to Tac—me?  Are you going to go back and tell Lily what really happened?” she asked, hoping that he would say no. 
 
    He was silent for almost a minute, and his Mood Clothes shifted colors in what was likely an argument going on in his mind.  Eventually, they settled back to the dark blue they had been before.  “I…think that I’m going to have to.  I will understand if you want to dissolve the Bond with me – I won’t hold it against you.  This is certainly not your fault, though it’s possible that your ‘bad luck’ may have played a part, but this needs to be reported so that the Council knows that something like this could happen – even if it’s unlikely to happen again,” he finally said, which made Tacca a little worried.  She knew that something like this would happen, and she was a fool to think that she could’ve kept her secret long enough to get away without the Council knowing. 
 
    Shale opened and closed his mouth a couple of times as if he was trying to decide upon something.  “However—” he finally said— “I’m not going to mention these other abilities and…quirks…of yours unless I’m directly asked about them.  There are some things that should remain a secret between an Assistant and their Core, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Thank you, Shale.  I really appreciate you doing that for me.” 
 
    “Honestly, it’s more for selfish reasons; I really don’t want to have to convince them that I’m not lying or have to describe all of…this…in detail.  Besides, I think this might actually be fun being Bonded to you; I have a feeling there won’t be a boring day with you from here on out.” 
 
    Regardless of his motivations, Tacca was still appreciative.  “When are you leaving?”   
 
    “I don’t really see any reason to rush, so I might leave in a couple of hours.  I want to be back before those two alert the rest of the Raiders of your presence here and the rush comes.  That is, of course, if they allow me to come back at all.” 
 
    Tacca had thought of that, which was certainly a real possibility.  She felt bad for Shale because he’d have to get to know a brand-new Dungeon Core to be an Assistant to, which she knew from too much experience was always hard.  As for herself, if she wasn’t to have a Dungeon Assistant anymore…she’d manage; she would certainly miss being able to talk to someone about everything in her dungeon, especially now that she wasn’t keeping many secrets.  “Just know, if that happens, you’re always welcome here.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tama—Tacca,” he said, stumbling over her name.  “I’m not sure how long it’s going to take to get used to calling you by your real name.  You should’ve told me all of this from the beginning – that would’ve made this much easier.”  Shale shook his finger at her in mock anger. 
 
    “Do you really think you’d have believed me or been so supportive if I had told you when we first met?” 
 
    It didn’t take him long to answer.  “No, probably not.  I guess this was the best outcome, after all – as much as I don’t like you lying to me.” 
 
    “Sorry about that – it was for your own good.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” he said with a smile and the coloring of his Clothes started to change to a lighter blue of calmness and interest.  “What I really want to know – while we have some time before I leave – is what all of this Bond business is that you did with those Raiders.” 
 
    Tacca was curious as well.  She hadn’t told Shale yet about what she had overheard from the Hill Dwarves, so she spent a few moments describing the Abilities they had received.  “…and all I know is that they gained a lot from the Bond, which could cause them problems in the future.  I just hope they know not to advertise their Abilities to everyone, otherwise they could be in trouble.”  A further explanation of what exactly she meant was required, because Shale wasn’t up on the whole sociology of Raider interaction like she was.   
 
    “Ok…but what did you get from the exchange?  I mean, I saw what you obtained on that notification, but it didn’t really explain anything.” 
 
    The first place to start investigating, she thought, was the easiest to check: her new “creatures”.  She had trouble thinking of Hill Dwarves as creatures to be used in her dungeon; she just thought of them as one of the Raider races such as Humans, Elves, Mountain Dwarves, Gnomes, Orcs, and a smattering of bestial Humanoid-hybrids.  Regardless of her thoughts about their former place in the Raider hierarchy, they were indeed in her list of creatures. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Hill Dwarf 
    
  Hill Dwarves are a hardy race that predominantly lives above ground, as opposed to their Mountain Dwarf cousins who spend most of their lives underneath the surface.  While shorter than many of the other races, Hill Dwarves are hardy individuals and have a bonus to their stamina for the use of Abilities. 
    
  Known Variants: 
  Fighter 
  Caster 
    
  Hill Dwarf Fighter 
    
  Cost (Level 1): 100 DF 
  Control Requirement (Level 1): 6 
  Creation Time (Level 1): 40 Minutes 
  Equipment: Rusty Iron Shortsword (Physical Attack +3) or Rusty Iron Mace (Physical Attack +3), Small Battered Oak Shield (Physical Defense +1), Ragged Leather Armor – Full Set (Physical Defense +4) 
  Stamina: 60 
  Stamina Regeneration: 5 per Minute 
  Physical Attack: 4 
  Ranged Attack: 0 
  Physical Defense: 6 
  Ranged Defense: 2 
  Elemental Resistance: +10% Earth 
  Specials: Bonus stamina for use of Abilities 
  Ability Options: [Blunt Weapon Required] Forceful Smash – 20 Stamina (+50 DF), [Shield Required] Slam – 15 Stamina (+30 DF) 
    
  Hill Dwarf Caster 
    
  Cost (Level 1): 100 DF 
  Control Requirement (Level 1): 6 
  Creation Time (Level 1): 40 Minutes 
  Equipment: Cracked Maple Staff (Physical Attack +1), Basic Cotton Robe (Physical Defense +0) 
  Stamina: 60 
  Stamina Regeneration: 5 per Minute 
  Physical Attack: 2 
  Ranged Attack: 0 
  Physical Defense: 1 
  Ranged Defense: 1 
  Elemental Resistance: +10% Earth 
  Specials: Bonus stamina for use of Abilities 
  Ability Options: [Focusing Weapon Required] Magistrike – 10 Stamina (+35 DF), Sapping Fog – 25 Stamina (+40 DF), Magibarrier – 15 Stamina (+35 DF) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tacca slowly conveyed what she was seeing to Shale, at the same time trying to comprehend what she was looking at; it appeared as though she could create either a Hill Dwarf Fighter or Caster, but that was all.  Her Special Characteristic that allowed her to access all of the Variants didn’t work for the Hill Dwarves, because it only applied to known Variants.  Since they didn’t already exist in her Dungeon Core’s system, they didn’t exist. 
 
    Not only that, but she could create each of the Variants and give them Abilities for extra Dungeon Force – which was unheard of.  Normally, creating something like a Goblin Mage gave them access to a single spell that couldn’t be changed; when they were upgraded in Level, of course, they would unlock other spells automatically.  Still, though, there was no choice in what they acquired – it was all set out automatically.  This, however, was saying that she had a choice of what spells she wanted to give her Hill Dwarf Caster, including all of them – as long as it had its “focusing weapon” equipped (i.e. the Staff). 
 
    The Fighter was similar in its use of Abilities, but where it differed from the Caster was the fact that it had them at all.  None of the creatures she had ever researched had Abilities that they could take advantage of – it was only Mages that had spells who were unique.  The “Stamina” portion was also unusual, as it gave her an idea of how many times her Hill Dwarves could use their Abilities before they had to wait for it to regenerate.  Of course, during a fight they probably wouldn’t have that opportunity to wait, so it was more of a one or two-shot deal. 
 
    “Is…that Stamina thing only for these Hill Dwarves?” 
 
    Shale’s question hadn’t even occurred to her to think about her other creatures.  That just proves that I don’t know everything; it might be beneficial to keep him around for more than just someone to talk to.  Tacca quickly looked at the information for a Forest Wolf and, lo and behold, there was a Stamina count for it at 40; not as much as the Hill Dwarves, though that made sense because the Dwarves apparently had a bonus to their Stamina.  What was more, she could give them any of the Abilities she had just acquired; the only problem was that they didn’t have the necessary equipment to use them.  However, if she somehow acquired an Ability that didn’t require equipment… 
 
    “…then you could give these Abilities to any of your creatures,” Shale finished.  Tacca had been absently describing what she was seeing and thinking to her Assistant, so it surprised her to hear her thoughts finished for her.  “I may not be as familiar with the attacks that Raiders use as you are, but I’m pretty sure that there are plenty out there that don’t require a weapon or other equipment of any sort to be used.  I’m almost positive that if you had another creature like a Goblin or a Gnoll, those abilities could be used by any of your creatures that came with the correct equipment.” 
 
    “You know, I think you’re right.  I don’t have any way to test that yet, but perhaps when I acquire some more Core Improvement Points I can see about choosing some additional creatures…” 
 
    They spent the next several hours discussing different strategies and options, of how to best use the Hill Dwarves in conjunction with her Canines, going back and forth over whether it would be a good idea to include them at all, and what her next creature choice—creature family, actually—should be.  It was only when Shale looked a little crestfallen and announced that he should probably report to the Council about Tacca’s situation that she realized how much time had passed.   
 
    The talk with her Assistant was beneficial in more ways than one.  While she possessed a bit more knowledge than Shale, he had a unique way of looking at things that helped her look at her dungeon in a different light.  Multiple times he made some valid points that Tacca hadn’t even considered, and if she had done it her way without consulting anyone, the things she wanted to do probably wouldn’t have worked out the way she planned.  It wouldn’t have been a disaster by any means, but by making a few subtle changes she could mitigate some of the problems. 
 
    “I hope they let you come back; I’ve really enjoyed this discussion, Shale.” 
 
    “I would like that as well…but it’s in the hands of the Council now.” 
 
    Tacca hesitated before she ventured her next question.  “Are you sure you want to report this?” 
 
    She was glad to see that he hesitated as well, but he eventually nodded reluctantly.  “I don’t really want to, but I feel that I have to.  My duty is to the Council first, as much as you and I may wish differently.  However, I’ll do my best to convince them that you’re alright and hopefully they’ll allow me to return.” 
 
    “I understand.  Good luck.” 
 
    Without another word, Shale fluttered to an open space in her Core Room and activated his Translocation, disappearing quickly to his destination.  Tacca had no idea what kind of reaction the knowledge of her situation would elicit, but she figured it probably wouldn’t be good. She didn’t want to mention to her Bonded Assistant that not allowing him to return was probably the least of things the Council could do; it was entirely possible they might do their best to destroy her, even though they weren’t “technically” allowed to personally destroy a Dungeon Core.  Then again, she also wasn’t “technically” supposed to be in a Core, so there might be some grey area there. 
 
    Regardless, there wasn’t much else to do but wait…and continue digging more rooms for some planned expansions to her dungeon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Sterge and Gwenda stopped by his cabin for about an hour’s rest and practically gorged themselves on food; the one thing about living on a farm was that there were almost always large quantities of food to eat.  For himself, he ate more in one sitting than he usually ate in an entire day and Gwenda wasn’t far behind.  For the first time, Sterge started to understand why Raiders needed so much food all the time; if this was how he felt after just a few hours inside of a dungeon, then those that potentially spent days inside some of the larger ones he’d heard of would be even hungrier.  He supposed it was a good thing, though, because otherwise there probably wouldn’t have been as much of a market for the vast quantities of produce and meat from their livestock. 
 
     After they ate until they were stuffed, they left for the town of Heftington and the Raider Delving Clan where they had first become Raiders.  It was a long, hot walk – especially since he was still wearing his leather armor – but Gwenda thought it would be appropriate to be wearing their “official” Raider gear when they got to the Clan outpost.  She wanted to look as convincing as possible as they presented their story and descriptions of where the dungeon was located. 
 
    Sterge figured it would just be easier to present the maps and drawings that the Elf had made, as it showed where it was perfectly.  Gwenda nixed that idea, though, as she was worried that someone would recognize the handiwork of the dead Ranger and accuse them of theft – and possibly even murder again.  He grudgingly agreed that she had a point, and they already had a taste of being locked up; whatever they could do to avoid being inadvertently punished for something they didn’t do was probably for the best. 
 
    What they were bringing with them was the magical stone tracker that the Elf had been carrying.  Their story was that they found it in their field while they were planting their newest crops – after they had already delivered the corpse; since they were new Raiders and were “ignorant” of what it really was, they didn’t think to turn it in.  Instead, they investigated what it seemed like the stone was pointing to and found the tunnel leading further into the mountain.  It was a simple enough explanation that they concocted on their way to town, which Sterge practiced reciting repeatedly so he wouldn’t forget.   
 
    All of that work of exploring the dungeon, traveling to Heftington, and rehearsing their story worked.  As soon as they got into town, they immediately went to the outpost and asked for the Raider in charge; when the incredibly intimidating Elven woman finally saw fit to see them, they explained their story without a problem and described everything that would be needed to find the new dungeon…before asking for their finder’s fee. 
 
    “Two gold pieces,” said the Clan Outpost Leader without hesitation. 
 
    That didn’t seem right.  “Whoa, hold on now.  We’re talking about a new dungeon here that hasn’t been discovered before.  And returning this stone thing here to you has got to be worth quite a bit, right?” Sterge asked after hearing the ridiculous amount that the superbly armored Outpost Leader was going to give them.  He wanted to say some other things that were probably not the smartest, but the massive sword she carried – which was larger and possibly even heavier than his own Dwarven body – and casually set down next to her made him more than a bit cautious. 
 
    “That’s true, these trackers are valuable, all right.  That’s why you’re getting two gold instead of only one.” 
 
    It was Gwenda’s turn to speak, because Sterge just felt his mouth open and close in disbelief.  “So the finder’s fee is only one gold piece?  I thought I remember hearing somewhere that the reward for finding a new dungeon was a lot more than that.” 
 
    “Again, you’re right.  Well, half-right, at least.  The normal maximum finder’s fee for finding a new dungeon is 50,000 gold; unfortunately, you don’t qualify for the ‘normal’ finder’s fee.” 
 
    “What?  Why not?” 
 
    The Outpost Leader – who he still didn’t know the name of – sighed heavily, as if what she was going to say was distasteful.  “Well, the maximum finder’s fee only applies to Raiders who have achieved their 20th Raider Level, have registered with any Clan Outpost as an official search participant, and can also back up their find with maps and drawings of the area.  Then, a higher-Level Raider group is called in to confirm the existence of said dungeon; when they make their report confirming its location, only then will they be paid the maximum finder’s fee.  For any other Raider informing the Clan of a potentially new dungeon, their finder’s fee is equal to their Raider Level in gold pieces.” 
 
    “But…we both achieved Raider Level 2—” 
 
    Sterge stopped talking as he felt as though something was looking deep inside of him, like his soul was laid bare for the world to see.  It only lasted a moment, but that was enough to make him shiver in confusion. 
 
    As soon as it stopped, the Outpost Leader said, “So you have.  Three gold then; two for your Raider Level and one for returning this tracker.” 
 
    “What…was that?” 
 
    The Elven woman looked confused as well before she smiled at him.  “Oh, I was just using my Analyze Ability on you; I guess you’ve never felt that before, am I right?” 
 
    “Uh…no?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I should’ve warned you.  All it does is see your Raider Level and Class, which allowed me to see that you were telling the truth.” 
 
    Sterge didn’t like it, but if it allowed them to get another gold piece then he guessed the strange feeling was worth the temporary discomfort.  “So, six gold pieces total for the both of us?” 
 
    “No, three gold pieces for your group to share.  Since it seems as though you’re a group of two, then that won’t be too hard to split up,” the Elf said, pulling three flashy gold coins from her belt pouch.   
 
    He looked at Gwenda and shrugged.  It was completely unfair after all they had gone through that they didn’t even qualify for more of a reward, but he assumed that if they had been part of the Raider Delving Clan before their recent joining they would’ve known those rules.  There was so much they didn’t know about what they were doing that they could only blame themselves for not asking. At least they would still be getting some sort of reward; three gold pieces was still a lot of money for a pair of farmers. 
 
    Of course, they had been planning on spreading the reward around to the rest of the people in their village, as the coming days would likely be hard on them with the influx of Raiders that were sure to be heading their way.  Three gold wouldn’t go far for everyone, though each would receive at least a little; Sterge and Gwenda had no need for all the gold, after all, so it was better to spread it around to those who would likely need it. 
 
    As she handed the coins over – to Gwenda, as she was the one that would carry their money – the Clan Outpost Leader added something that might end up solving their village’s problem.  “Also, since you were the ones that found the dungeon, there is no Clan tax on anything you – or your group, up to five members – find inside the dungeon.  In addition, you’ll receive a tenth of a percent of the normal 5% tax collected from anyone who delves through this particular dungeon for a period of five years, payable by the local Outpost after every year.  It doesn’t sound like a lot, but over the years it can add up; though, with a new dungeon like this, it might only amount to maybe a dozen or two gold all told.  So, it’s not all bad, right?” 
 
    That sounded much better.  It still wasn’t the 50,000 gold that they could’ve gotten, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    “One last thing.  When we get set up and groups of Raiders are delving through the dungeon on the regular, the two of you – as long as you’re in the same group – will be able access the dungeon without having to put your names on the list once a week; just let those in charge know at least six hours beforehand so they can shuffle some things around.” 
 
    “List?  What are you talking about?” Gwenda asked. 
 
    The Elven Outpost Leader chuckled softly.  “I forget that you two are relatively new to being Raiders.  This place is about to get inundated with new Raiders from all over the land, because there aren’t any other safe, lower-difficulty dungeons around.  The only way we can keep any sense of order is by compiling a list – a schedule if you will – of when groups can get into it; it’s been…oh…at least a dozen years since the last new quality dungeon was found, and if I remember correctly, the list at that time went months into the future,” she said, shaking her head.  “Like I said, though, as long as you’re both in the same group, your entire group will have priority…so choose your groupmates wisely, because there are those that might want to take advantage of your inexperience.”  She said it as though it was a bad thing. 
 
    Some of what she said echoed some of what the dungeon’s poem had hinted at, which had to mean something.  Sterge still wasn’t exactly sure what that might be, but if they did decide to go back to the dungeon they would certainly be selective in who they went with.  For now, though, it was time they got back home; as it was, it would probably be dark by the time they got back. 
 
    They thanked the Clan Outpost Leader and she showed them out, where they started their journey back home.  Sterge couldn’t help but think of all the work that he needed to do in the fields the next day; he hadn’t been planning on using an entire day to do all of this. 
 
    And strangely enough, I’m hungry again. 
 
      
 
    *         *         * 
 
      
 
    The door closed behind the two Hill Dwarves and Trevelyan walked back to her desk, glancing at the hated paperwork that seemed to permeate her life – even in this backwater Outpost on the edge of nowhere.  She had taken this post because she wanted a quieter life for a few decades; ever since she lost her love to a delve gone bad a few years ago, nothing seemed to interest her anymore.  Although she still had the skills to fight through some of the toughest dungeons around, she…didn’t really care.  She was prepared to just fade into the background and retire somewhere – perhaps back home in the Eldenwood Forest – but there was a saying in the Clan: once in the Clan, you’re always in the Clan. 
 
    That was especially true once you got to a certain Level of Power and achieved a little – or a lot – of notoriety.  After hitting Raider Level 98, there were very few in the Raider Delving Clan that didn’t know her name – other than raw recruits like the two that had just left – and it was almost impossible to “fade into the background”.  By refusing to actually delve anymore, however, she was stuck with the only other choice for someone like her: management.  She wanted to be as far away from the hustle-and-bustle of the big cities near the most popular dungeons because there were entirely too many people who reminded her of…good times. 
 
    In Heftington, however, most of the residents didn’t know who she was; even the few groups of Raiders that frequented the Outpost and helped her run it didn’t recognize her because of her appearance.  Once they learned her name they knew who she was, of course, but she didn’t advertise the fact that she was there.  It had been a relatively quiet couple of years there and she was enjoying herself…but that was obviously about to change. 
 
    Trevelyan hadn’t been at the Outpost the day when Harwood’s corpse had been returned by the two Hill Dwarves, but she certainly heard about the incident.  She was just glad her subordinates didn’t kill them out of hand for the supposed murder of the Ranger, because that would’ve reflected poorly on her administration; it would’ve been wrong too, she supposed, but that was beside the point.  She applauded their decision to make them Raiders, though, because it didn’t cost them anything but two sets of old starter gear that only the rawest of Clan recruits would deign to wear – and they didn’t get many new recruits out this way. 
 
    While she might not be killing dangerous monsters inside dungeons anymore, sometimes it felt like the Outpost’s budget was trying to kill her; anything to save a few coppers or silvers here and there was important. 
 
    Take the finder’s fee, for example.  Trevelyan didn’t actually lie or cheat the two Hill Dwarves, but she didn’t tell them everything, either.  While they couldn’t get the maximum amount of the reward because they weren’t Raider Level 20 yet, they certainly could’ve registered as a search participant and spent a day drawing some maps and making sketches.  That would’ve entitled them to up to 500 gold pieces if they had asked to do that…and yet they hadn’t thought to ask.  She would’ve paid them using the Outpost’s funds first and then her own – sizable – reserve when that was used up, and then be reimbursed…at some point in time. 
 
    That was the hitch there; reimbursement tended to take a long time, years sometimes; she had just gotten the Outpost’s budget stable over the last few months and she didn’t want anything to mess it up.  That’s why she paid the two inexperienced Raiders out of her own reserve, rather than mess it up; it was worth the expense for peace of mind, if nothing else. 
 
    Then again, the absolute craziness that was about to descend on her corner of the world – if the two Raiders were telling the truth, which was likely after looking at the tracker – was about to mess everything up anyway.  True, it would probably inject more income into the budget, which was always a good thing, but she was not looking forward to policing the hordes of snot-nosed, stuck-up, worthless excuses of trash that were likely to come with the normal, everyday Raiders that just wanted somewhere to go and develop their skills without having to hope that they’d survive in one of the more dangerous dungeons. 
 
    Wealthy merchant trash, granted, but still trash. 
 
    Thousands of years ago, they still had nobility ruling the different lands, but now everything was run by the Raider Delving Clan; no one could compete with the raw power and strength that millions of Raiders could present, though the Merchant Guilds had been pushing against that authority for hundreds of years.  No one was denied access to the Clan, of course, which led wealthy merchants to register their sons and daughters as Clan members so that they could become powerful in their own right.  Of course, they never really saw much danger while they improved their Raider Level, because deep pockets could afford to pay for “bodyguards” that would protect them as they delved through difficult dungeons. 
 
    But if there was anything she knew about merchants – they were always looking for a better deal and a way to save some coin.  A new dungeon like the one near Heftington would certainly qualify for that, as they wouldn’t need to shell out hundreds of golds to those bodyguards each time they wanted their offspring to earn Power. That was why she was sure there would be hundreds or thousands of them flocking south like a locust swarm, consuming and destroying everything in their path. 
 
    There was nothing to be done for it, however.  Trevelyan did feel a little bad for the residents of her little town here, and even more for the nameless village farther south – they had no idea what was coming their way. 
 
    As she sat down to start writing the various correspondence that would soon be communicated to those in charge of the Raider Clan Headquarters back north, and from there to all of the known world, Trevelyan couldn’t help but think of the two Hill Dwarves that had upset the gentle and peaceful life she had there – not that it was their fault, necessarily.  What she really thought about, though, was what she saw when she Analyzed them both; more specifically, it was what she couldn’t see that bothered her the most. 
 
    The two new Raider recruits appeared as inexperienced as could be, even if they were Level 2; everything looked as normal as she had expected, and she had to admit that she was a bit surprised that they had already achieved so much so quickly – and survived their first taste of a dungeon without anyone dying.  That wasn’t always a given with these new dungeons, especially when the inside was unknown; what was even more impressive was that they made it out alive with only two people in their group. 
 
    Toward the bottom of the list – she had omitted mentioning to the two that she could see more than just their Raider Level and Class – were their Abilities, which also seemed normal.  However, besides the normal Abilities she would expect to see in a Melee and Caster Class, they each had two more…that hurt her head when she tried to investigate what they were.  She’d never encountered anything like that before in all of her 216 years of life, though there were many times when an Ability or other information was deliberately hidden from her Analyze skill.  When that happened, there was nothing to indicate that it was even there; this, though, was like something wanted her to see that there were Abilities there but didn’t want to actually show her what they were. 
 
    The failure to see them was perplexing, but she had enough practice controlling her face and emotions that she was pretty sure she hadn’t let the two know she had seen the obscured Abilities.  What they actually meant was a mystery, but she wasn’t one to pry into someone’s business like that – unless it somehow threatened her or those under her charge.  If that was the case, then she would use all of the Power at her command to rip that information out of their heads whether they wanted to tell her or not.  For now, she’d let them keep their secret; she didn’t want something else to bother her while she prepared for the arrival of thousands of Raiders. 
 
    It couldn’t be that important, right?  I mean, they’re only Level 2 and barely know how to hold a mace, for goodness sake. 
 
    Trevelyan put them out of her mind as she finished up her missives and called for a pair of runners.  As the two messengers left, she sat back down at her desk and put her head in her hands, thinking about everything else she needed to arrange.  And so it begins… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    You’re Lily MageDaisy, and you can’t allow yourself to panic.  She kept telling herself not to lose it after the last few months of disaster.  What had started as a few hopefully isolated incidents of unexpected Dungeon Core destruction had turned into a full-scale epidemic.  In the entire world there were thousands of dungeons scattered around, which helped to regulate the Raider population and power to keep the world in balance; however, starting with the destruction of a Core almost ten months ago, over a dozen middling-to-low powered Cores had been destroyed for no explicable reason. 
 
    To make things worse, the frequency of such occurrences seemed to be increasing. 
 
    “Where was this last one?” she asked, looking towards the Council’s leader, Malachite.  For being nearly 15,000 years old, the stern-faced Fairy looked remarkably good for his age and moved as quickly as a sprightly youngster.  She watched him descend from the viewing platform and silently point to a spot to the northeast of the continent of Abenlure, where there was now an empty space.  He placed a red flag there, joining the other flags that were dotted all over the rest of the continent. 
 
    Lily flew up above the massive Core Map and tried to see if there was any correlation between them.  Thousands of glowing lights showed where Cores were located, with their intensity indicating how powerful they were in relation to each other; she had been told at one point that the “trackers” that Raiders used to find new dungeons were based on something similar, but the ones that the Fairies used were much more detailed and inclusive.  The only thing that the Raiders’ trackers had over their Core Map was the ability to see if a dungeon was already open to the surface, but then again, they reportedly had to be fairly close to determine that information – so she didn’t really see the benefit. 
 
    “I see absolutely nothing linking any of these incidents.  Do you?” Lily asked after looking at everything over the last few hours.  All the dungeons that had been destroyed were located in wildly different areas, were fairly different in their construction and the creatures and traps that they consisted of, and they were of varying strength; the only thing that they all had in common was that they were all on the Abenlure continent.  That didn’t really mean much, though, as 95% of the world’s population of intelligent races and 99% of all dungeons were located on the giant continental landmass. 
 
    Malachite said nothing as he shook his head and none of the other three Council members had any other suggestions, either.  Lily looked worriedly at the large rectangular indicator that floated 15 feet above the Core Map, otherwise known as the Balance Bar.  It glowed with a direct link to the primordial forces that permeated the world, and was a way for them to see how “in balance” everything in the world was at the moment.  Currently, it was tilted slightly in one direction, which from experience she knew was towards the intelligent races of the world.  It wasn’t dangerously unbalanced yet, but it was sure to get there unless they figured out why everything was happening – and somehow put a stop to it. 
 
    As she was staring at the map, out of the corner of her eye she saw a Core light flicker.  Less than a second after she focused on it, she saw it disappear.  “Ok, this is getting out of hand.  Can anyone tell me which one that was?”   
 
    One of the other Council members flew over to their Core List located off to the side, where she began flipping through sheets of paper.  “It looks like it was—” 
 
    “Excuse me, Council members,” Lily heard from behind her.  It took her a moment to recognize Azalea, who was keeping an eye on the waiting room.  “There’s a frantic Assistant by the name of Dahlia here to see you.” 
 
    Lily looked back down on the Core Map and sighed; Dahlia is Bonded to a Core right around where that light just disappeared; or maybe I should say was Bonded to a Core there. 
 
    “Tell her I’ll be there in a moment,” Lily said sadly without even turning around as she watched the Balance Bar tilt the tiniest fraction more.  A hesitant throat-clearing from Azalea caused her to finally look at her before she snapped out.  “Yes?  Is there something else?” 
 
    “Uh, there’s also another Assistant named Shale here with a report of some kind?” 
 
    Shale…Shale…oh!  “Tell him that I’m not really concerned about Tacca’s death anymore – we have much bigger problems.  If he says his Bonded Core’s development is progressing well enough, then he can continue doing what he’s doing and not to worry about the investigation; you might mention that I may need to keep him there longer than originally planned, however.” 
 
    “Umm…but he mentioned something strange about Tacca’s death that you should probably—” 
 
    “I DON’T CARE ABOUT THAT RIGHT NOW!” she yelled without thinking.  She took in a calming breath and let it out slowly as she closed her eyes.  She wasn’t sure what color her Mood Dress was at the moment, but the silence that descended over the Council chamber and her own raging emotions probably meant it was a murderous red color.  The stress of the situation was starting to get to her, and she had to take control of herself before she did something to exacerbate the problem.   
 
    When she finally calmed down enough to open her eyes, she glanced down to see that her Dress was the calming light-blue she usually tried to maintain, and she suddenly felt a little better.  Looking around, she saw that the other Council Members were staring at her except for Malachite, who was staring intently at the Core Map.  Of Azalea, there was no sign – she must’ve followed my orders, then. 
 
    “I think I may have to get in touch with our counterparts on the other side,” the Council Leader said slowly.  Lily’s calm state of mind allowed her to refrain from gasping in surprise, but the others on the Council weren’t quite as composed as she was. 
 
    “Don’t you think that’s a little dangerous?” Lily asked, knowing exactly what he was proposing. 
 
    “Well, yes, it’s dangerous.  But it might be the only way we’ll be able to figure out what’s going on here,” he said sadly.  Lily could well understand that, though, because there was a good chance that he wouldn’t come back from such a meeting.  “It’s time to contact the Conclave of Sages.” 
 
    It was drastic…but then again, if they didn’t do something soon, it wouldn’t really matter, would it? 
 
      
 
    *         *         * 
 
      
 
    Tacca was surprised when she heard and sensed Shale Translocate into her Core Room not too long after he left. 
 
    “That was fast – how did it go?” 
 
    Shale looked confused but happy for some reason.  “It didn’t really even go; I didn’t even get a chance to give my full report to Lily, only a basic account of your situation to some other Council Representative there.  I had the feeling that something else major was going on, so I got brushed off and told to stay here indefinitely…as long as your development was progressing well, of course.” 
 
    “And do you think my development is ‘progressing well’? 
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant looked up as if he was thinking really hard.  “Well…I’m not an expert or anything, but I’d say you’re progressing even better than any other Dungeon Core in history,” he said with a smirk.  “Granted, I could be a bit biased – with you being my Bonded and all.” 
 
    “Are you ready for all the Raiders coming our way?” 
 
    “Of course…I wouldn’t miss it for all the luck in the world.” 
 
      
 
    The End of Book 1 
 
    

  

 
   
    Book 1 Final Stats 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Core Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Core Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement (CI) Level: 
  
      	  6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points (CIP):  
  
      	  0/800 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  17 in 6 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristic Points (SCP): 
  
      	  125 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Primary Assistant Bond: 
  
      	  Shale IronSchist 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force (DF): 
  
      	  1500/1500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration: 
  
      	  18 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier: 
  
      	  2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit: 
  
      	  200/200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Options: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Carve Earth 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  5 DF per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Place Environmental Object 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Teleport 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  40 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dissolve Assistant Bond 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  1 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Create Creature 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Create Trap 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Access: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Creature(s): 
  
      	  Canine Family, Hill Dwarves 
  
     
 
      
      	  Variant(s): 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  Trap Specialization(s): 
  
      	  Enchantment 
  
     
 
      
      	  Environmental Access: 
  
      	  Forest 
  
     
 
      
      	  Permanent Assistant Sub-bond: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristics: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Access all Variants for available dungeon creatures 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures are reduced in Level (cannot be less than 1) 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points are reduced when earned 
  
      	  95% 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Assistant Information 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Rank: 
  
      	  Novice 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Stage:  
  
      	  5/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 
  
      	  729/800 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  27 in 6 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana (FM): 
  
      	  250/250 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana Regeneration: 
  
      	  11 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bond 
  
      	  Instant – Multiple 
  
      	  50+ FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Translocation 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  1000 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Aura 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  20 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hibernate 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Invisibility 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  3 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Repellant Shield 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  2 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Raider Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Sterge Stonewell 
  
      	  Class: 
  
      	  Melee 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Level: 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Power: 
  
      	  18/200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Physical Attack: 
  
      	  2 (5) 
  
      	  Physical Defense: 
  
      	  2 (6) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ranged Attack:  
  
      	  0 
  
      	  Ranged Defense: 
  
      	  1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magical Attack: 
  
      	  0 
  
      	  Magical Defense: 
  
      	  2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Resistances: 
  
      	  Physical 2 
  
      	  Mental 2 
  
      	  Earth 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire 0 
  
      	  Water 0 
  
      	  Air 0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nature 0 
  
      	  Life 0 
  
      	  Death 0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Skills: 
  
      	  Blade 1 (32%) 
  
      	  Blunt 1 (56%) 
  
      	  Two-handed 1 (0%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Block 1 (52%) 
  
      	  Light Armor 1 (41%) 
  
      	  Heavy Armor 1 (0%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
      	  Forceful Smash (Blunt) 
  
      	  Slam (Shield) 
  
      	  Dungeon Sight (Enhancement) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Power Boost +50% (Permanent) 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Raider Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Gwenda Pebbleforge 
  
      	  Class: 
  
      	  Caster 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Level: 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Power: 
  
      	  18/200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Physical Attack: 
  
      	  1 (2) 
  
      	  Physical Defense: 
  
      	  1 (2) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ranged Attack:  
  
      	  0 
  
      	  Ranged Defense: 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magical Attack: 
  
      	  0 (3) 
  
      	  Magical Defense: 
  
      	  3 
  
     
 
      
      	  Resistances: 
  
      	  Physical 1 
  
      	  Mental 2 
  
      	  Earth 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire 0 
  
      	  Water 0 
  
      	  Air 0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nature 0 
  
      	  Life 0 
  
      	  Death 0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Skills: 
  
      	  Staves 1 (16%) 
  
      	  Casting Focus 1 (40%) 
  
      	  Introspection 1 (0%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Offensive Spells 1 (60%) 
  
      	  Status Effect Spells 1 (21%) 
  
      	  Defensive Spells 1 (0%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
      	  Magistrike (Staff) 
  
      	  Sapping Fog (Staff) 
  
      	  Magibarrier (Staff) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Sight (Enhancement) 
  
      	  Power Boost +50% (Permanent) 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   The Dungeon Fairy: Two Choices 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The leader of the Raider Delving Clan outpost hadn’t been kidding, Sterge thought as he peered around their nameless village’s center “square”.  When she told them that things would be changing in their little corner of the world, he hadn’t realized exactly how much it was going to change – and how quickly it would happen.  He had thought they had a few weeks before anything significant happened, allowing the residents of their village time to adjust to the new circumstances.  So much for that. 
 
    Instead, Sterge and Gwenda went back to their village after meeting with the Elven leader of the outpost and called together everyone from their farms into the designated village “square”.  It was only called that because there was a pair of large storage shacks set up next to each other for storing produce before it was sent out to sell, as well as a holding space for other community supplies.  At the moment, they were relatively empty, as they had sold most of their produce before the cold weather set in; the crops they had planted afterward weren’t anywhere near the point where they could be harvested. 
 
    “Listen up!”  Gwenda had taken the lead in their little meeting with the 45 other members of The Village – which was perfectly fine with Sterge, as he wasn’t exactly sure what to say.  “We have some life-changing news; this may not be what you want to hear, as many of you have had some…contentious…situations with Raiders over the years.”  She visibly glanced around at the assembled Hill Dwarves, Humans, Gnomes, Orcs, and Elves of their small community, most of whom showed some sort of reaction to her words: Anger, contempt, and even fear were plain to see.  “Nevertheless, the reality of the situation is this: There is a brand-new dungeon up in the Wentrylock Mountains.” 
 
    “Impossible!” shouted Evandurel, one of the Elves living in The Village.  “There have never been any dungeons in the Wentrylocks, nor should there be.  That’s precisely why this land was so cheap to lease.”  He looked both angry and confused at the same time, which screwed up his face something fierce.  “Where did you get this false information?” 
 
    Gwenda went on to explain most of the events that happened over the last few months, leaving out any hint of the special abilities they received, or of their miraculous survival inside of the dungeon, and forgetting to mention that they had found the dead Raider’s locator before they ever returned the Elf’s body to the outpost.  Overall, it was very similar to what they had told the Raider Delving Clan leader.  Sterge was glad that Gwenda had taken over the explanations because he was pretty sure he wouldn’t have remembered to leave those parts out from the accounting.  As much as he wanted to be honest and truthful with their fellow Villagers, he was more than aware that there were some things that they didn’t need to know. 
 
    To say that the crowd was less than enthused about the whole situation was putting it lightly…until Gwenda offered to split the Finder’s Fee and the coin they received from the dungeon with everyone – which wasn’t an insignificant amount.  “This will only be a temporary salve, however, because as this village is the closest settled area to this dungeon…well, I will let you guess what that will mean.  I’m not exactly sure of it myself.  All I know is that things are going to change soon, and it’s up to us to decide exactly how we want to react to those changes.” 
 
    “They’re going to descend on us like locusts, destroying everything we’ve worked so hard to build here,” Garthin grumbled loudly into the silence.  “I’ve seen it happen before, and it isn’t pretty.”  The Hill Dwarf was at least a half-century older than Sterge and Gwenda combined, so Sterge was inclined to believe him.  That, and he had heard some similar stories in the past and had felt that same kind of pressure from the Raider community himself.  It was but one of the reasons so many were willing to relocate down this far south: in order to get away from all the chaos that the Raider Delving Clan presence usually instilled in the local area.  Of course, that usually only happened when there was a popular dungeon nearby; from what the outpost leader had said, this dungeon was going to be extremely popular. 
 
    “You’re absolutely right…but there’s a difference this time because of where we are.” 
 
    Evandurel spoke up again.  “What difference?  Raiders are Raiders, no matter where they are.  Uh…no offense,” he apologized.  Their status as Raiders was still new to them – and truthfully still new to me – so Sterge completely understood. 
 
    “That may be true, but we’re in a unique position here.  Most of the settlements near the most popular dungeons, as I understand it, are owned and operated by the Raider Delving Clan; they can basically dictate what they want to do there, as long as it doesn’t specifically go against the crown.  The difference here is that this land, and therefore our village, is leased from the crown – not from the Raider Clan.” 
 
    Sterge couldn’t see exactly what she was getting at, but it appeared as though Garthin and some of the others understood.  It probably helped that the old Hill Dwarf had been directly involved with the lease negotiations.  “By my beard, you’re right!  We have a solid lease contract here that cannot be broken unless we violate some of the clauses outlined within.” 
 
    “Uh…so what does that mean?” Sterge couldn’t help but ask.  Looking around, he was glad to see that he wasn’t the only one who couldn’t figure out what was going on. 
 
    “What it means, my dear lad, is that we are essentially in charge of this land – unless we do something like raise an army, or display evidence of plots against the crown; doing so would be in direct violation of multiple clauses, which would make our lease here null and void.  Since we don’t have any intention of doing that, there is nothing that anyone can do to take it from us.” 
 
    “But…won’t they try, anyway?” the soft voice of Annbury, one of the few Gnomes in The Village, asked.  From his own interactions with the young Gnome, she was normally a bit shy, so hearing her speak up was a surprise. 
 
    “Precisely,” Gwenda interjected, trying to take control of the conversation again.  “However, what if we don’t give them a reason to take it from us?” 
 
    “What…like…burn everything?” Sterge asked, shocked. 
 
    “No, lad, that would be folly; I think I understand what she’s saying, though.  Why don’t you tell us what you have in mind?” Garthin offered, motioning to Gwenda. 
 
    “Thank you,” his friend replied, before straightening up a little and laying out her plan.  “I think if we use this coin to purchase supplies, we can build up this village center enough to create a place where the Raiders coming this way can stay – for a fee, of course.  We could also set up a few other buildings where they could purchase supplies, and possibly even—” 
 
    “You want us to establish some sort of…town?  A Raider town?” Evandurel cut her off suddenly.  “I don’t know about that….” 
 
      “Yes, I propose that we set up a town, where we would be in charge.  For all intents and purposes, this is our land, so we can dictate what and even who we want and don’t want here.”  Gwenda seemed confident in that, though Sterge was beginning to wonder how they would even enforce that kind of thing if they went through with her proposal. 
 
    The Elf was shaking his head in disbelief.  “So, we’re going to just welcome them here with open arms?” 
 
      “They’re coming anyway,” Garthin snapped out, before clearing his throat and softening his voice.  “It’s not ideal, I’ll give you that.  As I see it, we have three choices regarding the flood of Raiders heading in this direction: try to stop it, get out of the way, or go with the flow.  Trying to stop the Raiders from coming here is a foolish enterprise, because they have strength and numbers on their side. I don’t know about you, but I’m too old to start new somewhere else; I’ve already dedicated enough of my time and labor to this land, and I’m not ready to give up without a fight of some kind.  If that fight means embracing the change that is coming, even going so far as to take advantage of it in some way, then I’m willing to do that to maintain control over my own destiny.”  He paused for a moment, before continuing.  “Of course, that’s just my opinion; everyone is free to choose what they want to do, though if we’re going to do this, we need to have a united purpose.” 
 
    There was a lot of grumbling, but in the end almost everyone decided to stay and follow the plan that Gwenda had proposed.  One Elven villager, Wryndle, had a very traumatic experience in the past with a Raider and couldn’t even imagine being around a horde of them, so he left with a very small portion of their funds for traveling.  That just meant that it was going to be a lot of work for the rest of them, of course, and trying to balance that with taking care of their livestock and crops was going to be a challenge – but they were determined.   
 
    The next morning, a team of volunteers left with Dasper’s wagon towards Heftington to secure some building supplies and to order more for the future.  With the 3 gold coins from the Finder’s Fee, their haul from the dungeon, and the pooled savings of everyone in the village (minus the few coins given to Wryndle as he left), they had nearly 5 gold – which they thought would be barely enough to get started.  It was more than they could hope to see as a community in an entire year, so it really had to be.  There wasn’t much they could do if it wasn’t enough, however, except to hope that they could get what they absolutely needed to set everything up properly before the first Raiders arrived. 
 
    The news traveled quickly, however, or that was what Sterge suspected when the team sent to Heftington came back that night with some strangers in tow.   
 
    “Are you Sterge?” asked a bald-headed Human clad in a smart-looking, multi-shaded red suit, which still looked relatively pristine, despite having walked in it for quite a distance.  Stepping in front of the others, he appeared to be the foreign group’s representative, as the others were following behind and looking towards the suited man with varying degrees of disdain and boredom.  Sort of how the other Raiders at the Clan outpost appeared, though the Human talking to Sterge looked to be important enough that they didn’t try to interrupt or interject anything into the conversation. 
 
    “Uh…yes?” 
 
    “Very good.  My name is Jesper Whittle, and I’ll be the Raider Delving Clan’s representative here to help with the administration and regulation of the various members visiting your little…village here.  Of course, everything depends on the verification that there is a dungeon nearby, which I still have my doubts about, but when Trevelyan gives an order there are very few who can tell her ‘No,’” Jesper said knowingly, as if Sterge should understand.  He didn’t have any clue what he was talking about, but he nodded anyway. 
 
    “Uh…who is…?” 
 
    “Oh, my pardon.  These few are the Raiders who are going up to verify that the dungeon is indeed there and not some sort of error or fiction.  They’ll be leaving in the morning—” the Human said, before looking around and hesitating.  “Is there anywhere we can stay?” 
 
    Sterge was at a loss, but fortunately Gwenda arrived before he could think of an answer.  “Not quite yet, as we weren’t expecting visitors; you all can sleep in one of our storage shacks for the moment until we get something built for you.” 
 
    “Oh, that’ll be fine for the moment.  I’ve certainly roughed it in worse locations.”  Sterge somehow doubted that from his appearance.  He didn’t look unfit or anything; actually, his upper body seemed to strain at his suit from muscle, not fat.   As he had seen before, though, his outfit somehow didn’t have more than a few specks of dirt or dust on it.  It also looked positively sweltering, as it fully covered the man from neck to toe in thick folds.  Granted, those behind him looked equally hot in the sun in their armor, but they appeared used to it. 
 
    Jesper directed the group of 5 Raiders to the storage shack that stood empty after Gwenda pointed it out, and then bent down a little to speak to Sterge and Gwenda privately.  “Our esteemed outpost leader noticed that you were already gathering supplies to build some accommodations here; she wants to thank you for doing that, because otherwise her budget wouldn’t allow for such expansion currently.  It would be better to have business headquarters here, anyway, since it will allow access to the dungeon faster this way.  Am I to assume that you’ve decided to oversee development here?  And that you’ll be in charge?”  At Gwenda and Sterge’s slow nods, Jesper smiled.   “Good; from what I understand, you’re leasing this land from the Crown, am I right?”  Another nod.  “Excellent.”  He dropped his voice even lower.  “Keep it that way; as tempting as it might be to transfer your lease to some generous offers, the best thing for everyone is to keep it for yourselves.  That way, this will stay as a bit of…neutral territory…if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Before Sterge or Gwenda could admit that they had absolutely no idea what he meant, one of the Raiders who had gone into the shack popped his head out and called for Jesper.  “I’ll see you around,” the red-clothed Human said to them both, before heading off for the storage building. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what he meant?” Gwenda asked Sterge, as soon as their visitor was out of hearing range. 
 
    Sterge laughed softly.  “Ha!  I was going to ask you the same thing,” he confessed.  “Regardless, it seems like we’re doing the right thing here; very smart plan, by the way.” 
 
    The other Hill Dwarf blushed at his words.  “Oh, well…you know, it just made the most sense.  Of course, I have no idea how to manage everything, but some of the others have backgrounds in various professions other than farming – so I’m sure we’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “I sure hope so.”  The imminent arrival of additional Raiders in the near future was nearly as daunting to Sterge as walking into a dungeon for the first time.  The prospect of building some sort of town specifically to cater to the Raiders was nearly mentally overwhelming.  Nevertheless, Sterge could only trust that everything would work out…eventually. 
 
    It was too late that evening to start on any type of construction, but the next morning, everyone was up early and eager to get to work building their future.  After the Raider team left to check out the dungeon just as the sun peeked over the horizon, every member of The Village was busy either constructing what was going to be their brand-new Inn or deconstructing the two storage shacks for materials.  One of the shacks was already empty, and the supplies that were being held in the other were transferred to a few of their houses, where there was room.  Another group of villagers left for Heftington again, where they would pick up some more purchased materials that they weren’t able to fit on the wagon the day before. 
 
    With over 40 people working towards a single goal, the project to build the inn went surprisingly fast.  By midday, the entire bottom floor of what was going to be a rather large, two-storied building was nearly complete, though it wasn’t furnished in the least; more materials would be needed to fully finish the common room, kitchen, and 8 bedrooms on the first floor, but what was coming that night would help complete a few of those.   
 
    Sterge took a break just after midday, sweat pouring down his face from the intense heat of working out in the sun.  Just as he was pouring a ladleful of blessedly cool water over his head from their communal rain barrel, he looked up and saw the group of Raiders in the distance, coming back from their exploration of the dungeon he and Gwenda had found. 
 
    They appeared to be a little worse for wear than how they had looked that morning, with tears in their armor and clothing in a few spots, as well as obvious – though dried – blood stains marring their previous clean exteriors.  However, instead of being mad at what had happened to them, they were all smiles as they walked into the center of The Village. 
 
    I hope that’s a good sign… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Contrary to how long it took those two Hill Dwarves, her first Raiders, to visit her dungeon, the wait before another group arrived was relatively short.  Naturally, the 40 hours, 17 minutes, and 36 seconds it took before another person stepped into her dungeon entrance felt more like 40 years – but it wasn’t like she was keeping track of the passing of time in nervous anticipation or anything silly like that.  That would be crazy…right? 
 
    “See, I told you they would be coming!  Even if those two you allowed to live didn’t tell anyone, your dungeon would’ve been found…eventually,” Shale IronSchist, Tacca’s Dungeon Assistant Fairy, told her.  “We’re so far south and out of the normal placement for a dungeon that it might’ve taken years, but that wouldn’t have been so bad.  Granted, you don’t have to worry about that now – because the Raiders are here!” 
 
    Her Assistant was hovering over the entrance to her dungeon on the inside, using his Invisibility to stay hidden.  This allowed him to see them at the same time that Tacca did, which was useful for a different perspective on their new visitors.   
 
    It appears as though these Raiders are much more powerful than what would be necessary to make their way through my dungeon.  Do you think…they’re here to kill me? 
 
    Tacca had seen plenty of Raiders over the months, as the Assistant to her failed Cores, so she had a fairly good measure of how powerful a Raider was from a few different clues.  The first clue, and the most obvious one, was their armor and clothing; it was made of higher-quality metal, leather, and cloth – such as a smooth dark-green silk robe the spellcaster was wearing.  Now, that could always mean that some rich Raider had bought all of the gear and they were completely inexperienced, but there were some other things that indicated otherwise.  As her observations pertained to their armor, it appeared well-worn with mended dents and scratches here and there, and they also wore it with an ease and comfortableness that was hard to fake.  In contrast, the male Hill Dwarf who had been there previously looked extremely unused to wearing the leather armor in which he was outfitted. 
 
    The second biggest clue to their experience and strength was the way they held themselves with confidence – and caution.  Even though they were likely told that this was a brand-new, weaker dungeon, they still walked in carefully, and the one in the lead peered intently around as much of the room as he could before even stepping foot inside.  It was only when the Raider who walked in first – who was wearing a full outfit of dark-colored leathers and wielding two long steel daggers held point-down – searched the area intently and nodded in their direction that the rest walked in to join him.  Even then, they were still cautious enough that they practically tiptoed inside, staring intently around themselves with an abundance of vigilance.  She couldn’t help but mark that contrast again compared to her previous visitors, who seemed to bumble into everything. 
 
    “No, I don’t believe so.  I wasn’t there when my Mentor’s dungeon was first open, of course, but the process was described to me, so I can’t imagine this will be any different,” Shale spoke mentally to Tacca’s Core from his location.  “These Raiders are here to evaluate the dungeon and give it some sort of convoluted rating based on difficulty, as well as to map it out for future groups coming through.” 
 
    That’s right; I can’t believe I forgot that from my schooling.  To be fair, every time that Tacca had been there when a Core first opened their dungeon to the outside world, something seemed to go wrong – which resulted in their destruction.  She didn’t necessarily have the most typical of experiences, after all; so her personal experiences were a bit distorted from what was considered “normal”.   
 
    Shale didn’t say anything about that because he was more than aware that she hadn’t had the most pleasant of experiences when she first became a Dungeon Assistant.  He also didn’t respond due to the fact that the group that had just entered her dungeon started to talk to each other.  Luckily for her, she could easily understand them because of her schooling and Fairy heritage, unlike a normal Core. 
 
    “Are you sure this is supposed to be a brand-new dungeon?  You usually don’t see anything but bare stone and walls in these things,” pondered the one who appeared to be the Raider group’s main Melee-type member, who Tacca thought might be a Warrior or even a Bulwark Class, due to the Hill Dwarf’s full plate armor, smaller-sized kite shield, and warhammer resting by his side.   
 
    The leather-clad Human – who had led the group inside when it was safe – nodded his head, while still keeping his eyes roving constantly around the room looking for threats.  “It’s quite possible this place was open for a long time before it was actually found; I would never have suspected that this dungeon was here.  After all, there shouldn’t be any this far south – at least none that have ever been found.” 
 
    “So, you all agree that this is indeed a dungeon?”  The female Elf spellcaster-type asked, pulling something out of a pouch at her side.  It didn’t take long for Tacca to figure out that it was a large piece of parchment along with some writing tools.  That particular Raider was obviously the one who was going to map her dungeon, which strangely helped to alleviate some of her fears concerning their potential for destroying her Core.  At the moment, there was nothing in her defenses that would prevent them from reaching her vulnerable form – unless they were completely inept and literally walked into danger.  That didn’t seem likely, though, based on their radiating confidence. 
 
    “Uh…yes?  I think the fact that there are plants and trees growing inside of a cave that appears uniformly cut from the side of the mountain is evidence enough.”  The Archer or Ranger of the group scoffed at the question, his bow held out with an arrow nocked as he pointed his weapon around the room.  At that moment, the 2 Root Foxes at the base of the trees near the entrance made an appearance, crawling out from the roots before they raced for the group – only to be shot in mid-leap by an arrow each, which streaked through the air with a faint glow around their shafts.  As they each died instantly from the impact of a perfectly shot arrow through one of their eyes, they barely had a chance to hit the ground before they dissolved and left behind the single copper coin each as a reward.  “Oh, and I’d say that is a fairly concrete indication that this is a dungeon.” 
 
     I’m going to assume that is an Elemental Archer of some kind. 
 
    Shale seemed surprised at her knowledge.  “Do you know all of the different kinds of Raiders?” he asked, sounding intrigued.  “I have to admit that I really only paid enough attention at DAPS to learn about their basic Classes, so that I could better advise my Dungeon Core on generalities.  I never thought it was very important—” 
 
    Yes, I know quite a lot about them; I’ll see if I can tell you later—if there is a later.  Let me listen to them talking. 
 
    She didn’t mean to be short with him, but she sensed that he wasn’t offended; in fact, he was listening to them as well. 
 
    While the Elven spell-caster nodded at the Elemental Archer’s sarcastic observation, she started to expertly sketch the first room of Tacca’s dungeon, using a flat board that seemed to emerge from nowhere.  “Alright then, you all know the drill.  We need an accurate accounting of the layout, monsters, traps, and loot drops.  Let’s get this done; if we hurry, we can be back by lunch.  This shouldn’t be too difficult, given that it’s a brand-new dungeon.  Lead on, Ferryl,” she continued, waving towards the leather-clad Human who had entered first. 
 
    Ferryl nodded and turned towards the end of the room, taking his time to search every square foot of the area for any types of traps or anything out of the ordinary.  One of the other members of the group, a larger-than-typical Gnome if she wasn’t mistaken, picked up the two copper coins left behind by the Root Foxes that were killed by the Elemental Archer and put them in her belt pouch.  The Gnome appeared to be some sort of fighter, as evidenced by the simple (but well-made) leather jerkin she was wearing, as well as the thin rapier-like sword held lightly in her hands; Tacca wasn’t quite sure what type of Raider she was, exactly, at least until she saw the Gnome in action. 
 
    There were no traps in the first room, and Ferryl the Scout-type Raider managed to spot her four Root Foxes at the base of the trees flanking the exit to the next room.  Instead of the Archer firing off more arrows, the full-plated Hill Dwarf stepped forward and banged his warhammer against his shield.  “Bring it!” he shouted – and Tacca’s creatures darted out of their hiding places and shot towards the confident Raider.   
 
    He had a right to be confident, too, because he deftly slammed his shield into two Root Foxes with a left-handed backhand, while his right hand smashed one of the creatures into the dirt floor of the dungeon with a warhammer.  The flattened Fox was obviously dead before the Raider even lifted his weapon afterwards.  Unsurprisingly, the two creatures that were slammed by his kite shield were broken hunks of flesh and bone as well, which disappeared soon after and left behind their rewards. 
 
    The fourth Root Fox was much luckier, as it managed to penetrate the Raider’s defenses by the simple act of being part of a pack that was too numerous to fully block.  It jumped up and bit the nose of the Hill Dwarf, before it was ripped off by the handle of the Raider’s warhammer as he brought it up from his attack.  Even using the non-impactful side of his weapon was enough to do some serious damage to Tacca’s creature, and it was flung across the room already hurt, only to slam against the wall with bone-crunching force.  Wow, that Hill Dwarf is strong.  He must be a Bulwark Class; I think I recognize the shield and weapon skills of the Class from my learning. 
 
    “Hold up, Palter; you’re bleeding.”  The Gnome stepped up next to him with a smirk on her face and placed her hand on his arm – before a soft glow seemed to light up her hand.  In less than a second, the tiny scratch and bite marks on the Bulwark-Classed Raider’s nose were sealed up, though a small amount of blood remained. 
 
    “H-how did you already get hurt, Palter?” the Archer asked, obviously trying his best not to laugh.  “You almost got your butt handed to you by a—” he snorted briefly— “fox.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah – laugh it up.  That thing was faster and did more damage than I was expecting,” Palter said gruffly.  “We might have to be slightly more cautious in here than I originally thought was needed.” 
 
    “Whatever you say—” 
 
    “Hey!  You heard him; now’s not the time to be stupid.  No more taking unnecessary risks – that’s how people wind up not coming back from these new dungeon investigations.”  The spell-casting Elf didn’t even look up from her sketching as she announced this with authority.  Tacca could see that she was also recording the damage done to Palter, as well as the 3 copper coins and the single Basic Cloth Robe that dropped from the just-killed Root Foxes.   
 
    “Yeah, it’s not like there’s been a lot of these lately—” 
 
    “Shut it.  You know the drill, even if we haven’t done a new dungeon in quite a while.  Treat it like you would a new addition to an existing dungeon and we shouldn’t have any problems.” 
 
    The Elemental Archer appeared as if he wanted to argue, but he held whatever he was going to say as he visibly prepared himself.  To Tacca, it was obvious that they respected their leader – as well as the danger that any dungeon could represent, not just the more powerful ones.  The Fairy-turned-Dungeon Core felt a bit of pride that her dungeon had managed to make even these experienced Raiders take her efforts seriously.  Not that they wouldn’t likely breeze through it without too much difficulty, of course. 
 
    The second room was full of large fronds, which – as she had hoped – worked to obscure the vision of the taller Raiders.  The Hill Dwarf and Gnome could see beneath many of the fern fronds, but the leather-clad Scout-type Raider had difficulty seeing most dangers…until he started to crawl deftly along the ground, underneath much of the concealing foliage. 
 
    “What’s with all of these plants?  I figured there would be more trees with those foxes,” the Bulwark-Classed Raider asked. 
 
    “No idea, but be ready for anything.”  The Elf continued to furiously sketch the room while the Scout investigated. 
 
    “I feel some sort of magical trap here,” the leather-clad Human said as he paused in his investigations, just inches away from activating the Rage-inducing Enchantment trap Tacca had set up in the room.   
 
    For the first time, the Elf finally looked up and concentrated on the room with a vague expression on her face.  After a moment, she went back to her sketching.  “It’s non-fatal, that’s all I can tell.  Trigger it so we have an idea what it’s supposed to do.  If it turns out to be too serious, I’ll dispel it; however, out of all of us, you have some of the highest resistances, so I doubt it will do much.” 
 
    I know that some Raider Classes can tell exactly what Enchantment-based traps will do, but I’m guessing this Elf isn’t one of them.  Still, this will give me an idea of how effective my traps will be on someone other than the newest of Raider recruits.   
 
    The Scout shrugged and stepped forward while the others prepared themselves for whatever would happen.  Tacca saw the trap trigger its explosive rage enchantment and saw the effect settle over the Raider; the leather-clad Human’s face abruptly changed to one that depicted a need for extreme violence, and he raised his daggers as if to strike…for all of a second, before his posture went back to normal. 
 
    “Wow…that was unusual.  It seems to be some sort of trap that induces anger and unfocused rage,” the Scout said to the others as he looked around for any other threats.  “I believe that someone with a lot less Mental Resistance than I have would be inclined to attack anything or anyone nearby.” 
 
    “Ooh, that’s devious.  With some of the lower-Leveled groups coming through here, there could definitely be some accidents.”  The Archer seemed inordinately excited by Tacca’s trap; she couldn’t tell if it was because the trap was something he had never encountered before, or if he took some sort of pleasure knowing that other Raiders might hurt themselves. 
 
    The Scout walked another step into the center of the room, which was when the half-dozen Frond Coyotes inside the room decided to make their appearance.  The green-striped creatures darted out from behind the fern fronds, attacking the unsuspecting Scout as a pack.  As unprepared as he was for them, the Raider saw the Coyotes and shouted a warning to the others before they could make it halfway to him.  The Hill Dwarf immediately charged forward, though he was going to be too late to arrive before the Scout was attacked; however, the Elemental Archer also squatted down and awkwardly fired his bow through the fronds, hitting two of Tacca’s creatures in rapid succession.   
 
    The Scout managed to dodge the initial encircled attack with a deft roll forward, coming to his feet as he stabbed with his daggers at one Coyote that quickly closed with him.  The remaining three slammed into the Scout and knocked him over, pouncing on the now-prone Human and biting at his armor in various places over his body.  A few deft strikes by his daggers slit the throats of two of the creatures on top of him, and the last of the pack, which was tearing at the leather protecting the Scout’s leg, was smacked by a heavy warhammer as Palter arrived to save him. 
 
    While her Coyotes didn’t actually do any physical injury to the Scout, other than from the fall itself, his leathers were slightly torn in various places.  If it hadn’t been as well-made as it obviously was, there probably would’ve been more damage. 
 
    “What were those?” Ferryl asked as he got up off the ground and looked at his armor in disappointment.  “I’m pretty sure those weren’t foxes – not even a different type of them.” 
 
    “No, those were very similar to coyotes; we used to have packs of them roaming around the village where I grew up, so I recognize them.  I’ve never seen any with that coloring, however,” the Healer-Classed Gnome said matter-of-factly.   
 
    The Elf was finishing up her sketch and description of the battle, having barely been paying attention to the fight – as short-lived as it was.  “This dungeon just keeps giving, doesn’t it?  In my experience, this is highly unusual in a dungeon this new, but not unheard of; having different monsters just adds to the variety.  However, with that in mind, please be careful – we don’t know what other surprises are in store here.” 
 
    Ferryl nodded, before venturing further into the room.  Though there weren’t any more traps, there were an additional 4 Frond Coyotes that attacked near the exit -- easily dispatched with help from the others, now that the Scout knew to look for them. 
 
    The same type of pattern of investigation occurred in the third room, with the trees and the Branch Jackals descending from the limbs of the trees.  The Fear-inducing Enchantment trap had a similar one-second effect on the Scout, causing him to momentarily turn away in fright – which was when her creatures attacked as a pack.  It was clear that the Raiders had been expecting Root Foxes, because they were looking down instead of elsewhere – which meant that the Healer-type managed to get scratched and bit a few times, as one landed on her unsuspectedly as it jumped down from above.  She wasn’t wounded too seriously, though, and ended up healing most of her injuries using her own abilities, though for some reason it wasn’t as effective as if she were to use it on someone else.   
 
    Which was how they discovered the healing properties of the trap awaiting in the fourth room: The Healer was paralyzed momentarily, as the healing enchantment took effect on the entire room when it was triggered.  “W-what?  Did the dungeon just heal me?  That’s…impossible, right?” 
 
    “Not impossible, though it’s nothing I’ve ever heard of before.  I’m eager to see more of this place.”  The Elf in charge seemed to be smiling, and so did everyone else.  To have been the first to see something unique was evidently something to be happy about, though Tacca didn’t really understand why.   
 
    The fifth room with the Forest Wolves was a bit more of the same, though in that room she had two Soil-covered Pit Traps that livened things up a little.  Since she didn’t remove these traps, like she did when the two new Hill Dwarf Raiders appeared initially, they were able to showcase their deadliness…except for the fact that this group of Raiders were too experienced to fall for something as mundane as a pit trap.  They deftly eliminated the 8 Forest Wolves inside the room, all while triggering the traps – but not falling inside.  Ferryl agilely threw himself out of the way of their collapsing soil-top covers, though the Raiders all agreed such traps could be deadly to less-powerful Raider groups, especially if they were corralled into them by the attacking Wolves.   
 
    “That makes four distinct types of monsters, though they all have a similar theme,” the Elf mumbled as she sketched and wrote out the description of the room.  “Highly unusual.”  That didn’t seem like a bad thing, though, because she was still smiling as she finished up.  In fact, the entire group was faintly smiling, though they definitely made sure that they kept up their vigilance in looking for additional threats. 
 
    There was nothing really exciting about the sixth room, because the Confusion-inducing trap inside the room barely affected the Scout, though it was fun to see how the entire group (except the spell-casting Elf, who watched and recorded the entire battle from the entrance) fought off the 10 Root Foxes, 6 Frond Coyotes, and 8 Branch Jackals attacking them from all corners of the room.   
 
    It was a slaughter, of course, but it was amazing to see how the Raiders worked so well together to fight off 6 times their number.  The Healer deftly used her rapier-sword to skewer one of Tacca’s creatures after another; Ferryl practically danced out of the way of biting Coyotes as he sliced them up in turn; Palter slammed his shield into a half-dozen creatures and smashed a few others with his warhammer; and the Elemental Archer seemed to be having the time of his life sending his arrows through the mouths or eyes of his targets – even when they were jumping through the air towards him. 
 
    There were still a few minor wounds and some slight tearing of cloth and leather armor, but overall there wasn’t much of a challenge for them.  It made sense, based on their strength, but it was good to see that they couldn’t just walk through without much difficulty at all.  Tacca also was doubly glad that she had removed quite a few of her defending creatures when the two Hill Dwarves had investigated her dungeon before, because they wouldn’t have survived this long. 
 
    Finally, the group arrived at the last room, her “Boss” room, which was much larger than the others.  “What…is…that?” the Elemental Archer asked as soon as they looked inside the room from the hallway. 
 
    It was probably the first time they had ever seen the massive Mastiff Dog, either in a dungeon or even outside of one.  From what she knew, it wasn’t a common Variant in the non-dungeon world, so their lack of familiarity didn’t surprise her.  There was currently one of the large creatures sitting in the middle of the room, looking straight at the entrance of the room as if daring them to come inside. 
 
    “No idea, but maybe it means this will be a bit of a challenge,” the Elf said, before she put her sketching tools away in her bag and pulled out a fancy-looking wooden staff with a glowing green gemstone wedged on top artistically.  As a team, they moved forwards into the room with Ferryl leading, cautiously looking for more traps even as he eyed the Mastiff in the middle – who wasn’t moving.   
 
    Unlike when the two Hill Dwarves had seen the Boss room, the creatures Tacca had inside the final space were hiding.  She had arrayed them previously as obviously as possible to discourage the two novice Raiders from entering the room at all, but there was no need for that now.  In fact, it wasn’t until Ferryl, out front of the others, was told to trigger the final trap that he discovered – a third of the way into the room – that they moved.  The Slow Speed-inducing Enchantment trap triggered and caught all the Raiders inside the room.  For all of a second – 2 seconds for the Healer – their movements were all slowed considerably, as if they were caught in some sort of dense jelly. 
 
    That was when the Mastiff in the middle of the room charged ahead, accompanied by 4 more from behind trees along the perimeter.  They were joined by 6 Branch Jackals jumping down from those trees, 6 Root Foxes emerging from their roots, 4 Frond Coyotes slinking out from the nearby ferns, and 4 Forest Wolves that raced out to accompany the others in a ferocious wave of Canine creatures. 
 
    The slowdown from the Enchantment caught the Raiders off-guard, but they recovered well enough.  When the creatures were halfway to their assembled group, arrows from the Elemental Archer zipped through the air to hit one, two, and then three of the Branch Jackals out of the air.  The spell-caster dropped the end of her staff and aimed it at two of the Wolves racing towards her.  Two large green orbs the size of the creatures’ heads smashed into them with a powerful impact, flinging them away so powerfully that they smashed into the far wall with bone-crunching force.   
 
    A few more arrows and green orbs flew out from the Raider group, killing another Wolf and half of the Foxes; but the others were able to close with their intended victims.  The remaining Jackals, Coyotes, Foxes, and singular Wolf were much faster than the lumbering hulk of the Mastiffs and arrived first, throwing themselves at the nearest targets, Ferryl and Palter, without much thought of strategy.  After fighting them a few times, however, the Raiders had a fairly good idea of how to defend against them.  Ferryl ducked under some jumping Foxes and slashed at them as they flew by, while taking the fight to the Coyotes by pouncing on them individually.  Palter waded into the group of Canines with his shield, bashing away at them, while swinging his warhammer at anything that got close enough.  A few of the Jackals managed to get by both of them and attacked the Healer Gnome, but she fought them off deftly with practiced swings of her rapier, stabbing into their unprotected faces and eyes when she had the chance. 
 
    That would’ve been it, except that the Mastiff Dogs arrived.  Two of them were killed by either elementally charged arrows or more green orbs flung out by the Elf before they arrived, but one of the remaining ones slammed into Ferryl as he was fighting another Coyote, knocking him 5 feet away to land awkwardly on his side.  He didn’t appear hurt from either the impact or the fall, but the remaining creatures took advantage of his current state and attacked the vulnerable Scout.  Luckily for him, before they could get more than a few bites and scratches on him, they were picked off by arrows that were methodically shot by the Elemental Archer. 
 
    The other two Mastiffs ran into Palter and his shield, who staggered back a few steps from the impact.  Instead of trying to bite him as they recovered from the Hill Dwarf wall they ran into, they instead decided that they would just hop onto the Raider and use their bulk to bury him underneath in an ungraceful-looking dogpile.  He wasn’t prepared for that and could only get his shield up to protect himself, which helped to keep himself upright – and covered by a few hundred pounds of dog flesh.   
 
    He started to push them away with his great strength, but there was no real need; the Elven spell-caster pointed at them with her staff and an enormous burst of sickly-green light erupted from the weapon.  The light shot across the space between them and hit the massive Dogs, barely knocking them both off of the beleaguered Palter.  That wasn’t the end of her spell, however, as the sickly-green light had another purpose: to eat away at the Mastiffs.  It was as if the light were some sort of fast-acting acid that started to rapidly dissolve the fur, skin, and bones of Tacca’s creatures, so that within 10 seconds, they disappeared on their own, leaving behind a reward. 
 
    Ah, so she’s an Organimancer.  I was wondering if she might be, based on the color of her robe and staff; that Acid Blast spell definitely confirmed it. 
 
    The cleanup of the remaining creatures was quite simple afterwards.  When they were all dead, the Raiders looked at each other in surprise, though with smiles on their faces.  “Wow, that was a lot more intense than I expected of a new dungeon,” Palter said. 
 
    The Elf was already back to sketching and recording the composition of the battle, though she looked up and said, “Exactly.  The first few rooms are going to be excellent for training new recruits, but only groups with a little more experience under their belts are going to be able to completely finish this last room.  That’s not necessarily a bad thing, though, because it means that this dungeon will be viable for quite a few Raider Levels, not just the first two or three.” 
 
    “How do you know this was the last room?” the Gnome asked while healing Palter and Ferryl of their minor wounds. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that treasure chest over there says it all,” the Elemental Archer responded, pointing towards the far wall where a small chest sat underneath some trees. 
 
    The Reward Tiers automatically came with a treasure chest option for use wherever it was needed; it cost a measly 10 DF to create, mainly because it was more of a “construct” rather than an actual container.  It was created entirely of Dungeon Force and was fused into her dungeon, which meant that it couldn’t be physically moved from where she placed it – but it could hold up to a certain quantity of rewards, depending upon Reward Tier.  At Reward Tier 1, it could hold up to 100 DF-worth of rewards; at Tier 2, which Tacca had unlocked, it could hold 200 DF.  At the moment, though, all that it contained was 10 silver coins which cost 100 DF – a fine-enough reward for a few hours’ work.  Plus, the creatures inside the room all dropped some copper coins and pieces of lower-Tier equipment, so it wasn’t half bad.  
 
    As they left, all smiles despite the few bloodstains and torn armor, Tacca couldn’t help but be relieved as they didn’t investigate any further than looking down the partially hidden tunnel to her Core Room.  Either they knew that all that was left was her Core Room and didn’t want to disturb her Core, or they didn’t want to push their luck and run into something they couldn’t handle.  Not that she had anything like that at the moment, but she was happy that she didn’t have to test that. 
 
    “See!  I think that was a very successful test of your dungeon; you even challenged them a little, which I honestly wasn’t expecting.  Hopefully, this means that many more will be coming here soon.”  Shale was excitedly fluttering around her Core Room, and she couldn’t help but be infected by his enthusiasm. 
 
    Absolutely!  However, there’s something that I was thinking about when they were leaving…. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    With the first “real” visitors gone from her dungeon, Tacca could finally let go of some of the tension she had been feeling the entire time they had been inside.  The Dungeon Core kept expecting something to go wrong, some element that she had overlooked wreaking havoc on her creatures and traps, or even something happening that might inadvertently kill one of the Raiders sent to investigate the newly opened dungeon.  She wasn’t opposed to that happening on a fundamental level, but it would be like killing one of her instructors back at DAPS when they came to check up on her work.  A good first impression was imperative to success, and killing one of her evaluators probably wouldn’t have gone over well. 
 
    As her creatures and traps automatically reset, starting with the ones in the Boss room and working their way up to the entrance (so that the next group of Raiders that came in would see the first room stocked with monsters and know that it was ready to be delved through), Tacca thought about something that always bothered her about the dungeon setups she had learned about in the past.   
 
    Shale, can you remember any dungeons that you’ve learned about that had any access points other than the main entrance? 
 
    “Huh?  What are you talking about?  I would think that would defeat the purpose of having a dungeon in the first place,” Shale replied, confused.  “And no, I haven’t heard anything like that.” 
 
    Well, when I was watching the group leave here, I realized that it seems like a waste of time, waiting for them to leave in order to start replenishing my dungeon creatures and traps.  I usually have enough DF regenerating every minute that I could nearly replace each creature and trap as soon as they leave the room on their way down – other than the Soil-covered Pit traps in room five, of course.  I may end up replacing them because they take so long to reset, at least until I can obtain another Trap Specialization. 
 
    “Yes…I can see that.  But then they would run into them on their way out, which is against regulations.  As unique and…different…as your situation is, I really don’t think you should do anything that drastic; it could cause some severe repercussions that could result in your destruction.” 
 
    I’m well aware of that.  However, what would happen if I were to add exits to each of the rooms leading up to the surface?  That way, as soon as they either finish all of the rooms, or decide they don’t want to push on anymore, they could take the exit and walk up a set of stairs until they are above ground.  Do you think that could work? 
 
    Shale was silent for a moment as he settled on the floor of her Core Room and tilted his head to the side in contemplation.  After nearly five minutes of complete silence and intensely focused thinking on his part, her Dungeon Assistant shrugged and said, “I don’t see any problem with that, and it doesn’t violate any rules or regulations that I can think of.  But how are you going to prevent people from abusing these exits and using them to enter?”   
 
    He had a good point.  If they could exit from there, what was to prevent a group of Raiders from entering and skipping all of the rooms to access something further down – like her Boss room, for example.  The point in having Raiders inside was to gain Core Improvement Points from their presence; if they could enter, kill everything in the Boss room quickly, and then leave…what was the point?  This problem was probably why none of the other dungeons that had ever existed had done anything like that, because it was difficult to devise a way to prevent those who would abuse the system from taking advantage of it; that, and for longer dungeons, if they had to navigate through the entire thing to get to the harder rooms – then that was just a bonus, in terms of time spent inside and consequently more CIPs. 
 
    It was a mystery and problem that needed to be solved, especially as she grew in Core Improvement Levels and was able to create harder sections.  She wanted to be viable as an easier dungeon, but also have the option for stronger Raiders to visit and get something from it.  Rather than expand right away and have even more ground to cover with their limited Dungeon Force and creature Control Limits, all Dungeon Cores that she knew of upgraded their initial rooms when they were able to, with harder creatures and deadlier traps.  They didn’t have the resources available to keep it and expand with other sections – at least for the first decade or two.   
 
    After that, they expanded downwards, while keeping what they had designed up to that point the same; as they made the dungeon harder initially, they would receive stronger Raider visitors, which in turn gave them more CIPs from their presence and potential deaths.  It didn’t make sense for them to stay open to beginning Raiders who weren’t worth as many Points.  For instance, if they were only able to have 3 groups inside of their dungeon during a day’s time – because of the lengthy process it usually took to restock everything – then they would much rather have 3 stronger groups worth 50 CIPs minimum a day than 1, 2, or 3 weaker groups only worth 5 CIPs for their time spent inside.  It was a little more complicated than that, of course, but that was the general idea.  It was only when they had the resources to expand, and to keep that minimum section open, that they would concern themselves with lengthier times the Raiders spent inside their dungeon. 
 
    At the moment, and for the foreseeable future (until she acquired enough Special Characteristic Points), the quality of each group of Raiders didn’t really matter – only quantity.  Unless they were super-powerful – which wasn’t likely to be the case – then the most she could expect to get from their presence in her dungeon was 1 CIP per hour, and probably only 5 CIPs for each Raider death.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvement Point Awards (95% Reduction) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Variable Conditions 
  
      	  Potential CIP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rooms Constructed 
  
      	  Size 
  
      	  1 – 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Traps Installed 
  
      	  Complexity 
  
      	  1 – 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Monsters Created 
  
      	  Levels 
  
      	  1 – 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rewards Placed 
  
      	  Valuation 
  
      	  1 – 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Presence 
  
      	  Time 
  
      	  1 – 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Deaths 
  
      	  Quality 
  
      	  5 – 500 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Therefore, when she looked at it that way, there was no point in trying to upgrade her original rooms when she had the resources, as it would then just take longer to replenish them after every Raider group was done.  Overall, there would be no real benefit for her.   
 
    Therefore, the ideal situation for her would be a way to get her dungeon full 24 hours a day without stoppages, which was why she wanted the separate exit; while one group was exiting through an isolated passageway, another group could be delving through her dungeon from the entrance.  Constant occupancy was ideal for her situation, and it was the only real way for her to increase her Core Improvement Level consistently; eventually, she would be able to get rid of the “95% reduction in her CIPs earned” Special Characteristic, but that could be years in the future.  Regardless, it was something she likely had a little time to work on, since it would probably be a few more days before any significant influxes of Raiders arrived to delve through her dungeon. 
 
    I don’t know exactly, but perhaps you can help me figure it out.  She explained her reasonings regarding her prospective CIPs to Shale, and he understood what she was saying, because it certainly did make sense in her situation.  
 
    “I think we can figure out something.  I have some ideas; whether or not they will work is another matter entirely,” he said with another shrug.  “By the way, how long do you have until your next Countdown is up?” 
 
    Pretty soon if I remember correctly.  Let me check. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Core Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Core Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement (CI) Level: 
  
      	  6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points (CIP):  
  
      	  0/800 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  65 in 4 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristic Points (SCP): 
  
      	  125 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Primary Assistant Bond: 
  
      	  Shale IronSchist 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force (DF): 
  
      	  880/1500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration: 
  
      	  18 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier: 
  
      	  2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit: 
  
      	  95/200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Options: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Carve Earth 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  5 DF per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Place Environmental Object 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Teleport 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  40 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dissolve Assistant Bond 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  1 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Create Creature 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Create Trap 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Access: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Creature(s): 
  
      	  Canine Family, Hill Dwarves 
  
     
 
      
      	  Variant(s): 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  Trap Specialization(s): 
  
      	  Enchantment 
  
     
 
      
      	  Environmental Access: 
  
      	  Forest 
  
     
 
      
      	  Permanent Assistant Sub-bond: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristics: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Access all Variants for available dungeon creatures 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures are reduced in Level (cannot be less than 1) 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points are reduced when earned 
  
      	  95% 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
     4 days.  Not nearly enough time. 
 
    She noticed that she received 2 CIPs from the time that the recent group had been in her dungeon, and that her creatures and traps were still being slowly replenished throughout her rooms.  She had dug out another 6 rooms underneath her Core Room for the future, which netted her another 6 CIPs from just after the two Hill Dwarves she had Bonded with had left – which was still an unusual experience and something she couldn’t really think about at the moment.  She had also replaced the creatures that she had taken out when those two had visited so as to not overwhelm them, which gave her another 40 Points.  That gave her a total of 65 CIPs of the required 800 that needed to be earned to advance to the next Core Improvement Level.  Unfortunately, now that she was open to the outside world and had been located, some of the methods that she had used before to increase her CIPs for the current time period weren’t quite viable anymore. 
 
    She couldn’t get rid of her current creatures and create some to add to her Points when the time came to bank those points, because she needed to be up and running at any time – Raiders didn’t really keep to a schedule, after all.  If all her creatures were missing and a group visited, then that would be Bad with a capital B.  She could probably eliminate them all once and then replace them with brand-new versions, but that would give her only another 40 CIPs from the ones that hadn’t been replaced in the current time period – which still put her nearly 700 points away.   
 
    There was no way she was going to risk trying to create 700 small traps again, as the last time she had done something like that it had cracked her Core badly.  That didn’t mean she couldn’t do at least half of that in traps and then bank the points, though.  She could easily make it up during the next month and achieve a full increase in her Level at that point. 
 
    “Don’t push it then; you have plenty of time to get stronger, and with your reduced countdown you can do it fairly quickly.  Instead of having to wait a year, you can do it every month.” 
 
    You’re right, of course.  I just have the urge to get as strong as possible, as quickly as I can, for some reason.  I know it isn’t something that is inherent in all Dungeon Cores, so this is probably just my normal Fairy personality rearing its head.   
 
    “It’s still strange to hear you say that, by the way,” Shale said, perceptibly shuddering for a moment.  “Now, shall we figure out these exits?” 
 
    Certainly.   
 
    Tacca got to work using her Dungeon Force to carve out a relatively large tunnel, which started near the right wall of the Boss Room and touched upon the walls of each room as it spiraled to the surface.  She didn’t create an opening up top, however, and wouldn’t until she had figured out a way to prevent access from above; what she did add was a set of relatively wide steps inside the tunnel, making the journey to the top relatively easy for anyone walking up the long staircase.  It was lit up with just as much light as the rest of the dungeon, so it was quite friendly-looking – or at least that was her perception of it.   
 
    “Ok, I think I’ve got it; it’ll take a bit of experimentation to get it right – if you can even do it, that is.  This is certainly not the way it is supposed to be used, so whether or not it can be done, well…” Shale shrugged helplessly, before he told her his plan. 
 
    Huh.  Never thought about that, but I don’t see why it shouldn’t work.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Rotating Stone Bridge 
    
  The Rotating Stone Bridge can be inserted in any section of the dungeon, though there must be enough room for it to perform at least a 20% rotation.  The rotation on the Stone Bridge is triggered by an adjustable amount of weight applied to a single end; this trap can float freely in the air if so desired, and it need not be connected to any other section in particular.  All traps can be disabled with high-enough Disarm Trap skills. 
    
  Cost: 400 DF  
  Replacement Cost: 200 DF 
  Creation Time: 30 Minutes 
  Disarm Trap Resistance: 2 
  Activation Weight: 2 lbs. 
  Trigger Proximity: 0 
  Strength: 0.5 
  Duration: N/A 
  Resistance Category: Physical 
  Special Effects: If rotation is less than 30%, the Rotating Stone Bridge will reset to its original position automatically after 30 seconds 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Normally, the Rotating Stone Bridge was meant for use in elevated sections of a dungeon that wanted to have some sort of puzzle or acrobatic portion in their designs.  The trap could be adjusted so that a certain weight – such as 2 Raiders instead of just 1 – would trigger it, dumping whoever was on it down into whatever was below, which tended to be some sort of pit or just bare floor.  It was a staple of many dungeons that wanted to have something that wasn’t inherently dangerous, but could lead to death if a Raider messed up jumps from one Bridge to another, or chose the wrong one that rotated under anything that touched it.  Not only that, but they could also be adjusted so that if one of their creatures passed over it, their weight wouldn’t trigger it, but if a Raider and the creature were on the same bridge, it would rotate and dump them both…somewhere. 
 
    Shale’s idea was to place it vertically, however – right where the entrance to the tunnel leading out would be.  If Tacca positioned it correctly, the idea was that a Raider could easily push it open with a firm shove, causing the “wall” (which was the Stone Bridge) to rotate approximately 25% so that it inserted its bottom portion inside of the tunnel, stopping when it came in contact with the ceiling of said passageway.  The group would then have 30 seconds to exit, before the trap would automatically reset itself and close up access to the room.  Granted, if someone were too slow, they could just open it again from inside the room, so it wasn’t like they would be trapped. 
 
    In theory, this seemed perfect; in reality, getting everything to line up with the right size of Rotating Stone Bridge and seamlessly incorporating it into the wall was difficult and required a lot of time, experimentation, and Dungeon Force when she had to try again and again.  Fortunately, Shale’s idea to have the trap placed vertically instead of horizontally worked without a hitch.  It was just the finer adjustments that needed some help.  In order to test it out each time, she had one of her Root Foxes jump into it feet-first, which was plenty of force to activate the 2-lb Activation Weight of the trap.  Finally, 14 hours after she had started making the exit staircase tunnels in the first place, she succeeded in creating her first exit door inside of the Boss room.  To test out whether it could be opened from the other side, Shale volunteered to watch a Mastiff try to ram it open from the staircase side, and then tried to do the same himself by sticking his relatively tiny fingers under the small gap that separated the trap and the floor of her dungeon and pulling.  The Bridge was a foot thick and without something touching the inner surface and pushing, it wasn’t going to budge.  Trying to destroy it with a weapon might eventually work – because almost anything could be technically destroyed if enough force were applied to it – but hopefully someone wouldn’t try that.  The stone itself was also immune to spell damage; while it was a trap that could technically be disarmed, it just made the bridge inert and wouldn’t move from either side, in that case. 
 
    When she was done and happy with it, she altered the face of the Rotating Stone Bridge so that there was a carved pictogram of some stairs leading upwards on it; no words, unfortunately, even though she wanted to carve “EXIT” into it – because that could definitely be construed as communication, which was against the rules.  Shale wavered between approval and disapproval, but after staring at it for a few minutes and looking at it from different directions, he just shrugged and said it would be acceptable. 
 
    Not that Tacca needed his approval, but she didn’t want to have to fight with him over it. 
 
    After that, another few hours went by as she added additional exit traps to each of the other rooms except the first, as that already had an exit: the entrance itself.  When that was done, she noticed that she acquired a whole 6 CIPs from placing the traps, which brought her a tiny bit closer to her goal.  There wasn’t much time for anything else, however, because dawn was breaking over the horizon outside – and there was already a group outside climbing up to her dungeon. 
 
    Ready for some more visitors? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The first few days of her dungeon being “open” were relatively slow in comparison to how Tacca hoped it would be, but overall it wasn’t too bad.  The first day after it was evaluated saw two groups appear at her dungeon, one in the morning and another in the afternoon.  Both Raider parties were filled with teams that were probably a bit over-Leveled for her defenses, but they didn’t seem to care overly much that they didn’t benefit from it other than obtaining the rewards left behind by the killed creatures.  From the conversations that she overheard as they delved through her dungeon, they just happened to be nearby when word spread that there was something new to check out. 
 
    Basically, she was an unusual novelty in the sphere of dungeons around the world, so they wanted to say that they had been one of the first to see it. 
 
      That was fine with Tacca, of course, because all told she received 3 CIPs from their presence.  What perturbed her, though, was the fact that neither group investigated her exit staircases, nor even seemed to know they were there.  She couldn’t blame them too much, because they were seamlessly incorporated into the walls, so they were easy to overlook; that, and the exit on the surface wasn’t exactly obvious, as she had placed it about 50 feet away, around an outcropping and out of view of the entrance. 
 
    The two groups also seemed to know exactly where everything in her dungeon was, down to where the creatures would emerge from their hiding places to attack.  The traps were – for the most part – bypassed or disarmed, including the Soil-covered Pit Traps; this was beneficial in a way, because it meant that she didn’t have to pay to reset them afterwards, but it also meant that there was virtually no possibility that anyone would die from an unexpected surprise trap.   
 
    “Ah, that would explain it.  See those parchments?” Shale asked, after watching the second group make their way through without any trouble.  Tacca could tell that he was talking about the bundle of parchments that one of the Raiders seemed to be carrying; every once in a while, he would pull it out and glance at it so quickly that Tacca couldn’t get a good look at it before it was rolled up again. 
 
    Yes, I see them; are those maps of my dungeon already? 
 
    “As far as I can tell, they are.  From what I remember of my Mentoring, Raider groups would be able to purchase these maps from their Clans, making their delve through the dungeon much safer for them.  My guess is that the investigation team from yesterday has already made copies and is selling them; since the exit staircases weren’t there before, they weren’t recorded – so no one knows to look for them.” 
 
    Shale was right; since they weren’t there before, there was no reason for these groups of Raiders to look for them now.  Regardless, Tacca was sure that eventually they would be discovered – perhaps by a team that didn’t have a map to her dungeon. 
 
    The next few days saw very similar results, with one or two groups of higher-Leveled Raiders coming to visit the dungeon, delve through without any issues, and then leave with their rewards.  One thing that they all had in common was their pleasure of seeing multiple species of creatures being utilized, as crazy as that sounded to Tacca, as most of them were used to only 1 or 2 different types of “monsters” inside of a dungeon.  The variety and uniqueness was obviously a welcome addition and challenge, which as she had learned at DAPS was one of the keys to understanding how Raiders tended to think. 
 
    Her month came and went without increasing her Core Improvement Level as she had predicted, though she did manage to bank 500 CIPs from what she had acquired from Raider visitations, her re-creation of her creatures, and an additional 382 temporary traps in her empty rooms below her Core Room.  She found that she could easily create that many without her Core feeling too strained, though the closer she got to 400 she could sense a threshold she didn’t want to cross; with what she had already set up in her dungeon as far as traps went, that sort of made sense. 
 
    As she eliminated those additional traps afterwards, she felt the tension on her Core ease significantly.  While she knew that as she grew stronger and increased her Core Improvement Level she would be able to handle more traps being in her dungeon – especially when she grew large enough to have hundreds of different rooms – right now her Core couldn’t physically handle that many for long.  Nevertheless, it wasn’t something she had to worry about too much, since that kind of thing was a long way off. 
 
    Even better than the CIPs she banked – at least in her biased opinion as a former Dungeon Fairy – was that she earned more than enough Experience to increase her Dungeon Assistant Rank. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations, Tacca GloomLily! 
  
You have reached Assistant Rank: Adept 
  You have reached Assistant Stage: 1 
  Current Experience Countdown: 471/1000 in 365 days 
  Maximum Fairy Mana: +100 
  Fairy Mana Regeneration: +4 per minute 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Assistant Information 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Rank: 
  
      	  Adept 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Stage:  
  
      	  1/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 
  
      	  471/1000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  0 in 365 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana (FM): 
  
      	  350/350 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana Regeneration: 
  
      	  15 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bond 
  
      	  Instant – Multiple 
  
      	  50+ FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Translocation 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  1000 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Information Meld 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Electrified Pacification 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  250 FM per minute  
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Aura 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  20 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hibernate 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Invisibility 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  3 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Repellant Shield 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  2 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Yes!  Finally, an ability that can help defend myself.  Not only had she increased to an Adept Rank, Stage 1 Dungeon Assistant, but she also received 2 new Abilities!  The first one that she concentrated on was the Electrified Pacification Ability, which allowed her to keep a sustained field of what closely resembled lightning around her form and would render almost anyone immobile while they were hit by it.  It also did some damage to them while they were caught in the field, but only if they were a low-Level Raider; anything more powerful – unless they had some very hefty Resistances – would still be caught and immobilized, at least.  It was the first Ability she had that could actually deal damage, even if it cost a bit of Fairy Mana to sustain the field. 
 
    The second Ability was something she had never heard of before, and when she concentrated on it she found out why. 
 
    Hey, Shale – I want to try something with you. 
 
    “Ok, what are you planning on—”  
 
    He didn’t get a chance to finish, as Tacca had already activated the Assistant Information Meld.  At first, nothing happened; it wasn’t until she pulled up her Dungeon Core Status that Shale reared back in surprise. 
 
    “Whoa!  How did you do that?” he asked vacantly, his eyes staring at the Status she just shared with him.  She proceeded to tell about the increase in her Dungeon Assistant Rank and her two new Abilities, one of which allowed her to share any informational screens with him that she could pull up – including her own Dungeon Assistant Information.  Not only that, but he could share his own Information with her; she was able to see his Dungeon Assistant status, which looked very promising.  While he still had over 8 months to go until his countdown ended, his current Experience Pending was at 948 – meaning that he would increase quite a few Stages and potentially a full Rank when the time came.  He didn’t suffer from the same debilitating 95% reduction in CIPs/Experience as she did, luckily; since her Assistant form was tied to her Core so fundamentally, the Experience that she earned was exactly the same. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Assistant Information 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Name: 
  
      	  Shale IronSchist 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Rank: 
  
      	  Novice 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Stage:  
  
      	  1/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 
  
      	  0/100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  948 in 253 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana (FM): 
  
      	  100/100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana Regeneration: 
  
      	  5 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Bond 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  50 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Translocation 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  70 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hibernate 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Invisibility 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  3 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Repellant Shield 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  2 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    That also reminded her that now that she was Adept-Ranked, it was now going to take a full year to acquire more experience for her own Dungeon Assistant Ranking; fortunately, according to her information she still had until Core Improvement Level 19 before that countdown extended from only a month to a year. 
 
    Another week went by with very little change in the routine otherwise, though Tacca spent her available Dungeon Force on expanding her collection of rooms progressing past her current Core Room.  By the end of the week, there were now 24 additional rooms that she had constructed in various sizes, connected by a meandering tunnel system that reached an additional 400 feet beneath her Core Room.  Fortunately, she was in the middle of a mountain range and therefore had a lot of room to spread out and dig down, so she could easily imagine having those hundreds (or even thousands) of rooms she was thinking about earlier. 
 
    Tacca also ended up adding an additional staircase tunnel (and their Rotating Stone Bridge traps) to the outside of those rooms as well because she had the time and available DF, though she didn’t quite connect it to the previous exit tunnel quite yet.  It was something that would be useful in the future to have, she knew, and figured she might as well construct it now rather than have to use precious Force later on. 
 
    A week into her new month, however, the “normal” visitations of Raider groups changed.  She began to get worried when no one showed up one morning, nor did she see anyone for the rest of the day.  What’s going on?  Why hasn’t anyone come today? 
 
    The sun was starting to set outside of her dungeon, so she knew it was unlikely that anyone would be coming at that point.  Raiders tended to like being able to see their way into and out of her dungeon, and while some few of them could see in the dark like a Dungeon Fairy, from what she had learned they preferred to stick to daytime hours.   
 
    “I don’t know.  It seems as though the Raiders were enjoying your dungeon, so I can’t see a reason for their absence,” Shale said, scratching his head in confusion from her Core Room.  “Do you want me to go take a look?” 
 
    If you don’t mind, that would be excellent.  I’m starting to get worried that I’ve done something to raise their ire and that they are calling up some sort of execution group to destroy me.  As he was leaving, she didn’t forget to mention, Stay safe, though – and be careful! 
 
    Instead of flying all the way out of her dungeon, Shale instead used his Translocation ability to disappear near her Core and appear…somewhere…outside.  She could only see what was outside of her dungeon entrance – which was a nice view of the nearby mountainside, but not much else.  She waited for a few minutes before she heard Shale’s voice in her mind. 
 
    “Ok, so I think I figured out what the hold-up is.” 
 
    What is it? she asked in a panic.  She couldn’t tell from his tone if it were something bad or not.  Should I be worried? 
 
    “Uh…no, not really.  Unless being extremely popular is worrisome to you?”  Now Tacca could hear some amusement in his mental voice. 
 
    She felt more relief at his words, glad that it wasn’t something to be concerned about.  Not particularly.  Tell me what you see. 
 
    “Well, you might not believe this, but…” 
 
    Tacca listened to him describe what he saw, and he was right – she barely believed him.  If that’s true, then this is even better than I thought. 
 
      
 
    *         *         * 
 
      
 
    Sterge collapsed on his bed as the darkness of the night fell over The Village, his physical exhaustion almost more than he could handle.  He could only imagine how the other villagers were coping with the extreme labor they were putting out each and every day; he at least got a small boost in his strength and general endurance from his status as a Level 2 Raider.  He had to admit that it didn’t really feel like it made much difference, especially over the last week and a half of constant construction, hauling of materials, and with the incessant “dealing with people” who needed his input or acceptance of something.   
 
    Fortunately, he was able to pass off most of those social requirements to Gwenda, who was happy enough to get away from the physical work for a little bit to deftly handle those situations.  Of course, that just meant that he wasn’t taking a break, but he preferred hard labor over talking with people – especially the entitled attitudes of some of the Raiders who had arrived. 
 
    The flow of large numbers of Raiders had begun a few days ago, which was approximately when they had expected it – being a week or so after the two Hill Dwarves had reported its location.  It was one of the reasons Sterge and the other villagers had been working so hard for such long hours, so that they could finish accommodations for everyone.  After getting the initial Inn set up, which was frequented by various Raider groups that arrived for a day or two to try out the dungeon he and Gwenda had found, they had begun creating a second, and then a third Inn right next door to each other.  Some of the other villagers thought that was too many and would be wasted, but the Delver Clan’s representative, Jesper, seemed to think that even three Inns weren’t going to be quite enough.   
 
    “After hearing the initial investigation report, which I can nearly guarantee has been spread far and wide by this point, you’re not going to have a few dozen Raiders arriving, or even a few hundred – think thousands,” he had told Sterge and Gwenda one night.  “At any time, there are tens of thousands of Clan members in the Level range that would benefit from this dungeon, with more enlisting all the time.  Now, not all of them are going to journey this far south, but I can easily picture the lower half of Abenlure streaming down here for the chance to run through a dungeon that they don’t have to pay through the nose to delve through.  Hiring Clan members to help you survive in more-dangerous dungeons is expensive, though it certainly does work – and it works quickly.  However, other than the members of the Ministry of Merchants and some other well-off members of society, very few people can afford that kind of assistance.” 
 
    He’d heard of the Ministry before, but they were so far above his station that he never thought he’d see one of the merchant leaders.  They were reportedly so powerful and rich that it would take thousands of lifetimes of farming without spending any money to equal what they had available to spend, so they were almost mythical in that respect.  It was hard to imagine having that kind of wealth, so to Sterge it was almost like they were a made-up fantasy.   
 
    Speaking of merchants, a few days ago a traveling peddler named Atero wandered by.  This, in and of itself, was a first for The Village.  Surprisingly, he offered to run a Delving Supply Store after he heard about the dungeon being found nearby.  Sterge knew nothing about running a store like that, though some of the others negotiated with the down-on-his luck merchant to run a place once they built it.  The peddler jumped at the chance, even for a small percentage of the profits from it, because he seemed desperate enough to do just about anything other than wandering around and trying to sell whatever he could.   
 
    They started building the Store just as soon as the third Inn was completed, and since it didn’t take nearly as long as the larger hospitality structures, they were free to construct yet another Inn afterwards.  After seeing the few groups of Raiders already visiting temporarily, most of the villagers could see the potential for it; those who still didn’t agree went along with it anyway, because they could always tear it down later if the need for supplies arose and they were forced to build something entirely different. 
 
    Everything was going well, until just that morning.  Actually, that sounded ominous even to his own thoughts; something happened, but it wasn’t something necessarily bad – just unexpected.  Jesper had significantly underestimated how many Raiders would be looking for a new place to increase their Raider Level and look for loot.  
 
    They arrived in waves of dozens at a time, starting just after dawn, and by mid-morning even the partially finished fifth Inn was full to capacity with Raiders looking to visit the dungeon.  Those who came afterwards had to camp outside, some individuals or groups with tents, but most just sleeping on the packs they brought with them.  The flood of people was overwhelming, and Sterge worked until the sun went down, finishing the Inn so that there would be more space for the incoming horde.  There were still a few things that needed to be done in the morning to complete the job, but for now it was acceptable.   
 
    All he knew was that they were going to have to build even more places for them to stay, mainly because they couldn’t have all those people lying around and causing trouble.  A few fences around the nearby farms were already damaged from the sheer number of Raiders tromping through, though luckily their crops were undamaged.  They were going to need them, too, because they now had a lot of mouths to feed; not for free, of course, which meant that they were going to make some money from their visitors.  He was leaving all of that to Gwenda and the more knowledgeable villagers, though.  He had his own job to do, which was inexplicably a position in charge of their construction crew. 
 
    He’d rather have that than be in Jesper’s fancy boots, however, because the order the Clan representative gave out earlier in the day that there wouldn’t be any delving until the next morning certainly wasn’t met with any happy responses.  To back that up, the original group of Raiders that had investigated the dungeon was there to back him up and restore order, which was a literal lifesaver because the entire area nearly turned into a gigantic brawl.  Unbeknownst to Sterge, Jesper had already recorded the order of arrival of everyone in or around The Village, and he was placing time slots for them to delve on a first-come, first-delved basis.  He was glad to see that there wasn’t any favoritism going on, which helped to dispel most of the complaints – but not all.   
 
    Oh well, not my problem.  I just need to build more structures for them and stay out of their way; from what I heard from Gwenda already, the money is already steadily pouring in from those staying or eating at the Inns.  “Before too long, we’ll have broken even with what we put into everything, and then we can finally relax.”  
 
    Relax?  Sterge snorted into his scratchy pillow as he drifted off to sleep.  For some reason, I find that highly unlikely…. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The dawn arrived with a group of 5 disheveled and poorly equipped Human males, who walked up to the entrance of her dungeon appearing thoroughly weary from a sleepless night.  Or they could possibly be intoxicated.   
 
    “Actually, I think they might be both.” 
 
    Regardless of whether or not Shale was correct, she was pretty sure it was a bad idea to try to delve through a dungeon in either of those states.  Then again, it wouldn’t be her dying if they messed up going against her defenses, so she wasn’t too disappointed at their presence.  They all appeared to be some sort of melee-Class of Raider, and all of them wore nearly identical ragged leather armor and held an iron sword in their hands quite inexpertly.  In all, they looked like larger copies of the Hill Dwarf who had first come to her dungeon nearly 2 weeks ago – except much less prepared, if that were even possible. 
 
    “Why, pray tell, did we have to get up so darn early?” she heard one of them complain as he held his head.  It was hard to tell them apart, because they all dressed exactly the same, had greasy-looking hair and unkempt beards covering their faces – where dirt wasn’t covering the skin, of course.  Tacca was suddenly glad that she couldn’t smell because she was overwhelmingly certain that they all stank horribly from their unwashed bodies and the still-wet stains of spilled alcohol dotting their leather chestpieces.   
 
    “For the same reason we came to that stupid village before everyone else did,” said one of the others, who appeared slightly less tired and intoxicated.  “We needed to be first so that the other groups wouldn’t steal all of the loot for themselves and then there would be nothing left for us!” 
 
    “Uh…*hic*…I don’t think it works that—” 
 
    “Shut up!  We’re here already, and despite the early hour, we have no other choice.  That red-clothed fool said that we have to go now, or else we’ll be put at the end of the list.”  The leader pointed at the others one at a time, as if to make a point.  “And I will not wait another month or two to have our turn at this place.” 
 
    The wait to get in here is already a month…or two?  The thought of that was incredible to Tacca, but then again those in charge didn’t know about the exit stairs she had put inside nearly every room.  By utilizing those consistently, they could significantly speed up the process of getting more groups to run through her dungeon. 
 
    “Fine…*hic*…whatever.  Let’s just get this over with because I, for one, didn’t get any sleep last night.” 
 
    “Neither did any of us, you dimwit.  This shouldn’t be too hard, though; this dungeon is supposed to be brand-new, so it should be extremely easy.”  The leader staggered inside of the first room with his sword held out in front of him, and Tacca kept expecting him to trip and impale himself every other moment.  The others followed him inside, though the one who had complained earlier appeared to be a bit more cautious than the others. 
 
    “I still think…*hic*…we should’ve tried to buy a map to this place.” 
 
    The leader of the group waved his hand in the air as if to say…something.  Tacca wasn’t quite sure, because almost all of their mannerisms were a bit off from what she had learned and experienced herself; she’d never seen an intoxicated Human before, after all.  “What?  And pay 5 silver for a stupid piece of paper?  We don’t need it.  These swords are all we need, am I right?”  He turned towards the others and thrust his sword up high to emphasize his point, and the others enthusiastically copied him, screaming out their defiance.  Where that defiance was directed, the watching Dungeon Core didn’t know – but it sure wasn’t at the two Root Foxes who had emerged from the trees flanking the entrance and were racing for the assembled group of intoxicated Raiders. 
 
    Despite showing poor judgement and disregard for proper preparation, Tacca couldn’t fault them for their courage.  After two of them staggered enough to fall flat on their faces after being hit from behind by jumping Root Foxes, the others reacted with a ferocity that nearly ended up with them hurting each other; swinging their swords with absolutely no skill, they managed to tear the two creatures apart – and nearly slit the throat of one of their own in the process.  It was only an unlucky (or perhaps she could say lucky?) trip over his own feet that caused the Raider who nearly had his head removed to topple backwards, narrowly avoiding the slice of an errant sword swipe. 
 
    None of them seemed to care, however, nor even really noticed; instead, they congratulated themselves when the two creatures were slain and gathered up the two copper coins that were left behind as a reward.  “See?  This is going to be so easy!” 
 
    It seemed as though she underestimated the Raider group and their fearless leader; his assumptions seemed to be entirely correct for a little while after that.  They practically slaughtered the other Foxes inside the first room with wild abandon, earning a scratch or two on their arms that they completely ignored.  Either they were brave and didn’t want to let a little wound slow them down, or… 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think they can feel their injuries right now,” Shale said, after watching the group progress from a very safe distance.   
 
    That seemed to be the case in the next room with the Frond Coyotes, where another side effect of their intoxication made itself known.  The Rage-inducing Enchantment trap had no real visible effect on the group, probably because their minds were already enraged and on a murderous killing spree.  It was entirely possible that it did actually make them rage even harder than they already were, and the only thing that prevented them from killing each other were the fern fronds blocking their view of their comrades, and they just swung blindly at everything around them – which included the creatures set to try to kill them. 
 
    “I think that’s the definition of dumb luck if I’ve ever seen it,” Shale said reflexively, before he thought about what he said and tried to backtrack.  “Wait, I didn’t mean—” 
 
    No, you could be right.  My misfortunes with luck could be contributing to this.  However, we’ve seen it go both ways; remember how those first two “accidentally” fell into my Boss room and nearly died? 
 
    “Yes…but was that actually good or bad luck for them?” Shale asked slowly as the Raiders rushed maniacally down the tunnel to the third room with the Branch Jackals.  “I mean, look what they gained from it afterwards.” 
 
    She knew he was talking about the Power Boost and Dungeon Sight special abilities they had gained as a result of the Bond that saved them.  However, she had also gained something from it, and it had been her decision to save them when it came down to it.  Whether that meant that the more important instances of luck inside of her dungeon were variable dependent upon her own actions, Tacca didn’t know, but it was certainly something to consider. 
 
    Whatever luck they had going for them held through the third room, as they somehow scattered away from each other when the Fear-inducing Enchantment trap was triggered – which definitely did affect them this time.  Instead of striking out fearfully at each other, they were all separated enough that their frantic sword-swinging managed to smack into and slice up the Branch Jackals as they descended from the tree branches above them.  It was a wild and crazy maelstrom of fearful yells and swinging of weapons that just barely missed hitting their friends so many times that Tacca lost count.  
 
    When the fear left them as the trap ended, the Raiders just stopped and looked at each other in shock.  “What…was that?  Were you just screaming like a little girl?” one of them asked of another, whom the Core could now recognize as the leader. 
 
    “Uhhhh…no!  Of course not—let’s get moving!” he responded, changing the subject abruptly – probably because he really was screaming like a little girl the entire time.  “These monsters aren’t going to kill themselves!”  He raced ahead down the tunnel to the fourth room, which was the one that would paralyze them while they were healed.  Amazingly, the leader of the intoxicated Raiders and two others weren’t hurt in the slightest and ran through the room to the next without anything stopping them.   
 
    However, the two of them who were bringing up the rear were actually still bleeding from a couple of shallow wounds.  The wounds were nothing particularly serious, and they probably didn’t even feel them, but it was enough for them to freeze up while the trap did its work.  They couldn’t call out while it was happening, of course – because they were entirely paralyzed – so those in the lead had no idea they were two short. 
 
    That seemingly beneficial trap, where they could be healed of all of their physical injuries, turned out to be their undoing: their “luck” had turned just that quickly. 
 
    The leader and the other two with him raced into the fifth room and were instantly surrounded by a half-dozen Forest Wolves.  It didn’t take long for them to discover that the creatures weren’t as much of a pushover as the ones in the previous rooms, as the Wolves were in their element: outnumbering their prey 2-to-1.  If the other two Raiders hadn’t been delayed due to their healing, then they probably wouldn’t have had any issues; as it was, the leader was immediately overwhelmed by 3 Wolves as they surged forward at the same time, clamping down on his left arm and right leg with powerful jaws.  The Raider managed to strike down at the third with his sword, though his aim was thrown off when he was impacted by the other creatures on him.  Instead of slicing through the neck of the Forest Wolf, all he ended up doing was carving the fur and flesh off of its right shoulder. 
 
    As the hollow crack of a broken arm bone echoed through the room, 2 other Wolves went after another Raider, while a solitary creature cautiously went up against the last.  Instead of going for an all-out attack like they had been doing, they hesitated when they saw their leader in trouble – which was all the opening that Tacca’s Wolves needed.  They growled and padded forward quickly, herding the 2 other Raiders away from the scene of ripping, tearing, dragging, and breaking of more bones as the lead Human was disarmed with a bone-crunching bite to his right wrist. 
 
    “Help!  Kill—” the leader shouted out between his screams, before he was knocked flat on his back and a Wolf clamped down on his throat.  As his throat was literally torn out in a fountain of blood, Tacca was slightly revolted…but she also saw that she earned 5 CIPs from his death.  It was good for her – and not so much for the Raider. 
 
    The two others seemed to sober up a little after witnessing their friend being viciously killed, and they backed up together and watched each other’s backs.  One of the Wolves tried to bite the Raider on the left and managed to get itself impaled and killed by a hastily shifted sword, so things were starting to look up – until the 3 creatures that had finished off the leader joined in on the hunt.   
 
    “Luckily”, the two Raiders who had been healing were released from their paralyzed state and surged forward in slight confusion.  They reached the next room just as the remaining 5 Forest Wolves attacked the 2 Raiders already there; a wild swing by a sword managed to slice through the throat of one of the Wolves as they attacked, but the others managed to push the 2 Humans back – and right into the Soil-covered Pit Trap behind them.  They landed heavily on the spikes below and were out of the fight and reach of the creatures, though there were still more Raiders for them to attack, fortunately. 
 
    “I’m getting out of here!” shouted one of the Raiders, whom Tacca thought she recognized as the one who had been overly cautious at first.  His fellow Human agreed and ran with him – but it was too late already. 
 
    Her creatures weren’t confined to a single room once they were “activated”; they would stay there until an intruder ventured into their territory, but there was nothing preventing them from chasing down their prey.  Just like what had happened to the 2 Hill Dwarves who accidentally triggered the attack in her Boss room, the Forest Wolves raced down the tunnel after the retreating Raiders, not intending to let them go.  Even if she had wanted to stop them – which she didn’t – for some reason she was again helpless to stop them from fulfilling their original instructions to defend the dungeon.  She was more than confident that they wouldn’t chase the Raiders out through the entrance, as they were instructed to defend the dungeon, not to hunt down anything outside of it. 
 
    Granted, Tacca didn’t get a chance to test that confidence, because the Raiders didn’t make it that far; in fact, they never made it out of the fourth room.  “NO!!!” screamed the overly cautious Raider, as he watched his friend tackled from behind by 3 Wolves into the wildflowers encompassing the healing area.  Tacca was glad that the Healing Paralysis Enchantment Trap had deactivated after it was done healing them just moments ago; not that she didn’t want them to heal, but because being ripped apart by Forest Wolves while paralyzed and healing the wounds at the same time would be unnecessarily torturous.   
 
    Distracted by his friend’s demise, the last Raider took a wrong turn and was cut off from heading into the third dungeon room.  As a consequence, he was trapped against the opposite wall with two very dangerous creatures stalking up to him.  “Stay back!  I just want to leave!”   
 
    His genuine plea – and the noticeable wetness running out from the bottom of one of the Raider’s pant legs – made Tacca want to pull her creatures back so that he could exit, but her figurative hands were still tied.  She could absorb the Wolves, of course, but that would take a few minutes…which the Human certainly didn’t have. 
 
    As he backed up against the wall, waving his sword around at the approaching creatures – who were soon joined by the other 3 when they were finished with their victim – with increased desperation, Tacca noticed that the wall he was trapped against was (as luck would have it) where the Rotating Stone Bridge leading out was located.  When the Wolves suddenly streamed forward as one to finish the Raider off, he jumped backwards in surprise and slammed against the wall.  As she had designed it to do, the wall rotated rapidly backwards and up against the ceiling of the short tunnel leading to the exit staircase, causing the Raider to unexpectedly fall to “safety”. 
 
    The safety of the exit tunnel turned out to be true, because the 5 Forest Wolves stopped their advance at the threshold leading to the exit tunnel, letting the Raider scramble further into the passageway in relief and confusion. 
 
    Wow; I didn’t expect that, but I guess it makes sense. 
 
    Shale seemed almost as confused as the Raider did.  “Why did they stop?  That tunnel is technically part of your dungeon, is it not?”  
 
    Yes, that is true; however, it’s also a trap. 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    Tacca thought about it for a moment while she watched the Raider get to his feet while keeping his sword pointed in the direction of the creatures still growling in his direction.  Well, my creatures won’t trigger my Enchantment traps if passing through their activation range, but physical traps can be activated if the requirement is met.  We’ve already seen that when I was testing these traps out, of course, but without direct orders they won’t venture into an activated trap.  Just like they wouldn’t just leap into one of my Pit traps, they won’t cross the threshold of this Rotating Bridge trap.   
 
    It wasn’t something that she had been planning on being the case, but now that the quirk made itself known, Tacca thought it was probably a good thing.  She didn’t need her creatures chasing fleeing Raiders up the staircase of the exit tunnel, after all. 
 
    After 30 seconds of a tense stare-off between the frightened Raider and the 5 Forest Wolves, the trap quickly closed and effectively sealed off the exit tunnel from the rest of her dungeon.  The Raider exhaled loudly and dropped his tense shoulders in relief as he finally looked around his whereabouts.   
 
    “What is this place?  Is this a secret entrance or something?”  Nothing answered him, of course, nor did he seem to expect any response.  He ventured onto the staircase and looked both up and down, where they curved out of sight.  “I guess up would probably be the smartest idea; the sooner I can get out of here, the better.”  Tacca couldn’t help but think that the smartest idea would’ve been to not come to her dungeon tired and intoxicated, but she guessed it worked in her favor on that one. 
 
    It took about 15 minutes of walking up the stairs until he reached the surface, mainly because he was taking his time and being as cautious, if not more so, as he should’ve been the entire time inside of the dungeon.  As he emerged from the exit – which was hidden around the corner from the actual entrance – she lost sight of him as he quickly ran away, shouting, “I’m alive!  I’m alive!” 
 
    Meanwhile, down in her fourth dungeon room, her creatures immediately ventured back into the fifth room when the Raider was completely out of sight; they calmly took their normal places where they would wait to ambush the next group to enter.  However, Tacca noticed that one of the Forest Wolves was still injured and bleeding from the initial attack on the Raider leader.  Since Shale didn’t have access to the Healing Aura ability yet, Tacca transported her Core into the room and started to heal it.  She figured it would be better to heal it instead of waiting for it to die and replacing it then, especially as the rest of her killed creatures and traps were already being reset in the first few rooms. 
 
    “Wait!  There’s still one left alive!” Shale said shortly after she popped up in the fifth room and started to heal the Wolf. 
 
    What?  Where?  She was going to tackle absorbing the bodies of those Raiders who had died next, so she hadn’t really been paying attention quite yet.  A quick look at her CIPs told her that her Dungeon Assistant was right; she had only received 15 Points instead of the expected 20.   
 
    “Uh…he’s in the pit.” 
 
    Looking down into the spiked pit, she noticed that one of the Raiders had somehow managed not to have the sharp protrusions lining the bottom of the trap pierce through anything vital – though he had hit his head hard enough that he was currently unconscious.  There were still enough spikes through the rest of his extremities and lower torso that he was quickly bleeding out; Tacca didn’t think he would last much longer.  She finished her healing of her Wolf and stared at the slowly dying Raider, feeling nothing more than revulsion and…impatience.  As a Dungeon Assistant first and now a Dungeon Core, she was well aware that one of the main ways for a Core to obtain CIPs was through the deaths of Raiders who delved through a dungeon; seeing it happen because of something she did was a bit disturbing and disgusting, however.  She just wanted it to be over so that she could absorb them and move on – hence, the impatience.   
 
    Those feelings wouldn’t stop her from wanting Raiders to die in the future, because that was just a normal part of the way the world worked.  She didn’t have to like watching them perish, but she also wasn’t going to save them all— 
 
    Huh. 
 
    “What now?  Please don’t tell me you’re going to try to heal him…” 
 
     No, not at all.  I just had a thought about the last time a couple of Raiders were dying inside of my dungeon, even if the situation wasn’t exactly like this.  I ended up healing them, granted, but that was only after I had established a Bond with them and could use my Healing Aura.   
 
    “Wait, so you want to…isn’t that, like, cheating or stealing or whatever?” 
 
    Probably, but I’m going to try it anyway.  He’s going to die either way. 
 
    With only another moment’s hesitation, she activated her Bond Fairy Ability and targeted the rapidly dying Human in the spike-filled pit.  As 50 Fairy Mana left her Core, an invisible tendril snaked out of it and latched onto the Raider, making his body twitch even in his unconsciousness.  A momentary pause in her concentration occurred in Tacca’s mind while the connection established, but it passed much faster than it had when she had done the same thing with the 2 Hill Dwarves.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Bond Results: 
    
  Bonded Targets: 1 
    
  Abilities(s) Obtained: None 
  Abilities(s) Granted: Dungeon Sight, Power Boost +50% 
    
  Creature Type Unlocked: Human 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Hmm…that’s strange.  She shared the results of the Bond she performed on the dying Raider with Shale, even as she felt the tenuous connection between them now.  It wasn’t strong enough for her to want to save the Human, at least, but she was more than aware that it was there.  Less than a minute later, she felt that connection abruptly sever itself as the Raider died, and an additional 5 CIPs was added to her Countdown total.   
 
    “I’m assuming that you didn’t receive any other Abilities because these Raiders were all the same Class as that Hill Dwarf you Bonded to before – and therefore had the same Abilities,” Shale mused.  “It looks as though you can probably create a Human as one of your creatures, though.” 
 
    Indeed, that was true when she went to look.  The biggest difference between the Human and Hill Dwarf, though, was the fact that she only had access to the “Fighter” Variant for the Human, as opposed to having both that and the “Caster” for the Hill Dwarf.  I assume that I need to acquire all of the different Classes, or Variants, for each race in order to use them. 
 
    “Wait…does that mean what I think it means?  You’re going to keep doing this?” 
 
    Absolutely – I don’t see any reason not to.  That doesn’t mean that I’m necessarily going to use them as creatures right now, because I’m not sure how the Raiders will react…but who knows what could come up in the future?  It might be something of which I have a need, and I can see it being very beneficial to acquire additional Abilities for my “normal” creatures that can use them.  I just have to make sure that I only Bond those who are going to die here, because I don’t want hundreds or thousands of Bonded Raiders running around. 
 
    “…Why not?” 
 
    That question surprised her, coming from Shale of all people.  He seemed to be a stickler for rules and regulations, and doing something so out of the ordinary should’ve raised some red flags.  Though, to be fair, the reasoning behind her reluctance to do that wasn’t necessarily anything to do with rules and regulations – but was more selfish on her part.   
 
    It’s because of that Dungeon Sight Ability that they would acquire; being able to see the locations of all of the traps, creatures, and environmental objects inside of my dungeon.  The element of surprise is an important factor to successfully defending my separate rooms; take that away, and there is no challenge left.  It’s bad enough that they make maps of the dungeon to sell to those who can afford it, but I can always move things around to change it up a little.  With that Ability, however, any type of surprise change would be basically useless, if they can identify it right away. 
 
    “I see.  So, what about those two Hill Dwarves who have it?” 
 
    A few with the Ability is fine – I just don’t want to eventually end up with every other Raider walking in here being able to pinpoint all of the dangers ahead of time.  Not to mention, from the description I heard, Dungeon Sight can be used in any dungeon, not just my own; I would be handicapping all of the other Cores out there by doing them such a disservice. 
 
     “I can understand that!  My Mentor for one would be quite angry if something like that were to happen—oh, sorry.”  His tone turned apologetic, after remembering what happened to Tacca’s Mentor.   
 
    Nothing to be sorry about.  It happened, and the past is the past.  Now…how long do you think it’ll be until the next group arrives?  And do you want to take bets on how long it’ll take for the news about the new exit tunnel to get around? 
 
    “Ha!  No bet here; I have a feeling that Raider that escaped has already been shouting his lungs out at anyone who would listen to him.” 
 
    I have no doubt you’re correct.  Now that her dungeon was finally being visited by groups that could really take advantage of her easier difficulty, Tacca was excited to see what was in store for her in the coming days. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    It turned out that Raiders had a very disturbing sense of humor.  The morning that saw the first organized groups heading up to the dungeon, Sterge was already at work completing the finishing touches on the Inn when the sole survivor of the very first group came back to The Village yelling and screaming about how his friends were all ripped apart by wolves.  The Hill Dwarf thought the deaths of the first Raiders – who weren’t far over-Leveled for the dungeon – would lead many of the others who had signed up to delve through the dungeon to think twice.  However, the laughter from the throng of Raiders that greeted the grim news was surprising to most of the villagers, including Sterge. 
 
    “They were so drunk last night that I doubt they could even walk straight this morning.  They got what they deserved for delving through a dungeon in that condition,” he overheard from some of the Raider crowd, who looked at the lone survivor with disdain rather than sympathy.  
 
    It was the disheveled-looking Raider’s surprise news, however, which actually garnered some attention – especially from the next group that was scheduled to delve through in a few minutes.  Apparently, the only reason the survivor made it out alive when the rest of his group had perished was because he found a secret passageway through a room full of flowers, which led directly to the surface – and safety.  Sterge recognized the description of the room as the same one that had miraculously healed them halfway through their delve, and he didn’t remember there being any secret passageways.  Then again, he didn’t even know to look for them, so it was entirely possible that they were there the entire time. 
 
    After the fifth Inn was completely done, Sterge and the others working construction – now including some bored Raiders who weren’t afraid of some manual labor and willing to do it to make the tiny bit they offered as recompense – got started on the sixth and seventh Inns.  Even that wouldn’t be enough for the amount of people currently congregating around The Village, but it was a start – until additional waves of Raiders started to arrive every other hour.  Oh, well – it looks like I’ll be busy for a while yet. 
 
    The prospect of having to wait 3 or 4 months to delve through the dungeon – which was what the waiting list was at currently – didn’t seem to deter many of those that came.  Very few left after hearing the news, instead electing to wait around and help with odd jobs, such as the aforementioned construction, until they could get their turn.  It helped that the rent that was charged at the Inns was relatively inexpensive, and the food was still plentiful and cheap because the first harvests were coming in (again, with help from some Raiders looking to make a little coin).  Most of those who had already arrived didn’t appear to have very much to their names, either in coinage or equipment, so it wasn’t likely that they had many other prospects for a place in which to improve their Raider Level.  Or at least, that was the impression that he got after listening in on numerous conversations while he did his work around The Village. 
 
    It didn’t take more than a day for those visiting the dungeon to discover that there were “secret” passageways on a wall of every room except the first inside the dungeon.  They also discovered that when they ventured inside, they couldn’t get back in after the wall closed up after about half a minute – which caused there to be a few angry Raiders who investigated the passageways before they were completely done delving through.  Once they had exited, the Clan had strict rules about trying to cheat and go through again right away, so they had to leave with only half of their dungeon delve complete.   
 
    Halfway through the second day, an excited and anxious group couldn’t wait any longer and had gone up before their appointed time – which caused a bit of a stir.  It was a Raider Delving Clan rule that they had to wait a minimum of 2 hours after the last group left their delve (though Sterge overheard that some dungeons required a full day or two) so as to give the dungeon time to restock its monsters and traps – and loot, of course.  The group in question, however, was new and either didn’t know this or refused to wait anymore, because they arrived only 30 minutes after the last group left. 
 
    Reportedly, the dungeon was ready for them. 
 
    Therefore, instead of getting in severe trouble, the group of new Raiders was let off the hook without punishment, as it was discovered that they didn’t have to wait as long as they used to between delves.  Not only that, but instead of having to guess whether or not the dungeon was ready, something else happened that caused a stir in the entire Raider Clan community: One of the monsters inside of the dungeon, a brown fox from the first room if Sterge remembered correctly, was seen just inside the entrance for a moment before rushing back inside at the first glimpse of a Raider.   
 
    Jesper had taken to stationing one of the higher-Leveled Raiders inside the mountains outside of the dungeon with 4 or 5 groups that were next up on the list.  Whenever the little brown fox was seen, another group would venture inside; every single time, the dungeon was completely ready for them, despite the last group not coming out yet.  It apparently worked, though, because all of the groups were told to use the new “secret” passageways to exit rather than come back up through the entire dungeon.  It was an incredible timesaver, which helped to cut back the wait time from over 6 months at that time down to only about a month or less.   
 
    What was even more amazing was the fact that the dungeon was telling them that it was ready.  More than a few Raiders remarked on that, as it was something that hadn’t ever been seen before.  Sterge knew that the dungeon was at least semi-intelligent, however, because it had written a poem of sorts warning him and Gwenda not to reveal the special Abilities they had picked up while they were there.   
 
    As more loot and coinage flowed out of the dungeon, so too did more flow into The Village’s coffers.  They still weren’t charging a lot for staying and even eating in one of the Inns – at least compared to many of the larger towns and cities, from what he remembered – but business at the Delving Supply Store was booming.  Merchandise such as armor and weapons, healing potions, and various other supplies that helped the Raiders stay safer and more efficient while they delved through the dungeon flowed in and out of the small store, which always seemed to be crowded.  Sterge stayed far away from any of that because it was too confusing to him, though Gwenda seemed to revel in sticking her nose into the business of everyone in The Village. 
 
    “We’re doing phenomenally well right now, and all of our investments have already paid for themselves.  The steady income from our visitors has allowed us to hire many of them to harvest and even plant our newest crop, and I’m sure you’ve appreciated the extra help,” she told him approximately a week after the first disastrous delve by the group of drunk Humans.  Sterge couldn’t believe that so much had happened in just the 2 weeks since he and Gwenda had delved through that same dungeon. 
 
    Since then, there had been perhaps a dozen or so casualties; he didn’t really have an accurate count because, well, it wasn’t really any of his business.  That, and he thought that being interested enough to go about asking how many people had died so far would probably be frowned upon.  It didn’t seem to bother any of the other Raiders, however, so he figured that the casualty rate was either “normal” or better than “normal”. 
 
    “I certainly do appreciate it, as well as the fact that I didn’t have to try to harvest and plant anything myself.  Though, I have to say that it feels like a long way off before we get a handle on all of these people,” Sterge told her, shaking his head at the seemingly vast number of people still hanging out in tents – or nothing at all. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’re actually making extremely good progress; I’d say that another few weeks of construction will get us there.” 
 
    Sterge couldn’t help but look at Gwenda skeptically, which received an explanation.  “Oh, I don’t think we need to be able to house everyone here; I’m sure you’ve noticed that many of those who arrived don’t really have any funds to spend on accommodations.  I’ve spoken to quite a few of them, and they’ve said that they would rather save up by sleeping outside; that way, they could eventually purchase some things that would help them with delving.” 
 
    “That seems strange, but whatever works for them is fine with me.”  Gwenda knew more about that kind of stuff than he did, so if she thought it was fine then he wasn’t going to argue. 
 
    She placed her hand on his arm companionably and laughed at the expression on his face.  “Oh Sterge, I know exactly what you’re thinking.  That big heart of yours wants to put a roof over all of their heads, even for free; but you have to remember that it is their decision.  Many of them are too proud to accept charity like that, and this way they can feel like they’ve suffered through all of the hard parts when they’re finished with this dungeon and can move on.” 
 
    “Move…on?” 
 
    “Of course!  This is a beginning dungeon, after all.  After fully delving through perhaps 6 or 7 times, from the information I’ve gathered, they’ll be too high of a Raider Level to really benefit from it any more.  At that point, they would move on to some other dungeon that is tougher and more dangerous; hence the reason they would want to save up for better equipment.” 
 
    That made sense; Sterge just hadn’t really thought about it before.  Regardless, it appeared as though Gwenda’s plan was working.  They were now bringing in enough money to support themselves and keep their farms running, which was just a benefit of the whole thing.  It wasn’t ideal, because now there were thousands of Raiders hanging around their village, but they weren’t just surviving – they were thriving. 
 
    At least, that was the case before the Ministry of Merchants made their presence known. 
 
    They arrived in the late afternoon one day, a large procession of gaudily painted wagons and scary-looking guards lined up protecting them.  There were also hundreds more low-Level Raiders that came with them, though you couldn’t really tell that by looking at their attire; they were outfitted with beautifully crafted armor made from leather and different types of metal, which all looked custom-made.  The weapons they carried appeared to be newly forged steel or better material, instead of the rusty and used iron weapons most of the new Raiders nearby tended to have at the beginning of their career.  The only thing missing from them was a visible sense of experience and comfortableness while wearing all of their gear.  Even the small amount of time around the few veteran Raiders staying in The Village had allowed Sterge to see the obvious difference between someone brand-new (in which category he considered himself) and someone who had at least a few dungeon delves under their belt. 
 
    “Who are they?” he couldn’t help himself from asking while he watched them arrive and set up just outside The Village.  They circled their wagons, forming a perimeter of an area that encompassed the small amount of empty space near the village center, while also ruining almost an acre of Blinchy’s wheat crop that was growing nearby.  Very little of the fields surrounding the village center had been trampled up to that point – which was amazing all by itself – because everyone seemed to know and honor that those fields were being used to feed everyone staying there.  Apparently, whoever this was didn’t know that…or didn’t care. 
 
    Blinchy, one of the Gnomes that lived and worked in their village, saw it happening and rushed out to stop them, but he was snagged by Jesper, who happened to be walking nearby.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to grab you like that,” the red-clad Clan representative said as he put the diminutive Blinchy down.  “But I would seriously advise against that.” 
 
    “Why?  They’re ruining my crops!  We’re going to need those crops, come another month or so,” the Gnome said, crossing his arms and staring in horror as the half-grown wheat was trampled by horses and crushed by wagon wheels – not to mention the thousand or so people who were walking or riding nearby. 
 
    “Because those are merchants, and it looks like one of them might even be one of the Ministry, if I’m not mistaken, by the emblem I saw on one of the wagons,” Jesper said without any inflection in his voice.  Sterge could tell that he wasn’t happy, however. 
 
    “So?  If they’re merchants, then they should have more than enough money to pay for what they are doing to my land!”  Blinchy started to march towards them again, but Gwenda caught him this time before he could go far. 
 
    “Hold on, hold on – let me handle this.  From what I understand, we don’t want to start off on the wrong terms with these people.” 
 
    Jesper snorted from behind everyone, before saying, “The only right terms with a merchant are no terms.  Be careful, girl; they’ll try to take everything from you and give you a copper coin in return – and you’ll somehow end up thanking them for it.  At least, that’s been my experience with them.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jesper.  I’ll keep that in mind,” Gwenda said sincerely, waving Sterge forward.  “Would you mind coming with me while I go talk to them?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Sterge said as he joined her on her mission to talk to the merchants.  When they were halfway to the new camp still being set up and away from everyone else, he couldn’t help but ask, “Are you sure you need me here?  I don’t know anything about these merchant types.” 
 
    “Absolutely, Sterge.  I have a feeling I’m going to need your support while talking to them, even if it’s just your presence there.  I really appreciate you accompanying me; I know this isn’t really your type of thing,” she said, putting her hand on his arm again companionably as they walked.  
 
    “Absolutely.  I’d do anything to keep you feeling safe – you know that,” he said with a smile, which earned him one in response.  Unfortunately, those smiles soon turned to frowns as they got to the merchant camp and asked to talk to whoever was in charge.   
 
    “The Minister doesn’t just talk to anybody, especially…people like you,” one of the perimeter guards said with a sneer.  She was a Human fully equipped with chainmail-and-plate armor, with a sword at her hip that was longer than Sterge was tall – and she appeared like she knew how to use it, unlike the younger group of obviously new Raiders milling about the middle of the circle of wagons.   
 
    “What?  People like us?  Hill Dwarves?” Gwenda asked, thoroughly affronted.  Sterge was a bit annoyed as well, but he tried not to let it show. 
 
    The woman laughed shortly, before answering matter-of-factly.  “No, of course not.  The Minister doesn’t talk to poor people, which you clearly are.” 
 
    Strangely, that made Sterge feel better; there were some things that couldn’t be changed, like his status as a Hill Dwarf, and judging people on that alone was something that he couldn’t really understand.  The amount of money someone had, while not necessarily a good judge of character, usually indicated a certain amount of influential power.  While neither prejudice was fair, he at least felt more prepared to have to abide by the latter.  He had been poor for most of his life, so he was used to not having a lot of choices; it was only through hard work and perseverance that he and the other villagers managed to acquire the lease on this land, which amazingly ended up giving him more choice in the way he lived and survived. 
 
    Gwenda, on the other hand, seemed even more upset at that comment.  Before she could respond, however, another voice came from further inside of the camp; it belonged to an older Elven individual, which in itself was an uncommon sight for Sterge.  Most Elves lived for hundreds or thousands of years – unless they were Raiders, of course, where the average life expectancy was reportedly around 30 years – and they didn’t necessarily show their age until they were quite old.  This Elf, though, had a little thinning of his long, platinum-blonde hair, fine wrinkles on his face, and the tips of his pointed ears drooped the tiniest bit; the signs of aging weren’t horrifically glaring, but were remarkable for even being present.  He was also wearing a comfortable-looking light-blue robe cinched at the waist with a thin gold cord; nothing too fancy-looking, but it was obviously finely made, nonetheless.   
 
    “Francha?  What do we have here?” 
 
    The Human guard turned around quickly and gave a quick but low bow to the Elf.  “Nothing, Minister.  These peasants were just leaving.” 
 
    The Elf frowned and walked closer, addressing the guard.  “What have I told you about speaking like that?” 
 
    Francha, if that was her name, shuffled uncomfortably from foot-to-foot.  “Uh…to think about what I’m saying before I say it?” she replied, seemingly confused by the question. 
 
    “No, not that, though that does apply here,” the Minister said, before continuing with a sterner tone to his voice.  “What I was thinking of was the part where you don’t speak at all; you’re here to guard our caravan, not to decide who can speak to me when and where.  First impressions are an important part of our business, and I won’t have that soiled by a simple guard who can’t hold her tongue.” 
 
    “But Minister, it’s more than obvious that these rabble—” 
 
    “Enough!  Go report to Captain Ashlen and tell him you’re reporting for punishment detail.  And to send someone to take your place here; preferably someone with a lot more tact than you’ve shown.” 
 
    Rather than argue, the guard bowed again and left, but not before throwing a murderous glance in Sterge and Gwenda’s direction.   
 
    “I apologize for her attitude – it won’t happen again; I hope you don’t take that as a reflection on us as a whole,” he said to them with an apologetic smile before Francha was even out of hearing range, which caused her to stiffen up as she walked away.  He spread his hands as if in supplication, or as a gesture of goodwill. 
 
    “She said that you don’t talk to poor people; is that true?” Gwenda asked. 
 
    The Minister appeared a little flustered.  “Ahem, well, that’s not quite true.  My normal everyday dealings are usually with those a bit more…affluent…but that doesn’t mean I don’t care about those a lot less fortunate.  Any person is a potential customer, after all, no matter what station of life they are currently in.”   
 
    “Ah, so you see those poor people only as a means to make money?” 
 
    There wasn’t any sense of apology or remorse in his voice now.  “Yes, of course – I’m a merchant at heart, and making money is what I live for.  I want to profit from everyone; I don’t discriminate.  That’s bad business, in the end.” 
 
    Sterge was instantly put at ease at the Minister’s words; it was refreshing to hear the Elf be honest about his motivations, as he knew where the merchant stood.  Most people were out to get something from someone, in his experience, and sometimes you didn’t know their true motivations until they’d done you irreparable harm.  From the little he had heard about the most-powerful merchants throughout his life – and Jesper’s warning, of course – this Minister would try to take advantage of any business dealings to make the most money he possibly could; but now, with him, at least, it was kind of out in the open. 
 
    “Enough about me; what can I do for you?  I couldn’t help but overhear that you were looking for the one in charge of this caravan; if that’s true, then you’re talking to the right person.”  The merchant smiled again, with a look of curiosity on his face.  Whether it was real or fake, Sterge couldn’t tell, but he assumed it really didn’t matter. 
 
    “Yes, that’s true.  We were looking for whoever is responsible for destroying nearly an acre of these crops—” Gwenda said, spreading her hands around to indicate the trampled and destroyed wheat stalks— “and to ask for compensation.  We need this food so that we can feed everyone that is here, and if we have to resort to buying elsewhere to make up for what was ruined, then it’s going to cost even more to keep everyone fed.” 
 
    “Oh, is this your field?  I apologize for the damage; there wasn’t enough room to set up anywhere else, since the rest of this small village seems to be infested with dirty Raiders in tents or lean-tos.  Would you happen to know who owns this land?  I would speak with them about buying all of the area around here – including this field – at a decent price, which would help alleviate some of your concerns.”  The Minister seemed unapologetic and inconvenienced by the whole situation, dismissing Gwenda’s demand for compensation. 
 
    “Nobody around here owns this land, good sir,” Gwenda answered, but before she could explain that it was being leased from the crown she was interrupted. 
 
       “Excellent!  I was worried the Raider Clan had swooped in and purchased it already, so I’m glad to hear that I’m not too late.  That makes it much easier to take charge of this entire situation and to establish this place as the southern hub of my trading operations.  With the new dungeon found near here, this place will be a hotbed of business transactions for decades, if not longer.”  The Elf was running his hands together greedily and turned away from them, almost as if he had forgotten they were there. 
 
    “Minister, I don’t think you heard me correctly,” Gwenda said, which caused the merchant to look at her strangely again.  “I said nobody around here owns the land, because the crown owns it; it’s currently being leased for the next 20 years, which means it can’t be bought and sold like you think it can.” 
 
    The Minister just stared at her for a moment with a worried expression on his face.  Before too long, however, his smile came back and he said, “Nonsense!  All I have to do is buy the lease from whoever is in charge here, and then when the lease is up, I’ll have an option to purchase the land outright from the crown.  Do you happen to know whose name is on the lease?  That would be the one I need to talk to; once that is done, I assure you that you’ll receive adequate compensation for your ruined crops.” 
 
    “Well, that would be me…and Sterge…and every other villager that lives here.  You’ll need all of us to agree to sell the lease, and I can tell you right now that isn’t going to happen.” 
 
    The merchant just stared at Gwenda – though Sterge thought through Gwenda was more accurate – for a few moments before he asked in a low voice, “Are you ordering us to leave?” 
 
    “No, not at all.  In fact, as long as you pay for the damage you’ve caused, you can even do business here – for a small fee, of course.  You know, because you’ll be operating on our land and all that.  As for visiting the dungeon, your people can do that as well, as long as they follow the rules already put in place by the Clan representative here.  My hope is that we can all get along together and make this a very profitable venture,” Gwenda added with a smile – before the negotiation took place. 
 
    There was a lot of back and forth about the fees involved, and Sterge was sure that Gwenda got the worse end of the deal; not through any particular failure on her part, but from the fact that the Elf had hundreds of years of negotiations and business knowledge behind him.  Regardless, they seemed to come to an equitable agreement, which the merchant said he would have written up later to seal the deal.  Neither Sterge nor Gwenda thought that was the end of it, however, especially after the Minister’s parting words. 
 
    “I hope this will be very profitable, as well.  Don’t think for a moment that I’ve given up on trying to acquire this land, though; I’m sure I’ll be able to…convince…you all to sell, in time.” 
 
    That doesn’t sound ominous or anything… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The days and nights blended into each other seamlessly, though it wasn’t like Tacca really worried about the time of day so much as a Dungeon Core.  All she knew was – through some reconnaissance from Shale outside of her entrance – that a few days after discovering that her dungeon was available to be delved through quicker than expected, the Raiders had set up a pathway with dim enchanted lights leading up to her entrance in the mountains.  Because of that, she was getting visitors 24 hours a day in a constant cycle of one group entering her dungeon while another was exiting through the staircase tunnel. 
 
    She was glad she had thought about using one of her creatures – the Root Fox – to indicate when her dungeon was available again, even though Shale had a problem with it initially.   
 
    “This feels entirely too much like you’re communicating with them,” he had said, frowning at her Core as soon as she mentioned it.  “That, and I’m worried that the people out there will think you’re letting your creatures outside of the dungeon – which you know is one of the worst things you can do.” 
 
    Tacca had been annoyed at how inconsistent the Raiders had been at checking the first room in her dungeon to see if she was ready; sometimes they would check almost immediately after the previous group had exited, while at other times it was an hour or two.  The Root Fox appearing at the entrance for a moment to indicate when the dungeon was ready for the next group seemed like the best choice, as it didn’t require her to create any special system to do the same job.  The creatures were already there, and all she had to do was instruct one when the previous group was walking up the staircase, and she was finishing up the rest of the replacements.   
 
    Streamlining the process by refilling the “conquered” rooms almost immediately after they were completed by the Raiders worked exceptionally well; the only thing that delayed the process was if both of the Soil-covered Pit Traps were uncovered, because it took a little longer and more Dungeon Force to replace them.  She was still considering changing them soon, because that was a bottleneck of sorts in her process, but she was going to wait until she could make some additional changes and do them all at once.  However, things were going well enough – which was why she needed some sort of message-relaying mechanism to keep the system running smoothly. 
 
    Fortunately, even over her Dungeon Assistant’s protest, Tacca decided to go ahead with her Fox plan – which was a resounding success!  After a few hours, the Raiders had caught on to the meaning behind the creature’s presence, and now she was dictating when they could come and go.  It was a measure of control that she didn’t realize she wanted—no, needed—in her life.  For so long, she had been pushed around and told what to do and where to go; and now, because of some strategic thinking, she finally felt in charge of her own destiny.  Granted, she was basically acting as a glorified gatekeeper who simply allowed the teeming hordes of Raiders into her dungeon at a measured pace – but it was a pace that was set by her, and not by the whims of those same Raiders. 
 
    Shale could only agree that her plan had worked out beautifully, though he worried what would happen when the Dungeon Placement and Regulatory Council found out about it.  “I highly doubt they would find this acceptable, but as they don’t seem really interested in hearing any of my reports, I guess it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    We’ll deal with it when the time comes, but hopefully they will see this as something that could be applied to other dungeons to make them even better!  I can even share the trick of having the exit staircase with them, so that they can pass it on.  Who knows, such a thing might even become “standard” in many of the new dungeons. 
 
    “Ha, yeah.  I have to agree, it’s a great idea, and I know that some dungeons might be interested in it; of course, Raiders would love it, but not all dungeons would be willing to sacrifice the time their visitors spend inside of their dungeon for a little expediency.” 
 
    Whether or not her idea caught on didn’t really concern Tacca, as she wanted to have as little interaction with the DPRC as possible after how they had treated her.  She understood, fundamentally, why they used her “bad luck” to destroy poor-performing or dangerous dungeons – but she didn’t have to like it.  The whole thing had ended up with her being trapped inside of a Dungeon Core, after all; while she was getting used to it – and actually enjoying herself – she missed the freedom of being able to leave a dungeon if she chose to do so. 
 
    That was all in the past, however, and there was nothing she could do but look towards the future.  She was already making good progress by that point.  A mere 2 weeks after the 2 Hill Dwarves had become her first visitors, there already were very few times that there wasn’t some sort of Raider presence inside her dungeon.  Over the last 3 days, in fact, she had regulated her use of Dungeon Force so well during the restocking of all her rooms that there was not even 2 hours total during which she didn’t receive a CIP from Raider presence inside of her dungeon.  All told, since she had really opened up to the hordes of brand-new Raiders, she had gained 135 Points during her current monthly countdown – an impressive haul by any standards.  Not even the 95% reduction in her earned CIPs made much difference, because the most she could earn per hour was 5 Points, and that was for powerful individuals or groups being inside her dungeon; as it was, she was on a fairly even playing field with every other dungeon when it came to Raider presence. 
 
    When it came to Raider deaths, however, that reduction hurt quite a bit.  So far, a total of 22 Raiders had died inside her dungeon – counting the 4 who had perished in that first disastrous delve by the intoxicated group.  All the other deaths had been individual casualties, and all of them had been inside of her Boss room; the less-experienced groups were quickly overwhelmed by the sheer numbers of Tacca’s creatures when they pushed too far, too fast.    
 
    When she added in the fact that very few of the groups had the ability to disarm her traps, she was actually surprised that the number of deaths wasn’t larger than it was.  Most of those who delved through had either purchased a map or had a fairly good accounting of where all of the dangers were; at least, that was her impression as she watched them navigate their way around without too much difficulty.  A lot of the time, her Enchantment traps were unavoidable and would be triggered no matter what; somehow, though, there was almost always some sort of “lucky” incident that happened to prevent more than only superficial wounds on those who were caught within the traps. 
 
    In one incident, a Fighter-type Raider triggered her Rage-inducing Enchantment and immediately turned on his groupmates, but a Frond Coyote ran in front of him at the “wrong” moment – “wrong” being unfortunate for Tacca – and tripped him up.  As he landed, he appeared as though he were going to impale himself with his sword, but it ended up being angled just enough to only cut a large rent in his leather chestpiece – and to impale the Coyote that was jumping on his back to take advantage of his fall.  By the time he extricated himself from that, the other creatures had swarmed him and given him a target for his rage before it disappeared. 
 
    Another time, a Caster-Class Raider accidentally triggered the Confusion-inducing Enchantment trap inside the sixth room with Jackals, Coyotes, and Root Foxes.  The trap ended up hitting everyone in the room, and it was a chaos of confused attacks and flung Magistrike spells, one of which hit their Fighter in the back.  Instead of hurting him too badly, it made him fall forward, squashing a Root Fox just about to pounce on him, and causing the two Branch Jackals intending to hit him from their downward jump to collide together and snap their necks.  
 
    There were at least a dozen other examples of luck going the Raiders’ direction in small ways, which weren’t particularly significant – individually, at least.  When put together – and having the unique opportunity to see it all happen in her dungeon, hour after hour – Tacca could begin to see a pattern forming. 
 
    “Do you really think that is what’s happening?  Is your ‘bad luck’ really doing that?  Or should I even call it ‘bad’ anymore?” Shale asked, after the ill-reputed Core had explained what she thought was going on.  He had been able to see many of the incidents first-hand as he followed the groups through the dungeon, so it wasn’t just something Tacca thought she was seeing.  Not only that, but even he had to acknowledge that the occurrences were too numerous to account for coincidence. 
 
    I…think so.  It’s hard to tell, exactly, because I’ve never heard of something like this happening before.  Regardless, I think that these lower-Leveled groups are being “saved” by luck in situations where they should win based on their skill and experience – even when they don’t have much of either.  When they push too far beyond their capabilities, such as into my Boss room when they aren’t ready for it, either that same luck turns against them or is absent altogether.   
 
    Tacca had noticed that a few of the groups that had confidence in their capabilities – which indicated to the Dungeon Core that they had an additional Raider Level or two already – tended to have no problem finishing her Boss room off, either with or without that extra help that could be attributed to “luck”.  On the other side of that, however, there wasn’t anything obvious to her that indicated that those who had major trouble completing her dungeon – or who lost one of their group members in the final fight – were suffering from “bad luck”.  If anything, after losing one of their people, they were able to rally remarkably well to escape through the exit staircase tunnel before they could all become victims of her dungeon. 
 
    In all of those instances, other than the first delve, the Raider who had fallen had been savagely mauled by her creatures, but not completely killed.  By the time the rest of the group escaped, leaving their “dead” companion behind – most times with tears and yelling about “how could you leave him/her?” inside of the exit passageway as they left – Tacca was already there to form a Bond with the Raider before they died.  All but 2 of the additional 18 deaths (after the original 4) survived long enough for her to complete the Bond, which gave her a few additional Abilities for her creatures that she hadn’t had access to before. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Bond Results: 
    
  Bonded Targets: 16 
    
  Abilities(s) Obtained: Soothe, Minor Regeneration, Accurate Shot, Muffled Step 
  Abilities(s) Granted: Dungeon Sight, Power Boost +50% 
    
  Creature Type Unlocked: Elf, Gnome 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Variants Unlocked 
    
  Hill Dwarf 
 
        
        	 Fighter 
 
        	 Caster 
 
       
  Human: 
 
        
        	 Fighter 
 
        	 Scout 
 
       
  Elf: 
 
        
        	 Caster 
 
        	 Healer 
 
       
  Gnome: 
 
        
        	 Scout 
 
       
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The good thing about it all was that she had managed to unlock all four new creature types for use in her dungeon, including both Male and Female types.  There were quite a few repeats in Class type, however, so she only managed to acquire a few Variants for Humans and Elves, and only one – a Scout – for the Gnomes, though at least one had been Male and the other Female.  Tacca didn’t add to her repertoire for Hill Dwarves, either, but she was happy enough with what she had gained.  Sadly, she hadn’t had any Orcs die within her dungeon, though there had been quite a few that had delved through.  She also still wasn’t exactly sure when or if she would actually use the different races as creatures; nevertheless, the extra Abilities she gained from the new Classes that she Bonded with would eventually come in handy.   
 
    Especially those Abilities that didn’t require any type of weapon or object to utilize. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Gnome Scout 
    
  Cost (Level 1): 100 DF 
  Control Requirement (Level 1): 6 
  Creation Time (Level 1): 40 Minutes 
  Equipment: Flimsy Pine Bow (Ranged Attack +3), Ragged Leather Armor – Full Set (Physical Defense +4) 
  Stamina: 60 
  Stamina Regeneration: 5 per Minute 
  Physical Attack: 1 
  Ranged Attack: 3 
  Physical Defense: 5 
  Ranged Defense: 3 
  Elemental Resistance: +10% Air 
  Specials: Bonus Stamina for use of Abilities 
  Ability Options: [Ranged Weapon Required] Accurate Shot – 10 Stamina (+30 DF), Muffled Step – 20 Stamina (+40 DF) 
    
  Elf Healer 
    
  Cost (Level 1): 100 DF 
  Control Requirement (Level 1): 6 
  Creation Time (Level 1): 40 Minutes 
  Equipment: Basic Cotton Robe (Physical Defense +0) 
  Stamina: 60 
  Stamina Regeneration: 5 per Minute 
  Physical Attack: 1 
  Ranged Attack: 0 
  Physical Defense: 1 
  Ranged Defense: 1 
  Elemental Resistance: +10% Nature 
  Specials: Bonus Stamina for use of Abilities 
  Ability Options: Soothe – 25 Stamina (+50 DF), Minor Regeneration – 10 Stamina (+25 DF) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    She didn’t have a handy Raider available to tell her exactly what the Abilities did like the Hill Dwarves had before, but she knew enough about what they could do to figure them out.  Soothe was a basic healing spell that could heal minor wounds when the Healer made physical contact with another person, or in this case – another creature.  It wasn’t nearly as effective as her Healing Paralysis Enchantment, and it would only fix superficial wounds to the skin – so, broken bones and internal injuries were out of the question.  Minor Regeneration was a very similar spell to Soothe, especially when comparing the quality with which it healed, but it cost less Stamina because it did the same thing over a lengthier time.  Whereas Soothe healed within 10 seconds, Minor Regeneration worked over 10 minutes. 
 
    Those might come in handy after a group of Raiders came through and ended up having to retreat before they finished off one of her rooms, leaving wounded creatures behind; during the heat of combat, however, she couldn’t see it working so well because of the time needed to break off and heal themselves.  For her Canines, at least, both Abilities were of relatively limited use – but not so much for the Scout-based Ability, Muffled Step. 
 
    If she remembered correctly, using Muffled Step would create a small muffling field around their feet; that field would prevent any noise caused by their steps from escaping to be heard by others.  Many of the times her creatures were detected before they struck, even after being behind cover, what gave them away was the soft patting of their feet against either the dirt or a scratch against a root or tree branch.  With this Ability, they could silently attack before the Raiders even knew they were there in most cases, which could end up being a huge advantage.  While her smaller creatures like her Foxes and Jackals were still a bit less-than-dangerous to most of the delvers, being able to attack without any warning could give them the extra oomph they needed to make a significant impact in a fight. 
 
     It was something she wanted to test out immediately, though she had to be careful not to mess with too much at first; she had a fairly good system set up managing her Dungeon Force so that she could keep the restocking and resetting of her dungeon fairly consistent.  Adding Muffled Step to just one of her creatures would cost an extra 40 DF, which didn’t sound like a lot, but over a while it would probably add up. 
 
    “I think it’ll be worth it, though.  For one, you need to see if your creatures can actually use the Abilities like you think they should be able to; your experiment with one under your direction was a complete failure.  Whether or not they require an enemy around is something that you need to find out.” 
 
    Shale was right, of course.  Tacca had taken the time to experiment with a simple Root Fox with the Muffled Step Ability added to it – which had been remarkably easy to arrange, just by assigning the Ability during creation and adding the additional 40 DF requirement – but the results had been less than satisfactory.  Despite her orders, the Fox didn’t seem to be able to use any of the Ability at all.  She knew that it had enough Stamina, because a look at all of her creatures showed that they did indeed have some measure of the resource now, but it still didn’t do anything to indicate that it had used the Ability. 
 
    You’re probably right.  If they end up not being able to use any of these Abilities, then I’m not sure I should keep risking myself to acquire these temporary Bonds.   
 
    Therefore, she splurged, when she had a little extra DF after a few short delves by a couple of very inexperienced Raider Groups – no casualties, remarkably – and switched up the two Root Foxes by the entrance, giving them both the new Ability she had acquired.  If they ended up not utilizing the new Ability, they would be easy enough to return to normal; if they did utilize them, then the 80 DF she would spend on them every time was something she thought she could adjust to during her restocking process if she needed to.   
 
    It wasn’t long before the next group of Raiders entered her dungeon, and Tacca held her figurative breath as she waited for her creatures to emerge from the roots of the flanking trees.  When the time came…she watched the two completely silent Root Foxes emerge from hiding and leap on the unsuspecting Gnome at the back of the group.  The delving group either hadn’t actually looked at their map of her dungeon or didn’t have one, because they were thoroughly taken by surprise.   
 
    “AAAAAAHHH!!  Get them off!” the young-looking Gnome screamed as she was knocked over on her side from the sudden attack.  Tacca’s creatures managed to get a few scratches and a nasty bite on the Gnome’s exposed neck before they were quickly dispatched by the two Human Fighter-Classes that were part of the group.  Overall, it wasn’t nearly enough to deter the Raiders from going on any further, and the wounds were easily healed – by the Gnome herself, no less – but for Tacca, it was a glorious proof-of-concept.  She could indeed assign particular Abilities to her creatures, provided they had the appropriate equipment (or lack of equipment, as it were).   
 
    Giving the Ability to more than just those two creatures, however, was out of the realm of possibility at the moment.  Unless she wanted to slow down the introduction of new groups to her dungeon while she regenerated enough DF to afford the cost – which she absolutely didn’t want to mess with right now, as it was going very well – then it wasn’t going to happen.  However, the future was still ripe with possibilities, and if things kept going the way things were…well, then that future wouldn’t be all that far away.   
 
    Of course, a few days after she thought that, something just had to happen that messed up all her carefully laid plans.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Who are these people? Tacca asked Shale incredulously.  Dressed as they were, with custom-crafted suits of plate armor, detailed leatherwork, and gold-embroidered (and likely enchanted) silk robes, they seemed extremely out of place.  They didn’t appear to be entirely comfortable in their gear, as if it were the first time they had worn something like that; that was entirely possible, because other than a fine layer of dust that likely came from their trek up the mountain, each piece looked like it hadn’t seen a single fight before.  Even their weapons – two fine steel swords in the two Fighters’ hands, a polished and intricately carved bow from the Scout, an equally detailed dark wood staff held by the Caster, and an unwieldy-appearing mace in what Tacca assumed was the Healer’s weak grip – looked expensive enough that it probably didn’t belong on anyone delving through her dungeon that really needed to. 
 
    “I have no idea…though they’re all dressed similarly to a young Human I remember seeing from one of the delves when I was with my Mentor,” Shale responded, his tone and hesitation indicating that he was trying to remember more about the situation.  “It was only the one at the time, not all five like this, and it was obvious that the Human was being escorted through the dungeon by four fairly powerful Raiders.  The reason it stuck in my mind was because they completed the entire dungeon in record time, without much effort – or so it seemed to me – and the Human dressed in a silk robe did almost nothing.  In every room, he would cast a very minor spell at the creatures defending the area, which didn’t actually do any damage, and then he would step back and let the others kill everything.” 
 
    Huh, that does sound strange— 
 
    One of the Fighters started to talk as soon as he was inside with the others.  “I can’t believe it only took a single gold coin to get that other group to exchange their place with us!  Fools, they are – we would’ve paid 20 times as much!  Not that they’d have much chance to use it—”  He was wearing a helmet that obscured most of his face, so she couldn’t see it – but the sneer that was likely on his face was obvious in his voice.  Tacca immediately disliked him for some reason. 
 
    “Whatever; stop gloating.  Let’s get this over with so we can get back to some semblance of civilization,” an extremely tall Elf Caster in her silk robe said from behind him, cutting him off, looking angry and bored at the same time.  “The Minister said that we have to be done quickly so that we can be on the road before they figure out—” 
 
    “Shhhh!  Don’t you remember them saying that these places can hear what you say?” the diminutive Gnome wielding a mace far too large for her whispered.  Fortunately for Tacca, it didn’t matter how softly they spoke, she could clearly hear whatever they said – and what they were saying immediately raised an alarm in her Core.  She wasn’t sure if it were natural “Dungeon Core” instincts, or the fact that she had lived through dozens of her Bonded Cores being destroyed, but something told her that these people were up to no good.   
 
    “Pshaw!  You don’t really believe that do you?  These dungeons are just mindless killers that like to tempt the feeble-minded with baubles to lure them in further.”  Tacca now didn’t like the Elf so much, either. 
 
    “That’s enough, you two,” the Fighter who’d spoken first interrupted their argument.  “Let’s mo—AAAHHH!” 
 
    Tacca’s creatures near the entrance chose that moment to attack, and their complete silence as they moved allowed them to get the jump on the group.  One of the Root Foxes leaped onto the back of the armor of the Fighter who’d been speaking, while the other latched onto the arm of the Elf, which was largely unprotected.  The caster screamed out in pain even as she used her Magistrike spell to bombard the creature, blasting it off and causing it to almost disintegrate from the sheer power of the Ability.  That staff must be enchanted with a Spell Amplifier or two.  Or perhaps three. 
 
    The armored Fighter, on the other hand, didn’t suffer any injury other than to his pride, and he struggled to reach and knock off the Fox who had managed to wedge its legs into a few gaps in the Raider’s back armor, where it was ineffectually trying to bite through chainmail and metal plates.  It was quite comical to watch as he screamed out shrilly, jumped up and down, and tried to shake it off – all to no avail.  Other than the Elf, who was drinking a Healing Potion of some kind she pulled from a small bottomless bag at her side, his groupmates were all laughing at him.  If Tacca hadn’t been worried about them in general, she probably would’ve laughed as well.  Eventually, the other Fighter swung his sword and bisected the brown-colored creature, causing it to fall off and disappear into a copper coin.  None of them even moved to pick it up, nor the other coin left from the one obliterated by the spell of the Caster.   
 
    That…well, that wasn’t a good sign. 
 
    “I’m going to kill everything in this dungeon!” the now-embarrassed Raider yelled out after the Fox was dead.   
 
    That wasn’t a good sign, either. 
 
    The Fighter surged forward, chopping into the plants she had lined up along the edges of the room with ease, his anger and superior equipment making it quite easy for him to do so.  By the time the others stopped laughing and caught up to him, and the wounds on the injured Elf healed, he was already chopping through the other Root Foxes near the exit of the room.  This time, none of them were able to sneak up on him, as he seemed hyper-focused on destroying everything in his path that made even the slightest movement.   
 
    Tacca couldn’t help but notice that there were some similarities between the sheer abandon of the incensed Raider – and his groupmates, to a lesser extent – and that first group of intoxicated Humans who delved through her dungeon so disastrously, but the major difference here was the gear wielded by this current group.  It was so superior in comparison that even when one of the Frond Coyotes in the second room was able to sneak up on the Fighter – who garnered the attention of the entire room full of creatures – it couldn’t hurt him in the least.  He was protected not only by the plate and chainmail covering most of his body, but she was also sure there was some sort of enchantment on it that prevented most minor damage to the armor itself.  None of the bites or scratches that managed to land left any sort of impression on the state of the armor, at least. 
 
    Not only that, but when he triggered the Rage-inducing Enchantment inside the room, it didn’t seem to do anything to affect him.  Unlike the intoxicated group, it wasn’t because he was already “raging”; instead, a quick flash of a yellow light on his helmet was all that Tacca could see as a result – which indicated another enchantment had protected him from being affected.  Must be some sort of Mental Resistance enhancer.   
 
    “Uh…Tacca?  This doesn’t look good.”  Shale was watching everything unfold from a distance inside the room, so he could see exactly what the Dungeon Core was seeing. 
 
    I think you’re right.  I don’t know why, but I have the distinct feeling these people are here to destroy my Core.  They seem to have gear perfectly suited to delve through without any issues, despite their obvious inexperience. 
 
    “Unfortunately, you could be right.  The problem, however, is that I can’t see why they want to destroy you; you haven’t done anything, as far as I can see, that could be considered bad enough to warrant your destruction.” 
 
    That’s true, but neither did most of the Cores I had bonded with before this happened.  Sure, there were some that had done wrong and probably needed to be removed – as much as it pains me to say that – but the others hadn’t actually done anything against the rules.  My Mentor, for example, was one that shouldn’t have been destroyed. 
 
    Regardless of the reason why they appeared to want her Core destroyed, the fact of the matter was that she was in danger.  Or she would be if she didn’t still have access to her Fairy Abilities. 
 
    Using her Dungeon Core Teleport Ability, Tacca moved her Core down to the deepest room she had created, which was quite a bit of a journey past her normal Core Room.  There was nothing inside, of course, because she hadn’t had the time nor Dungeon Force to populate it with anything.  In fact, all of her deeper rooms were essentially empty, just waiting until she could increase her Core Improvement Level and create some more difficult sections for the Raiders to delve through.   
 
    She placed herself in the upper corner of the room and turned on her Invisibility using her Fairy Mana.  While she could theoretically keep the Invisibility active perpetually, since she was regenerating more than enough FM every minute, it took a bit of concentration to keep it going – and it normally wasn’t needed 99% of the time.  Now, though, she devoted a portion of her focus to keeping it active, as it would probably be the only thing that could stop her from being destroyed. 
 
    Quickly, can you think of anything that I can create that might kill these people?   
 
    Shale was silent for a few moments as they both watched the enraged Fighter and his companions tear through the third room with the Branch Jackals without difficulty, slaughtering the creatures almost as soon as they jumped down from the trees.  Again, the trap that was supposed to induce Fear was ineffective, though this time Tacca could see that the helmet on the second Fighter, as well as a thin gold circlet on the Elf’s head, glowed yellow with their own enchantments.  The Scout and Healer weren’t close enough to be affected by the trap, but the Dungeon Core was fairly confident that they had something similar in their own accoutrements.  
 
    “I can’t see any of your creatures being terribly effective against them, unfortunately – especially those two Fighters.  You might be able to kill or incapacitate the others if you overwhelmed them with numbers, but I doubt even your large Mastiff dogs would be able to do more than annoy the heavily armored Raiders.” 
 
    I can think of a few traps that might work, but they aren’t Enchantment traps; just like my Soil-covered Pit Traps, they would take too long to initially set up.  Not only that, but I don’t have enough Dungeon Force to create them, since I’ve been running pretty tight on my resources to keep the constant delving flowing.  The final defense traps I have in my Core Room might slow them down a little, but I have no doubt they will be able to survive them.   
 
      The Raiders basically sauntered through her fourth room with the Healing Paralysis trap, which again didn’t affect them – though this time it was because they weren’t injured.  They were entering the fifth room with the Forest Wolves when Shale spoke up. 
 
    “Absorb all the rest of your creatures in the other rooms!  They are low-Level enough that you should be able to finish before the Raiders arrive, and it’ll give you a large chunk of Dungeon Force.” 
 
    It sounded like he had a plan, so Tacca initiated the reabsorption process, which was going to take about 5 minutes to finish completely, especially inside the Boss Room.  However, the creatures inside of the sixth room were likely to be fully absorbed before the delvers arrived – especially as the Forest Wolves the Raiders were fighting were doing their best to avoid being killed right away, by staying out of range of the rampaging Fighters out front.  It was almost as if they knew they had to delay their demise to help Tacca, but that was a bit far-fetched even for her unique circumstances to even consider as the truth. 
 
    Ok, it’s under way.  What’s your plan? 
 
    Tacca didn’t have a good solution in mind, other than to hide and hope they left out of frustration of not being able to find her.  She could only pray that Shale had something else in mind, because it was entirely possible that the group had some means to locate her Core despite her Invisibility being active.  Teleporting away wasn’t even an option, because she couldn’t Teleport past the Raiders; just like the limitation where she could Teleport into the same room with them and not Teleport out, another limitation was that she couldn’t Teleport past their furthest explored room.  It was this limitation that ended up with so many of her Bonded Cores being destroyed in the past; while it might seem easy enough to just keep bouncing around their entire dungeon while the killers tried to track them down, the Core Option didn’t work that way, unfortunately. 
 
    “Well, obviously your – normally – most effective traps aren’t working, and like you said, you don’t have enough time to create anything deadlier…if those would even work, anyway.  Your current creatures are basically useless, sorry to say, but those aren’t your only options.” 
 
    Wait, what?  You’re not saying what I think you’re saying, are you? 
 
    “Yes, I am.  Use those new creature types that you unlocked.” 
 
    But those will only be Level 1; I doubt they would be of much use against these Raiders.  Probably much less than my Canines, in fact. 
 
    “That’s entirely true, but that wasn’t what I was thinking.  If you can, start creating a group of 5 of them, of different Variants, down where you’re now located, and I’ll explain my idea,” Shale said hurriedly, as one of the Wolves was shot by an arrow sent out by the Scout.   
 
    The Raider had very little obvious skill in the use of his weapon, but the bow was apparently enchanted with some crazy Accuracy boosts; the flight path of the arrow after it was released literally curved slightly through the air to strike one of Tacca’s creatures in the eye, killing it instantly.  There was a limit to how effective it was, however, and that depended on how inept the user of the bow was; a second and third shot were so far off-target that not even an expensive enchantment could save them from missing their target by at least 5 feet. 
 
    For the first time, Tacca created one of her new creatures; she had thought about doing it before, but some part of her made her hold off for some reason.  That part of her didn’t interfere now, fortunately, and she was able to create her first Hill Dwarf Male with a Fighter Variant.  Then she also created a Human Male Fighter, an Elven Female Healer, a Gnome Female Scout, and another Hill Dwarf Male as a Caster this time.  It was only as she was finishing their creation, with just barely enough Dungeon Force at her disposal, that she realized she had instinctively created a typical group of Raiders that she would see delving through her dungeon.  In fact, it had the same composition of Classes as did the party finishing off her Forest Wolves up above in her fifth dungeon room – if not quite matching up with the races.   
 
    It was going to take a half hour for them to fully form, however, so Tacca hoped that there was enough of a delay in their approach for them to materialize.  There would be, at least, enough time for Shale to explain his plan. 
 
    “Ok, now that you have those going, this is what I have in mind….” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The absence of creatures inside of the sixth and seventh rooms caused more of a delay than Tacca was expecting.  As soon as they walked in, the enraged Fighter strode forward looking for a target – though he was visibly less manic after killing many of the creatures in the previous rooms himself.  They all paused for nearly a minute as he stomped around, activating the Confusion trap.  The Enchantment-based trap didn’t actually do anything, just like the others, but it at least gave the Raiders the knowledge that something was still there. 
 
    “Where are all of the monsters?!  I’m not done killing them!” 
 
    For the first time that Tacca had seen, the Gnome Healer pulled one of the maps of her dungeon that she was getting used to seeing in the hands of those that delved through all of the rooms.  “I have no idea; this room is supposed to have more of those foxes and dog-thingies, as well as those ones that jump down from the trees.”  She peered closer at the map as if trying to glean more information from it, but since she was absolutely correct there wasn’t any more. 
 
    “Well, where are they?” the Fighter demanded. 
 
    When the Gnome didn’t answer, the Elf butted in on the conversation.  “They’re not here, Marvin.  They must have seen your ferocity and must have run away scared,” she said loudly, before muttering under her breath, “Or they all died of laughter from your screaming like a little kid.” 
 
    “What was that?!” 
 
    “Nothing, fearless leader,” she sneered, before waving him on.  “This just makes it easier, let’s get the Boss room done and then we can…complete our other business and get out of here.  All this stone over my head is making me uncomfortable,” she complained. 
 
    “Fine.  But there better be something in there for me to kill….” 
 
    They followed him into the Boss room, but instead of striding quickly looking for blood, the Fighter seemed to be a bit more cautious than he had been so far.  It seems as though the missing creatures were more effective than the ones that were actually there in the first place. 
 
    For the first time, the group was actually affected by her Enchantment trap inside the Boss room, which slowed down their movements significantly – for all of approximately a second.  Shortly after the trap was activated, their armor glowed with a red light, which Tacca thought indicated some sort of Physical Resistance boost enchantment; they were released from the trap quickly, though they barely even noticed.  While her other Enchantment-based traps affected their Mental state – Rage, Fear, and Confusion – the Slowing one was all Physical-based, hence the different armor enchantment to help resist the effects. 
 
    “There’s nothing here, either!  I’m so going to destroy—” 
 
    The Gnome shushed him immediately, but it was too late.  “Shhh!  I told you not to mention that—”  
 
    “Mention what?  That we were instructed to destroy this dungeon’s Core because if we can’t control access, then nobody should be allowed to access it?  Is that what you don’t want me to say, hmm?”  The words coming out of his mouth only hammered the final nail in the coffin for the Fighter and everyone else with him, as far as Tacca was concerned. 
 
    “But, we’re not supposed—” 
 
    “It’s too late for the dungeon to do anything to me now!  Didn’t you see how I annihilated everything in my path?” 
 
    The Gnome wasn’t the only one to appear a little nervous and uncomfortable.  “Yes, well, I’ve heard that dungeons can get extremely dangerous when you threaten them like you’re doing,” the Elf said cautiously, all sense of her entitled and self-important attitude gone from her voice. 
 
    That’s for sure.  As much as your plan seemed a bit cruel, Shale, I don’t think I’ll feel so bad about it now. 
 
    “Yes, I agree; they can’t be allowed to live after threatening you like this.  Especially since it seems as though their reasoning has to do with some sort of Raider internal affair, and nothing wrong that you did,” Shale said quietly into her mind, despite the fact that none of the Raiders could hear him. 
 
    It took a few more minutes of searching the walls for the access to the tunnel leading to her Core Room, but eventually they found it behind a tree and a mess of foliage camouflaging it.  It was both against the rules and impossible to completely seal off access to her Core, but she made it obvious enough that if a group were looking for a way through it would be a clue that they had some destructive ideas in their heads. 
 
    Since this was the first time that anyone had ventured into her Core Room, she was eager to see how the defenses she had placed in there were going to work.  She didn’t expect much from them, of course, based on all of the enchantments these Raiders had, but they were designed for relatively “normal” groups delving through her dungeon.  She knew that she was nowhere near powerful enough to create something that would protect her from everything that came after her, which was why she limited herself to traps that would be almost guaranteed to kill most low-Leveled Raiders. 
 
    Walking a single foot inside the room with only a little bit of the cautiousness that he was showing before, the angry Fighter cracked the very thin sheet of stone that appeared identical to the rest of the Core Room’s floor and plummeted 30 feet straight down into a pit.  He fell with a familiar scream reminiscent of a Fox being on his back as he slammed into the iron spikes jutting up from the bottom with a screech of metal against metal.   
 
    That fall, accompanied by the relatively poor armor worn by most Raiders that delved through her dungeon, would’ve killed most people.  The angry Fighter, however, hit the spikes so hard with his durable, enchanted steel armor that he bent the iron protrusions out of his way.  Tacca could see some scratches and deep dents on the breastplate and greaves for the first time, as it was obvious the armor could only withstand so much physical abuse before being damaged itself. 
 
    Oh, and he was mad – livid, even. 
 
    “Get me out of here!  Hurry, fools!” 
 
    If Tacca were there, she would’ve just left him, but apparently he was either a good friend or someone important, because those still above the pit looked at each other and sighed dramatically.  The Elf miraculously pulled out a thick rope from her expensive bottomless bag at her hip, which was more than capable of reaching down into the pit.  It took another few minutes, and some serious straining from the entire group, but they were able to pull the Fighter back up to their level.  Upon closer examination, it appeared as though one of the spikes down below had busted up a few rings on his chainmail pieces and caused a minor scratch on his armpit area, but it had already stopped bleeding by that time. 
 
    After the pit incident, they were a bit more cautious – not that it necessarily helped them.  The two Fighters continued to lead, which meant that they took the brunt of the three other traps set up in the room.  One was next to the wall, where they needed to walk to next in order to avoid the opened Pit trap; three large, extremely sharp blades emerged from the wall shaped like semi-circles and sliced into the two Fighters at knee, waist, and neck height.  It would’ve killed anyone else, but all it did was cause the two to fly further into the room from the impact, where they triggered another trap. 
 
    The ceiling opened up above the two and released a cascade of heavy and sharp boulders, which slammed into the battered Raiders, partly burying them underneath the Earth-based trap.  They weren’t terribly injured by the trap, though it took a few minutes for them to dig themselves out – with no help from the others, who were watching from the relative safety of the entrance.  As soon as they extricated themselves, they unsteadily wobbled around the pile of boulders, complaining the entire time – just in time to trigger the final trap. 
 
    It wasn’t immediately visible, but a miasma of dark energy quickly coalesced around the two Fighters as the Death-based trap did its best to rapidly age and decompose their physical bodies.  Unfortunately, a bright-white light surrounded the two Raiders almost instantly, pushing away the deadly effects of the trap and leaving them completely unharmed. 
 
    The number of enchantments on that armor is…unbelievable.  I haven’t heard of even some of the more powerful dungeons facing Raiders that are seemingly as impervious to everything as they are.  The expense of gathering the necessary enchanting scrolls had to have been more than most long-lived Raiders would see in their lifetimes. 
 
    There was a reason the higher Improvement Level Cores were so popular, and it wasn’t only because they provided a challenge to the Raiders; no, the valuable rewards like enchanting scrolls were a rarity and highly sought-after, because they provided benefits like what she was seeing.  It was one of the reasons Tacca had been extremely alarmed to see Darlene (one of the first Dungeon Cores she had bonded to) hoarding so many rewards inside her Core Room, including dozens of enchanting scrolls. 
 
    “These people are impossible to fathom.  If they have this many enchanting scrolls and the funds to outfit these beginner-Level Raiders, why do they care so much about destroying you?” 
 
    I have no idea; a lot of this doesn’t make sense to me.   
 
    Another few minutes went by while the two Fighters, slightly recovered from their ordeals with the brutal-yet-ineffective traps, walked around the room trying to trigger anything else.  They weren’t going to find anything, however, because just those four traps had used nearly all of her Dungeon Force each to set up, and she had needed to rest for more than a day between them so that she wouldn’t crack her core from the sheer amount of DF being utilized.  She dreaded setting them back up, because she would likely have to shut down her dungeon for a few days while she concentrated only on those until she felt a little safer. 
 
    “Where is it?  Where is this Core thingy?”  The angry Fighter was gone, replaced with a much more subdued but irritated Raider.  “I was told it was supposed to be right here.” 
 
    The Scout looked around and saw the exit that was in the corner, partly disguised because it blended perfectly with the rest of the stone interior of the Core Room.  “Look, it seems that there is another room…or something.”  Despite being a “Scout”, he didn’t sound very confident about that. 
 
    When they investigated the next room, the two Fighters did their thing and explored the entire empty room looking for traps, but there weren’t any there.  Neither were there any in the second or third rooms past her Core Room, though in the fourth there was a change.  Near the entrance of the room, Tacca had spent a little of her regenerating Dungeon Force shortly after she made her creatures down below to create a small Explosive-based trap in a 1 ft. X 1 ft. square on the floor; even though it was relatively small, it still cost 100 DF to produce, because it wasn’t part of her Specializations. 
 
    Both of the Fighters ended up missing stepping on the activation trigger as they investigated the room half-heartedly, which was the whole idea; without anything obvious in the previous three rooms, they weren’t expecting anything to be there.  Fortunately for Tacca, it wasn’t missed by the others as they traveled through; the Gnome Healer stepped on it and an explosive force propelled her upwards, cracking the bones in her lower leg from the sheer power of the explosion, though the cloth robe she was wearing prevented most of the damage she would’ve experienced slamming against the ceiling…and the impact against the ground afterwards. 
 
    The shock of the injury was still reverberating through the Gnome’s body as the Elf quickly pulled out a dark-purple potion from her bottomless bag and force-fed it to the seriously hurt Raider.  That’s…wow. 
 
    “Yeah, I think that’s a High-grade Elixir; those are supposed to be a rare reward as well…Reward Tier 7 if I remember correctly?” Shale stated with a question in his voice, as if he wasn’t sure. 
 
    Tier 8, I believe.  Just another thing that makes this whole thing not make sense. 
 
    “Why did you waste that on her?  Those things are expensive, you know.  You had better keep the other one safe in case I need it,” the annoying Fighter said with more than a little threat to his voice. 
 
    Everyone ignored him and didn’t respond, but they also didn’t protest.  Within seconds, the mess that had been the Gnome’s lower leg was literally reshaping itself back into health, and any of the external wounds that had been there were now gone.  The Elf helped the smaller Gnome to her feet, which the Healer did gingerly, testing her healed leg and shaking uncontrollably.  There shouldn’t have been any pain anymore because the Elixir should’ve eliminated all of it, but the mental trauma of such an injury would likely linger. 
 
    “Stop messing around; I don’t know how deep this place goes, and you’re wasting time.”   
 
    The fact that none of them responded other than with some murderous looks when his back was turned convinced Tacca that the “leader” of the Raider group was somebody important.  They could make derisive remarks under their breath and even laugh at him all they wanted, but it appeared as though they were past that stage; physical harm was in all of their eyes as they stared at the arrogant Raider walking down to the next room – even the other armored Fighter. 
 
    Despite the contention between them, the two Fighters did a thorough job of checking for more traps – which they found in the form of additional explosive squares seemingly set at random throughout the empty rooms.  They weren’t necessarily designed to kill them, because they barely did anything other than forcefully move the Fighters across the room, but merely to delay them.  Fortunately, her preparations down below were complete by the time they reached the very last room. 
 
    “Who the heck is that?  Where did they come from?” 
 
    The confusion and shock in the lead Fighter’s voice was genuine – not that it was surprising.  From the entrance tunnel leading into the room, he and the others could easily see what appeared to be 5 Raiders racing across the room after catching sight of them, headed for some sort of exit in the side of the room.   
 
    “No idea; they aren’t from the group that went in before us, I can tell you that,” the Gnome Healer responded. 
 
    “Well, we can’t let them see us in here; the Minister made it abundantly clear that we shouldn’t arouse any suspicions,” the Elf followed that up with information of her own.  “The illusion we had on us was canceled as soon as we entered, and if someone sees us like this…well, let’s just say it will be much harder to place blame on the decrepit group we acquired this spot in line from.” 
 
    “Wait, I didn’t agree to this—” 
 
    The angry Fighter cut off the Gnome’s objections immediately.  “It’s too late for that now; we’re already committed and it’s doubtful we’ll get another chance like this.  After them!” 
 
    Tacca had been hoping for that response, but neither she nor Shale had known exactly how they would react to seeing another “Raider group” inside of the dungeon.  It was a toss-up between them turning around and leaving or hunting them down so that there were no witnesses to their deeds.  In the first scenario, they would just leave and hopefully never come back – which would keep Tacca and her dungeon safe.  In the second scenario…well, they were all about to find out. 
 
    Fortunately, none of the invading group seemed to notice her invisibly watching from the upper corner of the room as they raced across to where her creatures had “escaped”.  In reality, she was able to slightly alter the Rotating Stone Bridge that led out to the exit staircase leading up to the surface so that it would stay open for longer than usual before resetting; by having one of them push it open before the group intent on destroying her Core arrived, it was already open when they arrived.  Then, all it took was a direct order while the invaders weren’t inside the room for her creatures to run through the trap, which would normally prevent them from exiting if there were Raiders in the room. 
 
    “Hurry, we can’t let them get away!” the Fighter said as he led the others into the tunnel, where it quickly turned sharply to the right, and then to the left after another few steps.  After a third turn to the right another 20 feet down, the leader – and the others behind him – finally caught up to Tacca’s creatures, who were assembled together towards the end of a tunnel with no outlet.   
 
    “Hey, what are you all doing down here, anyway?  Were you…looking for the Core to this dungeon as well?” 
 
    Her creatures, she found out quite quickly, couldn’t communicate.  In fact, Tacca couldn’t do anything to direct them, once her orders to run through the tunnel and wait for the Raiders to arrive was complete, because they were now basically under their own control; the same limitation that prevented her from controlling any of her creatures when Raiders were in the room seemingly applied to tunnels as well.   
 
    Instead, they immediately attacked – as futile as it was.  The Hill Dwarf and Human Fighter Variants immediately strode forward in their Ragged Leather Armor and Rusty Iron Swords; the Scout fired an arrow at the plate-covered Fighter on the opposite team and it hit him directly in the chest…and then bounced off without any type of noticeable damage.  The Caster and Healer also strode forward, brandishing their staff and mace, because they didn’t have any spells to cast; in fact, none of her creatures had any special Abilities, because she hadn’t paid any DF for them to be part of their repertoire. 
 
    “Hey!  Fine, I was going to give you a choice, but not anymore—wait a minute, do they look strange to you guys?” the lead Raider responded to the sudden attack, before looking at Tacca’s creatures a little closer and addressing his own group. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, now that you mention it.  They look a little…unnatural, is the only word I can think of,” said the Raider Scout as he readied his own bow to attack. 
 
    Now that Tacca could compare the two groups next to each other, she could see immediately what he was talking about.  Her creatures were dressed correctly, made “normal” movements with their weapons, and were anatomically correct – but that was where the similarities ended.  Each of their faces was just a little too perfect, symmetrical, and…bland, honestly; there was no character to them, nothing that made them unique, and that was probably what the other group had caught onto.  Well, either that, or the fact that they didn’t have the slightest expression on their faces and the relatively “dead” eyes in their focused gazes might have given it away that they weren’t quite right. 
 
    “I don’t know what they are, but that girl Gnome with the bow over there isn’t normal by any means,” said the Raider Healer, looking closer at someone from her supposed same race.  
 
    “They’re some sort of abominations!  I don’t feel so bad about killing them now,” the other Fighter said, one of the few times he had actually spoken throughout the entire delve.  He immediately pushed past the leader and blocked a strike by the Hill Dwarf Fighter Tacca had out front, and his steel sword actually bent the iron weapon of her creature from the impact.  An arrow ricocheted off of his armor as Tacca’s Gnome Scout creature attacked futilely again, and in response the Raider swept his sword out in anger, easily decapitating the Hill Dwarf in front of him. 
 
    As the creature’s head flew through the air to bounce against the side wall of the tunnel, each of the Raiders stopped in shock at the sudden “murder” in their midst…until the head, blood, and body disappeared just like any of the dungeon’s other creatures when they were killed.  
 
    “They’re not real – kill them!” the leader shouted, before pushing past his fellow Fighter and slaughtered the rest of her creatures with a savagery that made his previous aggravation and embarrassed wrath pale in comparison.  When they were all dead, as Tacca had known they would end up from the beginning, their slayers all stood looking at each other in shock and confusion – and anger.   
 
    “We have to tell the Minister about this; I have no idea what this means, but I’ve never heard of anything like this before.  Have any of you?” the Elf asked finally, looking at the others. 
 
    “No, this is unprecedented as far as I know,” the Gnome said as the others shook their heads.  “I have to say, I was a bit against the destruction of this dungeon initially; seeing this, however, has changed my mind.” 
 
    To hear that from the one Raider in the whole group who had seemed almost on her side was a bit of a blow to Tacca, as well as being more than a little disappointing.  I guess that means I shouldn’t be using Humans, Gnomes, Elves, and Hill Dwarves in my dungeon…quite yet, at least.  The Dungeon Core relayed the results of the fight – if she could even call it that – and the resulting conversation to Shale, because the Dungeon Fairy hadn’t followed them inside the tunnel.   
 
    “Yeah, that’s about what I thought, but it’s possible you can find a use for them in the future.  It’s still a good thing to acquire the Abilities from them, at least.” 
 
    Tacca mentally shrugged, still a little disappointed but understanding.  She would probably feel the same way if Fairies were used as a dungeon’s creatures, and she was very glad that nothing like that had ever happened before; there were some Fairy-adjacent creatures that could be used as defenders, but nothing exactly the same, fortunately. 
 
    She was so distracted by this that she nearly missed it when the Raider group followed the tunnel back out – only to find that their way was blocked.  The Stone Bridge trap had shut, and there was no way out; while they were still journeying their way down to the bottom of her dungeon, she had disconnected the exit staircase from this tunnel she had hastily dug out by filling it with 10 feet of solid stone.  Normally, having a trap like this with no way to get out would be highly frowned upon, because it went against the Rules set out by the DPRC; it was a “no-win” situation that a Raider or group of Raiders might stumble into, which was a no-no.  For this particular incident, however, neither Shale nor Tacca thought that anyone on the Council would have any objection.  As long as she got rid of it afterward, then it was possible that no one would ever know, in fact. 
 
    “Hey, what gives?  Let us out!” the leader of the Raider group yelled, beating his fists against the closed trap, before slicing into it with his sword.  Tacca grew a little alarmed as his weapon actually started to take some slivers of stone off, which disappeared as soon as they hit the floor, being part of the “trap” and not actually able to exist as a separate object.  To combat this, she created another stone wall blocking the trap from inside of the room she was in, effectively sealing the exit; while she couldn’t directly affect anything inside of the tunnel they were doing their darndest to attack and carve their way out of, that in no way prevented her from doing things inside of the previous room they were in.   
 
    It was probably a blessing, in a way, that she created the thick wall, completely sealing them inside; she was going to have to wait for them to starve and die before she could officially get rid of them, which could be a while depending on whether they had any food and water in their bottomless bags.  Now, though, she had sealed off even the slight crack at the bottom of the Stone Bridge trap that was letting in the slightest bit of air. 
 
    Now all she had to do was wait for them to suffocate. 
 
    That’ll teach you to try and destroy my Core… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Things were a little rocky for the first few days around The Village after Falaern Whiteoak, the Minister of Merchants, arrived with his entourage.  It seemed as though there was a mutual distaste between what the Hill Dwarf would classify as “normal” Raiders and the Raiders that originated from the social world of the Merchants.  At least, that was the vibe that Sterge got from watching the interactions between the two groups. 
 
    Tensions rose almost immediately after their arrival, and within a day there were multiple fights between groups of the different factions.  From Sterge’s point of view as a bit of an outsider to the politics that seemed to shape their attitudes towards each other – not that he was an expert or anything – the Merchants appeared to consider the other, poorer, Raiders as beneath them and held themselves superior, even when they were the exact same Raider Level.  
 
    He could see a little bit of merit to their assumption that they were better, though not because of them personally; their gear, as he had seen when they had arrived, was many times stronger or more protective than nearly everyone else near The Village, which would help them survive much longer in a fight and allow them to take on harder monsters without dying.  Some few, he had heard rumored, even had enchantments on their armor or weapons – which he knew was prohibitively expensive.  A few utility enchantments, like what was used to create a relatively inexpensive Amulet of Illumination, were common loot drops from dungeons; others, like the boosts and enhancements to armor or weapons, were anything but commonplace. 
 
    But superior gear couldn’t quite make up for the horrid, self-entitled attitudes which made them personally seem inferior to Sterge.  They were so disruptive to the previously relaxed atmosphere that had encompassed The Village that the Hill Dwarf wanted them gone – especially after they had begun to harass the villagers, including Gwenda and himself. 
 
    “Hey!  Move – those are our seats,” one of them said to him two evenings after they arrived, as he and Gwenda had been enjoying a well-deserved meal in one of their Inns.  It was crowded, as had been usual, because there just wasn’t enough room to put the massive mob of Raiders that had come; it was one of the reasons Sterge and Gwenda were enjoying their meal, in fact.  They had both spent most of the day either constructing yet another Inn or handling the hundreds of questions and problems that seemed to pop up every few minutes, and needed the reprieve. 
 
    Which made the confrontation with a group of the Merchants and their sneering and overbearing Elven leader in an extremely fine, tailored black-and-blue-accented suit all the much more unwelcome.   
 
    “Uh…no.  We are still eating; as soon as we are done, you may have these seats,” he responded automatically, trying to be as courteous as possible without giving into the Elf’s demands.  He knew from experience with the Raiders – after some swift lessons after they had arrived at The Village – that if he gave in and showed weakness, they would walk all over him. 
 
    He turned back to his food, trying to ignore them all entirely, but the Elf wasn’t having anything of it.  A hand darted out quickly and smacked into the bowl of delicious stew he had just barely begun to eat, scattering its contents all over the floor, including a small portion of it on his work clothes.  “Looks like you’re done; you can leave now,” the Elf snidely remarked, to the laughter of his friends behind him. 
 
    The disturbance, despite occurring in the middle of the extremely busy Inn and raucous hubbub of activity, caused the majority of the Inn to go silent.  As nearly all of the Raiders inside turned to see what was happening, the deadly silence was nearly tangible, and the half-dozen Merchants with the loud-mouth Elf stopped their laughter and huddled in with each other.  Their leader, however, seemed oblivious. 
 
    One of the servers that Gwenda had hired arrived quickly with another bowl of stew and set it in front of him without being asked…or so he thought.  With a quick glance at his friend, he saw her wink and flash a quick smile at the server before she disappeared into the crowd, who was now staring at the Merchants with anger and disdain in their faces.  Strangely, Gwenda hadn’t said anything through the entire confrontation, which made Sterge a little confused; she usually handled all of the problems between the Raiders and now the Merchants.  For some reason, though, he was glad she hadn’t intervened. 
 
    “Seems as though I’m not quite finished yet,” he said matter-of-factly.  He dipped his spoon in and took in a mouthful, relishing the taste again – it really was quite good.  Before he could dip his spoon back in, he saw a hand come in from behind him and aim for his bowl again…but it was stopped by a different, well-muscled hand that didn’t allow it to budge any further.   
 
    “Let go of my hand, you filthy Orc scum!” the Elf shouted when he couldn’t extract his appendage from the secure grasp of Sterge’s stew savior.  Out of the corner of his eye, Sterge saw one of the Orcish Raiders he had seen around a lot – but unfortunately didn’t know the name of – with his hand clasped securely around the Merchant’s wrist.  “Don’t you know who I am?” 
 
    “I don’t rightly care, brat,” the Orc said gruffly, before visibly squeezing his hand and causing the bones in the Elf’s wrist to audibly creak alarmingly.  Sterge was about to tell his savior to stop, but after a cry of pain coming from the Merchant, the Orc flung the wrist away as if throwing out some trash.  “Don’t you have any idea who this is?” 
 
    The Elf was holding his wrist in obvious pain, but Sterge doubted that anything serious had actually happened to it.  “You’ll pay for that, you fool!  How dare you touch me – and injure me, nonetheless!” he practically screamed out, looking for help from his crew.  They, however, were slowly but inexorably putting some distance between them and the Elf causing all of the problems.  They can obviously read the room much better than him.  It’s good to see that not all of them are stupid. 
 
    “As for who this is, who cares?  He’s obviously some filthy peasant, based on his attire, and while this girl is dressed a little better, it wouldn’t surprise me to hear that she’s his wh—” 
 
    An unexpected pop to his face with a closed fist by yet another Raider shut him up before he could finish his statement, and the Elf reeled backwards, caught by his friends before he could be completely knocked down.  Blood was pouring out of his nose, and as Sterge turned around and looked at the Elf better, it was quite obvious that the nose had been broken.  With the amount of wealth the Merchants seemed to possess, however, the Hill Dwarf had no doubt that he would have some sort of potion, or access to a Healer to fix it up well enough that it would be like it had never happened. 
 
    “I’ll kill you for that!  I’ll kill each and every one of you—” the Elf shouted in outrage, his voice quite nasal-sounding from his broken nose. 
 
    “Keep your threats to yourself and leave, you worthless brat,” the Orc said to the Merchant, backed up by a surprisingly large number of the Inns’ patrons as they stood their ground.  “And next time, don’t mess with the Chief.” 
 
    Chief?  What is he talking about?  He looked over questioningly at Gwenda, who only indicated with a wave of her hand that she would talk about it with him later.   
 
    The Merchants with the Elf seemed shocked at the title, and appeared ready to bolt.  Unfortunately, they were forced to drag their leader out, who appeared ready to protest his treatment once again – at least, that was what Sterge gathered from the nearly incoherent screams and ramblings as he left. 
 
    Then, as if nothing had happened, the Inn picked up its rumbling conversation again.  By all accounts it was back to normal in less than 20 seconds after the Merchants left.  Glancing around the room, he could see that there were a few other small groups of what appeared to be more Merchants scattered around, trying to appear as unobtrusive as possible; even though they received some harsh looks, nobody accosted them. 
 
    “Sorry about that, Sterge.  I should have told you sooner.” 
 
    “Told me about what?” 
 
    Gwenda seemed a little embarrassed for some reason.  “Well, the others and I agreed to let you become the ‘unofficial’ Chief of The Village, as we needed to have a figurehead to represent our interests.” 
 
    That was certainly news to him.  He had heard a few people on his construction crew mention “chief” when he was talking to them or giving instructions on what to build next, but he had thought it was just an affectation like “lad” or “boss”.  “Why me?  There are plenty of other people in The Village that would do much better – including you.” 
 
    “That might be true in some respects, but you’re the perfect person for the job.  For one, you wouldn’t want the position – even if it’s more of a figurehead than anything – even if we told you about it, which is why we did it secretly.  Second, you’re a Raider – and that makes a world of difference when dealing with other people, especially other Raiders.  And thirdly, I’m much more comfortable being your voice and decision-maker, because I wouldn’t have as much leeway to do what I need to do if I were ‘in charge’.” 
 
    Sterge wasn’t sure what difference that would make, but he assumed she knew more about it than he did.  “So…how come they stood up for me?” 
 
    “Because you’re one of them, a Raider, as opposed to these Merchants.  There’s some bad blood between them, or so I’ve found from some discreet questioning, and though many of those we saw arrive are technically Raiders in the fact that they registered with the Raider Delving Clan, they are almost their own separate entity.   
 
    “And not only are you a Raider, but nearly everyone who has been in The Village has seen you working tirelessly to build these Inns with your own two hands so that they could be comfortable.  While you and I may not be very powerful as far as our Raider Levels are considered, your strength of character can go a long way in their estimation.  It’s one of the reasons they despise the Merchants so much, because the Merchants try to buy their strength through their wealth instead of through hard work and dedication.” 
 
    Sterge was still a little confused and shocked that they had made this decision about him being a Village Chief without him, but he could start to see the wisdom behind it.  He could also understand where their viewpoint towards the Merchants came from, as he had seen it firsthand.  Then again, he had also experienced firsthand the sheer savagery and disdain for non-Raiders that the Clan could display, and it was probably due only to the fact that they didn’t own or control the nearby land that they were behaving themselves.  Oh, he was well aware that not all of them were bad, just like the majority of the Merchants were probably decent folk, but both factions were capable of doing things that could hurt the common people of the world.   
 
    As much as it seemed like the majority of the Raiders were on his side, that didn’t mean they would always stay that way. 
 
    After the assault on the loud-mouthed Elf, both Sterge and Gwenda were expecting some sort of response from the Merchants.  Oddly enough, nothing seemed to come of it other than an underlying tension between the two factions.  There were a few scuffles the next day, but nothing that required more than some basic spells from a Healer to patch them up.  Things seemed to calm down after that – until later that evening, when some bodies were found on the side of the dirt road halfway from The Village and Heftington. 
 
    “Who were they?  Do we know how they died?” Sterge asked Gwenda as soon as he heard about them.  Worries about bandits or highwaymen attacking travelers along the pathway leading to Heftington ran through his head, as none of them had really been present before; there hadn’t been much of value traveling that far south, but that apparently had changed. 
 
    Gwenda told him about who they were – a group of Clan Raiders, not Merchant Raiders – and she knew very little about what had actually happened to them.  The only thing she knew for certain was that very little of their valuables had been stolen – as few possessions as they had for a beginning Raider group – and that they had been dumped there unceremoniously after they were killed somewhere else.  What was the strangest part of it all, however, was that they were seen entering the dungeon earlier that day, and had even been quickly Analyzed before they went inside to verify that they were indeed who they were supposed to be.  It had happened more than once where another group had tried to “jump the line” and pretend to take the place of a different group, so everyone was Analyzed (the same Ability the Clan Outpost leader had used on him and Gwenda) to verify their identity.   
 
    Even stranger was the fact that they never came out.  No one had remarked on it other than to be more cautious for the rest of the day, because while a full-group wipe wasn’t common for beginning dungeons – again, so he had been told – it wasn’t unheard of.  That first group of drunken Humans nearly had their full group wiped, so everyone thought something drastic had happened to this group to precipitate their demise inside the dungeon.  Obviously, something had – though the mystery of how they ended up outside the dungeon was currently unsolvable.  
 
    Reportedly, the Merchants were also missing some of their own, though without any bodies that turned up that news was more of a rumor than anything.  Even that much information was only gathered from a few of the Merchants that traded goods with the Raiders on the perimeter of their camp; despite their animosity, business continued on between the two factions, regardless of feelings towards each other.  Having them there was slightly hurting the business of their own Delving Supply Store, but not enough to make that much of a difference. 
 
    The next day after the bodies of the five Raiders were found, tensions between the two factions rose even higher.  The Raiders that hung around The Village all seemed to blame the Merchants for their deaths, even though there wasn’t even the slightest shred of evidence naming them the culprit; the Merchants, as if in response, took affront to being accused of doing something they didn’t do.  Other than some minor trading done on the fringes of their camp, interactions between them ground to a virtual halt.  All of the Merchant members who had previously visited the Inns for food and drink – if not for accommodations – no longer frequented them.  In fact, the only time they were seen outside of their camp was when they would come to bother Jesper again about their place in line, which was still the same as it had been when they arrived: last. 
 
    A few of the Merchant groups tried to “buy” a spot on the list by offering up gold coins to the Raider groups, but after the dead group was found, Jesper put a stop to that. 
 
    “No Raider group may exchange their place on my list with another, unless specifically allowed to do so by me.  And I’m not planning on switching anyone, no matter how much of an…incentive…is presented to me.”  To Sterge, that sounded pretty final and without any type of ambiguity attached to it; the Merchants, however, took advantage of a loophole.  Instead of switching groups around, they paid quite a few Raider groups to withdraw their names from the list, which inevitably moved them up in the timeline. 
 
    “I don’t understand; isn’t the reason they’re here at all so that they don’t have to pay strong groups of Raiders to usher their young Merchants through more difficult dungeons?  Doesn’t that defeat the purpose?” Sterge asked Gwenda, but Jesper just happened to be nearby and overheard his question. 
 
    “The savings between paying even a hundred groups here a few gold to withdraw their name and a single run through a harder dungeon is immense.  Last I heard, a group of 4 Raiders escorting a single low-Leveled Merchant through a mid-difficulty dungeon would run them at least 100 gold.  Granted, the benefits from that delve would net the new Merchant Raider anywhere between 6 and 10 Raider Levels because of the difficulty, but it is an expensive investment – and there is still a significant danger that they could perish with one wrong move on their part. 
 
    “And keep in mind that is for one new Merchant Raider.  Multiply that by how many you’ve seen here, and you might be able to understand why they would come all this way in order to take advantage of this dungeon being here.  The prospect of controlling access to this place is probably a big draw, as well.” 
 
    Gwenda snorted in acknowledgement.  “That’s for sure; I get approached every day by that Minister about securing the lease for this land.” 
 
    Sterge didn’t know she was still being approached by the Merchant, though he had mentioned that he wasn’t giving up.  Regardless, he knew Gwenda and the others were determined to hold onto what they had and weren’t willing to give it up – all the more so, now that they had been successful in keeping their livelihoods through all of the changes recently. 
 
    “See that you keep your autonomy, girl; the last thing we need is another major conflict here.” 
 
    “You’ve mentioned something like that before; what exactly do you mean?” Sterge asked the Clan representative. 
 
    Jesper shut his mouth and appeared guilty, as if he had said something he shouldn’t have.  After almost a minute of a visible conversation he was having with himself, he finally relented and shared something with them.  “I really shouldn’t have said anything, because it doesn’t really involve you…right now.  Just know that the only safety you have here is your relative independence; the lands around almost every other dungeon on the continent are controlled by either the Clan or the Merchants.”  He paused for another moment.  “Let’s just say that confrontations between us haven’t always been the nicest, and it just seems to be getting worse for some reason.” 
 
    That didn’t sound good to Sterge, nor Gwenda obviously.  “Then…wouldn’t it behoove you and the Clan to try to control this land, as well.” 
 
    Jesper just smiled sadly.  “Ideally, yes; however, neither I nor Trevelyan want this land to become a hotbed for conflict, which it would inevitably become.  Brand-new dungeons are a rarity in and of themselves, and for one to be so accommodating as this one has been is even rarer.  This is arguably the most popular place to be right now, even if it’s primarily for Raiders just starting out on their journeys.  Because of that, neutral control is the ideal situation here to avoid bloodshed; even better, that control is backed by an ironclad lease, which not even the crown can withdraw without good reason; otherwise, such a precedent could endanger all of the dealings people have with the crown.” 
 
    Sterge hadn’t realized how big of a deal all of this was, even when he was warned by the Clan Outpost leader weeks ago.  He looked at Gwenda and saw some of the same feelings he currently possessed reflected on her face as well, though not as much surprise.  She must’ve known some of this before; where have I been?  Jesper wandered off shortly afterwards, probably afraid they would ask more questions he wasn’t supposed to answer.  
 
    “Well, we’re in the thick of it now; no going back, I guess,” Sterge told his long-time friend with a shrug.  She just smiled back at him and gave him a side hug on the bench they were sitting on. 
 
    “We’ll just have to make the most of it, that’s true.”  Her voice sounded a little strained, before it softened somewhat.  “I’m glad you’re here with me, though…have I told you that lately?” 
 
    “No, but you don’t need to; I know that already.  I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.” 
 
    A group of Raiders was approaching them, looking one part angry and one part confused.  It didn’t look urgent, but Sterge could tell they were wanting to complain or ask Gwenda some questions.  “Well, I guess we better get back to work – those Inns won’t build themselves!”  He skipped out before he could get roped into having to talk to them. 
 
    Sterge looked back at her as he got to the construction site of the newest Inn, number 10 if he was counting right; she looked strained already talking to the Raiders, but she also appeared in her element.  It was as if she were made for this kind of work, and it certainly suited her personality much better than farming.  What about me, though?  Is this what I was made for?  Construction and farming?  Being a figurehead of a village? 
 
    As if by its own volition, his head turned towards the Wentrylock Mountains, and the dungeon located within its peaks.  No time for that now – perhaps in the future.  Besides, do I really want to go back to the place where we almost died?  With a sigh, he picked up another board and started on the wall of the Inn he had been working on earlier. 
 
    As crazy as it sounds, I think the answer to that is…yes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The four-hour delay – directly after she had trapped the Core-destroying Raiders – in signaling the next group to come in luckily didn’t cause too much of a disturbance to those waiting for her dungeon to reopen.  It only took that long to restore all of the traps through her normal dungeon rooms and restock them with creatures because she had ended up spending a lot of her Dungeon Force to slow down and eventually stop those Raiders that had tried to destroy her.  She also got started reestablishing the deadlier traps in her Core Room; despite their ineffectiveness against such heavily armored and enchanted individuals as had just defeated them, they were less expensive to rearm rather than to replace with something deadlier.   
 
    Not that she could think of anything deadlier that she could currently set up based on her limited Dungeon Force and lack of Trap Specializations in those kinds of traps.  Regardless, they would stop 99% of the people that had normally been delving through her dungeon; for anyone stronger, or for those wearing enchanted armor, there really wasn’t much that she could create at this stage in her development. 
 
    The first group in after she sent her Root Fox out to indicate everything was ready complained a bit about the wait, but that only lasted for the first few minutes.  Tacca watched them intently and scrutinized every word they said as they delved through her dungeon, looking and listening for any indication that they were going to try and finish her Core off since the others had failed.  When they left and the next group came inside, without any indication that they were there for any other purpose other than to kill creatures and gather rewards, her Dungeon Fairy spoke up. 
 
     “I really don’t think they were working with any of the other Raiders,” Shale said slowly, choosing his words carefully.  “Based on what we’ve heard, I doubt that anyone but this ‘Minister’ they were talking about knew that they were coming here.  Not that there isn’t a possibility of it happening again, but I can’t see a reason for them to want to do it; normally, dungeons are supposed to help them get stronger, and the only reason to get rid of them is because they aren’t helping.  As I’m sure you remember, given what you were doing before…you know…this happened.”  He looked embarrassed as he waved towards her Core. 
 
    While she wasn’t completely over being unknowingly used to destroy those other Cores, a good portion of the pain and anguish involved in the process of her Bond breaking with them had numbed over time.  Recently faced with her own destruction and the reasoning behind it – which didn’t really make sense, as it was based not on what she had been doing, but from some sort of conflict outside of her dungeon – she could better understand why it may have been necessary to destroy those other Cores.  As far as Tacca was concerned, she hadn’t done anything to deserve destruction; even Shale agreed, and he was the one who was a stickler for the rules.   
 
    The evidence that the group that tried to destroy her Core was working alone was further enhanced when she listened in and relayed the angry conversations of her sealed-in victims. 
 
    “We wouldn’t even be here if it hadn’t been for your need to prove yourself—” 
 
    “Oh, shut it!  There really was no other choice, you know.  They couldn’t send in one of the elite squads because, as you know, they Analyze everyone before they go in—” 
 
    “I’m well aware of why we were chosen, but I shouldn’t have let you volunteer me—” 
 
    “You all practically begged to come with me!  Besides, we were all the perfect choices, especially if we wanted to pin the blame for this on those filthy Raiders that are likely to be found on the side of the road by now—” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it with your ‘perfect’ choices; this doesn’t seem so perfect now—" 
 
    “ENOUGH!  Instead of arguing, let’s get out of here before we starve to death—” 
 
    “Oh, I have enough food and drink inside my bottomless bag to last us for at least a week.  I don’t think that’ll be the problem, though, because I have a feeling we’ll suffocate before— 
 
    “If that’s the case, then help me with this wall here before it’s too late—” 
 
    “Here, let me take over; you’re floundering like a fool—” 
 
    “I’m just so tired—” 
 
    The entire conversation/argument lasted for quite a while, but Tacca basically tuned out the majority of it and didn’t even strive to identify who was speaking most of the time.  The basic idea she got from it supported Shale’s theory that they were working alone, however, because it seemed as if these Raiders were specifically chosen in order to frame another group of Raiders for the destruction of her Dungeon Core. 
 
    Needless to say, she wasn’t happy about any of it.  Even with that unhappiness, Tacca still felt a little bad about what she was doing to them.  As groups of Raiders continued to delve through her dungeon late into the evening, without showing any signs that they knew about or wanted to continue the objective of those that were trapped in the depths of her dungeon, the Core watched them slowly succumb to the lack of breathable air inside their prison.  At about 8 hours into their imprisonment, the first of the Raiders collapsed on the ground, unable to get up and move around anymore from the inability to take a deep breath; one-by-one, the others collapsed as well, slumped against the ground or against the wall, barely breathing and holding on to life. 
 
    Against her personal feelings against them, she had to acknowledge their impressive perseverance; up until the end, they all worked together to try to break out of their stone cage with a single-minded persistence.  The two swords that the Fighters wielded were passed off to different people as they got tired, and although they were constructed and enchanted to withstand a lot of abuse, the weapons eventually became chipped, bent, and even broken towards the end.  The damage they did to her Rotating Stone Bridge was quite significant as well, with huge portions of it chipped and sliced away by the enchanted blades. 
 
    As much as she didn’t want to admit any type of admiration towards the leader who had seemed so intent on destroying her, she couldn’t help but watch with amazement as he lay slumped against the Stone Bridge trap, continuing to slam his bent and broken sword against it with the last of his strength while the others were all passed out unconscious and appearing ready to die at any time.  With a final strike, his sword managed to break enough of the Rotating Stone Trap to shatter the entire thing, which quickly disappeared like her creatures did when they were destroyed. 
 
    With the stone trap he was slumped against gone, the leader collapsed into the void it left when it disappeared and Tacca could see a hint of a smile on his face…which quickly disappeared when he saw the additional stone wall keeping him sealed inside.  That was apparently too much for him because the Fighter closed his eyes and died less than a minute later from the lack of air.  The other Raiders trapped with him followed soon after, and Tacca saw her CIPs rise by 5 Points after each death.  
 
    While she was glad that they had died and that the threat they represented was gone, the Dungeon Core couldn’t help but feel bad about the way they had died.  It was one thing to kill Raiders who delved through her dungeon with her traps and creatures; it was technically their choice to venture through dangerous obstacles looking to increase their strength and acquire rewards, so if they died…well…that was a direct result of that choice.  This, though…this felt different; these Raiders had died due to what Tacca deliberately did, singling them out for death and not as a result of the dungeon. 
 
    “You had no choice, Tacca,” Shale said softly to her after she reported that they had all died.  “If you hadn’t done that, there is every possibility that they would’ve survived anything else you could’ve thrown at them, or even come back later if you forced them to leave.  It’s…a horrible way to go, but they deserved it for what they were planning on doing to you; I doubt any at the DPRC would see it differently, either.” 
 
    I know that, Shale, I do.  I just wish there had been another way. 
 
    “Well, there might have been if you’d had more time to plan and with more resources at your disposal,” he said matter-of-factly.  “Sadly, that wasn’t the case, and it doesn’t appear – at least, so far – that anyone is missing these 5 yet.”  Shale paused for a moment before asking, “Speaking of resources, what are you going to do with everything?” 
 
    That confused her for a moment.  What do you mean?  I’ll just absorb all of them like I did with the others who died inside my dungeon—  Wait…I don’t have to do that, do I? 
 
    It was a rule that Dungeon Cores needed to “clean” up after themselves when a Raider died inside their dungeon.  For reasons she could completely understand, having a corpse stick around to be potentially seen by the next group of Raiders to delve through was bad practice – and could cause some difficulties if, say, the new Raider group knew the person before they had perished.  A need for vengeance was always a potential reaction by the Raiders from any death inside the dungeon, of course, so there was no need to exacerbate the feelings by leaving corpses scattered around. 
 
    The gear with them was usually also absorbed because it couldn’t really be used by the Core.  Most armor wouldn’t fit their creatures and was therefore unusable; weapons were sometimes useful depending on what a Core had as far as creatures that could use them, but they were generally absorbed because reusing a dead Raider’s identifiable weapon might engender that same need of vengeance that leaving a dead body around could ignite.  The bottomless bags they frequently carried with them – at least among more experienced, higher-Level Raiders – could potentially be a treasure trove of items, but they were also keyed specifically to a Raider so that they could mentally retrieve whatever they were looking for easily.   
 
    Without any way to re-key them, there was no way to access them; without being able to access the contents, they were basically just plain, unusable pouches.  From what she had been told and had learned herself at DAPS, trying to access them through applications of Dungeon Force usually ended badly: If they didn’t explode and cause major damage to the dungeon, then some of the magical spells that created the bags were released and somehow warped in unpredictable ways – at least temporarily.  The range of the explosions or warping was difficult to determine beforehand, so accidentally rupturing one could damage a corner of a room – or wipe out half of a dungeon, including a Core in the process.  The same didn’t happen when these bags were destroyed by other means – physical or magical damage, for example – only if Dungeon Force were applied to it.  
 
    As a result, Dungeon Cores usually just absorbed such bottomless bags if they were left behind, which was a rarity unless there was a full-group wipe of Raiders and no one was there to retrieve their gear before they left.  In fact, most Raiders who delved typically didn’t leave their dead behind to be absorbed by the dungeon, unless they were forced to flee for their lives. 
 
    Could the gear be saved and given out as rewards, then?  Well – theoretically – yes, the items could be left in a pile that Raiders could pick up and acquire that way.  They couldn’t be assigned as a “Reward” when a creature was killed or stashed in a treasure chest, however; if they weren’t part of the Reward Tiers, then there wasn’t much a Core could do with them otherwise.  Hoarding them inside of a room was also not that great of an idea, especially not in a Core Room, as had been demonstrated by the unfortunate demise of Darlene – one of Tacca’s first Cores to whom she had bonded. 
 
    But these Raiders were quite different.  Not their bodies, necessarily, which Tacca took the slightest pleasure in absorbing to get rid of them; no, their gear was what was quite different.  For one, it was thoroughly enchanted and mostly intact (nearly destroyed swords notwithstanding), which was a rarity – and therefore probably highly identifiable for anyone who came across it.  This meant that she wouldn’t put it out for rewards to be picked up, not that she would with such valuable gear – it would set a precedent of her dungeon having extremely expensive gear, and could lead to angry Raiders in the future who didn’t find any of it later on. 
 
    Secondly, Tacca’s unique situation meant that she had the ability to actually make use of the armor and remaining weapons.  No other dungeon – that she knew of – had access to creatures in the form of Humans, Elves, and Gnomes. 
 
    I think I see what you’re getting at, Shale.  Very clever; I knew I kept you around for a reason.   
 
    Her teasing tone made him blush a little and look away from her Core.  “Yes, well, it just makes the most sense not to waste what practically wandered into your dungeon.” 
 
    Over the next day, as more groups of Raiders delved through her dungeon without any problems – with constant surveillance by both Tacca and Shale – she finally rearmed all of the current traps in her Core Room.  She then spent some time and DF to create some of her “unique” creatures down below, as well as slightly reducing the count of her creatures up above, in order to free up some of her Control Limit.  By mid-afternoon of the next day, she had 2 Human Fighters, 1 Elven Caster, 1 Elven Healer, and a Gnome Scout; in addition, she also spent extra DF to equip them all with every Ability they had access to for their Variants.  When they were all complete, she unsealed the tunnel where the Raiders had been slain and instructed her creatures to exchange their current Ragged and Basic armor and clothing for the enchanted sets left behind when she absorbed their bodies.   
 
    Thankfully, it worked; she was momentarily concerned that they wouldn’t be able to wield such powerful tools because they weren’t created by her, but she needn’t have worried so much.  The Caster and the Healer picked up the intricately carved staff and mundane-looking steel mace left behind; the Healer’s weapon was the only object with minimal enchantments on it, which Tacca determined to be durability bonuses.  The gorgeous bow that the Scout had been using was a little large for the Gnome, but it could still be used well enough – especially with the Accuracy enchantments on the weapon. 
 
    The swords were pretty much trash by that point, after having broken in half and being banged up quite a bit.  Instead of trying to salvage them, since she had no way to fix them back to the way they were before, Tacca just absorbed them and brought up her Reward Tiers to see what else she could arm them with.  During her last increase in her Core Improvement Level, she had spent some Points to unlock Tier 2; she hadn’t needed to access it quite yet, since those Rewards would generally be too much for a dungeon of her difficulty.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Reward Tier 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward 
  
      	  Cost 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gold Coin 
  
      	  500 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Refined Iron Dagger 
  
      	  40 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Refined Iron Shortsword 
  
      	  40 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Refined Iron Mace 
  
      	  40 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Refined Iron Axe 
  
      	  40 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Crafted Pine Bow 
  
      	  40 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sturdy Maple Staff 
  
      	  40 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Iron-banded Oak Shield 
  
      	  30 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Again, nothing there that she would want to include in her current dungeon, but she could make use of the Refined Iron Shortsword available to her.  Anything better than that would have to wait until another dying Raider dropped something usable, or until Reward Tier 4 was unlocked.  Tier 2 gave an upgrade to weapons and the ability to produce Gold Coins; Tier 3 had upgrades to armor, and they went back and forth with each Tier from then on.  Other rewards were added as well, including gemstones of different kinds, as well as enchanting scrolls of different rarities, potions, and other specialized Rewards dependent on dungeon composition. 
 
    Therefore, Tacca created and armed her Fighters with Refined Iron Shortswords; it wasn’t much of an upgrade, and they paled in comparison to what the Raiders had used and destroyed in their efforts to escape, but they were better than nothing.  She also added an Iron-banded Oak Shield to their off-hands, to utilize the Shield Slam Abilities that they possessed – since protecting themselves wasn’t really a priority with the quality of gear they were wearing. 
 
    Once they were all equipped and as ready as possible, Tacca had them move two empty rooms up from where her Core was still located (at the very bottom of her dungeon) and stationed them there to prevent anyone—hopefully—from progressing any deeper.  She was planning on placing some additional traps in the room as well, a mix of intense Enchantment-based ones and deadlier Projectile or Explosive traps; it was something she was planning to work on over the next few weeks as her DF allowed.  As much as she would love to just shut her dungeon down for a day or two to fully fund her defenses, doing so might cause a stir with those still delving through her rooms on an amazingly consistent basis.  If she absolutely had to, she would certainly do it, but for now she was trying to keep things as “normal” as possible. 
 
    The next few days passed slowly – or so it seemed to Tacca – because she was paranoid about anyone coming into her dungeon before she had it fully defended; almost all of her concentration was fully focused on watching every single move the Raiders made and she was hung up on every word they said.  The only time she wasn’t watching them, even as they walked up the exit staircase, was when she was placing additional traps down below to protect her Core.  She wasn’t necessarily going overboard with it like Jeff the “Prepper” had, by filling up every inch of his dungeon with traps, but she was planning for the room containing her superbly armored creatures to have a very similar feel to it.      
 
    She found that, although she was limited in the amount of DF she could pump into an Enchantment Trap, she could play with the dimensions and focus the intensity of the trap to produce some interesting results.  The resulting creation was limited in area as a result, but quite a bit more powerful. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Confusion Enchantment Trap 
    
  The Confusion Enchantment Trap can be placed on any surface and is triggered by proximity.  Any living being passing through the activation range will experience a level of confusion – determined by the strength of the trap – for a limited duration of time.  Victims afflicted with confusion cannot retrigger additional Confusion Enchantment Traps until the duration has expired.  All traps can be disabled with high enough Disarm Trap skills. 
    
  Cost: 1200 DF (-60% Enchantment Specialization) 
  Replacement Cost: 300 (-75% off current cost/Enchantment Specialization) 
  Creation Time: 6 Hours 
  Disarm Trap Resistance: 20 
  Activation Range: 1.0ft X 1.0ft X 1.0ft 
  Trigger Proximity: 0.2 ft 
  Strength: 70.0 
  Duration: 10.0 seconds 
  Resistance Category: Mental 
  Special Effects: Causes the mind of a victim passing through the Activation Range to become confused and they may attack allies 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Something like that was very similar in size to the tiny Confusion Enchantment Traps she had created to boost her CIPs over the threshold at the end of her countdown periods, but they were much more powerful.  The Strength score of 70.0 was enough to overcome all but the strongest Mental Resistances – including the enchantments on her creatures’ armor.  It also had an impressive Disarm Trap Resistance, meaning that someone would have had to train that Ability up quite a bit in order to bypass it safely.  The trap also normally cost 3,000 DF to create, but since it was her Specialization it only cost 1,200 DF instead.  
 
    The biggest downside to a trap like this, other than the expensive Dungeon Force cost – and the reason she wouldn’t normally use something like this up above in her normal dungeon rooms – was that the Activation Range and Trigger Proximity were quite small in comparison to her other traps.  What that essentially meant was that someone would have to step on a very small, very defined area, just barely big enough to place a foot inside, in order to be affected by the Enchantment – and it would likely only affect one person at a time.   
 
    That was why she was planning on placing dozens, or perhaps hundreds, of them along the ground, so that they would be difficult to avoid.  Not just Enchantment traps that caused Confusion, but also ones that caused Fear, Rage, Despair, and even Phantom Pain; that last one was unusual in the fact that it created a sense of pain throughout the body, but the victims weren’t actually subjected to any injury.  It was a bit severe, and its use was frowned upon by the DPRC – because it was akin to torture, which was something with which a dungeon wanted to avoid being associated.  Sure, a Core could do all numbers of things to injure, maim, and kill Raiders all day long; torturing them for any length of time before either letting them go or killing them, however, was another no-no. 
 
    It was shaping up to be an ongoing process of putting those all in, as well as some Explosive and Projectile traps that were nearby (which were not quite as intense, given that they cost a lot more) to help hasten the confused, afraid, and despairing victim’s death.  Nevertheless, even with a few of them already there and her Human, Elven, and Gnome creatures armed and armored to help with the defense, Tacca already felt like her Core was better protected than nearly any other Core at her stage of existence. 
 
    Just as she thought she could relax her extreme vigilance – even just a little – a group of Raiders walked inside her dungeon that appeared almost identical to those who had come to destroy her Core. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Tacca nearly started to absorb all of her creatures and traps for their DF when she saw the group walk into her dungeon, but Shale fortunately stopped her. 
 
    “Wait!  I don’t think these are the same as the others.” 
 
    What?  How can you tell?  She was still poised to start the absorption process but held off while she listened to her Dungeon Fairy. 
 
    “I can’t sense or see any enchantments on their gear, and I can visually see that it isn’t quite as high of quality, either.  Hold off for a moment, if you will; you’ll still have plenty of time to prepare if I’m wrong.” 
 
    Tacca put her sudden preparations on hold while she looked at them closer, trusting for the moment that what Shale said was correct.  She relaxed the tiniest bit when she observed the plate armor of the two Fighters out front, which was a well-used, dented, and thoroughly scratched-up lower-quality steel.  The chainmail underneath the plates was visibly rusted in places, as if it wasn’t properly cared for in between delves.  None of it had the slight, barely visible glow that indicated to her that it was enchanted, either. 
 
    Looking at the others, she saw basically the same sort of thing in their attire.  While the Healer’s and Caster’s robes were clearly embroidered silk, they were frayed in spots and worn nearly through in a couple of locations.  The superb leather armor worn by the Scout – which Tacca suddenly realized was a Gnome this time, instead of a Human like the last group dressed like this – was tooled in delicate designs around the chest area, but there were also obvious places where the original armor had been mended multiple times; it was very well done, but it was plain that the armor had seen some action. 
 
    All of that alarmed her still because she worried that these people were much stronger and more experienced than they should be for her dungeon.  That lasted until the Fighter in front tripped over his own feet and landed awkwardly, sprawling out on the ground just as her two Root Foxes snuck out from near the roots of the two trees near the entrance and attacked.  The resulting fight would’ve been hilarious to Tacca if she hadn’t been so tense about their presence. 
 
    The Fighter still on his feet managed to see the Foxes before they could close on the group, but his swing with the dented and slightly dull steel sword in his hand went far above the jumping creature, which landed on the back of the fallen Fighter and started to bite and scratch at the chainmail on his neck – to very little effect, unfortunately.  Despite the rust, the protection was more than enough to save the Raider from serious injury, though from his high-pitched screams you couldn’t tell. 
 
    The second one jumped on the front of the male Human Healer, who also screamed in a high-pitched voice and started punching at the Fox, which was trying to dig its claws into the smooth silk of the robe while trying to bite the Raider’s face.  The Caster swung her simply carved wooden staff at the Canine who was trying to eat the Healer, but only managed to sharply smack the Healer on the back.  The accidental attack caused another outrage of pain. 
 
    “How do I even use this?” the Gnome inquired, before she pulled back the string of her bow and let the arrow that was…semi-nocked…on the string fly.  By her words and her actions, she obviously had no clue what she was doing, as the arrow flew off and spun a few times before embedding itself a half-inch in the thigh of the Elven Caster.  Her scream accompanied the others as she stared down at the projectile in her leg in shock and dropped her staff, before tentatively pulling it out.  From Tacca’s perspective, the wound didn’t look that deep, but someone watching her reaction and near-faint as she pulled it out probably couldn’t tell. 
 
    The upright Fighter finally aimed correctly at the Root Fox doing its best to bite the prostrate, armored Raider and practically sliced its head from its body – though it was plain to see that it didn’t do nearly as much damage as the enchanted swords the previous group possessed did.  The Healer was finally able to knock the creature trying to bite his face off his robe and he kicked it across the room.  The force of the kick wasn’t all that powerful, however, so as soon as it landed, the Fox got up and ran back at him without delay.   
 
    The Scout had recovered from her initial shot going awry and had managed to hold her bow almost correctly.  Another arrow shot out and managed to hit the creature aiming for the Healer in the right foreleg, which caused it to trip and tumble forwards.  Before it could get up and continue to attack, the upright Fighter had moved over and chopped down at it with his sword, killing it nearly instantly. 
 
    “You…you shot me!  How…why…?” the Elf yelled out, still apparently in shock and unbearable pain from the minor wound in her leg. 
 
    There were quite a few apologies flying around afterwards, as well as some healing done by the Healer, which fixed the Caster up quite well.  The Fighter who had fallen down had suffered some nasty scratches to his neck from the abuse of the Root Fox, but nothing had actually punctured his skin.   
 
    “Why do we have to wear this junk?  I know for a fact that the Minister has some enchanted armor—” 
 
    The Fighter who had managed to kill both creatures scoffed at the formerly prostrate Raider’s words.  “What, you think he would share that with us?  Besides, even if he did, we couldn’t wear it; this ‘dungeon delving’ is supposed to build character, or something stupid like that.  This armor is the best we’re going to get here, because if this place is too easy, then that defeats the purpose of the whole thing.”  He paused for a moment.  “Or at least, that’s what my mother said.” 
 
    “Character?  Who needs character when you’ve got lots of money?” 
 
    “Your father, for one!  Before we left him, back in the city, he told me that most people don’t trust us Merchants because they don’t think we’ve worked a day in our lives.  By working hard at building up our Raider Levels to something ‘respectable’ without paying for it, that would go a long way towards showing that we aren’t just a bunch of ‘money-grubbing wastrels’.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever – but this chainmail is rubbing me in some…uncomfortable places.  Let’s just get this over with so we can leave.”  The neck-scratched Fighter started pulling at his armor down below, to the short titters by the Caster and Scout. 
 
    “You do know that this isn’t the only time we’ll be in here, don’t you?  We’re supposed to ‘delve’ here as much as possible, until we’re at least Level 6, before we move on to a harder dungeon,” the Healer said, having recovered from the attack already. 
 
    “Yes, of course I know that,” the Fighter snapped out.  He then dropped the harshness in his voice and practically mumbled, “That doesn’t mean I have to like it.” 
 
    They were certainly a contentious bunch that didn’t seem like they wanted to be there in her dungeon in the first place.  Tacca could understand being told to do something that you didn’t want to do, and then doing it anyway; that was her entire career as a Dungeon Assistant, after all.  She felt the slightest bit of sympathy for them for a moment before she tightened her scrutiny of them – because she still didn’t trust them.  Either they really were who they seemed to be (incompetent Raiders who didn’t want to be there), or they were extremely good actors, and it was hard to tell right away which it was.   
 
    Ten minutes later, she had her answer: incompetent Raiders who didn’t want to be there.  Their teamwork was almost non-existent, they seemed to hurt themselves almost as much as her creatures, and they complained non-stop – all of them.  By the time they made it to the third room with the Branch Jackals, their arguing and complaints were becoming extremely annoying. 
 
    “I think this is the first time I’ve ever wanted a group of Raiders to leave,” Shale said while they were fumbling around and screaming in fear from the trap they had activated in the room.  “And not because they were a threat, but because I don’t want to listen to them anymore.  Please tell me you won’t Bond with them if they manage to kill themselves; I don’t think I could look at you the same way if I knew you had gained some sort of Ability from them.”  Tacca couldn’t tell if he was joking or not, but she supposed it didn’t matter – she wanted as little to do with them as possible. 
 
    Fortunately (for both their own safety and Tacca’s sanity), they finally took themselves from her dungeon after barely finishing off her creatures in her sixth room, just before her Boss Room.  It had been a wound-filled slog for them to kill the Coyotes, Jackals, and Foxes after the two Fighters had been caught by the Confusion-based trap in the room, and she was glad that they decided not to push on.  While one or more of them might have actually died in the last room, Tacca was done with them; they left by the exit staircase in the side of the room, still complaining, arguing, and now whining from all of the wounds they had suffered (though they had all healed up fully through the Healer’s help or through some Minor Healing Potions they had brought along). 
 
    Figuratively breathing a giant sigh of relief as they left, the grateful Dungeon Core signaled to the Raiders waiting outside, via her Root Fox appearing at the entrance, that she was more than ready for another group.  Just her luck, though, another group of these “Merchants” appeared looking very similarly attired, if a little different in Class composition.  She groaned as they too started to complain almost immediately after arriving, though they proved to be a bit less incompetent.  They managed to—barely—finish off all the creatures in her Boss Room, though it was more than obvious that was probably their limit as to what they could accomplish.  Her worries about them continuing on to find her Dungeon Core also proved to be unfounded, as they left right after they were able to ambulate on their own. 
 
    For the next three days, Tacca was on edge as one of these better-equipped groups after another arrived at her dungeon to delve through.  There were periods during which she was able to relax a little bit, when some of the groups seemed as incompetent as the first “Merchant” group (or even more, if that was possible); for the most part, though, she was stuck watching their every move and word on the chance that they were there to destroy her Core. 
 
    “You’ve got to relax a little bit, Tacca.  I think that all of this stress you’re putting yourself under about these Raiders is causing your Core to crack again,” her Dungeon Assistant mentioned one day. 
 
    What are you talking about—? Tacca started to ask, before she looked at her Core for the first time in days.   
 
    The Former Dungeon Fairy had been so focused on watching everything going on in her dungeon that she hadn’t really been paying attention to her form.  She was surprised to see that there were some fine cracks that were spiderwebbing all over her Core.  Tacca knew that it hadn’t been from overextending her use of Dungeon Force, because even though she had been distracted lately, she had been very careful not to strain herself like that.  She couldn’t tell if the stress of a potentially imminent attack was what was causing the cracks to appear, however; all she knew was they weren’t there before all of the “Merchants” started to arrive, one after another. 
 
    I…think you could be right, Shale.  Thanks for letting me know – I hadn’t even noticed the cracks.  Tacca hesitated to think about what would’ve happened had Shale not observed what was happening to her Core.  It was entirely possible that she could’ve been killed from the stress alone.   
 
    “I just want you to take care of yourself,” the Dungeon Fairy said sincerely.  “Don’t let these Raiders who wanted to kill you win by worrying yourself to death.” 
 
    That made her think about the whole situation in a new light.  Do you think that was part of their plan?  If they didn’t succeed with their first group, they would send all of these incompetent Raiders who looked like them, until I cracked from all of the stress? 
 
    Shale waved away her concerns, though.  “That kind of thing seems highly improbable; I was taught that the Raiders don’t fully understand exactly how Dungeon Cores work – and especially your Core – so that would require some insider information that I’m confident isn’t available to them.” 
 
    Her Assistant had a point, Tacca had to admit.  She had been taught the same thing, and such a plan or conspiracy to destroy her Core seemed a lot more elaborate than what she would expect from them.  Besides that, her own situation was unique in the fact that her Core cracked at all; stress and overuse of Dungeon Force normally didn’t cause those same problems in other Dungeon Cores.  It might make them become a bit odder than many of the ones she had met seemed to be, but they wouldn’t physically crack under the stress and pressure of managing their dungeon. 
 
    Taking Shale’s advice, she pulled back her constant surveillance of the Merchant Raider groups coming into her dungeon and let her Dungeon Assistant relay anything that might be some sort of concern to her Core.  That didn’t mean she didn’t check up on each group’s progress (or lack of progress) as they delved through her dungeon rooms, but her persistent obsession with watching them was cut back significantly.  Almost immediately, her mind felt better and clearer than it had in days, and the cracks stopped growing any worse on her Core. 
 
    Thankfully, the tide of plate-armored and silk robe-wearing Raiders stopped after another day, and for the first time Tacca recognized the group entering her dungeon.  Not personally, of course, but she thought back and identified them as the second group that had delved through her dungeon.   
 
    “It looks like those who had visited your dungeon first are starting to delve through again.  That’s strange, though, because the last time I looked outside at that village with all the Raiders, it had been filled with many more than we’ve seen come through here already.” 
 
    Maybe things have changed now that these “Merchants” have arrived; I can’t say that I know much about these things.  Obviously, I know what a merchant is and what they do, but these seem like some sort of social or economic faction I know nothing about.   
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant could only agree.  “I know nothing about them, either.  If you’d like, I can always head over to the DPRC and ask about them; if anyone would know about them, I’m sure they would.” 
 
    Eh…I’d rather avoid involving them in my business right now if I can.  Even though they tried to kill me, I’d rather go up against these Merchants than the Council any day. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Shale told her, before he smiled.  “For what it’s worth, I agree with you.  They didn’t seem like they were in any position to help much the last time I was there, and I don’t want to get sucked into whatever crisis they were dealing with there and leave you all alone.” 
 
    I wouldn’t want that, either.  Thanks, Shale. 
 
    After an awkward silence, Shale cleared his mental “throat” as he continued to watch the familiar group battling their way through her dungeon.  “Anyways, now that there are some returning visitors that we’ve already seen, there likely will be more groups that have delved through your dungeon before.  If they didn’t manage to get stronger through their first visit, they probably will soon; regardless, as you can see here, they have experience delving through your rooms and therefore know exactly what to expect.  That’s a good thing for them, as it means they will probably finish their delve quicker; it could potentially be a bad thing for you, however, as you’ll have less time to restock your rooms.” 
 
    Tacca was more than aware of all of that, but it felt good having someone reiterate it to her, nonetheless.  After the first few groups of “normal” Raiders that went through, which were indeed repeats of those they had seen before, she was forced to delay the arrival of another group by nearly 15 minutes.  As Shale had predicted, the experienced Raiders knew their way around her dungeon already and knew what to expect first-hand, so they practically breezed through without too much trouble.  This made restocking everything take a bit longer, but overall it wasn’t that much of a difference.  The main issue was that Tacca wouldn’t have as much DF to play with to continue creating her traps down below while these experienced groups were tearing through her dungeon. 
 
    The delay wasn’t remarked upon, luckily, and she thought it was quite possible that they didn’t even really notice.  It turned out that it didn’t matter overly much, actually, because there soon were chunks of brand-new Raider groups (thankfully not the Merchant-types) interspersed in between the experienced ones.  This gave her a little more time to recover and regulate her DF expenditure, and to expand her defensive trap repertoire down below. 
 
    It became a bit routine after a while, with one Raider group entering while another was exiting up the staircase, and the days became a bit of a blur.  There hadn’t been any sign of the Raiders being other than what they purported to be, and there weren’t any other incursions into her Core Room – though one new group decided to investigate her Core Room and nearly all died because of their curiosity.   
 
    “Uh…I don’t think we should venture in there.  It doesn’t seem like it’s part of the dungeon, and we were told not to poke around outside of this last room.”  Tacca was on edge again when she saw them seek out and venture down the tunnel leading from her Boss Room to her Core Room.  She silently urged the group to listen to their Healer, who was pleading with the leader to exit from the dungeon.  The Core had very little doubt that they would all perish if they progressed any further; they had shown their inexperience and lack of powerful gear throughout their delve, and even the traps inside of her Core Room would kill them easily.  Granted, they could be tricking her by demonstrating a lack of competence and experience, but she didn’t think so. 
 
    “What if there is some more loot just waiting here for us, though?  I don’t see the Core that they were talking about that is supposed to be here, so it probably couldn’t hurt to check—” the Human Scout of the group had started to suggest, before he stepped inside and immediately fell into the pit that was revealed as the stone façade crumbled apart on top.  He barely had time to scream before he hit the iron spikes down below, dying instantly as one of the sharp protrusions entered through his mouth and pierced through the back of his head – in addition to the half-dozen spikes impaled through his body. 
 
    “Barton!  NOOOOOOO!” shouted the Caster, another Human who rushed forward when the Scout (Barton, Tacca assumed) fell in the pit.  She managed to catch herself from falling inside with him, but she was also unbalanced as her feet skidded to the edge of the pit.  The others were too shocked at everything happening to react in time, so the robe-wearing Caster was forced to throw herself to the side of the pit.  She caught on to the edge with surprising alacrity, pulling herself up even as tears ran down her face. 
 
    The others were just starting to move towards the edge of the pit when the Caster stood up near the edge, looked down into the pit, and then stepped back sobbing with her hands against her mouth.  “Barton!  Why—?” 
 
    Suddenly, her foot triggered the Blade trap that Tacca had placed there, and 3 sharp, circular blades flashed out of the nearby wall, passing through the grieving Human woman before retreating back into the stone edifice in less than a second.  Her body seemed to freeze for a moment in shock, and the others just stared at her, trying to figure out what had happened; the next moment, her body slowly collapsed into four different pieces as the blades had sliced completely through her knees, her waist, and her neck all at the same time.  Actually, it’s more like 6 pieces since she had her hands around her mouth in shock at the time.   
 
    Wisely, the other three Raiders screamed and ran away back up the tunnel, fleeing out through the Boss Room’s exit staircase in shock and fear.   
 
    “Do you think they will tell the others what happened here?” Shale asked. 
 
    I certainly hope so; maybe they will understand not to venture any farther than the Boss Room, now. 
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant smiled sadly.  “One can only hope.” 
 
    Indeed.  Tacca started to restock the Boss Room with creatures while she cleaned up the…mess.  It was actually a bit more difficult for her than usual because for the most part the deaths in her dungeon were a bit cleaner than this – and typically in one piece.  She didn’t feel bad for those that had died, because they were venturing somewhere she now knew they were specifically told not to go; but she did regret that they had to die because of their curiosity and greed, instead of testing themselves against her regular dungeon. 
 
    Indeed, she repeated to herself.  One can only hope. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    The next week and a half went rather smoothly, with no one even attempting to infiltrate her Core Room again, nor making any overt threats or indications that they were there to destroy her.  In all, despite another half-dozen Raiders dying to her traps and creatures, it was rather calm.  It was so calm and relatively routine, in fact, that Tacca nearly missed her monthly countdown. 
 
    “Tacca?  How long do you have until your countdown is complete for the month?” Shale suddenly asked one day.  “I can barely keep track of the days, anymore, with how these Raiders come at all hours of the day and night.” 
 
    Huh?  Oh, well I have…2 hours!  I completely lost track of time, myself!   
 
    Looking around her dungeon, Tacca realized that she had been in a sort of daze, automatically restocking her dungeon when the time required it and directing the Raiders inside when it was ready.  There hadn’t really been anything over the last few days to break up the monotony; she really wasn’t complaining about that, however, because lately boring meant safe.  Therefore, she had easily lost track of what was going on with her Core. 
 
    There was currently a new group of Raiders starting their delve through her dungeon (at least, she hadn’t seen them before – so they were new) and one just exiting via the staircase tunnel, and she had just a little over 500 DF at her disposal to play with if she needed it.  She began to place additional inexpensive traps in one of her empty rooms, but stopped in surprise after just over a dozen; the familiar strain of having too many traps was pressing at her Core again, and she didn’t want to deliberately crack her form any more than it already was. 
 
    What?  I only have about a dozen of them throughout the rooms above, including my Core room.  How could I—?  Oh.  Looking at the room that housed her creatures wearing the enchanted gear she salvaged, she discovered that she had gone a little overboard with the defensive traps she had placed.  She did a quick count and estimated that there were over 500 of them – in a variety of different kinds – inside the room, placed over nearly every foot of the floor and even the walls.  It shocked her that she had done all of that without her even knowing about it, but thinking back at it she knew exactly what she was doing the entire time.  Instead of consciously considering what she was doing, however, Tacca had been doing it all as an automatic response to wanting to protect herself.   
 
    Unfortunately, not all of them were as intense of a strength as she had planned on using; approximately 10% of them had the Strength of 70, as she had originally designed, but the other 90% were a mixture of various potencies, including many that had a Strength in the single digits.  They wouldn’t be worthless, of course, but they wouldn’t be quite as effective as she had planning. 
 
    Why did I—?  Oh.  She perused her memories even more and discovered the reasoning behind the change in her original plan.  It basically boiled down to not wanting a Mass Disarm spell or Ability to wipe out the majority of the traps in one fell swoop.  For those traps that were identical in construction and Strength, using a spell or Ability like that would eliminate all of them that were exactly the same; if there were a wide variety of traps, however, it would help to minimize the risk that they would all be nullified at the same time.  
 
    She knew that, of course, as she had learned it when she was at DAPS.  However, it had taken being hypnotized by monotony for that to emerge as something to consider in her paranoia-driven defensive setup.  Tacca was secure enough in herself to take a mental step back and acknowledge that her need for defenses emerged as a direct result of the trauma of nearly being destroyed and the paranoia that occurred afterwards; as a result, she knew she wasn’t quite in the right frame of mind when she was thinking up ways to defend herself.  Fortunately, despite her original absence of serious thought, her mind had corrected for the issues that had sprung up. 
 
    What it also essentially meant was that there wasn’t much that Tacca could do to increase her CIPs any more than their current number, so all she had to do was wait for the countdown to be over.  Based on what her information said, though, there really wasn’t any reason to panic – because it was going to be a good day. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations, Tacca GloomLily! 
  
You have reached Core Improvement Level: 7 
  You have reached Core Improvement Level: 8 
  Current CIP Countdown: 67/1200 in 30 days 
  Core Improvement Points earned: 1800 (1800) 
  Special Characteristic Points earned: 50 (175) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tacca had gone up 2 Core Improvement Levels!  By having Raiders inside of her dungeon for an average of 22 hours a day, she had earned 660 CIPs from their presence over the last month; a total of 35 Raiders had died inside of her dungeon for 5 CIPs each, giving her 175 CIPs; and the 532 new traps she had placed far down below gave her a Point each.  Added to the 500 CIPs she had banked from the previous month, she ended up with a total of 1,867 CIPs – 1,800 of which were used to increase her CI Level immediately and she could now spend them, and the extra 67 were banked for the next month. 
 
    Now there was an important choice to be made.  With 1,800 Core Improvement Points to use, there were numerous choices as to the items on which she could spend them. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvements 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available Core Improvement Points (CIP) 
  
      	  1800 
  
      	  67 in 30 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Improvement Name 
  
      	  Value 
  
      	  Cost (CIP) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Maximum Dungeon Force Increase 
  
      	  +500 DF 
  
      	  500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration Increase 
  
      	  +10 DF per minute 
  
      	  750 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit Increase 
  
      	  +100 
  
      	  600 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  250 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature Variant 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Trap Specialization 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  300 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Environment Access 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  400 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier Increase 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  400 
  
     
 
      
      	  Convert CIPs to SCPs 
  
      	  1 SCP 
  
      	  4 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Having a greater maximum Dungeon Force at this point might be beneficial, because that would mean she could create even deadlier traps to protect herself.  The same went for the additional Trap Specializations, as those would allow her to expand what she could create and would provide better defense for less cost, in terms of DF.  However, both of those would only really benefit her Core and peace of mind – though they weren’t something to discount, because they were only for those purposes. 
 
    An increase in her DF regeneration was always beneficial for just about every aspect of her dungeon.  It would allow her to restock her dungeon while still having enough left over to expand it a little – though that would also depend on whatever else she purchased with her Points.  Or, if she didn’t want to expand right now, it would just increase the speed at which she could invite more Raiders in to delve through her dungeon. 
 
    Additional creatures and environments were something she would love to play with, because she had plenty of ideas for another section of her dungeon.  Of course, that meant that she needed to expand her Control Limit, and even her DF regeneration, so that she could afford to stock the rooms initially and restock them after a Raider group destroyed her creatures and sprung her traps.   
 
    The two things she really didn’t need right now were choosing additional Variants and increasing her Reward Tier again; one, because she already had access to every Variant; two, because she already had Reward Tier 2, which was plenty enough for her dungeon at the moment. 
 
    Therefore, many options of what to select were at her figurative fingertips – but there was something hanging over her Core that needed to be addressed.  Not only that, but it needed to be addressed quickly, because otherwise she might not have an opportunity later on.  It had to do with her negative Special Characteristics, namely the ones that reduced the Level of her creatures by 10 and the reduction of her earned Core Improvement Points by 95%. 
 
    Shale, what can you tell me about the conversion rate between CIPs and SCPs?  I want to make sure, with everything going on lately, that I remember correctly. 
 
    “Uh, sure.  Well, you can exchange any number of available Core Improvement Points for Special Characteristic Points at a rate of…4-to-1, I believe.  Ah, yes, thank you,” her Dungeon Assistant said after she shared her Core Improvements screen with him. 
 
    When he didn’t expand on that, she asked, And what happens when I raise my CI Level past a certain point?   
 
    The Dungeon Fairy looked confused for a moment before he got what she was talking about.  “Oh, well, at Level 11, 21, 31, and so on for every 10 levels, the conversion rate goes up—oh.  Yeah, that could be a problem.” 
 
    In Tacca’s position, as a Dungeon Core, it was quite unfair; as a trained Dungeon Assistant, she understood the increase in conversion rate.  As Cores gained higher Core Improvement Levels, they required more and more CIPs to progress to the next one – and therefore had more Points to spend on Improvements.  For instance, to progress from CI Level 40 to CI Level 41, the Core was required to accumulate 18,800 CIPs; if the conversion rate stayed the same, then if they used every single CIP they earned on Special Characteristics they would have 4,700 SCPs – more than enough to purchase two or three of the most expensive beneficial Characteristics.  Doing this for a few Levels, especially as they grew in CI Level, would end up with them being so powerful that they could practically do anything they wanted, with minimal effort on their part. 
 
    The Special Characteristics were supposed to be special, and not options that could be unlocked by every Dungeon Core.  As a result, when she hit CI Level 11, the conversion rate increased to 12-to-1; at Level 21, it increased to 36-to-1.  From then on, every 10 Levels would see the conversion increase by 36, until at least Level 81 – where it was 252 CIPs to 1 SCP.  What it was after another 10 Levels, no one knew, because there hadn’t been any dungeons that had survived long enough to see it. 
 
    Tacca was hoping to be the first to experience it herself. 
 
    At DAPS, one of their exercises had been to calculate how many SCPs a dungeon could receive if they used every single CIP they collected up to CI Level 80 using these reductions in conversion rates; including the nearly 2,000 SCPs they would receive achieving that Level 80 (at 25 per Level), they would have access to a little more than 20,000 SCPs total.  Quite impressive, yes, and more than enough to outfit a Core with the best of every available Special Characteristic – and yet they would fail, because they would be stuck with very little available Dungeon Force, practically no DF regeneration, a single creature with no Variants, and a Control Limit that would be even less than her own Core. 
 
    It was a balance between wanting “bonus” Characteristics and growing a dungeon at acceptable rates; in the end, very few Dungeon Cores chose to spend much – if any – extra CIPs on purchasing additional SCPs in their lifetimes, instead using the 25 Points they received each Level increase to make small purchases that helped incrementally.  Some even saved their SCPs for decades or centuries to get that one, desirable Characteristic they had their eye on for a long time, potentially converting a few CIPs into small amounts of needed SCPs at the time. 
 
    The problem with Tacca’s situation, however, was that she had stunted her growth potential by her initial selections.  This was something that she already knew and had factored into her “All Variants” plan, and she also knew when she decided on that path that she was going to have to make some difficult choices in the future to negate that stunting of her growth.   
 
    Unfortunately, that time for making difficult choices was now. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do that?” Shale asked when she explained what she was going to do.  “Not that I disagree, mind you, but that’s a big decision.  Luckily, it’s likely that none of the Raiders will even realize the potential you’re giving up, because a dungeon normally takes years to really change their layout and difficulty.” 
 
    Yes, this is the only way I can grow from here.  It’s already getting harder and harder to increase my Core Improvement Level, and it will only get more difficult to acquire enough CIPs in the future.  
 
    Her decision made, Tacca converted all 1,800 of her Core Improvement Points into Special Characteristic Points – giving her a total of 450 more SCPs.  She did it to remove the temptation of spending her CIPs on something more “fun”, so banking it for later was the smartest move she knew she could make at that time.  She was tempted to use 550 of her now 625 SCPs to eliminate her negative Special Characteristic regarding her creatures, but she also knew the smart play would be to wait until she increased her CI Level one more time so that she could get rid of the one thing really holding her back: The reduction in her Core Improvement Points earned. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Core Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Core Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement (CI) Level: 
  
      	  8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points (CIP):  
  
      	  67/1200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  0 in 30 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristic Points (SCP): 
  
      	  625 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Primary Assistant Bond: 
  
      	  Shale IronSchist 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force (DF): 
  
      	  620/1500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration: 
  
      	  18 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier: 
  
      	  2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit: 
  
      	  120/200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Options: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Carve Earth 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  5 DF per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Place Environmental Object 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Teleport 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  40 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dissolve Assistant Bond 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  1 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Create Creature 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Create Trap 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Access: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Creature(s): 
  
      	  Canine Family, Hill Dwarves, Humans, Elves, Gnomes 
  
     
 
      
      	  Variant(s): 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  Trap Specialization(s): 
  
      	  Enchantment 
  
     
 
      
      	  Environmental Access: 
  
      	  Forest 
  
     
 
      
      	  Permanent Assistant Sub-bond: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristics: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Access all Variants for available dungeon creatures 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures are reduced in Level (cannot be less than 1) 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points are reduced when earned 
  
      	  95% 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It was more than a little disappointing not to be able to utilize any of her Points (of either kind) from all of her hard work over the last few months, but it was unfortunately necessary.   
 
    “Don’t worry; you have plenty of time to earn more Core Improvement Points, expand your dungeon, and grow,” Shale consoled her.  He could certainly tell that she was feeling a bit down.  “You’ll see – once you eliminate your negative Special Characteristics, I think you’ll find that your potential will be nearly endless.” 
 
    I sure hope so; I’m itching to expand my dungeon and introduce some new ideas to this place.  The delay isn’t ideal, but you’re absolutely right – I’ll have plenty of time to grow once I get this taken care of. 
 
    The progression she craved for her dungeon was put on hold, at least temporarily, but it was something she could deal with.  It wasn’t like there was any pressing need – other than her own desires – to grow rapidly and become stronger…right? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The leader of the Dungeon Placement and Regulatory Council had been putting off his encounter with the Conclave of Sages for as long as he could.  Malachite’s procrastination and hesitation wasn’t directly based on his own fear of Translocating into an unknown situation, though that certainly had something to do with it.  No, it was the fact that soon after he had made his announcement, the sudden and mysterious destruction of so many Dungeon Cores had come to a standstill. 
 
    In fact, for over a month since Malachite had made his announcement regarding visiting the Conclave, there hadn’t been any reports of Cores being destroyed for some reason.  Not that he was complaining – far from it – but the entire situation was a bit strange.  Lily had been practically beside herself with trying to manage the placement of different Dungeon Assistants that were left bereft from their destroyed Cores, but at least things seemed to be calming down quite a bit.   
 
    Even the Balance Bar, the visual representation of the volatile primal forces that encompassed the world, had stopped tipping away from the side that was regulated by Dungeon Cores.  It had even tipped back towards normal the slightest bit for some reason, though Malachite thought “normal” was a long way off; correcting the Balance was something that could take years, decades, or even centuries.  It took time to cultivate Cores so that they became stronger and were able to handle more of that primal energy, which they knew as Dungeon Force, so corrections to the Balance were, as a result of that, rather slow. 
 
    Overall, things were stable enough that the leader of the DPRC began to relax, hoping that the worst was over.  He had even relented enough in his constant vigilance over the map depicting the placement of all of the Cores around the world to get some sleep.  He still slept inside his office located in the heart of Council Headquarters, though, because he didn’t want to risk not being on hand if something changed drastically in the situation. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how long he slept, but he figured it had been at least 2 full days before he woke up, feeling fresher than he had in the last few centuries of his 15,764-year-long life.  It was only when he had settled in for sleep that he realized that the crisis had kept him from lying down and getting rest for months.  His body could handle it, but his mind had been straining from the constant pressure of needing to be ready at a moment’s notice to solve any problems that arose. 
 
    It didn’t take him long to get back to the Council chambers, to check in on the situation and ensure that everything was still running smoothly.  No one had awakened him during his much-needed sleep, which he was thankful for, but he had left instructions to his subordinates to wake him if he was needed.  Since that didn’t happen, he could only assume that everything was fine. 
 
    Malachite fluttered inside and, indeed, everything seemed as normal as possible.  A few of the Fairies they had monitoring the map looked up and bowed their heads at him, but other than the brief acknowledgement of his presence, they largely ignored him.  He was perfectly fine with that, however, because that was exactly what he wanted from them; he’d much rather they concentrate on their work than concentrate on him.   
 
    Lily, the Lead Placement Council Member, was at the far end of the room, so the Council Leader flew over to her; he couldn’t help but notice when he got closer that she looked exhausted, as if she hadn’t slept in the same amount of time that he hadn’t just a few days before.  If she keeps this up, she’s either going to make a mistake or kill herself from all of this stress.  Luckily, there hadn’t been as much to stress over during the past month, so there wasn’t any reason she couldn’t leave for a few days like he had and get some rest. 
 
    “Lily, I’m here now,” Malachite said softly to her when he was close enough to be heard.  “I think you should go take a long break; I’ve got this handled here.” 
 
    Her entire body seemed to sag in midair at his words, and relief painted her face.  “Thank you; I think I could definitely use—” 
 
    “Sir!” came a voice from behind him, cutting Lily off in midsentence.  Malachite turned around to see one of the Fairies monitoring the giant map covering most of the room – Chrysanthemum or Chrys for short, if he recounted her name correctly – trying to get his attention.  “Look!” she said, pointing to the map’s upper quadrant, where the northeastern part of the Abenlure continent was located.  Oh, no…. 
 
    The Council Leader quickly homed in on what was obviously the issue being pointed out to him.  The light indicating a Dungeon Core was blinking rapidly – which he knew wasn’t a good sign.  In fact, it usually only happened… 
 
    Sure enough, the blinking stopped, and the light started to fade away, leaving yet another dungeon bereft of a Core because it was destroyed.  Malachite could only hope that the Dungeon Assistant had a chance to have their Bond broken before the Core’s destruction.  “Which one was that?” he asked.  He hadn’t gotten a chance to check out that information himself before the tragedy happened. 
 
    Lily came up behind him and said tiredly, “That was Marigold’s Core; I think they were just coming up on their millennium mark together.  I hope she got out before…”  Her choked-off words echoed Malachite’s own thoughts regarding the Dungeon Assistant’s well-being. 
 
    “Perhaps that was a fluke; these things do happen, after all.”  He hated to say that out loud, but if he hadn’t said it – no one would.  Malachite didn’t like to trivialize the destruction of yet another solid, reliable Dungeon Core, but he was also trying to be optimistic.  
 
    “I hope so,” Lily said sadly, staring at the Balance Bar as it tilted back to where it had been a month ago.  “For all of our sakes.” 
 
    The next day, another Core was destroyed, on the complete opposite side of the continent of Abenlure.  Again, there didn’t seem to be any correlation between the types of Cores that were destroyed; they both used wildly different creatures and traps in their construction, one had been nearly 1,000 years old and the other just under 400, and they were in completely different regions.  They were also far enough away from each other that it was highly unlikely that the destruction was done by the same source, though that was still a possibility that they had to consider.  The only thing they had in common, in fact, was that both of them had been operating within the Rules and Regulations set out by the Council. 
 
    There was no putting it off any longer: Malachite was going to have to visit with the Conclave of Sages to see if he could find out what was going on. 
 
    He looked at the others inside the Council chambers, which included those that helped with the everyday workings of the Council and the other Council members, and he could see that knowledge on their faces as well.  There was nothing else that they could do, because for all that they could tell, most – if not all – of the Cores that had been destroyed had been following the Rules agreed upon by the Council and the Conclave years and years ago – far before Malachite had even been born. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll be going.  If you don’t hear from me within 24 hours, and things start to get worse, you’ll have to spread the word to all our Assistants to enact Defense Protocol 1,” he told the Council members as he fluttered to the middle of the room.  There was no reason to go anywhere special, as he could Translocate from just about anywhere. 
 
    “But that—” Lily started to protest, but immediately corrected herself.  “It shall be done.” 
 
    Malachite nodded and closed his eyes, picturing the Conclave location that he hadn’t visited in nearly 1,000 years.  There was a good reason for that, though, because it was dangerous every time he had to visit; while he had quite a few powerful Abilities as a Dungeon Assistant Fairy at his disposal, it paled in comparison to what the Sages could do – or had been able to do in the past.  That was mainly because the members of the Conclave were originally Raiders – and extremely powerful ones at that. 
 
    They originally came about during a time of chaos and instability in the world, when Dungeon Cores and Raiders both were unregulated.  Cores and their dungeons varied wildly in unpredictability, verging on the outright impossible at times, but the Raiders at the time were equally brutal and wild.  Eventually, a small, central group of Humans, Elves, Dwarves, Gnomes, and Orcs came together and conquered every dungeon in the world, destroying those that weren’t “playing fair” – at least by their rules.  They became so powerful that there wasn’t a challenge left to them anywhere to be found, so these Raiders created what they called the Conclave of Sages, which was filled with those that had achieved the ultimate in strength and wisdom. 
 
    Really, though, it consisted of Raiders whose lives had been extended through the grueling process they went through to get stronger.  Most of them were violent and just liked to kill things, but some few of them were actually quite wise and developed a series of “Rules” they wished the dungeons to abide by, so that their children and children’s children (and so on) could reliably delve through dungeons and get stronger themselves. 
 
    Malachite wasn’t there, so he didn’t know the exact details, but a collection of Dungeon Fairies that had been assisting the Dungeon Cores all that time got word of these proposed “Rules” and jumped at the chance to help implement them.  The Balance of primordial force in the world was dangerously out of proportion, so anything that would prevent the wholesale slaughter of their charges (who, for the most part, were trying to be fair) was something that they were all for – if only to save the entire planet from destroying itself.  They made an agreement with this Conclave to abide by these “Rules” and implemented regulations that Dungeon Cores had to abide by, otherwise they were free to be attacked and destroyed by the Raiders if they stepped out of line.  The Raiders, in turn, were forbidden from destroying Cores that were obeying these “Rules”. 
 
    It wasn’t the most ideal of solutions, but it had worked for so long that almost nobody knew exactly how it all came about; Malachite and the other Council members knew, of course, because such knowledge was passed down through the years.  The Conclave, though….  Well, the members of the Conclave of Sages were long-lived, but they were also sporadic and occasionally died doing stupid things, such as trying to tackle a Core Improvement Level 80 dungeon by themselves.  Sometimes when that happened, some important information regarding the whole agreement was lost. 
 
    So, occasionally Malachite or other DPRC Leaders in the past had to visit and remind them of the arrangements that were made so long ago.  Every time he had gone to see them, the Conclave seemed to consist of mostly new faces, but one or two were still there who had lived long enough to recognize him.  He didn’t visit very often – only when he had to, really – because when he was in the presence of so many powerful Raiders, his own Fairy Mana and Abilities were muted somehow.  It was a terrifying experience feeling intensely vulnerable.  Just being there for more than a few minutes was almost too much for him.  When he thought about the…accidents…in the past where the Council leader had been killed by startled or vengeful Sages, his trepidation grew.   
 
    From all accounts, the Conclave’s headquarters hadn’t changed its appearance since it was created before the Council Leader was born, so it was always the same in case one of the Fairies had to visit.  He wasn’t sure exactly what was going on now in the world and why so many of the Dungeon Cores were being destroyed, but he was prepared in case there were some changes this time. 
 
    At least, he thought he was ready.  It turned out that he was in no way prepared for what he found. 
 
    He popped into existence in the middle of the lushly decorated Conclave chamber, very similar to the Council’s chamber but much larger.  He already had his Invisibility and multiple protective shields around his fluttering form, and he held himself ready from the first second he arrived to Translocate out at the first sign of hostility.  The instant he felt himself in the Conclave headquarters, he expected to feel the nearly overwhelming dampening of his own Fairy Mana; getting himself prepared ahead of time was the best, most sure-fire way to ensure he survived.   
 
    However, instead of experiencing those muted feelings, there was…nothing.  It didn’t take him long to see why.  Scattered around the room were the corpses of Raiders in various stages of dismemberment, sprawled over tables and chairs as well as the normally spotless white marble floor of the chamber.  Dried blood was splattered all over the walls and pooled near bodies, leaving a macabre scene of pure death and destruction. 
 
    What…what happened here?  How…?  He fluttered up higher until he was almost near the high ceiling of the Conclave chamber, as the first wave of decomposing flesh and curdled blood nearly sent him retching up his stomach – which was relatively empty, fortunately, since he had forgotten to eat after he had woken up not that long ago.  He looked around at the entire room and it looked like some sort of powerful killing force (or forces) had managed to infiltrate the Conclave’s headquarters and wipe out everyone inside.   
 
    He couldn’t believe it, though, even if it was plain to see right in front of him.  He thought for a moment that perhaps what he was seeing were much lower-Leveled Raiders, but he quickly recognized the remains of a female Elf he had seen the last time he had been there, with her upper half severed from her lower half by what appeared to be a single slice of…something.  He couldn’t tell if it were a weapon that had done the damage, or some sort of sharp claw; regardless, it had done enough damage to kill the extremely powerful Raider in one blow.  A closer inspection at some of the others, including some individuals wearing the remnants of some extremely powerful armor, showed that they had put up more of a fight against whatever had done this to them, but in the end it appeared not to be enough.  He didn’t see any indication of someone (or something) being wounded and leaving blood behind; as much as the vital liquid was literally coating some of the furniture, it was more than obvious it had been spilled there by the deceased bodies nearby. 
 
    I…just don’t understand.  How did this happen?  These people were supposed to be the most powerful Raiders on the planet.  While it was possible that their standards had dropped in the last 1,000 years, he knew for a fact that the Elf he had recognized was outrageously powerful and had been the leader of the Sages the last time he had been there.  He thought that she had been powerful enough that she might even be able to tackle the most difficult dungeons in the world by herself – one after another.  It had actually been a little frightening to be around her and others like her, because their physical proximity tended to affect his Fairy Mana to even greater extremes.   
 
    Nevertheless, there she was, killed by something that took her out in what appeared to be one blow – and killed everyone else in the Conclave chamber.  Such a thing should’ve been impossible, yet it had happened.  Judging by the decomposition of the bodies – not that he was an expert or anything, but he had been around quite a long time – he estimated that they had been dead for at least a few months; despite that, no insects or animals had gotten to them to aid in their decomposition. 
 
    Trembling a little at the scene arrayed below him, the first time in nearly 15,000 years that he had been truly frightened instead of just wary or worried, Malachite went to the doors of the chamber so that he could see if anyone else was alive in the Conclave headquarters.  There he found the reason nothing had gotten to the bodies; some sort of field was around the entire room, sealing everyone inside and everything else out.  None of the doors were open and with the field still intact, that meant…. 
 
    That whatever had killed them was either still in the room or had arrived and left by another means entirely.   
 
    He had already looked around and hadn’t seen anything left alive, so he had to assume that the killer had left the chamber by some other means.  Something similar to Translocation, potentially, though he had never heard of anything having an Ability so similar to a Dungeon Fairy’s.   
 
    Malachite wasn’t naïve enough to think touching the field was a good idea, so he backed off from the doorway leading out.  Whether or not there was anyone still alive and moving around in the rest of the Conclave of Sages headquarters was going to have to remain a mystery.  Just like the reason behind the deaths of the entire Conclave, though, it was something that he was going to have to find out eventually.  Otherwise, he was no closer to an answer as to why Dungeon Cores were being destroyed under the Council’s care. 
 
    The DPRC Leader spent another hour of disgusting investigation looking around the Conclave chamber for any other clues as to what had done this to all of the Sages.  Luckily, his Fairy Mana and Abilities weren’t dampened from the Raiders’ presence like they normally were, so he was able to use his various Shields in a way that prevented him from having to actually touch any of the corpses.  After a relatively thorough but unsuccessful search, Malachite decided that he had better leave and let the rest of the Council know what had happened.  He still wasn’t sure what exactly they were supposed to do now, which felt awkward to him because he was supposed to have all the answers as the Council Leader.  This, however, was something for which he didn’t even know he had to prepare an answer. 
 
    Malachite flew back into the middle of the room, looked around one more time to see if he missed anything, closed his eyes and pictured his destination, and then Translocated back to the Council’s chambers.  When he felt the Ability activate and his body slipped through neutral space to end up at his destination, he opened his eyes and stared around in confusion. 
 
    Everyone who had just been there a little over an hour ago was gone.  Fortunately, unlike the chamber he had recently come from, their bodies weren’t strewn all over the place; nevertheless, their complete absence was more than alarming.  Malachite quickly flew through the entire DPRC headquarters, frantically searching for a sign of any of the dozen Fairies that lived and worked inside the complex.  He found nothing and no one. 
 
    There weren’t any visible signs of what had happened to them, either.  No signs of a struggle, a fight, or any type of protracted battle; not that Dungeon Fairies had a lot of expertise when it came to fighting, but all of the Council members had similar offensive and defensive abilities that he did.  He was sure they would’ve put up some sort of fight if it came down to it – and yet, there was no sign of any resistance.  In essence, they were just…gone.  He kept hoping that they had all just Translocated somewhere else and were due back any minute, but as time stretched on he began to have his doubts.   
 
    What happened here?  Where is everybody? 
 
    Malachite went back to the Council chamber and looked at the map there.  Although he couldn’t be completely sure, it appeared as though all of the Dungeon Cores that had been there before he went to visit the Conclave were still there – so that was a good sign, at least.  That wasn’t his biggest concern, though; with the deaths of what appeared to be most or all of the Conclave of Sages, and the disappearance of basically the entire Dungeon Assistant Council, things seemed to be going from bad to worse.   
 
    Eventually, he sat on the edge of the map and stared at it for a moment, before putting his head in his hands in defeat.  He tried to think of what – if anything – he could do to stop everything from spiraling out of control and into chaos…and he was at a loss.  What do I do now?   
 
    No answers seemed to come to him, though, so he just sat there waiting for something to happen.  How long it would be, or even what he was expecting to happen, he had no idea. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Sterge finished hammering the last nail into the roof of the latest – and theoretically last – Inn that he had helped to build, before wiping the sweat from his forehead and looking around.  This place sure looks different from just 6 weeks ago.  The Village center now had 18 Inns crowding the area, all newly built and fully booked by the Raiders that seemed to never stop arriving; when he added in the Raider Supply Store, 2 warehouses that had needed to be built to contain extra foodstuffs that had to be transported in to feed everyone, and the rather ostentatious building that was hastily constructed a few days ago to hold The Village leadership, the once-small village was now the size of a small town. 
 
    The exhausted Hill Dwarf had originally protested creating a building that was to be used exclusively for the “leadership” of The Village, especially when there were so many visitors that needed somewhere to stay.  It was why he had been so adamant about constructing the Inns, because the more Raiders that stayed inside their walls, the less there would be camping outside at night, creating somewhat of a dirty tent city in an empty field left unplanted for them.  Even with 18 Inns, though, their capacity wasn’t enough to fulfill the need; they couldn’t really create any more, however, because they were essentially out of room.  Unless they started to eliminate more farmland, which was the last thing anyone in The Village wanted to do. 
 
    Hence, he initially hadn’t agreed to the construction of The Village’s governmental building, because it had taken up too much space – space that could be used to build another Inn.  Later, though, it had been explained to him that they really needed a specific place where the authority in the area could be reliably found, and which could be used to house those connected to the running of the whole operation.  Not only would he – as the “Chief” – and Gwenda be living there now, but Jesper and his crew of Raider organizers would live in the building, freeing up room from one of the Inns nearby.   
 
    This was beneficial, of course, but it was the real reason they needed to build the structure that convinced him. 
 
    “We need somewhere to store our income; it’s as plain and simple as that,” Gwenda had told him when he originally questioned the need for the building. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She had just smiled at him.  “You do realize that we’re making a bit of money here, don’t you?” she asked, before explaining further.  “Granted, most of the income from the Inns and the Supply Store has gone right back into paying for food, wages for those we’ve hired for help, more supplies, and towards constructing additional Inns.  Even with those expenses, there’s still a sizable chunk left over.  It’ll be split between every one of the original villagers, of course, but right now it’s more than any of them want to store either on themselves or in their homes.  We need somewhere secure where we won’t have to worry about keeping track of it – that’s where this building comes in.” 
 
    Sterge hadn’t realized they had been doing so well, so with Gwenda’s explanation he had felt a little better about constructing the governmental building.  Unlike the others, this one had a basement vault of sorts, though until they were able to find material to make it even more secure it was basically just a stone-brick box with a metal door secured in the entryway.  Someone with enough time and strength could break into it by physically destroying the structure, but it was still much more secure than trying to stash hundreds of copper and silver coins throughout everyone’s houses. 
 
    The Hill Dwarf finished up a few more details along the outside of the Inn that was just finished, leaving the furnishing and minimal decoration along the inside to those assigned the tasks.  As far as Sterge was concerned, he was done with the project – and what a project it was.  This last Inn was by far the biggest, tallest, and most impressive building in The Village; after quite a bit of practice constructing them, he and his core group of construction workers had decided to make their last Inn a bit fancier than the rest.  It stretched up 4 floors, had a wider bottom floor and common room than the others, and each bedroom was just slightly larger than the others they had created.  It wasn’t “luxury” by any means, but it certainly was going to be nicer than the others.   
 
    Since it wasn’t quite done yet on the inside as far as the kitchen and common room (though the lower half of the Inn already had residents renting rooms), Sterge went to his favorite Inn for dinner.  The Farmer’s Hope was the first Inn that they had constructed, and though he looked at it with a more scrutinizing eye now that he had much more experience perfecting his construction techniques, the comparatively ramshackle Inn held a place in his heart. 
 
    He wasn’t surprised to see Gwenda arriving just before him, saving him a seat in the busy common room after she acquired her own.  She was lucky to have found a place to sit, in fact, as occasionally it was standing room only around dinner time; a few times they had been forced to eat holding their food in their hands, though it wasn’t that much of a hardship.   
 
    Sterge sat next to her and relayed his thanks for saving him a seat, nodding to the 3 other people sharing their wooden table before looking around for a server.  It appeared as though the real rush hadn’t started for dinner quite yet, though that didn’t mean that those working in the Inn weren’t being run ragged already.  He caught the eye of one of the Elven servers and held up 2 fingers, indicating they wanted meals for the both of them, before he hesitated and looked back at the others at the table.   
 
    They were three Raiders by the look of them, which wasn’t surprising since 98% of the people visiting their village were part of the Clan.  Unlike most of the Raiders they saw, however, these three were staring down at their drinks – which appeared to be water, from what he could tell – with morose expressions on their faces and not the usual excitement and bravado he normally saw.  Not only that, but they looked malnourished with their skinny bodies and exhausted postures.  Seeing that, Sterge caught the eye of the server again and held up all 5 fingers, before turning to Gwenda. 
 
    “How was your day today?” she suddenly asked before he could.   
 
    He laughed, amused at how well she knew him.  That was the first thing he always asked when he saw her, so it was funny to hear her ask him first.  “Well, we finished the construction of the last Inn; there’s still a bit going on with finishing the interior, but it should be complete tomorrow.  After that…well, I’m suddenly short of work with that being the last one.”  He hadn’t really thought about what he would do after he was all done, as all of his focus had been on construction.  Though by appointment he had the job of “Chief”, as a construction worker, he would technically now be unemployed, as would all of the others working with him.   
 
    Half of those working with him were villagers that had started with him from the beginning, and he knew they were eager to get back to their farms and see to them; despite the help from Raiders who had assisted with the planting and harvesting, there was still a lot that was being neglected.  Sterge supposed he could see to that on his own farm as well, but Gwenda had somewhere found a few non-Raiders who had some farming experience to help take care of both of their farms.  Apparently, they were looking for work and had heard about the booming economy down south; he knew exactly what that felt like, as that had been the same as many of the villagers before they were able to lease the land they now worked. 
 
    The others on his crew, however, were primarily Raiders.  From what Gwenda had told him, they all had made a hefty sum from their work helping to construct the building so quickly, which he couldn’t deny that they entirely deserved.  For them, they already had another job to go to: Delving through dungeons as a Raider.  That just left Sterge with nothing to do; he didn’t think that standing around trying to look important as The Village “Chief” would occupy him more than an hour, nor was that something he wanted to do in the first place. 
 
    “Did you say that was the last of the construction jobs around here?” one of the Raiders sitting at the table looked up and asked, a Human dressed in a threadbare-looking robe.  He looked even more depressed than he had before, if that were possible. 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately.  The Village is out of room to create any more buildings without encroaching on some of the planted fields, so that was it.  Why do you ask?” 
 
    The Human Raider looked at the others with him and sighed when they seemed to take the news badly as well.  “Well, we were hoping to find some work to earn enough to get back home.  Everything else around here is apparently already staffed and doesn’t need any assistance, so we were going to see if the construction people needed some help tomorrow.  I’m not sure what we’re going to do now.” 
 
    The others looked crestfallen as they nodded at the Human’s words.  They were a female Elf and a male Gnome that were apparently who the Raider meant by “we”; unlike what he usually saw with Elves, however, this one was outfitted in leather armor and had the look of some sort of Melee Class.  She reminded Sterge of the intimidating Clan Outpost leader he had met in Heftington a little – though she was obviously a much lower Raider Level.  Probably even Raider Level 1. 
 
    The Gnome was small even for his race, and a quick look at him revealed that the only weapons he had on him were a pair of braces full of iron throwing knives.   He kept looking around every once in a while, as if he was worried someone would sneak up on him when he wasn’t paying attention. 
 
    “Back home?  Aren’t you here to delve through the dungeon?” Gwenda asked. 
 
    The Elf let out a big sigh before answering for their small group.  “Yes, of course.  But we didn’t realize that because of the demand, they are only letting in full groups of five to the list.  At first, we tried to find some additional members for our group to fill us out, but everyone that came here already has a full group.  There were a few that had lost members to the dungeon already and were willing to take one of us, but we didn’t want to be split up; we’ve been through too much together to get here that the thought of going our separate ways is…distasteful.   
 
    “Just this morning, due to our funds situation – or lack of funds, as it were – we figured it was our only chance of surviving and resolved to do it anyways…only to find out that all but one group had already replaced their members.  Therefore, we’re planning on heading back home to see if we can find some work there, or even find some additional Clan members to bring us up to five.  We can’t afford to wait around here hoping that something might fall into our laps, and we’d rather be doing something than sit around here all day starving to death.” 
 
    Just then, the server Sterge had signaled earlier brought a tray filled with food, which she immediately started to empty as bowls of steaming hot stew were set down in front of everyone, along with small loaves of bread that appeared to have just come out of the oven.  There were also some mugs of water for Sterge and Gwenda, who hadn’t had anything to drink quite yet. 
 
    “What’s all this?  We can’t afford to—” the Gnome said sadly, looking at the food in front of him hungrily.  The others looked about the same, and they all hesitated to touch it. 
 
    “It’s on me; there should be no reason for you to starve while you’re here in The Village,” Sterge said, before he dug into his own food.  It was delicious and he was practically starving – even if he had eaten quite a bit at lunch.  Constructing Inns was labor-intensive, and it worked up quite the appetite. 
 
    The three Raiders hesitated for a moment before they practically shoveled stew into their mouths and stuffed their cheeks full of bread.  Sterge was glad that he was able to help feed them, because it certainly did appear as though they were slowly starving.  They were finished eating before Sterge and Gwenda and sat back looking uncomfortable, likely having eaten more than they had in a while. 
 
    “So, you all need some coin?” he asked them when he was finished, himself. 
 
    Gwenda put her hand on his arm as if in warning.  “Sterge, you can’t just—” 
 
    “I know that,” he said softly, putting his hand on hers for reassurance.  He was pretty sure Gwenda thought he was going to give them some of their coins, out of the generosity and charity of his heart; truthfully, the idea had crossed his mind, because that was just who he was.  Sterge didn’t like to see anyone suffering unnecessarily – especially when he could do something about it; what he had in mind, though, wasn’t charity in any sense of the word.  “I have something else in mind.” 
 
    His friend understood immediately.  “You mean…?” 
 
    “Yes, I think I’m ready.  I never thought it would be the case, but I’ve actually been looking forward to it.” 
 
    “Good.  I didn’t want to mention it before because we’ve been so busy, but now with the construction done….”  She left her statement open, but Sterge knew exactly what she was talking about.  She wanted it just as much as he did. 
 
    “Uh…what are you two talking about?”  All three of the Raiders were staring at Sterge and Gwenda as if they were crazy. 
 
    “Sorry, I guess I should explain,” Sterge apologized.  “We’re talking about going into the dungeon—” he pointed in the general direction of where the dungeon was located in the mountains— “up there.” 
 
    “You two are part of the Delving Clan as well?” the Human asked with a hopeful look on his face, before he shook his head sadly.  “Doesn’t matter, though.  Even if we wanted to, the current wait list to get in is at least 5 weeks, and that’s even with all of the Merchants speeding up the process by paying groups to remove themselves from the list.” 
 
    Gwenda snorted disdainfully, showing her extreme dislike of the Merchants that had come.  Sterge knew that, ever since they had arrived, the Minister and/or his subordinates had been after her (as well as nearly every other villager) to sell the land’s lease to them; it was getting to the point where some of the villagers were refusing to come out of their houses so that they wouldn’t be accosted.  No violence or overt threat had been made as of yet, but he couldn’t help but worry that it was coming. 
 
    “That certainly is a long wait, but fortunately, we don’t have to abide by the list.  Be ready tomorrow morning, and we’ll head on up and do a delve through the dungeon.   By the way, what are your names?” 
 
    To say they looked skeptical was an understatement.  “You’re…not planning anything…illegal, are you?” the Gnome asked softly, which Sterge was just barely able to hear over the noise of the crowd in the common room.  The Raider was looking around nervously to see if anyone else was listening in. 
 
    Sterge and Gwenda looked at each other seriously and then laughed, before his friend finally answered the three now-uncomfortable-looking Raiders.  “No, of course not.  Nothing like that.  Let’s just say that we have…connections.  I don’t want to say any more here, though.” 
 
    Now it was the trio’s turn to look at each other for a long moment.  Eventually, the Elf turned to them and said, “Seeing as you bought us dinner, I think we’ll trust you enough to see what you have in mind.  We don’t want to get in trouble, though, so if you want us to do something…unethical or illegal…then we’re backing out.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Okay, then.  Name’s Evy.  The Gnome on my right is Mordecai, and this bag o’ bones in a robe is William.  I hope you’re in need of a Melee, a Ranged, and a Healer Class.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Sterge said, as he and Gwenda were getting up to leave.  They had to make some arrangements that night if they were going delving through the dungeon in the morning.  “Get some good rest, because we’re going up soon after dawn—you have somewhere to sleep?”  
 
    It was obvious by their expressions that they really didn’t; judging by their dirty clothes and armor, he wouldn’t be surprised to learn that they had been bedding down in the empty fields without much in the way of covering or protection.   
 
    “Head over to the new construction and let Maxine know that Sterge said you could stay in one of the newly completed rooms up top for the night.  They should be just about finished with them, and they weren’t going to be rented out until tomorrow.” 
 
    “What?  Why?  How do you know all of that, and who are you that can just order someone to do that?  Better yet, I didn’t see you pay for the meal; you’re not trying to stiff us with the bill, are you?” the Human said suspiciously. 
 
    It took Sterge a moment to realize what the Raider was talking about.  Then it hit him: They didn’t know who he or Gwenda were.  Granted, not everyone knew who they were, and their status as Raiders was even less known; almost no one knew they had been the ones to find the dungeon.   
 
    He hadn’t paid for their meals since the first few days, when they were still trying to figure everything out.  Now, none of the villagers had to pay to eat inside the common rooms of the Inns, though only a few actually took advantage of that; they didn’t want to spend any more time around the Raiders than they had to – which he couldn’t blame them for.  The servers automatically got a bonus tip whenever they were served, and Gwenda and her assistants (it was strange to think she had assistants, but there was a lot that went on that she couldn’t handle herself) did an accurate job of tracking everything. 
 
    “Oh…no; nothing like that,” Gwenda replied, smirking at them – though more in a joking way than a mean one.  “We just don’t have to pay when we eat here.” 
 
    “Huh?  How did you swing that?” 
 
    Sterge answered this time.  “Because we happen to know the owners, that’s why.  They give us a special discount.”  He didn’t necessarily want to lie to what he hoped were their new groupmates, but he didn’t feel like explaining everything with all of the others around in the increasingly crowded common room.  “We’ll tell you more about it tomorrow.  Now, go get some good rest – you’re going to need it.” 
 
    As Sterge and Gwenda fought their way through the crowd to the exit, the “Chief” of The Village couldn’t help but be excited about the next day.  Despite the danger that awaited them, he was looking forward to delving through the dungeon again; it was strange, but he felt a very subtle connection to it and missed it for some reason.  He put it down to the special fact that they had been the first ones to investigate it instead of anything else, but he also remembered the unique Abilities they had earned as a result.   
 
    Neither of them had mentioned them to anyone else, not even the other villagers, because they now understood the warning the dungeon had given them.  The fact that the Merchants were paying normal Raider groups to drop themselves down to the bottom of the waiting list – just so they could get their own people in there faster – was an indication that they would stop at very little if they suddenly had access to something that would allow them to increase their Raider Levels even quicker.   
 
    He had no way to confirm that was the case, of course, but he could instinctively feel it in his bones.  Worse than that, he also had to realistically consider that the normal Raiders would do the same if they found out.  While they were sort of on their “side” right now, they were behaving themselves for the most part so that they could continue to access the dungeon.  All bets were off if they found out about their Abilities, however.  Again, he couldn’t really know for certain what the Clan would do – but he could certainly guess. 
 
    Therefore, it was a risk doing what they were doing, but hopefully only a small one.  They weren’t planning on telling anyone, let alone their new groupmates, about their special Abilities…at least not yet; the boost in Power would be easy enough to pass off as normal for a while, and by the time they caught on, then Sterge and his best friend could determine whether telling them was safe. 
 
    Gwenda led the way to the governmental building they shared with the Raider Clan’s representative, and walked right inside and off to the left-side office.  She walked inside with Sterge just behind her, and he shut the door. 
 
    “What may I do for you this fine evening?” Jesper, in his normal red-shaded suit, asked politely without looking up from what he was working on.  He was seated behind a large desk covered in neat stacks of paperwork, and he was scribbling away on yet another piece of paper that was probably just going to be added to another stack.  On the left side of the office was “The List”, a chalkboard that was a mirror to the one posted outside of the building; it listed every group that was scheduled to delve through the dungeon, and at any time it could be seen by the Raiders to determine how long of a time they had to wait until it was their turn.  Right now, based on how many names were on it, the wait was quite long.   
 
    From what Sterge knew, there was also a master copy of it that Jesper kept on his person (and memorized, probably), so if anyone tried to alter it without his permission, he would know and correct it if necessary.  The chalkboard was more of a courtesy to the Raiders than anything. 
 
    Before they could say anything, the Clan representative finished what he was looking for and looked up at them.  He raised his eyebrows in surprise, which was probably because of the fact that they rarely came to see him in his office.  He looked worried for a moment, but then his face relaxed as revelation hit it.  He’s a smart one, he is.   
 
    “Have you finally decided to delve?  I’ve been wondering when you’d get around to it,” he said, accurately divining the reason for their visit.  “I have to warn you, though, while I can get you bumped to the head of the line, I cannot allow just the two of you in by yourselves – you need a group of five…though I think you know that, don’t you?  Who did you find?” 
 
    Wow, he’s really good.  Gwenda smiled and relayed the names of the new groupmates, and asked to get in shortly after dawn the next morning.  There was absolutely no problem getting that done, which Sterge had to admit he was a little worried about since they hadn’t exerted their privilege before.  As they were leaving, however, the privilege came with a warning. 
 
    “I’m sure you can guess, but this alteration of the list might cause some…unpleasantness.  Some people have been waiting for weeks or more than a month to get a chance to delve.  Getting bumped back – even if it’s only a few hours – could engender some negative reactions.  You’ve seen how crazy it gets out there sometimes, so I’m sure I don’t have to elaborate.” 
 
    Sterge was more than aware of what he was talking about; he might be a little slow when it came to some things, but he could certainly understand how the other Raiders might view their “cutting in line”.  However, “budging” like this was something that they could only do once a week, and he had promised their new groupmates that he would get them inside the dungeon tomorrow. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to delve tomorrow?” Jesper asked plainly, giving them a chance to back out if they wanted to.  
 
    He nodded along with Gwenda.  “Yes, we’re sure,” he replied without hesitation. 
 
    “Well, then, you’re all set.  I’m not putting you on the official list, because that could cause even more problems, but everyone involved will know you’re coming.  When you arrive, you may need to wait for the current group to finish before going in, but the wait usually isn’t that long.  Good luck, and good delve, you two.”  Jesper was already back to his paperwork by the time they were closing the door to his office. 
 
    “Well, that’s it.  We better get some sleep as well if we’re going to be any good tomorrow,” Sterge said with a yawn.  That earned him a playful punch in his shoulder. 
 
    “Speak for yourself – I’m always good,” Gwenda said with a grin, before giving him a small peck on his cheek and heading up the stairs to her personal rooms.   
 
    Sterge smiled and followed her up the stairs, turning in the direction opposite to her own.  As he was falling asleep on his comfortable bed a few minutes later, he couldn’t help but think about the dungeon – and whether they would successfully complete it this time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Tacca’s planned purpose through the next few months was just to keep things running smoothly and acquire as many CIPs as she could.  Whenever she hit her next Core Improvement Level and was able to get rid of the biggest obstacle holding her back, she had a feeling that the development towards her goals would be quite impressive.  Unfortunately, she also knew that it wasn’t going to happen right away, and it was likely going to take at least 2 months before she accumulated the 1,133 CIPs she needed to get to CI Level 9.  Of course, that didn’t really help with the boredom. 
 
    Is there something that normal Dungeon Cores possess instinctively that prevents them from feeling bored?  Because I can’t believe that I’ve never heard of them complaining about boredom before.  She first thought that it might be something that was never mentioned because it was just something that would happen no matter what, but then she didn’t hear any mention of ways a Dungeon Assistant could help stave off that boredom.  Because, just as she had been in sort of a bored trance before and had nearly missed her countdown – as well as performing some unconscious actions – boredom could have potentially bad consequences. 
 
    Shale, for his part, could use his Hibernate ability to pass the time – which he did almost a few days after she had Leveled up, stating he was going to sleep for a week and check up on her.  She couldn’t really blame him, though, because he had been going pretty much non-stop since he had arrived, with minor naps every now and again.   
 
    Theoretically, she could also Hibernate – but that probably wouldn’t be a good idea.  For one, she wasn’t sure if she could wake up from it in time if there were a serious threat to her dungeon or her Core.  Two, while the creatures and traps would (hopefully) automatically restock themselves even if she wasn’t mentally present to direct them, there was no way to be sure they would do so if she were Hibernating.  Thirdly, she wouldn’t be able to dictate the order in which the creatures and traps restocked themselves, and there would be no way to alert the next Raider group that the dungeon was ready for them.  She had an excellent routine going, and she didn’t want to mess that up; “training” the Raiders to follow her directions had taken some effort, after all. 
 
    Therefore, before she let boredom get ahold of her mind again – which seemed too soon to her, since it had only been about 6 weeks since her dungeon had been found – she turned the majority of her attention to the lower part of her dungeon, where she had room to experiment and possibly expand.  She didn’t have a lot of Dungeon Force to use, since a lot of it was tied up in running the dungeon rooms the Raiders were delving through, but she still had some to play with; she had ended up using quite a bit of it before her countdown ended to create hundreds of traps, after all. 
 
    She couldn’t make more traps right now, though, as she was pretty much at the limit of what she could maintain without jeopardizing her Core.  She was sure if there were an emergency she could place a few more, but without eliminating the ones she had protecting her enchanted-gear-wearing Human, Elf, Gnome, and Hill Dwarf creatures – and her Core, of course – there wasn’t much to play with, trap-wise.  She was hesitant to remove what she had placed, as well, because she was confident they would help to protect her if she were attacked again. 
 
    That left constructing additional rooms, or environmental objects, or experimenting with creatures.  The first two were easy enough to do and didn’t really interest her, but creatures were something else entirely.  She wasn’t as free to experiment as she wanted to be, however, as every point of her Control Limit was being used to maintain her dungeon up above, as well as her protective creatures down below.  She didn’t want to reduce the number of Canines stocked in her dungeon again, as she had already needed to do that to be able to afford the Control Limit needed for her armor-wearing creatures below.  What that basically left was temporarily absorbing the Human, Elf, or Gnome creatures so that she had something to play with.   
 
    However, before she could even get started, Tacca felt something strangely familiar enter her dungeon.  She didn’t panic, though, because it didn’t feel like a threat; on the contrary, when she looked, she found that it lifted her spirits and erased any shred of boredom she was suffering from. 
 
    The Hill Dwarves she had Bonded with were back – and they had brought friends. 
 
    She was tempted to wake Shale up from his hibernation, but decided against it.  He deserved his rest; even though she envied it a bit, she didn’t want to take that away from him.  Besides, this was likely to be a relatively normal delve through her dungeon, despite her strange eagerness to see her two Bonded again.  That odd feeling when she saw them made her suddenly glad that she had only later Bonded those Raiders that were already dying in her dungeon, because now she really didn’t want the two Hill Dwarves to perish while making their way through her dungeon. 
 
    “So, you said you’ve been in here before?  What was it like?” one of the new Raiders with the male Hill Dwarf said – an Elf that appeared to be some sort of Fighter Class.  From what she had been taught, and through her own observations, one of the Elven race being a front-line Class was rare, though not unheard-of.  They tended to be Casters, Healers, or Scouts because of their natural agility and affinity for magical spells, so seeing one wearing ragged leather armor and wielding a sword was…different.  Again, it wasn’t unheard of; Tacca hadn’t yet seen any Elves that had a Fighter or equivalent Class since she had opened up for delving, though.   
 
    The male Human that accompanied them was wearing a robe and was carrying an iron mace, similar to the male Hill Dwarf, though in the Human’s case the Dungeon Core thought he was a Healer, rather than a Fighter.  The smaller Gnome leading the others was obviously a Scout, though if she remembered correctly, the Raiders just called them “Ranged”; Scout was just how they were classified for her own creatures.  Instead of a bow, which seemed to be the normal weapon of choice for the class, Tacca could see a brace of throwing knives strapped to either wrist.  From what she knew, it took a little more skill to use those types of weapons, so he was obviously somewhat skilled – or overconfident.  Only time will tell, I guess. 
 
    None of them looked extraordinary, however, as they were wearing travel-stained clothing and armor that seemed to be the normal gear that the novice Raiders tended to wear, as well as using standard-issue weaponry – other than the Scout, of course.  The male Hill Dwarf still had his shield and mace he had picked up in her dungeon the last time he was there, which put him slightly apart from the other Fighter in the bunch.  I’m just glad that those two didn’t arrive with some of these “Merchant”-types; I’m not exactly sure how I would feel about that. 
 
    “It…was difficult.  We nearly died—” the male Hill Dwarf started to say, before a look from the Caster that had accompanied him last time stopped him mid-sentence.   
 
    “Yes, we were both extremely injured,” the female Hill Dwarf interrupted him, taking over the explanation.  “Fortunately, there is a room in here that heals your wounds, so we were able to fix ourselves up before we ran for our lives.” 
 
    Obviously, they took my warning not to share details about their experience in here seriously.  She had been slightly worried that they might blab about what had happened to them, which would put them in danger.  Not just them, though – but Tacca, as well; other Raiders might think that some sort of strange component of the dungeon was automatically going to help them (which would not have been entirely horrible)…or that the Core was somehow trying to infiltrate the minds of her Bonded to “possess” them or something (which would have been a very bad situation).  That they didn’t know the exact details of what happened to them probably wouldn’t matter, as the mystery would be enough to endanger Tacca as groups more powerful than she had seen might come to investigate. 
 
    That was something imperative to avoid, at least until she had a means to stop them from destroying her Core out of worry over something strange and unknown. 
 
     “I’d heard about that room, which is like nothing I’ve ever heard of before,” the Elf continued, before looking down out of what Tacca thought might be shame.  “Though, it’s not like I’ve heard a lot; this is my—our—first delve through a dungeon,” she said, gesturing to the Human and Gnome, who nodded in response.   
 
    “I’m glad you’ve been here before, because there was no way we could afford a map.  Is that how you became the Chief of the village at the bottom of the mountains?  And how you were able to cut the line to get in here when you wanted to?” the Gnome suddenly asked, not looking at the Hill Dwarf. He was looking around for any threats instead, but he was also obviously listening to everything the others said. 
 
    “Ah…you heard about that?” the male Fighter said with a little chuckle.  “Well, there’s not much to tell, really…”  Her Bonded went on to explain in very limited detail how he and the Caster had been the ones to find Tacca’s dungeon, and their “reward” for that was a few measly gold coins that were used to start building up The Village to handle the crowds of Raiders.  In addition to that, they could apparently go to the top of the list of delvers once a week because of their find, though now Tacca knew why they hadn’t been back until then – they had been busy building a town from the ground up.  From what he said and didn’t say, she had the feeling that his status as Chief was really just honorary – and that the female Hill Dwarf was the real brains behind the entire situation. 
 
    “Not much to tell, huh?” the Elf asked with a friendly smirk on her face.  “You know, you could probably group up with just about anybody, since you have access to this dungeon without having to wait.  Why us?” 
 
    “Why not?” the Bonded Caster replied with a shrug.  “We certainly don’t like those Merchants, though they haven’t done anything overt other than be a nuisance.  And, as you said, most of the Raiders in The Village are already grouped up, so it was just our good luck that you came along when you did.” 
 
    “Good luck”?  Good luck, my a— 
 
    Just then, as if they were waiting for the group to finish their conversation, the two Root Foxes near the entrance attacked, catching most of them by surprise.  The Scout, his head on a swivel looking for dangers, saw one of them attacking out of the corner of his eye and managed to shout a warning just before they slammed into the Caster and the Healer with a powerful jump, knocking the smaller Hill Dwarf on her back, while only causing the Human to stumble.  The warning was just enough, however, for the 2 Fighters to respond before either of their group members could get seriously hurt.   
 
    The Hill Dwarf slammed his small shield into the face of the Fox that had knocked the Caster over and was currently on top of her chest; the creature was slightly injured from the attack, but it was also knocked off and away so hard that it hit the nearby wall with more than a little force.  Neither impact did enough damage to kill it, though the Fox was beat up pretty badly when it limped back to the fight.  Before it could attack anyone else, it got its head smashed in by a follow-up attack by the smaller Fighter, the Rusty Iron Mace he had acquired from her dungeon doing more than enough damage.  
 
    The Elven Fighter fumbled her sword and dropped it in her surprise and haste, though she recovered enough to help the Healer out of his predicament; the Human still had his mace hanging at his waist and was in no way prepared to defend himself.  Instead of picking up her sword, the tall Fighter simply kicked out and slammed her booted foot into the side of the Root Fox that was attempting to attack again.  Similar to the brown-colored Fox that was slammed by the Hill Dwarf’s shield, this one went flying across the room from the kick, though it wasn’t nearly as hurt.  Still, it gave the Elf long enough to pick up her sword, which she inexpertly wielded but “somehow” managed to maneuver it into place so that the creature essentially impaled itself. 
 
    Tacca’s “luck” at work again. 
 
    No one was hurt, but the Healer looked a little annoyed that they were attacked in the first place.  “I thought you had been in here before?  Was this something new?” 
 
    The Hill Dwarf Fighter’s face turned red in apparent embarrassment.  “Well…no.  I just forgot about them,” he said with an unhappy shrug.  “Now that we’re here, I’ll try to stay focused and let you know about anything else coming up.” 
 
    The others seemed to believe him, or at least hope that he was serious, because they moved on after picking up the rewards left behind by the two deceased creatures.  As soon as they were halfway down the room, the Hill Dwarf Fighter looked back at the Caster for just a moment, with some sort of silent communication passing between them.  Between one step and another, something strange happened to her Bonded Fighter – which shocked both him and Tacca. 
 
    A wave of a nearly invisible force quickly shot out from his body in a spherical bubble, passing through everything in her dungeon room and extending out nearly 50 feet in every direction.  Tacca thought it might be some sort of attack, but it didn’t seem to be dangerous in any way.  Instead, the 4 Root Foxes she had hiding near the base of the trees near the exit were highlighted in a glowing red outline, easily marking their presence.   
 
    The appearance of the glowing outlines seemed to shock the Fighter; she watched as he looked at the pinpointed appearance of the creatures waiting for them ahead with widened eyes…just before he tripped over his own feet because his attention was somewhere else.  None of the others seemed to see the red outlines, or to even witness the wave of force blasting out of the Hill Dwarf’s body; Tacca knew where they were, of course, since she was a Dungeon Core and could locate anything in her dungeon, but no one else seemed to be aware that anything had happened. 
 
    That must be the Dungeon Sight Ability the two Hill Dwarves received from the Bond.  If that’s the case, then the Ability is even more powerful than I thought.  From his description of it when he was there last, Tacca knew that it required a bit of his Stamina to keep such a thing going; nevertheless, it was extremely powerful to be able to identify dangers before they ran into them.  She wasn’t positive, but she was 99% sure that it would identify any traps that she placed as well, as easily as she could see them.  They named it Dungeon Sight for a reason. 
 
    “Whoa, are you ok?  Did you get hurt in that last fight and I didn’t see it?” the Caster asked, concerned at him practically falling on his face.  The Fighter picked himself up and shook his head, only saying that he was fine and that he was just thinking about one of his Abilities – and he had a smile on his face. 
 
    Soon after, as the others looked at him with awkward skepticism, another wave of force identical to the first blasted out of the Caster, though she didn’t trip – but she did look shocked.  The emotion was missed by the others because they were looking at the other Hill Dwarf, who at that point had recovered enough that he appeared back to normal. 
 
    “Ok, I think I’m fine.  Uh…if I remember correctly, there are 4 of those same brown foxes we just fought…there, there, there, and there,” the smaller Fighter said, pointing precisely where Tacca’s creatures were hiding, ready to emerge from their hiding places.  They were camouflaged so well that if the Dungeon Core didn’t know where they were, even she would be hard-pressed to identify their locations – and yet, the Hill Dwarf did precisely that. 
 
    The Scout looked at the tree roots from a distance, trying to see if what the Fighter had said was accurate; even though he seemed fairly observant, he obviously couldn’t see the Foxes there.  Nevertheless, he shrugged and pulled out one of his throwing knives from the brace on his left arm, holding it loosely in his right hand.  Then, so quickly Tacca could barely see it, he raised his arm up, flicked his hand forward, and released the knife in one fluid motion that indicated a lot of practice.   
 
    *Thunk* 
 
    Despite not being able to see his target camouflaged in the tree roots, the Gnome’s toss had been “luckily” accurate based on the general information he received from the Hill Dwarf regarding its location.  The Root Fox had been watching them the entire time with its eyes open, one of which was now embedded with a knife, piercing through to its brain and killing it instantly.  Tacca wasn’t sure who was more surprised: The Fox or the Scout, as the Gnome saw that his throw had flown true. 
 
    The other 3 creatures hiding in wait immediately attacked after one of their brethren was killed, and a second Fox was incapacitated by another knife pulled out and thrown quickly by the Scout; this throw wasn’t as accurate as the first, but instead hit the brown creature in the throat with enough force that it connected with the Fox’s spine, causing it to collapse as its limbs became unresponsive.  The other 2 creatures stood no chance as the Fighters stepped forward and caught their attention, bashing or slicing them up until they quickly succumbed to the assault.   
 
    “Wow – good memory!” the Healer exclaimed, all trace of his earlier annoyance gone.  “They were exactly where you said they’d be.”   
 
    “Yes…well, now that I’m focused on that, I seem to remember a lot more,” the small Fighter said, as the others were picking up the rewards dropped by the creatures they had slain. 
 
    His “memory” proved to be extremely accurate, as the next room he was able to mark out the boundaries of the Rage-inducing trap, as well as identifying where the Frond Coyotes were hiding behind the ferns in the room.  Tacca had been correct when she thought he could “see” her traps as easily as her creatures, and with precise descriptions of where everything was located, the group was able to lure the creatures into attacking before they ever stepped foot in the trap – which was usually when they attacked.  In fact, they were able to completely avoid the trap by going around the edge of it, so it was essentially nullified by their knowledge of its exact dimensions. 
 
    Hmm…this could be bad if they chose to hunt for my Core; it’s mainly protected by traps – and those creatures wearing the enchanted gear, of course – and if they can bypass them this easily, well then….  It was yet another reason why she was trying to avoid Bonding with anyone, because that kind of Ability was dangerous.  Thankfully, she didn’t believe she had anything to fear from the two Hill Dwarves and their group, mainly because they seemed like they were only there to delve – not to destroy her Core.  Besides, if what I heard from them was correct, they had “moved up” in the world because of my dungeon’s presence here.   
 
    Out of everyone, the two Bonded Hill Dwarves would have the most to lose if she were to be destroyed, so she was fairly confident that they had no ill intent towards her.  That didn’t mean that there weren’t still some Raiders out there that wanted her gone, but she didn’t have to worry about this group.  In fact, since they were so fully on her side – at least as far as the two Hill Dwarves – she thought that they were the only ones she could trust, if she could trust any Raiders.  With that being the case, and with it being likely that they had no awareness of the threat she had been under by that group of “Merchants” a few weeks ago, she thought it might be a good idea to let them know. 
 
    With a quick check on Shale to see that he was still firmly asleep in his Hibernation, she carved something into the stone floor of the exit staircase tunnel, just outside of the Boss room.  Seeing how they were easily handling the third room, she had no doubt that the group would face the final room’s inhabitants and finish her dungeon; therefore, as a secondary reward, they would receive her warning.  It was a slight risk, because the other members of the Raider group would see it; regardless, she thought it was important enough to communicate what had happened to risk it. 
 
    Her assumptions had again been correct, as the 2 Hill Dwarves and their group methodically destroyed the rest of the creatures in her dungeon – without activating more than one of her traps in the process.  The Confusion-based trap in the sixth room was nearly unavoidable, and after making their Healer voluntarily trigger it, they pulled him back while the inhabitants of the room attacked.  It was a smart strategy, since it allowed them to have their strongest group members face the attack free of confusion, all of whom quickly finished off the wave of Canines that streamed forth to do battle. 
 
    The Boss room was a little harder than the others for them, due to the sheer numbers arrayed against them, but they avoided the Slowing-based Enchantment trap entirely – which had occasionally contributed to a death.  That, and the fact that the 3 new members of the group had all increased their Level – to some exclamations of surprise – earlier, helped them overcome the difficult room.  At the end, the two Hill Dwarves appeared pleased as well, as they too leveled up to Level 3 – or so they said.  She wasn’t sure exactly how fast they normally increased their level, but she couldn’t remember any of the other Raider groups delving through her dungeon mentioning that they had hit Level 3 already – even the ones that had gone through twice already.  Must be that Power Boost Ability they had mentioned last time they were here. 
 
    As they congratulated themselves, picked up the rewards in the chest specifically in the Boss Room for that purpose and left via the exit staircase, Tacca braced herself for how they would react to her message.  Again, she hid direct communication in the form of a hastily developed poem, but she thought it was plain enough that they would understand it.  After taking a few steps into the staircase, the Scout was the first one to notice it. 
 
    “What’s this?  I hadn’t heard that there were messages in the exit – anyone else heard differently?”   
 
    They all shook their heads to indicate that they hadn’t, before the Elven Fighter said, “No, but look what it says. 
 
      
 
    Caution be with those that tread deeper inside, 
 
    As deadly traps allow the Core to hide. 
 
    Keeping safe against the Merchants of death, 
 
    Protecting this dungeon with its last breath. 
 
      
 
    Beware the danger of a powerful knave, 
 
    That seeks to destroy the Core inside this cave. 
 
    Those with means are filled with envious greed, 
 
    Their attempt to doom this dungeon a heinous deed. 
 
      
 
    Repaid in kind, to their own demise, 
 
    Showed that their thinking was not wise. 
 
    Though future threats are likely imminent, 
 
    This warning goes out to the settlement.” 
 
      
 
    They listened as the Elf incanted Tacca’s stern, coded caveat.  When she was done, they all looked at each other in surprise and confusion – though the Hill Dwarves seemed a lot less surprised: They had seen something like this, after all.   
 
    “Uh…what does that mean?  Is that supposed to be poetry?  Better yet – why is it here in the first place?” the Healer finally asked, breaking the uncomfortable silence that had fallen over them all. 
 
    “We…saw something like this last time we were here,” the Hill Dwarf Caster slowly admitted.  “The last one we saw didn’t make much sense, but I think I understand what this is saying.” 
 
    “Wait – you’ve had the dungeon communicate with you?” the Elf inquired, plainly skeptical.   
 
    “I don’t know if I’d go so far as to say that, but there was a warning of sorts last time as well.”  Before anyone asked her to explain that, she went on.  “I think this means that, somehow, there was a group of Merchants that snuck in and tried to destroy the Core of this dungeon.  Obviously, they didn’t succeed, but instead were killed for trespassing further down past this last room.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?  They have all of their people here, don’t they?  That doesn’t make any sense.”  Tacca had a fairly good answer to the Scout’s question, though she received some better context when the Caster explained. 
 
    “The Minister has been trying to acquire this land since they arrived, and I’ve rebuffed him at every opportunity.  This entire area is being leased by the crown, which means he has no way to gain control of it through any other means but through the villagers, who have entrusted me to make decisions regarding the entire situation.”  The Hill Dwarf thought about it all for a moment.  “It doesn’t surprise me that they would try something like this, though; after everything I’ve learned about them, they’d rather something didn’t exist if they can’t control it.  Though, to be fair, I’ve heard plenty of stories describing Raiders being just as ruthless when it comes to controlling access to dungeons; that’s the main reason why we decided to stay neutral and retain the lease to this land rather than trade it away to either faction.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea,” the Gnome said, to the surprise of the other two new Raiders.  “What?” he asked of their expressions.  “I’ve heard more than a few stories that back up what she’s saying.  It was one of the reasons I hesitated even joining the Raider Clan, but it was either this or starve on the streets of Galberton.  Despite the rocky start, this is proving to be much more lucrative than…my previous profession.” 
 
    The whole situation didn’t sound good to Tacca; fights over access to her dungeon could only be bad for her.  For one, if one of these “factions” the Caster was talking about gained control of the land, then they could limit access to her dungeon to only a specific number of people.  Right now, she was relying on quantity over quality, so a reduction in the number of delves could be detrimental to her growth. 
 
    Secondly, and probably the most important thing, was that she was in danger of being destroyed by one side or the other, if only to be “kept out of the hands” of the other faction.  That was not something that she relished; being so popular felt good, she had to admit, but it also came with the danger of being too popular – something she hadn’t thought was possible until now. 
 
    The group left not long afterward, promising to each other that they would keep the “communication” by the dungeon a secret.  Not necessarily to protect the dungeon, but to protect themselves in case word got out about the nature of Tacca’s message – namely, that the “Merchants” were up to some shady things.  Regardless, she was happy to hear that her rule-breaking communication wouldn’t be bandied about for all the world to hear. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the dungeon to be ready for the next group, since Tacca only had to replace one trap – in addition to the creatures the 2 Hill Dwarves and their group had slain, of course.  As soon as they left the vicinity of her dungeon, the Dungeon Core felt like a light, a small warmth left the area, and she couldn’t feel them anymore.   
 
    Back to the grind, I guess. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    While at DAPS, Tacca had learned that the creatures and Variants to which Dungeon Cores had access were originally created through experimentation over thousands of years.  No one alive, even the most wizened of Dungeon Fairies, knew exactly how this was accomplished; it was mentioned only as something interesting to know and as part of the curriculum that all Dungeon Assistants were required to learn.  Personally, Tacca thought that it was a lesson in the origins of Dungeon Cores and Assistants, because it was also mentioned that the two had not always coexisted peacefully together.  Again, there was no real record or accounting of how the relationship between them used to be, only that it was…difficult for them both. 
 
    It was during that “difficult” time that the majority of the creatures and Variants came into existence, shared among the Cores at the time.  The only thing that was known (and which continued until today) was that all of the Cores in the world were connected together by the systems from which they operated.  Her Dungeon Core Status, the initial selections when she first became a Core, the way she used her different Points to “purchase” things – these were the same amongst all Cores, because they all shared the same information.  It was only her unique situation that had caused some deviation from that, with the permanent sub-Bond with her former Fairy form and differences in her initial available DF, DF Regeneration, and other abnormalities – such as the Bond she could form with the Raiders delving through her dungeon. 
 
    The point being, that there must be some way that the original Cores that existed in a time so long ago had created all of the different creatures.  From what she knew, more than 80% of the creatures available to her and every other Core weren’t even present in the outer world – as in outside of a dungeon.  Therefore, logically, the older Cores had created them somehow; although it was a mystery of how they had done it, that didn’t remove the fact that they did.  Tacca now wanted to discover the secret; she had the time and a few resources to throw at the experimentation, as well as an overwhelming need to keep herself busy while groups of Raiders continued to delve through her dungeon. 
 
    As a result, she sunk most of her attention down into her deeper rooms; one in particular, 5 rooms up from where she was hiding in the bottommost room, she designated as her experimentation room.  She planned to use it to create all manner of different creatures, starting with some unique combinations of her Canines that had never been seen before.  Tacca went into her experiment with dreams of discovering the trick to crafting unique creatures…and was quickly frustrated by a lack of progress in any direction. 
 
    She first absorbed one of her enchanted-gear-wearing creatures down below to give her some available Control Limit to use.  Then, thinking to combine one of her Root Foxes with one of her Branch Jackals – thereby designing something that would combine the strengths of both creatures – she thought about placing them next to each other, pumped some Dungeon Force into them, and then mentally imagined them combining together.  
 
    Wonder of wonders…that didn’t work.  In fact, nothing seemed to happen, and the silhouettes of each creature slowly filled in and became more substantial as they fully developed.  One thing she did learn was that she could halt the materialization of a creature by absorbing it before it was finished, and it would happen immediately; that new knowledge certainly helped when her experiments failed.  Which happened over…and over…and over.  Nothing Tacca seemed to try worked. 
 
    Multiple attempts produced no results.  She tried just imagining their forms without inserting any DF into them…which did nothing; she tried to forcibly combine them once they were nearly or fully created…and ended up with a bit of a gory mess; she tried focusing on exactly what she wanted to form for her, even down to the smallest details…and nothing happened; she attempted to use other Canines in different combinations, even adding three or four together to see if that would make a difference…which, inevitably it seemed, it didn’t.   
 
    Against her better judgement (because Tacca wasn’t sure what it would do), she even used her new creatures – the Human, Elf, Gnome, Hill Dwarves, and even the new Orc she had finally obtained as an option via a Bond with a dying Raider – in different combinations, both with Canines and intermixed between them…and the results were the same as every other experiment.   
 
    Which is where Shale found her concentration when he finally woke up from his Hibernation, a confused look on his face when he felt the frustration pouring out of her Core.  “Uh…what are you working on, Tacca?” he asked cautiously. 
 
    I’m trying to design my own creatures; I know that it can be done, but the actual method of doing it escapes me.  There’s something that I’m missing here, and I don’t know what it is. 
 
    “Why are you even doing that?  Don’t you already have access to more creatures and Variants than probably any other Core in history?”  The Dungeon Fairy smiled at her, shaking his head at what he probably perceived as foolish.   
 
    That’s not the point.  I thought that, given the opportunity to be in charge of a Dungeon Core, I might be able to figure it out.  It…doesn’t feel good to fail at something like this.  Tacca had been so confident that she would figure it out right away that it was a real blow to her ego when nothing seemed to work.  The former Dungeon Fairy had almost always excelled at these kinds of things, at least while studying at DAPS, and the fact that the trick with unlocking the entire Canine Family had worked gave her a boost of confidence.  A confidence that was rapidly eroding as time went on without any results.   
 
    Shale sighed, before leaning up against her Core.  “I can understand what you’re trying to do, but maybe it isn’t possible.  I’m sure we were taught the same thing about how the creatures and their Variants were all created in the past; while our instructors didn’t expressly say it was impossible, the fact that none of the Cores over the past 20 or 30 millennia have figured out how to do it is telling,” he said softly, before holding up his hands.  “Now, I’m not saying that you can’t figure it out, because you’ve already proved to be quite clever at things like that.  Even with that, you also have to realize that you’re not at the pinnacle of Dungeon Core development.  To most Assistants, you’d still be considered a ‘baby’ Core – you haven’t even existed for a year yet!  Give it some time, and perhaps the solution will come to you.” 
 
    When did you get so wise?  Tacca couldn’t help but laugh at her frustration, especially considering that what he said was basically true.  She was still in the “baby” stages of her development and couldn’t be expected to know it all.  For all she knew, her Core Improvement Level needed to be 20, or 30, or even 50 before any of her experiments worked.  She didn’t know enough about the limitations, requirements, or procedures of how creatures were manipulated into being different, and it was likely that she wouldn’t know until she finally succeeded.  That she would eventually succeed wasn’t in doubt, because she was determined to figure it out…but it might take a while. 
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant stretched his hands above his head and smiled mischievously.  “I’ve always been this wise!  I just needed a long nap for it to come out.”  The mischievousness in his smile faded when he asked, “So, what did I miss?” 
 
    Having Shale back and awake was a balm to her bruised ego, and Tacca almost immediately felt better.  She explained what had happened inside of her dungeon with the Raiders delving through, including the visit by the two Hill Dwarves and their new group (though she purposely neglected to tell him about her communication with them…again), and more details about what she had done to try to design new creatures.   
 
    “Why didn’t you wake me up?  I would’ve liked to have seen those two again, if only to see if I could witness this ‘Dungeon Sight’ in action like you can.” 
 
    Sorry about that; I was going to, but it looked like you needed to rest even more.  I promise I’ll wake you up the next time they delve through.  Tacca was sure they would return, even if it were only once a month, because they seemed to enjoy fighting against her creatures this time; she wasn’t sure if it were due to it being easier and less dangerous or because they had a full group, though.  Regardless, she knew they’d be back. 
 
    The rest of the week was relatively uneventful, other than the fact that they started to see more of the “Merchant” Raiders delving through.  Tacca explained what she had overheard from the two Bonded Hill Dwarves regarding this other faction of Raiders, and he was as ignorant about them as she was.  “I agree with you, though.  It sounds as though, if they were able to gain control of the land outside the dungeon, they might stifle the constant flow of Raiders visiting here.  I’m not sure what we can do about that, however, or even if we should do anything about it.” 
 
    That was absolutely true; Tacca had already stepped over the boundaries of what was normally allowed by communicating with them in the first (and second) place, and doing anything overt outside of her dungeon might have destructive consequences.  As in, her Core might be destroyed if she attempted to alter events out of her normal sphere of influence. 
 
    Other than the reappearance of the Merchant Raiders, which consumed most of her attention as she watched them more than the other Raiders (but not obsessively, like she had done before), the days and nights were relatively boring.  Having Shale awake and keeping her company helped, but she was still getting bored. 
 
    Shale?  A thought had occurred to her nearly a week after he had woken up from his Hibernation.  Tacca was about halfway through the month towards her next Countdown, and while she calculated that she was on track to achieve two-thirds of the required CIPs to improve her CI Level, she also figured she might as well see if she could add to that total somehow.  What will happen if I change things in my dungeon? 
 
    “You know the answer to that more than anyone, Tacca.  Changes within a dungeon should only be performed during transitional periods, where a Core is creating more difficult sections for Raiders to delve through.  Too much change is seen as instability and unreliability, which is a sign that a dungeon could start becoming even more unsafe than it already is.  At least, that was what I was taught, and it makes the most sense when thinking about it from the Raider’s perspective.” 
 
    Yes, I know that…but what about small changes?   
 
    Now her Dungeon Assistant appeared confused.  “What do you mean by ‘small changes’?  Even changing a single room might be a bit too much.” 
 
    I’m thinking smaller than that.  Subtle changes, such as the placement of my creatures, traps, and even environmental objects.  I’ve heard quite a few of the returning groups mention that they already consider my dungeon too easy, now that they know exactly where everything is located.  Tacca had visually seen this as well, and it would take the “veteran” groups half as much time as the first or second time they had gone through – and not just because they were stronger. 
 
    “What…exactly do you have in mind?” Shale asked, worried but clearly intrigued.   
 
    His worries were founded in the rules and regulations put forth by the DPRC – and for the most part, they were smart and designed to keep the Core safe.  What he had been saying had been entirely accurate; Dungeon Cores in the past had been destroyed because they decided to drastically change a room or two at random intervals.  Unaware of what to expect, Raiders had died in places where they probably shouldn’t have, all because of those changes – which didn’t really go well with the other Raiders.  It seemed a bit unfair to Cores that those that delved through their dungeon knew exactly what to expect (at least after certain sections were mapped out, like hers had been), and that way they knew what they could handle. 
 
    On the other hand, she knew that Raiders liked variety, and changes that provided a challenge.  After studying at DAPS and evaluating her own experiences, she was fairly certain her previous hypothesis of keeping things fresh and engaging was imperative to a long – and fulfilling – existence; not only for the Raiders, but for herself, as well.  However, it was a fine line to straddle between being “boring, safe, and acceptable” and “exciting, new, and challenging”.   
 
    Most Cores did this by adding to their dungeons at periodic intervals, making them longer and more difficult; this was the “tried and true” method that had worked for thousands of years.  It was still something she was going to implement, once she could, but for now she wanted to try something else. 
 
    Well, I was thinking that I would – at first – just switch around the placement of the creatures in my dungeon rooms.  Nothing drastic, but some subtle shifts so that the Raiders wouldn’t know exactly where they were located based on past delves.  That way, I wouldn’t be changing it drastically from what it was before, while allowing for some variety. 
 
    Shale thought about that for a moment before he nodded.  “I don’t see any reason why that wouldn’t be ok.  You wouldn’t be changing the creature composition of the room or making it more dangerous than it already was, so this should be fine.”  He paused for a moment, tilting his head slightly to the side as if he was thinking of something.  “But you said, ‘at first’; does this mean you want to do more?” 
 
    Certainly.  Once I start adjusting the creatures and the Raiders get used to that, I might start shifting the locations of the traps around.  These changes would be on the less-deadly traps at first, to get them used to the idea that they are changing, before moving on to ones like my Soil-covered Pit Traps.  After the traps, I was thinking of changing the placement of trees and other environmental objects around to keep it looking different every time a group comes through to delve. 
 
    “I…see.  I think that could work, as long as you gradually introduce these changes and—wait.”  Her Dungeon Assistant looked at her suspiciously.  “Are you trying to train these Raiders like you did with your Root Fox appearing at the entrance.  And your exit staircase?” 
 
    …Maybe. 
 
    “Good,” he laughed.  “I always thought those rules about changes were a bit limited; I understood the need for them, of course, but also thought they were restrictive to creativity.  I think what you’re proposing will work, as long as you take it slow; training the Raiders to get used to the changes will likely be a slow process, as they are used to the way it has been for thousands of years.” 
 
    Huh.  And here I was thinking that you’d completely disagree with me.   
 
    “Why?  Because I’m a bit anal regarding the rules and regulations we were taught that all Dungeon Cores need to abide by?” Shale asked, his hands on his hips as he looked sternly at her Core.  Tacca thought she saw a smile tugging at his lips, though. 
 
    Well…yes, precisely. 
 
    “You should know – better than any other Core – that those rules and regulations are in place to guide Cores into staying safe and surviving longer.  I don’t want you to be destroyed, so I have to admit that I’m a bit worried by some of the things you do.  Completely breaking the rules could end up with your death, which is something that I would prefer you try to avoid.”  His statement made Tacca feel good; she couldn’t help but think that Shale really cared for her personal well-being, instead of just as a Core-Assistant relationship.   
 
    Shale grinned slyly, before saying, “But that doesn’t mean you can’t bend the rules a little bit.  You’re more than aware of what is acceptable or not, because you’ve had the same training I had; you’re in the unique position, though, to stretch those rules and see what is possible.” 
 
    True.  That was my thinking, at least, and I’m glad you agree with me. 
 
    “I may agree, but I’ll still caution you to take it slow.” 
 
    I will; don’t worry. 
 
    So began a gradual changing of her dungeon rooms currently in use.  In the beginning, it was a simple change of one of her Frond Coyotes in the second room, moving it from one side of the room to the other.  Her first repeat group of Raiders came in and noticed the change as soon as they were attacked and had to abruptly adjust their strategy, but overall it didn’t really make much difference in the outcome.  That wasn’t really the point, though; she wasn’t making the changes to create a more difficult delve for the Raiders, but to offer some variety.  Despite remarking on the change, and after thinking that they may have been just partially mistaken about the Coyote’s prior placement, they didn’t seem annoyed by the change.  Granted, they didn’t seem particularly happy about it – more indifferent. 
 
    Which was exactly what she wanted.  Small enough changes that were noticeable but not detrimental to their delve or enjoyment seemed to be the way to go; they would have to stay on their toes to adapt to those changes, but it was achieved without too much difficulty. 
 
    With that first success, Tacca started to rearrange one creature after every group of Raiders went through her dungeon.  Sometimes it was only a shift from one tree to another nearby (in the case of Root Foxes or Branch Jackals); other times, she moved her creatures from one part of the room to the other, sometimes grouping them up when they had been relatively solo before.  The main thing she kept in mind through the whole process was to keep the changes small – so no removing or adding creatures to the room – but significant enough to give the Raiders pause. 
 
    She might try totally revamping a room later, but for now this was all the change the Raiders could handle – at least according to the conversations she overheard by random groups delving through. 
 
    “Why does this seem different from the last time we were here?  This seems strange; I was told that these dungeons aren’t supposed to change like this.” 
 
    “Did you hear about the way Therald almost got savaged by a wolf the other day?  Apparently, he was prepared to defend a certain pathway leading to the exit, but the wolf came up from behind him!  He said that the stain on his leathers was blood, but I think it was just him wetting himself in surprise!” 
 
    “This doesn’t match the map at all; weren’t those fox monsters supposed to come from the right side?” 
 
    “I don’t care about that too much; I think it’s good that it isn’t completely the same, because otherwise this would be too easy.  And I’d probably have nothing to do since Hrawlen has this place memorized, so some surprises let me see some action.” 
 
    “Ouch!  That stupid monster is not supposed to be there!” 
 
    And so on and so forth.  No one mentioned that they were explicitly unhappy with the changes, only that they were frustrated that their maps weren’t entirely accurate anymore.  Some liked it, some didn’t – but most seemed to take it in stride, as just another quirk to her dungeon that was unlike most they had either visited or heard of before. 
 
    The weeks blew by quickly, or so it seemed to Tacca.  With all of the changes the Dungeon Core was making to her dungeon, as well as watching reactions from the Raiders to those changes, Tacca barely noticed the days passing.  It was a little tedious and monotonous sometimes, but she was so enjoying making subtle enough changes that the time practically flew past.  Before she knew it, her month-long countdown was almost upon her. 
 
    She wasn’t caught spacing out this time, however, and she had plenty of time to prepare for it.  Luckily, there wasn’t much she had to do to boost up her CIPs she had earned, because a lot of that had been done over the last few weeks.  Each time she moved one of her creatures, she had to absorb it; when she absorbed it, the rewards assigned to the creature – and its automatic replacement – was eliminated.  What that essentially meant was that she was creating additional creatures, as well as assigning rewards, that counted towards her CIP total.  It cost more than just straight restocking of each creature, of course.   If she was only doing one at a time, the expense in DF was negligible.  It also only counted once per creature, however, because the total was tallied at the end of her countdown for how many she had placed at that time.   
 
    By the end of the month, she had replaced every single one of her 76 creatures at least once, which gave her 2 CIPs per creature – 1 for the creature itself, and 1 for the reward assigned to it.  She also managed to keep her dungeon filled with Raiders on a fairly consistent basis, netting her at the minimum 23 CIPs per day for 23 hours of their presence.  There weren’t nearly as many deaths as the previous month, mainly because there were quite a few repeat groups.  All but 1 of the 9 deaths that did occur were of people brand-new to her dungeon, and apart from the 45 CIPs she received for their deaths, she also unlocked an Orc Fighter Variant for use in her dungeon.  She now had access to all of the races, if not all of their Variants yet, but she was sure that it was only a matter of time before she got them all – and those were just the beginner Raider Classes.  She could only imagine what she might unlock when she started seeing some of the more specialized Classes dying in her dungeon. 
 
    She had also started to slowly replace all of the traps she had placed near her Core hiding down below with the exact same ones, using some of her available DF that wasn’t being spent on altering what was above.  She did it slowly instead of all at once, because she was still worried that any moment a new group would come inside looking to destroy her, so she wanted to keep her defenses as much in place as she could.   
 
    She was glad that she did that, too, because even replacing only half of them Tacca had managed to accumulate an additional 252 CIPs.  She hadn’t been consciously striving to gain as many CIPs as possible this time, though she wasn’t going to let a few Points go when she had a chance to net them; instead, most of what she gained (other than replacing the defensive traps down below) was more a natural accumulation rather than trying to “cheat” the system, which was what she had been doing before. 
 
    In total, Tacca managed to acquire 1,139 new CIPs during the month.  The bulk of the Points – 690 to be exact – came from Raider presence in her dungeon; 45 came from Raider deaths; 152 came from moving creatures and rewards around in her; and lastly, 252 came from those traps she replaced down below.  When added to the 67 CIPs she had banked from the month before…she ended up with 1,206 – just enough for her to increase her Core Improvement Level! 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations, Tacca GloomLily! 
  
You have reached Core Improvement Level: 9 
  Current CIP Countdown: 6/1400 in 30 days 
  Core Improvement Points earned: 1200 (1200) 
  Special Characteristic Points earned: 25 (650) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Shale!  You know what this means, don’t you? 
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant was excited as Tacca was.  “Absolutely!  Do it!” 
 
    Without hesitation, Tacca converted 200 of her 1,200 CIPs into Special Characteristic Points, giving her a total of 700 from what she had converted from the last CI increase.  Using those SCPs, she went into her Special Characteristic Menu and selected the Core Improvement Points are reduced when earned -95% option and mentally indicated that she wanted to remove it.  With it originally granting her 600 SCPs to use elsewhere, she “paid” that back, along with the 100-Point fee to get rid of it.  After confirming what she had selected, the negative Characteristic appeared to *pop* like a burst soap bubble and disappear. 
 
    Tacca wasn’t exactly sure what to expect after that, but the intense feeling of an enormous weight being lifted from her mind and even her Core wasn’t it.  It wasn’t unwelcome, but it caught her by surprise.  The only thing she could compare it to was if she was still a Fairy and being weighed down by hundreds of pounds of weights, straining to fly away – and then having those weights fall away all at once and shooting into the sky.  It felt incredible, being free of the restriction – but also overwhelming. 
 
    “Tacca!  Are you ok?  What happened?” 
 
    Um…I think so?  Why? 
 
    “Because your Core seemed to shake a little and a new crack formed on your Core,” Shale told her, a look of serious concern on his face.   
 
    That was…intense.  I’m not sure why it did that, but I feel much better now.  Tacca looked at her Core and saw that the cracks that had been on there before were pretty much gone because of her increase in her Core Improvement Level, but she could also see the new crack he was talking about.  It didn’t look too serious, but the fact that it happened in the first place was a little worrying.  Despite that, though, it was worth it to have gotten rid of that negative Characteristic.   
 
    Doing some mental calculations, she knew she was going to need 550 more SCPs to get rid of her second negative Characteristic – and that it wasn’t going to happen right now.  She had 1,000 CIPs that could be converted into 250 SCPs, which was still a bit off from what she needed.  The next time she increased her CI Level, the Dungeon Core knew she would be getting 1,400 CIPs to use; when converted, that was a total of 350 SCPs.  When added together, that would equal 600 SCPs – 50 more than she needed.  When she added in the 25 SCPs she would receive from leveling up, that equaled 75 Points she didn’t have to convert. 
 
    All of that mental math led to one conclusion to Tacca: she had 300 CIPs she could use right now on whatever she wanted.  It meant that every single Core Improvement Point next month would be spent to get rid of the negative Characteristic restricting her creatures’ levels, but that was okay – because she could go shopping right now.  After converting 700 CIPs into 175 SCPs, she went looking for what she could unlock. 
 
    There wasn’t really a lot that she could purchase, however.  With 300 CIPs, she was limited to only 3 Core Improvements to choose from: Select Additional Trap Specialization (300 CIPs), Select Additional Creature (250 CIPs), and Select Addition Creature Variant (25 CIPs).  Obviously, she didn’t need any more Variants because she already had access to them all, but it was a hard decision to pick between the other two.  Basically, it came down to two choices: prioritize the defense of her Core, or play around with an additional creature family, placing some gradually inside the dungeon above to add some more variety. 
 
    The prospect of having access to more creatures was exciting and would be beneficial for when she finally expanded her dungeon, opening it up to stronger teams of Raiders.  By introducing them now, she would be able to slowly acclimate the delving groups to changes she was still making and prepare them for the future – because she had some big plans.  This seemed like the most fun choice to Tacca…but it wasn’t the most practical. 
 
    If her Core hadn’t already been threatened by a group of Raiders (never mind the “faction”), she probably would’ve chosen to select another creature.  As it was, with the threat to her continued existence a real worry, she chose to prioritize the defense of her Core. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly exciting, but she would feel safer, nonetheless. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Sterge felt a little paranoid walking through The Village, almost as if he were expecting to find an arrow buried in his back when he wasn’t looking.  He thought he was starting to look a little like Mordecai with his constant searching for threats; the Scout always seemed to be running his gaze over everything around him.  Although they hadn’t spent a lot of time together since they had delved through the dungeon, he had learned that the Gnome had spent most of his life on the streets of a large city, where he had to keep his head on a perpetual swivel to avoid being knifed in the dark alleyways between buildings.  What the Hill Dwarf wasn’t sure of was what he was doing in those dark alleyways, but then again it wasn’t really his business to know. 
 
    “You have to stop doing that, Sterge.  You’re making everyone else nervous,” Gwenda told him quietly while they were walking towards the Delving Supply Store together.   
 
    That confused him.  “What?  Why would I be making anyone nervous?” 
 
    “Because you’re the Village Chief, if you had forgotten.  To see the one in charge looking fearfully around him at all times isn’t a good sign; if you feel like your life is in danger, then that doesn’t bode well for the others living or staying here.” 
 
    He thought about that a little as they walked along, and he had to admit that she was right.  “Unfortunately, that makes sense.  But, after knowing what we know, how could I not?” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do about it right now; besides, there’s no proof that anything was done.  Putting the pieces together, I can see that what we were told by…you-know-who…is most likely accurate, but we can’t expel them from our lands without proof.  That’s the impression I get after making some discreet inquiries, naturally; it would cause some serious issues, to say the least.” 
 
    Sterge had been living under the constant expectation that the Merchants were going to do something just as drastic as what they had reportedly done inside of the dungeon.  He wasn’t exactly sure what he was expecting to happen, but if they had sent in a secret group of their people to destroy the dungeon, then he thought that just about anything was possible.  It didn’t help that the rumors regarding the disappearance of a group of Merchants around the time the bodies of the Raiders nearby had surfaced along the road to Heftington were still floating around.  Both he and Gwenda were convinced that these mysterious missing Merchants and those that tried to destroy the Core were one and the same.  
 
    Granted, that all depended upon whether or not the dungeon up in the mountains was telling the truth.  It seemed like a strange accusation and warning for the dungeon to just make up, however – or they were misinterpreting the message.  The fact that it was in the form of some strange poetry made it a little more difficult to decipher.  Not for the first time, Sterge wished it had plainly written out what had happened; upon further reflection, he realized that the fact that it was communicating with them in the first place was a unique experience.   
 
    Luckily, their new groupmates were smart enough not to mention the carved-out message that was given to them during their delve.  Knowing a potentially damaging secret about a powerful member of society such as the Minister wasn’t the most ideal of circumstances, and the less people who knew about it the better.  Something on the magnitude of orchestrating the destruction of a dungeon purely out of spite, especially a dungeon that Raiders had traveled from all over to wait in line for a month or more to delve – the repercussions if word got out would certainly escalate quickly.  That was probably why Sterge had been so jumpy and paranoid as of late, because he was worried the Merchants would find out that he knew about their illicit activity.   
 
    He might be a bit of a slow thinker at times, but he wasn’t naïve about how the world worked.  Powerful people, including the members of the Raider Delving Clan, would take action against anyone who knew of those secrets in order to silence them.  Action that would probably prove fatal. 
 
    He had briefly considered going to Jesper with the information they had received, as he was the local Clan representative, but he was stopped by his best friend.  “The Clan might be the authority in matters regarding dungeons—” Gwenda had told him— “but they technically have no authority over this land.  Remember what he told us about there being some conflict between themselves and the Merchants?  I for one don’t want this place to become a battleground for those wishing to take control of our livelihood.  Besides, all you would end up doing would be accusing the Minister of something that can’t be proven, which could make you the bad guy here.” 
 
    He didn’t like that she was correct, mainly because of the implications behind her statement when he really thought about it.  He and the other villagers were essentially only protected by their lease of the land with the crown, which was a flimsy shield against direct attack against them; at any point, either the Raiders or the Merchants could have marched in and killed them all, thereby nullifying the lease.  That they didn’t was probably only a testament to the fact that Jesper seemed to be more of a unifier rather than a conqueror, and the normal Raider presence was preventing the Merchants from assuming control using that extreme method. 
 
    But that didn’t mean that the wealthy and well-connected Minister was without a weapon. 
 
    “No, I don’t have any!  Like I told you before, I’m all sold out.”  As soon as they walked into the busy Supply Store, they could see exactly why Atero, the traveling peddler who had offered to run their Store, had sent them a message.  A third of the supplies in the normally well-stocked shop were gone, and the rest were being steadily purchased by customers.  While he still had a few days’-worth of stock, from the conversation Sterge overheard, he was obviously out of a few specific things already. 
 
    “There you are!” Atero said, calling him and Gwenda over as soon as they walked through the door.  One of his assistants that he had needed to hire to keep up with demand took over the sales while he moved off to the side. 
 
    “What’s going on?” his best friend asked, thoroughly concerned now.  Sterge still couldn’t figure out why the former peddler was so distraught-looking – he was selling his goods at a brisk rate, after all. 
 
    “I haven’t received a delivery in days!  This is everything I have left, and I’m going to be out completely sooner rather than later.”  Atero waved his hands at the stock on his shelves, before he started to wring his hands nervously.   
 
    “Are they just delayed?” Gwenda asked. 
 
    “That’s what I thought at first, but one of my delivery contacts told me that all of their stock had been completely bought out.  I haven’t had a chance to communicate with any of the others, but I assume that they are running into the same problem,” the Storekeeper said, before he looked directly at Gwenda knowingly.  “You know what this means, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, I believe I do.  Come on, Sterge – let’s go.” 
 
    What’s going on?  He wanted to ask, but Gwenda strode away with a purpose once she exited the Store and it took some effort to keep up with her.  It wasn’t until they were passing through the perimeter of the Merchant encampment that he realized where they were going. 
 
    “Uh…why—?” 
 
    His question was answered soon after as Gwenda demanded to speak to the Minister, which happened quite quickly.  They were escorted to one of the larger wagons, where the important Merchant was outside relaxing in a fancy-looking lounge chair under an awning.  
 
    “Ah, hello, my friends!  What can I do for you today?” the smug-looking Elf asked.  Friends?  I’m not so sure about that. 
 
    “Why have you purchased all of the stock from our suppliers?” Gwenda demanded, crossing her arms over her chest in what Sterge instantly identified as her angry posture.  While he wasn’t the target of her anger, he still took an involuntary step to the side when he saw it. 
 
    “My dear, I have no idea what you are talking about.  All we’ve done is secure enough merchandise to ensure that we don’t run out anytime soon; we’ve been pretty busy, as you’ve no doubt seen.  Has there been an issue I should know about?”  The Minister seemed completely sincere in his question, as if he really didn’t have any idea what Gwenda was talking about.  
 
    “You’ve cut off all our deliveries as a result of your ‘securing’.  We are now nearly out of stock to sell to the Raiders here.” 
 
    The Minister frowned, as if this was news to him.  “I’m so sorry to hear that.  Are there no other suppliers you can go to?” 
 
    “No, there aren’t – and I’m sure you know that.  At least, none nearby; delivering supplies from further away will increase the expense exponentially.  Again, that’s probably something you’re more than aware of.” 
 
    “Yes, yes – it can get quite expensive.  That’s a shame.”  That was all he said as he looked at them with a blank expression on his face. 
 
    Finally, Gwenda couldn’t hold it in any longer.  “Take back the deal you had with our suppliers!” she yelled, before adding, “Please.” 
 
    He didn’t seem to be fazed by her outburst, but instead had been expecting it.  “I’m sorry, I can’t do that.  See, I’m a man of my word, and taking back my agreement with them would call into question any of my future dealings.” 
 
    When he didn’t say any more, Sterge and Gwenda waited for a moment before his best friend abruptly turned on her heel and marched away.  He was caught flat-footed and stumbled after her when she moved, but she fortunately didn’t get that far before the Minister called out, “But perhaps we can come to some sort of deal?”  Sterge looked back at him and the Merchant had a big smile on his face. 
 
    Gwenda was visibly reluctant to deal with the Minister, but without any other recourse she was trapped in a corner – and the smug Elf knew it.  The alternative would be to let the Merchants control all sales of supplies to the Raiders, and since there wasn’t any love lost between them, they could charge whatever they wanted.  The deal that Gwenda worked out with the Minister had them paying the Merchant as a sort of middleman, who charged them 25% more for each item than they normally paid through their usual suppliers.  It wasn’t as bad as he had feared, but it was still a shock; they would have to raise prices on everything as a result, but even Gwenda said it was better than the alternative. 
 
    “He’s a snake, but he’s smart.  Too darn smart, and with too much influence to combat at this point.  He could’ve charged us more, but he also knew that I might balk at too high of a price and try to work around him somehow.  This way, he gets to control all of the merchandise flowing through The Village no matter where it’s sold.  He may not have acquired the lease for this land, but he found a way around that,” Gwenda told him sourly as they made their way back to the central governmental building.  “I doubt he’s making as much as he would if he really did control the lease, but that probably doesn’t matter at this point.” 
 
    Sterge could only shrug.  “I guess when…his other plan…didn’t work, he decided to settle for this.  Let’s just hope he doesn’t do the same thing for all of the food we have to purchase for our Inns.” 
 
    “Don’t even put that out there, Sterge!  It wouldn’t surprise me if he’s already working on that, and if that happens we’ll be even more beholden to him and the rest of the Merchants.”  
 
    Strangely, Sterge felt a little better than he had before and finally felt like he could relax.  Sure, they probably weren’t going to be raking in a whole lot of money now, but they had set all of this up to survive the influxes of Raiders invading their land.  They would survive, it sounded like, even with the Minister trying to gain as much control over things as he could.  The fact that the Merchants didn’t seem like they wanted to destroy the dungeon anymore was like a giant weight being taken off his back, and it was unlikely they would be looking for anyone that knew about the failed attempt.  That didn’t mean he – or the others – could go about blabbing what they knew about the entire situation, of course, but he wasn’t as paranoid as he was before. 
 
    The Merchants weren’t out to get them anymore; no, they just wanted their money.   
 
      
 
    *         *         * 
 
      
 
    “Um…Tacca?  Why would you choose that for a Specialization?  Isn’t that a bit…limited?” 
 
    The Dungeon Core took a mental step back from what she was doing to try to figure out what Shale was talking about.  She hadn’t even consulted with him about what she wanted for her new Trap Specialization, because she had thought her choice was obvious.   
 
    Limited?  Well, I guess you could look at the Life Trap Specialization that way, but it’s the only thing that I believe will keep my Core safe. 
 
    “How?  As far as I know, you’ll only be able to help anyone trying to get to your Core – not hurt them.” 
 
    What her Dungeon Assistant said was technically true, but he was either forgetting about some things he had learned about Life-based traps at DAPS or he never dug that deeply into them.  The Specialization wasn’t a popular choice, granted, but there had been a few dungeons in the past that had chosen it for various reasons.  It was for one of those reasons that Tacca was planning to use it – but she wanted to talk it over with Shale before she fully explained . 
 
    Tell me – do you think that any trap I could place would’ve stopped those “Merchant” Raiders from reaching my Core, let alone ones in the future that actually know what they’re doing?  Remember, I only managed to kill them because of trickery and making them suffocate, and not technically due to a trap of any kind. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure there would be something…like a deep enough pit that they couldn’t get out of?” the Dungeon Fairy ventured. 
 
    Sure – but that might only catch one or two, and it probably wouldn’t kill them.  Since they would be in the same room, I couldn’t recover the trap to make them suffocate, and they might bring enough food or other supplies to last for months.  Don’t forget that there are some Minor Levitation enchanting scrolls that Cores have as part of their higher-Tier rewards, so they could theoretically get out if they have that enchantment on their gear.  Just because the ones that came before didn’t have Levitation enchantments, that doesn’t mean ones in the future won’t. 
 
    “Good point – but it’s impossible to cover every single enchantment that might be out there; there are counters available for just about every trap.  Physical Resistance, Mental Resistance, Elemental Resistances – they are all covered.  Someone with enough time and resources could theoretically develop something that would protect them from just about everything – at least up to a certain amount.  Your intense Enchantment Traps in the next room have a good chance to affect just about anyone, though how severe is still unknown,” Shale said, waving towards the nearby room where Tacca had hundreds of small Enchantment-based traps set up for her defense. 
 
     All very true; it’s one of the reasons why even the most powerful of Dungeon Cores are susceptible to being destroyed, because there are some Raiders that are specifically geared towards mitigating the damage caused by traps.  Just like these “Merchants” were…but do you know what they weren’t enchanted against? 
 
    “I’m assuming you’re going to say Life-based traps?  That makes sense, though – because there isn’t any reason to.  It would interfere with the spells that their Healer classes use, after all.”    
 
    Shale was absolutely correct.  Life-based traps were unique in the fact that they weren’t designed to kill things; they instead were designed to promote life, obviously.  They worked much better and faster at healing people than her Healing Paralysis Enchantment Trap – and didn’t paralyze them in the process – and could practically bring a person back from the brink of death.  Life traps could also cure poisoned, diseased, or otherwise debilitated states unlike anything other than the most powerful Healing and Cure Potions available as rewards.  
 
    But Life-based traps could also promote the strengthening and growth of living things.  Placed in one of her rooms up above, a trap could trigger and strengthen the bark of a tree so much (for a limited time) that it would be impossible to chop down.  It could also cause a wildflower to grow large enough that it could fill an entire room, or harden the fronds of a fern so that each leaf was as strong and stiff as a hardened piece of steel.  It worked for her environmental objects because – though they were originally created from her Dungeon Force – they were essentially alive and relatively permanent the moment they were fully formed.  Her Dungeon Force helped to keep them stable at the point they were at and helped to regrow them if they were removed, but they mimicked living plants, nonetheless. 
 
    The same couldn’t be said for her creatures.  While they appeared and acted alive, they were solely temporary constructs made from Dungeon Force.  Therefore, the Life traps wouldn’t work on enhancing them like they would with any other living thing; this was one of the reasons that Life-based traps weren’t very popular, because there was very little benefit to the Dungeon Core for using them. 
 
    What they were used for was enhancing Raiders that delved through a dungeon.  That might seem counterintuitive, but they were usually used in conjunction with other types of traps.  Need a little boost in your Physical attributes to make a long jump to a faraway platform?  Life-based traps can provide that for a limited time.  Need some more Fire Resistance so that you can make it through a hallway filled with flames?  A Life-based trap could help with that, too. 
 
    The point of those little boosts was to convince the Raiders to progress further, to give them a false sense of their own abilities that they might not otherwise have.  In most cases, the duration of these boosts were just barely long enough for the delving individuals to succeed in navigating their way through the next trap; hesitate, and the boost would disappear before they succeeded in their endeavor.  It was a sneaky way to potentially gain easy Raider deaths while still being entirely legitimate.   
 
    You’ve seen my concentrated Enchantment Traps with their intensity, right? 
 
    “Of course.  What does that have to do with—oh.  Oooohhhh…I never thought about that.  We weren’t ever taught that they could be used in such a way.”  Shale went from looking extremely confused to filled with wonder in less than 2 seconds. 
 
    Let’s just say that I went above and beyond with my training, and my research into this was fairly extensive.  It was the only thing I could think of that might not already have a counter. 
 
    “Smart.  Very smart – and very, very sneaky.  Who would believe that becoming stronger would be a bad thing?” 
 
    That was a bit of an understatement.  Typically, Life traps that were used in conjunction with other types of traps were set to a low intensity; they increased the Physical attributes, Resistance, or even Magical ability of the Raiders delving through by very small increments.  For one, it could get expensive Dungeon Force-wise to place them if the duration lasted for more than a few seconds (especially if Cores didn’t specialize in Life-based traps, which very few did); secondly, it probably wasn’t smart to power-up a Raider too much in your dungeon, even if it were only for a few seconds.  It was hard to estimate what those delving through a dungeon would do with such a boost. 
 
    There was a little-known side-effect of these boosts, however.  It was one which was not generally made known to Dungeon Assistants or Cores because it was against the rules; no one guarded against it for the same reason Shale stated before: Life-based Resistance lessened the healing-spell effectiveness of Healers.  Causing Raiders to have to be prepared to resist Life-based anything was highly unfair; therefore, the practice of using it as a weapon was, if not buried, then not taught at all at DAPS.  You could work it out, though, if you really studied what Life-based traps actually did, instead of passing it off as relatively useless like most of the other Assistants that passed through the school. 
 
    “That’s right.  We’re going to give them a boost so powerful that they’ll be able to practically lift a mountain…right before their body explodes from the drastic stresses and changes it’ll go through.” 
 
    “I like the way you think, Tacca.  I think those teachers of ours could learn a thing or two from you.” 
 
    If a Dungeon Core could blush, she’d be pure red. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The placement of her new traps was quite easy.  They were contained in a field not unlike her Enchantment-based traps, so they were essentially invisible to most Raiders; those with the ability to detect and even disarm traps could probably sense them, and those two Bonded Hill Dwarves would certainly be able to see them, but otherwise they should be virtually undetectable.  Their basic nature was amazingly simple, as well, as they mimicked the size, shape, and general feel of her powerful Enchantment traps in her primary defensive room near her Core. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Strength Boost Life Trap 
    
  The Strength Boost Life Trap can be placed on any surface and is triggered by proximity.  Any living being passing through the activation range will experience a boost in their Physical attributes – determined by the strength of the trap – for a limited duration of time.  Beneficiaries blessed by the Strength Boost Life Trap cannot retrigger additional Strength Boost Life Traps until the duration has expired.  All traps can be disabled with high enough Disarm Trap skills. 
    
  Cost: 1300 DF (-60% Life Specialization) 
  Replacement Cost: 325 (-75% off current cost/Life Specialization) 
  Creation Time: 6.5 Hours 
  Disarm Trap Resistance: 21 
  Activation Range: 1.0ft X 1.0ft X 1.0ft 
  Trigger Proximity: 0.2 ft 
  Physical Attributes Increase: 2000.0% 
  Duration: 5.0 seconds 
  Resistance Category: Life 
  Special Effects: Causes a temporary increase in the physical size and strength of the beneficiaries’ muscles 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It cost more to place than even her most powerful Enchantment-based traps, which meant she had to be a little more careful while expending that much DF.  She gradually started replacing some of the least-powerful defenses inside of the room, which consisted primarily of her Projectile and Explosive-based traps, taking nearly a day between each one when she had enough Dungeon Force.  Even having one or two inside the room made her feel so much better, because now she was nearly positive that she had something there that could stop just about anything that tried to come after her.  Tension and hyper-awareness, which she had not even been aware that she had been suffering from since the previous attack, started to slowly melt away as more of the traps were added into her defense.   
 
    “Hey – it looks like you’ve got some friends at the entrance.”  Shale’s words interrupted her concentration while she was just finishing up the placement of her newest trap; fortunately, she was incapable of “jumping” at the sudden disturbance, so she was able to place it exactly where she wanted it before turning her attention far above. 
 
    They’re back!  Why haven’t they been back already?  Thinking back at everything she realized that it had actually been just under 5 weeks since her Bonded Hill Dwarves had been there with their new group; she wasn’t sure why they had waited that long, since they had the ability to cut in line once a week.  She thought that it might be because they appeared to be wearing a little bit better-quality armor this time, though not nearly as high of quality or as expensive as the ones the Merchants were wearing; then again, anything that wasn’t ragged leather and threadbare cloth was a step up.  They were still wielding the weapons they had the last time, though. 
 
    “You’ve no doubt heard that this dungeon has been changing things around.  I’m not sure how good your prior knowledge is going to be now, Sterge.”  The Gnome Scout led the way, looking for the two Root Foxes that had been near the entrance last time – but failing to find them.  Tacca knew that she had moved them inside the nearest foliage lining the path leading to the next room, just to shake it up a little bit.  “Especially as word has it that the traps are starting to move from their previous locations, as well.” 
 
    That was also true.  With the new month, Tacca had started shifting the traps in her upper dungeon from their previous locations, along with continuing the practice of moving her creatures around.  They were minor shifts, such as moving them to the right or left a foot from where it was previously, and only her Enchantment-based ones at the moment; she hadn’t changed the nature of them yet, just the placement.  The Soil-covered Pit Traps were going to be next, though she was giving the groups of Raiders time to adjust to the changes that were happening already before she did that.  Well, that, and they were much more expensive to move as they cost more DF to place, and most of her DF was being consumed in improving her defenses down near her Core. 
 
    “Yes, well…we will just have to see.  Perhaps I’ll surprise you.”  Basically, from what Tacca could tell, the Hill Dwarf Fighter, who she now knew was named Sterge, was going to “cheat” using the Dungeon Sight Ability to find all the changes.  She was perfectly fine with that, as she still didn’t want them to die. 
 
    Shale, on the other hand, was ecstatic as he watched Sterge use the Ability.  “Wow – I can see that!  Is that what you see all of the time?” 
 
    Eh…pretty much.  Does it look all red? 
 
    “Er…yes?  Different shades of red, but red, nonetheless.” 
 
    I see things in multiple colors depending on what it is, such as traps and creatures, but it’s the same general idea. 
 
    “This would be nice to be able to see things like this all the time,” her Dungeon Assistant remarked a bit wistfully.   
 
    Perhaps one day you will; you know as much as I do that Dungeon Fairies and their Bonded Cores tend to develop certain Abilities over time – so maybe this will be one.  I can already share my screens with you because of my increase in Assistant Rank; I’m excited to see what will happen when you Rank up as well. 
 
    Neither of them said anything more than that, because they were too busy watching the group easily making their way through the dungeon – despite all the changes.  The Dungeon Sight Ability was definitely showing its worth now, as Sterge the Hill Dwarf Fighter easily pinpointed where everything was. 
 
    “How?  How are you doing this?” the Elf asked suspiciously after the third time he described exactly where one of the traps was located, even though it was on the opposite side of the room where it had been the last time they were there.  
 
    Don’t do it, don’t do it, don’t do— 
 
    “Uh, well, you see, well—” 
 
    “What Sterge is trying to say is that we developed a sort of…connection…with this dungeon during our initial visit a few months ago,” the Hill Dwarf Caster finished for him.  “He can sense where all of the dangers are when he’s in the same room, and can pinpoint them quite accurately.” 
 
    The others were all silent as they stared at Sterge, who appeared highly uncomfortable.  Finally, the Elf turned to the Caster and asked, “Wait—you said ‘we’.  Does that mean you can do this too, Gwenda?” 
 
    Gwenda.  A name to a face now. 
 
    The Hill Dwarf barely hesitated before answering.  “Yes, I have this same ‘connection’.  And please, don’t mention it to anyone else, as it could cause some issues.” 
 
    “Is this part of the reason you wanted us to wait more than a month to come back?  So that no one would look at you both too closely and find out about this ‘connection’ – like how we aren’t supposed to mention the poetic message that was left for us last time?” 
 
    At least now I know why they waited so long—uh oh!  I hope he didn’t hear— 
 
    Unfortunately, her Dungeon Assistant was listening to every word.  “What message is she talking about, Tacca?  What did you do?” Shale asked mentally, through his Bond with her Core. 
 
    There was no getting around it now; she had to tell him the truth.  As she explained what she did and why she did it, he actually took it better than she had thought he would.  
 
    “Good for you.” 
 
    Wait—what?  I thought you would disapprove. 
 
    “You did what you had to do, Tacca.  This was a matter of your life on the line, and communicating with them – which I know you did before this – was just another way of defending yourself.  What those Core-killers did when they came in here was not justified in any way, and letting those that seem to be in charge of the area outside of your dungeon know what was going on was not only smart, but imperative.” 
 
    You…know about that? 
 
    “Not until you just confirmed it right now, but I suspected.  I’m sure you did it for a reason, just as you did this, but I wish you had told me.  I can’t help you if I’m going to be surprised by sudden revelations like this in the future.” 
 
    Tacca felt a little ashamed of keeping her activities from Shale, and though he seemed like he wasn’t overly mad, she still felt like she disappointed him for some reason. 
 
    No more secrets.  I promise I’ll tell you if I do anything like that in the future, as long as you don’t argue with me too much. 
 
    Even though she technically couldn’t see him because he was currently invisible, she could feel that Shale was smiling.  “How about you tell me before you do something like that, and you have a deal.” 
 
    That wasn’t too hard of a deal to agree to. 
 
    Nothing of note happened with Sterge and Gwenda’s group – it’s good not having to think of them as the Hill Dwarf Fighter and Caster anymore – though she did figuratively wince when they mentioned the Power Boost +50% passive Ability they had.  None of the new group seemed to be surprised by that after the other revelations; instead, they only remarked that they thought it was strange that they had gained so much “Power” (which she knew was the equivalent to a Fairy’s Experience) compared to other new groups.   
 
    By the end of their delve, the Elven Fighter, Human Healer, and Gnome Scout achieved an increase in their Raider Level – bringing them to Level 3 like Sterge and Gwenda.  The two Hill Dwarves said that they were just shy of getting to Raider Level 4, which was impressive; there had been one group of repeat Raiders that had managed to wiggle their way into 3 delves already (which she was sure was going to be more common soon), and they had just reached Level 3 by the end of their third delve – at least, that was what she gathered from the conversation and celebration after their battle in the Boss Room she witnessed. 
 
    After they left, things went back to normal – or as normal as running a dungeon where groups of Raiders delved through the rooms she had designed was concerned.  In addition to moving creatures and traps around, after a few weeks she started to move trees, ferns, and other environmental objects to different places within their respective rooms.  She even added or subtracted some from various rooms, just to keep up with the variety, depending on what she felt like doing and what was going to work best with her other defenses. 
 
    For the most part, the response was overwhelmingly positive.  The Raiders who delved through were excited about the differences, even though they weren’t major changes – like rearranging what was in each room or replacing each creature with something else entirely.  Tacca thought that having to wait for weeks or over a month before getting a chance to delve through her dungeon, just to do the exact same thing as last time, meant that any bit of change was welcome.  The success didn’t mean that she would start altering everything and changing the rooms around, though; there was a limit of what she considered to be “allowed” by the people visiting her dungeon, and doing something like that was probably past that limit.  Especially when she considered that she still had a “beginner” dungeon that was suitable for those just starting out – any major changes could mean more deaths than could normally be accounted for. 
 
    Regardless, things were looking up for Tacca – and she didn’t normally like to think that way, because it was almost inevitable that something bad would happen.  This time, luckily, nothing significant happened all month, even though she halfway expected it.  She wasn’t prepared to say that perhaps her luck was changing and things in the future were all going to be positive, but it was a nice change. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations, Tacca GloomLily! 
  
You have reached Core Improvement Level: 10 
  Current CIP Countdown: 553/1700 in 30 days 
  Core Improvement Points earned: 1400 (1400) 
  Special Characteristic Points earned: 25 (200) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tacca didn’t have to cheat in the least for her Core Improvement Points this month, mainly because she didn’t have that pesky negative Special Characteristic reducing the Points she earned holding her back.  While she didn’t really earn much of anything extra due to “Raider Presence” in her dungeon – which, because of their lower strength, wasn’t more than the 1 CIP per hour she was getting before – the main difference really occurred in what she earned from Raider Deaths.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvement Point Awards 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Variable Conditions 
  
      	  Potential CIP 
  
      	  Current 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rooms Constructed 
  
      	  Size 
  
      	  1 – 50 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Traps Installed 
  
      	  Complexity 
  
      	  1 – 20 
  
      	  511 
  
     
 
      
      	  Monsters Created 
  
      	  Levels 
  
      	  1 – 20 
  
      	  76 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rewards Placed 
  
      	  Valuation 
  
      	  1 – 50 
  
      	  76 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Presence 
  
      	  Time 
  
      	  1 – 5 
  
      	  690 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Deaths 
  
      	  Quality 
  
      	  100 – 10000 
  
      	  600 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    There had been even fewer deaths this last month than the month before – only 6 – but they were worth a lot more CIPs: 600 compared to the 30 she would’ve gotten before she eliminated her negative characteristic.  The traps she moved around, as well as the new Life-based ones also made a huge difference; based on their “complexity”, which was quite high, they were worth more than the 1 CIP she was getting before – some were worth up to 9 CIPs, in fact. 
 
    That all led to acquiring more than enough Points to earn her new Core Improvement Level – and the subsequent CIPs that she could spend.  Just like it had been figuratively painful to spend her entire month’s work on eliminating her negative Characteristic reducing her earned CIPs, it was similarly difficult to use everything she had accumulated to eliminate the other obstacle holding her back.  It was her last chance to get the most out of her CIPs via conversion, however, so there really wasn’t a choice.  Therefore, she converted all 1,400 Core Improvement Points she had into 350 Special Characteristic Points; added to the 200 she already had left over from the previous month and the 25 she earned from her Level-up, she had the 550 required to eliminate the reduction in her creature’s Levels Characteristics. 
 
    Again, as soon as she paid to get rid of the Characteristic, Tacca felt suddenly freer, as if some invisible chains slipped off her Core that had been holding her back.  It was an almost euphoric feeling, as if an invisible wall that had been in front of her journey as a Dungeon Core was now gone – and she could run forward without anything blocking her way.   
 
    She thought a lot about what she had gone through for the sake of having the Characteristic that had provided her all the Variants available for her creatures; she had to admit that she originally had second thoughts about her choices – and how they would hold her back for too long – but now she was glad she did it at the beginning instead of waiting.  While it was extremely difficult at first and certainly limited what she was able to accomplish, she didn’t think she’d have had the same success if she hadn’t had access to all of the different Canines she did.  That, and judging by the way it was so difficult to convince herself to convert her CIPs to SCPs, she didn’t think she’d have been able to do it once she had a dungeon up and running smoothly.  The temptation to increase her Control Limit, or purchase another creature, or unlock another Trap Specialization was just too tempting – and the dream of getting a chance to experiment with the All Variants Characteristic would’ve been just that: A dream. 
 
    I did it, Shale!  I’m free!   
 
    “Nice job, Tacca!  I knew you could do it!” her Dungeon Assistant exclaimed happily.  They both knew that this was an important achievement, because now the possibilities for her were practically endless.  “Now, let’s see if it worked.” 
 
    Tacca didn’t hesitate before she imagined creating a simple Root Fox in her Core Room; she was currently in the process of restocking her dungeon, so she had a few points in her Control Limit to use for the moment.  Instead of just creating a “normal” Fox, though, she pushed more Dungeon Force into the form.  Fortunately, she didn’t have to guess how much to push into it; as she stared at the small silhouette where her Force was flowing, the feedback coming from it let her know each time it increased in creature Level.  Finally, when she determined that it was Level 5, she stopped the flow and let it fully form. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Root Fox 
    
  This Root Fox Variant specializes in hiding amongst the exposed roots of trees and attacking unwary passersby.  Because of its close ties to the forest, this Fox has tough bark-like skin and fur, granting it a higher defense than normal. 
    
  Cost (Level 1 --> 5): 5 DF --> 13 DF 
  Control Requirement (Level 1 --> 5): 1 --> 3 
  Creation Time (Level 1 --> 5): 3 Minutes --> 5 Minutes 
  Physical Attack: 1 --> 2 
  Ranged Attack: 0 --> 0 
  Physical Defense: 2 --> 4 
  Ranged Defense: 1 --> 2 
  Elemental Resistance: +25% Nature 
  Specials: Bonus physical defense due to hard, bark-like skin and fur 
  Pack Hunter: Bonus to physical attack if in conjunction with others in the Canine family 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It worked!  She was fairly confident that it would, but it was nice to have confirmation.  She shared the resulting screen with Shale, and he smiled along with her internal jubilation. 
 
    “Nice!  But…why isn’t it more powerful?  I would think that even a Level 5 Root Fox would be much more deadly.  It’s obviously a little bigger than its Level 1 counterpart, and the bark-like fur appears a little more sturdy, but the stats don’t really reflect a significant change.” 
 
    What?  Ah, I understand your confusion.  You probably learned at DAPS how increasing Levels in creatures has quite an effect on them; however, you probably only really concentrated on the deadlier, more popular creatures.  For instance, the Forest Wolf—  Tacca started absorbing the Root Fox and used a few of her available Control Limit points to create a Level 5 Forest Wolf, and showed it to Shale to compare it to one of the Level 1 Wolves still in her dungeon up above. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Forest Wolf 
    
  This Forest Wolf Variant specializes in hunting in packs, using its mottled green and brown fur to camouflage within a forest with ease.  Has the special ability to completely freeze every part of its form, which can make it practically indistinguishable from the surrounding foliage.  While its Physical Defense is relatively low, its powerful jaws and bite force can enact significant damage upon a target.    
    
  Cost (Level 1 --> 5): 20 DF --> 80 DF 
  Control Requirement (Level 1 --> 5): 5 --> 17 
  Creation Time (Level 1 --> 5): 5 Minutes --> 13 Minutes 
  Physical Attack: 4 --> 10 
  Ranged Attack: 0 --> 0 
  Physical Defense: 1 --> 2 
  Ranged Defense: 1 --> 2 
  Elemental Resistance: +15% Nature 
  Specials: Ability to freeze in place, stopping all movement to camouflage with surrounding Environmental Objects 
  Pack Hunter: Bonus to physical attack if in conjunction with others in the Canine family 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    —gets a significant boost in its attack, more than doubling it even.  The Level 5 Wolf also received a small increase in its defense, which was already relatively low, but it’s almost on par with a Level 1 Root Fox.  Just one of these deadlier Forest Wolves would be more than a match for just about any of the beginner Fighters coming into my dungeon right now, and perhaps even for some of the ones that have increased their Raider Level a time or two. 
 
    The price for that, though, is a higher Dungeon Force cost per Wolf in comparison to the Fox, as well as a much higher Control Limit requirement.  When you add in the creation time increasing by 2 minutes per Level for the Wolf, as opposed to the 30 seconds per Level for the Fox, you can begin to see the advantages and drawbacks for each creature.   
 
    Shale was looking at the two screens she had shared with him, and he nodded his head when he understood.  “So, it basically depends on the creature, as to how additional Levels will affect them initially.  I’m assuming that if you were to increase the Root Fox in Level enough to be similar in stats to the Wolf, you would start to see some of the same costs?” 
 
    Yes and no.  This Fox will always have a much higher Defense and would have to be quite a high Level to match the Physical Attack of the Wolf; it just depends on what you’re looking for in a creature: high Attack, high Defense, or a mixture of them both. 
 
    “I see, I see.  There always seems to be more to learn – and here I thought I graduated from DAPS knowing everything!” 
 
    Tacca chuckled mentally.  Not everything, but more than enough to get you started.  Keep in mind, I did a lot of additional studying through the years, so my knowledge is a little more complete; even considering that, there are still things I don’t know, and I will continue to learn in the future. 
 
    “Well, I think you’ve made a good start here; now that your negative Characteristics have been removed, that future is looking brighter and brighter.” 
 
    I agree.  Speaking of the future, I really need to start designing and creating my new harder, larger dungeon section underneath this beginner one. 
 
    “You’re keeping it running, right?” 
 
    Of course.  I don’t want to be like the other Cores and eliminate a potential source of increasing the “Power” of beginning Raiders by making them unable to delve.  I’m an equal-opportunity dungeon – I want all kinds, here. 
 
    “I like it – and I’m excited to see what you do next.” 
 
    Me too, Shale, me too. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, the weeks and months following the increased tension between the Minister, the other Merchants, the Raiders, and the villagers – including himself and Gwenda – seemed calmer and smoother than it had been before.  The open hostility between the two factions was muted a bit over time when nothing happened to incite further aggression; they still didn’t like each other, but the feeling that they were a few words away from a straight-up brawl faded significantly.   
 
    Sterge was sure that if something major were to occur – such as a Raider deliberately killing a Merchant or vice-versa – then it would all erupt into insane violence.  Luckily, relations were improving enough that more Raiders were visiting the Merchants’ wagons for supplies, interacting with them civilly outside of their “camps”, and a few Merchants had even taken to frequenting a few of the Inns.  It was slow-going, but there was certainly an improvement over the overwhelming tension that had been hovering around the entire Village over the last few months. 
 
    “The profits from our Store are nearly nothing after the increased cost of the supplies that we’re buying from the Minister,” Gwenda complained to him one night while they were relaxing in the governmental “Town Hall” building – or that was what everyone was calling it, despite them only being classified as a village still.  He wasn’t sure what requirements were needed to become a town, but it didn’t feel like they had made it there yet. 
 
    “That was as you had expected, though, wasn’t it?” 
 
    His best friend grunted.  “Yes, well, I was expecting to still make something from there due to raising prices, but we had to drop them after the Minister and his coterie decided to sell those same supplies at a reduced price – pressing us to drop prices as well.  Now we’re barely making enough to pay the wages of those working there, and the profit is mainly going to Atero; I mean, he is doing all of the work, after all, but it’s an income stream we don’t have anymore.” 
 
    It was Sterge that grunted this time, acknowledging what she said but not really having anything to contribute.  All of that buying and selling business wasn’t really his thing, after all, and he had no clue how to fix the situation – if it could be fixed at all, of course.  
 
    Instead, Sterge had been focused on getting as much production from all of the farms as possible.  They had quite a few helpers nowadays, but no one was in charge of all of them – which left him as the “Chief” to oversee them.  From planting and harvesting crops to managing the livestock, he took over the job of organizing them with the help of Gwenda and her skills.  Truthfully, when he really thought about it, they didn’t really need him to be in charge because they had some competent people taking care of it – but he needed to do it. 
 
    He had thought that turning back to the life of a Raider would fulfill that need to do something in him, and it did, but it wasn’t a full-time job.  Especially since he and the others in their group determined that using their privilege to cut in line for the dungeon was better used every 3 to 5 weeks instead of every week; actually, it was Gwenda and I that determined that, but the reasoning was sound.  Sterge thought that delving at every opportunity would bring too much negative attention their way; it already caused a little stir and some significant grumbling the 2 times they had already done it, and keeping everyone happy – or at least the semblance of happiness – was important to the entire community.  The recent hostile atmosphere was bad enough that it didn’t need something like that thrown into the mix. 
 
    Not only that, but their group had acquired a lot more Power towards their Raider Levels than the other groups delving through the dungeon.  While it wasn’t quite obvious yet, it certainly would be if they became too strong too fast – and weren’t benefitting from going through the dungeon anymore.  Sure, they could get the loot that dropped from the monsters inside, but at some point they would stop acquiring any Power from killing them.  There weren’t a lot of Raiders nearby that could “Analyze” them, because it was apparently an Ability that most Classes received at Level 5, but there were enough that any significant jumps in Raider Level might be noticed.  The way it was going, it wouldn’t be long before they hit that milestone. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Raider Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Sterge Stonewell 
  
      	  Class: 
  
      	  Melee 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Level: 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Power: 
  
      	  292/300 
  
     
 
      
      	  Physical Attack: 
  
      	  3 (6) 
  
      	  Physical Defense: 
  
      	  3 (8) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ranged Attack:  
  
      	  0 
  
      	  Ranged Defense: 
  
      	  2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magical Attack: 
  
      	  0 
  
      	  Magical Defense: 
  
      	  2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Resistances: 
  
      	  Physical 3 
  
      	  Mental 2 
  
      	  Earth 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire 0 
  
      	  Water 0 
  
      	  Air 0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nature 0 
  
      	  Life 0 
  
      	  Death 0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Skills: 
  
      	  Blade 1 (32%) 
  
      	  Blunt 2 (90%) 
  
      	  Two-handed 1 (0%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Block 2 (26%) 
  
      	  Light Armor 1 (94%) 
  
      	  Heavy Armor 1 (0%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
      	  Forceful Smash (Blunt) 
  
      	  Slam (Shield) 
  
      	  Dungeon Sight (Enhancement) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Power Boost +50% (Permanent) 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Sterge and Gwenda were doing their best to keep their secret as long as possible – though that secret didn’t last long when it came to their group knowing about it.  William, Evy, and Mordecai were good people, though; it was both in their best interest and because they were those good people that they weren’t interested in calling more attention to themselves.  It sounded a little callous to think that they had a good thing going and didn’t want to jeopardize it by letting the secret out, but it was nevertheless true. 
 
    “The benefits of selling our secret, either monetarily or socially, are insignificant compared to what they are getting by keeping that secret in the long-term.  I think they see this, because they are obviously smart individuals, and the future far outweighs the now – especially since they now have some money to support themselves,” Gwenda had told him in confidence one night. 
 
    After both delves, Sterge and his best friend had determined to give all of the loot that they had collected to the three others, as it would benefit them more.  The two Hill Dwarves weren’t rich, but they were well-off enough that they didn’t really need to delve through the dungeon for loot.  In the future, when they would tackle harder dungeons, that might change depending on the loot; for now, though, the others could make much more use of it.  So much so, in fact, that they didn’t even complain too much about waiting a month or so before delving again – because they had more than enough to support themselves until then.   
 
    The Hill Dwarves’ only expression of their new-found wealth was to purchase some better armor for themselves and their new friends; nothing extraordinary, but it was a step up from what they were wearing before, and his own didn’t feel like it would fall apart if he moved the wrong way.  Anything better than what they acquired wasn’t necessarily needed, and would be an expense that they didn’t need to incur; the last time they went through the dungeon, in fact, they hadn’t suffered from more than a few minor bites and scratches – and those were in the Boss room, where there were too many enemies to avoid them all.  The rest of the delve was relatively easy because he could pinpoint where all of the dangers were using his Dungeon Sight Ability. 
 
    “Sterge?” Gwenda asked, her voice softer than it had been when complaining about profits at the Store.  She had gone on to describe what was happening with their Inns, which were still doing brisk business, but he had only been listening with half an ear.  The change in tone made him really pay attention, however. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment before continuing.  “What are we going to do when we get no benefit from this dungeon anymore?” 
 
    That certainly wasn’t what he was expecting her to ask – though it wasn’t like he had an expectation of what seemed to be bothering her.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, from what we’ve heard, it usually takes dungeons at least a year to get bigger and more difficult.  I have a feeling that won’t be until after the snows this winter, which will be here in about 7 months.  If we become too powerful in, say, 2 months, what are we going to do then?  Will we leave here with our group and delve through some other dungeons?  Wait until this one upgrades its rooms and makes it more difficult?  And if we do that, then how long will it be until we out-level that one?” 
 
    Sterge had been thinking about that as well, which was one of the reasons why they had agreed to slow down their delving.  He hadn’t really given much thought about after they reached a Level where the dungeon wouldn’t benefit them, other than to acknowledge that they would have to go somewhere else to get stronger.  But was that something that he wanted to do? 
 
    “I don’t know the answer to that, Gwenda,” he finally responded after thinking about it for a few minutes.  “We’ve built a life here; it isn’t necessarily the one we thought we were going to have when we moved here to start farming, of course, but it’s a life, nonetheless.  And a good one, too, if all of your talk of money and numbers earlier was accurate.” 
 
    She smacked him on the arm, harder than just for play, but she also smirked at him.  “I knew you weren’t listening!”  Gwenda’s smirk faded as she said, “Yes, we’re doing well – the entire Village is doing well.  But how long will that last if we were to leave?  Although the Minister has stopped his harassment for the moment, likely content with screwing us over with that supply deal, would that last if we weren’t here?   
 
    “I’m not going to say that we are the glue holding this entire Village together, but apart from a few of the other villagers giving their input once in a while, no one seems like they want to lead.  I have a feeling that if we left, they would give into pressure and sell the lease to the Minister, or even the Clan, before we knew it.  With us physically – and voluntarily – not here to refuse, they could pretty much do what they wanted without our say-so.” 
 
    She had a good point.  Most of the other villagers had wanted to get away from large crowds of Raiders when they moved that far south to establish The Village – and would take any opportunity (and significant monetary compensation) to leave and find somewhere they could relax and possibly even retire if that compensation was enough.  He wouldn’t even hold it against them, either, because if he wasn’t a Raider he would probably feel the same way. 
 
    “Again, I don’t know, Gwenda.  It’s not something we have to decide right now, anyway, because we’re at least a few months out from that.  Perhaps a solution will arrive before we have to make that decision.  For now, let’s just ‘stick’ to being the glue that is holding this place together,” he said, making a horrible joke.  She laughed anyway, which seemed to break the tension a little bit.   
 
    “I wish I had your optimism, Sterge, I really do,” she said softly, before huffing loudly.  “Fine.  Let’s just see how things go, and we’ll figure out all of this later.” 
 
    “Works for me.”  The conversation over, Sterge went back to counting the days until they could delve through the dungeon again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    The next month was fairly routine when it came to the dungeon where the Raiders were delving through on a constant basis.  She kept up the periodic movement of creatures, environmental objects, and traps in each room, and by the end of the month there hadn’t been a single group that complained about the changes.  It seemed as though they were either used to it or actually liked the changes, though no one actually expressed that while she could hear it.  That was, at least, until she moved one of the Soil-covered Spike Pits in the fifth room with her Forest Wolves. 
 
    “What is this?  There wasn’t a tree right on top of the pit last time, was there?” a Scout remarked as soon as he looked into the room from the entrance tunnel.   
 
    Obviously, the Raider was correct – there hadn’t been a full-size tree on top of the pit last time.  That was because she had moved that pit and then placed a tree where it had been, to make it more than obvious that it wasn’t there anymore.  I couldn’t think of anything better than this to mark that something had changed.  It’s not like I could put a sign out, saying, “WARNING!  ONE OF THE SPIKE PITS HAS MOVED!” 
 
    “Thank you for not doing that, Tacca.  Are you sure this was a good idea, though?  The other traps and creatures, when you move them, aren’t necessarily going to hurt them if they aren’t ready for the change.  These pits, however, are almost guaranteed to kill someone if they accidentally fall into one.” 
 
    Tacca was more than aware of that.  She had moved trees and other environmental objects inside the room, as well as the Wolves into different formations, but had left the two pits alone.  They very rarely killed anyone anymore, as even the most beginner of Raiders knew about their presence – likely from word-of-mouth, if not an old map – and were more likely to avoid them while perishing against the dangerous creatures in the room.  It was time to change that, however, and get those delving through her dungeon trained to this adjustment; her plans for the next dungeon section was going to rely on these changing mechanics, after all. 
 
    Yes, I believe so.  I think they’re ready for it. 
 
    True to her words, the first group that encountered the room were fine – though it was close.  The Fighter, while he was facing off against 2 of the Forest Wolves in the room, stepped backwards and triggered the as-of-yet-hidden trap, causing the soil beneath his feet to fall away.  The Wolves tried to take advantage of this and push him over, but the Scout had been quick and near enough to throw himself on the Fighter and knock him to the side and out of range of the pit.  Both of them got slightly ravaged by the Wolves who immediately jumped on the two prone figures, but the rest of the Raiders managed to fight them off and heal their injured group members. 
 
    “That was close – thank you, Reggie.” 
 
    “No problem; you’d do the same for me.  I’m going to mark this down and spread the word.  No guarantees that it will stay right here long, but hopefully it will help for those coming after us to have some warning, at least.” 
 
    After that, the Scout annoyingly triggered the other pit trap to confirm that it was still in the same place, and then the group finished their delve without any problem.  Tacca couldn’t help but think that if they hadn’t been as experienced as they were (that was at least the third time the Dungeon Core had seen them, though she also had to admit that they were all starting to blend together – so it was hard to tell), one or more of them could have died as a result of her trap.   
 
    She wasn’t necessarily disappointed, but rather excited to see that the change didn’t cause them to get extremely angry and call out for her destruction.  She was relatively sure they were ready for it, but confirmation of her assumption felt like a form of vindication.  See!  They handled it quite well. 
 
    “True, I’ll give you that.  They even chalked it up to just another one of the ‘strange quirks of this dungeon’, so that’s a plus, as well.  You have to consider that, if that Raider had fallen in, they might have a different opinion.” 
 
    She had to agree, despite it cooling her enthusiasm somewhat.  As a result, and because she needed more time for the Pits to reform, she waited to call in another group of Raiders to delve through until the first group had already left the exit staircase up top.  She then gave them more than enough time to pass on word of the change to those waiting up above, so at least they would have some warning.  The second group to come in complained loudly and vehemently of the change as soon as they got to the fifth room, despite the fact that she didn’t move the trap from where it was now.   
 
    “It looks like that other group wasn’t lying – there’s a tree where the trap used to be!  If they were also accurate on where it’s now located, then the location is precisely where we used to fight all of those vicious wolves!  That means we have to change up our strategy a bit.” 
 
    They didn’t seem to appreciate having to change their previous “strategy”, but they did it – and succeeded in not getting themselves killed.  Even with their success, they still weren’t happy; none of them called for her Core’s destruction, though.  That was a win as far as Tacca was concerned.   
 
    She kept the Pit traps exactly where they were for a few days, before she moved the second one – putting a tree in its place again to mark the change.  She was a little worried when the next group – a brand-new, raw bunch of Raiders – managed to lose their Scout to the new placement of the trap.  It was really his own fault, though, because he ran from the battle, deathly scared of the Wolves for some reason, and ran right into the trap. 
 
    “Why did he run?!  We had that under control!” the Fighter of the group asked, looking down into the pit where the Gnome Scout was thoroughly dead with a spike through his chest.   
 
    “I think I remember Chester mentioning – when he had been drinking a bit too much one night – that one of his family members had been torn apart by wolves, but I don’t really know any other details,” the Healer said sadly. 
 
    “Oh.  Well, if he had at least told us that, maybe we could’ve done something to prevent his death.  Still, this trap wasn’t even supposed to be here, at least according to our information.” 
 
    The Healer looked around and spotted the tree where the trap used to be, before looking at the path the Scout had taken.  “I’m not sure that would’ve even mattered.  From where he was running, it looks like he probably would’ve hit the spot where it was before, anyway.” 
 
    Whether or not that assessment was correct, the others spent a few minutes in silence looking down at their dead groupmate down below.  After that, they went on to the sixth room of her dungeon, killed all of the creatures inside while taking a few wounds, and then left morosely afterwards through the exit staircase.  Either they weren’t up to the Boss room and the danger it represented in their present mood, or they were ready to grab an angry mob that would come back and call for her destruction. 
 
    “I think it’s the former.  They don’t seem too mad at you; they appear to be more angry at the situation and the needless death of their group member.”   
 
    Shale always seemed to know the right words to assuage her worries.  Or to incite them, depending on the situation. 
 
    Whatever the reason they left, the point was that they left – and didn’t seem to bear her dungeon any particular malice.  After that, there were a few more grumbles and annoyed comments – as well as a few more deaths – from those delving through her dungeon, but the ratio of deaths to how many made it through without trouble was extraordinarily low.  So low, in fact, that Tacca thought that her “luck” played a part in saving quite a few of those that should’ve died; missteps in the right direction (right as in good for them); the soil covering the pit collapsing even before anyone was close enough (which she still didn’t know how that happened); and lastly one of the Wolves launched themselves at a Fighter’s throat, which caused the Raider to trip and fall to the side, activating the trap just barely, and the Wolf shot past and landed on the collapsing pit cover – which killed the creature as it hit the spikes on the bottom. 
 
    At least they couldn’t retrieve the reward for that last one. 
 
    Still, it was a very productive month despite the “miraculous” saves. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvement Point Awards 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Variable Conditions 
  
      	  Potential CIP 
  
      	  Current 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rooms Constructed 
  
      	  Size 
  
      	  1 – 50 
  
      	  120 
  
     
 
      
      	  Traps Installed 
  
      	  Complexity 
  
      	  1 – 20 
  
      	  68 
  
     
 
      
      	  Monsters Created 
  
      	  Levels 
  
      	  1 – 20 
  
      	  76 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rewards Placed 
  
      	  Valuation 
  
      	  1 – 50 
  
      	  76 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Presence 
  
      	  Time 
  
      	  1 – 5 
  
      	  585 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Deaths 
  
      	  Quality 
  
      	  100 – 10000 
  
      	  700 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations, Tacca GloomLily! 
  
You have reached Core Improvement Level: 11 
  Current CIP Countdown: 518/2000 in 30 days 
  Core Improvement Points earned: 1700 (1700) 
  Special Characteristic Points earned: 25 (25) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    She had worked hard on constructing rooms down below her easier dungeon, which she planned on using for her next section.  She had over 20 rooms available to use that she had constructed previously, which generally went in a straight line down from her old Core Room; she did place the tunnels in different places in the rooms before so that it wasn’t precisely straight, though.   
 
    These rooms that she had constructed a few months ago were fairly small because she had no reason to make them large; the reduction in Core Improvement Points she received from constructing them meant that unless she made them huge, then she wouldn’t get more than a single Point from them.  Now, however, she took advantage of her 95% reduction being gone and started expanding these rooms by combining 4 or 5 together and widening them off to the sides extensively.  There was still more that she wanted to do, of course, but she was happy to see that everything she was doing counted as new construction; with how large she was making them, they contributed 120 Points towards her monthly countdown – for only 4 rooms! 
 
    There were also 7 deaths during the month, with more than half of them coming from the moved Soil-covered Spike Pit traps.  Her earned Raider Presence CIPs was down a little because she had to delay some groups of Raiders beginning their delve inside her dungeon in order to replace those same Pit traps, but with the number of deaths caused by them, the delay was worth it. 
 
    With her increase in Core Improvement Level, that also meant she had some shopping to do – and this time she didn’t need to convert any into SCPs!  Not that it would be worth it now, since the conversion was definitely not in her favor after achieving Level 11. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvements 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available Core Improvement Points (CIP) 
  
      	  1700 
  
      	  518 in 30 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Improvement Name 
  
      	  Value 
  
      	  Cost (CIP) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Maximum Dungeon Force Increase 
  
      	  +500 DF 
  
      	  500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration Increase 
  
      	  +10 DF per minute 
  
      	  750 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit Increase 
  
      	  +100 
  
      	  600 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  250 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature Variant 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Trap Specialization 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  600 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Environment Access 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  400 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier Increase 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  400 
  
     
 
      
      	  Convert CIPs to SCPs 
  
      	  1 SCP 
  
      	  12 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    So, Shale, what do you think I should get?  In your opinion as a Dungeon Assistant, knowing in general what my plans are for this next section.   
 
    The Dungeon Fairy looked pleased when she asked.  Tacca had been doing her best to include him in all of her decisions and plans, and he wholeheartedly agreed with her ideas for the next dungeon section – especially since he saw how the Raiders were reacting to the constant changes up above.   
 
    “Well, obviously you need to increase your Control Limit, because otherwise you won’t be able to place any new creatures in there.” 
 
    That sounds like exactly what I was thinking.   
 
    “I’m also tempted to tell you to do that twice – giving you a total of an additional 200 to your Control Limit, but that would cost 1,400 of your 1,700 Points.  After looking at how much work you’re putting into your new section and how slow it’s going—” he shrugged apologetically— “I would instead suggest improving your Dungeon Force Regeneration by 10 per minute for 750.” 
 
    Shale wasn’t wrong with how slow the construction had gone.  With the changes in the Pit traps, which cost a lot more to produce initially and replace once used, she hadn’t had a whole lot of extra DF to work with on construction.  Even after a full month, she estimated that she was only 10% or so done with the room-building she had planned – and she hadn’t even added any Environmental Objects, creatures, rewards, or traps.  
 
    Again, exactly what I was thinking. 
 
    “That gives you 350 left over to use on something – or you can just save it for next month if you end up Leveling again, since you technically don’t need it right now.” 
 
    Saving it didn’t sound very fun to Tacca, though, and there was no guarantee that she would even Level up again.  If only 1 or 2 Raiders died, for example, she might not earn enough even with what she had banked.  Increasing to Level 12 required 2,000 CIPs now, and it would only continue to increase as she Leveled up.  
 
    I think I want to go ahead and select another creature to use in my dungeon.  True, I don’t need it right now for my easier dungeon, but I have the urge to play around with some of them to see what would be the best fit for what I have planned.  I have some ideas already, but it’ll be good to see them in action. 
 
    “Sounds good to me.  I have to admit that I’m excited to see what kind of things you can do with them.” 
 
    Without further ado, Tacca spent 600 Points on increasing her Control Limit by 100 (bringing it to a total of 300), 750 Points on upping her Dungeon Force Regeneration by 10 (which brought it to 28 DF per minute), and 250 Points to select another creature – leaving her with 100 CIPs that she would save until the next time she Leveled up.  The extensive list of different creatures came up for her to choose from, and she chose the Beast category again.  This time, knowing how successful her experiment with Canines went, she chose something that was in the same realm as the Canines, and would mesh well with them: Felines. 
 
    Cats and dogs were essentially what her dungeon was going to be filled with.  There was still one more creature type she needed to unlock access to before all of the components were in place for her new section, but that would come a little later.  For now, though, the family of Felines was exactly what she needed. 
 
    “So, if I understand correctly, you want to make your next section a mixture of a Forest and Mountain terrain – the latter of which you said you would unlock access to next – but which cats are you going to use?  I have to admit that I only really studied lions and tigers, as those tended to be the most popular of creatures in this category,” Shale asked expectantly.  Tacca could tell he was eager for another lesson in why she chose Felines as a creature family – and she was happy enough to oblige. 
 
    Well, as you stated, lions and tigers are the most popular choices in the Felines family.  Lions – as you no doubt know – are large, powerful cats that have deadly claws and bite strength, though their defense capabilities depend wholly upon their Variant. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lion Variants 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blaze Lion 
  
      	  Shadow Lion 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dune Lion 
  
      	  Snow Lion 
  
     
 
      
      	  Aqua Lion 
  
      	  Scrub Lion 
  
     
 
      
      	  Plains Lion 
  
      	  Plateau Lion 
  
     
 
      
      	  Springing Lion 
  
      	  Obscured Lion 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    What you may also know from your studies, is that the lion is also a Pack Hunter similar to Canines.  Unfortunately, the two don’t mesh with their bonuses, as the Canines and Felines are mutually exclusive when it comes to the Pack Hunter trait – but there are two other Felines that benefit from this that I will get to later. 
 
    “Hmm…I don’t remember any others, honestly.” 
 
    They’re not commonly used creatures, so that makes sense.  As for some of the other types of Felines, there are some Variants of tigers – including the Sabre-toothed Tiger Variant – that are even deadlier than lions with their larger frames and weights, though they work best as singular creatures as opposed to a pack; there are panthers and cougars that are smaller than lions and tigers but are much more agile; then there are cheetahs that are deadly hunters that are one of the fastest land-based creatures available. 
 
    Each of these can be useful on their own depending on their Variant, which is why I want to experiment with them to see what might be the best fit. 
 
    As she was telling Shale about the different kinds of Felines there were, Tacca used her new Control Limit and DF regeneration – which made a marked difference in the amount of Dungeon Force she had constantly available – to create two different creatures, one of which was going to be extremely important in the dungeon.   
 
    Now, to the creatures that have the Pack Hunter trait which is, as you’ve seen, very useful.  The first of which is the creature that is just appearing: the Cliff Lynx.  This is a Variant of the Lynx that is suited to mountainous terrain; as you can see, it has brown-and-gray-striped fur along its body, allowing it to blend into the dirt and stone walls of a mountainside.  While small, it can adeptly leap from precarious positions along a cliff face and specializes in attacks from above, landing on their targets from an unexpected direction.  Their paws are what make them deadly, because their claws are similar to sharpened stone knives, easily cutting through leather like it’s paper.  Their fur is also placed close to their body and stiffened like small shards of rock, giving it better protection than even something like a Plateau Lion.  The downside to the Cliff Lynx is that its small size in relation to Raiders makes a one-on-one matchup quite unequal; just like my Canines, though, if they work together using their Pack Hunter trait they can take down larger targets. 
 
    “Very useful,” her Dungeon Assistant said, looking over the smallish cat.  It was just about as large as her Root Foxes – who were admittedly the weakest of the Canines she was using – but if they worked together and ambushed a Raider, they could do some serious damage or even kill one if they were lucky.  Given that they were only Level 1, that was saying something; the Cliff Lynxes, if she chose to use them, would be at least Level 5, which meant that they would be a little bigger than the one she just created. 
 
    Okay, now this last one might surprise you, but it is also the basis of my whole creature plan for this section.  Of course, this is only one half of my idea, which will be complete when I can select another creature with my Core Improvement Points, but I’ll explain exactly what is going on there. 
 
    Just as she finished saying that, her second creature appeared before her Core.  It was slightly larger than the Lynx standing right next to it, but it didn’t appear to be anything like a cat; instead, it looked more like a strange dog, with striped brown-and-gray fur very similar to the Lynx but fluffier.  The fur didn’t appear to be as coarse and strong as the Lynx, and it definitely wasn’t – it was just normal fur, as far as that went.  The creature’s claws were normal-looking as well, though its jaws were more pronounced and larger than on the other cat’s face, and its teeth were sharp and strong – as if they could pulverize bone with ease. 
 
    “What?  Is that a…but a Hyena is not a cat!  In fact, I would’ve said it was a Canine, which I didn’t even think about until now why you couldn’t create it before,” Shale exclaimed, totally confused. 
 
    That’s quite true, but this Echoing Hyena is most closely related to cats rather than dogs, so it is part of the Feline family.  Another few strange creatures in the Feline family are the mongoose and civet, though they are typically a lot smaller – so I don’t plan on using them for anything…at least for the moment.  Who knows if that will change in the future? 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Creature List (Select for Variants) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fox 
  
      	  Jackal 
  
      	  Dog 
  
     
 
      
      	  Coyote 
  
      	  Wolf 
  
      	  Lion 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tiger 
  
      	  Panther 
  
      	  Cheetah 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cougar 
  
      	  Civet 
  
      	  Lynx 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hyena 
  
      	  Mongoose 
  
      	  Cat 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Looking at her Creature list, it had practically tripled in the number of options she had available, especially when she added in all of the Variants.  Like she had told Shale, though, the Hyena in particular was what she was interested in – and for a singular reason.  It wasn’t because the Echoing Hyena Variant worked as a pack to emit a cackling sound that echoed and reverberated inside of a room, confusing and frightening Raiders with a Mental assault – though that was certainly useful.  It wasn’t the literal bone-crunching force of the creature’s jaws in any Variant, though that certainly helped.  In reality, it wasn’t necessarily the Variant of the Hyena that mattered at all – only that it was a Hyena. 
 
    “Okay, I guess I can see that even if it doesn’t make sense to me in particular.  However…why?” 
 
    Good question.  Well, you know how I wanted to include some creatures that can use some of the Abilities that I’ve acquired through Bonding with the Raiders?  Ones that aren’t Human or Elf or any of the other creature races I’ve acquired, of course – since using those right now would probably be a bad idea, at least based on the previous reaction to them.   
 
    “Well, sure; you had mentioned that you wanted to include some of those with your new section, but I assumed you meant something like Goblins.” 
 
    Nope.  Originally, my thought about how I would guide a brand-new Dungeon Core included a creature and Variant that seemed perfectly suited to a well-defended dungeon: the Gnoll Scout.  I almost went with that, too, when it came time to choose for myself, but I decided to take a risk and go with Canines instead – and I’m glad that I did. 
 
    “That’s a good choice, and one that I’m surprised you didn’t go with first.  They have ranged damage, can use melee attacks when pressed – though aren’t nearly as deadly when up close – and have better defenses than most starting creatures.”  Those were certainly all reasons she had chosen that as the ideal creature to begin with, but there was a secondary reason as well – which came into play right now. 
 
    Absolutely.  There is something else about the Gnolls that comes into play, though, which was definitely not common knowledge at DAPS – though I never understood why.  It isn’t even listed on the descriptions of either the Gnoll or the Hyena, but my research done at DAPS says that it exists. 
 
    “What, exactly, are you talking about?  This is getting confusing.” 
 
    I was just getting to that.  Do you know how the Gnoll looks very similar to the Hyena?  It’s because the Bipedal creature was originally developed to be a smarter, “more-evolved” form of the four-legged Hyena.  If I’m correct, and I believe I am, then they share a close family relationship – and therefore the Pack Hunter trait will apply to both of them.  Not only that, but there was a reference in an old tome about sharing some sort of “synergy” because of their natures.  Unfortunately, that’s all of the information I could learn about it. 
 
    “Wait.  This is all just conjecture?” 
 
    …Well…yes.  But that doesn’t mean it’s wrong – just untested.  Either way, it’s not like I have a lot to lose, do I? 
 
    Shale shrugged.  “I guess not.  Even if this ‘synergy’ or even the Pack Hunter trait doesn’t work, the Gnolls will still be useful.” 
 
    True.  We’ll have to wait to see if it works, though, until I can select another creature.  For now, let’s play with some fun cats.   
 
    “Fun?  I guess so – just make sure they’re not a fan of trying to catch Fairies,” the Dungeon Fairy laughed, smiling at Tacca’s Core.  It was a legitimate concern; cats tended to be able to leap quite high when they needed to, and Fairies seemed to be a popular target outside of dungeons.  Not as much with Dungeon Fairies, as they were used to all sorts of different creatures and could use their Repellant Shield to avoid being hurt. 
 
    Will do.  Now, what to start with… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Malachite was beyond exhausted.  Over the last few months, the leader of the Dungeon Placement and Regulatory Council had been trying desperately to hold everything together, both personally and professionally – with mixed results. 
 
    After coming back from the Conclave of Sages, where he had discovered them all slaughtered in their Conclave chambers by some powerful entity or force, he had found that every single Fairy in the DPRC headquarters was gone.  Not necessarily dead, because there had been no bodies to find, but just…gone.  Disappeared into thin air without a trace.   
 
    After being around for so long, and having developed his Abilities as a Dungeon Fairy and Assistant over many, many years, he – as well as the senior members of the Council – could sense and even track Translocation occurrences.  Malachite had only been away for a relatively short time at the Conclave, so those traces of Translocations taking place would still have been there had they occurred; they might have been faint and hard to actually track, but they still should’ve been there.  Yet, there was nothing – no sign of any Translocations that had happened in at least the last day.  There were a few very faded ones outside and above the mountain where the Council headquarters was located, but they were likely from those visiting before the leader had even left for the Conclave. 
 
    Since then, he had no time to give into the despair that threatened to crumble his world around him as he attempted to gain control of things again – or as much as he could.  There were a few Fairies that he had called in from the Dungeon Assistant Preparatory School to help staff the Council chambers and take over some of the duties that needed attention – like watching the map of the world for changes.  Head Instructor Lapis wasn’t very thrilled at the move, but he – along with 4 other Instructors – obeyed his orders without question.  Sometimes it pays to be in charge; during a crisis like this, however, I’d rather be back in a dungeon. 
 
    There was a short learning curve as they got used to their new – and hopefully temporary – positions.  Once they understood the seriousness of the situation, however, they threw themselves into their work.  From what he could tell, and with their help comparing the records of current Dungeon Cores and the status of the map, 2 days after he had come back from the Conclave there seemed to only be a single Core that had been destroyed.  Then nothing for about a week, before another 2 Cores were destroyed in quick succession.  Over the next few months, the destruction would occur in spurts, with nothing for a week or two, and then 2 or 3 would be wiped out.   
 
    “I don’t understand, sir – how long did you say this has been happening, again?” Lapis had asked him after being there for nearly 2 months.   
 
    “For a little over a year.  At first it was only 1 or 2 every once in a while, which wasn’t that uncommon, but it started ramping up around that time.  Now it just seems to be sporadic.” 
 
    “And I’m assuming there has been no correlation among the ones that are being destroyed?” 
 
    Malachite sighed, hating to go over all of this again, though he knew it was important; none of the Instructors from the school had known anything about what had been happening, so therefore they didn’t have any of the information.  “None that we could find.  There were some similarities between a few, but those few similarities didn’t apply to the others that had been destroyed.” 
 
    “And the Assistants?  Have they all been making it out safe and sound?” 
 
    Head Instructor Lapis always had been more concerned about Dungeon Assistants rather than the Dungeon Cores they were there to guide – which made him the ideal candidate to run the Preparatory School.  Not that Malachite wasn’t concerned about the Dungeon Assistants, but he also had to be focused on the Cores of the world – they were what kept the balance of primordial forces stable, after all.  “No, unfortunately not. I’d say that approximately a quarter of them made it out safe when their Bonds were severed manually by the Cores themselves.  Lily reassigned them, either to vacant positions or doubling them up with those in most need of help.  Since the Council has disappeared, none of the Assistants have managed to come back.” 
 
    “Did the ones that survived have any description of the attackers?” 
 
    The question seemed strange to the Council leader, as it should’ve been obvious.  “Raiders, of course.  Why they were there to destroy them is the mystery, of course.  None of them were violating the rules, and they were considered to be in good standing with the nearby Raider Clans, so it makes no sense.” 
 
    Malachite had already described what he had found at the Conclave of Sages, of which Lapis already had knowledge.  The Head Instructor had been around nearly as long as the Council Leader himself, and had accumulated a lot of knowledge over the years; therefore, there was no need to explain that he couldn’t get any answers from the leaders of the Raiders themselves. 
 
    “Do you have any idea why only a quarter of them got away?  It’s standard practice for Assistants to ask for their Bond to be broken if the Core is under direct threat of destruction.  In the past, 90% of the time the Core has granted the request because their relationship is strong enough that the Cores don’t want their Fairies to go down with them.  The other 10% don’t care and take their Assistants with them – the selfish fools,” Lapis grunted angrily.  That quickly faded, and the Head Instructor just appeared resigned.  “Of course, that goes both ways.  Some Assistants take their relationship too seriously and refuse to leave, perishing along with their assigned Core – but the number who do that is typically very small in proportion to those who leave.  So, why were the deaths so high with these?” 
 
    Strangely, neither Malachite nor the rest of the Council had even considered that.  For his part, he had just assumed that they couldn’t get out in time, but Lapis was correct – at least two-thirds (if not more) of them should’ve gotten out before it was too late, even if it was just to Translocate and warn the Council of their Core’s impending doom.  However, the only ones that made it back were ones who had their Bond cut as their dungeon was overrun with powerful Raiders. 
 
    “I…don’t know, actually.  That might be a good avenue of investigation to explore.  I just wish we had followed up with the survivors before this all happened, starting with the first one.”  The Council leader was eager to grasp at anything that might be a clue as to what was happening – and perhaps give some insight into how to stop it. 
 
    “The very first Core to be destroyed like this had a Fairy that had their Bond broken?  And you didn’t follow up with that?” Lapis asked testily. 
 
    Malachite immediately bristled at the unvoiced accusation of incompetence.  “We thought that it was an isolated incident.  Besides, it wasn’t the Bonded Fairy Assistant that escaped, but the trainee under Cobalt who somehow survived when the Core was destroyed.  At the time, we concluded that it had to do with her own bad luck rather than any outside forces – and so it proved afterward as she helped us take care of some ‘issues’.” 
 
    The Head Instructor was about to say something in response before he checked himself and scrunched up his face in thought.  “Wait…you’re not talking about Tacca GloomLily, are you?” 
 
    It took the Council leader a moment of recollection before the name came back to him.  “Yes, I believe that was her name.” 
 
    “Was?  Did something happen to her?  Because if not, we should probably talk to the one that was there when this all started.” 
 
    Malachite shook his head.  “She died some time ago, unfortunately – or maybe that was a good thing.  She single-handedly helped to eliminate nearly all of our problem Cores before she died, so there weren’t really any others that it was safe for her to Bond with.” 
 
    “Huh, that’s convenient.  And a shame; she might have been able to give us some insight into what’s going on.  While I don’t regret treating her badly because of her birth, because I was right about her, I wish we had held onto her rather than let her start Bonding with Dungeon Cores.” 
 
    That was intriguing.  “Why is that?” 
 
    “She was extremely intelligent – smarter than anyone else I’ve seen graduate from DAPS.  Even with my millennia of experience on her, I dare say she might have been smarter than me, and you, combined.  I think she read every single book, tome, and scroll in our library at least once – which isn’t something that even I have done.  She would’ve been an asset at DAPS…if it weren’t for her ominous birth.  I’m afraid that I erred by pushing her out at the first opportunity; no one could determine exactly when the bad luck associated with her birth would rear its ugly head and strike – and we didn’t want to be there when it did.”  The Council leader was looking at the Head Instructor of DAPS as he was speaking, so he saw the flash of fear in Lapis’ eyes when he mentioned the bad luck of the unfortunate Dungeon Assistant. 
 
    “I can well imagine the difficulty of that decision, but it wasn’t your fault what happened to her – nor to the Core that was destroyed along with her Mentor.  You had no way of knowing exactly what would happen, and it turned out to be a boon to us in managing quite a few recalcitrant Dungeon Cores.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true.  However, that just means that we’re no closer to knowing why all of this—” Lapis waved his hand at the map— “is happening.  I suppose we can try to contact more of the Dungeon Assistants that survived and see what they have to say?”  He didn’t seem too confident about it, but the Council leader didn’t see any harm in it.  Besides, the Head Instructor knew every Dungeon Assistant on a first-name basis – mainly because he had helped to teach many of them over the years – and he might be able to pick out some information that Lily and the others may have missed. 
 
    As he let Lapis know where to find information about those that had survived, Malachite flew over the map and looked down at the world filled with little lights indicating Dungeon Cores.  It was a little sparse compared to how he remembered it looking a little over a year ago.  There were a half-dozen new Dungeon Cores that had sprung up here and there as the ones that were destroyed (either from Tacca’s handiwork or through this mysterious cause) were replaced with new Cores.   
 
    In normal times, the destruction of a dungeon might happen once a year or even every other year, and the replacement would easily slide into place without upsetting the balance more than a nudge here and there.  With the destruction of so many Cores lately, even if it stopped now, it was going to take decades to bring everything back into balance.  Thinking of that, he glanced up at the Balance Bar floating above the map.  Though, maybe not that long for the balance; to get back to normal numbers of Dungeon Cores will take decades, however.   
 
    Malachite wished he knew why the world wasn’t spiraling out of control with the disparity of primordial force – not that he was complaining.  Some of their most powerful dungeons had been destroyed lately, which was normally something to be extremely worried about when it came to the Balance.  It should’ve tipped the Bar down to worrisome levels towards the different races living on Gairth, but then he figured that the annihilation of the Conclave of Sages tipped it back up.  A little bit, at least.  He thought that it certainly helped, but for some reason it seemed like something – not of his making – was helping to maintain the balance.  Regardless, the result meant that they weren’t in danger right now of the world being ripped apart, but if this year was anything like the last one, the world might not be around to see another one. 
 
    If such a thing appeared destined to happen, he would initiate Defense Protocol 1 – complete dimensional evacuation.  There was a fallback position in one of the other dimensions they periodically did business with, ever since they had arranged to provide a few Dungeon Fairies every now and then for their dungeons.  It was a completely different branch from the DPRC, however, and Malachite rarely Translocated there – mainly because the Dungeon Fairies from different dimensions liked to stay autonomous and didn’t appreciate too much interference.  Providing a little help when it was needed wasn’t out of the question though, and the Council leader briefly thought about asking for help. 
 
    He quickly shook his head at his own thoughts as he dismissed it.  It might be selfish, but if another dimension came to me and had the same problems we’re having, I’d most likely cut off all ties before whatever was happening there spread to my own dimension.  Malachite couldn’t and wouldn’t blame them, either; he was responsible for his own people first.   
 
    What do I do?  Lily and the other Council members…where are they?  He didn’t have any answer as he looked down, just as a relatively dim light on the eastern coast of Abenlure started to flash rapidly, before fading out altogether a few minutes later. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    It was amazing how much of a difference an additional 10 Dungeon Force per minute could make.  Tacca was not only able to do everything she needed to in her upper dungeon – including rearranging the Spike Pit traps once a day – but also to make some progress on her new section down below.  She still wasn’t nearly done yet with construction, as her plans were a bit ambitious, but she finished at least twice as much as the month before.  Not only that, but it was really starting to take shape, and she could envision what it would look like when it was finished.  She was fortunate that the mountain range in which she was located was so large, because it afforded her the opportunity to really spread out and do what she wanted without being restricted by available space. 
 
    As for the 4 rooms she started building the month before, she expanded those so that they were even larger.  The one closest to her new Core Room, far down below, was the largest by far.  It was 500 feet long and 250 feet wide, and the roof of the room was another 500 feet tall; at the moment, it was basically just a vast empty cavern, but she had plans to fill it later once she unlocked her new Mountain Environment.   
 
    The other three were smaller in size, with the one closest to the surface being half the size of the massive cavern.  The other two were smaller than even that one, maybe only 100 feet square on each side, and they were located in between the others and separated by a simple tunnel.  When those were finished, Tacca started to create additional rooms that branched out from the uppermost room to the left and right.  Each of these were 150 feet long on each side, which were still huge compared to the rooms she had made previously for her easier dungeon – and she wasn’t even done yet. 
 
    Branching off from these 2 rooms were tunnels leading off to the left or right (respectively) and further down.  These tunnels led to 4 more rooms, which were a little smaller at 100 feet long, wide, and tall.  She now had 4 main rooms in a “corridor” of sorts that essentially progressed straight down, 2 rooms that branched from the uppermost room on each side, and one that was connected below the first room constructed next to the main corridor.   
 
    She still wasn’t done with what she had planned, but by the time the month was up, she was happy with her results.  At least, she was happy with her construction results; as far as her accumulation of CIPs, she just barely acquired enough to Level up to Core Improvement Level 12 – and that was even considering that she had already banked some from the month before. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations, Tacca GloomLily! 
  
You have reached Core Improvement Level: 12 
  Current CIP Countdown: 12/2300 in 30 days 
  Core Improvement Points earned: 2000 (2100) 
  Special Characteristic Points earned: 25 (50) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The reason for this was a dramatic drop in Raider deaths; it was almost as if daring to think about the possibility of it happening had somehow jinxed her and her luck came back to bite her.  In total, only 1 Raider had died, and that was due to the Healer’s stupidity of rushing into the Boss room to fight by himself before the others were anywhere ready.  Even then, dumb luck managed to save him from being mauled on a half-dozen occasions, as bites ended up snapping short of his skin, or from a Mastiff Dog stumbling and tripping up two Frond Coyotes; but sometimes even luck can’t win out against a force of Canines that outnumbered a Raider at least 15-to-1. 
 
    If she hadn’t been constructing such large rooms down below, she probably wouldn’t have made it to her goal of 2,000 CIPs.  She needed to cheat a little and use her new Control Limit to produce more creatures to get her over the total, which were presently lined up in her current Core Room.  They were a mixture of Root Foxes and Burrowing Mongooses, which were like small, long, slim cats in general shape, but were as unalike as a fox and a wolf.  They only cost 1 point towards the Control Limit, however, and they fit in her Core room better than having only 100 Root Foxes.   
 
    With all of that, she managed to make her goal by 12 CIPs, which were all she was able to bank for the next month.  Unless something happened to increase Raider deaths, there was a distinct possibility that she wouldn’t be able to Level-up in 30 days. 
 
    But that didn’t mean she wasn’t happy about spending some of those Points she earned. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvements 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available Core Improvement Points (CIP) 
  
      	  2100 
  
      	  12 in 30 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Improvement Name 
  
      	  Value 
  
      	  Cost (CIP) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Maximum Dungeon Force Increase 
  
      	  +500 DF 
  
      	  500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration Increase 
  
      	  +10 DF per minute 
  
      	  1000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit Increase 
  
      	  +100 
  
      	  800 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  400 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature Variant 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Trap Specialization 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  600 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Environment Access 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  400 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier Increase 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  400 
  
     
 
      
      	  Convert CIPs to SCPs 
  
      	  1 SCP 
  
      	  12 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “So, obviously you need to get the new Mountain Environment for 400 like you planned, and you said you were going to get those Gnolls, but what are you using the other 1,300 Points on?” Shale asked, curious.  Tacca thought that at least one of the answers was obvious, though they hadn’t really talked about what she was going to do after she acquired those two things. 
 
    Well, I was thinking that I should increase my Control Limit again, because I’m going to need more than 100 for my new section.  If I get the chance, I’ll probably have to up it a few more times in the future, too, just so that I have plenty to work with. 
 
    “Good idea – that’s what I was thinking, too.  A good guide to go by would be to double what you used on the previous section, because it should be twice as difficult for the Raiders—but you know that already, I’m sure.” 
 
    She did, which was why it had been the obvious solution.  She ended up using just under 200 of her Control Limit for her easy dungeon, so the next should be at least 400, she was thinking.  More if she could swing it, and if that wouldn’t make the dungeon too difficult. 
 
    I do, but it’s good to have that backed up by another.  As for my last 500 Points…I’ve been thinking about it for a while, and I think I want to raise my maximum DF up by 500. 
 
    Now he looked confused.  “But why?  I thought you said you couldn’t spend your Dungeon Force past a certain amount all at once, or it would start to crack your Core.  You’re rarely that full, anyway, since you spend most of your DF before it can accumulate to more than what you need at the moment.  Wouldn’t it be better to pick something else, or even save it for your next opportunity to Level up?” 
 
    You’re right about not being able to spend large amounts, but I have a feeling that it will help in other ways.  When I’ve added to my Dungeon Force before, I think it helped me with my trap limit problem by easing the pressure of having so many.  I don’t know if that was indeed what helped, but if I’m going to be able to put any traps in this new section, I’ll have to eliminate some of what I’ve placed to help defend my Core.  I’d rather not have to do that, but if this doesn’t work, I’ll do it. 
 
    Shale just shrugged, not knowing what else to say.  Tacca’s situation was unique enough that no other Dungeon Cores suffered from her issues with cracking, so it was a bit of a shot in the dark.  Therefore, before she purchased anything else using her CIPs, Tacca used 500 of them to add an additional 500 DF to her maximum and confirmed her selection. 
 
    Almost immediately, the strain on her Core that was coming from the sheer number of traps she had placed around her dungeon, eased.  It was different from the “weight” being lifted when she got rid of her negative Characteristics; that was more of an internal lessening of restrictions, while this was more of a pressure against her entire Core that faded away.  She could sense that it would come back if she went overboard on the quantity of traps she placed again, but she also thought that she now had enough leeway to place enough in her new section to finish it off. 
 
    It worked!  I think that’s the key: The more Dungeon Force I can “hold”, the more traps I can place.  I still don’t think I can use anywhere near my maximum DF all at once, unfortunately, but perhaps I can attempt to use a little more than what my limit was before. 
 
    “It makes sense, I guess.  Alright, now I’m eager to see your other purchases.” 
 
    At his prodding, Tacca purchased her Control Limit increase, which now put it at 400, and then bought Mountain Environment Access. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Mountain – Environmental Access 
    
  The Mountain Environment allows the custom creation of basic and advanced rocks, gemstones, ores, and other minerals in different varieties and densities.  Additionally, any Environmental Objects created will be automatically restored if broken or shattered. 
    
  Access Costs: 
  Rock (Basic): 1 DF per cubic yard 
  Rock (Advanced): 3 DF per cubic yard 
  Ore (Basic): 10 DF per cubic foot 
  Ore (Advanced): 50 DF per cubic foot 
  Gemstone (Basic): 50 DF per cubic foot 
  Gemstone (Advanced): 100 DF per cubic foot 
  Mineral (Basic): 10 DF per cubic foot  
  Mineral (Advanced): 10 DF per cubic foot  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The Mountain-based Environmental Objects weren’t very popular for either Dungeon Cores or Raiders, mainly because Cores were instructed not to use what was provided except the most basic or advanced Rock.  The reasoning behind this was that Cores could actually create veins or deposits of metal ores, including copper, iron, silver, and gold; not only that, but they could also place any number of precious or semi-precious gemstones, such as amethyst, rubies, emeralds, and even diamonds.  The use of these was essentially forbidden, however, for a few fairly obvious reasons. 
 
    One, the Raiders could obtain these ores or stones and bring them out from the dungeon; doing this would not only ruin the local economy, but would then make many of the nearby dungeons obsolete.  One of the main reasons people delved through dungeons – though not the main reason, which was to get stronger – was to acquire rewards for killing creatures; if a dungeon was providing 100 times the rewards for only a portion of the work, then there would be no reason to visit the other dungeons in the area.  Obviously, this would stagnate their growth, which was a big no-no.  Dungeon Cores, while not actually expected to work with or promote each other, shouldn’t do anything to actively hinder their peers’ development, either. 
 
    The second, and the most important reason to Dungeon Assistants and Dungeon Cores alike, was that the greed from those taking advantage of acquiring these ores and precious stones could be deadly.  Just like Darlene had been destroyed after hoarding so many rewards in her Core Room, Cores in the past had ended up being destroyed when Raiders – in their greed – became angry when they already took all of the riches from the walls and couldn’t find any more.  To prevent anyone else from acquiring the same as they had, they would shatter the Dungeon Core before they left. 
 
    Overall, not a good situation. 
 
    Tacca wasn’t planning on challenging those rules, because that would be deliberately flirting with danger – which she certainly didn’t need.  That didn’t mean that she wouldn’t add some…accents…here and there that couldn’t be removed, however.    
 
    The main reason she wanted access to the Mountain Environment wasn’t for that, anyway.  No, it was to be able to creatively shape rock and basic stone into whatever she could think of.  Before this, what she had access to create was a basic gray stone, suitable for lining the walls of her dungeon and creating blocks to trap pesky Raiders that wanted to kill her.  The caveat with that stone was that she was very limited in what she could actually build and construct with it; lining the walls of a room or creating any size blocks was just about it.   
 
    The most stretching of that limitation that she had been able to achieve was when she used the floor of her old Core Room to cover her Fairy body, but that was basically just an extension of the floor over an inanimate object.  While it was possible to abuse the limitations in a way to create some interesting designs, such as when one of her failed Core Bondings had made some strangely uniform decorations, that took a lot of work and it wasn’t as custom as it could be. 
 
    With her new Mountain Environment, though, she was basically only limited by her imagination and available Dungeon Force.  She was planning on using as inspiration her outer locale to decorate her dungeon and create some unique scenarios that the Raiders would have to navigate their way through.  That, and her creatures could use the rocky and mountainous terrain to their advantage. 
 
    Thinking of creatures, now that she had access to the Mountain Environment, it was time to unlock the Gnoll so that she could see if it would mesh well with her Echoing Hyena.  She used the last of her available Core Improvement Points – all 400 of them – to select another creature.  The menu appeared before her and she immediately picked the Bipedal Category, skipped past the Fae and Goblinoid options and selected Semi-humans.  Once in there, she found Gnoll and…she hesitated before selecting it. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Shale asked at her hesitation. 
 
    I…can’t believe I didn’t even think this through. 
 
    “You’re…changing your mind about the Gnoll?” 
 
    If Tacca still had a hand and a head, she would’ve slapped her forehead.  She had been so focused on Gnoll, Gnoll, Gnoll and her previous plans for the creature that she didn’t even think of the opportunity she was missing. 
 
    No, not exactly.  I just forgot that I’m not limited to a single Variant any more.  Actually, I was more than conscious of it because I was excited that I would have every Gnoll Variant available. 
 
    “So, what’s the problem?” 
 
    Well, I was just going to select it…but then I realized that the Gnoll is part of a family. 
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant’s face went from confusion to wide-eyed shock with his mouth open in an “O” shape.  Tacca shared his shock as she started going through the implications of her sudden revelation.  Going backwards on her creature selection menu, she selected the Semi-human family as her creature and confirmed it with a bit of nervousness in her non-existent stomach. 
 
    I…can’t believe that worked.  Well, she could believe it, because she had already done it with Canines and Felines, but this was on a whole new level. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Creature List (Select for Variants) (Partial) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Satyr 
  
      	  Harpy 
  
      	  Gnoll 
  
     
 
      
      	  Werewolf 
  
      	  Minotaur 
  
      	  Kobold 
  
     
 
      
      	  Kitsune 
  
      	  Lizardmen 
  
      	  Ratunda 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ursino 
  
      	  Pachyd 
  
      	  Slothar 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The addition to her repertoire was so impactful that she wasn’t even sure how to react at first.  Not only did she have access to the Gnolls, but to every other Semi-human available.  They were all essentially creatures with humanoid features, similarly to how the Gnoll was part hyena and part Human.  The Satyrs were part goat; Harpies were part bird; Werewolves were, obviously, part wolf; Minotaurs were part bull; Kobolds were part dragonoid; Kitsune, part fox; Lizardmen were part lizard; Ratunda were small rat-like creatures that walked on two feet; Ursino were part bear; Pachyds had elephant in them; and, regretfully, Slothar were part sloth.   
 
    Out of them all, the Slothar were essentially useless as creatures, because they moved so slowly they would be cut down within seconds without being able to do anything, even at higher levels.  Not even Tacca, with her intelligence, years of research, and the application of thousands of scenarios could think of a use for them other than as a way to delay a Raider for a few seconds. 
 
    The Slothar aside, every other Semi-human was useful in some way or another.  For now, though, the Dungeon Core didn’t want to change her plans too much for the next section; she still had to determine whether or not her information about the hyenas and the Gnolls was accurate.  Then…well, then the possibilities opening up for her were incredible. 
 
    “That’s amazing, Tacca.  I thought you were fortunate to have access to so many Canines and Felines before, but this is something else entirely.” 
 
    I agree; I can’t believe I never even thought of this.  Now, let’s test this out. 
 
    Tacca created an Echoing Hyena in her Core Room, and let it form before she checked out her Gnoll options. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Gnoll Variants 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gnoll Scout 
  
      	  Gnoll Assassin 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gnoll Brawler 
  
      	  Gnoll Warrior 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gnoll Guardian 
  
      	  Gnoll Mage 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gnoll Shaman 
  
      	  Gnoll Cleric 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gnoll Archmage 
  
      	  Gnoll Champion 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    There were quite a few options, and they were all useful in different situations.  For dungeons that used Gnolls as a primary creature, the different Variants covered pretty much every type of defense imaginable.  There were Gnolls that had Physical ranged attacks – such as the Scout; Variants that used weapons or no weapons in Physical attacks up close – like the Warrior, Brawler, and Guardian; others that could cast spells like the Mage, Shaman, and Archmage; a healing-capable option in the Gnoll Cleric; and a powerful Boss-type Variant in the Gnoll Champion, which dabbled in a bit of everything but Physical ranged attacks.  It could fight up close, cast a variety of spells, and even heal itself if necessary. 
 
    The more powerful Variants, however, inevitably cost more in terms of Dungeon Force to create and required a larger chunk of her Control Limit, as well as taking longer to create.  She wanted to check them out later, of course, to see what might be a good fit for her current project, but for now all she needed was a basic Gnoll.  The two least expensive Variants were the Gnoll Scout and Gnoll Brawler, so she chose the former because that was the one she had originally thought to use for her dungeon, and it held a special place in her mind because of that. 
 
    The downside of using Gnolls compared to her Canines and Felines wasn’t apparent until she had to wait over a half hour for it to form – 35 minutes to be exact, and that was at Level 1!  Most of her Canines, in comparison, took anywhere from 3 to 8 minutes depending on what they were, which allowed her to restock her dungeon quickly enough to keep Raiders delving through it almost constantly.  The difference in restocking time for her new dungeon was significant enough to cause some delay in constantly keeping it fully stocked, but she had some thoughts on that.  Whether or not it would work was a problem for another day. 
 
    “What is it doing?” her Dungeon Assistant asked, breaking Tacca out of her mental tackling of future problems.  Her new Gnoll Scout had finally finished forming right next to her Echoing Hyena, and it took less than a second for Tacca to realize what he was talking about. 
 
    In between the two creatures – who were standing completely still in the middle of the room, awaiting orders – there was a strange, glowing band of blue light that seemed to connect the Gnoll and Hyena.   
 
    I have no idea— 
 
    Suddenly, the blue light intensified, growing brighter and brighter.  Uh…evacuate, Shale!  She wasn’t sure what was happening, but it would be just her luck if her new creatures decided to blow up and destroy her.  Just before she Teleported herself to her old Core Room, she watched as her Dungeon Assistant disappeared from sight with a faint *pop* as he Translocated somewhere.  He was nowhere she could sense within her dungeon, which worried her a little bit, but his mental voice in her mind quickly assuaged that worry. 
 
    “I Translocated high above the mountain range here just to make sure.  What’s happening?” 
 
    Tacca looked inside the room she just Teleported away from and was nearly blinded by the light coming from the two creatures.  The light is growing brighter, and I can’t even see— 
 
    An explosion centering on the light coming from the Gnoll and Hyena shook the room, sending out a shockwave of invisible force that she could feel even in her old Core Room.  Thankfully, she was far enough away from its epicenter that all it did was shake her Core around a little bit; the rest of the dungeon and its inhabitants had different results.  The group of Raiders delving through her upper rooms – along with the Frond Coyotes they were fighting – paused for a few seconds in confusion as the shockwave passed through them; there was no damage or anything to indicate that they were otherwise affected, so both sides started attacking each other again. 
 
    The rest of her creatures up there were fine, if visibly disoriented for a few moments before going back to normal.  Her creatures below, however, weren’t so lucky.  The Human, Elf, Hill Dwarf, and Gnome wearing the enchanted armor nearby were blown off their feet; by the time she checked in with them, all 5 of them had faded away after dying, leaving behind the armor lying on the ground as if they had never existed.  As for her traps in the same room, they appeared to be remarkably fine. 
 
    The other Canines and Felines she had created temporarily down below to help boost her CIPs up to the required amount were all gone as well, with no trace of them anywhere.  As for the Gnoll and Hyena, well— 
 
    “Tacca?  Are you okay?  I think I felt a little something even way up here.  What happened?” 
 
    Shale’s voice was like an anchor for the rattled Dungeon Core, and she kept an eye on the two creatures that seemed perfectly fine while she answered him.  I’m fine, but all my creatures nearby that explosion have been completely destroyed.  I think it’s safe now, though; I’m Teleporting back into my new Core Room down below. 
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant said that he would be there soon, as he needed to fly through the dungeon to reach her; his Fairy Mana was still regenerating, and he couldn’t Translocate quite yet.  Tacca had more than enough to Teleport down, though, and she had a feeling that the danger had passed.  A quick look at her Core confirmed that she was fine, though there was a small crack that hadn’t been there before. 
 
    I had no idea that would happen, Shale.  I’m glad we left when we did; I’m almost positive that the explosion of force would’ve shattered me and possibly killed you as well.  Considering that it killed my creatures wearing that armor, which was enchanted against nearly everything that could’ve killed them, I have a feeling we wouldn’t have fared any better. 
 
    “I haven’t the slightest idea of what could’ve done that, or even what happened.  Do you have any theories why they exploded like they did?”  Tacca could sense Shale already entering her dungeon entrance as he communicated with her, and she Teleported back to the new Core Room to confirm that it was safe.  If it wasn’t, she didn’t want her Dungeon Assistant to be her test subject – and she was afraid of creating any other creatures in there until she was sure that wouldn’t happen again. 
 
    Well…the Gnoll and Hyena didn’t actually explode; it was the building light and energy that connected them that caused the explosion.  Tacca arrived at the Core Room via her Teleport option and braced for any detrimental change…but nothing happened.  This close to the center of the explosion, she could see the two creatures still standing there as if nothing had even happened.  Except, there was something different with them; instead of standing completely still as if they were statues awaiting orders or some other stimuli, they almost appeared to have intelligence in their eyes and life in their posture.  In addition to that, there was a faint line of some sort of energy connecting them together, though what exactly it consisted of Tacca was unsure.  In fact, those two are…fine?  Perhaps better than fine. 
 
    “What?  No, don’t try to explain, I’ll be there soon.”  He wasn’t lying either; Shale used his Invisibility to fly through her dungeon at full speed, completely ignoring the fight between the Raiders currently in the third room and the Branch Jackals trying to get a drop on them.  In less than 2 minutes from when he got inside, he was already passing through the entrance of the new Core Room, where he stopped short in surprise. 
 
    “They look different.  What’s wrong with them?” 
 
    I don’t think it’s what’s wrong with them, but what’s right.  Take a look. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Gnoll Scout 
    
  These humanoid-looking hyenas have excellent hearing and sense of smell, though their eyesight leaves a lot to be desired.  Like many Bipedals, Gnolls can use weapons of almost any kind, though the Scout Variant prefers to use bows or crossbows to attack from range.  They can, however, easily use the sling they originally come equipped with.  That’s not to say that they cannot be forced into a melee role, but they suffer from a penalty to their attack damage and defense rating.   
    
  Cost (Level 1): 100 DF 
  Control Requirement (Level 1): 4 
  Creation Time (Level 1): 35 Minutes 
  Equipment: Sling (Ranged Attack +2), Basic Leather Cuirass (Physical Defense +2) 
  Physical Attack: 2 (4) 
  Ranged Attack: 4 (8) 
  Physical Defense: 4 (6) 
  Ranged Defense: 2 (4) 
  Elemental Resistance: 0 
  Specials: Bonus to sensing those hidden by Invisibility spells and effects 
  Synergy Addition (+): Adds a bonus to Physical and Ranged Attack and Defense when paired with unevolved creature form; this bonus lasts for up to 30 seconds even after paired form is killed 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The Echoing Hyena appears very similar, though instead of its Synergy Addition saying “unevolved” it says “evolved”.  Incredible bonuses to its attributes as well.   
 
    “That is incredible.  But why do they look the way they do?  They seem more ‘real’ somehow.”   
 
    No idea, but if this is what it means by the “synergy” I read about, I don’t think it matters too much to me.  And it gives me other ideas of pairing some of my other Semi-humans together. 
 
    “Are they going to explode every time you ‘pair’ them together?  I would think that would cause some problems with keeping your other creatures alive – let alone us.” 
 
    Tacca had to think about it for a moment and even dove every sense she had into the two hyena-based creatures in front of her Core.  She wasn’t sure how she knew, but she was confident that future pairings of these two wouldn’t be nearly as dramatic.  She told Shale that, but added, As far as new pairings, such as a Wolf Variant with a Werewolf, I can’t guarantee those will be as calm.  I have a feeling that once these “Synergy” pairings are formed for the first time, all it will take is putting them together again elsewhere for the connection to form between them – without exploding. 
 
    “Wait – you’re going to have Werewolves now?” her Dungeon Assistant asked incredulously, though she could see a hint of a smile on his face. 
 
    Oh, yes.  And perhaps a few others – we’ll see.  With that frightening-yet-successful experiment in “synergy”, Tacca was eager to get her next dungeon section finished so she could finally open up.  With even more enthusiasm than she had before, she got back to work. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Tacca finally had all the needed components, if not the needed Control Limit quite yet for her creatures, to complete her dungeon.  She devoted the majority of her concentration to additional construction, ignoring nearly everything the Raiders were doing other than as a peripheral situation.  She portioned off a section of her mind to continue moving creatures, traps, and Environmental Objects around to keep the flow of the rooms up there constantly changing, and continued to signal to those outside when the dungeon was ready to be delved through by the next group.   
 
    She was concentrating so much on her new project that she only noticed when Sterge and Gwenda were finishing up their latest delve, which was – she had to think back that far – at least 6 weeks since their last one.  They seemed to be stretching out their visits longer and longer; she knew they were still trying to avoid too much attention, but now there was another reason she found out when listening in after their final battle. 
 
    “Nice!  I just hit Raider Level 5!” the Human Healer shouted, who she’d overheard the last time they had visited was named William.  She had also learned that the Elven Fighter was named Evy and the Gnome Scout was Mordecai; the last time they delved was relatively uneventful other than the unexpected sharing of names.  
 
    “So did I.” 
 
    “And I, as well.” 
 
    It seemed as though her Bonded Raiders friends had all achieved the 5th Raider Level, which meant that their time was relatively short in her upper dungeon.  She had heard from a few of the other Raider groups that at Level 6, they would stop receiving any of the “Power” they earned from killing any of her creatures.  They could still accumulate rewards, of course, but there would be no benefit to themselves, otherwise. 
 
    “We’re nearly to 6 ourselves,” Sterge said after they were all done congratulating each other.  “What we’ve been earning lately has certainly slowed down, though.  I have a feeling that 2 more delves will see you at 6 with us.”  For some reason, the Hill Dwarves seemed sad about that. 
 
    “That’s great news!” Mordecai shouted gleefully, before seeing the expressions on Sterge and Gwenda’s faces.  “Or…is that bad news?” 
 
    The Hill Dwarf Fighter shook his head.  “No, it’s good, but…”  He looked at Gwenda, who finished for him. 
 
    “But we’re not sure what to do after that.  Eventually this dungeon is supposed to get more difficult, which is what we would need to keep earning Power, but we have a feeling that it won’t be until after the snows.  That’s nearly half a year away, so we’re not sure what to do when we’re done here.”  She shrugged after she stopped talking, and Sterge copied her gesture almost automatically. 
 
    “Well, obviously you can come with us to another dungeon for a while—oh.  I see,” Evy said, tilting her head to the side as if in contemplation.  “You can’t leave this place very easily, can you?” 
 
    Sterge shook his head.  “No, we can’t.  We’re sort of tied here to The Village for various reasons, and leaving even for a short time could cause some major issues.” 
 
    “We can just stay here with you and we can tackle the new, more difficult dungeon whenever it comes about,” William suggested. 
 
    Mordecai had already gathered up all of the rewards for the group, as their designated holder of coins and gear, and they walked towards the exit as Gwenda responded.  “We would love that, of course, but what about the future?” 
 
    The Elf scrunched up her face in confusion.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, let’s say this new dungeon is perfect for us, allowing us to earn Power and advance our Raider Level.  You’ve all seen how quickly we’ve Leveled-up here, so how long would it take for us to make even the new dungeon obsolete?  Six months?  A year, if we’re slow about it?  Common consensus after talking to a few of the more experienced Raiders around The Village said that it usually takes a few years for the dungeon to upgrade again, possibly even a decade or more.  Should we all just wait around for 2, 5, or even nearly a decade for this dungeon to work for us again?” 
 
    They were halfway up the stairs before William finally responded, as the entire group had gone silent after Gwenda spoke.  “So…what do you suggest?” 
 
    “As hard as it is to suggest it, I think you three will have to move on and find some replacements for us.  We don’t want to hold you back, and I for one don’t think we can leave right now or even in the next year or so.  It’s a possibility that we can step away from our responsibilities in the future, but waiting around for an unknown amount of time would be a disservice to you three.” 
 
    “That just seems wrong,” Evy immediately insisted.  “You two are part of our group, and I don’t think I would be comfortable with anyone else.  And no, it isn’t because you allow us to keep all of the loot – though that is nice,” she continued with a smile, before it disappeared.  “It’s because – and I think the others can attest to this – we feel safe when you’re with us.  Not since the very beginning have I felt even an ounce of fear that we wouldn’t all make it out alive and successful from here.  You could argue that we feel that way because of your ‘connection’ to the dungeon, but it’s more than that.  There is a confidence in everything you do that is infectious; not bravado, either – but pure confidence in your abilities and your trust in us to do what we need to do to survive.” 
 
    The Healer and Scout nodded, agreeing with her.  Sterge just seemed confused at what the Elf said.  “I don’t feel all that confident, but if it makes you feel better I’m glad that I’ve been able to help a little.” 
 
    “More than a little,” Mordecai interjected as they were approaching the top of the exit staircase.  “You’ve done a lot, and we don’t want to abandon you now.” 
 
    Gwenda led the way out of the exit, and Tacca was just barely able to hear her respond.  “Well, it’s not right now, at least; we still have at least 2 months before we have to decide what to do.  Perhaps if we’re lucky, an opportunity will present itself.” 
 
    Lucky?  Was that some sort of prod at me to go faster?  Regardless of if it was or not, Tacca was already planning on opening up her new section as soon as she could.  Whether she would complete it in time to help out her Bonded Raiders and their new friends was something she couldn’t tell quite yet.  But, for some reason she wasn’t sure of, she wanted to try. 
 
      
 
    *         *         * 
 
      
 
    Another monthly countdown passed, and this time she hadn’t been able to earn enough CIPs to achieve a new Core Improvement Level.  While more than the single death from the month before occurred – a total of 3 this time – it wasn’t nearly enough to provide her with the required CIPs.  Tacca still tried to accumulate as many as she could before her countdown was up, but only managed to acquire a measly 1737; added to the 12 she had banked, that put her just over 550 away from the 2,300 she had needed.  She wasn’t too bothered by it, because she knew she could easily hit the necessary amount next month. 
 
    She was too involved with her project to care overly much, either.  Just after the start of the new month, she finally completed her main construction project.  So, Shale, what do you think? 
 
    “I think that you have a whole bunch of empty rooms, is what I think,” her Dungeon Assistant responded with a bit of snark, but his tone showed that he was joking.  “In all honesty, though, what you’ve created is much larger than even my Mentor’s dungeon – and that one was quite large if I remember it correctly.  Now you just need to fill it all in.” 
 
    True.  I won’t be able to complete it until I Level up again, but I can finish most of it. 
 
    Tacca looked through the 20 rooms she had constructed of various sizes, though the one closest to her Core Room was the only one that was jumbo-sized.  It was going to be her Boss Room, so that was expected.  The others, though, would play a part as a system of rooms that would act as her main dungeon – though not every room would be visited by the Raiders every time as they delved through it.  From the main “corridor” of four large rooms, she had already created an additional 3 rooms near the top that branched off from the first room: 2 that led directly to the left and right on each side, and another room that led down from the one closest to the “corridor” – which was also parallel with the “corridor”.  She kept the symmetry going by adding another room that led down from the furthest rooms to the left and right, which was about half as large as her Boss Room. 
 
    To the one that led down and was closest to the main “corridor”, she added another room of the same size on each side, so that she basically ended up with three smaller rooms parallel with the main “corridor” and ended just before they reached the main Boss Room.  She also added three rooms on each side that led down from the furthest rooms, turning around so that they connected to the Boss Room on the left and the right sides.  When that was done, she had added tunnels connecting quite a few of the rooms nearest each other together; as a result, there were 5 rooms that had 5 entrances/exits, 4 rooms that had 4 entrances/exits, and most of the rest with either 3 or 2 tunnels linking them up. 
 
    “Won’t that be a little…confusing to anyone coming in?  And what will prevent the Raiders from just going straight down the corridor to your Boss Room?” 
 
    She realized that she hadn’t solved the problem with longer creature restocking times.  For all he knew, the entire section was supposed to be used every single time, but that wasn’t necessarily how it was going to be. 
 
    Well, that’s what I’m doing next.  You see, I was originally going to just block off some of these main corridor tunnels so that the Raiders would be forced to go through every single room to get to the Boss.  After realizing that I would need a lot more time to restock all of these stronger creatures, I developed another plan: Creating different routes and closing already cleared rooms.   
 
    “How are you going to do that?”  He seemed a little worried, but he didn’t have anything to worry about.  Tacca had thought long and hard about the process while she worked on constructing the large rooms, and she was pretty sure it would work.  Well, it would work; whether the Raiders had been “trained” enough with changing dungeons was something else. 
 
    Well, I want to utilize the Rotating Stone Bridges that I developed for my exit staircase for that.  My idea is to place them in every single tunnel connected in this entire section, though instead of opening them up, I will be able to close them when and where I want them to be closed.  I’m going to place them so that they are always open, and by activating them, the Bridges will effectively shut down a tunnel of my choosing.  By creating a simple stone block fused to the floor in front of them to keep them in their activated position, I can control what routes are open to the Raiders. 
 
    “That seems dangerous.  You have to remember not to seal off all of the routes to where you are located, or seal any Raiders inside like you did the others.” 
 
    Not a problem.  There will always be a route for them to progress further, and I can’t physically close off all access to my Core – even using these traps.  I know – I’ve tried to seal off this Core Room completely, and even the thought of it just freezes up my mind.  You know from DAPS that it is basically impossible for me to seal myself off; even if I could, I would likely lose all connection to the rest of my dungeon. 
 
    “That’s true.  But what were you saying about shutting some rooms down?” 
 
    Oh, well, after the Raiders have progressed far enough, I can seal off some of the satellite rooms and restock them; they won’t be directly connected to either the main entrance, my Core Room, or any exits, so there won’t be any reason for those delving through to backtrack.  Plus, when you consider that each group will likely only visit two-thirds of these rooms on each delve, it gives me a head-start towards restocking for the next group.   
 
    The Dungeon Core could tell that her Assistant was reviewing all that she had said, looking for flaws most likely.  She hoped that he couldn’t think of anything, because she had considered just about everything – or so she thought; if he did, though, she’d rather know about it now before she started. 
 
    “Sounds very complicated…but I think that it will work.  I’m assuming that the rooms that you have closed off from one group will be used on the next group passing through, and then close off some additional rooms during that delve which will be used for the next, and so on?” 
 
    Correct. 
 
    “Then I can’t wait to see it; yet another thing I’ve never heard of being done before.” 
 
    Tacca got started immediately, hollowing out sections of each tunnel to install what was basically the reverse of her exit tunnel traps up above.  They lay flat against the ceiling of the tunnel, and when they were activated – via a small rock that she created above it that dropped down on the activation trigger – the Bridge trap would swing down and shut off the pathway.  A thin strip of stone attached to the floor in front of the trap when it was activated prevented it from resetting, and it was all set.  She just had to make sure that there weren’t any Raiders in either adjacent room, however, as she wouldn’t be able to create either the small rock to activate the trap or to seal it closed. 
 
    Once those were done, and since she was already working with those Rotating Stone Bridge traps, Tacca started to add additional exit tunnels to the exterior rooms, including the Boss Room, which ran up both the left and right sides of the entire section, where it would connect to the exit staircase already in place up above.  It took a little bit more work constructing them, but it was worth it to ensure that the Raiders could leave at any time they chose – because it would help to rotate another group inside even faster. 
 
    Then came the fun part – decorating.  Not decorating, per se, but filling up her 20 rooms with Environmental Objects.  Only the very first room of the new section and the Boss Room were going to be unique; the symmetrical “wings” of rooms were going to mirror each other for the most part.  There would be some differences, certainly, but for the most part they would contain the same Environmental Objects, traps, and creatures – but rearranged differently, similar to how her easy dungeon operated currently. 
 
    The first room was the easiest to complete, as she was planning on it being the introduction of what they would be facing, and not a danger to them.  First, she used her Mountain Environment to create a miniature mountain range along the backside of the room, complete with 5 sharp peaks made from basic stone.  They were only really there for show and were impassable – not that there was anything but bare wall behind them.  Leading down from the peaks, she created some smaller juts of stone that stuck out in multiple directions straight up into the air, making it look like a pile of jagged rocks had fallen off of the top of the mountain and cracked apart.  Further down the “mountain range”, she added a little more stone in tiny rolling hills, before transitioning to dirt that led all the way to the entrance. 
 
    “Either it’s a tiny mountain range, or I suddenly grew 1,000 times larger and somehow got outside.  Nice job.”  Tacca wasn’t the most artistic, but she was happy to hear that it didn’t just look like she shoved a bunch of rocks in there willy-nilly. 
 
    Behind the jagged rocks and at the base of the peaks, Tacca had “caves” hollowed out that led into one of 5 different rooms.  Each of them would technically be open if inspected, but only 2 of them would go further than the next room – because she was planning on closing off the tunnels leading elsewhere.  Of the 2 that led further on, one of them wouldn’t go further than 2 or 3 rooms before hitting a dead end, causing the group to have to turn back and pick another route.  She didn’t want to make it easy or obvious where the right pathway lay, and when they eliminated one direction from the first room as being a dead end, she could easily close it off after they left it and start restocking whatever they managed to kill or traps they activated.  Her tunnels were also angled in a way that it would be impossible to tell from the tunnel leading into the dead-end rooms that they wouldn’t be able to go any further, so they would be forced to risk going inside each room to check. 
 
    Starting with the left and right rooms, which were going to be symmetrical in design, if not exact placement of the components inside, she used her ability to shape a rocky cliff face that directly bisected the room from corner to corner, cutting off the view of the two tunnels leading further into her dungeon.  It had a simple, narrow pathway crisscrossing back and forth over the front and back of this cliff face, so that it was more like a wall they had to walk up and then down than an actual cliff.  It reached nearly 100 feet up to the ceiling before it went back down, which meant that if someone was knocked off from up near the top…well, they certainly wouldn’t have a good day after that.   
 
    To assist with that, she created four Level 5 Cliff Lynxes, which were able to hide along the cliff face and easily camouflage themselves with their striped fur against the rock.  Looking at them from even 15 feet away, and from below, it was nearly impossible to see them.  Perfect. 
 
    To further assist in “helping” the Raiders accidentally fall off the cliff, Tacca added an Enchantment-based trap that induced severe dizziness; the victims would experience extreme vertigo and even suffer from a bout of nausea, which wasn’t the best feeling when trying to scale a tall hunk of rock.  Of course, they could avoid the trap altogether if they identified where it was in time, and by jumping over the relatively small trigger range of the large trap effect area; but then, they would also end up jumping right into range of the Cliff Lynxes.  There wasn’t really more to the room than that, though someone with a fear of heights would probably hate it.  Not really her problem, though, as callous as that sounded; if they wanted to delve through and gain rewards and Power, then they would have to conquer those fears.  You could say that I’m helping them. 
 
    Speaking of rewards, she assigned an entire silver coin to three of the Lynxes, which came from Reward Tier 1.  To start dipping into Reward Tier 2, Tacca picked out a Refined Iron Dagger for one room and a Crafted Pine Bow for the other room.   
 
    All told, she spent a total of 400 Dungeon Force to create everything that needed to be replaced in each room: 250 of that alone was the Dizziness trap, 20 DF for each Lynx, and 70 for all of the rewards.  Luckily, since Enchantment was her specialization, she only needed to pay a little over 200 Dungeon Force to restock each room – still a hefty amount when she stopped to think about it.  Her maximum DF was only 2,000, so 20% of that alone was going to be needed to bring these 2 rooms back to normal after the Raiders left them.  It was one of the reasons she had thought about closing off the rooms with the Bridge traps, to give her more time while the Raider group was delving through her new section to restock.   
 
    Still, it made her think she was going to need to upgrade her DF Regeneration to keep up with the demand.  The only thing she had going for her was the fact that those challenging her more difficult section were likely to be inside for a lot longer; as it was, an experienced group of Raiders (within Raider Level range, of course) could finish her easy dungeon in a half-hour if they were rushing through.  More typically, it took most groups just under an hour, because they didn’t run in and start slaughtering things indiscriminately, uncaring for the traps that were placed in random spots now.  As opposed to that, Tacca thought that her new section would require 5 or 6 hours to complete safely.  With that much time to accumulate Dungeon Force…well, it would still be cutting it pretty close at only 28 DF per minute regeneration.   
 
    Tacca started to fill the next few rooms with Environmental Objects, borrowing some from her Forest Environment to break up the monotony of rock everywhere, always conscious of how much each room was going to cost to restock.  She didn’t get very far, however, when she suddenly sensed something very strange at the edges of her perception.  Something outside of her dungeon was causing a disturbance, and she could hear shouting and cries of pain coming from just outside.  What is going on? 
 
    Shale answered her quickly, as he was very near the entrance, closely watching another group of Merchant Raiders making their way through her easy section; he had taken to watching them with a keener eye than she could lately, with her so focused far down below.  “I’ll go check.” 
 
    He didn’t get very far before Tacca mentally shouted, NO!  Fly back here now!   
 
    “What?  Why?” he questioned her, but at least he stopped.  
 
    No time to explain – you have to get out of there now! 
 
     “If it’s that urgent, I’ll just Translocate back to you—what?  My Translocation isn’t working!” 
 
    Just fly then!  Hurry before it’s too late! 
 
    He obviously heard the urgency in her voice, and coupled with his inability to Translocate, he flew back faster than she’d ever seen him fly before.  It was only when the Merchant Raiders reacted to his flying by, that she realized that his Invisibility had been canceled somehow.  It really didn’t matter, though, because there was a good chance that the Merchants in her dungeon wouldn’t live long enough to tell their tale. 
 
    Because just outside her dungeon was a scene out of a nightmare. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    “Tacca, talk to me!  What is going on?” 
 
    The Dungeon Core wasn’t sure exactly how to respond at first.  Tacca was still trying to figure that out herself. 
 
    When she looked outside of her dungeon entrance – 100 feet out from it and a little down the mountainside – she could see the area where the Raiders would assemble, waiting for their chance to delve through her dungeon.  Most of the time, there were only 5 or 6 groups there, biding their time until Tacca called them in via her Root Fox from the first room, organized by a higher-Level Raider that had this “list” that she had heard tell of before.  Before she had started really concentrating on constructing her second dungeon section down below, the Core used to like looking out and watching the assembled crowd. 
 
    Now she wished she couldn’t see them.   
 
    There is a group of…I’m not quite sure what they are…that just finished slaughtering all of the Raiders outside.  I have a bad feeling about this – especially since they are running towards my entrance now.  Just my luck…. 
 
    The Raiders stood no chance against the blue-skinned, six-armed beings that swept through the assembled Clan members like they were nothing.  Each of them were 8 feet tall, were extremely wide-looking because of all their arms, and appeared to be made of complete muscle; their legs looked like miniature tree trunks, their bare torsos (where not covered by the blood of their victims) were ripped with abdominal muscles larger than Shale, and their bald heads were sitting upon a neck so thick it could barely be classified as such.  Their eyes were large, completely black orbs set back in sunken eye sockets, and their wide-open jaws that were filled with sharp, jagged teeth seemed to take up half of their skulls as they protruded a few inches out.  If they had a way to smell, Tacca couldn’t tell – because she didn’t see a nose on any of them. 
 
    Added to that, each of their hands were wielding a different weapon: a massive 5-foot-long sword in one, a strangely shaped halberd in a second, a thick mace in another, followed by a double-bladed axe, a warhammer, and a trident, of all things.  From the little she saw of the battle outside, they wielded the weapons with great skill, with each arm acting independently of each other; they were a figurative whirlwind of blades and blunt objects tearing through anything in their path. 
 
    As for protection, they didn’t seem to have much in the way of armor.  A weird metal-looking loincloth was wrapped tightly around their waists, and there was a grotesque necklace of what appeared to be desiccated body parts such as ears, noses, and even fingers strung up on a leather loop.  Other than that, they were essentially naked, not even wearing boots to cover up their odd three-toed feet.  That didn’t seem to matter to them, however, at least from what she was witnessing; none of the Raiders managed to break through the barrage of weapons coming from the 5…monsters…to land a blow upon them.   
 
    The closest to actually do any damage was the Clan representative who was in charge of organization on the mountain.  Tacca didn’t know her name or much about her, as she never actually entered her dungeon, but the Core thought she was a high-level Caster of some sort.  That proved to be accurate, as she reacted immediately to the obviously sudden assault—where did they even come from?—by tossing out spell after spell.  Fireballs as big around as her head were flung out after they formed between her hands, sharp chunks of stone materialized from above and plummeted onto the heads of the blue-skinned monsters, and even lightning crackled over her head before shooting out in a sudden arc. 
 
    Sadly, even the powerful and high-level Elementalist couldn’t do anything against the frightening behemoths; the results of her spells connected with the six-armed monsters, but a glow enveloped the enemy upon impact.  What the glow was exactly was hard to tell, because it almost appeared to be some sort of enchantment that negated the damage entirely.  However, after seeing them actually stagger slightly with each spell, it was almost as if the glow was absorbing the energy of the impact.   
 
    Regardless of what exactly was happening, the overall effect was the same: The blue-skinned monsters were taking absolutely no damage.  It didn’t take long before even the Elementalist was taken down, neatly bisected lengthwise as an axe-head slammed down on her head with such force that it cut through her entire body and buried itself a few inches into the stone of the mountainside.  Once she and the others were dead, they all ran towards her dungeon entrance with long strides that ate up the distance within seconds. 
 
    As the very last monstrous entity passed through her dungeon entrance, she couldn’t help but notice that the last one appeared slightly different than the others.  For one, it was a little darker in color than the vibrant blue of the others – nearly purple, in fact.  Secondly, it had an odd metal object strapped to it, held in place by a weirdly flexible strip of a different kind of metal that wrapped around its chest and back, looping over its right shoulder.  Again, whatever it was exactly was a mystery, but she could feel a change come over her entire domain precisely when the object passed over her entrance threshold. 
 
    It didn’t take long to discover what that change was.  Hurry, Shale; they are inside already.  And whatever it is they are, there is now something preventing my Dungeon Force from regenerating.   
 
    “What?  That…that isn’t possible,” Shale responded.  Even his mental voice seemed out of breath as he raced towards her Core Room down below.   
 
    As impossible as your not being able to Translocate?  Tacca was just glad that communicating with her wasn’t an Ability that Shale had to activate, but instead was a natural part of their Bond. 
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant was silent for a few seconds before he said, “Good point.  What are they doing now?” 
 
    The six-armed, blue-skinned monsters were quite tall and wide, and they had needed to crouch and pull in their arms tight to their bodies in order to fit through her tunnel; once they were free of the enclosed space, they ran through the first room, crushing any foliage in their path as they went, before entering the tunnel leading the second room.  Curiously, and potentially a serious problem, when Tacca tried to look past the last in line with the strange metal object strapped to its chest, her view of her own dungeon behind it was faded and extremely dim.  It was almost as if whatever had stopped her Dungeon Force regeneration was also making her ability to affect her dungeon shrink as well.  She could feel that she could still create creatures and place traps – and possibly even do some construction – in her other rooms, but she doubted she could do anything anywhere that had already been visited by these invaders. 
 
    This was confirmed moments later when the group passed through the second tunnel and the Dungeon Core tried to restock the Root Foxes in the first room – and it was as if the entire room wasn’t even there for her anymore.  She couldn’t restock her creatures, nor absorb and move any of her Environmental Objects, and she couldn’t place any new traps – the room was essentially cut off from her manipulation so completely that it was as if it didn’t exist to her. 
 
    They’re running through the second room right now, and they just triggered the Rage Enchantment trap that was bypassed by those Merchant Raiders—and it did nothing.  Similar to the spells I saw flung out by the Clan rep outside, the monstrous thing’s body in the lead just flared up with a glow, and that was it.   
 
    That wasn’t good; while not powerful in comparison to some of her other traps, the fact that her Enchantment trap seemed to have absolutely no effect on the invaders didn’t bode well for her other defenses.  It was then that her world seemed to stop as she contemplated a decision that could have dire consequences even if it succeeded.  Do I dare?  Is there any other choice?  Yes, there was; there appeared to be two choices for Tacca: die or die spectacularly.  Seeing how powerful these monsters were, there didn’t seem to be any other conclusion.  Therefore, she initiated a plan that she thought would work to destroy them, with a sliver of a chance of her surviving as well – but she wasn’t holding out much hope. 
 
    They’re almost to the third room already.  The Merchant Raiders have now heard something behind them, and they’ve turned towards the tunnel.  Let me listen in. 
 
      “What is that?  Is it another group?  They shouldn’t be entering so soon after we start—WHAT IS THAT?!” the Fighter in the group, a steel-plated Human, shouted at the appearance of one of the blue-skinned monsters as it emerged from the tunnel.  He barely got his puny-in-comparison sword up in time to block an overhead swing of an axe, but his strength was obviously much less than the massive arm wielding the double-bladed weapon.  His sword shattered upon impact and the axe continued downwards, slicing through the Human’s armor like it was paper – along with a 3-inch-deep wound that sliced him up from sternum to hip.  The Merchant Fighter didn’t even have a chance to scream as the sword wielded by the same blue monster decapitated him in one smooth motion, before moving past him to attack one of the other Raiders. 
 
    They were so shocked at the sudden appearance of the deadly invaders that they barely even raised their weapons before they were cut apart or smashed to a bloody mess by a mace or warhammer.  In less than 10 seconds, all 5 of the Merchant Raiders were dead or dying – all from the singular six-armed monster that emerged into the room first. 
 
    Not that she expected them to put up much of a fight; it was more than obvious that not only were the Raiders outmatched, but that Tacca and her dungeon were, too.  By the time they arrived at the fifth room – as the fourth was of no consequence, since the Healing Paralysis trap there didn’t even activate, since none of them were obviously hurt – it was plain to see that her creatures were going to be even less effective than the Raiders.  Her Forest Wolves attacked and were immediately cut down, either in mid-leap or as they approached – and the insanely powerful monsters didn’t even break stride as they progressed. 
 
    She had some hope that her Pit trap would work as the one in the lead triggered the collapse of the thin soil above the spikes.  The blue-skinned monstrosity fell down a few feet…and then a glow enveloped its body and it floated back up and to the side of the pit, before being put down gently.  How?  I’ve never heard of something like that except for a few spells that Raiders are capable of casting; Levitation and Featherfall are two that might be able to achieve that, but I can’t think of any enchanting scrolls that would impart that exact effect. 
 
    Shale finally arrived at her Core Room after speeding through the rest of her dungeon rooms, out of breath and appearing extremely nervous.  “Tacca…what can we do?  Is anything having an effect on…whatever these things are?” 
 
    Unfortunately, no.  Not even the Pit traps were effective, because of that same glowing effect I saw earlier.  Tacca hesitated for a moment before she continued, albeit hesitantly.  I have a plan…of sorts, but it’s going to need some time to pull off.   
 
    “Ok, what do you need me to do?” 
 
    That’s the thing; this is going to be extremely dangerous and I don’t even know if either of us will survive.  If you like, I can sever the Bond between us and you can escape after these things pass through one of these larger rooms down here, where you should be able to stay far enough away from them to escape the way they came. 
 
    “No, I’m not going to leave you alone here.  Besides, I haven’t been Bonded with you for more than a year, so it won’t kill me…if the worst was to happen,” he said sternly, obviously resolved to stick it out no matter what.  “Now, what’s your plan, and what do you need me to do?” 
 
    If you’re determined to stay, then we’ve both got to get to work – no time to explain in detail.  What I need from you is to act as a distraction to delay these things from reaching my Core Room too quickly.  Do you think you can do that? 
 
    “Well…sure, but how am I supposed to prevent them from coming straight here—oh.  Alright, I’m on it.” 
 
    Luckily, her Dungeon Assistant seemed to understand at least a little of the plan.  Tacca used some of her dwindling supply of Dungeon Force to activate and seal enough of her lower tunnels to create a pathway that wound through nearly every single room before it arrived at her empty Boss Room – and from there to her Core Room.  She was thankful that Shale decided to stay and help out, because even with the winding route, the six-armed warrior monsters would arrive before she was ready.  It put him in extreme danger, of course, but that was his decision – and it was one for which she was proud of him; she couldn’t help but think how much he had changed from when she had first met him.  The old Dungeon Assistant in him who had been prejudiced against Tacca and her “bad luck” would have jumped at the first chance to escape.  
 
     Is this more of my bad luck coming back to haunt me?  It’s almost as if the world is punishing me for having it too good for a couple of months, and now I have to pay for it. 
 
    “That’s not true, Tacca.  I think most of your bad luck disappeared when you were sucked into that Core,” Shale abruptly said as he again flew through her dungeon, though this time with another purpose.  Tacca had forgotten to shield her thoughts, and she didn’t realize she had broadcasted her insecurities to her Dungeon Assistant. 
 
    Thanks, Shale – but I can’t say I believe that with what’s going on right now. 
 
    The unwelcome intruders were just now blowing through her Boss Room in her easy section, and even with the additional creatures she had in there, they barely paused to slaughter her defenders before moving on.  One of her Root Foxes actually managed to sneak up on one of the monsters and bite its lower left leg from behind—but its teeth failed to penetrate the tough skin of the deadly fighter.  It was cut in half soon after by a casual slice of a massive sword, and none of the others even got close. 
 
    Now was the chance to see what the traps she still had in her old Core Room would do – though she doubted they would do much, unfortunately.  The Merchants that had come to destroy her months ago had been heavily enchanted against them, and she had a feeling that whatever this glow seemed to be that surrounded each of these monsters would act similarly.   
 
    When they walked in, the extra-deep Pit trap opened up underneath the lead invader, who dropped at least 10 feet down before the glow enveloped it.  She watched as the blue-skinned monster was levitated upwards and deposited gently to the side – where the three blades shot out from the wall and impacted the figure.  Just like those Core-hunting Merchants, the monster was protected by the glow, but it also suffered from the impact; it was knocked away, stumbling into where the Earth-based trap was located, and sharp boulders dropped from the ceiling onto its head.   
 
    Tacca could see that the boulders made the glow around the six-armed monster start to fade a little as it was hit multiple times.  While it didn’t disappear completely, the Dungeon Core saw the invader knocked around more than she would’ve expected had it been glowing brightly.  When the trap ended, she saw that there was still no damage to the monster, unfortunately – though it did delay the rest as they easily jumped over the Pit trap and unburied their comrade.  Other than looking a little rattled – which she only assumed as the monster escaped the trap and shook its head a few times as if to clear it – the trap didn’t really do much to her invaders.   
 
    She had some hopes for the Death-based trap that one of the others ran into as they progressed through the room, but again nothing happened other than a super bright glow like a mystical aura surrounding the monster.  With that unsuccessful, Tacca didn’t have any other serious defenses until they traveled closer to her Core Room.   
 
    When they arrived at the next room, which was the official start of her new section, they paused for the first time since they arrived at her dungeon.   
 
    Shale!  Just be aware, these blue-skinned monsters are more intelligent than I expected. 
 
    Tacca looked at his location, which was currently two rooms away from where the monsters were.  “What do you mean?” he asked, stopping at the same time. 
 
    I thought at first that they were just mindless killers, with the way they just charged ahead without regard to their own safety and slaughtering everything in their path.  I was wrong; from what I can tell, they are having an argument about where they need to go. 
 
    “What – like hand movements or something?”  Tacca watched them for a few moments before she responded. 
 
    No, they are talking to each other.  Or more like yelling with their volume, but they are having a conversation.  These are intelligent people, Shale. 
 
    “What are they saying?” 
 
    I have no idea; it’s no language that I recognize, and I’m fairly sure I learned about every language still in use today at DAPS – in addition to a variety of dead languages.  This sounds a little familiar, but I can’t place it or understand it all. 
 
    “You…studied some dead languages?”  He sounded incredulous. 
 
    Yes, there were some old tomes I needed to translate—but that’s not important right now.  It looks as though the almost-purple-colored one has made a decision for the group.  That’s strange…it closed its eyes for a moment and then pointed directly towards the correct tunnel.  I think that at least that one can sense my Core somehow; now I know for sure why they are here. 
 
    “Like you didn’t before?” 
 
    Not entirely; I…guess it’s good to have confirmation?  It wasn’t really good to know that these things were there to destroy her – or so she assumed – but it at least ruled out any other reasons.  
 
    The monstrous people took the tunnel leading off to their left, which led to one of the only rooms that was actually finished.  The “cliff” and the path leading up it were primed and ready to go, and she watched the 5 intruders start their way up it with no hesitation.  Because of their large size, they had to turn sideways in order to make it up the narrow pathway, which thankfully slowed them down even further.  Her Dizziness trap was set off when they were about two-thirds of the way up the cliff, which caused all of their bodies to glow brightly; the trap, while it had a narrow Trigger Proximity, had a large Activation Range which enveloped them all.  Not that it seemed to do any good, despite the trap’s Strength being a little more than double compared to what was located in the easy section above. 
 
    Her Cliff Lynxes attacked from where they were camouflaged against the rock of the cliff, jumping down in a tandem attack that allowed them to land on the heads of four of the six-armed monsters.  There were some impressive roars that emerged from the throats of the invaders as they dropped one of their weapons to grab at the Lynxes – which Shale heard in the next room. 
 
    “What was THAT?” he asked, startled. 
 
    Just my Lynxes surprising them from above—and now they all just got grabbed and tossed away with enormous strength.  Let’s just say their superior agility on the side of a cliff doesn’t really apply to flying into a solid, immovable wall at bone-crunching speed.  To top it all off, none of these blue-skinned people even appear scratched. 
 
    They appeared to be quite annoyed, but were also entirely unhurt despite the Level 5 Cliff Lynxes getting the literal drop on them and doing their best to scratch the enormous black orbs they called eyes out.  It was almost like they were impervious to damage, as even the typically vulnerable parts of a body didn’t acquire even the tiniest injury.  
 
    One of the monsters had dropped their warhammer down the cliff when they were trying to remove the Lynx, but they left it there as they continued unhindered up the cliff.  When they quickly reached the top, instead of following the path down, they all jumped off the top as if it were nothing.  When they hit the bottom, their glowing auras flashed again briefly as they landed in a crouch; Tacca heard and saw cracks form under their feet, spiderwebbing together to create a large section that was basically just rubble now.  That stone is extremely difficult to break – which makes it ideal to protect a dungeon’s rooms with.  To be able to do that to it…we could be in trouble, Shale. 
 
    Tacca described what had happened to him quickly, but her Dungeon Assistant was already focused on his positioning in the next room.  This one she had finished filling with an environment, but had only placed two creatures inside sort of as an indication of what she wanted in there once she had enough Control Limit to fully stock her new section.   
 
    Despite there being two possible tunnels to choose from at the bottom of the cliff, the blue-skinned invaders again chose the correct one with just a moment’s hesitation, which led to where Shale was waiting for them.  When the six-armed monsters arrived at the room, they were greeted by two hills made entirely of a multi-shaded brown rock that flanked the left and right walls; in between the rock hills was a “valley” of sorts that was filled with trees stretching halfway up to the tall ceiling and set relatively close together.  There was a tunnel leading to the next room at the end of the valley and off to the right; directly off to the left – as soon as they entered – was a bare wall that contained the Rotating Stone Bridge that let out into the exit staircase.   
 
    Shale, the brave Dungeon Fairy, was fluttering just in front of the closest tree to the six-armed people; his first actual sight of them must have been a shock to the Assistant, because he barely moved in time to avoid being skewered by an expertly thrown sword by the invader out front.  The 5-foot-long blade was thrown with such strength that it impaled itself up to the hilt in the tree behind where Shale had been hovering; normally, Tacca could sense her Environmental Object regrowing to replace any of themselves that was cut down or damaged – but now the tree was basically inert.  Just as she wasn’t regenerating any Dungeon Force, nothing else seemed to be operating as usual, either. 
 
    “Those are *huff* more frightening *huff* than you described,” Shale mentally communicated as he flew further into the trees, making sure to keep a tree trunk in between him and those that just tried to kill him.  He wasn’t necessarily exerting a lot of energy doing so, but Tacca could tell that his fear had ramped up so high that he was nearly hyperventilating. 
 
    Remember, you don’t have to do this. 
 
    “No, *huff* I’ve got this.  It was just unexpected.”  He was visibly trying to calm himself down behind a tree in the middle of the forest valley, taking deep breaths to pull himself together. 
 
    Ok, just be careful.  And you might want to move. 
 
    At her words, her Dungeon Assistant twitched once in surprise and abruptly shot upwards.  Another sword blade emerged from the back of the tree where he had just been, missing him by only a few inches.  Tacca watched as the other invaders tracked his movements, after having followed him inside the small forest.   
 
    It seems as though I’m not their only target.  Stay out of range, Shale. 
 
    Instead of continuing on, it appeared as though they weren’t going to leave until they killed the elusive Fairy.  They tracked him unerringly as he zipped through the trees, ahead and above them, avoiding a few other thrown weapons by the thickness of one of his wings.  Thinking that they might actually follow him outside, she urged Shale to fly through the tunnel they just entered from – which elicited another argument as they paused in the middle of the trees. 
 
    The purplish-skinned monster person was the loudest, as it pointed further down the forest valley and identified the exact location of the tunnel leading on without fail.  The others pointed back towards where Shale had flown, but were obviously overruled.  Before they finished their argument, however, their raised voices camouflaged the approach of Tacca’s two creatures. 
 
    One was a Level 5 Forest Wolf which had been frozen into immobility to camouflage its presence, located only a dozen feet away from the group of six-armed invaders.  Her creature suddenly raced forward as if by some unknown signal and lunged at the back of the nearest blue-skinned leg, using its bite strength to try to rip the flesh from its target.  Unfortunately, the same glow flared up and prevented more than a few indentations on the skin – not even enough to break through; the Wolf backed off almost immediately after discovering that it couldn’t do any damage, looking for something a bit more vulnerable – but it was too late.  A warhammer swung down from the side as another six-armed person helped its comrade, shattering the spine of the creature and nearly cutting it in half from the sheer force. 
 
    The Forest Wolf wasn’t alone in its attack, however, as a Mountain Cougar leapt down from the left-side hill, having been lying still along a small shelf Tacca had created for the express purpose of camouflaging it upon the brown rock.  The Cougar was about the same size as the Wolf, but instead of mottled green-and-brown fur, the large Feline was different shades of brown – which blended in perfectly with the rocky hillside.   
 
    It landed on the back of a different blue-skinned invader, staggering the larger figure with its weight.  The large cat immediately bit down on the back of the monstrous person’s neck, but it was so thick that the Cougar couldn’t find any purchase.  It then attempted to tear into the skin underneath its hind legs with claws that were normally super sharp, but the familiar – and highly annoying, by that point – glow sprung up and prevented any damage from being done.   
 
    Before it could spring away as it realized its futility, her creature was impaled by a trident and torn off the back of its six-armed “victim”.  The nearby invader that had stabbed the large cat raised the feebly struggling Cougar high up into the air, before slamming it down onto the ground with force.  Bones audibly cracked as her creature hit the ground hard and it quickly disappeared, leaving behind 2 silver pieces lying in the dirt, joining the 2 dropped by the now-deceased Wolf.  
 
    The best I can say is that there is certainly a decent proof-of-concept to my placement of my creatures so far – but they are useless against these…whatever-they-are.  Where they came from, who they were, what that annoying glow was, why they were after her Dungeon Fairy and her Core: These were all questions she had no answers to, and she doubted they could be answered before they arrived at her Core Room. 
 
    At least Shale was doing his best to delay what appeared to be the inevitable. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Sterge and Gwenda rushed out of the “Town Hall” behind Jesper and one of his assistants, alarmed at what he had just heard.  A group had come back from the mountains, screaming about how they found over 30 bodies outside of the dungeon – bodies of the Raiders waiting for their chance to delve through again.   
 
    “What’s going on?” he heard yelled at him from his right side, and Sterge looked over to see Evy, Mordecai, and William rushing over from the nearest Inn.  While they weren’t “allowed” to stay inside the Town Hall (as per Gwenda’s rules, to keep it strictly for Village or Raider Clan business), they lodged close enough to Sterge and Gwenda that it helped them to all stay in touch and feel like a complete group. 
 
    “I haven’t a clue quite yet, but if it’s true we might have a major problem.”  His answer to Evy was admittedly incomplete, but his knowledge of the situation was likewise incomplete.  None of them protested when their groupmates nodded at his words and joined them in their run towards The Village’s center, where a huge group of Raiders – and Merchants – were already gathering. 
 
    “—don’t know!  All I saw was that they were hacked apart—” 
 
    “—said that, didn’t I.  I told you I had no part in—” 
 
    “—must have been these filthy—" 
 
    “—they’re all dead!  Whatever it was, might be coming for us next—” 
 
    “—be the dungeon, itself.  It must have released all of its monsters to kill—” 
 
    “—anyone seen Bernlet’s group?  They were supposed to be next on the list—” 
 
    They arrived to pure bedlam, as conversations, arguments, and accusations were traded back and forth by those already assembled, with the small group in the middle being bombarded by questions.  Sterge figured that the middle group were the ones who had discovered the bodies and were being interrogated – though it didn’t seem very effective, as they seemed not to know much more than they had already said; he kept hearing the same things repeated over and over by the time they reached the edge of the crowd. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, the Merchant Minister arrived around the same time, looking like he was prepared to rip the answers out of the brains of the middle group with his bare hands.  He saw them along the edge and immediately came over, flanked by some intimidating guards that he suspected were quite a high Raider Level.  He was tempted to Analyze them, as he had acquired the Ability when he achieved Level 5 himself, but held back because it was considered rude to do it to another person without their permission.  The last thing they needed at this moment was an excuse for those powerful individuals to be mad at him. 
 
    “Was this your doing?!” the Minister fumed.  “This had better not be another Arcundia attempt—” 
 
    “What happened in Arcundia?” Gwenda suddenly asked, her curiosity obviously getting the better of her.  Or she had some other reason for asking, which Sterge couldn’t fathom. 
 
    “Go on, tell her, Jesper.” 
 
    As the crowd continued to swell and become louder – and possibly violent soon, if Sterge was any judge – Jesper shook his head quickly.  “Of course not, Minister.  We don’t have time for this—” 
 
    “They killed 20 of our own and then shattered our dungeon’s Core, that’s what they did!” the important Merchant yelled, spittle starting to foam at his lips as he got worked up. 
 
    “Look, I had no part in that.  Besides, it was only in retaliation for your own attack and destruction of the Core in Greenville—” 
 
    “Lies!  Just because you can’t look after your own, you shouldn’t be blaming—” 
 
    “ENOUGH!” Sterge heard someone yell…and then he realized it came from his own throat.  The yell shocked him and the others enough that they paused in their argument, but the Hill Dwarf recovered quickly and continued before they could resume.  “None of that is important right now; from what I heard, there were Raiders from both of our people up there, so this has to be from a different source.  And if I’m understanding your argument correctly, none of us would benefit from this attack – since the dungeon and its Core do not belong to either of you.” 
 
    Sterge was gambling on whether or not that would make sense, but it obviously did enough that there weren’t any other arguments.  Gwenda cleared her throat loud enough to be heard over the crowd, and said, “Now, let’s see if we can get everyone under control and find out some answers if we can.” 
 
    It took longer than anyone would’ve liked, but within a couple of minutes Jesper and the Minister managed to corral everyone into some semblance of order, and they both took turns questioning the wide-eyed group that brought the news in the first place.  After no more than a minute, it was clear that they really didn’t know more than what was known to everyone already: That they had found the slaughtered remains of everyone waiting up at the dungeon; they had only gone up because they were on the list to delve within the next 4 or 5 hours, and they were eager to get up there in case the wait was shorter; even the Clan rep organizing all of the people was among all of the dead – though it was apparently hard to tell, given the description of her remains. 
 
    “Myra was powerful, Minister,” Jesper explained after the questioning was done.  “She was only here helping out because she was taking an extended leave from her group; they had just lost one of their group members to an unfortunate accident within a dungeon, and she felt this was the best way to deal with it.  When you’re at Raider Level 72 and have been with the same group not only for years, but decades, such a loss is difficult to get over.  If someone or something killed her, this could be bigger than it sounds.” 
 
    Sterge wasn’t aware that Myra, a relatively quiet Elven Raider that he had met as part of Jesper’s helpers, was Raider Level 72.  Being that high of a Level was nearly inconceivable to the Hill Dwarf, and if she really was dead, then he shuddered at the realization that something even more powerful must have killed her.  Looking around the entire Village, he could see the wave of information pass over the scared and angry crowd, creating an immediate murmur as they just heard that such a high-Level member of the Clan had been killed.  Sterge hadn’t known her that well, but she had always been kind to him and to others when she actually deigned to speak; he felt like the world had lost a good one with her death, and it would behoove them to find out what happened to her.  And possibly even exact justice, not only for her death, but for the deaths of everyone up at the dungeon. 
 
    Yes, even the Merchants.  If they perished within the dungeon, that was one thing; the outside of the dungeon was supposed to be relatively safe.  Sterge just hoped that it hadn’t been the actual dungeon that had done it, though from what he’d learned over the last few months, he thought that would be quite impossible. 
 
    “It was this blasted dungeon that did this!” the Minister abruptly shouted, almost as if he could hear Sterge’s thoughts.  The Village Chief looked at him and saw that the angry spittle and foam was back on the head Merchant’s mouth.  “It’s more powerful than anyone suspects; we lost an entire group in there that shouldn’t have died—” 
 
    “What are you talking about?  I didn’t hear anything about a full-group wipe.”  Jesper may not have heard about it, but Sterge and Gwenda certainly had – and it had been straight from the source, too.  Common sense told him that he shouldn’t mention that right now, even though the Minister had essentially admitted it; revealing the origin of his information while all of this was going on probably wouldn’t be the smartest idea, especially as he heard more angry rumbling from the crowd as they reacted to the Merchant’s words.   
 
    “Oh, uh, I just mean that we’ve lost a full group of our people over the last few months, that’s all,” the Minister tried to backtrack.  Fortunately for him, everyone else was too worried about what had happened to those that just recently died outside of the dungeon to care too much about how insincere he sounded.   
 
    “Yes, well, given how…well-funded…your people are, I’m surprised you lost anyone at all,” Jesper responded doubtfully, before continuing and addressing the entire crowd.  “I’m heading up with my people to perform an investigation.  If we are not back within…8 hours, I would urge everyone to evacuate.  I’m going to send a messenger to Trevelyan in Heftington, asking for some help with reinforcements, but we need to discover whether there is a threat to everyone here.”  The Clan representative turned to the head Merchant and said, “Minister.  You’re welcome to come too or send some of your own, but obviously I can’t guarantee safety for anyone at this point.” 
 
    The fear of going up where there might be danger appeared to shake off some of the anger in the Elven Merchant.  “No, no – not necessary for me to go.  I’ll send Anders and Francha.”  Two of the Merchant Raiders stepped forward; one was a Hill Dwarf that Sterge felt a little envious of with his pristine plate armor and shield as large as his body; the other was the same Human woman along the perimeter of the Merchant camp that had been so rude to Sterge and Gwenda when they first arrived at The Village.  The woman had been humbled in front of them by the Minister, and he could only hope that she wasn’t going to hold a grudge. 
 
    Because there was no way that he and Gwenda weren’t going.  It took a little convincing for the rest of their group to stay behind, but eventually the fear of the extremely dangerous unknown got to them and they agreed to stay back.  They only seemed slightly disappointed. 
 
    “It’s time to go – are you sure you two want to come?” Jesper asked, looking specifically at Sterge and Gwenda.  They were the only two that weren’t veterans and under Raider Level 10 (and possibly even Level 30), so it was a fair question. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Sterge and Gwenda spoke at the same time, and The Village Chief could tell that she felt the same need to investigate that he did.  If it was indeed the dungeon itself that did this, then Sterge at least felt a little responsible for what it had done. 
 
    “Let’s go, then.” 
 
    He and his best friend followed the others as they led the way, running behind those that could handle themselves a bit better than they could.  Sterge and Gwenda might feel responsible for the dungeon…but they weren’t suicidal. 
 
    To Sterge, arriving at the dungeon entrance felt like it took forever and only seconds at the same time.  In reality, he was told that it had only been about 20 minutes since the group that discovered the bodies had come back to the village – because everyone was running, and things were happening fast.  Not knowing what to expect when they arrived felt a little like their first delve into the dungeon, where everything was unexpected; this time, however, they had an idea of what they would find – but the reality of it was much worse than he could’ve ever imagined. 
 
    Bodies and body parts were scattered all over the well-used waiting area, and blood was staining the stone of the mountain red in such a wide swathe that it was hard to see bare, clean stone.  Some of the corpses were bunched together, which Sterge assumed meant that they had died as a group, while more of them were spread apart.  Whatever had attacked and killed them must have been so frightening that many of them had run, which was obvious from the wounds in their backs. 
 
    If that was the worst of the wounds, it wouldn’t have been so bad.  What made Sterge retch and Gwenda throw up was the horrendous carnage on display.  At least a half-dozen of the bodies were missing an entire head; others had their lower bodies separated from their upper with their insides spilling out; a few appeared to have been smashed to a goopy mess of blood and broken bones, their faces and bodies barely recognizable as a person in some cases. 
 
    The worst by far was Myra, the Raider Level 72 Elementalist – or so he had been told on his way up by Jesper – who appeared to have been bisected from head to hips, and the two halves of her body appeared to have separated and fell in two different directions.  What made that horrible scene even worse was having one of Jesper’s assistants point out the gouge in the stone in between her feet – as if whatever had split her in half had so much force behind it that it chipped out a few inches of stone after it was done. 
 
    “What…happened here, Jesper?” Sterge finally asked, the only word he had spoken since they had arrived.  He and the rest of the “investigation team” had walked downhill from the macabre display of carnage to try to center themselves again after only a couple of minutes.  Gwenda hadn’t been the only one to vomit from the sight of so much senseless slaughter – including both Anders and Francha, the Merchant representatives. 
 
     The Clan rep wearing shades of red shook his head with a sorrowful look upon his face.  “I have no idea.  I’ve heard stories about monsters escaping – or being sent out of – dungeons before, but from the blood spatter, the order of the deaths, and what the scene is telling me, the start of the attack came from the opposite direction.” 
 
    “Wait.  It came from down the mountain?  And what do you mean about ‘what the scene is telling me’?” 
 
    “Yes and no.  It came from that direction, but that doesn’t necessarily mean it came from all the way down the mountain.  It’s possible that the dungeon has created a separate entrance where monsters could escape from, but I highly doubt it.  This dungeon hasn’t been here nearly long enough to have the ability to create something this dangerous.  Something that could kill all of the newer Raiders here?  Sure.  But nothing that could even touch Myra, let alone do what we saw was done to her.  To top that off, all of the wounds appeared to have been done by a variety of weapons – none of which we’ve seen any monsters capable of using inside this dungeon yet.” 
 
    Jesper hesitated for a moment before he added in a quieter voice, which was low enough in volume that only Sterge and Gwenda could hear him.  “As for what I meant by the scene speaking to me, I’m a Hemomancer – otherwise known as a Blood Mage.  I can sort of…commune with blood, as long it’s still relatively fresh.  What it tells me is hard to explain, but it can help me understand how it was spilled.  That’s how I’m confident that most of these wounds were done by weapons; the ones that were crushed are hard to determine, though, because they could’ve been crushed by something that wasn’t an actual weapon.” 
 
    A Blood Mage.  Never heard of them before, but it sounds useful.   
 
    “Ok, I can certainly see evidence of that myself,” Sterge said.  “The question is: What do we do about it?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I think we’re going to have to check out the dungeon.  There is a blood trail leading directly from the entrance – again, caused by dripping off of a variety of metal weapons – so that is likely where we’ll find answers.  This is the point where you can turn back, and no one will think anything of it.  I for one am a little frightened to investigate any further, but it’s something that has to be done.” 
 
    “Why not wait until reinforcements arrive,” Gwenda asked.  Sterge also thought that would be the smart move. 
 
    “Well, ideally, you’d be right.  However, there are two reasons we have to move right now.  First, time is of the essence here; the drying blood is nearly to the point where I can’t sense it, which means I can’t track it.  Second, we need to know if there is a potential threat to everyone in the village down the mountain, and waiting until reinforcements come might end up with everyone being slaughtered just as these people were.  If we go back now, without knowing if danger is headed our way, then would anyone be able to sleep tonight?” 
 
    Sterge had to admit that he probably wouldn’t be able to sleep that night, but it wasn’t necessarily because of potential dangers.  He was pretty sure he was going to have nightmares for years from the display of death he had just witnessed. 
 
    He looked at Gwenda, who nodded back; he was glad to see that some of the color was coming back to her face.  “We’re coming.” 
 
    “Alright, then – we better get moving.  Time is running out for us all.” 
 
    As he marched behind the rest of the Raiders, who didn’t look too pleased to be going into the dungeon, Sterge couldn’t help but think, I really hope that isn’t true…. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Shale IronSchist, her faithful, determined, and reckless Dungeon Assistant, did the best he could to delay the blue-skinned, six-armed invaders from reaching her Core Room.  There were more than a few times when it almost appeared he would get skewered by a tossed weapon or a lucky strike as he zoomed over their heads, but he always seemed to move just in time to avoid being splattered.   
 
    After the room with the trees in between two hills made of rock, the monster people progressed into the last room that she had fully finished creating, though it was not yet fully stocked with traps and creatures.  Instead, it again held some placeholders so that she would know what she was going to use when—though I suppose “if” is now more accurate—she had the available Control Limit.   
 
    The room contained her first experiment in using the “synergy” between her Gnolls and Hyenas.  After some safe experimentation directly after her success, she discovered three things about them: One, subsequent pairings between the two did not cause there to be a massive explosion and shockwave of energy; two, it didn’t matter what Variant of either creature she used, as the synergy bonus was still present; and three, both creatures had to be in the same room as each other for the bonus to be active – as soon as one entered another room, the bonuses disappeared. 
 
    With that in mind, the room was a small maze of sorts, as she filled it with high walls of hard rock connected to the tall ceiling.  The completely smooth walls wound through the space, leaving a pathway that was 5 feet wide of unencumbered space to move through it; there were only a total of two dead ends in her little mini-maze, as well as two different exits to different rooms (though only one was currently open) – but confusing and making the maze difficult was not its purpose.  Instead, she was planning on placing a few small-but-powerful Fear-inducing Enchantment traps throughout – along with a dimly lit interior – and her creatures would do the rest. 
 
    “That is absolutely frightening, Tacca.  I’d hate to have to fight my way through this place,” Shale said shortly after he entered the room, just ahead of the rampaging invaders out for his blood.  The reason for his observation was because the Echoing Hyena started to howl and laugh from where it was placed towards the middle of the maze; the smooth walls only helped to enhance and distribute the sound so that it echoed through the corridors she had constructed, reaching the blue-skinned monster people even as they entered. 
 
    The sound made the invader in front pause for half of a second, though Tacca doubted it was from fear.  She thought it was more likely that it was acknowledging the sound and dismissing it as a threat all in the same moment.  Directed by some barely audible commands from the purplish leader, they easily navigated their way through the maze, though they were delayed a few times when Shale shot by over their heads at random intervals and they tried to kill him – ineffectually, thank goodness. 
 
    You’re flying quite low – you’d better watch out or they might get lucky.  I don’t know what’s going on with my luck issues right now, and I don’t want you to become another victim. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me; as powerful as they are, I’m still faster.” 
 
    She could definitely see that, but she didn’t bother to point out that all it would take was a weapon passing through where he was flying at the wrong time for it to be over for him.  He seemed to be enjoying himself with his teasing for some reason despite the danger, especially once he got over his initial fright at their appearance.  
 
    Even with the few delays, the group of invaders still made it to the center of the maze within a minute, where they found the Echoing Hyena still howling and laughing.  From a small shadowed alcove within the wall next to the group of advancing six-armed people, a Gnoll Assassin abruptly emerged and stabbed the closest blue-skinned back with its twin rusty iron knives with which it automatically came equipped.  It was a perfect execution of an attack, with timing that spoke of coordination and forethought with the Hyena – which was something that she didn’t instruct the Gnoll to do, but which seemed to be part of the “synergy” process.  Either it was more intelligent somehow, better at tactics, or perhaps just lucky, but the strike likely would’ve put any Raider down with the strategic attack. 
 
    Of course, just like every other attack against the invaders, the annoying glow came back and prevented any damage to the six-armed monster person, though Tacca was almost positive that the tough skin of the being would’ve prevented it anyway.  Regardless, it was yet another delay, and another indication that her defenses were going to work – if she ever got a chance to use them, that was. 
 
    Her creatures were quickly dispatched, as the element of surprise was now gone – not that it did anything anyway – and the Gnoll and Hyena were relatively defenseless against the invaders.  After that, with a few more distractions by Shale, they unerringly found their way to the one exit tunnel that was open to the next, half-finished room. 
 
    This was what she had been working on creating when everything started to go wrong up above.  In the room, Tacca was planning on relying heavily on her experiences with the Forest Environment from her easy section.  She was planning on using a combination of Canines and Felines that could take advantage of thick foliage along the ground, which she had started to fill in and was halfway done.  There was a Scrub Lion that was various shades of green and brown, which she was planning on pairing with some higher-Level Frond Coyotes, along with some Hallucination-inducing Enchantment traps.  The thought was that some hallucinations would have the Raiders attacking creatures that weren’t there, while they were in turn ambushed by Tacca’s real creatures from a totally different direction. 
 
    Unfortunately, none of that was yet set up, so there was very little stopping the group of invaders from just tearing through the dense fern-and-bush areas she had started to create with impunity.  Shale delayed them a little by weaving in and out of what foliage she did have in the room, but it might have only been 10 seconds or less of delay for all of his work.   
 
    The next room, and the 8 rooms after that, were essentially empty.  Nothing Shale did delayed them for more than a second, mainly because there was nowhere for the Dungeon Fairy to hide and avoid being killed.  Still, the sheer distance they had to travel took a couple of minutes for them to traverse, so it wasn’t a complete waste.  Finally, they arrived at the other side of her main “corridor”, having navigated their entire way through one half of the section and were on to the next. 
 
    Tacca was thankful that she had been working on both sides at once, creating a symmetry in her completed rooms.  The blue-skinned monster people once again had to climb a cliff, which was even less effective than the first, as they were able to slice the Lynxes that descended on them in mid-air.  They jumped down from the heights again, destroying more of her room’s floor, and then tackled the Cougar and Wolf in the forest valley between 2 rocky hills; the maze on this side of her new section was set up differently, but they still managed to clear through that room without missing a turn.  The Assassin tried to attack, but the invaders were ready for it and cut it down before it could close with them. 
 
    All through that, Shale was trying to distract and delay them, but it seemed as though the six-armed people were finally over it all.  Granted, they still tried to attack him when he got dangerously close to them, but they barely even broke stride on their journey through the last few rooms of her dungeon.  After they were done with the rooms she had completed or half-completed, there were only a few empty rooms between them and her Boss Room. 
 
    Shale…it’s time for you to leave. 
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant stopped in mid-flight at her words.  Fortunately, he wasn’t anywhere near the blue-skinned group of monster people, so he was safe.  “What?  No!  I thought you had a plan?”  He was understandably angry. 
 
    If you come any closer to my Core Room, there’s a good chance that you’ll die.  I just couldn’t live with myself if that were to happen.   
 
    “Wait…what are you planning on doing?  Are you trying to get yourself destroyed?  Is that why you wouldn’t explain what your plan was?”  Now he wasn’t just angry, but hurt. 
 
    I’m not trying to get destroyed, but there is a good chance that I won’t make it.  If I do survive, I don’t want you to throw your life away for no reason.  There’s nothing else you can do right now – you’ve already done enough with delaying them. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    No, Shale.  If you’re nearby, I might not be able to do what I need to survive.  You have a decision to make: Leave now and live, giving me a chance to succeed; or be stubborn and stay, almost certainly dying and reducing my own chances to pull through. 
 
    He was silent as Tacca watched her doom descending on her, passing through the last few rooms without hindrance, entering her vast and empty Boss Room.  “Fine,” her Dungeon Assistant finally responded – and flew back at full speed through the rooms he had just spent nearly a half-hour delaying the deadly invaders.  “You had better survive, though, because I still want the chance to yell at you for this.” 
 
    I will do my best.  Try to get somewhere hidden soon, in case the worst happens; having our Bond broken if I get destroyed will hurt more than anything you’ve experienced before and will leave you quite helpless.  That was certainly an understatement, as Tacca could attest.  Are you sure you don’t want me to dissolve the Bond? 
 
    “No, because you aren’t going anywhere.  You’re going to pull through, you hear me?” 
 
    I hear you, Shale.  I’ll talk to you soon. 
 
    With that, Tacca shut off all contact with her Dungeon Assistant, putting him completely out of her mind.  It was hard to follow him visually as he passed through her dungeon, anyway, because the effect of whatever the six-armed monster people were doing was still making things a little fuzzy to her perception.  She could still feel where he was through their Bond, but actually seeing him flying through her rooms was difficult. 
 
    It only took the blue-skinned invaders 20 seconds to run to the tunnel leading down to her Core Room, which was concealed by an extrusion of stone that jutted out into the room just enough to hide it from casual observation.  If you looked at it at the right angle, which was basically the opposite side of where the exit staircase was located, you’d be able to see it easily – but for the most part it was invisible.  Obviously not undetectable, at least to the group who were aiming for her destruction; they found it without trouble, passing through the narrow protrusion that was just barely larger than the tunnel connected to it.   
 
    Only to emerge in her final defensive room, which she was hoping would delay them enough for her plan to work.  Tacca did some mental calculations and realized she still needed just over 3 minutes for it to be complete, so she hoped that she had enough time.  If she didn’t, then there really wasn’t anything else she could do – or had time for, which was really the limitation that hindered the most.  Even if she hadn’t just spent most of her Dungeon Force already, there wasn’t enough time for anything to be created that might be of use. 
 
    Unlike when she had been in danger before, she didn’t have a hope of trapping these blue-skinned invaders behind a wall; it was more than obvious that they were strong enough to demolish anything she attempted to put in front of them.  She was actually surprised that they hadn’t just destroyed her Bridge traps that blocked off the easiest access to her Core Room rather than traverse pretty much the entire new section; she figured that whatever they were using to determine her location was taking the open path of least resistance.  Of that, she was thankful; them being there in the first place, not so much. 
 
    Therefore, the only thing she could think of to stop them was highly unconventional, required time to set up, and was extremely dangerous.  She wasn’t even sure she would survive; there was a good chance that if she weren’t fast enough in her reactions, she would be destroyed along with her would-be killers.  That is, if it actually worked in the first place. 
 
    The first step that the lead six-armed invader took into her final defensive room set off one of her powerful Enchantment traps, and the familiar glowing aura surrounded the figure, negating any effect that it might have had.  The second step set off one of her Life-based traps…and her last hope that they wouldn’t be guarded against that was dashed.  The glowing aura still negated the effect – but it also dimmed quite a bit as a result. 
 
    A few more steps did absolutely nothing to the blue-skinned monster person as it focused on Tacca’s 5 creatures wearing enchanted armor at the far end of the room.  However, the sixth step finally did something: it extinguished the glow entirely, and the powerful Confusion-based Enchantment took hold of the invader’s mind. 
 
    She could see it stop even as the others came up behind it, walking safely through the path that was now clear of traps; each trap could only be activated once, so once the lead monster person triggered them they were basically inert.  However, stopping caused the others to spread out to either side of the lead invader, triggering their own traps as they rushed ahead and past.  The confused blue-skinned would-be killer seemed to shake off its confusion and raced after the others, a faint glow around it again. 
 
    It didn’t last long, however, nor did the glows of the others as they triggered trap after trap after trap.  There were some more Enchantment traps activating on each of the invaders, though for the most part they seemed to shrug them off as they continued, only a dozen feet from Tacca’s creatures, who were settled in a defensive formation that seemed natural to them – for the Dungeon Core hadn’t instructed them to do that.   
 
    Finally, one of the monster people touched one of the Life-based traps without the protection of the glowing aura – and the results were spectacular.  Between one step and the next, it ballooned up to twice its original size, with muscles sprouting on top of muscles all over its body; at the next step, it was at least three times its size…and then it imploded with a wet *pop*, collapsing in on itself and skidded forward dead.  A few seconds later, the muscles and strength that it had gained deflated, leaving behind the corpse of the six-armed behemoth of a person. 
 
    The others either didn’t notice or were having problems of their own, because they didn’t stop; one after another, they each hit their own Life-trap and imploded—and here I thought they would explode—with the last one getting so far into the room that it collapsed and landed on one of her Human Fighters, crushing but not killing it because of the enchantments inside.   
 
    I did it—well, almost.  Four of the blue-skinned invaders were dead, but the purplish-colored leader was still alive; it was standing, watching what had happened to its comrades from the entrance of the room with an unreadable expression upon its face.  When the last of the blue-skinned monster people perished, the purplish one rushed forward, following the exact pathway of the lead invader, down to the precise placement of steps – which was unfortunate, because it avoided a few of the traps that had been missed the first time around.   
 
    When it got to the corpse of the lead blue-skinned monster person, it leapt forward at a run, passing over the body, and landed in the middle of her creatures’ formation, which was already in a little bit of disarray because one of the Human Fighters was trying to extricate itself from underneath the body of another monstrous person.   
 
    There were a few traps nearby still, which were activated as the purplish-colored leader moved around and started hacking and slashing its way through Tacca’s creatures.  The enchantments on their armor prevented a lot of Physical damage – but they weren’t invulnerable; the sheer force of being pounded into the ground by each strike of a mace or a hammer, or being sent across the room by a slice of a sword, started to take a toll on them.  Within a minute of getting back up after suffering through attacks that would’ve sent almost anything else to the grave, their armor started to break apart from the abuse, shattering the enchantments upon them at the same time.   
 
    A single smack against its leg with a mace from her Gnome Healer – which did absolutely no damage, glowing aura or not – and an arrow that bounced off of the purplish-colored leader’s eyeball were all the attacks that her creatures got off before their armor failed and broke apart, which left them without any defense.  Within seconds of that happening, all of her remaining defenders in the room were destroyed, their armor – for the most part – now just piles of useless junk.   
 
    Consequently, there was nothing preventing Tacca’s doom from walking right into her Core Room.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    I still need a little more than a minute!   
 
    The leader of the six-armed invaders walked with a purpose into her Core Room, visibly bracing for an attack that didn’t come.  There wasn’t anything to hurt it, after all, because her Core Room, just like more than half of her new dungeon section, was completely empty.  There weren’t any hidden traps, no creatures waiting to pounce from ambush, and no clever ploys to keep the monstrous purplish person contained until it ran out of air or starved to death.  No, the only thing visible other than her Core near the upper edge of the room were two small, brown pouches sitting in the middle of the floor. 
 
    Contrary to what every other Dungeon Core did with bottomless bags – as in, absorb them – Tacca had kept them.  She wasn’t exactly sure why she had done that, at the time; thinking back, she assumed that she was probably going to hold them to give as rewards to her 2 Bonded Hill Dwarves, Sterge and Gwenda, at some point.  While she couldn’t re-key them for access to their contents, those two certainly could do it for themselves. 
 
    Almost as if she had summoned them, she felt those 2 Hill Dwarves walk through her entrance up above.  She had trouble concentrating on them, however, because of the interference brought by the purplish invader staring at her Core.  It paused as it stared unblinkingly at her—huh, it has no eyelids—for a moment before running forward, its arm with the warhammer raised and cocked back a little, ready to throw.  Tacca panicked, sure that her end was coming soon, as she tried to figure out what to do.  She still needed a minute for the rest of her plan to come together, and she had nothing to stop the charging monster from destroying her; if only she had some way to delay—wait!  But will it even work? 
 
    Everything that Shale had tried to do with his Fairy Mana had been blocked somehow, as his Invisibility had faded, and he wasn’t able to Translocate.  Tacca’s own Dungeon Force Regeneration had shut off, and she had thought that her own Fairy Mana had as well – but she hadn’t even tried to do anything with it.  The only thing she used her FM for lately was to share informational screens with Shale, but she hadn’t needed to do that since this deadly and destructive invasion. 
 
    Hoping that whatever entity or force that had cursed her with bad luck was looking away for a moment, Tacca activated her Electrified Pacification Ability.  A field of crackling energy emitted from her Core and spread out quite a distance, enveloping the murderous purple form.  Yes!  It worked!  At first, though, nothing happened; after it took another half-step, the stupid glow appeared again around the invader and it kept running.  She kept it going however, because she had no other option, despite it costing 250 FM per minute to maintain. 
 
    The glow started to fade, but not nearly fast enough.  No, no, no!  Hurry up!  Without thinking about it too hard, she activated her Invisibility, desperate for anything that might work.  She felt herself disappear, and saw the six-armed monster person stop and hesitate for no more than a second, before it cocked its arm holding the warhammer back even further and brought it forward— 
 
    —only to have it stop in mid-swing, just a fraction of an inch before it would’ve been released.  The glow around its body was gone, and Tacca’s Electrical Pacification was taking hold.  Even then, it wasn’t altogether perfect; she could see the straining of the invader’s purple muscles, and it was moving ever so slightly, fighting the Ability that was supposed to be quite potent – at least according to what information the Pacification Ability imparted to her.  It was moving in slow-motion, trying to walk forward and was succeeding – she was just glad that it couldn’t move its arms fast enough to throw something.   
 
    Instead, it dropped its sword suddenly with a flexing of its fingers, and started to reach for its chest – right where the metal…thing…was strapped to it.  She was more than convinced by that point that whatever was causing all of the problems with her Dungeon Force not regenerating – as well as the fuzziness in her view and muted senses of the rest of her dungeon – was being caused by that object.  Inch by inch, its hand crept closer to grabbing the metal thing on its chest, and Tacca wasn’t sure what would happen once the invader reached it. 
 
    Come on, come on.  Suddenly, a simple Root Fox appeared right next to one of the bottomless bags on the floor, followed quickly by a Forest Wolf next to the other.  A few seconds later, a Kitsune Archer and a Barbaric Werewolf appeared next to the Fox and the Wolf.  Immediately, a light connected the Fox and the 5-foot-tall figure of the Kitsune, which looked almost like a short Elf – but with large reddish ears on top of its head, long vibrant red hair hanging down its back to its waist, where a large bushy tail emerged from its Ragged Leather armor.  The Flimsy Pine Bow it was holding didn’t look very powerful, but then again she wasn’t expecting the creature she placed there to actually attack the purplish invader. 
 
    Half a second after the bright light of a connection between those two, another bright light emerged from in between the Wolf and the Werewolf.  The Werewolf was a frightening creature; it stood 7 feet tall, had a deep, deep black fur color all over its body, saliva dripped from its powerful and deadly-looking jaws, and had claws that looked capable of shredding leather armor like it was nothing.  Again, though, it wasn’t there to attack the monstrous person – it was there for another purpose altogether. 
 
    The intensity of the light, the “synergy energy”, quickly began to brighten until it was hard to look at.  It wasn’t quite at the point where she was expecting it to explode – in the same sort of shockwave she had previously experienced with the Gnoll and Hyena – when Tacca felt a lurch in her Core and her Electrical Pacification Ability was abruptly cut off.  She hadn’t run out of Fairy Mana, however; the purple figure had finally reached the metal object on its chest and it was almost as if a solid wall slammed in between her and her Dungeon Assistant Abilities.  What is that thing?! 
 
    The six-armed killer didn’t hesitate this time; it cocked back all 5 of the arms still holding a weapon and brought them forward, launching all 5 weapons at her Core.  If even one of them hit her, she would shatter into hundreds of pieces, but there was nothing she could do – she was out of options.   
 
    Her perception of the world seemed to slow down as she watched the implements of death spinning towards her Core.  She hadn’t noticed before, but there was still blood staining each one, likely from the Raiders outside that were slaughtered with brutal efficiency.  It sure is strange what I notice when I’m just about to die…again. 
 
    Suddenly, the light from the synergy taking place behind the purplish invader reached a crescendo, and an explosive wave of force shot out from both pairings before impacting the bottomless bags and rupturing them.  She had originally thought about using the bags to enhance the explosion of synergy force, because she wasn’t confident that force alone would be enough to kill these six-armed beings.  Tacca was happy to see that her gamble had paid off; she hadn’t been confident that the wave of synergy force would be enough to tear into the bags and release the magics inside – and hopefully make the entire explosion stronger.  
 
    Unfortunately, everything seemed to happen all at once.  The explosive wave was indeed amplified by the escaping magical energy of the bags; as a result, it was propelled so quickly that the weapons were still flying towards her Core when the wave slammed into the monstrous, six-armed, purplish person and disintegrated it from back to front, including the metal object on its chest. 
 
    In that fraction of a split second, she felt her connection with the rest of her dungeon come back – but it was so much information she couldn’t even begin to process it.  Instead, Tacca used the dregs of her Dungeon Force – that she had been saving – to use her Teleport function, targeting her old Core Room; she was originally planning on going as far up to the entrance as possible, but at the last moment she saw that the Bonded Hill Dwarves (and a larger group of others she didn’t recognize) were in the room where the group of Raiders that had been slaughtered in her dungeon were located.  She would’ve used the Teleport option before, but there just happened to be an invader blocking her from moving to another room behind it; now that it was dead, she could move. 
 
    Sadly, Tacca hadn’t factored in the boosted speed of the explosive wave when it was amplified by the ruptured bags, because she wasn’t even sure what would happen.  She watched in horror as the thrown weapons started to disintegrate just inches away from impacting her Core, and her Teleport initiated as she felt her Dungeon Force sucked away to power the ability – but it was too late.  She felt herself start to disappear from the room just as the wave of force hit her— 
 
    —and the world faded away. 
 
      
 
    *         *          * 
 
      
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    A blurry streak had shot over their heads and everyone ducked involuntarily, but whatever it was had already flown through the tunnel they had just emerged from. 
 
    “I think…that was a Dungeon Fairy,” Jesper said slowly, looking towards the way they came.  “I’ve never seen one before, but I’ve heard that every dungeon has one.  No one really knows what they do, and very few actually see them – because they’re supposedly able to turn invisible.” 
 
    “Well, what was it doing here?  And why did it look like it was running from something?” Francha, the Merchant Raider, asked worriedly.   
 
    They all looked at each other, and the fear and anxiety Sterge had already been experiencing ramped up to a whole new level.   
 
    “I have no idea, but I’d say that it doesn’t bode well for us – or for this dungeon,” the red-clad Clan representative finally answered.  “I think we’ll explore one more room, then I think we should leave.” 
 
    “What happened to determining whether or not there is any danger to The Village?” Gwenda asked. 
 
    “I’m beginning to think that there is a danger to your village, and it would probably be wise to evacuate immediately.  I don’t know for sure, but I think that whatever killed our people outside is here to destroy this dungeon’s Core; if it is strong enough to do all this, what’s to stop it from continuing its rampage down the mountain.” 
 
    That sounds like a reasonable assumption – but I sincerely hope it isn’t true.  Sterge didn’t have any argument against that, however, and the sight of what might have been the dungeon’s Fairy escaping in haste made him even more worried.  No one had any reason to refute Jesper’s words, either, so they agreed with him to explore one more room.  They had already gone through the first room and hadn’t seen anything except some blood droplets where their resident Blood Mage had pointed them out quietly to them all, and other than some trampled plants – which was strange in and of itself, because he’d personally seen that damaged plants inside of the dungeon seemed to regenerate themselves automatically – there hadn’t been anything of interest.   
 
    Now the second room was done being checked, and the third room was where they were going to stop if they didn’t find anything.  Sterge was perfectly fine with that, though, because the further they went the more uncomfortable he felt.  What made it worse was the discovery that his Dungeon Sight Ability didn’t work the way it did before; technically, he could activate it still, but nothing really showed up in his vision.  It could’ve been because there weren’t any monsters or traps anywhere near, but he felt there was something else affecting it – though he couldn’t put his finger on exactly what it was. 
 
    In the tunnel leading to the third room, he heard some exclamations as those ahead of him found something.  It didn’t take him long to find out what exactly it was they found: A group of Raiders that had been in the middle of a delve.  The scene didn’t affect him as much physically as it had outside, despite there being some gruesome wounds, but the fact that they were still there certainly worried him even further.  Everyone knew that anything left behind in a delve, including the bodies of those that perished, was quickly absorbed by the dungeon…somehow.  No one knew the exact way they did it, but that they did it wasn’t in question.  For these bodies to still be there meant something else was going on. 
 
    “You can see from their orientation that they were facing towards the entrance tunnel of this room, so what ended up killing them came from that direction,” Jesper reported softly.  “Though at this point, I really don’t think that is in doubt.  What I still can’t understand or figure out is what exactly is doing this – and why?” 
 
    Anders, the other Raider working for the Minister, spoke up.  “Can you confirm that it wasn’t the dungeon itself that did this?” 
 
    Jesper thought about it for a moment, before he shook his head slowly.  “Unfortunately, I still can’t rule it out – though this still seems like something way beyond what it should be capable of.  And to do this in the first place doesn’t make sense, especially killing everyone outside; it’s a known fact in the higher Raider circles that dungeons don’t benefit from the deaths of anyone outside of their entrance.  The massacre up there was therefore done for absolutely no reason, as far as a dungeon is concerned.” 
 
    Anders hmphed.  It was a strange sound coming from the Hill Dwarf, which he followed up with a statement.  “Not good enough.  I have express orders from the Minister to determine the guilt of this dungeon, and to destroy its Core, if we discover that the dungeon was behind this senseless slaughter.” 
 
    The others just looked at him like he was crazy – including Francha.  “What?  Why wasn’t I told about this?”   
 
    “You didn’t need to know, that’s why.  Now, I’d rather not go alone to find out, but I will if I have to.” 
 
    “You have no authority here, Anders; you can’t just go around destroying Dungeon Cores—” Jesper started to say, but something suddenly felt off to Sterge, who raised his hand. 
 
    “Hold on, I think—” 
 
    A wave of something just barely visible shot through the room, slamming into everyone gathered inside.  The next thing Sterge knew, he found himself flying through the air before smashing into the far wall with a painful *crunch*.  He landed on the floor next to Gwenda, who had apparently slammed into the same wall as he had; as he lifted up his head to check up on her, he felt a piercing pain in the left side of his chest.  I think I snapped some ribs.  And my left arm as well, he noticed as he gingerly tried to move and pick himself up.  All concern was forgotten as he looked over at his best friend groaning in pain and holding her own left arm.   
 
    “Gwenda!  Are you alright?” he called out, trying to mask the pain in his voice. 
 
    “I…I think so, but I’m pretty sure my arm is wrecked.  You?” 
 
    “Same here, though I think a few ribs were broken as well.”  Sterge moved to sit up and fell back with a cry, as it was getting hard to breathe.  He closed his eyes to concentrate on something else, trying to ignore the sharp stabbing agony coming from his ribs.  
 
    A hand on his chest surprised him so much that he jumped, causing even more pain to radiate through his body.  “Hold on there, you’ve got internal bleeding.”  Sterge opened his eyes and saw Jesper squatting down in front of him, staring at the Hill Dwarf’s chest with intense concentration.  A few moments later, the pain in his chest started to dissipate a little, though it didn’t leave completely. 
 
    Jesper let out a deep sigh and pulled his hand away.  “I’ve stabilized you for the moment, but my Abilities can only do so much.  You’re going to need to see a Healer of some kind when we get back, because while I can repair your vital organs and stop the bleeding, I can’t mend broken bones.  For some reason, we forgot to bring a proper healer with us.” 
 
    “Gwenda!  Is Gwenda going to be okay?” 
 
    “She’ll be fine – I already checked on her before I got to you.  Everyone else is okay as well, with minor injuries; I think you’re the only two who got seriously hurt, because of your lower Raider Level.”  That’s a relief. 
 
    “Well, it looks like you got your wish,” Jesper said suddenly.  Sterge was confused for a moment, but when he looked at the slightly disheveled Clan representative, he wasn’t talking to him.  The red-garbed Blood Mage was speaking to Anders, but it still didn’t make sense – until he noticed that the ambient light in the room was rapidly beginning to fade.  Not only that, but the trees and other plants in the room started to wither away and disappear; suddenly, the rich soil underneath his palms disintegrated at his touch, and he found himself sinking down.  In less than a minute, it was completely dark in the room and he was sitting on a cold, dark stone floor. 
 
    Luckily, two of the Raiders had Amulets of Illumination, which helped to brighten up the room – though cave was probably more of an apt description.  Sterge sucked in his breath at what he saw – or more accurately, what he didn’t see – and he felt a sharp pain stab at his chest again. 
 
    It was gone.  It was all gone: the trees, the plants, and even the dirt that previously filled the floor – it was as if it never existed.  All that was left over was a plain, unadorned cave of stone. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked in a whisper, though he was pretty sure he knew. 
 
    “The Core of this dungeon was destroyed, that’s what happened,” Jesper answered, using the same volume of voice.  “We need to get going, before whatever did this comes back up.” 
 
    It was destroyed?  Just like that? 
 
    Sterge was in a daze when someone helped him up and they started their way out of the dungeon.  Every room they passed was the same as the one they just left – completely bare and empty of anything.  Either it was the pain from his arm and chest still making his mind a little slow, or he just didn’t want to believe it, but he couldn’t process what had happened.  
 
    The outside was bright when they finally emerged, and looking at the sun in the sky he realized that only about 10 minutes had passed since they entered the dungeon.  So much has happened in the last hour that I’m having trouble understanding.  Their world had been turned upside-down when the dungeon had been found; now that it had been destroyed, it felt like it was happening all over again. 
 
    Sterge looked back at the entrance, which looked as dark and empty as it was throughout the entire dungeon.  With a shake of his head, he turned back to the others and heard Jesper say, “Let’s go.  We need to hurry and get everyone to evacuate as soon as possible.  I don’t know what did this – and I don’t want to stick around to find out.” 
 
    The Village Chief could only nod his head as he started down the mountain, lagging behind with Gwenda as they nursed their injuries.  “What do we do now, Gwenda?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Sterge.  I just don’t know.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Council Leader Malachite flew through the doorways of the Council chambers, stretching and yawning as he continued to wake up.  I’ve got to start getting more than an hour’s sleep once a week.  He knew that probably wasn’t going to be likely with the way things were going, but he could always wish, couldn’t he?   
 
    Head Instructor Lapis and some of the others Malachite had brought into the Council – at least on a temporary basis, once he figured out where the rest of the normal members were – had been constantly visiting with those Dungeon Assistants who had survived the destruction of their Cores over the last few weeks, so it had been up to the Council Leader to help run things while they were away.  That had been the official reason for his supreme lack of sleep, of course, but in reality it was because he had trouble sleeping even when he was exhausted.  Worry and concern over his Dungeon Fairies, the Dungeon Cores they were assisting, and the fate of the entire world weighed on his mind.   
 
    Thankfully, over the last month, the number of Cores that were being destroyed had fallen to only 1 per week; still way too many to be comfortable with, but it was certainly an improvement.  With that good news came an equal amount of bad: Every Core that had been destroyed had taken their Assistant with them.  Of all 23 Fairies who had managed to escape being killed over the last year, every single one of them had been released from their Bond to warn the DPRC of the danger to their Core; whether the ones who had perished had either voluntarily refused to break their Bond or the Core refused to break it was still unknown.   
 
    Some other useful information came about from the investigations, or at least that was what the Head Instructor said he had compiled after listening to all of the survivors’ stories.  That was the reason he had cut his sleep short today, at least, because he was due to hear about it. 
 
    “Ah, there you are,” Lapis said from across the room, beckoning the Council Leader over as if he were some sort of servant.  Malachite pushed the anger born from utter frustration of the situation and little sleep down and away, as he flew over to the Head Instructor to see what sort of news he had. 
 
    Lapis launched into his report without so much as a hello.  “So, from what information we have gathered, here are the statistics regarding everything that could be categorized.  In all 23 of the cases, they reported that the deed was committed by groups of Raiders; this we already knew, but after some more digging we discovered that there were two main types of Raiders that destroyed these Cores.  In 9 of the cases, the culprits were groups of 8 to 10 typical Raiders, usually much stronger than what the dungeon would be suitable for.  In 13 of the cases, the murderous scoundrels were much larger groups of rough-looking individuals, usually not too powerful, but there were way too many in quantity for the Core to handle.  In one case, the Assistant was told that there were Raiders coming to destroy their Core, but they never actually saw them in person, nor through a remote viewing connection with their Core, and never got a description of them before their Bond was broken and they Translocated away.” 
 
    The way the Head Instructor was reciting all of these facts made him seem a bit impersonal about it all, but Malachite knew that he really cared about all of his students, be they survivors or those who had died.  The fact of the matter was that he had done a remarkable job, and now they had something to go on.  “Very good, Lapis; that certainly—”  
 
    “Oh, but there’s more,” the Head Instructor interrupted him unapologetically.  Malachite swallowed the anger that threatened to burst out of his mouth in a bout of verbal abuse – and he nodded, as he didn’t trust himself to speak.  “After going over all of the records of the Cores that were destroyed, all but one of them that had survivors were under Core Improvement Level 28; the original statistics were a little muddled, as they had been organized by how long each Dungeon Assistant had been in place and not by the Core’s relative CI Level.  The lone outlier there was a CI Level 37, but even that isn’t that too far off in strength from the others – especially when you compare it to those that didn’t have survivors. 
 
    “Of those, all but 2 were calculated to be over Core Improvement Level 40, though some hadn’t had reports in nearly a decade; at DAPS we teach that it’s important to check in every 5 years even if nothing significant happened, so there had been some slacking on the part of the Assistants.  I blame the Cores for that.”   
 
    Of course he does, otherwise it could be a black mark on their teaching ability if they weren’t following the proper guidelines.  It didn’t really matter, though, as any chastisement would be worthless, given that there were no survivors. 
 
    It was worrying that he and the other Council members and their own assistants had missed that vital piece of information.  That none of the Dungeon Assistants made it out alive from the more powerful dungeons was something that should’ve been alarming – though even now he had no idea what it could mean.  While it was more likely that the Assistants that were Bonded to a Core that powerful would want to stay with their Cores until the end, he couldn’t and wouldn’t believe that all of them had chosen to do that.   
 
    “Furthermore, while there was no direct correlation between the locations of those Cores that had been destroyed when viewed as a whole, when you break it up between survivors and non-survivors, a clearer picture is revealed.  All but 2 of the Cores with survivors were located within the most populous areas of the continent of Abenlure: right inside what I’ve heard is called the ‘Girdle’ by some of the Raiders.  Or at least that was what it was called over 1,000 years ago – so that might have changed by now.”   
 
    Lapis seemed to be rambling for some reason, but the Council Leader thought it was probably because the Head Instructor was excited to have found out some useful information. 
 
    “Regardless, nearly all of them were located near the center of the continent, with the outliers sitting a bit further away – but close enough that they could easily fit into the same subset.”  As he described his findings, Lapis floated over to the map and started gesturing to the general area where most of them had been found.  Malachite lifted up a little higher and he could definitely see what the Head Instructor was talking about.  The continent of Abenlure was a bit flared to the north and south, and it narrowed towards the center – which was where at least 70% of the mortal races on the continent lived.  It was also where quite a few dungeons were located, more so than other areas, so that didn’t necessarily mean anything. 
 
    “Yes, but—” the Council Leader tried to bring that point up, but was interrupted again – to his extreme displeasure.  Having two leaders in the same building working on the same project isn’t healthy for our relationship.  Or his own health for that matter – because I’m this close to strangling him. 
 
    “I know what you’re going to say, but if you look at the data from the non-surviving Assistants – and their Cores, of course – you’ll find that all but 1 of them completely avoided the ‘Girdle’ altogether.  They are scattered all over the continent in no discernable pattern, in all different locales, and—oh, no,” Lapis said suddenly, pointing to the southern part of the map. 
 
    There was a relatively faint light on the northern edge of the Wentrylock Mountain Range – and it was starting to blink.  Not another one!  He remembered when that one had appeared a little over 2 years ago, and it had caused a little bit of a stir since no one could remember any Dungeon Cores ever being located in either the northern or southern mountain ranges before.  It wasn’t out of the ordinary for a Core to show up someplace odd like that, though, as there had been some that showed up in the middle of the ocean before, but this had been recent enough that he remembered it. 
 
    “There goes your theory, Lapis.  That Core there is very new; in fact, it took almost a year for a Dungeon Assistant to actually stay Bonded with it for more than a few seconds, because it remained entirely uncooperative and kept dissolving the Bond over and over.  Actually, if I remember correctly, Lily had sent our little helper there…”  He trailed off as he thought about the whole situation. 
 
    “What helper are you talking about?” 
 
    Malachite shook his head as he watched the light of the Core blink faster and faster…before it disappeared completely.  “Huh?  Oh, uh, Tacca, obviously.”  Is that just coincidence?  Is it possible that some of these Cores that were destroyed had some sort of connection with Tacca GloomLily? 
 
    “I can see you thinking exactly what I’m thinking, Malachite.  But…how?  Why?  What exactly is going on?” the Head Instructor asked.  The Council Leader just shook his head again, as he had no answers.   
 
    Both of them fluttered over the map for a while, silently contemplating whether they had missed something.  They had already gone through all of the records concerning who their little helper had contact with, and apart from this one that had just been destroyed, they couldn’t find any sort of correlation or connection.  Tacca hadn’t ever visited the Cores herself as far as they could tell, she hadn’t ever met the Dungeon Assistants that were helping those Cores, and the very few times she had a run-in with any Fairies near the DPRC were with Assistants that were still alive and with their Cores.  Other than Lily, unfortunately, but she had disappeared with every other Council member and DPRC employee at the same time. 
 
    There was a commotion at the entryway of the Council chambers and one of the Instructors that had come with Lapis poked her head in.  “Council Leader?  There’s someone here who insists on speaking to Lily.  I tried to tell him that she’s away at the moment, but he is insistent.  He says it has to do with something about his Core in the southern mountains.” 
 
    Malachite glanced down at the map at the same time as the Head Instructor.  Lapis beat him to it, however.  “Send him in.”  The Council Leader nodded his approval towards the Instructor at the door, before he turned back to Lapis, who was already mumbling under his breath.  “Well, it’s another outlier…still fits within my theory…survivors were Bonded to a Core under a certain Core Improvement Level….” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Malachite saw a Fairy fly inside, his dark-gray hair in complete contrast with his Mood Clothes, which were such a jumble of different colors that it was hard to tell what the frantic-looking Dungeon Assistant was feeling at that moment.  Probably a result of his Bond being dissolved and the loss and confusion that comes with it.   
 
    “Hello!  Where is Lily?  I need some help!” the Fairy started to shout, and both Malachite and the Head Instructor waved him over. 
 
    “Shale?  Is that you?” Lapis asked as soon as the obviously exhausted Fairy flew closer. 
 
    “Head Instructor Lapis?  What are you doing here?  Never mind, it’s not important; I need help—” 
 
    “Calm down, calm down; we already know.  Now, this might be a shock to you, but your Core was destroyed.”  The Head Instructor had his hands around the young Assistant’s shoulders in a comforting manner, providing much needed sympathy that Lapis was much better at conveying than Malachite ever had been. 
 
    “Wait, what—?” 
 
    “Now, I need to ask you some questions so we can try to figure out what happened.  Did your Core do anything to warrant being destroyed?  It seems unlikely for one so young, but it happens.” 
 
    “Uh, no; why are you wasting time, we need to—” 
 
    “How long after the attack began did your Core dissolve your Bond?  Did you get a good look at the Raiders that did this?”  Lapis was back to his investigation mode, and Malachite could tell he was mentally ticking off all of the questions on his list – all while trying to keep the young Assistant’s mind off the hurt he must be feeling. 
 
    “Huh?  Wait, I don’t think you understand—” 
 
    “What’s not to understand?” 
 
    The young Dungeon Assistant seemed to not really understand what had happened.  “Head Instructor, maybe it would be prudent to give him a few minutes to come to terms with what just occurred.  He just lost his Core, after all.”    
 
    “WOULD YOU JUST LISTEN TO ME!” the frantic Assistant shouted so loudly it startled both the Head Instructor and the Council Leader.  It had been so long that anyone had spoken to him at such volume that Malachite was speechless – and so was Lapis, apparently, as the young Assistant continued without interruption.  With a softer voice this time, at least. 
 
    “I don’t know what you think happened, but you’re wrong – her Core wasn’t destroyed.” 
 
    Malachite finally got his voice back.  “The map doesn’t lie, boy.  We saw the light go out, ourselves.” 
 
    “I don’t care what that showed…because my Bond with Tacca’s Core was never broken.  It’s still there, though I can’t sense exactly where she is – which is why I need help.” 
 
    That didn’t make sense.  When a Core was destroyed, the Bond was always broken – because it couldn’t exist without both a Dungeon Assistant and a Dungeon Core.  Either the Assistant was delusional from the sudden loss (especially if the Bond wasn’t dissolved before the Core was destroyed), or he was lying.  He had plainly seen the light go out—wait…did he say Tacca? 
 
    Before Malachite could say anything, the Council Leader heard Lapis gasp and he figured that the Head Instructor had realized what the young Assistant had said.  When he looked over, though, Lapis and the other Fairy were looking down at the map below them.   
 
    Right at the extremely dim light that appeared in the southern mountain range.   
 
    “Shale…it looks like we’re going to have a very long conversation.”  Malachite couldn’t help but agree with the Head Instructor. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Tacca drifted in and out of consciousness for what seemed like years, as her soul was ripped apart and put back together over and over again.  The only saving grace through the whole ordeal was the fact that there was no pain at all, just a vast, empty expanse where her scattered thoughts and awareness stretched out in all directions with no end in sight.  Is this some sort of afterlife?  Is my soul to be eternally ripped apart only to be put back together again? 
 
    She experienced a bout of sadness over her situation, because she really was hoping to have survived the explosion.  Who knew that would happen when those bags ruptured?  She had only been hoping that the magic in those innocuous-looking pouches would make the explosion strong enough to kill the invaders, but so much was unknown about them that they were unpredictable when messed with in that way.  The only reports in the past of Cores trying to access them using brute-force applications of Dungeon Force varied in result, and none of them had used as much energy as she had with the DF-based synergy explosion. 
 
    Regardless, it had worked, even if it worked a little too well.  All of the blue-skinned invaders – and even the purplish-skinned one – were dead, and that metal thing strapped to its chest was destroyed; not that she had lived long enough to revel in her victory.  Her one consolation was that Shale had managed to get away, and had likely been far enough away to have avoided being hurt by the explosion – though she had no way of knowing how powerful it ended up being.  With how much energy was pushed into the wave, blowing up half of the mountain where her dungeon was located was a distinct possibility.  She wondered if her Bonded Hill Dwarves had survived, but she was also currently in a place where she couldn’t really care about them all that much. 
 
    Eventually, something changed in her perpetually bland and strange existence.  Hazy waves like the waves of heat she occasionally saw coming off of stones on a hot and sunny day surrounded her consciousness, and she felt what she considered her…self start to stretch and condense – like someone or something was kneading her soul like a hunk of bread dough.  Again, it wasn’t necessarily painful; if anything, it was weird and uncomfortable.  This went on for she knew not how long, until the “kneading” stopped – only to be replaced by a sudden, powerful contraction. 
 
    That was when the pain started. 
 
    Tacca had thought that the pain of having a Bond involuntarily broken was bad; that was later eclipsed by the pain of her soul being sucked into a Dungeon Core.  This pain she was experiencing was like the two pains combined, though in this case the agony and torture was all mental since she didn’t have a body to experience that pain.  Somehow, that only seemed to make it worse. 
 
    Her mind almost snapped from the experience, and all she wanted was for it to end.  Thankfully, after what felt like an eternity of suffering, every sensation suddenly ceased.  She thought she had finally – and officially – died, but the sheer fact that she was actually thinking that put that theory to rest.  The abrupt transition from experiencing a whole lot of pain, to nothingness, and then to suddenly seeing stone walls around her probably helped as well. 
 
    Where am I?  The place where she found herself didn’t look familiar; it was a large, spherical-shaped room that was probably 200 feet across if she was measuring distances correctly – and it was completely bare of any type of decoration.  The only distinguishing difference along the perfectly smooth stone walls was what appeared to be a tunnel carved into one section, leading off to…somewhere.  She tried to push her awareness down the tunnel, but she quickly found that the whole of her world was confined to the one strange room. 
 
    It probably has to do with how hazy and wavy everything in here looks.  It was like looking into rippling water running down a stream; everywhere she looked was slightly distorted, almost…warped.  Is this what those accounts of Cores trying to access bottomless bags meant by warped?  Or is this just an extreme version of it? 
 
    She had no way of answering that, and there was nothing she could do to break out or see anything beyond where she was.  In fact, she couldn’t even pull up either her Core or her Dungeon Assistant Status screens; when she tried to pick a creature to create, and then a trap to place, nothing happened.  Using her Fairy Mana to do anything – if she still had some, that was – produced no results, either.  What is going on? 
 
    There were only two things that she knew for certain: One, she was still a Dungeon Core; viewing herself from the room, she could see that she appeared as normal as usual, though every single crack in her form was entirely gone, repaired after whatever it was she had gone through.  Whether or not everything else was the same still, though, wasn’t something she could tell quite yet. 
 
    The other thing that Tacca knew was that her Bond with Shale was still intact.  She could feel it still there; it was like standing in an otherwise empty room with your eyes closed, but you could somehow sense that someone was there with you.  While she was aware of it still existing, she couldn’t pinpoint exactly where he was and couldn’t communicate with him.  It was as if the outside world ceased to exist out of her little bubble. 
 
    That’s actually a good description, I guess.  I know about other dimensions and how we as Dungeon Fairies can move in between them, but also that it is something that is very rarely done – because it is very dangerous.  Could this be some sort of…pocket dimension?  Her thoughts went a step further.  Are those bottomless bags tapping into another dimension as well?  Is that why Dungeon Force and the “synergy energy” react with it so strongly? 
 
    She had no answers for any of that, and there were too many unknowns for her questions to be anything more than conjecture.  As everything she knew about alternate dimensions she had read in a book that may or may not have been trustworthy – as she had found it in the library section that was usually reserved for more questionable material – she didn’t really know enough about the subject to be confident in her assumptions.   
 
    It also didn’t help with figuring a way out of her predicament. 
 
    If she had been able to experiment with Dungeon Force or Fairy Mana, albeit that being a bit dangerous with all of the unknowns, she thought she might be able to find a way free.  As it was, she was a floating Dungeon Core in the middle of a spherically shaped room with no ability to do anything.  I guess that this beats being in that vast expanse with no physical presence and my soul being stretched and shaped in uncomfortable ways.  She could at least look around here…at stone, stone, and more stone.  Even the tunnel was made from stone, though it was extremely dark, and she couldn’t see more than a few feet.  Normally, light levels didn’t matter much to her because she could perceive everything in her dungeon with or without light; that she couldn’t see down the tunnel, likely meant that it wasn’t part of her dungeon. 
 
    She didn’t know precisely how long she was stuck in that room, looking at her Core and the stone walls, before something started to change.  It was easier to keep track of time there than it had been in the featureless expanse, but without much in the way of external stimuli, it was hard to know exactly how long she was floating there alone.  Her best guess, though, was that it was anywhere between 2 and 3 months. 
 
    The waviness in the room started to fade gradually, and definition came back to her world that Tacca didn’t even realize she was missing.  The stone of her walls quickly became much clearer, she could see just a tiny bit further into the tunnel than she had before, and even her Core appeared different.  Where she had seen the cracks having been repaired and completely gone before, now she could see that her Core had some additions to it.  While not damaged, per se, there were faint etchings in the crystal-like outer shell of her form, lines that crisscrossed perpendicularly and covered the entire Core.  She had no idea exactly what that meant or what it was supposed to be, but it didn’t seem to be harming her. 
 
    After what she guessed was about a day, the waviness in her room faded to the point where it stopped – and it stopped abruptly.  Like a bubble *popping*, the world slammed into her consciousness so quickly that her mind staggered from the overwhelming onslaught.  The first thing she picked out from all of the information flowing into her was that she was located in her dungeon still, right where she had been when facing down that purplish, monstrous person.  She couldn’t be exactly sure, but it appeared as though the explosion had been so powerful that it had eaten away all of the stone (and everything else) in a perfect sphere around her Core Room and defensive room where her traps and enchanted armor creatures had been.  At some point, the sheer destructiveness of the explosion had faded enough that it didn’t consume her entire dungeon, just anything within 100 feet of its epicenter.   
 
    Her mind flowed through the tunnel to find her Boss Room untouched, and as she quickly flowed through the adjacent room she found them just the way she left them – except that all of the Environmental Objects, including rock, dirt, and trees, were completely gone.  Not only that, but the Rotating Stone Bridges that she had placed to act as a way to open and close tunnels were missing, having disappeared when she was no longer “connected” to the dungeon as a whole.  This also meant that the exit staircase going up to the surface was open, though that didn’t really matter at that point, since no one was inside of her dungeon. 
 
    No one alive, at least.  The only thing she found in her dungeon other than rooms made from stone were the desiccated and rotting corpses of 5 people in her third room down from the surface.  Thinking back, she remembered that the blue-skinned invaders had slaughtered the group of Raiders delving through her dungeon at the time; obviously, no one had come back to retrieve the bodies.  She was also glad that there weren’t any others, as it probably meant that Sterge and Gwenda had probably made it out alive. 
 
    As she instinctively absorbed the bodies, she realized that all of her access to her Dungeon Force had returned!  Her Fairy Mana was also at her figurative fingertips, though both that and her DF were low; apparently, she had been empty of each resource and they were now regenerating.  Regenerating normally, and not like a brand-new Core or Dungeon Assistant.  A quick look at her Statuses showed that everything appeared to be exactly the same as it had been before she had…well, she wasn’t exactly sure what had happened to her.  Regardless, it was almost as if she had left and come back at the exact moment she had disappeared from the dungeon, because her countdown of 15 days was still in effect. 
 
    The only difference, however, was how many CIPs she had accumulated…which was far more than she remembered. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvement Point Awards 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Variable Conditions 
  
      	  Potential CIP 
  
      	  Current 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rooms Constructed 
  
      	  Size 
  
      	  1 – 50 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Traps Installed 
  
      	  Complexity 
  
      	  1 – 20 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Monsters Created 
  
      	  Levels 
  
      	  1 – 20 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rewards Placed 
  
      	  Valuation 
  
      	  1 – 50 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Presence 
  
      	  Time 
  
      	  1 – 5 
  
      	  258 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Deaths 
  
      	  Quality 
  
      	  100 – 10000 
  
      	  26600 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    26,000?!  What?  Why?  The only thing she could think of was that the six-armed invaders had counted as normal “Raiders” despite them being anything but the norm.  If she had to guess, 4 of the blue-skinned ones had been worth 5,000 CIPs and the purplish one was worth 6,000; the other 600 were from the singular death earlier in the month and the complete group wipe caused by those same invaders.  The realization that the monstrous people weren’t even worth the maximum amount of CIPs made her question whether or not it was accurate; she couldn’t imagine something even stronger passing through her dungeon. 
 
    “Tacca?  TACCA?  Are you there?” 
 
    Shale?  Is that you?  She had been alone with her thoughts for so long that she latched onto his voice like a lifeline.  I’m so glad that you made it out safely.  Where are you? 
 
    “Where have you been?  I couldn’t find you for months,” he responded, sounding a little distracted.  “Never mind that, we’ll be there in just a moment.” 
 
    We?  What are you talking about? 
 
    There was no answer, but she found out what he was talking about a few moments later when she felt him suddenly arrive very close to her senses; it was only as he arrived just outside of her entrance that she realized he had been quite a distance away.  If she had to guess, he had been at the DPRC.   
 
    In through her entrance flew Shale in the lead, followed by someone she recognized and immediately wanted to swat out of the air: Head Instructor Lapis.  While he hadn’t been the worst of her Instructors while at DAPS, he was certainly up there on the list of Fairies she despised.  What is he doing here? 
 
    Shale didn’t answer right away, but she was distracted by the arrival of another Fairy behind the Head Instructor.  She recognized him immediately from descriptions of the DPRC Leader back in school, though she had never seen Council Leader Malachite in person before.  He was somewhat of a legend, as he was reportedly the longest-living Dungeon Fairy currently in existence.  As the figurehead of the Council, Malachite was the only one there was public knowledge about, though even that public knowledge was fairly limited. 
 
    If the leader of the DPRC was there, then Tacca had to acknowledge that things were going from bad to worse.   
 
    “Tacca…I had to tell them everything.  They needed to know what had happened to you – as far as I knew, at least – and about those blue-skinned monsters that attacked you,” Shale told her finally, sounding apologetic in her mind.  She couldn’t blame him for revealing everything to the DPRC, especially when she had essentially “died” and was missing for so long. 
 
    I understand.  You did what you had to do. 
 
    “But there’s something else.  Apparently, you aren’t the only one to have been attacked; you and I are, however, the only ones that survived to tell the tale.  I got lucky, I think, but we still don’t know how you weren’t destroyed.”  
 
    I really wish I knew that, too.  Tacca had those theories about dimensions and the warping of space around her Core Room, but that still didn’t explain how she wasn’t shattered.  It also didn’t explain where the etchings around her Core came from, or why she was stuck in a “bubble” for at least a few months, according to Shale.  There were a lot of unanswered questions, and she wasn’t sure if she would ever discover their answers. 
 
    It didn’t take long for them all to fly down to her newly expanded Core Room, especially since everything was illuminated again as part of her dungeon.  Without the Bridge traps to act as blockages, after passing through her old Core Room their route was almost a straight shot to her location.   
 
    “Tacca, is that really you in there?  Young Shale told us what happened to you and I still have trouble believing it.  I know you can’t communicate with me—” Malachite started to say as soon as they got close, when Tacca had a thought.  Her Dungeon Force had regenerated enough for her to try something she had wondered about for a while… 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Bond Results: 
    
  Bonded Targets: 1 
    
  Locked Abilities(s) Obtained: 13 (select for more information) 
  Abilities(s) Granted: Core Communication 
    
  Creature Type Unlocked: Dungeon Fairy 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Hmm…interesting.  She wasn’t even sure that would work, because she had secretly tried it on Shale soon after she learned about what her Bond did – but nothing had happened.  She had assumed at the time that it was because she was already Bonded with him in a different way, and she hadn’t had a chance to test it out on any other Fairies. 
 
    “Tacca?!  Was that you?” the Dungeon Core suddenly heard in her head – and it certainly wasn’t her Assistant’s voice. 
 
    Um…yes? 
 
    “What did you do?!  How?”  Council Leader Malachite looked shocked as he instinctively backed away from her Core. 
 
    I’m assuming that Shale told you how I have the Ability to Bond with the Raiders that delve through here?  I just wanted to see if it would work on you, because I couldn’t test it on Shale…and I guess it worked. 
 
    Malachite shook his head in disbelief.  Out loud he angrily said, “Of all the—didn’t you think that might be just a little bit dangerous?” 
 
    “Wait, what’s going on,” the Head Instructor asked, confused.  Tacca’s hatred for the Fairy spiked and she had serious thoughts of creating a Root Fox above his head that would snatch him out of the air as it fell past and then eat him.  That she didn’t do it was only because she noticed that the two newcomers to her dungeon had a Repellant Shield and some other type of Shield she thought might be defensive in nature.  It was likely she wouldn’t be able to hurt Lapis unless she caught him unaware and unprepared. 
 
    “She…Bonded with me somehow – like how her Assistant told us she could do with the Raiders.  And now I can communicate with her.” 
 
    Head Instructor Lapis immediately turned to her Core and demanded, “You must Bond with me, too.  I need to be able to communicate with you to get the answers to my questions.” 
 
    No, I don’t think so.  I hate him. 
 
    That got the Council Leader to laugh.  “Looks like your treatment of her when she was under your care has come back to bite you in the butt there, Lapis.  She’s refusing to Bond with you because she hates your guts.”  Tacca didn’t actually say that, but it was a fairly accurate assessment.   
 
    “Why, you little—!” the Head Instructor shouted before he approached her Core like he was going to smash her to pieces.  Fortunately, her Dungeon Assistant was there to stop and even physically pull her hated enemy back out of range. 
 
    “Stop, Lapis – that isn’t going to get us anywhere,” Malachite said forcefully to the Head Instructor, who slowly calmed down.  Then the Council Leader turned back to her Core and spoke out loud, instead of communicating mentally.  “I know how he treated you, and while I can’t excuse his actions, I’m asking you – as a favor for me personally, as well as the Council – to Bond with him as well.  As annoying as he can be at times—” he said with a smirk, which caused Lapis to stare angrily at him— “I believe that he is our best chance at figuring out what is going on all over the world.  With your help, we can hopefully discover where these things that attacked you came from, and put a stop to future attacks.” 
 
    There was obviously some sort of rivalry between the Council Leader and the Head Instructor, which was a bit amusing for Tacca to see.  They weren’t things – they were people; monstrous-yet-intelligent people, but people, nonetheless.  
 
    “Fair enough, but what about my favor?” 
 
    As much as she wanted to keep denying him, the seriousness in his voice – from the Council Leader in charge of all Dungeon Assistants no less – and the knowledge that other Cores were being attacked pulled at the Dungeon Fairy in her.  She had studied and trained for so long to help Dungeon Cores as an Assistant, that the thought of other Cores and their own Assistants having to suffer what she had just gone through was difficult to ignore.  As much as she wanted everything to be about her, her personality was one where she wanted to help everyone.  Well, not Lapis, but everybody else. 
 
    Fine – but you definitely owe me that favor. 
 
    It was distasteful, but she Bonded with the Head Instructor and gained another 4 Locked Abilities – whatever that meant.  She would have to discover what that meant later, however, because Lapis immediately started in on his questions.  They came one right after another in quick succession, and she answered as fully and honestly as she could – there was no point in holding anything back, as Shale had already shared most of what he knew with them already.   
 
    As much as she hated him, Tacca had to admit that the Head Instructor was extremely thorough in his questioning and brought out details of the entire encounter that she hadn’t even thought about at the time.  Shockingly, she was even a little disappointed when he said he was finished with his questions and that he needed to get moving and do some research regarding what he had learned.  Without even a goodbye, he moved off and Translocated away, and she immediately lost all sense of where he was; the Bond with the Head Instructor and Council Leader were obviously not the same as the one she had with Shale.  For which she was thankful, especially when it came to Lapis. 
 
    “I must be going, as well.  After you were…destroyed or whatever it was that happened to you, there was a complete halt in the attacks for quite a long while.  About a week ago, however, we had another one occur under circumstances like yours, so I want to be in the Council Chambers to monitor the map.  I’ll definitely be in touch, Tacca.” 
 
    And I’ll definitely be asking for that favor, Council Leader. 
 
    He just smiled sadly and flew off a little way from her Core, before Translocating away.  Soon enough, she was left all alone with Shale, who had barely said a word the entire time the other two were there.  Those two were a bit intimidating with their presence alone, so she could quite understand. 
 
    “You aren’t mad at me, are you?” 
 
    What?  No, of course not.  This was probably the best outcome, when I really think about it.  As much as it felt a little naughty keeping these types of things from the Council, it feels better about getting it all out in the open.  Well, most of it, anyway. 
 
    He looked relieved and a little confused.  “What did you keep back?  It sounded to me like you told them everything.” 
 
    Not much, honestly.  Mainly just the fact that when I Bonded with them I acquired a Dungeon Fairy as a creature I can create now, as well as 17 different Abilities. 
 
    His eyes practically popped out of his head.  “17 Abilities?  What are they?” 
 
    I’m not sure yet; they say they’re “Locked”, so I may not be able to use them yet.  Regardless, I’m bound to discover what they are in the future. 
 
    He just shrugged, before he smiled softly at her Core.  “Thank you for keeping your promise and staying alive, Tacca.  I missed you these last four months.” 
 
    Four months?  I was gone that long?  It seemed like a lot less than that. 
 
    “Yes, it was quite aggravating, in fact – feeling that you were still alive and not being able to find or communicate with you.  It was made even worse when the countdown toward my Rank increase completely stopped – as if our Bond was suspended in time or something.  I even flew in here when you were gone, hoping to find you, but there was nothing here; it was just a dark, empty cave like the rest of your dungeon had been,” he said sadly.  Then he perked up a bit.  “So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    Plan?  Well, I guess it’s time to rebuild.  Maybe make a few improvements on what I had already, but I think the basic structure I already had in place worked well enough. 
 
    “What are you going to do with all of those CIPs you acquired?”  Tacca had explained to the Head Instructor and the Council Leader how much she had obtained from the deaths of the six-armed invaders, and they were equally worried that they weren’t worth more. 
 
    I’ll probably save most of it until I can figure out what I’m going to do after the section I was working on is done.  Just using enough of it to fully stock and maintain everything without too much difficulty. 
 
    “Sounds good.  When do we start?” 
 
    I guess now is as good a time as any…. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Sterge walked slowly up the mountainside, Gwenda at his side with a determined hitch in her stride.  She was using her staff as a walking stick, as she had since they arrived back at The Village earlier that week – just in case, she had said.  He had given in and worn his armor and was carrying his shield and mace, even though he doubted they would need it; when his best friend asked him to do something that didn’t really matter one way or another, however, he was more than happy to oblige.  What is a little more sweat nowadays, anyway? 
 
    After the disastrous events more than 6 months ago, when dozens of Raiders had been slaughtered by some unknown enemy upon the mountainside and a full group had been killed inside the dungeon, the entire village had been evacuated.  It caused some angry protests from those who were next up on the list to delve through the dungeon, but when it was revealed that the dungeon’s Core had been destroyed by someone or something, and that the mysterious entity was theoretically still around, the protests stopped quickly enough.  The ones whom Sterge felt the worst about forcing to leave were his fellow villagers, because they were going to have to uproot their lives – once again – and move away from what they had built. 
 
    All of the funds that they had accumulated over the months that the dungeon had actually been in operation were divided amongst all of the village members, at least – and it wasn’t a small sum, either.  They had more than enough to move somewhere quiet and settle down for the rest of their lives – as long as they didn’t live extravagantly.  Despite the money, they weren’t necessarily happy about it, but there really wasn’t anything they could do; by decree of the crown – when news of what had happened reached royal ears – no one was allowed south of Heftington for the next 6 months.   
 
    While it still seemed a bit too close for comfort, Gwenda convinced Sterge to stick around Heftington until the ban was lifted.  He could certainly understand her wanting to stay close by, though, because the lease from the crown was still active.  Before the other villagers left to settle down elsewhere, they signed over their part of the lease to her for another small payment; they considered the land to be basically worthless to them now, since they were afraid to go back because of the danger.  While it didn’t beggar them to acquire the lease for themselves, Sterge and Gwenda had been forced to live a bit lean for more than a month.   
 
    Until their payment from the Raider Delving Clan came in.  Since the dungeon was no longer there, the arrangement for a tenth of a percent of the 5% loot tax was closed and the final (and only) payment was delivered: 15 silvers and 8 copper.  It was actually quite a large haul considering that the dungeon hadn’t even been open that long, but with the quantity of Raiders going through every day, it added up quickly.  With that amount of money, and scrimping on a few things, they were able to live comfortably in Heftington without having to do more than help out with some work every now and again to supplement their savings. 
 
    “So, tell me again why you wanted to keep this land?” he remembered asking her about a month after they had evacuated.  “I’m beginning to doubt we’re going to find very many volunteers to come there and help us farm.  And with the dungeon gone, there’s not much draw for anyone else to visit – so those Inns are going to sit empty.” 
 
    “Well, for one, we don’t need to work the entire land to keep the lease from the crown,” she had told him, referencing the clause that the land had to be used for some purpose and not left empty – the ban notwithstanding.  “The two of us can work the land like we used to.” 
 
    “Yes, well, what about us being Raiders now?  We already lost the rest of our group when we decided to stay here in Heftington – which I completely understood at the time and don’t fault them for leaving – but with our…uh…Abilities…I’m sure we can make some good money delving through a few other dungeons.” 
 
    He remembered that she had shaken her head with a little smile on her face.  “No, I’d rather not leave right now.  For some reason I can’t explain, I have this need to stay nearby the dungeon.  I know it’s silly, but I can’t help but think this isn’t over.” 
 
    He had felt something as well, but he had put it down to sorrow in having to leave their home – once again – and not because of something else.  “That seems unlikely, Gwenda.  The dungeon was destroyed and it’s not coming back.” 
 
    “I know, but…” she sighed heavily, before going on, “this connection we had—have—with this dungeon – it’s not gone.  I feel it in my bones, in my soul; if it isn’t gone, that means that the dungeon isn’t gone.” 
 
    Sterge hadn’t known what to say to that, especially when he thought he felt something, too.  He honestly didn’t think it was because the dungeon was still there, but he would humor her since she seemed very determined to prove herself right. 
 
    Which was why they were climbing up the mountain right now, following the overgrown path up the hillside and up into the small pass where the dungeon entrance was located.  They had come back almost as soon as they were allowed to, just the two of them, and had spent nearly a week getting things in order.  They had planted a brand-new crop after clearing the remains of the thickly grown dead plants that had frozen over the month-long winter, and they had fixed up one of the Inns that had taken some damage from the weather to live in – since it was much more comfortable than their old houses and even their “Town Hall”.  Once that was done, and only when that was done, did Sterge agree to visit the mountain again to see what was going on up there near the old dungeon. 
 
    “It looks like some animals got to the remains out here,” he couldn’t help but remark when he saw the bones scattered all over the ground outside of the dungeon entrance.  The hike up the trail had been a little scary, since the last time they had been there was under some stressful circumstances, but so far nothing had jumped out at them.  The scariest thing they encountered were the unburied bones, torn gear, and unrecognizable scraps of flesh still near the waiting area.   
 
    There were many less than he had been expecting, especially since no one had been there; originally, a group of higher-Level Raiders was supposed to come to investigate even further, but Trevelyan, the Clan Outpost Leader in Heftington, had told them that it was too much of a risk.  The powerful Elf had volunteered to check it out, but had been called away for some other issue further north for some reason.  Obviously, our problem here is of little importance anymore.  
 
    Gwenda still had her determined look on her face despite the macabre scene – though it was much less horrifying now than it had been 6 months ago – and marched past the bones and scraps without even looking at them.  Instead, she was aiming right for the dungeon entrance that they knew so well—and then she stopped suddenly with a gasp, causing Sterge to look back at her to make sure she was alright. 
 
    She was; in fact, she had a smile on her face as she looked ahead.  Sterge whipped around to stare at where his best friend was now pointing.   
 
    Inside the familiar dungeon entrance was an equally familiar small brown fox, just waiting for them to arrive.  His heart skipped a beat in surprise, and he was so shocked that it took him a moment to realize that there was something different about the wall flanking the entrance on the right side.  Instead of the blank mountainside it used to be, there was the shape of a stylized skull carved into the stone – and he could’ve sworn it was grinning at him.   
 
    What the—? 
 
    “Look over there.”  Gwenda’s words tore his attention away from the skull and the fox standing in the entranceway, to see where she was pointing now.  About 50 feet to the left of the entrance with the fox was another entrance cut into the stone wall of the mountainside, this time with 2 stylized skulls carved to the right of the opening.   
 
    What was even more amazing was that there was a figure standing in the second tunnel leading inside.  Instead of a fox, this appeared to be a person—except that it wasn’t.  It was wearing armor and appeared to be holding a sling in its right hand, but it certainly wasn’t a Hill Dwarf, a Human, an Elf, a Gnome, or an Orc.  It had fur all over the exposed parts of its body, sort of an orange-brown color, with spots speckled over it.  Its mouth and nose looked more like the jaws of an animal— 
 
    “I think that’s a Gnoll,” Gwenda interrupted his perusal of the figure.  Sterge had vague recollections of Gnolls, from some of the stories he heard some of the veteran Raiders recount, but he couldn’t say for sure that was what it was – though it looked fairly similar to what he remembered hearing.   
 
    “How?” was all he could say.  Sterge just couldn’t get any more words out of his throat. 
 
    “I don’t know – but I was right, wasn’t I.  This isn’t over.” 
 
    Now it was his turn to shake his head, because he just couldn’t comprehend it.  He had seen the dungeon die before his eyes, with everything disappearing as if it had never been there.  Now…now he didn’t know what to believe anymore. 
 
    “So, it looks like we have two choices,” she said with a peppy lilt to her voice.  “Door number 1 or door number 2?  What do you think we should choose?” 
 
    Is she serious?  “Uh, I think we should choose option number three – go back and find some more group members.” 
 
    Gwenda just laughed at that.  “Oh, you’re just being silly; where’s the fun in that?”  Then she walked towards the door with the supposed Gnoll, who almost seemed to be waving them in invitingly. 
 
    Ugh.  Here we go again…. 
 
      
 
    The End of Book 2 
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      	  Dungeon Core Status (Before Rebuilding) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Core Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement (CI) Level: 
  
      	  12 
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      	  1749/2300 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  26858 in 15 days 
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      	  50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Primary Assistant Bond: 
  
      	  Shale IronSchist 
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      	  28 per minute 
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      	  Carve Earth 
  
      	  Targetable 
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      	  Place Environmental Object 
  
      	  Targetable 
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      	  Instant 
  
      	  40 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dissolve Assistant Bond 
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      	  1 DF 
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      	  Targetable 
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      	  Creature(s): 
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      	  All 
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      	  Enchantment, Life 
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      	  350/350 
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      	  Novice 
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      	  Name: 
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      	  Fire 0 
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      	  Block 4 (12%) 
  
      	  Light Armor 2 (54%) 
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      	  Abilities: 
  
      	  Forceful Smash (Blunt) 
  
      	  Slam (Shield) 
  
      	  Analyze (Targeted) 
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    The Dungeon Fairy: Three Lives 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand; where did these things even come from?” 
 
    Council Leader Malachite didn’t have an answer for the other Fairy, just as he hadn’t had one since they had gotten back from visiting Tacca’s dungeon.  That still seems strange even thinking about the circumstances that led to a Dungeon Assistant being sucked into a Core; such a thing shouldn’t even be possible.   
 
    Head Instructor Lapis didn’t even acknowledge the silence from the Council Leader – probably because he never really listened to Malachite unless he felt like it.  That’s not really fair; he listens, but it feels like he doesn’t even care what I say sometimes.  It had been extremely annoying at first, but the head of the Dungeon Placement and Regulatory Council was starting not to care so much anymore.  He chose to ignore the self-important Head Instructor as he concentrated on what he did know. 
 
    The Conclave of Sages, composed of the strongest Raiders in the world, had all been slaughtered in their chambers. 
 
    Every member of the DPRC except for Malachite was missing (not killed like the Sages, as far as he could tell), with no indication of where they fled or were taken to. 
 
    For more than a year, there had been a steady destruction of Dungeon Cores, along with their Dungeon Assistant Fairies.   
 
    The Balance Bar floating above the map in the Council room was tipping dangerously towards the intelligent races of Gairth. 
 
    Lastly, and the most concerning, was the sudden knowledge that some force other than Raiders was taking part in the destruction of Dungeon Cores. 
 
    It was this last one that Lapis was speaking of when he questioned what the monstrous, six-armed, blue-skinned people were that Tacca and her Dungeon Assistant, Shale IronSchist, described.  They had appeared out of nowhere, killed dozens of Raiders that had been queuing up outside for the dungeon without difficulty, and had invaded the former Assistant’s dungeon, killing another group of Raiders within, as well.  Not only that, but somehow they were able to suppress the accumulation of Tacca’s Dungeon Force, and later her use of Fairy Mana; again, something that should be impossible.  Dungeon Force originated from the primordial energy that permeated the planet, taken in and used/manipulated by both the intelligent races and Dungeon Cores – though in completely different ways.  It was this use of the primordial energy by both sides that led to the balance that kept the world from tearing itself apart; if one side, such as the current situation with the intelligent races they were finding themselves in, had more power, they would use more of this energy in a certain way that would cause an imbalance.  It was only when everything was in balance that the world would exist in harmony. 
 
    Something was upsetting that balance in favor of the Raiders, and it wasn’t something that Malachite knew enough about to reverse the trend.  Neither did Head Instructor Lapis, which was why the other Fairy was practically ripping his hair out trying to understand.  The head of the Dungeon Assistant Preparatory School didn’t like the ignorance he was suddenly plagued with. 
 
    “The way I see it, there are two possible explanations,” Lapis went on, speaking to himself as much as he was the Council chambers.  “One, these blue-skinned individuals are from a previously unknown and undiscovered race of intelligent people living – again, somehow unknown – somewhere on Gairth.  How they had gotten so strong by using magically superior enhancements without having visited any of the dungeons around here is a mystery, as well as the reason why they have waited this long to reveal their presence in such an unorthodox way.” 
 
    The way Lapis spoke about the deaths of numerous Dungeon Fairies and the destruction of their Cores sounded as if he didn’t care about them, but Malachite knew he cared deeply.  It was just his way of distancing himself from the situation so that he could think clearly, without emotional attachments. 
 
    “Or, what I think is more likely, is that they are not from Gairth at all.” 
 
    That got the Council Leader’s attention – it was something he hadn’t even contemplated before now.  That’s probably because such a thing is almost as inconceivable as a Fairy being turned into a Dungeon Core. 
 
    “Where do you think they’re from, Lapis?  Another world?  Another dimension?  I can’t say that I’ve heard of anything like this before.” 
 
    The Head Instructor thankfully had been listening, as opposed to lately when he seemed to be lost within his own thoughts and appeared to block out the world around him.  “No idea, unfortunately.”  He shrugged.  “Without more information, it would be premature to promote any assumptions.” 
 
    Malachite just sighed, sensing that they were still lost in their cycle of mystery surrounding these six-armed people.  “Fair enough.  It’s a moot point, anyway, because it really doesn’t matter where they are coming from.  What matters to me more is why they are doing what they’re doing.  That’s what doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    From the Council Leader’s conversations with Shale while he was frantically looking for his Core that he believed was still alive – and which wondrously ended up being true – Malachite had gotten a better understanding of the current social and economic environment on the continent of Abenlure.  At least, he had gotten as much information as the rattled Dungeon Assistant had managed to gather without endangering himself unnecessarily.  It was something that Malachite realized he had been neglectful of over the last few millennia; he had so rarely involved himself in anything other than the regulation and operation of Dungeon Cores that a bit of it came as a surprise to him. 
 
    Namely, that there were now 2 major factions inhabiting the continent, though on the surface they were both Raiders.  One faction was the same sort of organization he had been dealing with for thousands of years, ever since he had been appointed Council Leader: the Raider Delving Clan.  These were who he was used to hearing about or seeing, and was what the ruling Conclave of Sages had consisted of; they were the typical individuals who rose from the ranks of nothing to become the most powerful of all, delving through dungeons tens of thousands of times over the years.  They were a rough lot for the most part, but that was to be expected based on the experiences and hardships they had gone through to get to where they were. 
 
    The other faction, however, was a relatively new power in the world.  While their origins weren’t exactly new, the Ministry of Merchants had obviously risen quite a bit in power and influence over the last few centuries.  The description of the group of low-Level Merchant-Raiders that had come into Tacca’s dungeon, equipped with gear that was enchanted with resistances that should’ve been far out of their ability to acquire, was worrying.  The fact that Tacca had summarily trapped them in a room they couldn’t get out of was also disturbing, but he also couldn’t fault the former Dungeon Assistant for defending herself.  That was technically what Dungeon Cores were all about, after all. 
 
    If that had been all, he wouldn’t have been all that concerned.  Rises and falls in power were typical of the mortal races, and such occurrences usually didn’t matter in the long run; what the Raiders and those like them did outside of the dungeons that Malachite was responsible for was their own business.  It was only when they involved themselves in his business that it became an issue, and the last year and a half had shown that it was rapidly becoming a problem. 
 
    Based on information gathered by Head Instructor Lapis and Dungeon Assistant Shale, from interviews with Assistant survivors and through safe observation, it was proving likely that the Raiders and Ministry of Merchants were at war.  Not an open battle, as if they were on a large field and were charging at each other, but a war of attrition – and the Dungeon Cores and Fairies that were their targets were the victims.   
 
    What better way to weaken the enemy but to remove their support?  It’s a known aspect of delving through a dungeon, after all: A group was only as strong as their supporting members.  Whether it was in the form of a healer or any of the myriad of other supporting Raider Classes, those that did all of the creature killing wouldn’t be able to survive for long without their help.   
 
    In this case, the “support” that both the Raiders and the Ministry of Merchants was undermining with their clandestine efforts were the dungeons under the control of the other faction.  That was a bit of an abstract concept, of course, because no one actually controlled the dungeons other than the Cores themselves, but access to a dungeon from the outside could certainly be regulated.   
 
    The fools don’t understand what they’re doing!  And without the Conclave of Sages to stop them, they are going to keep eliminating the dungeons that are allowing them to stay powerful, as well as providing a means of wealth.  The Sages certainly could’ve stopped both factions if they had learned about it in time, but with them all dead…there was nothing stopping the slaughter. 
 
    Except, thankfully, the Core destruction from sources that could be identified as coming from either faction had essentially died off after the attack on Tacca’s dungeon.  Malachite wasn’t exactly sure why, but he suspected that word traveled fast about the attack that led to the deaths of both Raiders and Merchants, as well as the Core – as far as they knew – and a shaky ceasefire was called.  The Council Leader had hoped that the situation would stay that way, as there hadn’t been any other deaths since the occurrence; a few weeks ago, however, a week before Tacca in her Core reappeared, another dungeon was destroyed, along with its Dungeon Assistant.   
 
    Since the former Assistant-turned-Dungeon-Core had come back, the destruction was only increasing. 
 
    “Do you think it will continue like this?  Do we have any eyes up there?” Lapis asked him, and Malachite had to think for a moment. 
 
    In the end, all he could do was shrug.  “I have no idea, but if the pattern over the last few weeks continues, then it’s more than likely,” the Council Leader said sadly, looking at the northern part of the continent of Abenlure.  While the attacks seemed nearly random when they started a year and a half ago – despite Lapis discovering a correlation – there was nothing random about this new series of attacks.  The northern Dungeon Cores were being systematically invaded and destroyed, with no survivors or witnesses.  “We have no other sightings of these blue-skinned people whatsoever, and if there were any type of representative of the mortal races near or in the dungeons, they were killed.  It was as if they were silenced to prevent knowledge of who perpetrated the attacks from spreading.” 
 
    Lapis looked at the map as well, before turning to Malachite and giving him his full attention for the first time in weeks.  “Can we start pulling them out now?” 
 
    The Council Leader gave the question more consideration this time than the first 50 times he had heard it from the Head Instructor.  The DAPS Leader was a softy at heart, which made his question more a demanding request than a gentle inquiry – but it was understandable when it came down to those that used to be his charges.  What he was asking would be unprecedented in the history of Gairth, even dozens of millennia ago when the overall world situation was a bit more chaotic. 
 
    Pulling out hundreds of Dungeon Assistants from their positions was certainly something that Malachite never thought he would have to do. 
 
    It wasn’t all of them, of course, only those in the northern part of the continent.  Every dungeon located above the “Girdle” – the middle part of the continent – would be evacuated of their Fairy Assistants, so that there wouldn’t be any more loss on their part.  If the Cores didn’t break the Bond between them on their own, then Malachite and those helping him in the DPRC, such as Lapis, could manually break the Bond – though it usually took a few hours to complete.  Which was why they were thinking about preemptively moving them all out before an attack, where they could still manage to enact a Bond-severing before it was too late. 
 
    All because they couldn’t see any other way to save them. 
 
    Malachite, in a desperate attempt to Translocate into range to see if he could help the Assistant escape when one of the lights started to flash, discovered that there was some sort of protection around the entire area; his Translocation started, but almost immediately shut down, which was something he had never encountered before.  He knew from Shale’s report that the distraught Dungeon Assistant hadn’t been able to Translocate away when the blue-skinned monster people had arrived, and it seemed as though this applied to Translocating in, as well.   
 
    Every Fairy in an Assistant position had been informed of the sudden attacks, and to be on the watch out for them – not that it had done much good to those that had been killed in the last few weeks.  Recalling every single Assistant from every dungeon was a drastic choice, as it would leave every Core without their valuable assistance, but it had been one that he had been considering over the last few days, especially with Lapis questioning him about it every other hour.  Now that there seemed to be a pattern, and an obvious one at that, Malachite knew it was time to implement some sort of evacuation plan – within reason. 
 
    “Yes, Lapis,” he finally said, but stopped the other Fairy from running off right away with a hand on his shoulder.  “But not all of them; I only want regions 22 through 35 recalled, as those are in the sweeping pathway of these mysterious invaders.  If there are any changes in the pattern, we’ll deal with it then.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    The Council Leader firmly squeezed the shoulder of the Head Instructor, cutting him off.  “I know you want them all brought back safe and sound, but we also have a responsibility here.  As it is, there are going to be nearly 200 Cores in those regions that won’t have an Assistant for however long this lasts, and even asking those ones to break their Bonds with their Fairy will be difficult.  Leaving them unsupervised at this point in time is a big risk, as you well know, but I’m going to do everything I can to save as many Fairies as I can.” 
 
    He made no mention of the fate of the Dungeon Cores, because there was nothing they could do to save them if these invaders attacked.  They couldn’t move the Cores from their dungeons, after all, nor could they relocate somewhere else.  Abandoning them to their destruction made Malachite physically sick, because it felt like a dereliction of his duty and responsibilities; however, he also had a responsibility for the Fairies under his charge, and they were something he could save. 
 
    “…Understood.  I’ll see to it, using my students from DAPS again to relay the messages.” 
 
    The Council Leader only nodded as he turned back to the map, noticing another light starting to flicker and dim to the north.  He was about to mention it to Lapis, but the Head Instructor was already frowning and scribbling something in his notebook.  As the leader of the Dungeon Assistant Preparatory School finished, Malachite saw him wipe a tear away from his cheek as he called out to some of the other Instructors from his school.   
 
    I know just how you feel, Lapis.  He still hadn’t had any clue yet as to where the rest of the Council had disappeared to, and their absence made him want to cry and rage in frustration at the same time.  He felt more helpless now than he had since…well, ever.  There just wasn’t anything he could do, despite searching in his free time all over the world for any sign of their presence.  Or their corpses, even if that wasn’t the ideal situation; the not-knowing was somehow worse than if he had come back to find them all slaughtered as horridly as the Conclave of Sages. 
 
    It’s like they completely vanished….  Looking down at the map again, he couldn’t help but glance to the far south in the Wentrylock Mountains.  There, farther south than any other dungeon by dozens of miles, was a single light nestled near the edge of the mountain range.  A few months ago, the light had disappeared, vanishing as Tacca’s Core had been destroyed in an attack.  Or so he thought, as it had reappeared shortly afterwards, dim—but alive.  Now, it was bright and seemingly getting larger by the day.   
 
    I wonder – will we find the Council alive somewhere as well? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Tacca watched Sterge and Gwenda, the pair of Hill Dwarves that the former Fairy had Bonded, walking up the hill leading to her dungeon entrance.  Entrances, actually.  There were now two of them, each one leading to a separate section of her dungeon, marked with some fancy-looking skulls carved into the outer façade of the mountain where her Core was located.  The original entrance, denoted by a single skull as her system for identifying the easiest difficulty, still had a Root Fox stationed just inside the passageway to indicate that it was ready for another group of Raiders to enter.  The second entrance was a little further down the face of the mountainous slope, this one with 2 skulls (because it was more difficult) and a Gnoll Scout standing there casually, again waiting for the next group of Raiders to enter. 
 
    They had both been waiting there for months.  Just like Tacca had been. 
 
    “You can’t really complain, though, can you?  You certainly needed the time to get your dungeon back in shape.” 
 
    Yeah, I can’t say the time went to waste.  Shale IronSchist watched, along with Tacca, as their first visitors observed the remains of the Raiders that had perished outside of her dungeon.  Since they weren’t inside her influence, she couldn’t absorb them to clean up, and no one had visited since the events that nearly led to her destruction.  In fact, with her Dungeon Assistant’s help and information-gathering trips, there hadn’t been any people within at least 15 miles of her dungeon over the last 6 and a half months.  Of course, she had only been present for the last 2 and a half months, as she had been in a kind of “limbo” for the first 4, but it sure seemed like longer to Tacca GloomLily. 
 
    “You’re not really going to let them delve through your newest section, are you?  I mean, there are only 2 of them – and they don’t appear to be much stronger than they were when we last saw them.”  Her Bonded Assistant had a point, but she was already way ahead of him. 
 
    I had hoped that they would be the first ones back, but I couldn’t be sure.  Now that they are here, and there is more at stake than just obeying some rules and regulations, I’m taking matters to the next level.  As the pair of Hill Dwarves discussed their plans to enter her newest section, she prompted her Gnoll Scout to gesture invitingly to them with its paws.  She couldn’t communicate with them very well out there, so it was imperative that they be inside before she did anything else. 
 
    “I…don’t disagree, actually,” Shale said after she explained what she was doing, as she was doing it.  “Whether or not they believe you is something to be considered, however.” 
 
    If anyone is going to believe me, then it’ll be these two. 
 
    Tacca worked furiously to finish what she was working on before they arrived, and managed to complete it just as Sterge took his first step into her dungeon.  For the first time in what felt like forever, the Dungeon Core experienced the small “tingle” of pleasure from their presence; it wasn’t actually their presence that was pleasurable, but instead it was the knowledge that she was finally gaining Core Improvement Points from a source outside of what she could create internally.  Strangely, I’ve missed having Raiders in my dungeon. 
 
    “Are you absolutely sure about this, Gwenda?” Sterge asked as soon as he cautiously walked inside, the Gnoll Scout stopping 20 feet in front of him when he didn’t progress more than a few steps.  “We have no idea what this entrance is, after all.”  The Hill Dwarf in the lead looked at the Gnoll further ahead of them and frowned.  “And why is that thing just standing there?” 
 
    “I have no idea, Sterge; it’s probably just showing us the way or something.”  Gwenda shrugged, before continuing, slapping the Melee-focused Hill Dwarf on the back.  “As far as this dungeon, I think we did pretty good the first time we ventured into the unknown, don’t you?” 
 
    Sterge sighed, looking at the other Raider with a put-on expression on his face.  “Uh, we almost died, Gwenda – or don’t you remember that?”   
 
    “Oh, I remember.  But we’re much stronger than we were back then, and it’s important to check out this new entrance.” 
 
    You’re definitely not strong enough to face what’s down here.  She wished that she could communicate with the two Hill Dwarves mentally like she could with Shale or even the Council Leader – she refused to even think of Head Instructor Lapis, since she still hated him for what he had done to her at DAPS – but that wasn’t to be.  She wanted to let them know that without a full group of Raiders tackling the second section, or at least more powerful (in terms of Raider Levels) individuals, there was a much larger risk of death than anything in the original section.  Alas, that wasn’t to be, but she had something else planned just a little further inside. 
 
    Sterge sighed again, and Tacca could tell he had given up on trying to change Gwenda’s mind.  “Fine; I do agree that we should check it out, but at the first sign that it is too much for us, we leave.” 
 
    “Sure.  Absolutely.” 
 
    They continued walking cautiously down the tunnel leading further into the mountain, the Gnoll Scout staying the same distance away from them, when her creature suddenly dropped from their view. 
 
    “Whoa!  Where’d it go?”  The leather-armored Hill Dwarf advanced cautiously, obviously expecting some sort of trap, but there wasn’t anything dangerous ahead.  Dangerously fun, maybe, but it wouldn’t hurt him.  “There’s a drop-off here, though it appears sloped instead of straight down.  What do you think it is?” 
 
    “I think it’s pretty obvious, especially if you consider that this might be an additional section of the dungeon.  If I’m not too far off, the first few rooms we’re familiar with are over that way,” Gwenda said, flicking her hands off to her right and a little ahead, indicating that she was referring to behind the stone walls.  “That being said, unless everything has changed drastically, there’s really no other place to put some new rooms…other than down below.”  With that, and before Sterge could stop her, Gwenda stepped off of the edge and promptly slipped onto her butt when her foot hit the polished and slick stone surface of the wide chute leading downwards. 
 
    Sterge just stood there with his mouth open, shocked as the other Hill Dwarf immediately disappeared out of sight as she slid down the curving shaft.  Gwenda screamed in fright at first, but Tacca could hear its tone change from fear to excitement in just a few seconds.  The slope gradually steepened from the gentle decline to one that sped her up even further, as she practically flew down the stone-made slide at nearly insane speeds.  Eventually, the slope leveled out little by little, becoming nearly horizontal; when Gwenda finally stopped, 20 feet before the end of the chute that ended in a blank wall, she was practically laughing.   
 
    Sterge, on the other hand, was screaming in worry and fright as he plummeted after the female Hill Dwarf, banging his face a few times with the shield he held on his left arm when it would smack against the side of the slide.  Tacca felt a little sorry for him, but if he had just relaxed he would’ve been fine. 
 
    That worked better than I had hoped. 
 
    “Gwenda!” Sterge immediately called out when he came to a stop and picked himself up.  “Where are—oh.”   
 
    The Gnoll Scout that had gone first was nowhere to be found, as Tacca had it slide down and disappear down one of the other rooms almost before Gwenda had taken the plunge.  While she could control the Gnoll somewhat near the entrance if it kept a certain distance away from the Raiders, as soon as the pair of Hill Dwarves were inside a room with any of her creatures, it would be difficult – if not impossible – to prevent an attack from happening. 
 
    “That was one of the dumbest—” 
 
    “Sterge—look!” 
 
    Gwenda clearly ignored Sterge’s admonition as she took in the sight of the placard in front of her.  In reality, it was a thin, 8-foot-wide and tall wall that Tacca had hastily constructed when she first saw the pair walking up the mountain, and the Dungeon Core had finished carving words into it just as the Hill Dwarves had entered her dungeon.   
 
    “I knew it!  I was certain that the dungeon didn’t have anything to do with what happened!” the female Raider exclaimed after a few seconds. 
 
    “What are you talking about?”  
 
    Gwenda waved at the large carved placard that Tacca had constructed.  “This is describing the attack on the other Raiders in detail, describing the ones that did it as ‘blue-skinned, six-armed, monstrous people’ that had some sort of magical shield that prevented them from being hurt.  The dungeon, the ‘Core’ it says, was damaged in the process of defending itself and took months to repair back to normal.  It ended up killing the invaders, but—oh, that’s not good.” 
 
    Tacca could see Sterge reading through the information the Core had placed on the large sheet of stone, though he was much slower at it than the Caster.  “What?  What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Here—do you see?” Gwenda said with a shaky voice, pointing to a particular part towards the end.  “It says that while the invaders were destroyed, they weren’t the only ones.  Towards the north of Abenlure, supposedly, these ‘monstrous people’ are attacking and destroying dungeons.” 
 
    “So?  That’s a long way from here; why does that matter?” 
 
    Gwenda put her hands on her hips and turned to Sterge.  “Don’t you remember what they did here?  Did you suddenly forget the corpses of the Raiders that were killed just outside of the dungeon?” 
 
    Tacca, for one, couldn’t forget the frightening scene of slaughter outside of her entrance.  The 5 invaders that had arrived seemingly out of nowhere outmatched even the strongest Raiders that had been nearby, though the majority of them had been low Level.  That didn’t mean that they were invulnerable, but it took literally everything that the Dungeon Core had at her disposal to destroy them, and she had barely made it out of it in one piece.  In fact, it was quite possible that she hadn’t made it out unscathed, as she was still stumped by the etchings all over her Core, as if she had been shattered and pieced back together.   
 
    “No, I’ve not forgotten.  But how do we know, uh, this—” Sterge pointed his finger at the placard— “is even telling the truth?  This could be some sort of trick—” 
 
    Gwenda, thankfully, just shook her head.  “I don’t think so, Sterge.  I also remember what happened to the dungeon when we were inside of it, how everything seemed to just disappear after that shockwave blasted us against the walls.  Even those more experienced Raiders with us, such as Jesper, knew that the dungeon had been destroyed; it’s kind of hard to fake that sort of thing, I would think.” 
 
    “Then how do you explain the fact that it wasn’t destroyed?” 
 
    “I…don’t know.  But I don’t really think that this is some sort of trick, or at least I hope not.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because of this right here,” Gwenda responded, pointing at the very last part. 
 
      
 
    …your current strength, only death will find you if you continue to delve without a group.  Leave the dungeon now, and spread this information as far and wide as you can.  Prepare yourselves, as the invasion is coming. 
 
      
 
    In addition, take these to help with your endeavors, as you will likely need help communicating with the rest of the continent.  Be safe. 
 
      
 
    It was a little heavy-handed, granted, but it was for a good cause.  Through Shale, who had been assisting Council Leader Malachite and Lapis in investigating what was going on (especially lately, as there really wasn’t anything going on in her dungeon), Tacca knew only too well the situation with the loss of both Dungeon Cores and Dungeon Assistants to the north.  While her words sounded as if she was concerned about the intelligent races living around the continent – and in partiality, she was – the former Fairy was hoping that they would be able to help stem the tide of destruction by attacking these invaders directly.  They just had to know about them first.   
 
    True, it was a bit selfish that she wanted to save the Cores and Assistants instead of the intelligent races, but who knew what would happen to them if all of the dungeons were destroyed?  The Council Leader had mentioned something to Shale about all of this upsetting the “balance”, but it wasn’t something of which Tacca was aware.  All she knew was that her people were dying, and she was currently helpless to prevent it.  Except what she was doing by relaying this information, of course. 
 
    “It wants us to leave?  B-but that’s crazy!” Sterge shouted. 
 
    Normally, yes – that would be crazy.  But this isn’t just about me anymore. 
 
    “I really think the dungeon means it—look!”  Gwenda pointed to the two small stacks of things on the floor near the placard. 
 
    One was a stack of pure gold nuggets, each the size of a fist; the other, a much smaller stack of spherical gemstones of different kinds, uncut and raw.  Both of them were possible for her to create due to her Mountain Environmental Access, though she didn’t try to shape them into coins or cut gems.  It was a literal fortune, but Tacca didn’t think it was time to mess around. 
 
    “What?  Why?” 
 
    Despite the riches waiting for them, neither of them moved to pick up the gold or gemstones.  Tacca didn’t understand it. 
 
    “Like I said, I think it’s because the message here is serious.  Why else would it offer more wealth than either of us has ever seen before in an effort to shoo us on our way?”  Gwenda finally moved, picking up two of the gold chunks and putting them into a bottomless bag she now had on her hip.   
 
    “Just two?” 
 
    The female Hill Dwarf nodded.  “Yes; any more and things will start looking suspicious.  I think we can melt these down in Heftington without too much trouble and exchange them in Fiona’s shop without drawing too much attention.  Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    Without another word, Gwenda took off at a run for the recognizable exit passage located on the wall next to the bottom of the slide, completely ignoring the rest of the large room, with its mountainous terrain and different exits branching off to different pathways.  “Just like that?  You’re not going to explore?” Sterge asked. 
 
    “What?  No, not after everything we’ve learned.  There is one thing we still need to do, though.” 
 
    Sterge caught up to the other Hill Dwarf in a few seconds, running with her as they exited out the straight pathway leading outward.  Tacca hadn’t wanted anyone exiting to have to walk all the way back up, as she had originally intended for the exits to join up with the original exit staircase, because it was a long walk up thousands of steps.  Instead, she had the main exit heading straight out from down below, where it would eventually let out about 300 feet below her entrances.  Technically, it was a little bit longer distance to walk, but there wasn’t nearly as much vertical movement this way. 
 
    “And what else, pray tell, do we need to do?” 
 
    Tacca watched Gwenda slowly smile as she answered.  “Why, we need to go down that slide again, of course.  That was the most fun I’ve had in a long time!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The silence once the two Hill Dwarves finally left – after sliding down the chute again – was a bit disheartening, because it meant that Tacca was all alone with her thoughts…and Shale, of course.   
 
    “You made the right choice, even if it isn’t the most beneficial to you right now.”  The Dungeon Core knew her Assistant was right, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t disappointing. 
 
      Unfortunately, that is true.  I’ve already been unlucky enough to get to this point, so I guess there’s no sense in borrowing trouble. 
 
    “Unlucky?  What are you talking about?  You’re still here, aren’t you?”  Shale appeared confused, which was reflected in the changing colors of his Mood Clothes. 
 
    Obviously, but I’m talking about the invasion by those six-armed people. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    You should know, after having worked with the Council Leader and…others…concerning these attacks.  I’m pretty sure it was you that had mentioned that my attack was more than a bit of an outlier compared to those Malachite suspected were instigated by these invaders.  If that isn’t bad luck, then I don’t know what is. 
 
    Shale seemed to think about it for a while, hovering in front of her Core.  “Or you could consider it good luck – on the behalf of the people of this world.” 
 
    Now it was Tacca’s turn to be confused.  I don’t understand – how is what happened to me lucky? 
 
    He spoke slowly, as if he were still working it out in his mind.  “Well, if you hadn’t been attacked – and somehow survived – then we might not have known what was happening.  If you hadn’t figured out a way to kill them, then it might be suspected that they were entirely invulnerable.  If you hadn’t Bonded with those two Hill Dwarves, then the mortal races wouldn’t have the knowledge of what they are up against.  If—” 
 
    Ok, ok – I see what you’re saying, but that just reaffirms my original statement.  Just as luck seemed to be on the Raiders’ sides when they delved through my dungeon, it also hindered my development because of the lack of deaths after a while.  She thought about it for a second, before mentally shrugging.  It’s not like I’m not used to it by now; I guess I have to take the good with the bad. 
 
    Shale huffed in response.  “Tacca, that’s life.  Sometimes you take the good, other times you take the bad, but when you take them both, then you have—" 
 
    I know, I know – but it seems like my good and bad are one and the same for me.  It took Tacca a few minutes to really drag herself out of her sudden rut after her Bonded had left, so she busied herself with looking over her dungeon again.  Not that there was much she wanted to mess with, since her recent additions hadn’t been tested yet, but she could at least evaluate her choices since she had recovered from the invasion by the frighteningly powerful blue-skinned people…. 
 
      
 
    *          *          * 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    Plan?  Well, I guess it’s time to rebuild.  Maybe make a few improvements on what I had already, but I think the basic structure I already had in place worked well enough. 
 
    “What are you going to do with all of those CIPs you acquired?”   
 
    I’ll probably save most of them until I can figure out what I’m going to do after the section I was working on is done.  Just using enough of it to fully stock and maintain everything without too much difficulty. 
 
    “Sounds good.  When do we start?” 
 
    I guess now is as good a time as any. 
 
    There was no reason to wait, of course, but she had to prioritize what she wanted to work on first.  Did you mention earlier that there are no Raiders around?  They think I was destroyed, right? 
 
    Shale nodded, relief still on his face that she hadn’t been destroyed – at least not permanently.  Tacca still didn’t know exactly what had happened or what might be different, but only time would tell, she supposed.   
 
    “Yes, and from my wanderings and investigations of the nearby area, I’ve learned that the village down below was evacuated and there aren’t any people for miles.  Though, from some distant observation, I believe those two Hill Dwarves of yours are staying in the closest town; it seems as though there is some sort of ban on anyone visiting.”  
 
    So I guess that means that it’ll be a while until someone comes back here.  It might even be a long time – months, perhaps.  Is that what you suspect as well? 
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant just shrugged.  “Eh…maybe?  Honestly, unless someone comes to clean up the corpses of the Raiders outside and happens to look in on your dungeon, it could be years before your dungeon is found again.  You can’t really blame anyone for not wanting to investigate, after what happened – can you?” 
 
    Sadly, she couldn’t.  Tacca hoped that it wasn’t years before someone came back to her dungeon, but she would wait if she had to.  Or try to use her Dungeon Assistant ability to Hibernate during that period of time, hoping that she could wake up if someone got close to detecting her presence again. 
 
    What it ultimately meant was that she could do something other than fully restore her dungeon first; something that took priority in her mind over everything else: Protection.  You’re right; it could be longer than I would like, but that gives me an opportunity to protect my Core as much as I can before that. 
 
    “How are you going to do that?  I have severe doubts that you’ll be able to withstand another explosion like the one that both saved you and destroyed your Core.” 
 
    Naturally, I wasn’t thinking about trying that again.  But I did have some success before the explosion in killing them with my traps.  So that will be my priority before I do anything else.   
 
    The room she had been using as her primary defense, filled with concentrated Enchantment and Life traps as well as her creatures with powerful gear, was technically no longer there; the explosion not only killed everything in her dungeon, but it had also created a 200-foot-wide spherical hole from its origin point.  As a result, her “Core Room” was now huge, but she had lost her entire defensive room and the hallway connecting to it from her Boss room.  With a straight shot down her entrance to her Core room, as all of her Rotating Stone Bridge traps that had been blocking off access to different connecting tunnels in her second section had disappeared along with everything else, Tacca was feeling more than a little vulnerable. 
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    After checking to make sure she had enough Dungeon Force – which she did, as it was full at 2,000 – Tacca started to fill in the curved walls of her Core Room with stone, while also digging out another tunnel opposite from the entrance.  Her plan was to create a whole new Core room a little further down and to use her current one as her new defensive room, though it was going to look a little different than before.   
 
    It took a few hours to complete using her Carve Earth ability to dig a long tunnel and a 30ft X 30ft X 30ft room for her new Core Room, while at the same time filling in the previous room with the same stone that made up the mountain range that housed her dungeon.  When that was done, she Teleported into her new “home” – and instantly felt better, even if there were no defenses in place as of yet.  It was almost as if being in that room was suffocating me.  The memories of the attack, the explosion, and the resulting pain as she was shattered—I was shattered, wasn’t I?—haunted her a bit in her former refuge, and getting out of there was like taking a deep breath of fresh air. 
 
    As for her new defensive room, she tightened its dimensions up so that it lost its status as a “room”, being closer to a tunnel than anything.  Widening it up some more, she finally ended up with a space that was 200 feet long and 10 feet high and wide; at that point, it counted as a new room – at least according to her CI Point Awards menu. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvement Point Awards 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Variable Conditions 
  
      	  Potential CIP 
  
      	  Current 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rooms Constructed 
  
      	  Size 
  
      	  1 – 50 
  
      	  9 
  
     
 
      
      	  Traps Installed 
  
      	  Complexity 
  
      	  1 – 20 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Monsters Created 
  
      	  Levels 
  
      	  1 – 20 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rewards Placed 
  
      	  Valuation 
  
      	  1 – 50 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Presence 
  
      	  Time 
  
      	  1 – 5 
  
      	  258 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Deaths 
  
      	  Quality 
  
      	  100 – 10000 
  
      	  26600 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Looking over her upcoming Point Awards, Tacca found that – for the most part – any progress she had made before her dungeon was attacked by those monstrous people had been wiped out, other than “Raider Presence” and the deaths of those inside of her dungeon.  Neither of those totals would likely increase over the next few weeks, unless she was extremely fortunate and someone wanted to visit, but she could certainly add to the rest.  Regardless, it wasn’t necessarily her priority right now, mainly because she already had quite a few Points pending. 
 
    At that point, Tacca spent the next 6 days using all of her available Dungeon Force on traps.  Learning from her previous defensive room, where the six-armed invaders had been able to spread out and bypass many of her concentrated Enchantment and Life traps, the narrower width of the new space would ensure that anything else that intended to destroy her Core would have to pass through most of them on the way.  She also included quite a few traps – 500 to be exact – that were a bit different from what she had done before. 
 
    Instead of a 1ft X 1ft X 1ft square with concentrated effects, most of them she made were a little bit bigger and were about 25% less effective.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Strength Boost Life Trap 
    
  The Strength Boost Life Trap can be placed on any surface and is triggered by proximity.  Any living being passing through the activation range will experience a boost in their Physical attributes – determined by the strength of the trap – for a limited duration of time.  Beneficiaries blessed by the Strength Boost Life Trap cannot retrigger additional Strength Boost Life Traps until the duration has expired.  All traps can be disabled with high enough Disarm Trap skills. 
    
  Cost: 500 DF (-60% Life Specialization) 
  Replacement Cost: 125 (-75% off current cost/Life Specialization) 
  Creation Time: 2.5 Hours 
  Disarm Trap Resistance: 13 
  Activation Range: 0.5ft X 8.0ft X 1.0ft 
  Trigger Proximity: 0.2 ft 
  Physical Attributes Increase: 1500.0% 
  Duration: 5.0 seconds 
  Resistance Category: Life 
  Special Effects: Causes a temporary increase in the physical size and strength of the beneficiaries’ muscles 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    This might seem counter-intuitive, but there were a few things that she had learned during the assault on her dungeon by those scary individuals.  First, the blue-skinned invaders had long legs – and therefore long strides; they ended up bypassing many of the traps by the simple method of stepping over them.  To counteract this, she placed the 0.5ft X 8ft traps running the length of the 200ft-long room, so that they would need to have more than an 8ft stride in order to bypass any.  When they were arranged next to each other, lining the 10ft width of the room, there were 20 of them every 8 feet, and with large enough feet, it was quite possible that an individual might trigger 2 of them at a time. 
 
    Secondly, the extreme strength of the traps had been such that, even with the powerful builds of the invaders, they were overkill.  By reducing the amount of the Physical Attribute increase, the expense of the trap dropped dramatically; now at only 500 Dungeon Force, instead of 1300 like the ones before, they were much more affordable.   
 
    That was the last reason she changed the elements of the traps: Dungeon Force.  After initially creating another 1300 DF trap at the start, Tacca discovered that the previous drain on her Core – as in, the strain and cracking – when she used too much Force at once was now even worse.   
 
    Do you think this is because of what happened to me? 
 
    “I don’t know, but it’s quite possible.”  Shale just shrugged, unable to provide an answer for her.  “I know that you used to have to rest after placing one of your traps that cost 1,300 Dungeon Force, so it could be that you are still recovering and it will return.”   
 
    That wasn’t too reassuring, considering that when she approached using half of her maximum DF at a single time – which was sitting at a total of 2,000 – she felt her Core start to shudder from the process.  Thankfully, no cracks had appeared, but that was probably only because of her caution as she began to feel the strain earlier than normal. 
 
     At least, what had been her normal, which was still different from every other Dungeon Core out there. 
 
    Therefore, with that in mind, she was limited in what she could create.  Spending 500 DF at a time wasn’t that much of an exertion – none, really – so placing trap after trap in her new defensive room wasn’t that big of a deal.  It was a compromise that was necessary, but Tacca thought that the workaround with the altered traps would work well enough.  She also had plans to add even more traps of different types, but that would come in time; for the moment, nearly a week of doing nothing but creating defenses was making her itch to do something else. 
 
    When she was finally able to tackle her upper dungeon again, she was relieved.  Despite Shale being out and about, surveying the area in order to see if anyone was approaching – and finding no one, some Core-ish instinct screamed out to Tacca to get ready for the non-existent Raiders.  It took her no more than a day to fully replace and restock the original section of her dungeon, placing the dirt, ferns, wildflowers, trees, creatures, and traps that had served her so well.  She was accustomed to its layout and decided not to change anything, because it really had worked out well enough that she didn’t think it needed any major changes – other than one set of traps in particular: the pits. 
 
    The Soil-covered Pit Traps cost 1,200 Dungeon Force to initially set up, which was currently past her threshold at the moment.  Instead of replacing them with something else, she decided to hold off on them altogether – at least until she had a chance to increase her maximum Dungeon Force.  While she wasn’t positive that it would make a difference, she certainly hoped it would. 
 
    Everything else, though, was easy enough to put back the way it had been before she had suffered her unfortunate destruction.  Once that was done, she turned her attention to the newer section, from which she had been rudely interrupted before she could finish. 
 
    That was where the fun began. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The rooms that she had initially decorated and filled were still valid enough that she didn’t really change them too much, other than to increase the creatures’ Levels a little to make them a bit more difficult.  Tacca filled the first room with another mountain range, copying what she had before, which had 5 tunnels leading off in different directions.  The next room took advantage of her Mountain Environment with a cliff face that required Raiders to wind back and forth up the 100-foot-tall mountain, all the while having to avoid the Enchantment traps that induced severe dizziness, as well as the 5 Level 6 Cliff Lynxes hiding among the rocky outcrops of the cliff.   
 
    The second room consisted of two hills made entirely of a multi-shaded brown rock that flanked the left and right walls; the valley in between them had close-set trees, stretching off to the exit.  On the hills, 4 Level 6 Mountain Cougars (2 on each side) waited to pounce down on unsuspecting Raiders as they worked their way through the room; hidden inside the mini-forest, 3 Level 6 Forest Wolves were waiting in ambush for their prey. 
 
    Even just those two rooms being filled with creatures started to eat into her Control Limit.  While she had a total of 400 for her Control Limit, the original section required 170 to fully stock it, leaving her only 230 to play with for the next section; she already knew that she was going to have to wait until she could purchase another increase in the Limit to fully fill at least one route through the section, but she could at least do what she could right now – but it wasn’t going to be too much more. 
 
    
    	 5 Cliff Lynx (Level 6) @ 7CL each = 35CL 
 
    	 4 Mountain Cougar (Level 6) @ 8CL each = 32CL 
 
    	 3 Forest Wolf (Level 6) @ 20CL each = 60CL 
 
   
 
    With the rewards assigned to them, she had already spent 143 of her available 230 Control Limit – and that was only with 2 rooms!  That was okay, though, because she knew she would be able to supply enough Control Limit when she went through another Core Improvement increase.  Plus, using the Forest Wolves was a bit expensive when it came to the Control Limit, and it would be one of the last times she would use the Wolves…by themselves, at least. 
 
    The next room was her maze, with high, completely smooth walls that wound through the space, with a 5-foot-wide pathway leading through it.  There were 2 dead-ends, two exits (one of which would be closed, depending on the route through the section at that time), and a dimly lit interior.  This was where she placed 2 powerful fear-inducing Enchantment-based traps, as well as a Level 7 Echoing Hyena and a Level 7 Gnoll Assassin.  As their performance during the invasion by the blue-skinned people had been a success, if ineffective, Tacca wanted to see how they could perform against less-powerful Raiders.  She was planning on adding another pair, but at 12CL and 22CL for the Hyena and Gnoll, respectively, it was going to have to wait. 
 
    The fourth room was the first of those during her reconstruction period that she decided to change.  Whereas it had been, at first, a dense fern-and-bush-filled area where Scrub Lions and Frond Coyotes could ambush the Raiders as they navigated their way through the room, with some of the new synergies she had unlocked during the recent attack, she wanted to test them out.  One of them, the synergy between a Wolf and a Werewolf, was something she wanted to test out later; the other, a Fox and a Kitsune, was something she wanted to experiment with. 
 
    Eschewing the scrubland she was originally going to create, Tacca filled the room with trees.  Adding 20 of them was about the limit, which allowed there to be plenty of space to walk in between…and to be targeted by the half-dozen Level 8 Kitsune Archers she was planning on stationing in the trees’ branches.  As opposed to the Level 1 Kitsune she had created before, the Level 8 Archers had upgraded equipment; no longer wielding a Flimsy Pine Bow, the Yew Bow it was holding would do quite a bit more damage.  When she added in the synergy bonuses from placing at least 10 Level 8 Root Foxes hidden amongst the roots – again, when she had the Control Limit available – they would be formidable, indeed.   
 
    That wasn’t all, however.  Hidden in the pathways between the trees, Tacca placed 5 separate traps, 2 of them positive and 3 negative.  Tacca figured she could switch them up between each Raider group so that no one would be able to memorize which one was which; that was important, because 2 of the traps would be extremely beneficial in defeating the denizens of the room. 
 
    The Life-based traps that she had a specialization for were fairly versatile.  Whereas she had utilized them down below in her defensive room by greatly increasing the strength of whoever triggered it so that they basically imploded, they were most commonly used as a way to give Raiders an advantage they wouldn’t necessarily have.  In this case, she was going to rapidly increase the jumping ability of whoever triggered one of the beneficial traps.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Vertical Jump Boost Life Trap 
    
  The Vertical Jump Boost Life Trap can be placed on any surface and is triggered by proximity.  Any living being passing through the activation range will experience a boost in their Physical attributes – determined by the strength of the trap – for a limited duration of time.  Beneficiaries blessed by the Vertical Jump Boost Life Trap cannot retrigger additional Vertical Jump Boost Life Traps until the duration has expired.  All traps can be disabled with high enough Disarm Trap skills. 
    
  Cost: 400 DF (-60% Life Specialization) 
  Replacement Cost: 100 DF (-75% off current cost/Life Specialization) 
  Creation Time: 0.5 Hours 
  Disarm Trap Resistance: 3 
  Activation Range: 3ft X 3ft X 3ft 
  Trigger Proximity: 0.5 ft 
  Physical Attributes Increase: 600.0% 
  Duration: 30.0 seconds 
  Resistance Category: Life 
  Special Effects: Causes a temporary increase in the vertical jump ability of anyone affected by the trap 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    With the ability to jump 6X higher than they would normally, any Raider affected by one of these Life traps would be able to reach the branches and attack the Kitsune directly.  This would be important, because if there was one thing she knew about Kitsune, it was that they were extremely agile; being able to avoid projectiles like arrows or spells thrown out by the Raiders on the ground would be relatively simple for them.  Not that they couldn’t be overwhelmed by multiple attacks, but it would be difficult to pin them down; physically jumping up into the trees’ branches would help the Raiders immensely. 
 
      Of course, only 2 of the 5 traps she was placing in the room would be beneficial.  The remaining traps would be Enchantment-based, with an assortment of fear, disorientation, and confusion-based effects, strong enough that they would sincerely hinder the capabilities of anyone afflicted with their effects. 
 
    The last thing she did with them was to make all of the traps obvious to anyone passing through.  Giving the Raiders a choice of whether to risk activating the traps was the entire goal of the room, and creating noticeable squares free of any foliage in the dirt pathways between the trees was a way for them to choose without it being a mystery of where they were located.   
 
    Subsequent rooms were filled with environmental objects and traps but no creatures at the moment, because she had all but hit her Control Limit already.  Tacca concentrated on her final room, her Boss Room, which she was planning on making quite difficult for anyone that made it that far.  It was here that she wanted to utilize a Werewolf / Wolf synergy, but it wasn’t going to be filled with Forest Wolves.  Instead, she was going to use the Steppe Wolf, which was a Variant that was at home in a mountainous environment.  While not as agile as a Mountain Cougar or a Cliff Lynx, the Steppe Wolf was able to blend into the dark stone of the mountain range she created in the new section’s final room. 
 
    As for the Level 12 Werewolf Warrior she wanted to create, the powerful creature would be the real challenge of the room.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Werewolf Warrior 
    
  Werewolves aren’t just wolves walking on their hind legs; instead, they are frightening combinations of what makes bipedal hybrids utilizing powerful base creatures so effective.  Standing quite tall, Werewolves possess the speed and cunning of their smaller brethren, have a superb sense of smell, and can expertly track prey through the most difficult of circumstances.  Unlike many other semi-humans, the nature of the Werewolf typically prevents most weapons from being handled, and armor of any kind is generally unneeded because of its tough fur covering.  Instead, the sharp teeth and claws of the creature are utilized to great efficiency, especially in the Warrior Variant; stronger physical attacks and physical defenses are the hallmarks of this Variant, which makes it both deadly and increases its survivability. 
    
  Cost (Level 12): 900 DF 
  Control Requirement (Level 12): 95 
  Creation Time (Level 12): 2 Hours 
  Equipment: None 
  Physical Attack: 35 (50) 
  Ranged Attack: 0 (0) 
  Physical Defense: 30 (40) 
  Ranged Defense: 10 (15) 
  Elemental Resistance: 50% Nature, 10% Death 
  Specials: Howl of the Moon  
  Pack Hunter: Bonus to physical attack if in conjunction with others in the Canine family 
  Synergy Addition (+): Adds a bonus to Physical and Ranged Attack and Defense when paired with unevolved creature form; this bonus lasts for up to 30 seconds even after paired form is killed 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It was, to put it plainly, a powerhouse.  Not only did it have a Pack Hunter trait, but it also had a special ability called “Howl of the Moon”.  From her schooling, she knew that – when activated – it would increase the speed of all Werewolves; while it didn’t explicitly say it, she had a feeling that it would also work on any Wolves that were around.  Even if it didn’t she was still planning on having quite a few lower-Level Steppe Wolves in the room. 
 
    “Don’t you think that’s a little too powerful for this section?  Especially considering that ‘synergy’ bonus you discovered?” Shale asked as she described what she was going to create. 
 
    At first, yes, but I want this section to be viable for Raider Levels 6 through 15.  Initially, not many groups will be able to progress through more than a handful of the rooms before it becomes too dangerous, but they will also earn a lot of Rewards and the Power they require to increase their Levels.  I don’t necessarily want to kill them, remember, but if it isn’t a challenge, then it won’t be seen as worthwhile.   
 
    “I guess that is true.”  Her Dungeon Assistant nodded.  “By the time they can actually tackle the Werewolf, they’ll have had to fight through everything else – which is quite an accomplishment.”  He paused.  “Now what?” 
 
    That was a good question.  She was at a bit of a standstill right now, with no one visiting her dungeon and being basically out of creatures she could create because of her Control Limit.  Fortunately, there were only 3 days left until her Core Improvement Level increased, so there was time to do some mind-numbingly mundane digging. 
 
    I’m going to dig out an exit to all of these rooms down here, as well as create a way for new groups to bypass the original section altogether.   
 
    “How?  Steps leading all the way down?” 
 
    No, I have a better idea. 
 
    Which was how she ended up with a massive, corkscrewing slide that descended hundreds of feet into the mountain, ending up in a small extension to the very first room of her new section, with the 5 branching tunnels.  She didn’t fully open it up yet, leaving about 5 feet of pure stone untouched between the face of the mountain and her new entrance, but once everything was ready she could do it quite easily.  The exit tunnel, however, was completed, as she ate her way horizontally out of the mountain, after spending some time connecting every room exit to the same tunnel.  Lastly, Tacca made sure all of the Rotating Stone Bridges were in place on all of the passageways, either as exits or as a way to block off access to some rooms in the second section. 
 
    By the time she was done, she only had half a day left to wait. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    It was nearly incomprehensible to Tacca how many Core Improvement Points she had accumulated, most of which came from killing the blue-skinned invaders in her dungeon.  Not to be completely outdone, the former Fairy-turned-Dungeon-Core had also contributed a healthy amount with the reconstruction and repopulation of her two sections – which was much more than she had gained before, mainly because she didn’t have the same stranglehold over her gains without the 95% reduction in earned CIPs. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvement Point Awards 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Variable Conditions 
  
      	  Potential CIP 
  
      	  Current 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rooms Constructed 
  
      	  Size 
  
      	  1 – 50 
  
      	  9 
  
     
 
      
      	  Traps Installed 
  
      	  Complexity 
  
      	  1 – 20 
  
      	  2245 
  
     
 
      
      	  Monsters Created 
  
      	  Levels 
  
      	  1 – 20 
  
      	  248 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rewards Placed 
  
      	  Valuation 
  
      	  1 – 50 
  
      	  189 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Presence 
  
      	  Time 
  
      	  1 – 5 
  
      	  258 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Deaths 
  
      	  Quality 
  
      	  100 – 10000 
  
      	  26600 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Most of the extra CIPs came from the massive quantity of traps she had installed down below in her defensive room, though she did earn a respectable amount from the creatures and rewards she had placed.  Unfortunately, none of the tunnels she had made for her entrance and exit counted as rooms for the “Rooms Constructed”, but that didn’t really matter – she had plenty of Points already coming her way. 
 
    As the time ticked down in the last few seconds, Shale chimed in at the last few moments.  “Tacca, I don’t mean to worry you, but I just had a thought.” 
 
    Uh, oh.  What? 
 
    “Well, it seems to me as though your Core is a bit more fragile since…you know…and I was wondering how your Core would handle—” 
 
    It was too late for him to finish his question, as the timer for the countdown period hit zero.  All of a sudden, Tacca went from feeling nothing to experiencing a sensation not unlike her Core shattering again.  So many accumulated CIPs were pumped into her fragile form, abruptly transforming and making her Core larger than it was just a moment ago that it felt like she had exploded.  Her perceptions of the world around her faded, and she was lost in a familiar limbo-like state; this time, however, there was no pain as her consciousness floated in a sludge-like nothingness. 
 
    The view of her world rapidly came crashing back into her, flooding her mind with thousands of small details from around her dungeon.  As soon as she could adjust to her surroundings again, she was relieved to be free of pain – and to immediately see that her dungeon was still there.  Every single environmental object was present, as well as the creatures and traps she had set up around each section, including her defensive room.  She even looked at her Core and saw that it was…larger, but essentially exactly the same.   
 
    If anything, she saw even more etchings around her entire form, though none of them appeared to hide any actual cracks underneath.  Instead, now that there were more of the etchings and they were more defined, she could see that they were geometric in design, with straight lines running all over her Core.  They crisscrossed each other at different intervals, sometimes just a little distance, while others ran all the way around her shape.  None of it made any sense to Tacca, though for some reason it seemed familiar; looking at it for a few minutes, trying to figure it out, produced no sudden epiphany. 
 
    It was only when she tore her focus away from her Core that she realized that something was missing.  To put it more precisely, it wasn’t something, but someone: Shale was nowhere to be found inside of her dungeon. 
 
    Shale?  Where are you? 
 
    “Tacca?  You’re back!  Are you okay?”  Her Dungeon Assistant sounded far away, but distance fortunately didn’t break the connection, only dimming it somewhat so that you could sometimes tell how far away they were.  “Hold on, I’m Translocating back to your Core Room now.” 
 
    The next moment, there was a small *pop* as Shale appeared in the corner of her room, looking a little windblown, as if he had been flying around outside.  “There you are!  I was beginning to become really worried.” 
 
    Worried?  Why? 
 
    “Because you were non-responsive for nearly 6 weeks, that’s why!”  Her Assistant looked at her Core and crossed his arms over his chest, his Mood Clothes shifting to a bit of a black and red color.  What that told her was that he was both angry and possibly a little despondent. 
 
    I was out for 6 weeks!  It didn’t feel like that long…. 
 
    “Well, it was.”  A lot of the hostile color faded from his clothes as he seemed to relax, now that she was back.  “Worst of all, everything seemed to pause while you were gone, so that my increase in my Assistant Rank didn’t progress at all!  I still have a little over a month to go.” 
 
    It was all very strange, but now Tacca could sort of understand why he had been mad.  She had basically abandoned him again, as well as delaying the increase in his Assistant Ranking – which would be very significant at that point, based on all of the Points his Core had accumulated.  In fact, if she calculated it correctly, he could potentially be a high-Staged Expert Rank – nearly Master Rank!   
 
    Sorry I left you again – I didn’t know it would do that. 
 
    “Yes, well, it was something that I was afraid of.  I tried to mention it before it happened, but I think the increase in your Core Improvement Level happened before I could finish.  I’m just glad all of your work hadn’t been reset like last time.” 
 
    Me too.  And I’m hoping that something like that doesn’t happen again; I think it only did it this time because I had so many pending CIPs.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations, Tacca GloomLily! 
  
You have reached Core Improvement Level: 20 
  Current CIP Countdown: 2989/5400 in 30 days 
  Core Improvement Points earned: 28300 (28300) 
  Special Characteristic Points earned: 175 (225) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The thought of those CIPs made her pull up her options – and if she could’ve salivated in her Core form, she would’ve been drooling at the possibilities. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvements 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available Core Improvement Points (CIP) 
  
      	  28300 
  
      	  2989 in 30 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Improvement Name 
  
      	  Value 
  
      	  Cost (CIP) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Maximum Dungeon Force Increase 
  
      	  +500 DF 
  
      	  750 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration Increase 
  
      	  +10 DF per minute 
  
      	  1000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit Increase 
  
      	  +100 
  
      	  800 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  550 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature Variant 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Trap Specialization 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  600 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Environment Access 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  800 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier Increase 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  400 
  
     
 
      
      	  Convert CIPs to SCPs 
  
      	  1 SCP 
  
      	  12 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Not only did she have more than 28,000 CIPs to spend, but she also shot all the way up to Core Improvement Level 20 from her previous Level 12!  No wonder I basically exploded when all that happened all at once.  During the first year of a Core’s existence, it was common for them to acquire enough Points to advance 5 to 10 Levels (and even more) when their countdown was up, but after the first year it was much harder to gain more than a few Levels per countdown period.  When Tacca considered that her Core was a lot more fragile than others, it made more sense about what happened.  Of course, she still didn’t exactly know why she was so fragile or even how to fix it. 
 
    Now that I’m back, everything seems fine – better than fine, in fact.  I have a lot of Points to spend, but I’m not sure what I should purchase.  I never really considered this rapid of an advancement in my Levels. 
 
    Shale appeared to be returning to normal, the annoyance of the delay in his own advancement overshadowed by his position as a Dungeon Assistant.  Tacca did need his help, honestly, because while she knew of a couple things she wanted to purchase right away – such as an increase in her maximum Dungeon Force and Control Limit – that would still leave thousands of CIPs unaccounted for. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure you already have an idea what you need—” which she did— “so why don’t you purchase those first, and we’ll see what is left, afterwards.” 
 
    Simple advice, but it was what she needed.  Having too many choices being a bad thing never would’ve occurred to her before this, as she had been concentrating on what she needed at the moment or very near future; now, though, she instantly had access to the Points that she would’ve likely earned over another year or so, which would’ve come with more experience and knowledge of what would be needed to be most effective. 
 
    Therefore, she dug into what she needed most, purchasing one item after another – including multiples of the same selection.  In total, Tacca spent over 14,000 of her Points, greatly increasing her versatility. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Improvement Name 
  
      	  Total Increase 
  
      	  Total Cost (CIP) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Maximum Dungeon Force Increase 
  
      	  +2000 DF 
  
      	  4500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration Increase 
  
      	  +20 DF per minute 
  
      	  2250 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit Increase 
  
      	  +800 
  
      	  6200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier Increase 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  1200 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    She now had 4,000 Dungeon Force at her disposal, regenerating at 48 DF per minute, and her Control Limit had tripled from 400 to 1200.  In addition to those purchases, which would help immensely, she also acquired the next 2 Reward Tiers.  Having better Rewards for killing her creatures, making the Raiders better equipped as a result, was a good way to keep them coming; not only that, but she finally had some things that she knew were valuable trade goods, which could potentially bring in even stronger groups of Raiders. 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense – why would they come here if they don’t get the Power they need to increase their Raider Levels?” 
 
    Tacca answered Shale easily, having both learned about it in her time at DAPS and from simple observation.   
 
     While Raiders want to increase their strength through delving through harder and more difficult dungeons, the risk of death also increases.  From my understanding, once they reach a certain Raider Level, unless they are wealthy and can afford to equip themselves with powerful gear, they need to acquire wealth from somewhere.  Sure, they will acquire some coinage and simple gear from the Rewards they gained to get to that point, but it is usually only enough to sustain them and keep them alive – if perhaps a little more.   
 
    But for those that are, say, Raider Level 23 and the next dungeon they have access to readily enough is a bit too strong for them, then delving through some easier dungeons to acquire trade goods can be the way to afford their next delve.  You remember those merchants that came here intending to destroy me?  The same thing applies to these Raiders when they need to acquire better armor or weapons, usually with enchantments, though definitely to a lesser extent than we saw.   
 
    Then there are those Raiders, so I’ve learned, that prefer to get to a certain threshold and then spend all of their days acquiring trade goods, becoming wealthy for the sole purpose of being wealthy.  They never advance in Raider Level, but their efforts also help the rest of the Raider community by supplying them with much-needed items. 
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant seemed to consider this and then nodded.  “I guess I can see that.  I never really thought about how the, uh, economy worked outside of the dungeon.” 
 
    Truthfully, I don’t have all the knowledge I’d like about it, but what I do know I’ve learned or worked out on my own.  Enough to know that providing the right types of Rewards is important.   
 
    Tacca pulled up her new Reward Tiers – Tiers 3 and 4 – and pointed out a few examples for him.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Reward Tier 3 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward 
  
      	  Cost 
  
     
 
      
      	  Minor Healing Potion 
  
      	  50 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Steel-banded Oak Shield 
  
      	  60 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sturdy Leather Chestpiece 
  
      	  35 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sturdy Leather Leggings 
  
      	  35 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sturdy Leather Vambraces 
  
      	  35 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sturdy Leather Boots 
  
      	  35 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sturdy Leather Helmet 
  
      	  35 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sturdy Leather Gloves 
  
      	  35 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Simple Bronze Chestpiece 
  
      	  60 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Simple Bronze Leggings 
  
      	  60 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Simple Bronze Vambraces 
  
      	  60 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Simple Bronze Helmet 
  
      	  60 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Simple Bronze Gloves 
  
      	  60 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fine Cloth Robe 
  
      	  10 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fine Cloth Tunic 
  
      	  10 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fine Cloth Trousers 
  
      	  10 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Reward Tier 4 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward 
  
      	  Cost 
  
     
 
      
      	  Illumination Enchantment Scroll 
  
      	  75 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Minor Physical Resistance Enchantment Scroll 
  
      	  250 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Minor Mental Resistance Increase Enchantment Scroll 
  
      	  250 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Minor Fire Elemental Resistance Enchantment Scroll 
  
      	  250 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Minor Water Elemental Resistance Enchantment Scroll 
  
      	  250 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Minor Earth Elemental Resistance Enchantment Scroll 
  
      	  250 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Minor Air Elemental Resistance Enchantment Scroll 
  
      	  250 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Functional Steel Dagger 
  
      	  80 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Functional Steel Shortsword 
  
      	  80 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Functional Steel Mace 
  
      	  80 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Functional Steel Axe 
  
      	  80 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fine Pine Bow 
  
      	  80 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Exquisite Maple Staff 
  
      	  80 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    From Tier 3, the most important item is the Minor Healing Potion.  Raiders all over the continent use them to heal themselves, and I know you’ve seen even the weakest groups consuming them in my first section.  Where do they get them?  From dungeons that drop them as Rewards in large quantities, that’s where.   
 
    The 4th Tier, on the other hand, is where you start seeing Enchantment Scrolls.  They are a bit more expensive to produce compared to anything but Gold Coins, but they can be very beneficial for Raiders.  Even a minor increase in their Resistances can make a huge difference, which makes these scrolls fairly valuable. 
 
    Enchantment Scrolls were a big draw for Rewards, because they could enchant gear or other worn items, such as an Amulet of Illumination – the Scroll of which was less in terms of cost and therefore more common than others.  As such, Tacca was planning on making the Illumination Enchantment Scroll be a more common Reward, while the others would be something much more rare, such as from her Boss Werewolf or some reward chests she was planning on placing in different places.   
 
    As for the rest of the rewards, the armor and weapon upgrades were excellent, as they would also help the Raiders survive longer.  Not only that, but she could also equip both her Kitsune and Gnoll creatures with better gear; not all of them would need it, but 1 or 2 per room might be a nice challenge to the groups going through her new section. 
 
    Overall, Tacca spent exactly half of her 28,300 CIPs to acquire all she needed to not only finish her new dungeon section, but to keep it running without problems.  That still left her with 14,150 Points to spend, and the decision of where to spend them was where she needed help. 
 
    “Very nice selections, Tacca.  Though, I’d probably say that you’re at the bare minimum of what you need to keep both sections running smoothly.” 
 
    You’re right, but I didn’t want to spend needlessly unless absolutely necessary.  Having more Dungeon Force or regeneration would always be helpful, as well as the Control Limit, but is there something else I should be looking towards? 
 
    “That really depends on your plans, I guess.  What are you planning to do when you finish filling this section?”  Shale likely had an inkling of what she had planned, but she hadn’t shared everything with him quite yet – which meant that he was asking an important question: What did she plan on doing next? 
 
    Simple enough – expand and grow her dungeon.  While at the same time, keeping each section intact.   
 
    The problem with that, of course, was that if she kept the first section the same, and then the second section, the Dungeon Force and Control Limit she currently possessed would be consumed with keeping those running.  Unless, naturally, visits by Raiders were slow and she had a lot of time to restock and change things around, but that would be the opposite of what Tacca wanted; she had enjoyed having groups running through her dungeon almost constantly, and she wouldn’t want to have to adapt the methods that other Cores needed to use, with having to wait half a day or so before the next group could enter.   
 
    That was the main reason that when Cores increased their CI Levels, they typically eliminated the weaker parts of their dungeons so that they could create something more difficult, losing those Raiders at the bottom rung of their careers but gaining stronger visitors at the same time.  It was also the reason why Tacca was so popular, at least according to her instruction at DAPS, because entry-Level dungeons didn’t stay that way for long.  They increased in difficulty quickly, as it was much easier to get stronger within the first 5 years of their existence, and Dungeon Assistants were taught to encourage change to make dungeons more appealing and challenging.  
 
    It made sense, most of the time, but Tacca was really hoping to keep everything running, so that she had many Raiders running through her rooms at the same time.  With the unique way she created the exits, as well as the two separate entrances she had planned, it was possible to have more than 1 group in her dungeon at a time – a feat that was near impossible for most older Dungeon Cores she had learned about.   
 
    So…what do I do? 
 
    Whether it was her still trying to adjust to being in the world again, or she ended up damaging her mind when her Level increased so much, but Tacca was having difficulty planning ahead – something that she’d always been great at.  She didn’t think it was permanent, thankfully, but for now she was just a bit overwhelmed. 
 
    Fortunately, she had an Assistant that was there to help for exactly this reason. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The solution had been a simple one, and Tacca hadn’t even seen it.  Fortunately, Shale had considered it a bit, his mind working on a different wavelength than the Dungeon Core entirely.  Simply put, the answer lay in the Special Characteristic menu, which she had basically all but ignored once she had paid back the Points to get rid of her negative Characteristics.  They had served their purpose, getting her access to all of the Variants for her creatures, but for some reason purchasing more Special Characteristics[2] hadn’t occurred to her. 
 
    From her increase in Level, she had already acquired an extra 175 SCPs – 25 per Level – for a total of 225 SCPs.  Now at Level 20, this was the last opportunity she would get to acquire more SCPs at a rate of 12 CIPs to 1.  It was certainly more expensive compared to the old 4 to 1 ratio she enjoyed all the way through CI Level 10, but if she waited until she was Level 21, the rate would go up to 36 to 1.  In addition, the next time she went through another Level increase, she would end up having to wait for another year for her countdown to end, similar to how her Dungeon Assistant status was right now.  At least until Level 41, when the countdown would increase to 5 years. 
 
    For a total of 14,100 of her CIPs, she could convert them into 1,175 SCPs; added to her previous total of 225, she could have 1,400 Points to spend on Characteristics.  If she didn’t convert them, then she could increase her Dungeon Force maximum by another 1,000, her regeneration by another 20 per minute, and add another 900 to her Control Limit – with a handful of Points left over.  It was a hard decision, and one that would affect the rest of her life as a Dungeon Core, because if she messed up it could have dire consequences. 
 
    Fortunately, she wasn’t one to take the easy route.  Looking at my original choices for Special Characteristics just emphasizes that point.   
 
    Crossing her non-existent fingers in her mind, Tacca converted nearly all of her remaining CIPs and brought her total up to 1,400 SCPs.  Before she had committed to this endeavor, she had already perused her options and knew exactly what she was going to purchase. 
 
    For exactly half of her available Points, she acquired Decreased Dungeon Force cost for all creatures and traps: 40%.  As soon as she confirmed her purchase, she felt an immediate shaking in her Core, as if something large had smacked it like a bell with the flat of its fleshy hand.  When she stopped reverberating, she was thankful that she didn’t feel that any cracks had formed as a result of acquiring the Characteristic.  Instead, Tacca’s Core felt…freer, somehow. 
 
    Getting rid of her negative characteristics had been like snapping the chains weighing down her development, making her feel lighter as a result.  Being “freer” felt like additional possibilities suddenly opened up for her; it was as if she had previously been hindered by such excessive Dungeon Force costs in her creatures and traps, and with a decrease in that cost, she could do so much more.    
 
    “Are you alright, Tacca?  You seemed a bit strange there for a moment?” 
 
    Yes, I’m fine – that was just unexpected.  It was true, she did feel quite good.  Almost like she was on the right track. 
 
    With the remaining 700 of her SCPs, Tacca used them on another Characteristic that cost quite a bit: Decreased Control Limit for all creatures: 60%.  This was the second of the two limitations that had been concerning her with her future expansion plans.  With the new Characteristic, she now felt even more free to do what she wanted.  It wasn’t a complete elimination of costs and limitations, but she was absolutely convinced her new acquisitions were going to be the best of any of her purchases.   
 
    Just like that, all but 50 of her CIPs were used up, purchasing increases in Dungeon Force, DF regeneration, Control Limit, and converting into new Special Characteristics.  Using 28,300 Points that quickly was a rush, and she felt better about her future – and the future of her dungeon.  When the heady feeling of gaining so much in such a small space of time finally faded, Tacca got to work. 
 
    Within seconds of starting to fill her new section up with creatures, she noticed the difference in costs.  For instance, her Werewolf Warrior in her Boss Room, which previously cost 900 DF and had a Control Limit requirement of 95 (which was a little less than a tenth of her total Control Limit), now only cost 540 DF and had a requirement of 38 CL.  Her entire first section now required a measly 76 of her Control Limit to operate creature-wise, and her second section – once she finished filling it – only required 413.  She now had a little over 700 CL to spend, which would go a long way towards a new section once she decided to work on it. 
 
    What her new acquisitions had the most impact upon, as far as she was concerned, were her traps.  For her Trap Specializations, her Enchanting and Life traps, they cost 40% less than the previous discounted cost; unfortunately, the 60% reduction didn’t stack with the 40% to make them 100% less – otherwise known as free.  Still, when each reduction was taken one after another, it amounted to a total of 76%!  Better yet, the automatic replacement of them was 75% off of that cost, which equated to a measly 6% of its original cost before reductions.  
 
    The only thing that the new Characteristics didn’t affect were the Rewards she placed inside of each creature, but with the reduction of their Dungeon Force costs, it didn’t matter all that much.  Most of the time, the additional DF spent on Rewards was relatively negligible, other than for some of the Enchantment Scrolls – and most of those were reserved for hard-to-acquire treasure chests or as Rewards for defeating her Werewolf Boss.   
 
    Overall, she was extremely happy with how things had turned out, and she was glad she had listened to Shale about how to use her Core Improvement Points.  With the second section completely done, with traps placed, creatures ready, Rewards placed (as well as a few hidden treasure chests full of goodies), and Rotating Stone Bridges set up correctly, Tacca opened up the rest of the tunnel leading to the surface.  Once she was open for business again, she spent some time etching some stylized skulls outside of each entrance – 1 for the original section, and 2 for the new section. 
 
    It was actually Shale’s idea on how to indicate which one was which.  At first, she wanted to put a literal inscription detailing that the easier dungeon was for Raider Levels 1 – 5 and the newer dungeon was for Raider Levels 6 – 20, but that just seemed like too blatant of a communication.   
 
    “I know you already used this method to talk to those you Bonded with,” he had said disapprovingly, “but for the rest of the world, I would recommend not advertising exactly how ‘intelligent’ you are.”  He gave it some consideration, before offering a solution.  “Why don’t you use some sort of picture like the exits to indicate the difficulty.  Like…maybe a skull?  The more skulls, the more chance of death, perhaps?” 
 
    So that was how it came about.  After that, there really wasn’t much that Tacca could do, especially when there weren’t any Raiders coming to visit her.  As she idly spent some time and her constantly regenerating Dungeon Force carving out even more of the massive mountain where she made her home – in anticipation of designing a new section – Shale spent more and more time working with Malachite and the Head Instructor from DAPS.  Mostly, he used his free time to scout out what was happening around the continent, which was growing more worrisome as time went on. 
 
    By the time her two Bonded Hill Dwarves arrived, Tacca had learned a lot from Shale regarding the state of affairs – and about the blue-skinned, 6-armed invaders and their systematic destruction of Dungeon Cores up north.  Which was why she had sent them away with her messages, because as much as she wanted them to delve through her dungeon again, bringing other Raiders, it would be extremely selfish of her if she didn’t do whatever was in her power to help everyone.   
 
    As she was essentially the only real point of contact the Fairies and Dungeon Cores had with the mortal races, now that the Conclave of Sages had been wiped out (that took a little bit of explanation from Malachite when Shale asked about it), it was the least she could do.  She wanted to do more, to strike back at those killing her kind – both her current and former forms – but there really wasn’t anything she could do.  Unless they came back, which she fervently hoped they wouldn’t, they were essentially out of reach. 
 
    Two days after Sterge and Gwenda left, a few important things happened.  The first, which she was slightly trepidatious about, was that Tacca improved her Core to CI Level 21.  A month after she had woken up from her last improvement, she had accumulated just enough CIPs to advance to the next Level from the addition of more creatures and Rewards, as well as the replacement of about half of her traps in her defensive room for a little bit stronger ones.  Now that traps cost less, as well as having an increased Dungeon Force maximum, she could place traps that used to cost a base of 4,000 DF for 1,000 DF, which still seemed to be near her limit of 25% of her maximum.   
 
    Not only that, but she also added a few other traps inside of her defensive room along the ceiling and walls.  While she didn’t have a specialization in them, the Poison-type traps she had reaching down from the ceiling interspersed within the room would expel a strong hallucinogenic poison in a large area, blanketing everything within the 10-foot width quite easily.  It wouldn’t really do any damage to any interlopers, nor was it particularly strong because it wasn’t her specialization, but her hope was that the constant attack would whittle down those pesky, glowing shields the invaders possessed so that her other traps could do their work.   
 
    In addition to the Poison-based traps on the ceiling, the walls of the room were now dotted with Projectile traps.  There were quite a few options when it came to the type of projectile, as well as placement, count, size, and speed – it all really depended on what you wanted the trap to accomplish.  In this instance, as she wasn’t expecting many – or any at all, perhaps – of the projectiles to actually reach the bodies of the monstrous invaders, she chose to go for quantity over quality.  Whenever one of the traps were triggered, the activation area of which extended across the entire width of the room at what she figured was approximately waist-height on one of them, 50 small barbed darts 3 inches long would erupt at high velocity from small holes in the wall, peppering the victim.  Again, they weren’t designed to kill, but to wear down defenses over anything else. 
 
    Of course, when she was done, she realized that there was a flaw in her defenses.  If those people invaded her inner sanctum again and braved her defensive traps, they could potentially activate one trap, wait for the effects to disperse and for their own defenses to recover, and then keep going.  It would be much slower than she had seen those 6-armed people advance before, but if they understood how it worked, they could certainly survive through every trap in the room within a half-hour or so.  It was a sobering thought, and one which she (nor Shale) couldn’t figure out the solution to, but she resolved to work on it in the future. 
 
    Because for now, she had improved her CI Level!  Tacca had an additional 5400 CIPs to use on anything she wanted, but she held off on using them right away.  She wouldn’t be getting any more Points for over a year, because at CI Level 21 through 40 the countdown extended to that time period.  Therefore, she wanted to save it for the moment, only using it when she decided what direction she wanted to take next.  That, and there was something else that happened that was even more exciting. 
 
    Shale had finally hit one year of Bonding with her!  Of course, it was technically more than a year, but because of her times “away”, the countdown had frozen in place for nearly a half a year.  Still, it was something to celebrate! 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Assistant Information 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Name: 
  
      	  Shale IronSchist 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Rank: 
  
      	  Expert 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Stage:  
  
      	  5/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 
  
      	  8623/27800 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  0 in 50 years 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana (FM): 
  
      	  2000/2000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana Regeneration: 
  
      	  80 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Bond 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  50 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Translocation 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  70 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Forceful Repulse 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  400 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mass Ejection 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  2000 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Energy Transmutation 
  
      	  Instant Transfer 
  
      	  0 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hibernate 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Electrified Pacification 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  250 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Aura 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  20 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Creature Boost 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  40 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception Link 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  5 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Invisibility 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  3 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Projectile Shield 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  500 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Repellant Shield 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  2 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    After accumulating nearly 60,000 Experience, Shale not only blasted through all of the Novice Stages, but he also shot through the entire Adept Rank.  He was now an Expert Stage 5, which meant that he had nearly become Master Rank in a single year.  That was unheard of and she would’ve considered it an impossibility, even with the best dungeon build and perfect conditions; with all that had happened to Tacca, however, it wasn’t surprising.  As for her own Assistant Ranking, she still had about 3 months to go before her own year was up, and it would also end up being a significant increase when that time came.   
 
    “These…are…amazing!” Shale exclaimed in wonder after recovering from his increase in Rank.  Fortunately for him, he didn’t suffer like she had when she had improved her Core, but when it happened he appeared as if he had been shocked and his body spasmed for a few seconds as it adjusted to the changes.  There didn’t seem to be any lingering effects, however. 
 
    What do you mean?   
 
    Tacca could see his Dungeon Assistant Information Sheet, and recognized a few of the Abilities that he had, such as Electrified Pacification and Healing Aura.  The rest, however, were new. 
 
    “Well, the Projectile Shield ability is a sustainable shield that can protect me from any projectile as long as it’s active.  It’s expensive at 500 Fairy Mana per minute, but I think that is well worth the cost. 
 
    “Then there’s something called Creature Boost, which allows me to connect with one of your creatures to provide a boost to its physical abilities, effectively doubling its deadliness.  The only problem is that I have to be in the same room as the creature, and I can only Boost one creature at a time. 
 
    “Forceful Repulse is an instant ability, which sends out a shockwave of magical force that can push everything away from my location.  It is powerful enough that I think I can actually hurt someone if they slam into a wall or something – or perhaps into a trap? 
 
    “Then there’s Mass Ejection, which is something I’ve never heard of before,” he continued excitedly.  Tacca had to agree – she hadn’t heard of it, either.  “It requires all of my Fairy Mana, but it basically opens up a portal inside of one of your rooms and ejects everything living it touches out of your dungeon, just outside of the entrance above.  This, unfortunately, also includes any of your creatures in the room, as well as any Environmental Objects such as your plants and trees.” 
 
    That certainly is powerful!  The ability would’ve been extremely helpful when those merchant Raiders with the powerfully enchanted armor had attacked, for instance.  Against those blue-skinned invaders, though, it would’ve been useless because Shale had been unable to use any of his abilities. 
 
    But her Dungeon Assistant wasn’t even done yet.  “Then there are two more abilities, both of which will help you immensely.  One, the Perception Link, should allow me to share with you what I’m seeing and hearing – even outside of your dungeon.” 
 
    That is amazing!  Now I can finally see what it looks like in the village down below.  Is there a range limit on it? 
 
    Shale shook his head.  “Not that I’m aware of.  It should work just about anywhere, as far as I can tell.”  His face brightened up as he explained his last ability.  “Lastly, and this is another ability I’ve never heard of, is Energy Transmutation.” 
 
    What in the world is that?  Although many of the abilities that Dungeon Assistants gained from working with a Core were common, there were quite a few that were unique – but even those abilities were documented.  As she had studied everything she could at DAPS, she had knowledge of most – if not all – of the abilities a Fairy could gain from their increase in Ranking; this Energy Transmutation was not one of them. 
 
    “From what I understand, I can use the ability to…transmute?...my Fairy Mana into Dungeon Force, and then transfer it to you.”  There was silence in her Core Room as they both processed that for a moment. 
 
    That is…insane!  How?  What?  Why? 
 
    For a wonder, Shale actually had some sort of explanation, while Tacca was floundering in shock.  “I think it’s because of our connection, and because of your unique situation,” he explained slowly, working it out as he spoke.  “You are both Fairy and Dungeon Core, so it makes sense that I would gain an ability that would take advantage of both aspects.” 
 
    It did make sense, in a way, but the ability was extremely powerful.  Since the ability didn’t cost anything, it essentially meant that – with Shale’s natural FM regeneration – he was essentially an extra 80 DF per minute.  Unless he was using his FM for something else, of course, which would cut that down extensively, but otherwise he was like a portable power source.   
 
    In short, it was awesome. 
 
    She took advantage of that immediately, as she continued to hollow out a new room in a new section, directing her Carve Earth ability in 20 different areas, each of them consuming 5 DF per minute – which made the entire process so much faster.  Tacca also found that it was much easier to split her concentration in so many different places than it had before, which she attributed to her recent Core Improvement increases. 
 
    Shale flew out of her dungeon, with both of them eager to test out if his Perception Link would actually work, and she found the downside to his Energy Transmutation: it stopped as soon as her Dungeon Assistant crossed the entrance threshold.  That wasn’t too much of a bother, though, because when she really needed his help, he usually wasn’t too far away.   
 
    For the first time since she had become a Dungeon Core against her will, she once again experienced the freedom of flying through the air, of being able to bathe in the morning light of the sun, and feel the wind whipping through rapidly fluttering wings.  They weren’t her own, of course, but the Perception Link that Shale now had was much more than just seeing and hearing; it was as though every sensation he experienced was passed through to Tacca’s mind.  It was both wonderful and made her a bit sad, as she missed experiencing these sensations herself, in her own Fairy body.  
 
    Regardless, even a taste of it was better than nothing, and she refused to let disappointment that it wasn’t her body’s sensations that she was feeling right now get her down.  Instead, she focused fully on what Shale was physically feeling, drinking in the ease with which he flew through the air like a dehydrated wanderer in the desert.  That might also explain how she was able to see movement below Shale before her Assistant even registered it. 
 
    Shale, there’s someone climbing up the mountain pathway. 
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant immediately focused on the movement, acknowledging her communication.  “This…could be interesting.”  With that thought sent to her, he swooped down lower, hoping to overhear any conversation between the ragtag group of people coming up the mountain – heading straight for her dungeon entrances. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “See, I was right!” 
 
    Squab pointed towards the small cave opening on the cliff face in the distance, seeing what appeared to be some sort of small animal at the entrance.  Right where it was reportedly supposed to be. 
 
    “Yeah, but that doesn’t exactly mean anything,” Marvus remarked sarcastically.  However, now that he was close, his Valuation Sense was telling him that there was something nearby.  It wasn’t nearly as much as what he had felt back in Heftington, but whether or not it had yet to be mined could make a huge difference.  His Sense typically only pinpointed finished products with set values, and chunks of gold ore inside of the walls of a mountain were anything but finished products.  Quite valuable, naturally, but nearly impossible to locate using his ability.  “Wasn’t this dungeon supposed to be destroyed—?” 
 
    He cut his own question off as they neared the flatter portion of the trail leading upwards, where he saw the scraps and bones of dozens of Raiders that had reportedly been massacred outside of the entrance.  Those same reports also said that the dungeon itself hadn’t been responsible, and had been destroyed by whatever had killed so many of the Clan.  As a result, the area had been off-limits for nearly half a year.   
 
    Not that he overly cared, as he hadn’t really followed most laws or orders for a long time, especially once he joined the Pilfering Cohort, a sub-branch of the Raider Delving Clan.  However, he hadn’t been willing to risk going into danger if whatever had done this was still around, but it had been extremely quiet this far down south.  When he heard that the two Hill Dwarves had recently visited and returned whole and healthy, he was fairly certain it was safe; as a result, he had already been planning on visiting with his own group, if only to loot the bodies that were said to have been left rotting in the sun after the sudden attack. 
 
    That was before his Valuation Sense started going crazy while he was getting his group ready in the nearby town.  Not the relatively small village down at the bottom of the mountain range – as that had been empty of anyone since the night of the massacre – but in Heftington, which was also the nearest outpost of the Clan.  While there was wealth inside of the town, there wasn’t a lot except inside the coffers of the outpost, which was heavily guarded.  Neither he nor anyone else in the cohort would steal from the Clan, though, because it would almost be like stealing from their siblings; there were some that would do even that if it netted them some money, but even they would follow the rules. 
 
    Even thieves had some honor, after all. 
 
    The sudden appearance of large amounts of wealth apart from the Clan’s coffers was a curious-enough happening that Marvus was almost forced to investigate.  What he found was both interesting and exciting: Sterge and Gwenda, the two Hill Dwarves that used to run the village further south, had somehow obtained large chunks of raw gold, which they were turning into coinage.  It was these gold coins that he suddenly detected, but that wasn’t all; his Sense told him they had more than just gold, though it wasn’t quite finished product – but it was strong.   
 
    From experience, the only thing he could think of that would cause that kind of reaction to his Valuation Sense was an uncut gemstone of some kind.  He’d Sensed a small uncut emerald hunk before, though he’d had to be within 5 feet of it to detect it.  As he had recognized the particular feel of uncut gemstones from nearly 50 feet away while he observed them in the small-town marketplace, he knew that they were likely carrying more than a small uncut gemstone.   
 
    Unfortunately, almost as soon as they arrived back in town, they were under the watchful eye of the outpost leader, Trevelyan.  The Elf was extraordinarily powerful – not to mention influential – and getting on her bad side would be a death sentence; it was for that reason, and that reason alone, that he had made the trek with 19 others of the Cohort to see if they could find where the two Hill Dwarves may have obtained the raw materials.  Stealing from those two would’ve been so easy that he could’ve done it blindfolded, but risking the wrath of the outpost leader was something all of the Cohort would like to avoid.   
 
    “Check the bodies; see if there’s anything left of value.”  From the information he had dug up, he was fairly certain that no one had looted the corpses of those that had fallen to whatever it was that attacked; the only ones that had been up since the evacuation were Sterge and Gwenda, but they didn’t seem the type to go rooting around dead bodies.  Besides, they had come back with raw gold and gemstones, which were certainly not being held by the bones and scraps of clothing he saw littering the mountainside. 
 
    Marvus didn’t bother to check any of the corpses himself, as he was after a larger payday, but he did notice that none of them looked particularly disturbed.  The accuracy of which was proven moments later when the Cohort members started finding caches of coinage, as well as over a dozen bottomless bags that had been abandoned.  Re-keying them so that they could be opened was an expensive operation, but the rewards were almost always worth it.   
 
    “Your cut, sir.”  Squab held out a pouch to Marvus, which he took absently, not bothering to count.  Most likely he was being cheated out of his fair share, but he didn’t really care at the moment.  Instead, his focus was on the dungeon entrance; correction, on the dungeon entrances. 
 
    “Squab?  Since you’re the only one that has been here, what do you know about that?” he asked.  Squab was the most junior member of the Cohort with them today, at only Raider Level 12, and he had visited the dungeon once before it had been destroyed.  Or supposedly destroyed.  The rest of those with them ranged between Level 18 and 23, with Marvus being the most powerful at Level 25; none of them had any reason to visit a dungeon that was meant for Raiders just starting out. 
 
    “Uh…that wasn’t here when I visited before,” Squab said uncertainly. 
 
    I wonder if that is another entrance?  But why would there be two?  Marvus had been in his fair share of dungeons over the last decade or so, but this one was the most unusual one he’d ever heard of – and it became even more unusual at his first sight of it.  He had already heard about the dungeon’s ability to put one of their monsters in the tunnel leading inside, letting the next group know that it was ready for them, but a second entrance?  Not only that, but there appeared to be some sort of animal person waiting inside of the tunnel for them, which he quickly recognized as some sort of Gnoll. 
 
    Something new could potentially be good or bad.  As Sterge and Gwenda hadn’t been spreading the news that the dungeon was still operational, he tended to think that this was something good.  “I have a feeling we’ll find what we’re looking for in there.  If those two weaklings can come out with riches, then we’ll probably be able to find even more.”   
 
    Marvus refused to think of his last score, a previously thought defunct dungeon full of big cats, and a treasure room full of hundreds of thousands’ worth of gold.  He had destroyed the Core because he didn’t want anyone else knowing about his find, but in the end it hadn’t mattered.  It turned out that the Ministry of Merchants had caught wind of his activities there and had ambushed him one night as he was moving more of his treasure out.  Left for dead, they had cleaned out the entire cave while he was unconscious and severely hurt, and it was only by luck that they hadn’t finished him off.   
 
    Truthfully, at the time he thought it would’ve been a blessing to have died, because after he woke up and found himself stripped of anything of worth, he almost let his wounds take him to the afterlife.  His depression didn’t last long, and he managed to pop out the Minor Healing Potion he kept in his boot; fueled by a desire for revenge, he healed himself up and had been working to build up enough wealth to destroy the Ministry.  It was a lofty goal, but it was also something he felt driven to strive for; if anything, it gave his life purpose. 
 
    “Let’s head in,” he ordered, waving the Cohort members inside.  “This shouldn’t be too difficult; that other entrance was for beginners, after all.  I dare say that Squab could probably defeat whatever is in this new place all by himself,” he joked, taking pleasure in the horrified look on their junior member’s face.   
 
    As soon as they got close to the entrance, the Gnoll disappeared inside.  Emboldened by their numbers, the Cohort ran after it, intending to dispatch it before it could raise a warning – or whatever it was designed to do.  Enhanced by the speed of their Class choices, which most of them had chosen as Thief or Brigand when they hit Level 10, they were actually able to catch up before the Gnoll could get away.  Just as Marvus walked inside the entrance tunnel, he watched as the monster was practically decapitated from a powerful cross slice coming from one of their Assassin Classes, Gerthin, who had changed from his previous Thief Class at Level 20.   
 
    As for Marvus, he had chosen to become a Plunderer, which really helped to enhance his Valuation Sense ability.  Less about speed and staying hidden, the Plunderer Class was more melee-focused and had better defensive abilities – something that he found paramount when it came to avoiding the same fate as had happened before.  He was confident that if he hadn’t been just a lowly Brigand when he had lost his big score, he could’ve fought back against those Ministry cronies that took his stuff.  Stuff that he had earned fair and square after finishing off the rest of the Cohort that Marvus had led there. 
 
    He couldn’t help but recognize the parallel between then and now, as he was the leader and Squab was the lowly Thief leading them to the dungeon.  This time, though, he was watching out for any treachery that might arise; he didn’t want what happened back then to happen to himself, after all.  
 
    “There’s some sort of sloped hallway here,” he heard called back to him from up front, after the Gnoll’s body disappeared, leaving behind a single silver coin – which was promptly snatched up and squirreled away by Gerthin. 
 
    “Do you see another way?  No?  Then start walking.”  None of them had sensed any traps, obviously, but they were hesitant to investigate this hallway.  Eventually, a few started walking, only to slip and fall, sliding down the hallway without the ability to stop themselves.  Marvus and the remaining 15 waited for any type of scream to indicate that this was some sort of elaborate trap. 
 
    There were screams, but not of pain – more of fright at what they were probably anticipating.  In less than a minute, however, the screaming stopped, only to be replaced by vague echoes that sounded like, “Okay.”   
 
    “Alright, let’s go.”  When no one moved, Marvus pushed through them and flung himself down, leading by example.  He didn’t want to be there all day finding the riches he felt were down below, as his desire was to get in and out.  It was his inability to move all of the treasure from his previous score in a timely manner that led to his tragedy, so it was only prudent to get this done in less than a day if at all possible.   
 
    After sliding down a very long passageway, which wasn’t scary in the least (meaning that the others were being frightened little babies), he ended up slowing down in a very large room, and it took him a moment to realize that it was still inside as opposed to having exited the dungeon.  A miniature mountain range spanned across the back of the room, the blue “sky” behind and above some sort of bluish-white stone flawlessly covering the bare stone of the otherwise austere walls that he normally saw in dungeons.  A fake “sun” sat off to one corner of the room, another bright-colored yellow-white stone that he couldn’t identify.  He was positive that they weren’t precious gemstones, however, and likely more of a rare-colored granite or marble.  Rare didn’t always mean it had value, however, unless he was somehow able to carve out massive slabs of the stuff – and someone was interested in blueish stone, of course.   
 
    He wasn’t here to gather that kind of stuff, though they all had mining tools to extract ores or gemstones, which Marvus was now increasingly sure was what happened.  This first room, with the unique mountain range and colored stone just screamed literal “goldmine”, and those were few and far between.  Heck, a dungeon that provided anything other than iron and copper ores was almost unheard of, and those that had gemstones or gold ore were usually much more dangerous.  As in, Level 70 or 80-type dangerous, but by that point most Raiders weren’t as concerned about wealth as they were about increasing their own power. 
 
    At the base of the mountain range, behind some miniature foothills, were 5 obvious passageways, with nothing to indicate where they were supposed to go.   
 
    “Teams of 4!” Marvus called out.  “Check it out for traps first, then take a safe peek to see if you found the way forward.”  While he wasn’t too concerned about the difficulty of this dungeon, stupid mistakes could and did happen for those who were overconfident.   
 
    While they all broke off into teams of 4, he joined a trio of the Cohort as they cautiously approached the tunnel leading to the far right of the room, and he pulsed his own Detect Traps ability.  Although it wasn’t as developed as his Valuation Sense, it was still adequate enough to handle whatever he found inside this dungeon. 
 
    Strangely, there wasn’t a single trap that he could detect.  Nor did anyone else, which was a good sign.  Walking into the tunnel, he noticed that it was dark towards the end; he wasn’t the only one that brought out an Amulet of Illumination and held it up, lighting the corridor until it was as bright as day.   
 
    “Looks like it turns to the left, though for how long I’m not sure,” Gerthin, one of those that had joined him in investigating this direction, remarked as they looked down the tunnel.  Without direction, the Assassin inched his way through the passageway, checking for traps the entire way, and Gerthin watched him disappear around the corner.  The next moment, he saw a hand appear, gesturing them forward. 
 
    The rest of the hallway was equally empty of any threats, but it was also where their progress stopped.  The tunnel ended with a blank stone wall, with no obvious way through.  “Guess this isn’t it.” 
 
    They made their way back out to the main room, only to find 3 other teams waiting for them as well.  “Nothing?” 
 
    All of them answered in the negative, but there was one team that wasn’t back yet: the one that had gone to the left.  With only the slightest hesitation, he gathered everyone up and headed for the entranceway, only to see Squab emerge from the left tunnel and nod in his direction.  “Looks like this could be the way through.” 
 
    It certainly did, and it was unlike anything he’d seen before in a dungeon – which was becoming a bit old by that point.  Marvus didn’t like surprises because they were too hard to plan for. 
 
    A large cliffside at least 100 feet tall greeted them, with an obvious switchback path up the face of it.  While they fortunately didn’t have to climb it, there was always a risk of falling if they weren’t careful; luckily, each and every one of them was quite agile and had a superb sense of balance, all benefits from their Class selections.   
 
    “Trap!  I can’t tell what kind it is, but if the rumors about this place were true, it’s probably some sort of enchantment that’ll mess with us,” Gerthin called out to the rest as they were walking up the switchback, and it was easy enough to pinpoint once Marvus got close enough with his Detect Traps ability.  There was a foot-wide strip near the edge of the pathway that wasn’t included in the trap, which made it the obvious choice for where they could bypass it altogether.  Too obvious.  One didn’t survive for years delving through dungeons without learning some of the tricks these nasty places liked to pull to take advantage of the unwary. 
 
    Marvus wasn’t the only one that thought so, and everyone prepared for the inevitable surprise.  Gerthin easily walked to the side of the trap, avoiding it altogether, but when the attack came no one was caught off guard.  Despite the fact that a large cat the same color as the cliff suddenly appeared no more than 10 feet above Gerthin, the Assassin managed to avoid all but a few cosmetic scratches along his dark leather jerkin as it flew past him.  If he hadn’t been prepared, he might have been knocked off the cliff itself, injuring him severely. 
 
    The greyish-brown cat – some sort of Lynx if he wasn’t mistaken – agilely landed below the switchback on the cliff, before bounding back upwards, intent on attacking Gerthin again.  It was met with a pair of swords wielded by the Cohort member that moved so quickly that they sliced the cat apart in the middle of the air; the monster was dead before it even hit the ground.   
 
    Now knowing what to look out for, the journey up the cliff face went a lot more smoothly.  It was still hard to pick out the Lynxes when they sat perfectly still along the rocky outcroppings of the cliff face, but after a while it was possible to pick out their eyes – which were the only things that didn’t blend in with the surroundings.  Bombarding them with expertly tossed throwing knives was enough for the Cohort to take them out before they could even attack.  From that point on, making their way up to the top of the cliff was easy enough. 
 
    The journey down the backside of the vertical mountain was even easier, as there didn’t seem to be any monsters to kill or traps to avoid.  At the bottom, there were two more options of where to go next, but one of them was quickly investigated and ruled out, as it was closed off at the end. 
 
    The next room was their first glimpse of the forest-like environment that Squab had described the previous dungeon as full of.  There were trees lining the middle of the room, with small hills of even more stone along the sides, combining the two environments seamlessly.   
 
    Spreading out, so as not to present a tempting target for an attack, the Cohort moved forward cautiously, using their Detect Traps to verify the safety of their steps.  Just before the tree line, a long trap suddenly filled Marvus’ vision, running the entire distance from hillside to hillside.  While they might be able to jump over it with no ill effects, leaving a trap that couldn’t easily be avoided at their backs was never a good idea, especially if they needed to flee.  “Derf – Disarm it while we watch your back.” 
 
    Derf, their Disarm Trap specialist, got to work immediately.  A billowy mist flowed out of his hands, covering the entire trap within seconds as it did its work.  It would take a minute or two for it to fully finish, which was why they needed to watch his back while he was otherwise occupied. 
 
    It was good that they were, too, because almost as soon as Derf got to work, some unheard signal started an attack from 3 sides.  Large cats, larger than the Lynx in the last room, seemed to materialize from the hillsides, jumping down towards the assembled Cohort, narrowly missing their targets as they dodged out of the way.  Knives flashed out in counterattack as the cats landed, swift and deadly strikes and stabs that made short work of the dungeon-created monsters, even as howls coming from the forest of trees made Marvus shiver slightly at their sound. 
 
    A handful of large wolves emerged from the trees at a run, attacking those closest to the forest, but again their targets were too swift to fall prey to their assault.  Dodging, rolling, and even jumping out of the way of danger was easy enough to accomplish with their Classes, though facing an enemy head-on was always a bit risky.  Marvus joined in and held the attention of 2 of the wolves with his Provoke ability, and the others took advantage with stealthy backstabs and swift shanks into their flanks as he practically danced out of the way of the monsters’ deadly bites. 
 
    Soon enough, the big cats and wolves lay dead, disappearing into loot – more silver coins and what appeared to be some shoddy leather armor.  It was nothing that any of them would want to use, even Squab, but they could sell it for a small profit in Heftington.  A minute later, the trap was completely disarmed and harmless, and they made their cautious way through the forest, finding the entrance to the next room. 
 
    That was where things started to get a little strange. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Tacca had recognized Marvus immediately, leading a large group of Scout-classed Thieves and Brigands up towards her dungeon entrances.  It was hard to forget any of the people that had participated in the destruction of one of her past Bonded Cores; in this case, it had been Darlene, one of the first Cores with which she had Bonded.  The misguided Dungeon Core had essentially shut down her dungeon in the hopes of hiding from everyone, hoarding heaps of Rewards in her Core Room.  
 
    That was, of course, when Tacca showed up and her bad luck led to her destruction.  The former Dungeon Assistant still hadn’t fully come to terms with her role in any of the fates of her former Cores, even if she hadn’t been the one to actually end their lives.   
 
    No, that had been the act of those like Marvus. 
 
    He had shown up with other Brigands, using his Valuation Sense ability to sniff out the massive hoard of gold coins and enchantment scrolls (as well as a myriad of other things) in Darlene’s Core Room.  Without any traps or creatures defending her many rooms, as they had been removed previously, even the Core’s desperate additions of Panthers had been only partially successful.  Marvus, having killed the leader of his thieving group, had taken it upon himself to destroy Darlene, so that there wasn’t a chance that anyone would find his massive treasure. 
 
    I WILL KILL HIM! 
 
    Shale was taken aback by her vehemence and nearly dropped his Invisibility in surprise.  “What?  Who?  Why?” 
 
    Marvus – the one that appears to be leading this group.  He destroyed one of my previous Cores before all this happened. 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    While Tacca explained what had happened, she listened to the group talking via the Link with Shale, as well as watched them loot the bodies of the corpses that had been killed by the invaders outside of her entrance.  To see them uncaringly desecrate their fellow Raiders like that, without any visible sign of caring that they used to be their own, only indicated to her that these were not the most savory of characters.  The rage she felt only increased. 
 
    “Tacca…don’t take this the wrong way, because I don’t want to make light of what you went through, but…you can’t take revenge on him as a personal vendetta.” 
 
    That wasn’t what she wanted to hear.  What?  Why not? 
 
    “Because he was justified in what he had done.” 
 
    No; it’s never justified destroying a Dungeon Core, especially because of greed. 
 
    “So you say, but I think you’re thinking of it as a Core, and not as a Fairy anymore.” 
 
    What does that have to do with—  Tacca stopped her rebuttal and stepped back for a moment, trying to wade through the fury she felt upon seeing the Brigand again.  It took a few minutes to let her mind clear enough to understand what her Assistant was saying.  In those precious few minutes, the Gnoll Scout she had in her new section entrance was chased and cut down before he could escape.  
 
    I…see what you’re saying, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to take it easy on these Raiders.  They are coming in with way more people than they should, so I’m going to up the challenge a bit. 
 
    Tacca really did understand what Shale was saying: Darlene had been breaking the rules and had to be destroyed.  It wasn’t just an accidental breaking of the rules, but a deliberate act that was detrimental to the entire world; when Darlene wasn’t acting as a functioning dungeon, she wasn’t actively participating in regulating the “balance” – something she was starting to learn more of over the past few weeks, as Shale had spent more and more time helping Malachite and the Council.  She didn’t comprehend all of it, but she did understand her role in “pruning” those dungeons that were hindering the maintenance of that balance.   
 
    That did not mean that she liked it.  Nope, not one bit. 
 
    Regardless, she could see Marvus in a new light.  She still didn’t like the Brigand – or whatever Raider Class he was now – and wanted him to die, but ultimately he had played a role in Darlene’s destruction just as Tacca had.  While she still could – and did – blame him for the Core’s ending, it was quite likely that if it hadn’t been him, it would’ve been someone else.  For that reason, she wasn’t going to specifically target him in an attempt to kill him, but she was serious about making things a little more difficult for the entire group. 
 
    “That’s only fair, I suppose, seeing as they have much greater numbers.  And while I don’t know their Raider Levels, from their actions so far, I would put most of them at the limit of your new section or beyond.” 
 
    With tacit approval for her actions, Tacca started adding more creatures to her new section.  Using all of her Dungeon Force, bolstered by Shale’s Energy Transmutation and her own regeneration, dozens of new creatures joined their brethren already prepared for the upcoming group.  Because of time constraints, as it took a little while for her new additions to fully materialize, she skipped over adding anything to the first two rooms, as they wouldn’t appear in time; for the others, though, they were getting a slight increase in their number.   
 
    Unfortunately, she didn’t have nearly enough time to place additional traps, as those usually took longer to set up and more DF to create.   
 
    “Not that they would matter, anyway, as these Raiders will just be able to detect and disarm them with ease.”   
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant was correct, as those that had just invaded her dungeon were all specialized in trap detection and disarming them – which was why a balanced group of Raiders usually contained at least one Scout-type Class.  Fortunately, unless there were some hidden very high-Level Raiders in the bunch, the traps in her defensive section outside of her Core Room would be too difficult for any of them to disarm.   
 
    Not one to take a chance, though, especially if she could do something to prevent a disaster, once she had initiated the placement of additional creatures throughout the majority of the rooms, she started on something new.  Moving her Core to the 3rd section, which was currently under construction, she added a new creature to her Core Room – along with some smaller friends for some synergy action. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Gnoll Archmage 
    
  If Gnolls are the evolved versions of hyenas, then the Gnoll Archmage is the evolved version of a Mage.  Wielding powerful spells, the Archmage can absolutely devastate its enemies and only the stoutest of individuals can withstand their onslaught.  The downside to this Variant of Gnoll is their severe weakness to physical attacks, though that weakness can be shored up by the activation of defensive spells.   
    
  Cost (Level 25): 1200 DF 
  Control Requirement (Level 25): 190 
  Creation Time (Level 25): 3.5 Hours 
  Equipment: Carved Elderoak Staff (Magical Attack +20, Physical Attack +2), Fine Magisilk Robe (Physical Defense +5) 
  Physical Attack: 5 (9) 
  Magical Attack: 80 (120) 
  Physical Defense: 8 (12) 
  Ranged Defense: 4 (6) 
  Elemental Resistance: 80% Earth, 80% Fire, 80% Water, 80% Air 
  Specials: Bonus to sensing those hidden by Invisibility spells and effects 
  Abilities: (select for list of available spells) 
  Synergy Addition (+): Adds a bonus to Physical and Ranged Attack and Defense when paired with unevolved creature form; this bonus lasts for up to 30 seconds even after paired form is killed 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It was a bit of a strain on her Core, as it still didn’t like her using more than 25% of her maximum Dungeon Force on a single creation, but although it nearly felt like she was going to cause some cracks in her form, nothing happened.  She thought she might be able to push it another 100 or 200 DF before something bad happened, but she didn’t want to push it.  As it was, it was already going to take 3.5 hours for the Gnoll Archmage to fully appear, which she hoped the rest of her rooms would delay the group long enough for.  Actually, she really hoped that she wasn’t going to have to utilize the Archmage at all, and that the group would just leave after a while. 
 
    Tacca didn’t think she’d be that lucky. 
 
    The Dungeon Core watched as the large group made their way down the slide, investigated the first room quickly – they’re lucky that they had so many people to check all of the different passageways – and then blow through the first two rooms without any difficulty at all.  Not that she expected them to, but she was at least hoping that her creatures would be at least partially effective.  That just wasn’t to be, unfortunately. 
 
    It was in the third room, where she had made some additions, that she finally had some success. 
 
      
 
    *          *          * 
 
      
 
    Marvus didn’t have to instruct everyone to bring forth whatever kind of light they had, because they did it automatically as they ventured into the next room.  The ambience of the new area was dark, much darker than the previous rooms had been, but it wasn’t something that they were unused to when traipsing through dungeons.  It was why they were prepared with Amulets of Illumination or gear equipped with Darkvision enchantments, though those were relatively expensive and didn’t work the best when the rest of the group was lighting up the place with so much light.   
 
    A few steps inside of the room made the leading edge of the Cohort pause, as insane laughter echoed through glossy, smooth, and narrow hallways that indicated some sort of maze they needed to navigate their way through.  This wasn’t the first maze most of them had seen in a dungeon, of course, but it was the first time that Marvus had heard something like that. 
 
    “What is it?  What is making that noise?” 
 
    “Is this place haunted by the spirits of those that died up above?” 
 
    “I don’t like this – we should turn around and get out of here.” 
 
    Marvus heard the whisperings of his crew as they listened to the incessant laughter that seemed to sink into his bones, and he was this close to agreeing with them.  However, he wasn’t going to let something as stupid as laughter keep him from scoring another payday.   
 
    “Knock it off!” he yelled, making his voice carry over the creepy giggling.  “Keep moving; there’s nothing to be afraid of here.  This is just a ploy by the dungeon to scare us.” 
 
    As if in answer to that, the sheer volume of the laughter increased, until a cacophony of giggles and cackles echoed through the hallways.  Even if they got over the fear that the sound caused, it was so loud that they would have difficulty hearing if there was danger about.   
 
    Thankfully, the group started moving again, either bolstered by his words or determined not to give into their fear.  Before too long, the hallway ended in a T-junction, giving them two choices of where to go; it only confirmed that this was indeed some sort of maze.  “Two teams, one left and one right!” Marvus immediately shouted, still needing to raise his voice significantly to be heard over the laughter.  Without too much trouble, the entire group split in half, and he joined with 9 others as they turned to the right. 
 
    Within 2 turnings, they detected another trap, which was immediately disarmed with a minimum of difficulty.  This dungeon is a whole lot easier than I expected; no wonder those two Hill Dwarves made it through.  A few feet past where the trap was disarmed, however, Marvus heard a cry come from behind them, barely audible over the annoying giggling. 
 
    The smaller Cohort group turned around with him, only to see Yates – a Level 19 Thief – on his knees, his knife barely holding off the attacks from another Gnoll.  There was a shiny wetness to the back of his leather Cuirass, and Marvus instantly knew what it was. 
 
    “Assassin!  It backstabbed Yates!” he called out, moving into position to block another underhanded slice by the Gnoll.  Yates had been hurt pretty badly, it seemed, which was unfortunate; he slumped over on his side as Marvus took the attention of the creature, blocking one strike after another with ease.  Within a few seconds of quick knifework, he managed to stab the monster in the throat, shoving his weapon into its brain, killing it instantly.  “Got it.  See to Yates—” 
 
    The sounds of fighting crashed into him as he turned, only to see most of his people fighting against what appeared to be Hyenas, though the creatures were extremely outmatched.  It didn’t take long to put them down, but that wasn’t the only thing that had attacked.  Another Gnoll Assassin had apparently ambushed the front of the group when they turned to help Yates, and Burns got his throat cut for his inattention. 
 
    “What in the world is happening to you all?” he asked, exasperated.  Burns – a Level 18 Brigand – was dead, but Yates had survived by virtue of a couple of Minor Healing Potions he had carried with him.  “We are supposed to be the ones surprising and attacking monsters, not the other way around.”  He could only put their inattention down to the atmosphere, but he was still severely disappointed in them. 
 
    “Boss, we should get out of here,” Squab said suddenly, which just annoyed Marvus even more.  “I think that you might be wrong about what we might find here.” 
 
    Without even thinking about it, he backhanded the worthless Level 12 Thief, sending Squab sprawling after he slammed into the nearest wall.  “Strip him of anything of value; we don’t condone cowardice in the Cohort.”  The organization was a hard bunch, having done some more-than-questionable things in the past, but the few things they couldn’t handle were cowards or those that couldn’t follow orders.  As for Marvus, he couldn’t abide by others disparaging his abilities. 
 
    The others leapt to obey, stripping the protesting Thief of everything but his clothes.  “Get out of here, you fool.  You had better disappear, too, because if I see your face again, you’ll only live long enough to regret crossing me.”  Marvus kicked him hard in the side, before turning his back on the disgraced Cohort member.  He heard Squab get up painfully and retreat, going back the way they came. 
 
    “Alright, lead on.” 
 
    Now knowing that there were Assassins in the maze, they took their time and watched out for any more threats.  They were quickly joined by the other team, who had run into a dead end a little earlier, and they made their way through the rest of the maze without taking any other casualties.  Of all the Raider Classes out there, they were the most prepared to counter an enemy Assassin-type, especially as the Gnolls were particularly weak when they didn’t get a surprise cheap-shot in.   
 
    The next room was a complete change from the last couple, as it was full of trees.  Since Squab wasn’t there anymore, Marvus couldn’t ask if this was how the other dungeon looked, but he had to assume that it was.  There didn’t seem to be any dangerous monsters inside the room, however, or at least none that they could see.  They did find some traps that were so obvious in their placement and easy to bypass that they barely even needed to Detect them, but they Disarmed them anyway.   
 
    “Hey, that is one fine-looking woma—ahh!” Marvus suddenly heard next to him, only to see Derf looking up into the trees, an arrow embedded in his shoulder.  A second one slammed into his other shoulder as he tried to avoid it, and then chaos figuratively rained down on the entire group. 
 
    “Take cover!  Counterattack!”  His words were unneeded, as everyone scattered and hid behind trees, blocking them from the line of fire from above.  Marvus caught sight of their attackers, which seemed to be women with fiery red hair holding bows, which didn’t make sense to him; when he saw the bushy tail behind one of them, he knew what they were: Kitsune. 
 
    The Cohort leader dragged Derf away under a hail of arrows, taking one in his upper left arm as a reward.  He wasn’t giving up their trap specialist without a fight, however.  When he was back behind the safety of the nearest tree, Marvus pulled out some of his throwing knives and took aim around the trunk of the tree, tossing his projectile weapon straight for the throat of the Kitsune across from him.  His knife flew true, only to have the humanoid-fox creature dodge it at the last moment, barely nicking its cheek as it pulled away.   
 
    How?  It turned out that the archers in the trees were fast and quite agile, bounding from tree branch to tree branch in an effort to avoid more projectiles, as well as moving into a better position from which to fire onto those below.  They weren’t the only ones that were agile and at home upon the branches of a tree, however. 
 
    Half of the Cohort started to climb the trees, nimbly pulling themselves up, and started to chase the Kitsune around.  While they were occupied, the others of the Cohort continued to throw knives above themselves, hoping to strike the fleeing archers while they were distracted.  Just as Marvus managed to hit one in the knee, he felt a pain in his own knee, which nearly caused him to collapse. 
 
    Looking down, he stared right into the eyes of a brown fox, which blended into the roots of the tree he was hiding behind so well that he could barely distinguish between the two.  The dungeon monster was currently trying to bite through his leather pants, and he could feel a trickle of blood coming from where it had managed to penetrate the tough material.   
 
    “Get off!” he shouted, slamming his knee – fox and all – against the tree, where he heard the crunching and hollow *pop* of bones.  Fortunately, it wasn’t his own bones, but the body of the fox, which crumpled to the ground, disappearing moments later. 
 
    An impact from behind threw him forward and he slammed his head hard against the trunk of the tree.  When he recovered a moment later, he looked over his shoulder to see an arrow sticking out of the flesh of his upper back, though it didn’t penetrate far because of his natural resistance.  Yanking it out, he looked around him to see that those that had stayed on the ground were nursing wounds by even more foxes that had attacked, and a few fighting on with arrows stuck in them in various places.   
 
    Fortunately, all of those foxes appeared to have been slain, and the Kitsune in the trees were quickly being corralled together, where they couldn’t withstand the speed and deadliness of Raiders on a mission.  In less than a minute after he slammed the fox on his knee into the tree trunk, the last of the attackers were dead, allowing them to recover and move on.  Half of those that had accompanied Marvus needed to be healed using Potions, but there was a silver lining: 4 Minor Healing Potions dropped as loot from the Kitsune up in the trees. 
 
    If I had more of a legal bent to my life, I might consider this place good for farming these Potions and selling them.  As it is, I’ll think I’ll have to pass. 
 
    When everyone had recovered, he was pleased to see that no one else had died, though a few had been severely hurt.  It was a shame that they didn’t have any Healers with them, but the Cohort was a bit of an exclusive club; besides, they had more than enough Potions to keep them alive. 
 
    “On to the next!  We’ve got to be getting close now!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    She’d learned about it at DAPS, had some higher-Level Raiders test her dungeon, and heard about how powerful Scouts could be when they gained some experience, but this was her first time really seeing it in action.  At least, seeing it in multiple, because most groups that had come through her dungeon thus far had been much smaller – as in 5 or less.  Now, though, she was witnessing 18 Thieves, Brigands, and Assassins make their way through her second section without too much danger to themselves. 
 
    After one of her Gnoll Assassins managed to slit the throat of one of her guests, it was like a switch had been flipped.  All of the luck had been against her again, even when they unknowingly stepped into her defenses. 
 
    For instance, take the room with her Kitsune Archers, whose number she had added to before they arrived.  The traps in the room had been Disarmed, but none of them had been expecting an attack from above – and yet her creature had only wounded the initial target!  All because of a leaf, too; she had been watching the Kitsune release the first arrow, and a leaf – which shouldn’t fall from her trees, yet inexplicably did somehow – fell into her face, causing her to miss her first shot.  
 
    Surprise was the only thing on their side, unfortunately, and once that was wasted, the fight went poorly.  The thieving Raiders were just too quick, too agile, and too strong to fall to creatures 10 Levels or more below their own.  Even when her Root Foxes managed to surprise the heck out of every attacker, they just couldn’t do enough damage to really bother them; their Physical and Ranged Defense was just too great.   
 
    Tacca couldn’t really blame her creatures, either, because that was how she had designed them.  They really shouldn’t be able to harm such powerful Raiders, because then that would mean her defenses were overpowered for what she had planned; if a “normal” group had tackled them, then the lower-Level Raiders would’ve been wiped out without a chance.   
 
    Marvus and the other Raiders didn’t appear to be dissuaded from their objective, as they continued to push on.  The room after the Kitsune saw the introduction of Scrub Lions, along with Frond Coyotes and Bush Jackals, in a room with densely packed foliage, including ferns, bushes, and other plant life that allowed them to hide extremely well.  Unfortunately, Thieves and their ilk tended to hide quite well themselves, so the Raiders were either able to spot them beforehand, sneak by without alerting Tacca’s creatures, or attack from range with a seemingly endless supply of throwing knives.   
 
    The same “luck” went in the next room, which was an uphill climb up a mountain, though it was flatter than the cliff had been with the Cliff Lynxes earlier.  Instead, large boulders were stationed along the hillside, where Gnoll Scouts were able to utilize the bows she provided for them, firing from cover.  When the Raiders advanced too far, they were able to push and tip over the large stones, which were perched precariously and only required a firm shove to topple over.  The boulders would then roll down the hill, crushing anyone that got in their way. 
 
    Unfortunately, the Raiders were too quick to stay in line of the rolling boulders, and the few times they were actually shot, the wounds were superficial.  They slaughtered the Scouts with ease, while other Raiders Disarmed the Obscured Vision Enchantment traps she had placed over the hillside.  The traps were designed to blur the sight of anyone affected by them, which would theoretically let them fall victim to a rolling boulder, but she never got the chance to see their effect. 
 
    She had high hopes after that in her next room, which she had designed as a long bridge over deep pits on either side.  Tacca had broken up the bridge so that there were 2 large gaps of 10 feet between the sections, and then placed Life-based traps that were similar to the ones in the Kitsune Archer room – which would enhance their jumping ability.  She figured the Raiders would Disarm them automatically, thereby not allowing them to continue on. 
 
    Of course, she forgot how acrobatic these Scout Classes could be.  Each of them were easily able to clear the gap with just a simple leap, looking as if they did that all of the time.   
 
    With the gaps cleared, her creatures didn’t do much better.  Originally, she had placed 2 Crag Harpies in the room – part woman and part bird-like creatures – but she had upped it to 6 when these Raiders invaded.  Ultimately, it didn’t matter, because throwing knives took them out easily from a distance before they could swoop down and attack, thus failing to knock any of the Raiders off of the bridge.  Tacca had to admit that she took some satisfaction that half of the impaled Harpies fell down into the spiked pits, where their Reward was lost along with their knives. 
 
    Also placed on the bridge were 8 Mastiffs, the massive dogs from her Boss Room in her original section.  This time, though, they were Level 10, which made them quite a bit bigger and stronger.  Tacca’s thought on their purpose was to literally slam into the Raiders, hitting them so hard that they knocked the attackers off of the stone bridge.  Naturally, that didn’t happen, as these Raiders were swift enough to avoid being hit, and sometimes even jumping over the Mastiffs as they charged.  The dogs either ended up running off the side of the bridge themselves, or succumbed to the knifework of multiple Raiders, leaving their true potential largely untested. 
 
    Subsequent rooms fared no better against the infiltrators, no matter what stood in their way.  Since most of her traps were Enchantment-based, with clear access to Disarm them, they basically did her no good; her creatures were then forced to take on the role of the sole defense, which they weren’t capable of doing against such adept opponents.  As they got closer to the Boss Room, however, the Level difference between the two groups started to shrink, which meant that her creatures were finally able to do significant damage. 
 
      
 
    *         *         * 
 
      
 
    This is one of the strangest dungeons I’ve ever seen. 
 
    Marvus nimbly dodged a vicious swipe from what appeared to be a green-striped tiger as it emerged from behind a fern, hoping to catch him unawares.  Unfortunately for the monster, the Plunderer had seen it crouched behind the plant, so he wasn’t surprised when it attacked; it took a lot more than that to surprise him, and the monsters within this dungeon were comparatively weak.  As he slashed with his knife at the large cat, which came up to his chest in terms of height, scoring a direct hit on its jugular, he quickly found out that things weren’t quite so one-sided anymore. 
 
    His attack only injured the beast; he didn’t kill it like he expected.  It was severely wounded, yes, but far from dead. 
 
    It was unexpected, to say the least, which was probably why he failed to avoid another swipe by a huge tiger paw.  Marvus was hit so hard that he was flung sideways, landing in a sprawl of limbs; he was in such shock that it took him a second to gather his wits – which was when an abrupt shot of pain careened into him.  Looking down, he saw that his leather chestpiece had been shredded, and there were deep furrows raked across his side, bleeding profusely. 
 
    Luckily, before the tiger could take advantage of his fallen state, two of the Cohort jumped in and finished off the beast.  Taking a Minor Healing Potion from his bottomless bag, he popped the cork and took a swig, thankful that his injury didn’t seem too serious, mainly just a flesh wound.  A deep flesh wound, but he didn’t think there were any broken bones or internal damage. 
 
    “You alright, boss?” Gerthin asked, extending his hand to help Marvus back up.  The Cohort leader ignored it, instead getting to his feet on his own – he didn’t need anyone thinking he needed help, after all. 
 
    “Perfectly fine.  We all clear?” 
 
    His side was still a little painful, but the wounds had closed up and stopped bleeding.  He realized that he really should use another Potion, but he also figured he could wait until he wouldn’t seem weak to the others.  Marvus had learned that half of the secret of leading a crew of the Cohort successfully was showing strength, never letting those you led see you struggle.  Everyone got hurt every once in a while, but as long as you didn’t let it seem worse than it was, your subordinates would think you were unbeatable. 
 
    The other half of the secret was understanding the motivations of the crew.  In this case, it was fairly easy to understand what motivated the Cohort: Greed, plain and simple. 
 
    “It’s clear, but we lost Yates.  One of them tigers practically tore his head off his shoulders.” 
 
    On the one hand, another death meant that there was more wealth for each of them when they found their payload; on the other, there were fewer hands to fight against the increasingly difficult rooms of the dungeon.  That, and there would be fewer people to do any mining – a chore that always went better when there were more to do it. 
 
    “Grab whatever valuables he had on him and then move on; I can feel that we are getting closer.  It shouldn’t be long now.” 
 
    It had already been a profitable trip to this dungeon, despite the Potions they were forced to consume.  His Valuation Sense had sniffed out a hidden treasure chest, secreted behind a wall in the last room; it hadn’t been hard to find once he knew where to look, as it was simply behind an outcropping of stone on the eastern wall, but if he didn’t Sense that it was there, they would’ve missed it.  It had contained a Minor Physical Resistance Enchantment Scroll, which usually sold for a gold or two, as well as a handful of silver coins; even split 18 ways – 17 now – each person had already made a small profit, especially with all of the loot from killing so many creatures. 
 
    But they weren’t here for a small profit – they were here for a huge profit.  A profit which was suddenly on the horizon, Marvus realized, because his Valuation Sense suddenly went wild.  Either they had progressed far enough to get a better read on what they were after, or…that’s it!  Looking at his Raider Status, he saw that his ability had increased to Level 30, breaking through to the next threshold; from what he had learned from others in the Cohort, at this Level, his Sense could now detect valuable materials that weren’t finished products.  He wasn’t sure what it was, quite yet, but he knew there was a lot of something down below – and it was relatively close.   
 
    Excitement rushed through Marvus as he followed the others to the next room, which took him back a little.  It was a large space, at least 100 feet wide and long, and it had a…castle?...along what he considered was the southern wall.  It wasn’t really a castle, more of the front wall of a castle, with ramparts up above complete with merlons, a portal leading inwards down below – and defenders.  A stone pathway led up to the castle façade, with perfectly trimmed green grass to either side of it, along with a small tree in the precise middle of the lawns.   
 
    The ceiling of the room had some familiar blue-colored stone, which he had seen in the very first room of the dungeon, along with streaks of white, giving it the appearance of a sky.  The walls were another colored stone, this time dark green that lightened in hue the closer it got to the ceiling, ending with the same color blue, making it appear as if the boundaries of the space went off into the distance.  It was remarkably done, in fact, and it was seamless in its construction – something that he hadn’t expected to see in a dungeon. 
 
    Better still, his Valuation Sense was tingling when he looked at some of the lighter green stone; it wasn’t a sought-after gemstone, but he thought it could be a semi-precious stone worth something to someone.  All he knew was that this wasn’t what he was searching for, because it didn’t scream out to him like whatever it was down below, but it could be a potential source of income.  I’ll come back after I find the rest. 
 
    He was so distracted by looking at the walls that he hadn’t even looked over the dangers of the room yet.  When he finally focused on them, he also realized why the Cohort hadn’t moved from their position near the tunnel entrance.   
 
    Marvus Detected no traps, which was unusual because there had been traps in all of the other rooms so far, but the obstacle in front of them was a bit more significant.  Up on the ramparts of the “castle” wall, 8 Kitsune were poised with bows, and something told him that they were stronger than the ones they had faced before.  Reaching them would be a bit of a problem, because the wall was fairly smooth and couldn’t be climbed easily, as well as being 20 feet high.  That wasn’t to be said that it couldn’t be done, but it would take a bit longer to figure out a way up there without being shot off of the climb.   
 
    Down below, 6 Gnolls equipped with iron-like armor were arrayed across from the exit to the next room, wielding sturdy wooden shields and basic iron swords.  Melee Classes; one of the few things we’re not really suited to fighting against.  The variety of different monster types – not just Class-wise, but different species – was what made this dungeon so strange.  Normally, dungeons that he frequented and were suitable for his Raider Level had at most 2 different types of monsters, with perhaps a few varieties; this one, however, he had lost count of how many different types of opponents they had gone up against.  Now they were up against a melee-Class, of all things.   
 
    It was time for him to earn his keep, he supposed.  As the only Class in this Cohort that was suited to more of a melee role, it was going to be his job to keep the Gnolls busy, while the others took out the threats.  Marvus looked around at Gerthin and the rest of the Cohort, silently encouraging them; they had been around long enough to know what was needed even without words. 
 
    “On my go.  1…2…3…GO!” 
 
    Marvus sprinted forward, using his Rush ability to slide up next to the lead Gnoll of the pack, sliding his long steel dagger into a gap along the side of its breastplate.  He felt it pierce the tough skin of the monster, penetrating all the way to the hilt, before pulling it back out.  All of that occurred in less than a second, and the Gnoll dropped to the ground, dead before it even knew what had hit it. 
 
    A sudden instinctual flip backwards saved him from being decapitated by the Gnoll next in line, and by the time he straightened back up, Marvus was forced to fend for his life.  He wasn’t an expert fighter – he had other skills – but he could sure annoy the Gnolls enough to keep their attention on him; weaving back and forth, he either avoided most attacks against him or blocked them with his long dagger, which he typically used when facing harder opponents.  It was going well until an arrow shot by one of the Kitsune up on the wall slammed into his left shoulder, penetrating deep enough that he quickly lost most sensation in his left arm. 
 
    “HURRY UP!” Marvus shouted, barely deflecting another slice at his head, nimbly dancing out of the way.  He pulled the arrow out of his shoulder and flung it away, before grabbing another Potion out of his bag while he rolled forward, avoiding 4 more strikes that whooshed through the air right where he had been.  Swallowing the life-saving liquid, he felt his shoulder knit itself together again, giving him feeling back in his limb. 
 
    Springing up, he managed to slice his dagger along the back of the knee of the nearest Gnoll, cutting through its tendons.  It collapsed to a knee, unable to bear any weight on its leg, and Marvus went to finish it off – but was forced to retreat as its buddies interrupted him.  C’mon, where’s my backup?  Another pair of arrows shot through where he had just been, narrowly missing him, and he began to suspect that he had been abandoned. 
 
    Fortunately for him, the Cohort was only getting into position.  As soon as he had Rushed the first Gnoll, the rest of the Cohort had disappeared, using their Stealth to camouflage themselves.  This, of course, brought the entire room’s attention on Marvus – which was a bit disconcerting – but it was necessary for them to be able to move freely and get into position.   
 
    The first of them reappeared behind the kneeling Gnoll, slicing deeply into the back of his neck with a knife; the attack didn’t kill the monster, unfortunately, but the appearance of another Cohort member next to the first followed up with another attack in less than a second, severing its spinal cord in the process.  Behind the others, more Cohort seemed to materialize out of thin air, directing their own attacks at the armored Gnolls.  Most were successful, but one pair had gotten into position late, and the monster – after seeing what happened to its fellows – immediately swung its sword around in an arc, blindly slicing the air. 
 
    Two Cohort members suddenly appeared, their throats slit cleanly through from the attack.  They collapsed to their knees, one hand dropping to their bottomless bags to grab a Potion, while the other attempted to stem the flow of blood.  Marvus knew there was no hope for them, though; not because of the Gnoll, which had been quickly swarmed by the other Cohort members that had appeared, but because they wouldn’t be able to drink the Potion itself.   
 
    Gerthin, their resident Assassin, told him once that without a Healer-Class to help them, slit throats were the worst type of wound and usually meant death.  Even if they splashed some of the Healing Potion on their wounds, regardless of its strength, all it would do was close up the external portion of the wound.  It would continue bleeding inside, and it was a very rare person that could swallow liquid at that point, especially when their windpipe had been severed – as these two had been. 
 
    Within seconds, the two had bled out so much that there was no hope of saving them, even if they had the means.  However, the danger in the room had been eliminated, including the Kitsune up above, as a half dozen Cohort had managed to climb up and dispatch them all.  Sadly, one of them got a point-blank shot from an arrow into his eye, killing him instantly, so they ended up losing a total of 3 in their endeavors. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time Marvus wished they had some Melee and Casters in their Cohort, but they were few and far between.  There were some much higher-Level members of different Classes in their Raider sub-group, but none that were willing to work under Marvus – he’d have to work under them, which was something he’d rather avoid.  Still, it would’ve helped a lot during this battle, because spell-casting was much more effective in taking out ranged-based monsters, and having someone other than him hold the attention of the Gnolls would’ve prevented him from losing the attention of the one that had killed two of his crew. 
 
    Looking around at his now 14-strong Cohort, he saw that morale had taken a big hit because of the deaths.  “Nice execution, everyone.  If I’m correct – which I think I am, based on how close our payday feels – this next room should be the Boss of this dungeon.  Once that’s dead, we can collect our spoils!” 
 
    Ragged cheers rang out, not quite enthusiastic, but determined, nonetheless.  Greed – it’s always a great motivator.  With that, they collected the loot from the slain Gnolls and Kitsune – which included a few much-needed Minor Healing Potions and 25 silver coins – as well as their own dead, and moved on. 
 
    Nothing can stop us now. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    This isn’t good.   
 
    The Boss Room appeared innocuous enough, even though it was quite dark.  Just a bunch of trees – what could be scary about that?  A quick look up into the branches revealed no Kitsune waiting to rain death down on them, and there didn’t seem to be any of those annoying foxes hidden in the tree roots.  There were a few traps that they had identified, though it took Derf and a few others that had higher Disarm Trap skills to eliminate them.  After that…nothing. 
 
    At least until they ventured near the middle of the room – or so he estimated – which was when the howling started.  A deep-rooted instinct of Marvus, some primal warning, took hold and caused him to freeze in his tracks involuntarily.  Moving just his eyes, he could also see that everyone else with him had frozen as well, a few of them actually shivering – and he couldn’t blame them.  The sound of a hundred howls coming at them from every side was deafening, and all he wanted to do was cover his ears and curl up in a ball on the ground. 
 
    NO!  These are just wolves! 
 
    Marvus shook himself out of his frozen state, his knees feeling like jelly after being locked into rigidity.  When he caught his balance and recovered, he immediately slapped Gerthin across the face, hard enough to leave a mark but not actually injure him.  The Assassin’s eyes cleared and he looked at Marvus, nodding his head. 
 
    The next moment, the Cohort leader and Gerthin were slapping the faces of the rest of the crew, snapping them out of their sudden fear.  None of them said anything – though they all acknowledged their thanks with a nod of their head or by mouthing the words – mainly because the howls were so loud that Marvus could barely hear his own thoughts. 
 
    Abruptly, as if they were waiting for them to all recover from their initial fear, the howling stopped.  Strangely, the sudden silence was even more frightening than the deafening howls. 
 
    “Get ready, I think they’re co—”  
 
    The first of the wolves entered the ring of light around the Cohort crew – which was created by their Amulets of Illumination – and immediately attacked, jumping or charging ahead, teeth bared in snarls of hungry anticipation.  One of them hopped straight for Marvus, and he turned to the side to avoid its snapping jaws, slicing with his long dagger in one swift movement.  The fur and flesh parted easily, cutting the side and even the bones of the wolf with remarkable effectiveness.  In fact, by the amount of damage he had done, he would say that these wolves were weaker than the ones they had fought…6 rooms ago?  8?  He had lost track of how many rooms they had gone through by that point. 
 
    He didn’t have time to ponder any more, though, because there was another wolf behind the one he just killed, and another behind that.  Maybe this Boss Room is one of endurance?  Just waves and waves of a single monster, though weaker than ones we’d seen before?  He’d heard of such things happening in a dungeon, though he hadn’t seen it before; even then, he’d never heard of it being in a Boss Room. 
 
    Another howl seemed to shake the room, a singular source that seemed even louder than the hundreds of lupine voices they’d heard earlier.  A glow suddenly surrounded the wolves racing towards them, and Marvus only had a moment before a trio of them were upon him.  One of them lunged towards the Plunderer, intent on biting his leg, and Marvus danced to the side; when he went to execute a counterattack with his dagger, the wolf was suddenly gone, having moved as fast or faster than Marvus himself. 
 
    Not good at all. 
 
    A crunch on his left distracted him for a moment, and he looked over to see that one of his Cohort had found out the hard way that the onslaught of wolves was suddenly faster; his knee got crunched badly, and he was practically yanked off of his feet.  Marvus went to help him, but he rapidly discovered that he had some problems of his own – such as the 5 wolves now arrayed against him, appearing out of nowhere it seemed. 
 
    They struck nearly as one, and not even their superior speed could prevent one of them from being impaled through the throat by his dagger; unfortunately, this left him open to attack, and while he avoided 3 of their vicious sets of jaws, the 4th clamped onto his right arm, yanking it off the hilt of his dagger.  He could feel the pressure of the teeth against his skin, and the tearing as his flesh parted, but it wasn’t as bad as he feared.  Ripping it out of the wolf’s grip was impossible by itself, but a quickly grabbed knife from his waist into its left eye was enough to make it let go – in addition to killing it. 
 
    They aren’t really that powerful, just fast.  Screams and cries from his Cohort seemed to want to put the lie to that thought, because they were suffering and dying to the wolf horde.  None of them had as much physical resistance as Marvus had, however, so even a Level 5 wolf would do some damage to their bodies if they couldn’t avoid it.  Some tried to disappear into the shadows, but were hunted down by the wolves, able to sniff them out – an unfortunate ability that the feral canines seemed to possess.   
 
    This isn’t going our way; time to break out the secret weapon.  If there was one thing that Marvus loved, it was money.  Not always for wealth’s sake, but because of one of his abilities as a Plunderer; it was expensive, both in terms of his stamina, but also in relation to his wallet. 
 
    Plunging his hand into his bottomless bag, he pulled out a handful of silver coins, activated his Splurge ability, and flung his hand outwards at tremendous speed.  Two dozen silver coins flew out of his hand, shooting so fast that they were a blur as they smashed into and through the skulls of the wolves attacking him.  And not only the wolves attacking him, but also through every wolf surrounding their group, killing them instantly, where they dropped down to the ground and dissolved straight away.   
 
    With that one ability, he had killed perhaps 30 of the wolves attacking them, as some of his coins went through multiple targets before slowing down, but there was a price.  Marvus slumped in place, most of his energy having been spent performing his Splurge skill, and looked around at his Cohort.  Half of them lay dead, their throats ripped out when they were overwhelmed, and the others ranged from slightly injured to severely – though a Potion or two would fix them right up.  In fact, that was immediately what they did, using the break in the tide of wolves to heal themselves up as much as they could. 
 
    They had more time than he expected, as the remaining wolves quickly disappeared into the forest of trees, now completely hidden by the darkness.  That was just fine for Marvus and the others, however, because it meant that they could recover and strategize before they came back.  Or, what he sincerely hoped but highly doubted, they had all been defeated and they were free to claim their prize. 
 
    Howls once again shattered the silence around the still-living Cohort members, though their intensity was so much less now.  Good; maybe they’ll think twice about attacking us.  A moment later, however, the howls were joined by the singularly powerful howl he had heard earlier, though this time it didn’t seem as infused with power.  Nevertheless, it was frightening enough.   
 
    Is that a really big wolf? he couldn’t help but think. 
 
    Nope.  Not a wolf at all. 
 
    A noise that sounded and felt like pounding along the ground reverberated through the trees, followed by cracks as trunks were apparently pushed aside.  Marvus stood up straight, some of his physical energy and stamina refilling from the use of his Splurge ability, and held onto his dagger with a vise-like grip.  He nearly dropped it when the monstrosity thundered into the light, all 10 feet of heavily muscled werewolf stepping towards them intimidatingly.  A tiny bit of wetness soiled his pants before the Plunderer gathered his courage and charged the massive monster. 
 
    The next moment, Marvus found himself hurtling through the air before slamming bodily into the side of a tree.  He collapsed in an ungainly pile at its base, shocked at how powerful the werewolf was.  The strike hadn’t been all that fast, but for some stupid reason the Cohort leader thought it would be smart to block the horrific claw coming towards him with his large dagger.  Needless to say, it wasn’t one of his finest decisions, as the blow had so much power behind it that it sent Marvus flying. 
 
    As he picked himself up, feeling a stitch in his side that indicated that something was probably broken, he saw the dangerous beast-man eviscerating another one of his Cohort, before the others stayed far away from it.  They were much faster than it was, and though it was strong, the werewolf couldn’t catch them.  My turn again; this time, don’t be an idiot. 
 
    He rushed over, ignoring the pain even as he downed another Potion, tumbling past the behemoth with his dagger extended to the side.  A superficial slice appeared on the upper thigh of the werewolf, not really enough to hurt it, but enough to focus its attention solely on Marvus.  As the upright beast turned its eyes on him, the Plunderer gulped as he saw an impossibly intelligent hatred staring back at him.  He’d never fought a werewolf before, and the sight of it fully concentrating on him made more frightened than he’d like to admit. 
 
    This time Marvus ducked and rolled instead of trying to block one of the strikes aimed at him, which was harder than it looked.  The reach on the werewolf was such that it was nearly impossible to duck out of the way entirely, and he got more than a few scratches along his leather armor as a result; luckily, only once did the beast-man actually draw blood along his back, which stung but didn’t incapacitate him in any way. 
 
    Another howl from the trees startled him, and he quickly glanced around to see where his Cohort was.  They were nowhere to be seen.  Good. 
 
    “You better hurry!  They’re coming.” 
 
    As he rolled backwards to dodge another attack, he saw all 7 of his Cohort members appear behind the werewolf and stab it in its back, the skills of their Classes enhancing the damage they did to a target unaware of their location.  The werewolf howled again – in pain, this time – and turned on the surprise attackers with a vicious swipe of its claws, smacking two of the Thieves in the process, sending them flying backwards.  Marvus watched them land in a heap, injured but not dead – right in the path of the returning wolves.   
 
    Before the werewolf could recover, the Cohort leader yelled and used his Rush ability again, appearing next to the monstrous beast, where he stabbed upwards into its chest, hoping to pierce its heart.  His dagger just wasn’t long enough, though, even when it was nearly hidden inside of the walking wolf’s chest cavity, and he sprang away, abandoning his weapon as he narrowly avoided having his face torn off by a savage claw. 
 
    Unfortunately, he tripped over the corpse of one of his Cohort and sprawled onto his back.  The werewolf stomped over, obviously injured but ignoring those wounds as it strove to kill Marvus.  He tried to scramble to his feet, but it was too late; unbalanced, he couldn’t spring or roll away to avoid the hit.  He winced preemptively as he anticipated the blow that would tear his head from his body…but it never came. 
 
    Gerthin suddenly jumped onto the back of the werewolf, causing the monster to pause in confusion, and then his twin blades stabbed into its neck.  With a practiced yank and a twist, the walking nightmare’s head popped off, and the Assassin rode its body to the ground as it collapsed in death. 
 
    Howls erupted into the air as the werewolf’s body disappeared, and the wave of remaining wolves bounded into them.  Fortunately, there was no longer a glow around them, and Marvus – along with the other Cohort members – were able to dispatch them with only a minimum of hassle.  In the end, there were only 6 people left of their original 20: Marvus, Gerthin, Derf, and three Level 19 Thieves.   
 
    Not a good result, but they were alive. 
 
    In the middle of their battlefield, strewn with the corpses of their dead and the loot left behind by the multitudes of monsters they had slain, appeared a treasure chest.  Marvus walked over and lifted the top, surprised at what he saw inside.  Not just one, but 2 Enchantment Scrolls, along with 5 Minor Healing Potions…and 2 gold coins!  Added to the single gold coin that the werewolf had dropped, as well as the loot from the rest of the dungeon, he calculated that every single surviving member of the Cohort would end up with 2 or 3 gold apiece, a veritable fortune for their Levels.   
 
    But, it still wasn’t what he had come here for – and the others knew it, too. 
 
    “Where is this treasure you promised us?  This massive payday you were talking about – where is it?  Because, this—” Gerthin pointed to the chest, which was already disappearing after they had removed all of the items— “is definitely not it.” 
 
    “It’s that way; can’t you all feel it with your Valuation Sense?”  Marvus pointed towards one of the far walls, which he couldn’t actually see since it was so dark, but he instinctively knew it was there. 
 
    “No we can’t – you should know that.” 
 
    That was true, he did know that, but he had forgotten for a moment that they hadn’t trained the skill like he had.  Honestly, he probably wouldn’t have felt it before he had hit Level 30 in his Valuation Sense skill, so he could understand.  He explained all of that to the others, who begrudgingly agreed to investigate a little more. 
 
    His Sense led him and the others to the wall, where they couldn’t see any opening; however, after a bit of searching, they found another cleverly hidden access to a new passageway, similar to the one where he found the treasure chest a few rooms back.  It made him feel even more like he was on the right track. 
 
    The passageway led to a largeish room, though it was only large because it was so long; he estimated that it was around 200 feet in length, and there didn’t appear to be anything inside defending the tunnel.  On a second look, he saw small holes along the left and right walls, which he suspected had some sort of arrow or bolt trap, just waiting to strike out at them as they passed by.  Further investigation showed some peculiar bulges in the ceiling, spaced out evenly along the room. 
 
    “Uh, boss?  I’d turn your Detect Traps on if I were you,” Derf said, sounding a bit strangled for some reason. 
 
    Using his skill, the hallway was immediately flooded with light as traps were lit up all over the place.  He tried to differentiate them but couldn’t, as they all blended into each other until they were all one giant mass.  “Whoa!  It’s too much, I can’t see them all.”  Marvus deactivated the skill and everything went back to normal. 
 
    “I can see them, but it’s probably only because my Detect skill is so high, sort of like your Valuation Sense.  I think my Disarm Trap skill is high enough to deactivate most of them, but that’s not the problem.” 
 
    Marvus looked at Derf, not liking to hear about problems at this stage.  “What’s the problem?”   
 
    The trap-specializing Cohort member scratched the back of his head as he looked down the hallway.  “Well, like I said, I can probably Disarm these, but it will take hours.” 
 
    Hours?  We’ve already been here for 3 or 4 hours; any longer and we risk someone else finding out about this place and stealing my treasure.  If that’s what it takes, though, we’ve already come this far.  Besides, the last time he had gotten close to a Core, he had found a treasure trove of magnificent proportions.  He said the same thing to the crew – leaving out details of what exactly happened – who all just shrugged in response.  “I suppose we can wait a few more hours.  Do your thing.” 
 
    Derf just sighed and got to work, getting on his knees and inching forward, with his hand outstretched.  Marvus knew from experience that more difficult traps required a delicate touch as well as proximity, so it was dangerous to try disarming something that was powerful.  Higher Levels in the Disarm Traps skill would allow disarming both quicker and from farther away, but these traps were apparently right at or near the top of the difficulty scale. 
 
    Now there wasn’t anything else to do but wait. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Tacca was wrong.   
 
    “Expect the unexpected, I guess,” her Dungeon Assistant said, unhelpfully.  
 
    That didn’t make her feel any better, but he was right; she should’ve expected the group of Thieves and Brigands to have a specialist in trap detection and disarmament.  Her previous thought that they would be too high of a Level to Disarm was a mistake, and it was one that she wouldn’t be making again.  She would replace each of them one at a time, using both her larger Dungeon Force pool and the 40% reduction of trap costs to make them even more powerful, upping the requirement to Disarm them by a significant amount.  It wouldn’t stop the extremely high-Level Raiders out there, but ones like those currently in her dungeon would have a difficult time Disarming even one of them.  She couldn’t wait to enhance her security, after seeing the flaws in them.   
 
    Of course, she needed to get rid of these pesky pests first. 
 
    “I’m actually surprised they survived your Boss Room.  I thought you had gone a little overboard, but in that case I was mistaken.”  
 
    She answered Shale with a low chuckle.  No, you were right – I did go a bit far there with the amount of Wolves I created, but I really couldn’t hide my dislike of them all, especially that Marvus character.  It was more than a bit wrong of me, I will freely acknowledge, and I shouldn’t let my emotions affect me like that.  She felt bad that so many of the group had died, because she didn’t really have anything against them – only their leader.  They had taken the brunt of her anger, however, and while they seemed as greedy as Marvus, she could tell that the now-dead Raiders were only following orders.   
 
    “That’s…quite astute of you to recognize that,” Shale said slowly, watching the Raiders working to slowly Disarm the traps in her defensive room from behind them.  He had his Invisibility up, so they couldn’t see him – just like he had the entire time the Raiders had been inside of Tacca’s dungeon – but he had to be careful not to get too close or they might sense him.  She wouldn’t put it past these people to have something that would allow them to do that, especially since she had underestimated them already.  “But I think you’re being too hard on yourself,” he continued.  “Based on their strength and numbers, a well-balanced group of 15 Raiders – let alone the 20 that they arrived with – would’ve been able to defeat everything you threw at them without casualties.  It was only their lack of diversity that caused them to lose so many.” 
 
    Tacca had to admit that was true.  The Boss Room was meant to be just barely beatable by a balanced group of 5 Raiders around Level 15, but even that was pushing it.  Higher Levels would have a much easier time, and a group of Level 20s should have no trouble at all.  Of course, everything was a little skewed by how many additional creatures she had added, including the 80 Level 3 Forest Wolves she had added to the Boss Room, after some of her Control Limit was freed up as the dungeon was cleared.  Obviously, it was hard to judge whether or not her dungeon was suitable to those levels without an accurate test run.   
 
    Yes, I can see your point.  But now that they have pushed on and deliberately sought after my Core Room— 
 
    “—all restrictions have been lifted,” Shale finished for her with a smile in the tone of his voice.  “As Marvus said not long ago: Do your thing.” 
 
    Do her thing she would, too.  The Gnoll Archmage was just now materializing in her Core Room, as it had taken the group a long time to get to this point, and she estimated that she had at least a couple of hours before she could expect the infiltrators to arrive, so she used some of her now-significant available Control Limit to add some helpers.  She didn’t have enough time to create additional Archmages, but another Werewolf Warrior or two would probably go over well.  Oh, and another 40 Forest Wolves and 40 Echoing Hyenas would only add to the party.  Finally, to top it all off and ensure victory, Tacca also added in 6 Life-based traps inside of the room, where they would be impossible to Disarm without walking inside the room and suffering the full force of her onslaught.   
 
    Now, there was always the possibility that they would look inside of the room from the tunnel entrance and change their minds, for which she certainly couldn’t blame them.  However, they had gone too far in what they were doing for Tacca to want them to leave, no harm no foul; they had violated her inner sanctum, and while she might let others get away – this was Marvus, one of those that had caused her unimaginable pain by destroying a Core she was Bonded to.  There was no way she was letting him get away, as he had made his decision and was going to have to live with it. 
 
    She had tried to avoid the situation by filling the treasure chest that appeared after the Boss Room was cleared with superior rewards, but his greed was going to be his undoing.  If she could avoid killing the others, as they didn’t necessarily deserve the same fate for following orders, she would; however, if they persisted even after seeing what was arrayed against them, then she would end them just as quickly as their leader.   
 
    To ensure – or at least increase the chance – that Marvus would want to fight, she started placing large veins of gold ore along the back of the Core Room, along with pockets of gemstones, including diamonds, interspersed along the stone surface.  It took her nearly two hours before she was satisfied, and when she was done she was quite proud of herself.  The wall, including a bit of the floor and ceiling nearby, was practically covered in shiny yellow ore, and the fragments of gems sticking out were particularly pleasing to the eye, sure to draw anyone in just to look at such a display – let alone be driven to possess it for themselves. 
 
    Shortly thereafter, the efforts of Marvus and the trap specialist led to their arrival at the end of the defensive room, with Derf? especially exhausted from his almost constant use of his Disarm Trap skill.  There was a slight curve to the tunnel leading to her Core Room, which obscured what was ahead of them; as a result, they didn’t hesitate to move forward, until they came to the last few feet of the passageway, where they were able to view the defenses she had in place. 
 
    Her Gnoll Archmage was in the middle of the room, a figure with a deep-red robe, its face hidden by a hood; it was around the same height as the Thieves looking into the room, but the staff it held in its right hand was a little bit taller.  Overall, it was relatively unassuming – but the two Werewolf Warriors to its left and right were more than enough of a frightening view for them.  As for the 80 Wolves and Hyenas she had in the room, they were stationed slightly out of view to the left and right of the entrance, though if they peeked inside they could see them.   
 
    However, they only had eyes for the gold and gemstones filling up the back wall. 
 
    “Look!  I told you that this was our big payday!  This is even more than I had Sensed!” Marvus shouted in wonder, his eyes practically glossing over at the sight of so much wealth.  Tacca wasn’t sure how he knew it was there through his Valuation Sense, because she thought it was only good for finished products – nor why he had Sensed something below before she had placed the gold and gemstones – but she guessed it didn’t really matter at this point. 
 
    “Yeah, boss – but look at what’s in the room.” 
 
    “I am looking at what’s in the room—oh,” the group leader said, seeing the creatures arrayed against them seemingly for the first time.  He just shrugged them off, however.  “Well, that shouldn’t be a problem; you need to spend money to make money, right?”  He stepped into the room, put his hand inside of his bottomless bag, and then used the same skill he had used before to toss coins at Tacca’s creatures.  This time, it wasn’t just silver, but gold that was flung out, and a massive handful to boot. 
 
    Yelps and yips of pain were suddenly cut off as dozens of Wolves and Hyenas were hit by the powerful attack, killing them instantly off to the sides of the room, which seemed to surprise Marvus; he obviously hadn’t planned for his skill to spread out so far hitting multiple targets, reducing its effectiveness.  Luckily for him, the gold coins that he sent flying impacted the two Werewolves, which did a whole lot more damage than the silver; holes were blasted clean through their torsos, incapacitating – if not killing – them almost instantly. 
 
    A devastating attack, to be sure, though it apparently took almost everything out of Marvus, as he collapsed to his knees.  The others filed in behind him to help kill the rest of the Wolves and Hyenas, which they immediately fell upon, their greed-lust giving them the determination to kill everything with abandon.  The sheer destruction they caused among her creatures was astounding, but their sudden lack of self-preservation and defense led to horrendous wounds that they fought through.  By some happenstance, they also managed to completely avoid the traps Tacca had placed on the floor; in short, they were taking advantage of the “good luck” that seemed to occur for Raiders in her dungeon. 
 
    What none of them seemed to recognize, however, was that the Gnoll Archmage stood in the center of the room, completely unscathed by the skill Marvus had used earlier, as a magical barrier had prevented anything from making an impact.  As the 5 Thieves with Marvus started to slaughter the less-powerful creatures, the Gnoll raised its staff and pointed at one of the Raiders.  A small ball of roiling flames appeared at the staff’s tip, before growing to 10 times its original size in no more than 2 seconds – and then it shot across the room with tremendous speed, slamming into the Thief and sending him flying into the wall, flames burning his clothes and his skin.   
 
    His screams were drowned out by the rest of the battle going on, and no one but Marvus saw it happen.  Still on his knees, but slowly recovering by the second, Marvus shouted, “Gerthin!  Take out that thing in the middle!”   
 
    The Assassin turned from killing Wolves to the middle of the room, and he disappeared from Tacca’s view.  A few seconds later, however, he suddenly appeared – right in the middle of one of her traps.  The surprised look on his face would’ve been comical if his body hadn’t suddenly expanded and then imploded, bursting apart as he collapsed in on himself. 
 
    Marvus’ reaction was priceless, though.  He had his mouth open wide in shock as he got to his feet, looked around the room even as another fireball slammed into another one of his group, while a third Raider was suddenly overwhelmed by the remaining Wolves and Hyenas.  At that point, the only ones left alive were Marvus and Derf, the trap specialist, and another fireball by the hooded figure took care of the latter. 
 
    Marvus, outnumbered and alone, stumbled as he turned to run, a fireball from the Archmage just missing him as it slammed into the tunnel wall he ducked around.  Howls and echoing laughs from the 20-odd Wolves and Hyenas precipitated the chase as they went after him, but the Raider leader had finally got his strength and speed back, racing far ahead of the creatures chasing him. 
 
    “You’re just going to let him get away?” Shale asked. 
 
    No, of course not.  Watch. 
 
    Marvus was halfway down the defensive room before he hit the first trap, a Disorientation Enchantment trap, which had reset itself after it had been Disarmed an hour and a half ago.  At a run, the disorientation hit the Raider hard, and he stumbled and fell, right into a strong Fear Enchantment trap, which caused him to start screaming.  Scared out of his wits and basically blind from his disorientation, he got up and started running, triggering one of the Poison traps on the ceiling.  Stumbling through a cloud of dangerous poison, he started coughing up blood immediately, even as he accidentally stepped on another trap activation – this time one of the wall-mounted projectile traps. 
 
    Dozens of small needles shot out of the wall, piercing through his leather armor and impaling themselves an inch or two into the Raider’s flesh.  The sudden attack disoriented Marvus even further, which caused him to turn around and flee in the other direction – right into the approaching group of Tacca’s creatures.  Poisoned and bleeding from multiple wounds, he was knocked down as one of her Forest Wolves jumped and slammed into him.  Even though he was on the ground, unable to breathe from the blood choking his throat, the Raider still had enough presence of mind to draw his long dagger and stab blindly outward, killing one of the Hyenas trying to get to him…but that was his last victory.  
 
    Two different Wolves clamped down on his arm and hand, causing him to drop his weapon.  Marvus tried to extricate his limb, but it was no use; the blood loss was already weakening him, and after a few tugs that proved ineffective, he collapsed back in defeat.  Tacca turned away as he was literally ripped apart, the savagery of her creatures a bit much, even if it was against the one that had wronged her. 
 
    Well now.  That was quite the ordeal.   
 
    “I’d say,” Shale responded, also ignoring what was happening to Marvus as he flew to meet up with Tacca’s Core.  “What are your plans now?” 
 
    I’m not exactly sure.  After I clean up and reset everything, I’m going to start replacing some of these traps with more-powerful ones, because these ones just didn’t cut it.  After that, well, I have a feeling we’ll be seeing some action soon. 
 
    “How so?  Those 2 Hill Dwarves are supposed to be concentrating on getting the word out about the threats up north, remember?”  Shale had better information than almost anyone about what was going on with the invaders destroying Cores and killing Raiders, so he was particularly invested in what the two Bonded Raiders were doing. 
 
    True, but it probably won’t be for long.  Word will certainly get out about my dungeon being open again. 
 
    “From whom?  Oh.”   
 
    The Thief that Marvus had backhanded, stolen from, and then sent away in disgrace had managed to find one of her exits hours ago, and he had left her dungeon not long after.  She wouldn’t be surprised if he spread the news of her reemergence, especially since he looked somewhat familiar; from the conversations she had overheard, he had been to her dungeon before when it was just the one section.  It was quite possible that the information on her presence was quite lucrative, so it wasn’t beyond reasonable doubt that he would sell that knowledge for a tidy profit. 
 
    Exactly.  While they really should be concentrating on the threat steadily making its way from the north, I have a feeling most Raiders will ignore it in favor of delving through a dungeon their Level.  That seemed to be particularly true for these latest Raiders, who only seemed to be looking for the next score.  
 
    “So, I guess we wait.  Build a new dungeon section, and they will come.  It’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Sterge shook his head at the Raider Delving Clan outpost leader, Trevelyan, before shrugging.  “No, we haven’t said a word.  You know as much as we do.” 
 
    The extremely high-Leveled Elf put her hands on her hips as she looked outside the outpost window.  “Well, somehow the information got out about the dungeon being opened again, and it’s going to quickly get out of hand here if we don’t do something about it.”  
 
    “What can we do?  It’s not like those that will be coming here can really help, right?” Gwenda asked, looking out the window along with the outpost leader.  There was a gathering crowd of Raiders out there, which had been growing since that morning. 
 
    Four days ago, Sterge and Gwenda had come back to Heftington to meet with Trevelyan, to inform the outpost leader of all the information they had learned about the attacks up north, as well as who—or is it what?—had killed those near the dungeon south of The Village.  After some deliberation, the two Hill Dwarves had agreed that sharing knowledge about their peculiar connection to the dungeon was warranted, as there were more worrying problems at the moment.  That, and after the powerful Elf asked where they had obtained such information, it was the only way they could think of to convince her that they were telling the truth. 
 
    That, and the sudden revelation of pure gold ore and gems did the trick.  Especially when they gave much of it up to expedite the warnings.  “This seems a bit suspect, I have to tell you,” she had said.  “However, it does explain a lot.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She had just smiled, before admitting that she had Analyzed their Statuses and saw that they had some obscured skills, which she hadn’t been able to explain at the time.  “In addition, the unique way this dungeon operates gives some credence to your story.  And even down here in the middle of nowhere, I’ve heard some disturbing reports of whole Raider groups going missing, towns where everyone disappeared, and dungeons being destroyed.  I wasn’t aware of how bad it had gotten, but if it’s what this…Dungeon Core…says it is, then we’ve got some planning and preparation to do to hold back these sudden attacks.  We need to band together and fight; now is not the time to squabble amongst ourselves with this threat looming over us.” 
 
    At the time, Sterge didn’t really know what she meant.  Since then, however, after the outpost leader had spent days – and some nights – sending out messages to all over the continent, the Hill Dwarves had learned that there had been some eruptions of conflict between the Ministry of Merchants and the Raider Delving Clan.  Not full-scale battles or anything like direct confrontations, but clashes that resulted in a reduction in resources.  Resources such as access to dungeons or even the complete destruction of their Cores, eliminating them altogether. 
 
    It was…incomprehensible to Sterge.  To destroy a dungeon, not because it was a threat to people or was killing people unfairly, but only because someone from another faction was simply delving through it was just crazy.  He didn’t think such a thing must be true, but then he remembered their own experience.  That Minister wanted to destroy our nearby dungeon because he couldn’t control it, so maybe it’s true, after all. 
 
    While the outpost leader sent out messages, Sterge and Gwenda worked on melting down the gold ore they had and creating coins, so that they could be sent along with the messages.  Bribes were what Trevelyan called them, and they were necessary to ensure their warnings were taken seriously by those with influence; even the King, who ruled over the entire continent, needed some sort of incentive to understand that the information she sent along was considered instead of disregarded out of hand.   
 
    “You have to admit, if you had heard about this a year ago, would you have taken it seriously?  A force of people that could defeat even the strongest of Raiders, slowly taking over the world?  Most people haven’t even heard of the Conclave of Sages, other than as a myth, you know.”   
 
    Sterge thought that was a little extreme about these people aiming to take over the world, but he understood what the outpost leader was saying.  The story they told was outrageous, so these “bribes” – though comparatively small – were a way of getting attention to this instead of being ignored.   
 
    Despite some arguments over it, Trevelyan also sent out warnings to every Minister from the Ministry of Merchants, along with every outpost and the Clan Headquarters – which just went to impress the urgency and risk involved if they weren’t taken seriously.  It was a lot of work, but it would be worth it if they could get everyone focused to the north, so that they could start preparing to fight back against these sudden incursions. 
 
    But now, it seemed as though word had gotten out about the dungeon being reopened, which was going to pull attention away from the real threat. 
 
    A sudden change in the room made Sterge shiver, and he looked up to the outpost leader to see her looking intently at both of the Hill Dwarves.  It was a bit unnerving to be the object of her focus, and he suddenly knew that he didn’t want to cross her.  Like, ever.  Such a thing would almost guarantee a short life. 
 
    “I need you two to go back to your village, hire whoever you can from this town and the ones nearby to help, and get things going again.  I’m going to send Jesper again to arrange things with the Raiders that’ll be coming, but it’ll be a few days until he’s able to arrive.  I think you’ll be fine until then, but in the meantime concentrate on putting all of the accommodations back together.” 
 
    “What?  Just like that?  And why us?” Gwenda asked, obviously confused by the sudden decision. 
 
    “Because you’re not only still leasing the land from the crown, but you have experience running your little village,” Trevelyan said, before she chuckled.  “Though, from what I’ve heard, it’s not so little anymore.” 
 
    “How—?” Sterge started to ask, but was cut off. 
 
    “I’m going to convert your gemstones into gold at a reasonably fair price from my own reserve, and I want you to use that to build up what you already have in place.  Hire whoever you need to get things rolling, sparing no expense, because this is almost as important as what is going on in the north.” 
 
    Both of them were silent as they stared at the outpost leader. 
 
    “We have many more lower-Leveled Raiders than ones that would be effective against these six-armed people your dungeon warned us against.  It would probably be suicide to send anyone below Level 10 that haven’t even unlocked a new Class, for instance, so perhaps this could allow them to get stronger and therefore be more of use.” 
 
    Sterge hadn’t thought of that, but it made sense.  If someone like him or Gwenda went up against these powerful individuals, it would be like asking a toddler to fight a full-grown person; naturally, the outcome would be fairly certain.  By allowing them to “grow up”, even a bit, their chances of survival dramatically increased. 
 
    “Therefore, as this place is as far south as you can get from the conflict up there, I’m putting you both in charge of operations down here.  This will be our ‘safe area’ where we can train our people and help them grow into fighters, because I have a feeling we’re going to need all that we can get.”  She paused for a moment.  “Treat this as a farm, which I know you have some experience with.  These Raiders are your seeds, the dungeon is the field, and as they are planted in the field they’ll begin to grow.  Sunshine and water are needed, of course, which is where you, the village, and Jesper come in.  The dungeon will also ‘weed’ out all of the bad crops, allowing only the best to be harvested for the coming war.” 
 
    It was strange hearing the current situation with Raiders coming to the village being compared to farming, but he had to admit that it made sense.  “War?  What do you mean?  And why won’t you be in charge of everything here?” 
 
    “I…don’t readily know, exactly, but I feel it in my bones that this isn’t just a handful of isolated incidents.  I could be wrong and there is no war coming, but something tells me I’m not.”  Trevelyan sighed, looking tired.  “As for why I won’t be in charge, it’s because I won’t be here.  If things are as dire as they sound, I’ll be needed up north, to defend against the advance of these monstrous ‘people’ you learned about.” 
 
    That was worrisome, especially if it meant losing their biggest supporter.  Sterge had been happy enough to pass on the information they had learned to someone with more authority, but with the outpost leader gone, who would they turn to for help?  “Who will be in charge here, then?” 
 
    The outpost leader was silent for a moment, obviously deep in thought.  “I’m not sure.  Ideally, I would love to have Jesper fill the post, but as he’ll be helping you organize things in your village, that really won’t work.  I know!” she said excitedly, before turning on Gwenda with a serious expression.  “This is asking a lot, and could cause some trouble with the Ministry, but would you be amenable to moving this outpost down to your village?” 
 
    That was asking a lot, especially as it would seem as though they were playing favorites.  Regardless, it seemed like the right thing to do, considering that they really did favor the Raider Delving Clan over the Merchants.   
 
    Gwenda negotiated with the outpost leader, who started writing up the Writ of Transference as they spoke.  Sterge tuned out most of it, since it was a bit boring and over his head, but in the end both seemed satisfied. 
 
    “Since I’m pretty sure you didn’t catch most of that, Sterge,” Gwenda said to him when they were done, “I’ll explain it to you in simpler terms.  First, we pay to operate the outpost since it is out of their jurisdiction; meaning, they don’t own the land around the outpost, so they won’t pay to maintain it.  In return, we owe nothing to the Clan other than the simple upkeep of the building and those that maintain the outpost, as well as an annual fee of 5 gold.  This includes, and get ready for this,” she appeared excited as she spoke, “the loot tax.  Since there was an agreement before that the Raiders operated from this outpost, which is in Clan territory, they owed a tax; now that it is in our territory, we aren’t required to pay a loot tax.  This will help those that are just starting out, because their take is usually much less. 
 
    “Of course, this means that we won’t be gaining anything from them either through the taxes, but we can sustain our income from the inns in the village, as well as the store.  In addition, with the outpost there, while it doesn’t signify control over everything, it will make that Minister or any others think twice about trying to squeeze out our business interests like he did last time.” 
 
    That was still a bit much for him to understand, but what he did comprehend was that it was a good thing for everyone all around.  Except for the Ministry of Merchants, of course, but they weren’t going to keep them out; they were instead going to ensure that nothing like what occurred previously happened again, as well as giving them a bit more stability over the situation.  A win-win-win for everybody. 
 
    “Alright, we’ll get this finalized and you can look it over.  After that, we all have a lot of work to do.”  That was quite accurate, and Sterge was looking forward to it.  He had missed living in The Village and it would be good to get back there.  Speaking of things he missed…. 
 
    “Is there any way we can—?” 
 
    It was Gwenda this time that cut him off.  “I’m already on it, Sterge, but there’s no guarantee they’ll come back – if we can even find them.  I had a feeling we’d be going back to the dungeon at some point, so I already sent some messages out to Evy, Mordecai, and William.  If fate is willing, we’ll be getting the group back together.” 
 
    Awesome.  That’s the best thing I’ve heard all day.  With that thought, Sterge marched out of the Clan outpost with a little bounce to his step, ready to work on putting The Village to work growing the next “crop” of Raiders. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    The hordes started coming two days later.  At first, it had been a bare trickle compared to how many had visited her dungeon before, but after a week that trickle had turned into a flood.  Sterge and Gwenda had come back to the village at the bottom of the mountain range, bringing with them quite a few helpers, who were hard at work constructing even more buildings, and it appeared as if they were sorely needed, because word had apparently gotten out regarding the new section in the dungeon.  As a result, an entire fallow field that had previously grown food had been commandeered for the new expansion, turning it from dirt to the beginnings of an actual town almost overnight. 
 
    Tacca had to admit that she was enjoying watching all of the activity through Shale’s eyes, and she was extremely glad that her Dungeon Assistant had gained the new ability.  It wasn’t quite like flying through the fresh, crisp mountain air as she would in her Fairy form, but it was the next best thing.   
 
    The initial action that the incoming Raiders performed, other than to help get the village situated the first day, was to gather up the bones and belongings (what there was left of them, anyway) and bury them off to the side in a mass grave.  By that time, animals had gotten to the corpses, and bones were scattered everywhere, not to mention their rough handling by the thieving Raiders that had looted them, so it was near impossible to match them all together.  A simple stone headstone was erected over the grave and Sterge, himself, came up to chisel in a simple epitaph that read, “Rest In Peace”. 
 
    Whatever that was supposed to mean.  Tacca thought that it would’ve been better saying, “Rest in Pieces”, since they were so scattered up.   
 
    Regardless, life quickly went back to “normal”, or as normal as it had been before the invading 6-armed, blue-skinned, monster people made an appearance.  There was the usual influx of new Raiders tackling her original dungeon, which practically ran itself; she still took the time to subtly adjust some of the environmental objects around, as well as the creature and trap placements, but on the whole it hadn’t changed all that much.  In truth, it was something that was so ingrained in her routine that she barely even registered that she was doing anything, and within a day it felt as if there hadn’t even been a stoppage in the crowds coming to visit her dungeon. 
 
    The second, newer section, though, took a little adjustment to get right.  She attributed the difference to the wide range of different Raider Levels that visited her dungeon.  For instance, a group that were all around Raider Level 12 were more likely to advance 7 or 8 rooms deep into the new section, while those that were only Level 6 or 7 might only get through 2 rooms.   
 
    Because she didn’t want to waste the time of the groups that wanted to delve through her dungeon, as there were already waiting lists after only a few days of the Raiders being back, she decided to adjust the difficulty.  It was like Tacca had been thinking before: she couldn’t really see if it would be suitable until she had some test runs.  The result was a decrease in the Levels of the creatures in each room by a total of 2, which didn’t sound like a lot, but it made a huge difference.   
 
    Shale was a little unconvinced.  “Won’t that just make the dungeon easier for the higher-Level Raiders?  Will it even be worth it for them going through the first half of the new section if they are, say, Level 15?”  
 
    That is definitely true.  What if I…hmm…that might just work.   
 
    “What?” 
 
    Some quick thinking and calculations led her to believe that she was correct.  Well, since I have so much Control Limit at my disposal, I really don’t have to leave so many of my rooms unfilled, do I?  Because of the Special Characteristics she had obtained, she now had a little over 600 of her Control Limit not being used at the moment.  She had been planning on using it in the next section she had started, but that was probably months away from being complete.  Essentially, her options were being underutilized. 
 
    Overnight on the 4th day that the Raiders had returned, which was still slow because the scheduling hadn’t needed to be extended to nighttime delving yet, Tacca made some changes.  Nothing of the environment or traps were changed, but the routes through the second section were redone with differing Raider Levels in mind.  The first route, which was for the lower-Level groups that challenged her second section, would be led through a series of rooms where the creature Levels ranged from 3 all the way up to 10, which was a new Werewolf Warrior – essentially the same, just easier.   
 
    The second route through the new section would be a bit harder, with creature Levels ranging from 8 through 17, which would challenge the stronger, higher-Level groups that delved through her dungeon.  It would be slightly more difficult than she had originally planned, but would offer more Rewards for those who chose to brave the increased difficulty.  Fortunately, as she had essentially made mirrored copies of the rooms on either side of the new section, it was easy enough to differentiate the two without them overlapping – except for her Boss Room.  
 
    Solving that problem was a little more involved, but it was eventually solved by hollowing out 2 small rooms adjacent to the large, tree-filled Boss Room, placing one of the Werewolf Bosses with their respective Wolves inside, and then closing it off from the main room with a Rotating Stone Bridge.  When it was decided which difficulty it was going to be, Tacca would open up the trap and allow the correct team inside.   
 
    So how was she supposed to figure out which difficulty it was going to be?  Well, that was the tough part; she couldn’t determine the Raiders’ Levels beforehand, obviously, so there had to be another way. 
 
    “Why don’t you offer them a choice?  You already did it outside the entrances, so why not do the same thing down here?”   
 
    Simple and easy – I like that.  In the first room at the bottom of the entrance slide, she carved a single stylized skull over two of the left-most entrances leading to the easier part of the new section, and 2 skulls over the two right-most entrances leading to the harder part of the section.  Simple, elegant…yet it left one entrance right down the middle that she had as of yet left alone.  Before, it had been just a relatively empty room acting as another route to get to either the left or right halves of the mirrored dungeon sections, but when they were split, it belonged to neither. 
 
    “Maybe you can just close it off for now, because you really don’t need it.”   
 
    Shale was probably right, but Tacca felt as if it was a waste – it was a room she created to use, after all.  What to do, what to do?  She thought about putting a Healing Paralysis trap inside, sort of a safe room that Raiders could backtrack and visit if they needed it, but vetoed that quickly as it would be quite inefficient and a waste of time. 
 
    Then she figured it could be used as a display of some kind, where she could show off her burgeoning artistic prowess with a variety of pretty metals and gemstones set into the walls, giving it a look that would wow and amaze.  She quite liked the job she had done with her Core Room with all of the gold ore and gems, and thought it might be fun to play with that a little more.   
 
    “Yeah, and then you’d have hordes of people rushing in here to destroy it and then steal it all away.” 
 
    Tacca couldn’t refute that, sadly.   
 
    She was about to simply close it off, leaving it unused, but a quick look at her available Control Limit gave her an idea.  How about I give them a little taste of what’s to come?  A practice room, if you will. 
 
    “What do you mean?  Practice against what?”   
 
    Against the creatures I have inside of my new section.  That way, they could have an idea of what they are up against without it being too dangerous. 
 
    She was waiting for Shale to say it was a bad idea, because it just wasn’t what dungeons did, but he surprised her with a head tilt.  “I’ve never really thought of that before, but I can see it working out pretty well.  Since your goal isn’t really for them to die, rather to spend as much time as they can within your dungeon, it does two things; keeps them here even longer, while also giving them a leg up on what they will be fighting against.  I like it.” 
 
    Therefore, the practice rooms were born.  She divided the room up into 6 different portions separated by a simple stone barrier, easily accessed by a central corridor, and then she placed Level 1 creatures inside those portions, representing everything they would see inside.  Most sectioned-off portions had 2 or 3 different creatures, including those with their “synergy” partners.  They would be dangerous only to those who shouldn’t even be in that section of her dungeon, and provided a glimpse into what they could expect going forth. 
 
    With that, she was done.  Or as done as she could be at the moment. 
 
    That didn’t mean she could just take a figurative step back and relax, though; managing the new section, making sure everything was operating properly, ensuring that the creatures and traps she had placed were balanced for their intended Raider Levels, was a whole new process.  Then there was the initial assessment of her changes, which took a little time for the Raiders to figure out, but after a day they had figured it out.   
 
    This time, from both the reinitialization of groups of Raiders running through her dungeon and her recent changes, there weren’t any powerful teams to actually assess her dungeon for difficulty and to map it out.  From conversations overheard just outside of her entrances, as well as Shale literally eavesdropping on those in the village, she gathered that nearly anyone over Raider Level 30 or so was absent.  Which meant – hopefully – that they were up north, dealing with the situation that was gradually becoming a major problem. 
 
    Therefore, the groups of Raiders had to discover what lay ahead on their own, without someone to hold their hands.  This meant that there were some unnecessary deaths within the first week as information was gained from those exploring her new section, and later when she divided it up into 2 difficulties, but the casualties were generally from people Tacca thought would’ve perished even if they had warning.  She had discovered that there was a look to them that heralded either incompetence or an inability to work well within a group setting, and these Raiders were typically the ones to come up short when it came to survival.  Occasionally, their incompetence got others killed along with themselves, which only reinforced the assertion that they needed to be eliminated.   
 
    Tacca wasn’t always so cold when it came to Raider deaths, but the recent invasion of her dungeon by powerful beings – who were now ravaging other parts of the continent – showed her that the relationship between Dungeon Cores and Raiders was more important than she knew.  They helped each other improve, to get stronger – and they needed that strength in order to survive against this mysterious threat.  Whether or not she would ever know why they had attacked in the first place was still up in the air, but Tacca knew that she had to do her part to help nurture those Raiders that would be needed in the future. 
 
    If only to act as a buffer between her dungeon and those monstrous people; she’d rather not have to deal with them and potentially have her Core destroyed…again. 
 
    After two full weeks since the Raiders’ return, with subtle changes here and there throughout both of her dungeon sections, Tacca finally had a handle on everything.  The incoming delvers had finally adjusted to the new layout with different difficulties, and the “practice” room was a big hit – especially with newer or lower-Level groups braving her new section for the first time.  Information passed on from other Raiders was invaluable, of course, but actually seeing and fighting the new creatures she provided was something else entirely. 
 
    “No one seems to be curious about the diversity in your dungeon, which I was sure they would be,” Shale said after some time watching and listening to the Raider groups come through.  “Your original dungeon could be explained because they were technically all the same kind of creatures, but now you have big cats of different kinds, Gnolls, Kitsune, Harpies, and even a Werewolf!” 
 
    Tacca thought it strange at first, as well, but she figured it was due to inexperience more than anything.  To new Raiders that haven’t delved through many dungeons, they probably don’t know that anything is strange about my own.  To them, this could be the norm, and not every other dungeon. 
 
    “Good point,” he conceded.   
 
    By that point, Tacca had started to automate things to the point where she could perform the tasks she needed to, while freeing up some of her concentration.  She started moving around creatures and traps within the second section’s rooms like she did with the first, and the results got some grumbles like they had originally, but everyone seemed to take it in stride.  By the end of the first month, things were running smoothly enough that she wanted to start looking into expanding again.  She had already started on some new rooms in a new section, of course, but it had stalled when the crowds had begun showing up. 
 
    She suddenly missed her 1-month countdown for her Core Improvement Point accounting, because she had already amassed quite a bit in the last month – and she was going to have to wait another 11 months before any of it was “counted”.  Then again, she had been spoiled by the shortened countdown, and it was the only reason she had expanded and accomplished as much as she had.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvement Point Awards 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Variable Conditions 
  
      	  Potential CIP 
  
      	  Current 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rooms Constructed 
  
      	  Size 
  
      	  1 – 50 
  
      	  153 
  
     
 
      
      	  Traps Installed 
  
      	  Complexity 
  
      	  1 – 20 
  
      	  1892 
  
     
 
      
      	  Monsters Created 
  
      	  Levels 
  
      	  1 – 20 
  
      	  796 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rewards Placed 
  
      	  Valuation 
  
      	  1 – 50 
  
      	  865 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Presence 
  
      	  Time 
  
      	  1 – 5 
  
      	  1380 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Deaths 
  
      	  Quality 
  
      	  100 – 10000 
  
      	  6650 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It wasn’t as many Points as she had obtained from killing those invaders, but it was still quite significant.  A little more than 5,000 CIPs had been gained from the ill-advised incursion by Marvus and his thieves, though she had added quite a bit from other things she had created.  For one, the additional creatures she had placed in the second section to separate it into two areas with different difficulties counted towards the total, as well as the Rewards that went with them.  Another major addition were the traps she replaced in her defensive room, which were much stronger than they were before, as a result of what had happened with that group, as well. 
 
    Going forth, however, whatever changes she made to her dungeon would only really contribute to the Rooms Constructed and Traps Installed categories.  The reason for this was the simple fact that she had already hit her Control Limit, so either she had to increase it by purchasing more with her earned CIPs, or by eliminating some creatures from her dungeon to free up some of that Limit.  If she did that, then the Points she had accumulated already for their creation (and the Rewards assigned to them) would be subtracted, since they didn’t exist anymore.  It was what made her monthly countdown so helpful, because she could change things around every month and gain masses of Points that way, but with her yearly countdown she was a bit more restricted.   
 
    In fact, if it wasn’t for Raider Presence adding up, she wouldn’t be adding much more than what she had already.  Raider Deaths had nearly dried up after the first 2 weeks, so that there might be one every few days; as her dungeon layout and difficulty was better understood over time, there would be fewer and fewer Raiders dying in her dungeon – which was perfectly fine with Tacca.  She was making it up with their presence alone, which was adding up quickly.  At an average of 22 hours per day in her dungeon, she normally would’ve accumulated around 660 Points in a month when there were groups of 5 Raiders delving through; with essentially 2 dungeons open at the same time, the amount doubled!   
 
    All of those things were just some of the reasons that other Dungeon Cores took so many years, decades, and centuries to increase their Core Improvement Level, especially the higher the Level they obtained.  First, they didn’t have the same system of rotating out groups through the exit traps she had developed, to maximize Raider Presence; second, they weren’t necessarily as busy as her dungeon (which had groups delving through at all times of the day and night); lastly, while their countdowns for their first 20 CI Levels was only a year, it jumped to 5 years for the next 20, then 50 years for the next 20, and finally 500 years for any Cores Level 61 and over.  Dungeon Assistant Ranks mirrored this as well, which was why it was going to take Shale 50 years before he could Rank up again. 
 
    She really wanted to expand again, in order to open up a whole new section that could potentially cater to Raiders of higher Levels.  The problem, other than her Control Limit being maxed out, was that the constant use of Dungeon Force to regularly replace creatures and traps that were being triggered or Disarmed through both sections was draining most of what she regenerated.  Even with Shale supplying Force through his Energy Transmutation ability, turning his Fairy Mana into something she could use, she wouldn’t be able to sustain an entire third section.   
 
    There has to be something I can do, though.  Yes, I can increase my Maximum Dungeon Force and its regeneration, as well as upping my Control Limit using my CIPs – but will that be enough? 
 
    She technically had 5,400 Points to spend, which would allow her to increase all of those attributes a little bit.  Ideally, that would be the way to go, but was that what she wanted? 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvements 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available Core Improvement Points (CIP) 
  
      	  5400 
  
      	  11736 in 323 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Improvement Name 
  
      	  Value 
  
      	  Cost (CIP) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Maximum Dungeon Force Increase 
  
      	  +500 DF 
  
      	  2000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration Increase 
  
      	  +10 DF per minute 
  
      	  1500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit Increase 
  
      	  +300 
  
      	  1800 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  550 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature Variant 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Trap Specialization 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  600 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Environment Access 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  800 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier Increase 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  1200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Convert CIPs to SCPs 
  
      	  1 SCP 
  
      	  36 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Alternatively, she could convert them to Special Characteristic Points, but that would only give her 150 more to add to her 25 she earned from reaching CI Level 21.  175 SCPs would be useful, though she didn’t think it would be of enough use to make a difference for the future.  Tacca had some vague plans, of course, but those all hinged on being able to both create and maintain them; therefore, all she had really done was create a few small rooms and one massive space that was approximately a 500-foot-wide cube. She wasn’t sure what she wanted to do with it yet, but she had been gradually expanding it over the last few weeks when she had some spare Dungeon Force. 
 
    “I’m not sure of the best solution here, to be honest.  What you should do is eliminate one of the difficulties in your second section, thereby freeing up what you used to essentially create two different dungeons there.” 
 
    He had a point, but….  That would feel like taking a step back, and I think it’s working out so far, even if it does consume a lot of my resources.  I’ll have to think about it. 
 
    Shale just shrugged.  “Up to you, really.  I think the Raiders would get used to the change if you were to open up a whole new section for them to delve through.” 
 
    That was true, but in order to arrange all of that, she would have to shut down at least her second section for a day or two to make those changes.  The changeover would require a shift in the creatures and traps there, as well making sure everything was balanced again; then there was the introduction of the third section once she built it, which would take a while to fully stock once she freed up the necessary Control Limit. 
 
    Communication with the Raiders was a bit difficult, however.  Since Sterge and Gwenda’s visit over a month ago, they hadn’t stepped inside of her dungeon.  The crowds surging into the small village – now town-like in size – weren’t getting any smaller, which obviously made their work in organizing everything even more important; in fact, the influx of people migrating to the south practically exploded.  It didn’t take long to figure out why.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    An evacuation was underway in the north, one that Malachite wished he could participate in.  The last month had been a little better than the previous half a year, with only another dozen Cores being destroyed in that time, but the fact that they were still being shattered was a point of contention in the Council chambers. 
 
    “No!  I know of no way to move the Cores that are still in the conflict zone, so there isn’t any point in even talking about it.”  Head Instructor Lapis had been dismissive of the thought, especially after he got what he wanted already.   
 
    His charges, the Dungeon Assistant Fairies that were assigned to every Core in the upper third of the continent of Abenlure, had all been removed from their dungeons; some hadn’t wanted to leave and needed to be ordered to, which the Council Leader could understand, because they had been Bonded to their Cores for centuries in some cases.  Despite their reluctance, they left and had their Bonds dissolved either by the Core or back at the DPRC shortly thereafter.   
 
    However, that still left Malachite’s “charges”: the Dungeon Cores themselves.  While the Council placed Dungeon Assistants with their Cores, ultimately their job was to regulate the dungeons that dotted the world; sometimes that meant “culling” some that didn’t want to conform to the rules, but in the end it was all towards a singular goal. 
 
    In effect, it was to keep them all alive so that they could maintain the balance of primordial energy in the world.  Abandoning the Cores in the north to their fates was certainly counter to what he and the Council – and all Fairy-kind – strove to control.  It was encouraging – and confusing – that the rate at which the Cores were being destroyed had fallen once their Dungeon Assistants had been removed…but it was still happening, nonetheless.  There had to be something they could do about it, and unfortunately that probably meant taking a risk. 
 
    “Lapis, the discussion isn’t over.”  The Head Instructor had been in the middle of flying away – obviously intent on finishing up the reassignment of Assistants, now that they had so many without a Core – but he turned back at Malachite’s tone. 
 
    “What is there to talk about?  We can’t help them, so there’s no reason to—” 
 
    “And if there was a way to help them?  What about then?” 
 
    The Head Instructor stopped talking but his mouth remained open in mid-speech, his eyes searching Malachite’s for some sort of answer.  “What are you implying?” 
 
    This was it, the moment he had been dreading – because it would put the Council Leader at great risk.  “I’m implying that there might be a way to move the Dungeon Cores away from their locations.” 
 
    “How?  That’s impossible,” Lapis stated firmly.  “They are tied to specific points where the upwelling of energy is the strongest.  In short, they cannot be moved.” 
 
    Malachite hesitated, before forging ahead.  “All true—normally.  But I think I have a way to move them.”  He took a deep breath, nervous about admitting this next part for some reason.  “I received something else in addition to being able to speak with Tacca’s new Dungeon Core form when she Bonded with me.” 
 
    “Received something?  What are you talking about?” 
 
    Malachite pulled up his Dungeon Assistant Information, seeing the ability on the list that had been unlocked when Tacca Bonded with him – the process of which he was still a bit confused about.  “Over 5,000 years ago, after I became a Supreme-Rank Dungeon Assistant, I received a ‘Locked’ ability that I could never figure out what it was or what it did.  Nothing and no one could tell me how to unlock it, so I had completely forgotten about it.  However, after the Bonding with Tacca, it seemed as though she had somehow unlocked it into something called ‘Core Translocation’.  What it does is a little muddled, as I can’t get a clear picture of what exactly it will do.  What I can tell you, though, is that it might be the only way to move any of the Cores that are in the path of destruction left behind by these mysterious six-armed people.” 
 
    Head Instructor Lapis was silent as he stared at the Council Leader – along with the half-dozen Fairies in the Council chambers, who were working on various projects.  “…What?” 
 
    “There’s a bit of a risk, however, as it requires my full capacity of Fairy Mana to activate,” Malachite continued. 
 
    “Well, then, you cannot do this; if you use that much Mana all at once, you’ll be—” 
 
    “Yes, yes – I know; I’ll be drained and will be highly vulnerable for a short time until my regeneration kicks back in.”  The Council Leader knew the risks, not just to the Core (because he wasn’t exactly sure what would happen) but to himself.   
 
    Draining that much Fairy Mana from his body in one go would leave him incapacitated for at least an hour.  It was one of the downsides of living so long and becoming a Supreme-Ranked Dungeon Assistant; his body was now so wholly dependent upon the Fairy Mana inside of his body that expending it all so suddenly was detrimental.  It wouldn’t kill him, thankfully, instead just shutting down his mind and body to a state not unlike a coma.  Any regenerating Mana over the next hour would be used to revitalize him, and he would be back to normal; that would also be when he could use any available Mana to use on other abilities – like his own personal Translocation so that he could leave from wherever he had collapsed. 
 
    It would not be a fun time and it could be extremely dangerous, but it would be worth it if he could save some of these Cores.  The balance bar above their map was steadily tilting in favor of the mortal races; it had been relatively stable over the last few months, even with all of the destruction, because many Raiders – and even non-Raiders inside of a few villages and towns that had been attacked and wiped out – had been killed along with the nearby dungeons.  However, now that most of the people had been evacuated before they could get caught and die, the balance was being upset again.   
 
    “You can’t risk yourself like that, Council Leader,” Lapis pleaded.  “Besides, you don’t even know if it would work.  Plus, where would they go?  Would they even be able to function normally somewhere else?  There are too many questions and not enough answers here.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, if I don’t try, who will?  Besides, if I’m able to save some of these Cores, then perhaps their Dungeon Assistants could re-Bond with them when they are in a safer place.” 
 
    That certainly got the attention of the Head Instructor.  “You think they could?  I am having trouble finding places for many of them, so perhaps that might be the best solution.”  Of course, when it came to the well-being and happiness of his charges, Lapis was quite conciliatory.  “Of course, that still doesn’t solve the problem of where to put them, does it?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s one thing that I haven’t quite worked out yet…but I think I have an idea.” 
 
    “What idea is that?” 
 
    “Let me see if this ability will work in the first place, and then we’ll figure out where to stash them.”  He gave the Head Instructor a wink, but Lapis completely ignored it. 
 
    “Well, I still think this is too dangerous, but if you’re determined to put yourself at risk, I’m not going to stop you.  I do think you should take some help, though, if you’re going to be vulnerable.” 
 
    That was how he ended up a few hours later inside of a dungeon’s Core Room with Aster and Begonia, two Dungeon Assistants who had been formerly Bonded with Cores but had been removed.  The Core was located south of the northernmost Cores that were still intact, out of the direct path of the terrifying destruction caused by the mysterious people; since he wasn’t exactly sure what this ability entailed, or how long it would take, he wanted to be a little more cautious for this experiment. 
 
    He initiated the Core Bond with the Dungeon Core, and when the connection established he felt an enormous sense of relief pass over him.  It had been decades since he had last actually Bonded with a Core, and he realized that he missed being part of a team that wholly relied on and respected each other naturally – and where he didn’t have to deal with uptight Head Instructors that thought they knew everything. 
 
    “What is going on?  First, I had to dissolve the Bond I had with that hot flying chick Dahlia, and now you show up looking all official ‘n stuff – like when I got sent to the principal’s office in fourth grade.  All because I stole Jennifer’s cell from her desk – but she shouldn’t have had a phone at school, anyway, you know?  Besides, I was just holding it for her because Mrs. Elsasser was checking stashes and—” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa – too much information.  I’m not a…principal…nor do I know what a phone is, but that’s not important.  You’re Joshua, correct?” 
 
    “Yep, born and raised in good ol’ Colorado, you know?  I mean, those Donkeys sucked almost every year I was alive, but when you live there you gotta rep the orange and blue, am I right?” 
 
    The one thing Malachite had forgotten about Bonding with a new Core were all of the strange colloquialisms and obtuse references from another dimension mentioned by those inhabiting their new forms.  Granted, sometimes it was interesting hearing about strange “technology” and other forms of entertainment, but most of the time it was just plain confusing; luckily, these types of rambling conversations usually faded over time as the new Core got adjusted to the world.  Joshua, however, seemed to have grown highly bored in the time between being un-Bonded with his Dungeon Assistant and now and was apparently happy for some sort of conversation.  It probably didn’t help that his dungeon had been essentially abandoned and he hadn’t had any Raiders visit in weeks. 
 
    “My name is Malachite and I have a proposition for you—” 
 
    “Whoa!  I’m gonna stop you right there; I don’t swing that way, man.  I mean, there’s nothing wrong with it, of course, but it’s not something I’m into, you know?” 
 
    The Council Leader closed his eyes and leaned his head back, letting out a big sigh.  “Look, I don’t have time to play around here,” he finally said, exasperated, cutting off anything else the Core was going to say.  “I know you heard about the threat coming from the north, which isn’t too far from here.  If we don’t do anything, you’re going to be destroyed.” 
 
    “Are you threatening me, mother—” 
 
    “I have no need to threaten you, Joshua, this is just how it is.  Now, I’m here to help you, but I want your permission first.” 
 
    There was silence for a moment as the Core obviously thought about what he was saying.   
 
    “Help, how?  Are you going to kill these things destroying us?” 
 
    “I’m working on that, Joshua, but for the time being, what I want to do is move you.” 
 
    “What?!  You can do that?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m here to find out.”  Malachite went on to explain what he had in mind, and he could tell right away that Joshua was skeptical. 
 
    “How do you know this will work?  And is it safe?” 
 
    “I have no idea; this is a first for me, too.  All I can tell you is that this could be your only chance of surviving.  Now, what do you say?  Are you in?” 
 
    There was a 2-second delay, before Joshua said, “Shoot, dog – count me in.  You only die twice, right?” 
 
    The Council Leader was confused why he would want to shoot a dog, but he got the gist of the statement.  The Dungeon Core was willing to try it.  “Alright, here we go….” 
 
    Malachite pictured in his mind where he wanted the Core to Translocate to; it was one of the empty dungeons where a Core had been destroyed about half a year ago, though it hadn’t been caused by these mysterious people.  Instead, the culprits had been Raiders, at least according to the Dungeon Assistant that had thankfully been able to escape before she had been slaughtered along with her Core.  Just before he arrived at Joshua’s dungeon, he had made sure that it was still empty and no new Dungeon Cores had arrived nearby – and found that they were good to go.  It was also to the south of the continent’s “girdle”, meaning that it would be a while before it was in the danger zone (as long as the monstrous people didn’t change up their strategy, of course). 
 
    With that image of the defunct Core Room in his mind, he reached out to the Core and laid his hands on Joshua’s form.  It was a relatively small spheroid crystal, as Joshua had only been around for a few decades and was in his mid-20s in his CI Level, which was quite respectable, all things given.  When he had his hands firmly on the Core, he looked back at Aster and Begonia – his “helpers” – as he activated his new, untested ability: Core Translocation. 
 
    At first, Malachite didn’t think it was working because nothing happened.  A few seconds of keeping everything steady, however, saw a gradual change.  Energy—Fairy Mana—started to flow out of his hands to surround the Core in pulsing layers of glowing power, like he was wrapping the crystal object up in multiple blankets.  The “blankets” started to merge together as more and more Mana flowed out of him, until he felt like he was being drained dry of all of his life force.  In a panic, he nearly let his hands leave the Core – but he knew this would happen, so he left them where they were as he concentrated on staying conscious for as long as possible. 
 
    “Malachite?  Malachite!  I feel like the connection to my dungeon is fading; I can barely see anything but what’s around me right now!  What is happen—” 
 
    With a last pulse of Fairy Mana, the glowing layers solidified with a *clink*, sounding almost as if it was a thin glass that had just crystalized.  As his vision started to fade, Malachite watched the blanket of energy surrounding the Core start to forcefully shrink, and he heard a hollow *crunch* as the crystal form inside was shattered.    
 
    That wasn’t the only thing that had broken, as he immediately felt the backlash of a Bond being broken and pain suffused his entire body.  Just as he started to fade into unconsciousness from the severe drain on his Fairy Mana and the backlash, his hands were flung off of the object he was touching.  As he was knocked backwards through the air, where he had been hovering in front of the Dungeon Core, the pseudo-Core vibrated violently for less than a second and then a *pop* signified its sudden disappearance. 
 
    Malachite felt arms holding on to him as his mind and body finally gave in to the siren call of unconsciousness. 
 
    When he woke up later, lying comfortably on his bed in the DPRC, he expected to still feel the effects of the severed Bond.  However, sitting up, he felt a little weak – but that was all; it was to be expected after draining all of his Fairy Mana in one go. 
 
    “Council Leader?” 
 
    He looked to his right to see Begonia, who had likely been the one to bring him back after he had been sent into his coma-like state.  “Begonia – thank you for helping me back,” he said sincerely, before remembering all that had happened.  It was like a bucket of cold ice had been just flung in his face.  “I guess that option is out.  I can’t believe it would just destroy a Core like that.” 
 
    “Sir?  It worked.” 
 
    He thought he hadn’t heard her right, so Malachite asked her to repeat herself. 
 
    “Yes, it worked…sort of.” 
 
    “But I heard, saw, and felt the Core being destroyed, and my Bond was forcibly broken,” he insisted.  “Wait…what do you mean, ‘sort of’?” 
 
    The young Dungeon Assistant hesitated.  “Well, the Core was Translocated into the empty dungeon, right where you had pictured it would go.  Except…it isn’t quite the same.” 
 
    I can only imagine.  I mean, I shattered it!  “What does that mean?  Is it…empty?  Is Joshua not there anymore?” 
 
    “Oh, no, no – Joshua is fine.  Or at least, Joshua is still there.  But,” she hesitated again, “his Core isn’t the same as it was before.  Where he was Core Improvement Level 26 before, now he’s…not.” 
 
    “Well, out with it – what Level is his Core now?” 
 
    “One, sir.  Level one.” 
 
    Great.  That’s not good. 
 
    Begonia wasn’t done yet.  “But that’s not all.” 
 
    Malachite just looked at her. 
 
    “His Core was…reset.  He had to go through the entire initial choosing process again.  It was almost as if he was literally reborn into this world.  Again.” 
 
    Well, that’s not all bad, I guess.  Beats being destroyed, I guess. 
 
    “Thank you, Begonia.  This is something that we’ll have to think about going forward.” 
 
    As she fluttered out the door to his room at his unspoken dismissal, Malachite sat on the edge of his bed and put his head in his hands.  What in the world are we going to do?  Is this the solution we needed?  Better yet, where are we going to put all of these Cores if we do end up Translocating them all?  There’s only so many empty dungeons, after all.   
 
    He didn’t have the answers, but he thought he may know who might. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “It appears as though the word is out, Tacca.”   
 
    The Dungeon Core watched through Shale’s eyes as he flew back towards the dungeon, the Assistant watching the random groups of Raiders either heading up or coming down the well-worn pathway up the mountain to her dungeon.  He had been listening in on conversations throughout the bustling town that was still nicknamed, “The Village” by its inhabitants and visitors – which meant that Tacca was hearing them all, too, thanks to the Perception Link.   
 
    When her Dungeon Assistant flew all the way back up the mountain, surveyed the dual-line system they had set up there (one for each of Tacca’s entrances), and determined that everything was still running smoothly, he flew high up in the air before he Translocated into her Core Room. 
 
    I heard.  What worries me is that this is just the beginning; according to what we heard, we’ve only seen the leading edges of the evacuation up north.  It’ll take weeks or months for most to travel down this far – and only a small portion of them will be Raiders. 
 
    “Yes, though even that small portion could be tens of thousands of them, which the town below certainly cannot support,” Shale said from closer by, continuing the discussion now that he was next to her Core.  “It’s not quite overcrowded yet, but I can certainly see it heading that way.” 
 
    It wasn’t necessarily a bad thing for her, because it meant that she would be quite busy, though the demand for access to her dungeons would increase as a result.  It was fairly organized right now and the wait of a few weeks wasn’t horrible, but she could barely even fathom what it would be like in the future. 
 
    We should really see about talking with Sterge and— 
 
    Another *pop* inside of her Core Room precipitated the arrival of someone, followed by two others in rapid succession.  Her visitors were an abrupt surprise. 
 
    Malachite.  This is unexpected. 
 
    While she was Bonded to the DPRC leader, she couldn’t communicate with him at long distances like she could her actual Dungeon Assistant through their primary Bond; while inside of the dungeon, though, she could speak with him.  That being said, most of the information she had gained from Malachite lately had been through Shale, who could pass on the knowledge of the current situation in the north quite easily – which made his presence in her dungeon not exactly necessary.  As it was, this was the first time she had actually seen him in the flesh since she had “come back”. 
 
    “Tacca.  Shale.  How are things going here?”   
 
    It certainly wasn’t like the Council Leader to just stop by and see how things were going; Shale made quick daily reports to update them on their situation, usually when things were slow in her dungeon, so there was no need. 
 
    Things are fine here, but you should know that already.  Who are these others with you? 
 
    Malachite waved to the two female Fairies with him that had Translocated shortly after he arrived.  “This is Aster and Begonia, my…helpers…for the moment.  As you know, we have a surplus of Dungeon Assistants because of the recall, and without a Core to Assist, they’ve been helping me out with something else.” 
 
    Something else?  Like what? 
 
    “Oh, you know, something like Translocating Cores from their dungeons up north to somewhere safer,” Malachite responded nonchalantly, as if it was a common occurrence. 
 
    That’s ridiculous; you can’t Translocate Cores—   
 
    Tacca stopped herself, because she just remembered her own abilities as a Dungeon Assistant, which still listed Translocation as something she could do.  She hadn’t even considered trying it, though, mainly because it cost 1,000 Fairy Mana, and her maximum FM right now was 350.  
 
    How? 
 
    “Well, it seems as though I received something unexpected from our Bond; you somehow unlocked an ability that had been locked to me for 5,000 years.  It’s called Core Translocation – does that sound familiar?” 
 
    It didn’t, and it also didn’t explain how she had ended up unlocking it for the Council Leader.  If Tacca remembered correctly, the only ability she had granted to Malachite was Core Communication, not something like Core Translocation.   
 
    I have no idea what you are talking about, but I do still have Translocation as part of my own abilities. 
 
    “Well, then, I’m not exactly sure what is going on.  Perhaps it was something that unlocked for me as a result of our Bond on my end?  Regardless, I need your help.” 
 
    Help how? 
 
    “Well, there are only so many empty dungeons available for the Cores that I have to move out of the way of these monstrous people, and I need a place I can safely keep them until this threat has been dealt with.  As this is the southernmost part of the continent, I figured this would be as good of a place as any.” 
 
    But there aren’t any empty dungeons down here—oh.  I get it.  You want me to make some for them to inhabit? 
 
    “Precisely.  Now, I know that I’m asking a lot from you, but this will help us greatly.  We can’t afford to lose any more Dungeon Cores, or else the balance will start to weigh heavily in the wrong direction.” 
 
    No, it’s fine; I was actually in the middle of trying to figure out what my next step was, anyway, and this will give me a goal.  How many do you need?  A dozen or so? 
 
    Malachite was silent for a moment, before he hesitantly said, “Uh, well, 132, actually.” 
 
    132!  Are you out of your mind?! 
 
    “That’s how many are in the direct path of these monsters, and that is what is left after I fill in any vacant dungeons out there.  And they don’t have to be that large; a small room will do, deep down, in order to keep them safe.” 
 
    Why?  They’ll just be able to bust out in a few days, putting them back in danger. 
 
    “Well…not precisely.”  Malachite stopped and cleared his throat while he looked away from her Core, as if he was embarrassed about something.  “Something happens to the Cores that I’m able to Translocate from their current positions.  They…well, they get reset back down to Core Improvement Level 1 and have to go through the selection process again.” 
 
    Ha ha – very funny.  Wait…you’re serious, aren’t you? 
 
    “Deadly serious, I’m afraid.  It’s either move them now or let them get destroyed – though I’m at least giving them a choice first; it’s quite possible that some may not choose to start all over.  I won’t force them, though, and something tells me that I couldn’t do it, anyway; I need to stay Bonded to them for it to work, and if they severed the Bond in the middle of the process, I can’t even imagine what the backlash would be from the forces in play.” 
 
    So…what?  You want me to make little rooms for up to 132 Dungeon Cores, as a place to keep them safe until they can be installed somewhere else.  Like…a nursery? 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about it that way, but I suppose that’s an apt description for it.  Once I fill all of the vacant dungeons first, I’ll send the others to wherever you create for them.” 
 
    Tacca could certainly do that.  All it would take would be carving out a very small tunnel deep into the stone of the mountain, hollow out a 5-foot-wide room to hold the Core, and then seal up the tunnel.  Since the tunnel and room weren’t integral to the operation of her dungeon, it would be quite easy to close it off – though she wasn’t sure what would actually happen if she and another Core interacted with each other.  Even with some of the largest dungeons in the past that spanned for miles underground, no 2 Dungeon Cores had ever been close enough to interact before.   
 
    Fine, I’ll start making them now.  The first of them should be ready within the next few hours, with more after that every 2 hours. 
 
    “That’s perfectly fine.  It won’t be much faster than that, anyway, since using the ability knocks me out for over an hour.  I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    That was news to her; Tacca didn’t think there was anything that could affect the powerful Council Leader, but if it sent him into unconsciousness, then the Fairy Mana he must be able to wield and expend so suddenly must have been incredible. 
 
    With another triple *pop*, the three visiting Fairies disappeared.  Tacca turned her attention to Shale, who had been silent through the entire exchange. 
 
    What do you think about all of this? 
 
    He just shrugged.  “I think it’s good of the Council Leader to want to save as many Cores as he can, rather than let them be destroyed.  However, I have a feeling that after they know the consequences, he’s not going to have very many takers.” 
 
    You’re probably right; I have to admit that if I had been doing this for decades or centuries, starting over from the bottom would be the last thing I’d care to do.  It’s possible that some of the “younger” Cores will end up wanting to move, but I’ll bet that only a handful of those that have been around for more than 200 years will want to uproot and go. 
 
    “I’m not taking that bet, because I’m pretty sure you’re right.  Regardless, you should make all of those little rooms for them, just in case.” 
 
    Will do.  
 
    Tacca got moving on making the first tunnel leading out of her defensive room – because she didn’t want anything external linking up with her Core Room, even if it were collapsed – and it was much quicker going than she thought.  Because she wasn’t making a “regulation” tunnel, and didn’t actually need to transport anything down it, it only had to be 3 inches wide; she tried to make it even smaller, but for some reason she couldn’t send her viewpoint down a tunnel any smaller, which kind of defeated the purpose of it in the first place.   
 
    In far less than an hour, she had amazingly shot over a mile away through the new micro tunnel, heading downwards and in an easterly direction.  Tacca didn’t want over 100 little rooms beneath her own dungeon, even if it was a mile below, because she wanted them away from her little sphere of influence—just in case.  Once she was 2 miles out, which ended up being nearly 2,000 feet beneath the surface at the same time, she took about 20 minutes to create the small 5-foot-wide spherical room that would house another Dungeon Core.  They probably wouldn’t appreciate being so far from the surface, but it was for their own good, she supposed. 
 
    Before she spent the next hour filling in the micro-tunnel with stone, effectively cutting it off completely from her awareness, she carved a “1” into one wall of the room, so that she could differentiate it from the others she would make.  When the entire process was done, about 2 and a half hours had passed, which wasn’t too bad if she did say so herself.  Then she started on the next one, angling the tunnel off into a direction just to the south of where the first room was located, eventually carving a “2” into the wall of that one before sealing it off. 
 
    From there, it became kind of monotonous, but at least it was something she could do while still maintaining the rest of her dungeon, as it didn’t really take a lot of concentration.  By the time she had finished 40 of the 132 rooms Malachite had requested, the Council Leader finally popped back into her Core Room, looking more exhausted than he’d been before.  Seconds after he arrived, the two Fairies arrived as well, looking a bit exasperated. 
 
    “I’ve finally got one for you, is it ready?” he asked immediately, his voice a bit weak. 
 
    They are; I have 40 of them ready to go.  This is the first one, marked with a “1”…are you okay?  And what did you do to annoy your helpers? 
 
    She sent the image of the first room to Malachite, and he nodded in confirmation even as he answered.  “I’m okay.  I managed to convince 10 of the Cores to vacate the north, and moved them into the remaining vacancies; what I didn’t take into account was how detrimental the whole process is on my mind and body, with so many broken Bonds in such a short time.  Aster and Begonia are fuming that I’m not taking it easy.” 
 
    Normally, she might be sympathetic toward the Council Leader, but after she essentially went through the same thing for months, at the direction of the Council, she felt it was only justice rearing its ugly head.  While she didn’t wish the pain and suffering on him, she also knew it was for a good cause – just like hers had been. 
 
    Well, don’t kill yourself, but keep doing what you’re doing.  Believe me, you become numb to it after a while. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right, you probably would know.”  Malachite was silent for a few moments, before saying something that surprised the former Dungeon Assistant.  “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry that you had to go through all of that.  I don’t think Lily really understood what she was putting you through when she assigned you all of those Cores, especially one right after another.  It was a mistake, and I wish we could take it back,” he said sincerely. 
 
    Apology accepted.  I know now that it was for a purpose, but to be treated so poorly was…well, I’m sure you can commiserate, feeling how you do right now.   
 
    “I can, I assure you.”  He turned to the others he had brought with him, and nodded.  “Let’s go; I have the location.  After that, I’ll probably sleep for a full day, because I don’t want to kill myself.”  Aster and Begonia looked somewhat mollified at that, though Tacca doubted a day would be more than a temporary salve on his pain and mental abuse.  She remembered having to rest for weeks in between some of her first painful Bond severings so that she was able to function again. 
 
    After they left, Shale spoke up with a smirk on his face.  “Well, maybe I should’ve taken that bet; it looks like we were wrong, and that you’ll be seeing a lot more of him.” 
 
    You could be right, but we’ll see.  I’d still be surprised if he finds more willing participants than not.  With that, she got back to work. 
 
    It took nearly 2 and a half weeks to finish all of the rooms, and in all of that time Malachite only showed up a handful of times to request another room after the first was delivered.  As in, a literal hand with 5 fingers, because that was all of the volunteers he got from those Dungeon Cores he approached.  In all, only 16 Cores (10 in vacant dungeons and 6 in the rooms she had dug out) had agreed to be reset back to CI Level 1 and start over, out of only 100 or so that the Council Leader had talked to and tried to convince to leave.   
 
    “There are still a few dozen on the upper edge of the area that I haven’t had a chance to speak with, but I’ll be heading there next.  I’ve been putting it off because it seemed as though the attacks have stopped, and I’m not sure where they will strike next,” Malachite reported shortly after delivering his latest volunteer.  It was strange knowing that there were 6 other Cores within a few miles of her location, but she couldn’t even sense them at all.  Fortunately, she knew they all had their previous Dungeon Assistants Bonded to them again, so they weren’t by themselves; from what Shale had discovered, they were slowly expanding and growing, if only to pass the time. 
 
    Isn’t that a good thing?  That they’ve stopped attacking? 
 
    “Normally, I’d say yes, but these monstrous people are far from normal.  I’m more worried about why they stopped attacking, though I suppose it could be in reaction to the mass evacuation of the mortal races, the departure of so many Dungeon Assistant Fairies, or even the relocation of those Dungeon Cores I was able to convince,” he responded bitterly.  He was certainly taking the inability to convince the others to leave as a personal failure, and she didn’t have the desire to explain to him that it wasn’t his fault. 
 
    Or they could be just done with what they wanted to accomplish and have decided to disappear for good?  We can hope, can’t we? 
 
    He chuckled tiredly.  “Hope.  Yes, we can hope, but I thoroughly doubt this is the case.  Regardless, I appreciate everything you’ve done to help secure these Cores, which I have no doubt will be instrumental in repopulating the different sites across the continent.  Anyway, I wanted to give you an update, and now I need to get some rest before I work on those last 30 or so.  Wish me luck!” 
 
    Uh…yeah, you probably don’t want me to do that.  But good luck, anyway. 
 
    His tired smile looked forced as he disappeared, his helper shadows Translocating away just after.   
 
    Well, now; I guess I can get back to what I was doing before all of this happened.   
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Shale said, lifting his arms above his head in a stretch.  Her Dungeon Assistant had been sticking around her dungeon the majority of the time she had been working on the rooms – which seemed like a waste now, because less than 5% of them were currently filled – so that she would have access to more Dungeon Force; now that she was done, he could spend an hour or two investigating the outside world while she started to plan out her newest section.  “I’m heading out.” 
 
    A few minutes later, he initiated the Perception Link, and instantly she could feel that he was excited. 
 
    What is—?   
 
    It didn’t take her long to focus on what he was seeing, which was the familiar sight of two particular Hill Dwarves coming up the mountainside. 
 
    Finally!  It’s been way too long. 
 
    “Yes; yes, it has.  It’ll be good to see them inside of your dungeon again.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    It felt good getting out of The Village for a change, and away from so many people.  Sterge was glad that everything seemed to be working out for him and Gwenda, but being in charge wasn’t as fun as he thought it might be.  Not only were the massive numbers of Raiders flowing into their little village wanting answers to questions he didn’t know the answer to, but there were dozens of families that had arrived, looking for a place to put down some roots.  Thankfully, they were always in need of helping hands, especially with all of the farms working right now, and they had even expanded into a few fields that hadn’t even been touched further out from The Village, but which remained in the land space they had leased. 
 
    Though, calling it The Village is a bit of a misnomer, now.  The tiny village that less than a year ago had been just a few buildings, including two warehouses for storing food, now comprised so much more than that.  Hiring construction crews, help for the farms, and all sorts of other positions throughout the Inns they had previously built and the ones that had gone up after they arrived was Gwenda’s responsibility.  Sterge continued to be the “Chief” of their new town-sized village, and helping out wherever he could by trying to answer questions, working on construction along the crews, and directing people where they could find accommodations and food and any number of other necessities was a full-time job.   
 
    They barely had a moment to themselves, which had been great up to a point, because they both felt like they were making a difference – as well as a sizable amount of money.  They didn’t necessarily need or want all of the proceeds from the Inns, the two Delving Supply stores that now existed, and any number of other income-producing projects in and around town.  Therefore, most of it went back into the town or into creating an ever-growing residential area a mile out from The Village center, off-set from most of the Raiders flowing through the area.   
 
    It was expensive in terms of the construction materials and contracting the crews to build the multi-family homes, but it was worth it.  They charged a pittance in rent to them, if only to pay for the upkeep of the buildings, though most of it went right back into buying food for so many people.  There were merchants traveling in large caravans nearly every day, selling much-needed goods to their stores, as well as food to supplement what they hadn’t been able to finish growing yet – though they hadn’t seen any actual representatives from the Ministry of Merchants.  Oh, there were multiple caravans from them, as they were taking advantage of the new market, but for the most part they were polite and unintrusive, preferring to do swift business rather than cause any trouble. 
 
    For which they all were extremely happy about.  
 
    The problem, if there was any to complain about, was that the surge of people into their locale wasn’t stopping.  Every day, another 100 to 200 people – a mixture of Raiders and non-Raiders – appeared, either after hearing about the dungeon opening up again or fleeing from the north.  Though there hadn’t been many from far to the north, as the distance would take a normal person months of travel time, most of those that came had heard about the mass evacuation and were running for safety before it was too late.  It was one of the reasons there were so many families showing up with few belongings, though the majority of them brought enough money to last them a while if they didn’t spend it outlandishly; they wanted to establish themselves somewhere safe, as well as beating the crowds. 
 
    Sterge couldn’t blame them, and since they were in a position to help, Sterge and Gwenda felt duty-bound to help them at least find someplace to live.  After that, there were some jobs they needed help with, but designing an economy from the ground up with so many new people was difficult at the best of times, or nearly impossible with everything going on right now.  Therefore, many of them were unemployed with no way to sustain their lives after their savings ran out. 
 
    The feeling of responsibility for so many people was wearing on The Village’s leadership: namely, Sterge and Gwenda.  Taking a brief “vacation” from so many responsibilities was one of the reasons they were heading up to the dungeon today.  Killing dungeon monsters and delving through the new section, which had been met with particularly pleasant reviews from those groups of Raiders that had gone through it, was something that they felt like they needed in order to loosen up a little bit.  But that was only one of the reasons they were heading into the dungeon again. 
 
    After talking with everyone that ran the Inns, traders that brought in goods, those that operated the Supply Stores, and Jesper – whom they were particularly grateful for because he ran the new Raider Delving Clan outpost with a firm-yet-fair attitude – they had determined that they were soon going to have a number of problems on their hands.  The first of them, which wasn’t that much of a surprise, was the shortage of food that would soon occur unless they did something about it.  
 
    While they had expanded their farming operation out to the boundaries of their leased land, it wasn’t nearly enough to feed everyone who was surging into their domain.  Importing food wasn’t something new, as they had done it before and were currently doing it, but eventually demand would outweigh supply.  The main reason for that was the abandonment of the farming operations up north, which was not an insignificant portion of the continent’s food sources.  Reserves were fine right now, but come the short winter month that was rapidly approaching, starvation was entirely possible.   
 
    As much as food being scarce during winter was an issue, it was secondary to the lack of effective shelter in the area.  The freezing temperatures were enough to kill even the hardiest, warmly clothed people if they stayed outside for more than a few minutes at a time.  Right now, there were thousands of Raiders and even non-Raiders sleeping outside in nothing more than tents – and sometimes not even that.   
 
    As soon as winter fully hit the area, all of the inns and residences they had built wouldn’t contain them all, even if they were shoved inside with no more than a space to lie down.  Being who the Raiders were, with tempers that were at best a little cranky to at worst thoroughly volatile, keeping them trapped and packed in a building for a month could only spell disaster.  
 
    Ideally, it would be best if everyone went back up north for the season, as it was horrible during the winter month, but not everyone comprehended the danger they were in; the winters were much more mild anywhere else on the continent of Abenlure, other than in the far north, which were similar in extremities as their current location.  Not only that, but many of them didn’t have another place they could stay, as most villages and towns couldn’t sustain their numbers, either.  As a result of all of those different factors, it was quite likely that they would stay, disbelieving of the danger, and be found dead one morning because the very blood inside of their bodies seemed to freeze from the extreme cold. 
 
    “Do you truly believe this dungeon will help?  It seems both far-fetched and risky, you know.”  William was against the plan from the start, if only because he was a lot more cautious than any of the others.  Speaking of the others, they followed Sterge and Gwenda up the mountain, having just arrived about a week ago from other parts of Abenlure.   
 
    I’m very glad they got our messages; it’s a shame that we hadn’t been able to do anything together until now, though.  Sterge glanced back at Evy, Mordecai, and William, smiling at them in reassurance.  “We can but try; I’m hoping that it can and will, because otherwise we’ll have a lot of needless deaths coming up.” 
 
    Their Healer, William – now a Battle Medic – just shrugged and didn’t say anything else.  All three of their returned group members had been a little quiet since they had arrived, but Sterge had learned from them why that was.   
 
    They had joined up with another pair of Raiders after they had left The Village, progressing steadily until they reached Raider Level 10, where they had obtained the ability to choose another Class.  William chose to become a Battle Medic, which had more healing spells that were designed for quicker casting, though lesser effectiveness.  He also mentioned that he had a spell that could be used offensively, which would allow him to poison the blood of anyone he touched with his hand – but that would likely only be used as a last resort, because if their healer was that close to a monster, then they were all in trouble. 
 
    Evy, their other Melee Class, was now a Sword Dancer, who used her inherent speed as an Elf to “dance” around her opponents and strike out with her sword with deadly efficiency.  Unfortunately, she lost some of the rugged physical defensiveness that a Melee Class usually had (which Sterge still possessed), so she wasn’t necessarily what could be classified as a “tank” anymore, but she still had some lightweight leather armor that provided some protection. 
 
    Mordecai the Gnome, their knife-throwing Scout Class, was now a Trickster.  Sterge still wasn’t exactly sure what this meant, but apparently it helped him with his knife-throwing skills, and he had some interesting abilities to stay hidden or “trick” the enemy into attacking someone other than himself.  Either way, it seemed to fit the Gnome quite well, and Sterge was fairly certain his skills would come in handy. 
 
    Unfortunately, after they had all acquired their new Classes (including their two new group members), their confidence grew entirely out of proportion to their Raider Level.  Emboldened by their new skills, they had attempted a dungeon that was way too hard for them, and their new partners had sadly lost their lives as a result.  Since then, they had been wandering around, beating themselves up over their failure, and were unable to find a new group without breaking themselves up to go alone.  They were just about on the verge of doing that, apparently, when the message Trevelyan wrote for Sterge and Gwenda reached them. 
 
    So, Sterge could empathize with Evy and the others, and he understood why they were quiet.  He had personally seen – from all of the Raiders in The Village – how the loss of a member could affect the morale of a group, and the fact that they hadn’t been inside of a dungeon since that day seemed to weigh on them quite a bit. 
 
    They eventually arrived at the gathering place in front of the two entrances, where there were a little more than 50 Raiders arranged in two main groups.  One group of 25 (comprised of 5 parties of 5 Raiders each) was lined up in front of the easier dungeon entrance, which Sterge was the most familiar with, and they were visually the weaker of the two groups.  The second, which Sterge and the others were heading for, were better armed and armored, and there was an air of confidence about them that said that they had some experience with delving through dungeons.  
 
    “Hey there, Yervan.  We’re here for our delve we cleared with Jesper last night.” 
 
    Yervan, one of Jesper’s helpers in charge of regulating the groups going inside the dungeon, checked her list after Gwenda spoke to her and marked something off.  “That’s fine, you’ll be the next up.  The previous group went in about an hour ago, and judging by their higher Levels, it shouldn’t be too long.” 
 
    Sterge and the others went towards the front of the line, eliciting a few grumbles from those further back.  He could understand it, though, because the wait was a bit longer for the new section than the original one the Hill Dwarf was used to; it was both more dangerous and longer, which took a lot more time.   
 
    “Hey!  You can’t just cut in line!  We’ve been here for hours already waiting for our turn.” 
 
    Sterge and the others were physically stopped by the presence of the group at the front of the line, who saw them coming and stepped in to intercept them.  From their appearance and attitudes, the Hill Dwarf thought they were likely to be heading into the harder portion of the new dungeon, whereas he and his friends were going to tackle the easier portion.  Meaning, obviously, that Sterge did not want to tussle with these people, because they were all much higher Levels than his own party. 
 
    “We’ve secured this spot already from Jesper, so if you want to take it up with someone, take it up with him,” Evy responded, stepping in front of Sterge protectively.  He didn’t really desire her protection, but given the situation, he let her do as she would because hopefully it would be enough to diffuse the mounting hostilities. 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    “I don’t care; you weren’t on the schedule yesterday afternoon – I know, because I’ve been keeping up with it every single day in order to determine how quickly our turn would come – so the only way you could’ve gotten on the list was some sort of bribe,” the angry Raider spit out at them, plainly disgusted.  “What did you give him?  I wasn’t aware that the Clan rep was so corruptible, but I guess the right thing hadn’t been offered yet.  Does he like Elves, perhaps?” 
 
    Sterge had to hold Evy back from attacking the other Raider, which was actually quite tough; their Level difference made her quite strong, and it was only with Mordecai’s help that they were able to prevent her from attacking.  This is getting way out of hand; maybe if I step in and explain— 
 
    “That’s enough!  Do you even know who this is?” Yervan strode up, getting in between the two groups.  She was one of the few higher-Level Raiders in the area at Level 32, as most of them were up north, so she commanded some respect.  Especially since – as a Barbarian Class – she was large and powerful enough to pound any one of them into the ground with just her fists. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, unless they’re some sort of royalty—” 
 
    “Which is precisely who they are, at least as far as you’re concerned.” 
 
    Sterge wanted to fade unobtrusively into the background, because he didn’t like where this was going.   
 
    “…What?”    
 
    “Do you know who built all of those inns, stores, and residences down the mountain?  These two—” Yervan pointed towards Sterge and Gwenda— “that’s who.  More than that, they were the ones who found this dungeon, and you should know what that means.  As this is the first time they have been here since it reopened, I think you should be a little more patient and respectful of who you talk to.  If you can’t, I can and will remove your group from the list and you can reapply.” 
 
    “You don’t have the authority!” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I do.  I’ve never had to exert that authority, thankfully, but I certainly possess the ability.  So, be good, and don’t test me.”   
 
    There was some very uncomfortable staring after that, as Yervan attempted to cow the belligerent group with her presence and authority.  Sterge wanted to disappear, as he was feeling a bit out of his depth here; it was one thing when he and his group had been cutting in line in front of the weaker Raider groups, but this was something else.  At his strength and Level, he almost felt like some sort of child waiting for his parents to stop arguing about whether or not he was allowed to do something, and the pretentious feeling of being called “royalty” only made the matter worse.  Neither he nor Gwenda were ones to take advantage of their privileges of being in charge of The Village very often (other than to help run everything), and the situation dealing with the dungeon only made them feel even more uncomfortable.    
 
    “Fine, they can go in.  I’ll be speaking with Jesper after this, though,” the angry Raider snarled, before stepping out of the way, pulling his group with him.  They also looked a bit disgruntled, though not at the same level as the instigator. 
 
    I have to learn his name later – and make sure we all avoid him and his group in the future.   
 
    Thankfully, their wait for their chance to go inside wasn’t that long, as 5 minutes later they were able to leave the stares of hatred coming from those behind Sterge’s group.  They followed the Gnoll that had appeared to let them know the dungeon was ready, and then slid down the long slide to the bottom.  As before, Gwenda loved it and wanted to go again, as did Evy for some reason, but that would have to wait until the next time.  Though, with the response that we had this time, I think we should just add our names to the list normally, instead of taking advantage of our status.   
 
    There was no large stone placard this time, which made sense, though Sterge had to admit that he was a little disappointed.  He could see that Gwenda was also eagerly looking forward to another communication with the dungeon, and when it wasn’t there she appeared a little down.  Regardless, that wasn’t really what they were there for.   
 
    At least, not yet. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    The advantages that Sterge and Gwenda possessed were quite powerful, especially now that Tacca could see them in action against a dungeon that was much more difficult than her previous section.  Not their Class skills, of course, because they were relatively basic – being low-Level Raiders without any Specialized Class – but the ones they had gained from her Bonding were proving themselves quite useful. 
 
    In her original section, activating a trap would be detrimental, but it wouldn’t necessarily kill someone – other than her Spiked Pit Traps, naturally.  In her new section, the traps were stronger and certainly could result in death, especially if they were on the side of a cliff face or stone bridge, where falling off and plummeting to their death – if they were, for example, extremely dizzy – was a distinct possibility.  Combined with the presence of her creatures, who would take advantage of those sorts of situations, the risks were certainly heightened. 
 
    Not that many who delved through now succumbed to her traps, as the majority of them “luckily” avoided the worst of the results, but a few certainly did.  Most of the time, though, even if they accidentally activated a detrimental trap, they miraculously fell down against a cliff face instead of off of it, or ran scared as a result of a Fear-inducing trap in the opposite direction where danger lurked, or even bent over from extreme nausea, right when an arrow would’ve skewered them in the throat. 
 
    Sterge, Gwenda, and their group didn’t have to worry about any of that, however.  The pulse from their Dungeon Sight ability allowed them to not only see the traps Tacca had placed around her dungeon, but the creatures as well.  Therefore, in the first room with the Cliff Lynxes hiding along the cliff face, they were able to start picking off her creatures from a long distance away, either from thrown knives sent out by their Scout Class or from some simple spells coming from Gwenda.  While they didn’t necessarily kill any of the Lynxes immediately with one shot, like the group of strong Thieves led by Marvus had accomplished a while ago, they were usually able to follow it up with a 2nd or 3rd knife or spell before they could even get close.  By that point, all they had to do was carefully navigate their way around her traps – and they were done. 
 
    The second room was nearly a repeat of the first, as knowing where all of the threats were located was proving to be most advantageous.  It required a bit more melee action against the Wolves and Cougars than the previous room, but the 3 other group members showed that they were a bit more powerful than they had been the last time they were inside of her dungeon.  Her Bonded, having spent most of the time Tacca had been “gone” in the nearby town, had stagnated in terms of their Levels, while their groupmates had obviously improved somewhat.   
 
    “I must say, having experienced going through a few dungeons without your…abilities…you two are more powerful than you realize,” the Elf, who Tacca remembered was named Evy, said after they had slaughtered their way through the maze in the third room.   
 
    Gwenda was the one to answer.  “How so?” 
 
    “Because,” Evy said with exasperation, “while there are Scout types that detect and disarm traps, it isn’t always foolproof.” 
 
    “Yes, and it takes a lot of practice and building up of the skill in order for them to be useful for anything but the weakest of traps,” Mordecai, the Gnome, added. 
 
    Tacca knew that for a fact, both from her schooling and from witnessing the 20-strong group of Thieving Raiders in action.  In fact, in her defensive room, only one of those that had come with them could accurately differentiate between all of her traps, let alone disarm them. 
 
    “And then there’s your ability to see where all of the monsters are located, which is something I’ve never heard of before for any Class.  There are some that can detect the general area of life forces, and others that can detect sounds and movement nearby, but there’s nothing like what you two can do.  When you add them together, it’s almost like…cheating, if I’m being honest.” 
 
    “Not that we’re complaining, of course, because it makes it much safer for us,” their healer, William, said hastily.  “But I couldn’t help but wonder if Ricardo and Evonne would’ve been alive if we’d had access to something like that.”  Tacca had no idea who Ricardo and Evonne were, but the three higher-Level group members looked quite melancholy at the mention of their names.   
 
    Gwenda said softly, “I’m sorry about them, and I too wish we could’ve been there with you, but…well…we had some responsibilities.” 
 
    “Oh, we know, and we don’t hold it against you.  Frankly, we’re just glad to be back.  To put it lightly, it was difficult out there to live and survive, never knowing if you’re going to be alive to stay at the inn where you just rented a room, or if you would be able to find more group members to visit a dungeon that is too strong for your current Level.  This, though…this feels like home, somehow, despite it being a dungeon.” 
 
    The others nodded their agreement – and Tacca was honestly confounded.  Home?  Here?  What does that even mean? 
 
    The Dungeon Core didn’t get any more answers to that as she watched them steadily progress through her dungeon, as they had all gone relatively silent throughout the rest of the rooms.  There were a few close calls where one or another became injured through the sheer numbers of creatures arrayed against them, such as an arrow through an arm or leg from a Kitsune Archer or scratches from a large Feline, but overall they performed remarkably well – as if they hadn’t been away for as long as they had been.   
 
    When they finally approached the Boss Room, Tacca became worried for them for the first time.  The Werewolf Warrior inside was nearly twice the Hill Dwarves’ Level, as Sterge and Gwenda had increased theirs to Level 7 from all of the creatures that had been killed up to that point, and had proven to be quite formidable.  Alone, her Boss was responsible for approximately 75% of all the Raider deaths since the section had been fully explored – but the Rewards were too great for many to pass up without at least trying. 
 
    She needn’t have worried, however.  The three others in the group – who she now learned were Raider Level 11 after they too went up a Level during their foray into her dungeon –  were more than a match for the room.  While Sterge did his best to defend against the Werewolf, getting essentially beat up in the process from her creature’s enormous strength, the Elf and Gnome systematically destroyed the individual Forest Wolves swarming around them.  The healer kept Sterge alive with short bursts of healing, which nearly proved the Human’s undoing as he ticked off the Werewolf, but Gwenda kept him alive with her Magibarrier spell and slowed it down with her Sapping Fog.  Once all of the smaller Wolves were dead, they concentrated on taking down the upright wolf hybrid without too much trouble.   
 
    Still, almost everyone had been wounded in one way or another, and were exhausted from the fight.  The Rewards they gained from defeating the entire section were obviously appreciated, but they didn’t leave right away. 
 
    “Dungeon?  I’m not sure if you can hear us, but we’ve come to you for some help.” 
 
    Tacca had overheard them mention something about needing some help when they had been outside – thanks to Shale spying on them – but had forgotten it while she enjoyed herself watching them delve through her dungeon.  Now she was intrigued and wished she could answer, but doing anything inside of the room they were in was relatively impossible.  Thankfully, she didn’t have to communicate with Gwenda for the Hill Dwarf to go on. 
 
    “You see, with the arrival of so many people down here, we’re worried about the future….” 
 
    Tacca listened to the small Caster explain the problems they were going to be facing soon, as far as food and shelter for so many people during the winter month coming up.  The Dungeon Core knew exactly what the Hill Dwarf was talking about, because it was something that Tacca knew all too well.  She vividly remembered opening up her dungeon to the outside world almost a year ago, and the sight of snow covering the mountains was incredible.  She also knew that the temperature out there was so low that anyone caught outside for more than a short amount of time would freeze to death. 
 
    But what am I supposed to do about that?  
 
    “I don’t know, Tacca.  Technically, you shouldn’t do anything about it, as a Dungeon Core.”  Shale was right, she knew, because that would be like trying to manipulate things outside of her dungeon, which was a definite no-no.  It was bad enough that she was communicating with some of the mortal races, Raiders no less, but to actively engage in helping them?  She supposed that it was better than actively engaging in trying to kill them, but having that kind of influence outside of a dungeon was not only bad, but was impossible as well.   
 
    She couldn’t provide food as an environmental object, or even as a Reward, and while living off of Minor Healing Potions was an option – which she thought was technically possible – she wasn’t prepared to make thousands of them every day in order to keep everyone alive.  Nor did she have the available Dungeon Force to do that, even if she wanted to.  
 
    Tacca was about to dismiss their call for help as impossible, etching a note on the floor of the exit as they left to that effect, but she suddenly remembered how enamored Sterge had been of the dirt when he had first stepped into her dungeon.  It was almost as if he was more fascinated by its rich texture than anything else in the room, and she had wondered why at the time.  Now, though, after everything she had learned about the two Hill Dwarves and the surrounding area at the bottom of the mountain, she knew why: He was a farmer before he became a Raider. 
 
    Was he looking at the dirt because it was perfect for farming?  Or was that just my imagination? 
 
    “Well, your environmental objects are certainly full of Dungeon Force, which allows them to hold onto and grow your plants so quickly, even after they are destroyed,” her Dungeon Assistant mentioned.  “But I don’t see how that could possibly matter—” 
 
    Shale couldn’t see it, but Tacca could.  I think I have a plan.  You’re definitely not going to like it, but I think it could be beneficial not only to me, but to the other Dungeon Cores in the nursery, as well.   
 
    “Oh, no – what are you planning?”  She briefly told him her thoughts even as Gwenda and the others started looking for the exit.  As she had thought, he wasn’t pleased.  “You are out of your mind, you know that?” 
 
    I know, but you love it.  Makes things interesting, doesn’t it? 
 
    “Interesting?  Maybe.  Dangerous?  Absolutely.” 
 
    Tacca couldn’t help but giggle as she quickly etched a note on the floor of the exit tunnel, where the Raider group would see it on their way out.   
 
      
 
    Look towards the east in two weeks’ time, 
 
    Where you’ll find the answer at Wentrylock’s base.  
 
      
 
     That was it.  She wanted to add more, but she ran out of time as they activated the Rotating Stone Bridge trap blocking the exit tunnel and entered.  They stared at the two lines of text she had placed on the floor, shrugging at each other when they were done. 
 
    “That…doesn’t really tell us much, does it?  I mean, it doesn’t actually say that the dungeon will help, only that there will be an answer to the east in 2 weeks.  Will that answer be yes or no?” Mordecai asked. 
 
    “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.” 
 
    You certainly will see…something.  Now I’ve got to get on it, before I run out of time.  There were only about 2 months left before the first vestiges of winter hit, so she had to get moving. 
 
    As soon as they left, passing through her exit tunnel to the outside, Shale professed his doubts.  “This is a major undertaking, Tacca.  And I’m not sure you should be doing it in the first place.  It could be extremely dangerous.” 
 
    I know, but it could also be a nice solution, too.  In fact, you should probably let Malachite know about what I’m planning, so that there is some transparency here. 
 
    “Are you sure?  I can keep it a secret if you want.” 
 
    Yes, I’m sure.  Besides, this’ll be just like the Nursery he had me build, so it’s only fair. 
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant looked skeptical.  “I’m not sure you can compare the two, but I see what you’re getting at.”  Shale sighed heavily.  “Fine, I’ll tell him tomorrow, when I can see what exactly you have in mind.  I would like to make it plain, though, that I’m not fully on board with this, though I could change my mind once I’ve seen the sorts of precautions you put in place.” 
 
    Don’t worry, it’ll be safe.  I’m not reckless, just unlucky. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say you’re all that unlucky, Tacca.” 
 
    What do you mean?  Of course I am. 
 
    “Well, you somehow miraculously survived being destroyed, you’ve developed your Core faster than any other Core in the history of the world, and you have thousands of Raiders wanting to delve through your dungeon.  Plus, there’s one other thing you have that disproves your theory.” 
 
    And what’s that? 
 
    “You have an awesome Dungeon Assistant, that’s what.  I’d say you’re pretty lucky.”  He smiled at her Core innocently, and she couldn’t help but be affected by it. 
 
    You sure are the modest type, aren’t you? 
 
    “You know it.  Anyway, quit talking and get to work, especially if you’re going to get these highly dangerous, unpredictable, and potentially world-shaping changes done in the two weeks you’ve allotted for it.” 
 
    Yes, yes – I’m working on it as we speak.   
 
    This was either going to be the greatest thing a Dungeon Core had ever tried…or it was going to blow up in her figurative face.  Either way, it was an exciting time to be a Core. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Tacca started the project off to the east, near where she had created some of the first Nursery spaces, though much nearer to the surface.  Digging a 3-inch-wide tunnel was easy enough to do to get there, and once she was where she wanted to start – approximately 100 feet away from the hillside surface at the bottom of the Wentrylock mountain range – Tacca began by making a massive room.  It was slow-going, since she could only remove so much dirt and rock at a time, but it was still worlds faster now that she was CI Level 21 compared to when she had first constructed her original dungeon over a year ago.  The Dungeon Force required to Carve Earth was fairly negligible, too – at only 5 DF per minute – which was easily supplemented by Shale with his Transmutation ability, or even at the expense of making those Raiders outside wait for an extra couple of minutes before their turn was up. 
 
    By the time night rolled around, she had managed to Carve out a rectangular-shaped room, 100 feet tall, 50 wide, and 10 feet deep.  It was the height and width she wanted, now all she needed to do was deepen it further into the mountains, until it was at least 500 feet deep.  In order to support all of the weight above, she had learned through experimentation that she needed some columns in the middle of the room, which she started building out of the stone that most of her dungeon was composed of.  Thick, 5-foot-square pillars reached up to the ceiling, holding up the roof of the room with preternatural strength, until nothing short of the mountain collapsing would shift even the slightest portion of her creation. 
 
    Even though it took a little concentration, and she wasn’t technically doing it for herself, she had to admit that she was having fun with the scope of her objective.  The next 12 hours were spent deepening the room, until it was 50 feet deep, then 100, and finally 150 feet; a column every 30 feet was required for support, but otherwise the rest of the space was basically empty – though it wouldn’t be for long.   
 
    “Tacca, are you okay if I skip out for a moment and let the Council Leader know what’s going on?  I think it’s about time, especially if you’re still thinking about…you know.” 
 
    Sure, Shale – I’ll just be here building. 
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant Translocated out from her Core Room, and Tacca immediately felt the loss of the Energy Transmutation he had been providing.  Focusing on who was going through her two dungeon sections, however, she thought she would be fine right now even without it.  Her original dungeon was fairly negligible when it came to the DF required to restock everything, but her newest one was only resource intensive when she had multiple groups going through the more difficult part one after another.  Right now there was only a low-Level Raider group going through the easier part, taking their time; she was already automatically replacing what they had killed behind them, so it was easy enough to manage her DF flow. 
 
    She was an hour into the continued Carving of her project when she suddenly heard from Shale. 
 
    “Tacca, we’ve got a problem!” 
 
    What’s wrong? 
 
    There was silence for a little bit, before she was suddenly connected to his mind and saw what he was seeing and experiencing through his Perception Link.  She was confused for a moment at what she was looking at, as the change was a bit abrupt, but the next second she figured it out: it was a dungeon entrance.  Shale flew inside, passing over the threshold…and she felt nothing through his Link. 
 
    She had learned over her multiple Bondings when she was a Dungeon Assistant that there was a subtle “tingle” in her senses when entering a dungeon that made each one of them unique.  It was hard to feel it when Translocating inside, but when flying in from outside, that “tingle” was more than obvious.  When Shale flew inside this dungeon, there was no “tingle”; needless to say, the dungeon was dead – and so was the Dungeon Core. 
 
    Shale, the Core has been destroyed? 
 
    “Yes.  Hold on, I’ll show you.”  Her Dungeon Assistant flew through the multiple rooms quite quickly, as there was nothing impeding his flight: no traps to avoid, no creatures to watch out for, and no environmental objects to weave around.  In less than a minute, he was inside of the Core Room, where she saw the remnants of a Dungeon Core, the shattered shards of it on the floor. 
 
    This…is horrible, Shale.  But why are you showing me this?  Have those invaders started destroying Cores again? 
 
    He physically nodded his head, and Tacca could feel his heart beating faster in his chest as he started to panic.  “Yes, they’ve started again, though I’m not sure how many have been destroyed before this one.  The reason I’m showing you this one, however, is because this is the last dungeon the Council Leader visited…before he disappeared.” 
 
    He’s gone?  What do you mean? 
 
    “I mean exactly that – he hasn’t shown up anywhere in the last few hours, despite a veritable army of Fairies out looking.  I talked to the Head Instructor right before I contacted you, and he gave me some disturbing news.” 
 
    More disturbing than Malachite vanishing? 
 
    Another nod.  “It seems that in 82% – Lapis’ numbers, not mine – of those Cores thought to or known to be destroyed by these 6-armed monster people, the bodies of their Dungeon Assistants were never found.  Some had been killed around the same time as their Cores and their remains were discovered later in the dungeon, but the rest were missing.” 
 
    How was this not seen before?  And what exactly does it mean? 
 
    “Well, the Head Instructor blames himself.  Some of his data concerning the lack of bodies had been combined with the other attacks committed by Raiders, where their Fairies were stolen away after being killed, so it wasn’t until he looked through everything again that he found it.” 
 
    Tacca could see how that might be a little confusing, especially when she thought back to what happened with her Mentor, Cobalt.  Those Raiders had destroyed the Core, which killed Cobalt as he was still Bonded to her; afterwards, they had picked up his body while she hid in a crack in a wall, saying something about it being a big payday.  She wasn’t sure what they were doing with it, but she could only assume that there was some sort of bounty regarding Dungeon Assistant Fairies – the thought of which made her want to shudder in revulsion. 
 
    “As for what it means, Lapis thought it might mean a few things.  One, they are doing something with their remains, of which the Head Instructor has no clue what that could be.  Or two, which he thought more likely, is that those who are missing are still alive.  Why, and in what state they are in, no one knows.” 
 
    Tacca’s mind reeled at the possibilities.  It didn’t take her long to connect it to what happened at the DPRC.  And if that is the case, then the rest of the Council might still be alive, as well. 
 
    “That’s what the Head Instructor considered, but he didn’t have enough information to know for sure.”  Shale was quiet again, as the panic he had been experiencing began to subside.  “What are we going to do?” 
 
    Tacca had no answer for him – at least not one that he wanted.  I don’t know, Shale, I really don’t.  All we can do is keep things running here, and hope that Malachite shows up soon, or else the Head Instructor finds some way to combat these monsters.  Now, get yourself safely back here before they decide to show up again.  She doubted they would, but she didn’t really know enough about them to know for sure.  
 
    “On my way.” 
 
    A few seconds later, Shale popped into her Core Room, looking frightened out of his wits.  Tacca couldn’t really blame him, though, especially after learning that the most powerful Fairy on the planet had likely just been taken.   
 
    Calm down; it will be okay, Shale.  Now, since we don’t have the Council Leader to consult, we’re going to have to do this without permission.  Not that we wouldn’t attempt it anyway, but I’d prefer to have someone at least a little more knowledgeable approving something like this before we did it. 
 
    “We could always ask Head Instructor Lapis—” 
 
    Nope, no, don’t think so.  I still don’t like him, so the less I have to deal with him, the better; he’d probably want to come here, and I really can’t stand him any more than I could months ago.   
 
    She was well aware that it was highly irrational to have such hatred toward the Head Instructor of DAPS, but that was how it was; he had based his prejudice against her because of her birth, not for any other reason.  She had felt a similar hatred toward Lily and even the Council Leader at one point, though that had subsided somewhat after learning why they had done what they had done – even if it was torture on Tacca’s mind and body.  Malachite had even apologized for what they had done in placing her with Cores they wanted removed, even though she had her doubts if he had even been directly responsible for what had been done to her. 
 
    She was, in no way, ready to forgive the Head Instructor for the emotional abuse he propagated during her schooling. 
 
    “Fine; I suppose I can understand.”  Shale sighed.  “I suppose you want me to gather up the other Assistants?” 
 
    Yes, please.  We have a lot we need to go over, and without Malachite heading up our leadership, we’re basically on our own here. 
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant disappeared a few moments later using his Translocation ability, and Tacca busied herself in continuing her excavation of the giant room she was working on.  No more than 15 minutes later, Shale returned with 6 other Fairies in tow, none of whom she recognized – though she knew that these were the Dungeon Assistants assigned to the Cores in her Nursery. 
 
    One after another, Tacca used her Bond to connect with all of them, which provided them with the Core Communication ability so she could speak with them.  Sadly, she didn’t receive anything in return, like she had with Malachite or Lapis; she figured this was because she still had 17 “Locked” abilities she had yet to see, and whatever she would’ve gotten from these Fairies were likely duplicates. 
 
    When the 4 female and 2 male Fairies had been Bonded, the process of which clearly surprised the heck out of them, she spoke to all of them at the same time. 
 
    Welcome!  Sorry for the abrupt Bonding, but I needed to be able to speak with you all, especially if we’re going to be working together in the very near future. 
 
    “What did you just do!  How is this possible?” one of the female Fairies asked, which reminded Tacca that she really needed to learn their names. 
 
    “You’ll find that Tacca’s Core is a bit unique, and this is just one of the unique abilities she has,” Shale offered before Tacca could speak.  “Because it would be better for everyone involved to know the exact situation here, I feel it is better if some truths were let out in the open before we get started.” 
 
    Do you really think that is a good idea—? Tacca asked him privately. 
 
    He replied mentally, keeping the communication solely to her.  “Yes, otherwise this won’t work.  Trust me, it’s better this way.” 
 
    She did trust him, so she let him have his way.  Besides, he was much better suited to interacting with other Dungeon Assistants than she was, mainly because Tacca had avoided any type of social interaction when she was in school.   
 
    While Tacca tried not to cringe every other moment, Shale started a lengthy explanation of what had happened to her and how she ended up in a Core, though she was thankful that he left out the majority of her experiences before that happened.  Then again, it was quite possible that they knew who she was and about her reputation as “The Deliverer”, but none of them showed any type of visible reaction to her name.  
 
    Shale also described what had happened since she had become a Core, how she built her dungeon, and the improvements she had made.  That definitely had a reaction, and before she could stop them, they asked Tacca’s Dungeon Assistant for a tour of her dungeon.  They were practically gushing over the Rotating Stone Bridges used as exit doorways, the exit tunnels themselves, and the way she used a creature at the entrance to signal when the next group of Raiders could enter.  But what they especially liked, over all of that, was how she had such a wide variety of creatures. 
 
    “…and let me tell you, it was crazy how many Core Improvement Points she missed out on until she was able to remove those negative Special Characteristics, but you can see that it was worth it.  This is something that you can advise your Cores to consider – once they increase their Level enough to afford so many SCPs, of course.  Now that we know that a family of creatures will work as a choice, the ‘All Variants’ Characteristic is very powerful.” 
 
    Hearing Shale tell the others about her exploits with pride in his voice made her feel all warm and fuzzy inside, and she had to admit that it felt good being able to pass on the knowledge she had acquired – even if it were through an intermediary like her Assistant.   
 
    “But how did she accomplish so much in so little time?” one of the new Fairies asked. 
 
    “Well, that is another unique part of her Core.  Her Point countdowns had been shrunk from 1 year to 1 month for the first 20 Core Improvement Levels, which made her advancement quite rapid.” 
 
    “That’s…that’s unbelievable!  How did she get so lucky?” 
 
    Shale chuckled, shaking his head.  “That’s what I was trying to tell her, as well, but she didn’t seem to believe me.  Then again, it wasn’t all beneficial for her….” 
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant then explained how fragile her Core was, how she had been limited on what she could create, and how her initial starting statistics had been less than a normal Core would have access to.  Then came another description of how she had been attacked, including more detailed depictions of the blue-skinned, 6-armed invaders than any of the other Fairies had heard by that point.  Finally, he arrived at the current day, choking up a little as he told them about Malachite being missing and possibly dead, though he did mention that he might still be alive somewhere – but no one knew for sure. 
 
    “So, that’s the current state of affairs.  From what I’ve been told, the Council Leader mentioned to all of your Cores that he would move them again once this whole business with these monstrous people is taken care of, but we don’t know if either of those things will happen.  Does that sound about right?”  Shale had taken charge of the explanation magnificently and Tacca just let him go, as he was getting much more engagement than she probably would have. 
 
    They all nodded, and he went on.  “That’s what I thought, which brings me to why you’re all here.  From our tour earlier, you all saw the crowds of Raiders outside, including the town a little out from the base of the mountain range.  Tacca has some…contacts…with some of the Raiders, through the same Bond that allows you to hear her, and they are worried about having enough shelter and food for everyone that is fleeing here from the north.  I don’t have to explain to you what’s happening up there, as you wouldn’t be here if you didn’t know, but that’s the current situation.” 
 
    “So…what does that have to do with us?” 
 
    I’ll take over from here, Shale.  Thank you for the explanation, by the way.  Tacca focused her thoughts, trying to figure out how she wanted to describe the scope of what she had planned.  First, let me tell you what I’m currently working on.  Near your Cores’ locations, closer to the surface, I’m creating a space for the Raiders and even non-Raiders to live, as well as provide them a place where they can grow food to get them through the winter month. 
 
    “What?  Why?” 
 
    That’s the best part, I believe.  Tell me, what do you think will happen if I were to, say, connect my dungeon with those spaces? 
 
    It didn’t take more than a confused second for them to realize what Tacca was talking about.  “That’s…insane, you know that.  I’ve never heard of anything like that being done before.” 
 
    As far as I know, you’re correct.  But I might as well take advantage of the Raider Presence inside of my dungeon if they’re stuck inside the entire time, right? 
 
    “That’s quite devious; you’re creating a space for them to live, but you’re also going to get stronger because they’re living there.  Genius even,” one of the male Fairies, who she had learned was named Gneiss during Shale’s tour, stated with wonder on his face.  “But that still doesn’t explain what that has to do with us.” 
 
    That’s what I want to find out, as well.  My proposal is an experiment, because it is something that hasn’t been done before – as far as I can tell – and it could potentially be dangerous.  However, if it works, then it could be beneficial for all of the Cores in the Nursery. 
 
    “The Nursery?  Is that what you’re calling where our Dungeon Cores are located?” asked Tulip with amusement in her voice, who was one of the female Assistants.  “It fits, I suppose.” 
 
     Sorry about the nickname, but it made it easier to describe them in their current state.  Anyway, what I want to do is try to connect one of your Cores to the space, as well, to see what would happen.  My hope is that they will be able to share in the Points being accumulated through Raider Presence. 
 
    They were all silent as they looked at each other with hesitation in their body language.  “That seems extremely dangerous,” Gneiss finally spoke up.  “We don’t know what will happen; it could theoretically destroy both Cores.  Are you sure you would want to risk that?” 
 
    Tacca knew the risks, but she also knew that she had to do something to help the Cores in the Nursery, especially if they never found Malachite.  If that was the case, then they would be stuck there indefinitely, destined to try and eke out an existence in the Wentrylock Mountains buried thousands of feet under the surface.  If she could give them some sort of head start, it would benefit everyone in the long run. 
 
    I’m sure.  The question is, do you think any of your Cores would be willing to risk it?  If it works, then the rest can certainly connect together and we can all benefit. 
 
    “I’ll ask, but I can’t guarantee anything,” Tulip answered first, which was followed by the others.   
 
    That’s all I can ask.  If you have any other questions, please let me know; you can pop in here any time and speak to me.  Once we’re connected, if that is what your Cores wish to do, then we can communicate at any time. 
 
    They all had a few more questions, mainly about her dungeon – which she thoroughly enjoyed talking about – before they left, *popping* out of her Core Room via their Translocation, and she was left with Shale. 
 
    Do you think any of them will want to try? 
 
    “I don’t know.  Maybe?  We’ll just have to wait and see, I guess.” 
 
    Regardless, I’ve got to get this done.  I hope one of them is willing to risk themselves, because I’m really curious if it will work. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to risk yourself?  They were right, you know – it could be extremely dangerous.” 
 
    I know, I know.  The way I figure it, I’ve already cheated death a few times, so what’s another? 
 
    “You do know that you’re not just gambling with your own life, but mine, also?” 
 
    Her mind froze at his question.  She had forgotten that he had just passed his year with her, and the probability of him dying was almost certain if she ended up being destroyed in the process.  Those that had been Bonded that long were nearly guaranteed to die if the Core was shattered, though there were a few cases in the past where the Assistant survived if the Bond was just barely over the year threshold.   
 
    I’m sorry, Shale, I didn’t even think about that.  I can certainly break our Bond before it comes to that, if you wish. 
 
    “No, I’ll see this through with you – no matter what.  I already told you that I wouldn’t leave you, even when those monstrous people were attacking, and I’m not leaving now.” 
 
    But— 
 
    “No, I’ve made my decision.  If you’re dead set on doing this, then I’m going to be along for the ride – no matter what happens.” 
 
    Figurative warmth suffused her Core at his words, and Tacca couldn’t help but feel privileged that she had ended up with such a wonderful Assistant.   
 
    Ride or die, Shale.  Ride or die. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Just something a Core once said to me when I refused to leave them when they were under attack.  Basically, it means sticking with someone till the end, no matter what. 
 
    He chuckled at the explanation.  “Well then – ride or die, Tacca.  Ride or die.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    It turned out that none of the Cores were willing to risk themselves in such a dangerous venture…yet.  She had a feeling they would soon change their minds once they realized how isolated they were, which had been done on purpose to protect them from the invaders; since it had only been a few days or weeks in a few of their cases, the longer they went without any external stimulation, the more likely that they would be willing to risk their Cores for the chance of having some sort of interaction with others, Raiders or otherwise. 
 
    Therefore, it was left to Tacca to continue creating the new space for the people to survive the winter.  Her massive room was soon finished at 500 feet in depth, and she looked at it with a discerning eye, seeing it as she had imagined: a grand entrance Hall.  Starting on the bottom of the side walls, she began making small hallways that led to modest-sized rooms 10 feet in width and 30 in depth, with 10-foot ceilings.  Each of these was going to be a space where people could live, though she wasn’t exactly able to furnish them with what she could create.  Separate, private areas were about the best she could accomplish at this point. 
 
    After placing 46 of these rooms on either side of the Hall, for a total of 92 (which she thought might comfortably hold 6 people per room), she used her ability to create stone to fashion some stairs in two separate areas along both walls, which led 12 feet up to a stone landing she created and which ran the length of each wall.  The platforms, supported by small columns underneath and attached to the wall itself, were 8 feet wide, with a short stone railing about 4 feet high running along the side jutting out into the Hall – so that no one would fall off accidentally.   
 
    Along these platforms, she copied what she had done on the ground floor and created another 92 rooms (46 on each side again).  Then it was just a matter of building upwards, extending the staircase out into the Hall a little so that she could make a set of stairs that switch-backed upon itself and rose all the way to the ceiling.  As an afterthought, she also added a short wall to the stairs, so that no one would fall off of them, the same as the platforms she was creating along the walls.   
 
    By the time she was done, she had 7 platforms, all with rooms that people could use to live within.  Including the ground floor, there were a total of 736 modest-sized rooms, holding 6 people each, for a total capacity of 4,416 people.  She wasn’t sure if there would be that many staying inside of the large space, but at least it was there if they needed it. 
 
    That took care of the living arrangements, and now it was time for how to feed them.  While she couldn’t actually grow food, and the plants that she had access to weren’t really edible, she could provide the space and dirt for the people to grow their own.  Also, if she was right, then her Dungeon Force-created soil would help them grow their food even faster.  All they needed was space. 
 
    Instead of one huge room, Tacca decided on multiple rooms that could be farmed a little better than one massive field.  Therefore, at the backside of the Hall, she created a wide doorway that led to a long tunnel, which then branched off 3 times into junctions, leading to the left and right, as well as continuing straight ahead.  At the end of the 6 tunnels she created to the left and right, she started hollowing out 10-foot-high rooms that were 100 feet wide and 200 feet long, before filling them with dirt that was 1 foot deep.  A 3-foot-wide stone walkway along the center of the room going all the way to the back finished it off, allowing people to walk through the room in order to access everything. 
 
    In the 7th room, which was at the end of the main tunnel, she created a large storeroom that was 200 feet wide and long, with stone walls that shot out from the walls, allowing there to be some sort of separation for the different crops that they could grow.  When that was done, her concentration left her project as she figuratively stepped back and saw what she had accomplished. 
 
    Better yet, it had only been 1 week and 6 days!  When she was determined, she could certainly accomplish a lot, she found; not only that, but if she applied Carve Earth in multiple sections, she could remove the dirt and stone at quite accelerated speeds.   
 
    What do you think, Shale? 
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant popped over via his Translocation and looked at everything, making pleased noises as he saw all of the rooms Tacca had carved out of the mountain, as well as the makeshift farms and storeroom. 
 
    “It looks great, Tacca, and I think it’ll work for them, at least for a month.”  Shale hesitated for a moment.  “However….” 
 
    What? 
 
    “Don’t you think you’re forgetting something?” 
 
    Tacca looked around the entire complex she had constructed, trying to figure out what he was talking about.  There were rooms the people could sleep in, farms where they could grow food – what more could they want?  She knew that the light inside of the rooms was more than capable of growing plants, so sunlight wasn’t the issue, and since that was all they needed— 
 
    Water! 
 
    “Exactly,” her Dungeon Assistant confirmed.  “Not only will they need water to grow their food, but there’s no place for them to get water here, especially if they’re holed up for a month.  Sure, I guess they could brave the entrance and gather up some snow to melt, but that isn’t really a viable method of getting water, especially if there are 1,000 or more people living here.” 
 
    He had a point, but she wasn’t sure of the correct solution, either.  For one, water wasn’t something she could just create.  Plants, trees, and thousands of different kinds of rocks, ores, and gemstones – absolutely.  Something as simple as water – not so much.   
 
    There were three possible sources of water, as far as she could fathom.  One, which wasn’t exactly practical but might work, was to hollow out holes through the ceiling of her rooms, running through 3-inch-wide tunnels that led to the surface, where they would be exposed to the coming snow, which would melt after coming in contact with what was “technically” her dungeon, and then trickle downwards to the people living inside of the space she had constructed.  This was the “natural” solution, but it was a bit unreliable, especially if the holes on the surface got frozen over and wouldn’t melt, and the time it would take to set all that up could require a week or so. 
 
    She didn’t have that much time. 
 
    Another source of water was through an Environment, namely the Aquatic Environment.  She would have access to water then as an Environmental Object, and she could place it anywhere she chose, and just like her plants when they were cut down, it would automatically be replaced if some of it was consumed through the ambient Dungeon Force running through her dungeon.  This was the easiest solution for Tacca, though it would require using some of her Core Improvement Points to unlock the Environmental Access.  It was also the least versatile, as it would be difficult to direct where the water was needed without a lot of preparation and time, which she didn’t have, so it would likely just end up being large pools of water that the people would have to move to where they wanted it. 
 
    The last possible source of water was through Water-based traps.  They could be activated by someone simply walking or touching in a certain spot, and water would appear in whatever “trap” Tacca designed.  This was the harder of the two “magical” solutions, because of the expense of Dungeon Force to set them up, as well as the expense when they needed to be reset after use.  That could be reduced if she were to purchase a Water trap specialization, but it would still be expensive to maintain – though it really did depend on how she utilized the traps she did set up.   
 
    Environment or traps?  Water-based traps or Environmental Objects?  Which one is better? 
 
    “Why not both?” 
 
    Both?  Isn’t that a little excessive? 
 
    Shale chuckled, shaking his head.  “Excessive?  No, I don’t think you’re looking at it in the right way.  Water, for lack of a better word, is the lifeblood of the mortal races.  They can’t live without it, and they will take it however they can get it.  It will cost you a little more in terms of Points spent to acquire the Environmental Access and specialization, about 1,400 total if I’m not mistaken, but it will also make their lives much easier.  And easier, and therefore happier, is what you want here.” 
 
    What do you mean?  They won’t freeze to death or starve, so they should be happy. 
 
    “You forget that I’ve been watching all of these Raiders in the town down below,” her Dungeon Assistant said matter-of-factly.  “Did you know that one of the reasons those people want to delve through your dungeon is because of their need to get away from everyone else?” 
 
    That doesn’t make any sense. 
 
    “It’s true, I’ve been listening in and observing over the last few weeks, and I’ve learned a lot about the mortal races – more than I learned at DAPS, anyway,” he continued.  “With so many people gathered in one place, there have been arguments over inconsequential things, fights, and even a few killings, though those are rare.” 
 
    Why? 
 
    “Boredom, mostly, but also because they’re not happy.  Many of them don’t have a place to stay, they may or may not be able to afford food, or they have to wait for a month to see your dungeon – and for quite a few, all three of those things at once.  But you should see the smiles on their faces when they finally get a chance to delve through your rooms, or if something finally goes right for them in town – like getting a room to themselves – or having enough to eat.  Those happy people don’t argue, don’t fight, and don’t kill their fellow Raiders, behaviors which I’m sure you’d prefer to maintain while they’re inside an enclosed space like the one you’re creating.” 
 
    Tacca could certainly see the potential disaster that could create, with disgruntled Raiders trapped inside of a mountain, unable to leave or have any other outlet.  Which gave her an idea of sorts of what to do with her new section…. 
 
    But there wasn’t time to dwell on that, because she had less than 24 hours to finish her grand project.  Taking Shale’s advice, Tacca spent 1,400 CIPs; 600 went toward a Water trap specialization, while 800 was used for an Aquatic Environmental Access. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Aquatic – Environmental Access 
    
  The Aquatic Environment allows the creation of water, water-based plants, corals, shells, and a variety of rocks within the dungeon. 
    
  Access Costs: 
  Fresh Water: 1 DF per cubic foot 
  Saltwater: 2 DF per cubic foot 
  Kelp: 1 – 5 DF depending upon size 
  Seaweed: 1 – 5 DF depending upon size 
  Seagrass: 1 – 5 DF depending upon size 
  Algae: 1 – 5 DF depending upon size 
  Coral: 2 – 10 DF depending upon size 
  Shells: 3 – 20 DF depending upon size 
  Rock: 1 – 100 DF depending upon size  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Water – Trap Specialization 
    
  Water-based traps can range from mildly annoying to fully lethal, depending on how they are applied.  Producing voluminous amounts of water is a sure way to drown unsuspecting victims, but Water-based traps can also be adjusted through temperature changes, creating different states of matter. 
    
  Specialization Benefits: 
  Water-based traps require 60% less Dungeon Force to create 
  Water-based traps require 75% less Dungeon Force to replace when used 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Overall, they were excellent purchases.  She had forgotten about the extra benefits of the Aquatic Environment, especially the plants she could create.  The Kelp and Seaweed she could place as an Environmental Object could be harvested, dried, and consumed if it came down to it in order to feed a population; using it to actually feed a population hadn’t ever occurred to her or anyone at DAPS, so she hadn’t even considered it.  Thinking about the other Environments she could gain access to, she tried to think of any others that might be utilized like that…and couldn’t remember any immediately.  That didn’t mean that there weren’t any, but she didn’t have time to consider anything else at the moment. 
 
    The Water trap specialization was a fun one, mainly because liquid water was just the medium by which the traps functioned, and their effectiveness was in how that water was applied.  For instance, water could be used directly as a way to drown an unlucky victim that fell into a small enclosed room; it could be projected out from a central source or sources, slamming into another victim or victims with powerful jets of force; or it could be used as an obstacle between one area and another, requiring Raiders to either find another way across or swim for it.   
 
    But Water traps could also be quite versatile when temperature became a factor.  Heating up water until it became boiling steam, burning anything it touched was one way to take advantage of it, or else just increasing the temperature of an entire room to a sweltering humid heat.  Cold temperatures, on the other hand, were much more versatile because they produced an excellent product: Ice.  Dropping sharp icicles from the ceiling on unsuspecting Raiders; icing up the floor, or ramp, or stairs so that it was slippery could prove exceedingly dangerous; and even freezing the top layer of a pool of water if someone were to fall into it were some of the different ways the Water-based traps could be applied. 
 
    Of course, none of these methods were ones that Tacca wanted to use, because she wasn’t going to be placing them in order to kill people, but to save them.  The sheer ridiculousness of that occurred to her as she started placing large traps on the ceiling of the farms, a variation of the Deluge Water Trap – though far, far weaker than what they were intended for. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Deluge Water Trap 
    
  The Deluge Water Trap can be placed on the ceiling of a room and is triggered by directional proximity.  When activated, specified amounts of water are expelled from the ceiling, drenching anyone and anything beneath the trap.  The Deluge Water Trap can be adjusted for duration, strength, water type, and temperature.  All traps can be disabled with high enough Disarm Trap skills. 
    
  Cost: 100 DF (-60% Water Specialization, -40% Special Characteristic) 
  Replacement Cost: 25 DF (-75% off current cost/Water Specialization) 
  Creation Time: 0.25 Hours 
  Disarm Trap Resistance: 2 
  Activation Range: 100ft X 200ft 
  Trigger Proximity: 10ft below 
  Strength: 0.3% 
  Duration: 300.0 seconds 
  Water Type: Fresh 
  Temperature: Cool 
  Resistance Category: Water 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Normally, a trap of that size – 100ft by 200ft – would be extremely costly to create, as well as keeping it activated for 300 seconds.  However, to keep the cost down to 100 DF (and because she wasn’t needing to drown anyone), the strength of the trap was at only 0.3%.  In comparison, a trap like this at 100% would be like dropping a waterfall on someone, slamming them into the ground; at 0.3%, water droplets would trickle out of the ceiling, hydrating the plants below without drowning them.  She also could direct the trap to activate if someone walked onto a specific part of the walkway, which she changed out to a bluish quartz stone, so that it wouldn’t activate every time someone walked inside the room. 
 
    As for drinking water – and sanitation! Can’t believe I forgot about that –  she created a few large stone basins in the Hall, which she filled with Fresh Water as an Environmental Object.  While it wouldn’t stagnate and become unhealthy even if it sat there for years, to add a little touch of her ingenuity and knowledge she created a fountain of sorts. 
 
    “It looks more like a dribble than a fountain, Tacca.” 
 
    Shush.  It’s better than nothing. 
 
    What he said was true, but it was a unique function of the regenerating Environmental Objects, nonetheless.  What Tacca did was create a flat-topped pyramid of stone in the center of the basin, and then placed 1 cubic foot of Fresh Water on top.  The water immediately flowed down the sides of the pyramid and down into the basin, but the automatically regenerating Object wanted to keep the water on top, so more water was created; it then flowed down to the basin, and the cycle repeated itself.   
 
    It was all about keeping an equilibrium in the space she allotted for the Objects she placed, which was also why the basin didn’t overflow.  Once it reached a certain level, it wanted to always stay at that level.  As water was taken away, the Object would automatically fill the basin back up.  It was quite pretty and soothing to watch it in action, completely unlike the mayhem going on in her dungeons at the moment – all full of blood, cries of pain, and the slaughtering of her creatures.  Typical, normal, everyday dungeon stuff. 
 
    As for sanitation, she turned one of the rooms on each “floor” of the Hall into a bathroom of sorts, where people could both bathe and do their nasty business.  I’m so glad that we don’t have to do that, Shale. 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    One more Water-based trap in each bathroom room was needed to solve the problem of waste disposal, which was a water jet trap that could be activated to “flush” everything through a series of pipes she had to carve out of the walls and floors, where it would all drain back out into the foothills.  She couldn’t control exactly what happened to it after it left her control, but it was far enough away from everything that she hoped it would be fine.  
 
    As for the bath, that was probably the easiest of everything.  A simple stone tub filled with very warm water, which would automatically replace itself after use, eliminating any dirt and anything non-living inside the water.  Simple, easy – because it was a common use of water in aquatic dungeons, because if a Raider died in the water, they would automatically be disposed of when the rest of the group was gone.  Anything that didn’t belong there was eliminated, essentially. 
 
    Now she was done – or as done as she could be.  Just in time, too, because it was just hitting the deadline.  The last thing she did was create a tunnel leading to the outside world, though it wasn’t a straight shot out.  She knew that it would eventually be extremely cold out there, so she made the wide tunnel take a few turns before it reached outside, to block much of the wind, snow, and cold from coming inside.  It wouldn’t block it all, but it would help a lot.   
 
    As Tacca Carved through the rest of the dirt and rock separating her new creation from the outside world, she glimpsed a group in the distance coming towards the new entrance to her dungeon.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    “Is that what we’re looking for?”   
 
    Sterge looked into the distance at Mordecai’s shout, sweat pouring down his face despite the cool air of pre-winter.  While it was still a little over a month away, it was already starting to cool down a little bit; granted, it never really got cold until the winter month hit – and then it got really cold – but it was a little chilly in the morning.   
 
    They had been walking all morning, at least 3 hours up and down the mountain range to the east of The Village, but this was the first sign of anything actually being what they were looking for.  Even as he looked at the small opening at the base of the mountain range, just up from the smaller foothills, he saw some more of the mountain face disappear, as if something were taking big bites out of it. 
 
    “Judging by your open mouth, I’m sure you saw that, too,” Gwenda said from his right, nudging him with her elbow.   
 
    “I…I certainly did.”  This was the first time he’d actually seen evidence that the dungeon could do things he could only imagine, despite seeing the aftereffects.  It was one thing knowing monsters could appear out of nowhere, or rooms could be constructed out of solid rock, but it was something altogether amazing about seeing it happen in front of his eyes.   
 
    “Shall we go visit?  I’m pretty sure we’ve been invited already,” Evy said from his left.  The Sword Dancer was shading her eyes with her hand, trying to make out what she was looking at, which Sterge had been unconsciously mimicking.  All he could make out from this distance was a dark portal that had opened up on the side of the mountain ahead, and he sincerely hoped it was what had been mentioned to them, instead of a new dungeon or something. 
 
    “Let’s go; I sure hope it’s a little cooler in there.” 
 
    William chuckled at that.  “If what you said the winters are like here is true, you’ll be wishing the opposite when the snow rolls in.” 
 
    Sterge just nodded, knowing their Combat Medic was entirely correct.  But he was hot from all of the running around now, and winter certainly hadn’t hit yet.   
 
    It took them only about 15 minutes to make it to the entrance of this new opening in the mountain, and they discovered that it was much larger than they expected.  While the dungeon entrances further up the mountain were large enough for a really tall and wide person to pass through, probably 9 to 10 feet high and 6 feet wide, this entrance was large enough to pass a team of horses and a covered wagon into.  Sterge thought that an entire trade caravan could enter it, in fact, which was a bit surprising. 
 
    They stood on the threshold looking inside, and it was light enough to see that the tunnel leading in took a sharp turn to the right; from there it was impossible to see any more without actually entering.  Evy and the others just stood there looking at Sterge and Gwenda with impatient looks on their faces. 
 
    “Well?  Are you going in?  You are the ones that are all cozy with the dungeon, aren’t you?” Mordecai joked, gently pushing Sterge forward.  Rather than fight it, he walked inside and immediately felt cooler, though not too cold; rather, it felt…temperate…like it was an average temperature. 
 
    The others followed him as he walked through the strangely turning tunnel, still as wide as it had been in the beginning, until they finally came to an end.  Sterge stood with his mouth open again, uncaring, as he took a look inside the massive room.  It went back far enough that he had trouble making out details at the end, and there were columns spaced out at equal distances, which he thought were probably holding up the ceiling.  It was all stark grey stone, plain and unadorned – utilitarian, even – but it had a grand majesty of its own.   
 
    The sounds of running water turned his attention to a trio of stone basins in the middle of this great space, where he saw water running down a strange stone pyramid in the center of the basins.  The water seemed to spring from nowhere, but it appeared clear and fresh – and likely cool.  His dry throat practically ached to get a drink of it. 
 
    “How?  There’s no way this was just built; this place must have been buried for centuries or something, because this is…magnificent,” Gwenda said in wonder. 
 
    “I have no idea, but we should probably check it out.”  Sterge led the way, and the others followed after him in a group.  The first stop was the first water-filled stone basin nearest the entrance, which the Hill Dwarf immediately scooped up and practically inhaled in his efforts to slake his thirst, to the horrified expressions on all but Gwenda’s faces. 
 
    “Uh…what?” 
 
    “How do you know that isn’t poisoned?” Mordecai asked. 
 
    Poison?  I never even thought about that.  He started to empty his hands, but he stopped when – after a moment – he felt fine.  “I think if this water is poisoned or unsafe, then the dungeon wouldn’t go through all the trouble of making everything else you see in here.  I’m pretty sure it’s fine – and some of the purest water I’ve ever tasted.” 
 
    Gwenda smiled and copied him, scooping up the cool water in her hands and slurping it up, still smiling as she said, “Ahhh!  That’s the stuff.  Come on; it’s safe.”  She motioned to the others, who hesitatingly did the same, suspicious looks on their faces. 
 
    “This is just too good to be true, you have to admit,” Evy said after she got her fill of the water.  Sterge could tell she thought it was delicious, as well. 
 
    He just shrugged, not sure what else to say.  “It is a miracle, I will admit, but we still have a lot to check out.  We’ll see if it will work for us, especially with the numbers we’re still seeing traveling down here.”  The living situation near The Village was getting more and more out of hand, with nearly 4,000 Raiders and non-Raiders unable to find a place to sleep other than outside.  They were still frantically building Inns (they were up to 42 now), as well as residences, but it was impossible to keep up with the demand.  Worse than that, they were starting to have shortages of food shipments, though it wasn’t through any sort of Ministry manipulation – they were simply having trouble transporting what was available elsewhere. 
 
    After they had all gotten their fill of water and felt revitalized, they started searching the rooms they could see all along the sides of the grand room, which proved to look all the same: large but empty.  That was fine, because they would work well enough for large families, and potentially even 2 groups of Raiders per room if it came down to it.  There weren’t any doors, but they could probably figure out something to allow for more privacy.   
 
    “There’s some sort of bathing room!  Come check it out,” Gwenda said excitedly.  The room she was pointing inside was towards the end of the massive space, and it took a second for Sterge to arrive.  Once he did, he saw that everyone else was inside, looking at the large stone tub on one end, with steam coming off of it. 
 
    “It’s really warm, but not too hot; it won’t burn you, but it’ll feel good to soak in it,” Evy said, and he could see her eyes grow wide as saucers as she stared at the bath.  Sterge could take it or leave it; he couldn’t remember the last full bath he’d taken. 
 
    “What’s this—” 
 
    Sterge turned around to see Mordecai reaching above a hole in the ground, where there was a square piece of blue stone on the wall, the first bit of color they’d seen so far.  Just before he touched it, though, he snatched his hand back. 
 
    “It’s a trap!  It’s very subtle, but I can sense it.” 
 
    Sterge looked at the hole in the ground, looked back at the bath, and then looked at the blue square again.  Then he did it again, a thought tickling the back of his mind about all of it, but Gwenda beat him to the punch. 
 
    She walked over without hesitation and slapped her hand across the blue square, jumping back with everyone else as a powerful jet of water appeared out of nowhere above the hole and shot down it, before it disappeared moments later as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “It’s a waste disposal system.” 
 
    Waste disposal?  What…oh. 
 
    William was the first to speak after that revelation.  “That’s incredible, and will help with keeping everyone healthy.  But where does it go?” 
 
    Good question, and not one that he wanted to investigate.  As long as it wasn’t dumping into the stone basins full of water out in the main room, the Hall he supposed he should call it, then it didn’t really matter to him.  
 
    They explored briefly up the stairs to the next landing, only to discover more of the same: Empty rooms and another bathing space.  Rather than explore every landing, they moved off to the back of the Hall, where another tunnel led deeper into the mountain.  Now that they were a little more confident that the place wasn’t a deathtrap, they moved more quickly – though at the first intersection they hesitated before making a decision. 
 
    “Let’s go left first, then right, then we’ll go further down this main tunnel.”  No one argued with Gwenda, as they didn’t have anything better to suggest, and that was when they found their first farm. 
 
    At least, that’s what it looked like to Sterge, even if the sizable plots of rich soil were empty of any type of growing food.  He knelt down in the dirt and scooped up a handful, sniffing it and letting it run through his fingers.  “This is spectacular soil; I noticed it the first time we entered the dungeon, and it’s still the best dirt I’ve seen for growing.  But why isn’t there anything already growing?  The dungeon had plenty of plants and trees, didn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m assuming that it may not be able to create food-worthy plants; I can’t imagine eating anything I’ve seen so far throughout all of the dungeon rooms,” Evy reasoned. 
 
    “Well, if the ambient light in here works as well as the sun, the only thing we’re missing is—” 
 
    “—water,” Gwenda said from behind him, and he swirled around to see her stepping on another blue square on the stone walkway.  Sterge braced himself for a blast of water like they’d seen in the bathing room, but was pleasantly surprised when a gentle rain poured out of the ceiling, sinking into the soil and watering it calmly instead of with a torrential downpour.  In moments he was starting to get rather wet, however, and he ran outside of the room to get dry along with the others. 
 
    “Rain on command; who’d have thought something like that was possible,” Sterge whispered to himself.  They all watched for a few minutes until the gentle rain stopped abruptly.  Amazingly, while the soil stayed a bit damp, the water along the pathway quickly dried up and disappeared; unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said for the water on all of their clothes. 
 
    The next half hour was exploring the other tunnels, only to find 5 more “farms” like the first, but the last room was a surprise.  It wasn’t like anything he’d seen before, but he instinctively knew it was some sort of large storeroom or warehouse, so they could store the food they grew and harvested.  That would be important if they were to house thousands of people inside of the mountain, especially if they were able to fill it with enough food to last them until after the snows melted in the spring. 
 
    “Was that everything?  Did we miss anything?” William asked. 
 
    Sterge thought about what they had just seen throughout all of the different rooms, trying to remember if there was anything that they had overlooked in their exploration.  With a nod, he said, “I think that was everything.  Why?  Wasn’t this enough?” 
 
    “Oh, more than enough – and I’m sure it’s more than we expected.  I was just wondering when we can start moving things in, because there is a lot that still needs to be done to get this place habitable.  Plus, I’m no expert on farming, but I’m sure you need to plant something in order for it to grow.” 
 
    “We’ve got plenty of seeds,” Gwenda mentioned.  “The problem had been space for our crops, as well as the time it takes to grow and harvest each crop.  I’m not sure how well they’ll grow in here, but we can only try it out and see what happens.  The construction crews and those we’ve contracted for handling our farms are super busy right now, getting the last of the harvests in, so we’ll need some other hands to get this place in shape before it gets too late in the season.” 
 
    Sterge knew exactly who they were going to use.  Looking around at the others, the Hill Dwarf saw that they were thinking the same thing. 
 
    “Let’s get moving then,” he said.  “We don’t have a lot of time, and we need to get some seeds in the ground if we’re going to have enough to eat in a month’s time.” 
 
    As they made their way out of the magnificent cave, Sterge stopped and turned to the great Hall.  “Thank you,” he whispered, only to be echoed by the rest of his group.   
 
    Now the only obstacle I can foresee is convincing thousands of Raiders to volunteer to stay inside of a dungeon’s creation for a month, without being able to leave.  Should be quite easy, right? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Tacca was pleased at how her project had turned out, and the reception from her two Bonded Hill Dwarves (along with their Raider group) had been overwhelmingly positive.  She briefly thought about adding some additional rooms with some Saltwater and Seaweed, so that they might have another source of food, but she wanted to wait to see if they managed to produce what they needed on their own.  Thinking about it, she had done a lot to help them survive already, and if they couldn’t figure it out by that point, then they had more problems than she alone could solve.   
 
    The countdown to winter had begun, as she estimated that it was now less than a month away.  While her dungeon with its two sections continued to operate, she watched as her Bonded organized a massive campaign to make the Hall and its rooms habitable, as well as starting to grow crops in the farms.   
 
    Hundreds of Raiders were in and out of her creation, after some more than obvious hesitation by the majority of them, carrying supplies that were either brought down to the storeroom Tacca had created or delivering them to the various living spaces.  Simple cots were placed rather than large beds, which she quickly learned was because they didn’t actually have that many beds; the same went with many other fundamentals that most people used to live, as they had a scarcity of quite a few products.  That didn’t seem to be too much of a bother, though, because most of them knew they would only be forced to live inside of the mountain for a month, and “roughing it” was much easier inside than sleeping on the ground outside of the town like the Dungeon Core had seen through Shale’s eyes. 
 
    However, as far as food went, it was how well the farming was going that surprised both Tacca and her two Bonded Hill Dwarves.  The first plot of dirt they planted with seeds grew substantially faster than either of them had supposed, with sprouts shooting up within minutes of being planted and watered.  In 24 hours, the stalks of wheat, corn, and a small variety of other edible foodstuffs had matured and were ready for harvest.  From what she learned from listening in to conversations, this was much faster than anything they could grow outside. 
 
    In short, they were pleased – and they would survive. 
 
    With the revelation of the fast-growing plots of soil, there was a massive operation set up to plant, harvest, store, and even transport the newly grown crops out of Tacca’s dungeon to help feed the town and those living thereabouts.  After a week, they had grown enough to easily feed the entire nearby population, with at least a little to spare – which didn’t even count the fields of food growing outside of the mountain. 
 
    All of that was perfectly fine for Tacca, though, because she was getting plenty in return.  At first it had been a trickle of earned Core Improvement Points, but as such a large quantity of Raiders moved in and out of what was technically her dungeon – despite the only connection being a 3-inch-wide tunnel in an unobtrusive section of the Hall – she began to see major gains.  Where she might earn a little less than 50 Points a day with her regular dungeon sections, she was soon gaining 400 to 500 a day from visitors to her new creation!  Even the non-Raiders provided some points, though Tacca estimated that it was something like a 5-to-1 conversion for them, where 5 non-Raiders equaled 1 low-Level Raider; it was better than nothing, she supposed. 
 
    The weeks passed, and it became a little colder every day outside, which she only gathered because of Shale listening in to conversations.  It wasn’t quite winter yet…but it was coming.   
 
    While all of that was going on, with the Raiders turning what she had created into something they would be able to inhabit in the coming month, Tacca was hard at work on her newest section.  It would be quite different from anything she’d either constructed already or had ever heard of, but she thought it would be suitable for the situation. 
 
    “What exactly is this?  This doesn’t look…right,” Shale asked, after seeing her creation.   
 
    Tacca had previously carved out a massive room before everything lately had happened, mostly as an idle thought and something to do, but she finally figured out what she could use it for – all thanks to her Dungeon Assistant’s suggestion, even if he didn’t know it at the time.  The majority of the time and resources she’d had access to over the last few weeks were spent on perfecting her new section, though it was more of a new room than an entire section. 
 
    Well, it all stems from what you told me about the town below and how I needed to keep them happy.  Having somewhere to sleep, as well as enough food and water to survive is one thing – but you also mentioned boredom being a problem, didn’t you? 
 
     “Yes, I did.  But I figured you might just connect your dungeon sections to this place somehow, so they could continue to delve even in the middle of winter.” 
 
    I had thought about that, and even started widening a tunnel toward the Hall, but changed my mind. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Because that would only help a few Raiders at a time.  With the thousands that will be living in here, it’s doubtful that all of them would even be able to go through my sections once in the month that they’ll be trapped here, which won’t really erase the boredom.  While in-fighting and the subsequent deaths might be good for me in terms of gaining Points, it takes away from the whole reason I agreed to help out in the first place. 
 
    “Ok, I can see that, but what does that have to do with—”  Shale hovered in the middle of her newest section, looking around at it again with wide eyes.  “Ahh, I see.  You really don’t do these things halfway, do you?” 
 
    Of course not.  That’s not who I am. 
 
    “How is this going to work?” 
 
    Here, let me explain— 
 
    But she never got the opportunity to go into detail, because someone popped up into her Core Room.  Someone she didn’t want there, but one look at Head Instructor Lapis’ face caused her to hold her tongue. 
 
    “Tacca!  I have news that you will want to hear, and though I know you don’t like me, I thought it would be better if you hear it firsthand.  Where’s Shale?” 
 
    Tacca mentally told Shale what was happening, and her Dungeon Assistant Translocated the next moment into her Core Room, as well. 
 
    “What’s going on, Head Instructor?” 
 
    Lapis was now nervously fluttering around the room, flying back and forth in obvious nervousness.  Throughout all of the years that Tacca had known him, as well as the brief interactions she’d had with him after the invasion and attack, this was the first time he’d ever appeared flustered. 
 
    The Head Instructor finally stopped and turned to them both, sighing heavily once before he said anything, still obviously bothered by something.  “Well, as you’ve been informed, after Malachite disappeared – taken or otherwise – the attacks on the northern Dungeon Cores increased in frequency.” 
 
    Tacca was well aware.  While she didn’t want any contact with Lapis, Shale had been keeping abreast of the news over the last few months, passing along the information he had gained.  It had been so busy over the last few days, though, that she needed her Assistant nearby to help; as a result, it had been nearly a week since he had checked in. 
 
    “Recently, the Raiders finally decided to strike back at these mysterious people, sending a force to stop the destruction from happening as well as to take revenge for their own fallen, which they had been informed of by their own methods.  Today, from all the sources I can gather, will be the confrontation – and I fear it will not bode well for them.  I have about a dozen free Assistants watching the inevitable clash, and I thought it would be prudent for someone who has seen these things and lived to tell the tale to watch.  I’m told you can perceive what Shale is seeing and experiencing, even from a distance?” 
 
    Tacca was a bit perturbed that Shale had been sharing information about their Bond to the Head Instructor, but she let that pass as the import of what the stuffy old Fairy was saying finally hit her.  Yes, that’s true.  You say it’s happening right now? 
 
    “We believe so, or it will within a few minutes.  Shale, if you’ll come with me?” 
 
    Go.  I’ll watch from our Link – if it works, that is. 
 
    “I’ll do what I can.  Let’s go, Head Instructor.” 
 
    The next moment, both of them disappeared, and Tacca felt the Perception Link enabled moments later.  It took her a moment to fully comprehend where Shale was, but when she did she listened in and watched what was happening. 
 
    “…about as close as we can get before whatever effect these murderous people are employing will affect us.  Not being able to Translocate out or keep our Invisibility up is dangerous, and we don’t want to be caught by them,” she heard Lapis explain. 
 
    Shale looked around, sensing that there were about a dozen other Fairies nearby, though they were using their Invisibility to hide themselves.  When he turned back to what was going on about 500 feet below them, Tacca was awestruck at what she was witnessing.   
 
    Thousands of Raiders were charging towards a line of approximately 50 blue-skinned, 6-armed figures, all holding various weapons like she’d seen before.  Tacca figuratively shivered as she remembered those same weapons slaughtering the Raiders outside of her dungeon with ease, and how the monstrous people had managed to ignore almost everything she had thrown at them in her dungeon, from creatures to traps.  They had shrugged off any type of damage because of a white glow surrounding each of them, some sort of shield that was invisible until it was forced to block that damage. 
 
    This time, though, for some reason Tacca could see the hazy white glow of their shields even before they were attacked.  That’s strange.  Shale, why can I see their glow already? 
 
    “What are you talking about?  What glow?” 
 
    The shield that protects them, Shale.  You know, that’s why they’re glowing?   
 
    “I don’t see anything, Tacca.” 
 
    It was extremely obvious to Tacca that they were there, and it was like Shale was being deliberately obtuse.  Regardless, she didn’t argue with him, because the leading edge of the Raiders was already within range of the blue-skinned line.  Spells flew through the air from behind those in front of the charge, slamming into the six-armed people in a maelstrom of multicolored death, knocking them back and causing their shields to flare up and then fade a little.  A second wave of casted spells impacted them with even more force, sending one of them flying, its shield collapsing as it was forced to block too much damage.  It didn’t seem to be hurt, though, as it tumbled to a stop 40 feet back from the rest of the group, though it did appear to be startled and disoriented when it quickly got back to its feet. 
 
    Yes!  That’s exactly what they need to do!   
 
    In her message to the two Hill Dwarves, she had mentioned a way that the invaders could be defeated, with overwhelming attacks that could bring down their defenses, and it seemed as though they had passed on the word to those that could take advantage of that knowledge.  
 
    She saw a second and third blue-skinned invader lose their shields as they grunted in pain and fell back a few steps, but they quickly got back into formation moments later.  A few seconds after that, Tacca saw the hazy glow start up again around their bodies, as if the shield was being automatically replaced after it had been used up.   
 
    Almost like one of Tacca’s traps that had been triggered; it took a little while for them to “recharge” with Dungeon Force taken from her Core, where it would become active.  This was similar, but instead of taking minutes or hours, these shields were doing it in seconds.  Not only that, but they didn’t wait until they were fully “recharged” to be of use, but would be functional at a limited capacity in a very short amount of time. 
 
    What that essentially meant was that when the first ranks of Raiders finally approached them, most of their glowing protection fields had at least partially recovered from the first two waves of spells thrown at them; a third wave was held off as their fellows got too close, where the risk of hurting them as well increased.  That proved to be a costly mistake, though they didn’t know it at the time. 
 
    Dozens of different Classes of Melee fighters clashed with the blue-skinned people, using abilities that allowed them to do more damage, to approach their opponents with speed, or bash them with their shields.  Powerful flashes of different-colored light streamed out from the Melee Class’ weapons, as special techniques were used to inflict various effects or for attacking faster than the eye could see.  Some wielded two weapons, slashing and hacking with abandon, dancing around their opponents and looking for an opening. 
 
    Hundreds of arrows flew through the air, shot by all sorts of Archers, Scouts, Rangers, Elemental Archers, Snipers, and other high-Level Classes.  Sneaky Assassins, Thieves, Brigands, and other stealthy Classes appeared behind the enemy, stabbing with swords and knives – really anything they could get their hands on.  Additional spells also shot out from the Caster types, in a variety of shapes and colors as individual targets were identified and focused upon, while even the Healer Classes sent out what offensive abilities they had to join in on the action. 
 
    Combined together, the attacks took a toll on the glowing shields of the six-armed people, until one after another blinked out and left them vulnerable.  Wounds appeared on them as they were impaled, sliced, hacked, or had arrows or thrown knives embedded in their flesh.  Tacca saw three of the blue-skinned invaders fall to the ground in death, even as the fourth had its leg practically severed from its massive trunk of a body. 
 
    The Raiders were winning…which was when everything went wrong. 
 
    The weapons of the invaders were deadly, hacking into and through armor and shields like they weren’t even there.  Tacca couldn’t see it too well from Shale’s position so far above, but she thought she saw some sort of glow around the weapons as well, though instead of an off-white color, it was a deep red, almost crimson in appearance.  Wherever the weapons landed, limbs were hacked off, armor was ruined, faces were smashed, and even magical defenses were pierced through as though they weren’t even there.   
 
    While they did massive amounts of damage to anything they managed to hit, the six-armed people were still being overwhelmed, despite the carnage they caused.  It appeared as though thousands of strong opponents were exactly what needed to be applied against these invaders, which Tacca was relieved to see.   
 
    Unfortunately, the now-less-than 50 blue-skinned figures weren’t alone.  As though they had been hidden by some sort of Invisibility like the Fairies near Shale, 10 purple-skinned invaders appeared behind the line of the others.  Not only were they a bit larger than their blue-skinned companions, but from what she had observed of them in her own dungeon, they were also more intelligent and strategic.  While the blue-skinned ones had died in her previous defensive room, it had been the single purple-colored one that had managed to reach her Core and shatter her into hundreds of pieces even as it died. 
 
    The warning of their presence came too late, as the rear crowd of Scout-type Raiders was hit with the full might of the 10-strong purple-colored invaders.  Heads went flying as they failed to avoid being hit, and the crowd was so thick with surprised Assassins and Thieves that a few swings of a massive sword wielded by one of their 6 arms was enough to kill 2 or 3 at a time.  Within 30 seconds, despite another 5 of the blue-skinned invaders falling to the onslaught, the battle had turned into a rout.   
 
    Shale – and by extension Tacca – could hear shouts of “Retreat!” echoing through the small valley where all of this was taking place, and individual groups started to peel off and flee, flinging spells and arrows behind them as they ran.  The invaders started to slaughter all of those that were left, either abandoned by their groups or unable to flee for some reason, which helped hundreds of others get away. 
 
    Or so she thought.  “Oh, no – look!”   
 
    Shale focused in on something behind the battle lines, as another invader appeared – though this one was a bit different from the others.  Instead of blue or purple, this figure was a deep red, nearly the same color as what Tacca had seen on the monstrous peoples’ weapons.  That wasn’t the only difference, as it had eight arms along the sides of its body, which was nearly twice the size of even the large purple-skinned invaders.  The weapons it wielded were proportionally bigger, as well, with one of its swords at least 8 to 9 feet long, along with it being 2 feet wide. 
 
    A second after it suddenly appeared, it started running towards the battle line, which was still undergoing a slaughter of those Raiders that had left.  Instead of joining in, it jumped, practically flying nearly 100 feet into the air as it sailed over the remnants of the Raider army, landing at least 300 feet away from the line – and right in the middle of two Raider groups that had been fleeing.  Two quick attacks at the startled groups with all 8 of its weapons was all it took to bring them down, and the red-skinned invader started running after another group further away. 
 
    Shale…I think I’ve seen enough.  She hoped that some of the Raiders got away, but it really didn’t matter, did it?  As far as she knew, that army of Raiders had been some of the best that there were, or at least the best of who they could get together in such a short time.  There were hundreds of thousands of Raiders out there, though, but even if they were able to get them all together, it seemed an impossibility that they would be able to defeat these invaders without a lot of luck on their side.   
 
    The Perception Link disappeared after that, and she was left looking at her Core Room in concern.  A minute passed before both Shale and Lapis appeared, and for once she couldn’t find the strength to hate the Head Instructor.  She still didn’t like him, but the hatred required some effort to bring forth, and she didn’t have it in her. 
 
    “That…wasn’t good.  How could they lose like that?”  Shale was nearly breathless in shock. 
 
    “Malachite did say that they had most likely killed the entire Conclave of Sages, who were the most powerful Raiders in the world, without appearing to have too much trouble,” Lapis said matter-of-factly.  He sounded calm, but Tacca could see that his hands were shaking uncontrollably.  “It isn’t unreasonable to think that any others would have more luck, even a massive army of them like the one we just saw get wiped out.”  The Head Instructor was silent for a moment, before quietly adding, “I don’t know what to do….” 
 
    What can we do?  It’s not like we can attack them, after all.  It was only a random fluke that I was able to kill the ones that attacked my dungeon; I’m not sure I could pull that off again, especially if they came in numbers like that.  The one consolation she could see was that the red-colored monster person was too large to even fit through her tunnels, so she didn’t have to worry about it.  Granted, it wasn’t much comfort considering how dangerous the others were. 
 
    No one had an answer, and the silence inside of her Core Room quickly became oppressive.  Without saying another word, only giving out a long sigh, the Head Instructor used his Translocation ability to disappear with a *pop*. 
 
    That just left Shale and Tacca’s Core alone, and the depressive thoughts that seemed to submerge both of them in a tidal wave of disappointment. 
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    Unimaginable pain abruptly ripped through her Core, so powerful that Tacca thought she was about to shatter.  The agony felt as if it lasted forever, but in reality it probably only lasted a few moments; regardless, it was the suddenness of it that took her by surprise and left her unprepared for the shock of torturous pain.   
 
    “…Tacca!  A…...ay?  …ppened?” 
 
    The world slowly came back into focus and her thoughts were sluggish, and she could barely make out a voice she recognized shouting something.  After another few minutes, she was able to fully concentrate on her Core Room, as well as her frantic Dungeon Assistant fluttering around her Core.   
 
    “Tacca?  Are you there?  What’s going on?” 
 
    I…I’m here.  I’m not sure—wait.  Give me a moment. 
 
    She concentrated on the notification she had received, which had been pushed to the corner of her mind after the horrific torment she had just endured.   
 
    I…increased my Assistant Rank? 
 
    With all of the things going on lately, what with creating a place for the Raiders to live, to working on her new section, to the disturbing battle she had witnessed between the invaders and Raiders, she had completely forgotten that her year to another increase in Dungeon Assistant Ranking was coming up.  At the back of her mind, she knew about it, but it had also been a bit overshadowed with other concerns.   
 
    She pulled up her Dungeon Assistant Information in order to see what had changed, while at the same time being glad that the pain had passed.  For now, she only felt a little uncomfortable, like she was wearing a Mood Dress that was too small for her. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Assistant Information 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Rank: 
  
      	  Expert 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Stage:  
  
      	  4/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 
  
      	  7808/13900 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  0 in 5 years 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana (FM): 
  
      	  435/1550 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana Regeneration: 
  
      	  55 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bond 
  
      	  Instant – Multiple 
  
      	  50+ FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Omen Charge 
  
      	  Instant – Distance 
  
      	  10+ FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Translocation 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  1000 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blinding Flash 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  150 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shattering Icicle 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  600 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shared Risk 
  
      	  Automatic 
  
      	  0 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Leadership 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  75 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Cage 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  300 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Flame Wall 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  500 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mass Confusion 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  700 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Information Meld 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Electrified Pacification 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  250 FM per minute  
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Aura 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  20 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hibernate 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Invisibility 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  3 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Repellant Shield 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  2 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Locked (11) 
  
      	  Variable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    What the…?  Two of the great benefits of increasing her Rank to Expert Stage 4 was the additional Fairy Mana she had access to (1,350 FM), as well as its regeneration rate (55 FM per minute).  It was unfortunate that she hadn’t been able to reach Expert Stage 5, the same as Shale, but she knew that her 95% reduction in Core Improvement gains at the start of her existence as a Core had reduced the amount of Experience she had received as an Assistant, but Shale hadn’t suffered from that.  Now that things were more even, she would progress just as quickly in the future. 
 
    Regardless, Stage 4 still meant she could finally use her Translocation ability – which she absolutely didn’t want to try unless she had no other choice, after hearing what happened to those Cores that Malachite had moved around; in addition, she also had access to 8 new abilities!   
 
    Some of them were self-explanatory, such as the Flame Wall being able to create a wall of flames that would surround her core, the Blinding Flash which would create an extremely bright light that would blind anyone looking at it, the Light Cage which formed a large cage of pure bars of light that could trap just about any person within it for as long as her FM held out (though, she doubted it would work against those monstrous invaders), or the Shattering Icicle, which created and then exploded a chunk of ice that would be propelled out from a chosen location like little icicles.   
 
    What wasn’t so self-explanatory, however, were the other 4 abilities she had gained.  When she concentrated on Mass Confusion, she found that it was something that would affect her entire dungeon, causing—what else?—everything inside to suffer from debilitating confusion – even her own creatures.   
 
    Leadership was a sustainable ability that increased the Creature Level of any creatures within two rooms of her current location by 2 full Levels.  That could be quite useful if she needed to strengthen her Werewolf Warrior or the Forest Wolves inside her Boss Room, for instance. 
 
    But the last two were completely blank when she concentrated on them: Omen Charge and Shared Risk.  Omen Charge was an instant-use ability with the potential for multiple targets based on distance, starting at 10 FM; Shared Risk, on the other hand, was a type of ability she’d never heard of before – Automatic.  It cost her nothing to use, fortunately, but it appeared that it was always activated.  Unfortunately, she had no idea what it actually did. 
 
    Well, Shale, it appears as though I’m a bit stronger now as a “Fairy”, but I don’t know exactly how.   
 
    Tacca explained the different abilities she had gained, also noticing that her “Locked” abilities had been reduced from 17 to 11.  If she was looking at things right, then it was most likely that 6 of the abilities she had received had been from the ones that Malachite had originally possessed and she obtained through her Bond with him, while 2 of them were entirely hers.  She didn’t have to think long on which 2 abilities those would be, seeing as she couldn’t fathom what 2 of them did. 
 
    “Maybe the Shared Risk ability means you share the risk of existing with…me?” Shale ventured after hearing about the strange ability.  After a few seconds he shook his head.  “No, that doesn’t make sense, especially considering that I’m already at risk if you were to get hurt.” 
 
    Yeah, I’m not exactly sure, either.  Regardless, I have to admit that the pain of going through that Rank up was worth it. 
 
    “What?  Why?  Because you have more Fairy Mana now?” 
 
    No, because it kicked me out of the funk I was in after witnessing…what we did. 
 
    Shale just stared at her Core for a moment, before smiling half-heartedly.  “I have to admit that my concern for you did sort of push everything else to the side.  I’m not quite over it yet, but I can think of other things now, I guess.” 
 
    True, there’s no forgetting what’s out there, but that doesn’t mean we have to give up just yet.  A solution to the problem could present itself at any time.  Tacca was ready to get moving again, and she remembered with some excitement the new section she was going to show her Dungeon Assistant.  Sadly, its importance paled in comparison to the danger looming towards the north, but there really wasn’t anything she could do about that.  What she could do, though, was try to build the best darn dungeon anyone had ever seen. 
 
    A lofty goal, yes, but one she wished to strive for. 
 
    In fact, would you be able to invite the other Assistants in the Nursery?  I’d really like to show them this, as well as the Hall and farms.  It’s a bit busy in there at the moment, as they are already starting to move in, but it might help them change their minds.  Or at least change their Cores’ minds. 
 
    “Sure, we’ll meet you in the Hall, and then we can check out your new…project.”  He smiled again as he disappeared, the shock and horror of earlier in the day starting to fade.  Five minutes later, all of the Fairies were near the ceiling of the Hall, looking down on the hustle and bustle going on down below them. 
 
    They’re finishing up the preparations now, and from what I’ve overheard they expect everyone to be in here tomorrow.  Shortly after that, the first of the snows and freezing cold should be coming, which will keep them all trapped inside of here for a little over a month – at least until the ice melts. 
 
    “I’ll say it again, this is crazy,” Tulip said, but Tacca could see that she was intrigued by everything she saw.  The others were in similar states, and she just hoped that meant that they would go back and convince at least one of their Cores to attempt connecting to the Hall.  As sad as it seemed, after witnessing the deaths of so many Raiders in their attempt to stop the invading people, risking herself in such an endeavor wasn’t nearly as scary of a risk as it used to be. 
 
    The Dungeon Assistants looked around for a time while invisible, amazed that there were so many people inside of a dungeon, even if it didn’t look like any dungeon they’d ever seen before.  When they were done, she invited them to see the project she had planned for when the snows came, a way to entertain the masses, so to speak. 
 
    “You built…what…an arena?” 
 
    Precisely.  It isn’t just enough to allow a dozen or two groups of Raiders to venture through my other dungeon sections every day, because there are too many that are going to be living here for that to be satisfactory.  Instead, I think I found a way to occupy more than just a few at a time – but instead thousands. 
 
    The giant room, basically a 500-foot-wide circular room with 4 giant columns of stone supporting the ceiling, had been built out along the edges with tiered stands made from multi-colored stone.  There were four main sections, which corresponded with north, south, east, and west, and each section was colored with a different stone; red sandstone for the north, blue banded gneiss for the south, green epidote for the east, and yellow carnotite for the west.  This gave a very vibrant feel to the room, which was further decorated with painstakingly formed smoky quartz sheathings around the stone columns.  A light-blue gemstone called larimar was used to decorate the ceiling, creating a cloudy sky-like texture that Tacca hoped made the room she created feel like it was outside. 
 
    As for the giant columns holding up that light-blue ceiling, they were positioned at the four corners of the arena floor, located at the northeast, northwest, southeast, and southwest corners, meaning that the multi-colored stands were basically separated from each other.  A lot of floor space was needed, as well, so there was a 40,000 square foot area where all of the action was going to take place.  As for what that action was going to involve, that was a little more complicated. 
 
    “Where are your creatures going to come from?  I don’t see how this will work if there are thousands of people in here,” Tulip asked.  She seemed to be the spokesFairy for the group, which was fine with Tacca. 
 
    Ah, well that ended up being the most difficult part, but I borrowed an idea I had from my Boss Room.  Remember the Werewolves? 
 
    “Yes, I do, but—oh.  I see.  Very clever.” 
 
    While the stands were located on the edges of the room, they were also elevated 50 feet off of the thinly soil-covered arena floor.  Simple stone stairs were all that were needed for those watching to reach their seats, which were located behind the large stone columns.  The elevations allowed for Tacca to create tunnels that led underneath the stands and out of the room at an angle, where she placed 4 much smaller rooms in each direction, totaling 16 in all.   
 
    These rooms were unique in the fact that they were sharply angled and closed off from the tunnel by a Rotating Stone Bridge trap.  The way it worked with the two types of Werewolf Warriors was that Tacca would activate one of the traps when a particular difficulty was needed, and the creature would slide down a short tunnel when the trap rotated, spitting it out into the room.  She used the same principle here, though the slide was much longer, the angled rooms a bit bigger, and the tunnels much taller and wider.  She even designed one of the rooms and its connecting tunnel so that it was larger than all of the rest, just in case she was able to place a creature in it that required a lot of space. 
 
    Theoretically, at any given time, she would have the rooms filled with creatures of different types and difficulties, and when she wanted to release some into the arena, she would just activate the trap, it (or they) would slide down and be ejected into the fight.  As soon as they were slain, another batch of them would start to replenish itself automatically.  Easy, simple, and hopefully straightforward to maintain. 
 
    Of course, what it essentially meant to run the arena was a complete shutdown of her other dungeon sections, but she was hoping that her idea would banish the need for them.  At least, temporarily. 
 
    I also have thoughts of doing some sort of trap-based obstacle course, setting it up when fights have ended for the day, just to keep it interesting.  Anyone have any ideas? 
 
    That got the other Assistants really excited, as they started to offer suggestions, their voices trying to be heard over each other, before they trailed off after a few minutes and looked at each other.   
 
    “We have to get our Cores involved in this somehow.  You all do your best to convince them, and I’ll do the same,” Tulip said to the group.  Turning to Shale and addressing Tacca at the same time, she continued.  “Thank you for showing us all of this.  There is a lot to consider, and I hope we can convince one of our Cores to attempt connecting with this marvelous series of rooms you’ve constructed.  Hopefully, you’ll hear from us soon.”  With that, they took their leave, Translocating back to the Nursery and their respective Cores. 
 
    What do you think?  Was it a success?  And what do you think of my arena? 
 
    “I have to admit, you really thought this through.  I suppose you’re going to give rewards after the fights?” 
 
    Of course. 
 
    He nodded.  “As for whether or not you did enough to convince the other Cores, we’ll just have to see.  I really don’t think you could’ve done any more than that, to tell the truth.” 
 
    That was true, she had done everything she could.  It was just about lockdown time, though, because in approximately 24 hours the cold would descend upon the area and make travel outside extremely difficult, if not deadly.  Shortly after that, the snows would start, sealing everyone in. 
 
    While she waited for a decision, it was time to connect everything up, or at least as far as she wanted to before everything was put into motion.  Connecting the 3rd section to the start of her defensive room was easy enough, but the tunnel from her arena to the Hall was going to take a little longer.  She made it quite large and spacious, mainly because it was going to be over a mile long in length, which took a lot more time than just about anything else she had constructed.  By the time she was done, the last of the Raider groups delving through her dungeon left, and she essentially shut them down for the season.   
 
    Shortly after that, the final few people staying inside of the Hall and its environs entered, and she was glad to see that Sterge, Gwenda, and their group were among their numbers.

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    “Wow!” 
 
    Sterge couldn’t agree with Gwenda more.  “I know, this sure is a lot of people, isn’t it?” 
 
    “For some reason, this many people didn’t seem as bad when they were camping out on the fields near The Village.” 
 
    Sterge led the others toward their room, which was thankfully on the bottom floor – though it was also nearest the bathing room.  Fortunately, some enterprising young Raider had developed and taught others how to make a handy folding screen made from thick woven grass and a minimum of wood for support to use as a privacy barrier to the room.  Not only did it block out people from seeing into their room, but it also helped to block out a good deal of noise; otherwise, they might have to listen to everyone who was using the bathing room to “eliminate their waste” while they were trying to sleep.  The process of which had been improved by some more of those folding screens, so that anyone using the hole in the ground would have some privacy. 
 
    “Are you sure you wanted to stay in here?  The Village is, like, yours; I would think you would’ve rather have stayed there,” William asked as they walked. 
 
    The truth was, he would’ve preferred that, especially after they managed to find shelter for everyone not inside the mountain there, and everyone had plenty of food to last until far past the thaw and spring rolled around – thanks to the plots of soil that had proven to be extremely potent.  Not only did anything they planted in the “magic dirt” (as many people liked to call it) grow and be ready for harvest in 24 hours – which was amazing by itself – but the soil never seemed to lose any of its potency.  Every once in a while in the fields nearest the village, they had to leave some fallow, leaving the remnants of previous harvests to decay into the ground and make it usable again.  This dirt, however, seemed to always be ready to go, with no loss of performance, no matter how many crops were planted. 
 
    It was a farmer’s dream come true. 
 
    Working around the clock, they were able to plant, periodically water (which required a lot of water for each harvest cycle), and then harvest all of the crops in a rotation, so that there were always some growing or needing to be harvested.  That had led to an almost endless line of wagons being brought into the cave system, which was brought back to The Village for the residents and Raiders staying there.  In fact, transporting so many vehicles and the nearly constant foot traffic had ended up creating first a pathway, and then a road of sorts in between the grand Hall and The Village. 
 
    Therefore, not only did both areas have more than enough food to get through the winter, but they actually had to ship some few wagons north because they realized that it would spoil before they managed to consume it.  As a result, things were going to be fine in all of the buildings, their home, which was why Sterge would’ve liked to spend the month there.  It was familiar, after all, and he liked it there. 
 
    But, unfortunately, responsibility crept up and nipped that thought in the bud. 
 
    “You know why we have to be here, William,” Gwenda said, pointing to herself and Sterge.  “But if you don’t want to stay here, there’s still room—” 
 
    “And miss out on staying inside of a dungeon for a month?  Now that’s just crazy,” Evy said with a straight face, but Sterge could hear the humor in her voice. 
 
    “Yeah, I wouldn’t miss it for 50 gold coins…100, maybe, but certainly not 50,” Mordecai joked. 
 
    Sterge had to admit that they were glad their group had decided to join them, because otherwise it would’ve been extremely boring without them.  Not only were they fun to be around, but they were also generally good people, and they had worked hard over the last month to help get their temporary home inside the mountain into shape.  The same could be said of many of the other Raiders, though for the most part they had worked because they had no choice if they wanted somewhere warm to stay when the very air seemed to freeze come winter.  Evy, Mordecai, and William, though, wanted to help, regardless of the benefit that might come from it. 
 
    As for why Sterge and Gwenda had to be there, staying in the mountain over the winter, it was more a matter of they couldn’t not stay there.  It was them that had a connection with the dungeon, and Gwenda (logically so) wasn’t sure what would happen with all of these people trapped inside without someone being able to communicate with the dungeon.  If something went wrong and they weren’t there to decipher what the dungeon’s presence wanted from them, then it could be a disaster for everyone involved. 
 
    Naturally, they weren’t going to let something like that happen if they could be there to prevent it. 
 
    As they were walking toward their room, to make sure everything was still prepared for them, something caught his attention at the end of the Hall.  A small crowd had gathered near the back wall, though it wasn’t near the tunnel leading to the plots of soil there; instead, they were looking at something that he couldn’t see from his current location. 
 
    “We better check that out.”   
 
    A quick jog down the long Hall brought them to the crowd, which had slightly grown in number.  When Sterge finally got to the front, Gwenda on his heels, he immediately saw what the commotion had been: there were a pair of small, Hill Dwarf-sized holes in the wall.  Not just the general dimensions of a Hill Dwarf, but the exact dimensions of both Sterge and Gwenda.  It literally appeared as if someone had taken the two Hill Dwarves and then smashed them through the wall. 
 
    He looked at Gwenda and nodded toward the holes, instinctively knowing what they needed to do.  Of course, having an audience wasn’t ideal, but they couldn’t really hide it now.  Fortunately, having the special designation as the ones who had found the dungeon in the first place, there were rumors abound concerning a special connection with it; normally that would be a little concerning, but ever since the “miracle in the mountains”, it helped to at least partially explain how it appeared, and why Sterge and Gwenda were there staying with them.  It wasn’t quite celebrity status, yet – which he would prefer to avoid – but this certainly wouldn’t help with his preferred anonymity. 
 
    Loudly, he stated to the crowd, “I think we need to check this out.  We’ll be right back.” 
 
    Without hesitation, he pulled Gwenda along and stepped up to the hole in the wall.  Slowly, he shuffled forward, as the outline of his body wouldn’t allow for him to pick up his feet to walk, as he squeezed through the cut-out without more than a hair’s breadth to spare.  It is uncanny how accurate this is.  Luckily, the thickness of the wall wasn’t more than a few inches, so it didn’t take long to get through.  Gwenda popped out just after him, and Sterge looked up to see a gigantic tunnel with an arched ceiling leading off in the distance, curving at some point so he couldn’t see the end. 
 
    On the wall nearest him, Sterge noticed something different from the uniform appearance of the impressive passageway.  There was another plaque similar to the one they had first seen warning them about the blue-skinned, six-armed people that had attacked the dungeon.  This one, though, wasn’t so much a warning as it was welcoming. 
 
    “Is this for real?” he couldn’t help but say out loud after he finished reading.  The message that was conveyed to them was about some sort of room at the end of the tunnel designed for entertainment, though he was a little confused about what that entertainment was supposed to be.  All the plaque said concerning the entertainment was that an appropriate opponent would be selected that would be the least challenging at first, but that a simple request could be put forth for something more difficult.  In addition, there was no limit to the number of contestants, whatever that meant, but that the reward would be much less the more contestants there were. 
 
    He scratched his head, now thoroughly confused.  At the end of the message, there was a note about how every 24 hours the room would shut down for 12 hours, so that different challenges could be arranged.  Also, that there may be a possibility of Raider-like opponents as a challenge, and not to be alarmed. 
 
    Despite the warning, he was alarmed.   
 
    “I think…I understand what this is, but I could be wrong.”  Gwenda’s response was soft, as if she was afraid her voice would carry too far.  “We’ll have to explore later, though, as this says that it will open up in approximately 12 hours.  That should give us a good night of sleep; I don’t know about you, but all of this preparation over the last month has exhausted me.  Let’s go.” 
 
    He wasn’t going to argue, because the exhaustion was deep in his bones.  They had been going since dawn that morning, finishing up the little details needed to ensure everything was taken care of before they were locked down in the mountain, and Sterge was ready for some sleep.  He followed Gwenda back to the wall and shuffled out of his cut-out to the waiting crowd outside.  Looking back, he noticed that while the hole was technically still there, it was now covered up on the opposite side by stone. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “What’s in there?” 
 
    “What did you find?” 
 
    “Did the dungeon speak to you?” 
 
    “Tell us!” 
 
    Sterge held his hands up for silence, which came slowly, but he waited until it was down to a murmur.  Gwenda took over, thankfully, because Sterge really wasn’t a fan of public speaking. 
 
    “There is something that could be beneficial for us, but we’ll have to wait to find out until tomorrow; apparently, in 12 hours it will open up and we can find out more,” she started, which was met with disappointed growls and demands for more information.  “We have a few details, but it really won’t make sense until we actually see it in person.  So, for now, let’s all get a good night’s sleep and we’ll pick this up again tomorrow.” 
 
    Ignoring the calls for her to explain what those details were, Gwenda walked away and Sterge was quick to follow.  Luckily, no one impeded their progress, and they were met on their way to their room by the rest of their group.  No one said anything until they were inside and their privacy screen unfolded, but Sterge could see the questions in their eyes. 
 
    Sitting down on their cots, Gwenda softly regaled them with what little information they had, keeping her voice from carrying beyond the boundaries of their room.  It wasn’t that they were worried about the information getting out, but more about people having unreasonable expectations that they could neither confirm nor deny without seeing it themselves. 
 
    “That would be incredible if that’s indeed what it is,” Evy said, a glint in her eyes.  “If we’re to be stuck in here, having some sort of entertainment and a way to gain Power at the same time could be just the thing we need.” 
 
    Sterge hadn’t even thought of that.  He had been more focused on what the “entertainment” was than anything else, but it made sense.  Instead of them delving through a dungeon in order to find monsters to slay, the monsters would come to them.  Or at least, come to those participating in the battles.  If that was indeed what it was. 
 
    There were still too many unknowns. 
 
    Not for long, though, because Sterge fell asleep not too much later.  When he woke up, the rest of his group was waiting for him, and appearing to be as hungry as he was.  Fortunately, during their preparations over the last month, they had converted one of the rooms nearby into a “kitchen” of sorts where they could get some food. 
 
    There was a line out the door when they arrived, but they didn’t take advantage of their status to cut in line.  Instead, they spent the next half-hour waiting their turn, and when they were finally able to get inside Sterge saw that the kitchen was working better than he had thought it would.   
 
    Three Elementalists, Level 15, 16, and 19 Casters who chose the Class when they hit Level 10, were the main power behind the whole operation.  They were able to use their abilities to heat things up, including the multitude of ovens and stoves throughout the room, which was realistically the only way they could cook or bake anything.  Using wood to fuel a cookfire was both impractical because they didn’t have nearly enough wood for more than a few days of keeping them going, and because the smoke inside of an enclosed space would likely kill people before long.  It was quite possible that the dungeon presence would clean the air automatically like it did through its other dungeons, but they couldn’t guarantee that. 
 
    Therefore, magically created heat was the best alternative.  The Elementalists as well as the rest of the staff, who were non-Raiders that had journeyed south to escape the problems up north, were being paid by Sterge and Gwenda for their work, though admittedly it was a small amount.  However, it was one of the few jobs they had inside of the mountain, and it wasn’t like they had to worry about expenses right now in any other form. 
 
    When they had gotten their food and brought it out to the main Hall to eat on the floor – the 20-odd tables that they had managed to bring with them being full of people already – Sterge estimated that it had been just about 12 hours already.  He wasn’t sure how he knew, because inside of the stone cave there was no way to safely tell time, and looking outside was a bit dangerous unless he was fully bundled up; the snow was likely already piling up out there.  Regardless, it just felt like enough time had passed, as if some internal clock of his was keeping track of time even if he couldn’t visually mark time’s passing. 
 
    Sure enough, as soon as they started walking towards where his and Gwenda’s cut-outs were still relatively visible in the wall, large chunks of the stone blocking them from the massive tunnel began to be removed, prompting those nearby to scurry away in a mixture of caution and fear.  While they knew that they were technically inside of a dungeon, it was quite a difference actually seeing physical evidence of that knowledge. 
 
    By the time Sterge and his group arrived, all of the stone blocking the passageway was gone, leaving it fully open for anyone to enter.  He looked inside for some evidence of the plaque that had given them some information, but there was no sign of it ever being there. 
 
    Gwenda turned to the awaiting crowd, which was getting larger by the moment as Raiders saw the sudden opening of a brand-new tunnel and gathered their gear.  Thankfully, there was but a hushed murmur throughout the audience as Gwenda began to speak. 
 
    “We don’t necessarily know what we will find, but we believe it is something that will be beneficial to us!” she shouted, to be heard over the entire crowd, a few hundred strong by that point and growing.  “That doesn’t mean it isn’t dangerous, so we need to keep our eyes open and be prepared for anything.  From what little we do know, this tunnel will lead to the west, where the dungeon is located – so keep that in mind.”  Without further word, she led the march into the tunnel, followed by a veritable army of Raiders armed to the teeth and ready for any type of threat that might occur.   
 
    The walk was long, probably because they had a few Scout Classes out front checking for traps, but overall it wasn’t a horrible walk.  The temperature inside of the tunnel, like everywhere else in the cave, was steady – not too cold nor too hot – so to Sterge the walk felt more leisurely than anything.  Finally, after about an hour of the tunnel curving and winding just enough that they couldn’t see too far ahead, they came to what appeared to be their destination.   
 
    Walking into the room, Sterge immediately felt smaller than normal, as if he had been shrunk down to insect size.  Not through any magical means, naturally, but by the sheer size of the gigantic space they entered.  The ceilings were hundreds of feet above their heads, taller than even the Hall where they were currently staying, and from what he could see the walls were hundreds of feet apart, nearly the length of the Hall or perhaps longer.  It was a little hard to see, honestly, because there were large, angled stone walls blocking his view to the left (which was colored blue) and right (which was colored green), as well as an impressively huge column wrapped in what appeared to be cloudy glass blocking his sight of anything ahead.  What was even more impressive was the ceiling, which had a light-blue color to it with streaks of white scattered throughout; it nearly looked like they were outside, with the room open to the sky.  
 
    Stairs were cut into the left and right walls, however, as well as there being a small pathway that led around the stone column.  While Sterge and his group cautiously worked their way up the stairway leading up one of the walls, he looked back to see other Raider groups doing the same behind him and on the other wall.  One of the stronger groups he recognized, led by Anton – an interesting Level 20 Melee Raider that had chosen to be a Bulwark Class, protected from head to toe in steel armor – decided to see what was around the column. 
 
    As soon as Sterge got to the top of the stairs, he joined the rest of his group in looking out into the room, seeing that there were two other sections of the room with colored stone in addition to the green one he was standing on and the blue one near the entrance, in red and yellow.  In the center of the room, below the colored stone sections that had what appeared to be tiered stairs cut into them, was a dirt floor that encompassed at least 200 feet on each side of a huge square.  Now that he could see further, he could see that there were multiple tunnels underneath each of the multi-colored sections, though their purpose was still a mystery. 
 
    Anton and his group were the only ones that had ventured around the column, and Sterge watched the 5 of them cautiously walk out into the center of the cleared dirt space.  As soon as they passed through the center, the Hill Dwarf was startled when he suddenly felt a sudden thump underneath the large stone section he was standing on, accompanied by the sound of stone striking stone. 
 
    He wasn’t the only one that heard it, as Anton and the others with him turned towards the green section and brought their weapons to bear, looking at a spot underneath where Sterge and his group were standing.  From below, 10 shapes shot out onto the dirt, heading straight for those waiting for them, and the Hill Dwarf immediately recognized them as foxes, very similar to the ones he’d first seen when entering the dungeon for the first time. 
 
    This is some sort of trap!  An ambush! 
 
    Anton thought so as well, stepping out in front of the others as they prepared to defend themselves.  An arrow shot by one of his group found its target and instantly killed one of the foxes, followed quickly by another, and another, killing 3 of the monsters before they could even reach the group.  A spell from their Caster took out two more, meaning that more than half of them were dead before they had even gotten within 50 feet of their target. 
 
    A fourth arrow just barely missed a fox, but a second spell – which appeared to be a jet of flame that shot across the distance –  burned up the sixth fox in mid-stride.  The remaining four engaged Anton as he shouted, banging on his shield, and they jumped toward him with intent to harm in their strike.  Another of Anton’s party intercepted one of the foxes in its airborne trajectory, slicing it in half with an axe, while the three remaining bounced off Anton’s shield and armor without inflicting any kind of damage.  In fact, one of them appeared to have hurt itself as it impacted the shield, as it landed awkwardly, its neck broken.  
 
    A few seconds and some simple slices by Anton and the group member wielding the axe was all it took to finish them off.  The corpses of the foxes all disappeared within moments, leaving behind some copper coins that even Sterge could see from up where he was.   
 
    Realization finally occurred to him as everyone stood in hushed silence at what they had just witnessed.  “This…this is an arena, isn’t it?” he said unconsciously loud, awe in his voice. 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking, but I couldn’t be sure until I saw it,” Gwenda replied just as loudly, so that other people could hear.  “And these different-colored sections are the stands where everyone can watch.  This is for our entertainment.”   
 
    Suddenly, the message the dungeon had written made sense.  Shouting to be heard on the arena floor, he said, “Ask for something a little harder!”  Sterge was positive that the foxes that had come out had been the “least challenging”, and that they could request something more difficult. 
 
    There was a slight hesitation from Anton, before he yelled, “Give us something a little harder!” 
 
    There was another sound of stone striking stone, and from beneath the yellow stands Sterge could see a few Gnolls and what appeared to be hyenas emerging from a slide, rushing towards the group in the middle.  The Gnolls had on basic leather armor and were wielding swords, and the hyenas were laughing as they ran, but overall they didn’t appear to be too strong for Anton and his group.   
 
    An arena, indeed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    The arena idea Tacca had designed had been taken with extreme caution by the Raiders at first, but that soon changed to excitement.  As they began to explore what it was all about in the first few hours, with different groups cautiously trying it out with some of her weaker or lower-Level creatures, the Dungeon Core reviewed everything to make sure it would all run smoothly, as it would require her attention more than anything else in her dungeon had, if only so that she could respond to their requests of less or more challenge.   
 
    The message she had left for her two Bonded Hill Dwarves had been a bit obtuse, because she didn’t want to spoil the surprise.  Nevertheless, they seemed to understand it well enough, or at least well enough that they weren’t entirely shocked about what they had walked into at the end of the tunnel.  
 
    The night before, as soon as everything was settled in the Hall and the town outside, the snow had rushed in to fall in earnest.  It wasn’t particularly thick at first, but she knew that within a few days it would be so deep that no one could move, or at least move easily.  She wasn’t sure if it would be deep enough where the Hall was located to cover the entrance entirely, especially as it was at the bottom of the mountain range instead of where her own dungeon entrance was situated.  It didn’t really matter, though, because even if it were only a few feet, the cold itself could kill those unprepared for it, or if they stayed out in it for more than a few minutes. 
 
    Therefore, once she was sure everything was going well, for the first time ever, Tacca closed her dungeon down.  Sealing up both her original and her secondary entrance with stone, she was relieved to have them inaccessible until she opened them up again.  The one and only reason she did that at all was because she didn’t want to have to worry about them while her concentration was somewhere else.  Stripping them of their defenses would make them practically useless, after all. 
 
    Every creature that had been set up in both sections was absorbed, as well as every trap.  She was already feeling like she was getting to the limit of how many traps she could place, with what was inside the two sections, her defensive room, and those that she had placed in the Hall.  If she wanted to utilize any inside of the arena, for potential obstacle courses or some of the other ideas that the other Dungeon Assistants had proposed, she’d have some major trouble accomplishing that.  Knowing that they would be easy enough to replace later, once she opened back up to the world, it didn’t really bother her to undo all of her hard work. 
 
    All of that was due to needing her full Control Limit back, as she ended up spending most of it to fill the 16 rooms surrounding the arena.  For 10 of the rooms, the creatures inside were familiar to the Raiders; the major differences in them were the quantity they would be up against, as well as elevated creature Levels. 
 
    
    	 10 Root Foxes (Level: 1) 
 
    	 7 Frond Coyotes (Level: 1) / 7 Branch Jackals (Level: 1) 
 
    	 8 Forest Wolves (Level: 2) 
 
    	 5 Savannah Lions (Level: 3) / 5 Mountain Cougars (Level: 3)  
 
    	 6 Forest Wolves (Level: 4) / 10 Echoing Hyenas (Level: 4) 
 
    	 5 Gnoll Warriors (Level: 5) / 8 Echoing Hyenas (Level: 5) 
 
    	 6 Kitsune Archers (Level: 6) / 10 Root Foxes (Level: 6) 
 
    	 5 Crag Harpies (Level: 7) / 10 Cliff Lynxes (Level: 7) 
 
    	 4 Kitsune Archer (Level: 8) / 4 Gnoll Assassins (Level: 8) / 4 Echoing Hyenas (Level: 8) / 4 Root Foxes (Level: 8) 
 
    	 2 Werewolf Warriors (Level: 10) / 20 Forest Wolves (Level: 1) 
 
   
 
    Essentially, they were all creatures that the Raiders had fought against before, though the challengers would have the advantage in this situation.  There were no environmental objects for her creations to hide within, nor were there any traps that could be triggered; not only that, but the Raiders had the opportunity to attack from a distance, before the creatures could get close to them.  That was one of the two reasons she had upped the number of them to levels they wouldn’t necessarily have to face through her normal dungeon sections; the other was because having more would offer them a better challenge. 
 
    Then there was the fact that she wasn’t limited to opening one room full of creatures at a time.  While 10 Root Foxes that were Level 1 or 8 Forest Wolves that were Level 2 might seem easy, if she was to release them both at the same time, that just upped the difficulty a few notches.  Opening up a third or fourth – or, technically, all of them – was always an option if they needed even more of a challenge, which was why she hadn’t put a limit on how many Raiders could participate. 
 
    For her 6 other creature rooms, she added something a little different.  Since there were some higher-Level Raiders that wouldn’t receive much – if any – of the “Power” they gained from killing her creatures that were much lower Levels than they were, she had filled her 5 of her other rooms with some powerful opponents – most of whom the Raiders hadn’t seen before.  The Gnoll Archmage made an appearance, though only Level 16 this time, accompanied by a handful of lower-Level Hyenas.   
 
    After that, she dug into her Semi-human family, using a pair of Minotaur Champions at Level 15.  They were nearly 10 feet tall and half that wide, looking like brownish bulls that walked on hooved feet, and wielding 7-foot-long battleaxes in their “human-like” hands.  Their horns stuck up so far that they nearly scratched the ceiling of their waiting rooms, while their furry loincloths provided the barest of protection to their bodies.  Despite the lack of defense, they were extremely powerful and could somewhat resist most types of elemental magic used against them. 
 
    A trio of Level 14 Ursinos were next, with each of them a different Variant.  One of the 8-foot-tall, black-furred, bear-like creatures was a Brawler, which meant that it primarily used its fists to attack – or more accurately, its deadly claws; it had light leather armor that protected its chest, but that was about it for protection, as it needed to move quickly and aggressively.  Another was a Guardian Variant, which was protected by an iron armor breastplate and helmet, and wielded a giant mace and a shield half of its size; despite the protection, it was rather slow and was meant for barreling through defenses and protecting its allies. 
 
    Lastly was an Ursino Shaman as part of the trio.  Unlike the Archmage, which was a veritable powerhouse of deadly magical abilities, the Shaman used handheld totems to create elemental effects.  Some of them were defensive effects, like giving the other Ursinos extra protection against magical spells, or they could be used offensively, usually through area-of-effect spells like walls of flames, icicle rain, or whirlwinds of air.  None of them were as powerful as an Archmage, however, which meant that it couldn’t really hold its own against a group of Raiders – hence, being part of a trio. 
 
    Next up was an unusual choice, but one that Tacca thought might be interesting.  The Ratunda were rather small compared to a Werewolf, Minotaur, or a Ursino, which also meant that they required much less Dungeon Force or Control Limit to create.  While the others depended on brute force for the majority of their attacks, the Ratunda – which were upright-walking rats, basically – were more adept at sneaky attacks and overwhelming with numbers.  Therefore, she created 12 of them at Level 15, which cost essentially the same as the trio of Ursinos, all of a single Variant: Sewer Strider.   
 
    The Variant essentially made them extremely fast along with possessing claws that could spread poison through anything they scratched, though they were rather weak in the defensive department.  Their swift and relatively intelligent reactions to attacks meant that they were better suited to avoiding long-range attacks, and could go toe-to-toe with some of the Scout-based Raider Classes. 
 
    With two more rooms, one being the unique-sized waiting area for something potentially extra-large, she went with something quite different for the normal-sized one.  It was an experiment, which she played around with first before she actually added it, and she was of mixed minds about it. 
 
    So was Shale. 
 
    “I’m not so sure about this.  I really don’t think I like the thought of them killing…you know…one of us.” 
 
    It isn’t one of us, Shale.  It’s a creature in my dungeon that just happens to look like you or like my previous form; it’s not really alive – you know that. 
 
    “But, it’s…I don’t know…wrong!” 
 
    Well, how do you think they’ll react to fighting against my creatures that look like their Raiders? 
 
    “Which is another thing you probably shouldn’t do, because that could have some highly negative reactions,” her Dungeon Assistant protested.  After a moment, though, he sighed.  “But if you’re dead set on it, I would advise you to keep it in reserve, as the introduction of a Human, Dwarf, Elf, Gnome, or Orc into the arena for the Raiders to fight against might be traumatic.” 
 
    But a Dungeon Fairy is off-limits? 
 
    “…Yes?” 
 
    Tacca understood, she really did; but for some reason the thought of a Dungeon Fairy creature – that she created from Dungeon Force, inside of her dungeon, which wasn’t technically alive – dying at the hands of a Raider wasn’t that big of a deal.  She really wanted to use it, too, especially after she learned that it didn’t have Variants, but was instead a Variant of its own. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Fairy 
    
  The Dungeon Fairy is a unique creature that normally isn’t placed within a dungeon’s walls, but is typically there to help the Dungeon Core directly.  Despite that, the Dungeon Fairy can certainly be applied as a creature that can fight Raiders directly, though its abilities are limited to whatever the Core has access to – which is normally nothing. 
    
  Cost (Level 20): 60 DF 
  Control Requirement (Level 20): 8  
  Creation Time (Level 20): 10 Minutes 
  Equipment: Mood Clothes (Physical Defense +2) 
  Fairy Mana (Level 20): 750 
  Fairy Mana Regeneration: 50 per minute 
  Physical Attack: 1  
  Magical Attack: 20 
  Physical Defense: 3 
  Ranged Defense: 1 
  Elemental Resistance: 25% Death, 25% Nature, 25% Earth 
  Specials: Bonus to Fairy Mana regeneration (25%) if located within a dungeon 
  Ability Options: Invisibility – 50 FM per minute (+25 DF), Healing Aura – 200 Fairy Mana per minute (+75 DF), Electrified Pacification – 500 FM per minute (+125 DF), Blinding Flash – 250 FM (+50 DF), Light Cage – 600 FM per minute (+200 DF) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    At Level 20, the Dungeon Fairies she could create had a variety of Ability Options, which were similar to what Tacca had access to.  However, while she had access to quite a few others, there were some that weren’t even available even at higher creature Levels; she did find that once she got the Dungeon Fairy past Level 30, 40, and 50, the Flame Wall, Shattering Icicle, and Mass Confusion abilities were available to be chosen – but Repellant Shield, Hibernate, Assistant Information Meld, Leadership, Shared Risk, Translocation, Omen Charge, and Bond were not.  While it might be possible they were available at even higher Levels of her creature, the cost to produce it would be too high at the moment to make trying worthwhile. 
 
    What was interesting was that, even at Level 20, the base cost of a Dungeon Fairy was only 60 DF and its Control Limit requirement was only 8; it made her feel a little sad that it didn’t require many resources to produce one of her former kind.  Regardless, it made them easier to create, even when she tacked on some of the other ability options like Invisibility for 25 extra Dungeon Force, Blinding Flash for 50 extra, or Healing Aura for an extra 75 DF.  The expense of each ability’s use was more than she or Shale would spend as far as Fairy Mana that it had access to, but it was still nice to have. 
 
    Her mind made up, she created one each of an Orc Melee, Hill Dwarf Melee, Gnome Scout, Elf Caster, and Human Healer; all of them were Level 15 and had access to all of the simplest of abilities for each Variant she had available.  She didn’t provide them with any special armor or weapons more than what they came with, however, because they automatically upgraded at higher Levels.  She was a little disappointed that she didn’t have access to any specialized Variants yet, but ever since the attack on her dungeon by those monstrous invaders, she had been extremely hesitant to leave her Core Room to Bond with dying Raiders, thereby unlocking them for her use. 
 
    In addition to the 5 “Raider-like” creatures, she also had a Level 20 Dungeon Fairy with Invisibility, Healing Aura, and Blinding Flash; depending on how it performed, she would see about giving it an upgrade later.  That was it for that room – just the 6 of them – but it would be a difficult fight for any Raider groups unprepared for them.  Even after she made them, though, Tacca knew that she would hesitate to actually deploy them, unless there was some specific condition that was met; what that condition was, she couldn’t say, but she would know it if she saw it. 
 
    For her last prepared room, which would hold something large, she had just enough Control Limit left (about 300) for something impressive.  However, everything she thought about had already been represented in some way; sure, there were some Semi-humans like the Pachyd which could become quite large as it was part elephant, but she found that even at Level 20, it was barely larger than one of her Minotaurs; wider, certainly, but not necessarily larger.  No, what she needed was something big, impressive enough on its own without being a Semi-human. 
 
    Tacca nearly went searching for the perfect creature family to unlock, spending more of her accumulated Core Improvement Points, but she held off when she realized she had forgotten one of the creatures she had used in her original dungeon: the Mastiff.  Similar in cost to the Dungeon Fairy, since it wasn’t considered necessarily dangerous as much as a Wolf was, she experimented with the massive dog to see what she could come up with. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Mastiff 
    
  The Mastiff is normally a large, cuddly, friendly companion – but it can be quite deadly if crossed.  Typically larger and weighing more than almost any other common dog breed, the Mastiff can cause considerable damage to unprepared victims getting in its way, knocking them down in the process. 
    
  Cost (Level 75): 1500 DF 
  Control Requirement (Level 75): 260  
  Creation Time (Level 75): 8 Hours 
  Equipment: None 
  Physical Attack: 75  
  Magical Attack: 0 
  Physical Defense: 60 
  Ranged Defense: 20 
  Elemental Resistance: None 
  Specials: Charge and knockdown – Charges ahead towards a target, with a chance of knocking it down due to its considerable weight 
  Pack Hunter: Bonus to physical attack if in conjunction with others in the Canine family 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The Mastiff she created was pushing the boundaries of what she could spend at one time, but it was worth it.  A Level 75 dog didn’t seem all that impressive, especially looking at its information, but actually seeing it was quite an eye-opening experience.  The Physical Attack of 75 was probably a little inaccurate, because it didn’t take into account the sheer weight behind the 45-foot-tall, 70-foot-long, greyish-furred beast that eventually emerged after 8 hours of creation time.  It was hard for her to judge in her current state, but the monstrous Mastiff probably weighed 5,000 to 6,000 pounds, and if it rammed into someone (or just stepped on them), they were guaranteed to have a very bad day. 
 
    Aside from that, though, its mouth was large but its bite wasn’t technically any deadlier than its smaller form – but sharp, foot-long teeth could still inflict a bit of damage.  The same went for its claws, which weren’t enhanced in any way other than being larger, though their points were still sharp enough to cut through leather, at the least.   
 
    “That dog is certainly impressive, but I doubt any of the Raider groups in here would be able to kill it,” Shale had warned, after seeing it *pop* into existence.   
 
    You’re right, of course, which is why they will have to team up with multiple groups to take it down.  It’ll be the ultimate challenge.  And if they succeed and need something harder, then I can release some of the other rooms with Canines at the same time, making it even deadlier via the Pack Hunter trait. 
 
    “That makes sense, I suppose.  This whole concept is new to me, as having access to additional groups of Raiders to take down a difficult dungeon creature is a bit foreign to my thinking.” 
 
    Mine, too, but I think my new form of existence has broadened my mind a bit since my days at DAPS.  Seeing things from the perspective of an actual Core had only seemed to have taken her knowledge and expanded upon it, instead of limiting her thinking like she realized it had been before.  That, and bending or outright breaking some long-established rules of dungeon management had helped. 
 
    Back to the current time, everything seemed to be working quite well, though the groups of Raiders were still being quite cautious in their fights, preferring to kill the weakest of the creatures coming out from the slide tunnels rather than anything really threatening to them.   
 
    That was fine, though, because if she had learned anything about the mortal races, it was that they eventually grew bored of easy and wanted a challenge – which she was more than happy to provide. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Tacca watched them have their fun for a little over a week, with groups growing bolder and bolder all the time.  Every day, the stands were packed – with barely any empty space – as group after group participated one after another in single battles.  They were taking turns, which was nice to see, but after a few days they realized that they weren’t taking advantage of what their friendly local Dungeon Core had set up for them.  It took an overheard comment from Sterge to get them moving. 
 
    “Hey, Gwenda, do I remember correctly that there isn’t a limit on how many Raiders could fight at one time?” 
 
    “Yes, I believe so – why do you ask?” 
 
    His answer wasn’t even necessary, as those sitting next to the 2 Hill Dwarves started discussing it immediately.  The information spread like wildfire, going through the stands they were sitting in like wildfire, and even jumping across to the other stands until the entire arena crowd had learned of it.  Thank you, Sterge. 
 
    While she had assigned decent rewards to all of her creatures upon their death, she had additional “bonuses” to those who participated in multi-group battles or who chose to tackle more than one creature pack at a time.  So far, those that wanted a challenge just asked for something harder, which she obliged by unleashing her Minotaur, Ursino, and her Archmage, but none of them appeared ready for multiple packs as of yet.  That changed as soon as the first dual-Raider group attempted to fight in the arena. 
 
    It was also the first death, though it wasn’t as if Tacca had intended it.   
 
    Two 5-person groups, all their members ranging between Level 7 and 9 (which she had learned from some overheard conversations), stepped out into the middle of the arena, appearing quite confident.  Composed of a total of 3 Melee, 2 Healers, 2 Casters, and 3 Scout Classes, they stood in separate groupings, divided by their normal attack formations.  She could tell that they weren’t used to working with other people, unlike what she had seen of the large army of Raiders meshing together to attack the invaders. 
 
    Since there were now more Raiders, it was time to up the stakes a little: Tacca released the two weakest of her creature packs.  10 Level 1 Root Foxes ran out of one slide tunnel on the east side of the arena, while 7 Level 2 Frond Coyotes and 7 Level 2 Branch Jackals sprinted out from a different one at the western side of the arena. 
 
    The sudden appearance of twice as many creatures surprised the two groups, and there was mass confusion as they hesitated about which to shoot towards first.  Eventually, one group of Raiders turned and focused on one group while the other concentrated on the other; by the time they figured out what they were doing, it was too late to get more than a few spells and arrows off, killing a single Root Fox and 2 Branch Jackals before they closed with the gathered Raiders. 
 
    That’s when their lack of preparation took a turn for the worse, because Tacca’s creatures didn’t differentiate between the two groups.  Their backs turned toward the Coyotes and Jackals, one group prepared to easily cut down the Foxes they were facing; unfortunately, the Coyotes and Jackals just happened to be a tad bit closer to the Fox group and attacked them from behind before the other group could intercept them.   
 
    Of course, standard strategy was to have their most vulnerable members of the group in the back, so the Healer and Caster were literally piled on as they were knocked down from behind.  The Physical Attack damage from her creatures wasn’t all that high, especially being Level 2, but the Pack Hunter trait enhanced it enough that even against a much higher-Level, they could still be deadly.  Before anyone could react and come to his rescue, the Elven Caster had his throat ripped out by three different Coyotes working together to do the deed.  The Healer also nearly had her arm ripped off by a quad of Jackals, but was saved by the quick thinking of the 3 Scouts in the large group, who jumped in when they saw what was happening, throwing themselves on Tacca’s creatures with savage abandon. 
 
    From there, it was pure chaos, but fortunate on the side of the Raiders.  Her creatures’ first attack was quickly countered, as each member of the bigger group went a bit berserk and practically ripped apart her Canines.  It didn’t take much, honestly, because her creatures were relatively weak in comparison to all of those Raiders, but in enough numbers and with surprise on their side, they could certainly be deadly. 
 
    Once the arena was clear of attackers, their corpses (or what was left of them) disappeared, leaving behind their normal rewards.  However, a treasure chest appeared 20 feet from the center of the arena to the north.  After their surprise, one of the members of the group that had lost their Caster opened it up, where they found a Minor Healing Potion as a bonus reward. 
 
    “Not really equal compensation, is it?” Shale asked. 
 
    No, not at all, but I wasn’t planning on someone dying to my weaker creatures, either.  The treasure chest inside of the arena was the only thing she could affect while there were Raiders inside, because it was a mechanic that Dungeon Cores could use to reward especially great performances.  While she normally let the chests be automatic in her Boss Rooms, here she could tailor the Reward specifically to the fight that had occurred.   
 
    The surprise “bonus” wasn’t lost on anyone that had been watching, and even though some of those watching one of their own lose their life were visibly affected by it, overall the death didn’t seem to curb their enthusiasm for the arena.  On the contrary, it seemed to vitalize the rest into wanting to push further. 
 
    Additional group pairings were attempted, with better successes, and Tacca was starting to get a feel for what the Raiders could handle.  After a few more days of this – and because she hadn’t really changed the locations of each creature pack – she was letting them dictate what they wanted to face when they pointed to the tunnel slides they wanted.  Some of the stronger multi-group pairings were even choosing 3 or 4 of the packs at times, which was daring enough that they deserved some excellent compensation.  Gold coins, Enchantment Scrolls, and steel weapons from Reward Tier 4 were slowly being accumulated by the teams.   
 
    Finally, towards the end of the first week, a pair of Raider groups that had some of the strongest members currently living there – including a fully armored behemoth she overheard was called Anton – pointed towards one of the two tunnel slides that hadn’t been used yet.  Fortunately, it was the smallest of the two, not the large one that contained the gigantic Mastiff dog, but Tacca hesitated. 
 
    I…I’m not sure I should release them.  I’m having second thoughts. 
 
    “Then don’t.  Keep them there and let them wonder,” Shale advised. 
 
    Her hesitation only seemed to make Anton and the others annoyed, and possibly angry.  “I said I want to face whatever is in that one – we can take it!”  The crowd roared in approval, deafening just about everyone in the room as the echoes reverberated over and over.  Yet, still, she hesitated. 
 
    The crowd settled down as they waited for her creatures to be delivered to them, and she began to hear some considerable grumbling from just about everyone in there.  Thankfully, she was saved by her 2 Bonded Hill Dwarves, who were at the front of the southern stands. 
 
    “Hold on, now, listen up!” Sterge shouted at the top of his voice, just loud enough to be heard by quite a few people around him.  Tacca had seen how much respect most of the other Raiders held toward the diminutive Hill Dwarf (as well as Gwenda), so the silence spread throughout that stand and through another and another, until the whole arena was nearly silent.  
 
    As she had figured based on the dynamic she had observed between the two, Gwenda took over.  “I believe there is something up there that may be a little disturbing to us, so I would offer fair warning that you might be alarmed by what you see,” she began, looking around at the crowd hanging on her every word.   
 
    “Is it some sort of horrific monstrosity?” a voice shouted out from the stands, and Tacca was too distracted to find who had asked the question. 
 
    Gwenda cocked her head to the side as if considering it.  She knows exactly what is in there; smart girl.  “In a way, you could say that.  If you consider that, at times, us Raiders can be…monstrous.” 
 
    The Hill Dwarf didn’t have to elaborate, obviously, because Tacca saw comprehension dawn on faces throughout the stands, spreading like a tidal wave as those that had caught on immediately whispered to their companions.  Very smart girl.   
 
    “You’re saying that they are what…us?  Or at least Human or Elf or whatnot?” Anton yelled to be heard over the murmur of the crowd. 
 
    “I don’t know for sure, but that is what I would assume,” Gwenda answered with a shrug.  “So, it’s up to you if you wish to face something like that.  I just wanted to give you fair warning.” 
 
    There was a conversation that Tacca listened to going on within the middle of the arena, where Anton and the others were arguing furiously over what they wanted to do.  If she was being honest with herself, the Dungeon Core would actually rather they passed on facing her creatures inside there, but as luck would have it…they chose to go ahead. 
 
    “We’ll do it.  I’ve heard about some fighting pits in some of the larger cities, and I’m sure that most of you have, too, so I can’t see this being too different.” 
 
    That was news to Tacca, as well as to her Dungeon Assistant. 
 
    “They fight each other for fun?  Or for sport?  I thought Raiders were crazy before, but this just emphasizes the crazy even more.”  She could hear him shaking his head even as he answered.  He had taken to staying invisible near the top of the arena so he could watch the fights first-hand, as it was turning out to be entertainment not just for Raiders, but Fairies, also.  He was usually joined by most of the Dungeon Assistants from the Nursery, who were still on the fence about connecting with her dungeon – but one or two of them were reportedly getting closer to giving in every day. 
 
    With the proclamation of assent, she opened up the trap for the room and the 5 “Raiders” and 1 Dungeon Fairy slid down the ramp into the room, though the Fairy started flying almost immediately after the others started moving.  As the group of Tacca’s creatures raced out to the arena, a hush fell over the crowd as they watched the strange facsimiles of their own kind rushing toward the group in the middle.  They were mostly silent as they ran; the only sound was the pounding of their footsteps and the creak and jingle of their armor as they moved.  As for the Dungeon Fairy, it had rendered itself invisible the moment it flew out of the tunnel, and Tacca doubted many had actually seen it arrive. 
 
    When they were about 50 feet away, the Elven Caster stopped, held up the Exquisite Maple Staff it carried, and a Magistrike spell erupted from the tip.  It shot across the distance to the seemingly frozen Raider groups, striking Anton in the chest and knocking him on his back.  He didn’t appear too hurt by the strike, as his armor had likely blocked most of the damage it would’ve done, but it did have another effect. 
 
    It suddenly spurred his friends to jump into action. 
 
    The other heavily armored Melee Class from the second group of Raiders sprang forward, placing himself between Tacca’s incoming creatures and Anton, who was quickly getting to his feet.  It was just in time, too, because the dungeon-created Gnome Scout stopped and fired off an arrow, only to have it bounce off of the Raider’s shield.  A second Magistrike from Tacca’s Caster slammed into his shield a moment later, causing him to stagger backwards – but he held strong. 
 
    Her Orc Melee Variant reached the line of Raiders, completely passing up the armored defender as it aimed for the closest Healer, but it was slammed into from the side by Anton, who seemed to have gained his feet.  Meanwhile, Tacca’s Hill Dwarf rammed his own shield into the off-balance Raider who had blocked the arrow and Magistrike spell, nearly knocking him down.   
 
    The rest of the Raiders immediately counterattacked, their 3 Casters flinging out spells not only towards the Melee creatures that were closer, but toward Tacca’s back line of creatures that were actively attacking from afar or sending out their own healing spells.  Injuries on both sides came fast and furious, though her dungeon group was losing to the better prepared, more numerous, and higher-Level Raiders. 
 
    Tacca’s Dungeon Fairy suddenly appeared over the heads of her creatures, though no one fighting actually saw it.  That didn’t matter too much, though, as Blinding Flash was activated, sending out a pulse of shockingly bright light that immediately caused half of the crowd in the stands to cry out in surprise, drowning out the pained reactions from those closer to the epicenter. 
 
    “Aaah!  I can’t see!  Neville, can you fix this?” Anton screamed out, and the Raider Healer stopped his own complaining to answer. 
 
    “I don’t know!  Let me try something….” 
 
    Meanwhile, Tacca’s creatures, even having known the Flash was coming, were still marginally affected by the Dungeon Fairy’s ability.  While they weren’t completely blinded, they were slow to take advantage of the situation, only reacting seconds later by attacking the nearly helpless Raider groups.  One of the Raider Casters got an arrow in her stomach, and a different Healer other than Neville got a face full of a Magiburst, sending him sprawling backwards, alive but apparently unconscious.  Two of the Scout-Classes managed to avoid being decapitated by Tacca’s Orc and Hill Dwarf, their keen hearing allowing them to partially dodge and suffer only minor slices as they backed away. 
 
    That all changed when the Raider Healer cast what Tacca figured was a Soothe spell, which cleared up the temporary blindness of everyone in the area.  The now ticked-off Raider groups, able to see again, threw everything they had at Tacca’s creatures, using their abilities liberally to overwhelm her forces.  The Dungeon Fairy used its Healing Aura ability to rapidly heal her creatures, having to drop its Invisibility in order to afford keeping it going.   
 
    As if sensing that it was helping, the Raiders noticed it for the first time, sending up arrow after arrow to kill it, but the Fairy was quite nimble in the air, dodging every shot.  Suddenly, a net woven of magic appeared above its head and dropped down on the unaware Fairy, catching it and dragging it down to the ground, where it fell with an almost audible *thud*.  The Healing Aura was cut off as the Fairy died from the impact, and suddenly the rest of the battle was a foregone conclusion. 
 
    Tacca’s Elven Caster was taken out first, cutting off the Sapping Fog it was releasing onto the Raiders, followed quickly by the Human Healer.  The Orc Melee was next, as it was surrounded by Raiders and nearly hacked apart, followed up by the Hill Dwarf Melee.  The Gnome Scout Variant proved to be quick on its feet as it avoided many of the long-range attacks sent its way, but it quickly succumbed when it was caught and surrounded by the Raider Scout Classes, ending the battle that lasted a lot longer than Tacca had expected. 
 
    There was silence as the victors stood in the middle of the arena, panting heavily, with their opponents disappearing and leaving behind a piece of armor or weapon as their Reward.  For the Dungeon Fairy, a single gold coin appeared where it had fallen.  
 
    Tacca began to worry as the rest of the arena was also silent, eerily so.  Suddenly, as if it were some sort of trap being triggered, the crowd burst into deafening exultation, screaming their praise for the victorious Raiders.  In the middle of the arena, Anton raised his arms in the air in a victory pose, strutting around and pumping his sword and shield to the rhythm of the chant that suddenly arose.   
 
    “An-ton, An-ton, An-ton!” 
 
    The Raiders had found a champion, a figure they could get behind to defeat even the strangest and most “monstrous” of enemies the dungeon could throw at them. 
 
    Of course, they hadn’t even seen her giant Mastiff yet, but that would have to be another day. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    “Brandon has finally decided to try a connection, despite the unknown risks.” 
 
    It was a little over a week since the Raiders had been trapped inside of the mountain, a week since the arena exhibitions had begun, and this announcement came as a complete surprise to Tacca.  She hadn’t heard anything from Tulip or the other Dungeon Assistants regarding their progress in encouraging their Cores to connect for a few days, and she had honestly thought they wouldn’t go through with it. 
 
    What made him change his mind? 
 
    Tulip, the Dungeon Assistant for the Core named Brandon, shook her head in confusion.  “It was my description of the fights in your arena, believe it or not.  He said that it reminded him of a ‘movie’ called ‘Gladiator’, whatever either of those are, and that he didn’t want to miss out on any more of the action.”  She emphasized the two mysterious words with air quotes, which was humorous to see, and she realized that Tulip probably hadn’t had as much experience with the personalities of the otherworldly souls as Tacca had.  To the Fairy-turned-Core, she had gotten over their strangeness after the first dozen Cores she Bonded to, taking their mention of weird things in stride.  “Plus, he was getting really bored with just the two small rooms he had built so far, as he wouldn’t be getting any visitors for a long time, if ever.” 
 
    That was good to hear; not that Brandon was bored, but that he was looking to do something, despite the risks.  Now all Tacca had to do was figure out the best way to go about it. 
 
    I think I’m going to start a tunnel from the corner ceiling of the arena, which hopefully won’t be noticed, and have it run all the way over to…Nursery room #3, right?  If you can point Brandon in the right direction, we can meet up somewhere along the way. 
 
    Thankfully, the arena had shut down for its “rest” period, a 12-hour break that allowed Tacca to fully recover from her Dungeon Force use and to plan for any changes for the next day.  Up to that point, she hadn’t needed to really change anything, since the Raiders were still thoroughly enjoying what they were doing – including fighting against “themselves” – and no change was needed.  They would soon grow bored of it, she knew, but she had some plans in place to spice it up a little bit for the future.   
 
    Since it was empty, it was easy enough to start a tunnel, only 3 feet wide and 6 feet tall, the bare minimum that was required for a full connection to the outside; she had gotten away with small 3-inch-wide tunnels to other places in the mountain because she already had a route to an exit that was large enough.  For this joining of her dungeon to another Core’s however, she had a feeling she needed a full connection in order for it to work.  Whatever “working” fully entailed, she wasn’t exactly sure. 
 
    “There is still time to stop if you want,” Shale mentioned.  “No one knows exactly what will happen, after all; this could destroy both Cores.”   
 
    She’d heard it countless times from both her own Dungeon Assistant and the others responsible for the Cores in the Nursery, but she was determined to take care of them the best she knew how.  This, the connection she wanted to form with them, was potentially a way to strengthen and let them grow instead of stagnating for decades or centuries underneath the mountains.  They would eventually be able to reach the surface, of course, but it could take a while; they were anywhere from a half-mile to a mile from reaching the air above, and at their current Core Improvement Level, digging out that far could take years as it was just so slow.  
 
    In addition to being slow, it was difficult for them to actually determine the correct direction of which to Carve their way out.  Tacca remembered how she was able to “feel” the surface once she was close enough, but at the start it had been more of a guess than anything.  At her current CI Level, she could sort of see through the solid rock of the mountain for nearly 500 feet in every direction – other than outside – so it made it a bit easier to find her way around, but for those Cores in the nursery, they would be digging nearly blind. 
 
    Fortunately, the Dungeon Assistants that Tacca had Bonded with could sense the direction where Tacca’s Core was located, even if they weren’t inside her dungeon.  This helped Tulip get Brandon started on a tunnel heading toward her Core, even if it wouldn’t progress very far or quickly; still, it would be enough that Tacca could find it and hook up with it. 
 
    I’ve made up my mind, Shale.  I told Malachite that I would keep them safe, and that’s what I intend to do.  You still have the option of me severing our Bond, if that’s what you wish. 
 
    There was only the slightest hesitation from Shale, before he shook his head.  “I’ve thought about it over the last month or so, and while it might save me if something bad were to happen, I don’t wish to be disconnected from you.  We’ll do this together or not at all.” 
 
    It warmed her heart to hear him say that, and she put all of her concentration on extending the new tunnel towards the east, where she had a general idea where Nursery Room #3 was located.  It took a couple of hours to progress far enough that she could begin to see some of the smallish rooms she had Carved out; most of them were still empty, but soon enough she saw a few that had expanded outward, with a few small passageways connecting some recently built rooms.   
 
    It was strange, seeing another dungeon from the perspective of a Dungeon Core.  Or more accurately, not seeing them, because even though she could sense and “see” around them with her range of view, she couldn’t penetrate their outer walls and look inside.  In effect, they were large voids in her perception that seemed to not exist as far as what she could perceive.   
 
    Of the 6 she could at least identify as Nursery Rooms 1-6, all but 1 were rather small and contained, ranging from 2 to 3 smallish rooms.  The outlier was one that was approximately the same size as the others, but it had a tunnel leading out directly toward Tacca’s Core, which made it obvious that it was the one she was looking for.  It was only about 10 feet long, which was impressive considering how slow Carving Earth at CI Level 1 was, but it was enough to aim for and connect with. 
 
    Stopping about 30 feet away from the other tunnel, she got Shale’s attention. 
 
    I’m just about ready to try this.  Can you let Tulip know we’re ready, and if Brandon is having second thoughts, now is the time to express them? 
 
    Shale disappeared after a quick nod, and Tacca could suddenly sense him nearby, though not in her own dungeon.  Focusing on the sensation, she realized that he was inside the void that was the other dungeon she was located nearest to.   
 
    A moment later, he was back.  “They’re ready.”  He paused.  “I’m not sure I’m ready, but go for it anyway.” 
 
    Without a reason to wait anymore, Tacca charged ahead with her Carve Earth ability, eating away the solid stone that separated the two tunnels in less than a minute.  When there was about an inch left separating the two, she stopped.  With a figurative deep breath, she focused on the remaining stone and activated her ability one last time, breaking through to the other side. 
 
    Unimaginable pain suffused her Core, unlike anything she had experienced before – and she had experienced a lot over the last year and a half.  It was so bad that her mind started to fray at the edges, while at the same time it felt like someone had jammed a claw into her Core, rummaged around in it for a bit, and then started yanking stuff out like she had been disemboweled.  She wasn’t sure what was happening, and the agony she was experiencing was so great that she abruptly lost all awareness of the world around her, despite the continuing pain, and her mind went completely blank. 
 
    When Tacca came to, her consciousness coming alive as if from a long, deep sleep, she immediately felt different.  A throbbing ache still permeated throughout her Core, but she could feel it fading even as she took in the world around her.  
 
    Firstly, she could sense that her dungeon had expanded, though not by a great bit.  Focusing on Nursery Room #3, she identified it as the expansion, though now she could see inside.  It was a Swamp Environment, that she could see right away, with small pools of stagnant water, surrounded by sickly-looking blackish trees, with thin branches drooping nearly to the ground.  At first, there were no signs of creatures, but suddenly she focused on the room and identified them: Giant Spiders.   
 
    Ick.   
 
    They were at least 3 feet across, when you considered their leg length, and there was a veritable nest of them hiding in the trees, camouflaged in the drooping branches.  If a Raider tried to walk under the branches, they would be in a prime spot to have one of the 8-legged arachnids fall on them, which would make for a horrible day for the delving person.  Looking further into the rooms, she could see that there were traps set up next to the pools of stagnant water, which took her a moment to understand.  Focusing on them, she saw that they were Entanglement-based traps, which would shoot out small vines from the water, wrap around a victim, and then drag them back into the pool – where they would inevitably drown unless they were cut free by some companions. 
 
    “What, you don’t like spiders?  I used to love horror movies, and I thought I’d try to recreate something like that here.” 
 
    The strange male voice in her mind made her thoughts freeze even as she looked around for the source.  It didn’t take long to figure it out: Brandon, the other Dungeon Core. 
 
    You can hear me? 
 
    “I guess so, now that you’re awake.  You were pretty out of it after our dungeons connected, what with all of that incessant screaming and all.  Are you alright?”  
 
    He sounded genuinely concerned, which was comforting to hear, as she hoped it meant she wasn’t suddenly sharing her dungeon with someone like the Cores she had Bonded with as a Dungeon Assistant before.  Of course, it was still too early to tell. 
 
    I’m…okay, I think.  I’m still trying to figure out what happened.  We didn’t shatter, at least, which was certainly a concern of mine.  She thought about what she had experienced, and she had to ask, Did you experience the unbelievable pain of being disemboweled and having your mind fray at the edges, too? 
 
    “Oh, wow…uh, no?  I’m sorry that happened to you, but nothing like that happened to me.”  He started to explain.  “As soon as you broke through the last of the stone separating our tunnels, I felt a warmth infuse my Core, as well as some weird wrenching going on inside, but it was more uncomfortable rather than painful.  That, and it didn’t last for more than a minute or two.  After that, I heard you screaming in my mind, which I had to admit was a bit concerning, so I busied myself with looking over your dungeon.  Amazing job, by the way, and I love how you set up the gladiatorial arena – I can’t wait to see those fights!” 
 
    That was…unfair.  At least she was alive.   
 
    Have you noticed anything else?  Anything different?  A lot of the throbbing ache had faded from her ordeal, and she was trying to take stock of her situation herself. 
 
    “You mean aside from being able to look at your dungeon like I would my own?  Now that you mention it, I haven’t checked my Dungeon Core Status since we connected and—WHAT?  My Dungeon Force has been cut in half, and so has my Regeneration!  What have you done to me?!” 
 
    Tacca internally winced at hearing that, remembering discovering that had happened to her Core when she first came into existence.  She had put it down to being partially Fairy and partially Core, but it seemed as though she had somehow passed on that handicap to Brandon. 
 
    Is there anything else? 
 
    “Like what?  My Control Limit being cut in half, as well?  Luckily, that seems to be fine, no thanks to you.  Wait…that’s not right.” 
 
    What? 
 
    “This says that my Core Improvement Pending/Countdown is now 198 in 30 days, whereas before it was only at 89 in 323 days.  And—I have 3 additional Special Characteristics!  How is this possible?” 
 
    Tacca suddenly understood what happened, and one of her new abilities was beginning to make sense.   
 
    I’m assuming you have a reduction of 40% Dungeon Force cost to creatures and traps, a 60% reduction in your Control Limit requirements, and access to all Variants for your creatures? 
 
    “Exactly!  Wait, how did you know?” 
 
    Opening up her own Dungeon Core Status, she saw that she now had an additional Special Characteristic, as well: Increased Dungeon Force Regeneration by 25%.  If she remembered correctly, purchasing that Characteristic cost a little less than 100 SCPs, which was what most Cores started with – unlike Tacca, who started with only 50 SCPs to spend.  Obviously, this was the Special Characteristic that Brandon had chosen, and now it was also hers. 
 
    If what I think happened is true, my Shared Risk ability has forced us to share some elements of our Cores together, including the bad parts.  Sorry about the reduced Dungeon Force and Regeneration, but that was what I had to live with when I was a new Core – so I guess you got it, too.  At least my Special Characteristics you now have should offset some of that, though…would you try something for me? 
 
    “Shared Risk?  I don’t understand, but I have to admit that these Characteristics are awesome!  I now have access to all of my Giant Spider Variants, which is amazing!”  He was silent as he was likely looking through his new Variants.  “Wait, what did you want me to do?” 
 
    If you’re full of Dungeon Force, can you attempt to spend most of it to create something powerful?  Either a trap or a creature would work, though if you start to feel something when you do it, stop! 
 
    “Sure, sure, I can do that.  But what do you mean about feeling something—OUCH!” 
 
    Tacca was watching his tiny core while he attempted to create a powerful Entanglement trap in one of his rooms, and she heard and saw a tiny crack appear in his otherwise flawless form. 
 
    I guess that’s why it’s a risk.  I’m sorry, Brandon, but you’ll be a little limited on how much Dungeon Force you can use at a time before risking shattering your Core, and you’ll hit a limit of how many traps you can place in your dungeon.  Don’t worry, though, as you increase in Core Improvement Levels and are able to add to your total Dungeon Force, most of those problems will relax a bit, but won’t go away completely. 
 
    “Don’t worry?  I’ve never felt anything like that before, and you tell me not to worry?”   
 
    She heard him grumbling unintelligible noises as he practically seethed at this new information, but the only thing Tacca could do was let him work through it on his own.  While he had some beneficial Characteristics that would help now, he was handicapped in other areas.  Still, it beat being shattered, she supposed. 
 
    “I’m not happy, exactly, but I can’t say I’m disappointed.  The steady influx of Core Improvement Points from Raider Presence is astounding, and since I only have a month to wait, I’m hoping that makes up for all the rest.  Is this how you improved so rapidly?” 
 
    Tacca went on to explain first-hand what had happened to her, even though it was likely that Tulip had told him all about her.  Speaking of Tulip, she was hovering steadily next to Brandon’s Core, looking at him with a worried expression.  The sight of her suddenly made her realize she hadn’t checked on her own Dungeon Assistant since she had been back. 
 
    Shale!  Are you okay? 
 
    She found him on the floor of her Core Room, unconscious but alive.  At her words, he started to stir, until he finally sat up with his head in his hands. 
 
    “What…what happened?” 
 
    That’s what I was going to ask you?  How do you feel? 
 
    “I have a pounding headache, but it’s going away.  The last thing I remember was you screaming at anyone who could hear you, and then it felt like something was ripping out my guts, and then…nothing.  I suppose I blacked out from the pain, and landed here.” 
 
    I’m sorry about that, Shale.  I didn’t think for one moment that it would affect you like that, especially since the other issues I’ve had when I’ve increased my CI Level or Assistant Rank were only focused on me.  Thankfully, you and I both made it through alive. 
 
    He shook his head gently, the pain still obviously affecting him slightly, as he asked, “Did it work?” 
 
    Yes, yes it did.  In a way.  Let me tell you all about it…. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long to convince the other Cores in the Nursery to connect to the now 2-Core dungeon as well, now that they had a better understanding of what would happen.  Over the next few hours, Tacca extended her tunnel nearest Brandon’s dungeon out toward the other Nursery Rooms, and connected directly to their tiny dungeons as well.  Thankfully, after the first mind-breaking and extremely painful experience, each time she connected with another Core, Tacca only felt the same mild discomfort and strangeness that Brandon reported.  Soon enough, all 7 dungeons were connected together, and best of all— 
 
    —they all received the same amount of Core Improvement Points from Raider Presence, meaning that it wasn’t being split in between them all. 
 
    Not only that, but as they connected together, more and more Special Characteristics were shared with the others, including Brandon and Tacca.  By the end of the “rest” period before the arena opened up again, they all now had an impressive array of benefits. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Special Characteristics: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Access all Variants for available dungeon creatures 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Dungeon Force cost for all creatures and traps 
  
      	  40% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Control Limit for all creatures 
  
      	  60% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased Dungeon Force Regeneration 
  
      	  25% 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures start with extra Levels 
  
      	  1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Puzzle Traps require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience for Dungeon Assistants is increased 
  
      	  50% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Frozen Tundra Environmental objects require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Jungle Environmental objects require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased speed of creature creation 
  
      	  35% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased speed of trap placement 
  
      	  35% 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    All of them would be beneficial in some way or another, though the increase in all creature Levels by 1 would require some restructuring of her “easy” dungeon section, considering that all of those were supposed to be Level 1 and would now be Level 2 automatically.  It would save both Dungeon Force and her Control Limit for her second section, though, because she wouldn’t have to pay for that extra boost to their Levels.  As for her arena, the ones she currently had would stay the same as they were until they were killed and replaced, so they were fine for the moment; later, she’d have to adjust some so that they weren’t too hard, but it was always possible that they would change things up anyway. 
 
    Mainly because, working together, Tacca discovered that the other Cores could create creatures and traps throughout the entire dungeon complex, not just their own little part of it.  That meant that they could place Giant Spiders (which she was a little against, because she really didn’t like them; they tended to trap wild Fairies in their webs and eat them), or Goblins, or even the Apes that one of the Cores had access to that thrived in his Jungle Environment.  They could also place their trap specializations where they wanted, though that wasn’t as big of a deal; every Core could still create those same traps, the specializations just helped to reduce the cost.   
 
    What they – and Tacca, for that matter – couldn’t do was get rid of another Core’s creatures, traps, or Environmental objects.  Once they were placed, only the Core that had placed them could absorb or even activate them, which Tacca was thankful for, because then she didn’t have to worry about the 6 new Cores now participating in her dungeon wiping out her defensive room traps for some reason, or altering what she had already painstakingly created.   
 
    Of course, even with all of those benefits, there were still the drawbacks that the others had to deal with: less Dungeon Force and Regeneration (though the 25% extra from a Special Characteristic did help), as well as the fragility they now shared with Tacca’s Core.  It wasn’t as significant when compared to the other benefits, but it was still something they had to worry about.   
 
    Plus, there was the abrupt feeling that they all shared, once they recognized it, that if only one of them was destroyed, then all of them would suffer for it.  Whether that meant they would be shattered as well, or if they only lost some of the shared Characteristics, none of them were quite sure.  All Tacca knew was that she now had even more reason to want to protect and nurture these Cores, until they grew strong enough to protect themselves.   
 
    The next day, when the arena opened back up, Tacca watched the fights alongside the other Cores, whom she couldn’t actually “see” in the room, but she could tangentially sense where their focus was.  All of the Dungeon Assistants were watching as well, far up above the arena near the ceiling in their invisible states, chatting softly enough that no one could hear them down below.   
 
    For the first time in her life, she felt like she was finally with family and friends – two things she had been sorely lacking ever since her parents had died not long after she was born.  Shale was a friend of sorts, but was also a Dungeon Assistant, which meant that he had technically been assigned to be her “friend”; that didn’t mean he didn’t achieve that status eventually, especially with all that they had gone through together, but it wasn’t quite the same.   
 
    But listening to him interact in friendly and familiar terms with the other Assistant Fairies, who all were very grateful to Tacca for connecting with their respective Cores (and who respected and admired Tacca’s dungeon, which – though it was vain – made her feel proud about), it seemed as if they might just be friends one day, working towards the same goals.  As for the 6 Cores that were now inextricably part of her life now, they felt like the family she had never had.   
 
    A slightly dysfunctional, unique family with their little quirks and odd opinions, but a family, nonetheless. 
 
    Tacca was again thankful that she’d had some experience with odd personalities when it came to Dungeon Cores, because although her new family was weird in their own ways, none of them were as odd or downright psychotic as her former Bonded Cores.  Brandon really liked movies – which she quickly discovered were “moving pictures”, an odd concept – and enjoyed quoting them, which all meant absolutely nothing to her, and something to only a few of the others who recognized only 1 out of 10 of his references. 
 
    Mackenzie, or Kenzie as she liked to be called, had been some sort of singer in her last life and enjoyed music.  Again, every “band” she referenced meant nothing to Tacca, and were either obscure or out of time with most of the others, but that didn’t seem to matter.  Every once in a while, Tacca could hear Kenzie either singing or humming something unrecognizable, but the other Core had a nice tone, regardless. 
 
    Karen was odd in the way she liked to complain about everything, though Tacca felt as if she wasn’t really serious about being annoyed by even big things.  After an hour, she ignored the complaints about the arena’s aesthetic, the way her creatures were just a little too ugly, how the tunnel to her own dungeon was just a tad too narrow, and 50 other things that weren’t really problems.  Before long, the droning of her complaining voice faded into the background, and she could tell the others had started to ignore her as well. 
 
    Patrick was apparently a huge sports fan, so he was right at home with the arena and the intense fights.  He kept wanting to bet with the others on how quickly the creatures would be defeated, or on which one would get killed first…or last…or even which one would be killed 4th.  Not that they had anything to bet with, granted, but he kept trying anyway without any takers. 
 
    Regina had been some sort of merchant back when she was in the other world, or what she expressed was a Financial Analyst.  She spoke in clipped sentences, had a rather strange vocabulary, and preferred evaluating and recommending ways for Tacca to decrease her resource expenditures while still gaining the same results.  There were likely some interesting theories in all that Regina said, but it was wrapped in so many words she didn’t understand that it would take some time to decipher it.  Being how she was, of course, Tacca planned on talking more with the number-centric Core in the future, because she was always eager to learn. 
 
    Lastly, David had been some kind of “gamer” back when he was walking around and alive, but Tacca wasn’t exactly sure what that meant.  He was rather quiet and didn’t seem to have much of an outgoing personality, unlike the others, but the times that Tacca did get him to speak he expressed that he thought he had been transported to this world after death because of his “mad skills”.  Actually, as he corrected as soon as he said it, it was “skillz” with a z…because, well, it just was.   
 
    “Are you serious?  That guy was wide open!  Man, those wolves you have are kind of stupid, Tacca.” 
 
    Tacca sniggered through her connection with Patrick, who was taking the arena way too seriously.  They’re constructs made entirely of Dungeon Force, Patrick.  They aren’t necessarily stupid or intelligent; they just follow the instincts that are part of their forms. 
 
    “Huh.  I have to admit I never really thought of them like that.  I always thought my Dungeon Force just summoned them from some alternate dimension, or something like that.” 
 
    No, it’s all done in this dimension.  She paused as she considered Patrick’s words.  What do you know about other dimensions? 
 
    “Me?  Next to nothing, other than they supposedly exist.  I mean, I’m here, aren’t I?  Besides that rather obvious factoid, the odds are probably in favor of more than one dimension existing.  Or, that’s what that program on that Science channel said.” 
 
    “You watched the Science channel?” Brandon asked. 
 
    “Don’t judge!  It was in the middle of spring and there weren’t any games on, so…yeah, I got bored and watched some educational fluff.” 
 
    All the talk about dimensions triggered something in Tacca’s mind.  She was aware – through a lot of research at DAPS while she had been there, as well as some hints from Malachite and the Head Instructor – that there were other dimensions, a few of them other ones where Dungeon Fairies existed.  There wasn’t a lot of information about them, but the thought of them got her wondering if the invaders had come from another dimension.  I mean, it’s possible, right? 
 
    She thought she was thinking to herself, but apparently she had projected it out to the other Cores, as well as their Dungeon Assistants. 
 
    “What’s possible?” Shale asked, echoed by 4 or 5 others; it was hard to tell with so many speaking all at once both outside and inside her mind. 
 
    Those invaders that nearly killed me, and who are pushing in from the north – do you think it’s possible they are from another dimension?  I mean, even Malachite had no idea where they came from, and he’s been alive for at least 15,000 years. 
 
    “15,000 years!  Holy sh—” 
 
    —That’s the rumor, at least, Tacca said, cutting Patrick off.  She didn’t know if it was true, but it was quite likely. 
 
    “I don’t know, Tacca.  I really don’t have much knowledge of other dimensions, after all.  Still, it would make sense.”  Shale was quiet for a moment, before he continued.  “But what are they here for?  Better yet, how did they get here?  We use our Fairy Mana to Translocate, which I’m told can be used to go to other dimensions, though I’ve never heard of anyone who has other than perhaps the Council; I don’t remember those blue-skinned people using magic, do you?  I mean, they had those glowing shields, but I couldn’t detect any ‘magic’ in them.” 
 
    “Personal Force Fields.  That’s what they gotta be,” David suddenly contributed. 
 
    Wait, what? 
 
    All attention turned to David, which Tacca could tell made the introverted Core a little uncomfortable.  Regardless, he expanded on what he was saying before. 
 
    “If they’re indeed from another dimension, then it’s quite possible that they don’t have magic where they’re from.  Instead, they probably use technology to enact the same types of effects.  Hence, they have Personal Force Fields that block attacks.  Tell me, do they weaken over time until they break after repeated damage, and then come back after a while?” 
 
    Tacca didn’t have to think hard about that one.  Well, yes. 
 
    “Aha!  I knew it; it’s just like some of the first-person shooter games I used to play, especially the ones that were set in the far future.  Therefore, if they are using technology for their Fields, then they are probably using technology for their interdimensional travel.” 
 
    “This isn’t a game, David.  I can’t believe I have to listen to this,” Karen complained – which everyone ignored. 
 
    Then why do you think they’re here?  We don’t have any of this…technology. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Yes, quite sure.  Why? 
 
    “Well, considering that your Core looks like some sort of whacked-out computer motherboard, I figured you knew something about it.” 
 
    That shocked her.  She didn’t even know how to respond, but Regina had her own opinion to offer. 
 
    “It’s highly unlikely they are here for advanced technology.  Typically, when a company initiates a hostile takeover, they work to replace the management of the target company who does not wish to be acquired.  I believe that is what is happening here.” 
 
    Tacca had very little idea of what the other Core just said, nor did anyone else.  What exactly are you saying? 
 
    Regina just *hmphed* in an annoyed tone, before she answered…slowly, as if she were talking to children.  “They are getting rid of the ones who are in charge of the defense of the planet – the Dungeon Cores and Raiders – so that they can take it over.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just say that?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “I did, you incompetent—”  
 
    “Now, now – there’s no need for name-calling; we’re all in this together, after all,” Shale said placatingly, and Tacca was glad that all of the Dungeon Assistants had gained the ability to listen into the inter-Core conversations as part of their “joining”. 
 
    If that’s indeed the reason, then there has to be something we can—hold on, what is that? 
 
    Tacca ripped her attention away from the arena and the others, focusing on the entrance to the Hall.  Something was tingling her senses, though she couldn’t figure out what it was.  All she saw when she looked at the entrance was a wall of white; the snow hadn’t filled the passageway entirely, but there was at least 15 feet of it piled up, and she could see the swirling maelstrom of flying flakes that indicated that the winter storms were still raging. 
 
    “What is it?  What’s wrong?  I don’t sense anything.”  Brandon’s question was echoed by the rest of the Cores, as well as the Dungeon Assistants, who could detect some tension coming from Tacca.  Except for Karen, of course. 
 
    “Snow is so annoyingly cold.  Is there any way you can get rid of it?”  As usual, everyone ignored her. 
 
    I’m not exactly sure, but I thought I felt something.  Whatever it was, I can’t feel it— 
 
    A deluge of snow blasted in through the entrance, bringing with it a figure straight out of what would be in her nightmares, if she ever dreamed again. 
 
    “Houston, we have a problem.”   
 
    Brandon, now is not the time…. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Malachite had to fight to stay conscious, though he didn’t know why he bothered.  It wasn’t like he could even move, let alone escape his captivity; the sturdy clamps around his ankles, wrists, waist, and neck were more than enough to ensure he couldn’t free himself even if he had the strength.  Unfortunately, his Fairy Mana was also constantly being drained, which made him particularly woozy and light-headed.   
 
    How could I have been so stupid!  It wasn’t the first time he had chastised himself over the last…however long it had been, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last.  I should’ve known I was risking it going into that dungeon to save that Core.  Except, he had been desperate to save as many as he could, and with comparatively few actually agreeing on the move – instead, they believed that they could stand against these monstrous people, rather than moving and starting over.  Malachite had been searching for any that would agree, which led him to where he fell victim to a trap. 
 
    Of course, it might not have been an intentional trap; it was entirely possible that he had just been in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Regardless, Translocating into that dungeon to speak with the Core named Christopher – which was entirely too close to the other dungeons that had been invaded and destroyed – ended up being a critical mistake.  Immediately after he *popped* into the Core room and before he could Bond with the CI Level 42 Core, Malachite abruptly felt his access to his Fairy Mana completely cut off.  It was like nothing he had ever experienced before, a feeling of helplessness that not even his younger years before he became a Dungeon Assistant could match. 
 
    Aster and Begonia had arrived moments after he had, and while they could Translocate in, none of them could Translocate out.  Panic had ensued, which again was something he wasn’t used to, and he realized what had happened. 
 
    The blue-skinned, six-armed invaders were inside the dungeon.  Not only that, it turned out, but they were close.  Malachite and his two helpers had arrived right in the middle of another Core being destroyed. 
 
    Before they could do anything, a trio of the monstrous people he had caught far away glimpses of in his investigations up north barged into the Core Room.  Malachite and his two helpers had to quickly fly up toward the ceiling to avoid the gigantic Fire trap that went off just as the invaders stepped foot in the room.  Heat washed over him as he looked back to see the flames continuing to spurt out of the trap, entirely enveloping the hostile figures wielding melee weapons in each of their hands.   
 
    Yes!  Hold on…no! 
 
    The flames didn’t hurt the six-armed figures at all, though the glow around them dimmed a little in the process.  Another step into the room found a pit opening up, and the one in the lead fell into it – only to rise up as if it were floating, setting down safely past the pit.  Its glowing shield-like aspect dimmed even further when that happened, becoming nearly transparent, when a third trap caused dozens of iron spears to project out of the ceiling and nearby walls.  The spears slammed into the one in the lead and the glow disappeared entirely, and Malachite got to see one of them injured as six spears penetrated its skin, impaling its left leg, right shoulder, and a few areas around its torso.  Unfortunately, nothing seemed fatal; it fell to its knees and started to rip out the projectiles from its body, spraying blood everywhere in the process. 
 
    The other two weren’t injured at all, though, and they leapt over the pit like it was nothing, triggered a half-dozen other traps as they crossed the distance to the Core floating in the middle of the room, where they launched their weapons at it.  Malachite winced as the Core was shattered into pieces, and he felt the invisible shockwave of retreating Dungeon Force start to expand throughout the dungeon.  He knew that in less than a minute, every creature, trap, and environmental object would soon be gone, as they couldn’t exist without the Core controlling them. 
 
    Looking down at the three blue-skinned monsters, he saw that the two that were uninjured had turned to help the bleeding one, and he knew it was their chance to escape.   
 
    “We have to go now while they’re distracted,” he whispered so softly to Aster and Begonia that he could barely hear himself, but they managed to catch what he was saying and nodded – despite shaking uncontrollably in fear.  He would’ve liked to give into the same fear he was feeling at that moment, but he couldn’t allow himself to pass up this opportunity to escape.   
 
    With a quick motion of his hand, he led the two Dungeon Assistants in a straight shot to the exit, passing over the heads of the three invaders, who said something in a language he couldn’t understand.  It didn’t matter, though, because they had left them far behind. 
 
    Or so he had thought. 
 
    A purple-colored invader walked through the Core Room entrance right as they were flying for it.  The figure raised its hand and Malachite saw him holding something, and the next thing he knew, a black netting was surrounding him and his helpers, trapping their wings.  He fell down to the ground hard…and the next thing he knew, he woke up to his current situation. 
 
    At least I’m upright and can sort of look around.  It was a small consolation, though, because he didn’t like what he saw.  All around him, secured just as he was, were dozens of Fairies, arranged in a grid-like pattern along one wall of a strange-looking room.  Some of them were unconscious, some were conscious but so out of it they barely moved, while others were fully conscious – and appearing as if they wished they weren’t.  None of them were able to talk, though, just like he wasn’t able; the clamp over his neck somehow prevented him from producing speech.   
 
    But the eyes he locked onto could send volumes of communication, and facial expressions were more than enough to know that despair, fear, and the desire to die were paramount in those he was able to see.  Especially in the Council members and those that worked in the DPRC that he saw.  He finally found where they had disappeared to, and he didn’t have to wonder anymore about why they hadn’t come back. 
 
    As far as Malachite could tell, in his light-headed state, he and the other Fairies weren’t there to be tortured, or held as prisoners for fun.  No, it was plainly because they were being sucked dry of the Fairy Mana that automatically regenerated into their bodies…somehow.  He didn’t think that was even possible, but it obviously was because nearly every point of Fairy Mana that flowed into him left just as quickly.  He estimated that he always had somewhere between half and three-quarters of a Mana in his body, which was why he didn’t pass out completely, but it was close; everything else, though, was gone before he could make use of it. 
 
    He quickly realized this was not the same thing that had happened in the dungeon where he and his helpers had been captured.  There, he couldn’t even access his Fairy Mana, and it had stopped regenerating altogether.  Here, though, he realized that if he just had enough Mana stay in his body, he could use it – but there was never enough.  Just the right amount to keep him and the others alive indefinitely, as they could technically live, well, forever if they had at least a tiny bit of Fairy Mana flowing through their bodies.   
 
    The prospect of being held there for eternity made the “please kill me or let me die” expressions on the faces of the Fairies around him make a whole lot more sense once he figured out what was going on.  He had to admit that the same thought had gone through his own mind, but he refused to give up.  Maybe if I knew what they were doing with our Fairy Mana, I could figure out how to stop it. 
 
    Unfortunately, whatever they were doing with it was a mystery.  As was the rest of the room past the grid-like setup holding all of the Fairies.   
 
    It was an all-metal room as far as Malachite could tell, though he couldn’t quite figure out what kind of metal it was – though it looked most like steel.  It was rather small, all things considered, especially when there were a half-dozen of the monstrous people that had captured so many Fairies inside, standing around what appeared to be some sort of long desk with multi-colored lights and images seemingly projected into the air.  As much as he hated the six-armed invaders, he had to admit that it was impressive watching them use all six hands to manipulate the projections, accomplishing…again, he didn’t know what. 
 
    Suddenly, a much larger projection appeared in front and above the heads of the invaders, and Malachite recognized it immediately.  It was their world, Gairth, though it was seen at a further distance than the map in their Council chambers.  That didn’t last long, however, as the viewpoint of the projection suddenly shot towards the northern part of the continent of Abenlure.  Various red marks were quite visible in scattered areas around the northern part of the floating map, and it only took a little jab at his memory to know they indicated the dungeons that had been destroyed.  Halfway between the “girdle” of the continent and the bottom edge of the invaders’ progress southward, there was a larger symbol that appeared to be a pair of crossed swords. 
 
    There wasn’t a dungeon there; I wonder what that means.  Some sort of battle, maybe? 
 
    With no way of knowing or deciphering the other glowing symbols that Malachite could only guess was some sort of writing, it was impossible for him to fully grasp what he was seeing.  Over the next hour or so – it was hard to tell, as time seemed to drag in his current state – there were some more symbols added to the map in the north, along with some more sections turning colors; from what he could understand, from his knowledge of the Council’s map, the blue markers represented Cores that were still in existence, while the red were ones that were already destroyed.  Over and over, the spread of the red color to the south was repeated in different ways, but always it was taking over and converting the blue. 
 
    Even in his exhaustion-addled mind, he was able to piece together that he was looking at some likely scenarios for the future, not that it was happening right now.  They were scenarios for something that meshed well with the name Tacca had applied to them, which Malachite unconsciously used as well: Invaders.  They were planning their invasion of his world, with much of their concentration on the “girdle” of the continent, where dozens or hundreds of different scenarios were obviously considered.   
 
    One thing quickly became abundantly clear, as he watched the six-armed group watching the map: They weren’t there to kill everybody.  At least, not everyone; the scenarios he watched, while they didn’t make a whole lot of sense, seemed to concentrate on sparing many of the larger cities where the mortal races lived together.  Where the majority of their residents weren’t Raiders, but “normal” people who would have no chance against these invaders.  Not that Raiders were having much luck, either, from what he’d witnessed and heard about. 
 
    Suddenly, something caught his eye on the map.  Down to the far south, a glowing blue light appeared where there hadn’t been one before.  He immediately recognized its location, and it could only be one Core that was located there: Tacca’s.  Why it hadn’t shown up before, nor why there weren’t 6 other lights near it – where Malachite had Translocated the few Dungeon Cores that agreed to leave the north – he didn’t know, but they weren’t there.   
 
    Luckily, none of the blue-skinned people seemed to see it, as their focus was concentrated to the north.  Another few hours went by as Malachite watched, while the glowing light that indicated Tacca’s Core grew brighter and brighter.  When he compared it to many of the other Cores he saw represented, it was somehow almost as bright or brighter than even some of the oldest, highest CI Level Cores in existence.  Impossible.  How? 
 
    Inevitably, one of the invaders finally saw the glow, and all discussion seemed to cease, before there were some raised voices as they pointed at the Wentrylock Mountain Range.  Malachite wasn’t sure why they cared about it so much, as they were intent on driving their invasion from the north, but a lot of what they were doing – and why they were doing it – didn’t make a lot of sense to him.  After a few minutes of obviously heated discussion, along with a few powerful-looking punches for emphasis, one of the blue-skinned people left the room through a doorway that didn’t exist until it had walked up to it.  It was almost as if a portion of the metal wall split into 4 separate sections, which were then sucked into the wall itself.   
 
    From his position, he couldn’t see through the doorway, but he got the impression that the invader had entered another room that was much larger than Malachite’s current one.  It just left him with more questions, even as the portal through the wall closed once the person was through it, disappearing as if it never existed in the first place. 
 
    A minute or so later, the map changed again, with symbols now appearing around the southernmost dungeon on the continent.  If he had learned one thing while watching the invaders plan, it was that they were now targeting a particular Core over the others.  Why, he still didn’t know, but he thought he might find out if he kept watching. 
 
    Oh, Tacca – what did you do?  You better be ready, because they’re coming for you. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    The snow didn’t even stick to the outside of the glowing shield that surrounded the blue-skinned invader that barreled through the winter blanket like it was nothing.  A few seconds after it appeared, another burst out of the wall of snow, followed by another and another.  Tacca didn’t stop to watch them arrive, though, because she was starting to freak out a little. 
 
    They’re here!  How did they find us? 
 
    “I think the better question is what are you going to do about them?” Regina asked, in her clipped tone. 
 
    She didn’t know, honestly.  Yes, she had some defensive traps that she was hoping would stop them, but there was a lot in between that trap-filled room and the six-armed invaders now entering the Hall.  Instead of just a few dozen Raiders, as well as her creatures and traps in between the monstrous people and her Core like last time, there were literally thousands of Raiders and hundreds of non-Raiders in potential danger.  From a quick check, she could see that there were still a few hundred in the Hall, most in their rooms, but a few of them were wandering around the hall leisurely, talking and laughing at some joke or another.  There were even a few that were in somewhat compromising positions in their rooms, which she quickly looked away from, as it wasn’t important right now.   
 
    As for the rest of the inhabitants that were staying inside of the mountain, they were in the arena.  Currently, there were three very low-Level groups tackling a veritable horde of Canines, which were the weakest three packs that Tacca had set up.  She was planning on altering a lot of them with some additions of the other Cores’ creatures, but whether or not she would have a chance to actually do that was looking quite slim at the moment.   
 
    Apart from those fighting, everyone else was in the stands, including her Bonded Hill Dwarves.  Tacca had found it strange before that they hadn’t participated in any of the fights, but for now she was quite glad because it would’ve likely resulted in them being a target if they were on the arena floor right now.   
 
    “What is happening?  I just felt all of my Dungeon Force regeneration abruptly stop.” 
 
    Tacca didn’t answer Kenzie right away, because her focus was ripped back to the entrance, where she discovered the answer.  Behind the 16 blue-skinned forms that had arrived out of the winter blizzard, was not just 1, but 4 of the slightly larger, more intelligent purple invaders.  All of them had the same odd metal object strapped to their chests, held in place by straps that looped around their right shoulders.  Whereas last time she felt as if her connection to her dungeon suddenly dimmed, behind where the purple figures ran, she didn’t feel the same here. 
 
    They, in fact, did absolutely nothing to her.  She checked her Dungeon Force regeneration and saw that it was operating normally, with no reduction in what she was receiving.   
 
    “I’m losing connection to your dungeon!  You really need to work on these things, you know,” Karen commented, letting Tacca know that while she was unaffected, the others certainly were having the same kinds of problems as the first time she had seen these invaders. 
 
    Before the assembled group of monstrous people could run further than the first turn in the entrance tunnel, something else emerged from the snow, something that had to duck a little as it strode in, flinging snow everywhere as it seemed to melt off of its glowing shield, or Personal Force Field as David had called them.  Dark-red skin accented the bulging muscles of the 8-armed monstrosity that entered, and the gigantic weapons it held gleamed prophetically with a tinge of red on their edges.  The 20-foot-tall invader barely fit inside the passageway, but it was able to move swiftly enough as it followed the others into the Hall, where it was able to stand fully erect. 
 
    “Tacca, we’ve lost our Invisibility.  I take it that means we’ve got company?” Shale abruptly asked, and the Dungeon Core looked inside the arena to see her Dungeon Assistant surrounded by 6 other frightened Fairies, all visible near the ceiling.  There wasn’t any reason to worry, though, because it was doubtful any of those down below could see them, even if they looked up.  Besides, now wasn’t really the time to worry about revealing their presence— 
 
    Shale!  I need you to fly down and talk to Sterge and Gwenda!  Tell them that the invaders are here, and they’re all in danger. 
 
    “But that would violate the most important rule we have—” 
 
    Screw the rules, Shale!  We don’t have time to play around; not only are there blue and purple-skinned invaders, but there’s one of those gigantic red-skinned ones, as well! 
 
    What little color that was in Shale’s face immediately drained at her words, and his Mood Clothes turned yellow in fear, along with black for despair.  Go! 
 
    A half-second hesitation later, Shale was zooming down toward the stands, where Tacca’s two Bonded Hill Dwarves were located, along with the rest of their group.  Tacca turned her attention away and addressed both the other Dungeon Assistants and their respective Cores. 
 
    Those invaders we were just talking about are here, and we’re all in danger.  I don’t have nearly enough traps in my defensive room to stop all of them, even if that horrendously large one can’t fit through my nearby tunnels.  You aren’t safe, either, because I’ve seen them float out of a pit before, so the tunnel in the ceiling of the arena won’t stop them because of its location.  Not only that, but for you Fairies, you’ll find that you cannot use any of your abilities, as well as having your Fairy Mana regeneration stopped. 
 
    She spoke to them quickly, because she was also focused on the progress of the group of 21 invaders now in the Hall.  Screams from those few dozen Raiders also inside of the Hall echoed through the space as they ran away from the sight, especially the 20-foot-tall demon-esque visage of the red-skinned invader.  It didn’t take long for their escape to prove futile, unfortunately, as the residents inside the Hall were quickly caught and killed, slaughtered without difficulty.  A few Raiders attempted to defend themselves, only for the weapons of their adversaries to cut through any type of armor, weapon, or ability they used, severing limbs and literally cutting people in half.  
 
    Thankfully, they didn’t even inspect any of the rooms, even the ones where curious heads popped out to see what was going on.  Instead, after every victim that was fully out in the Hall was dead, they headed unerringly for the tunnel leading to the arena.  For the first time, she regretted making it so large, because the red-skinned invader fit inside, though it had to nearly crouch-walk in order to move through.  She had made it that way because she wanted there to be plenty of room for the thousands of Raiders to walk down the passageway, instead of a narrow tunnel that would’ve likely caused unnecessary bottlenecks.  Still, she needn’t have made it so tall, she supposed. 
 
    “What do we do, then?  Just wait for them to destroy us?” 
 
    I’m…not sure.  We have some time before they arrive at the arena, but it won’t be long.  Start sending all of your creatures down the connecting tunnel, and if you have any Control Limit left, create some more.  We’re going to need all the help we can get. 
 
    “Why?  Who cares if all of these Raiders die, when it’s likely that we’re going to be shattered not too soon after.”  Even though it was callous of Patrick to say that about the Raiders, he did have a point, and Tacca could tell that he wasn’t the only Core that felt that way.  What they didn’t understand was that this wasn’t just about their own well-being, but for something that she had marginally planned for, in the event it took place. 
 
    Don’t think of them as Raiders right now, can you do that?  They are people, people that us Cores are supposed to challenge so that they can get stronger, while at the same time helping us get stronger.  We’re all in this together, even if it doesn’t look like it most of the time.  That alone was reason enough to build all of this: the Hall, the farms, and the arena.  But it wasn’t the only reason. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kenzie asked. 
 
    I desperately hoped that these invaders would stay up north and not attack my dungeon again, but I didn’t count on it.  That’s why I built my heavily trapped defensive room, which you’ve all seen – though it would be rather insignificant to a threat like this.  Which was why, when I heard from my 2 Bonded Hill Dwarves that they needed a place to stay, I jumped at the opportunity.   
 
    Because now, albeit it was only supposed to be temporary through the winter, I have some additional help against these monsters.  Like I said, don’t think of these Raiders here as Raiders; think of them as thousands of dangerous creatures that are here to help defend us.  We need to do whatever we can to support them, otherwise there is nothing preventing these things from reaching us. 
 
    There was silence as the other Cores considered what she said, while the invaders raced down the tunnel toward the arena.  They had a few minutes until they arrived at the massive room, which didn’t give them a ton of time.   
 
    “I see.  Did you happen to acquire information pertaining to an attack on your dungeon beforehand?” Regina asked. 
 
    No, but when you have the kind of luck that I have, I wanted to plan for the worst and hope for the best.  And since we’re all part of my “Shared Risk”, it wouldn’t surprise me that you all share my well-proven bad luck. 
 
    “And I told you that it isn’t necessarily bad luck, Tacca, no matter what you say,” Shale interjected, already back from his conversation with Sterge and Gwenda, which she had missed entirely.  “They’re spreading the word and will be ready.  Do you have a plan?” 
 
    Sure enough, the excitement of the crowd died down as screams of fear echoed through the arena, but they were drowned out by the sound of thousands of Raiders arming themselves and getting ready for battle.  Not that Tacca had much hope for them, being relatively low-Level and weak in comparison, but there was a strength in numbers; that had been proven by Tacca herself when her creatures had been able to overwhelm the first paired group of Raiders in the arena and managed to kill one, even if they were far below in Level.   
 
    Once they arrive, I’m going to release all of my creatures at once, giving them instructions to kill the invaders first.  After that, I will have no control over them – which, my new friends, is another little handicap that you may or may not have noticed and you’ll probably be affected by, as well. 
 
    “Great; you sold us a lemon here in this deal.  I need a refund.  I want to speak to your—" 
 
    Enough.  We need to work together in order to succeed.  Send your creatures as fast as you can, because that is the only way this will work. 
 
    Tacca just hoped that was true, because she still wasn’t sure what they could do to kill all of those arriving at the arena within a few minutes.  True, they had numbers on their side, but so did that enormous army of Raiders that had attacked to the north, and they had sadly failed to kill more than a few of the blue-skinned invaders.  When she added in the purple and red-skinned monsters, it seemed hopeless.   
 
    The other Cores grudgingly agreed, and a wide variety of creatures started to stream down the tunnel at full speed; whether or not they would arrive in time was another question, but they were moving as fast as they could.  Even if they made it in time, Tacca was more than worried that it wouldn’t be enough.  
 
    Unless she could find a way to even the playing field, they were doomed to defeat, even when every creature and Raider in the arena was there to fight against the invaders.  They had to try, though, didn’t they? 
 
      
 
    *          *          * 
 
      
 
    Sterge was enjoying the show today, just like he had enjoyed the last week of entertainment the arena had provided.  He never thought he would be one to actually enjoy watching Raiders fight against the monsters inside of a dungeon, but there was just something about witnessing a well-organized defense against odds that seemed doomed to failure.  As each group participated in their fights, ramping up the difficulty by having two separate groups work together to defeat overwhelming numbers of dangerous targets, it was exciting to see how they performed and succeeded.  In addition, while Sterge and his group didn’t participate themselves, they were learning a lot from those they watched, even if it was seeing how Melee classes blocked attacks with their shield, to how they saved their strength for the larger threats, to applications of abilities or strategies that they had never thought of before. 
 
    Take these three groups working together at the moment: while they were fighting more than twice their number of beasts, they were taking advantage of their 4 fully armored Melee classes to control where the wolves and other canine-like monsters went.  Arranged in a circle facing outwards to provide coverage, the Scouts filled in the gaps between the Melee, while the Casters and Healers were in the center, healing where they were needed or sending out various spells to hit their attackers where they could do the most damage.  They must have practiced this, because they look more like a 15-person group than 3 5-person groups.  It was that teamwork that was so impressive. 
 
    Something out of the corner of his eye caught his attention just as a small figure appeared in front of his face.  Sterge fumbled to pull out his mace attached to his side, because he recognized it immediately: it was one of those Fairies he’d seen help those monstrous creations that looked just like people that the dungeon had produced somehow.  Now that had been a crazy fight. 
 
    Suddenly, a tiny voice came from the Fairy.  “There’s no time to waste; those invaders that Tacca told you about when you first came back have found us!  They’re on their way here now!” 
 
    Who?  Tacca?  Wait…invaders?   
 
    Oh, no. 
 
    “Those six-armed monsters we warned everyone about?” Gwenda immediately asked, and Sterge turned to the side to see that it wasn’t just Gwenda that had seen the Fairy.  There were open stares as dozens of Raiders around them saw the fluttering figure, even if they couldn’t hear it over the noise of the arena. 
 
    “Yes, exactly!  You don’t have long before they arrive…” the little guy said, his tight-fitting clothes all sorts of shades of yellow, with some black streaks thrown in here and there.   
 
    Gwenda was on it before Sterge had even caught on to what was happening.  “What do you need us to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but you need to be prepared.  There’s…a lot of them.  I can only assume that Tacca is going to release the rest of her creatures from the rooms around here, so be aware that they will be coming.  Try not to attack them first; she can give them an order to attack these invaders, but if you interrupt that, they’ll turn on you.” 
 
    That’s just wonderful.   
 
    With the message delivered, the Fairy flew straight up toward the ceiling; Sterge looked to see where he went, only to see what appeared to be another handful of them waiting for him.  Even from so far away, he could see the fear practically radiating from their bodies in the way that they shook while trying to maintain a stable altitude. 
 
    “To arms!  Ready for battle!  The invaders to the north have found us!” Sterge immediately shouted, which was luckily taken up without any hesitation by those around him.  Sometimes it pays to have a bit of status, though normally I would rather it didn’t exist. 
 
    In less than 30 seconds, the word was out – just as the fight in the arena ended.  The confused look on their faces as hundreds of Raiders streamed out to the arena was soon erased as they understood what was going on, and they joined the waiting crowd of people getting into position.  Sterge, Gwenda, and the rest of their group joined the streaming masses, and within a few minutes half of the Raiders were on the floor while the others were spread out along the stands.   
 
    The two Hill Dwarves made sure to spread the word not to attack any of the dungeon monsters that came out to help, which everyone understood immediately; if the dungeon had built a place for them to stay, fed them, and gave them entertainment, then it surely would do whatever it could to save them.  At least, it sounded reasonable. 
 
    The next few minutes were tense, as everyone stood in separate groups, all awaiting the arrival of the invaders.  From behind him, he heard a whispered, “Are you sure there is something—” but whoever it was was cut off as the sound of multiple pounding feet could be heard in the otherwise silent arena, coming from the tunnel where they traveled from the Hall.  The sounds got louder and louder, until the echoes seemed to wash over the assembled Raiders groups, sending more than a few of them into shivers. 
 
    The first one they saw didn’t even bother to use the stairs on the side of the stands, as it jumped up the 50+ feet to the top.  Admittedly, Sterge wet himself just the tiniest bit at the first sight of the invader – and it was so much worse than he imagined.  Standing at least 8 feet tall, it had six arms like he had been told, and the horrendously disturbing eyes in their sunken eye sockets – enhanced by their shiny, blue-skinned bald heads – were enough to give him nightmares.  Though, it was what it did next that would likely prevent him from sleeping at all…if he lived long enough to sleep again, of course. 
 
    One of the Raider groups in their lower teens Level-wise engaged the first invader, and the Melee fighter immediately had his head taken off by a swift slice of a sharp-looking sword.  Multiple spells crossed the distance from the Caster of the group, who appeared to be an Elemental Mage, striking the monster perfectly in the chest – only for the spells to be absorbed by a strange bright glow that surrounded the figure.  An arrow from the Ranger in the group met the same fate, though Sterge could tell that the glow was just the tiniest fraction dimmer.  So, only about 50,000 more arrows and that should do it. 
 
    In the next few seconds, the blue-skinned monster rushed forward, its teeth-filled mouth wide open in what Sterge could only describe as glee as it proceeded to slaughter the rest of the group, taking another few hits in the process, which did absolutely nothing other than slightly dim the glowing shield around the invader. 
 
    As another one, and then another jumped up onto the stands, Sterge heard familiar *thumps* as the areas holding the dungeon monsters were unlocked, and beasts of every kind they had been watching battle the Raiders slid down their tunnels, along with some that they had only seen a few times.  Minotaurs, some walking bears, and a powerful Gnoll mage among others ran out, making a beeline for the incoming forces, going so far as to weave around the various groups of Raiders waiting on the arena floor.  At one point, an entire group of these large Rat-like things passed within inches of Sterge and his own group, and it was all he could do to stand his ground and not instinctively attack.   
 
    With things as bad as they were, he didn’t think they could get any worse – until he saw the head of something deep red cresting the side of one of the stands.  The next moment, he heard another *thump* that he thought came from the one tunnel slide they hadn’t seen anything emerge from up to that point.   
 
    When he looked to see what it was, his body abruptly decided at that time that it was better to fight with an empty bladder. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Tacca was understandably nervous, but she was glad that the Raiders had assembled in time; in fact, they were so prepared that some of them appeared to be annoyed that they had to wait so long.  So, she was glad, but she was also envious that they were nominally ready for the arrival of the invaders – because Tacca certainly was not. 
 
    Considering her options, she realized that there wasn’t much she could do at that point.  Traps were basically out of the question, because they took entirely too long to appear, unless they were extremely weak – and weak ones would be a waste of time and Dungeon Force.  Not to mention that she couldn’t create any traps in the arena while any Raiders were inside, and that threw the potential for them right out the window. 
 
    Creatures were basically out as well, even if she had approximately 50 of her Control Limit left after the creatures that had just been fighting the Raiders had been killed; creating another relatively powerful creature would take too long – hours perhaps – so she left the Foxes, Coyotes, Jackals, and Wolves that were killed to recreate themselves automatically, as they would be inexpensive and fast-forming.   
 
    Looking at her options as a Dungeon Core, there really wasn’t much there to combat these invaders.  Aside from placing traps, creatures, and environmental objects, the only things she could do was Carve Earth, Dissolve Assistant Bond, and Teleport.  The first two wouldn’t do her much good, and as there wasn’t any safer place than her Core Room at the moment, Teleport was next to useless as well – though it could bring her to the arena if she dared to.  There was only reason that she might be tempted to Teleport to the arena, however: her Fairy abilities.   
 
    Almost all of her options as a Dungeon Assistant were location specific, such as the Healing Aura, Electrified Pacification, and Flame Wall.  She needed to be in the same room at least, if not closer, for them to work.  The one exception to this was the Mass Confusion ability for 700 Fairy Mana per minute, but she was hesitant to use that even though it affected her entire dungeon.  For one, she wasn’t sure if it would even affect the invaders through their Personal Force Fields; second, it would affect everything inside of the dungeon, including all of the Raiders and her creatures, which could end up with Raiders attacking Raiders, creatures attacking creatures, and creatures attacking Raiders.  Not a great idea overall, unless she had nothing else to lose, of course. 
 
    There were other abilities that didn’t require her to be in the same room, of course, like Repellant Shield, Invisibility, Assistant Information Meld, and Hibernate, but she didn’t think they would be of much use at the moment, since it seemed as though the invaders had been able to find her no matter what.  There was always Translocation, which cost 1,000 of her FM, but that was something that she would only attempt as a last resort.  While it might save her by moving her somewhere else, somewhere safe, she would abandon everyone inside of her dungeon – including the other Cores.  Not to mention that she wasn’t sure if it would even work, based on the fact that she was connected to those same Cores, and whether it would destroy her in the process if she tried to leave. 
 
    So, she was at a loss of what to do.  She would be able to contribute to the defense if she was inside of the arena, as long as she stayed safely far above everyone else and hoped that the invaders weren’t accurate enough to hit her up there – which she thought was possible, but it would be dangerous.  The problem was that if she Teleported inside the room, that was it; she wouldn’t be able to Teleport out as long as there was any type of Raider in close proximity, meaning inside of the room, itself. 
 
    “Wait, what was that other ability you gained?  What about that?” Shale asked, listening in to her internal conversation.  Since he was specifically Bonded to her Core, he had access to those kinds of things if she didn’t actively work to block them; right now, that wasn’t really a priority. 
 
    You mean Omen Charge?  I still have no idea what it does. 
 
    “Well, why don’t you find out?  You said that you’re still regenerating your Mana, so it shouldn’t be that much of a waste.” 
 
    Might as well, I guess.  The invaders were still a minute or two out from arriving at the arena, so she had a bare moment to experiment.   
 
    Thinking about activating Omen Charge, she imagined pumping 10 Fairy Mana into it.  Instantly, the outside of her Core seemed to be surrounded by some kind of lightning, crackling and undulating in strange patterns; luckily, it didn’t seem to harm her in the slightest.  If anything, it felt warming and like it was a part of her that she hadn’t realized existed before.   
 
    For 5 seconds, the lightning continued to surround her Core, before it condensed momentarily and exploded outwards in a spherical wave, dissipating approximately halfway to the walls of her Core Room, which meant that it traveled approximately 10 feet.  Not bad for 10 Fairy Mana, even if she had no idea what exactly it did.  Even pumping all 1,550 FM into it, though, she doubted that it would even reach the arena, as it was approximately a half-mile from her Core Room.  She had originally started creating it that far away so that she would have plenty of room to expand her new section, but now she regretted starting it so far away.   
 
    Tacca still hadn’t really made up her mind by the time the invaders arrived at the arena.  As she had feared, it was immediately apparent that it was going to be a slaughter.  Dozens of Raiders died within the first minute, with more dying as additional invaders managed to jump on top of the stands or make their way down to the arena floor.  Releasing her creatures to attack the monstrous six-armed people helped to stem the tide a little, giving them some breathing room, but nothing seemed to make much difference.  
 
    Not long after the battle started, creatures from the other dungeons started to appear, starting with the Giant Spiders that Brandon liked so much, which were remarkably fast.  They landed lightly on the stands, before starting to build a large web that was connected to the nearby pillar and the wall. 
 
    What are they doing? 
 
    “Well, do you want the other creatures coming to go splat?” 
 
    Good thinking.   
 
    A few seconds after the webbing was done, the Giant Spiders left to go join in the battle, as the first of the other Cores’ creatures arrived – an Ape – which fell into the web, bouncing off of it like some sort of blanket.  Tacca could tell that it was a little sticky, but not enough to stop it from rolling off and proceeding to jump into the fight as well. 
 
    Unfortunately, by that time, the red-skinned invader had arrived, after lagging behind the others because it had needed to nearly crawl through the tunnel.  After it stood up to its full height inside, it immediately jumped forward, squeezing between the quartz-covered pillar and the southern stands, landing on the arena floor with what she could only guess was a smile on its face.  As soon as she saw it appear, however, she released the last creature in her arsenal: the Level 75 Mastiff.   
 
    Those still waiting on the arena floor saw it emerge from the tunnel and ran out of its way, instinctively understanding that if they didn’t move, they would get run over.  Unfortunately, that was exactly what happened, as a Raider Healer didn’t move fast enough as the enormous dog clipped her with its paw accidentally, sending her flying.  She survived both the impact with the paw and with the ground, though whether that was a blessing or a curse was yet to be seen.   
 
    The giant dog was more than twice the height of the large invader, who seemed to wait for the beast to arrive.  As the Mastiff built up speed over a few steps, it seemed to dash forward faster than it should’ve been able, colliding with the comparatively miniscule invader, sending it flying backwards into the eastern stands, the glowing shield around it flaring brightly at first yet dimming to what Tacca estimated from previous experiences to about half of normal.   
 
    That was it?  A full-on attack and its Personal Force Field is only halfway down?  It was disappointing, but it unfortunately made sense based on what creature had done the attacking.  Her Mastiff was a bit of a “discount” boss and wasn’t meant to be the most powerful of creatures – just large.  That’s why she had made it for the current inhabitants, because they were low-Level for the most part; it would’ve been a massive challenge, but not an impossible one. 
 
    As the red-skinned invader picked itself back up and then jumped back into the arena, Tacca saw that her humongous creature hadn’t come through its own attack unscathed.  Blood dripped to the dirt-covered floor, and her dog limped a bit as it backed up, readying another attack.  It was favoring its left front leg, which seemed to have gotten a decent-sized slice in it from one – or more than one – of the invader’s weapons.  
 
    This isn’t good.  My best defense is wounded, and the Raiders are continuing to die without making much progress.  I have to do something. 
 
    “What do you think you can do—?” Shale began. 
 
    Tacca ignored him as she activated her Teleport Core option, moving her Core into the arena behind a pillar holding up the ceiling.  It wasn’t that great as far as hiding places went, but at least it wasn’t fully exposed.   
 
    The change in the room was immediate, as the 4 purple-skinned invaders immediately stopped what they were doing and turned as one in the direction of where she was hiding.  Some unintelligible shouting and pointing came next, but the other monstrous people in the room barely acknowledged the information.  Either they didn’t hear, or they were so caught up in the battle frenzy that they didn’t care.   
 
    Regardless of the reason, it allowed Tacca to do what she went there to do.   
 
    “Are you insane!  Are you trying to get yourself killed?!” Brandon shouted into her mind, which was echoed in different ways by the other Cores, as well as Shale.  She ignored them all, only responding with one thing. 
 
    Not really, but you only live thrice, am I right? 
 
    With a prayer to anything that might be listening, she activated her Omen Charge ability, pumping 500 Fairy Mana into it.  She wanted to put even more into it, to ensure that whatever it did worked, but she was cognizant enough that she needed to save at least 1,000 Mana so that she could Translocate as a last resort. 
 
    The lightning sprang up around her again, this time much more intense, powerful, and concentrated.  It was almost too intense, as she felt herself starting to vibrate along with the crackling, but she didn’t think it would cause any harm.  A few seconds later, as Raiders and creatures from 7 different dungeons continued to die below her, the lightning condensed again, before exploding out in a powerful shockwave that left her amazed that she hadn’t been shattered in the process. 
 
    She watched as the wave flowed over her creatures, the other Cores’ creatures, and the Raiders without any discernible effect – for which she was thankful.  It had been a worry that she might end up hurting them in the process, but some intuitive part of her mind told her that they would be fine; still, she didn’t relax until she saw that they were fine. 
 
    As for the invaders, when the shockwave hit them, they froze in place and spasmed a few times…but that was it.  That was severely disappointing.   
 
    “Wait—look!”  Shale pointed toward one of the blue-skinned invaders, who had been in the middle of decapitating a Raider, when it was rocked backwards as multiple spell bolts slammed into its chest.  It recovered quickly, but that did nothing to disguise the fact that the glowing Personal Force Field that had protected it was…gone.  From what Tacca could tell over the next few seconds, it wasn’t coming back, either. 
 
    “Now we know how to take them out, General!  Spread the word!” 
 
    Seriously, Brandon?  Not now! 
 
    Around the arena, this discovery was made by both Raiders and invaders alike.  Strangely enough, rather than fight more cautiously, the six-armed, blue and purple-skinned monstrous people fought harder; not to be outdone, the Raiders matched their ferocity, throwing themselves into the fight.  Compared to just moments before, the revelation that those attacking them were now vulnerable gave them the morale boost they needed. 
 
    It also helped that the invaders’ weapons, previously with a special edge so powerful that they could easily cut through skin, bone, and even metal easily, now appeared to be just “normal” weapons.  Granted, they were still massive, heavy, and sharp weapons, but those fighting against them could actually block one with a shield and not end up being cut in half immediately.  The strength difference between the two types of fighters was still significant, though, so brute force was still enough to do some heavy damage.  Overall, it seemed as if everyone was on a more-level playing field; the invaders had the strength, while Tacca’s allies had numbers on their side. 
 
    Even better, she discovered something else after the first frantic seconds after she used her Omen Charge ability. 
 
    “Tacca!  I can use my abilities again!  And my Fairy Mana is regenerating—” 
 
    Then hurry, use whatever you have that might be beneficial.  To the other Dungeon Assistants, she added, And if you all have something that you’ve unlocked over the years, now would be the time to use it! 
 
    “But, shouldn’t we flee now that we can Translocate out?” Tulip asked hesitantly. 
 
    Shale shut that down quickly.  “No, our responsibility is to our Cores, and our Cores are fighting for their lives here.  Now, GET MOVING!” 
 
    Tacca saw Shale immediately use his Creature Boost ability after activating Invisibility, flying down to start affecting any and all creatures within range.  After a brief moment of obvious internal conflict, the other Assistants disappeared as well, and the Dungeon Core could sense someone activating a Healing Aura, another was using some sort of defensive ability that placed a temporary shield around some of the creatures, a third used his Fairy Mana to magically push one of the invaders off balance, while the others were using a mixture of offensive and defensive abilities.  The sucky part about it was that none of them could help the Raiders, as their abilities were tailored specifically to help the dungeon, of which the Raiders were certainly not a part.   
 
    Guess it’s up to me. 
 
    Abandoning her thought to hold some Fairy Mana in reserve in order to Translocate out in case of emergency, Tacca added her own Healing Aura, which was much more powerful than the other Fairies for some reason, and it reached every creature in the room.  Better yet, it reached her Bonded Hill Dwarves, who were in the middle of a fight.  All of the creatures in the arena, whether they were from her Core or one of the others, suddenly started to heal from their wounds at a rapid rate, extending the time they could be of use.   
 
    Knowing that just about every other ability would be detrimental to the Raiders in addition to the invaders, such as the Electrified Pacification or Blinding Flash, she instead concentrated on creating small Flame Walls that surrounded individual invaders for a few seconds while the Raiders gathered themselves and rallied.  Since it cost 500 FM per minute, and each Wall was up for a few seconds, she was only spending about 30 to 40 Fairy Mana on each Wall.  It got expensive after a while, but it helped her allies enough that it was worth it. 
 
    One by one, the invaders started to succumb to the superior numbers of the Raiders and her own creatures, though the toll they took in order to get to that point was horrific.  Bodies were strewn all around the arena, many in multiple pieces, and yet the fight still went on as a little less than a thousand surviving Raiders in the arena continued to push against the martially superior enemy.   
 
    Then, of course, there was the 20-foot-tall red-skinned invader; that was going to be a problem.

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Sterge went flying backwards as he blocked a hit from a mace larger than he was, feeling his arm break from the impact, and possibly something in his back as he hit the hard ground nearly 30 feet away.  The blue-colored invader couldn’t follow up on its attack to finish him off, though, because it was intercepted by a dozen other Raiders, all attempting to block other attacks – some successful, but most not. 
 
    The horrid monster was a whirlwind of blows, sending its 5 working arms out in directions that didn’t appear possible.  Still, it was vulnerable – as evidenced by the fact that one of its arms was dragging uselessly at its side – and they had to do everything they could to keep it contained while their long-range fighters, such as Gwenda and Mordecai, could hurt it enough to kill it.  He’d already seen a few of the six-armed attackers go down out of the corner of his eye in other parts of the arena, so he knew it was possible, but it was hard. 
 
    Sterge tried to get up, but a pain in his back made him seize up in pain, preventing him from moving.  Thankfully, he felt a soothing warmth flow through him as William was there a moment later, laying a hand on his shoulder, sending a healing spell through his body.   
 
    “I think you broke something important in your back, Sterge,” the Combat Medic shouted, his voice barely audible even inches away from the Hill Dwarf’s ear.  “I can block most of the pain, but I’m nearly out of energy to heal you anymore.  Perhaps I can find another Healer—” 
 
    Sterge abruptly felt something shift in his back and arm, causing him to spasm and jerk away from William’s hand.  An uncontrollable scream left his lips as a burning infused his body, the exact opposite of the Medic’s healing.  Fortunately, it only lasted a few seconds before it faded, leaving him a little winded from all of the screaming, but feeling…fine.  Better than fine, even, he felt revitalized.   
 
    “Thanks, Will.  I think I’m good to get back in there.”  He stood up, expecting some pain, but there wasn’t any. 
 
    Their Combat Medic looked confused.  “But I didn’t do anything!” he shouted. 
 
    Sterge just shrugged.  “Whatever it was, we have a few uninvited guests we need to kill.” 
 
    So saying, he ran back into the fray, only to be smacked away again, though not as far this time.  Either the invader was tiring, or Sterge only caught a glancing blow, but the hit didn’t feel nearly as strong as it was before.  It still broke his arm, but somehow it healed itself by the time he picked himself up and got back into the fight.  We’ve got this!  Let’s take this thing down! 
 
    It took another minute of a constant barrage of arrows, knives, and spells to finally hit something vital, as the blue-skinned monster suddenly started to spout blood from its neck.  While it had been wounded in dozens of places before and was bleeding slightly from each and every one, this wound had an immediate effect on the invader.  It suddenly swooned from loss of blood, and when it tried to strike out at the encroaching Melee-Class Raiders it stumbled, going to a knee.  Seeing wounded prey, Sterge and the others quickly took advantage, stabbing or smashing every part of the thing until it lay dead on the ground.   
 
    A quick breather was all they got as they stared around at each other with grins on their faces, sticky red and blue blood covering them from their own wounds and the fountain of blue liquid that came from the invader’s neck.  They were a gory mess – but they weren’t done yet.   
 
    Staying out of the middle of the arena by sticking to the edges, they joined up with dozens of other groups taking on a slightly larger, purple-colored monster, and their additional numbers were exactly what the beleaguered Raiders needed.  Another minute was all they needed to overwhelm the invader, though at least another dozen of their friends lay dead as a result.   
 
    Time passed in a blur of pain, exhaustion, and death, and before he knew it there were no more blue or purple monsters to slay.  A horrendous crash followed by a rumbling of the floor caused the tired Hill Dwarf to lose his footing, and he crashed down on his rear, smacking his shield against his face – which was quickly healed by whatever mysterious power was constantly fixing him back up.  He looked toward the middle of the arena, only to see the final result of why they had been avoiding the center in the first place. 
 
    The red-colored invader stood in the center, bleeding and obviously injured from multiple bite wounds, burns, cuts, and abrasions; unfortunately, he was also victorious in his battle against the dungeon’s monsters, as the gigantic axe it had been wielding was buried in the dirt and stone of the arena, having just chopped the head off of the largest dog Sterge had ever seen in his life.  Around the 8-armed figure was the loot left behind as evidence that it had completely devastated the monsters sent against it, wiping them out with deft strikes of its weapons, as well quick moves to avoid most of the injuries that it would’ve had otherwise. 
 
    At least, that was the Hill Dwarf’s impression having seen some of the colossal fight in his peripheral vision.   
 
    The invader roared, lifting its arms into the air in a challenge to everyone in the room, and the little bit that was still in Sterge’s bladder leaked out.  We can’t kill that thing…not with who is left.  Looking around, he realized that there were probably less than 500 Raiders still alive in the room, many of whom were still wounded because the Healers still alive were out of energy to do any healing spells.  Plus, everyone looked ready to drop from severe exhaustion. 
 
    Out of nowhere, bars of light suddenly flared around the invader.  They were extremely bright and made Sterge need to squint as he looked at it, but it didn’t take more than a second to see what it was: a cage.  A cage made from bars of light; who has the ability to cast that?  Not any of the Raiders, that was for sure. 
 
    The red-skinned monster attempted to break out, but was repulsed from breaking through the bars holding it captive.  While they were apparently made from pure light, they seemed to burn the invader’s skin when it attempted to shoulder its way through.  Its weapons were tried next, but they passed through the illuminated cell as if it wasn’t there; it was obvious to Sterge that the cage was only designed to hold flesh. 
 
    A familiar tiny voice could be heard above him, talking to Gwenda.  “Hurry, Tacca can only hold it for about 30 seconds before the Light Cage will disappear!  Throw everything you have at it!”  Then the tiny Fairy shot back up into the air, stopping about 50 feet above the imprisoned invader. 
 
    Sterge didn’t wait more than a second before he shouted, “Throw everything you have left at it!  Let’s kill it before it breaks free!” 
 
    At his signal, arrows and spells shot out, hitting the massive invader all over its body; since it was in a cage, it couldn’t dodge anything, though it sure tried.  Sterge could see that their attacks were causing some injuries, but nothing deep or fatal; similar to the blue and purple-skinned monstrous people, the natural thickness of its skin was so great that only extremely strong attacks or repeated strikes on the exact same spot could cause any more than minor damage. 
 
    The invader, trapped and being turned into a pincushion, went berserk.  It started throwing itself at the bars of light, which burned it badly, but it also started to bend and break the bars of light, as well; how that even worked, Sterge didn’t know, but it was happening before his eyes.  That thing isn’t going to last for 30 seconds; it’ll be lucky if it lasts half that long. 
 
    Sterge gripped his mace tightly, stepping forward as the cage began to break in earnest, dreading the moment it broke free.  Looking around, he could see the determined – and frightened – looks on every Raider face he saw, and he realized this might be their last stand. 
 
    Gwenda slumped in place next to him, all of her magical power completely spent on a last few Magistrikes sent out at the invader.  On impulse, Sterge slid his mace into his belt, turned to the wonderful Hill Dwarf next to him, lifted her drooping chin, and kissed her deeply on the lips.  He pulled away after only a few seconds, heat suffusing his cheeks, as he grabbed his mace again. 
 
    With a stunned look on her face, Gwenda asked, “What was that for?” 
 
    “In case we don’t make it out of here alive.” 
 
    On his last word, the cage made of light shattered completely, fragments of it spraying everywhere – though they seemed to disappear before the shards got more than a dozen feet.  The invader, with dozens of arrows dotting its skin and burn marks that appeared to have melted its skin in long swathes, stood triumphant with a murderous look in its disturbingly beady black eyes.  We’re screwed. 
 
    The monstrous behemoth took a step forward with another roar, its arms limbering up for some wholesale slaughter, when there was a barely audible *crack* of shattering stone from the ceiling above.  The invader obviously didn’t hear it while it was shouting, but Sterge and many of the Raiders certainly did. 
 
    As he looked up in surprise to see what it was, he saw that small fragments of the stone ceiling had been blasted out because of something, and a split second later the reason made itself abundantly clear.  A giant cube of something dark grey in appearance – around 8 feet in width – followed the stone fragments, falling quickly toward the arena floor.  What the…? 
 
    After it stopped roaring in triumph, the invader finally looked at its future victims.  Alerted by the fact that many of them were staring upwards with their mouths open, it whipped its head back on its super-thick neck, only to see its death coming for it.  Despite the surprise, the monstrous person still attempted to avoid being squished, quickly stepping forward – but it was only partially successful. 
 
    The cube of dense metal – that Sterge immediately recognized as pure iron ore – slammed into the invader’s right upper shoulder, knocking it forward enough that its right hip and leg were exposed to the falling raw material.  The unimaginably heavy cube slammed into the red-skinned figure’s lower half with speed and immense force, breaking bones on contact and trapping the invader underneath its weight.  The strike against the stone floor of the arena caused numerous cracks to spiderweb out from the point of impact, and it was such a significant force that it made Sterge and hundreds of other Raiders tumble to the ground. 
 
    Another roar came from the eight-armed monster, though Sterge could tell that this time it was from pain rather than victory.  When the Hill Dwarf had gathered himself from his fall to look, he could see that one entire leg of the invader was buried underneath the iron ore cube, likely shattered and pulverized to a pulp.  Yet, the ridiculously strong figure wasn’t done yet. 
 
    “No…that’s insane.  How powerful is this thing?” 
 
    Even lying on its back, the red-skinned invader somehow twisted its arm holding a massive battleaxe with some triple or quadruple-jointed action, until it was able to chop down on its lower half.  With three powerful blows accompanied by more roars of pain, it managed to cut its crushed leg off, freeing the rest of its body. 
 
    Dropping four of its weapons from the lower pairs on each side of its body, the nightmarish figure started to use its appendages to move, dragging behind its other leg, which was intact but appeared to be useless for some reason.  Meanwhile, blood poured out from the stump of its lost limb; Sterge was sure that unless it had some way to stop the blood loss, it was going to die.  Unfortunately, it might just take the rest of them with it. 
 
    Scrambling forward like some sort of demonic spider, the invader went to engage with the front line of Melee Raiders on the opposite side from Sterge, when he saw something move above its head.  It was the tiny Fairy again, and a small glow emerged from it—him—right before some sort of invisible force slammed into the red-skinned figure, sending it sprawling on its back.   
 
    Looking up, Sterge also saw 6 other Fairies appear above the arena, surrounding the figure struggling to pick itself back up.  More tiny glows originated from their forms, and the invader spasmed or was pushed around a little bit more, keeping it on its back.  The Hill Dwarf saw their opportunity, and knew this was their chance.  “Move!  Get it while it’s down!  Kill it!” he shouted, and all of the Raiders rushed to obey, screaming their defiance. 
 
    It was nightmarish chaos as he and the other Melee Classes, along with many of the Scouts, jumped on the struggling figure and swarmed it with their bodies.  Weapons rose and fell in frantic slashes and stabs, breaking through the tough exterior of the invader, even while attempting to avoid the wild swings of the four remaining weapons.  At one point, Sterge saw at least 5 Raiders holding onto the red-skinned arms, locking themselves in place with their legs, in an attempt to keep them restrained.  It seemed to do some good, as the flailing had lessened to the point where very few were getting hit anymore. 
 
    Looking up at a victorious yell coming from one of their own, Sterge saw Anton – missing half of his armor that at some point appeared to have been ripped off – raise his sword above his head and stab downwards with all of his strength.  From his location, he assumed he was somewhere near the invader’s neck or mouth, but there were so many people in between them that he couldn’t tell.  Wherever the disheveled Raider had struck, however, seemed to do the trick; a moment later the body underneath Sterge spasmed violently once, and then lay still. 
 
    Is it dead?  Did we kill it?  We…won? 
 
    Stunned and in shock, with some pain along his arm and ribs that apparently hadn’t been automatically healed, Sterge raised his head up and looked around at the arena and stands.  They were filled with the absolute carnage left behind by the attack, with blood, body parts, and dead invaders lying in the middle of it all.  Not exactly a victory.  But at least some of us survived.   
 
    Stumbling away from the corpse of the most frightening monster he’d ever seen, the exhaustion that he’d been trying to keep at bay while they were fighting finally caught up to him.  Falling to his knees, he felt arms surrounding him as he was gently laid on the ground, his head cradled by something soft.  He smiled with his eyes closed as he felt fingers running through his beard, and he succumbed to the sleep of the thoroughly exhausted. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Tacca had watched the red-skinned invader break out of the Light Cage she had placed around it with despair.  She had been hoping that she would be able to keep it contained long enough that the massive block of iron ore she frantically created high above the arena ceiling would squish the monstrous person, but her Assistant ability obviously wasn’t meant to contain something that strong.  With the help of the other Cores, they had Carved enough of a passageway for the block to be able to break through the thin covering they left over the chute they made for the cube; it had been at least partially successful, though, even if it didn’t squish the figure completely. 
 
    Still, the price had been quite high.  Thousands of Raiders had died, along with a few hundred non-Raiders, and the aftermath was horrendous to see. 
 
    “I…have no words.  I mean, I’ve seen death in my dungeon plenty of times over the last few centuries, but nothing quite on this scale or level of gruesomeness.  If I had a stomach still, I think I’d be throwing up in a corner.” 
 
    “I feel the same way, Kenzie.  I’ve watched hundreds of horror movies in my day, as well as action flicks, but nothing could prepare me for what we just witnessed.” 
 
    Tacca could agree with both Kenzie and Brandon, because she felt the same way.  If she could be physically sick, she would be; as it was, the level of gore and devastation had made her a bit overwhelmed.  During the battle, she had been focused on other things – like attempting to keep as many people as possible alive and to figure out a way to defeat the invaders – but now that she had a chance to look around, she felt like crying. 
 
    “Tacca.  Do you understand what you just did?  You defeated a small army of these things, and you didn’t even have to blow yourself up this time.” 
 
    No, Shale; we defeated them, not just me.  If it hadn’t been for the help of the Raiders, you and the other Dungeon Assistants, and the other Cores that we’re connected to, we couldn’t have succeeded in this. 
 
    She made sure to communicate with everyone that was a part of their little family, to impart her seriousness in how they all had played a part.   
 
    “What was that you used earlier?  The shockwave that seemed to short-circuit their Personal Force Fields and whatever else they had brought with them?”  David asked.   
 
    Short…circuit?  I’m not even sure what that means, but it was a special ability that I acquired from my last Core Improvement.  It’s called Omen Charge, and I wasn’t sure what it did until that moment.  It was a complete gamble, but it thankfully paid off.   
 
    “That’s my girl!” Patrick interjected, strangely pleased that Tacca had gambled on their lives for some reason. 
 
    “I think…and I could be wrong, mind you, but I think it has to do with what happened to you the last time you were attacked by them.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Shale asked.  “What does that have anything to do with what happened?”  Tacca was curious, as well, because it was all a mystery to her; her new ability, the etching all over her Core that David said looked like something he knew, and even her miraculous survival when she blew herself up. 
 
    “Now, I’m not an expert on interdimensional physics or anything like that, but I’ve read a lot of books and played a lot of games – so I know a little bit of theory behind it.  Now, you said that when you were attacked before, you ended up blowing yourself up through a chain reaction with this ‘synergy energy’ and by rupturing the dimensional space in these bottomless bags the Raiders carry, right?” 
 
    Tacca wasn’t sure what half of what he said meant, but she had followed the last part.  Yes, that’s essentially what I did. 
 
    David seemed excited now, really getting into his explanation.  “Ok, so try to follow me on this.  I think that this ‘synergy energy’ amplified the effect of the dimensional explosion, but not only that, it also created a ‘synergy’ between your Core and anything not of this particular dimension.  Namely, the invaders.” 
 
    What?  But…I’m not all blue or purple or have 6 arms. 
 
    “Sorry, I forgot to clarify.  It wasn’t the invaders themselves that you ‘synergized’ with, but their technology.  I think you adapted the same sort of technological effects that their devices apply to their Personal Force Fields, their weapons, and whatever caused a rupture in the regeneration of Dungeon Force, Fairy Mana, and the use of those things by your Core and Dungeon Assistants.” 
 
    So, in effect that means…what, exactly? 
 
    “That your Core is now integrated with these invaders’ technology, allowing you to tap into and short-circuit – or overload – the devices they brought with them.  That is why your Core looks the way it does, because at this point you’re one third Fairy, one third Dungeon Core, and one third invader technology.” 
 
    And I survived in the first place, how? 
 
    “That I’m not as sure of, but I think it has to do with the dimensional space that was released from the bags you destroyed.  From my knowledge of particular games, these types of dimensional storage tend to want to keep the items placed inside intact, releasing them when called forth exactly how they looked when they were inserted.  My guess is that you were kicked out to an external dimensional pocket a moment before you were actually shattered, the storage space found that you weren’t quite intact; when it couldn’t hold you anymore since it didn’t technically exist from that point because its container was destroyed, it spit you back out, utilizing the ‘synergy energy’ that it absorbed at the same time to put you back together.  Simple, really,” David said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Tacca understood some of that, and what she did understand didn’t seem so simple.  Regardless, it was an explanation; whether that was what actually happened, she had no way of knowing.  Still, whatever it was allowed her to remove the Fields that had been protecting the invaders, so there was that. 
 
    “So what are we going to do, now?” Tulip asked, the fear and shakiness she and the other Assistants had displayed earlier completely gone.  Tacca was inordinately proud that all of them had enough courage to stick around and fight, rather than flee when the going got tough.  Any one of them could’ve easily abandoned their group when they were able to Translocate again, and it showed a dedication and fortitude that she wasn’t sure they had in them until now.   
 
    Well, we aren’t going to do anything until we get this place cleaned up and survive through the winter.  I think we’re also going to have to set some other defensive rooms up, working together, so that if there is another attack like this last one, we’ll be better prepared.  Now that we all know what we’re up against, we can hopefully figure out a way to fight back effectively without the brave sacrifices of so many Raiders in our defense.  Especially after they leave the mountain once winter is done, as they won’t be here to help. 
 
    “Once that is all done, though, what are your plans?” Regina questioned. 
 
    Tacca was about to respond that she didn’t know, but that wasn’t quite true.  While she didn’t know exactly what she wanted to do, she knew the end result she wanted to achieve.   
 
    Using this new knowledge and my new abilities, I want to wipe every trace of those invaders from the planet. 
 
    “Lofty goals, girl, but that seems like a lot of work—” 
 
    Almost in unison, Tacca and the other Cores shouted back, “Shut up, Karen!” 
 
    “Whatever.  As soon as I find and speak to whoever decided on transporting me here after my death, I’ll tell them about all of this abuse you’ve heaped down on me.”  Something in Karen’s voice made Tacca think that the other Core really enjoyed needling everyone else, and she was pleased she could get under their “skin”, so to say.  She didn’t seem vindictive or mean, it was just who she was as a person, or more accurately, as a Core. 
 
    “I don’t know how you plan on doing that, Tacca, considering that you’re sort of confined to this dungeon.  Unless these invaders send every single one of their kind down here, I doubt you’ll be able to wipe them all out.” 
 
    What Shale said was true, but Tacca also knew that she had to try…somehow.  Right now wasn’t the time for that, though, because they had some work to do. 
 
    The Raiders, after resting and healing their wounds after the battle, left within an hour or so of the 8-armed invader’s death.  Some were so wounded that they needed to be carried to where they would be able to heal once they had access to additional healing spells from the exhausted Healers in the group.  As they were leaving, she finally got a count of how many of them were left, as well as who had managed to avoid any type of combat still back in the Hall. 
 
    732 individuals were left. 
 
    Out of a total of 3,917 that had arrived at the Hall when winter started.   
 
    That meant that over 80% of those that had been living the day before were now dead, and the fact made Tacca more than a bit sad.  She had designed this place to save them from the harsh winter, but it had ended up being a deathtrap for most of them.  There wasn’t much that she could do about it now, though, except work to make sure the rest survived long enough to leave their temporary mountain habitation. 
 
    As soon as the room was clear, the Raiders leaving their dead behind in their reluctance to see any more death than they already had, Tacca used the help of the others to start absorbing bodies.  It was particularly disgusting work, mainly because she had them only absorb the bodies themselves, leaving all of the gear behind. 
 
    “Why?  It’ll be so much easier to just absorb it all.  Besides, it’s not like the others will need it,” Patrick asked. 
 
    Because I’ve noticed that the mortal races like to keep some sort of souvenir from their dead, I think in remembrance. 
 
    “Ah, I think I’ve noticed something like that from them, too.  Sort of like dog-tags, I guess.  I don’t blame them.” 
 
    Tacca wasn’t sure what dog-tags were, but the others seemed to understand.  It took a few hours to fully clean up all of the intact corpses, detached body parts, and blood everywhere, including the bodies of the invaders.  They left their weapons in case any of the Raiders could use them, even if they were oversized, because it was possible they might be able to figure out how their impossibly sharp edges worked.  In addition, the strange devices that the purple-skinned invaders had worn around their bodies were left, on the thought that some investigation could prove fruitful. 
 
    Unfortunately, none of the other Cores could make heads or tails of it. 
 
    “I was a gamer, not an engineer.  I may have some knowledge of what these things might or might not do, but as for how they work – I have no idea.  All I can say is that it is extremely advanced technology compared to what I grew up with on Earth.” 
 
    None of the others seemed to have any other ideas either, but they did learn through their conversations that not only did all of the other Cores come from Earth, but they were all from the same few decades of the timeline there – despite Regina being the oldest of them at a little over 400 years, and the youngest (Brandon) at just over a century and a half.  Not only that, but Regina was apparently from a time that occurred after Brandon had died.  It was strange, indeed, but it didn’t really help them figure out how this invader technology worked.  Other than it being completely inert, that was.  Whatever her Omen Charge ability had done, it had turned the strange device basically into a heavy brick of metal and other unidentifiable materials, unable to do a single thing. 
 
    After that was complete, they worked together to create some additional rooms along the tunnel linking her dungeon (which was strange to say, since it was technically part of them all now) to the Nursery, which they then filled in with trap after trap after trap.  Most of them were done by Tacca, though, as it was soon evident that the same handicap that had plagued her efforts when she first began also hindered the CI Level 1 Cores, meaning that they couldn’t place too many traps without stressing their Cores.   
 
    After that, Tacca added another room to the tunnel leading from the arena (which was in the ceiling, similar to the one to the Nursery) to her defensive room.  In this one, she decided to adopt what she had done to help kill the red-skinned invader, by creating large blocks of heavy iron ore high above the room, while keeping the ceiling intact using a very thin layer of stone.  She had to go in from the side of the tunnel ahead of the room in order to access the 6 different chutes that held the “handmade” traps, but it was worth it to keep the danger hidden until they were needed.  Plus, when they were needed, it was easy enough to eat away at the stone platform underneath the iron ore, though timing would be critical to make sure it fell when she needed it to. 
 
    It was something she’d never really thought about creating before, because it went contrary to the idea of traps in a dungeon.  Normally, traps that were placed would automatically be rearmed and put back to their original state as long as there was enough Dungeon Force to apply to them; their reusability and reduced cost for replacement was what made them so useful, so that brand-new traps didn’t have to be created each time they were either activated or Disarmed.  But what she made in this room – as well as the one in the arena – were single-use, meaning that they couldn’t just be reset automatically.  They went contrary to everything she had been taught such that it felt anathema to even contemplate using them, but use them she did.  Whatever she needed to do to ensure her and the others’ safety took precedence over her own reluctance. 
 
    The Raiders stayed in the Hall the entire next day, as well as the next, as they mourned their losses; Tacca mourned right along with them.  While she didn’t know many of them other than by sight, she felt responsible for them, almost as if they were her children.  Granted, they were dangerous children that delved through her dungeon and occasionally died as a result, but that couldn’t change the fact that she didn’t want to kill them.   
 
    Eventually, they came back to the arena in small groups, though none of them seemed eager to actually use it for its original purpose.  Instead, they were extremely thankful that all of their friends’ belongings had been left behind, and within a few hours they had taken all of it with them, either to be reused or as a remembrance of those that had fallen in the battle. 
 
    “I have to say, as much as all of this sucked, it did have a silver lining.” 
 
    Tacca didn’t think anything good had come from so much death like Patrick implied, other than learning what her Omen Charge ability could do, of course.   
 
    Such as? 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure if you’ve looked at your Point Awards lately, but…well, it speaks for itself, I would say.” 
 
    Tacca had been so focused on the battle that she hadn’t even registered the accumulation of Core Improvement Points from so many deaths.  Afterwards, she had been so involved in the cleanup of everything, as well as preparing some new defenses, that it had all slipped her mind; that, and there were more important things to consider at the time. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvement Point Awards 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Variable Conditions 
  
      	  Potential CIP 
  
      	  Current 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rooms Constructed 
  
      	  Size 
  
      	  1 – 50 
  
      	  565 
  
     
 
      
      	  Traps Installed 
  
      	  Complexity 
  
      	  1 – 20 
  
      	  1260 
  
     
 
      
      	  Monsters Created 
  
      	  Levels 
  
      	  1 – 20 
  
      	  985 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rewards Placed 
  
      	  Valuation 
  
      	  1 – 50 
  
      	  625 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Presence 
  
      	  Time 
  
      	  1 – 5 
  
      	  26560 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Deaths 
  
      	  Quality 
  
      	  100 – 10000 
  
      	  500570 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Uh…what? 
 
    “I’ve done some calculations based on an average Quality rating of 122 per Raider Death, based on their approximate Levels.  I’ve determined, in addition to correlating the information you imparted about your last experience with these invaders, that each of the blue-colored ones were worth 5,000 Points, the purple were worth 6,000, and the larger red one was worth 8,000.  Naturally, there is a margin of error of approximately + or – 133.33 Points, but I’m fairly confident in my evaluation.”   
 
    The way Regina could talk about so many deaths was a little disturbing, but Tacca could understand that sometimes it was easier to deal with so much gruesome activity by considering it in the abstract, instead of putting faces to those numbers.  Regardless, if she was correct, then— 
 
    “You’re saying that there is something out there that might be even stronger than that red-skinned invader?” Shale asked, seeing the problem right away.  If it was only worth 8,000 Points…was there another invader worth 9,000?  10,000?  What would they even look like?  For all she knew, there were very few Raiders that had died inside dungeons that were ever recorded to top even 3,000; that didn’t mean they didn’t exist, of course, but only that they hadn’t died inside of a dungeon.  It hurt her mind even contemplating something more difficult than the eight-armed invader. 
 
    “Quite likely.” 
 
    Regardless of whether that was true, Tacca had to admit that the Points that she had earned seemed outrageous, but with over 3,000 Raiders dying in the dungeon – along with the invaders, of course – it made sense.  She had already earned quite a bit from Raider Presence alone, as well as from the creation of so many rooms, traps, and creatures, but earning over half a million Points from Deaths was almost sickening.  Then again, it would certainly be beneficial once she hit her yearly countdown – though that was months into the future. 
 
    The others, though, would be taking advantage of the windfall in less than a month, due to their altered countdowns from Tacca’s Shared Risk ability.  That alone could spell the difference between destruction and success in the future, as long as they were able to survive that long, of course. 
 
    Looking at her Awards from so many Raider Deaths wasn’t the only thing she had put off, though.  During the battle, as the tide had turned in favor of the Raiders, Tacca had risked taking advantage of the situation to do one more thing. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Bond Results: 
    
  Bonded Targets: 3 
    
  Abilities(s) Obtained: <error> Incompatible 
  Abilities(s) Granted: <error> Incompatible 
    
  Creature Type Unlocked: (Interdimensional Being) H%l#?t*^!p% <error> 
    
  Variants Unlocked: Fodder, Soldier, Elite 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    That was certainly unexpected.  She’d never seen an <error> before on any of her notifications.   The fact that any Abilities Obtained or Gained were “Incompatible” was likely due to the Creature Type she had unlocked: Interdimensional Being.   
 
    I guess that proves that they aren’t from our dimension, doesn’t it? 
 
    She shared what she had done with everyone else, as they already knew she could Bond with Raiders.   
 
    “What concerns me are those Variants you unlocked.  Fodder, as far as I remember from the games I’ve played in the past, usually means that they were expendable.  I’m assuming that was from one of the blue-skinned invaders?” 
 
    Yes, I Bonded with each color right before they died, including the red-skinned one – which I’m assuming is an Elite. 
 
    “Then that will probably mean that there are many more where they came from, which again is worrying.  And while the ‘Elite’ Variant meant that it was powerful, it certainly doesn’t mean that it was the most powerful Variant there is.  At least, according to my knowledge, which may or may not apply here.” 
 
    David had been relatively accurate in his guesses so far, so she had no reason to doubt him.  It was better to plan for potential threats beforehand rather than have to worry about them in the moment; if it turned out he was wrong, then it wouldn’t harm them in any way.   
 
    “This is all nearly too much for me,” Tulip abruptly whined.  “How did we go from Assisting Dungeon Cores to defending against interdimensional attacks?” 
 
    It was a good question – and one that no one had an answer to. 
 
    “I think,” Shale began, “that it’s about time to involve the Head Instructor and anyone else with experience in all of this.  What’s done is done, and it really doesn’t matter if he knows, but I believe that we’re going to need all of the help we can get in the future.” 
 
     Tacca wanted to immediately disagree, but she held her opinion.  It wasn’t just about her dislike for Lapis anymore, it was about all of them and their need for help.  What kind of help he might contribute, she wasn’t sure, but she had to reluctantly agree that it was probably best to seek out some advice. 
 
    Fine.  I guess I agree, even if I have personal feelings that make me want to say no.   
 
    She thought about the upcoming confrontation, and something about it made her feel a bit mischievous. 
 
    So, since I really don’t like speaking to him, who wants to be the one to tell Lapis that we’re all essentially Bonded together and breaking probably 50 rules and regulations in the process? 
 
    Their groaning response only served to make her chuckle. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Malachite let himself drift off for a while, the exhaustion from being drained repeatedly just too much for his mind to handle for long.  There wasn’t much of interest that he could observe at that point, anyway, because the projection map that the blue invaders had been looking at disappeared and there was currently only one of the monstrous people in the room.  Since it was manipulating the panel on the long table in front of its figure, the Council Leader couldn’t see anything; after a while, he realized that all he was doing was staring at the back of the invader for no purpose. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how long he had drifted off, but a loud, annoying ringing noise woke him up.  His first sight of the room again was of three more of the blue-skinned invaders running into the room, followed by a purple-colored one, barking orders.  Orders that he couldn’t understand, since it was in no language he had ever heard before, but the tone was obvious enough that it told Malachite what was being conveyed. 
 
    Looking around as much as he could, he saw that many of the Fairies that had been captured and were imprisoned with him were awake as well, the loud alarm-like noise waking up even those that had been unconscious for as long as he had been there.  
 
    The large map projection was suddenly back up, as detailed as it was before, and he could see that the northern part looked very similar to how it appeared before.  Whatever the six-armed people were doing to the strange panel, they were able to manipulate the map so that it concentrated on the south, right where the glowing dot from earlier had been.  Correct that, where it still was.   
 
    There were 21 distinct symbols surrounding the dot, which he still assumed was Tacca’s Dungeon Core, gathered around as if they were hunting and had finally cornered their prey.  As far as Malachite could tell, from the perspective of the invaders, everything seemed to look alright; he didn’t see any reason to be alarmed.  Maybe they just want to know that their deed is done?  If those 21 symbols represent those they sent out to destroy Tacca’s Core, there’s no hope for her. 
 
    Unexpectedly, there was a blurring of those symbols, as if they were somehow being obscured.  The Council Leader could tell that something significant had just happened, because there was some frantic hand-waving and yelling, and another series of angry noises reverberated throughout the room.   
 
    Then – if he hadn’t seen it himself, he wouldn’t have believed it – the room’s walls seemed to be sucked into the floor, and the ceiling seemed to lift away as if it was some kind of hat.  Before his eyes and mind could register what was happening, Malachite’s world abruptly became so much bigger.  Whereas he had felt as if the area outside of this room had been large, it hadn’t prepared him for just how big it really was. 
 
    He looked up…and up…and up until he could barely make out the ceiling of the gigantic room he was in.  It must be at least 1,000 feet above my head, if not more.  The walls of this new room were even more impressive, as when he looked at them in the distance they were practically just a blurry image, as they were so far away.  Where am I?  What is this place? 
 
    All he could tell from his vantage point – as he couldn’t really look behind him that well – was that they seemed to be in the corner of a much larger space, made from a similar metal material as the original, smaller room.  There were lights everywhere along the walls, blinking or static, and there were strange lines running along them that he eventually worked out to be passageways behind some sort of transparent glass barrier.  There were other oddities nearly every other place he looked along the walls and the ceiling, but he was distracted by something else on the floor. 
 
    He couldn’t believe what he was looking at, as his mind couldn’t comprehend it at first.  What he originally thought was some sort of organic-looking black pillar about 50 feet away from his position, turned out to be something else entirely.  As he looked up again, he finally rearranged his brain into focus, only to realize what he was looking at: a 100-foot-tall, black-colored, 12-armed invader.  It wasn’t holding any weapons, thankfully, but Malachite was sure that if it had been armed, each weapon could destroy half of a Raider village in the blink of an eye.   
 
    It took all of his willpower not to pass out again, though this time it was from fear rather than exhaustion. 
 
    The map projection rapidly expanded, until it was so large that he couldn’t even keep it all in his current field of view.  There was a painful, deep shout that Malachite immediately knew came from the giant invader, and the focus again was on the southern Wentrylock mountain range and Tacca’s Core.  The symbols were present, though still obscured, and he saw them move around slightly, as if they were somehow tracking each movement of their people on a real-time basis; he wasn’t sure how he knew that was what he was looking at, but he instinctively knew it somehow.  Plus, it just made sense; otherwise, they wouldn’t be so intent on watching it.   
 
    Then one of the symbols, which had been blue to start with, suddenly stopped and turned red.  Another one switched to red and froze a moment later, then another, and another.  Now that he could see them better and they weren’t moving, he realized that 16 of the symbols were exactly the same though with little marks next to them that meant nothing to the Council Leader.  Another 4 of them he could also classify as similar enough to be the same, while there was a unique one that seemed the most active, moving all over the place with rapid jumps.   
 
    One by one, all 20 of the other symbols stopped moving and turned red, leaving only the unique symbol still active.  Except, it didn’t appear to be moving; about 20 seconds went by before it moved, though it only seemed to jerk around a little before stopping completely and turning red like the others.   
 
    Does that mean they’re dead?  Did Tacca just defeat four times as many invaders as what had attacked her last time?  If she did, how did she do it? 
 
    There was absolute silence throughout the gigantic room, which was eerie, to say the least.  All of the invaders he saw were frozen, staring at the map projection in either shock, horror, or some other unrecognizable emotion.   
 
    Another roar from the enormous black-colored figure suddenly rang out, and the blue and purple-skinned invaders jumped into action, manipulating things on their panels, making the projection disappear as they worked.  The giant 12-armed monster took a step away from where it had been standing, freeing up his view of the rest of the room.  He sincerely wished he had remained ignorant of what he saw, though, as he saw row after row of blue-skinned invaders, hundreds or thousands of them, along with the slightly larger purple-colored ones, though in less numbers.  In addition to those, he also saw dozens of red-skinned figures, at least twice the size or more of even the purple invaders, with 8 arms instead of 6.   
 
    The next moment, the walls that had previously defined the room flowed back up from the floor, and the ceiling abruptly appeared to cap it off, shutting off the massive staging area from view.  Looking at the other captives with wide eyes, he wasn’t surprised to see that more than a few were actively weeping, having seen what appeared to be the doom for the world they had worked so diligently for hundreds and thousands of years to safely maintain.  
 
    However, what worried him the most wasn’t necessarily the fate his world had in store for it, but in the way his mind wouldn’t let up on something.  For some reason, he couldn’t help but think the last roar from the black-colored invader hadn’t been a shout of frustration, but one of amusement and laughter.   
 
    It was…excited.  There’s no other way to explain what I heard in its tone. 
 
    It seemed insane, after assumedly watching 21 of their own people die, but everything that these invaders did seemed insane – so it wasn’t that much of a surprise. 
 
    Tacca, I don’t know how you did what you did, but you better be ready; they’re coming for you.   
 
      
 
    The End of Book 3

  

 
   
    Book 3 Final Stats 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Core Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Core Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement (CI) Level: 
  
      	  21 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points (CIP):  
  
      	  259/5900 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  500570 in 318 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristic Points (SCP): 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Primary Assistant Bond: 
  
      	  Shale IronSchist 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force (DF): 
  
      	  4000/4000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration: 
  
      	  60 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier: 
  
      	  4 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit: 
  
      	  1115/1200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Options: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Carve Earth 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  5 DF per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Place Environmental Object 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Teleport 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  40 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dissolve Assistant Bond 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  1 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Create Creature 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Create Trap 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Access: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Creature(s): 
  
      	  Canine Family, Feline Family, Semi-human Family, Hill Dwarves, Humans, Elves, Gnomes, Orcs, Dungeon Fairy, H%l#?t*^!p%   
  
     
 
      
      	  Variant(s): 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  Trap Specialization(s): 
  
      	  Enchantment, Life, Water 
  
     
 
      
      	  Environmental Access: 
  
      	  Forest, Mountain, Water 
  
     
 
      
      	  Permanent Assistant Sub-bond: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristics: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Access all Variants for available dungeon creatures 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Dungeon Force cost for all creatures and traps 
  
      	  40% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Control Limit for all creatures 
  
      	  60% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased Dungeon Force Regeneration 
  
      	  25% 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures start with extra Levels 
  
      	  1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Puzzle Traps require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience for Dungeon Assistants is increased 
  
      	  50% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Frozen Tundra Environmental objects require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Jungle Environmental objects require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased speed of creature creation 
  
      	  35% 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Assistant Information 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Rank: 
  
      	  Expert 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Stage:  
  
      	  4/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 
  
      	  7808/13900 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  500750 in 5 years 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana (FM): 
  
      	  1500/1550 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana Regeneration: 
  
      	  55 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bond 
  
      	  Instant – Multiple 
  
      	  50+ FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Omen Charge 
  
      	  Instant – Distance 
  
      	  10+ FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Translocation 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  1000 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blinding Flash 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  150 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shattering Icicle 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  600 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shared Risk 
  
      	  Automatic 
  
      	  0 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Leadership 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  75 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Cage 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  300 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Flame Wall 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  500 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mass Confusion 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  700 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Information Meld 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Electrified Pacification 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  250 FM per minute  
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Aura 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  20 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hibernate 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Invisibility 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  3 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Repellant Shield 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  2 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Locked (11) 
  
      	  Variable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Assistant Information 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Name: 
  
      	  Shale IronSchist 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Rank: 
  
      	  Expert 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Stage:  
  
      	  5/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 
  
      	  8623/27800 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  757014 in 50 years 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana (FM): 
  
      	  2000/2000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana Regeneration: 
  
      	  80 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Bond 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  50 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Translocation 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  70 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Forceful Repulse 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  400 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mass Ejection 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  2000 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Energy Transmutation 
  
      	  Instant Transfer 
  
      	  0 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hibernate 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Electrified Pacification 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  250 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Aura 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  20 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Creature Boost 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  40 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception Link 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  5 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Invisibility 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  3 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Projectile Shield 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  500 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Repellant Shield 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  2 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Raider Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Sterge Stonewell 
  
      	  Class: 
  
      	  Melee (Specialization Class Available) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Level: 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Power: 
  
      	  312/1100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Physical Attack: 
  
      	  11 (14) 
  
      	  Physical Defense: 
  
      	  10 (15) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ranged Attack:  
  
      	  0 
  
      	  Ranged Defense: 
  
      	  6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magical Attack: 
  
      	  0 
  
      	  Magical Defense: 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Resistances: 
  
      	  Physical 6 
  
      	  Mental 5 
  
      	  Earth 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire 0 
  
      	  Water 0 
  
      	  Air 0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nature 0 
  
      	  Life 0 
  
      	  Death 0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Skills: 
  
      	  Blade 1 (32%) 
  
      	  Blunt 6 (15%) 
  
      	  Two-handed 1 (0%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Block 8 (56%) 
  
      	  Light Armor 4 (65%) 
  
      	  Heavy Armor 1 (0%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: (Class Specialization Pending) 
  
      	  Forceful Smash (Blunt) 
  
      	  Slam (Shield) 
  
      	  Analyze (Targeted) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ignore Defense (Blunt) 
  
      	  Dungeon Sight (Enhancement) 
  
      	  Power Boost +50% (Permanent) 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Raider Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Gwenda Pebbleforge 
  
      	  Class: 
  
      	  Caster (Specialization Class Available) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Level: 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Power: 
  
      	  312/1100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Physical Attack: 
  
      	  3 (4) 
  
      	  Physical Defense: 
  
      	  2 (3) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ranged Attack:  
  
      	  0 
  
      	  Ranged Defense: 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magical Attack: 
  
      	  5 (7) 
  
      	  Magical Defense: 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Resistances: 
  
      	  Physical 3 
  
      	  Mental 7 
  
      	  Earth 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire 0 
  
      	  Water 0 
  
      	  Air 0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nature 0 
  
      	  Life 0 
  
      	  Death 0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Skills: 
  
      	  Staves 2 (92%) 
  
      	  Casting Focus 5 (64%) 
  
      	  Introspection 2 (13%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Offensive Spells 8 (14%) 
  
      	  Status Effect Spells 3 (47%) 
  
      	  Defensive Spells 4 (96%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: (Class Specialization Pending) 
  
      	  Magistrike (Staff) 
  
      	  Sapping Fog (Staff) 
  
      	  Magibarrier (Staff) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magiburst (Staff) 
  
      	  Piercing Flash (Staff) 
  
      	  Reflection (Staff) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Analyze (Targeted) 
  
      	  Dungeon Sight (Enhancement) 
  
      	  Power Boost +50% (Permanent) 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    The Dungeon Fairy: Four Days 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Trevelyan strode through the camp, seeing the tired faces of her Raiders as she passed, many of whom barely even looked up from their fires as she walked by.  Not that she blamed them, as she was just as exhausted as they were.  She could easily understand how they felt; movement and exertion, even to someone with as high of a Raider Level as she had, was sometimes more than she cared to exhibit at times.  Saving what little energy they had until morning when they had to move on was more important than acknowledging a senior Raider as she passed by. 
 
    The Elf side of her heritage looked at the thick stand of trees camouflaging their encampment with reverence, and a part of her wished she could escape her responsibilities and go back home – a place she hadn’t visited in centuries.  However, the very fact that the largest group of the Raider Delving Clan north of Guardcrest was having to hide was an indication to Trevelyan that such a wish wouldn’t be coming true any time soon.  The surviving remnants of the grandest Raider army ever gathered had grown in number over the last few weeks as additional groups were added to their assemblage, but it still didn’t come close to rivaling their pre-battle host either in terms of quantity or quality.   
 
    Still, what they had was enough for them to survive – as long as they didn’t get into a full-scale battle again against a superior enemy, of course.  Trevelyan hated even thinking that these multi-armed people were “superior” to her and the rest of the Clan, but that was the unfortunate truth; the unique barriers that surrounded them were much more powerful than anything the Elf had seen before, even among specialized Raider Classes like Deflectors and Auralists.   
 
    As a result, it took at least a full group of 5 high-Level Raiders to diminish the barrier of one of the blue-skinned attackers enough to harm their target; once the personal shield protecting them was reduced enough, then the fight could actually commence.  Even then, success wasn’t always a sure thing.  The barriers seemed to “recharge” after a little while, so a constant barrage of attacks was required to ensure victory – which was hard enough against an individual that had 6 arms with which to defend itself.   
 
    Added to that, the weapons that the invaders utilized were especially deadly, utilizing the same sort of magic that the barriers used, though in a different way.  This resulted in the seemingly normal melee weapons they carried having a superior edge, slicing through even the strongest armor with ease; the most durable, enchanted armor did have an effect, but it was more of a difference between getting chopped in half versus having a shallow flesh wound if an attack got through.  In essence, it helped to mitigate some of the damage and injury, but any attacks by the invaders still hurt – though any protection that prevented immediate death was preferable than nothing at all. 
 
    Because of this, Raider Classes which allowed for any type of magical barrier, shield, or deflective protection were extremely important.  These were the only defenses they had found that worked – even if some were only marginal in effectiveness – against the special weapons wielded by the multi-armed attackers, though even those could only help so much when being pummeled by multiple weapons at the same time.  Consequently, what that meant was in order to win, the Raiders had to act fast, doing as much damage in as little time as possible, before their own defenses were overwhelmed.  Hit-and-run tactics had quickly become their preferred source of fighting back against the invasion of their land, and they had won quite a few minor battles lately by striking hard and fast, before retreating. 
 
    Yet, they were still losing…badly. 
 
    “Ma’am!  The scouts are back and are waiting inside the Command Tent for you.” 
 
    Trevelyan acknowledged the statement given to her by the messenger, one of the many non-Raiders who were part of the entourage with whom they traveled, helping to perform different duties such as cooking and camp setup.  Most of them were refugees from the northern towns and cities, the survivors that managed to escape the invasion either through luck or skill.  Regardless of how they managed to flee, most of them had nowhere else to go, and word from further south only told the story of overcrowded cities and potential starvation as there were too many mouths to feed and not enough food to go around with the sudden influx of refugees.  It might be dangerous traveling with the Raider Clan like they were, and they weren’t paid anything, but at least they had more than enough to eat – because the Raiders had stripped bare all of the various habitations they passed through in their ongoing retreat, filling their bottomless bags full of food and other essentials.   
 
    Trevelyan entered the command tent, a flimsy structure that was only discernible as a place of import by its larger size compared to anything else, and the Elf quickly picked out the forms of 4 exhausted-looking Rangers, their leather armor torn and bloodied in places, though any wounds that they suffered were already healed.  Only four…out of a full dozen that were sent out.  Not a very promising rate of return. 
 
    Looking around the room, she saw a few of the other senior members of their diminished army of Raiders, ranging from Level 80 to 90, and from their curious expressions she deduced that they hadn’t grilled the Rangers for information yet.  As the highest-Level Raider in the camp – and perhaps the highest Level left in all of Abenlure – Trevelyan was nominally in charge, even if she had no desire to be in that position.  Nevertheless, she embraced the responsibility, because that was the only thing she could do in her current position that didn’t involve running away (though she was sorely tempted to do that at least 2 or 3 dozen times every day). 
 
    “Fade!” she said happily, recognizing one of the Rangers, an Elf with short black hair –  which was an unusual look for one of her kind.  His dark-green and brown leather armor was practically torn apart, with entire strips hacked away from his outfit.  She was actually surprised he was alive after seeing the damage that he had been subjected to.  The other Rangers she knew by sight, but her exhaustion-affected mind was betraying her as she couldn’t place their names.  “How bad is it?” 
 
    The tired and beaten-up Ranger just shook his head, his mouth opening up a few times like a fish out of water as he tried to speak.  As Trevelyan stood in front of him and reached out to his shoulders, she gave him a very gentle shake.  “It’s okay, Fade; anything you can tell me will be a great help.” 
 
    The obviously troubled Elf shook his whole body as if trying to snap himself out of a horrible nightmare, and he took a deep breath before letting it slowly out.  Glancing at the other Rangers, it seemed as though they had been similarly affected, as their gazes were relatively unfocused, as if they were replaying memories they would rather not have experienced if they were given a choice. 
 
    What could they have seen? 
 
    “The…” Fade started to say with a scratchy voice, before he coughed a few times.  The next time he spoke, he sounded marginally better.  “The patrols of these invaders are increasing, as we thought.  We were lucky to have gotten through them, especially as they all seem to have added at least a pair of purple-skinned or even a red-skinned enemy to their ranks.” 
 
    That was…unfortunate.  They’d had success lately against the monstrous people because most of the groups they had come across had been primarily blue-skinned, 6-armed people, with potentially a single, deadlier, purple-skinned enemy.  With additional – and more difficult – invaders joining the groups they had been ambushing, their survival rate would go down—way down.   
 
    They had only survived because they had been careful to avoid getting involved in any major confrontations, and retreating quickly if circumstances changed.  There was no way they would be able to survive against one of those massive, 8-armed, red-skinned monster people if they were caught out in the open.  A pair of the purple-skinned ones were difficult enough to tackle unless the Raiders got lucky, but even then there would be enormous casualties.  It was hard for Trevelyan to admit that even she was no match one-on-one against the latter, because she couldn’t do enough damage by herself to collapse its defensive barrier and then follow up with additional attacks to kill it.  Those she had fought against had proven that they were strong and skilled enough that the fight would be plenty difficult without its barrier, and she wasn’t sure if she could win even in that case. 
 
    “They’re seemingly everywhere now, which was why it took so long to get back,” Fade continued.  “At first, we couldn’t figure out why they were patrolling at all, because from what we could determine they had already destroyed all of the dungeons north of here, and there was no one left running around the countryside.  However, it was when we went about 150 miles north from here that we found out…” 
 
    The Ranger trailed off, his gaze unfocused for a moment again, before coming back to himself as Trevelyan shook him gently again.  “What did you find?” 
 
    “Not what, but more of who,” he said so softly she had to concentrate a little to hear him.  “It was…disturbing.  All of the people, the citizens living in the towns and cities that weren’t evacuated in time, that we thought had been killed—they were all there.” 
 
    “What?  What does that mean?” 
 
    One of the other Rangers became aware enough of the conversation to add some input.  “All of those people were there, in the city of Westdawn, I believe, and they were being put to work.” 
 
    “Put to work?  On what?”  Trevelyan was really confused, because she thought that these invaders were there to just slaughter everyone—not put them to work. 
 
    Fade took back the conversation.  “They were constructing something.  Something large.  Whatever it is, it’s outside of Westdawn; based on its dimensions, it appears as if it’ll be even bigger than the entire city.” 
 
    “What do you think it is?” 
 
    Fade looked at the other Rangers, who only looked blankly back at him.  One of them shrugged, which caused the Elf to shrug in return.  “Our best guess?  The closest thing we could compare it to was a dock like you would see in a harbor, though this one was made of some sort of metal instead of wood.  And it was enormous, so I’m not sure what kind of ship would be sailing into something like that.” 
 
    A dock?  Doubtful.  Still, I’m sure it isn’t something good for us. 
 
    “Alright, so a big thing is being constructed, and our people are being forced to build it.  But…why…?” she asked, trying to be as gentle as possible as she looked Fade straight in the eyes. 
 
    He was silent for another moment before he answered.  “Because, from what we could determine at a distance, none of our people there were being forced to work.  Large groups of citizens were roaming around, performing different tasks, but there were actually very, very few invaders around.  I think we only counted a half-dozen in the few hours we were observing, and none of them seemed to actually be giving orders; it was almost like all of the Elves, Humans, Orcs, and Gnomes there had been told what to do one time and then left to go about their tasks.  So, of course, that was when we figured we could sneak in and try to liberate as many of them as we could.” 
 
    That is exactly what I would do in that situation, as well.   
 
    “That turned out to be the wrong call, unfortunately.  As soon as we got close enough to really see our people, we could tell right away that something was wrong.  Their eyes…it was like looking at a dead person walking around.  There was no independent thought behind the expressions on their faces, and it was only when we arrived close enough to them that we realized something else was wrong.  The area was almost completely silent; no one was talking or making any noise other than their feet scuffing against the ground.  To put it simply, it was creepy, disturbing, and eerie.  
 
    “We almost left right then and there, but Bryson wouldn’t leave without at least trying to free some of them, despite the fact that it appeared as if something magical was affecting them.  What really changed our minds to try was the fact that there were small children walking around and doing the same vacant-minded tasks as the adults.  Therefore, Bryson and Ariadne volunteered to attempt freeing them from their state and running away with at least a few of the children that were easy enough to single out. 
 
    “Everything was going well at first, as those two managed to sneak inside the outskirts of Westdawn near a group of children of different races without detection.  When Bryson tried to get their attention, however, they were completely ignored – as if the kids couldn’t hear the two Rangers.  When Ariadne slipped out of cover and touched a very young Elf near the edge of the crowd to get his attention, that’s when everything went wrong.” 
 
    The haunted look was back in Fade’s expression, but he pushed on.  “The Elf started to scream, a high-pitched sound that was entirely unnatural, and his face twisted up in a rictus of fear so strong it broke my heart.  Almost immediately after he started to scream, all of the other children started to scream, then the adults nearby, until a wave of screams echoed through the entire city and construction area.  It was deafening, to say it mildly, but what came next was horrifying.   
 
    “The children started to run toward Ariadne, as well as Bryson as he came out of hiding to help, and they clung to both Rangers with a grip that couldn’t be shaken.  Before they could escape, they were brought to the ground as additional adults came running up to tackle them, still screaming with fear plastered across their faces.  The others and I were watching from a bit outside of the city, and we were moving in to help them when a trio of the blue-skinned invaders appeared as if from nowhere; reaching down inside the pile of people, they grabbed Bryson and Ariadne by the necks, shook off the children clinging to them, and then proceeded to snap their necks.”  
 
    Fade shuddered under her hands, and Trevelyan figured it was only her contact that prevented him from retreating inwardly at the memories.  Thankfully, he was able to comport himself and continue.  “Upon their deaths, the people who had been screaming non-stop just moments before all stopped at exactly the same time and went back to what they were working on, as if nothing had happened.  Bryson and Ariadne lay on the ground where the invaders dropped them, while those of us left alive hid away in shock.  Needless to say, we decided to cut our losses and return here to pass on our observations. 
 
    “On our way back was when we discovered the patrols had increased in frequency and strength, which was when we lost most of our number.  They also seem to be pushing farther and farther south; my estimates are that by this time tomorrow, they will have advanced past our camp at least a few miles.” 
 
    Trevelyan let Fade’s shoulders go as she nodded to him.  “Thank you.  Go get some rest and something to eat; if I have any other questions, I’ll let you know.  Unfortunately, you also may need to start moving soon, if your estimate is correct.”  
 
    None of what she had just learned was good news, which didn’t surprise her.  Nothing that they had experienced since the first information was learned about these invaders was good news, so she hadn’t expected anything different.  However, the fact that their people were magically enslaved somehow, building something massive and unknown, and would scream and prevent their own freedom – that was all almost too much for her. 
 
    Fortunately, unlike the Rangers who had seen it first-hand, she could push that information out of her mind and concentrate on the here-and-now.  “Alright, you heard them; it appears as if we’ll be moving even sooner than we thought.  Start getting everything packed up within the next few hours; we’ll be heading south 2 hours before dawn.  I don’t want to be caught in this forest when it’s dark, as it’ll be a deathtrap for us.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    That was a good question.  Staying and fighting a losing retreat would only diminish their numbers even further, with no real benefit to show for it.  In the end, there was really only one place they could go now: Guardcrest, Abenlure’s capital.  Almost everyone had been evacuated to the north of the giant city, so there was no reason to try protecting anything else; therefore, retreating to the city and its defensible walls was the only option they had left.  If there was any luck, there would still be a sizable force of the Raider Delving Clan in the city, as only a portion of the entire Clan had gone north.  Granted, it had been a sizable portion of the Clan, but certainly not all of them.  Plus, she could only hope that someone with more seniority was at Clan Headquarters, though she had a feeling she wouldn’t be that lucky.  
 
    “Guardcrest.  We’ll have to make a stand there; if the capital falls, I doubt there is anything else that can hold them back.” 
 
    The other senior Raiders nodded slowly, knowing as much as she did that it was probably futile, but at least it was a chance.  A chance for what, she didn’t really know precisely, but it was possible that someone could figure out a way to defeat the invaders, given enough time. 
 
    One can only hope. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Tacca, and her Omen Charge Ability, had figured out how to defeat the invaders – if it was only that easy, of course.   
 
    The use of the ability, coupled with the courageous and determined actions of the Raiders who were taking shelter from the harsh Wentrylock Mountain winter, had been enough to completely wipe out the force of Invaders that had intruded upon her dungeon.  Despite the success, the casualties the monstrous people had inflicted upon those she was supposed to be safely sheltering had been horrendous.  The enormous strength and skill of the Invaders was so overwhelming that even with their “Personal Force Shields” – as David, one of the Nursery Cores, called them – deactivated, they had still inflicted devastating losses upon the Raiders. 
 
    Especially the red-skinned one that had towered at least a dozen feet over the tallest of the defenders.  According to the Bonds that she had managed to form with a representative of each unique kind before they were killed, the largest of the “Interdimensional Beings” was labeled an Elite, while the blue and purple-skinned ones were Fodder and Soldier, respectively.  If it hadn’t been for her giant, Level 75 Mastiff – which was meant to have been an arena challenge – delaying the Elite Invader from attacking the Raiders directly, it was entirely possible that they would’ve all been slaughtered in a matter of minutes.  She had seen what had happened to the powerful Raider army that had gone north to hold back the advance of the main Invader group, after all – and it hadn’t been a pretty sight. 
 
    “I don’t know about that, Tacca.  Those Raiders held their own pretty well once your Omen Charge… ‘short-circuited’ their shields,” Shale said, his head cocked to the side in contemplation.  “At least, I think that was the word that David used.” 
 
    What he said was true – up to a point.  The Fairy-turned-Dungeon Core thought back to the out-of-control battle back in her arena and remembered the horrific slaughter of the Raiders, even though they outnumbered the Invaders many, many times over.  Granted, none of them had been particularly powerful in terms of Raider Levels, but the sheer quantity of them only really made a difference once she had taken the chance to use her Dungeon Core Teleport Option to move into the room and then activate her Dungeon Assistant Omen Charge Ability to cancel out the Fields protecting the monstrous people.  Even then, if the numbers hadn’t been so much in their favor, they probably still would’ve lost the battle; their survival was due to dozens of Raiders being able to tackle a single Invader at the same time, along with help from creatures created by Tacca and the other Cores in the Nursery.   
 
    Don’t forget, in the end, success had only been achieved because I dropped a massive block of iron down from the ceiling onto the red-skinned Invader. 
 
    Shale just shrugged.  “Very true.  Still, they had a fairly good showing, don’t you think?” 
 
    Tacca couldn’t deny that they had, including Sterge and Gwenda, the two Hill Dwarves that were acting as her main means of communication with the Raiders at the moment.  From what she had observed, the two Bonded Raiders had essentially been elevated to an even more important position as liaisons with her dungeon, and Tacca took advantage of that recognized connection to speak with them without breaking even more rules.  Though, “speak” wasn’t exactly what she did; instead, she used Shale as her mouthpiece when communication was vital. 
 
    Not that she had a lot she needed to communicate, of course, because there really wasn’t anything going on right now that they needed to know.  Other than a quick information drop about the arena being back open for fights in the future, no other pressing needs made themselves known – particularly considering that the Raiders had absolutely no interest in fighting anything so soon after over 80% of their number within the mountain had just lost their lives. 
 
    “I’m sure they would’ve cleared out of here the day after the battle if they could,” Patrick mentioned after Tacca remarked on their lack of enthusiasm for the arena she created.  The CI Level 1 Dungeon Core that was part of the Nursery still sounded as weary as most of the others even 5 days after the assault by the multi-colored Invaders.  “You can’t be too surprised that they wouldn’t want to risk themselves after something like that.  I’m not ashamed to say that the whole thing was a bit traumatizing, and I wasn’t as near to the Invaders as those Raiders.” 
 
    Truthfully, I’m not all that surprised.  I’d actually be more surprised if they actually did want to compete in the arena.  However, what I was really looking at was their apparent apathy, the defeatist attitude that many of them seem to have now that the relief of surviving the battle has worn off.  I can see that many of them are ready to defend the Hall if there is another invasion, but otherwise their actions lack any sort of spark or life in them.  You can see it in their eyes; they’ve seen first-hand the sheer power of the Invaders, and they don’t see any hope.  I have to say that I’m beginning to share in some of that absence of hope. 
 
    Her statement was greeted by silence from all of the Dungeon Cores in the Nursery whom she was speaking to, as well as all of the Dungeon Assistants – including Shale.  Even Karen, who Tacca had expected to at least complain about the Invaders once again, was speechless.  As for David, Patrick, Regina, Brandon, and Kenzie, they had either considered the same thing as Tacca, or they had no arguments to refute what she had said.   
 
    Tacca didn’t want to give up, of course, but she couldn’t see what chance they had.  Sure, if she had ample defenses and time to prepare, the adequate protection of her dungeon and the other Nursery Cores could certainly come to fruition – but what of the other people in the world?  What about the common people of the world, those that innocently attempted to simply live their lives throughout Gairth, who would be snuffed out if the Invaders continued their cleansing of Abenlure from the north?  What about the Raiders who fought and died to protect them, losing their lives against a foe that they could barely even touch, due to some sort of interdimensional “technology” that no one really understood? 
 
    To Tacca, there really wasn’t anything she could do other than protect those around her dungeon.  Even if she started right now in creating a gigantic complex of rooms, dozens of replicate Halls, and internal farms where food could be grown, there were only so many people who could live within her dungeon before she ran out of room.  From what she understood, there were tens of millions of people living throughout all of Abenlure, spread across the entire continent – there was no way she could support even a fraction of that number.  Granted, the loss of life already from the invasion had been horrific, and while many of those living in the north had fled south before they could be killed, the sheer number of people left was something she couldn’t even begin to picture. 
 
    It was while they were all contemplating what she had said that the situation seemed to go from bad to worse. 
 
    “Tacca?  Tacca?  Where are—?  Oh, there you are.”  Head Instructor Lapis had suddenly Translocated into her Core Room, looking particularly flustered.  It was the first time Tacca had seen the older Fairy in person for months – and she would’ve been okay with a couple more centuries in between sightings.  She still practically loathed the Head Instructor for his treatment of her when she was at DAPS, but she also knew that at a time like this, she had to shove those feelings deep into a corner of her Core so that they could work together to survive.   
 
    In fact, contrary to what she normally felt when she saw him, she was—almost—glad to see him; with him being in charge after the Council – including Council Leader Malachite – disappeared, he was one of the only Fairies in the world who might have an idea of how they might survive.  After the battle, though, when she and the Nursery collectively decided to inform the Council about what had happened, the Head Instructor had been nowhere to be found.  Tacca had felt a bit of relief at the time, because she hadn’t wanted to reveal how many rules and regulations they had violated by combining their Cores together, as well as communicating with Raiders, but she now realized that she was being selfish.   
 
    She still didn’t want to tell him any of that, though.  Which was why they had nominated Karen as their sacrifi—er…"spokesCore”—to inform him of all of their transgressions. 
 
    I’m right here, Lapis.  Where have you been?  Karen’s Assistant has been trying to reach you— 
 
    “Who?  What?”  The Head Instructor fluttered up to Tacca’s Core with an occupied look on his face, as if he wasn’t even paying attention to what she was saying.  Lapis suddenly waved his hands in front of her Core, like he was shooing away something that was bothering him.  “Never mind that, there is something much more important that I need to tell you—” 
 
    “Oh, now he won’t even listen to me.  I thought he was supposed to be in charge here; if he won’t listen to me, then I demand to speak to whoever his boss is,” Karen suddenly interjected, which shocked the Head Instructor so much that he stopped talking and stared at Tacca’s Core like she had suddenly morphed into something disturbing. 
 
    “Who is that?  Why can I hear her in my head?  WHAT DID YOU DO?!” Lapis screamed out while his eyes looked as if they were going to pop out of his head. 
 
    Now with an audience to listen to her, Karen quickly summed up the events of the last few weeks, while heaping countless complaints and disparaging remarks about the Invaders, her fellow Dungeon Cores, her current accommodations, Tacca’s abnormal characteristics that were being shared, and the lack of response of those in charge of everything.  Most of it Tacca had already heard, so it really didn’t bother her; besides, she had learned to ignore most of what the negative Core would constantly spout off, so it was nothing new. 
 
    The revelations, accompanied by ridiculous complaints, had an effect on Head Instructor Lapis, however.  Tacca would’ve laughed at how his head seemed ready to explode at any moment, but she was able to compose herself before she compromised an already delicate situation. 
 
    “You…did…I…can’t even…” Lapis spluttered, so flustered and angry that he couldn’t even speak.  That didn’t surprise Tacca, though, because they had violated numerous rules and regulations – and the Head Instructor was always a stickler for the rules, regulations, and proper procedure.   
 
    It was only when Karen described how Tacca had used her Omen Charge Ability to help stop the Invaders that some of his interest broke through his anger.  “Wait—what was that again?” 
 
    It’s an ability that I recently unlocked as part of the Dungeon Assistant side of my existence.  I didn’t know what it did until I tried it out on the Invaders, though, because at that time I was desperate to try anything in the hopes that it would work.  Fortunately, it turned out to be exactly what was needed, and the Omen Charge deactivated their Personal Force Fields by short-circuiting them – or that’s what David says. 
 
    “Essentially, yes.  Or that is the closest thing I can relate it to based on my limited knowledge of these kinds of things,” the video game-loving Dungeon Core added. 
 
    Head Instructor Lapis sighed, most of his prior irritation and fury deflating as he took everything in.  “This is getting really confusing, hearing all of these Cores in my mind, but I guess I shouldn’t expect anything different from you and your Core, Tacca.” 
 
    What is that supposed to mean? 
 
    “You know precisely what I mean,” he replied, shaking his head.  “However, the bad omens and consequences of your birth have actually helped in this situation, so I guess I can’t say that it’s all terrible.  In fact, this ability of yours is the only thing I’ve seen that has any noticeable effect against these Invaders, which is sorely needed right now.”  The Head Instructor seemed even more worried than he had been even a few weeks ago, at least from the reports Tacca had heard. 
 
    Does this have anything to do with why we couldn’t find you? 
 
    Lapis nodded.  “Precisely.  I was out checking on the progress of the invading army up north myself, investigating a few claims of something happening that I couldn’t believe until I saw and sensed it myself.  Once I saw it, a lot of what has been happening is starting to make a lot more sense – not that it is in any way beneficial to our world, unfortunately.”  He started fluttering in front of her Core, as if he was pacing back and forth; she remembered him doing the same thing when he was lecturing at DAPS. 
 
    Needless to say, it wasn’t her favorite thing to see, but she also wanted to hear what he had to say. 
 
    “Tell me; have you learned anything about why these Invaders are here in the first place?” he finally asked, looking at her Core with serious intent. 
 
    Tacca was saved from having to answer when Regina cut in.  “Based on several key factors, we have determined that the likely intent of these so-called ‘Invaders’ is to wipe out the defensive structure of this world by eliminating the two sources of power: Dungeon Cores and Raiders.  Once that is done, it is assumed that they will then be able to kill everyone else, leaving this world barren of people so that they can take over as the sole intelligent life form.  As to the ultimate reason of why, that is still available for debate.” 
 
    The Head Instructor looked surprised.  “Very astute analysis – and only partially correct, unfortunately,” he responded to the former Financial Analyst.  “You are accurate that they seem to be striving to eliminate our defensive sources, as in our Dungeon Cores and Raiders; as for the rest of the people of this world – at least on Abenlure – it doesn’t appear as if the intent is to kill them all.” 
 
    What do you mean by that? 
 
    “They are being enslaved, aren’t they?” David asked before Lapis could respond. 
 
    The Head Instructor was clearly surprised.  “Why, yes—but how did you know?” 
 
    “It’s clearly a case of classic villain tactics, that’s how.  Why get rid of an undefended and weak labor force when they can be used for your own ends?  They gain nothing – other than perhaps satisfaction if they are sadistic and murderous maniacs – from killing everyone else, especially if there are tens of millions of them just ripe to be made to work for them.” 
 
    “I’m partially surprised at your adept understanding of the situation, while the other part of me is disturbed that you understand these ‘classic villain tactics’ so well.” 
 
    “Well, not all of the video games I’ve played before involved being the good guy.” 
 
    “That’s even more disturbing.  Tell me, in these ‘video games’ of yours, are there any scenarios where the ‘good guys’ win against the evil villain?”  Tacca was as interested as the Head Instructor in hearing the answer. 
 
    “There are multiple ways, from my experience.  Brandon can probably confirm that the same strategies work quite well in various movie plots, as well.  Anyway, there are three main methods of beating the villain, whether it is an individual, an evil or tyrannical government, or an alien invasion.   
 
    “The first method is to cut the head off of the snake, so to say.  A group of talented and powerful individuals fight their way to the big bad guy that is the source of all the villainy, and then kill him or her to save the day.  I’m not sure how well this method would work in this scenario, because we don’t know who is in charge of these Invaders; even if we did, something tells me that killing this individual wouldn’t necessarily have the desired outcome of making these interdimensional beings leave this world.” 
 
    Tacca had to agree; the Invaders seemed too organized and focused to allow the death of their “leader” to stop them.   
 
    “The second method – especially in the case of an oppressed or enslaved populace – is to liberate the people, giving them a cause to rally behind.  This cause is usually to overthrow the government or dismantle the entire system that is keeping them down, or something similar to that.  With millions of people fighting for the same goal, it is inevitable that the government or those in charge would be overthrown by superior numbers as the inevitable tide of people overwhelms their defenses.  This could certainly be a possibility if we were able to arm enough of the people in Abenlure, training them up to fight for themselves—” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that won’t work in this case,” Lapis interrupted David as the Fairy shook his head. 
 
    Why not? 
 
    “Well, as you’ve no doubt seen, even higher-Level Raiders have difficulties in fighting even the weakest of these Invaders.  Those still in the north, in fact, are still retreating from increasingly inflated numbers of these monsters as they push south at a much faster rate than before.  In short, they’re losing, and even if all of the citizens of Abenlure – all the tens of millions of them – were to become low-Level Raiders, they would only be so much fodder as they would have no hope against a few dozen of these Invaders, let alone the thousands that I’ve seen personally roaming around the north.” 
 
    Thousands?  How is it possible that there are that many? 
 
    “I have no idea, but the large influx of them didn’t start showing up and making themselves highly visible until a few days ago.  Approximately five days ago, in fact….” 
 
    Oh, no!  Do you think…?  Tacca trailed off, afraid to voice what was in her mind.   
 
    “Most likely.  Whatever you did here has obviously accelerated their process.  Since you haven’t been attacked since then, it’s a fairly good assumption that they are consolidating their forces to take you out when they can overwhelm you with their own numbers, as it doesn’t seem as though they can bring a lot of their fighters down here at the same time.”  He waved that away, as if it was of no importance.  “But that’s not the worrying part, nor does it further explain why hoping to arm the population to fight against these Invaders would be feasible.” 
 
    “And what reason could that be?  I’ve seen some impressive comebacks in my day, and it is entirely possible that the underdog could pull out a win at the end,” Patrick mentioned, and Tacca wondered what type of Canine an underdog was.  It certainly wasn’t on her list of available creatures in her Canine family. 
 
    “Be that as it may, but it ultimately has nothing to do about their fighting prowess – or lack thereof.  No, it has to do with the fact that those citizens I saw up north being enslaved weren’t completely in control of their own actions.  Something was controlling them, turning them into mindless automatons without independent thought.  It is more than likely that this control could extend to the rest of the population, turning those that sought to fight against these Invaders into the same mindless people that I saw up north.” 
 
    “There must be some sort of mind-controlling technology at play, then.  That could be our solution; destroy the mind-control device or whatnot, liberate the enslaved population, and throw these aliens off of this planet!” David said with excitement in his voice.  It sounded simple enough, but then again it wasn’t one of his video games he loved so much.   
 
    “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I’m afraid it’s more complicated than that.  It has to do with the reason why I was called upon to see for myself this enslavement of the people of Abenlure.  The enslavement of the normal citizens, ultimately, doesn’t really matter to us Fairies and Cores—I know, I know,” he said, holding up his hands to forestall comment.  “It’s very bad, it’s horrible, and it should be stopped if possible, but it also doesn’t have anything to do with us.  If it was Raiders, Fairies, or Dungeon Cores being enslaved, that would be one thing – but it isn’t.” 
 
    So, why did you go, then? 
 
    Head Instructor Lapis sighed deeply before answering.  “Because, it was the method of enslavement that was concerning.  I’m afraid there isn’t a simple ‘mind-control device’ being utilized to turn those citizens into mindless slaves.  Instead, it is something a bit more sinister—and something that isn’t easily countered.  It wasn’t technology – or at least, technology alone – that is being used on those innocent people; it was something that I think most of you here might recognize. 
 
    “Because when I got close enough to observe some of the mindless citizens, there was an unmistakable sense of Fairy Mana inundating their bodies, and especially their minds.” 
 
    Well, that’s certainly a problem. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The revelation that – of all things – Fairy Mana was being utilized to control the minds of those citizens being enslaved had dampened the mood of the current situation even more than it had been.  Tacca had trouble believing what Lapis said was true, but she also had never known the Head Instructor to lie, either; so, either he was mistaken in his sense of Fairy Mana being used against people or…the alternative was too hard to even contemplate. 
 
    “Do you think another Dungeon Assistant is being manipulated to do this to them?” Shale asked, breaking the silence.  “I have extreme doubts as to whether any of us would do that, even upon threat of death.  Nor have I ever heard of any of us having the means to do something like that, even Council Leader Malachite.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of things that even I don’t know about the Council Leader, but I don’t think that something like this is one of them,” Lapis responded while shaking his head in negation.  “I’m also skeptical about this being the work of one of us, which is only emphasized by the fact that the Fairy Mana I sensed wasn’t focused; it was raw, concentrated Mana that didn’t have an underlying purpose embedded into it.” 
 
    Tacca understood immediately.  When using Fairy Mana, the Dungeon Assistant needed to extract their Mana and direct a purpose into it; most of the time, this was done automatically as they used their Abilities, as it was ingrained into their very essences when those Abilities were unlocked.  For Fairy Mana to be found unfocused meant that it had been extracted without any direct purpose assigned to it; it wasn’t something that Tacca could consciously do, nor did she think any other Dungeon Assistant could perform it without a lot of practice and experience.  Even then, the simple act of extracting Fairy Mana without giving it a purpose could be said to be giving it a purpose, so she wasn’t sure if that could even be accomplished. 
 
    At the continued silence after his statement, Lapis added, “Being the most experienced of Dungeon Assistants in the world, I can tell you that it is nigh impossible to extract Fairy Mana without at least some type of purpose.”  That meshed with what Tacca had thought.  “Back before our partnerships with Dungeon Cores, it was a greater possibility as our Ability systems hadn’t been implemented, but that was far before even Council Leader Malachite’s time.  What I’m trying to say is that I know of no way to extract Fairy Mana like what I sensed; it’s essentially an impossibility.” 
 
    Something about the whole situation started Tacca’s mind whirling, however.   
 
    Wait a moment, Lapis.  Didn’t you mention before that you thought that many of the Dungeon Assistants for the destroyed Cores, as well as Malachite, were taken and not killed? 
 
    “Yes, that was the prevailing hypothesis.” 
 
    Well, what if they weren’t taken to be slaves, but to be used for another purpose?   
 
    Tacca could picture the Dungeon Assistants being captured, but she couldn’t even imagine them willing to participate in the extraction of their Fairy Mana – if they even knew how that could be done.  She felt that the answer was there and just out of her reach; thankfully, Brandon chimed in and solved it for her. 
 
    “It’s quite possible that even if you don’t know how Fairy Mana can be extracted without a purpose, these Invaders could have a technology that would do that easily.  It might seem impossible to us, but would be remarkably easy to them.  ‘Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.’” 
 
    Tacca wasn’t sure exactly what the quote at the end meant, because they certainly did have magic in the world, but she understood the gist of what he was trying to say. 
 
    “Isn’t that quote from a book?  I thought you just watched a lot of movies,” Kenzie asked. 
 
    “Hey, I used to read, I’ll have you know.  But it’s also from a movie; that hot chick in Thor said it.” 
 
    Things were getting a bit off the subject, so Tacca took back control of the conversation.  So, it’s entirely possible that Malachite—along with all of the other Dungeon Assistants who are missing—is being held captive and his Fairy Mana is being pulled from him without his control or consent.  How exactly it’s being used after that is another mystery, of course. 
 
    “Maybe not as much of a mystery as you might think.  When you consider that Fairy Mana, as well as our Dungeon Force, is a powerful energy source that is being constantly replenished by an external supply, it would only take some way to store the Fairy Mana to be used later, like some sort of arcane battery.  Since Dungeon Assistants constantly replenish their Fairy Mana, these Invaders would have a perpetual source of energy that they can tap into at any time.  What I’m more concerned about is what will happen when enough of the Raiders and Dungeon Cores are killed or destroyed; it has been obvious over the years that we serve a purpose, after all, as we balance out what I assume is some sort of cosmic energy swirling around this planet, supplying the ultimate source of magic, Dungeon Force, and Fairy Mana.” 
 
    Silence reigned inside of her mind and her Core Room.  Uh…Karen?  Was that you? 
 
    “Of course it was me.  Are you starting to go senile?  Did I stutter?  I swear, the youth these days have no idea how to talk to a person of standing, nor does this world know how to treat one such as myself.” 
 
    Tacca was absolutely shocked, and she wasn’t the only one.  How?  What?  She could barely articulate her questions, as it felt as if her mind just ground to a halt after hearing what sounded like relatively intelligent discourse coming from the complaint-filled Dungeon Core. 
 
    “How did I learn all of this?  Is that what you’re asking?  Well, I’m not stupid, for one.  I watched a lot of TV and the types of shows I enjoyed were based on advanced technology, scientific discoveries, the paranormal, and of course—aliens.  Did you know that Earth was visited thousands of years ago by the Anunnaki, and the ancient Sumerians actually passed on the alien DNA down to us—” 
 
    Whoa—what?  How is any of this relevant? 
 
    “Don’t get her started; she’s obviously one of those conspiracy theorists that will believe anything they are told,” Regina interrupted, to the utter disgust of Karen.  “Still, she may have a point about what she said concerning Fairy Mana, batteries, and the energy of this world.” 
 
    “That seems unlikely,” Shale started to say, before he caught a glimpse of Lapis.  “Head Instructor?  What’s wrong?” 
 
    The old Fairy looked pained, as if he had just swallowed something foul.  “I didn’t even think about that, but it makes sense, I suppose.  But you’re wrong about one thing, however; Fairy Mana isn’t supplied by this world, unlike the Dungeon Mana and magic that the Raiders utilize.  It comes from someplace else, another dimension, in fact, and we have a direct connection to it that is unique to our kind.   
 
    “But as for the primordial energy encompassing this world, that certainly does exist.  It is the responsibility of the Council of Dungeon Fairies and the Conclave of Raiders to ensure the continued balance of the dichotomous energy being generated by this planet, so that one side is not inordinately stronger than the other.  If the balance is upset too far, the entire world can be ripped apart from the tremendous power being unleashed as a result.  But if these Invaders can somehow tap into that primordial force and harness it as they can the Fairy Mana, then…I couldn’t even imagine what they would do with it.”  Head Instructor Lapis looked horrified at the words coming out of his own mouth, which Tacca was sure would be reflected in her own face—if she had one, of course.  
 
    “What is—” Shale began to ask, before clearing his throat and swallowing loudly.  “What is preventing them from doing that right now?” 
 
    “The presence of Dungeon Cores and Raiders, obviously.  As long as there is even a barely sufficient number of each – in powerful-enough quantities – to help maintain at least a semblance of balance, the primordial energy will continue to be directed toward the two groups.  Also, if one group were to be eliminated entirely, the instability would cause complete destruction of the planet; only by steadily whittling down the two groups will there be a period of time after the controlling balance is broken that the primordial energy will be ‘free for the taking’, I guess you could say.” 
 
    Overall, it didn’t sound good for their world.  Either the world would be entirely destroyed once enough Raiders and Cores were killed or shattered; or the non-Raider population would be enslaved, using the extracted Fairy Mana from captured Dungeon Fairies, and the enormous power being generated by the primordial energy would be at the beck-and-call of the Invaders for whatever nefarious purpose they had in mind.  In the first outcome, everything would be destroyed; in the latter, any remaining Dungeon Cores would be destroyed without access to Dungeon Force to maintain them, and any still-living Raiders would likely be hunted down to extinction.   
 
    Both outcomes essentially meant a lot of death and destruction for their world and its people. 
 
    How can we possibly stop this?   
 
    Tacca hadn’t necessarily meant to express her thought to everyone, because she was starting to despair, but it was out there for them all to hear.  No one said anything, though, which made her feel even worse.   
 
    The Fairy-turned-Dungeon Core wracked her mind for a solution, trying to use her knowledge and not-insignificant intelligence to think of some way they could prevent what was happening…but nothing seemed to come to mind.  Again, as she had considered before, it was quite possible that she might be able to protect her own dungeon and even tens of thousands of people within the mountain range, but she doubted it would be enough to save the world.  Besides, now that she knew that there were thousands of Invaders that had been seen, defense against such numbers seemed more and more unlikely. 
 
    Everyone else seemed to be trying to consider solutions as well and were having just as much luck – or lack thereof.  Even David, who had supplied a lot of information based on his knowledge of video games, was silent; the other Nursery Cores were also unable to add anything of import, despite some of them—such as Karen—having hidden depths of knowledge that were previously unknown to the rest of them. 
 
    “I don’t know how we can stop this, but I do have a question.” 
 
    What question is that, Head Instructor? 
 
    “What is this tingly sensation I feel around your Core?  It’s like nothing I’ve felt before.” 
 
    Tacca had no idea what he was talking about, which she told him. 
 
    “Well, it’s unlikely that you will be able to feel it, being as you’re a Dungeon Core, but I’m sure Shale has felt it.”  Lapis looked at Shale, who was looking just as perplexed as Tacca felt.   
 
    “No, I haven’t felt anything.  I’m sorry, Head Instructor.” 
 
    “What?  But it’s so obvious, especially when I’m not preoccupied with urgent thoughts.”  The Head Instructor flew around her Core, explaining how it seemed to be all around her; when he flew a little farther from her, he said that it seemed to fade away.   
 
    Tacca suddenly had an idea of what it could be.  Shale?  Would you be able to take the Head Instructor to the arena? 
 
    “Uh…sure.  Head Instructor?” 
 
    “Huh?  What?  Oh, yes; I’d actually like to see this place you were mentioning.”  In the next few moments, the two Fairies had Translocated to the arena, where Tacca’s suspicions were confirmed. 
 
    “Here it is again!  The tingling is much stronger in this room, however.  I don’t understand; what is this?” the Head Instructor asked. 
 
    I think I know what it could be; come on back and I’ll see if I can explain.  In less than a minute, Shale and Lapis were back inside of her Core Room, along with the Nursery Core Dungeon Assistants; the Cores were also listening in, as they seemed just as curious. 
 
    “So, what is this I’m feeling?” 
 
    I think, and I could be wrong, that it is my Omen Charge Ability – or at least the remnants of it.  I first tested it in my Core Room before I used it in the arena, and the area that the Head Instructor described sounds exactly like where it went into effect. 
 
    “What does that mean?  Is it still active?” 
 
    I…don’t know, actually.  It’s difficult to tell unless another Invader heads into my dungeon and the arena; honestly, I could go with not testing it out that way, if I have a choice. 
 
    “Oh, no doubt,” Lapis said with a smile on his face.  “However, this is certainly intriguing.  I wonder if the reason Shale or one of the other Dungeon Assistants don’t feel it is because they were there when it was used?  Like you said, it’s difficult to tell unless there are some more experiments to gauge its results.”  The Head Instructor slapped himself on the forehead.  “I forgot – I need to get back to the Council chambers to check in on my people there; I’ve been out of touch for too long.” 
 
    Tacca could tell that he was about to Translocate away when he stopped and looked around at the Fairies in the room, as well as her Core.  “Don’t think I’ve forgotten about the rules and regulations that you didn’t just snap, but absolutely demolished and crushed into tiny little fragments.  You’re lucky that we’re in a crisis here, but we’ll certainly be speaking about this again in the future…if we survive that long.  In the meantime, let me know if you come up with any solutions, and I’ll do the same.”  With that, he was gone a few seconds later when he Translocated back to the DPRC. 
 
    “See?  That wasn’t so bad, was it?” 
 
    No, but I’m almost as worried about succeeding in preventing the destruction of the entire world as I am in failing now. 
 
    Shale fluttered over and patted her Core gently.  “Now, now – there’s no need to worry.  He can’t punish you if you’re the one that saves the world, can he?” he asked with a grin. 
 
    What makes you so sure that we’ll be the ones to save the world?  I’m not feeling so confident about that right now. 
 
    He just shrugged.  “Oh, I’m sure we’ll figure something out.  Either that, or we’ll all die a horrible death when the world is literally ripped apart by primordial forces that we don’t understand.” 
 
    His grin looked really cheesy on his face, which caused Tacca to giggle uncontrollably at his macabre humor.  It feels good to laugh again.  Who knows?  Maybe we’ll actually pull this off. 
 
    It wasn’t likely, but she could always hope. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The rest of the horrendous winter inside of the mountain went by uneventfully, for which Sterge was eternally grateful.  After the terrible events in the arena, where thousands of his fellow Raiders were killed fighting those monstrous people, the boring peace and quiet that followed was more than welcome – it was needed.  The aftereffects of being so close to death from something they hadn’t chosen to challenge, unlike the dungeon they delved through where they generally knew the risks, had caused most of the surviving Raiders to fall into a depression that the Hill Dwarf honestly couldn’t blame them for.   
 
    The sheer power of just a single one of those “Invaders” was enough to put even the bravest Raider on edge.  It had become blatantly obvious that they were underprepared and much weaker than the Invaders, and it was only through desperation and throwing their larger numbers around that he and the other Raiders had been able to survive.  In addition, he had been told by that tiny fairy later that the elimination of the Invaders’ powerful shields had only come about because of the Dungeon Core itself, somehow; thinking of the dungeon as being their savior wasn’t new for Sterge and Gwenda, but it was certainly new for everyone else – the simple presence of the Hall, notwithstanding. 
 
    The problem?  Everyone had seen for themselves how ineffective the Raiders’ efforts were against the Invaders when the Invaders’ shields were still active, so unless they were fighting in the dungeon…they were screwed.  Sterge figured that higher-Level Raiders might be able to tackle the blue-skinned monsters, but he couldn’t imagine even the best and strongest Raiders would be able to go up against that red-skinned one and survive.  He and the others were cognizant that if that block of heavy metal hadn’t fallen from the ceiling, trapping the Invader in place, it was entirely possible that none of the Raiders in the arena would’ve survived, either.  They really did owe the dungeon for their lives, first as an escape from the harsh winter and then as their primary means of survival against those Invaders. 
 
    But how is that supposed to help against these monstrous people outside of this dungeon? 
 
    That was the issue right there.  While Sterge had to admit that he felt safer in the dungeon rather than out in the world, he wasn’t sure how bad it had gotten out there.  The information he had been privy to before winter hit had said that the invasion to the north had been quite advanced, and the refugees streaming down south was evidence enough of that; if it had gotten worse, the Hill Dwarf didn’t have any idea what they would do.  What if more of those Invaders come down here?  What if they attack The Village? 
 
    The responsibility for so many people weighed on him more than he expected, especially since most of his worries before winter came were simply finding people a place to sleep, and ensuring there was enough food for everyone.  Thoughts of staying inside of the mountain Hall where it was marginally safer occurred to him, but he was also worried about everyone left outside in his village, where they would be undefended if another attack happened.  What if they were all killed while we were in here?  The possibility of the entire village being wiped out before the Invaders even arrived at the Hall had been a real worry through the few weeks until the end of winter, when the temperature rose so quickly that the snow melted at a dramatic pace. 
 
    When it was warm enough to venture out from their refuge, the entire group of Raiders and those simply staying in the Hall lethargically emerged from their forced hibernation and stomped their way through the muddy mess left over from the melting snow toward The Village.  Sterge and Gwenda, along with their group members Evy, Mordecai, and William, were both eager to see if everyone was still alive and dreading what they might find.  The rest of those leaving the Hall were slow in their steps because of the perceived futility in their actions.  Sterge could understand it even if he didn’t fully share that feeling; the futility of being a Raider, delving through the dungeon to get stronger…only to be slaughtered if those Invaders came back and they weren’t lucky enough to be inside of the dungeon.  Even that wasn’t a guarantee at survival, obviously, as evidenced by how many of their fellow Raiders they had lost. 
 
    “What do you think we’ll find?” 
 
    Gwenda’s question finally broke the silence that had surrounded the entire group.  Even though she hadn’t been overly loud, her voice carried over the sucking sound of boots being pulled out of the mud, as well as the ragged breathing in the humidity caused by so much evaporating water in the heat.  As a result, her question garnered a lot more interest in the group than she probably expected. 
 
    Sterge shook his head, clearing his throat at the same time as he stomped along the barely visible pathway leading to their home.  “I have no idea.  I can’t imagine that it was bypassed on the way to us inside of the mountain, but I have hope that we’ll find it all well.”   
 
    “That’s what I hope, as well.” 
 
    Nothing else was said as they traversed the distance to The Village, but it wasn’t long until some sharp-eyed Scout-Classes that were part of their group spotted the buildings in the distance. 
 
    “I see people walking around!  I don’t see any visible damage, either,” Mordecai mentioned, the Gnome peering through the gaps among the travelers when sight allowed, and his observations were echoed by many of the others who could see the far distance.   
 
    Relief passed through Sterge’s body at the statement, and he felt a little energy flood back into his feet as they trod along.  He hadn’t realized how much he had been dreading finding everyone that had stayed inside The Village slaughtered when they returned, and the knowledge that everything seemed normal was heartening.  Maybe things won’t be so bad. 
 
    Their return was a solemn affair, as the Raiders and refugees staying in The Village quickly learned about the events a few weeks ago in the arena, and there were many that knew those that had been slain.  Another day of mourning fell over the population as everyone finally had the opportunity to grieve properly. 
 
    “It was too hard to adequately mourn those that fell while we were still inside of the mountain,” Evy mentioned softly after they had settled into one of the Inns, which was a lot quieter than Sterge was used to experiencing.  He felt exhausted despite the relatively short walk from the Hall, though he felt it was more mental than something physical.  “Being stuck in the same place where we had suffered such a loss, while at the same time preparing for another attack at any time with nowhere to escape, isn’t necessarily the best time for this kind of emotional release.” 
 
    Sterge looked around the Inn, seeing quiet conversations – if there were any conversations at all – and more than a few tears leaving tracks down faces, and he realized the Elf was correct.  They had held a brief ceremony for the fallen when they were still inside the Hall, but they had been so exhausted, fearful, and glad to be alive that another emotion couldn’t find purchase in their minds.  Or, at least, that was what he guessed had happened, because he wasn’t quite as sad as the others he saw obviously were. 
 
    “Is it selfish of me to be…happy…that none of you died?” he asked in practically a whisper.  While he felt horror at what had happened, and a deep sadness at the loss of life weighed upon his soul, he couldn’t help but feel a little bit of joy that the people in The Village had survived intact, and that his friends had survived.   
 
    “No, I think that’s perfectly normal,” William replied just as softly, looking around to see if anyone was following their conversation.  The Human Combat Medic continued to explain when it appeared that no one was listening to them.  “Back in my hometown, we would mourn the loss of one of our own for a brief time, but that was always followed by a celebration of the life they had lived.  It was always a sad and happy occasion, which seems contrary, but it worked for us; everyone deals with death in a different way, of course, and I’m not sure how that would apply with so many losses in this situation.  I know that the Clan members are normally pretty cavalier about the deaths of their fellow Raiders, but this feels different.  I think it would be better to let them all do their own thing so we can move on.” 
 
    Sterge agreed with him, though apparently Gwenda thought differently.  “No, you have a point there, and I think I have a great idea.  Tomorrow, we’re going to have a celebration!” she nearly shouted in excitement, a bit louder than she probably expected – which caused almost everyone in the room to look toward their table.  Gwenda waited until they had gone back to their own conversations before she went on.  “We can accomplish two things at once: Celebrate the heroic sacrifices of those that died inside the dungeon, defending against the Invasion; and also push forth the fact that we survived, beating what should’ve been impossible odds against a powerful enemy.  That’s not an insignificant accomplishment, after all, and if the rumors of the north are any indication, we may have done something that not even the strongest Raiders have accomplished.” 
 
    Sterge thought that Gwenda also had a point, though he wasn’t sure what it would accomplish.  It wasn’t like they could repeat that feat if The Village was suddenly invaded the next day, after all.  But if that was what Gwenda wanted to do, he wasn’t going to argue against it.   
 
    “You know, that’s a good idea,” Evy said, excitement in her voice.  “We can all use a little release after these last few stressful weeks, and I’m sure the others feel the same.  We’re alive, after all, when we probably shouldn’t be; I, for one, am grateful for the life I can continue to live, and for what we accomplished.  We’ve shown that by working together – Raiders and dungeons – we can overcome this enemy; I think that a little hope is what everyone needs right now.  A hope that we’ll find a way to persevere, a hope that we will survive the coming of these Invaders, and hope for the future.  Because if we don’t have that, then we’ve lost already.” 
 
    The Elf’s voice had gotten louder as her surprising speech went on, and now the entire Inn was staring at her as if she was crazy.  Sterge thought that there was going to be some sort of trouble, but the strangest thing happened.  Heads were starting to nod around the common room, tears were drying up, and there was a visible change in the posture of those that were listening.  Whereas they had been slumped over in defeat, hopelessness radiating from them in nearly visible waves, now they were upright and alert, with their shoulders back and heads held high.  
 
    Obviously, it wasn’t the key to finding a way to victory, but the noticeable change in attitude was a start.  Even Sterge felt revitalized by the Sword Dancer’s proclamation, as if he was prepared to take on whatever was thrown his way.  They might have had a setback – a horrific one, at that – but they weren’t out of the fight just yet.  So what if the only way we survived was because of the dungeon?  That doesn’t mean we can’t figure out a solution on how to win in the future.   
 
    As some of the only Raiders to have fully defeated a force of these Invaders, despite their own casualties, they were in a unique position to determine what might and might not work against them.  Sterge, himself, had no real ideas, but he was sure one of those that had survived might have an idea.  Gwenda had probably already figured out something, because she was quite a bit more adept at those things than he was.   
 
    Sterge’s outlook toward the future had been so rejuvenated that he finally resolved to make a decision he had been putting off for weeks.  While they had been inside of the dungeon and the arena, he had managed to increase his Raider Level up to 10.  The advancement in his attributes in his Raider Status weren’t overly impressive, of course, but breaking through to that Level 10 threshold allowed for the selection of a Specialization Class.  Their other group members had already previously achieved that point and had made their selections, with Evy being a Sword Dancer, Mordecai a Trickster, and William a Combat Medic – but he and Gwenda had lagged behind. 
 
    Gwenda had already chosen her Specialization Class a few days after the attack, when she had the ability to choose from 5 different Classes.  She had passed on Elementalist, which apparently specialized in elemental-based attacks; also unselected was the Enchanter, which focused on enchanting different objects to use in battle.  There was another Class called Runic Archivist that had something to do with runes that Sterge didn’t understand, and another called a Songstress that would utilize the power of her voice to cast spells.  It was said that the first time a Specialization Class was available, the choices reflected the personality of the Raider; Gwenda said that the first four Classes were certainly interesting, but it was the fifth that really got her excited. 
 
    Arcane Magi. 
 
    Apparently, it was a Class that was very similar to the generic Caster Class, though much more powerful and specialized.  They hadn’t really had a chance to test it out quite yet, though, and Gwenda was her usual secretive self in withholding the kinds of spells she could execute with her new Class. 
 
    As for Sterge, contrary to Gwenda who was fairly excited to choose her new Specialization Class, he had been indecisive and unenthusiastic after everything that had happened.  It just wasn’t important at the time, as far as he was concerned.  Now that he was a little more hopeful for the future, however, he was ready to finally take a look at his options. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Raider Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Sterge Stonewell 
  
      	  Class: 
  
      	  Melee (Specialization Class Available) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Level: 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Power: 
  
      	  312/1100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Physical Attack: 
  
      	  11 (14) 
  
      	  Physical Defense: 
  
      	  10 (15) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ranged Attack:  
  
      	  0 
  
      	  Ranged Defense: 
  
      	  6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magical Attack: 
  
      	  0 
  
      	  Magical Defense: 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Resistances: 
  
      	  Physical 6 
  
      	  Mental 5 
  
      	  Earth 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire 0 
  
      	  Water 0 
  
      	  Air 0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nature 0 
  
      	  Life 0 
  
      	  Death 0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Skills: 
  
      	  Blade 1 (32%) 
  
      	  Blunt 6 (15%) 
  
      	  Two-handed 1 (0%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Block 8 (56%) 
  
      	  Light Armor 4 (65%) 
  
      	  Heavy Armor 1 (0%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: (Class Specialization Pending) 
  
      	  Forceful Smash (Blunt) 
  
      	  Slam (Shield) 
  
      	  Analyze (Targeted) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ignore Defense (Blunt) 
  
      	  Dungeon Sight (Enhancement) 
  
      	  Power Boost +50% (Permanent) 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    After opening up his Raider Status, he focused on his Melee Class, which opened up a whole new screen of options for him to choose from. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Choose your Specialization Class: 
    
  Fighter 
  The Fighter is a rare generic Specialization Class for those with a Melee focus that would rather not specialize in any aspect of combat in particular.  The overall stats and abilities of a Fighter are enhanced over the original Melee Class, making them an even better all-around asset to a team. 
    
  Berserker 
  The Berserker Specialization Class utilizes short-burst, rage-filled combat abilities to inflict large amounts of physical damage against targets, while also taking less physical damage due to a higher Physical Defense.  These assets are temporary, however, and when outside of a Berserker Rage, this Class suffers from a lowered Physical Attack and Physical Defense, as well as a permanent decrease in Ranged and Magical Defense.  Ranged or magical attacks are unable to be utilized, though further advancements in this Specialization can allow certain abilities in the future.  Berserker Rage also occasionally causes the Raider to lose complete control, causing them to attack anything around them – even allies. 
    
  Basher 
  The Basher Specialization Class is designed for those Raiders who prefer blunt weapons over sharp, edged weapons.  Maces, hammers, even stout tree branches – all of these are deadly weapons in the hands of a Basher.  This Class doubles the normal Physical Attack attribute for one-handed blunt weapons, while it also halves the Physical Attack attribute of any other type of weapon.  Bashers may dual-wield one-handed blunt weapons without difficulty, and two-handed blunt weapons can inflict up to triple the normal damage if used with flexible armor such as leather or cloth.  Further advancements upon this Specialization Class can introduce additional abilities concerning Ranged and even Magical attacks. 
    
  Defender 
  The Defender Specialization Class is for Raiders that prefer an unbreakable defense over offense.  Taking advantage of strong, durable armor and an increase in natural resistances makes the Defender a tough nut to crack, and the Class is perfect for those who prefer defending the members of their group rather than inflicting damage.  Physical Attack is halved, while Physical, Ranged, and Magical Defense is doubled; all Resistances are boosted by a small amount, though they can be increased at a much faster rate than almost any other Class.  Further advancements in this Specialization Class can add Magical effects to heighten defense, as well as focusing enemy attacks on the Defender.  
    
  Arcane Delver 
  The Arcane Delver eschews the protection of armor in favor of Magical protection, while at the same time adding Magical effects to their weapons.  This Specialization Class is perfect for those Melee-focused Raiders who prefer not to wear bulky armor and who prioritize finesse, quick movement, and the application of various status effects inflicted on their targets to survive.  Physical Attack and Defense are both reduced by 30%, though Magical Attack and Defense are doubled; Ranged Attack and Defense are increased by 20%, as there are some Arcane Delver abilities that add Ranged versatility.  Further advancements to this Specialization Class can add heightened Physical Attack and Defense or additional increases in Magical Attack and Defense, or even both – depending upon the choices made when selecting future Specialization Classes. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Sterge thought that it might be a hard choice, but just like Gwenda had narrowed down her selection quite quickly, the same was true for the Melee-focused Hill Dwarf.  He was glad that they had descriptions to the Classes this time, compared to when he had been forced to choose his Starting Class; the explanations of what each one did helped to rapidly narrow down his choices. 
 
    Fighter was immediately out, because it was too generic for him; he’d rather specialize in something than just be slightly better at everything he already did.  The Berserker was intriguing, but having to rely on rage-filled attacks was something that didn’t appeal to him; it wasn’t in Sterge’s nature to lose control like that, and the few times he had fallen victim to the dungeon’s emotion-altering traps were definitely not the most fun thing he had experienced. 
 
    Arcane Delver was also an interesting choice, but it didn’t take long for him to deduce that it wasn’t his style, either.  “Finesse and quick movement” was the opposite of what he imagined his strengths were, and as far as Magical abilities enhancing his Attack and Defense, he thought he would rather leave those types of things to Gwenda.  While it sounded powerful, Sterge was immediately convinced that he wouldn’t be able to do the Class justice; in short, it definitely wasn’t for him. 
 
    That left the Basher and Defender Specialization Classes.  He was partial to blunt weapons, such as his old mace, and he’d had a lot of success killing the monsters within the dungeon, but he wasn’t sure if that was all he wanted to do.  Being able to dual-wield blunt weapons or even some sort of two-handed hammer sounded nice, but he was pretty sure he would miss his shield.  That last part was what he really enjoyed most about his current Class, as he could use a shield to defend himself against attacks, preventing him from getting hurt; more importantly, it helped him to protect the others in his group, especially Gwenda. 
 
    The major reason he had chosen to become a Raider – other than being talked into it by the spirited Hill Dwarf by his side – was to be able to keep Gwenda from harm.  It was what he was best at, what he knew about more than anything else in the world.  Just like he knew he was never going to be the best fighter, skilled at wielding weapons like Evy did with her sword-dancing skills or Mordecai with his throwing knives; he had simply gotten lucky by bashing things with a blunt object.  That was partially why the Basher Class appealed to him, but he knew within a few seconds of looking at his options that the Defender Specialization was the ideal Class for him. 
 
    Without any hesitation, he mentally selected Defender from his options, and the screen disappeared from his vision.  The next moment, his body seemed to seize up and he grunted in pain; it felt as if his skin and even internal organs were being scorched from the inside, as if there was some sort of campfire burning a little too close to his body.  It wasn’t excruciating, exactly, but it certainly wasn’t the most fun experience he’d ever had to go through.  Thankfully, it wasn’t as bad as some of the wounds he had suffered from inside of the dungeon or against those Invaders, and it only lasted a few seconds. 
 
    In fact, the process was complete before anyone even noticed or heard him grunt out in pain, as the common room of the Inn was suddenly a very loud place as the enthusiasm for a party of some sort gathered momentum.  Or, at least, he didn’t think anyone noticed, but as he slumped into place, suddenly even more exhausted than he had been moments before, Gwenda put her hand on his arm.  “Are you alright?  What’s wrong?” 
 
    He looked over to see a worried expression on her face, and he gave her a weary smile of reassurance.  “I’m fine, just a little tired; I finally chose my Class Specialization.” 
 
    “You did!  That’s great!  What did you choose?” 
 
    Sterge explained his new Class to her, and she seemed as genuinely enthusiastic about it as he felt.  “I think it’s perfect for you.  You’ll always be my defender, you know; this Class just emphasizes the point.” 
 
    He could feel a blush creeping up his cheeks at her statement, and he distracted himself by opening up his Raider Status again to see what had changed. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Raider Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Sterge Stonewell 
  
      	  Class: 
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    His new Status was quite impressive, especially his new Defenses; his skin now felt a lot firmer than it had before, and he was fairly certain that it would take some serious damage to seriously injure him.  Granted, being attacked by one of those Invaders would still end him in one slice because they were so powerful, but being bitten by a simple Level 1 or 2 Wolf inside of the dungeon might only pinch a little at that point, instead of mangling his arm.  All of his Resistances had gone up by 2 as well, which didn’t seem like much, but it could make a serious difference in the long run.  
 
    “Looks like I’ll have to get myself some heavier armor, too; some of my new abilities rely on my Heavy Armor Skill to activate,” he said absently while he was looking them over.  They essentially allowed him to ignore some of the pain of any of his wounds or to almost root himself into the ground to withstand a charge, both of which would come in handy; the extra benefits from stronger armor would also work well to keep him from being too hurt in a fight.  He might even be able to withstand a hit or two by the large weapons wielded by those blue-skinned Invaders before he was seriously hurt, which could be advantageous. 
 
    “That’ll have to wait,” Gwenda said with a twinkle in her eye.  “We’ve got a long day and night ahead of us if we’re going to set up this celebration for tomorrow.” 
 
    Sterge groaned in mock annoyance, but he was happy enough to get started.  He had to admit that with his new Class settling over him, he felt eager for the party the next day.  Though I’ll probably be even more tired than I am right now, considering how late I’ll be up tonight.   
 
    That didn’t really matter to him though, because for the first time in the last few weeks, he was hopeful for the future.  He and Gwenda were alive – and he wanted to celebrate every minute of that life. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The exodus of the Raiders from her dungeon was both disappointing and a relief.  Tacca couldn’t help but miss the constant influx of Core Improvement Points she was accumulating with their presence, of course, but it was more than that; she missed their sheer presence, the “life” they brought to her dungeon that was hard to replicate with her creatures.  Granted, the other Cores in the Nursery helped to alleviate some of that disappointment when the people left, but it felt like her dungeon was a whole lot emptier than it had been not too long ago. 
 
    On the other hand, Tacca was relieved that they were gone, because the responsibility for their well-being had been weighing on her something fierce.  The future thoughts she had of attempting to keep tens of thousands of them safe against the Invaders seemed like much more of a nightmare than she had thought it would be, as worry about another sudden invasion kept her mind a bit frazzled over the last few weeks.  With potentially many times the number of people inside of her dungeon at a future date, she wasn’t sure she could handle it – even with help. 
 
    But, thankfully, it turned out that she wasn’t going to need to construct something even bigger to safeguard them, because the not-so-little village out of which the Raiders normally operated had been completely bypassed by the Invaders all those weeks ago.  She wasn’t sure exactly why her dungeon had been targeted over the slaughter of the people living in the relatively defenseless Inns and houses that had been built there, but she thought she had an idea.  All of the talk about the “technology” the Invaders seemed to possess made her think that they could somehow sense her Dungeon Core was still alive, when they probably thought she had been shattered.  It would explain how they had been able to locate all of the Cores around Abenlure, though what kind of criteria they used to target specific Cores was still a mystery.   
 
    Worse than that hypothesis was the thought that Tacca’s dungeon had been left alone even after she found that she had survived.  If she had shown up again to their technology, then she should’ve been attacked almost immediately after she became aware of the world again; since she hadn’t, obviously, there was only one explanation.  Conversations with David and Karen – who had a surprisingly strange body of knowledge in her mind – led her to believe that her altered Core had essentially hidden her presence, since it incorporated Invader technology. 
 
    Ultimately, that meant she had been invisible…until she ended up Bonding with the other Cores in the Nursery.  It wasn’t too long after that when the Invaders arrived, and Tacca figured it couldn’t be just a coincidence – it had been bad luck.  Whether they were coming simply to finish the job or as revenge for killing their initial assault team, they came back to win; it was even more luck (this time good) – and the presence of the Raiders, of course – that prevented her destruction. 
 
    “They are planning some sort of…party?  I think?” Shale reported a little later in the day after the Raiders left.   
 
    Tacca’s Dungeon Assistant had been the one to let her know that the village down at the foot of the mountain range was still intact and that it hadn’t appeared to have been attacked at all; after that, he and the other Dungeon Assistants had been involved in determining what the Raiders were going to do next.  Would they come back to delve through her dungeon?  Had they been too traumatized by the attack to want to fight her creatures and brave her traps?  It was actually a valid concern, because their apathy toward her arena had been more than apparent after the Invaders had been defeated, so she wasn’t sure if it would extend to the rest of her dungeon. 
 
    It was also important for the other Cores in the Nursery, as well.  Now that they had access to the wider world, in addition to her dungeon, they had been talking about creating their own little areas to challenge the Raiders that were separate from her own.  They were only Core Improvement Level 1, of course, so they would have to start out small and ideally only for the rawest of Raider recruits.  Alternatively, they could pool their available resources together to create something a little more challenging, with a wide variety of environments, creatures, and traps all together.  If that didn’t turn out to be viable, they could always wait another week or so, because then everything would change. 
 
    Do you think this means that they’ll be back, Shale? 
 
    “I’m not sure, but from what we’ve overheard, it is looking to be more likely than not.  They seem to want to celebrate being alive, which I can wholly understand, and that they are not giving up, even when things look bleak.” 
 
    “That certainly sounds like a viewpoint that we should adopt, too,” Kenzie mentioned, overhearing the conversation.   
 
    Tacca could only agree, though it was hard to do that when further reports over the last few weeks coming from Head Instructor Lapis had the Invader army moving steadily south from their entrenchment to the far north.  There were indications that the Raider Delving Clan had been chipping away at the numbers of Invaders with some successful hit-and-run tactics, but in general the news was terrible; there always seemed to be more of the Invaders than they could handle, and they were quickly being pushed south toward the capital.  It wasn’t happening quickly, thankfully, but the inexorable advance of the Invaders was looking more and more as if they couldn’t be stopped. 
 
    “While I concur, it is difficult to be full of hope and positivity when we do not really have a lot of agency here,” Regina added in her clipped voice.   
 
    The former Financial Analyst was also correct; there wasn’t a lot that they could do from inside of their dungeons, after all.   
 
    Perhaps when the Raiders come back, we’ll be able to figure out something to contribute.   
 
    None of them had been able to think of anything that might make a difference over the last few weeks, though, even when the Raiders had been trapped inside the mountain.  In reality, there were only 2 real things they could do to help the people outside in the village: train them to become stronger, so they could defend themselves; or send out her creatures to fight outside of the dungeon.  The latter was technically possible, though of all of the rules and regulations that Dungeon Cores had to abide by, sending creatures outside of a dungeon was probably the most important one never to mess with.  It was actually even more of a problem for Tacca – and likely the Nursery Cores – because she didn’t have the best control over her creatures, unlike most Cores; she could control them up to a point, but they would likely be as much of a danger to the people she was trying to save out there as they would be to the Invaders. 
 
    Therefore, the easiest way she could contribute – aside from being a safe haven where she could help to remove the Personal Force Fields from around the Invaders – was to help the Raiders become stronger.  If the members of the Raider Delving Clan decided not to return, it would be much harder to do anything positive to affect a defense; in short, like Regina had said, they had very little agency – or any other way of producing a desired effect – in which to act.   
 
    With the group’s determination that the Raiders would continue their delving into her dungeon soon, Tacca started to reset her dungeon, replacing all of the traps and creatures she had absorbed when winter had hit in order to stock her arena.  With her current Control Limit, Dungeon Force maximum and Regeneration rate, as well as her Special Characteristics she had acquired as part of Bonding with the Nursery Cores, it didn’t take more than a day to reset everything back to the way it was. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Core Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Core Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement (CI) Level: 
  
      	  21 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points (CIP):  
  
      	  259/5900 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  548732 in 293 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristic Points (SCP): 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Primary Assistant Bond: 
  
      	  Shale IronSchist 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force (DF): 
  
      	  4000/4000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration: 
  
      	  60 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier: 
  
      	  4 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit: 
  
      	  645/1200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Options: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Carve Earth 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  5 DF per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Place Environmental Object 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Teleport 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  40 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dissolve Assistant Bond 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  1 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Create Creature 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Create Trap 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Access: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Creature(s): 
  
      	  Canine Family, Feline Family, Semi-human Family, Hill Dwarves, Humans, Elves, Gnomes, Orcs, Dungeon Fairy, H%l#?t*^!p%   
  
     
 
      
      	  Variant(s): 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  Trap Specialization(s): 
  
      	  Enchantment, Life, Water 
  
     
 
      
      	  Environmental Access: 
  
      	  Forest, Mountain, Aquatic 
  
     
 
      
      	  Permanent Assistant Sub-bond: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristics: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Access all Variants for available dungeon creatures 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Dungeon Force cost for all creatures and traps 
  
      	  40% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Control Limit for all creatures 
  
      	  60% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased Dungeon Force Regeneration 
  
      	  25% 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures start with extra Levels 
  
      	  1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Puzzle Traps require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience for Dungeon Assistants is increased 
  
      	  50% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Frozen Tundra Environmental objects require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Jungle Environmental objects require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased speed of creature creation 
  
      	  35% 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Not only was replacing all of the creatures and traps much faster with the additional 25% increase in her Dungeon Force Regeneration she had gained from Brandon, but with another Special Characteristic starting each creature she formed with an extra level, she ended up reducing the number of creatures she had throughout both sections.  The easiest section, designed for beginner Raiders, was meant to only have Level 1 creatures; with everything being Level 2, she’d had to take out at least 1 of the creatures she normally would’ve included in each room in order to equalize the difficulty.  Some rooms, such as her Boss Room with many different Canine creatures, she’d had to cut by about a third of their total in order to not make it a death trap for novice Raider groups. 
 
    In the second section, she didn’t necessarily reduce the number of the creatures inside, but she saved hundreds of her Control Limit by reducing the initial levels so that they matched what was there before with the additional Special Characteristic Level.  In the end, the reduction of so much had ended up with her having more than enough Control Limit free for the third section she had been contemplating before the scramble for winter quarters for the Raiders had taken over her focus. 
 
    As for the other Cores, they had already started to carve out some rooms in the long tunnel leading to their Core Rooms from the arena.  It was quite slow going, unfortunately, because of their low CI Level, but they were determined to get something going for when they could open up their own dungeon sections.  However, they were likely to wait for a while before making any firm decisions on opening up, as things would change very soon – and they would have much more to work with.   
 
    All of their Countdowns for banking their Core Improvement Points, which had previously been a year when they first arrived, were coming up in less than a week thanks to being connected to Tacca‘s Dungeon Core.  With over half a million Points at their disposal, they could create giant dungeons that could challenge the higher Raider-Level Clan members down in the village far beyond what Tacca could produce.  As she had nearly 10 months to wait until she could take advantage of such a bounty, the Nursery Cores would quickly outstrip her in terms of development.  In less than a month, they would be gaining what would normally take centuries or millennia to achieve, which was exactly what they needed at this point in time.   
 
    When the Invaders came back, Tacca and the other nearby Cores would be much more prepared for their arrival.   
 
    If Tacca remembered her lessons in Core Improvement Level thresholds, each of them would soon become CI Level 50 Dungeon Cores!  In addition to the half-million CI Points they would have available to spend on improving their maximum Dungeon Force, Regeneration, and Control Limits – as well as unlocking a plethora of different creature Families, Environments, and Trap Specializations – they would also have over 1,200 Special Characteristic Points to spend to enhance their dungeons.  The best part of the latter was that the Shared Risk ability of Tacca’s would share whatever was selected as Special Characteristics with Tacca and all of the other Cores in the Nursery.  Essentially, they would become some of the most powerful Dungeon Cores in the world! 
 
    It would still take some work to get there, of course, because building an Invader-proof dungeon would require time and effort, but with 6 CI Level 50 Dungeon Cores (along with her little Level 21 self) working together, they could create something that would be so difficult to assault that even if a dozen of those red-skinned Invaders assaulted their defenses, they would succumb to the overwhelming forces standing against them. 
 
    Or so Tacca and the others imagined. 
 
    Regardless of those plans, however, there was still a dungeon to be run – especially since it appeared as if things would be getting back to as normal as it was possible to be.  Tacca was able to watch through Shale’s eyes as the Raiders in the village had their celebration the next day, filled with off-key drunken singing, dancing, all-day feasts, and even some strange games.  Some of them involved throwing axes or knives at far distances as they attempted to hit a target; others were simple races through obstacle courses; still more were feats of strength or endurance; lastly, there were games of chance that really caught her attention.  The different probabilities regarding the outcomes of a certain type of illustrated paper being pulled out of a stack of even more strange-looking pieces of paper was fascinating to her for some reason.   
 
    The party ran late into the night, and by the end of the celebration Tacca could tell that the mood of everyone participating had improved remarkably.  Shale even got close enough to hear how some of the groups were excited to get back into the dungeon to get stronger, because they needed to become powerful enough to repel the Invaders again if they ever came back.  Some of them were full of bravado and drunkenly proclaimed that they had already defeated them once, so the other Invaders were scared to even attempt to attack them – but the rest of the Raiders were clearly aware that the danger was far from over.   
 
    Despite the party running late into the night, there were multiple lines of Raider groups queuing up at her dungeon entrances in the morning, waiting for an indication that her dungeon was ready for visitors.  Without making them wait too long, she had one of her Root Foxes and Gnolls appear at the entrances of each section, telling them that she was more than ready to reopen.   
 
    “See?  I told you they were coming back.” 
 
    And I’m glad to see them, Shale.  If we can develop these Raiders quickly, increasing their Raider Levels above and beyond what most of them currently stand at, then they might just have a chance.  While there weren’t very many survivors of the attack, their knowledge of the enemy will be valuable enough that they can pass on what they learned; soon, tactics can hopefully be developed and later employed to defeat the Invaders before they can wipe out too many Dungeon Cores and Raiders, throwing the entire world off-balance. 
 
    “I hope so, too, Tacca.  I really do.” 
 
    Plus, the time it will take to develop the Raiders might give me a chance to come up with a plan to help defeat them once and for all.  There are still some things that I can try, though they might be dangerous; regardless, I’ll eventually have to attempt them to know for sure if they will work. 
 
    “Huh?  Oh, like your Translocation Ability?” 
 
    Exactly.  Before I was connected with the other Cores, I could see it as a means of escape; now that we share the risk, would Translocating away break our Bond?  Would it kill us all?  Do nothing?  I don’t know the answer to those questions, and the only way to find out would be to risk it. 
 
    “Why would you want to translocate away?  Are you planning on trying to hide somewhere these Invaders couldn’t reach you?” 
 
    If she could shake her head, Tacca would be shaking it vigorously.  No, not at all – just the opposite.  I figure that if I can’t help to defend the people of this world from inside of this dungeon, perhaps I can venture out and help outside.   
 
    “That sounds extremely dangerous, Tacca.  You would be entirely too vulnerable outside of your dungeon; besides, like you mentioned, we don’t know what would happen were you to leave now that you are connected to the Cores in the Nursery.  Additionally, even if you were to simply Translocate to a location just outside of your dungeon, what would happen to it?  Would everything disappear, similar to what happened when you were nearly destroyed?  Would it stay connected to you?  Would you revert to Core Improvement Level 1 like what happened when Council Leader Malachite moved those Cores in the Nursery?  I’ve never heard of a Dungeon Core being removed from a dungeon except by those means…other than not being intact, at least.” 
 
    All very good questions – and none that I know the answer to.  However, one thing that you seem to forget is that a dungeon isn’t what makes a Core a Dungeon Core; it is the Dungeon Core that makes a dungeon.  You can have a Core without a dungeon, but you can’t have a dungeon without a Core.  Again, my main concern has to do with the Nursery Cores, as I don’t want an attempt to Translocate to destroy them, along with myself.  It’s a risk for another time, however, so I’m not too concerned about it right now.  Once they all achieve their new CI Level, they might just be powerful enough to withstand anything that could happen were I to Translocate out of the dungeon.  I won’t attempt it without their permission, of course, because it would have to be a joint decision. 
 
    “I agree; they were essentially put into your care, after all, and doing something to destroy them all – as well as yourself – would be quite inefficient,” Shale said with a haughty tone to his voice. 
 
    Tacca couldn’t help but laugh at his attempt to sound like her; at the beginning of their relationship, she had constantly gone on about efficiencies in her “plan”.  She had loosened up since then, but it was fun to be reminded of how she had been back then.   
 
    You’re right, quite inefficient.  So, let’s try to avoid that, shall we? 
 
    With those kinds of questions put off until a later date, Tacca turned back to the incoming Raiders as they delved through her dungeon.  If it hadn’t been for the looming threat of the Invaders hanging over all of their heads, she would’ve said that having Raiders back inside of her domain was satisfying, and she was happy. 
 
    As it was, however, she could only wish that they would hurry up and get stronger so that she wouldn’t have to watch so many more of them die. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    With her free Dungeon Force, Tacca worked on expanding what was already present for her third section over the next week while she waited for the Nursery Cores to finish their Countdowns.  There wasn’t really a lot to it yet, of course, because what she had mainly done was convert the potential rooms for her third section into the arena that the Raiders had used while they had stayed in the Hall over the winter.  To Tacca, even the sight of the arena brought back memories of the frightening and horrendous fight against the Invaders, so she thought that a complete overhaul was in order.   
 
    But what could she do with such a large space?  If it was to be a more-difficult section of her dungeon for the next step in Raider development, then she needed it to be different from her previous sections.  The easiest part of her dungeon utilized a Forest Environment with Canines, whereas the next was a mixture of Mountain and Forest Environments with Canines, Felines, and Semi-humans as the creature defenders.  The newest challenge for the Raiders would be something completely different, in a whole different Environment; fortunately, she had already unlocked the water-based Aquatic Environment to help her with providing water to those staying in her Hall.   
 
    Aquatic dungeons were either hated or loved by the Raider community, and it was common practice for Dungeon Assistants to discourage the selection of such an Environment – especially as a starting or primary Environment.  Wading through pools or lakes filled with water tended to deteriorate the equipment of those delving through the depths of an Aquatic dungeon, potions of Water-breathing were hard to come by, and many of the attacks of Raiders didn’t work quite as well under water as they did on dry land.  As a result, the least successful Dungeon Cores in the past had used Aquatic as their primary Environment, and developed very slowly.  Very rarely were they ever destroyed, however, because they didn’t break any of the rules that Cores had to follow, but they were seldom visited, either. 
 
    “That’s because the Dungeon Cores typically choose a creature that they think would be awesome, like Sharks, right?” Shale asked as she was explaining her thoughts on her new section, and mentioned the pitfalls that usually came about with the Aquatic Environment. 
 
    Exactly.  While a Shark is a ferocious creature, especially with how many Variants there are, you could guess at their particular limitation: They have to stay in the water.  In essence, unless the Dungeon Core placed some sort of body of water in between the entrance and exit of a room, containing their Shark Variant, they are fairly useless.  Like I said before, the reasons many Raiders don’t like Aquatic dungeons were because they didn’t want to get wet, and because fighting in a pool of water is not ideal for many Raider Classes.  Some Aquatic dungeons get around this by using some of the Air-based Shark Variants that allow them to jump out of the water and glide through the air for short distances, but that also takes them out of their natural element, decreasing their efficiency.  As you know, I’m all about efficiency. 
 
    “Ha, that’s true.”  Shale grinned at her joke, before becoming more serious.  “So, what’s the solution?  I don’t ever remember hearing about the best way to utilize this particular Environment, other than as an accent to provide ambience or as a single one-off room that could be utilized as a trap.” 
 
    That is all very true.  The problem with most thoughts about the Aquatic Environment is that when people think about the “water” traits of the Environment they immediately think about deadly creatures that swim in lakes and oceans, like the Shark we were talking about earlier, or stinging Jellyfish, powerful and gigantic Whales, Giant Squids, or even the highly unusual Pistol Shrimp.  A lot of information had been recorded regarding past Cores’ affirmations that something called “Shark Week” had convinced them that Sharks were the best choice, or a profession from their old world called a “Marine Biologist” had told them that a proper ecosystem of complementary creatures could result in an effective defense.   
 
    While they could certainly be useful in one-off situations like you mentioned, focusing an entire dungeon around them just isn’t feasible.  But what most don’t consider is that Aquatic Environments don’t always have to be large pools of water, but can instead be a secondary source of defense that will only enhance certain creatures.  There are a plethora of creatures that can benefit from proximity to water, even small amounts, that aren’t considered very often.  Now, these wouldn’t be my first choice for a brand-new Core because of their limitations, but they are perfect for higher CI Level Cores who have more resources to work with. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Well, there are two creature Families that come to mind: Ranoidea and Decapods.  Essentially, Frogs, Crabs, and Lobsters. 
 
    “Frogs?  Really?  I mean, I can see the appeal of a Crab, I guess, but…Frogs?” 
 
    I know, it sounds ridiculous, but bear with me.  I think you know that I can turn some strange things to my advantage, right? 
 
    “That’s true, I suppose.  What you were able to do with Canines, for example, was something I’d never heard of before.”  He gestured in her Core’s direction for her to continue.  “Go on; I’m listening.” 
 
    Alright.  So, both of these creature Families share a single trait, similar to Pack Hunter with Canines, though this one has to do with the Environment.  While each of the two Families contain Variants that do not necessarily utilize water as their primary Environment, such as some of the Tree Frog Variants, they all have the Aquatic Boost trait that every Shark, Squid, Jellyfish, and any other creature that needs water to live possesses.  The trait isn’t even really talked about because all it does is slightly increase the speed and Physical Attack of any creature that has been in contact with water within the last 30 seconds.  For Sharks and the like, this is a non-issue, because they always have to stay in the water, or if they are some of the Variants that can jump out of the water and glide in the air, they aren’t usually outside of the water for longer than 30 seconds. 
 
    But for the Frogs and especially Land Crabs, this little bonus can be especially useful because they will still apply to those that can go onto land, and if I can set up the Environment correctly, there is little chance that they will ever lose the Aquatic Boost.  It’s not as good of a trait as Pack Hunter, obviously, but it can make a significant difference in the long-run. 
 
    “Hmm, I never thought about that.  Still…Frogs?  I just don’t see—” 
 
    Oh, don’t worry – you’ll see soon enough.  There are some fun Frogs out there, which will become apparent once I unlock their use.  Plus, there are some other creature Variants that I already have access to, such as the Cape Fox and Aqua Lion; better than that, there is one Semi-human creature that I had completely dismissed from my Creature List, because I couldn’t use it before: the Mergle.  The Mergle is part-fish but walks on two spindly legs, and contrary to the other Semi-humans, it has a limitation that it has to be in an Aquatic Environment to survive for more than a few minutes.  However, simple humidity from nearby pools of water is enough to sustain it, so it doesn’t need to be submerged.  Also, unfortunately, Mergle do not benefit from the Aquatic Boost trait, though they are capable fighters and typically cost less Dungeon Force and require less Control Limit to create. 
 
    Shale looked surprised.  “You seem to have a lot more for this area than I considered.  You’ve also seemed to give this some thought.” 
 
    Sort of.  A bit of it came from my research while at DAPS, but I’ve expanded upon it here. 
 
    Without further ado, Tacca pulled up her options for purchasing Core Improvements. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvements 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available Core Improvement Points (CIP) 
  
      	  4000 
  
      	  548752 in 291 days 
  
     
 
      
      	  Improvement Name 
  
      	  Value 
  
      	  Cost (CIP) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Maximum Dungeon Force Increase 
  
      	  +500 DF 
  
      	  2000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration Increase 
  
      	  +10 DF per minute 
  
      	  1500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit Increase 
  
      	  +300 
  
      	  1800 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  550 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature Variant 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Trap Specialization 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  1200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Environment Access 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  1600 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier Increase 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  1200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Convert CIPs to SCPs 
  
      	  1 SCP 
  
      	  36 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    She still had 4,000 Core Improvements Points banked from when she had achieved CI Level 21, as she hadn’t wanted to spend them all since the next time she would have access to more was in nearly a year.  For now, though, spending 1,250 (for 2 purchases of Selecting Additional Creatures at 550 and 700) was a necessary expense for her new section.  If it hadn’t been for the Special Characteristic that reduced the Control Limit for all of her creatures by 60%, she probably would have purchased an increase; as it was, she didn’t think it was going to be necessary.   
 
    Another purchase that would be necessary if she was setting up a new section was an increase in her Dungeon Force Regeneration; while she was fine right now, especially with Shale’s help with his Energy Transmutation Ability feeding her a constant stream of DF converted from his Fairy Mana, a new section was going to require a bit more DF to maintain.  Once that was purchased, she turned her attention to something that was actually more important for her new section, especially as she wanted to help the Raiders get stronger: Reward Tier Increase.   
 
    Once all of the purchases were complete, Tacca went over the changes in what she had available. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Creature List (Select for Variants) (Partial) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mergle 
  
      	  Bullfrog 
  
      	  Goliath Frog 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rain Frog 
  
      	  Tree Frog 
  
      	  Poison Frog 
  
     
 
      
      	  Leaping Frog 
  
      	  Rainbow Crab 
  
      	  Bloodclaw Crab 
  
     
 
      
      	  Giant Land Crab 
  
      	  Moon Crab 
  
      	  Zombie Crab 
  
     
 
      
      	  Boxer Crab 
  
      	  Box Crab 
  
      	  Spider Crab 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hermit Crab 
  
      	  Urchin Crab 
  
      	  Common Lobster 
  
     
 
      
      	  Squat Lobster 
  
      	  Spiny Lobster 
  
      	  Rock Lobster 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Reward Tier 5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward 
  
      	  Cost 
  
     
 
      
      	  Major Healing Potion 
  
      	  250 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Extra Ability Use Potion 
  
      	  100 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Standard Physical Defense Potion 
  
      	  100 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Standard Mental Defense Potion  
  
      	  100 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Standard Ranged Defense Potion 
  
      	  100 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Standard Elemental Resistance Potion 
  
      	  150 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Steel-banded Ironwood Shield 
  
      	  150 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Highly Durable Leather Chestpiece 
  
      	  70 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Highly Durable Leather Leggings 
  
      	  70 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Highly Durable Leather Vambraces 
  
      	  70 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Highly Durable Leather Boots 
  
      	  70 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Highly Durable Leather Helmet 
  
      	  70 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Highly Durable Leather Gloves 
  
      	  70 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Steel Chestpiece 
  
      	  100 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Steel Leggings 
  
      	  100 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Steel Vambraces 
  
      	  100 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Steel Helmet 
  
      	  100 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Steel Gloves 
  
      	  100 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magisilk Robe 
  
      	  50 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magisilk Tunic 
  
      	  50 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magisilk Trousers 
  
      	  50 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Perfect!  The creatures she had unlocked had different Variants associated with them, of course, and there were plenty to choose from.  Even though not all of them were ones that could live on land, along with the other Aquatic-type variants of her Canines and Felines, she was set when it came to creature defenders.   
 
    As for Reward Tier 5, she had finally unlocked some different types of Potions, which would be extremely useful for the Raiders.  While they were temporary in comparison to Enchantments, they were also more powerful than any of the enchantments she had available, and were a lot more versatile.  The Extra Ability Use Potion, for one, would give a Raider enough energy to use another of their Abilities when they started to run out of energy, so it was essentially like an extra attack, be it a spell they needed to cast toward one of her creatures, or a timely heal, or even another use of a melee-type attack. 
 
    The rest of the rewards were armor pieces, which were quite an upgrade from the ones she had available at Tier 3.  Unfortunately, despite their durability and effectiveness in stopping some damage from coming through, none of them were enchanted – which wouldn’t come until Tier 7.  At that Tier, most of the armor that appeared as rewards were both stronger in terms of material and enchanted with a random enchantment (or enchantments) at a random magnitude, making the search for just the right type of equipment something that drew Raiders back to a dungeon time and time again.  Sadly, she didn’t have enough Core Improvement Points at the moment to even get to Tier 6, which cost 2,000 CIPs. 
 
    Nevertheless, it was an improvement over what she previously possessed access to, and would be appropriate for the next section rewards. 
 
    I think these will do nicely.  I’m going to finish up the construction of these new rooms, revamp the arena into a new Boss Room, and then move my Core to be closer to the Nursery.  Though, in less than a week, I suppose we’ll have to change that name since they’ll all be something like CI Level 50.   
 
    “Ha, that’s quite true,” Shale chuckled.  “It would be like calling full-grown adults small infants.  What’s even funnier is that soon enough you will be the infant of the group!” 
 
    Tacca couldn’t find fault in his statement, because that was going to be the reality of the situation.  When she really thought about it, she technically already was the “youngest” of the Cores, since the others had been around for decades or centuries already, before they had moved and reverted back to CI Level 1.  While she might have the most knowledge of them all, she was an infant in comparison to their experience.   
 
    Over the next week, Tacca watched Raider groups delve through her two sections, slowly improving their Raider Levels as they went, while she continued to work on her newest section.  During the course of the week, there was only a single Raider death, from what appeared to be a brand-new Raider that was running through her first section with a semi-experienced group.  The poor Orc had become separated from his group and was mauled to death in the Boss Room, though it was also obvious that he had been at fault; he had panicked and tried to run, which caught the attention of all of the remaining creatures she had inside of the room.  There was no helping him after that. 
 
    Other than that, Tacca was actually pleased to see the determination that most of the Raiders showed in making themselves stronger.  Their attitude before had primarily been one of greed, so they could accumulate more wealth by attempting stronger dungeons in the future; now, though, they were determined to increase their Raider Levels in order to survive against the inevitable return of the Invaders.  It was a worthy endeavor, and the Fairy-turned-Dungeon Core was enthusiastic about continuing their development.   
 
    “I’ve got less than an hour left before my Countdown ends!” Brandon suddenly said one day, which surprised Tacca.  She had lost track of time as she was putting the finishing touches on the entire new section’s construction, before she moved on to Environmental Objects, traps, and creatures.  
 
    The other Cores were all scheduled to finish their own Countdowns for their Core Improvement Level increase within the next day, as well, so it was an exciting time.  A lot of plans had been put in place on what they would be working on as soon as they had all finished Leveling up; they would be establishing a secure and defensible anti-Invader (or as anti-Invader as they could get) killing zone first, utilizing both traps and a plethora of different creatures to wipe them out.  When she used her Omen Charge inside the killing zone, she was hoping it would linger in the area and drop their Personal Force Fields automatically, making it much easier to kill anything that came inside.  If it didn’t linger, there would be some backup plans in place, including concentrated traps like her Life-infused ones that had proven deadly before, as well as some that they had collectively decided to try out once some more Trap Specializations could be unlocked. 
 
    Only then would the other Dungeon Cores start to establish their own massive dungeons, to aid in the development of the Raider groups that outgrew her third section, or else wanted to challenge themselves with something different.  The more time they had before another Invader attack, the better, because they were going to provide an area where just about any Raider could develop themselves to the fullest of their potential, and they would all do their utmost to keep casualties to a minimum.   
 
    “Less than a minute now!  This is very exciting, I have to tell you; I’ve never progressed more than a dozen Core Improvement Levels at once, and that was when I was brand-new.  Even then, the advancement of so many Levels starting from CI Level 1 had been intense and quite heady; I wonder what this is going to feel like?” 
 
    At his question, Tacca suddenly had a very bad feeling.  If he was anything like her own Core – and because of their Shared Risk, he was – then such an increase in his CI Level might have…detrimental effects.  It might even shatter his Core completely. 
 
    Uh, Brandon?  I would prepare for some pain— 
 
    “What?  What are you talking—AAAAAAAAAHHHHHHH!” 
 
    Looking at Brandon’s Core through her dungeon senses, she watched as his floating form suddenly lit up brighter than she could easily watch.  As he screamed in unimaginable pain, Tacca hoped and prayed that he would survive; after less than a minute, the light faded along with the screams, which cut off abruptly.  With worry, she looked inside to see Brandon’s Core still floating in the middle of his Core Room, though his form looked lifeless and dull. 
 
    Oh, no! 
 
    With a quick tendril of questing thought, she probed the other Core and felt some pushback, which told her that there was still something inside. 
 
    “Brandon?  Brandon!  What happened?!” Tulip, Brandon’s Dungeon Fairy exclaimed, throwing herself upon his Core in shock and worry.  Tacca was surprised to see the difference in size from what the Core had been just moments ago; Brandon was at least six times bigger than he had been before the Countdown ended, which she supposed made sense with how many Levels he had gained.  Unfortunately, it looked like something else had happened, and she wasn’t sure what to do about it. 
 
    The fact that Tulip wasn’t flopping around in pain herself was enough to tell her that Brandon hadn’t actually been destroyed, because their Bond was still intact.  That, and the fact that she could almost feel him there was proof that he continued to exist, though all attempts to reach him failed. 
 
    “Tacca, this isn’t good,” Shale said softly next to her Core after it had been evident that they couldn’t reach Brandon.  “What will happen when the others….” 
 
    I know, Shale.  Let’s just hope that it’s very temporary; if not, we’ll figure something out. 
 
    “No!  My countdown is almost up—what do I do?!” Kenzie asked in a fright.  It was too late, though, as the next moment Tacca heard the other Core screaming in her mind as Kenzie’s Countdown ended. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Over the next few hours – coinciding with when Tacca had first connected with the other Dungeon Cores in the Nursery – Regina, David, Patrick, and even Karen all succumbed to a similar Core Improvement debacle.  Despite panicking like the rest (which did absolutely no one any good), Karen was actually the calmest of them all, surprising Tacca with her deduction. 
 
    “Obviously, none of the Cores that went through the process are dead, because their forms didn’t shatter and their Fairies are just fine.  Eventually we’ll come out of this stronger than ever.” 
 
    Tacca certainly hoped so, and it was a nice change in Karen’s attitude from the usual complaints and negativity— 
 
    “Of course, I still blame you and that Council Leader Fairy for everything that’s happening to us.” 
 
    Yes, yes, whatever.  She wanted to argue with Karen, but she couldn’t completely disregard the fact that it was—in part—her fault.  If her Shared Risk hadn’t been automatically activated, making the others’ Cores vulnerable to the extreme forces involved with such an increase in their Core Improvement Level, then it was entirely possible that they would’ve been fine going through the process.  Granted, they wouldn’t have increased their CI Level as quickly as they had without it, nor had a few other benefits, but she couldn’t deny that she took some of the responsibility for the current circumstances. 
 
    “Well, that’s not good, Tacca,” Shale said after all of the 6 Cores in the Nursery had become dull, lifeless-looking orbs floating in their Core Rooms.  Tulip and the other Dungeon Assistants were inside of Tacca’s new Core Room, which she had hollowed out near the Nursery, both for safety and to be closer to her charges.  It wasn’t very large and was fairly unadorned, but that was fine with her; it was deep within the mountain range, far below ground level, and the only access was a relatively narrow regulation-sized tunnel leading from the ceiling of the arena to the complex of Dungeon Cores.  Of course, while it was by no means a fool-proof design that might ensure nothing could attack her, it was certainly much safer than her previous Core Room – which, after all, was important, in order to stay out of reach from the Invaders as much as possible. 
 
    No, it’s not.  I’m not sure what I can do to try to rouse them from their…slumber?  I can’t even tell exactly what is wrong with them. 
 
    “Nothing, as far as we can tell,” Tulip said lethargically.  The stress of their Cores being converted into…whatever they were at the moment...had sent the Dungeon Assistants into a spiral of depression that mimicked the Raiders’ state of mind only a week or so ago.  Unfortunately for the Fairies, a party celebrating that they were still technically “alive” probably wouldn’t change their attitude. 
 
    How long do you think they’ll stay this way? she asked, though she wasn’t sure who she was asking.   
 
    Shale just shrugged and said, “No idea.  From what Tulip described, it was as if their Cores were stretched beyond what they could handle from the change, and their consciousnesses retreated within due to the pain; it is likely that their Cores are attempting to repair the damage automatically, allowing their souls to take over again when their forms can handle their absent consciousnesses without shattering completely.  How long that will take is anyone’s guess, though.  Could be a few days; could be years or decades—or longer.” 
 
    Tacca had figured that it was something like that, knowing her own difficulties as a Dungeon Core, but that didn’t really come close to finding a solution.  An idea she had of trying to infuse one of the other Cores with Dungeon Force in order to effect a change upon them was immediately shot down with a resounding, “NO!  That could shatter them!” from the assembled crowd of Dungeon Assistants.  She had to admit that, from all she knew about Cores, they were likely correct; thinking about if it happened to her own Core, she could see that being the result. 
 
    So we just wait? 
 
    “Yes, for now,” Tulip said forlornly.  “I’m taking the others to go speak with Head Instructor Lapis to see if he’s heard of anything like this before, but I’m not holding out hope; this is so far out of the ordinary that I doubt he can help us.” 
 
    With that, the six Dungeon Assistants were gone, traveling through separate Translocation activations to DPRC Headquarters.  Now it was just Tacca and Shale left to pick up the pieces of the sudden reduction of help. 
 
    What do we do? 
 
    Shale shrugged again, as unsure as she was.  “I don’t know; keep going as you were?” 
 
    As much as it seemed insensitive to the plight of the Cores in the Nursery, Tacca couldn’t help but agree with him.  Until they heard back from Head Instructor Lapis, or the Cores revived from their current state, there really wasn’t much that she could do.   
 
    The whole plan to protect the approach to their Core Rooms was delayed, of course, though what they did have would be enough for the moment.  An amalgamation of weak traps and low-Level creatures that the Nursery Cores had created – before they succumbed to the state they were currently in – weren’t the best defense, but it was better than nothing; especially since Tacca sealed up the Hall from the outside, so as to cut off access.   
 
    At the moment, anyone trying to get to the general area of the Core Rooms would have to venture through at least her second section, followed by her empty third section, then travel through a half-mile of tunnels to reach the arena, somehow levitate themselves to the passage opening in the ceiling, and then journey down another few miles of a tunnel that was protected by the beginnings of their defense.  A weak defense, unfortunately, but one that she bolstered with some additional non-dungeon traps like she had set up before, with large blocks of iron that were set to fall and crash through the ceiling of the tunnel, both crushing whatever was below and to block off the majority of the passageway. 
 
    In addition to 5 separate instances of those iron blocks, she also took advantage of her relatively new Aquatic Environmental Access and Water-based traps to create a delaying trap.  First, on a long stretch of tunnel that was unoccupied by any previous defenses, she carved her way upwards, extending the ceiling of the passageway so that it rose at a vertical incline.  Once it extended over 200 feet straight up, she carved the earth forward again approximately 10 feet, before carving down to the original tunnel; at the same time, she sealed up the way through the original tunnel down below, essentially making a passageway that went straight up for 200 feet before heading back down another 200 feet.  What was even better was that by also widening up the sides of the tunnel a few feet in total, she had effectively made a unique-looking room. 
 
    Normally, this would be against the rules, as traversing the room would be difficult or impossible for normal Raiders, especially since she made the sides completely smooth without any handholds to ascend or descend.  For the Invaders, though, it would only delay them because they would have to use their Personal Force Fields to rise up into the air; she had seen them fall into pits before and rise up unharmed, so she had no doubt this would only minorly inconvenience them. 
 
    But a waterfall of powerful force raining down on them would certainly hamper their progress even further.   
 
    At the top of the 200-foot-tall room, she created a Water-based trap, triggered from far down below; as soon as it was triggered, a deluge of water would simply be created at the apex of the tunnel and would drop straight down.  She didn’t add anything special to the trap, like any forceful expulsion or massive temperature changes, so it was relatively inexpensive. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Deluge Water Trap 
    
  The Deluge Water Trap can be placed on the ceiling of a room and is triggered by directional proximity.  When activated, specified amounts of water are expelled from the ceiling, drenching anyone and anything beneath the trap.  The Deluge Water Trap can be adjusted for duration, strength, water type, and temperature.  All traps can be disabled with high-enough Disarm Trap skills. 
    
  Cost: 250 DF (-60% Water Specialization, -40% Special Characteristic) 
  Replacement Cost: 25 DF (-75% off current cost/Water Specialization) 
  Creation Time: 0.5 hours 
  Disarm Trap Resistance: 1 
  Activation Range: 10ft X 10ft 
  Trigger Proximity: 200ft below 
  Strength: 0.1% 
  Duration: 600.0 seconds 
  Water Type: Fresh 
  Temperature: Tepid 
  Resistance Category: Water 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Even better, the trap would last for 10 minutes, creating water and dropping it down the large shaft in a pounding waterfall.  While it wouldn’t necessarily hurt the Invaders, she hoped that the simple act of water impacting their Fields would start to break them down.  Tacca doubted that it would be that easy, and even if the Fields went away temporarily, pounding water from above wasn’t that dangerous. 
 
    So, that was why she created a massive room underneath the extended passageway, 400 feet deep, 20 wide, and 50 long.  Inside of the space she filled it halfway with water as an Environmental Object, leaving 200 feet of empty space above the surface.  In the altered passageway above, she thinned out the stone flooring so that it was only a thin sheet; when the Invaders walked on it, the stone would crumble from their weight and they would drop down below. 
 
    Obviously, they would just float up again using their Force Fields, but with the waterfall coming from above, she doubted anything would be able to float their way through the driving water.  If everything worked the way she was hoping, the waterfall would keep them trapped in the room below, unable to advance any further. 
 
    For a whole 10 minutes – when the Water-based trap would stop and have to be replaced.  That extra 10 minutes could mean the difference between life and death.   
 
    And that was when Tacca would Teleport closer and use her Omen Charge ability, removing any hope the Invaders had of getting back up as their Force Fields disappeared. 
 
    It wasn’t a foolproof plan, but it was the best she could think of using her unique ability.  If she was extraordinarily lucky, the lingering “tingling” feeling that the Head Instructor said he had felt from her Omen Charge Ability in the arena would eliminate their Fields, but she wasn’t counting on that.  However, just in case it did work, she slowly teleported her Core through the entire tunnel leading from the arena, activating a weak Omen Charge every minute or so; if it lingered like she hoped, then the entire tunnel would be ready to eliminate the Fields of the Invaders that ventured through, making them vulnerable. 
 
    To take advantage of that possible vulnerability, she carved out multiple pits along the tunnel, 50 feet long and deep, and filled with spiky stone protrusions.  They weren’t “traps” because they didn’t have anything camouflaging them, but were instead only obstacles that would be difficult to traverse.  Lastly, she created one final single-use trap nearest her own Core Room, which was there primarily as a last-resort measure if the Invaders managed to get that far. 
 
    Either way things turned out, Tacca would be ready. 
 
    With so much of her dungeon that the Invaders needed to sprint their way through to get to her, she felt that she had more than enough time to effect changes in the dungeon if she felt it necessary.  Since her Omen Charge Ability seemed to cancel out the non-regenerative effects on her Dungeon Force and Fairy Mana, she wasn’t as concerned about not having enough resources to defend herself.  She could create additional traps along the tunnel or add more of her creatures for defense, but she currently needed her Control Limit and the limit to how many traps she could have for her third section.  Regardless of anything else, her primary goal – after ensuring that she was as safe as reasonably possible – was to develop the Raiders still delving through her dungeon. 
 
    To that end, Tacca turned her attention back to constructing her third section, which was nearly complete.  With the move to her new location near the Nursery, all she had left was to connect the tunnels leading from the end of the last room in the second section to her old Core Room to the beginning of the third section where it was needed.  In the future, when the newest section was ready to open up for the Raiders to start delving, she was planning on making another slide down from the second section landing so that those wanting to challenge themselves wouldn’t have to go through the second section.  What she was going to add, however, was a way that she could entirely shut down access to that section from the landing, so that the Invaders wouldn’t be able to bypass so much of her dungeon – probably with another one-off obstacle that she could activate remotely. 
 
    But she needed to finish everything else first. 
 
    All told, she had 15 new rooms to populate with creatures and traps, as well as adjusting any of the Environmental Objects she had previously placed.  This time, she didn’t make different pathways through a complex of rooms like the second section, but instead connected them all together using a linear progression, similar to her first section.  She didn’t feel the need to make it complicated or to create a challenge for the Raiders to find their way to the end, but instead she wanted to focus on making the section as beneficial as possible. 
 
    The way she was going to do that was to add as many creatures as she could, allowing the Raiders to gain Power, but she also had to make sure that it was still a challenge.  At the same time, the rewards would be even more generous than before, giving those who dared to delve through a better chance to find equipment that made them even more powerful than before, as well as increase their survivability.  That was Tacca’s goal at that point, because killing them was not her objective anymore, even to cull out the worst Raiders.  In order to survive, they would need just about everyone still alive to repel the Invaders, so any traps she placed in the rooms would have to be non-lethal in and of themselves.  Creature types and Levels would still be challenging and potentially deadly, though, because it would be both a disservice to the Raiders if they weren’t and could potentially lead to heavy dissatisfaction. 
 
    Neither of which Tacca was too keen on doing. 
 
    As she started to consider what to place inside of the first room of her new section, looking over the Environmental Objects she had already placed inside, a sudden change in her Core Room startled her. 
 
    “Tacca!” Tulip said as she suddenly appeared from the Translocation process the Dungeon Assistant used.  The Fairy, usually fairly composed, even in the face of her Dungeon Core – Brandon – turning lifeless and dull, looked utterly panicked.  “There is—there is—there is—” she stuttered, obviously out of breath in addition to being panicked. 
 
    Tulip, what’s wrong?  Did you find the Head Instructor?  That was the last thing she knew they were doing, after all. 
 
    That seemed to shock some sense into Tulip as she calmed down a tad and took a deep breath.  Her Mood Dress went from streaks of stark yellow, white, and black (a combination of emotions she couldn’t even classify) to some hints of a calming blue peeking through.  She calmed down even more as Shale fluttered up to her and put his hand on her shoulder, granting her a little comfort when she was obviously distressed. 
 
    “What were you asking?  Oh, yes, we finally found the Head Instructor—” 
 
    Did he have any idea of how to break your Core out of the state he’s in? 
 
    Tulip shook her head.  “No, he had no idea, but he said he wanted to come and investigate it further—but that’s not why I’m back!” she said a lot more calmly, before the panic set in again.  “You can see through Shale’s senses, right?” the frantic Dungeon Assistant asked in a hurry.   
 
    Yes, why? 
 
    Tulip turned to Shale, saying, “You need to come with me.  There’s something you need to see.”  At his nod, he got ready to Translocate out of Tacca’s Core Room.  
 
    Before he could leave, Tacca had to ask Tulip what this was all about.  What do you need to show us? 
 
    “There’s no time to explain, just watch.”  Another second later and she was gone, with Shale gone almost immediately thereafter.   
 
    Using his Perception Link Ability, Tacca saw through Shale’s eyes and heard through his ears everything that was going on.  She was at first a little disoriented from the switch in perspective, but she quickly adjusted enough to see that Shale was far above the ground somewhere.  Memories of watching the horrific attack as the Raider army fought against the Invaders up north came to her mind, and she was immediately worried that she’d see the same thing here.  Those memories were further enhanced when Shale peered around and Tacca noticed that the Head Instructor was there with a variety of unfamiliar Fairies, along with all of the Nursery Dungeon Assistants. 
 
    Unfortunately, her worries that this would be a repeat of that occurrence appeared to be quite possible, as Shale then looked down to see a massive city below him with tall walls, most of which seemed to be occupied by people of one kind or another.  She almost immediately recognized them as Raiders of one kind or another, looking outward from the walls at something. 
 
    Shale must have instinctively read her intention, because he looked out to the cleared field to the north of the city.  There, in all its horrendous glory, was the largest assemblage of Invaders she had ever seen. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Trevelyan stood in the center of the walls surrounding Guardcrest and peered over the assemblage of Invaders arrayed against them.  If she needed any other proof that these monstrous people weren’t just here to wantonly kill everyone without a rhyme or reason, it was plain to see in the way they had arranged themselves in neat, orderly rows.  From there, they formed precise blocks of troops, arrayed along the walls for nearly a mile going from east to west, blocking off any access to the north other than by going far around their position. 
 
    Not that anyone was trying to go north, of course.  The upper half of the entire continent of Abenlure had fallen to the advance of the Invaders, and no one lived up there who wasn’t already a slave to the strange and monstrous people.  From their retreat and various reports from Rangers and other Scout-type Classes, those that had stayed behind either because they physically couldn’t leave or wouldn’t leave their homes (which she thought was the pinnacle of foolishness) were sent to the north to join in whatever construction project was going on up there.  The last numbers of slaves that had been assessed, before travel to the far north was too dangerous to continue, put them at just over 75,000. 
 
    It was, putting it mildly, disturbing.  To have that many of their people subjugated to these Invaders was an affront to her sensibilities.  Trevelyan, for one, had always believed that her purpose behind her role as a Raider was to become strong enough to protect the people living around her; most of the time, that protection was centered around controlling the rare assaults by dungeons gone mad, where monsters were sent out to start killing people indiscriminately.  When that wasn’t happening, though, there wasn’t much that Raiders were responsible for, other than keeping the peace in the Kingdom; having an army of strong people ready to quell any political conflicts was usually enough of a deterrent to keep fighting to a minimum, or at least contained.   
 
    That didn’t mean that such things didn’t happen, of course, which was why there were still walls around many cities and even towns.  There were tens of millions of people living in Abenlure, and only a few hundred thousand Raiders spread thinly around the land, after all; armies of soldiers led by political figures used more mundane means of waging war, which walls helped to safeguard the people living there. 
 
    The status quo had been maintained for a long time without anything but minor flare-ups over the years.  The latest difficulties with the Ministry of Merchants gaining major power and influence over the last few decades was only the latest of occurrences, and while Trevelyan imagined that there would likely have been a massive power struggle in the future, none of that really mattered right now.  Primarily because the Ministry had lost a lot of its power over the last few months because of the loss of trade to the north and their habit of hoarding supplies to make a profit had led to the deaths of more than a couple of Ministers.  The Ministry was quite diminished at the moment, and the Raider Delving Clan’s leadership didn’t think they were going to be much of a threat for a long, long time.   
 
    What was a threat was the army of Invaders arrayed against them, pushing down from the north.  Worse than that, for the first time in their vaunted history, the Raiders were entirely unprepared and outmatched by a foe that they barely had a chance to defeat.  That feeling of vulnerability was something that Trevelyan hadn’t felt in a long, long time – and to say that she didn’t like it would be an understatement.   
 
    “Ma’am!  The reinforcements are arrayed along the eastern and western flanks like you instructed.”   
 
    Trevelyan looked around at the messenger in the King’s livery who had approached the leadership group, the young Elf not even breathing hard despite what was undoubtedly a long run.  She nodded, dismissing him, as she turned back to the army just standing there looking at the walls of Guardcrest, unmoving and preternaturally still. 
 
    A presence appeared next to her, and she immediately recognized who it was despite the care he took to arrive mostly unseen.  “Fade,” she said softly, without turning.  “What news?” 
 
    He spoke in little more than a whisper, and despite the small sounds of thousands of people arrayed along the walls, she heard him perfectly fine with her extraordinary hearing.  “There are no signs of any reinforcements coming from the north for at least a day’s march, even at the freakish speeds that these Invaders possess.” 
 
    That was good to hear.  She had sent out a few dozen squads of Raiders to investigate north of the army that had been sighted coming for the capital a few days ago, in order to estimate the numbers they would have to fight against.  That no more seemed to be coming to reinforce those that were already here was a good sign and the best news of the day so far.  Granted, it paled in comparison to the obstacle they already had in front of them: the thousands of Invaders already here. 
 
    Trevelyan’s eyesight allowed her to see the 50 formations of Invaders stretching more than a mile to the east and west, and her mind did the calculation based on their composition.  At the front of the different blocks of monstrous people were the smaller, blue-skinned representatives of their kind, 100 strong.  Their powerful weapons shone in the light of the day, even held at rest in their 6 hands; it wasn’t blinding, but it made the force arrayed against them seem more numerous than they actually were.   
 
    Behind those blue-skinned individuals were the slightly larger, purple-skinned kind, separated by an equal distance and positioned so that they were behind 10 of their blue-skinned brethren.  It had been more than obvious that these foes were what Trevelyan would classify as some sort of squad leaders, and she had seen in the past how they always seemed to be in charge of those smaller individuals.   
 
    Behind each block of Invaders was a single, massive, 8-armed, red-skinned Invader, plainly in charge of those smaller members of the army that were arrayed in front of it.  Trevelyan still remembered having to flee from the one that had attacked their own force of Raiders up north, and she shuddered as she recalled how devastating it had been against the Clan. 
 
    All told, if the numbers were the same for each grouping, there were 5,000 blue-skinned Invaders, 500 purple-skinned, and 50 of the red-skinned individuals prepared to assault the walls of Guardcrest. 
 
    As for the Raiders, Trevelyan glanced along the walls to either side of her, seeing the 120,000 members of the Clan that had joined in the defense, much more than she had hoped or expected to arrive.  From what records the Clan Headquarters possessed, this was more than half of the surviving Raiders left in Abenlure, and more than 80% of those present were Raider Level 30 or higher.  If we had all of these Raiders up north on our first assault against these Invaders, I’m sure we would’ve had a much easier time. 
 
    The thought came unbidden to her mind and she pushed it away.  It wasn’t the fault of the Clan that they hadn’t been as prepared as they could’ve been in that disastrous assault; Trevelyan herself had thought that they were strong and numerous enough to destroy those they had attacked – and in part she had been correct.  The previous battle had been going their way, despite quite a few casualties, until the red-skinned leader had shown up.  No one had been prepared for that, and the sudden attack by the powerful entity had completely devastated their ranks, breaking them unlike anything they’d faced before in a dungeon.  It wasn’t so much the size, speed, or sheer force behind its blows – it was the fact that they couldn’t even so much as hurt it that caused them to have to retreat. 
 
    From their additional retreat down south, using hit-and-run tactics against various groups sweeping through the land, they had learned that the protection afforded to the Invaders was variable.  For the blue-skinned Invaders, the shields that protected them could take quite a bit of damage, but their protective barriers were about half as strong as the ones used by the purple-skinned people.  Although it was hard to tell how powerful the red-skinned Invaders’ shields were, what she remembered from the disastrous battle told her that those shields could withstand at least twice as much damage compared to the purple Invaders.   
 
    In short, it was something that even Trevelyan would have difficulty getting through. 
 
    I wish the Conclave was still around.  They probably could’ve killed these people without breaking a sweat. 
 
    Thoughts of the mythical figures that were part of the Conclave flooded her mind, and not for the first time she wondered what had happened to them.  Not many people knew about the Conclave of Sages, because that knowledge was usually restricted to those with either a need to know or those who might be joining their ranks in the future.  Trevelyan was part of the latter category, because apparently Raider Level 100 was the first opportunity a Raider had to join their ranks, though most didn’t join until at least another 25 to 50 Levels.  There was some sort of initiation involved in order to become part of the Conclave, and not everyone survived – or she had been told.  That, and they needed a patron to support their rise to what nearly amounted to godhood, as any of those in the Conclave were so powerful that they would be almost impossible to kill. 
 
    At least, impossible to kill normally.  These Invaders were anything but normal, though. 
 
    No one possessing knowledge of the Conclave’s existence knew what had happened to them, though, not even those in the Clan headquarters.  Even the Raider Delving Clan’s leader, Erista (who was a Raider Level 115 Void Elementalist), didn’t know what had happened to them, and she always seemed to know everything that happened in Abenlure.  As for the half-dozen other Raiders that were a higher Level than Trevelyan in the city – which she was happy to see when she had arrived a few days ago – they hadn’t had any other news, either. 
 
    Trevelyan was just glad that the responsibility for defending Guardcrest wasn’t fully on her shoulders.  She was an important part of the defense, no doubt, but the responsibility to coordinate everything had fallen on Erista as Clan Leader and the King, who had assembled tens of thousands of mundane soldiers as reinforcements, though Trevelyan doubted they would be much use against their foe.  When it was determined that they would throw everything at the Invaders in order to stop them here, without allowing them to progress any further south, help was in large supply as the call went out for everyone to help defend the walls, Raider or otherwise.   
 
    All of that was undoubtedly due to the fact that this type of enemy was unprecedented in their advance, and it was quickly becoming evident that the survival of everyone was at stake.  These Invaders weren’t here just to take over control of land; they were here to take control of the people.  Though, apparently not any Raiders, because it seemed as though not a single one had been mind-controlled; it was only those that were part of the Clan that were slaughtered outright. 
 
    It was a matter of life and death (or enslavement) now, and there was no sitting it out. 
 
    Unfortunately, as much as she would’ve preferred the city to be empty if they were going to be fighting from the walls – just in case they weren’t able to hold them – the reality was that such a thing just wasn’t possible.  The massive capital city of Guardcrest usually boasted a population of over a million residents, but with the refugees fleeing the north, the city had swelled to twice that amount.  The number even included the millions of refugees already sent south to keep moving, as the capital (despite its size and significant resources) couldn’t hope to sustain those kinds of numbers for long.  After the word was released that they would be making a stand in the most defensible place on the continent, hundreds of thousands more people fled south, though where they would end up was anyone’s guess.   
 
    That still left over a million non-Raider citizens in the city, unable to flee or stubbornly refusing to leave.  Some of the latter were just plain foolish, while the majority had faith that the Invaders would be stopped and pushed back by such a spectacular force upon the walls in defense.  Trevelyan had to admit that the assemblage of Raiders was an impressive sight, with more of the Clan brought together than had ever been seen in history…but she pessimistically thought that it wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    Perhaps if there were only a handful of those red-skinned leaders, we might have a chance here; as it is, I doubt we’ll survive against 50 of them.  As for the smaller, “weaker” Invaders, Trevelyan thought that the number advantage they had in terms of Raiders present was enough to handle them, especially now that they better knew how to take them down after having enough experience fighting them, but it was those 8-armed freakish impossibilities that were going to be the toughest to defeat.  If they even could be defeated. 
 
    There were 50 high-Level groups that were tasked with killing the leaders, though “high-Level” was relative; while there were a few groups including the Clan Leader’s that possessed members with Levels higher than 90, the majority of them were Level 80 or below.  There was even one group that was composed of only Level 60’s, though they had worked together for years and complemented each other very well, making them very effective.  Whether they were effective enough to survive against what was coming was something altogether different. 
 
    “What are they waiting for?” one of her group members asked.   
 
    Trevelyan looked over at Mideran, a Level 69 Elven Spirit Archer, and shrugged.  “I have no idea; they gain nothing from waiting, I would think.  In fact, it is only giving us more time to prepare.” 
 
    She doubted it was hesitation that stayed the army lined up nearly half a mile in the distance, but she couldn’t figure out what else it could be.  Almost as if talking about them not moving spurred them into action, however, Trevelyan looked out to see that the Invaders were finally moving.  With weapons held out to either side of them at the ready, the force of Invaders sprinted ahead, uncannily keeping in formation – a tidal wave of death that inexorably drifted toward the walls.  She just hoped that they were strong enough to survive without drowning in the tide of destruction coming their way. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Tacca watched the start of the battle through Shale’s Perception Link, and she despaired at what she saw.  Over 5,000 Invaders ran toward the walls in formation, their weapons out to their sides and pointed forward, looking like a moving wall of spikes ready to impale the defenders on the walls.  It was such a terrifying sight – especially the massive, 8-armed, red-skinned Invaders in the back – that the Fairy-turned-Dungeon Core suddenly had flashbacks of the arena in her dungeon and the helplessness of the Raiders against such a powerful enemy.   
 
    A helplessness that was present even after she had “short-circuited” the Personal Force Field of the Elite Interdimensional Being with her Omen Charge.  Its strength and sheer speed – not to mention its powerful weapons – were on such another level in comparison to the Raiders that they would’ve had no chance if Tacca hadn’t helped with her giant Mastiff and the falling block of iron from up above.   
 
    She was sure that many of those Raiders she saw upon the walls were much stronger than those that had taken refuge in her dungeon over the winter, but when there were 50 of the Elite Invaders and they still had full access to their defensive Fields…well, she didn’t hold out much hope that the battle would end well.  The number of Raiders notwithstanding, it would be very difficult for them to— 
 
    A wave of spells and long-range projectiles suddenly erupted from the walls out toward the approaching Invaders when they were approximately 300 feet away, cutting off Tacca’s thoughts as she watched in awe.  She wasn’t sure exactly how many Raiders there were along the defensive barrier, but she estimated that there were at least 100,000; with tens of thousands of them launching a volley of devastating effects all at once, slamming into the protected enemy, Tacca couldn’t help but be fascinated at such a display of unbelievable power. 
 
    The first volley of magical effects and enhanced projectiles (mostly in the form of arrows and bolts) slammed into the front ranks of the blue-skinned “Fodder” Invaders like a hammer striking an anvil.  Explosions and warped air competed with balls of pure magic, shards of ice, and boulders created from thin air to hit the Fodder with enough force to not only shatter their Personal Protective Fields, but to completely shred their bodies to pieces as if they hadn’t even had any protection.  The wave of destruction was great enough that the second and third ranks of the Invader army, which consisted of 10 ranks of 10 Fodder each, were flung backwards as multiple impacts shattered their Fields – though only a few were killed as a result.  The rest may have been injured a bit, but when they stopped rolling backwards from the force of the impact, they got right back up and started sprinting toward the walls again. 
 
    As for the rest of the individual groups, the 7 or 8 ranks of Fodder that had been relatively untouched kept running, apparently careless about the deaths or injuries of their fellows.  The entire force managed to advance another 50 feet before another, larger cascade of spells and projectiles blasted into the Invader army, killing hundreds of them along the new front ranks, pushing even more to the back as their Fields took the brunt of the damage. 
 
    Yet, the others kept running, seemingly oblivious of what they were diving headlong into.   
 
    They moved so quickly that another 50 feet was eaten up by the army, putting them only about 200 feet away from the walls at that time, before another volley shot out from the walls, the distance allowing even more attacks to come into effect as those with distance-restricted spells or abilities were able to contribute.  Tacca knew that the attacks from the walls would continue to increase the closer the Invaders approached, and she was actually encouraged by what she saw.  The sheer amount of raw damage brought to bear on the army by the Raiders was so concentrated and effective that it was eating away at the Invader forces with speed. 
 
    In short, the defense was doing so much better than Tacca expected.  Then again, the fact that the blue-skinned Invaders were called “Fodder” wasn’t lost on her, so she didn’t get her hopes up too much. 
 
    Two additional volleys of magic spells, mid-range effects, arrows, bolts, and even some powerfully shot metal balls slung out from slings managed to whittle down the Fodder army from what she estimated at about 5,000 down to less than 1,000.  Even better, it had been achieved without a single casualty on the Raiders’ side; Tacca briefly thought that they might actually be able to pull off a successful defense. 
 
    She was wrong.  So very, very wrong. 
 
    At 50 feet away from the 30-foot-tall stone walls surrounding the cities, another wave of spells was sent out, but the Fodder were no longer running along the ground, meaning that nearly everything that was shot out missed their targets, wasting the attack near-completely.  Instead of running further toward the walls, all of the remaining Fodder jumped, their Personal Force Fields acting as a boost to bring them to the top of the stone barrier within seconds of the spells being unleashed at them.   
 
    The Raiders were prepared, though, despite the abrupt change in the enemies’ position.  Tens of thousands of melee-based protectors yanked the casters and long-range attackers back from the edge of the walls just as the first of the Fodder arrived.  Dozens of Raiders were killed in those first few seconds as confusion and the abrupt attack caught some off-guard, but the members of the Raider Delving Clan knew their stuff – even if their target was different from their normal dungeon fare.   
 
    Heavily armored Clan members stepped up to take the brunt of the attacks as other Raiders cast even more spells and shot their bows and other weapons at short-range.  Sneaky Scout-Class types suddenly appeared and attacked from multiple directions, surrounding the Invaders on the walls with so many of their number that many of them had to stay back and literally wait in line.  Healers quickly patched up those that fell under the beatings by powerful weapons enhanced by the Fields, which cut through even some of the strongest materials and defensive spells facing them, but even then dozens more Raiders died quickly. 
 
    Thankfully, they weren’t the only ones.  Hundreds more of the blue-skinned Fodder perished within the first 10 seconds of them being on the wall, as they were overwhelmed and swarmed by the sheer numbers of defenders.  Only a small fraction of their original number remained at that point, which was promising, but the battle was only beginning. 
 
    The next thing the defenders knew, purple-skinned “Soldiers” began raining down on them, over 500 of them along the entire defended wall.  These Invaders were much more dangerous and had been virtually untouched as they had run behind the ranks of Fodder, and they took advantage of the melee on walls to wreak havoc among the lesser-defended Classes that had been hanging back out of danger.  Thousands of Healers, Casters, and other support Classes were killed as the faster Soldiers waded into packed hordes of Raiders along the top of the wall, slicing through hurriedly thrown-up protective defenses like they weren’t even there.  Limbs and heads were lopped off or smashed to a pulp with each slice or smack of their weapons, which seemed to rotate around them faster than Tacca could follow.   
 
    Watching from high up above, Tacca could see the chaos that had ensued as the battle escalated at that point; it quickly went from a situation that was easily handled to a fight for their lives.  From the first few seconds, it seemed as though the Raiders would be defeated, but the following moment the Clan members rallied as they adjusted to the changing environment and started to fight back with determination.  Within another 15 seconds, the tide had turned again as the defenders started to coordinate among themselves, surrounding the Invaders along the walls as they recovered their positions.  
 
    Tens of thousands of bodies were already down along the walls, however, and it was about to get worse. 
 
    With a magnificent leap at least 100 feet into the air, the Elite Invaders made their entrance as they slammed down on the walls with their weapons extended to either side.  The impacts were so great that Tacca almost felt the sound that reverberated through the air, and she watched as thousands of Raiders lost their footing from the shaking that must have occurred that close to the impact sites.  Thousands more Raiders were killed as great sweeps of their massive weapons tore through any defenders that were close enough like wet paper, not to mention the hundreds that were crushed by Elite feet as they crashed upon the walls. 
 
    Oh, no!  They’re done for. 
 
    “Hold up, there appears to be a plan for those things, as well.” 
 
    It took Tacca a moment to understand what Shale meant, but then she saw determined groups along the walls converging on the Elite Invaders from different directions, one group per Elite.  Shale concentrated on looking at a few in particular, and Tacca was instantly amazed at what she saw: They were able to defend against the massive Invaders, though only up to a point.  The special groups of high-Level Raiders (which she assumed they were, because it was the only thing that made sense) immediately went on the offensive, blocking attacks by powerful magical means, or else doing everything they could to avoid being hit entirely.  Their attacks, bolstered by those Raiders near enough to contribute, started to whittle down the Personal Force Fields of the Elites, to the point where Tacca could tell that they were ready to break. 
 
    On one section of the wall, a spell took shape that surprised the Fairy-turned-Dungeon Core, one that she had only heard a description of but hadn’t ever imagined seeing in person.  Or through a Perception Link – whatever the case may be. 
 
    I think that is a Void Meteor, Shale.  There must be a Void Elementalist among the defenders – and a right powerful one, too. 
 
    She knew about the Raider Class from her studies at DAPS, but she never thought she would see one; it took a very determined Raider a long time to unlock access to the Class, as it was only available after Raider Level 100, or so she was taught.  The strength of the spell was obvious as a hole in the middle of the air seemed to open up 50 feet above the wall, spitting out a flaming chunk of rock that hurtled at the target at tremendous speed. 
 
    That target: one of the Elite Invaders. 
 
    With a tremendous *BOOM!*, the meteor hit the Invader with enough force to knock it off of the wall and onto the ground outside of the walls.  Tacca could see the Field that covered it flicker and die away upon impact with the ground, and the Elite was sprawled on its back, obviously dazed from the attack.  The nearby Raiders on the wall, while probably just as dazed at the powerful attack, were the first to recover; a hail of spells and other projectiles rained down on the prone Elite, who was struggling to pick itself up off the ground. 
 
    The sudden onslaught against the unprepared Elite, bereft of its protection, proved to be too much for the foe.  Three of its arms were blown completely off of its body from multiple explosions, its kneecap was impaled with ice shards as big as a person, and there was a toxic sludge that seemed to coat its entire chest, eating into red-colored skin that bubbled and hissed from the spell.  Hundreds of arrows had impaled its body all over, some stuck further inside than others depending upon what magical effect was applied to them; hardened air had pummeled its left foot into the ground, the bones inside cracked and exposed to the world. 
 
    All of that might have been enough to kill it, but that wasn’t what ended its existence.  No, that was all thanks to a giant boulder that had been conjured and dropped on the Elite’s head, smashing it apart like an overripe melon. 
 
    Cheering erupted along that part of the wall as the large Invader was felled, and the Raiders turned their attention to the Fodder and Soldiers still nearby.   
 
    Now all they need to do is kill the other 49 Elite Invaders, and they’ll all be set. 
 
    If only it were that easy.  One part of her studies about Classes had taught Tacca that some spells were so powerful that trying to cast them more than once every few hours could prove deadly to a Raider.  It was why some spells, like the Void Meteor she had just seen, would only be seen once during a dungeon delve. Tacca would normally be thankful that those types of restrictive attributes to powerful spells existed; otherwise it was possible that a single Raider could completely dismantle a dungeon by themselves in a matter of minutes.  In this case, however, she wished those restrictions weren’t in place, because the Raiders could really use 49 more of those Meteors. 
 
    Sadly, the battle would probably be over by the time the Void Elementalist was able to summon another Meteor— 
 
    I spoke too soon. 
 
    Tacca watched as another Void Meteor opened above an unsuspecting Elite that was absolutely devastating the defenses on the wall, slicing through dozens of Raiders at a time.  If there was a group that had been designated to combat it, it was obviously gone now because the Elite was unleashed upon the near-defenseless horde of Raiders on the wall.  A repeat of the impact occurred as the Invader was knocked off of the wall, its protective barrier shattered in the process; those on the wall struggled to attack while it was stunned and prone on the ground, but they eventually pulled together the remnants of their groups and destroyed their opponent outside of the walls. 
 
    “I think I see the Raider who created that, Tacca,” Shale said suddenly, his focus on a specific point on the wall.  “She’s down, though; I can’t tell if she’s dead or just unconscious.” 
 
    Tacca didn’t have to guess, however; using the spell in such quick succession was certainly possible, but it used the very lifeforce of the one casting it – which was why it was recommended that it be used only once every few hours, or days, if possible.  There was virtually no way that the Void Elementalist survived after something like that; instead, the Elven woman she saw on her back on the wall, surrounded by a veritable honor guard of Raiders, had deliberately sacrificed herself in order to destroy another one of the enemy. 
 
    Sadly, it doesn’t look like her sacrifice is going to make much of a difference. 
 
    “Why?  Oh, I see….” 
 
    One by one, the groups that were designated to fight the Elites were slaughtered, their efforts entirely overcome by the strength and speed of the Invaders – not to mention their near-impenetrable Personal Force Fields.  There were two groups that managed to kill their Elite through monumental effort, which Tacca unfortunately missed seeing, but she did see the aftermath; only a few of the original group members that had gone up against the brutes had survived, and most of those were in bad shape.  All of the rest were killed, hacked to pieces or smashed to the top of the wall so completely that it was difficult to tell they were people.   
 
    A total of 4 of the Elites were killed, which meant that there were still 46 free to rain down death and destruction upon those upon the wall.  There were still a few hundred Fodder and at least 250 Soldiers still alive, but as the Elites started to spread themselves along the wall, unimpeded, those numbers weren’t diminishing much anymore.   
 
    As Shale continued to watch in mounting horror as there was a complete collapse of the defenses along the wall, something nagged at Tacca as she observed.  It took her a moment to figure out what was bothering her.   
 
    Shale?  Did I miss another one of the Elites being killed?  
 
    “No, I don’t think so.  Why?” 
 
    Because I only count 45 instead of 46.  It was fairly easy to count them because of their sheer size; they stuck out like a red rose in a patch of white lilies.  Not to mention the trail of destruction that they left in their wake. 
 
    “Huh?  Oh, I didn’t even notice that.  I wonder where the—” 
 
    There was an abrupt scream off to Shale’s left, and her Dungeon Assistant turned his attention away from the battle raging down below to see where it came from.  In complete shock, Tacca watched as a large red shape suddenly reared up behind the group of Fairies observing the rout. 
 
    It didn’t take either Shale or Tacca long to realize that it was the missing Elite, floating up high into the sky using its Field to levitate it so high.  Unfortunately, the sudden appearance and proximity of the Invader started to cut the connection to her Assistant. 
 
    Shale!  Get out of there! 
 
    But her words came too late; in fact, it was already too late as soon as the Elite got close enough to shut down their Fairy abilities, though Shale was able to resist it longer for some reason she couldn’t fathom.  Regardless, Tacca’s last image from her Dungeon Assistant was some sort of large metal object enclosing around him and the other Fairies, including Head Instructor Lapis, before the Perception Link she had with him was lost. 
 
    NOOOOO!!!!!  SHALE!!!!! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Chaos reigned over the section of wall where Trevelyan and the others in her group had placed themselves, though it wasn’t quite the chaos she was expecting.  She negligently blocked another strike from one of the blue-skinned Invaders, her shield enhanced by her ability so that instead of the large sword wielded by the enemy cutting completely through it, only a dent showed up to mar its surface.  Fade suddenly appeared behind the 6-armed opponent and stabbed with his dual daggers, piercing through the protection with only a minimum of resistance, signaling that the Invader’s barrier was currently depleted.   
 
    Trevelyan nearly missed the occurrence because she was distracted, but a sudden inundation of spells in the direction of the blue-skinned opponent made her pay attention.  She quickly sliced out with her own sword to hack off one of the weapon-wielding arms that was trying to strike Bortha in a last-ditch effort to inflict some damage, but it was already too late for the Invader to recover from the barrage of damage sent against it. 
 
    Even as it collapsed in death, Trevelyan turned away, frustrated. 
 
    “Where is it?  Did anyone see where it went?” 
 
    Their target, one of the massive 8-armed and red-skinned Invaders, hadn’t shown up when they expected it to.  At some point after the first wave of blue-skinned foes jumped on top of the wall, she and her high-Leveled group had lost track of their opponent.  After seeing the large Invaders jump up all along the wall and the other groups engage them immediately, she figured theirs would arrive at any time.   
 
    Strangely, it never appeared.  She and the others helped out where they could with the defense nearby, but they didn’t want to stray too far from their position so that they could react when it showed up.  If it shows up.  A quick glance over the wall revealed that it hadn’t been killed prematurely, but neither she nor anyone else seemed to know where it had gone. 
 
    Far down the wall, where she knew the Clan Leader waited with her own group, a Void Meteor suddenly appeared above the wall and slammed into one of the massive red-skinned Invaders, knocking it off the wall.  A few seconds later she heard some ragged cheering, which told her that the combination of Meteor and some follow-up spells had done their job.  Trevelyan had her own ultimate skill that she was itching to try out, which she was hoping would be enough to shatter the protection of their target, but without it showing up, she felt a bit impotent. 
 
    A glance off to her left toward where the Clan Leader distracted her, where she saw another Void Meteor form and smack right into another of the Invaders.  Shock made her pause in her defense against yet another of the blue-skinned Invaders, but her instincts kicked in at the last second and deflected another strike that would’ve taken her head off otherwise. 
 
    Erista…she sacrificed herself to kill another of these things.  It was a noble sacrifice, one which Trevelyan would gladly duplicate if she was given a chance, but such didn’t seem likely at the moment; the walls were so packed with Clan members that simply getting to another one of the red-skinned Invaders was a challenge in itself. 
 
    Frustrated that she wasn’t able to get to where she needed to be, Trevelyan started to thrash at the blue-skinned foe near her, using her sheer strength to batter at the Invader.  Her strikes weren’t enhanced by any of her multitude of Skills, but the ferocity was enough to reduce its protective barrier to nothing within a minute.  Her group mates backed her up as they helped to kill it once it was vulnerable, and she uncharacteristically growled when it fell near the edge of the wall, flopping over to land on the ground below.  
 
    “It isn’t looking good, ma’am.”  Fade appeared at her side with that announcement, and she looked around in surprise.  In just a relatively short time it took to kill the smaller Invader, the situation along the wall seemed to have changed.  While she couldn’t see everything, what she saw was enough to chill the hot blood running through her body. 
 
    A few more of the larger Invaders had been killed, but it appeared as if the rest of the higher-Level groups had been defeated, leaving the monstrous fighters free to kill indiscriminately along the walls.  She had seen firsthand how powerful the attacks of their weapons were, and even the Raiders that were Level 30 through 50 were falling beneath the great swipes of 8-foot-long swords, stabbed from 10-foot-long spears, or smashed by a warhammer that was larger and heavier than the average person.  Whatever it was that erected a barrier around the Invaders also seemed to enhance their weapons, making them extremely deadly for most Raiders as they punched through most magical defenses and treated heavy armor like thin cloth. 
 
    It had always been a possibility, but she couldn’t deny the truth of it now: They were going to lose. 
 
    How are they so powerful?!  This just isn’t fair! 
 
    Her internal complaints aside, Trevelyan recognized the futility of the situation.  They could continue to fight and perhaps get lucky enough to kill another few hundred of the smaller Invaders, and possibly even a couple of the massive foes carving through the Raiders’ defenses like a scythe through wheat, but it ultimately wouldn’t matter.  They had already lost, and throwing away the lives of the surviving Clan members would net them nothing but a delay of the inevitable. 
 
    “Ring the bells; it’s time to retreat.” 
 
    Fade looked at her closely for a few seconds, looking like he wanted to protest, but in the end he just nodded and took off for the alarm bell.  A few brief seconds later, an extremely large bell suspended above the walls started to rock back and forth, producing a clanging noise that broke through the screams of pain and the sounds of battle reverberating over the failed defensive stone barrier to the city.  A handful of other bells rang out as the call for retreat was repeated all along the walls, and Raiders started to disengage from the fights they were involved in. 
 
    Trevelyan and her group put themselves up as a rearguard, allowing as many of their Clan as possible to retreat down the various stairs along the inside of the walls, leading into the city.  At first, panic caused more than one Raider to fall to their deaths as they were accidentally pushed off the top of the wall, breaking their necks when they hit the ground below; within the next minute, though, the retreat (at least along the section of wall that Trevelyan and her group controlled) was more organized as the Raiders quickly sped down the stairs and into the city, heading for the southern side in the far distance. 
 
    As her people began to clear off of the walls, Trevelyan began to get a clearer picture of what they were still up against.  In addition to the monstrous red-skinned Invaders, there were still hundreds of the smaller kind all over the walls, though there were much fewer blue-skinned enemies than there were in the beginning.  That didn’t really make a big difference in the danger, however, as the Invaders that were still alive were enough to kill everyone ten times over.   
 
    Trevelyan could see that thousands of Raiders continued to fall under the relentless attacks by the Invaders as they made their retreat off of the walls.  As horrid as the casualties were, she knew it would’ve been remarkably worse if they had stayed.   
 
    Her group, one of the few higher-Leveled ones still on their feet, held back the Invaders in their section while the Clan members retreated quite easily, though they refrained from trying to kill any more.  Instead, they concentrated on defense and keeping their opponents contained, allowing those weaker than themselves a chance to get away. 
 
    As soon as the last Raider was down in their section, she looked around and saw that most of the Clan had vacated the walls; with no other reason to stay they started their own descent, prepared to keep up a fighting retreat.  However, contrary to what she expected, there were a series of tremendously loud roars that erupted from the nearest red-skinned Invaders, which caused all of the smaller, 6-armed foes to pause in their pursuit.   
 
    Huh? 
 
    “It looks like they’re letting us leave,” Fade said from her side.  She was glad of his presence, despite his lower Raider Level, because he always seemed to move faster and stealthier than anyone she’d known before.  “Why?” 
 
    Trevelyan shook her head.  “I have no idea.  But I’m not going to stop to ask—we need to leave.” 
 
    “What?  You mean, abandon all of these people?” Fade asked, waving his hand to encompass the entire capital of Guardcrest. 
 
    As much as she didn’t want to, Trevelyan knew it was their only choice at this point.  “Yes.  We’ve lost, but we can still save as many of the Clan as possible.  If we’re lucky, we’ll be able to regroup with everyone still alive somewhere down south, while gathering those that weren’t able to make it to the defense of the capital in time.” 
 
    “B-but…all these people—” 
 
    “Will likely be fine,” she said, cutting him off.  It was a painful decision, but it was the only one she could think of based on what she knew about the Invaders.  “Think about what we’ve seen over the last few weeks, Fade.” 
 
    She finally got to the bottom of the stairs with her group, following the rest of the Clan as they ran to the southern gate.  It had been the prearranged signal before the battle that they would regroup outside of the city, though most didn’t understand why – just like Fade.  Trevelyan had been keeping an eye on the walls, however, because she was still expecting an attack; that was why she was watching when the Invaders left the wall – though they floated above the city, completely ignoring the Raiders as they fled.  Halting her progress, she sprinted back to the stairs and jumped far enough up that she could see a fair distance into the city.  She was halfway expecting their foe to head for the southern gate, blocking off their retreat, but their actual destination was even worse. 
 
    The center of the city, where the King resided in his extravagant palace. 
 
    Not just there, either; the Invaders seemed to spread out all around the city, descending into the streets, where Trevelyan could hear the sudden screams of the populace erupt at the appearance of the deadly figures.  In addition, far in the distance toward the southern wall, she watched two of the massive, red-skinned Invaders perch themselves on top of the southern gate – though they didn’t seem to be doing anything other than waiting. 
 
    Are they waiting for us to arrive so that they can slaughter the rest of us?  For some reason, she didn’t think this was actually the case.  It’s almost like they are standing guard, waiting for the Raiders to leave…. 
 
     It seemed like an impossibility, but she couldn’t shake the feeling the Invaders were doing just that.  It made sense, she supposed, considering what she had just asked Fade to think about. 
 
    “They…don’t care about us, do they?” Fade asked in horror when she returned and told those around her what she had seen.  “They’re here for the people, the non-Raiders.” 
 
    Trevelyan nodded.  “Precisely.  You saw it yourself up north, Fade; they will probably kill some of the people, but they didn’t come all this way to slaughter everybody.  They need slaves for some reason, and this place is a huge score for them.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we stay and defend them?  By running away, we’ll be consigning them to a fate that many would consider worse than death.”  That was Yertra, a Level 76 Eldritch Archer, who was part of her high-Level group. 
 
    “True, but we’d lose—I’m sure you can all see that by now.  And fighting in the streets could lead to massive collateral damage and unnecessary deaths of those citizens nearby, which I’m sure we’d all like to avoid.”  A tear ran down her cheek at the thought of all of the Raider deaths they had already suffered, because she agreed in principle with Yertra; with so many deaths, it felt like a betrayal of all they had sacrificed to retreat now, but she also had to be practical.   
 
    She wiped the tear away and hardened her resolve.  “They might end up being slaves, but they’ll still be alive.  If we can manage to figure out some way to free them in the future…well, then, we’ll have saved them in the end.”  It was a lame excuse, but it was also true.  From what Fade had described about the way the enslaved people up north had acted, it was also quite possible that the people weren’t even aware of what they were doing.  It was her hope that they wouldn’t even be aware of their enslavement, and when they were freed they would be fine.  Granted, such hope wasn’t likely to come to pass, but she held onto it anyway. 
 
    “We’ll have to figure out a way to survive first, obviously,” Fade said under his breath.   
 
    Quite accurate. 
 
    The hour-long retreat through the city was only hampered by the crowds of refugees running around in a panic, though the Raiders continued to make their way south.  Some stopped to try to help those they saw being corralled together by Invaders, but they were quickly cut down when they were overpowered by two or three Invaders at once.  In the process, dozens of citizens died in the crossfire, which just went to prove Trevelyan’s point.  After a while, it was plain to see that “helping” would only make things worse for everyone, so the Raiders stopped. 
 
    As part of one of the last groups to arrive at the south gate, she was able to see that all of the Clan members that had fled the walls – and who hadn’t tried to intervene inside the city – had streamed out of the gate, which was still flanked by 2 of the red-skinned Invaders on top of the wall.  She looked at them as she passed by, seeing their immobility and expressionless faces as they watched the Raiders leave, not even bothering to look behind them in case they were to be attacked by those exiting the city.  They knew that nothing could hurt them now, and they were allowing the losers to leave so that they could claim their spoils. 
 
    That must be it.  An epiphany breezed through her mind as she considered the Invaders’ actions thus far.  They now see us as weak and not a challenge anymore, so they are letting us leave.  Killing such helpless people would be beneath them, and we are too cowardly to stay and fight…so why bother.  It was an interesting thought and seemed insane, but it was the only thing that made sense to her – probably because the Raider Delving Clan did something similar. 
 
    If a dungeon was too weak for a Raider group, they wouldn’t bother even delving through it because it wouldn’t be a challenge.  There would be no growth for anyone, the loot would likely be subpar, and they would gain no benefit from it.  It was plainly established in the Raider community that when the time came when you gained no more benefit from a particular dungeon, you moved on to a stronger challenge and basically forgot about every other dungeon before that.  They weren’t a challenge, so they were beneath your notice.   
 
    We’re…we’re not a challenge anymore.  They gain no benefit from hunting us down and killing us all, because it would be like me going into a dungeon that was meant for Level 10 Raiders – it might be fun, being able to slaughter everything without difficulty, but it wouldn’t be a challenge.   
 
    By letting the Raiders go, however, it gave them a chance to get stronger, to refine their tactics, and to become a challenge in the future.  Just like most Raiders who were constantly looking for the next obstacle to overcome, the next test of their abilities that they could prove themselves, so too were these Invaders treating the Clan as something they could measure their fighting abilities against.   
 
    After arriving at the predetermined meeting point a mile to the south of Guardcrest, a quick count of the surviving Raider Delving Clan members put them at around 25,000.  She shook her head at such loss of life, realized that nearly 100,000 of their number had been killed upon those walls, and they still ended up losing the city to the Invaders.  It was also revealed that none of the higher-Level Raiders, including the Clan Leader, had survived the assault; what that essentially meant was Trevelyan was now the highest-Level Raider still alive, at least as part of this much-diminished army. 
 
    Which, sadly, put her back in charge.  Darn it!  Why couldn’t these Invaders have waited another 100 years to attack while I retired in peace?   The hope for a quiet, peaceful retirement down in a sleepy Clan outpost was already dashed, however, so she had to do what she could to lead the people still alive in the new hope that they would be able to survive this.   
 
    Does this make me the Clan Leader?  If it does, I wonder if I can delegate the position to someone else?  She never wanted to be in charge of anything in the Clan, and while the position of Outpost Leader down south had meant she was technically in charge, it wasn’t nearly on the level as something like this.  Guess I’ll have to roll with this until we can find someone else. 
 
    “My fellow Clan members!” she shouted once everyone had arrived, her voice amplified with the help of a couple of Air Twister Classes nearby.  “Today was a horrific day for the Raider Delving Clan, as we suffered unimaginable losses defending the great city of Guardcrest against a foe the likes of which we’ve never seen before.  I’m proud to have fought beside you, witnessing the bravery and sacrifice that only a Raider can demonstrate so well.  The names of the fallen will not be forgotten, but we must push on if we have any hope of helping our people survive the coming days.” 
 
    “Why did we leave them, then?  It feels cowardly to retreat when we could’ve helped.” 
 
    The voice came from somewhere in the crowd, but she didn’t recognize who spoke.  The crowd of Raiders, already beaten down by the deaths of so many of their number, grumbled in agreement to this.   
 
    So, Trevelyan explained the same thing she had conveyed to Fade and her group, about how the people were safer as slaves than they were if the Raiders were to stay behind and help.  Many of them had seen what trying to help had earned them when they were fleeing the city, so it wasn’t that hard to convince them of the truth.  But then she went on to explain the theory she had developed on why they had been allowed to leave, which earned the same shocked expressions that she felt had been on her own face at the epiphany. 
 
    “But we will not go quietly into the night, perpetually retreating whilst these Invaders take over our land and enslave our people!  We will not vanish into the hills without a fight, ceding control over our destinies to these foul beings!  We’re going to live on, finding a way to defeat these Invaders once and for all, pushing them out from our lands until they had wished they had never come here!  We’re going to survive, we’re going to persevere, and we will have our revenge, I promise you that!”  She wasn’t sure where the vehemence in her voice came from, but she felt a firm determination inside of her that wouldn’t let itself go.  She harbored secret doubts that they would actually survive, but she was also trying to stay as positive as possible. 
 
    It seemed as though the surviving Clan members felt the same way, at least marginally.  Tired nods of approval and some half-hearted cheers for her impromptu speech erupted, but Trevelyan considered that to be a veritable standing ovation considering how exhausted and mentally scarred most of them were after the events of the day.   
 
    “Where are we heading, ma’am?” Fade softly asked from beside her. 
 
    “South.  When these monstrous beings start pushing south from Guardcrest, we’ll be waiting for them.”  With that, she gave the order for the group to move out, heading toward the nearest town to the capital, Jowneston.  From there, they would try to recover from their devastating loss…and make plans for the future. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Tacca was stunned, unable to process what exactly had just happened.  Shale?  Shale?  SHALE! 
 
    As it had been over the last few minutes, there wasn’t an answer to her calls for her Dungeon Assistant.  She instinctively knew that the Bond she shared with the Fairy was still completely intact; quickly checking her Dungeon Core Status proved that her Current Primary Assistant Bond still showed Shale IronSchist in place, which she knew would disappear if he had been killed.  At least an hour after the Perception Link he had established with her had been severed, Tacca was finally able to deduce that he was still alive, though unable to communicate with her – which should have been impossible.   
 
    Unless he had been captured and was currently unconscious, of course.  The thought of Shale in captivity, along with the other Dungeon Assistants like Tulip…and she supposed Head Instructor Lapis, though she wasn’t too torn up about his capture…made her angry and eager to strike back at the Invaders and rescue them. 
 
    Yet, she was fairly impotent when it came to a method of doing that.  She wasn’t even sure what she could do, because she didn’t even know where he was— 
 
    —except that wasn’t quite true.  She had always felt Shale’s general location no matter where he was in the world, though distance certainly played a factor in accuracy.  What the feeling was telling her now, however, wasn’t a specific area in the world where he could be found.  Something must have happened to me because of the abrupt shutdown of the Perception Link.  That was the only explanation that made sense to her, because the Bond she shared with Shale was telling her that he was above her.  
 
    Far above her location, in fact, which was impossible.  It was almost as if he was hundreds of miles above the ground, as far away as if he was on the other side of the world. 
 
    Great.  First, the Nursery Cores got shut down because of the massive surge of Core Improvement Levels they gained, then all of our Assistants were captured by these Invaders, and now my own Bond is malfunctioning.  They do say that bad luck comes in threes, so there can’t possibly be anything else— 
 
    Stop that!  You’re going to jinx yourself! 
 
    Tacca had to stop thinking like that, because she did not need any other bad luck to strike right now.  She was having enough of a problem dealing with everything that had just happened that she didn’t need to invite more tragedies to pile themselves on her Core.  
 
    The problem was that she wasn’t sure what she could do to fix anything.  Anything she tried in order to wake up the Nursery Cores could result in their destruction, so that was something that she would only try as a last resort.  Asking for help or information from the Head Instructor was now out of the question, with him likely captured along with Shale; besides, actually contacting anyone else was now virtually impossible without her Dungeon Assistant.  While she could technically communicate with the Raiders delving through her dungeon’s depths by carving messages on the walls, none of them could help her either.  
 
    At least, not right now.  Perhaps when they increased their Raider Levels to great heights, they might have a chance to survive against the Invaders outside of her dungeon.  As it was, she remembered what she had seen of the massive battle between over 100,000 Raiders against a fraction of that number of Interdimensional Beings, and the Invaders were winning.  She wasn’t 100% sure that the Raiders would lose, but based on what she saw before Shale was captured it would’ve taken something extraordinary for the Clan to win – something like the Invaders all dropping dead at the same time.  Since she doubted that had happened, she had to consider that most – if not all – of the Raiders she had seen had been slain, and there was very little between the invading army and her Core’s location.   
 
     As far as she knew, only the nearby Raiders that were delving through her dungeon stood between her and annihilation. 
 
    As the shock and despair from the loss of her Assistant – as well as her friend and companion – faded enough for her to think straight, Tacca felt that her conversation with Shale regarding her recent actions still held weight.  There was absolutely nothing she could do now, no way to contribute to the defense of the people living in Abenlure, especially without an external way to affect anything outside of her dungeon.  As a result, the only way she could see to save the world was by helping the nearby Raiders as best as she could.   
 
    There was technically another option, though it was nothing that she dared to try.  Now that the time was coming where things were looking a little dicey with the Invaders pushing south, Tacca nearly contemplated using her Translocate ability to move her Core, but she held off for the moment; she still wasn’t sure what it would do to her current dungeon and she didn’t want to inadvertently shatter the other Cores with her absence.  If it even worked, of course. 
 
    Besides, she wasn’t even sure where she was supposed to go.  She could vaguely feel Shale up above the world, but where exactly he was located was still a mystery.  She didn’t have enough of an indication of an exact place he was at, plus she would need an image of the place she needed to Translocate to in order to get there – neither of which she possessed at the moment.   
 
    So, with her options becoming fewer and fewer as time went on, the only thing Tacca figured she could do was continue on with her development of her third section.  Allowing the Raiders to become stronger would give them a better ability to survive another attack by the Invaders, obviously; unless they ventured off to another dungeon (which was always possible), many of them were already hitting their limit of how much they could improve in her second section.   
 
    What was even crazier was that her first section, despite all that was happening up north, was still as busy as ever.  Brand-new groups appeared as if by magic, and she quickly learned that many of the refugees, bereft of a home or a place to work, had joined the Raider Delving Clan in order to provide for themselves or their families.  Many of them were awkward, clumsy, or downright wrong for the profession, but that didn’t stop them from attempting to delve through her dungeon.  Some few of them died, but the ones that survived a delve or two learned enough to stay alive and become better Raiders.  There seemed to be an inexhaustible amount of them, though fortunately there weren’t so many that they swamped the village at the base of the mountain. 
 
    Or so she inferred from what she overheard, as well as the information Shale had gathered before he…disappeared. 
 
    Therefore, her third section would be very beneficial, as she expected that it would serve to strengthen the Raiders all the way to Level 35.  Compared to the Invaders, it wasn’t all that impressive, but it was better than nothing.  Tacca wished she was able to expand into a fourth section after that with even more challenges, but she didn’t have the Control Limit or Dungeon Force Regeneration available for something like that.  If she shut most of the other sections down, perhaps, but with so many Raiders benefitting from them right now, it was something she would rather avoid.   
 
    One step at a time. 
 
    Once the Nursery Cores woke up—and they will wake up, eventually—they would easily be able to expand upon her own dungeon for her, or else make their own like they had been planning.  She could theoretically open up the Hall again, have it break off to lead to 6 different dungeons of varying difficulty, and then be able to support Raiders all the way up to Level 100 if they planned it out and adjusted it properly.  Or, when her year-long Countdown finally finished, Tacca could expand her dungeon herself, accommodating Raiders all the way up to Level 80 or more; it all depended on whether she needed to keep the easier sections by that point or not.   
 
    What she refused to even think about was if she would suffer the same fate as the Nursery Cores when her year was up.  She had earned just as many Core Improvement Points as the other Cores did when they increased their CI Level, and by that point – if she survived that long – she would probably have a lot more with how busy her dungeon was.   
 
    She put all thoughts of that out of her mind as she focused on her new section again, picking up from where she had been when her attention had been pulled to the north.  Looking at her available Control Limit, she saw that she had just over 500 to play around with, which was a significant amount considering her Special Characteristic that reduced the Control Limit cost by 60%.  Before she could start adding to the first section, though, Tacca needed some advice on whether to start the challenges there or if she needed to keep it relatively empty, only giving a hint at what would be coming up. 
 
    Shale, do you think— 
 
    Tacca stopped herself as she realized she was trying to talk to her Dungeon Assistant – but, of course, he wasn’t there.  Another bout of sadness overcame her at the lack of the Fairy she had come to rely on more than she thought possible.  She remembered how she had started her new life as a Dungeon Core thinking that she didn’t need any help, because she had been so sure of herself at the time; after Shale came into her life, however, it didn’t take long to realize how lonely her existence would’ve been without someone to share it with.   
 
    And now she was all alone again.  Needless to say, she didn’t like it. 
 
    Pushing the despondent thoughts aside, Tacca considered the question herself, and came up with a solution that she thought worked well enough.  For the first room, which was a fairly small 30-foot-wide circular space, she would do something very similar to the Practice Rooms that were created at the start of the second section, showcasing what the Raiders could expect to face.   
 
    Therefore, Tacca created two separate stone basins to either side of a wide walkway that led from the entrance to the exit and then filled one with Saltwater and the other with Fresh Water.  In the Fresh Water pool, she added three different Frogs, all of different types and Variants.  There were a lot to choose from, of course, but it was easy enough to narrow it down when she considered what she wanted to actually use for her dungeon. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Goliath Frog Variants 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blazing Goliath Frog 
  
      	  Black-skinned Goliath Frog 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dune Goliath Frog 
  
      	  White-skinned Goliath Frog 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tidal Goliath Frog 
  
      	  Flowering Goliath Frog 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dusty Goliath Frog 
  
      	  Croaking Goliath Frog 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ephemeral Goliath Frog 
  
      	  Swinging Goliath Frog 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Poison Frog Variants 
  
     
 
      
      	  Incendiary Poison Frog 
  
      	  Necrotic Poison Frog 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dehydrated Poison Frog 
  
      	  Chilled Poison Frog 
  
     
 
      
      	  Diluted Poison Frog 
  
      	  Extracted Poison Frog 
  
     
 
      
      	  Striking Poison Frog 
  
      	  Oil-soaked Poison Frog 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spitting Poison Frog 
  
      	  Two-step Poison Frog 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Leaping Frog Variants 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bursting Leaping Frog 
  
      	  Fetid Leaping Frog 
  
     
 
      
      	  Oasis Leaping Frog 
  
      	  Blue-skinned Leaping Frog 
  
     
 
      
      	  Vortex Leaping Frog 
  
      	  Treetop Leaping Frog 
  
     
 
      
      	  Enhanced Leaping Frog 
  
      	  Metallic Leaping Frog 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lightweight Leaping Frog 
  
      	  Vine Leaping Frog 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Through the different types of Frogs, there were many different Variants; the ones she wanted were primarily Aquatic Environment-based, however.  The Vortex Leaping Frog could create a vortex of swirling water both when it leapt into the air and where it landed, dealing damage to those around it depending on how large of a vortex it was, as well as how long it lasted.  All of those factors depended upon the Level of the Leaping Frog, of course, though in this first room all of the creatures would be Level 2; Tacca would’ve made them Level 1, but with the automatic increase in their Level due to a Special Characteristic she shared with the Nursery Cores, Level 2 was the lowest it would go. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Vortex Leaping Frog 
    
  This Vortex Leaping Frog Variant creates a water-filled vortex from its leaping location as well as where it lands.  When a leap starts within or up to 1-foot distance away from water, the vortex effect is boosted by 50%.   
    
  Cost (Level 2): 2 DF (-40% Special Characteristic) 
  Control Requirement (Level 2): 1 (-60% Special Characteristic) 
  Creation Time (Level 2): 55 Seconds (-35% Special Characteristic) 
  Physical Attack: 1 
  Ranged Attack: 0 
  Magical Attack: 2 
  Physical Defense: 1 
  Ranged Defense: 1 
  Magical Defense: 1 
  Elemental Resistance: +40% Water 
  Specials: Creates a magical vortex of water at beginning and end of leap 
  Aquatic Boost: Slight bonus to Physical Attack and speed if within contact of any type of water within the last 30 seconds 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    This representative of one of the Frogs she was going to use wasn’t that powerful, but it wasn’t meant to be – it was just a look at what the Raiders would be facing.  Accompanying it was a Tidal Goliath Frog, which didn’t attack with water like the Vortex Leaping Frog, but instead sucked up a small amount of water from a nearby source and used it as a thin barrier for increased protection all along its body.  It wasn’t that significant of a defense boost, but the point of the Goliath Frog wasn’t in its magical properties, but in its sheer size.   
 
    When comparing the pair of Frogs at Level 2, the Vortex Leaping Frog was a bluish-colored creature that was probably about the size of a Human’s fist; in contrast, the mottled brown-and-blue Tidal Goliath Frog was approximately the size of a Human’s head.  That didn’t sound that significant of a difference at such a low Level, but as they were increased in Level, the disparity was vast.  At higher Levels, the Tidal Goliath Frog was a powerful force to be reckoned with. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Tidal Goliath Frog 
    
  The Tidal Goliath Frog Variant absorbs a small quantity of a nearby water source to create a thin barrier around its entire body, increasing Physical Defense and Fire-based Elemental Resistance by 10%.  If there is no nearby water source at the beginning of combat, this effect is nullified.   
    
  Cost (Level 2): 3 DF (-40% Special Characteristic) 
  Control Requirement (Level 2): 1 (-60% Special Characteristic) 
  Creation Time (Level 2): 125 Seconds (-35% Special Characteristic) 
  Physical Attack: 2 
  Ranged Attack: 0 
  Physical Defense: 2 
  Ranged Defense: 1 
  Elemental Resistance: +30% Water 
  Specials: Creates a magical barrier of water to marginally increase Physical Defense and Elemental Resistance to Fire-based attacks 
  Aquatic Boost: Slight bonus to Physical Attack and speed if within contact of any type of water within the last 30 seconds 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The last Frog wasn’t an Aquatic-based Variant, but instead would fill a role that was lacking in most of her non-Semi-human creatures: A ranged attacker.  The Spitting Poison Frog was essential to rounding out her creatures in the third section, because it did what its name implied; in short, it spit a poisonous substance that could be deadly in large amounts, but in smaller quantities it could still be debilitating. 
 
    Normally, the other Variants of Poison Frogs were still poisonous, but that poison was secreted from their bodies and onto their skin; just touching them would run the risk of being covered in the poisonous substance, and was effective enough by itself.  However, with the ability to spit the poison out of their mouths in a direction they wanted, they had a lot more versatility. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Spitting Poison Frog 
    
  Spitting Poison Frog Variants produce a poisonous substance within a special sac within their stomach, which can then be ejected with extreme velocity toward a target in the distance.  Spitting Poison Frogs are immune not only to their own poison, but to any type of poison, regardless of its source.   
    
  Cost (Level 2): 2 DF (-40% Special Characteristic) 
  Control Requirement (Level 2): 1 (-60% Special Characteristic) 
  Creation Time (Level 2): 85 Seconds (-35% Special Characteristic) 
  Physical Attack: 0 
  Ranged Attack: 2 
  Physical Defense: 1 
  Ranged Defense: 1 
  Elemental Resistance: +15% Water, +100% Poison  
  Specials: Creates and ejects poisonous substance toward a distant target 
  Aquatic Boost: Slight bonus to Physical Attack and speed if within contact of any type of water within the last 30 seconds 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Other than that aspect of the Spitting Poison Frog, there wasn’t anything else special about the bluish-green creature.  They were the same size as the Vortex Leaping Frogs, but they didn’t have any sort of Physical or Magical Attack abilities; instead, they relied on their Ranged Attack to do significant damage to their targets with their poisonous substances. 
 
    Once those were created and placed along the Fresh Water pool, which she had made relatively shallow because the Frogs weren’t that large, Tacca turned to the Saltwater pool.  For this space, she was a little more restricted.  While all of the Crabs and Lobsters she had access to because of her Decapod Family could adapt to the Saltwater, at least in small increments, not all of them could venture onto land for more than a few seconds without becoming unable to move.  Most of them weren’t suited to living outside of the water for all but the shortest periods of time, and penalties to their movement and any type of Attack abilities they had racked up quickly.  After a certain amount of time – which changed depending on the creature – they would actually die as a result of being outside of the water, similar to how most fish would do the same if they were brought outside of their natural habitat. 
 
    But there were still a few to choose from that lived primarily on land, as they didn’t need to visit the water in order to survive.  The Rainbow, Bloodclaw, Moon, Zombie, and Giant Land Crabs all thrived on land, though she wasn’t sure if she would use them all.  Two of them that she knew she wanted to use were the Bloodclaw and Giant Land Crabs, which she quickly created after perusing their Variants.  Both of them used an Aquatic-based Variant because of the proximity of water nearby, which would work well for the entire section. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Surging Bloodclaw Crab 
    
  The Surging Bloodclaw Crab Variant, like all Bloodclaw Variants, can absorb the blood of its victim through its claws in order to heal itself of damage; what makes the Surging Bloodclaw Crab different is how it can also extend its abnormally large claws out from its body via the use of a nearby water source.  These Water-based claw extensions surge out of their natural weapons to temporarily double the reach of their attacks.  In addition, their hard carapaces naturally increase their base Physical and Ranged Defenses.  
    
  Cost (Level 2): 4 DF (-40% Special Characteristic) 
  Control Requirement (Level 2): 1 (-60% Special Characteristic) 
  Creation Time (Level 2): 145 Seconds (-35% Special Characteristic) 
  Physical Attack: 2 
  Ranged Attack: 0 
  Magical Attack: 1 
  Physical Defense: 2 
  Ranged Defense: 2 
  Elemental Resistance: +10% Water 
  Specials: Creates a Water-based magical extension to their claws to lengthen their attack range 
  Aquatic Boost: Slight bonus to Physical Attack and speed if within contact of any type of water within the last 30 seconds 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Briny Giant Land Crab 
    
  Giant Land Crabs are one of the largest Crabs in their basic forms, which is reflected in their higher base Physical Attack.  For the Briny Giant Land Crab Variant, their Physical Attack and Defense, Ranged Defense, and Magical Defense is temporarily increased if they have contact with Saltwater before combat is initiated.  This increase lasts from 1 minute all the way up to 5 minutes, depending on the creature’s Level.  In addition, their hard carapaces naturally increase their base Physical and Ranged Defenses. 
    
  Cost (Level 2): 5 DF (-40% Special Characteristic) 
  Control Requirement (Level 2): 1 (-60% Special Characteristic) 
  Creation Time (Level 2): 185 Seconds (-35% Special Characteristic) 
  Physical Attack: 3 
  Ranged Attack: 0 
  Physical Defense: 2 
  Ranged Defense: 2 
  Elemental Resistance: +15% Water 
  Specials: Increases Physical Attack and all Defenses by (30%) if contacting Saltwater before combat is initiated; lasts 1 minute 
  Aquatic Boost: Slight bonus to Physical Attack and speed if within contact of any type of water within the last 30 seconds 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Some of the other Crabs might be useful in different situations, but for now she only included these two in the first room of her new section.  When she created them both, she could see that the Surging Bloodclaw Crab was a deep-brown color that was probably a foot wide, with most of that length made up of its large, deep-red claws that it extended outward, clacking them together sporadically – as if it was eager for something to crush in its natural weapons.  The Briny Giant Land Crab didn’t have oversized claws like the Bloodclaw Crab; instead, it was three times the size in sheer mass and width, which was quite impressive for only Level 2.  It was a light tan color, with accents of light red streaking through its outer shell, giving it a fierce look that was further enhanced by its remarkably quick movements over the stone floor of her dungeon.   
 
    As those were now in place, with the potential to add more to the deeper Saltwater pool if she wanted to in the future, Tacca knew it was time to add one last creature.  This one didn’t necessarily need either of the water pools in the room, but having them present was important for the Semi-human she needed to utilize in her new section.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Mergle Variants 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mergle Searcher 
  
      	  Mergle Slinker 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mergle Skirmisher 
  
      	  Mergle Fighter 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mergle Shieldbearer 
  
      	  Mergle Squaller 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mergle Soother 
  
      	  Mergle Acolyte 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mergle Tidemaster 
  
      	  Mergle King 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    She didn’t need to go too fancy for this first room, so she picked out the Mergle Fighter for her Variant.  When it appeared a few minutes later, she saw a humanoid-looking figure with fish-like features.  It was hunched over so that it was only about 4 feet tall, and its blue-scaled upper body sported gills along the side edges, flanked by fin-like extrusions that ringed its head.  Two flaccid-looking fin-arms extended out from its sides, holding a simple stone trident that was longer than the Mergle was tall; a pair of relatively weak-looking, fleshy legs held up the Fighter, though its knees were jointed backwards, making it appear unsteady.  Yet, it was probably better-balanced than many other Semi-humans.  Its feet were webbed, three-toed, and large like one of the Frogs she had created, further enhancing the Mergle’s balance; its hands, however, were simple fins that had enough dexterity to wrap around and hold a weapon, but Tacca doubted they would be good at anything requiring precise movements. 
 
    They were, in essence, perfect for her new section. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Mergle Fighter 
    
  One of the most basic Variants of Mergles, the Mergle Fighter uses a trident to attack, which either can be used as a close-range weapon or can be thrown for a ranged attack, though this would subsequently leave the Fighter defenseless.  Higher Levels can introduce a Recall ability to retrieve any thrown tridents used in this manner.  Contrary to most Aquatic-based creatures, the Mergle does not suffer any movement penalties from acting on dry land, though if there are insufficient water sources located in a room, Mergles will start to suffer damage over time and become sluggish to the point of immobility. 
    
  Cost (Level 2): 30 DF (-40% Special Characteristic) 
  Control Requirement (Level 2): 1 (-60% Special Characteristic) 
  Creation Time (Level 2): 225 Seconds (-35% Special Characteristic) 
  Physical Attack: 3 
  Ranged Attack: 2 
  Physical Defense: 2 
  Ranged Defense: 1 
  Elemental Resistance: +35% Water 
  Specials: Can launch trident weapons at range, though there is no current mechanism for recalling said trident to the Fighter  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Excellent!  The first room is now complete.  On to the next. 
 
    It occurred to Tacca that she was projecting her thoughts, and another wave of sadness rolled through her mind as she realized no one was around to hear her.  She quickly pushed it away as she moved on to her second room, eager to get this done so that she could open up to additional Levels of Raiders.  Their presence was a poor substitute for her captured Dungeon Assistant, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    I’ll find a way to get you back, Shale.  Somehow, someway, I’ll free you from the Invaders.  How she was supposed to do that was still a mystery, but she was determined to figure it out eventually.   
 
    He would – and basically had done when Tacca had been “destroyed” – do the same thing for her, so she couldn’t do any less. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Tacca put the finishing touches on the last of the 14 rooms she had designated for her third section, before turning her attention to the converted arena-turned-Boss Room.  It was a huge room, as she had designed it to hold many people who could watch fights happening in a central arena floor, so she had to think long and hard about what she wanted to do here for a final challenge.  It needed to be different from what she had already done before, naturally, though she had already created quite a variety of rooms for the Raiders to delve through. 
 
    In the second room, directly after the preliminary room with representatives of what the Raiders would be facing, Tacca had filled most of the 50-foot-wide circular room with a large Fresh Water pond that was 6 feet deep, leaving a 3-foot-wide strip along the perimeter of the pond that would allow the Raiders to make their way around without having to step through the water – though they would probably have to walk single-file.  Inside of the pond were a collection of Level 21 Frogs, which were even less expensive in terms of Control Limit than most of her other creatures.  The reason for that was because of their usually limited application in other Environments and genuine uselessness, so whereas a Level 21 Forest Wolf – for instance – might require something like 18 Control Limit with all of the Special Characteristics Tacca possessed, a Level 21 Spitting Poison Frog required a fraction of that at a total of 3 Control Limit.  With some experimentation, Crabs were marginally more expensive, but not by much; a Level 21 Briny Giant Land Crab cost a whopping 4 Control Limit. 
 
    It was these types of creatures that led Tacca to study them more in depth than others during her time at DAPS, because it was quite possible to take advantage of a “cheap”, underutilized creature Family or Variant in ways that wouldn’t normally be considered.  She had done the same thing with the Canines and Felines – as well as the Semi-humans – already, and this was just another example of what applied research could do to help her.  In fact, if it wasn’t for the inexpensive nature of these creatures, she would barely be able to populate her third section; the cost in terms of Control Limit inevitably rose as the creatures rose in Level, and even with her Special Characteristics helping to reduce the requirements, she would’ve been hard-pressed to fill each room with more than 1 or 2 creatures.  Thinking about how much she had spent already on the third section, she doubted that she would’ve been able to fill it with anything but a few simple Dogs and Cats with the higher Control Limit costs most other Canines and Felines required.  She was initially planning on using some Aquatic-Environment Variants from some of her other creature Families, but after a few rooms she realized it wasn’t going to be possible; as it was, she was barely able to scrape enough Control Limit from what she had already populated to have a total of 40 left for the final Boss Room. 
 
    As it was, Tacca spent a total of 18 Control Limit in the second room on 6 Level 21 Frogs, which included 3 each of the Vortex Leaping Frog and the Tidal Goliath Frog.  In the middle of the room, a 10-foot-wide stone pillar rose up from the center of the pond, ending right below the surface of the water.  On top of the pillar stood the 3 Vortex Leaping Frogs, which could leap with their special vortex-producing jumps all the way to the far walls where the Raiders would be walking.  Since they would be sitting in a small quantity of water – which covered the top of the pillar – they would still be able to take advantage of the Aquatic Boost trait they possessed. 
 
    The Tidal Goliath Frogs, however, were located inside of the pond, where only their bulbous eyes could be seen emerging from the water to stare at anyone venturing inside of the room.  The size increase from Level 2 to Level 21 in the Goliath Frogs was astounding, as each of them was now over 6 feet tall and 8 feet wide, and the pond barely contained their bulk.  When they attacked, they would be able to leap out of the water and attack the Raiders with their girth alone, though they could also swallow up some of the smaller Clan members or kick out behind themselves with their powerful legs with incredible force.  Swallowing didn’t do much other than keep a Raider out of the way for a time, because they didn’t digest people that quickly, but it was certainly an extra ability that could come in handy in certain situations. 
 
    To aid in their ability to stay along the pathway, Tacca added a 5-foot-wide ring of stone that sat approximately 3 inches under the surface of the water, similar to the pillar in the middle, along the inside perimeter of the pond.  Theoretically, the Raiders could also walk along this stone ring, but then they would unnecessarily have to walk through water, which all of her learning told her was something they would rather avoid if they could help it.  
 
    With that, the second room was nearly complete.  She added some accents to the walls and stone pond using her Mountain-based Environmental Objects, giving it some depth and character, such as blue-colored stripes of stone, as well as some shiny stones embedded in the bottom of the pool.  None of it could be easily removed and wouldn’t be worth much; they were there more for aesthetic purposes than anything else.   
 
    For Rewards, she assigned primarily higher-quality weapons and armor than she normally would, because what the Raiders needed most from her was better protection rather than monetary Rewards.  One of the Vortex Leaping Frogs did have a few Silver pieces as its Reward, but she wanted to outfit most of the Raiders with better equipment if they didn’t have it already.  As Tacca progressed through her third section, she was planning on adding a lot of Potions to which she now had access, including Major Healing Potions, Extra Ability Use Potions, and Standard Physical Defense Potions – all of which would be beneficial against the Invaders, if only a little bit.  In that same vein, the Minor Physical Resistance Enchantment Scrolls from Reward Tier 4 would make more of an appearance, as that was primarily what would be needed against the powerful weapons of the enemy. 
 
    In the third room (which was slightly larger than the second), Tacca created a 4-foot-wide walkway that meandered down the middle of the room, with two shallow Saltwater pools flanking the path.  She also created a dozen 8-foot-wide and 2-foot-long rectangular stone columns that reached up to the ceiling, placed along the edge of the walkway, creating a room where it was impossible to see the exit.  Behind 5 of these columns, she spent 20 Control Limit to place Level 21 Briny Giant Land Crabs, which barely fit behind the columns in order to stay out of sight.  
 
    At Level 21, each of the Briny Giant Land Crabs was 7 feet wide and 5 feet tall, making them some of the largest creatures she had in her dungeon.  Their claws were large enough to completely surround a Raider, picking them up and pinching them with significant force; they were also able to move around quite quickly on their 8 legs, which were potentially deadly in their own right, with sharp points that could stab into unsuspecting victims.  With their speed and tough exterior defenses, they would be a challenge for any groups of Raiders that ventured through her third section.  This room in particular would be especially challenging, because she was planning on changing up the placement of the Crabs, hence why there were a dozen columns instead of only five.  
 
    In the fourth room, which was approximately 80 feet wide, Tacca created a straight pathway of stone that led in between two shallow pools of Saltwater.  In the middle of each pool was a 20-foot-long, 6-foot-tall, and 1-foot-wide wall, where she hid a single Level 22 Briny Giant Land Crab, ready to move out from the wall and attack those walking along the pathway.  Toward the back of the room, she created two terraces, 10 feet tall, where she formed a shallow pool of Fresh water; from these elevated platforms, flanking the stone walkway leading to the exit, Tacca placed 2 Level 22 Spitting Poison Frogs on each side.   
 
    From their vantage points, they would be able to see and attack almost every part of the room except in front of the walls that hid the Crabs.  In order to protect the Frogs from being attacked easily from afar, she also created a series of small stone walls that were 4 feet tall along the terraces, where the 3-foot-tall Spitting Poison Frogs would be able to hop out of the way of an attack and then hop back out when the opportunity presented itself.   
 
    All told, Tacca only ended up spending 20 of her Control Limit on the room, the same as the previous room – despite the increase in their Level.  The Special Characteristic that lowered the Control Limit requirements for her creatures rounded the number in such a way that it was exactly the same cost as a Level 21, but that would change at Level 23 – and approximately every 2 Levels afterwards. 
 
    The fifth room finally introduced some Mergles to the section (other than in the first representative room).  While Mergles weren’t quite as inexpensive in terms of Control Limit as Frogs and Crabs, there were a few Variants that were less expensive than others.  For Variants such as the Mergle Fighter or Mergle Searcher, they required half (or less) of the Control Limit compared to a Mergle Tidemaster or Mergle King.  Therefore, in this room, Tacca was able to place 3 Level 22 Mergle Fighters with their tridents for 7 Control Limit each, as well as a pair of Level 22 Briny Giant Land Crabs for a total of 28 Control Limit. 
 
    Inside of the 60-foot-wide room, there were three Saltwater pools lined up from one side to the other, bisecting the room in between the entrance and exit.  Two 4-foot-wide walkways led around either side of the central pool, where they would pass in between the central pool and one of the other side pools.   
 
    As for the pools themselves, the two side pools were smaller and a lot shallower, and they also had a tall curved stone wall in front of them to hide the pools themselves – which was where the Crabs were stationed, one on each side, similar to the previous room.  That was where the similarities ended, however, because the central pool was much deeper, allowing the Mergle Fighters she placed to hide down in the depths of the pool.  They were able to spring themselves out to attack anyone walking by, on either side of the pool, at precisely the same time as one of the crabs was attacking.   
 
    At Level 22, the Mergle Fighter was larger than the representative one in the first room, though not by much.  Only about a foot taller and slightly larger, the major difference was the significantly more-defined muscles and strength in their arms and legs, which would no doubt allow them to be able to move and strike faster, while at the same time adding more force behind those attacks.  From what she understood, higher-Level Semi-humans were also a bit more intelligent, making combat more of a challenge for Raiders facing them.  This was certainly seen in her second section, with her Kitsune, Gnolls, and Werewolves, but only time would tell if the Mergles were the same. 
 
    Now, all of these rooms were fairly straightforward and relatively “easy” in their composition.  That was for a reason, however, because she wanted to ease the Raiders braving her third section into it without being too dangerous; neither Tacca nor the Raiders would benefit from it being too difficult or deadly, though that danger would certainly ramp up the further they delved.  Therefore, in the sixth room, she added some variety in the environment that she had been creating.   
 
    Hollowing out a large space above the room’s ceiling, Tacca created a massive reservoir of Saltwater and connected the water-filled space to the sixth room via a small tunnel.  Through this tunnel, the water would drain out of the space and flow through multiple holes in the ceiling that were approximately 4 feet across and 6 inches wide.  As the water poured down, they would create sheets of waterfalls that would act like “walls” that were relatively transparent; as the water hit the floor, they would then fall through mesh-like stone grates, where they would drain away down below, in another space that was empty. 
 
    The two spaces, using the methods that Dungeon Cores used to replace Environmental Objects that were damaged because of Raiders and to reset the environment to how it was normally supposed to look, would consistently try to reset themselves back to “normal”.  Without any Raiders inside the spaces, the water above would constantly refill to its normal capacity, whereas the empty space below would constantly try to revert to its non-water-filled state.  This way, Tacca was able to keep the waterfalls going indefinitely; it was an ingenious way of creating this type of environment (if she did say so, herself), and one that she would be using somewhat in the rest of the section.  Theoretically, she could have done this in the tunnel leading to her Core, where she placed the Water-based trap, but what she needed there was the greater force that the trap created, so as to push down anything trying to fly up the vertical tunnel. 
 
    Here, though, the force of the waterfalls wasn’t needed.  Instead, they would be distorted transparent barriers that would showcase what was behind them as the Raiders made their way through the room.  First, she placed 6 Level 23 Surging Bloodclaw Crabs behind an equal number of waterfalls, where they would stay frozen in place until a Raider got close enough for them to attack.   
 
    Obviously, through the falling water they could still be seen, though the view would be distorted; Tacca was going to take advantage of that by creating “fake” Crabs using her Mountain-based Environmental Objects to form a statue of a Crab using different stones, so that through the curtain of water they would look similar enough that it would be hard to tell which ones were real.  With 20 waterfalls to navigate their way around, that meant that only 6 of the Crabs were real, but none of the Raiders would know precisely which ones they were, because it was easy enough for Tacca to move things around. 
 
    Secondly, to make the detection even harder to determine, she lowered the ambient light in the room down to a level that was just barely enough to see by, without the use of any external light source.  Not complete darkness by any means, but enough to make the shapes through the water curtains distinct – though without significant details.   
 
    Lastly, the sound of the water crashing down on the floor, despite the grate allowing water through, was enough to create a cacophony of noise that made hearing the *click-clack* of a Crab walking difficult to be heard.  This would allow the Bloodclaw Crabs to be able to move quickly and relatively quietly in the room without being detected, which would make them more effective.  At Level 23, they weren’t very large – only about a third of the size of the Briny Giant Land Crabs – but their claws made up most of their bulk; with the added source of water in front of them, they could literally reach through the liquid barrier and attack, using their special ability to extend their attacks even further. 
 
    In short, walking through the waterfall-filled room would be a significant step up from the previous rooms in terms of danger.  It would only increase in danger from there.   
 
    Tacca had added more and more creatures to the rest of the rooms, using her waterfall technique to create barriers that Raiders had to pass through, or on a staircase where they had to climb up and try not to get washed away, and even added rivers of rushing water where they had to cross over on a precarious bridge, all the while being attacked by creatures in the water.  She started adding traps about halfway through the section, though none of them were designed to be deadly by themselves; Confusion Enchantment traps were useful to make Raiders a bit unsteady when crossing over a narrow bridge.  Water-based traps that shot out powerful jets of water that could knock down even a heavily armored Raider would be especially useful when they were trying to defend against a massive Crab. 
 
    In the last few rooms, Tacca started to use more Mergles, including those Variants that were a bit more expensive in terms of Control Limit.  The Mergle Slinker, for instance, was able to camouflage itself in the water, disappearing completely and then reappearing in another source of water in the same room.  Being able to walk into a waterfall on one side of the room and then emerge from a completely different one on the opposite side could be extremely advantageous.  The Mergle Soother was a healer of sorts, but it also had beneficial spells that it could cast using its staff of petrified kelp, boosting the speed and Physical Attack and Defense of other creatures.  Mergle Squallers were able to cast offensive Water-based spells from afar, though they were relatively limited in destructive force and versatility; typically, their spells were hard-hitting jets of water similar to some of the traps that Tacca could create, though with better-focused targeted aim. 
 
    The prevalence of these Mergles throughout the last few rooms led Tacca to finally decide what she wanted to do in the Boss Room.  She only had 40 Control Limit left to use, but it would hopefully be enough for what she had planned – mainly because she was going to take advantage of a loophole in the Mergle King to make this Boss Room particularly challenging. 
 
    As far as the room went, Tacca eliminated all of the stands and instead filled up most of the room with Saltwater, 20 feet deep.  She had to create a barrier over the entrance of the Hall, which was still connected to the old arena, though she left enough space that the whole section was still attached to her dungeon.  From the entrance to her third section, however, she created a 6-foot-wide stone pathway that led to the center of the room, where a large 50-foot-wide circular stone platform rose from the surrounding water, like an island.  On the island she used her Mountain Environment to create a clear quartz-crystal throne near the back edge, as well as a thick crystalline wall that rose up from the stone below and acted as a barrier between the Raiders and whatever was on the throne.  
 
    Throughout the rest of the platform, Tacca placed over a dozen Crabs and Frogs of different Variants, though all of them were only Level 13.  She also placed more crystalline barriers around the island, used to help shield the creatures from long-distance attacks, so they couldn’t be picked off at the Raider’s leisure from far away.   
 
    Using the waterfall technique she had utilized throughout her dungeon, she created two waterfalls – one Saltwater and one Freshwater – that fell on two distinct spots on the platform, where it would impact the stone and then drain away off of the island and into the large pool below.  This effectively let all of the creatures benefit from the Aquatic Boost trait, as there was a constant flow of water that spread throughout the stone surface. 
 
    When that was complete, all that was left was the big bad Boss: a Level 15 Mergle Tidemaster.  Standing next to the throne, the Tidemaster didn’t seem that dangerous in its scaly blue robes that sparkled with a rainbow sheen, and its staff of bleached wood and embedded pearls looked positively non-threatening.  It wasn’t even very large, as it was barely taller than a Mergle Fighter would be at the same Level. 
 
    However, looks could be very deceiving.  All of the creatures, including the Tidemaster, were quite a low Level in comparison to the rest of the third section, which had Level 21 through Level 27 opponents that the Raiders needed to carve their way through.  That was all for a reason, though, for which the Level 2 Mergle King that she placed on the throne made abundantly clear. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Mergle King 
    
  The pinnacle of royalty in the Mergle society, the Mergle King is the strongest and most powerful of their kind.  With superior Physical Attack and Defense, as well as a smattering of magical abilities, the Mergle King is a very difficult target to take down.  The King can also call upon its subjects for help in times of need, which includes every creature in the current room it resides within, and can also empower said subjects with magical enhancements.  Higher Levels will unlock additional magical abilities, as well as significant increases in Physical Abilities. 
    
  Cost (Level 2): 150 DF (-40% Special Characteristic) 
  Control Requirement (Level 2): 5 (-60% Special Characteristic) 
  Creation Time (Level 2): 305 Seconds (-35% Special Characteristic) 
  Physical Attack: 4 
  Ranged Attack: 0 
  Magical Attack: 2 
  Physical Defense: 3 
  Ranged Defense: 2 
  Magical Defense: 2 
  Elemental Resistance: +70% Water 
  Specials: Gains a small passive boost to both its Physical and Magical Attack and Defense depending on how many other creatures are initially located within the same room (2% increase per creature; does not decrease upon other creatures’ deaths) 
  Rally to the Crown: When the room in which the King is located is invaded by Raiders, the Mergle King will send out a rallying cry that boosts the Physical Attack and Defense of all creatures within the same room by (Mergle King Level X 10%)  
  Defend the King!: If Mergle King’s remaining life-force is determined to be less than a single Physical or Magical attack by strongest member of the invading party, the Mergle King sends out a cry for help, which doubles the Level of all creatures within the same room; does not persist through death 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    There it was – the loophole: Defend the King!  Most Cores, when using a Mergle King in their dungeon, only focused on the first two special abilities and traits of the Mergle monarch, which made sense; gaining a boost to Attack and Defense (Physical and Magical) depending upon the number of creatures in the room, as well as boosting said creatures at the same time, was powerful.  This led to Mergle Kings usually being utilized as the ultimate Boss of a dungeon, where they would be a high Level and very difficult to kill when there were a lot of lower Level creatures in the room.  As they rose higher in Levels, they would unlock even more magical abilities and even spells that they could utilize, as well as having a much higher base Attack and Defend statistics.  Naturally, this led to a much higher Control Limit requirement and Dungeon Force cost, which was why Tacca couldn’t use it in that capacity here; even making a Level 20 King would require over 1,500 Dungeon Force and 120 Control Limit, even with her Special Characteristics.  
 
    But it was the last ability that the Mergle King possessed that would benefit from a loophole.  As soon as the Raiders walked into the room, the “Defend the King!” ability would trigger, identifying that a single hit upon the Level 2 King from the strongest Raider in the room would end up with its death; unless the group was all very low Raider Level – which didn’t seem likely – then this would automatically trigger every single time.  Essentially, this meant that all of the Level 13 Crabs and Frogs would then be Level 26, while the Mergle Tidemaster would be Level 30 – a very significant danger to the Raiders. 
 
    Of course, if the King were killed, then those doubled Levels would disappear, making the entire room relatively harmless to what was likely a powerful group – hence the crystalline barrier.  The chances of a lucky shot by an arrow that could arc over the barrier or a spell that specifically targeted the King through the crystal were unlikely, though not impossible; getting those off while attacked by so many creatures was going to be difficult, however. 
 
    With that finally finished, she was practically done.  Tacca spent the next day carving out exit tunnels to allow the Raider groups to leave whenever they wanted, utilizing the Rotating Stone Bridges like the ones in her previous sections.  Lastly, she created a tunnel that led up to the surface, which would emerge approximately 50 feet away from the second section’s entrance.  Before she opened the new section up to everyone, however, there was one thing that needed to be decided. 
 
    It was something that could have a significant impact on the effectiveness of not only her dungeon, but would impact every other Dungeon Core in the world – provided that they lived through this invasion by the Invaders.  Doing what she was considering had been difficult to even contemplate before, because of how devastating it could be to the effectiveness of dungeons, as well as giving an unfair advantage to the Raiders.   
 
    Unfortunately, that was exactly what the Raiders needed right now, and the cost of not doing what she mentally proposed could end up being the safety of the entire world.  Not for the first time, Tacca wished she had someone with which to argue the pros and cons of her upcoming decision, and Shale’s absence was felt even stronger than ever.  She concentrated on the feeling of his location and felt that it was still high up above the world, completely out of reach from anything she might do to get him back – just as she couldn’t do anything to fight back against the Invaders at that point.  In truth, there were two things that she could do to help the Raiders: to continue to keep her dungeon running while opening up her new section, and to do what she was contemplating. 
 
    I guess that makes this decision a bit easier.  If I really want to help make the Raiders as strong as possible in order to defeat the Invaders, then I’m going to have to use everything in my arsenal to achieve those ends.  With that resolution in mind, she made her decision. 
 
    Tacca was going to Bond with each and every Raider that entered her dungeon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Tacca waited until the middle of the next day to make the final push on her new tunnel to the surface, checking and rechecking her third section to ensure everything was in place.  She had a single point of Control Limit left, which she had saved precisely for this purpose, and she used it to create a Level 2 Lightweight Leaping Frog to be used as an indication that her new section was open and ready to accept Raiders.  The Lightweight Leaping Frog was the only one of her newest acquisitions that could move fast enough down the tunnel once Raiders were on the way, because it could practically fly down the tunnel with its extraordinary leaps, and she didn’t want to have to recreate it over and over if the Raiders decided to kill it.   
 
    Similar to the second section, there was a very long slide that the Raiders would have to ride upon to get through to the beginning of the newest section, though Tacca made a very important change to it.  After getting a better idea of what the Invaders looked like and just how large they were, she made the slide very narrow to the point where some of the largest Raiders she’d seen would nearly scrape the sides.  She did this because she was hoping it would prevent the Invaders from using this entrance to skip down to the third section, as with their arms and weapons making them extraordinarily wide, they would get stuck in the slide.  That was even considering that she didn’t have time to prepare for their coming by blocking off the second and third sections, forcing any Invaders to venture through the original first section. 
 
    Without further ado, she carved her way through the last of the stone blocking her new tunnel from the surface, and she inwardly smiled as the sunlight shone through her newly opened portal.  Tacca didn’t think that she would ever get tired of bursting out of her subterranean home, letting in fresh air and the warmth of the sun into her dark demesne.  Not that she could feel it in her current state, of course, but that wasn’t really the point. 
 
    Immediately after she broke through, her actions were noticed by those queuing up outside. 
 
    “What is that?  Is that a new entrance?” 
 
    “Get back!  What if it’s an attack?!” 
 
    “Someone go fetch Jesper – he needs to hear about this.” 
 
    Thankfully, only a few of the exclamations she heard were particularly worried about her new entrance.  From what she could determine, many of them actually seemed intrigued, even though most of those she saw didn’t look strong enough to tackle her new Section.   
 
    If Tacca had her way, though, that wouldn’t be for long. 
 
    Quickly, she started to carve three stylized skulls in the stone to the side of her new entrance.  Once that was done, she had her Lightweight Leaping Frog hop to the threshold of the entrance, where the small amphibian sat there staring out at the Raiders in line for their turn at the other entrances, who stood there staring right back in apparent shock. 
 
    Now all she had to do was wait for someone to try her new section out.  In the meantime, she had a few other things to take care of. 
 
    In her second section, Tacca started to alter the Rewards of some of the higher-Level creatures toward the end so that they dropped Minor Water Elemental Resistance Enchantment Scrolls.  By the time a Raider group had run through the section enough times and its members were subsequently out-Leveled in comparison to the creatures there, it was her hope that they would have enough of the Scrolls to help with the third section.  While the Water Resistance boost was relatively small from each Scroll, it could add up with a lot of different armor pieces worn with the enchantment.   
 
    By the time she was done with that, Tacca noticed that the excitement outside of her dungeon had only grown with the appearance of her new entrance.  Before long, there was a group of important-looking individuals from the Raider Delving Clan arriving up the mountain, one of whom was wearing an outfit in various shades of red that she recognized.  I think that is the Jesper fellow some of them were talking about. 
 
    “And it just appeared, you say?  Did anyone go in?” the red-clothed Raider asked.  Everyone shook their heads, and he seemed relieved.  That’s right; they’ll have to have an exploratory group go in first to confirm it isn’t a deathtrap.  I kind of got around that with my second section because Sterge and Gwenda ventured through it before anyone else, but it doesn’t look like I’m going to be so lucky this time. 
 
    “Alright, no one is allowed in until I have it checked out,” Jesper announced, to the groans of those nearby.  “We can ill-afford to lose even those stupid enough to test it out and be highly under-Leveled, so for now it’s off-limits.” 
 
    That sucks, but I guess I should’ve known.  I’d rather they be able to enter without worry, though I would think they would realize by now that I’m trying to help them.  Still, it hopefully shouldn’t be long until there was someone there to delve through and approve of it. 
 
    Meanwhile, she could start the next phase of her helping process: Bonding.  It had actually been a while since she had Bonded with any Raiders, the Invaders notwithstanding; after she had acquired access to all of the races and their base Classes, she had stopped because it was hard to tell when higher-Level Raiders might die in the dungeon, because they were usually better protected.  She would’ve loved to acquire some additional Class Variants before now, but it was too risky that some might live and still be Bonded to her.  In that case, they would’ve had the same Dungeon Sight that Sterge and Gwenda shared, which she had wanted to avoid.   
 
    Of course, the most influential reason she hadn’t Bonded with anyone else was for the simple fact that she needed to be in the same room as them in order to do it.  She had taken a major risk when she had Teleported into the arena with all of the Invaders – which allowed her to use her Omen Charge Ability – and subsequently Bonded with them before they were killed, but that was something that she hadn’t wanted to risk at any other point over the last few months.  The ability to see her Core, even when using her Fairy-powered Invisibility, was more likely to be possible as the Raiders grew in Raider Levels – and she was done with putting herself at risk. 
 
    Now, though, in order to get them the Power Boost +50% Ability – so that they could increase their Raider Levels quickly – she would have to risk herself, as well as allow the newly Bonded to acquire the Dungeon Sight Ability; the new Variants from additional Classes she would acquire would be a bonus, at least. 
 
    Thinking about the last time she Bonded, she thought about the different Variants that she had acquired from the Invaders: Fodder, Soldier, and Elite.  It hadn’t taken long before she learned that she wouldn’t be able to create one in her dungeon – if she even wanted to – because even the Fodder Variant required over 5,000 Dungeon Force to create, even with her Special Characteristics.  Added to that, when she focused on the pattern for one of the Variants – any of them – her mind seemed to bend a little and slightly hurt, like there was some sort of error-filled glitch in them that she couldn’t process.  At least, that was the explanation that David had given to her when she had first attempted to create one, and it was as good of a reason as any not to attempt to do it anymore. 
 
    So, the next time a group entered her dungeon after her entrance was created, Tacca prepared to Bond with the low-Level group of Raiders that was set to delve through her first section.  First, while they were still in the entrance tunnel and before they actually entered the first room of her dungeon, she steeled her nerves and Teleported to the upper corner of that room and initiated her Invisibility.  Then it was only a matter of waiting as they entered, killed the Root Foxes near the entrance, and were in the middle of the space.  
 
    She activated the Bond Dungeon Assistant Ability and concentrated on the Female Hill Dwarf Caster in the back, looking very nervous.  Tacca thought it was fitting that she chose another Hill Dwarf for her first Bond, given that Gwenda and Sterge were still her only permanent Bonded Raiders.  Which reminds me – I haven’t seen them in a while.  I wonder if they are doing okay. 
 
    Putting the thought of the two Hill Dwarves out of her mind, she focused on the Bond and felt something strange as her Fairy Mana flowed out of her Core.  She halted the Bond in mid-process, trying to figure out what was different; it didn’t feel painful or discomforting, but there was a…hesitation…to the start of the Bond that she hadn’t experienced before.  Thinking about it more, she realized that the Bond she initiated with the Invaders had been the first ones with anything closely associated with Raiders since she had blown up and miraculously survived.  She didn’t feel anything like this when she Bonded with the other Dungeon Assistants, Malachite, or even Head Instructor Lapis. 
 
    So, what is different? 
 
    Mentally shrugging, Tacca initiated the Bond again and felt the hesitation again, but it was longer this time.  Instead of stopping the process, she instead turned her attention toward what she felt in her Core as the source of the hesitation—and was shocked at what happened. 
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    Wh-what?  This was new. 
 
    As soon as the screen appeared to her vision, the Bonding process halted entirely, as if awaiting her selection.  None of this made sense to her, but then again, Bonding with someone as a Core didn’t make sense, either.  It wasn’t something that was supposed to be available to Dungeon Cores, and it was only available to her because she was still “technically” part-Fairy.  Now, if what she had learned recently was accurate, she was part-Invader technology, as well. 
 
    By concentrating on the heading titled Proximity Settings, she quickly figured out that she could select how close she needed to be to initiate a Bond with another entity.  Right now, as it had been since she discovered the Ability, it was Room Adjacent – which meant that she needed to be inside of the same room.  Dungeon Adjacent, however, meant that she simply needed to be inside of the same dungeon.  
 
    Obviously, she would prefer the latter. 
 
    The first two options under Granted Abilities, Dungeon Sight and Power Boost +50%, were obviously familiar to her because they were the same two abilities she had granted to Sterge and Gwenda, at least as far as she could tell.  Unless they were lying about their abilities when they first received them, which she highly doubted, then those were the only two that they obtained. 
 
    But the other three?  She had no idea—but again, that wasn’t quite true.  As she focused on Core Invisibility, she intuitively knew that it would render anyone with that ability effectively invisible to her Core, even if they were inside of her dungeon.  To her senses, she wouldn’t be able to see or sense they were there, but could still see the results of their actions; an invisible person killing her creatures was still technically there, even if she couldn’t see them.  An additional part of the ability would also allow them to pass through trap triggers without setting them off, rendering the traps entirely ineffective. 
 
    Needless to say, that was definitely not something she wanted anyone to have, friend or not.  Possibly Shale, but then again, it would make him invisible – so what’s the point? 
 
    The next on the list was Bond Communication, which was pretty straightforward – and something that she definitely wanted to include.  Bond Communication would allow her to communicate with anyone she Bonded with, such as how she had been able to speak to other Dungeon Fairies.  This was a definite win if she could add this to the Bond, which would hopefully help with her information and communication issues she now had because of her lack of a Dungeon Assistant to talk with. 
 
    After that was something called Spatial Transversal—which she instantly recognized as some sort of hybrid between her Dungeon Core Option to Teleport and her Fairy Ability to Translocate.  Instead of moving around her dungeon like Teleport would do, or appearing in another part of the world like Translocate would allow, this ability did something so simple that she wished she had known about it before she had created all of her room exits.  All whoever had the ability had to do to activate it was to be outside of combat for at least 10 seconds, and the ability would teleport them directly outside of the dungeon instantly!  From what she could tell, it would make the Raider – or whomever – exhausted afterwards, but it was certainly easier than trudging up the stairs or using another exit that led outside.  She would still keep the exits in strategic areas, however, because sometimes fleeing while still technically in combat was the only way some of the Raiders had managed to live as long as they had. 
 
    I’m definitely adding that, too. 
 
    As for the last option…she got nothing from it.  It reminded her of what happened when she Bonded with the Invaders, and how even their name on her list of available Creatures was messed up: H%l#?t*^!p%.   
 
    Did my Bonding with them do this? 
 
    The screen that had come up had mentioned something about recent Bond activity being the cause of this particular error, and since she hadn’t felt anything like this before the Invader Bonding occurred, she could only assume it was the cause.  That knowledge didn’t really help in trying to decipher what the mystery Ability was, however.  As she concentrated on it, hoping that it would suddenly reveal its purpose or intent, a “vision” of sorts flashed through her mind of Shale, Council Leader Malachite, and even Head Instructor Lapis with their hands around her Core, transferring Fairy Mana directly into her.  It made no sense to Tacca, especially considering that she wanted very little to do with the head of DAPS, but it stood out in her mind – right before a blast of mental pain spiked through her concentration. 
 
    Fortunately, the pain didn’t last long, and after a moment it faded.  Just looking at the strange Granted Ability again brought a flash of that same vision along with a prick of pain, so she shied away from it.  With how odd and frightening it was, and because she didn’t exactly know what it was, she decided not to chance it by granting it to the Raiders; for all she knew, it might be something that could shut down her dungeon, or even somehow destroy her. 
 
     After looking at them all, she realized something else: She didn’t have to include Dungeon Sight if she didn’t want to – and she didn’t.  While it would undoubtedly help them survive in her dungeon longer, it was bad enough that Sterge and Gwenda had access to the Ability; it was a price that she would’ve paid to have the Raiders quickly get stronger through the Power Boost +50%, but if she had a choice, then she would choose not to include it.   
 
    Therefore, now that she had seen all of her choices, she knew what abilities she wanted to include with her Granted Abilities: Power Boost +50%, Bond Communication, and Spatial Transversal.  The two added Abilities wouldn’t necessarily make up for the removal of Dungeon Sight, but the powerful Ability also wasn’t needed for them to get stronger.  She hoped Sterge and Gwenda would understand; if they didn’t, at least she might be able to communicate directly with them now. 
 
    After confirming her selections (including Dungeon Adjacency under Proximity Settings), the screen disappeared and she felt her Fairy Mana streaming out from her Core again, this time completing the Bond.  As she saw the Bond converge on the nervous Hill Dwarf, it had an effect she wasn’t expecting. 
 
    Normally when she initiated a Bond with a Raider, they were typically hurt and near death, because she only Bonded with those that were almost ready to die.  As a result, she hadn’t actually initiated the process with any of them when they weren’t hanging onto the last threads of their life-force; she didn’t count Bonding with Dungeon Fairies because there was something completely different on a fundamental level with them.  Therefore, when the Bond hit the Hill Dwarf Caster and knocked her down, spasming so much that her heels drummed against the stone floor in a staccato rhythm, Tacca was wholly unprepared. 
 
    “Tressa?  What’s wrong?!” 
 
    Tacca wasn’t the only one unprepared for the Hill Dwarf’s sudden collapse, as her companions surrounded the poor Hill Dwarf with worry.  Thankfully, they were still in the first room of her dungeon where it wasn’t as dangerous for them.  Their Healer, a female Gnome, bent over the spasming Caster and attempted to heal her, but nothing happened. 
 
    “It’s not working!  She doesn’t seem hurt—” 
 
    “Well, she’s obviously hurt by something,” the Melee said curtly, his Orcish face concerned as he unconsciously tightened and loosened his grip on his rusty-looking sword.  From what she could tell, at least based on the fact that she didn’t recognize any of them, this was probably the group’s first time inside of any dungeon.  “Maybe she got poisoned; do you have something to get rid of that?” 
 
    The Healer shook her head vigorously.  “No, not for another Level or two, I’m told.  And there shouldn’t be any poisonous monsters or traps in this part of the dungeon!” 
 
    The Gnome wasn’t wrong; there weren’t any debilitating poisons like that in this first section of her dungeon, nor in the second.  Her new Poison Frogs notwithstanding, Tacca didn’t have anything in any of her sections that would do this to someone. 
 
    Fortunately, the panic of her group members started to fade when the spasming abruptly stopped in the Caster lying on the ground.  “Tressa?  Are you okay?”   
 
    Tacca watched as the poor girl picked herself up, not looking any worse for wear despite all of the commotion.   
 
    “Um, yes?”  Tressa put her hand to her head, as if it still pained her, but she took it away a quick second later.  “My mind just seemed to blank out for a moment after a brief spike of pain jolted it—and then I saw you all staring at me.”  She looked around at the others and asked, “Do any of you know what that was?  Is that something new?” 
 
    I guess you could say that it is new, but the reaction certainly wasn’t anything that I had planned.  I’m sorry to cause you so much distress. 
 
    “Whoa!  What?!  Who said that?” Tressa suddenly shouted, her eyes wide as she frantically searched the room. 
 
    “What are you talking about, girl?  There’s no one else here but us,” the Orcish Melee Raider said impatiently.  “Did you hit your head when you fell earlier?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.”  The Caster held one of her hands up to the back of her head, gently testing to see if she had a wound.  “But I swear I heard something—” 
 
    You did.  I apologize for startling you, but you just happen to be the first Raider I’ve been able to communicate with like this. 
 
    Tressa’s eyes became even wider than the Fairy-turned-Core thought possible.  Before any panicked screaming started, Tacca went on. 
 
    Before you freak out, let me explain – and no, you’re not going crazy.  My name is Tacca and I’m the Dungeon Core that runs this dungeon.  What you felt before was my attempt to Bond with you, but it had some…side effects…that I was not aware of before this.  It appears to have worked, however, which is how I’m able to communicate with you. 
 
    The Caster opened up her mouth over and over like she wanted to speak, looking like a fish out of water gasping for breath.  The only thing that came out, though, was a squeaky, “What?” 
 
    Not only can I communicate with you, but if the Bond succeeded, you should have two additional new abilities: Power Boost +50% and Spatial Transversal.  Go ahead, open up your Raider Status, I believe it is called. 
 
    “Tressa, what is going on?  Are you alright?”  The Gnome Healer was waving her hands in front of the Hill Dwarf, who was staring blankly out in front of her.  Tacca couldn’t help but think that perhaps she broke the poor Caster; thankfully, over the next few seconds Tressa seemed to regain her focus. 
 
    “It’s…true,” she whispered in apparent awe.  “I see it right here; Bond Communication, Power Boost +50%, and Spatial Transversal.  But what do they—oh, I see!  Wow, that’s amazing!” 
 
    “Tressa, I think we should bring you back to The Village and get you checked out; you’re not making any sense.” 
 
    The Melee Raider refuted the Healer’s words, however.  “No!  We just got here; it took us a week to get this spot and I refuse to back off now.  Let us go at least a few rooms in and then we can retreat if we need to.” 
 
    Tacca could see that the others actually felt the same way as well, including the Healer, despite her previous words.  She couldn’t blame them, though, because having to wait a week to enter her dungeon was too long of a time to have them turn around now.  How do I fix this?  She felt responsible for this dilemma, and the Caster seemed to be too entranced in looking at her Status to try explaining anything to her companions, so Tacca took matters into her own figurative hands. 
 
    Since there didn’t seem to be any lasting negative effects from the Bond, she quickly targeted the other four Raiders and initiated a Bond with them all.  At the initiation of the process, Tacca felt a very slight hesitation before it started and she latched onto it briefly before letting it go.  Another screen appeared very similar to the one she had seen minutes ago, but instead of there being an error, it was asking if she wanted to change any of the Proximity Settings or Granted Abilities.  She didn’t, so she let it go so that the Bonding process could complete.  Good to know that I can change it whenever I want now, at least. 
 
    The other four members of the group suddenly dropped to the ground and started spasming, which finally got the attention of the Caster. 
 
    “Guys?  What—” 
 
    I’m Bonding with them, as well, and if they act the same as what you went through, they should be fine in a minute or so. 
 
    “Wait, they should be fine?  You don’t know?” 
 
    Nope, not at all.  You were my first experiment, and you turned out alright, didn’t you? 
 
    Tressa didn’t have anything to say, as she just watched the other Raiders spasming on the floor while she shook her head and wrung her hands together.  The Dungeon Core supposed that she probably should have Bonded with a group that had a bit more experience in a dungeon, because at the moment the Caster looked ready to cry.  Tacca felt for the Hill Dwarf, but there was no going back now, she supposed. 
 
    In approximately a minute, the spasming stopped and the newly Bonded Raiders sat up, clutching their heads in an unconscious mimicry of what the Caster had done.  As they groaned and stood up, they looked at each other in confusion—which was when Tacca introduced herself. 
 
    Welcome to my dungeon!  I apologize for springing this on you all, but you were the first group I decided to— 
 
    “Aaaaaahhhhhh!” the Healer screamed, running out of the entrance, followed by most of the others—including the gruff Melee Orc.  The last one out was the Caster, who amazingly wasn’t as frightened as the others as she almost calmly filed out. 
 
    Please share what I told you, Tressa.  I would like to help everyone get stronger as fast as possible, because the Invaders are a threat to everyone in the world.  Oh, and if you don’t mind, do you think you could have Sterge and Gwenda come to my dungeon?  Thanks. 
 
    Tressa just nodded, not saying a word, as she sprinted the last few feet out of the dungeon.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The Village was in an uproar, and it wasn’t because Sterge and Gwenda had slumped over in the chairs they were occupying in the Inn before twitching uncontrollably for approximately a minute.  No, that could be explained away as a minor problem, an excuse of some sort of strange food poisoning, temporary mental breakdown, or exhaustion.  Neither Sterge nor Gwenda had an explanation for the sudden collapse and break with their consciousness, but fortunately not many people had seen it happen; those that did, however, worked to lessen the worry of others over their condition that sprang up afterwards. 
 
    What was actually causing the uproar quickly eclipsed any concern over the “Chief” and his assistant (Sterge wanted to call her a Chieftess, but Gwenda refused).  A group entered the easier part of the dungeon around midday and emerged a few minutes later, screaming about some sort of evil voice invading their minds and causing them to collapse against their will.  Strangely, no one who heard about both his and Gwenda’s slumping and the group’s collapse seemed to link the two things together.  Unfortunately, Gwenda quickly found that they did in fact coincide because she immediately looked at her Raider Status and saw the changes to their Abilities. 
 
    Dungeon Sight, which they had relied on to safely delve through the dungeon, was gone.  Power Boost +50% was still there, thankfully, but there were two new Abilities that took the place of Dungeon Sight: Bond Communication and Spatial Transversal.  After concentrating on them, Sterge found that they could certainly be useful, but they didn’t even compare to how powerful Dungeon Sight had been.  It wasn’t until he lost it that he realized how much he had relied on being able to see monsters and traps throughout the dungeon; having to venture through without the aid of the Dungeon Sight Ability was not going to be fun. 
 
    Not that he nor Gwenda had much time to go delving lately, with all of the issues The Village was currently facing.  The loss of so many Raiders due to the Invader attack inside of the mountain had originally left plenty of room in The Village and surrounding environs for people to live, but that had changed drastically over the last week and a half since they were able to leave the Hall.   
 
    Refugees from the north, which had been prevalent before winter struck, were now flooding to the south in even greater numbers.  Thankfully, word was that many of the surrounding towns and cities were taking in even larger numbers of refugees as they spread throughout the southern part of Abenlure, leaving only a trickle to reach The Village.  That trickle was still comparatively large, however, and in the bare week and a half since winter ended, the number of people living in or around Sterge’s once-tiny village had ballooned to numbers just now exceeding the pre-winter period.  Construction was underway for additional inns and single-family houses, and demand for food was at an all-time high.   
 
    The last year had been fairly bountiful in terms of foodstuff throughout the south, though with the influx of refugees the entire region wasn’t doing so well at that point.  It was more and more difficult to find merchants willing to import almost any type of food down to The Village; it wasn’t due to the Ministry of Merchants this time, however, but because of an ever-growing shortage of food.  It wasn’t quite yet at the level where panic would likely ensue if something weren’t done soon, but it was certainly alarming. 
 
    Which was why, in between organizing construction projects to house the refugees, Sterge and Gwenda had also organized a massive workforce to plant the fields around The Village that had thawed out after winter’s grasp had fled.  It wouldn’t be long until they started to increase their food stocks from a little hard work among the fields, but Gwenda worried it would only be a temporary measure – especially if even more refugees flooded into the area, as it appeared they were going to continue doing.  Sterge could only agree. 
 
    As a result of their constant work organizing things around The Village, neither of them had managed to find time to delve through the dungeon again.  After hearing about the appearance of a third entrance, with likely an even harder section of the dungeon in its depths, Sterge and Gwenda had been eager to get in and see it.  However, based on their never-ending work back home – and the fact that this new section was probably going to be way too difficult for them – they decided that they would wait until the Clan had a chance to send a surveying team to assess it for danger.  Now, with the fact that their Dungeon Sight was gone, he doubted that he would risk going into that new part of the dungeon until he was much stronger.  In fact, I’m a bit nervous about going into the parts I’ve already been through; not knowing where all of the monsters and traps are located will be more than a little nerve-wracking! 
 
    Nevertheless, he knew they would need to go back in and brave the dungeon’s depths, especially if he wanted to get stronger and be better able to protect Gwenda and his other group members.  When exactly that would be was still up in the air. 
 
    “Excuse me?” said a voice from behind Sterge.  He was currently back in the Inn with Gwenda after working all day on more Village projects, after finishing a hearty dinner that he hoped would continue to be readily available in the future.  With all of the work they had put in on the farms, he felt reasonably confident they would be alright for the next few weeks, but as Gwenda had said, more refugees meant more mouths to feed and therefore less food for everyone.   
 
    Sterge turned around to see a young Hill Dwarf, a few years younger than Gwenda, who looked at him nervously.  “Yes?  Can I help you?” 
 
    The young Hill Dwarf stuttered a little, as if something had caught her tongue.  “Are-are you Sterge?  And Gwenda?” she finally asked, looking at both of them. 
 
    He nodded along with Gwenda.  “We sure are!  Here, take a seat; have you eaten?”  He motioned toward one of the wait staff and indicated that he needed another bowl of the delicious stew he had just recently finished scarfing down, pointing toward the young missus currently sitting down with more than a hint of trepidation. 
 
    “Oh, no, that isn’t necessary, I can find something—oh!” she said, just as a steaming bowl filled with hearty vegetables and chunks of beef was plopped down in front of her.  Sterge nodded in thanks to the older Human that had brought the stew out, recognizing that the cook, Darnello, had delivered the meal with a smile on his face.   
 
    “Now, did you need something from us?  Do you need somewhere to sleep?  We’re building more inns as quickly as we can, but I’m sure I can find you someplace if I look hard enough.”  The last week had been full of people looking for something or another; most of the time it was lodging or food they needed, so he was used to trying to be accommodating while still being cognizant of The Village’s limitations. 
 
    Unfortunately, the young Hill Dwarf just seemed to clam up instead of talking, though she looked at the food hungrily. 
 
    “Sterge, can’t you see that she’s intimidated by your overbearing ‘Chiefness’,” Gwenda said with a smirk, smacking him on the arm.  Chiefness?  Was I being overbearing? 
 
    Before he could argue, Gwenda turned to the newcomer and asked, “Now, why don’t you tell us your name and why you came looking for us.  We’d really like to help, you know.” 
 
    The young Hill Dwarf cleared her throat.  “Tressa.  That’s my name.  And I didn’t come here specifically asking for your help, but to pass on a message.” 
 
    Now Sterge was intrigued.  Unless this message was some sort of warning or threat; in that case, he was less than intrigued. 
 
    “Go on,” Gwenda said softly but insistently, now very serious.  Sterge wasn’t sure why she was being that way, but he adopted the same sort of demeanor for appearances’ sake.  “Who is the message from?” 
 
    Tressa was now staring at the hot stew in front of her as if it was the only thing in the world that mattered.  Answering Gwenda with a far-off sound to her voice, the young Hill Dwarf said, “I’m not even sure I believe it, because it doesn’t make any sense.  But I said I would try to pass on the message anyway, so even if you don’t believe me, I kept my word.” 
 
    Sterge was finally starting to understand.  “What did she say?”  He wasn’t sure how he had put together all of the pieces, but it was obvious when he started to think about it.  Neither of them had seen the Fairy that seemed to be the dungeon’s mouthpiece in the last few days, which was strange in and of itself, and now it seemed that the Core had developed an alternative means of communication. 
 
    Tressa looked shocked, as if she couldn’t believe Sterge had said what he said.  “What?  How?  How did you know?” 
 
    “We didn’t, but we can guess,” Gwenda answered.  “Now, what did Tacca have to say?” 
 
    Tressa was shaking her head as if she couldn’t believe what she was hearing, or else was shocked to learn that she wasn’t crazy.  It was hard for Sterge to tell. 
 
    “She…she said that she’s planning on ‘bonding’ with all of the Raiders in order to help them get stronger as fast as possible, using an Ability that I gained after I collapsed inside the dungeon and then heard…her…voice in my head.  I don’t know what all of that means, but I swear it’s true!  There’s this ability that increases my Power gain by 50%, which is incredible all by itself, but there’s another one that will allow me to exit the dungeon at any time.” 
 
    Sterge looked at Gwenda, who just nodded back at him, indicating that he should be the one to speak.  He grumbled under his breath; Gwenda was much better at talking to people, especially when speaking about sensitive subjects.  Thankfully, his time in the spotlight over the last few months had given him some more experience in talking to people, which he tapped into now.   
 
    “Wow, that’s amazing!  That will certainly help the development of everyone here!” he said excitedly, not bothering to keep his voice down.  Sterge figured that the word was going to get out about the different abilities sooner rather than later, so he didn’t think it proper to try to hide it.  “Tell me, did Tacca say anything else?” 
 
    She nodded, looking at Sterge strangely.  “She did.  She said that she would like to see you two up in her dungeon.  Why is that?  How do you know her name?  As far as I remember, I never mentioned it.” 
 
    He waved it away, as if it was of no importance.  “Oh, we’ve known about Tacca for a long while now.  All of our communication with the dungeon was through an intermediary, however, so this is the first time I’ve heard of her actually speaking to anyone.  Very interesting and exciting.”  He wasn’t feigning the excitement in his voice, either, because he really was looking forward to finally speaking with the Core; communicating through the Fairy was a strange experience that didn’t feel quite as real as a direct communication would be.  “Why don’t you eat, and we’ll take a little journey up there to talk to her.”  Sterge looked at Gwenda, who nodded in response. 
 
    “It was very nice to meet you, Tressa,” Gwenda said.  “Thank you for coming to find us; you have done us a great service.” 
 
    Tressa was already shoveling stew into her face, but she nodded at Gwenda’s words.   
 
    Sterge got up from his seat, extended his hand to Gwenda – who took it – and headed out of the Inn.  As soon as they were outside and out of earshot, Sterge murmured, “We should get Evy and the others.” 
 
    Gwenda nodded, heading off to The Village’s Town Hall, where William was likely to be found, while Sterge headed to one of the nearest construction sites to the north, where Evy and Mordecai had been pitching in to help finish one of the newest houses.  He wasn’t sure if they would actually still be there given how late it was, but he was in luck; as soon as he got near, he could see the Trickster and the Sword Dancer working together to lift a beam into place.  It was amazing how strong Mordecai was: Even though he was a Gnome and smaller than Sterge, he belied his small stature with great alacrity.   
 
    Sterge waited until they got the beam into place and secured, Mordecai having to use a sturdy set of steps to lift it high enough, before he called out to them.  “Hey there, you two, we’ve got some news.  We’re going up the mountain.” 
 
    “What?  Really?  Did you put us on the schedule without telling us?” Evy asked, wiping the sweat off her brow.   
 
    Mordecai looked at Sterge with a funny look.  “Wait; does this have anything to do with the rumors that have been circulating about the dungeon talking to people?  What do you know?” 
 
    “No, we’re not delving right now, though I do still want to get on the schedule soon,” Sterge answered.  “C’mon, I’ll tell you on the way.” 
 
    The three group members met up with Gwenda and a harried-looking William, their Combat Medic, who had taken it upon himself to handle a lot of the paperwork The Village generated – and which Gwenda wasn’t able to take care of herself anymore.  Sterge didn’t really know much about that, because he still ignored that part of running his not-so-little village as much as possible, but he was glad that there were those that could and did take care of it. 
 
    On the way up the mountain, they met Jesper coming down. 
 
    “Where are you headed?  I don’t remember you being on the schedule,” the red-clothed Clan representative asked, confusion and stress marking his features.   
 
    Sterge couldn’t blame the man for looking more than a bit harried, what with all of the new refugees, new Clan recruits, and now two strange incidents at the dungeon, one after another.  The third entrance opening up was remarkable enough, but then there were the fantastical exhortations of a brand-new Raider Clan group saying that they could suddenly speak to the dungeon.  It was enough to drive anyone to want to pull their hair out a little, but in Jesper’s case only his face looked a bit haggard.  Otherwise, he looked as sharply dressed as usual. 
 
    “No, nothing like that.  But I think there’s something you should know, now that the secret’s about to be out.  Why don’t you come with us and find out?  I guarantee you won’t be disappointed.” 
 
    Jesper looked hesitant to follow them back up, but he straightened his suit up with a few quick tucks and waved for them to lead the way without saying anything else.  It was a measure of how strange things had been lately that he barely batted an eye as Sterge and Gwenda took turns describing their interactions with the Dungeon Core operating the dungeon, the Fairy that seemed to be her voice, and the special abilities they had acquired as a result of a Bond. 
 
    “I can see why you wouldn’t want that kind of information shared with anyone,” Jesper said after they were done.  “Truthfully, I knew there was something strange about your relationship with the dungeon, though I didn’t know the exact nature of it.  The nearby Clan Outpost Leader mentioned something strange about your Raider Status, though she never fully explained it; said it was your secret to share, but I was told to keep an eye on you.  Now I’m beginning to see what she was talking about.” 
 
    That the Clan Outpost Leader had been sharing information about their abilities was a bit of a concern to Sterge, but there really wasn’t anything that he could do about it at the moment.  Besides, the Dungeon Sight that they used to have was gone, and if Tacca was really giving the Power Boost to everyone, then it wouldn’t matter if they still had it. 
 
    When they got to the location of the dungeon entrances, Jesper went ahead of the group and had another group, which was just about to walk inside the first tunnel, stop and wait for a moment.  “Hold up just a moment; I need to go inside with this other group for a very short time.  Don’t worry, we’re not running through it, so you’ll be able to delve through immediately after we exit.” 
 
    There were some grumbles not only from the group that was about to enter, but from those waiting to go in after them.  However, as it was Jesper telling them to wait – the Clan representative who literally controlled who could go in the dungeon – they didn’t complain too openly.  It’s probably good that we caught him coming down the mountain.  There probably would’ve been a bit more argument up here, otherwise. 
 
    Without dallying anymore, the group plus Jesper walked into the dungeon and through the tunnel leading to the first room, though they didn’t progress that far.  They didn’t want to trigger the monsters inside to attack them, because they didn’t want to take the place of the group outside. 
 
    “Tacca?  Can you hear me?” Gwenda asked as soon as they were all safely inside. 
 
    Yes, I can hear you, Gwenda.  And I’m assuming you can hear me, too, Sterge. 
 
    Hearing a voice inside of his head was very strange, and the Hill Dwarf resisted the impulse to try cleaning out his ears with his finger.  However, once he got over the strangeness, he smiled at hearing the voice of the Dungeon Core for the first time; it was soft-yet-determined, with a clipped, no-nonsense tone that seemed very confident.  Basically, the opposite of his own voice, he wryly thought. 
 
    “Did you just hear it?” Jesper asked Gwenda, fascination painted all over his face. 
 
    “I did, though it’s a her, and her name is Tacca, if I remember correctly from what the Fairy said before.” 
 
    That is correct. 
 
    “Where is the little guy?  I haven’t seen him around lately.” 
 
    Shale is…not here.  There is a lot that I need to tell you, but first I must ask: Did the others come here to Bond with me?  I held off after that first group because they didn’t quite respond the way I hoped, and was worried it might cause some of the Raiders to call for my destruction.  I would really rather not kill anyone that tried to come shatter my Core, but I won’t hesitate to defend myself. 
 
    The sudden fierceness in Tacca’s voice was a bit frightening, but Sterge supposed that it was only fair.  If someone came into his house with the intent of killing him or Gwenda, he would do anything he could to defend the both of them.  
 
    “Yes, they are here to be Bonded.  Jesper is the Clan’s representative and he’s been an ally in our effort to make The Village the best it can be, while also keeping the Raiders in order.  You can trust him to do what is right for both you and the Raiders.  Plus, I’m sure he has a billion questions for you.” 
 
    The man she was talking about blushed almost as bright-red as his suit, but he nodded.   
 
    Very good.  After what happened when I did this before, I would suggest that they lay on their backs because my Bond seems to knock people out for about a minute, while at the same time causing them to spasm—wait.  Did that happen to you when I changed my Granted Abilities? 
 
    Sterge wasn’t exactly sure what she meant by “Granted Abilities”, but he could guess.  Both he and Gwenda nodded at her question. 
 
    I’ll have to keep that in mind if I ever need to change them in the future.  It could be dangerous for anyone Bonded with me to just drop like that if I make changes, so I need to be careful not to inadvertently kill anyone.  Losing consciousness in the middle of a fight against dungeon creatures is a bad idea, after all.  However, I’m hoping that the first time is the worst because of the error—anyway, I’ll explain all of that in a moment. 
 
    If they’re ready, let them know to lay themselves down, and I’ll Bond them all at the same time. 
 
    Gwenda passed on the information, while Sterge thought about what Tacca said.  With the ability to essentially knock out any Raiders who Bonded with her at the Dungeon Core’s whim, they were giving the dungeon a lot of power.  He wasn’t sure if it was limited by distance, but if it wasn’t, then she could essentially reach anyone no matter where they were in the world.  In the end, he could only hope that they were doing the right thing and that she was correct about it being only a first-time occurrence.   
 
    Eager to get on with the Bonding process, Sterge’s groupmates and Jesper laid themselves on the tunnel floor; as soon as they were settled, they all suddenly started to twitch and drum their heels on the stone of the tunnel.  From his perspective, it was quite disturbing, and from the look on Gwenda’s face he could tell that she felt the same.  Thankfully, it didn’t last more than a minute before they all stopped moving, and they woke up a few seconds later. 
 
    Welcome to my dungeon, friends.  Now, I have a lot to tell you all. 
 
    “We have some things to tell and ask you, as well,” Gwenda said for the group, who all (minus Sterge, of course) appeared flabbergasted at the voice in their minds. 
 
    We can get to that in a moment.  Tell me, have you heard about the large battle up north, yet…? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    It turned out that they hadn’t received any recent updates on how the Clan had fared in the north, so Tacca described what she had seen through Shale’s eyes.  By Jesper’s reaction and subsequent comments, the Fairy-turned-Dungeon Core learned that it had likely been the capital city of Guardcrest that had been defended by the majority of the Clan, and if it indeed had fallen, then they were in trouble.  Not Sterge and Gwenda and the rest of the people in The Village, necessarily, but everyone else in the world.   
 
    …and then I lost my connection with Shale when he was…captured…along with all of the other Dungeon Assistants from the Nursery. 
 
    “Dungeon Assistants?  Nursery?” Gwenda asked, thoroughly confused. 
 
    Tacca quickly explained about the 6 other Dungeon Cores that had been transported nearby without giving specifics, only that something happened to them that made the Cores dormant.  Explanations about Dungeon Assistants took a little longer, but within a few minutes she had given them a fairly good idea of what was going on. 
 
    “The third entrance that just opened up, what can you tell me about it?” 
 
    Tacca answered Jesper’s question as succinctly as possible, without giving away too many specifics. 
 
    It’s designed for Raiders starting at Level 20 and above, and it might be suitable for up to Level 35 – though at that time it will probably be easy for those delving through.  I didn’t create any deliberately deadly traps throughout this third section, as it isn’t my goal to kill anyone; making everyone stronger in order to defend against the Invaders is my main goal right now.  Unfortunately, it will be another 9 months or so before I can expand to accommodate higher-Level Raiders, unless one of the Nursery Cores wakes up from their dormancy. 
 
    “Speaking of the Invaders, was it you that brought down their protections?” Sterge suddenly asked, which made Tacca hesitate. 
 
    Should she tell them of her origins?  That she was a Fairy and a Dungeon Core merged into one?  Inform them of her Omen Charge Ability, and how she was fairly certain she could protect her dungeon from the Invaders?  She would be breaking almost every rule and regulation by sharing many of these details; then again, she had basically torn up the rulebook by simply communicating with them like this in the first place.   
 
    Therefore, without going into too much detail to provide some middle ground in revealing some of her secrets, she described some of the events over the last year.  How she had been nearly destroyed by the first Invader assault on her dungeon, how she was miraculously reformed and now included some of the technology of the Invaders, and how her Omen Charge Ability seemed to work to “short-circuit” the Personal Force Fields of the monstrous people.  
 
    They were silent after her revelations, looking at each other in some sort of wordless conversation that Tacca couldn’t follow.  To fill the silence, she also told them about how the Invaders were enslaving the people to the north and how they were building…something. 
 
    The worst part is that they seem to be held in their enslaved states by an application of magic, and not necessarily the “technology” that they use for their protection.  It’s the reason why we think they are taking all of the Dungeon Fairies captive, because there is an unmistakable aura of Fairy Mana around the enslaved.   
 
    “That’s…disturbing.  Are you sure it isn’t one of the Fairies working with these Invaders?” one of the Raiders named Matthew asked.  Tacca immediately had to tamp down the anger that surged at his question, because she knew that no Fairy would ever voluntarily do something like that. 
 
    It isn’t.  First, the sheer amount of Fairy Mana being utilized for these purposes is so staggeringly large that not even our oldest and most-advanced Dungeon Fairies could hope to accumulate that much even in a decade.  Secondly, the aura of Fairy Mana affecting them is raw and unfocused, which means that it isn’t being directed by a Fairy; it would be the equivalent of your own spellpower being sucked out of your body and directed in a way you have no control over.  I don’t know exactly how they are doing what these Invaders are doing, but I can guarantee that it is happening against their will and volition. 
 
    The Raiders were silent again, until Sterge slowly spoke, as if he were still figuring out what he wanted to ask.  “If our people are being enslaved by this Fairy Mana, can’t you just have some other Fairies remove it?” 
 
    That was a good question, but unfortunately the answer wasn’t a happy one. 
 
    Theoretically, yes; in practice, no.  From what I understood from Head Instructor Lapis, the Fairy Mana – while unfocused – is interconnected all together in one greater working that links all of the slaves together.  In order to break the enslaving effect and reabsorb the Fairy Mana, it would either take hundreds of Dungeon Fairies working together – which we do not currently have access to, unfortunately – or the presence of those whose Mana had been extracted in the first place.  The connection between those captured Fairies and their own Fairy Mana would be strong enough to lift the magical geas placed upon those people.   
 
    “So, why don’t the other Fairies go rescue them?” 
 
    Two reasons.  The first, which you may not understand because it doesn’t affect Raiders, is that in the presence of the Invaders with their Personal Force Fields, all Fairy Assistant Abilities are inaccessible, and Fairy Mana regeneration is shut down.  Trying to mount a rescue operation without being able to fight or even escape would be suicide. 
 
    Secondly, and most importantly, they wouldn’t be able to get to the captives even if they suddenly did have their abilities. 
 
     “And why is that?” 
 
    Because from what I can sense of Shale’s location, he is a bit inaccessible. 
 
    Jesper looked confused.  “Is he on the other side of the world?  Underground in a place you can’t reach?  Inside a giant fortress guarded by millions of these Invaders?” 
 
    None of those, though I can’t speak for the last one.  No, he’s inaccessible because he isn’t even on the world anymore, but instead is located many miles above the surface.  I can’t get a specific location, however, because his location is too far away.   
 
    “What?  That’s impossible; everyone knows there is nothing up there except for the empty sky,” the small Gnome said with assurance.  “I would think that someone would’ve seen some sort of flying fortress up there, so something must be wrong with…whatever you’re using to sense your Fairy.” 
 
    Tacca had to admit to herself that it was certainly a possibility.  Unfortunately, she highly doubted this was the problem, and told them so.   
 
    “Alright, so there’s no way to free these Fairy friends of yours and subsequently free our people; the capital has likely fallen to an army of these Invaders and most of the Raider Delving Clan has probably been killed, including many of our most powerful members; and the southern part of Abenlure is choked with refugees along with the scattered remnants of the Clan,” Jesper said forlornly as his shoulders slumped and he practically collapsed against the tunnel wall.  “Please tell me you have some good news.” 
 
    Now it was Tacca’s turn to be silent for a moment as she tried to dredge up some sort of hope that she could give to the group of Raiders.  Unfortunately, she didn’t have much. 
 
    You’re still alive?  You still have the ability to get stronger and find a way to overcome the Invaders?  I’m sorry, but there is only so much that I can do, and with any means at my disposal to gain information from faraway locations now closed to me with the absence of every Dungeon Fairy I know, I’m hampered in what help I can provide.  My dungeon can act as a fallback point because I’m going to make an effort to use my Omen Charge Ability all through every section, but that’s about it.  I’m not even sure the effect will linger, so I can’t even guarantee that. 
 
    The Raiders nodded slowly as she spoke, as if the lack of any great hope was what they were expecting.  
 
    “It seems so ridiculous asking this in the sudden revelation that we’ll be facing annihilation soon,” Sterge finally said softly, “but I was wondering if you would be able to open up the Hall again so that we can use it to house people, as well as grow more food.  With what you told us, we’re liable to get even more refugees down this way over the coming weeks, and we don’t have nearly enough space for them; theoretically, they could always sleep out in the open, but that doesn’t solve our burgeoning food problem.”  
 
    That’s certainly a dilemma.  If I was to open it up again, it might push the bounds of how many traps I can safely have present in my dungeon at one time; I could always take some out of the sections you Raiders delve through, but that would make them less challenging and could subsequently offer less Power to improve yourselves.  Some other alterations would have to be conducted to ensure it would run smoothly with my other operations, but it would be doable, I suppose.  The only concern I would have is that I wouldn’t be able to easily protect anyone living there if the Invaders entered through that entrance again, as I have the majority of it blocked off at the moment from the rest of my dungeon.  They’d essentially be on their own. 
 
    “I think that would be acceptable,” Gwenda said quickly, looking at Sterge at the same time.   
 
    The other Hill Dwarf nodded.  “It is a danger that I’m sure many of them would be willing to risk, if only to have a place to stay and something to fill their bellies.  Thank you, Tacca; you’re a literal life-saver.” 
 
    That was certainly something she didn’t hear often, even after creating the Hall in the first place and helping the present Raiders defend against the Invaders inside of the arena.  While she didn’t hear it often, it certainly felt nice to know that she was making a difference.   
 
    Growing up inside of DAPS, her upbringing had been focused on a “Us versus Them” mentality, so as to train young Dungeon Assistants how to properly guide Cores in creating dungeons designed (at their basic level) to kill Raiders.  While she learned a lot about Raiders, including their strengths and weaknesses, she had never really considered them as something worth fighting for before; to most Fairies, there was a constant supply of people that took up the Raider profession, so there was no reason to be concerned over individuals.  Unlike Dungeon Cores and their Assistants, people were a…replaceable resource.   
 
    But ever since her soul was sucked into a Dungeon Core, she had never fully distanced herself enough from the people in the world to stay unaffected by their deaths.  Granted, there were plenty of deaths that had occurred in her dungeon as a result of the traps and creatures she had set up.  There were also a multitude of reasons she wanted to kill some of them, such as the group of over-enchanted merchants that had tried to destroy her, or Marvus who had shattered one of the Cores she had been Bonded to as a brand-new Dungeon Assistant. 
 
    But on the whole, she honestly didn’t want to kill any of the others.  She knew from her schooling, as well as her interactions with the Nursery Cores, that most of the souls that were brought to their world from another dimension to inhabit every other Dungeon Core in the world didn’t feel that way.  Some did, as she had found when she was Bonded to a few of them when she was still a Fairy, but they didn’t survive for long if they refused to kill any Raiders.  For the most part, while they weren’t bloodthirsty savages that enjoyed killing people, they had no qualms about fulfilling their duties.   
 
    Tacca had always thought that their attitude had to do with their personalities, and that – for the most part – only those that would be suitable for the Dungeon Core life were brought to Gairth.  Now, though, she thought it had to do something with the fact that the Cores were strangers in a hostile world, and the first thing they had to learn from their Dungeon Assistants was to protect themselves from people that looked entirely foreign who wanted to kill them.  Tacca had been unique in the way she had been able to understand the Raiders immediately, but most Cores couldn’t speak any of the world’s languages unless they had been around for a long time – if they bothered to learn at all.  Therefore, being constantly assaulted by murderous Raiders that spoke an unfamiliar language, on an unfamiliar world, and forced to defend themselves by a set of rules and regulations that prevented an all-out slaughter of anyone walking through the entrance, most Dungeon Cores saw the deaths of Raiders as enough of a necessary and even rewarding experience that it bothered them very little, if at all. 
 
    It wasn’t their own people they were killing after all, right?  From some of her bewildering conversations with David and Patrick, the gamer and the “moving picture” fan, they considered Gairth an alien world in which they didn’t really belong.  
 
    That right there was the biggest difference, she supposed.  Tacca was of the world, and she cared about it enough to want to save it and its inhabitants. 
 
    Give me two days to reopen the Hall and to reset many of the traps inside, though some of them will be limited in scope.  Also, the arena has been reconditioned into my third section Boss Room, so there won’t be any entertainment.   
 
    “That is more than we could ask for, Tacca.  Thank you again,” Gwenda said, before leading them away.   
 
    Jesper, however, stayed back a moment.  “Are you really Bonding with everyone delving through your dungeon?” 
 
    That’s the plan. 
 
    He nodded.  “It’s a good plan, and it will rapidly develop many of our local Raiders, as well as our new recruits.  I’ll make an announcement so that they will be prepared for it, and I’ll tell them to wait inside of the entrance tunnel like we did here, so that we don’t have any accidents.” 
 
    Thank you.  Also, you can start sending through any higher-Level groups nearby that want more of a challenge to my third section.  Or you can wait for your survey team if you want, but I promise you that there is nothing too “fishy” going on there.   
 
    Tacca barely stifled a giggle at her own joke, her mind slightly tired after the intense conversations.   
 
    “I will consider it.”  Jesper paused, his foot nearly out of the entrance.  “Can I come back and talk with you if I have more questions?” 
 
    Absolutely. 
 
    He smiled.  “I’ll be sure to take you up on that offer, sooner rather than later.” 
 
    I look forward to it. 
 
    Talking with Raiders was a poor substitute for Shale or the other Dungeon Cores nearby, but it would do for now.  It wasn’t like there was any other alternative, as far as she could tell.  The only things Tacca could do were to wait and see if a potential solution for their problems emerged and keep on with what she was doing.  She didn’t really have any other safe choices.  
 
    It wasn’t long before the next group entered her dungeon hesitantly, stopping a few paces inside of the tunnel. 
 
    “Do you really think he was telling the truth?  It seems ridiculous and impossible, but he said to wait here for—” 
 
    It was at that moment, when the group of low-Level Raiders was arranged in a way that would lessen the injuries they might sustain when they lost consciousness, that Tacca initiated a Bond to include all 5 of them.  They dropped to the floor and spasmed as she had been expecting, and while she waited for them to finish the process, she looked at the Hall and started to replace some of the traps that she had removed with her available Dungeon Force.  It was going to take the entire night and the rest of the next day (and perhaps more) to fully bring it back to operation, but she figured it was worth it to help those in need.  She thought about the presence of so many people in her dungeon again, and she suddenly worried about the increase in Core Improvement Points she would receive.  Normally a good thing, the added Points would inflate her already massive amount she was going to receive after she finished her countdown; she wasn’t sure if she could handle so many more added to that total.  It could even shatter her fragile Core instead of doing what happened to the Nursery Cores.   
 
    Tacca ultimately decided that it didn’t matter.  She was going to accumulate more from the normal operations of her dungeon, anyway, so what was another 10,000?  100,000?  It was a concern for the future, and right now she wasn’t sure if she and the others would even survive that long.   
 
    In a little over a minute, the group of Raiders woke up from their Bonding experience, sitting up and groaning as they clutched their heads. 
 
    Welcome to my dungeon!  First of all, my name is Tacca.  Secondly, you’ll probably notice some changes on your Raider Status…. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Trevelyan looked up at the entrance of her Command Tent, though the name was quite ridiculous considering how small it was; she could barely stand up straight inside, and when there were more than 4 people stuffed inside it was already crowded.  Still, it was better than most of their Clan forces they had out in the field.  Having had to commandeer hunters’ kits from the nearest villages, this was the best they could scrounge up on short notice. 
 
    I’d much rather be staying in our Outposts and Regional Headquarters in the nearby cities, but that’s not quite feasible at this point. 
 
    The refugee situation was worse than she had feared south of Guardcrest, and while they had seen only a trickle of people arriving from the east and west of the capital, there were millions of people filling up every available space in every village, town, and city Trevelyan and her large band of Raiders came across.  Along the way, her original depleted army that had survived the assault on Guardcrest had swelled as they picked up more and more groups of Clan members that were either too late to arrive in the capital or hadn’t received word that they were needed.  The reasoning didn’t really matter, but she could only be thankful that they hadn’t made it north in time; she doubted the extra help would’ve made much of a difference in the end. 
 
    But with the swelling of her forces, who were staying on the move in case any of the enemy went looking for them, she was unable to stay even in the larger cities, as their Clan buildings and Outposts everywhere had been taken over by refugees needing a place to stay behind thick walls.  Not that those will help them if the Invaders come knocking on their gates.  Still, it gave the panicked people a measure of safety, even if that safety was a mirage. 
 
    That was why her Command Tent was subpar, along with the lodgings for everyone in their bolstered forces.  She couldn’t remember the last time she had needed to camp outside; it just wasn’t necessary most of the time due to some sort of settlement being located near dungeon entrances, so staying in a nice, warm Inn with soft, comfortable beds was usually possible.  If there was no room at any Inn, even most villages near dungeons had Raider Delving Clan Outposts, like the one she had recently been in charge of, which would have at least somewhere they could stay. 
 
    Therefore, tents and outdoor survival supplies weren’t necessarily standard items that most Raiders carried around. 
 
    Thankfully, many of the large group she was nominally in charge of carried sleeping rolls, as occasionally it was necessary to rest and catch a little shuteye in some of the larger dungeons, but sleeping outside in the elements wasn’t common.  Nevertheless, nearly everyone by this point had acquired some sort of shelter, so that they would gain some privacy and a similar measure of faux safety that the cities and towns provided. 
 
    “Ma’am!  Report from the capital!” 
 
    Trevelyan shook her head sharply in an attempt to clear out the fog of thoughts that threatened to cloud her mind whenever she had a free moment.  I’m so tired; whoever thought being in charge of the Clan was a cushy gig is insane.  Granted, it would probably help her tiredness if she slept more than an hour or two every night, but she always neglected rest over getting more of her never-ending list of tasks done.  
 
    “Fade!” she said, her exhausted and blurry eyes finally recognizing the one that had entered her tent.  “When did you get back?” 
 
    “About an hour ago; I had to make sure those on my team were all accounted for before I came to report.”  The Ranger looked as exhausted as she felt, perhaps worse.  The fact that he had made sure his team were well was actually a good sign, as it meant that there wasn’t something urgent to report; otherwise, her tent would’ve been the first place he visited when he got back. 
 
    “I’m assuming that there has been no change?  Were you able to get inside of the city this time?” she asked. 
 
    Fade nodded, and Trevelyan waved to a folding chair next to him, which he gratefully collapsed in as he took a breath to go on with his report.  “Yes, we were finally able to sneak into Guardcrest, which was much harder than I expected,” he began, shaking his head in obvious distress.  “Ma’am, there’s so many more of the buggers than before, or at least it seems that way.  Almost all of the walls are occupied by those large red-skinned Invaders, and they are supplemented by hundreds of blue and purple – more than I believe survived the initial battle.” 
 
    “Reinforcements?  Makes sense, given their losses.” 
 
    Fade nodded wearily again.  “Probably.  Anyway, we were finally able to find a spot that wasn’t as thick with them as most of the others and were able to sneak five of us inside.  As you can imagine, it wasn’t pretty – but it also became very obvious why they haven’t left the city and pushed farther south over the last few months.” 
 
    Trevelyan leaned forward in her chair, eager to know exactly what was going on.  Over the last 3 months, none of the Invaders had ventured south of the city, though it appeared as though they were still randomly patrolling most of the land to the north that they had already occupied.  It was perplexing, though Trevelyan was honestly alright with them not moving out from the capital, because it gave her more time to organize some sort of defense in the south.  Not that she had been able to think of anything, because there were very few solutions to the Invader problem.  Fighting them was always possible, of course, and many of the Raiders were impatient to reignite the battle and take back Guardcrest, stating that they now knew the measure of the Invaders and would do better next time.  
 
    The reluctant and weary Clan Leader inside of the Command Tent had no illusions that at this point in time, they wouldn’t just lose any fight to take back the capital…they would be annihilated to the last Raider.   
 
     “Go on.” 
 
    He cleared his throat, before putting his elbows on his knees as he leaned over, hanging his head.  “They’re still…processing…all of the people that we left behind.  Apparently, whatever they are doing to the people to enslave them can’t be done quickly or in large numbers, so it is taking the Invaders a long time to convert them to the point where they are like what I saw up north.” 
 
    “How many do you think are being done each day?  And are they all still there?” she asked.  Trevelyan was conscious of how many people they had left to the mercy of the Invaders – over a million, if not more – and while she felt a little guilt over abandoning them, she knew that there was no way they could’ve saved them at the time.  Besides, even if they had all escaped, the southern settlements would be even more overextended than they already were.  The way it was going, from all of the information she had gathered over their constant migration around the southern part of the continent over the last few months, the Invaders only had to wait a few more months and there would start to be extreme food shortages.  A hungry people would be a people that were ripe for the plucking, as they would likely give themselves up to these monstrous Invaders and be slaves, just so that they would have something to eat. 
 
    The south was slowly wilting from the number of refugees and extra mouths to feed, and the Clan Leader didn’t see it getting any better in the near future. 
 
    “We weren’t able to get close enough for specific numbers being enslaved each day inside of the city, but Barteena was able to observe a group of them leaving through the northern gate that was over 5,000-strong.  Whether or not that was one day’s worth or a couple, we can’t be entirely sure.” 
 
    Hmm…if that was one day, then if they aren’t going to move unless all of the people are enslaved, then it’ll probably be another three or four months before they’re done.  If that number is for a few days, then it could be even longer. 
 
    “There’s some other things that we saw in there that might be of importance, though I’m not sure how much.  In addition to the Invaders we saw before, there were some that I’d never seen before.  They were…different.” 
 
    “What do you mean, different?” 
 
    “Well, for one, they were a different color altogether.  There were two different kinds, actually; one had light-green-colored skin, lighter than a typical Orc’s, while the other was white – pure white, nearly blinding in the sun.   
 
    Secondly, both of these new kinds were smaller, with the light-green-skinned ones approximately the height of a Human, while the other was slightly taller than a Hill Dwarf.  That wasn’t the only difference, though; the larger of the new ones had only 2 pairs of arms, while the smaller white ones had a single pair – they almost looked normal to me.  The biggest difference between these and the ones we fought, however, was that these didn’t carry a single weapon.  We only caught brief glimpses of them, unfortunately, but when we did see them, they were near the prisoners and slaves; I tried to get closer and nearly got caught, so we decided it wasn’t worth the risk to learn more than that.” 
 
    That’s an interesting development.  “I’m glad you didn’t risk yourselves unnecessarily.  I’m not sure what use we can make of that information, but I can take some guesses at who they were.”   
 
    It was unlikely that the Invaders that the Clan had fought could survive without some of their own performing the more menial tasks (when they didn’t have slaves), so at least a portion of their people were likely in a subservient role.  The weapons that the larger Invaders wielded seemed as much a part of them as their hands, and she couldn’t even picture one of them putting down even one of their implements of death so that they could do something as mundane as fixing a meal.   
 
     “Anything else?”  When Fade shook his head tiredly, she said, “Go get some rest.  In light of your news, we’re going to be leaving a little past first light for a more permanent encampment a little closer to Guardcrest.” 
 
    “Is that wise?  They could attack if we’re so close.” 
 
    Trevelyan shrugged.  “They might, but I’m beginning to doubt it.  They won’t move out of the city until they’re done with all of the people there, and they have no reason to attack us if we don’t try to attack them first.  Which I have no intention of doing, but I’d rather watch them from up close rather than being surprised when they finally leave.” 
 
    Fade nodded.  “By your leave, I’ll get something to eat and melt into my bedroll for the night.”  Without another word, the Ranger practically staggered out of the Command Tent and disappeared into the dusk light.   
 
    When did it get so late?  Time seemed to fly now that they were on the run, and there never seemed to be enough hours in the day.  Trevelyan looked at the paperwork still on her folding desk and grimaced at how much there was for her to do; even though they were constantly on the move, technically fighting for the defense of the entire continent, paper didn’t seem to be in short supply.   
 
    She glanced back at her cot, making a quick executive decision.  I’m going to bed early tonight and I don’t care who needs me; I’ll get up a little earlier to finish the paperwork, but I should still have it done by the time we need to pack up and get a move on. 
 
    The Clan Leader quickly arranged the piles of paperwork so that they would be easy to finish in the morning, and she stood up out of her chair with a groan.  She stretched her arms up to the ceiling and heard a few *pops* in her back and shoulders as the muscle strain from sitting in the Tent was worked out.   
 
    She was just laying herself down on her cot (one of the few luxuries that the Clan Leader enjoyed, as few of the Clan had them), when she heard someone else trying to talk themselves into her Command Tent.  While she didn’t exactly have “guards” set up outside of her Tent, there was a group of higher-Leveled Raiders camped right outside that acted as sort of gatekeepers, turning aside anyone with petty questions or complaints that she could do nothing to alleviate. 
 
    “…really needs to hear this.” 
 
    The voice sounded insistent and almost excited, and for that reason alone she called out for those outside to let whoever it was inside.  Usually, when people wanted to talk to her, they wanted to either complain or ask for something she couldn’t provide – like a better tent or somewhere permanent to stay – so this was different. 
 
    Trevelyan got up from her cot and sat down at her desk again just as a large, solidly built Human man walked inside, whom she vaguely recognized.  It took a quick use of her Analyze Ability to see that he wasn’t even a Raider, and she suddenly knew who it was.  It was the mayor, Florian, of Goodtree – a nearby town from which they had bought some more hunter’s kits just the other day. 
 
    “Florian, it’s good to see you.  What brings you by?”  Thankfully, he didn’t look worried, so she hoped it was good news. 
 
    Florian eschewed sitting in the chair in favor of pacing, using his hands to express his excitement.  “I had to come here myself to see if you had heard the news from down south.” 
 
    “Down south?  What news?”  They hadn’t had much news from further south than they’d been staying, as they rarely went into any type of settlement for long, so their information was limited.  After learning that none of the Invaders had been seen south of Guardcrest, there really wasn’t any other reason to linger and make the local population nervous.  It’s almost like they think they will be a target if we hang around—weird, she wryly thought. 
 
    Almost as soon as she finished her question, the mayor of Goodtree started talking.  “There was supposedly an attack on a village down there over the winter month, which seems impossible, but from what I can tell it’s true.” 
 
    “That’s not good—” 
 
    “But don’t worry,” he said, cutting her off.  It was a measure of his excitement that he didn’t seem to see or just ignored the look Trevelyan gave him at being interrupted.  “They ultimately survived, though apparently there were quite a few Raider Clan losses in the process.” 
 
    Hearing about the deaths of even more Raiders was not good news—wait!  Did he say they survived?! 
 
    “How—?” 
 
    “Get this – it was a dungeon that helped them!  Now, the details are a bit fuzzy, but apparently a bunch of Clan members were staying inside of the mountain when the snows came, and then they were able to fight off and kill all of these monsters that came from the north.” 
 
    This was definitely news worth knowing – though how important it was depended on a few things.  “How many of the Invaders were there?  How many Clan members?  How did the dungeon help them?” 
 
    Florian shook his head and spread his hands.  “I’m not quite sure, as I don’t have any firsthand accounts.  Based on the rumors, it could be anything from a single one of these ‘Invaders’ to an entire army of them.  As for how many Raiders went up against them, the consensus is somewhere around 3,000 of them, most of them fairly new by all reports.” 
 
    “And the dungeon?”  The lack of reliable information was frustrating, but she felt hope kindle in her chest, nonetheless. 
 
    “Now that is something most of the rumors agree upon.  Apparently, the dungeon was able to collapse the…shield?...around the Invaders, making them more vulnerable.  I’m not exactly sure what that means, but from your expression I believe you do,” he said with a smile, which she returned wholeheartedly.  
 
    It was able to get rid of their barriers?  How is that possible?  Is it something that can help us? 
 
    “But that’s not the most interesting part,” Florian went on.  “This last bit of information, if it is true, is almost unbelievable.”  The mayor came over to her desk and leaned on it with his hands, his weight making it creak alarmingly.  “Apparently, the dungeon can…speak to your Clan members in their minds,” he said conspiratorially in a whisper. 
 
     With that last “revelation”, Trevelyan began to doubt the veracity of anything the Mayor had just said.  While a dungeon somehow figuring out how to remove the protective barrier around the Invaders was already difficult to believe, a dungeon actually speaking with people was ridiculous.  Although, there was that new dungeon near my old Outpost with those two Hill Dwarves who said it could communicate in written form…darn!  My mind is so exhausted; I wish I could remember their names! 
 
    “Where exactly did you say this happened?” 
 
    Florian lifted himself off of his hands and stepped back.  “I didn’t, but I’m not sure of the name of the village that was near the attack.  Some backwater south of Heftington, I believe – not even a proper village,” he said with a touch of disdain.  The mayor was proud of his little town and not much could compare to his domain – at least in his eyes. 
 
    That can’t be a coincidence.  That dungeon has obviously improved upon its communication since I was last down there.   
 
    “Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Florian.  I’ll be looking into this immediately.  Is there anything else you’ve heard that might be of interest?”  Trevelyan could feel some of the man’s excitement infusing her own body at the news he imparted, and thoughts of sleep fled as she began to make plans. 
 
    “Well, now that you mention it, the trade caravan from Garent’s Bluff is late, and our food supplies are starting to suffer….” 
 
    Of course, no one just gives up potentially life-saving information for free around here.  Trevelyan politely listened to his complaints – most of which she could do nothing about – and assured him that she would look into it, though other than a cursory investigation on some missing caravans (it could be the Invaders messing with things, for all she knew), there wasn’t much that she could do.  Regardless, by the time he left, she felt exhausted again – but her mind was running all around inside of her head, making plans for the next day. 
 
    This could change everything…or it could be some sort of fabulous tale.  There’s no way we’re not looking into it, however. 
 
    Now she just had to figure out how to convince the remnants of the Raider Delving Clan that the right thing to do was to go even further south. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    It turned out that Jesper trusted Tacca enough to allow an experimental run through her third section without waiting for a survey group.  The group of Level 23 Raiders, a well-organized team that appeared confident in their abilities, originally hated the idea of an Aquatic-type environment, but they quickly learned that water was only a small portion of the new section.  In the end, they enjoyed themselves enough that they wanted to delve again right away. 
 
    Of course, they only made it through the first 8 rooms before it started to become a bit dangerous for them, but it had proven to Jesper that it was nominally safe for additional groups to delve through.  Granted, dungeons were never exactly “safe”, but her new section certainly wasn’t a death trap that needed to be investigated before it was approved. 
 
    By the end of the first week after opening it up, her section filled with Frogs, Crabs, and Mergles had already become as busy as the other two sections.  That meant it was busy 24 hours a day without a stop, especially when word of its availability spread out to other Raiders that were delving through other dungeons nearby who wanted a different kind of challenge.  Tacca thought that it was amazing how, despite their land being overrun by Invaders to the north, the Clan continued to operate with relative normalcy elsewhere in the south.  Whether it was for a desire to become stronger in order to combat those Invaders or a general disregard for the danger, the Fairy-turned-Core wasn’t quite sure; all she knew was that to those who were originally living nearby, delving through her dungeon from even before winter, their purpose was the former rather than the latter. 
 
    Therefore, Tacca did everything she could to help them along with their endeavor to improve themselves.  As she had told Jesper, Sterge, Gwenda, and the rest of their group, Tacca immediately started to Bond with all of the Raiders that entered her dungeon, granting them the Power Boost +50% Ability so that they raised their Raider Level at a prodigious rate.  Best of all, she was able to stay in her Core Room instead of visiting the room they were in due to the Proximity Settings she had changed, so there was much less danger for her associated with the Bonding process. 
 
    There were some downsides to all of the Bondings, unfortunately, as some of the newer, inexperienced groups of Raiders quickly learned that even though their Raider Level had increased, that didn’t mean they were ready for something more difficult.  A few groups that progressed to the second section too fast sadly learned that they didn’t quite have the skills to defeat the deadlier opponents found there, and paid the price. 
 
    Thankfully, deaths in her dungeon were still quite rare, and apart from the occasional accident or the aforementioned groups that overextended themselves into parts of the dungeon they weren’t quite ready for, her dungeon was relatively “safe”.  That was alright with Tacca, even with her recent wont to avoid the deaths of as many Raiders as possible, because if she thought she was missing out on Core Improvement Points by the lack of dying delvers, the presence of so many individuals in her dungeon on a constant basis more than made up for it.   
 
    That, and she acquired a lot of different “Class” Variations that she hadn’t had before, as well as hundreds of new Abilities that she didn’t really get a chance to play around with.  It seemed as though Abilities gained from higher-Raider Level Classes cost a lot more Dungeon Force to reproduce in her own creatures, as well as additional Control Limit.  It would come in useful in the future, she knew, but for now all she really did was accumulate them for later. 
 
    Along with those Core Improvement Points, of course. 
 
    Those Points were slowly adding up because she had done what Sterge and Gwenda had wanted and opened up the Hall again, allowing nearly 4,000 people to move inside the rooms there.  Many of those who came to live inside of the mountain worked to plant, harvest, and disperse the produce that they grew in the farming plots Tacca had previously created – much to the joy and welcome of the nearby population.   
 
    Of course, it took some extra work and Dungeon Force expenditure to add the Water-based traps back to the entire complex, including the water for those farms and waste disposal areas.  The baths and the fountains thankfully didn’t take much – because those were technically the easiest to produce –  as they were Environmental Objects instead of traps.  The extra drain on her Dungeon Force regeneration to recreate those traps once they were used wasn’t as significant as she had expected, thankfully, so there was no real effect on the rest of the dungeon. 
 
    At least, there wasn’t a drain until a request came from Gwenda about acquiring more space for people to live. 
 
    Tacca nearly refused, because she thought that she had already done a lot to help, and housing even more people inside of the mountain would require resources that she didn’t really have easy access to.  At the moment, with her 73 DF per minute regeneration, at least 70 of that was being utilized to repopulate her dungeon as Raider groups went through it – give or take a few DF.  It was expensive to run a dungeon, after all, and with it being constantly delved through at all hours of the day, it was a lucky day for Tacca if she had a few hundred out of her 4,000 maximum Dungeon Force to spend on other projects.  Especially since the Transference Ability she had been relying on from Shale to turn his Fairy Mana into Dungeon Force for her was no longer possible, it was everything she could do to try to save DF wherever she could.  
 
    She was able to construct the Hall before winter because she didn’t have a third section then, but now that it was up and running, she had very little to spare.  It had been a challenge simply setting up the few traps in the farms and the Hall again, and even that took a few days of using all of her spare DF. 
 
    However, not even a month after the Hall was reopened, Gwenda came asking for more. 
 
    “It would help save a lot of lives if we could expand what you’ve already created in there, Tacca,” the Hill Dwarf asked, her hands clasped together in supplication.  With her head tilted to the side, her eyes wide with tears forming along the edges, it didn’t take long for such a display to convince Tacca to at least consider it.  While the former Fairy could tell that most of it was an act to play on her sympathy, she could also feel that Gwenda was genuinely worried for the people around “The Village”.  From the conversations by delving groups of Raiders, the overall picture she obtained of the surrounding area was starting to become a bit chaotic with the number of people entering the area, due to the food shortages everywhere else in the south.   
 
    I can only do so much, remember.  If I were to create more of these Halls or even expand upon what is already there, I’ll have to shut something down. 
 
    Gwenda had thought about it for a moment, before making a suggestion.  “How about if you close your dungeon rooms – other than where people are living – for the night, say 8 hours?  Would that be enough to afford to create all of these new areas?” 
 
    What do you mean by areas, plural?  I thought you just wanted a small extension to what was already there. 
 
    “Yes, well, the situation is a bit more dire than I was letting on.  Over the last month, the surrounding areas are running out of food a lot faster than originally predicted, and the rumor that we have more than enough for everyone – thanks to you – is prompting thousands of starving refugees to flock here every day.  We’re at a breaking point here, and as difficult and time-consuming as it will be for you, you’re our only hope.” 
 
    As much as she liked to be needed, the survival of tens of thousands (or perhaps hundreds of thousands at that point) of people nearby was a lot to put on her shoulders.  She was already trying to help them by making them stronger, but with having to take care of them, too, it was nearly too much for her.  Ever since winter had ended, it had been a wild ride of ups and downs, but now it seemed as though things were spiraling out of control.  That meant that someone had to do something to try to keep things together; unfortunately, as the only one that had a means to do just that, Tacca was tasked with helping.  She had already gone above and beyond to help them, so it was hard for her to turn away from them in their time of need. 
 
    Fine, I’ll do it.  I’m going to have to shut down my dungeon from just after dusk to an hour before dawn, which should give me enough resources to work with.  As it expands and more of my regeneration is used on the Water traps in those areas, it might mean that the time between delves will be extended as well.  Are you prepared to tell the other Clan members, including Jesper, about that? 
 
    Gwenda had only hesitated for a moment before she nodded.  “It’ll be fine, I’m sure of it.  We don’t really have any other choice, do we?” 
 
    Only you can answer that, Gwenda.  I…still don’t have a way of gathering information outside of my dungeon, if you remember. 
 
    “That’s right; I’m so sorry about that.  Any progress on his location?” 
 
    If Tacca could shake her head, she would’ve at that moment.  No, no change yet. 
 
    Shale’s absence had been debilitating at first, because all she had wanted to do was get him back.  As time went on, she still hoped to somehow free him (and all of the other Dungeon Fairies) from captivity, but that didn’t seem like it was ever going to happen. 
 
    After Gwenda left and over the next three months, Tacca did what she had said she would do.  Shutting off the entrances for her three sections a little bit after dusk every night, she allowed the automatic functions of her Core to replace all of the destroyed creatures and tripped traps, which could take up to an hour depending on how devastated it was with the last few groups of the day.  She opened up all of the entrances again in the morning right before first light, and the day would begin again. 
 
    As Tacca had thought, the sudden change in the schedule wasn’t greeted with anything approaching understanding, and from the accounts she had heard from a few groups the next few days, there had been a minor riot that had gotten a little out of hand.  Two Raiders were killed during the violent altercation, though it was thankfully no one that Tacca knew personally.  Eventually, the rest of the Clan members there became accustomed to the change, albeit none of them were ever really happy with it.  Having nearly a third of the total day’s scheduled groups suddenly not being able to delve was a disappointing experience, even if it was for the greater good. 
 
    Nevertheless, for the most part, none of that was something that Tacca had to deal with.  It didn’t really change what she was ultimately there for: namely, to help them get stronger, which they were still doing.  They didn’t cause any undue damage to her dungeon, didn’t mess around because they were frustrated, and didn’t harass other groups lined up outside (from what she could see).  Nothing much changed for her, as a result, at least in her delving sections. 
 
    In the Hall and accompanying farms, however, big changes had been underway.  From that first night when she closed down, she spent all of her available Dungeon Force on carving out a whole new complex of rooms and dirt-filled farms for them to grow food inside.  She thought at first about trying to simply expand upon what was already existing, making it larger, but with so many people everywhere, it was almost impossible to do so without making everyone clear out of her dungeon completely while she made changes.  What she essentially ended up doing was using the extended tunnel that led to the former arena (which was almost entirely closed off from the Hall) as an entrance to an identical new Hall, which she simply dubbed Hall #2.  It wasn’t a fancy name, but she could easily differentiate them that way. 
 
    It took a total of 4 nights to fully set that up, minus any type of furniture (they would have to take care of that themselves), as having hours of constant construction and enough Dungeon Force to get the job done every night was a boon that she hadn’t experienced in a while.  The next day, she opened up that section; and by the end of that day, it was already filled with people, who immediately started planting crops in the new farm sections.   
 
    That, of course, wasn’t nearly enough.  Over the next few months, Tacca continued to add on to what she had created, digging deeper and deeper into the mountain range, as well as deeper in elevation.  Eventually, she had different levels of Halls and farms that were created underneath each other, going nearly a half-mile down beneath the surface.  In the three months since she started adding more living and growing spaces, she had created more than 20 new Halls, which she kept with the same naming scheme; as a result, the last one she completed was named Hall #23.  The new residents living in those Halls called them something else, depending on whatever caught their fancy, but she would always know them as Halls 1 through 23.   
 
    With nearly 100,000 people living in her dungeon, she had expected her Core Improvement Points to dramatically increase.  However, given that very few of those living inside the Halls were actually Raiders, her Points didn’t increase by leaps and bounds, as normal people weren’t “worth as much” in the eyes of the Dungeon Core system, so the gain per day per person was very minimal. 
 
    Even that minimal amount, though, could add up after a while. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvement Point Awards 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Variable Conditions 
  
      	  Potential CIP 
  
      	  Current 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rooms Constructed 
  
      	  Size 
  
      	  1 – 50 
  
      	  8250 
  
     
 
      
      	  Traps Installed 
  
      	  Complexity 
  
      	  1 – 20 
  
      	  5287 
  
     
 
      
      	  Monsters Created 
  
      	  Levels 
  
      	  1 – 20 
  
      	  3568 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rewards Placed 
  
      	  Valuation 
  
      	  1 – 50 
  
      	  2472 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Presence 
  
      	  Time 
  
      	  1 – 5 
  
      	  71254 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Deaths 
  
      	  Quality 
  
      	  100 – 10000 
  
      	  502925 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    With nearly 600,000 Core Improvement Points waiting for her countdown to end in 145 days, she was getting more and more worried about what would happen when that time came.  Although it wasn’t nearly as bad as it could’ve been had the people living in her dungeon been primarily Raiders, it was still a significantly large quantity of Points that would be infused into her Core at that point, almost 20% more than the Nursery Cores had obtained when their own countdowns ended.   
 
    Sadly – and thankfully, since she was worried about too many Points – she wouldn’t be accelerating what she was currently receiving: She was tapped out.  Tacca could already feel the strain on her Core from all of the traps she had placed all throughout the new Halls, and without eliminating all of the traps inside of her delving sections, she wouldn’t be able to create any more.  Even then, she might be able to get another 3 or 4 Halls fully “trapped-out” before she hit another wall, so it wasn’t worth it to her – nor would it be beneficial to the Raiders in the long-run. 
 
    Regardless, she had provided shelter for many, many people, as well as a way to grow food at an amazing pace.  Tens of thousands of workers were constantly planting and harvesting literal tons of produce throughout all of the Halls, the majority of which were transported out of the mountains and taken away.  That didn’t mean that the people doing the work, nor the people living in The Village nearby, weren’t getting enough to eat – far from it.  There was so much food being grown that there was a massive local surplus, and after everyone got more than their share, the rest was transported to the nearby cities and towns.   
 
    At least, that was what she was told. 
 
    “Thank you, Tacca,” Sterge said a day after Hall #23 was built.  “You’ve done more than we ever dreamed possible, and I do believe we’re producing enough crops to feed half of the southern part of Abenlure by this point.  We couldn’t have done it without your help.” 
 
    You’re very welcome.  Unfortunately, that is all the space that I can provide. 
 
    She went on to explain in minor detail what she meant by that, as the Hill Dwarf didn’t need to know how “broken” she was.  He nodded at her explanation, and said, “Not a problem.  You’ve done enough to stem the tide of people flowing into this area.  We’ve started to catch up with demand for housing, though at the expense of many of our fields.  Nevertheless, you gave us a chance to survive, so I wanted to thank you for that.” 
 
    Again, you’re welcome.  What is your plan now? 
 
    The first month after winter ended, she had only seen Sterge and Gwenda inside of the dungeon when they had originally spoken with her and if they needed something.  After she had started constructing additional Halls, however, she had seen them actually delving through her second section, as they finally had a chance to work on their own development. 
 
    “I’m not quite sure, actually.  Next week we’re supposed to try out your new section because we finally increased our Raider Levels enough, but we have some time to go before that happens.” 
 
    Tacca almost offered to open up her dungeon at night again so that they could get in earlier, but she refrained.  Already, because of the added traps in the Halls, she was at a severe net negative Dungeon Force regeneration; after accumulating up to full Dungeon Force overnight, she was still able to maintain a fairly normal day full of replacing traps and creatures through the normal operations all her entire dungeon.   
 
    Beyond that point, though, she had to delay each additional delve anywhere between 15 to 20 minutes in order to accumulate enough DF to see to the resetting of each section.  Over the last week, in fact, she had to delay (a few times) the third section from reopening for nearly an hour after a group finished off the Mergle King and all of the accompanying creatures in the Boss Room.  It wasn’t the expense of that room that took a lot of her DF to replace, but all of the previous rooms combined with the Boss Room that required a significant replacement cost. 
 
    Sterge was on the way out of the entrance to Hall #1, which he and anyone else who wanted to communicate with her used instead of the delving entrances, when he was stopped by the entrance of a small group of Raiders.  They didn’t appear familiar, and Tacca realized she had never seen most of them before; that wasn’t all that unusual, because there were thousands of Clan members that delved through her dungeon, with new ones seemingly cropping up every day – especially new recruits. 
 
    From their appearance and innate sense of confidence, though, these weren’t new recruits.  The only one of them that she did recognize in the group, Jesper, was nearly beside himself in subservience to one newcomer in particular.  A female Elf in full Melee-focused armor and a shield that looked like it had seen better days commanded Tacca’s attention, and a sense of very focused power seemed to emanate from her.  Must be a much higher Raider Level than anyone else around here.  In fact, as she looked at most of the others with her, they also exuded the same sort of focused power, though in much lesser quantities. 
 
    “Outpost Leader?  What are you doing here?” Sterge suddenly asked as he slid to a stop, obviously surprised.  So he obviously knows her.  From a different Raider Delving Clan Outpost than the one in The Village? 
 
    “Interim Clan Leader, actually,” the Elf replied, her commanding voice hinted with a tint of hoarseness, as if she was exhausted and trying to hide it. 
 
    Sterge’s mouth opened wide and no words came out, before he performed an awkward bow toward her, nearly falling on his face.  “I apologize, I didn’t know.” 
 
    Yeah, neither did I.  She’d heard about the power of the Raider Delving Clan Leaders, but she never thought she would actually see one in the flesh.  Or at least not for a long time, when either the dungeon she was Assisting became powerful enough or (as a Core herself) she was able to accommodate Raiders above Raider Level 100.  What is she doing here?  Is she coming to destroy me? 
 
    While Tacca had some defenses in place, if a Raider Clan Leader really wanted to shatter her Core, the former Fairy would have a difficult time stopping her.  It wouldn’t be impossible, but even if she were to absorb most of her creatures and create a high-Level defender using all of her Dungeon Force and Control Limit, it probably wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    “So, this is the dungeon.  Sterge, right?” the Clan Leader asked. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
    “I’ve been chatting with Jesper here, and it seems like we have a bit to talk about, don’t we?” 
 
    “Ma’am?  I don’t—” 
 
    “And I’d dearly love to speak with this dungeon.  Tacca, if I remember correctly.” 
 
    Oh, goody. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    The presence of the Clan Leader, while worrying, wasn’t as bad as Tacca expected.  The gruff and no-nonsense attitude of Trevelyan, as the Dungeon Core quickly learned, was mainly due to exhaustion and from being on the road for so long.  The others with her were equally physically wiped, but none of them hesitated to lie down on the floor and agree to the Bonding process, which she initiated immediately.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Bond Results: 
    
  Bonded Targets: 5 
    
  Abilities(s) Obtained: 39 (select for full list) 
  Abilities(s) Granted: Power Boost +50%, Bond Communication, Spatial Transversal 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Variants Unlocked 
    
  Hill Dwarf 
 
        
        	 Bloodletter 
 
       
  Human: 
 
        
        	 Ranger 
 
       
  Elf: 
 
        
        	 Moon Knight 
 
        	 Eldritch Archer 
 
       
  Orc: 
 
        
        	 Oracle 
 
       
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    From looking at the Variants that she unlocked, which were all entirely brand-new to her, it appeared to Tacca that the Clan Leader was a Moon Knight Class.  It took her a moment to remember her schooling, but before the five people started to stir after the intense Bonding process she remembered. 
 
    In short, Knights were a powerful Class all on their own, with an insane Physical Defense that allowed them to shrug off most physical attacks like they were nothing.  Moon Knights, however, sacrificed a bit of their Defense for a barrage of magical abilities that turned them into devastating attackers – in the short-term.  Most of their abilities were costly in terms of stamina and were typically only used when spaced apart by long periods of time, unlike a lot of other Classes that could chain together their abilities one after another without too many issues. 
 
    Even with those limitations, they were a powerful Class – and one that she now knew would absolutely devastate her dungeon without missing a beat. 
 
    The other Classes were typical for Raiders in Level 60 through Level 80, except for the Ranger – which she thought was around Level 30 or so.  Needless to say, these Raiders (other than the Ranger) were more powerful than any others that had been inside of her dungeon to date, and she couldn’t lie to herself and say that she wasn’t the least bit intimidated by them.  She also couldn’t help but think that even if a few of them had been there when the Invaders had attacked her dungeon, then not as many Raiders would’ve died; then again, she’d seen some fairly powerful-looking Clan members on the capital’s walls (through Shale’s eyes) that had succumbed to the destructive power of the Elite Invaders, so perhaps not. 
 
    Welcome to my dungeon; I apologize for the abrupt and painful Bonding process; it can be a bit disorienting afterwards, I’ve heard. 
 
    “Is that…the dungeon in my head?  Tacca, was it?” 
 
    That is correct.  It is nice to meet the Raider Delving Clan’s Leader. 
 
    Trevelyan groaned and held her head in her hands, even as she stood up.  “Interim Clan Leader, until someone else who wants the job takes over.  Unfortunately, I seem to be the highest-Level Raider around, so that job falls to me.” 
 
    If you don’t mind me asking, what Raider Level are you?  I would assume by your Class that you’re at least Level 90, but aside from that, I’m not sure on specifics.  
 
    The powerful Elf smirked.  “You sure do know a lot about Raiders, don’t you?  How is it that you’re able to communicate with us like…this?” she asked, pointing to her head.  When Tacca didn’t answer, she genuinely smiled.  “Ah, it’s like that, huh?  Fine; I’m Level 98.” 
 
    The Clan Leader—interim or not—was quite powerful.  Tacca actually thought that the Elf had a fairly decent chance of defeating an Elite Invader if they fought one-on-one – especially if her opponent’s Personal Force Field was down.   
 
    I can communicate with you through one of the Granted Abilities I transfer to you during the Bonding process.  It is something new that I acquired access to recently, so I hadn’t been able to utilize it when I previously Bonded with Sterge and Gwenda.  They mentioned that you had been informed of our “connection” a while ago, when I told them about what happened to me and about the Invaders in general. 
 
    “That is true, and I can’t thank you enough for passing along that information.  It allowed us to evacuate a large part of northern Abenlure before these Invaders started to push south.  That being said”—Trevelyan spoke, dropping the volume of her voice down so that she wasn’t projecting throughout the entire Hall—“I’m not sure how much of a difference it has made.  We’re losing, plain and simple.  We tried to hold them back at Guardcrest, but we failed spectacularly.” 
 
    I saw; or at least, I saw most of it before my Dungeon Assistant, Shale, was captured by the Invaders. 
 
    “Your Dungeon Assistant?  Is that like your Fairy?” 
 
    You seem to know a lot about Dungeon Cores, don’t you?  To answer your question, yes, Shale is my Fairy. 
 
    The Clan Leader chuckled softly at that.  “Ha, fair enough.”  She stopped chuckling after a few seconds and adopted a serious expression on her face.  “I’m sorry to hear about Shale; I can certainly commiserate with that happenstance, because of all of our people being enslaved by the Invaders.” 
 
    I’ve heard.  They are apparently building something very large up north, but again I haven’t received any other updates since most of the Dungeon Fairies were captured. 
 
    “They were all captured?  Why?” 
 
    Tacca explained the same thing about Fairy Mana being the basis behind the enslavements of Abenlure’s people as she did with Sterge, Gwenda, and Jesper.  She further went into a description of the balance – as detailed to her by Malachite and Lapis – that the Raiders and Dungeon Cores maintained for the world.  That naturally led to how it was likely that this was the main reason the Invaders were there in the first place. 
 
    “So, they are destabilizing this balance of primordial energy by killing Dungeon Cores and Clan members, capturing Fairies in order to use their Mana to enslave our people, and then…what?  Somehow gain control of this primordial energy that is generated by our world?  For what use?” 
 
    I have no idea, though given that these Invaders are interdimensional beings, it could be just about anything.  
 
    “Inter…dimensional beings?” Trevelyan asked, obviously having difficulty with the word.  Being a Fairy, or at least a former Fairy, the concept of other dimensions was at least known to her, if not well-known.  Her education in other dimensions had increased lately with her talks with some of the Nursery Cores, but she thought she was still quite ignorant.  It wasn’t a feeling she enjoyed, of course, but that was the way it was. 
 
    Correct.  That’s what my Dungeon Core Status says, at least. 
 
    She didn’t mention that she could theoretically create them, even if it was out of her reach at the moment.  Just like being able to create Humans, Elves, and the other races as creatures for her dungeon, that kind of information might be taken the wrong way.  
 
    The Clan Leader shook her head.  “Regardless of where they came from or knowing exactly what they are, that’s not why I’m here.”   
 
    You want to know how I was able to eliminate the Personal Force Field around the Invaders who attacked my dungeon. 
 
    Trevelyan didn’t look surprised at Tacca’s statement.  “Precisely.  I talked with Jesper on our way here and he explained what he could – which is amazing, by the way – but now I need to know if there is a way to utilize your Ability outside of your dungeon.” 
 
    The Dungeon Core had been considering that, herself, over the last few months – and had yet to come up with a solution.  With regret, she told the Clan Leader as much. 
 
    I have no way of leaving my dungeon except through potentially dangerous means, and even then I’m not sure exactly what would happen.  Alternatively, I might be able to extend my Omen Charge range to affect some of the land around here, but I’m limited on how far it would reach and have no idea if it would even stay active after the initial use of the Ability.  Barring those two options, my figurative hands are tied.   
 
    I’ve done what I’ve could to help make the Raiders stronger by providing them with a dungeon they can run through on a near-constant basis, as well as a boost to their Power accumulation.  I’ve also constructed a place for nearly 100,000 people to live within the mountains, along with the ability to grow nearly unlimited amounts of food.  Until the Invaders come marching into my dungeon again, that’s about the best I can do.   
 
    Trevelyan nodded.  “Which is more than anyone had a right to ask of you, and I know that all of the hungry refugees who have partaken of the bounty being produced here thank you – even if they don’t know exactly where it is coming from.  On our way down here, we passed tens of thousands of people who would’ve died if it hadn’t been for your generosity.” 
 
    And yet, it’s not going to be enough, is it? 
 
    The powerful Elf put her hands up to her temple and slowly massaged them while she let out a lengthy sigh.  “No…no it won’t.  As soon as these Invaders finish processing all of the slaves they acquired with the fall of Guardcrest, I can almost guarantee that the southern part of Abenlure will be next.  I have no illusions that we’ll be able to stop them from doing whatever they want.” 
 
    You can always attempt to fight them from inside my dungeon, Tacca offered. 
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate it,” Trevelyan said even as she shook her head yet again.  “It might be a good fallback position, but it won’t help the overall problem.  From what you mentioned, what would happen if all of the Dungeon Cores – besides you and these other half-dozen you said were nearby – on Abenlure were destroyed?  Would the balance be upset enough that they could take control of this primordial energy?” 
 
    Tacca had to think about it for a few seconds, as she wasn’t an expert on that kind of thing and only really knew about it due to her (and Shale’s) interactions with Council Leader Malachite and Head Instructor Lapis. 
 
    I…think so.  I’m not sure if they need to kill a certain number of Raiders, though.  
 
    “Nevertheless, retreating down here with all of the remaining Clan members, hiding in your dungeon and waiting for them to come to us, would essentially be useless if they can win by rampaging around the south, capturing people and destroying Cores,” the Clan Leader stated despondently.  “We have to do something to stop them out there, but I’m not sure how to go about that, I’m ashamed to say.” 
 
    Tacca wasn’t sure what else she could do, other than what she was currently doing.  Even that was a bit restricted in scope because of her limited resources, which were already being stretched thin.  If only we had more time, she thought to herself, before something occurred to her. 
 
    What did you say about processing slaves in Guardcrest? 
 
    The question seemed to surprise the Clan Leader.  “What?  Oh, well, Fade here can explain that a little better than I can, I suppose.  He was there to see it, after all.” 
 
    The Human Ranger proceeded to describe what he had seen in the capital city and how the Invaders were slowly but steadily converting the captured people into slaves.  The description of the smaller, different-colored Invaders was interesting, but Tacca didn’t really see how they were overly relevant at the moment.  The timeline of the slave conversion certainly did, though. 
 
    They can only drain so much raw Mana every day from the Fairies they’ve captured, so that is probably the bottleneck.  By your estimation, it’ll probably take another 4 or 5 months to finish and then move south? 
 
    “Perhaps,” the Ranger said with a shrug.  “It was hard to get an accurate count of the slaves they were mind-controlling every day, but I think that’s fairly accurate.  Why is that important?” 
 
    Before she could answer, Trevelyan asked, “It seems like you have some sort of plan.  Do you?” 
 
    Maybe.  I’m not sure.  All this talk about captured people, Fairies, the Granted Abilities from my Bond, and the Invaders has started to form some ideas in my mind.  What I can tell you, though, is that we need to free the Dungeon Fairies from where they are being held against their will. 
 
    The Clan Leader crossed her arms against her chest with a *clink* of her armor against itself.  “How is that supposed to help?”  The Elf then held up her hand to forestall any response.  “Naturally, you’d want to save your Dungeon Assistant and the others.  But apart from perhaps stopping any more slaves from being mind-controlled, I can’t see them making much of a difference.  We have much greater concerns than saving some Fairies.” 
 
    Well, for one, they’re not just some Fairies, Tacca retorted.  They’re my friends and I owe it to them to save them if at all possible. 
 
    Secondly, not only would it prevent the Invaders from converting additional slaves, but they might be able to revert whatever was done to those that are already enslaved.  It was their Mana that did the deed, after all, even if it wasn’t at their direction. 
 
    Thirdly, I have a hunch that they will play a pivotal role in everything…I’m just not sure of how, quite yet. 
 
    The Clan Leader and the others looked skeptical, but at least Trevelyan wasn’t immediately dismissive.  “Let’s say I believe you – do you even know where they are being held?  I’m not saying that we’d be able to actually save them, given what we’re already facing, but I’d like to know if it is even possible.” 
 
    As it stands, it isn’t possible; Shale is located somewhere high up in the air, in a place that I didn’t even know existed.  In other words, it is inaccessible. 
 
    “Great, so even if this ‘hunch’ of yours is correct, there’s nothing we can do about it.  Any other ideas?  I’m willing to consider just about anything at this point.” 
 
    Tacca hesitated for a few seconds before answering.   
 
    Only one other thing.  In just under 5 months, my Core will go through a transformation that could make me quite a bit more powerful, allowing me to do so much more…or it will be such a significant change that it will end up sending me into a dormant state like the other Cores in the Nursery.  Even worse, it might end up destroying me altogether.  I honestly have no way of knowing, but I wanted you to know that we’re in a bit of a time crunch. 
 
    “Wonderful.  Yet another thing to add to the list of disasters coming our way.” 
 
    Tacca couldn’t refute that, so she said nothing.  When there didn’t seem to be any other constructive ideas forthcoming, the Clan Leader turned to Sterge, who had been standing back and out of the way of the high-Leveled group, looking a bit overwhelmed. 
 
    “You’re only Level 20?  What have you been doing, Sterge?  Is Gwenda the same Level?” 
 
    The Hill Dwarf flushed and stuttered his response.  “Y-Yes, well, we have b-been b-busy—” 
 
    “You’re supposed to be in charge around here, right?  We can’t have you being such a low Raider Level when everyone else is surpassing you left and right.  Tomorrow morning, we’re going to check out this new water-type dungeon Jesper told me about.” 
 
    “But, we’re not on the schedule—” 
 
    It was Jesper’s turn to interrupt him.  “I don’t think anyone’s going to complain if the Raider Delving Clan Leader cuts in line, do you?” 
 
    Sterge chuckled nervously at that.  “No, I suppose not.” 
 
    “Great, it’s a plan.  Just you and Gwenda, though, as I don’t want to exceed the limit of 5; breaking some rules is my prerogative as Interim Clan Leader, but I won’t break that one,” Trevelyan said with a smirk.  “Besides, I’m interested to check out this dungeon that everyone seems to be talking about, Tacca.” 
 
    You’re welcome anytime. 
 
    “We’ll see you bright and early, then.  After that’s done, we’ll have to get back on the road and head north again; just because Fade thinks that it will take another couple of months for the Invaders to leave Guardcrest, I’d rather not be away for too long.  That, and I ended up leaving 90% of our forces up there, so I need to make sure that they’re not getting up to trouble.” 
 
    With that, the entire group left her dungeon without another word – all while Tacca was thinking about the morning, eager to see how powerful a Moon Knight really was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Sterge’s heart was pounding in his chest, as the nervousness of the coming event settled into his bones.  Gwenda stood next to him on the mountain, at the entrance of the relatively new water-themed dungeon section, appearing calm and collected; she was hiding her own nervousness really well.  He knew she was both excited and nervous at the same time, not from any visual clues, but because she had told him early that morning while they were getting ready to tackle a part of the dungeon they had never attempted before.  Worse than that, they didn’t have access to the Dungeon Sight Ability anymore, so they would be going in rather blind. 
 
    Except that they weren’t going to be that hampered by the lack of their former ability.  Over the last few months, they had delved through the section filled with big cats of different varieties, Kitsune, Gnolls, and Werewolves without use of the ability – though of course they had a little bit of prior knowledge from their previous delves.  Added to that, the new water-themed section had been fairly well documented as far as its monsters, traps, and other hazards by that point, so they were fairly well prepared. 
 
    I’d feel better if Evy, Mordecai, and William were here, though.   
 
    The previous night, he and Gwenda had informed their group that they were going into the dungeon without them, which had initially caused some animosity – until they had heard who they were delving with. 
 
    “Yeah, no, that’s perfectly fine,” Evy had said, her normally pale face becoming even paler as she spoke.  “You have fun with that.” 
 
    The others had quickly agreed, and rather than being angry or disappointed at not going with them, they appeared relieved. 
 
    Can’t say I don’t blame them.   
 
    If he had his choice, he wouldn’t be there, either.  While delving through a dungeon with powerful Raiders at his side – basically ensuring that they would succeed – probably sounded nice to the average person, that all changed when it was the Raider Delving Clan Leader!  It would be like going to an important social event as part of a King’s inner circle, without having the least idea how to act or what to do.  With the Clan Leader’s experience, his and Gwenda’s inexperience was probably going to make them look like fools. 
 
    But what else were we supposed to do?  Say no? 
 
    Not likely. 
 
    It was a dreadful opportunity that they couldn’t pass up, not the least because refusing the Clan Leader at such a time as this would probably result in a punishment he’d rather not even contemplate.  It was also because it was a chance to see something new, which he had been anxious to experience ever since he had heard about this water-themed section opening. 
 
    Other Raiders were already lining up for their turn inside of the dungeon, with the sky already lightening above.  Soon enough, there would be a steady stream of groups going in and coming out, but for now there were only a few milling about, waiting for the dungeon to open for the day.  Of those that were there, most of them looked at him and Gwenda funnily, because there were only two of them – and they were standing near the new entrance, where they technically shouldn’t be waiting.  Nevertheless, Jesper had given him specific instructions, and waiting right there was exactly where they were supposed to be. 
 
    While he waited for Trevelyan (and whoever else was coming), Sterge checked his Raider Status again, making sure everything was in order.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Raider Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Sterge Stonewell 
  
      	  Class: 
  
      	  Stalwart Defender 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Level: 
  
      	  20 
  
      	  Power: 
  
      	  312/1100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Physical Attack: 
  
      	  10 (14) 
  
      	  Physical Defense: 
  
      	  40 (55) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ranged Attack:  
  
      	  0 
  
      	  Ranged Defense: 
  
      	  22 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magical Attack: 
  
      	  0 
  
      	  Magical Defense: 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Resistances: 
  
      	  Physical 12 
  
      	  Mental 9 
  
      	  Earth 6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire 4 
  
      	  Water 4 
  
      	  Air 4 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nature 4 
  
      	  Life 4 
  
      	  Death 4 
  
     
 
      
      	  Skills: 
  
      	  Blade 1 (32%) 
  
      	  Blunt 8 (32%) 
  
      	  Two-handed 1 (0%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Block 15 (97%) 
  
      	  Enhancement 1 (0%) 
  
      	  Heavy Armor 9 (14%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities:  
  
      	  Stand Ground (Heavy Armor) 
  
      	  Ignore Pain (Heavy Armor) 
  
      	  Annoyance (Blunt/Shield) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Deflect (Shield) 
  
      	  Slam (Shield) 
  
      	  Extend Cover (Shield) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rallying Shout (Enhancement) 
  
      	  Duplicity (Enhancement)  
  
      	  Center of Attention (Enhancement) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Analyze (Targeted) 
  
      	  Power Boost +50% (Permanent) 
  
      	  Spatial Transversal (Permanent) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bond Communication (Permanent)  
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    At Raider Level 20, Sterge had obtained a chance to change his Class to something adjacent to his Defender Class, but none of the options really suited him.  For the most part, they were similar in part to his choices before, though with some extra benefits to them as well.  From extra Physical Attack damage to enhanced speed to avoid attacks altogether, none of it worked for him as well as being a Defender had been.  From Level 10 to 20, he had found that his new Class had been absolutely the right choice, as he stood in front of his group and took a pounding from the monsters they were up against – and for the most part kept Gwenda and his friends from harm.  Sometimes it was inevitable that they suffered the occasional injury, but as a Defender he was uniquely capable of ensuring those injuries were kept to a minimum. 
 
    Therefore, at Level 20 he chose to be a Stalwart Defender, which was a more advanced form of the Defender Class – with some additional Skills and Abilities.  His Light Armor Skill was replaced with something called Enhancement, which allowed him to effectively use magical effects to help with his role in the group.   
 
    When used, Rallying Shout not only increased his own Physical Defense by 10%, but all of the other members of his group within 50 feet by the same amount.  Duplicity was a temporary powerful effect that created a mirror image of himself, given enough substance to seem like the real thing; it could be utilized as a second defender against large numbers of monsters, though it was extremely draining and could only be used approximately once every hour.  The last ability he received, Center of Attention, was essentially a wider-ranged and more powerful taunting effect than his Annoyance Ability, which was typically only used when the monsters were relatively close to get them to focus on him rather than his group.  Center of Attention, however, would entirely focus a fairly large-sized room full of monsters on him, so he better be careful. 
 
    Of course, all of that information on his new abilities was from concentrating on them in his Raider Status; he hadn’t had a chance to try any of them out quite yet. 
 
    As for Gwenda, her Arcane Magi Class had proven especially powerful, as it utilized very similar spells as a Caster – but more powerful and effective.  She also had a larger capacity to cast those spells one after another, which only increased as she hit Level 20 and chose to be an Arcane Sorcerer.  Her spell list had been expanded to include wider-range damage spells with an additional bump to her ability to chain-cast spells, though with a slight decrease in their effectiveness.  She said that it was a good trade-off, however. 
 
    That was still to be seen, of course, because she still hadn’t had the chance to try out the Class as of yet. 
 
    Everything looks to be in order.  In addition to his new Class, Sterge was also outfitted in a complete set of Bronze armor, including a chestpiece, leggings, vambraces, gloves, and helmet.  As for his shield, he managed to purchase a Steel-banded Ironwood Shield off of another Raider group that didn’t want it for what he would’ve considered an outrageous price a year ago, but was easily covered by his own funds in his current financial state.  When he really stopped to think about it, he and Gwenda were quite rich in terms of tangible currency, though their wealth meant next to nothing if they didn’t find a way to defeat the Invaders to the north. 
 
    Despite his wealth, the only part of his ensemble that he had purchased was that Shield, as everything else including his weapon, a Functional Steel Mace – which increased his Physical Damage up to 14 – had come from loot inside of the dungeon.  The Mace was fairly pathetic in terms of how much damage he could inflict compared to everyone else, but that wasn’t his job in the group.  He was there to take the hits so no one else had to. 
 
    As he closed out his Raider Status, he looked over the trail leading up the mountain and saw a group coming – which jacked his heartrate up even more than it had been a moment ago.  At a brisk walk, Jesper appeared with Trevelyan and two of the other Raiders that Sterge had seen the day before.  The red-clothed Clan Representative broke off and hurried over to the line that already held what was supposed to be the first group of the day to delve through the water-themed section of the dungeon, where Sterge saw him speaking in low tones to their group leader.  A look of outrage and then shock went over the large Human’s features as he was being explained the change of plans, and any argument the group leader had was abruptly silenced.  
 
    “Looks like we’re ready!  Let’s get in there and get you a little more Power; who knows, maybe you’ll be able to go up a few Levels,” the Clan Leader said as soon as she was near enough that she didn’t have to shout.   
 
    “We’re ready, ma’am,” Sterge said quickly. 
 
    The powerful Elf shook her head with a smile on her face.  “No, no; enough with all of this ‘ma’am’ stuff.  While we’re in there, call me Trevelyan, or else I won’t have any idea who you’re talking to.”  The Clan Leader—Trevelyan—gestured to the other two people that came with her, another Elf and an Orc.  “This is Yertra, who will help with ranged support, and Bronk, who will handle our healing.” 
 
     Sterge already knew who they were, as he had Analyzed them when they had been unconscious during the Bonding process the day before.  Yertra was a Level 76 Eldritch Archer while Bronk was a Level 81 Oracle – whatever that is.  As far as what they could do, he wasn’t quite sure; all other information about them had been obscured, the same with the Level 98 Moon Knight that was the Clan Leader, but he supposed it didn’t really matter.  With their high Levels, he was fairly certain even the Oracle could probably simply punch all of the monsters inside and they would fall down dead.  
 
    Without further ado, they followed the frog that had suddenly shown up at the dungeon entrance, with Trevelyan leading the way.  It didn’t take long for the frog to disappear down the tunnel, fading from sight, but that was something that he expected from experience with the other dungeon entrances.  In less time than it took to get comfortable being in a dungeon again, with such powerful group members at that, they arrived at the slide he knew was coming up. 
 
    “What’s this?” Trevelyan asked.  The question told Sterge that the Clan Leader didn’t seek to learn about this new section before she came, other than in general terms.  It was either stupidity or extreme confidence; considering that the Hill Dwarf doubted that anyone that achieved Raider Level 98 was stupid, the reason was probably the latter. 
 
    “It’s a slide to the start of the section we’re delving through today,” Gwenda said excitedly.  “I’ve heard that this one is even longer and steeper than the one we’ve been using lately, so it should be fun!” 
 
    Trevelyan snorted and Sterge could just barely see a smile tugging at the corner of the Clan Leader’s mouth.  “Well then, let’s see how ‘fun’ it is.”  Without another word, she stepped forward and practically threw herself feet first down the fairly narrow tube.  In seconds, she was gone from sight; Yertra and Bronk, not to be outdone, followed their Leader down the slide, which left Sterge and— 
 
    —just Sterge, because Gwenda flung herself down the tube face-first, whooping in excitement as she, too, disappeared from his view.  Guess it’s my turn.  Settling himself on the edge, he secured his shield and weapon on his chest as he scooted himself into the tube, the rattling and scrape of his metal armor nearly deafening as he felt himself accelerating up to tremendous speeds.   
 
    Fortunately, the descent was fairly smooth without any abrupt twists and turns, so it didn’t hurt or scare him – unlike the first time he had taken the slide in the other section.  By the time he felt himself slowing down and eventually stopping, though, he was ready to get off that particular ride.  Gwenda might love it, but she’s also not wearing all of this armor. 
 
    “See?  I told you it would be fun.” 
 
    Despite wearing armor similar to (though a much higher quality than) Sterge’s, the Clan Leader had a full-blown smile on her face.  She nodded in Gwenda’s direction at the Arcane Sorcerer’s words, before turning to what was in the room.  As Sterge had been informed of this new part of the dungeon, there were very weak representatives of what they would be facing inside near two shallow pools of water.  Essentially, frogs, crabs, and what he had heard about but was seeing for the first time, a Mergle. 
 
    The strange monster looked like some sort of fish with legs, though the fact that it looked perfectly at home outside of the water was the strangest part.  With gills along its body and long fins being used as arms and legs, it seemed as though it should be gasping for breath like a fish out of water, but that was apparently far from being the case.  Sterge knew that there were different kinds of Mergle within the dungeon, and each of them looked slightly different – and yet they all survived outside of the water just fine. 
 
    “Mergles, huh?” Trevelyan said as she looked everything over.  “I’ve rarely seen them used except in fully aquatic dungeons, where fighting them under the water is a challenge.  So much of a challenge – and an unpleasant one at that – that I’ve only been to a handful of them in all my time as a Raider.  From what I’ve heard of this one, however, we’re not going to have to go diving into any pools of water in order to advance.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Gwenda said proudly, as if it was her choice that made it so.  Sterge couldn’t help but grin at her enthusiasm. 
 
    “Well, let’s get moving.  With any luck, we’ll be out of here in less than an hour, and I can get back to my army,” the Clan Leader continued, readying her rather large sword in her right hand while adjusting the shield in her left.  Her armor appeared thin and contoured to her body better than anything he’d seen before, and it moved with a suppleness that reminded him more of leather than any type of metal; regardless of how it appeared, he was sure it would be many times more durable than his own armor, so he was happy enough to leave any taking of hits from these monsters to her. 
 
    Not that he expected her to even get hit, because he got the chance to see first-hand what a Level 98 Raider could do.  Nearly faster than he could follow, Trevelyan ran toward the monsters on feet that seemed to glide rather than step, and her weapon lashed out with such speed that it almost appeared as though she was holding a thin branch rather than a large metal sword.  In less than five seconds, all of the creatures were dead, unprepared for the maelstrom of attacks that came their way, including the Mergle who had been neatly bisected down the middle before it could even begin to defend itself. 
 
    “Wow.”  That was all Sterge could say at that point, because he was highly impressed.  While they were very low Level and weren’t dangerous, the way they were dispatched hinted that the rest of the monsters in the dungeon wouldn’t pose any challenge for the Clan Leader. 
 
    “You haven’t seen anything yet, young one,” Yertra said by his side with a smirk.  “She’s just getting started.” 
 
    The Eldritch Archer was entirely correct, because as they ventured into the next room where a pond filled with what appeared to be fresh water held a collection of different frogs (much larger than the previous room), the Clan Leader went to work.  As she ventured around the perimeter of the room on a narrow stone walkway, the frogs attacked.  There were frogs almost as large as her that hopped up on the walkway, blocking her path; she quickly intercepted a sticky-looking tongue that lashed out of the giant frog with her shield, where it slid off like the metal was coated in oil.  Before the frog could do anything else, Trevelyan retaliated by vertically slicing with her sword, bisecting the slimy amphibian from its oversized head to its belly, killing it instantly. 
 
    A second giant frog attempted to jump on the Clan Leader a brief moment later, intending to crush the Elf with its considerable weight, but a quick backhanded slam of Trevelyan’s shield arrested its attack.  The power of the shield slam was so great that the Frog flew into the wall, where it impacted the stone with literal bone-breaking force, and it landed in a heap of skin and a shattered skeleton.   
 
    The frogs jumping from a central location in the pool took off with a flash of water that seemed magical in nature, and when they collided with the side of the Clan Leader, they bounced off of her armor with another spray of water.  Sterge was well aware that the water these jumping frogs produced could hurt Raiders, because it appeared and hit the frog’s targets with significant force, similar to standing under the pounding rain of a waterfall.  Of course, against the powerful Moon Knight, it did absolutely nothing.  Trevelyan didn’t even seem to notice the attack, though the way she twirled her sword in her hand to stab the jumping frog at her side was proof enough that she was aware. 
 
    The rest of the room fell just as quickly as they attacked Trevelyan, completely ignoring the rest of them near the entrance.  Sterge wondered for a moment why Yertra and Bronk didn’t even participate, but when the Clan Leader had finished off all 6 frogs in the room in less than 30 seconds, he realized there was no need.   
 
    She was capable of passing through the dungeon by herself, if need be. 
 
    As he felt the Power gained from the deaths of the monsters flow into him, the Hill Dwarf could only grin from the boost in his Raider Level that he would likely get from this delve.  Granted, only he and Gwenda would benefit in terms of Power, but that didn’t really seem to matter to the others.  Sterge was feeling less and less worried about showing off his lack of experience to these Raiders, if only for the fact that he would barely have to do anything. 
 
    Which was again true in the next room, filled with large columns of stone where a pathway snaked around them, staying out of the water that covered the rest of the floor.  Massive crabs were hidden behind just under a half-dozen of these columns, which attempted to scuttle into Trevelyan’s path and attack her by surprise.  Showing some preternatural ability to pinpoint their locations before they even attacked, the Clan Leader was able to sidestep any initial attacks or block them dispassionately with her shield, before hitting them so hard with her weapon that they split down the middle. 
 
    The shells of the crabs, when Sterge was able to see them up close before they disappeared into loot, were actually quite strong; an experimental tap with his Mace showed that it would take some time for his own weapon to even begin to crack it, let alone break it completely.  With how powerful the Moon Knight was, though, her attacks left just about anything in the dungeon she came across in pieces.  Must be a common occurrence for her, he thought. 
 
    They got through that room in less than a minute, and it only took that long because they followed the pathway cautiously in case of any surprise attacks.  Sterge wasn’t surprised that there weren’t any traps to that point, however, because he knew that (unless Tacca decided to change something overnight) there were none until at least the seventh room.  At that point, he could only hope that one of the others had some sort of trap-detecting ability, because Sterge was used to Mordecai dealing with those types of things for his group. 
 
    He wasn’t quite sure what Abilities the others had, though, because they still did absolutely nothing in that third room. 
 
    That all changed as soon as they walked through the entrance into the fourth room, which was larger than the previous rooms, with an elevated cliff of sorts along the back of the room.  On it were 4 poison-spitting frogs, or so he had heard, and it was soon proven correct when they suddenly hopped out from small stone walls set up periodically on top of the cliff.  Their range was quite impressive, and Sterge felt himself instinctively moving to cover Gwenda, blocking a glob of poisonous spit with his shield.   The other projectiles were easily avoided by the quick movements of the others, and Trevelyan stepped forward with her shield raised.  She was walking along the pathway which passed between two walls in the middle of two separate pools of water, where Sterge knew there would be more crabs; he almost warned her, but decided at the moment that there was no need. 
 
    “Yertra, if you would take care of those for me?” the Clan Leader called out without looking back. 
 
    The Eldritch Archer didn’t answer, but she nocked a glowing arrow that seemed to appear out of nowhere on her impressive-looking, enchanted bow made of some type of wood that Sterge hadn’t ever seen before.  Just as the spitting frogs appeared ready to launch another volley of poisonous projectiles, Yertra quickly shot out one arrow after another, her own projectiles impacting the frogs hard enough to send them flying backwards, where they landed and rolled repeatedly through a thin pool of water – dead before they came to a stop.  The Archer managed to kill three of them in quick succession, but the fourth one on the far right managed to jump back behind the nearest stone wall to avoid the arrow heading its way.   
 
    That didn’t seem to perturb Yertra, however, because she simply fired another glowing arrow right above the stone barrier where the frog was hiding.  At its apex, just on the other side of the wall, the arrow seemed to explode in a flash of bright light, sending a rain of additional glowing arrows downwards, where they seemed to impale the frog hiding there.  Just that easily, all four of the frogs were eliminated, and it was up to Trevelyan to kill— 
 
    —the two crabs, which were already dead and disappearing along the pathway.  The Clan Leader had been eliminating all of the other threats in the room while Sterge had been distracted with the Eldritch Archer’s attacks, just going to show how effective their teamwork was when it came to expediency.  What was even crazier was that only two of them had even attacked, and he hadn’t even seen Bronk do anything; though, given that he was some kind of healer – which no one needed at the moment – that wasn’t surprising. 
 
    Sterge felt almost as useless, because whatever contribution he could offer was paltry in comparison.  Knowing that he wasn’t really needed, he instead took it upon himself to observe, taking in details of the layout and placement of different objects in the previous rooms as well as this one, so that when he delved through with his normal group later, he would have first-hand knowledge of the area.  Maps and other information gained second-hand through the telling of other Raiders were certainly beneficial, but nothing beat actually going through it yourself. 
 
    After they were done looting everything, which took a little longer because they had to go up some narrow stone stairs along the edge of the room to reach where the frogs had been skewered by the Archer, it was time to move on. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    “I have to say, I’ve never actually fought giant crabs and frogs before,” Trevelyan stated as they left the fourth room.  “It’s actually refreshing to see some variety from the usual fare, and going through a water-themed dungeon without having to battle sharks or a giant squid is a relief.” 
 
    Sterge didn’t really have enough experience to commiserate with the Clan Leader, but Yertra and Bronk nodded in agreement.  All that the Hill Dwarf knew was that it was a valuable learning experience – as well as a profitable one, in terms of a rise in Raider Level.  He thought that by the end, he and Gwenda might actually catch up with Evy, Mordecai, and William, who had continued to stay ahead of them in Level throughout their entire experience in the dungeon’s second area. 
 
    The fifth room finally saw the introduction of the same Mergles they had seen in the first room, though these ones were a little large and seemed much more capable of hurting someone.  Granted, even though they sprung out of the various pools that were arranged in a line from left to right and attacked at the same time another giant crab attacked Trevelyan, they didn’t survive very long.   
 
    The Moon Knight was able to block their “surprise” attacks with their tridents while splitting a crab down the middle, and then counterattack the Mergle with frightening speed.  Instead of splitting them down the middle like the crustacean, the Clan Leader ducked down low and sliced the Mergles’ legs off of their bodies; even as they landed on their sides, absent their only source of locomotion upon land, they were carved up with a few deft slices with brutal efficiency, one after another.   
 
    Again, there was no need for anyone else to contribute anything, but Sterge and Gwenda reaped the benefits anyway.  When all of the monsters were dead, the Stalwart Defender received his first Raider Level increase – he was now Level 21.  Nothing new unlocked for him at that point, but if it was anything like his rise through the teen Levels, then he probably would get something new every 2 Levels.   
 
     The sixth room was different from the others, in that it was a bit darker than usual – with just enough light to see distinct shapes, but not much more – and that it was loud.  Waterfalls descended from the ceiling, where they crashed into shallow pools that emptied through unique grates carved into the floor.  Behind these waterfalls were the distorted figures of more crabs, though they weren’t nearly as large as the giant ones they had seen.  Instead, they had claws that appeared deadlier than normal, and from the reports he’d heard, they certainly were. 
 
    That didn’t stop Trevelyan from wading into danger without stopping, which was what caused her to strike out at one of the crabs – only to get her sword stuck inside a faux stone crab statue when her weapon carved through about half of it. 
 
    “What—?” 
 
    The Clan Leader was abruptly struck from behind as a real crab skittered through another waterfall and attacked, causing her to stumble forward.  The action also freed her sword from the stone crab statue, because she never let go of it; the hit from behind didn’t seem to do any damage to her or even her armor, thankfully, and she was able to easily recover and fight back.   
 
    Despite the sneak attack, the real crab didn’t stand a chance against her, even as it tried to block a strike with its powerful claw; what would normally stop a weapon of anyone near Sterge’s Raider Level, proved to be as effective as paper against the Moon Knight.  After it lost one of its claws, the crab attempted to reposition itself to use the other, but it was split in half by another strike of the Clan Leader’s sword.  Certainly effective, if gross; seeing the insides of these monsters, if only for a few seconds, is enough to turn my stomach a little. 
 
    After that little incident, Trevelyan was a little more cautious, as she waited to strike until she was attacked, herself; a quick block of any assault by a crab with her shield was all she needed before she sliced them in half with efficiency.  There wasn’t a single sense that she was showing off, using flashy moves that were designed to impress the lowly Level 21’s in her group – only simple and brutally effective strikes that ended the fight with a minimum of effort.  In fact, I don’t think she’s even used any abilities; this has all been a matter of sword and shield, nothing else. 
 
    It was impressive, to say the least. 
 
    After those rooms, there was generally more of the same, though in different configurations and difficulties.  There were some rooms where they had to get their feet wet as they went up a staircase overflowing with water, while others had even more waterfalls that made maneuvering through stone pathways treacherous.  In the few rooms with actual traps, it turned out that the Eldritch Archer, Yertra, was not only able to detect them, but was able to disarm them by firing a strange green-glowing arrow at their source.  With those traps disarmed, it made the entire delve much, much safer for everyone. 
 
    Fourteen rooms went by in a flash, the powerful Clan Leader eliminating at least 90% of the monsters they came across.  Yertra participated when long-range attacks were used against them, such as those poisonous spitting frogs, but also against Mergles that used water-based spells that descended upon their group in a wave.  When that happened, it was the one and only time Sterge saw Bronk actually do anything, as he quickly erected some sort of glowing, transparent dome around their entire group.  A small tidal wave crashed against the dome and parted around it, rendering it completely ineffective; as soon as the dome disappeared a second later, another glowing arrow from Yertra impaled the woven kelp-robed Mergle who had cast the spell right in the head, killing it instantly.  
 
    It was all quite easy, but Sterge wasn’t going to complain.  Not only had he increased to Raider Level 23, but he had acquired a lot of loot from the slain monsters – which Trevelyan and the others left to him and Gwenda. 
 
    “None of that is suited for our Levels, and any currency is basically superfluous for us by this point.  You’ll need it more than we will, I guarantee it.” 
 
    So, upon the Clan Leader’s instruction, the two Hill Dwarves took all of the loot that dropped.  To both of their delight, many of the material drops were either Steel armor pieces for him or Magisilk, which Gwenda could utilize.  There were also some Potions and Enchantment Scrolls, which would definitely come in handy at some point, but now that Sterge was outfitted in almost all Steel as opposed to his former Bronze armor, he was feeling better than ever. 
 
    But now that they were done with all but the final room, he began to get a little worried.  There had only been a handful of groups that had actually defeated the Boss, a Mergle King of sorts, because there were a lot of monsters inside protecting it.  Though, I guess I shouldn’t be too worried; if anyone could defeat them, it would be Trevelyan – by herself, in fact. 
 
    They entered the giant room that housed the final Boss of the dungeon, and Sterge instantly recognized it as the arena that they had enjoyed utilizing during their stay over the winter.  Those good times were tarnished by the sudden attack by the Invaders, unfortunately, but that didn’t mean it was the room’s fault; still, the Hill Dwarf was glad that it had been reused as something else, to take away some of the sadness that overcame him whenever he thought about how many had died by the hands of the enemy. 
 
    A long stone walkway led into the middle of the room, where an even larger platform awaited them.  Two waterfalls fell from the ceiling high above, where they crashed down and flowed over the platform, before running off into the water that filled the entire rest of the room.  Also on that platform were at least a dozen monsters, frogs and crabs, as well as two Mergle near the back end; Sterge could see one of the Mergle off to the side with a bleached-wood staff in its hand, while the other was sitting on a throne of stone, blocked from the front by what appeared to be glass, but which he knew from other Raiders was actually quartz or something equivalent. 
 
    Those same quartz walls were all around the platform, where they covered the front of the monsters, preventing them from being attacked by long-range attacks.  At least, normal long-range attacks; Sterge was pretty sure that Yertra could simply let her special arrow-rain attacks hit them from all the way across the room. 
 
    But that wasn’t what Trevelyan had in mind. 
 
    “Very interesting set-up.  I like it,” the Clan Leader said as she paused near the entrance of the room.  “Regardless, I think it’s time that one of you contributed a little.” 
 
    Wait—what?  How are we supposed to do that?  “I’m pretty sure that a hit or two by one of those giant crabs could hurt me extensively, so I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he said, to which the Moon Knight snorted.   
 
    “I think you’re selling yourself a little short, Sterge.  You could probably withstand at least a half-dozen attacks before you got in trouble.”  She smiled innocently at the Hill Dwarf, who suddenly felt his blood run cold at the prospect of having to fight all of those monsters at his current Raider Level.   
 
    Thankfully, she turned away from him to look at Gwenda.  “But I don’t want you to run out there and get yourself killed, Sterge.  No, I have something else planned for you and your friend here….” 
 
      
 
    *         *         * 
 
      
 
    Sterge didn’t like Gwenda being put in that much danger, but at least he would be there with her every step of the way.   
 
    “Ready?” Trevelyan asked.  She was standing just slightly off to the side of the platform entrance, while he and Gwenda were near the middle of the walkway.  Approximately 20 feet behind them were Yertra and Bronk, whom Sterge didn’t bother to look at – he was fairly sure they were ready for anything. 
 
    He nodded at the same time as Gwenda did, and Sterge took his position in front of her and braced himself for the incoming full-out monster assault.  Behind and slightly to the left of him, he heard the untested Arcane Sorcerer start to recite some sort of spell, a quirk of her new class; normally, Gwenda only had to think about what spell she wanted to cast, but her move up to Sorcerer status required a verbal component.  
 
    A few seconds later, a large swirling mass of colorful streaks of light appeared over the entire platform, approximately 20 feet above the stone surface.  There was no reaction from the monsters below, probably because it didn’t affect them in any way – though it would in a brief moment.  Gwenda’s voice started to rise in volume, the words she was speaking complete gibberish to Sterge, until a crescendo was reached and he heard her shout, “Magistorm!” 
 
    Suddenly, those colorful streaks of light fell toward the monsters below, impaling them with physical force.  From his position, he could see that her spell had done a little bit of damage to all of the monsters, but it wasn’t much; according to those Raiders that had completed the Boss Room, all of the crabs and frogs were around Level 30 – so it wasn’t a surprise that a Level 23 Arcane Sorcerer wouldn’t inflict much damage to them. 
 
    Of course, such a large spell was a lot for Gwenda, who sagged in place after her spell fizzled away after about a 5-second barrage of streaking light, and Sterge tightened his grip on his mace and shield.  Her job wasn’t to kill the monsters, but to annoy them so much that they were out for her blood.  That part had worked remarkably well as he watched them all jumping or scuttling in her direction, so now it was his turn to keep her safe. 
 
    As soon as the front line of monsters approached, Sterge used his Center of Attention Ability for the first time.  The Hill Dwarf immediately felt a brief drain on his stamina and he nearly staggered in place, unused to the effort it took to use the Ability; he recovered as he felt a shockwave of invisible power shoot out of his body in all directions.  When it touched the incoming monsters, they switched their focus from Gwenda to himself – which caused his heartbeat to thump against his ribcage as he saw giant crabs and frogs turn toward him, whom he could only imagine crushing him underneath their bulk. 
 
    As the first of the frogs landed an arm’s length away from him, Sterge barely saw its tongue zip out of its mouth in time for his shield to come up and block it.  The Hill Dwarf prepared to be staggered from what was likely to be a tremendous blow, but he needn’t have worried; a golden light suddenly bathed his entire body, and when the tongue hit his shield it felt like a light tap.   
 
    A claw suddenly hit him from the side when he was distracted by the glowing shield the Oracle placed upon him, and it felt like someone flicked his breastplate with a finger.  A glob of poisonous frog spit hit his face and he panicked, but it swiftly flowed off and fell to the stone platform, not hurting him in the least. 
 
    Come on, just a little bit more!  He took hit after hit as more and more monsters surrounded him, and he began to actually feel the impacts as they were near-constant, battering him around like some sort of training dummy.  A final hit to his back by something he couldn’t see made him stagger forward, which was fortunate as Trevelyan suddenly shouted, “Down!” and he collapsed on his face even as he flattened as far to the stone platform as possible. 
 
    He turned his head to the side in time to see the barest glimpse of the Clan Leader standing where she had been a few moments before, though this time she had her sword extended to her side.  Suddenly, a pale glow like moonlight on a clear night seemed to infuse her sword, which she quickly sliced crossways toward the entire group of monsters still attempting to stomp or smash him apart.  For a brief second, Sterge didn’t think whatever she was planning had worked and he panicked, but then he realized that the attacks against him had stopped.   
 
    The nearest frogs and crabs abruptly collapsed on the ground, their bodies entirely cut in half from the Moonlit Slice Ability that Trevelyan used, which killed all of the monsters in one simple attack.  Or not so simple, because it apparently took a lot of the Clan Leader’s stamina to use most of her Abilities – but it was certainly devastating. 
 
    He picked himself up, amazed that he was still alive, and he looked back at Bronk in thanks.  The Orc just smiled and gave him a thumbs-up, as if this was something he did all the time.  To be fair, he probably does do this all the time. 
 
    “Uh, oh – that Mergle caster didn’t get caught up in my Magistorm,” Gwenda suddenly said.   
 
    Sterge whipped his head around and saw she was right.  In fact, not only did the powerful Mergle not get affected by the Magistorm so that it approached closer, but it had been alerted to their presence enough that it was reacting on its own.  A giant wave of water was forming near the edge of the room, pulling the water up to build a wall that was already 15 feet high and rising.  As soon as it hit 20 feet the next second, he saw it start to move toward the platform in the middle of the room – right where he and Gwenda were located, staring in horror at the magical attack.  He knew that it wasn’t necessarily the wave that would kill them, but it would hit them so hard and carry them away toward the far wall, where they would slam into the unyielding surface with immense force.  If that didn’t break all of their bones, then it was possible that they might simply drown. 
 
    “Yertra, if you would?” Trevelyan said with an air of nonchalance, and the Eldritch Archer nodded as she brought up her bow. 
 
    Sterge watched the Archer with one eye while he watched the enormous wall of wet death heading their way with the other.  As she pulled back the string on the bow, a large arrow the size of her arm appeared, glowing an angry red as it pulsed, quicker and quicker.  After a few seconds, where Sterge just wanted to scream at her to release it already, the pulse sped up to the point where it was almost indistinguishable…and then Yertra loosed it toward the edge of the platform. 
 
    A screen of thick water suddenly appeared in front of the Mergle caster standing to the side of the throne where the crowned Mergle King sat impassively.  It seemed as though the monster had anticipated the attack and was prepared to block it; unfortunately, the Mergle wasn’t nearly prepared enough to defend against a Level 76 Eldritch Archer and one of her special Abilities. 
 
    The pulsing red arrow shot through the screen of water, slowing just the tiniest bit as a result, before it emerged and slammed into the upper part of the Mergle caster, impaling itself deep into its head.  Sterge looked to see if the wall of water had stopped, but it was still coming; he started to back away from it, despite knowing it wouldn’t do the least bit of good, because it was only about 20 feet away from the platform and closing fast. 
 
    Yertra’s attack wasn’t done, however.  As the Mergle collapsed to the ground, obviously in pain and near death – but not dead yet – the arrow suddenly exploded in a fiery conflagration that blew the caster apart, pieces of it reaching far enough to hit Yertra and Bronk that were nearly 100 feet away from the explosion.   
 
    As Sterge tore his gaze away from the wall of water, which just seemed to dissipate only a foot away from the edge of the platform, he turned to look back at where the Mergle caster used to be, only to see a perplexing sight. 
 
    “Whoa, Yertra – two for one!  Though, I think you charged that one a little too long,” Trevelyan said with a whoop. 
 
    The bleached-wood staff of the Mergle caster had been blown apart by the explosion that destroyed its master, and shards of it had hit the side of the Mergle King, inflicting so much damage that it killed the fishy monarch.  The next moment, all of the monsters in the room disappeared, leaving behind piles of loot and a chest appeared in the middle of the platform. 
 
    “Well, you two, it’s been fun.  I can honestly say that I enjoyed myself in a dungeon again, which I hadn’t in a long, long time.  Thanks for creating a very unique experience, Tacca,” the Clan Leader said to the air around her. 
 
    You’re very welcome. 
 
    “Now, how do we get out of here?” 
 
    Gwenda quickly told them that they could either use their Spatial Transversal Ability to appear right outside of the dungeon entrance, or they could backtrack to the hallway and push on the exit passageway located there, which would also bring them back to the surface.  Trevelyan and the others chose to use their Ability to leave quicker and said goodbye, with a reminder to the Dungeon Core to let her know if she figured out a way to defeat the Invaders.  Less than 5 minutes after Yertra’s arrow exploded, the three powerful Raiders were gone, leaving all of the loot for Sterge and Gwenda. 
 
    Even better, because they cleared the last room filled with powerful monsters, they had both achieved Raider Level 24.  Gaining 4 Levels is not bad for an early morning delve.  Even if I had to get beat up by a dozen monsters, it was certainly worth it. 
 
    “Shall we loot and go?” Gwenda asked with excitement, already bending down to pick up the nearest pile. 
 
    Sterge just smiled and got to work. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    With the Raider Delving Clan Leader – Trevelyan – gone, things around Tacca’s dungeon returned to as normal as was possible.  While the Dungeon Core was glad that the Moon Knight had helped out her two favorite Raiders by running them through her third section, she was just as glad to have the powerful Elf out of her dungeon.  The sheer power Trevelyan exhibited – at times almost negligently – was incredible, and Tacca was convinced that the Clan Leader could’ve finished the entire section in even less time than she did, if she was by herself and didn’t have to worry about hurting anyone.  Even in the Boss Room, where she utilized Sterge and Gwenda to pull all of the creatures together, the former Fairy was fairly confident the theatrics were unnecessary; given a minute or two, Trevelyan could’ve gracefully waded into combat with Tacca’s defenders and come out of it unscathed, without even having to use any abilities. 
 
    The Clan Leader was just that impressive. 
 
    Regardless, that was all past, so now everything was back to “normal”.  If normal consisted of watching Raiders delving through her 3 dungeon sections while gaining strength and increasing Raider Levels, ensuring all of the Water traps in the farming sections of her living quarters were operating normally, and thinking about her conversation with the Clan Leader about possibilities of helping to push back the Invaders; then, yes, everything was back to normal. 
 
    It was only that last part that she could make no headway on.  Whenever she had the opportunity (usually when she was closed down overnight), she regularly teleported throughout her delving rooms and used her Omen Charge Ability to blanket every inch of her dungeon, as she wasn’t sure if its effects faded over time – or if they even remained effective after the initial use in the first place.  Nevertheless, it made her feel a little better to do it, regardless of if it actually worked or not. 
 
    So the months passed by in relative monotony, with new Raiders arriving at her dungeon all the time, while those that finished off her third section were becoming more and more common.  Some of them achieved Raider Level 35 or higher and Tacca didn’t see them again, which she felt meant they had moved onto another dungeon somewhere else; she felt a little bad that she couldn’t help their development after that point, but they would at least still have their Power Boost +50% Ability for use in other dungeons. 
 
    She might not be doing the development herself, but her Granted Ability would help them into the future.  If there was a future, of course. 
 
    From what she overheard from the people living in her “residential” section of her dungeon, as well as from Raiders delving through, the influx of refugees had plateaued as more and more displaced people finally settled wherever they had ended up throughout the southern part of Abenlure.  The food that was grown inside of her dungeon was transported sometimes hundreds of miles to the north, northeast, and northwest, and was crucial to ensuring that there was enough sustenance that very few went hungry as a result.  Plus, more and more farms were created in vacant lands as the people realized that they needed to take charge of their own food supply – and the bevy of available hands made that more than possible. 
 
    In essence, the situation was stabilizing—somewhat—and it just showed the perseverance of the people now living in the southern half of the continent that they could rebuild and survive anything that came their way.  At least until the Invaders started to move south, of course; at that point, there still wasn’t anything that they could do to stop them.  
 
    Every few weeks, Tacca received a report from Jesper telling the Dungeon Core of the Clan’s progress up north; more accurately, their lack of progress.  While more and more Raiders scattered around the south were brought into the fold and under the Clan Leader’s direction, numbering over 200,000, it was doubtful that even that many would be able to hold back a concerted push from the Invaders when the time came.  Despite having more Clan members than they did on the walls of Guardcrest when the capital fell, their overall Raider Levels were far less than the force that had defended the city.   
 
    Along with those reports were increasingly desperate pleas for Tacca to share whether she had come up with a solution to defeating the Invaders.  Every single time, she had to turn Jesper away with nothing to add – because there wasn’t anything she could contribute.  Granted, there were a few things she could try when she was desperate enough, such as her Translocation, but those would wait until she had a firm reason to risk herself.  Besides – where would she even go? 
 
    Therefore, the months passed by monotonously, though it was never boring; with so many people in her dungeon at any one time – over 100,000, considering those living there – there were very few times when there wasn’t something going on, even at night.  Nighttime, while closed to delvers, still included shifts of workers in the farms, because it took constant work to produce all of that food – and since they couldn’t see the sky, the time of day didn’t really matter.  Entertainment, even simply people-watching, was easy to come by. 
 
    Sterge and Gwenda, along with their normal group, visited the third section a few more times and increased their Levels up to 28, steadily progressing through all of the rooms but didn’t complete the Boss Room quite yet.  Another delve or two would probably do it, both for their Raider Level increasing and their confidence high enough that they thought they could do it, but otherwise they were content with their progress.  Tacca made sure that the loot the two Hill Dwarves acquired from their delve with the Clan Leader had helped to outfit most of their group with better armor and weapons, and it had helped enormously with their progress. 
 
    As for the rest of the area around her dungeon, The Village was doing quite well, according to Sterge and Gwenda, and while the schedule to get into her dungeon still required waiting a few weeks, most of the people were fine with that.  Her dungeon was still the only one around that was suitable for new or low-Level Raiders, so she was still insanely popular because of that fact alone.   
 
    The Dungeon Cores in the Nursery – Brandon, David, Karen, Patrick, Kenzie, and Regina – were still in their dormant state, unfortunately.  Tacca checked up on them every day and noticed not even a hint of change in their dim Cores, though she desperately hoped they would wake up at some point.  At one point she even desperately tried to funnel some of her Dungeon Force into David’s Core, hoping that it would somehow trigger an active response, but anything she sent his way bounced off as if it was being completely rejected.  Whether or not Fairy Mana would work, which they had avoided using at first for fear that it might hurt them, was something she couldn’t even attempt, as manipulating raw Fairy Mana was not something she could do in her current form. 
 
    It wasn’t until weeks and then months of constant activity passed that Tacca suddenly realized that her year Countdown was rapidly approaching.  As of yet, there hadn’t been word of the Invaders moving south from the capital, but then again, the last information she had from the north and Trevelyan had been at least a week ago.  She pulled up her Dungeon Core Status and was surprised at what she saw.   
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    Even as she stared at her Status, the Countdown ticked over to one less day as the time passed.   
 
    Four days. 
 
    She had four days until her Core Improvement Points were all gathered up and infused into her Core at the same time, all 678,000 of them.   
 
    Four days until Tacca either shattered from the sheer amount of Points being shoved into her little Core, was sent into some sort of dormant state like the Nursery Cores…or nothing bad happened at all.  She was hoping for the third option, but she was worried that it was going to be the first option; if she ended up shattering, she wasn’t sure what would happen to the other Cores connected to her.  Naturally, she wouldn’t technically care at that point because she would be dead and gone, but she didn’t like knowing that her death could precipitate the deaths of more Cores. 
 
    The worst part of it was that she couldn’t think of anything she could do to influence the outcome.  Even if she had kicked everyone out of her dungeon so that she wouldn’t accumulate any more CIPs, the damage had already been done months ago when the Invaders attacked her dungeon.  The amount of Points that the other Cores had accumulated was a lot less than what she currently had pending, and look what happened to them.  Needless to say, Tacca wasn’t feeling very confident about what was going to inevitably happen in four short days. 
 
    However, a few hours after she looked at her Dungeon Core Status, something changed. 
 
    Tacca wasn’t sure what it was at first, because it was so subtle that she couldn’t pinpoint exactly what was different.  It only took a few minutes of looking around her dungeon to determine that it wasn’t something inside the mountain, and peering outside of her entrances showed no sudden assault by dozens of Invaders, so her mind was put at ease.  But the feeling of something being different wouldn’t go away.  She was in the middle of re-scrutinizing every inch of her dungeon again for some sign that an invisible Raider of some sort was inside—when it hit her.   
 
    It wasn’t anything in or around her dungeon that she was feeling; it was far away…and getting closer. 
 
    Shale?  Shale!  Are you there? 
 
    Her entreaties were met with complete silence from the Bond she shared with her Dungeon Assistant, but it was that same Bond that told her that Shale was suddenly getting closer.  In a relative sense, at least; while her Assistant wasn’t getting closer to her dungeon, he was no longer miles and miles above the surface.  Over the next few hours, she felt him descending nearer and nearer the surface of the ground, until he finally came to a stop, far to the north of her location.  While she was never completely accurate with her determination of distance through her Bond with him, she estimated that he was probably right around the area where Head Instructor Lapis had mentioned the enslaved people were building something all those months ago. 
 
    Tacca could only assume that they had finished.   
 
    What it all meant, she couldn’t be sure; the only thing she knew was that Shale was a lot closer than he had been the day before.  That was what mattered most, because now there was a chance to get him back. 
 
    Sure, it might be selfish to want him back, but she couldn’t help but feel that he – and the rest of the Dungeon Fairies captured by the Invaders – were the key to everything.  Whether it was a flight of fancy or because of the strange vision she had when she looked at one of her distorted Granted Abilities, she couldn’t be sure; regardless, it was something that she thought needed to be done.  Just simply envisioning the freeing of the Fairies gave her an odd feeling of necessity and righteousness.  It wasn’t something that she could ignore. 
 
    Tacca…? 
 
    The sudden mental communication shocked her so much that her mind stopped working for a few seconds, but eventually she responded. 
 
    Shale?  Is that you?  Where are you? 
 
    Nothing.  There was no response, no matter how many times she tried to speak to him, as if the simple act of communicating a single word with her had worn him out.  It wasn’t until about an hour later that she suddenly felt a connection with her Assistant that lasted a bare fraction of a second, but it was enough.  Seeing out of his eyes via the brief Perception Link showed him looking at a strange scene of glowing lights and metallic walls, as well as a bizarre net or web of dark ropes of some kind.   
 
    Caught in this web of ropes were shapes that she identified instantly: Fairies.   
 
    One shape in particular she recognized as Council Leader Malachite, and near him was someone she remembered from her days as a Dungeon Assistant, herself: Lily MageDaisy, the Council member that had placed her with all of those Cores that ended up being destroyed.  While she wasn’t particularly happy to see her, almost as much as she would be to see Head Instructor Lapis (though she didn’t see him in the brief flash of Shale’s vision), Tacca would do everything she could to save her from the Invaders that were keeping them prisoner. 
 
    And she knew that the Invaders were the ones responsible, because in the background of the vision was the familiar shape of a large, 6-armed Fodder-type Invader facing away from Shale.  The fact that it was there made it unmistakable that the Invaders were responsible for the capture – and potentially torture – of all of the Dungeon Fairies, though Tacca didn’t really need confirmation.  She already knew, and now was even more determined to free her own people and make the invaders pay. 
 
    But how are you supposed to do that, Tacca? she asked herself.  It’s not like you can suddenly charge inside wherever they are keeping all of the Fairies, kill all the Invaders inside, somehow release them, and then escape – all while making sure nothing hits you hard enough to shatter your Core.  In short, it was impossible. 
 
    To top it off, the glimpse of the surroundings that Shale shared with her was so brief that she didn’t think she could use it to Translocate with – because that would be what it would take to get there.  So, even if she did decide to risk herself and the other Cores by using the Ability, she didn’t have a definitive picture of where she needed to go.  Even if she did, appearing in what could likely be the heart of the Invaders’ “home”, probably wouldn’t go well for her.  She had some Abilities that could help with defending herself, but after using 1,000 of her maximum 1,500 Fairy Mana just to Translocate there, her options would be very limited. 
 
    No matter what, she needed to save Shale and the other Fairies, but she wasn’t going to be able to do it herself.  Or at least, not entirely by herself.  A crazy idea suddenly bloomed inside of her mind, and as time passed inexorably toward the culmination of her Countdown, the plan blossomed into a full-fledged possibility.  It would be foolish, risky, and would likely result in her destruction. 
 
    In other words, just another fun-filled day as Tacca GloomLily, the unluckiest Fairy-turned-Dungeon Core in the world. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    “Did she say why she needed to speak with us?” Sterge asked, wiping the sweat off of his face with a clean cloth.  Though, when he looked at it closer, he saw it was actually quite dirty by that point, probably because he had been helping to dig out a new foundation for yet another house – and that kind of work was exceptionally dirty.  Thankfully, they were finally catching up with the demands for shelter from the local refugees, though after more than half a year since many of them came south, it was difficult to tell refugees from others who already lived nearby.   
 
    “No, sir.  She just said to come equipped for a fight.” 
 
    Uh, oh.  That doesn’t sound good. 
 
    Sterge threw the shovel down as he thanked the Raider who had come to deliver a message from Tacca, the Dungeon Core that was in charge of the nearby dungeon.  It was still weird thinking of a dungeon as a living, thinking entity even after all of this time, but it was doubly strange now that they could actually communicate with her.   
 
    He ran towards the center of The Village, already planning out where to go to grab Gwenda and his groupmates, but by the time he arrived he found that there was no need.  His entire group, including Jesper for some reason, was already running toward him with all of their gear already equipped, so he stopped in place and started the process of equipping his own.  He was halfway done by the time they arrived, where Gwenda quickly helped him put on the rest, buckling and strapping it on his frame with quick efficiency.  
 
    “Does anyone know what this is about?  Jesper?” Sterge asked.  “Is there another attack incoming?” 
 
    The Blood Mage shook his head.  “No, I’ve had no word of an attack.  I have no idea what is going on.” 
 
    I guess I don’t feel so alone in my ignorance, now. 
 
    When he was ready to go, minus his shield and mace, which were in his bottomless bag so that he didn’t have to carry them on the run to the dungeon, they took off for the path leading up the mountainside.  It was technically the closest entrance, and the messengers didn’t specify which one they were supposed to use. 
 
    “I’m going to speed us up a little,” Jesper said as they ran, pulling out a knife from his hip.  Without another word or explanation, he cut his left palm open with the sharp implement, causing blood to well up.  With a few deft flicks of his wrist, the Blood Mage spattered each of them with his blood; the next second, it seemed to flash up as if it was ignited, disappearing entirely off of his chestpiece.   
 
    The wound on Jesper’s hand suddenly closed up and disappeared as the red-garbed mage grunted in pain.  “There, that should do it.”  
 
    Sterge was about to ask what he meant, when he felt an energy revitalizing his body – like he just received a jolt of a 4-hour nap.  More than that, his muscles felt looser, his breathing more even, and his stamina shooting through the roof; as a result, he felt himself running faster, followed by everyone else in the group. 
 
    “It will only last for 5 minutes, unfortunately, but that should get us most of the way there,” Jesper explained as they ran quickly up the pathway, passing wide-eyed Raider groups coming the opposite direction. 
 
    “Why don’t you use this more?” Gwenda asked.  “This feels unbelievable!” 
 
    The Blood Mage just smiled, saying only, “I wish I could.  Using this more than once in a 24-hour period can have some odd…side effects…that you probably don’t want to experience.  I felt this was as good of a time as any, however, as it seems Tacca needs us quickly.” 
 
    Sterge agreed.  He wasn’t sure what the Dungeon Core needed, but if she was encouraging them to hurry while making sure they were outfitted for a fight, then it had to be important. 
 
    Just after the effects of whatever blood-type spell Jesper had used on them wore off, they arrived at the dungeon entrances.  With a quick word from Jesper directed toward a group that was just about to enter the second dungeon area, they sped inside in place of them. 
 
    Perfect!  That was a lot faster than I expected. 
 
    Gwenda, ever the leader – even if Sterge was nominally a figurehead – spoke for them.  “We’re here; what’s the threat?” 
 
    There isn’t an immediate threat here, but there is one far to the north.  Whatever it is that the Invaders call home has just arrived on the surface – and Shale is alive!  I received a brief communication and vision of his surroundings before it was cut off, and he isn’t far above the surface anymore.  That means we can free him and the other Fairies.  
 
    Sterge slumped in place, most of the fight he had been prepared for draining out of him.  Tacca’s announcement certainly wasn’t what he expected. 
 
    “Tacca….”  In one of the rare instances where Jesper actually looked angry, the Blood Mage appeared ready to explode.  “This is ridiculous.  Even if we were close by, how do you think we’ll be able to save your Fairy or all of the others?  We’d be slaughtered.” 
 
    Sterge didn’t want to deliberately take sides against the very helpful Dungeon Core, but he could only agree with Jesper’s statement.  They might be able to kill one of the smaller, blue-skinned Invaders – if they were lucky – but going up against the Invaders in their home and conducting a rescue mission for some Fairies?  It would be suicide. 
 
    I’m well aware of that, which is why I’ll be coming with you. 
 
    “And furthermore—wait, what?!” Jesper asked, before he froze up as quickly as Sterge’s mind suddenly did.  Coming with us?  What does she mean by that? 
 
    I’m coming with you.  I’m not sure if it’s going to work, but I need to try.  In four days, I could be destroyed when my year Countdown ends, and I need to do this before time runs out.  I don’t know why, exactly, but I feel this is the only way we’re all going to survive; I know that doesn’t make sense, but please trust me on this. 
 
    While Sterge did trust her, he still wasn’t sure of what they were supposed to do or even how they could help.   
 
    “I’ll do it.” 
 
    Sterge felt like he just got hit over the head when he heard Gwenda speak.  His own lips moved in automatic response before he could think about what he was saying.  “If she’s going, I’ll be there to protect her.” 
 
    There was only a brief hesitation as Evy, Mordecai, and William looked at each other.  Mordecai shrugged, which was followed by the other two quickly afterwards.  “I’ve been itching to do something to fight back against the Invaders, so why not?” Evy said, twirling the sword in her right hand.   
 
    “Yeah, it’s time we took the fight to them,” Mordecai added. 
 
    William just shook his head, but he still said, “I guess I’m coming, too.  Can’t let you all go and die because you don’t have any healing.” 
 
    That just left Jesper. 
 
    I only need your help for this first part, Jesper, which is simple and not dangerous in the least.  If you choose not to help after that, that is your prerogative.   
 
    The Blood Mage appeared torn in his mind.  “Hold on, I’ll be right back,” he abruptly announced, before he ran outside.  Sterge looked at the others in confusion, but it didn’t last long – because Jesper was back before too long. 
 
    “I had to let another Clan representative know what was going on, so that she can take over for me,” he said with a determined look on his face.  “Are we leaving now?” 
 
    Yes.  Hopefully.  What I need to know is if you might have an idea where the Clan Leader might be. 
 
    Jesper looked confused, and for good reason.  Sterge couldn’t help but wonder why they needed to see Trevelyan, when Tacca said they needed to go get the Fairies free as soon as possible.  “Er…why?” the Blood Mage asked. 
 
    I’ll explain as soon as we get there, but I need to know if you have knowledge of where Trevelyan is right now.  Or, more specifically, what the place she might be located looks like. 
 
    Sadly, Jesper shook his head.  “No, I haven’t a clue where she is right now.  Whenever she needs to send a message, she simply sends someone, who then takes any news back to…wherever the Clan Leader and the rest of the Clan is roaming around.”  Before anyone could react, he gasped in an apparent epiphany.  “However, I can describe her Command Tent fairly well, because she brought it with her when she visited before.  Will that work?” 
 
    I think so.  It can’t hurt to try, I guess.  Hold on. 
 
    Sterge was all sorts of confused, but he held his tongue.  A few seconds later, there was a strange buzzing *pop* coming from behind him, and he looked around to see a floating, glowing white orb in the middle of the tunnel.  It was approximately the size of his head, if not a little bigger, and it had strange etchings that were barely visible all along its exterior, like someone had carved lines in a thin glass sphere.   
 
    “Is that you, Tacca?”  That was the only explanation he could think of that fit, so he blurted out the question in surprise.  
 
    Yes, you are correct.  I’m taking a risk here because I’m soon going to be out of options, and this needs to be done.   
 
    Now, Jesper, can you think of this Command Tent you mentioned before and picture exactly what it looks like in your mind, to the smallest detail if at all possible.  Once you have that in your thoughts, what I want you to do is try sending that picture to me using only your mind.  In fact, all of you can theoretically communicate with me using only your mind, but let’s wait on practicing that until Jesper gets this done. 
 
    Sterge was stunned, to say the least.  To be able to talk to someone by only using his mind was a powerful tool, and he was eager to test it out; however, given the situation and Tacca’s warning, he held off until Jesper finished with what he was doing. 
 
    The Blood Mage closed his eyes and scrunched up his face awkwardly as wrinkles appeared on his forehead, as if he was thinking so hard that it was transforming his body.  Sterge couldn’t see anything actually happening, though. 
 
    Almost there.  Now, keep that image steady in your mind and gently push it towards where you are hearing my voice….  Yes, that’s it….   
 
    OW!   
 
    Alright, that was a bit rough, but I think I got it.  Nice job getting it on your first attempt; next time, try being a bit gentler and we’ll both enjoy that more. 
 
    Jesper was holding his head in his hand as he bent over, and Sterge could tell by what he could see of the Blood Mage’s face that he was in pain.  William quickly offered to help heal him, but the red-clothed man waved him off, straightening up again a few seconds later. 
 
    “I think I’m fine; that was just a lot harder than I expected,” he said as he shook his head, which brought forth another wince of pain.  “My head’s feeling a little better already.” 
 
    Now that I have our destination, I need you all to place your hand on my Core.  When you all are ready, I’m going to attempt to Translocate to the Command Tent.   
 
    More terms that he had no clue about, but everything was so far over his head that he was just rolling with it by this point.  As he walked up to the glowing orb and placed his hand on the surprisingly warm sphere, Gwenda asked, “Attempt?  You haven’t done this before?” 
 
    There was a slight hesitation before a reply came from Tacca. 
 
    Not in a long time, and not after I became a Dungeon Core.  It was too expensive of an Ability shortly after my transformation, and I’ve been hesitant to use it for fear that it would be harmful to my Core, my dungeon, and/or the Cores in the Nursery, who are connected to me in a way I don’t fully understand. 
 
    “So, you’re saying that doing this might…what?  Hurt you?  Do something to your dungeon or those other Cores you’re talking about?” 
 
    Precisely.  This could potentially either shatter my Core, shut down my dungeon as my connection to it is severed when I leave, or shatter the Nursery Cores if this breaks my connection to them – or perhaps all of the above.  I have no way of knowing unless I try, and time is running out to be cautious.   
 
    “What about us?  Will it harm us?” 
 
    I have no idea, but I don’t see why it would.  Either it succeeds and we get to this Command Tent, or I shatter immediately and you’ll still be here.  If that happens, unfortunately you’ll be on your own without my dungeon to help. 
 
    “Whoa, now!” Jesper cut in.  “Surely there is another way we can go about this; your presence here, not only as a dungeon that we can delve through, but as a source of food for hundreds of thousands of people, means that you’re too important to risk yourself in this endeavor.” 
 
    Sterge had to agree, but he also understood the sacrifice Tacca was willing to make for her Dungeon Fairy.  Her friend.  He would do the same thing for Gwenda without hesitation; if it ended up indirectly hurting other people, he would feel horrible – but he’d also be dead, and he would know that he had done all he could to save the one person in the world he cared most about.  Granted, he was well aware it wasn’t necessarily the most altruistic attitude to have, so that was why he had worked so hard to help other people where he could; he knew that at a moment’s notice he might be called upon to sacrifice himself for the one he loved. 
 
    “No, she needs to do this.”  Who said that? Sterge thought, before he realized it was his own voice speaking.  When everyone looked at him, he went on, pulling words out of seemingly nowhere.  “What else can she do?  We have no other options or ideas on how to defeat these invaders, and this is at least doing something.  How would you feel if you potentially had the power to push these monsters from our lands, ending their threat to us forever, but you weren’t sure if it would actually work?  By attempting to help, you might end up killing yourself in the process, but then you would know; you’d also be dead, but that’s not my point.  I know that I, for one, could not stand idly by while everyone I knew was killed after I chose not to at least try to use every option available to me to help. 
 
    “So, despite the danger, she needs to do this.  Yes, it might destroy her Core and shut down this dungeon, including the farms inside the mountain, but it is a risk that we all need to share.  Either we’ll die when we run out of food or we’ll die when the Invaders finally push south, wiping out anyone capable of defending themselves – or we’ll have a slim chance of actually being able to fight back if this works.” 
 
    Gwenda just looked at him with a shocked look on her face, which was the only one he saw as he wound down his little impromptu speech.  When she finally smiled and said, “I agree.  Let’s do this,” he relaxed in relief.  Sterge was hoping she would understand what he was trying to say, and luckily he was right. 
 
    The rest of his group simply shrugged again and nodded, placing their hands on the Core, but Jesper hesitated.  The Blood Mage’s hesitation was only temporary as he slowly joined the others on top of the glowing Core.  Sterge quickly announced, “We’re ready,” before anyone changed their minds. 
 
    Alright, here we go.  Quick reminder: Don’t take your hands off of my Core. 
 
    There was a sudden expansion of the air around Sterge as something happened, though he couldn’t actually see anything.  Despite any visual sign of whatever Tacca was doing, he felt the hairs all over his body stand up straight, to the point that it was nearly painful.   
 
    By the way, this might feel a little strange. 
 
    Strange wasn’t the word Sterge would’ve used; terrifying and gut-wrenchingly disturbing was probably a better batch of terms as he felt his hand being sucked into Tacca’s Core, along with the rest of his arm and then his body.  Thankfully, it wasn’t exactly painful, but it was such an awkward sensation as he lost every sense of feeling all over his body.  Instinctively, as if his body was attempting to exert some sort of self-preservation response, he tried to pull away from the Core – but it was entirely too late. 
 
    The next few seconds were an agony of senselessness as his head was sucked inside of the glowing sphere, and he lost all track of his surroundings.   Strangely, he could still think and wonder about what went wrong, but he was in absolutely no position to do anything about it, even if he wanted to.   
 
    An eternity of time later, or so it seemed to him without any way to determine how much time had passed, Sterge abruptly found himself falling to the floor on his knees, an explosive *POP* reverberating through his ears.  As he tried to make sense of what just happened, he realized that the floor he was kneeling on wasn’t stone like the tunnel inside of Tacca’s dungeon where they had just been, but was instead dirt and fallen leaves.   
 
    “WHAT IS THE MEANING OF THIS!” 
 
    Sterge winced at the volume of the voice, a voice that he instantly recognized.  Sounds like it worked, but I guess I didn’t think about how this would look from the Clan Leader’s perspective. 
 
    Fortunately, he wasn’t the one that brought them there.  Sterge sagged in relief as he started to look at his surroundings, even as the one responsible for their arrival responded to the Clan Leader. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    I apologize for the abrupt arrival, Interim Clan Leader. 
 
    Tacca was still trying to recover after she had successfully Translocated out of her dungeon, while at the same time attempting to diffuse a very dangerous situation.  It didn’t take long for her to focus on Trevelyan, who was standing up behind a folding desk holding her sword in her right hand, appearing ready to chop to pieces everyone who had just appeared out of thin air.  Thankfully, her words seemed to calm the Interim Clan Leader down – a little – so she wasn’t as frightened of being shattered in the next moment. 
 
    All around her, the 6 Raiders that she had Translocated along with her Core were either sprawled out on the floor of the Command Tent or on their knees in confusion and disarray.  Tacca couldn’t really blame them, however, because she felt a bit of the same way.  But it worked! she thought. 
 
    It was a dangerous risk that she had undertaken when she attempted to Translocate, but as Sterge had mentioned in his impromptu speech, it was something that she needed to do – even if it killed her.  The fact that it hadn’t actually shattered her Core was a good sign, but as Trevelyan stood looking at her Core and the others in angry confusion, Tacca turned inward to see what damage had been done. 
 
    The first thing she searched out was her connection to her dungeon, which was surprisingly still there and as strong as it had ever been.  Actually seeing or accessing anything within, however, was beyond her; it was like standing outside of a building where you knew things inside said building were still operating normally, but without being able to walk inside and see for yourself.  She could feel that her Dungeon Force was still automatically regenerating and flowing out of her Core to replenish the creatures and traps that were killed or activated, though she couldn’t actually see it happen.  Her minor concern through the entire Translocation process was that, if she actually survived, she would be cut off from everything; while that was technically the case, at least all of the automatic processes were still going on – including the water traps in all of the farms. 
 
    The one thing that was no longer operating normally, she knew, would be the manual moving of creatures out to the entrances of her delving sections, as she always did those herself.  Without those peeking out from the entrances, the Raiders would likely be thrown into confusion, but she had no doubt that they would eventually investigate and delve again.   
 
    Tacca also felt around for her connection to the Nursery Cores, which were thankfully still there.  While she could feel that they were the same as they had been and not shattered because of her abrupt departure, she intuitively knew that she wouldn’t be able to communicate with them from her current location – if they were able to communicate, that was.   
 
    As for a better evaluation of her own Core, nothing seemed to be changed other than the direct disconnect with her dungeon.  Her Fairy Mana was already regenerating along with her Dungeon Force, and she felt that she could use just most of her Dungeon Core Options – other than Carve Earth or Place Environmental Object.  Theoretically, she could still Teleport or Create a creature or a trap, though only within visual sight; being able to Teleport all across the continent would be nice, but it just wasn’t possible. 
 
    Of course, doing any of those Dungeon Core-related abilities was virtually impossible right now considering that all of her Dungeon Force and regeneration were going toward replacing creatures and traps in her dungeon – and she couldn’t do anything to change that from her current location.  If she was going to do anything at this point, she’d have to act the role of a Fairy – because that was all that was accessible to her. 
 
    “How?  Never mind that, why are you here?” the Clan Leader asked after a few seconds, her sword disappearing inside of her bottomless bag at her side.  “Jesper?  Sterge?  Gwenda?  I don’t understand what is going on.” 
 
    I’ll explain in a moment, Trevelyan.  The Translocation process was a bit rougher on them than I expected. 
 
    That was putting it lightly.  Normally, the process of Translocating as a Fairy was fairly straightforward, if disorienting, but what happened when all 6 of the Raiders had come with her had far exceeded that.  As Tacca had activated her Ability, she had felt a rupture in the space around her Core that had sucked in not only her Core, but all of the people touching her form; while she was relatively unchanged as the rupture in space simply moved her through it to come out on the other side, without any of the usual disorientation, the Raiders were warped and bent in unnatural ways, reduced to some sort of primal energy that had miraculously been put back together when they arrived at their destination.  
 
    It was wildly more dangerous than even Tacca had expected for the Raiders, and she felt a little bad for putting them in such danger.  Nevertheless, it had all ultimately worked out, and they had arrived safe and sound – if a bit traumatized from the experience. 
 
    A minute or two later and those that she had brought with her had thrown up whatever meal they had prior to their arrival in her dungeon, which apparently made them feel exceedingly better.  So much so that they were all soon on their feet and quickly recovering, though all of them appeared a bit worse for wear and potentially still a bit queasy from the whole process.  She couldn’t help but think that it was a good thing that the picture that Shale had sent her from the inside of…wherever he was being held…wasn’t enough to Translocate to, because if she had gone there with a group of Raiders, then they would’ve all been slaughtered before they recovered. 
 
    Again, I apologize for the abrupt and unorthodox arrival, but we’re in a time crunch here, Interim Clan Leader.   
 
    Tacca began to explain what she had told Sterge, Gwenda, and the others that had come with her, as well as the process that she had used to Translocate them into Trevelyan’s Command Tent.  She also described the dangers she had undergone when activating the Ability, as well as the limitations of what she could do now that she was no longer in her dungeon.  It was a risk to list out all of her weaknesses to those that had the power to destroy her in seconds, but she was throwing out all caution in this endeavor, anyway. 
 
    “What you are suggesting seems insane, foolhardy, and will likely end up with everyone getting killed.  I cannot, in good conscience, sanction any operation to the north that might put the rest of our people at risk, Raider or not,” Trevelyan said sternly as soon as Tacca was done with her explanations.  “Not because I don’t think you’ll succeed, but because if you do, then what do you think will happen next, huh?  What’s the likelihood that they’ll come to try and get back what you took from them?  We’re at a standstill in the hostilities right now, which means that no one else is dying; by doing what you propose, it’ll stir up trouble – which could result in the deaths of everyone you know.” 
 
    If Tacca was being honest with herself, she hadn’t even thought of that.  All of her concentration had been on saving Shale and the other Fairies without considering what would happen after that.  She knew with every shard of her being that the key to defeating the Invaders would be the retrieval of her former kind from the clutches of the monstrous Invaders, but she hadn’t thought about the repercussions of such a feat.  
 
    “Interim Clan Leader, with all due respect, we volunteered for this—” Gwenda began to say, when the Moon Knight cut her off. 
 
    “I wasn’t done, young Hill Dwarf,” Trevelyan said curtly, before sighing heavily.  “Like I said, I can’t officially sanction this sort of rescue operation because of the aftereffects that will likely result…but that doesn’t mean that I don’t agree with it.  We’ve been moving around for months, waiting for the enemy to move from the capital, and we haven’t made any progress in reclaiming our lands or our people.  I’m tired of sitting here doing nothing but waiting for the inexorable push south by the enemy, where we will surely perish in the end. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong; we’re prepared to defend every inch of land south of the capital with our lives, delaying the inevitable.  But as it is now, I can’t see us winning even against a force that is a fraction of our numbers, because they are much too powerful – even for myself.  I can see it, unfortunately; we can’t win, we won’t win, and there hasn’t been anything come up that could potentially change that outcome.   
 
    “At least, until now. 
 
    “Do you truly believe that freeing these Fairies of yours, regardless of their being your friends, will somehow be the key to our survival?” 
 
    Trevelyan stared with an intangible force at Tacca’s glowing Core as she directed her question toward the former Fairy, and Tacca knew that what she said next could make or break the opportunity for the Interim Clan Leader to work with her and the others on this. 
 
    I believe that the freeing of the Fairies will be the key to our survival, though I would be lying if I said I know exactly how that is supposed to work.  All I can say is that if we don’t free them, then we are already doomed to fail. 
 
    “That’s not as encouraging as I wanted to hear…but it’ll do,” Trevelyan said softly, before cracking a smile.  “Besides, I’ve been looking for a way to get back at these things, and hopefully this is just the start.” 
 
    If things go as well as I hope, then this is just the beginning. 
 
    Tacca was glad that the Interim Clan Leader seemed as though she was on board with their plan, as that was just another obstacle that had been in their path. This wouldn’t work without her blessing, if not her help, after all. 
 
    “One question; why did you come here instead of going straight to where your Fairies are being held?” 
 
    Two reasons, actually.  For one, I need to have a clear picture of the place that I want to Translocate to; I’ve never seen most of the north, so I wouldn’t know where to go.  Second, which pertains to the first reason, I need someone who has been to the place where the slaves are building something.  Though, if I’m correct, then they are probably done with their construction. 
 
    Trevelyan crossed her arms and tapped her fingers against her breastplate in contemplation.  “I didn’t actually see it myself; I had a small squad of Rangers sneak up there to check it out, so they would certainly have an idea of where you would need to go.” 
 
    That sounds perfect.  Where are they? 
 
    “I believe that every single one that went there – and survived the assault on Guardcrest – are off to the northwest, patrolling to see whether or not there is any movement outside of the city.  They should be back in a day or two.” 
 
    That’s…unfortunate.  I don’t know if we have any time to waste, as my Countdown to my own Level increase is coming in less than 3 days.   
 
    “That’s a good thing, right?” the Clan Leader asked, confused as to why that would be a problem. 
 
    Normally, yes, but through some unique circumstances, I might end up similar to the Cores that were nearby my dungeon, in a sort of dormant state.  Or, worse yet, it might end up shattering my Core from all of the energy that will be pulsing through my form. 
 
    “Well, we won’t let that happen, will we, Sterge?” Gwenda said abruptly, only the second time those that arrived with Tacca had spoken. 
 
      The other Hill Dwarf shook his head, but the Dungeon Core knew that there was really nothing they could do to prevent it.  Even temporarily detached from her dungeon, Tacca didn’t think it would affect whatever was meant to happen to her. 
 
    I appreciate the sentiment, but this is something that I’m not sure you could prevent even if you tried.  What might help, however, is freeing the Fairies; if anyone can free me from my potential dormant state, it’ll be Council Leader Malachite and Head Instructor Lapis working together. 
 
    “I don’t know who they are,” Trevelyan interjected, “but we’ll do our best to get them back.  Unfortunately, I don’t have a way of contacting Fade and the other Rangers, so we’ll just have to wait until they return.” 
 
    Without any other choice, Tacca was forced to delay the rescue of all of the Fairies, despite the urgency.  With no one else knowing exactly where they needed to go, it would be foolish to try getting close to the area (some people knew some of the general surroundings, but not exactly where it was), and end up right in the middle of an Invader patrol.  Or worse, end up days away from the location and never know it; traveling from one place to another was a bit difficult when she couldn’t Teleport due to a lack of usable Dungeon Force, and she was fairly confident her Core couldn’t be moved by someone trying to carry it with them.   
 
    There was something she could do about her Dungeon Force accumulation, but she would have to go back to her dungeon and shut down her delving sections.  That would allow her to build up her reserve of DF again, because then it would only be used periodically to reset the water traps in the nearby living quarters and farms.  Until she was ready to head further north, however, she was planning on leaving everything running the way it was.  Although, she really should go back and let the Raiders delving through her dungeon know about the lack of creatures inviting them inside, as well as the upcoming shutdown – which would hopefully be temporary.  
 
    In less than 10 minutes, she had accumulated enough Fairy Mana to Translocate again, so she let everyone know she had to take care of a couple of things. 
 
    I’ll be back in about an hour; I need to ensure my dungeon is operating normally, as well as warn the Raiders of an impending shutdown.  I’ll need access to my Dungeon Force for when we head north.  Make sure this area is clear for my return; from all I’ve heard, anyone or anything intersecting with an incoming Translocation doesn’t end up looking so good. 
 
    “Wait.  Are you saying that when you arrived, if someone had been standing where you popped in—you might have killed them?” Trevelyan asked with more than a bit of anger. 
 
    …Er, maybe?  I’m not sure that it’s been tried with anyone but Fairies, but I can say for certain that it would definitely not be a nice day for whoever is caught in something like that.  Thankfully, no one got hurt, so it’s fine, right? 
 
    “It definitely is not fine, Tacca—” 
 
    See you in about an hour! 
 
    Before she could receive any more scolding, Tacca activated her Translocation Ability again, and she felt the same rupture in space happen again – with her Core slipping through without any problems at all.  It felt easier this time, probably because when she *popped* into existence in her Core Room, the experience was akin to being enfolded in a soft flower petal on a warm night.  Although it wasn’t anything she had personally experienced, considering her history, she thought it was similar to the feeling of coming home after a long absence.   
 
    The familiar sense of her dungeon slid right back into her consciousness, and she found that she was once again able to manipulate everything in her dungeon again, as if she had never left.  A sense of disappointment flashed through her as she realized she could’ve been doing this over the last half year without any obvious repercussions; that disappointment faded when she acknowledged that she wouldn’t have had the nerve to try it before she was desperate – plus she hadn’t had any place to go before now. 
 
    She spent the next 30 minutes or so looking over every room and tunnel inside of her dungeon, looking for anything out of the ordinary that might have been affected by her absence.  Everything appeared as normal as it could get, though as she had thought, the creatures that beckoned additional Raiders to delve inside were not operating.  To stave off any confusion over the next day or so, she told multiple groups that were already inside of the dungeon about the lack of invitation, as well as the shutdown coming shortly.  They weren’t happy about it, but none of them were exceptionally angry, especially as Tacca mentioned that she was working on something that would hopefully stop the Invaders entirely. 
 
    It wasn’t a complete lie, but it also wasn’t exactly the truth, either.  She didn’t know if what she was doing would definitely help defeat the Invaders, but everything in her said that it was their best shot.  
 
    Around an hour after she arrived, Tacca Translocated again to the Command Tent, where she surprised those waiting for her with her abrupt appearance.  Apparently, the *pop* that accompanied a Translocation was exceptionally loud for a Core. 
 
    Fortunately, Trevelyan didn’t seem to be in the Command Tent at the moment, and Tacca could only hope that she had forgotten about yelling at her for possibly killing someone the first time she arrived.  As the Interim Clan Leader arrived a few minutes later, the hapless Dungeon Fairy-turned-Dungeon Core’s luck ran out.  She was forced to endure a haranguing that she hadn’t experienced since her days in DAPS – though this time was worse because it came from someone with the sheer power to back up her threats and authority. 
 
    Tacca supposed she deserved a little of the scolding, considering that she hadn’t even considered if someone was going to be in the middle of the Command Tent when she first arrived, but she also thought it was a necessary risk.  Naturally, she had to promise not to do anything like that ever again – which she readily agreed to, because she had no intention of risking more harm to people unnecessarily – as well as a subsequent “punishment” that she didn’t mind in the least. 
 
    For a punishment, it wasn’t such a bad thing to have to talk to someone well-versed in dungeons, as well as about the minutiae of dungeon design and the reasons why they were set up the way they were.  The Interim Clan Leader, having delved through literally thousands of dungeons over her time as a Raider, had many questions regarding the “whys” and “why nots” of how dungeons were set up, as well as about Dungeon Cores themselves.  It turned out that Tacca’s Dungeon Core hadn’t been the first one Trevelyan had seen, as she had been part of a group of Clan members that had been tasked with eliminating a problem Core over 50 years ago.  That made Tacca angry at the Moon Knight, at least until she learned that the Core she had destroyed had started sending its creatures outside of its dungeon. 
 
    “I arrived after the fact, but I was still able to see the devastation caused by those monsters,” the Interim Clan Leader said about that time in her life.  “Every single person in the small village had been killed, including all of the children I was told, so it was up to us to put a stop to it so that something like that would never happen again.” 
 
    I can well understand why you needed to do that, then.  I think I already told you that the souls that usually inhabit Dungeon Cores come from a different dimension, and as far as I know there is no direct method used in determining what kind of personality arrives; as a result, some of them are…damaged…in some way, enough that they become uncontrollable.  I had one of these when I was a Dungeon Assistant, and there was absolutely no stopping him when he put his mind to sending out his creatures. 
 
    Trevelyan thought about that for a few seconds.  “Was that around 2 years ago?  I think I remember hearing something about that….” 
 
    Yes!  Clive was unfortunately my charge at the time, and the emotionless way he sent his creatures out to kill anyone they came across made him seem almost inhuman. 
 
    It was actually cathartic speaking with someone who could understand the difficulties of trying to guide someone who didn’t want to be guided.  After being a Raider for centuries, Trevelyan had a lot of experience dealing with other Clan members who were – at times – as bad or worse than the Cores that Tacca had Bonded with. 
 
    Time seemed to pass faster than she expected, and before she knew it, two days had passed while they waited for the return of the Rangers.  Finally, by mid-afternoon of the second day, the Interim Clan Leader informed Tacca that Fade and the others had returned. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    “You want to go where?!” 
 
    Obviously, Tacca’s choice of destination wasn’t a popular one, but she was insistent. 
 
    I know it will be dangerous, but we need to go there to free— 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know; you’ve explained it already, but you have to know that it is suicide to go there,” Fade – one of the Rangers – cut her off, shaking his head.  “It’s probably worse, now, considering how many of our people have been enslaved and sent off to the north.” 
 
    Be that as it may, we need to— 
 
    “I still say it’s crazy—” 
 
    Trevelyan slapped her hand against her camp desk, which formed a giant crack down the middle that she didn’t seem to notice.  “Enough, Fade.  We’ve already had this discussion, and you aren’t going, anyway.  All Tacca needs from you is a picture of a spot near where all of the construction was taking place, so that she and the others can travel there.” 
 
    The young-looking Ranger snapped his mouth shut as he visibly fumed, though he seemed to compose himself after a few seconds.  “This whole thing is nuts—I know, I know,” he started to say, cutting off whatever the Interim Clan Leader was going to say.  “Fine, I think I have the perfect place for you; it’s close enough to where the construction was going on, and hidden enough that they won’t spot you immediately.  However,” he said, holding his hand up as if to stop anyone from speaking, “I’ll only tell you if I can come along, as well.” 
 
    “I don’t understand you, Fade.  First, you thought this whole idea was ‘crazy’ and ‘suicidal’—and now you want to come along?” Trevelyan asked, looking at the Ranger with a perplexed look on her face.  “Tell me, why shouldn’t I just grab one of the others and have them help us instead?” 
 
    “Because they won’t know about the area I have picked out for you, since I spent some time searching around before we investigated the site.  And as for why I want to come along….”  Fade looked directly at Tacca’s Core, before turning back to the Interim Clan Leader.  “Well, if it’s true that she can take down those barriers on the Invaders, I want a part in getting some revenge for my team that were lost up there.  I figure this is the best chance I’m ever going to get.  Besides, they’re going to need my help sneaking up to the place without alerting the entire area, which I’m sure they’ll manage to do the first few minutes they’re up there.” 
 
    Tacca didn’t really care either way if he wanted to come along, because all she could think about at this point was the passage of time that was reaching a critical juncture.  From what she could see on her Dungeon Core Status, she had a total of 28 hours before her Countdown finished, and she needed to get this done before then.   
 
    Trevelyan stared at Fade for a moment or two, before sighing.  “Fine, you can come along.  It’ll be good to have someone watching my back.” 
 
    Huh—? 
 
    You’re coming, too? 
 
    The Interim Clan Leader just nodded.  “Of course.  I said that I wouldn’t authorize this without good reason, but I didn’t say anything about not going myself.  I’m coming along to make sure this little plan of yours succeeds, so that we don’t rile up the Invaders for nothing.” 
 
    The inclusion of the Raider Level 98 Moon Knight made their chances of success rise sharply, though Tacca was more than aware that it was still going to be highly dangerous.   
 
    If that’s settled, I need to go back to my dungeon to shut down the delving sections so that I’ll have access to my Dungeon Force.  I’ll be right back—and make sure this area is left clear again! 
 
    Without another word, Tacca Translocated back to her Core Room far to the south.  A look around her dungeon showed that it was empty (other than the residential areas) because dusk had recently fallen over the land, which made everything a lot easier for her.  With a few quick uses of her DF to fill in all three delving entrances, she carved a message in them that read: 
 
      
 
    “Closed for the time being; this Dungeon Core is currently off to save the world.” 
 
      
 
    It was unnecessarily dramatic, but it got the point across.  Once that was done, she started to absorb all of the creatures in her dungeon, though it was going to take a while for some of them, especially the higher-Level ones.  She instinctively knew that they would continue their absorption even after she Translocated away, and she didn’t want to stay for them to finish.  She needed the Control Limit they represented – just in case. 
 
    Tacca also absorbed her first section’s worth of traps, as she suspected that would be more than enough for her – if she even needed them.  She wasn’t exactly sure what she was going to need when she traveled up north, but she wanted to be prepared for just about anything.  
 
    In a little more than 15 minutes, she was ready to go.  Taking one last look around her dungeon, she began to worry that this would be the last time that she’d ever see it; however, she figuratively shook that out of her mind so as not to unnecessarily invite the bad luck for which she was known.  When she was settled enough in her thoughts, she activated her Translocation Ability again. 
 
    I’m here! 
 
    Popping up in the Command Tent tended to scare everyone at her abrupt entrance, which amused her slightly.  It was a spot of gaiety just before their journey into the unknown; she realized that despite the tense atmosphere, the upcoming dangerous rescue mission, and the prospect of facing off against more Invaders…Tacca was enjoying her new-found freedom.  Being confined to the dungeon had been necessary as she built up her different sections, but she had never forgotten the ability as a Fairy to venture out in the world whenever she felt like it, either by flying or Translocating.  While she wasn’t currently able to fly, feel the soft touch of a lily flower petal, or use her hands to emphasize her speech (which was something she realized she missed more than many other mundane things), she was now able to move around outside of her dungeon—a huge step up from just a few days before. 
 
    It only took about 20 minutes for her Fairy Mana to fill up enough so that she was completely full, and without anything else delaying them, Tacca asked for Fade to send her the image of the place they were going to travel.  She gave the same instructions to the Ranger as she did Jesper, and fortunately for them both, Fade seemed to catch on quicker to the process and didn’t shove it mentally at her like the Blood Mage had.  It was still a little rougher than what she was used to as a Fairy, but it was a much better first successful attempt than she could’ve hoped for. 
 
    The image she received from the Ranger was of a small clearing in what appeared to be a stand of trees, with the trunks close enough together that it blocked out most of what lay beyond.  Tacca couldn’t tell where it was located due to the lack of external information. 
 
    Are you sure this is close enough to the construction site? 
 
    Fade nodded.  “It’s about a mile away, and the stand of trees will be able to block most movement and sound from our arrival, especially if it’ll be as loud as it was when you came back a few minutes ago.  While I doubt this particular clearing is on a usual patrol route – it wasn’t when I checked it out before – I can’t guarantee any loud noise won’t attract attention.  This is our best chance for arriving unnoticed.” 
 
    Tacca wanted to argue that it would probably be better if they were even closer, but she couldn’t fault his logic.  The Ranger seemed to know what he was talking about, so she was inclined to trust him.  For now, at least; it was still a little strange to her how he had changed his mind so quickly earlier, but she attributed most of that to the sheer quirkiness of these people. 
 
    Is everyone ready?  Yes?  Then get in close and place your hand on my Core and don’t take it off; if you do, you’ll be left behind.  Based on prior experience, if you remove it during the Translocation process, your body might be ripped apart and deposited in two different places, and nobody wants that, now do we? 
 
    “Ha, very funny—wait, you’re serious?” Fade asked as he looked at the discomfited faces of the Raiders that had traveled to the Command Tent from Tacca’s dungeon.  They just nodded sagely at the Ranger, whose entire body seemed to lose all color.  Yet, he didn’t take his hand off of her Core. 
 
    Alright, here we go. 
 
    Tacca activated her Translocation Ability once again, feeling the space around her ripping open as those touching her were pulled inside.  This time was marginally different from the first time she transported the Raiders, as if the process was straining to finish.  It looks like I might be reaching the limit of how many people I can Translocate at once, she immediately thought.  That certainly dispelled any ideas of moving an entire army of people all linked hand-in-hand using her Translocation Ability, at least. 
 
    The entire process took all of 3 seconds, and before she could continue contemplating the limits of Translocation, they arrived in the small clearing of trees of which the Ranger had fed her the image.  While it was quite dark, as the sun had already set and any light was fading faster, she could see perfectly fine; even though this wasn’t technically her dungeon, something about her Dungeon Core senses allowed her to see without the limitations of biological eyes. 
 
    All of which was why she immediately saw a few things happen as they arrived.  First, all of the Raiders -- including Interim Clan Leader Trevelyan – fell to the grass and dirt-covered ground in a circle around her Core floating approximately 5 feet above the surface, the Clan members fully disoriented and heaving up their stomachs.  That was to be expected, so that wasn’t really what caught her attention. 
 
    It was initially the second thing that happened when they *popped* into existence in the middle of the clearing that caught her attention.  Where her Translocation Ability had ripped open a portion of space back in the Command Tent, it had also ripped open a portion of space in the clearing at the same time; unfortunately for the purple-skinned Invader that had been standing in the exact center of the ripped space, things didn’t turn out so well. 
 
    While the beginning of the Translocation process tended to suck in those that were traveling through the entrance of the rip, anything caught in the exit tended to have the opposite effect.  As the process completed, the rip in space on this end exploded, sending fragments of the Soldier Variant in all directions, its Personal Force Field doing exactly nothing to prevent its demise – because it all technically came from within its body.  The flying chunks of purple skin, along with meaty flesh, bone, and the bent pieces of six mangled weapons, led to the final thing happening that caught Tacca’s attention immediately. 
 
    The shrapnel exploded outward, but it didn’t all hit the trees surrounding the clearing.  Instead, much of it hit the half-dozen stunned-looking blue-skinned Invaders standing in a circle around the perimeter of the clearing.  Tacca wasn’t sure what they had just interrupted with their arrival, likely the purple-skinned Soldier was giving orders to the rest as it stood in the middle of the clearing, but at that point it didn’t matter.  They had just arrived in the middle of a group of dangerous Invaders – and all of the people she had brought with her were still attempting to recover from the Translocation process. 
 
    Fortunately, Tacca wasn’t as stunned as the Invaders seemed to be, so she took advantage of that fact and got to work.  She didn’t have a lot of time, though, because the Fodder could recover at any moment. 
 
    Pumping 50 Fairy Mana into her Omen Charge Ability, which she was positive would not only cover the entire clearing but a small distance into the trees, she let it activate.  As a wave of disrupting force slammed into the Invaders, making them stagger in place as their protections were taken down, she used Blinding Flash followed by Invisibility.  The flash of light was so bright that it likely lit up the sky for miles around, but there was no helping it at that point; the use of Translocation had left her with just over 500 Fairy Mana, and anything more powerful was out of reach. 
 
    Since her friends were all on the ground and attempting to recover as they vomited all over the woodland floor, none of them were affected by the powerful burst of light.  That wasn’t so for the Invaders – who might have been marginally protected by their Personal Force Fields, but those were now gone, thankfully – because they were staring right at her.  Dimensional Beings with advanced “technology” or not, their sensitive eyes were immediately blinded and they roared out in pain as they stumbled around. 
 
    Using her Dungeon Core-based Teleport, the now-invisible Core sent herself up above the treetops so that she was out of the way of the floundering Fodder Variants down below, as they blindly tried to strike out at the enemy, though some of them accidentally hit each other in the process. 
 
    Get up!  They’re blinded, but I can’t be sure how long it will last; their Personal Force Fields are down, however, so now is your chance to take them out! 
 
    Trevelyan was the first one to recover enough to stand up and pull out her blade; while she staggered as she made her way behind one of the flailing Invaders, the Interim Clan Leader was in control enough to make the powerful sweep of her sword look effortless.  Her weapon sliced through the blue-skinned Fodder’s waist, just below the bottom pair of its arms; her attack was so powerful that the top half of the Invader’s body was flung toward the nearest tree, its bisected body flailing around in mid-flight.  As it slammed into the tree trunk, a stunned look appeared on its face and it stopped roaring in pain as it sprawled on its back. 
 
    Needless to say, it was out of the fight, one way or another. 
 
    The attack and subsequent stoppage of the Invader that was cut in half caught the attention of the other blinded Fodder, as they somehow determined that their group was under attack.  Either that, or their vision was starting to come back after being blinded, in which case Trevelyan might be in trouble. 
 
    Cautiously approaching the area where one of their brethren had just had its lower half detached from its body, the Invaders were prepared to defend themselves, despite their hampered sight.  The Clan Leader was already on the move, however, and she moved to circle around the flank of the closest one, her sword at the ready and her shield out in front of her in case she needed to block a retaliatory attack.  She still wasn’t moving very fast due to the effects of the Translocation, but every moment brought her closer to her full capacities. 
 
    Speaking of full capacities, the rest of the group Tacca had brought with her were finally recovering enough to steady themselves on their feet.  It took a few fleeting seconds for them to gain their bearings and understand what was going on, but once they did, they appeared ready to fight – and almost eager to kill the Invaders.  Tacca honestly couldn’t blame them, because the need to extract some revenge upon those that had killed or captured so many of their people was strong within their hearts.  With the Dungeon Core’s help, eliminating their enemies’ protection, they were finally able to do so. 
 
    A bow seemed to materialize in Fade’s hands, along with a quiver full of arrows slung around his back.  Even as he swayed a bit from lingering disorientation, he nocked an arrow and fired in one smooth motion, hitting the nearest blue-skinned Invader that was turned toward Trevelyan’s last location.  The result of the shot wasn’t as accurate as the Ranger probably would’ve liked due to his condition, but that didn’t seem to matter to Fade; as the arrow sunk into the Fodder’s back, Tacca could see the smile that split his face from ear to ear.  The Dungeon Core could only imagine the relief he felt at his attack actually connecting; it was likely that 99% or more of his normal shots toward one of the Invaders would be blocked by their Personal Force Fields. 
 
    Just that quickly, with an application of her Omen Charge Ability, the Invaders went from an unstoppable force to one that they could handle.  Sterge threw himself in front of one of the enemies that appeared to have shaken off the effects of the blindness faster than the others, and when he blocked one attack after another, he was able to hold his own without being sliced in half.  Along with the protections that Tacca had eliminated, so too were the extra cutting and smashing effects of the Invaders’ weapons, to the point that they were manageable. 
 
    The blast of a magical spell impacted the one attacking Sterge with surprising force; unblocked by any technological barrier, the Fodder Variant was knocked on its backside as it flew backwards.  Mordecai was suddenly there in a flash, stabbing down with both of his knives right into the eyes of the Invader, where they pierced its brain and killed it near-instantly. 
 
    Meanwhile, Evy was dancing circles around yet another one of the Invaders, inflicting numerous wounds all over her still-blinded blue-skinned foe, causing it to slow down further as it bled profusely.  An arrow suddenly took it in the throat, which gave the young Elf a chance to sidle around its backside while it tried to remove the arrow ineffectually, where she jumped high and activated an Ability that had her streaking down with impossible speed and force.  Before Tacca could comprehend what had happened, two swords were sticking out of its back, impaled nearly to the hilts, and Evy was riding it down to the ground as it fell on its face, dead before it landed with a deep *whomp*.   
 
    As for the other 3 Invaders, two of them had arrows sprouting from a few wounds, but nothing incapacitating.  The arrows didn’t make much difference other than as a distraction, however, because Trevelyan had finally recovered enough to tear through them almost as quickly as she had killed the Crabs and Frogs in Tacca’s newest dungeon section.  She managed to get hit on her side by a flailing warhammer, which caused her to grunt in pain, though it didn’t do anything to change her single-minded slaughter of those arrayed against her. 
 
    Less than a minute after they had appeared in the clearing, all of the Invaders were dead along the ground – and not a single one of the Raiders had been killed. 
 
    I’d say that was a victory.  We better leave quickly, though; my little lightshow and all of the noise is sure to attract attention. 
 
    William was healing Trevelyan, who had her hand to her side in apparent pain, when Fade asked, “Why were these things here, in the exact place where we were going to arrive?  I swear I saw no sign of them patrolling or even locating this place the last time I was here.” 
 
    I forgot to mention, earlier; I have a bit of twisted luck associated with my birth, which tends to manifest itself in different ways.  Sometimes it’s good, but it’s equally sometimes bad.  I’d say this was a little bit of both, especially when my Translocation opening made this group’s leader explode from the inside out.  That, my friends, is why you should always stay away from the area where I’m going to arrive via Translocation. 
 
    “I can’t believe that you nearly did that to me,” Trevelyan mumbled as she shook her head.  She was standing up straight again, her armor just barely dented where the Invader had hit her, but she seemed healthy and hale.  “Regardless, Tacca is right – we need to move.  Where are we supposed to be going?” 
 
    Fade glanced up at the night sky and then pointed in a direction that suddenly seemed correct to Tacca.  As soon as she finally had a chance to think after the short-yet-decisive fight, the Dungeon Core concentrated on the Bond she shared with Shale, finding it to be in the same general direction where the Ranger pointed – and her Dungeon Assistant was very close. 
 
    Being just over the treetops and still invisible, she turned her focus that way – and her mind had trouble comprehending exactly what she was looking at. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    The sheer size of the structure was nearly incomprehensible, as it spanned for miles from east to west, just barely contained within what she could actually perceive.  It was at least 1,000 feet tall, if not taller, and it dwarfed the surrounding countryside like nothing she had ever seen before.  Even the city of Guardcrest, which she had seen from the air via Shale’s Perception Link, couldn’t compare to the vastness of the object she was seeing, because although the capital might have been as large, laterally, its height was so enormous that it was like stacking dozens of the city on top of each other. 
 
    Oh, my…how did they build something like this? 
 
    “What do you see, Tacca?” 
 
    She couldn’t answer right away, mainly because she wasn’t even sure what she could say to describe what she was seeing.  Tacca continued looking at the outside surface of the structure, which appeared to be some sort of smooth, dark-grey metal with small white lights interspersed all over its surface at seemingly random intervals.  There also appeared to be external ridges along the side which she thought depicted varying internal widths of the structure – definitely an odd choice, she figured.  Why didn’t they just build it straight up with a more uniform appearance?  The shape is odd—oh.   
 
    It took a little more observation, but Tacca finally saw that it wasn’t necessarily all one structure, but instead there was a clear delineation between the lower 20% and the upper 80%.  Whereas the upper 80% appeared pitted, scarred, and worn – as if millions of flaming rocks had been thrown at it with sufficient enough force to dent the metal – the lower portion appeared nearly brand new.  In addition, it was made of different materials, not just metal; Tacca saw some wooden supports here and there, as well as what appeared to be a stone-like foundation.   
 
    Refocusing her viewpoint to the bigger picture, she began to see that the lower structure was the only thing that had actually been built, as it was clear that it was built from the ground up.  The upper structure hadn’t actually been constructed, but was sort of “cradled” by the newly-built lower portion.  With mounting horror, Tacca began to remember some of the things that she’d heard David and Brandon talking about after the Invaders attacked her dungeon; words like “aliens” and “spaceships” came to the forefront of her mind, terms that she hadn’t exactly understood at the time – but she thought she did now. 
 
    Finding that their stand of trees was actually perched at the top of a small hill approximately a mile or so away from the hulking structure, she could see hundreds of rickety camps set up all along the edge.  These camps were made from an amalgamation of materials that seemed scrounged up from what had been used to construct the larger structure, small hovels or lean-tos that spread out from a large town at the foot of the mountain-like edifice.  While she couldn’t see anyone walking around, she was convinced that this was where all of the enslaved people were being held while they worked on the structure. 
 
    Though, the more she thought about it, what they had built wasn’t just some addition to the larger portion; instead, she was fairly certain she knew of its purpose.  Considering how her perception of Shale’s location through her Bond told her that he had recently been high up in the sky and was now down on the surface, in the middle of the massive structure, she could only conclude one thing.   
 
    This gigantic building was some sort of spaceship that descended from the skies, where it had docked in the slave-built structure down below. 
 
    “What—?” Tacca suddenly heard from below her and near the edge of the trees.  “I…what?”  That was the Interim Clan Leader, who was the only one to speak as they all moved to the edge of the trees; the others were completely speechless. 
 
    I know, I’m having the same difficulty trying to wrap my head around what we’re seeing.  Nevertheless, Shale and the other Fairies are inside of that thing. 
 
    “But…how?  I don’t understand; where did this come from?  There is no possible way even millions of slaves could’ve built this thing, even if they had decades.  Plus, where would they get the material?” 
 
    Tacca explained her theory, as well as describing in detail what she could see.  While some of the Raiders could see exceptionally well in the dark, the Dungeon Core could see both farther and clearer than anyone else.  For those like William who weren’t quite as good at seeing in the dark, he could at least see the general shape of the entire spaceship and dock, if not the details. 
 
    “Look, all of this is well and good, but we have to get moving,” Fade said, keeping his voice down.  For all that his words were pragmatic, Tacca could hear a measure of panic and awe in his tone that couldn’t be disguised.  “If I remember correctly, there was a massive pile of torn-up stone a little off to the north and west, which we can hide among until we know we’re safe.” 
 
    Tacca looked in that location, seeing the pile of stones the Ranger was talking about, though it didn’t look as large as he had made it seem.  They’ve probably been using it for construction.  Nevertheless, apart from the mishmash of hovels and other shelters (as well as the large town), there really wasn’t much else around that seemed to provide cover.  All around the landscape, she could see that stands of trees had been cut down, leaving their stumps behind, as their wood was used in construction; even the trees in which they had appeared were depleted, so much so that they were lucky that the clearing still even existed.  If it hadn’t, they would’ve had a lot more difficulty finding a place in which to Translocate. 
 
    Just as she was looking around for some other potential hiding places, Tacca noticed a small window open up on the side of the structure—spaceship—and she could see a glowing light inside that illuminated what appeared to be some sort of large…room?  It was honestly hard to tell at that distance, but that wasn’t what she was focusing on, anyway; out of the window came some sort of flying monstrosity that shot out at frightening speed, though she didn’t see any type of wings to propel it forward.  It was the same metallic color as the large ship, and it almost appeared like a miniature version of it, though “miniature” was a relative term.  Judging size at such distances was difficult, but it seemed at least 50 feet wide and (as it somehow turned in the middle of the air) and 100 feet long, not quite ovoid in shape, but more rectangular – like a big moving box. 
 
    And it was heading right toward them. 
 
    Uh, oh – move now!  Fade, bring everyone to those rocks you were talking about; we have incoming! 
 
    Either the others saw what she did at that point or they heard the urgency in her communication; no matter what it was that prompted them into a full sprint toward the rock pile, it was happening all the same.  Thankfully, it was still quite dark out in the middle of the night because nothing illuminated the countryside except the area near the town and rickety shelters – so the Raiders were able to escape without detection.  At least, for the moment. 
 
    The object that had left the giant spaceship was moving fast and would be to the stand of trees in just a moment, however.  Tacca wasn’t exactly sure what it was, but she knew it wasn’t going to be any good for the Raiders if they were found.  As it got closer, she could see it a little better; on what she supposed was the front side of the object was a pane of clear glass, and behind that glass were a pair of blue-skinned Invaders, though they weren’t carrying any weapons.  Instead, as unbelievable as it seemed, it appeared as though they were guiding the flying object.  She saw one of the Fodder Variants pointing down toward the stand of trees the Raiders had just fled from, and the hovering metallic object started to descend in response. 
 
    At the last moment, she suddenly realized that if she didn’t move, her Core was going to be hit by the diving object.  She was still invisible, so it wouldn’t even know if it hit her; with a quick look over to the rock pile the Raiders were still racing toward, she used her Dungeon Core Ability to Teleport.  With only a split-second transition, she found herself floating 100 feet above the pile, having just transported herself over 600 feet away from her previous location.  Looking back to where she had just been, she saw the metallic object glide into and stop exactly where her Core was a second ago, somehow suspending itself above the treetops through some magical or “technological” means.   
 
    Out from beneath the flying object came a large cone of bright light, shining down into the clearing.  She didn’t have to guess what the Fodder controlling their conveyance saw, obviously, but how they were going to react was anything but obvious.  Would they search the surrounding countryside for whoever killed all of the Invaders?  Would they take their time to investigate before they did anything more drastic?  Perhaps they would think that it was the enslaved people that somehow escaped their enslavement and took it out on their captors? 
 
    It turned out that they did none of the above.  Tacca saw the cone of bright light shine down for nearly a minute before it abruptly turned off.  The next second, the flying metallic object seemed to turn around in the middle of the air and then accelerate back toward the large spaceship, heading for the same window it had departed from not that long ago.  When it arrived inside, the window closed behind it, sealing the object away from prying eyes.  
 
    The Raiders arrived the next moment, having run quite a distance in a remarkably short amount of time.  She barely registered their arrival, however, because she was occupied by watching for any sort of response from the giant spaceship to the sudden deaths of some of their own.   
 
    I’m here, by the way, about 100 feet above; I’m watching for any type of retaliation from the object that found the remains of our welcoming committee.  So far, it doesn’t appear as if there will be any response, which I find hard to believe. 
 
    “So do I; I have a feeling that the countryside is going to be overrun by Invaders in the next few minutes,” the Interim Clan Leader said softly, not wanting to speak loudly for fear that her voice would carry over the open landscape.   
 
    If you need to speak to me, try using your mind like I’m doing here.  I doubt you’ll be able to communicate with the rest of your group members, but at least you don’t have to talk loudly for me to hear you. 
 
    “Like this?” 
 
    The communication into her mind was certainly Trevelyan, but it was also nearly a shout.  After explaining as best she could how to modulate the volume of the communication, Tacca considered what the Moon Knight said about the countryside being overrun in the next few minutes.  It certainly made sense to her, because if she were the Invaders, she would want to know who killed her people.  Barring that, she would want to ensure that it didn’t happen again, so a hunt for the culprit would certainly be on the agenda.   
 
    I don’t see anything yet, but I’ve already gained enough Fairy Mana back that I can Translocate us again – I know how much you’re looking forward to that – if they come too close.  In the meantime, does anyone see any way inside? 
 
    “You’re still determined to get inside that thing, rescue your Fairy friends, and then escape?  You do know that our one advantage here was one of surprise, right?  I don’t know about you, but I think we’ve lost any type of surprise we may have had.” 
 
    Tacca couldn’t refute the Interim Clan Leader’s words, but that didn’t change her overall goal.  All she needed was a way inside of that giant spaceship and she would be able to lead the Raiders directly to Shale’s location.   
 
    None of this changes the reason we’re here, though I’m not going to deny that it’s probably a lot harder now.  Anyone have any thoughts on how to get inside there? 
 
    As the Dungeon Core had worried, none of the Raiders had a clue; it wasn’t really surprising, though, because this whole situation was so far out of the norm that she would’ve been surprised if they did have an idea. 
 
    “It’s too dark to see it clearly from our location here, and the entire perimeter is surrounded by all these enslaved people.  If they are still acting like they were before, if we get near them they will likely attack us as well as call out to their captors – and we’ll be done before we get started,” Fade mentioned. 
 
    Unfortunately, the Ranger had a point.  Tacca wasn’t ready to give up quite yet, though. 
 
    I’m going to teleport around the outside of this structure while invisible to see if I can see a way inside.  I’ll be keeping an eye out for any Invaders heading toward your location; if it appears as if they’ll find you, I’ll be back as soon as I can to Translocate out of here. 
 
    Trevelyan and the others just nodded, huddling down inside the rock pile.  When even the Ranger wasn’t willing to scout out around the spaceship in the dark, none of the others were likely to do it instead.  It also wasn’t like they had any other choice but to follow Tacca’s direction, because they needed her to get back to safety – which was far, far to the south.  It wasn’t her intention to hold them a bit hostage here in the north, but until she was out of options, she would do what she had to in order to save Shale and the other Fairies. 
 
    All of their lives depended upon it. 
 
    Tacca kept her Invisibility active while she Teleported her Core up to the side of the spaceship, after finding that as long as she could visually see where she wanted to go – even if it was a mile away – she could reach it with her Ability.  At those distances, making a mistake and being off by a few dozen feet was a real danger, but fortunately there wasn’t a lot that she could accidentally run into outside of the massive structure.  
 
    Up close, she saw more details in the metal surface of the spaceship, most of which only confirmed what she had seen at a distance.  The exterior of the ship had seen a lot of wear, so much so that it actually appeared damaged in sections.  What she thought were smaller dents in the shell of the giant object were in fact holes that had been created in the exterior, with mangled and warped metal pillars, ropes, and other things she didn’t recognize.  Thinking that these might be a potential way inside, she cautiously Teleported closer to one of these holes, only to find that the damage only went so deep.  Even in the dead of night, she was able to see just about anything as if it was the light of day; sadly, the only thing her enhanced vision saw was that access to whatever was past the wreckage had been sealed off entirely from inside of the ship. 
 
    When she confirmed this to be the case for a half-dozen more holes she investigated, she Teleported a further distance away to get a better look at the overall damage.  Naturally, she had no idea what had caused the damage, but from some burn scars along the holes, she could only assume that it wasn’t simply a large rock being hurled at it.  If Tacca had to equate it to what she was familiar with, she would’ve said that some sort of mage had thrown thousands of giant balls of flames at it.  Or perhaps another spaceship did this?  She wasn’t knowledgeable about any of that in the least, and she suddenly wished that she had David, Brandon, or even one of the other Cores to talk to about the whole situation. 
 
    Since that wasn’t possible, she turned her attention back to looking for some way inside.  The area directly outside where she felt Shale was, behind who knew how many feet of metal spaceship, proved to be completely absent of any type of door or even a window like she had seen open before.  As for those windows, not only did there not seem to be any way to open them to get inside, but they were also approximately 500 feet above the ground.  Unless the Raiders could fly – which she was fairly certain that they could not – they would have an extremely difficult time ascending to that height. 
 
    She didn’t go completely around the whole structure, however; while she was looking for a way inside, she kept an eye out for any movement around the area.  She didn’t want to be out of sight of the rock pile where the Raiders were still hiding, and if she ventured to the far sides of the ship, that was certain to happen. 
 
    After about 5 hours of constantly Teleporting around while looking for access to the inside of the ship – and checking in with the Raider group every 30 minutes – Tacca started to panic.  No matter where she looked, the entire edifice appeared locked up tight, including one gigantic hatch she located at the very bottom, in a spot that was strangely absent of any construction from below.  The hatch or doorway was 200 feet tall and around 150 feet wide, creating two large rectangles that were split down the middle, without any sign on the outside of how to open them – just like everything else she had seen on the exterior.  Of everything, though, this massive hatch was near the surface and seemed like the most likely candidate for access. 
 
    If only it would open for them. 
 
    By the time the sun was lightening the horizon, she was ready to give up.  It seemed impossible that they would be able to get inside, and she had failed her Dungeon Assistant.  To have gotten so close and been stymied by such an improbable obstacle was disheartening, and she Teleported back to the Raiders, half of whom were napping in the early morning light. 
 
    I’m sorry, everyone.  I can’t seem to find a way inside.  I’m going to give it another hour or so to see if anything changes in the daytime, but after that I’m going to Translocate everyone back to where they belong.  I need to be in my dungeon when I finish my Countdown, and I can’t afford to wait for another chance to get inside that thing tonight.   
 
    “Fair enough, Tacca.  I’m truly sorry that we weren’t able to rescue your friends, but now that I can see this thing in the pre-dawn light, I can say that it was probably an impossible task to begin with,” Trevelyan said with more than a bit of remorse. 
 
    I can’t say that I don’t agree, but I had hoped…. 
 
    She couldn’t finish her sentence, because she wasn’t entirely ready to give up.  As she said she would do, Tacca was going to wait another hour to see if perhaps something would change in the light of the day, but after that she would head back south with everyone.   
 
    The sunlight, when it hit the entire structure, seemed to reflect off of the metal as if it was made of tiny mirrors, something that she didn’t expect.  Rather than lighten it up, it only seemed to make the spaceship more imposing, though perhaps “threatening” would be more accurate of a description. 
 
    Throughout the night and even into the early morning, nothing seemed to move outside.  A mere moment after the sun peeked over the horizon, however, Tacca immediately saw movement down in the slave camps and the town, and people emerged from their shelters in a wave, heading toward the large bottom hatch she had seen earlier but couldn’t access.  When they got there, instead of moving right in front of the hatch, they stood in orderly lines approximately 300 people deep on either side of the doorway, as if they were making some sort of gigantic corridor.   
 
    I think something is happening.  I’m preparing to Translocate all of you if it looks like they’re finally sending out a force to hunt us down.   
 
    The Raiders cautiously crept toward the edges of the rock pile, where they could get a better look at what she was seeing.  A few shifts of rock underneath Sterge’s boot seemed unnaturally loud to the Dungeon Core, which was when she realized that it was unnaturally silent over the entire area.  Even when the people down below were moving toward their new locations to make a corridor, they made almost no sound. 
 
    Therefore, it was more than obvious when a reverberating *THUMP* seemed to shake the ground, causing small pebbles to shift and roll down the rock pile – which caused a cacophony of noise and attention.  Or it would have caused quite the ruckus, if it hadn’t been overshadowed by a sudden movement of the hatch on the spaceship. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    With a further cacophony of *clunks* and *thumps* that echoed across the landscape, the giant doorway into the massive spaceship retracted to the left and the right, both halves disappearing out of view from the inside.  Whether they were sucked into the walls or were simply placed out of the way, it was difficult for Tacca to say.  Either way, there was now a point of access that would allow the Dungeon Core and her band of Raiders inside so that they could rescue Shale and the other Fairies. 
 
    “Look!” Tacca overheard Gwenda whispering loudly below her, as she pointed toward the now-accessible hatch.  Her vocalization wasn’t going to be noticed by the enemy, however, because there was enough noise coming from inside the doorway that she was nearly drowned out.  Of course, there was no real need for the Hill Dwarf to point out what was happening, because it was obvious even from nearly a mile away. 
 
    Rank after rank of Fodder Variants marched out of the ship, traveling down the corridor created by the flanking enslaved people.  Their weapons shone in the early morning sun, the light reflecting off of them as they were held in precisely the same angle, to the point where it was like watching a moving parade of lights.  Thousands of the blue-skinned Invaders poured forth in a deadly wave, moving past the hundreds of thousands of slaves until they reached a point where they spread out, forming large blocks of 1,000 – and, of course, perfectly lined up as if they practiced the maneuvers.   
 
    Is there no end of them?  There are so many…. 
 
    Tacca counted at least 20 of the blocks before she stopped counting, which meant that there were more than 20,000 of just the Fodder Variants, alone.  Considering that there were only 5,000 of them that had attacked the capital city of Guardcrest – albeit with some help from the other Variants – things weren’t looking good for the Raider Delving Clan’s chances of success against them.   
 
    Rather than be further discouraged by their numbers, she ignored the ever-growing army of Invaders that filed out of the spaceship; mostly because she couldn’t do anything about it at the moment, but also because she was becoming impatient.  Time was running out, and already she and the others had waited for over an hour as the blue-skinned Invaders poured forth from the hatch in a never-ending flood. 
 
    Except that it wasn’t completely “never-ending”; shortly after an hour passed, another 10 minutes passed as the purple-skinned Soldier Variants marched out, taking their places behind the blocks of 1,000 Fodder in groups of 100, similar to the ratio Tacca had seen in the army that had overtaken the capital.  The Soldiers seemed to take their time in emerging, almost as if they didn’t feel forced to hurry because they were “more important” than their blue-skinned brethren, which meant there was another lengthy delay before the next phase of departures emerged from the spaceship. 
 
    The 20-foot-tall, red-skinned, 8-armed Elite Variants practically strutted out of the doorway in groups of 5, swinging and twirling their weapons as if limbering up – or showing off.  Despite their longer legs, they moved even slower than the Soldiers, which made the wait for them to stop emerging even worse – because of their sheer numbers. 
 
    “There’s no way we can fight that army,” Trevelyan said to Tacca.  “Even if you somehow remove all of their protections, those red-skinned monstrosities are powerful enough that even my own group of high-Level Raiders would be hard-tasked to kill one.  We could do it, but I count at least 100 – and that isn’t even counting the ones currently still in Guardcrest.” 
 
    As much as Tacca wanted to stay positive, staring at so many Invaders – including the 100-plus Elites – lined up in a display of insane force was discouraging.  The Interim Clan Leader was right; even if Tacca was somehow able to use her Omen Charge Ability to remove the Personal Force Fields of them all, there were entirely too many of them for the remaining Clan members to defeat.  Circumstances went from desperate to hopeless in the span of a couple hours. 
 
    Nevertheless, Tacca was too stubborn to just give up.  Shale and the other Fairies were counting on her, after all. 
 
    It looks bad, I’ll give you that.  But we have something on our side that they don’t. 
 
    Mordecai chuckled darkly at that.  “Like what?  Your ability to remove their barriers is powerful, but those things are still extremely deadly.  We were fortunate that those Invaders were blinded when we fought them as soon as we arrived; if not for that, I’m not sure that all of us would’ve survived.  That was even with our surprise arrival, giving us another advantage.  Against that”—the Gnome whispered as he gestured toward the massive army of Invaders blanketing the field—“we won’t have surprise on our side.  They’ll be ready for us, and they are extraordinary fighters, regardless of their protection. 
 
    “But that can’t be what you’re talking about, can it?  You likely already knew that, so it has to be something else.  Do you have some secret weapon we don’t know about?  Or something cheesy like the power of friendship?” 
 
    Tacca didn’t answer right away, because that was essentially what she was about to say, if not in those words.  She was going to say that they were stronger together, fighting for their mutual survival, but now “Teamwork” sounded a lot lamer than it did a moment ago.  So, she changed her answer. 
 
    Knowledge.  We know this world better than any of these Invaders do, because this isn’t their world.  It isn’t even their dimension, if my Dungeon Core system is accurate.  We’ll find a way to beat them, I’m sure of it. 
 
    None of the Raiders looked convinced, but the important part was that there weren’t any other defeatist statements from them afterward.   
 
    The Dungeon Core looked at the hatch as the last of the Elite Variants had departed the ship at least a minute ago, and she was worried that they would be closing it now that all of the Invaders were outside.  Thankfully, nothing happened with it as the last of the red-skinned Invaders took their places behind the vast numbers of blocks standing at attention in frozen poses.   
 
    It looks like they are leaving the way open as they leave; now all we need is to find a way to sneak inside—WHAT IS THAT?! 
 
    Her inadvertent mental shout was a bit overwhelming to the Raiders, who all clasped their hands to their heads in agony, but fortunately the pain was short-lived.  Not that she gave them more than a perfunctory glance to make sure they were alright, because all of her attention was on the enormous monstrosity walking out of the ship at the moment.  
 
    At somewhere near 100 feet tall, the Invader had a deep-black skin color that almost seemed to absorb the light of the sun.  Its legs alone were nearly the size of the Elite Variants, and instead of 8 arms, this Invader had 12; the weapons it wielded in its hands were similar to the ones handled by its smaller cousins, but on a much larger scale and created from far different materials.   
 
    There was a shiny-looking silver and gold sword that was at least 50 feet long and 6 feet wide; it was double-bladed, meaning that it would likely deal massive damage to anything it sliced through.  It was also tapered toward the massive hilt, making it wider at its tip, extending the destructive power and reach of the weapon. 
 
    A warhammer made from some dark-brown material was also enormously large, with the head of the weapon larger than the Invader’s head.  On one side it had a single spike that appeared capable of shattering boulders, while the other side was largely flat but had small ridges all along its surface that appeared exceptionally sharp even at such extreme range. 
 
    One of the weapons was a spear that was taller than the Invaders by at least 30 feet, which meant that its attack range was simply incredible.  The material the spear was made from looked like steel but the coloring was slightly off from what Tacca was used to, so it could’ve been something else entirely; the edges of the spearhead were tinged in dark red, which the Dungeon Core couldn’t decide was dried blood or some unique aspect of the metal. 
 
    There was also a short mace made of some completely black material, making it blend in with the Invader’s arms.  It was hard to tell what exactly it looked like, but she saw spikes jutting out from the mace head that looked as large as a Hill Dwarf. 
 
    On and on it went.  There was a smaller knife attached to a chain that Tacca could only assume could be thrown and retracted, a green-glowing bar that appeared like some sort of quarterstaff, a double-bladed battleaxe, a scythe that had a curved blade as long as one of its legs, and even what looked to be some sort of bladed ball on the end of a stick and chain.  The most different weapon compared to the other Invaders, however, was actually part of a pair; two gloves covered its lower pair of hands, which had three long, thin blades coming out from the back.  Tacca could only assume that this would allow the Invader to use its hands to pick up or grapple with an opponent, while keeping those blades relatively out of the way. 
 
    Overall, the weaponry it wielded was frightening.  In fact, the only thing more frightening was the Invader itself; with a similar facial appearance as its smaller brethren, the mouth on the massive monstrosity was the biggest difference, with its blindingly white teeth sticking out of its mouth like discordant fangs, promising that if its handheld weaponry wasn’t enough to kill something, tearing it apart with its teeth would work just as well.  Lined and patchy scars that had a hint of grey to them criss-crossed its chest, arms, and legs, which made Tacca wonder what had managed to hurt the thing. 
 
    “Alright, I think I’ve seen just about everything, now.  That thing is more dangerous, regardless of any type of barrier-like protection, than anything I’ve ever fought inside of a dungeon,” the Interim Clan Leader announced softly.  “We’re so dead.” 
 
    Don’t give up yet, there’s still a chance we can figure this out.  Look; the army of Invaders is already leaving now that their…er…Commander? is here.  Better yet, they left the door open.   
 
    “After seeing that, you still want to go through with this?  I really need to get back to the Clan forces to let them know what we’ve seen,” Trevelyan responded with impatience. 
 
    Based on how fast they’re moving, I’d say that you have a few days before they pass Guardcrest – and that’s if they run at that speed the entire way. 
 
    The smaller Invaders were moving at an impressive speed, their sturdy legs pounding against the ground as they moved faster than just about anything Tacca had seen before.  The Commander was slowly loping forward, unhurried because its steps ate up the distance quickly. 
 
    “Still, I need—” 
 
    And I need your help to do this.  I promise that when we free the Fairies, you’ll have plenty of time to get back to the Clan. 
 
    The Moon Knight folded her arms across her chest.  “Hmph.  Fine, let’s just get this over with.” 
 
    I agree.  I’m going to start looking for a way inside.   
 
    As it appeared that the Raider group would be safe, Tacca Teleported closer to the open hatch and started looking around for the best place to sneak inside.  Even as she looked, however, a way was made for them – without her having to do anything. 
 
    The enslaved people are breaking off, heading back to their shelters.  The way toward the open door is completely undefended. 
 
    Fade scoffed.  “That seems like a trap to me.” 
 
    Tacca had to acknowledge that it seemed a bit suspicious, but there really wasn’t any other option. 
 
    It may be, but we don’t have any other choice.  Hurry, let’s get inside before they decide to lock us out. 
 
    There was a brief hesitation from everyone as they looked off into the distance at the massive structure and the open doorway, and Tacca could see the phrase, “Too good to be true”, etched all over their faces.  In less than a minute of contemplation, though, they started to move.   
 
    The Ranger led the way, directing the groups toward a small dip in the landscape that wouldn’t necessarily hide them from prying eyes, but it also ensured they weren’t standing out.  The noise as Sterge crashed and clanged his way across the trampled grass in his noisy armor was enough of an indication that they were there; they didn’t need anything else to point them out. 
 
    Watching from just in front of the hatch where she Teleported after getting the Raiders moving, Tacca was amazed how lax the security outside of the ship was.  She saw no sign of any Invaders, and the closest enslaved people – who appeared statuesque in their enforced immobility once they arrived back at their shelters – were hundreds of feet away.  While technically close enough to see (and even hear) the group of Raiders racing for the giant doorway, none of them even looked in their direction.  They really are mindless, aren’t they? 
 
    This close to them, Tacca could detect the heavy influence of Fairy Mana all over them, concentrating on their heads.  “Concentrating” was a bit advanced for what she felt, however, because the Mana was so unfocused and saturating that she was amazed that they weren’t dead.  The toxicity involved with infusing a person with volatile Fairy Mana should’ve destroyed them; somehow, though, all it was doing was overriding their own mental capacities, allowing them to be controlled externally.  Unfortunately, it didn’t appear as if anyone could just come up and control them.  Whatever it was that catalyzed the process would have to be used – and Tacca had no idea what that could’ve been. 
 
    Trevelyan, Sterge, Gwenda, and the others all shortly arrived at the entrance, having triggered no alerts at all.  As it had been the night before, the lack of response made absolutely no sense to Tacca, who expected some sort of reaction to their approach.  But, as she looked inside of the opened hatch, there was absolutely nothing. 
 
    Suddenly, there was a rumble that shook the immediate area and sent Gwenda sprawling on the ground, which made Tacca immediately look toward at the massive doorway.  From the edges of the hatch, she could see both sides starting to emerge from the walls, coming together toward the middle.   
 
    Hurry, get inside.  We can’t lose this opportunity. 
 
    “But we don’t know if we’re walking into a trap!  I need to scout it out—” Fade insisted. 
 
    No time!  Run! 
 
    Sterge picked up Gwenda and they started sprinting for the closing hatch, the others only a second behind.  Tacca Teleported herself inside ahead of them and watched the group struggling against the shaking ground as they ran.  I’m not sure if they’re going to make it.  Looking at her potential options to help, the Dungeon Core dismissed everything as either taking too long or being ineffective against the closing of the hatchway, so she watched helplessly as they continued their sprint. 
 
    Jesper, Trevelyan, and Fade managed to cross over the threshold in plenty of time, as well as Evy and William with their longer legs and speed.  Mordecai, despite being a Gnome, was surprisingly spry and was toward the middle of the pack, but Sterge and Gwenda were lagging behind.  No!  They’re not going to make it! 
 
    Without thinking about the consequences, Tacca Teleported next to the closing hatch and activated her Omen Charge Ability, hoping that it would stop it from closing.  As the pulse rippled out from her Core, she waited to see if it would stop…. 
 
    …but it did not. 
 
    As the doors closed ahead of the Hill Dwarves, Tacca did the only other thing she could think of.  After quickly teleporting outside of the doors before she lost sight of it, she appeared in front of Sterge and Gwenda as she dropped her Invisibility, who stopped in surprise. 
 
    Quick, touch my Core. 
 
    They complied immediately and Tacca activated her Translocation ability, picturing her destination just inside of the doorway but off to the side, just in case the others had moved around in the last few seconds. 
 
    A second after the two Dwarves were sucked into the spatial tear, Tacca found herself inside, the reverberating *POP* of the tear closing from the Translocation process echoing throughout the massive chamber where they found themselves.  Glancing to where the other Raiders were standing, Tacca was relieved to see that they were alright.  The strange thing was that they had barely reacted to her arrival with the two Hill Dwarves; instead, all of them were staring further into the chamber.   
 
    Tacca focused on what they were looking at and saw what had caught their attention.  It wasn’t the gigantic room that was hundreds of feet tall and nearly 1,000 feet wide.  It also wasn’t the magical or artificial ambient lighting that seemed to illuminate everything as well as if it were daytime outside.  And it wasn’t the strange conduits and multi-colored lights that seemed to blink on and off all over the metallic walls, which she assumed marked out different levels or floors in an unbelievably huge complex of smaller rooms.  
 
    No, it wasn’t any of that which had caught their attention.  It was the hundreds of blue-skinned Fodder Variants scattered all over the massive chamber, staring in their direction in confusion.  All because Tacca had inadvertently announced their arrival by her use of her Translocation Ability. 
 
    I think we have a problem. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    “You think?!” 
 
    The shout pounded against Sterge’s head and he tried to heave up the small breakfast he had managed to scarf down that morning.  Thankfully, he was able to swallow a few times and kept it inside, for which he was thankful; vomiting up a second meal in as many days wasn’t his idea of a fun time.  His disorientation wasn’t nearly as bad this time as it was the day before, which he attributed to the shorter distance that they traveled to get…wherever they were. 
 
    He picked Gwenda up to her feet after a few seconds of recovering his own balance, and he looked up to see a gigantic room filled with numerous things that would normally fascinate him.  Sadly, he had no time to look at it, because there were hundreds of blue-skinned Invaders staring at them and their unplanned arrival.  Whoops. 
 
    “Get us out of here, Tacca!” Trevelyan shouted again, getting close to the Dungeon Core, who was still visible.  “We can come back when things have calmed down.” 
 
    I can’t do that— 
 
    “Can’t—or won’t?” the Clan Leader growled out in anger.   
 
    I can’t do it right now; I need about 5 minutes to regenerate enough Fairy Mana to Translocate again.  We’re going to have to run. 
 
    “What?  Run where?” 
 
    Speaking of running, the Invaders had evidently gotten over their surprise and confusion at their appearance and were currently closing the distance toward their group.  Fortunately, they were still a few hundred feet away, but they would still be there in a matter of seconds.  It was also fortunate that none of the Invaders were wielding weapons, but Sterge was under no illusion that the lack of deadly implements would save him if they decided to simply beat them all to death with their fists.  Not even the Moon Knight would be able to kill that many before she was overwhelmed by sheer numbers. 
 
    Over here!  Hurry! 
 
    In the blink of an eye, Tacca had disappeared and reappeared next to the nearest wall, where the Hill Dwarf saw for the first time that it wasn’t a solid wall.  As he immediately started running to where she had reappeared, he saw that there were holes all over the base of the wall, leading into the larger structure, like hallways or corridors.  Sterge ran down one such hallway with the Invaders on his heels, his breath coming in ragged gasps as the armor weighed him down; he was already a bit slower after becoming a Defender, and all of this running while draped in his heavy protection was wearing him out. 
 
    “Which way?” 
 
    The hallway was made of metal, just like the rest of the structure; a uniform greyish color with bands of multicolored light along the ceiling and side walls was all that differentiated it from the exterior.  After about 50 feet down the corridor, their path kept going, but there was another path that branched off to the right – leading to who knew where.  In fact, it was impossible to tell where any of the hallways went, because everything appeared exactly the same to Sterge. 
 
    Take this right.  I can feel where Shale is located, but getting to him will be a challenge. 
 
    “How about we stay alive first before we worry about your friends?” Trevelyan shouted back, leading the group down the corridor that Tacca recommended.  Sterge looked around for the Dungeon Core, but he couldn’t see her glowing orb; he figured that she had used her ability to go Invisible as she moved around, which was probably a good idea. 
 
    It didn’t take long for them to find themselves at a dead end.  Not a good term right now, especially with what’s chasing us.  The corridor curved around a corner and then seemed to come to an end with some sort of strange patterned wall capping off their passageway, but it was already too late.  Sterge, bringing up the rear, could already hear the pounding of Invader footsteps coming up after them. 
 
    I think this is some sort of doorway!  Mordecai, see if you can open it up while we try to hold them off. 
 
    Hold them off?  The idea sounded ludicrous to Sterge, but he supposed that he better try – otherwise they were already dead.  He arrived at the end of the corridor just seconds after Gwenda and the rest did, and while he couldn’t see any of the blue-skinned monster people coming around the bend in the passageway, he knew it wouldn’t be long.  
 
    He took his place at the front of their group with the Interim Clan Leader at his left hand side, and he looked around to see that with the both of them working together, they would have fairly good coverage for defense.  With the width of the corridor no more than 10 feet wide, it would be difficult (but not impossible) for the Invaders to flank them on either side, especially as he saw Evy on his right, there to plug up any of them trying to sneak through.   
 
    Sterge tensed up as he saw the first flash of blue skin appear around the sharp bend in the corridor about 50 feet ahead.  Here they come—what?! 
 
    Suddenly, as if materializing from thin air, a large group of very familiar foxes appeared in between the Invaders and the defending Raiders.  The next second, coyotes, jackals, and large dogs popped into existence, nearly falling all over each other as they bounded and leapt toward the incoming enemy, who took one look at them and seemed to dismiss them as less than important.  Blue-skinned fists flew at the attacking canine monsters, smashing their heads in or breaking their limbs with ease.  What was interesting to see, however, was that of the few monsters that were able to get through the flying fists to bite at the Invaders, they seemed to actually get through their defenses and draw a very minimal amount of blood. 
 
    That was when Sterge realized that not only did these Invaders not have weapons, but they didn’t have their protective barriers, either.  He was suddenly feeling a little better about their chances of survival; he still wasn’t fully convinced that they would manage to pull off this dangerous and foolhardy rescue mission, but for the first time he felt like he was actually doing something worthwhile. 
 
    “I think I’ve got it!  Hold on—” Sterge heard from behind him, followed by a hollow-sounding *thunk*.  Glancing behind him, he saw that the end of the corridor had started to shift into the left hand wall, as if something was moving it out of their way so that they could pass.  It was slow-going, however, and it would probably take another few seconds before they could pass through. 
 
    That would be a few seconds too long, though, because already the press of Invaders was tearing through the canine-based reinforcements without a care for their own safety.  Luckily, that was when a new round of monsters appeared, this time wolves and large cougars; dozens of them waded into the fray without hesitation, inflicting very minor injuries to the Invaders, but accomplishing something even more important: A delay. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go!” Mordecai shouted, which spurred everyone into action.  While keeping half-turned in order to make sure they were safe, Sterge followed the rest of the group through the newly opened corridor.  With the sounds of fists striking monster flesh, and the growls of wolves trying to take a bite out of their prey echoing down the passageway, they managed to leave behind their pursuit – at least temporarily. 
 
    Take a left up here. 
 
    Keep going straight. 
 
    Try this right corridor. 
 
    They kept following Tacca’s directions, running deeper and deeper into the massive structure, until the point where Sterge was completely lost.  He usually prided himself on having a decent sense of direction, but this place was so monotonous and identical-looking that it was almost impossible to know where he was.  There were strange symbols along the walls at regular intervals, which he considered might be some sort of written language – but it meant absolutely nothing to him. 
 
    At different times they heard pursuit behind them, and Tacca told them to keep going while she set something up for their pursuers.  After following her directions for a minute or two, the Dungeon Core would apparently catch up with them, and the sounds of growls and roars echoed down the passageway, which they left behind within the next few seconds.   
 
    They had been running for what felt like forever when Sterge suddenly tripped over his own feet, sprawling forward on his chest as he slid to a stop.   
 
    “Tacca?  How far is it?” Gwenda asked suddenly from his side, helping Sterge to his feet.  When he managed to get up, he felt the weariness all over his body and especially his leg muscles.  Looking around, he saw the faces of the others, who also appeared weary, though not quite as bad as he was – though Gwenda was close.  “We’re going to be no good enacting a rescue if we’re all too exhausted to stand up.” 
 
    There was silence for a few seconds before Tacca responded. 
 
    Mordecai, do you think you can open that door? 
 
    Along many of the corridors they had run down, doors very similar to the one the Gnome had opened before had appeared at regular intervals, though they were all closed.  Without more than a second’s hesitation, Mordecai walked up to the side of the door and took out his knife; with a deftly aimed stab of his knife, he plunged the blade into the side of a strange circular panel situated on the right-hand side of the portal.  With a few twists and flicks of his weapon, there was a sudden *snap* from inside of the panel, and the door started to slowly open.   
 
    It was at that point that Sterge could hear their pursuers catching up to them from far down the passageway they had just traveled down.  With a hurried push toward the room, they scrambled inside; Mordecai did the exact same thing to an identical panel on the internal side of the doorway, and with another *snap* the door closed on them, hiding them from their pursuers. 
 
    While the door seemed to block out most of the sound, about 30 seconds after the Gnome had successfully closed the door, they all heard a pounding of feet pass by and continue down the corridor.  As the last of the Invaders passed them by, he heard Gwenda whispering, “Where did you learn how to do that?” 
 
    Mordecai just shrugged.  “I have no idea; it just felt right, you know?  Kind of like disarming a trap.  It had the same sort of feel to it.” 
 
    “Can you repeat the process to open it back up?” 
 
    Sterge hadn’t even thought of that.  Mordecai shrugged again.  “No idea.  Maybe?” 
 
    Uh, everyone?  Where are we?  Please tell me this isn’t what it looks like. 
 
    The Dungeon Core’s worried words caused Sterge to whip around in confusion, making him realize that he hadn’t even looked at the room where they had hidden from their pursuers.  As soon as he caught a glimpse of where they had ended up, he sincerely wished he had remained ignorant. 
 
    Arranged around the room were an assortment of what appeared to be cylindrical glass cases filled with some sort of clear liquid.  The transparency of the liquid allowed Sterge to see the figures floating inside of the cases, which were hooked up with some bizarre arrangement of black tubes connected to them.   
 
    They were all Invaders. 
 
    In the smallest of the glass cases were a bunch along the perimeter of the room that were Human-height, stacked on top of each other.  These ones contained a strange-colored Invader that looked primarily white, but as he looked around he saw that it wasn’t the case with all of them.  Some of them were starting to turn light-green, in splotches where the tubes were connected to their bodies.  Even stranger than their coloring was the fact that they only had two arms, though the ones that had more of a light-green tint seemed to be growing an extra pair of arms along their sides.   
 
    The next-largest glass cases were a bit taller than a Human, perhaps Elf-height, and contained fully green Invaders with two sets of arms, though just like the white ones, these ones were turning colors.  They appeared to be turning darker and blue-like in coloration, and they were also growing an extra pair of arms.   
 
    The next step up in size were only a fraction of the number of white and green Invaders, and those ones contained the familiar sight of the blue-skinned Invaders, though they seemed to be growing and turning purple. 
 
    Finally, with only two of them in the massive room they had entered – and displayed prominently in the middle – were two glass cylinders that contained a purple-skinned Invader being turned into an 8-armed, red-skinned monstrosity.  He looked around to see if there was one that was turning a red-skinned Invader into that scary black-skinned, 12-armed monster, but thankfully he didn’t see one. 
 
    “They’re…growing themselves?  Is this their normal development?” Gwenda asked.  Sterge glanced at her and saw that she was both fascinated and disturbed by what she was seeing. 
 
    I have no idea.  But I see something in the back of the room that I’ve been looking for. 
 
    Sterge forced himself to look past all of the glass cases filled with Invaders suspended in clear liquid to see what Tacca was talking about.  He had to move slightly to see what appeared to be some sort of odd-looking staircase leading up to a doorway, which he had to assume was on another level.  Now that he thought about it, throughout all of their racing around the corridors outside of this strange Invader-growing room, he couldn’t remember actually heading in an upward direction. 
 
    I apologize for leading you around those hallways for so long, but I was looking for a way up; Shale is just slightly above us, but I couldn’t find a way to reach him.  Hopefully that is the way up. 
 
    “Fine with me; let’s get out of this room, it’s making me extremely uncomfortable,” the Interim Clan Leader said, giving herself a shake as if the sight of everything was physically affecting her.  Sterge couldn’t say the same for himself, but he certainly was disturbed by it all. 
 
    They cautiously made their way to the back of the room, making sure to stay away from any of the glass cases.  Fortunately, there was plenty of room through a pathway that seemed specifically designed for traveling through the cylindrical containers.  In less than a minute, they were climbing up the stairs and Mordecai was working his own style of knife magic on the door’s panel.  In just a few seconds, as if practice had made him even faster, the door moved to the side, allowing them through. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    The spaceship was turning out to be a nightmarish and tortuous journey through a maze-like amalgamation of disturbing discoveries and dangerous chases that they were able to escape from by perseverance and sheer luck.  After they had left the first Invader-growing room, they had traveled down another series of corridors that didn’t seem to lead where she needed to go, which was apparently even further up the interior of the spaceship.  It only took a few minutes of wandering around before they ran into a small group of 5 blue-skinned Fodder Variants, but this time they were armed, unlike the others that had chased them before. 
 
    These Invaders also had protection in the form of their Personal Force Fields.  The moment that fact was known, Tacca immediately used her Omen Charge Ability and stripped them of their advantage, which turned the tide of battle immediately.  While the Invaders were staggering from the loss of their protection, Trevelyan immediately took the initiative and cut through two of them in swift succession, while Sterge pulled the attention of the other three and defended against their attacks. 
 
    Their blows came swift and strong, knocking the Hill Dwarf back and on his back foot, but Fade, Jesper, and Gwenda used their long-range abilities to further stagger the Invaders.  A burst of arcane magic managed to shear off half of one of the Fodder’s arms, multiple arrows caught another one in the face and neck, not quite killing it but blinding it in one eye, and the last was quickly covered in some blood that the Blood Mage flung out from a cut on his hand.  Within seconds, the Invader’s muscles started to seize up and spasm, causing the Fodder Variant to fall to its knees, where Evy spun in and took its head clean off with a slice of her swords.  The one that was half-blinded soon had a Gnome on its back, slicing through its neck before it could recover, while the one that Gwenda had amputated half of its arms fell on its side from being lopsided, where Sterge was able to stagger forward and smash in its head with a few powerful strikes with his mace.   
 
    It was a bit of a slaughter, but Sterge did manage to get hurt.  Instinctively, before William could heal the damage done to his shield arm, Tacca used her Healing Aura to help restore his health. 
 
    “What the—?  I didn’t know you could do that, Tacca!”  William exclaimed, his mouth open in surprise.  “And I think I feel some of the exhaustion flowing away from my muscles; where did you learn to do that?” 
 
    It’s an Ability I have, but it only works on my dungeon creatures and apparently my Bonded.  Now, let’s go before more of these— 
 
    A sudden loud noise cut her off as it reverberated through the corridor, sounding like some sort of bell and horn combined together.  It was nearly deafening in its volume, and Tacca could see that the Raiders had their hands over their ears in an attempt to block it out.  Thankfully, it didn’t last that long, and the Dungeon Core reveled in how silent it was in the corridor now that the alarm-type sound was gone. 
 
    The lights along the corridor, which had primarily been white, with a random color thrown in periodically which meant nothing to any of them, abruptly turned red and started to pulse.  She didn’t have to wonder what that meant for long, because Trevelyan answered it for her. 
 
    “They now know we’re here, if they didn’t before.  I’m not sure what made the difference, but I have a feeling that this place is going to be swarming with Invaders in the next few minutes.  C’mon, let’s go!” 
 
    That led to yet another run through seemingly identical corridors, being chased by Invaders, and hiding through doorways which led to even more growing rooms.  Tacca attempted to create some larger and higher-Level creatures that they could take along with them for protection, but that didn’t turn out to be a good idea.  In one of the Invader-growing rooms, the large Level 35 Mastiff couldn’t be controlled; just like in her dungeon, she only had the barest control over her creatures when there were Raiders present, even when those Raiders were Bonded to her.  She was hoping that would change once they were out of her dungeon, but that didn’t seem to be the case.   
 
    Trevelyan had needed to put the Mastiff down when it suddenly attacked them after forming, and in the process the large Dog was thrown against a bank of glass cylinders and broke them open, spilling the partially formed Invaders inside.  That seemed to trigger some sort of chain reaction that caused the clear liquid – which didn’t appear to be water, but was something a lot more viscous – to drain out of all of the rest of the cases.  Needless to say, they ran out of the room’s other exit in the back as soon as possible. 
 
    They killed dozens more Invaders as they searched for the right way to Shale and the other Fairies, but it always seemed to be behind some wall they couldn’t find a way through, or on another level entirely.  After a few hours of running around, fighting for their lives and hiding from those chasing them, Tacca was starting to get desperate.  Her Countdown was rapidly approaching; when she looked at how long she had, she found that she was already down to 12 hours.  They had to get there and rescue the Fairies – and they needed to do it faster. 
 
    “Where is it, Tacca?  It feels like we’ve traveled through this entire structure twice, already!” Fade shouted out in frustration when they were forced to detour once more.  However, this time the Dungeon Core could see down the corridor they were taking and this one – finally – felt correct.  In fact, she could feel Shale even stronger now, as if he was just within reach. 
 
    Actually, I think we’ve found it.  Mordecai, hopefully there should be a door down this corridor; I believe we’ll find what we’re looking for there. 
 
    “It’s about time!  I’m running out of arrows here,” Fade complained.  
 
    Everyone appeared exhausted, so Tacca knew that she had better be correct about her assertion.  As they turned a corner, they saw the door that the Dungeon Core had hoped would be there, and Mordecai immediately got to work opening it up.  Just as he stuck his knife in the door panel’s side, Tacca heard the stomp of feet from the direction they had just come from, and she got to work creating some more creatures to slow down whatever was coming. 
 
    Small Level 2 Branch Jackals and Frond Coyotes weren’t very effective, but they only took about 20 seconds to create, with her Core Improvement Level and the Special Characteristics that reduced the Creation Time.  Forest Wolves and Mountain Cougars took another 10 seconds or so longer, and she immediately added another few dozen of those to the group.  The creation of large groups of creatures had been fairly effective in their journey through the Invaders’ ship, though only as a delaying tactic; even when the Fodder they encountered didn’t have Personal Force Fields, the Level 2 creatures didn’t do much damage to the thick skin of the Invaders.  Also, at a cost of only about 200 to 250 Dungeon Force, it was easy to create these delaying groups fairly quickly without having to worry about running out of DF. 
 
    They were particularly effective because the Invaders, despite being overwhelmingly powerful in comparison to the Canines and Felines Tacca threw at them, wouldn’t just run through the packs of creatures to get to the Raiders.  While they didn’t hunt down every last Coyote or Cougar, they methodically killed everything in their path and only then moved on. 
 
    Sadly, just like her attempt to create a much more powerful creature, the process just wasn’t possible.  First and foremost, she never had enough time to create something that could actually be a threat to even the Fodder following them.  Secondly, after an attempt to create something more powerful, she found that if she Teleported out of sight of where she had placed it, the process would stop and she would lose the Dungeon Force she had spent on it.  Thankfully, any creatures that fully formed would continue to exist; it was only those that hadn’t materialized completely that were lost.  It was frustrating, but she was still glad that she was able to place creatures at all. 
 
    The same problem happened with any traps, because as soon as she lost sight of any she was in the middle of placing – which generally took longer to create than creatures – they would simply disappear.  If she were ever stationary for a while, then she would be able to place some likely effective traps, but that had certainly not been the case thus far. 
 
    Within seconds, Mordecai managed to get the door open, and as they waited for it to move to the side, the first of Tacca’s creatures started to materialize.  As the Raiders filed in, she saw the first of the blue-skinned Fodder that had been chasing them facing off against the Jackals and Coyotes Tacca had created.  However, something about the fight was different; rather than kill everything in their path, they were kicking and pushing through the Canines as if they weren’t even there.  When the Dungeon Core caught a glimpse of a purple-skinned Soldier leading them from the back, she thought she finally understood: Soldiers were a smarter version of the Fodder Variants, and could instruct their subordinates to ignore the fights that weren’t a threat to them. 
 
    Rather than wait an extra few seconds for the Wolves and Cougars to form, Tacca Teleported through the doorway, joining the Raiders inside.  It wasn’t worth the danger if they were just going to ignore her delaying groups. 
 
    Close the door quickly!  They’re pushing through my— 
 
    As she was speaking, Tacca took in the sight of the room they had entered – and stopped because Mordecai wasn’t there to shut the door.  The Gnome, along with the rest of the Raiders, was engaged in defending against a dozen blue-skinned Fodder that were nearby in the relatively large room.  Thankfully, they were unarmed and apparently unprotected by Personal Force Fields, as evidenced by how one had already been slain by Trevelyan.  As she looked at the rest of the room, she both despaired and was encouraged at what she saw. 
 
    Shale! 
 
    Along the right side of the room was a massive web of black netting that extended up to the 30-foot-tall ceiling, with at least 3 rows of it leading to the metal wall.  Inside of the netting and spaced out evenly, were Shale and the other Fairies, with metal clamps around their limbs and necks, trapping them in place.  Looking closer, she could see that there were pulses of energy flowing through the netting, originating from the Fairies, all leading to a set of strange metallic drums set up in the corner.  Near those drums were a pair of the smaller white-skinned Invaders with two arms, holding some strange objects in their hands that were entirely foreign to Tacca – and they also appeared shocked and even a little scared at the appearance of Raiders in the room. 
 
    Situated in the middle of the room were a series of tilted tables of some kind, with glowing lights and symbols on a glass top that probably meant something specific – but Tacca couldn’t decipher any of it.  In front of the tilted tables was a large screen that seemed to be projected in the middle of the air, and Tacca immediately recognized it as a map of the continent of Abenlure.  There were more symbols scattered all around the map, with glowing lights in different concentrations, as well as more symbols along the right side of the screen that – again – meant nothing to her.  She was sure she might be able to figure it out if she studied it enough, but there was something else that caught her attention. 
 
    On the opposite side of the room, approximately 100 feet from where the Raiders were battling the half-dozen Fodder Variants, was a 20-foot-tall, red-skinned Elite Invader that was fully armed and starting to move in the direction of the combatants.   
 
    “A little help here, Tacca!” 
 
    Even though they had been running and fighting for what seemed like all day, the Raiders were holding their own against the Fodder they were fighting.  Unfortunately, that also meant that everyone was engaged with either defending against or attacking them, so no one would have a chance to close the door, rescue the Fairies, or take on the Elite that was quickly closing the distance from the other side of the room.   
 
    So it fell to Tacca to contribute. 
 
    She could hear the Invaders out in the corridor nearing the open doorway, so the first thing she did was utilize her Omen Charge Ability.  Since the Elite was likely protected, as well, she pumped 100 Fairy Mana into the Ability to increase the range enough to encompass not only the entire room but also reaching far into the corridor.  If she could eliminate their Personal Force Fields, that would make it much easier to affect them with something else. 
 
    As the wave of her Omen Charge rippled out of her Core in all directions, a few things happened all at once.  As she had been hoping, the effect of the Ability staggered the Elite and caused it to fall to its knees in disorientation, and while she couldn’t see the Invaders out in the corridor from where she was, she could at least hear some of them falling to the metal flooring as well, with the clang of weapons hitting the metal surface.  The abrupt confusion and disorientation wouldn’t last long, she had learned, but it was enough to delay them a few crucial seconds. 
 
    The second event that happened due to her Omen Charge was that the lights on the tilted tables and the screen in the middle of the room suddenly winked out of existence, and arcs of what appeared to be some sort of lightning scattered over the surface of the tables.  A scant second or two later, the tables exploded in a charged explosion that sent glass and metal shrapnel flying out in all directions.  Tacca was fortunate that none of it hit her Core, but many other objects in the room weren’t so lucky. 
 
    Three of the Fodder Variants fighting the Raiders got a back full of glass and metal, knocking them down on their front sides, if not killing them instantly.  Mordecai took a chunk of shrapnel in his upper left leg because he was attempting to get behind the Invaders to attack them (putting him in range of the explosion), sending him sprawling in pain and essentially out of the fight.  Tacca could tell that he wasn’t going to be able to walk on his leg, because it appeared injured enough that he would have difficulty even standing.  Thankfully, no more of the Raiders experienced any other injury from the explosion, but the same couldn’t be said for the other residents of the room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Over near the metal barrels, the two white-skinned Invaders had been killed, one of them as a large shard of glass practically decapitated it, while the other one had a large bar of metal impaled through its chest.  The Elite, despite losing its protection, only took a very shallow wound to one of its 8 arms, a slice in its skin that appeared superficial. 
 
    As for the Fairies, strung up in the net of webbing and unable to move, they sadly fared the same as the white-skinned invaders.  Two Fairies that she was unable to identify were completely obliterated by shrapnel connecting with them, leaving holes in the net that was stained with blood.  Two inadvertent casualties that were caused by Tacca’s use of her Omen Charge Ability.  She wished she could’ve taken it back and used a smaller amount of Fairy Mana at the time, but there was no time to beat herself up about what she did – there were other problems to contend with. 
 
    All because the one more thing that her Omen Charge did was “short-circuit” the webbing.  Arcs of additional lightning seemed to spread throughout the net holding the Fairies in place, and Tacca could see most of them spasming as the lightning ran through their tiny bodies.  A few seconds after the tilted tables exploded, the clamps that were holding all of the Fairies in place opened at the same time as the lightning stopped, and all of the Dungeon Fairies were released, falling to the floor – including Shale.  Tacca instantly Teleported directly over her Dungeon Assistant and was relieved to see that he was still breathing; in fact, as she looked around at the others, she saw that, despite some awkward landings that may have resulted in some broken bones, all of them appeared to have lived. 
 
    The last thing that happened from her well-intentioned use of her Omen Charge was something that could potentially cause even more problems than everything else.  The metal barrels – where they seemed to collect all of the energy pulses that had originated from the Fairies – were currently covered in more of those arcs of lightning.  As the seconds went on, the arcs continued to get bigger and more violent – just like the tilted tables had before they had exploded.  If those are filled with raw siphoned Fairy Mana, like it appears they are, if those exploded….  She didn’t even want to think about what would happen; all she knew was that they needed to get out of there. 
 
    Trevelyan, I need you to hold back the Invaders coming in the door!  Everyone else, take out the rest of those you’re already fighting, then I need your help collecting all of the Fairies. 
 
    “But what about that thing over there?” the Interim Clan Leader shouted, indicating the Elite that appeared to have recovered from losing its protection and was already walking their way. 
 
    Don’t worry, I’ll keep it busy for a minute.  Past that, we’ll have to leave.   
 
    Tacca dropped her Invisibility and Teleported right in front of the Elite Invader, who stopped in confusion at her appearance.  Almost as soon as she appeared, however, she activated her Electrified Pacification Ability at 250 FM per minute; a sphere of lightning arcs shot out of her Core and enveloped the red-skinned monster, shocking it so much that it convulsed while it was frozen in its upright position.  As she felt her Fairy Mana draining, she watched as the Elite recovered from her defensive Ability, moving its limbs ever so slowly, bringing its weapons to bear on the Dungeon Core.   
 
    Tacca had flashbacks of the purple-skinned Invader attacking her dungeon for the first time, as it was able to push through the Pacification and eventually strike her.  Unlike that situation, however, she had some other options.   
 
    Within a few seconds, the Elite was nearly in range of shattering her with one of its weapons, so she simply Teleported directly behind it and activated her Electrified Pacification again.  She couldn’t have done this when she was in her dungeon because of the limitation of not being able to Teleport while there was an Invader in the same room, but she didn’t have that limitation here.   
 
    She kept Teleporting around the 8-limbed Elite whenever it was close to striking her, but her Fairy Mana was falling fast.  Tacca couldn’t allow it to get beneath 1,000, however, because she needed at least that much to Translocate away.  As she looked around at how the Raiders were doing, she was encouraged by what she saw. 
 
    The weaponless Invaders had all been slain, and Sterge, Gwenda, and Evy were collecting the Fairies in some burlap sacks that they likely pulled out of their bottomless bags.  It was completely undignified and would likely result in more injuries on top of what the Fairies had already endured, but there was no other way to collect them all – there were hundreds of them, after all. 
 
    William was near Mordecai, pulling out the metal shrapnel that had hit the Gnome in the leg, while healing him at the same time.  Screams of agony were quickly silenced as healing magic went to work, numbing the pain as it did the work of repairing the wound.   
 
    Trevelyan, Fade, and Jesper were all fighting at the door, the literal army of blue and purple-skinned Invaders much larger than Tacca had expected.  Even with the Moon Knight’s skills and martial prowess, they were slowly being pushed back. 
 
    “We can’t hold them back much longer!  I can use one of my Abilities, but I won’t be able to use another one for at least a few minutes while I recover!” the Interim Clan Leader shouted, slashing at another Fodder Variant that was getting too close.  In a matter of seconds, Tacca could see that the trio was going to be pushed back out of the doorway where they had been holding back the flood, which was the only thing preventing them from being surrounded and overrun.   
 
    “We’re grabbing the rest of the Fairies now!  Do it!” Sterge shouted back. 
 
    Without another word, an aura seemed to surround Trevelyan, growing brighter and brighter while somehow darkening the area around her.  The Moon Knight stepped back after slashing one more time at a purple-skinned Soldier that was pushing past the others, pressed her sword against her shield momentarily, and then spread her arms wide.  All of the light that had surrounded the Interim Clan Leader a second before seemed to condense in front of her in a large ball, appearing almost like a giant Dungeon Core.  With a delicate tap of her sword against the glowing orb of moonlight, Trevelyan sent it flying forward into the mass of Invaders straining to get inside of the doorway, burning through the first few as if the ball of moonlight was a superheated ball of flames, while at the same time knocking back the rest with such force that they were sent reeling backward and then pushed down the corridor as the ball of moonlight seemed to expand.  Blue and purple-skinned bodies went flying, many with grievous wounds, but other than approximately a half-dozen that had been in the forefront of the attack, none of them were mortally injured. 
 
    The Interim Clan Leader sagged in place, the effort of using the Ability draining her extensively.  However, she had done her job, pushing back the incoming horde of Invaders while the others finished up. 
 
    “Got them all!  Tacca; get us out of here!” Gwenda shouted, running back toward the other group members with the others, their burlap sacks filled with Fairies.  Even from where she was, Tacca could tell that the Arcane Sorcerer had gathered up Shale. 
 
    Coming!  Get together so that you can all touch my Core. 
 
    It was about time to Teleport out of the reach of the Elite, anyway, so she activated her Teleport yet again, using more of her dwindling Dungeon Force.  Using Teleport so many times in rapid succession, despite costing only 50 DF, tended to deplete it quite rapidly.  She appeared right in the middle of the group of Raiders, who had conveniently left a space for her; her abrupt arrival surprised them only a little bit, thankfully, and they immediately started to press their hands against her Core.  William had to lift Mordecai up a bit in order to reach, as he was still in the process of being healed from his grievous wounds, but they managed it without too much trouble.   
 
    “Fade!  Get over here!” Trevelyan yelled at the Ranger, who was firing one last shot into the corridor at the recovering Invaders already starting to stagger up to the doorway.   
 
    Fade turned around to step closer to the group so that he could join the group, when a gigantic spear came flying out of seemingly nowhere to slam into the left side of his waist.  The projectile hit him so hard that it lifted him up and flung him against the wall nearest the doorway, pinning him in place as the spearhead was embedded in the metal surface. 
 
    “NO!  Fade!  I’ve got to go get him—” Trevelyan said as she took her hand off of Tacca’s Core, pulling out her sword again as she turned to the Elite Invader, who was looking to follow up its thrown spear attack.   
 
    You cannot!  This whole place is about to blow! 
 
    Tacca had been keeping an eye on the metal barrels full of raw Fairy Mana, and the energy pulsing out from them was increasing to a frightening level.  She was sure that at any moment they would explode, doing unimaginable damage to the room and themselves, so they needed to leave right now. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “GO!  I’ll hold it off!” Fade screamed at the Interim Clan Leader.  Somehow, the Ranger had managed to keep hold of his bow, and while he was obviously in pain and shock after being impaled by a massive weapon and then stuck to a wall, he was able to nock an arrow he pulled out of his bottomless bag.  With a yell of defiance, he shot it toward the rampaging Elite Invader, who negligently tried to knock it away with its sword.  However, it hadn’t been any normal arrow; when it impacted the Elite’s sword, it seemed to explode in a cloud of dust. 
 
    Since the Invader was still moving, it ran right through the dust and immediately roared in pain; Tacca wasn’t sure what the arrow contained, but it was obviously designed to cause some annoying pain.  Instead of heading toward the larger group, the Elite’s entire focus was now on Fade as it went toward the impaled Ranger with murder in its eyes – in addition to the blood that was now running from them. 
 
    We have to go – NOW! 
 
    “No, I can still—” 
 
    Fade shot one more arrow toward the Elite, who easily sidestepped it this time, and he shouted again, “GO!  KILL ALL OF THESE BAS—" 
 
    The Ranger was abruptly cut off as a massive wave of energy released from exploding Fairy Mana barrels ripped throughout the room.  Thankfully, Tacca had already initiated the Translocation back to the Interim Clan Leader’s Command Tent after Trevelyan placed her hand back on her Core.  As everyone was sucked inside the tear in space, she felt it absorb some of the energy, but it was too late to do anything about it.   
 
    In a transition that seemed to take longer than usual, she found her Core arriving in the middle of the empty Command Tent, along with all of the Raiders – minus Fade, unfortunately.  That wasn’t the only thing that arrived with them, however; a split second before the Raiders appeared on the floor of the Tent, the Fairy Mana explosion that she had absorbed at the beginning of the Translocation arrived, continuing its explosive nature as it spread out from her Core.   
 
    The Command Tent was blown apart in a warped explosion of energy, completely shredding anything that had been inside.  When the Raiders finally arrived, they appeared right as the devastating explosive wave was finishing up its expansion, tearing through a few other tents that were set up nearby.   
 
    I think I only absorbed a tiny bit of that explosion; I can’t imagine what happened back in that ship. 
 
    It took almost a minute for the others to rouse enough from the rough Translocation to get back on their feet, but by that time Tacca had Teleported approximately 20 feet above and reactivated her Invisibility.  Thousands of Clan members were already rushing toward where the Command Tent had previously sat, wondering about the source of the explosion – so Tacca felt that it was prudent for her to be hidden from view. 
 
    “Did we make it?” Sterge said slowly, his voice raw from throwing up whatever was in his stomach yet again; Tacca was surprised there was anything left by that point. 
 
    We made it.  I’m really very sorry about Fade, but we didn’t have time to save him.  We barely made it out before the brunt of the explosion destroyed us; as it is, you can see what just a portion of its destructive power had on the Command Tent. 
 
    “My tent!  It’s…it’s gone!” Trevelyan complained as she got to her feet, looking around at the devastation.  “And Fade!  Do you think he survived?” 
 
    Unfortunately, I have no idea, but I have severe doubts.  It’s also possible that the explosion took out a small portion of that ship, as well. 
 
    “Ship?  What are you talking about?” 
 
    Tacca explained the deductions she had concerning the nature of the large structure, based on speculation from the Nursery Cores months ago, and how the construction the slaves had worked on was simply some sort of dock for the ship.  Trevelyan and the others expressed severe doubt at her theory, but they didn’t really have any way to refute it; the sheer fact that it seemed impossible for the people – even enslaved and working non-stop – to build something that huge in such a short amount of time led credence to her deductions.   
 
    “I’m fine, we’re fine,” the Interim Clan Leader assured those that had come to investigate, but Tacca wasn’t so sure.  While all of the Raiders that had made it back to the now-shredded Command Tent seemed alright, the Fairies were still obviously unconscious in their sacks.   
 
    I need to bring them back to my Core Room; they’ll be safe there. 
 
    “You’re leaving already?  But we can really use your help against what is coming—” Trevelyan said, before cutting herself off.  “That’s right, you have something going on in a few hours, don’t you?” 
 
    I do; I have about 7 hours before my Countdown ends, and I’d like to see if the Fairies will wake up.  Would your people be able to heal some of them that were injured? 
 
    “We can do that.  Let me get some help.”  The Moon Knight suddenly took charge of the situation, calling out for healers not only for the Fairies, but also for Mordecai, who wasn’t quite healed from the injury he had suffered. 
 
    By the time her Fairy Mana had regenerated enough for another Translocation, all of the unconscious Fairies had been gently arranged in padded boxes instead of their burlap sacks, and with a few quick applications of healing magic from a multitude of Healer-based Classes, the broken bones or other injuries had been healed.  Unfortunately, the healing didn’t wake them up, but Tacca was hopeful that they would wake up on their own soon. 
 
    If I survive what is coming for me, I’ll try to be back to help.  If need be, I believe that my dungeon is still saturated with my Omen Charge Ability, so if I’m still alive but dormant, I believe it can be used as a fallback position.  Unfortunately, I haven’t seen the same happen to an area outside of my dungeon, otherwise I would blanket this whole area with my Omen Charge before I would need to leave. 
 
    “Thank you in advance for whatever help you might be able to provide in the future, Tacca,” Trevelyan said sincerely.  “I sure hope you were right about your Fairy friends.” 
 
    Believe me, I hope so, too.  At the very least, our little adventure – while deadly – gave you an idea of what you’re facing. 
 
    The Moon Knight just shook her head.  “Right now, knowing what is coming, I think I’d rather be ignorant.” 
 
    Tacca could commiserate.  If it were just the gigantic army of blue, purple, and red-skinned Invaders, that would be bad enough; when that 100-foot-tall black-skinned monstrosity was added in, their chances of surviving seemed slim. 
 
    With that, Tacca took Sterge’s group and Jesper back down south, to her Core Room – the first time she had voluntarily brought someone inside her refuge.  It was necessary, however, because they were transporting the Fairies in their padded boxes, which Tacca – for all she could do – couldn’t transport, herself.   
 
    After giving the ragged-looking Raiders a few minutes to recover from yet another Translocation in less than an hour, the visitors to her Core Room made ready to leave. 
 
    Thank you all for your help in rescuing Shale and the rest of the Fairies.  It means everything to me that you were willing to risk your lives for something that I don’t even know will work. 
 
    “Wait—you’re not sure that the Fairies will be able to help?” Jesper asked, horrified.  “You sounded so sure that this was the only option we had to survive.” 
 
    It was, and it is.  However, I’m not sure how they are supposed to help, only that they can. 
 
    Sterge just shrugged.  “Fair enough.”  He turned to Gwenda with a smile on his face.   “You know, if we survive these Invaders, we’re going to have one heck of a story to tell our children.” 
 
    The other Hill Dwarf blushed and nodded.  “That we will.” 
 
    With nothing else to say, the 6 Raiders used their Spatial Transversal Ability to automatically teleport themselves out of her dungeon, and she watched them head down the mountainside toward The Village, still staggering slightly from exhaustion and the recent use of Translocations.  When they were gone, Tacca was alone in her Core Room, where she stared at the still-unconscious Fairies, especially her Dungeon Assistant, Shale. 
 
    She looked at her Countdown once again and saw that she had just under 6 hours before her time was up, and so she got to work.   
 
    She tried her Healing Aura to see if that would snap them out of their strange comas – which did absolutely nothing. 
 
    Trying to pull out some Fairy Mana from her Core to try giving it to them was impossible, but she tried it, nonetheless – to no success. 
 
    She even tried Bonding with all of them again, thinking that might start some sort of waking up process – and there was no change at all. 
 
    Lastly, in a last-ditch effort before time ran out, she did something that could be considered dangerous (though she wouldn’t have thought so before what happened at the Invader ship): she used small amounts of Fairy Mana on Omen Charges.  As had been the result of the other experiments, nothing happened. 
 
    As the time ticked away, she began to lose hope that they would wake up before she succumbed to whatever was going to happen when her Countdown ended.   
 
    One minute. 
 
    Thirty seconds. 
 
    Ten seconds. 
 
    Movement inside of her Core Room startled Tacca out of her single-minded focus on her Countdown.  Looking at the Fairies, she saw Shale sitting up in the padded box he was inside. 
 
    “Tacca?  What—?” 
 
    Shale!  You’re a—AAAAAAAHHHHHHHH! 
 
    Pain infused her Core in such levels that it felt like her mind was being shattered, an agony unlike anything she had felt previously – and she remembered feeling some horrific pain before.  All awareness of the world around her faded as she succumbed to the pain, until she couldn’t even form a complete thought. 
 
    Then she drifted away on a sea of darkness so complete it almost felt comforting…. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Shale woke up from a strange dream that he couldn’t quite remember, other than that it seemed impossible.  Strange glowing lights and Invaders seemed to populate the dream – though he supposed he should say nightmare – but as for the specific details, none of that came back to him.  He held his head as he sat up from the soft bed he was lying in because it was throbbing in pain like the rest of his body, but it seemed to subsided after a few seconds. 
 
    He finally opened his eyes, the lids of which seemed to have rocks attached to them when they didn’t want to lift right away.  When he could finally see again, he was looking at a Dungeon Core floating in the middle of his vision, one that he immediately recognized from the strange etchings along the outside. 
 
    “Tacca?” 
 
    Shale!  You’re a—AAAAAAAHHHHHHHH! 
 
    Tacca’s scream of pain chased away all of the drowsiness and heaviness that had plagued his body when he first woke up, and he jumped up off his bed – only to collapse as weakness in his legs brought him crashing down again.  When he got back to his knees, he used his wings to pull him up and off of the bed, where he approached Tacca’s Dungeon Core, while she was still screaming incoherently in pain. 
 
    “It will be alright, Tacca!  You’ll get through this; I believe in you!” he said, touching the outside of his Bonded Core.  Even with his sleep-addled mind, which was quickly waking up from all of the screaming, he knew exactly what was happening – because he had seen it happen 6 times before.  Shale wasn’t sure how he had managed to miss the last 8 or 9 months, but Tacca had evidently finished her Countdown and was going through the Core Improvement process right now.  
 
    Her glow stayed strong for a long time, which gave him hope that she would pull through.  After about 5 minutes of agonizing torture being communicated to his mind, which caused tears to pour down his face in shared empathy, her Core finally began to darken.  Less than a minute later, Tacca’s Core was as dark and dormant as the other Nursery Cores that had gone through the process.  As he pressed against the outside of her Core, he could feel the Bond he shared with her still strongly present, but it was like there was nothing on the other side.  She was there, but she wasn’t there – at the same time. 
 
    What do I do now?  What’s going on?  How did I miss so much time? 
 
    For the first time, Shale looked around the room, recognizing the Core Room that Tacca had carved out to be closer to the Nursery.  When he looked down at the floor, the sight of wooden boxes with padding on the bottom seemed to shut down his mind; inside of those boxes were hundreds of Fairies lined up in neat, orderly rows, apparently sleeping. 
 
    Shale found himself falling to the floor, his body and wings seizing up entirely as memories flooded into his mind.  Watching the Invader attack on a large Raider-filled city, the subsequent abrupt arrival of a red-skinned monster scooping him and the others with him up, and finally waking up in a strange place, secured to some sort of restraining device.  He remembered being very weak and drowsy most of the time, but he also remembered seeing familiar faces around him that were also restrained like he was: Council Leader Malachite and Head Instructor Lapis, to name a few.   
 
    What Shale also remembered – after he had first become conscious during his captivity – the feeling of his Bond with Tacca still in the back of his mind, but it was far away, very far away.  After some indeterminate amount of time, the feeling of the Bond had grown stronger, and it was at that time that he struggled and strived to hang on to at least one point of his Fairy Mana to send her a message of his whereabouts.  The very brief use of his Perception Link along with a mental communication with Tacca was only a bare flash of information, but the use of his Mana was enough to make him lose consciousness.   
 
    That was the last thing he remembered until he woke up here. 
 
    Shale picked himself up off the ground, his legs getting a little stronger as the minutes wore on, and he used his wings to flutter back up in the air to get a better look at the boxes in the Core Room.  It didn’t take him long to identify Council Leader Malachite, Head Instructor Lapis, as well as Tulip and the other Dungeon Assistants Bonded to the Nursery Cores.  He also recognized at least a dozen Instructors from DAPS, which he knew had been helping the Head Instructor with running the DPRC after most of the Council disappeared.  From what he remembered, many of them had been with the group observing the assault on the large Raider city when they were captured, so that likely explained their presence. 
 
    There were hundreds of Fairies that he didn’t recognize, however.  Some of them appeared a little more mature than the others, which he hoped meant that they were part of the original Council; he had never met any of them personally, so it was impossible to tell for sure.  As for the rest, he assumed they had either worked at the DPRC or were captured from dungeons after the Invaders arrived.  Regardless of who they were, they were alive – if still unconscious for some reason. 
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    After checking his Dungeon Assistant Information – which was frankly shocking, as he had nearly 1,000,000 Experience Pending upon his next Countdown in just under 49 years – he found that he was completely full of Fairy Mana.  For the first time in what felt like forever, he felt energized and fairly content as far as his body went; he hadn’t realized how incessantly draining it had been during his imprisonment by the Invaders until he finally had all of his Fairy Mana back.   
 
    But there was something wrong with his Information screen when he really looked at it.  While everything else seemed relatively normal, his Fairy Mana Regeneration was much lower than it had been before he was captured.  If he remembered correctly, it had been at 80 per minute; right now, it was only 13—no, now it’s 14.  Even as he stared at it, the number continued to increase, by approximately 1 every 5 minutes or so. 
 
    “Is this a result of what they did to us?”  He remembered the feeling of having all of his regenerating Fairy Mana forcibly sucked out his body when he was hooked up to whatever the Invaders had done to keep him captive; it was entirely possible that it had some longer-acting effects than he had expected. 
 
    “Where…where am I?” 
 
    The sudden sound of another Fairy shocked Shale so thoroughly that he nearly froze up and fell to the floor again, but fortunately this time he was able to arrest his downward movement and look around for the speaker.  It didn’t take long for him to find one of the ones he didn’t recognize sitting up in one of the boxes, and he flew over—just in time for her to start freaking out. 
 
    “What is this?!  Where am I?  WHO ARE ALL OF THESE DEAD FAIRIES?!” she screamed hysterically, her long reddish hair flinging out in all directions as she shook her head in denial of her circumstances.  She tried to get up and fell on her face in almost direct mimicry of what had happened with Shale, and he fluttered down to gently pick her up. 
 
    “Whoa, now!  It’s going to be alright, you’re safe now.  And they aren’t dead, they’re just…sleeping.”  His voice was trying to be as soothing as possible, but the poor Fairy was wide-eyed and it didn’t even seem like she was seeing or hearing him. 
 
    “Where’s Jennifer?  Where’s my Core?  I CAN’T FEEL MY BOND WITH HER!”   
 
    Uh, oh.  This isn’t going to be good. 
 
    “I’ll try to explain everything, but you’re going to have to calm down.”  When she started struggling against his grip on her arms, which was the only thing keeping her upright, he let her go – and she promptly fell on her face again.  This time, however, she landed on another Fairy’s knee, smacking her good in her forehead. 
 
    “OUCH!  What the—?” 
 
    Her words seemed a bit more calm (if annoyed) than angry – which he took as a good sign.  Before she could start losing it again, Shale swooped in and lifted her out of the box, setting her down on the other side of the room against the wall.  She struggled a little bit, but not as much as he expected; when he was finally able to see her face, he saw tears running down her cheeks, and her Mood Dress was completely black. 
 
    “She’s gone, isn’t she?” 
 
    The other Fairy hung her head as she sat on the stone floor of the Core Room, her back resting lightly against the wall with her legs splayed out haphazardly, as if she didn’t care about straightening them up – though that position was likely uncomfortable.  Shale sat next to her and took her hand, the only type of comfort he could think of to offer. 
 
    “I don’t know for sure, but it’s more than likely.  I’m so sorry that you had to find out about it like this.”  It was obvious to Shale that her Core had been destroyed after she had been captured by the Invaders; what was very interesting, however, was how she was still alive at all.  Unless she had been Bonded to her Core for less than a year, she should’ve died when her Core was destroyed.  “Maybe it will help if you tell me a little about yourself and your Core.” 
 
    She didn’t want to speak at first, but after a few moments of silence she haltingly started her story.  It wasn’t a complicated or particularly interesting story, especially as she remembered nothing after being captured.  Still, Shale learned that her name was Ixora and she had been Bonded to her Core, Jennifer, for over 35 years.  Still a relatively new Bond, but that shouldn’t have mattered when her Dungeon Core had been destroyed.  Somehow, the Invaders had precluded the death of Ixora when they captured her, which I suppose is a blessing.  Though, he also supposed, having all of her Fairy Mana siphoned off for eternity with no way to stop it wasn’t so much as a blessing as a curse. 
 
    She remembered the Invaders coming into Jennifer’s dungeon, about how she quickly learned that all of her Abilities were suddenly inaccessible, and how the Invaders seemed to shrug off any and all attacks arrayed against them.  Ixora only slightly remembered how they had come into the Core Room and found her, despite her Invisibility, and a net being thrown around her—and then nothing.  What he did learn from her was that she hadn’t received any warning of these Invaders from the Council or Malachite himself, which told Shale that she was probably one of the first to be captured – before anyone knew what was going on. 
 
    “I’ve got one more question for you,” Shale said, a theory starting to take root in his mind.  
 
    Ixora sniffed, most of the tears she had shed having – for the most part – stopped after recounting her tale.  “Sure, go ahead.” 
 
    “What is your maximum Fairy Mana?  And what is your current Regeneration?” 
 
    She looked confused, but then he could see her face take on a faraway look as she looked at her own Information screen.  “I have a maximum Fairy Mana of 2,400 and it’s full, and my Regeneration is—what?  That can’t be right; it says 16, but it used to be 95.  Wait, now it’s 17—what’s going on?” 
 
    Shale explained what had happened to him after he was captured, about the constant siphoning of Fairy Mana from his body, as well as his theory that it had severely hampered their current Regeneration after they were rescued.  “You were fortunate that you were unconscious during the whole process, because it was very uncomfortable; not quite torture, but right on the cusp.” 
 
    Ixora shuddered.  “I can well imagine.  So, what does this all mean?” 
 
    That was a good question.  Shale shook his head, not quite working it all out yet.  “I’m not exactly sure, but I think I was unconscious until my Fairy Mana completely refilled; as our Regeneration was stunted because of what the Invaders did, it took a while.  Thankfully, it seems as though it’s slowly getting back to normal, but for those that had larger maximum Fairy Mana, it’ll take a while for them to wake up.”  He shrugged, before adding, “If I’m correct in my assumption, of course.” 
 
    “That certainly could be the case,” Ixora agreed.  Suddenly, as if just now recognizing where they were, the other Fairy looked up into the middle of the room, where she saw the dim Core floating there.  “What happened to that Core?  Where are we, by the way?  And who rescued us?” 
 
    While he wasn’t exactly sure what happened as far as a rescue, Shale started to explain about Tacca and her Core, as well as the Nursery of other Dungeon Cores nearby.  However, before he could get more than a few words in, he heard another Fairy waking up and starting to lose it as much as Ixora had not more than 15 minutes ago.  Thankfully, this time Shale had some help in calming down the newly awakened arrival, a pale white-haired Fairy named Chalk; the sight of two Fairies speaking gently to the confused Dungeon Assistant was enough to prevent a full-on breakdown.  It also helped to revitalize Ixora a little, as if having something to do was pushing the loss of her Core away for the moment; Shale knew that sense of having lost something would never fully disappear, but by keeping busy he was hoping she wouldn’t give way to despair. 
 
    After Chalk was calmed down, the awakenings started to happen on a near-constant basis – every few minutes or so.  By the time the two got one Fairy calmed down and they could explain at least a bare-bones account of what happened, the next was waking up.  After a few dozen, the ones that had woken up first were able to help with the newly awakened, as the rate of them waking up was increasing as time went on.  What also helped was that some of them had been conscious during their captivity, so they knew exactly what had been going on with them while they were hooked up to whatever was siphoning their Fairy Mana. 
 
    “I swear I saw some Raiders enter the room where we were being held captive, just before there was a flash of light and wave of…something…flowed over us all,” one of them that had been conscious for most of her imprisonment mentioned seeing.  “If I didn’t know it was impossible, I could’ve sworn I saw a Dungeon Core inside the room—but that’s just crazy, right?” 
 
    Shale looked over his shoulder at Tacca’s Core, curiosity now burrowing itself in his mind.  Was that you, Tacca?  Did you personally come and get us?  How? 
 
    His questions weren’t going to be answered by her right now, unfortunately, but as soon as she was back up and running, he’d be grilling her on the details.  The sight of her dormant Core caused him to punch his fist into the side of the padded box in frustration, which hurt.  As he was examining his hand for any injury, he heard another familiar voice behind him.  “It happened to her, too?  I’m so sorry, Shale.” 
 
    He turned around to see Tulip, the Dungeon Assistant Bonded to one of the Nursery Cores – Brandon, to be exact.  “You’re awake!  How are you feeling?” 
 
    Tulip just shrugged.  “I’m alright; happy to be alive and out of that place.  I was only intermittently conscious, but I was well aware of what was happening – so I’m glad we were rescued.  Tacca’s doing, perhaps?” 
 
    “No idea, but it’s probably likely.  Out of all of the Fairies that were captured by the Invaders, I think I was the only one with an active Bond with a Core that was still…operational?”  He coughed, worried he had offended the other Fairy.  “Sorry, that was a bit rude; have you had a chance to see if Brandon is still…?” 
 
    She shook her head, though not because she hadn’t checked.  “I Translocated there almost immediately after waking up, but unfortunately he’s exactly the same.  Some of the other Nursery Core Assistants are already awake, as well, and it’s the same with them, too.” 
 
    Shale hadn’t even noticed any of the other Nursery Core Assistants up and around, but at that point the Core Room was appearing more and more crowded as more than a hundred Fairies were up and around.  No one seemed inclined to leave, either, which he supposed was a good thing; he had explained to many of them that they were relatively safe in their current location because of the lingering effects of Tacca’s Omen Charge Ability (he hoped, at least).  Since many of them had been taken from places that they had thought impenetrable before, he had worried that most would try to flee to the furthest reaches of the world to hide.  Instead, having a “safe haven” that had withstood an attack by the Invaders seemed to be preferable. 
 
    The awakenings continued to speed up until there was a new, hysterical Fairy every 10 or 15 seconds.  Thankfully, there were more than enough helpers around to placate those waking up, so there fortunately weren’t any more incidents of people falling on their faces. 
 
    Thank goodness for small miracles. 
 
    Now all they had to do was wait for everyone else to wake up. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Eventually, all but about a dozen of the unconscious Fairies had woken up.  Of those that were still unconscious, he recognized Council Leader Malachite along with Head Instructor Lapis and those that he had previously figured were Council members.  The conversation within Tacca’s Core room was a constant hum as hundreds of Fairies scattered around the space in groups, talking about their experiences and sharing information.  Ixora, Tulip, and the rest of the Nursery Core Assistants were helpful in disseminating everything that Shale knew or suspected, so it wasn’t long before everyone had been informed of the situation. 
 
    That information was probably another reason why no one left, because they were waiting on instruction.  That instruction would hopefully come from the Council, which was still unconscious – but everyone expected them to wake up sometime soon.  As many on the Council had been around a long time, their maximum Fairy Mana was much higher than anyone else’s; while it had already been about 2 hours since Shale woke up, none of the Council had stirred in the slightest. 
 
    It was only after another hour passed that the first of the Council members woke up; it was a Fairy that – from someone that was familiar with her – was named Lily MageDaisy.  She woke up abruptly, sitting straight up and screaming, “NO!  LET US GO!” before passing out again.  Thankfully, it was only temporary, as she revived a moment later to see dozens of Fairies standing or fluttering around her, and tears immediately flowed from her eyes. 
 
    “What?  How?” 
 
    There were plenty of others that chimed in and helped to explain what had happened to them all, though of course their rescue was still a bit of a mystery.  Even as she spoke, a few other Council members woke up and were filled in on the events they knew of over the last year and more. 
 
    “I just don’t understand – how did they even find DPRC headquarters, let alone get inside?” Lily asked as soon as most of the information was provided.  “One moment, I was monitoring the Balance Bar and Map in the Council Chambers, and the next I suddenly heard a noise toward the far end.  Somehow, some way, there was one of the Invaders I had heard about, but this one was white instead of blue – and only had two arms instead of six.  It was also much shorter, I imagine, because otherwise it wouldn’t have fit in the Chambers. 
 
    “I remember instinctively trying to Translocate away…but as many of you can likely attest to, I was unable to access any of my Abilities.  Before I or any of the others could attempt to fly away the old-fashioned way, the white Invader touched something in its hand and a visible shockwave shot out in all directions.  I found myself suddenly unable to move a muscle and subsequently fell to the floor; from the corner of my eye I could see that the other Council members and DPRC staff in the room had suffered the same fate.  The next thing I knew, I was being scooped up in some sort of black net—and then I was awake inside of a strange place, with my Fairy Mana being constantly siphoned from me. 
 
    “I was in and out for a long time, periodically waking up only for the lethargic pain from the siphoning to hit me and knock me out again.  I think I was unconscious when our rescuers came – whoever they were,” the Council member finished. 
 
    There was silence as everyone contemplated the fact that the Invaders had somehow infiltrated the DPRC, when someone cleared their throat.  “I think I can answer that.” 
 
    Shale whipped around to a different padded box to see both Council Leader Malachite and Head Instructor Lapis sitting upright, though they both held their heads in their hands as if they had really bad headaches.   
 
    “Malachite!  You’re alright!” Lily exclaimed, immediately taking off from where she had been and landing next to the Council Leader.  “The last thing I remember was you heading off to the Conclave of Sages…I’m assuming that didn’t go so well?” 
 
    The Council Leader shook his head while finally removing his hands.  “No, not so well; they had all been slaughtered, which I thought to be an impossibility, but I soon learned otherwise.”  He smiled as he looked at Lily.  “It’s nice to see you, Lily; I thought I had lost you and the Council for good.” 
 
    “Well, we’re not that easy to get rid of, I’ll have you know,” she responded cheekily, giving the Council Leader a brief hug.  “But what do you mean by what you said before?  You know who came to rescue us?” 
 
    He nodded.  “I do, or at least for the most part.  I was awake and nearest to the doorway they entered through, and I recognized some of the Raiders that came through; Shale, you’d probably recognize them better than I, but I remember checking some of them out after there were some revelations made about Bonding and contacting Raiders indirectly.” 
 
    Lily rounded on Shale, whom the Council Leader was staring right at with a smirk on his face.  “WHAT?!  There are so many violations in just that little statement that I could—” 
 
    “Lily, calm down.  It doesn’t matter right now, and honestly it’s probably the only thing that prevented the loss of this world entirely,” the Council Leader said, putting his hand on the incensed Council member.  “Granted, that could still happen despite our rescue, but I’ll explain that in a moment. 
 
    “As for who our rescuers were, I believe it was those two Hill Dwarves that Tacca had Bonded with, as well as a handful of other Raider Delving Clan members, including the Clan representative for the Clan branch nearby.  There was also someone that looked familiar, if only by description, but if it was her – then they had some powerful help.  Not quite as powerful as the Conclave of Sages, but nearly so.” 
 
    “But that wasn’t all, was it?” Shale blurted out.  He wasn’t sure why he felt he needed to mention that Tacca was likely there, but he could only put it down to his pride in his Core. 
 
    Council Leader Malachite smirked again in Shale’s direction.  “No, young Fairy, it was not.  I believe, as impossible as it is to believe, that Tacca and her Dungeon Core were physically there as well.  I recognized the etchings around her Core as she briefly appeared, before a wave of…something…flowed out of her, which caused me to fall unconscious.” 
 
    “And I can help with that – and so can Shale, as well as the other Dungeon Assistants that are Bonded to the other Dungeon Cores around here,” Head Instructor Lapis suddenly said.  He went on to explain Tacca’s Omen Charge Ability, which many didn’t have any clue about, and Tulip volunteered to detail the recently repelled attack by the Invaders on Tacca’s dungeon.  Though I suppose it wasn’t that recent, given that it’s been a good part of a year since it happened.   
 
    “That doesn’t explain how she was able to get there, but I suspect it has to do with her transferred Translocation Ability due to her dual nature,” Malachite ventured.  “I’m amazed that she was able to survive the process, let alone use it to her advantage.” 
 
    Shale nodded.  “She had always been a bit wary of trying it out, because she was worried it could destroy her Core, disconnect her from her dungeon, or harm the other Nursery Cores – or a combination of all three.  I’m assuming she was desperate enough to risk it.” 
 
    “True – and it was a risk that apparently worked out.  If she knew this was going to happen to her,” the Council Leader said as he gestured to her dormant Core, “then she probably did the only thing she could think of to help.  That means that she spent the last few days of her Countdown saving us, even at great personal risk.” 
 
    Soft murmurs bounced around the Core Room as many of the Fairies looked at Tacca’s Core with a new appreciation.  Shale already appreciated everything she had done and knew how much it probably cost her to risk her own destruction.  It made him want to do whatever he could to fix her current state of dormancy. 
 
    “There is some more information that I need to inform you all about,” the Council Leader continued with a serious tone.  “As I said before, I was awake and conscious for most of my imprisonment, so I had a chance to really study the maps and screens that the Invaders were manipulating in the same room we were held captive.” 
 
    “I saw those, too – but other than recognizing Abenlure and what was sure to be the locations of Dungeon Cores, I couldn’t make sense of it,” one of the other Council members said.  Shale remembered seeing it, but his mind was so fuzzy from the exhaustion of having his Mana siphoned away that he could barely even picture it in his head.  
 
    “I had the same problem,” Malachite acknowledged.  “At least, I had that problem to begin with.  Over time, with some focus – and a lot of time on my figurative hands – I was able to start understanding some of the symbols on a basic level.  I’m nowhere near comprehending their language, but I’m fairly confident on why they are here in the first place.” 
 
    Head Instructor Lapis spoke up at that point.  “We had a conjecture that they were here to tap into the primordial energy of this world for some reason, though we weren’t sure why.  From what we deduced, they were gradually whittling down the two balance factors – Raiders and Dungeon Cores – of that energy, until a time when there wouldn’t be enough of either to maintain the balance.  It’s a dangerous game they’re playing, because if they don’t somehow take control of it immediately, the frightening forces of the primordial energy will rip the world apart.” 
 
    The Council Leader nodded.  “That coincides with what I think I learned from watching all of those screens, which changed periodically from the map of Abenlure to something else entirely.  It wasn’t our world they were looking at; instead, it was some massive structure made of metal and other parts I couldn’t identify, but all I know is that it isn’t from here, as in this world, at all.  They are from somewhere else.” 
 
    “Tacca did mention that they are classified as Interdimensional Beings,” Shale offered.  “Some of the Nursery Cores mentioned that they could be travelers from another dimension, coming here on something called a ‘spaceship’, which allows them to travel to different worlds.  I can’t say I understand it all, though.” 
 
    “Everything I saw makes a lot more sense, then.  From what I could tell, their ‘spaceship’ was damaged in some way, and from what I can only assume by their actions, they are here to repair it.  And what do they need to repair it?  The primordial energy that is produced by this world – that would be my guess.  It’s something that they can’t access unless the balance is released from those that control it.” 
 
    “And releasing that balance means the destruction of most, if not all, of the Raiders and Cores in the world,” Lapis added, taking up the narrative.  “Most of which is concentrated on Abenlure, so there is no need to look anywhere else; destroy and kill all of them, and they’ll have access to the resource they need to repair their spaceship…and then what?” 
 
    “They leave, that’s what.”  Malachite’s tone had a tinge of sadness, despite the good news.  “From what I could deduce of their actions, and of the sight of the Invaders inside of their ship – especially their leader – I can only assume that their society revels in their military strength, and a challenge to their might is something that they actually enjoy.  If they were able to kill everything that could pose a challenge to them, then as soon as they repair their spaceship, they’ll leave to find a challenge somewhere else.  And without them here, taking control of the balance…well, I can assure you, we wouldn’t want to be anywhere near this world. 
 
    “Which brings me to the most important question you’ll ever have to answer in your lives,” the Council Leader went on, more serious than ever.  He looked around the room, seemingly staring into the very soul of every individual Fairy, before he asked his question.  “Do we stay or do we go?” 
 
    Shale was confused.  “Go where?” 
 
    Council Member Lily answered this time.  “The Council has the ability to open up a portal to another dimension, where we can either join an existing system already in place, or we can start over somewhere new.  From what I gather, other dimensions can be completely different from this one, so it is possible that if we were to leave, we would all start back at the beginning; any progress that we had made to get stronger over the years may or may not work the same in another dimension, so we would be literally starting over from scratch. 
 
    “Occasionally, help can be garnered from other Fairy Councils in other dimensions, but it is usually temporary and extremely dangerous.  The portals to those dimensions are required to stay open for systems to operate normally, but they can become unstable if left open for too long.  And before you ask,” she said, lifting her hand up to forestall any comment, “there is absolutely zero chance that we might find some help from another dimension, given the state of our world right now.  It would be too risky for either dimension, because if an open portal was subjected to the unleashed primordial balance, it could rip apart not only this world, but whatever world is on the other side of the dimensional portal.” 
 
    That was a lot to take in all at once.  His immediate thought was that he would never abandon Tacca because she was his Dungeon Core, and she hadn’t abandoned him when he had been captured.  After a glance at her Core, however, a tiny wiggle of practicality wormed into his mind.  But how likely is it that we’ll be able to defeat the Invaders permanently?  What if they take control of the primordial balance despite anything that we do, and this world is doomed no matter what?   
 
    From what he could infer from both Council Leader Malachite’s question and Council Member Lily’s explanation, it sounded like if they were to wait until the last moment, the dimensional portal might either not work or be unstable enough that they couldn’t escape.  If they had any hope of escaping and abandoning this world to its fate – something that pained him to even think about – they would have to leave soon, rather than waiting for when there was no other choice. 
 
    He couldn’t do it, though. 
 
    “I’m not leaving,” he said quickly.  “We’ve gone through something that I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy, I know, but there is so much to this world that is worth trying to save.  The Raiders, as much as they are a pain sometimes, are just as much part of this world as we are; would we be able to transport all of them through a dimensional portal?” 
 
    Lily shook her head.  “You already know the answer to that.” 
 
    “Exactly.  Would we be able to transport all of the remaining Dungeon Cores that are still out there?  I can’t see how that would be possible.  Think about it; who was it that saved us from a fate that was worse than death?  Would we really be able to live with ourselves if we abandoned both of them to save ourselves?  For myself, I know that I wouldn’t be able to get through every day knowing that I turned my back on them, after everything they had done to rescue us.  They did it for a reason, if I know Tacca, and not from a selfish desire to save me because I’m Bonded to her.  We have to do what we can to save this world, or we’re no better than the Invaders.” 
 
    “That’s a bold statement, young Shale,” the Council Leader said, though Shale could see a hint of a smile on Malachite’s face. 
 
    “It’s true, though.  If we were to leave now, it would be using the efforts of our rescuers to save ourselves, abandoning them to certain death.  Doesn’t that sound like what the Invaders are doing with this world?” 
 
    That question garnered quite a bit of conversation from the hundreds of Fairies in the room, and from what Shale could tell, it was mostly in agreement.  There were a few that still wanted to leave in order to save themselves, but the vast majority seemed to want to stay. 
 
    “From the consensus I’m feeling from everyone, I believe we’re going to stick this out and stay.  For those that absolutely want to run away, I’ll be making a one-time offer to open up the dimensional portal to let them through, but you must understand the risks.  I’ll have to open it inside of the DPRC, which means that we’ll be vulnerable outside of this dungeon; the Invaders have infiltrated it before, and I can’t guarantee they won’t do it again.  It would definitely be a tempting target, especially with how much energy in the form of Fairy Mana is used in the creation of the portal.”  The Council Leader then asked for a count of those who wished to leave, but it seemed as though they had changed their minds. 
 
    Good.  We’re all in this together. 
 
    Malachite then turned to Shale and Head Instructor Lapis, looking between them as he asked, “Now then, how do you think we would be of the most help?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    “Well, obviously we won’t be fighting the Invaders ourselves, because all of our Abilities shut down,” the Head Instructor started.  “Which means there are only a few ways we can help: Dungeon Cores and the Raider Delving Clan.  Providing assistance to the Clan is a bit tricky and probably unneeded, as they are powerful in their own right – but that doesn’t mean it isn’t possible.  What we should be able to help with is freeing the rest of the people from their forced enslavement – due to our Fairy Mana being responsible for it in the first place.  That should be easy enough to do once the Invaders are dealt with, but the issue is getting to that point.” 
 
    Lily nodded and added her own thoughts.  “I can’t believe I’m saying this, because it goes against everything we’ve done over the last 10,000 years, but…well, times are a bit desperate now.  For instance, we can act as scouts from high above, letting the Clan know about the movements of the Invaders.  We can also help to coordinate their own defenses, as we can move from location to location quite quickly with our Translocation Abilities.” 
 
    The Council Leader nodded.  “Very true, we can do all of that and more.  However, that really doesn’t do us any good if the Clan is going to get overrun, is it?  So, that leaves us doing what we do best: Assisting Dungeon Cores, and especially our one advantage we have over the Invaders.”  Malachite pointed to Tacca’s Core, just in case there was anyone who didn’t understand what he was talking about.  “Without Tacca’s help, this world is doomed; it’s sadly as simple as that.” 
 
    Having the weight of their world’s salvation on his and his Core’s shoulders was a heady feeling – a sensation that he didn’t particularly care for.  Regardless, it wasn’t as if they had asked to be in this position; it had basically just happened through a series of seemingly unconnected events.   
 
    “Lapis – do you know why she is like this?  And I think you said that the other Cores I brought here are experiencing the same effect?”  The Council Leader looked at the Head Instructor, who began an explanation of what had happened to Tacca and the other Nursery Cores, even if he wasn’t exactly sure why. 
 
    “So they’re connected somehow?” 
 
    Shale nodded.  “It’s apparently another Ability that Tacca has called Shared Risk; the other Cores took on some of the more fragile qualities of her Core – such as having limits on the number of traps she could place or a limit on how much Dungeon Force she could expend at a single time – but they also all shared their Special Characteristics with each other.  It was the prevailing thought at the time that with so many Core Improvement Points being fed into them when they finished their Countdown, their Cores and consciousnesses couldn’t handle it.” 
 
    The Head Instructor nodded.  “I’ve never seen something like this happen before, and it really shouldn’t have – especially to the other Cores, which technically do not match the special circumstances of our young Tacca here.  In fact, I’ve heard of some Cores in the past accumulating nearly as many CIPs as these Cores did and they had absolutely no problem going through the Core Improvement Level processes.  I can’t explain why it happened in the first place to these Cores, so I have no idea how to fix it.” 
 
    There was silence throughout the room, as even the low murmur that had accompanied hundreds of Fairies gathered in the same room had faded.  Shale was trying to think of a solution, but just as he hadn’t been able to think of a solution when the Nursery Cores first went dormant, he had nothing. 
 
    “I…think I may know the reason,” Lily suddenly spoke up.  When everyone looked at her in expectation, she continued.  “Most of you may remember Tacca as a Dungeon Fairy, an Assistant to multiple Dungeon Cores over the course of nearly a year.  A unique…detriment to her Bonding with different Cores was to extend the bad luck associated with her auspicious birth, which ended up with the Core’s destruction. 
 
    “Contrary to what many of who knew about this situation, the placement of Tacca with those Cores was entirely on purpose, to eliminate problem Cores that needed to be replaced,” she continued, though she held up her hands to stop any conversation.  “I know, that sounds counter-intuitive, but that was the reality of the situation back then; the rules and regulations were in place for a reason, and Dungeon Cores that violate them – and continuing to exist – can lead to danger to other, rule-abiding Cores and their Dungeon Assistants.  
 
    “Now, getting back to my point, Tacca and her bad luck were responsible for the destruction of quite a few Cores before her soul ended up being sucked into the latest Dungeon Core to which she was Bonded.  If I understand correctly, this was the result of the Core’s original soul forcibly pulling her inside?” Lily asked Shale. 
 
    “As far as she told me, that is correct.” 
 
    “Then I think that is where many of her problems lie.  Obviously, her soul being forcibly pulled into the Core without her consent is a problem, but it’s also because Fairy souls are a bit different from the souls that normally inhabit Dungeon Cores.” 
 
    Before she could go on, Head Instructor Lapis suddenly seemed to catch on to what she was getting at.  “And so there is a disconnect between the Core that she inhabits and her Fairy soul!” he practically shouted.  “Why didn’t I see that before?” 
 
    “Probably because something like this has never happened before,” the Council Leader dryly added.  “Is there a way to fix that disconnect?” 
 
    Lapis tapped on his lip with his finger, visually thinking about the problem.  Shale could hear him mumbling to himself, as if arguing the merits of one approach or another. 
 
    To the young Dungeon Assistant, the problem was that Tacca’s soul wasn’t exactly compatible with the Dungeon Core – though she could still function normally, for the most part.  The solution seemed fairly obvious, at least as far as he was concerned. 
 
    “Can’t we just change Tacca’s Core so that it will better accept her soul?” he ventured.  “Or is that a stupid idea? 
 
    Both Council Member Lily and Head Instructor Lapis shook their heads.  “No, that isn’t possible—” the head of DAPS began. 
 
    “Hold on, I think our young Assistant may be on to something,” the Council Leader said, interrupting Lapis – who appeared to be quite annoyed at the interruption. 
 
    “That’s impossible, Malachite; don’t be putting those hopeful thoughts in his head—” 
 
    “Oh, stuff it, Lapis,” the powerful Council Leader said gruffly, though Shale could see him smirking.  He’s enjoying putting the Head Instructor in his place, it appears.  “I was conscious while being the captive of those Invaders for longer than just about anyone, and it wasn’t just their maps and symbols I was learning about,” he continued, overtalking Lapis’ protestations.  “I saw a little of what they did with the raw Fairy Mana they were siphoning from us, and while I can’t say I understand how they were storing or manipulating it, it has given me some ideas of how we could apply the same types of principle to our own Mana.” 
 
    “You…want to enslave some Raiders?” Lily asked, confused.  Shale couldn’t blame her for being perplexed – because he was, as well. 
 
    Malachite waved it off.  “No, not at all what I was thinking.  More along the lines of extracting our unfocused Fairy Mana and manipulating it in a way that might be the solution we were looking for.” 
 
    The Head Instructor, despite being annoyed at Malachite, now had a thoughtful expression on his face.  “I do remember hearing stories of the Fairies that lived a few generations before my own utilizing their Mana in that way, before many of our own Dungeon Assistant systems were established, but it was said to be dangerous and difficult to control.  As much as I want to disagree with you,” Lapis said, staring daggers at the Council Leader, “I can’t help but say your theory has some validity.  However, in order to accomplish something like that, we’ll have to utilize the tether between a particular external subject and her soul.” 
 
    Shale was now as thoroughly confused as Lily had been, though the Council member seemed to have finally caught on.  “What does that mean?” he asked. 
 
    “You, Shale; he means you.” 
 
    This was all beyond his comprehension; he had never been the best student at DAPS, but they seemed to be talking about complicated concepts that he had no comprehension about.  Nevertheless, it seemed as though they had some sort of plan, so he was on board.  Shrugging, he said, “Sure, whatever you need.” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand the danger—” 
 
    “No need to worry him, Lily; I’m sure he’ll be just fine,” the Council Leader said abruptly, while fluttering over to Shale and putting his arm around the younger Fairy’s shoulder.  “Besides, it’s not really a danger to him alone.”  Turning to Lily, Malachite informed her, “I’ve already made prior arrangements that upon my death, you’ll be raised to the Council Leader position; if something goes incredibly wrong, I want you to open the dimensional portal and take everyone with you.  If we lose Tacca’s Core, then there is no point in throwing your lives away.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “There’s no time, Lily.  This is going to take at least a few hours of preparation, and we don’t know the state of affairs out there.  If that massive 100-foot-tall Invader has left their ship, then there’s no time to waste in informing the Clan of the danger.  I want you to take whoever you can and see if you can find the remnants of the Raider Delving Clan to help organize some sort of defense.  Start with the village down below this dungeon; from what I’ve heard, they already have a strange connection with Tacca.” 
 
    Things were moving fast now, which threw Shale’s thoughts into a spin.  Fortunately, he was able to concentrate on one thing at a time, and he quickly told Lily about The Village down past the foothills of the mountain range.  “See if you can find two Hill Dwarves by the names of Sterge and Gwenda, as they were Tacca’s connections there.”  He sent along a mental picture of the two Raiders, as well as an image of every part of The Village as he had seen it last.  Being gone so long, he was sure it had changed, but hopefully some things were similar enough that she would be able to get out.  “And try not to go too far out on your own; I’m not sure how it was that the Invaders were able to locate us so far above the ground – as well as capture us – but that tells me that you shouldn’t stay in one place too long.  Whenever you get the chance, come back here to stay where it is safer – and to keep us informed.” 
 
    She nodded, accepting the advice – as if taking direction from a Fairy that was the smallest fraction of her age was an everyday occurrence.  The Council member then addressed Lapis and Malachite, who were already discussing their upcoming plan.  “Be careful, you two; I don’t really care about the both of you, but you’ll be holding the future of this world in your hands.”  She turned away from them then, but not before Shale saw the amused smile on her face. 
 
    The two elder Fairies stopped in their discussion to stare at the Council member already fluttering away, gathering up the other Fairies as she went.  That lasted all of a few seconds before the Council Leader shook his head with his own smile and reignited his discussion with the Head Instructor.   
 
    In just a few minutes, Lily and the rest of the Fairies were gone, and it was only Shale, Lapis, and Malachite left in Tacca’s Core Room.  He attempted to listen in on their discussion, but the concepts of unfocused Fairy Mana manipulation were still beyond what he was able to understand, so he just kind of sat and listened to them talk without really comprehending anything.  He was tempted to investigate Tacca’s dungeon to see what she had changed lately, including her newest section; however, deep down, he wanted the Dungeon Core floating dormant in the Core Room to be the one to describe all of the new changes.  She took extreme pride in her work, and looking at it all when she wasn’t present felt like some sort of violation of her privacy.  It’s silly, but it would just feel wrong if I were to investigate it alone. 
 
    Finally, after what felt like days (but was probably only a few hours), the two powerful Dungeon Fairies called him over.  The Head Instructor looked at him closely, as if he was inspecting Shale for some sort of flaw; the Council Leader, by contrast, just looked at him with a friendly smile on his face. 
 
    “Now, the process that we’re going to attempt might be a little complicated, but I’ll try to explain it in terms that you might understand,” Lapis began, after finishing his inspection of the younger Dungeon Assistant.  “First, have you seen the method we use to sever an existing Bond between a Dungeon Assistant and their Dungeon Core?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No, though I’ve heard about it.  It’s said to be painful, but not nearly as painful as having the Bond severed by a Core’s destruction.” 
 
    “Yes, to both.  But don’t worry, we’re not planning on severing your connection to Tacca.”  That was a relief to Shale, as he was beginning to wonder why Lapis was talking about severing Bonds and whatnot.  “On the contrary, we’re going to latch onto that connection and use it in a way that it wasn’t intended to be used.  Basically, we’ll use your connection to Tacca’s soul, rather than the Core itself, to enact a change upon her form, merging the convoluted natures of her existence with each other; that way, if it works the way we hope, it will seamlessly integrate everything that is Tacca into one comprehensive whole.” 
 
    “Um, yeah, sure.”  Whatever that means. 
 
    Malachite took over.  “Now, all of this comes with an element of danger.  First, we’ll be manipulating a large quantity of raw, unfocused Fairy Mana and give it a wholly original purpose – which we’re not even sure will work, if I’m being honest.  What that means is that if we lose control of it at any time, it could become wildly out of control; without going into too much unnecessary detail, let’s just say that none of us in this room will likely be here to try a second time. 
 
    “Secondly, there is a possibility that infusing Tacca’s Core with such a great quantity of Fairy Mana could end up shattering her completely.  We’ll be conscious of controlling the unfocused Mana as tightly as we can, so the likelihood of this is low, but I want to make sure you know the risks. 
 
    “Lastly, because we’ll be latching on to your Bond with Tacca, there is a possibility that manipulating it in the ways we plan could have…uh…negative side-effects on you.” 
 
    “What he’s trying to delicately say, kid, is that it could kill you,” the Head Instructor finished impatiently. 
 
    “Wow, great; so I could die, Tacca could die, we all could die, or…what?  We could succeed?  And if what you’re planning actually works, will Tacca be the same as she was?” 
 
    The two elder Fairies looked at each other briefly before they turned back to Shale.  “We don’t know.  We’ll be changing things about her on a fundamental level, so there’s no way of knowing exactly what will be different.  The main point of doing the whole thing is to merge different parts of Tacca together, in order to kick her out of her current state; after that, it’s a bit unknown what will happen.” 
 
    Shale thought about it for a moment, debating whether this was really a good idea.  Performing an experimental project on his Bonded Core wasn’t what he expected to have to think about when he woke up less than half a day ago, and the situation seemed to be at a bit of a tipping point right now.  The only way they could have any hope of defeating the Invaders was with Tacca’s help, but in her dormant state, that wasn’t going to happen; to theoretically fix her current problem, though, she might fundamentally change in ways they didn’t have any way of predicting – or the process might end up killing all of them.  It was hard to decide if this was the best course of action or not. 
 
    He briefly thought about suggesting they wait to see if Tacca would wake up out of her dimly glowing state on her own, but then he remembered how the Nursery Cores were reportedly still in the same state – and it had been the better part of a year already.  If what he saw before he was captured (the annihilation of so many Raiders on the walls of that great Raider city) was any indication of what was to come, they didn’t have time to wait around and see if she miraculously got better on her own.  In the end, there really was only one choice. 
 
    “Let’s do this, then,” Shale said abruptly.  There was no point agonizing over his decision, as it probably wouldn’t help improve the odds of success.  “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    If the two other Fairies were surprised at his abrupt acceptance, they didn’t show it.  While they didn’t look eager to perform something they hadn’t ever tried before, they certainly weren’t going to shy away from it.  Besides, out of the bad outcomes that could happen as a result of what they were doing, only one of them would result in their deaths.  Therefore, it was fairly good odds for their own survival. 
 
    “Place your hands on the outside of Tacca’s Core and concentrate on the Bond that connects you two.  If you remember what she looked like before she became a Dungeon Core, that will help to establish a better connection to her Fairy soul rather than just what you perceive as Tacca in her current state.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure what difference that would make, but he obeyed the Council Leader’s instructions.  As he placed his hands upon Tacca’s Core, he felt the dim warmth it normally held, though he sensed that it was almost an entirely empty shell.  However, he knew she was in there somewhere, so he concentrated on Tacca – not as she had been for the last year and a half, but as he remembered seeing her at DAPS.  His recollections of her were a bit scattered, because he was ashamed to admit that he hadn’t paid too much attention to the strange Dungeon Fairy in school, so he was forced to concentrate more on what she looked like when she had revealed her deceased body shortly after their initial meeting. 
 
    As he held onto all of those various thoughts of Tacca, he felt a sudden internal tugging, as if something were reaching inside of his body and trying to rip something vital out of it.  Realizing that he had closed his eyes shortly after touching Tacca’s Core, he opened them to see Lapis and Malachite next to him, their own hands on the dormant Core.  In alarm, he saw the both of them struggling to control a mass of a nearly transparent blob of rainbow-colored energy, which had latched onto Shale’s chest; he immediately recognized this as the cause of his extreme discomfort and he made to pull away. 
 
    “NO!  Keep your hands on the Core!” Lapis yelled, which shocked Shale so much that he couldn’t move.  “Continue focusing on Tacca and let us do our job!”   
 
    Shale obeyed the order and kept his hands on Tacca’s Core, doing his best to focus on what he could of Tacca the Fairy – but it was difficult.  The discomfort of the raw Fairy Mana trying to rip something out of him was very distracting, and he nearly passed out a few times when it became downright painful.  After nearly blacking out, he discovered something interesting: in the time when he was struggling to hold back the pain and the sudden spike in agony, there was a point where that pain nearly disappeared.  As the initial wave of agony subsided, he had relaxed his body and his hold on his connection – and it was at that point that the pain actually did disappear, only to come back as the next struggle for control reared up and he fought back, causing even more pain. 
 
    Whatever was supposed to be happening was being fought tooth and nail by his unconscious need to maintain his Bond with Tacca.  He could only assume that this was why having a Bond severed by the Council was painful, but if that was what they intended here, then they would’ve already done it already.  The Head Instructor had already mentioned that they weren’t going to actually sever the Bond, but to use it in a different way; it seemed as if they were trying to access it, instead, and he was obviously preventing it. 
 
    Now that he sort of understood what was going on, the next time a wave of attempted control flowed over his body, he struggled to contain his body’s instinctive need to protect the Bond.  It was a bit rough at first, but eventually he wrestled control of his unconscious actions, letting the Fairy Mana do whatever it was supposed to do with the connection he had to Tacca. 
 
    “Ah, there we go; that was a lot more difficult than I expected,” Lapis said through gritted teeth, the struggle evident on the sweat dripping down his face.  Malachite didn’t look much better, but it seemed that as soon as Shale let go of his control, they were having a much easier time. 
 
    “Alright, Lapis; get ready for this final push.  You have the focused intent ready for our collected Mana?” 
 
    The Head Instructor just nodded instead of answering. 
 
    “Then on three.  One…two…three!” 
 
    Shale fluttered automatically in shock as he felt all of the Fairy Mana enter into his body momentarily, feeling like he was going to explode from such power.  Thankfully, it was only there for a split-second before it flowed out of him, following the connection he had with Tacca; at the last moment, Shale remembered to maintain his mental image of “Fairy” Tacca, to give the powerful Mana a sense of focus.  He watched as the collected energy from both Lapis and Malachite suddenly infused her Core, producing a blinding glow of light that emanated from her spherical shape, causing him to need to close his eyes.   
 
    The heat under his hands started to increase from a pleasant warmth to scorching hot, but he couldn’t remove his hands even if he wanted to.  His body went rigid, even his wings keeping him aloft, but he didn’t fall to the floor; instead, his limbs felt like they were attached to the Core, which kept him upright. 
 
    “No, not like that, Malachite!” 
 
    “Yes, I know, but I’m losing control of the Mana!  Wait, it’s stabilizing—” 
 
    The brief argument worried him for a moment, but Shale could feel a sudden change occur within the Core.  The smooth texture of Tacca’s form abruptly shifted underneath his hands, warping and twisting to the point where it felt like it would be ripped out of his hands; somehow, some way, he managed to maintain contact, and that contact held him aloft enough until he was able to start his wings fluttering again. 
 
    Shale wanted to open his eyes to see what was happening, but the light still spilling through his closed eyelids was great enough that he knew he wouldn’t see a thing.  Nevertheless, the blinding light gradually subsided, the warping and twisting of the Core under his fingers slowed down, and the exhausted panting of the two elder Fairies could be overheard over the pounding of his own heart.   
 
    Just before he was about to open his eyes, convinced that the blinding light was gone, he felt a sudden blooming of something in his mind.  It took him about a second to figure out what it was, but when he finally figured it out he felt stupid for not recognizing it earlier.   
 
    “Tacca?” 
 
    Yes, it’s me.  What…?  How…? 
 
    For the first time since the blinding light made him shut his eyes, Shale opened them to see something that took his breath away.  Tacca was back, but she certainly wasn’t the same as she had been what felt like moments ago. 
 
    Her Dungeon Core had been transformed by whatever Lapis and Malachite had done.  Instead of a spherical Core, she was instead in the shape he remembered her in when he was forced to transport her corpse – though it was shape only.  The crystal-like exterior of the Core was now in the shape of her former Fairy self, complete with two arms, two legs, torso, head, hair, and mood dress – but they were all clear, glowing from within like her Dungeon Core always had.  It was that glow that also allowed him to see the fine edges of the etchings that had covered her Core from her near-death experience with the Invaders, though instead of detracting from her form, they seemed to enhance it. 
 
    Even more than that, even as he stared at her, she was moving.  The movements of her hands that he suddenly realized were in his own and her crystal-clear eyes that looked at him in surprise and confusion were more than enough to show movement, though she floated in the air without the need for wings.  He saw that they were extended but not fluttering, so whatever power held Dungeon Cores aloft in the first place must have transferred to her new shape. 
 
    It was unbelievable – so much so that he was speechless. 
 
    It probably also had to do with the fact that Tacca was now the size of a tall Hill Dwarf, or possibly a short Human.   
 
    “Tacca!  Wow, this is a surprise,” the Council Leader suddenly said, a shocked grin on his exhausted face.  “It’s good to…uh…see you again.  Thanks for the rescue, by the way.” 
 
    Rescue?  I don’t…wait…I think I rem—AAAAAAHHHHH! 
 
    Tacca’s crystal hands dropped Shale’s and she held her palms up to her temple, as if she was trying to squeeze her mind back inside.  The Dungeon Assistant felt helpless as he watched her struggling, but there was nothing he could do; he tried to reassure her that everything was going to be alright, but she didn’t respond. 
 
    After only about 30 seconds, the screaming thankfully tapered off until it stopped entirely.  It was another minute before she took her hands off of her head and looked around, seeing Shale, Council Leader Malachite, and Head Instructor Lapis staring at her with various expressions.  Malachite’s expression was almost prideful, as if he had created something wondrous – which Shale supposed he had; Lapis’ expression was one of curiosity and perhaps a little greed, as he likely wanted Tacca alone so he could study exactly what had happened to her.  As for Shale, he could only imagine that his face showed his relief and hope that his Bonded Core was alright – even if she definitely didn’t look like a typical Dungeon Core anymore. 
 
    Then again, she’d never really been a typical Dungeon Core. 
 
    Shale.  Malachite.  Lapis.  She said the last name with a hint of disgust, but not as much as the Dungeon Assistant was used to hearing when Tacca was talking about the Head Instructor.  We’ve got a lot to talk about, don’t we? 
 
    The Council leader nodded.  “Yes; yes, we do.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Tacca still wasn’t exactly sure what had happened, but she wasn’t complaining.  One moment she was suffering the most outrageous pain in her mind that she had ever experienced, and the next she lost all sense of the world around her as her consciousness drifted off into nothingness.  From what she could remember, which was already starting to fade from her memories, it wasn’t necessarily a bad experience; she felt or thought about absolutely nothing, there were no worries or concerns, and it was almost freeing in a way.   
 
    When she had felt something pulling at her, trying to drag her consciousness back into her Dungeon Core, she had resisted with every iota of mental strength that she could summon.  Tacca hadn’t wanted to leave the blank emptiness and the freedom it represented for a world that was sure to be quite a bother; at that point, while she couldn’t exactly remember everything about her life before her state of nothingness, what she could remember wasn’t very pleasant. 
 
    So, she had resisted mightily until she somehow caught a glimpse of who was doing the insistent dragging of her consciousness, a strangely familiar sight of her Dungeon Assistant Shale, Council Leader Malachite, and Head Instructor Lapis.  As much as she still despised the Instructor for their past together, that hadn’t deterred her from trying to let go of her resistance and allowing her mind, her consciousness, and her very soul to be brought back to her Dungeon Core.   
 
    Except that it wasn’t quite that easy.  There was some sort of invisible barrier that prevented her from fully connecting with the three Fairies trying to pull her back.  Pain flooded through her mind as they tried to force her soul through the barrier, and it was only through contact with it that she finally realized what it was.  It was something that had kept her from fully becoming a single being, a reluctance to let go of who she used to be and embracing who she was now.  It was what had caused so many problems for her ever since her soul was absorbed into the Dungeon Core. 
 
    Tacca had never given up the hope and desire to be a Dungeon Fairy again, despite knowing it would be impossible. 
 
    That hope, as small as it was, had prevented her from fully embracing what she had become, and that simple fact kept her mental self from incorporating itself into the Dungeon Core.  That strain had led to damage to her Core on multiple occasions, as well as limiting what actions she could perform.  The thought of perhaps getting her old life back – as horrible as it was, what with all of the broken Core Bonds – was holding her back from being what she could and should be. 
 
    Tacca knew that she had to accept the fact that she would never be who she was before, otherwise she would never move on.  With that realization in her mind and a new resolve to accept that she hadn’t lost something, but had gained something so much greater, she let go of any hope of ever becoming a Dungeon Fairy again.  As that acceptance settled over her mind, the invisible barrier keeping her away from the three Fairies pulling at her soul broke apart, and she found herself rushing back into the real world – though not as quite the same as she had left it.   
 
    A very uncomfortable warping of her Core greeted her as soon as she could feel again, to the point where she thought she was going to shatter.  Thankfully, her crystal-like Core somehow became as pliable as molten rock, forming a shape that was only vaguely familiar at first.  It was only when everything seemed to solidify that her soul was fully inserted into what she quickly identified as a large representation of her old Fairy body – except that she was basically transparent with a glowing center.  It wasn’t exactly the same as having her old form (that she had just abandoned hope of ever seeing again), but it was definitely a nice change – even though she kept some of the same etchings she distantly remembered having acquired at some point, but her memories were very hazy for some reason.  In fact, any type of coherent thought was difficult to hold onto at the moment. 
 
    She recognized Shale, of course, as well as Malachite and Lapis.  But as for any other details, they seemed to have drifted off somewhere.  Then the Council Leader had mentioned something about a rescue—and an abrupt information dump of past thoughts, sensations, and memories crashed into her mind, bringing back everything that had happened to her over the last few years.  All of the bad luck she had inadvertently used against her assigned Dungeon Cores, the transition into a Dungeon Core through no choice of her own, meeting Shale, creating a dungeon of her own, Bonding with Raiders, the multiple attacks by the Invaders, the introduction of the Nursery Cores nearby, the discovery of her Omen Charge Ability, and the capture and rescue of not just Shale but all of the Dungeon Fairies in the Invaders’ spaceship. 
 
    All of that information was quite painful when it seemed to be shoved into her all at the same time, but Tacca managed to hold on and ride the waves of the mental onslaught until it settled back into place.  It took her a brief moment to fully order her thoughts, before she turned to those that had pulled her back from the brink of destruction. 
 
    It was very strange actually moving her body again after so long being stuck in an immovable sphere, but she could intuitively feel that it wasn’t a complete reversion to her old body.  Her new form may have looked more like her old self and it was certainly better “fitting” – if that was the right word – for her soul, but she couldn’t fly or move around the room except by using her Teleport Ability.  Despite that, for the first time since she had her soul forcibly shoved into a Dungeon Core, she felt…whole. 
 
    How long was I out?  Has the massive force of Invaders made it to the south yet? 
 
    The Council Leader had appeared quite pleased with himself for her recovery, but at her question he became very serious.  “Massive force?  What are you talking about?” 
 
    Tacca quickly explained what she had seen with Sterge and the other Raiders she had brought with her on the rescue mission, and how the impossibly large army of Invaders were heading south at that moment.   
 
    That’s why I need to know how long it was from when Shale woke up until you managed to pull me out from my previous state.  Thank you for doing that, by the way.  All of you; yes, even you, Head Instructor. 
 
    Lapis looked happy with her for once, though that changed when the import of her words hit him.  “It was maybe 6 or 7 hours, I believe, though I can’t be completely certain when Shale woke up.” 
 
    Tacca’s Dungeon Assistant nodded, confirming the timeline.  She immediately felt enormous relief – because the short timespan from when she succumbed to the culmination of her Countdown to when she recovered meant they still had time to enact a plan.   
 
    “Tacca?  What’s going on?  My mind feels like it did that time when I went on that 3-day bender after the Bucs won the big game.  Hmm, why can’t I seem to remember the name of that game?  What year was that?” 
 
    Patrick?  Patrick!  You’re okay!  I was worried you’d be stuck in your dormancy forever. 
 
    “Dormancy?  What are you talking ab—AAAAAHHHHH!” 
 
    Strangely enough, that wasn’t Patrick speaking, but David.  He, along with Patrick and what sounded like 4 other Dungeon Core voices from the Nursery screamed in pain; it wasn’t nearly as bad as it had been when they first dimmed and went dormant, so it was obvious that they were getting shoved full of information just as what happened to Tacca not too long ago. 
 
    While they were still winding down, Tulip and the other Fairies Bonded to the Nursery Cores appeared in her Core Room, looking frantic. 
 
    “I swear I hear Brandon—Tacca!  You’re…a Fairy?  You look good, though very strange—wait, does this mean our Cores are back, too?!”  The excited Fairy was fluttering around in a tizzy, as her words were practically falling over each other as she spoke.  Without waiting for an answer, she disappeared through another Translocation, as did the other Bonded Fairies to their respective Cores.  Fortunately, it seemed as though the Nursery Cores were in the process of recovering from their sudden influx of information; with a brief look through the other Core Rooms, she could see tears of joy running down the faces of the Dungeon Assistants at the appearance of their much bigger, brightly glowing Dungeon Cores. 
 
    I guess that explains why my new “form” is so large. 
 
    “The other Dungeon Cores I Translocated near here have recovered?” Council Leader Malachite quickly asked, obviously interested.  It made sense, though, because he had been the one to transport them there, so their welfare was probably of great importance to him. 
 
    Yes, they appear to have recovered from what was afflicting them because of rapid increase in their Core Improvement Level. 
 
    As if mentioning it somehow brought up the delayed information, Tacca was suddenly bombarded with notifications. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations, Tacca GloomLily! 
  
You have reached Core Improvement Level: 22 
  ………. 
  You have reached Core Improvement Level: 57 
  Current CIP Countdown: 13078/35300 in 5 years 
  Core Improvement Points earned: 669500 (669550) 
  Special Characteristic Points earned: 900 (925) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Core Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Core Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement (CI) Level: 
  
      	  57 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points (CIP):  
  
      	  13078/35300 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  2 in 5 years 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristic Points (SCP): 
  
      	  925 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Primary Assistant Bond: 
  
      	  Shale IronSchist 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force (DF): 
  
      	  4000/4000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration: 
  
      	  75 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier: 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit: 
  
      	  0/1200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Options: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Carve Earth 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  5 DF per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Place Environmental Object 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Teleport 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  40 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dissolve Assistant Bond 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  1 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Create Creature 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Create Trap 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Access: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Creature(s): 
  
      	  Canine Family, Feline Family, Semi-human Family, Ranoidea Family, Decapod Family, Hill Dwarves, Humans, Elves, Gnomes, Orcs, Dungeon Fairy, Heliothrope   
  
     
 
      
      	  Variant(s): 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  Trap Specialization(s): 
  
      	  Enchantment, Life, Water 
  
     
 
      
      	  Environmental Access: 
  
      	  Forest, Mountain, Aquatic 
  
     
 
      
      	  Permanent Assistant Sub-bond: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristics: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Access all Variants for available dungeon creatures 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Dungeon Force cost for all creatures and traps 
  
      	  40% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Control Limit for all creatures 
  
      	  60% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased Dungeon Force Regeneration 
  
      	  25% 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures start with extra Levels 
  
      	  1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Puzzle Traps require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience for Dungeon Assistants is increased 
  
      	  50% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Frozen Tundra Environmental objects require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Jungle Environmental objects require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased speed of creature creation 
  
      	  35% 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Core Improvements 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available Core Improvement Points (CIP) 
  
      	  669550 
  
      	  2 in 5 years 
  
     
 
      
      	  Improvement Name 
  
      	  Value 
  
      	  Cost (CIP) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Maximum Dungeon Force Increase 
  
      	  +500 DF 
  
      	  2000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration Increase 
  
      	  +10 DF per minute 
  
      	  1750 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit Increase 
  
      	  +300 
  
      	  1800 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  850 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Creature Variant 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Trap Specialization 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  1200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Additional Environment Access 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  1600 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier Increase 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  2000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Convert CIPs to SCPs 
  
      	  1 SCP 
  
      	  144 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Assistant Information 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Rank: 
  
      	  Expert 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Stage:  
  
      	  4/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 
  
      	  7808/13900 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  1023867 in 4.1 years 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana (FM): 
  
      	  1500/1500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana Regeneration: 
  
      	  70 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bond 
  
      	  Instant – Multiple 
  
      	  50+ FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Translocation 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  1000 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blinding Flash 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  150 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shattering Icicle 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  600 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shared Acceptance 
  
      	  Automatic 
  
      	  0 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Leadership 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  75 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Cage 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  300 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Flame Wall 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  500 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mass Confusion 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  700 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Information Meld 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Electrified Pacification 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  250 FM per minute  
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Aura 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  20 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hibernate 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Invisibility 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  3 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Repellant Shield 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  2 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Locked (11) 
  
      	  Variable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It was a lot of information to take in all at once, and it took her a moment to process it all.  First and foremost was the fact that she had successfully increased her Core Improvement Level – 36 times!  Tacca was now CI Level 57, a full 7 more Levels higher than the Nursery Cores had likely achieved; she would have to check with them to see if that was still the case.  Along with her new Level was a plethora of Core Improvement Points – nearly 670,000, which was a crazy amount to receive all at once.  The possibilities of how to spend them all sent her mind reeling, so in order to maintain a little stability, she moved on to what other changes she could see. 
 
    Next, she now had a total of 925 Special Characteristic Points to spend, which was incredible in and of itself, but it just brought on another sudden panic as she thought about the possibilities.  She wouldn’t receive any more of either CIPs or SCPs for another 5 years, which was when her next Countdown ended; thankfully, her new Dungeon Core form seemed to have fixed some of the problems she’d been suffering with since she first became a Core.  For instance, her Dungeon Force regeneration, which had been originally halved at the very beginning, had been changed to reflect a “normal” regeneration.  It wasn’t a lot that was added to her new Regeneration – only 2 extra points – but it was a sign that things were back on track; she was fairly confident that when her Countdown ended again, she would have no problems, even if she ended up accumulating millions of CIPs. 
 
    Moving on, she wondered for a moment why her Dungeon Assistant Information had popped up, as she hadn’t increased her Assistant Rank – and wouldn’t for another 4 years or so.  She supposed it came up because she noticed that her Fairy Mana Regeneration had also fixed itself, so that she had an extra 15 FM regenerating per minute – which would make a huge difference.  Especially when Translocating and having to wait for her Mana to regenerate, or if she had to use her Omen Charge on a massive area— 
 
    My Omen Charge!  It’s…gone! 
 
    “What?  What are you talking about?” 
 
    Tacca checked, double-checked, and triple-checked the list of her Fairy Abilities, and sure enough – it was missing.  Just to be sure it wasn’t some sort of visual mistake, she attempted to pump her Fairy Mana into using the Ability—only to find that she didn’t know how, as if the knowledge of how she had accomplished it before was wiped from her memory. 
 
    It’s completely gone…I don’t know what happened.  If I can’t use my Omen Charge Ability to eliminate the Personal Force Fields of the Invaders, we’ve already lost. 
 
    Shale, Malachite, and Lapis were silent as they stared at her new Fairy-shaped Core.  She didn’t have to wonder what they were thinking, because she was thinking it at the same time: They were all doomed.   
 
    Tacca started to panic, unbelieving that their one chance of saving not only all of the Dungeon Cores, Fairies, and people of Abenlure, but the entire world, had been removed from her Abilities.  She looked for something on her Dungeon Assistant Information screen for something that she might have missed in her brief perusal, but she didn’t see anything.  Shared Risk had changed to something called Shared Acceptance, which she supposed was because she had accepted her new life, but other than that she couldn’t see anything different.  She even asked Shale, Malachite, Lapis, and even the Nursery Core Assistants if they had received something new on their Ability list, hoping that for some reason it had simply been transferred, but none of them saw anything new. 
 
    It wasn’t until Tacca started checking over every notification and screen that she saw something that caught her attention.  She wasn’t sure why she had missed it before, but she guessed that it didn’t really stand out until she thought about it for a moment.  Under her “Creatures” options on her Dungeon Core Status, she saw all of the Families she had unlocked, as well as Dungeon Fairies and the Humans, Elves, etc. she had acquired from assorted Bondings, but there had been one that had been a bit of a mystery – until now. 
 
    Where it had said H%l#?t*^!p% on the list before, the dimensional beings that they thought of as “Invaders”, now said Heliothrope. 
 
    The name meant absolutely nothing to her, since she had never heard of it before, but that wasn’t necessarily what caught her attention.  It was the fact that the name had been cleared up of the errors it had contained before, which made her think that if that had been fixed, then it might explain why her Omen Charge Ability was gone.  By doing whatever they had done to her, Shale and the two powerful Dungeon Fairies had righted a lot of wrongs: her fixed Regeneration, the way her new form felt more comfortable and “correct”, and smoothing out the temporary breaking of her mind from the Leveling process.   
 
    But it might have also fixed at least a portion of her that wasn’t necessarily “broken”, but was a byproduct of her portentous birth: Omen Charge.  It had used a combination of her bad luck and a portion of whatever she had acquired as a result of being blown up by the Invaders (or Heliothropes, whatever) to produce the Ability, and with a lot of the rough edges of her new existence being smoothed out, she had lost that Ability. 
 
    Well, at least I know the official name of these Invaders, as much good as that will do. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Shale asked. 
 
    The nonsensical error I always got when looking at their name on my Creature list is gone, replaced with—wait a minute.  Where have I seen something else like that? 
 
    It didn’t take her long to remember where she had seen something with an error like the newly revealed Heliothropes, and she immediately sought out a way to look at it.  Re-Bonding with Malachite or Lapis didn’t seem to trigger it, so she directed her attention to the rest of her dungeon, pleased to see that everything in her residential area seemed to have continued operating normally despite her convalescence.  Most of the people living there were normal and weren’t members of the Raider Delving Clan, so trying to Bond with them did nothing – but within a few seconds she found a few low-Level Raiders in a group near the entrance, apparently hanging out.   
 
    She didn’t recognize them, though, so she figured they had been newly recruited for the Clan.  Familiarity shouldn’t matter for what she was trying to do, at least, so she concentrated on Bonding with one of them – a wiry young Human male with short, dark-brown hair – and concentrated on opening up the Bond Parameters screen.  At first, nothing happened, and she despaired that even that portion of her Abilities had been “fixed”, but she mentally pushed harder at making it appear.  After nearly a minute of doing whatever she could to make it appear, she nearly gave up when, after experimentally pumping more Fairy Mana into the potential Bond with the Raider, it finally appeared. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Bond Parameters 
    
  Proximity Settings: 
 
        
        	 Room Adjacent 
 
        	 Dungeon Adjacent 
 
       
    
  Granted Abilities: 
 
        
        	 Dungeon Sight 
 
        	 Power Boost +50% 
 
        	 Core Invisibility 
 
        	 Bond Communication 
 
        	 Spatial Transversal  
 
        	 Omenic Instability 
 
       
    
  Warning: Changing some of these parameters will result in every other Bond with Extracellular entities receiving new granted abilities or removing previously granted ones! 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Aha!  I was right! 
 
    After bringing up the Parameters, she could see which ones she had chosen: Dungeon Adjacent for the Proximity Settings, and Power Boost 50%, Bond Communication, and Spatial Transversal for the Granted Abilities.  However, underneath all of those was a new option for a Granted Ability: Omenic Instability.  Or to be more accurate, it wasn’t necessarily new; instead it was an error-free update of what had been there before.  Even better, when she concentrated on it, she didn’t get a mind-ache like she did before. 
 
    Rather, she obtained some knowledge of what it did. 
 
    Hey guys, I think I have a solution to our little Invader problem. 
 
    “You do?” the Council Leader asked, his tone hopeful. 
 
    As she started to explain what the new Granted Ability did, Shale went off to find Lily and the bulk of the Fairies, as well as to gather up Sterge, Gwenda, and at least Jesper.  When everyone hurriedly arrived less than a half-hour later, Tacca was just mentally putting the finishing touches on a plan that had come to her.  Making sure to include everyone in her communication, including the newly awakened (and enthusiastic over their new CI Level) Nursery Cores, she began to detail what she had in mind. 
 
    Now, this is going to take a lot of advance planning and timing, but I think what we can do is this…. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Everything seemed to be happening at a furious pace, but that was only to be expected considering what they had at stake.  After taking a look around her Core Room for which she hoped wasn’t the last time, Tacca Translocated out of her dungeon and appeared in the air high above a relatively hilly and rocky landscape.  There were two large hillsides on the northern side of the area, creating a passageway through them that was approximately 150 feet wide; the rocky hillsides weren’t quite sheer vertical cliffs, but they were about 100 feet tall and had a very steep incline, making them nearly impassable by most.  They extended to the east and west for nearly 10 miles in each direction, leaving the pass the only real way through without having to go a bit out of the way. 
 
    From what Tacca had been told, this area was an important trade route leading from the north to the southernmost places in Abenlure, because it had the easiest passage.  There were other ways that merchants or other travelers could take to pass through, via detours, but the other routes were apparently either marshy or rocky, making the journey a little more difficult than was necessary.  For this reason, there was a fairly large split town that was situated on either side of the passage, making it a very popular resting destination for those making the trek.  As the early morning sun started to rise over the countryside, the Dungeon Core began to see why the particular passage was called “Bloody Dagger Pass”, because the tips of the nearby hills appeared to be bathed in blood from the sunlight. 
 
    South of the pass, a slightly larger empty valley was formed between two more hillsides, though these started about 500 feet south from the pass, and were only about half the height and not as rocky.  Instead, they were gently rolling hills that led southwards instead of east and west, so that they made relatively straight lines that flanked the valley where anyone coming through would be shuttled through for approximately half a mile before it opened up completely.  Also, while the Bloody Dagger Pass hills contained very few trees or other shrubbery, the hillsides flanking the valley were topped by trees, making them seem a little taller than they actually were. 
 
    Even though this wasn’t the first time she had been there, as Tacca stared down below her, she could see again exactly why this area was chosen for their final stand against the Invaders.  Theoretically, the Bloody Dagger Pass could potentially funnel any hostile armies through it so that they would present a lesser front, and any defending armies could use the valley and surrounding tree-lined hillsides to their advantage.  The Dungeon Core had used something similar in her dungeon, though of course it wasn’t quite on this scale. 
 
    The only problem was the massive 500-foot gap between the Pass and the forested hillsides, because this would allow any attacking army that got through the pass the opportunity to spread out and use their superior numbers in the fight, as well as being able to flank any defenders on the hillsides from behind.  The gentle slope could certainly allow any number of hostile forces to ascend and take anyone hiding in the trees by surprise, so it wasn’t necessarily the best location – but it was a good one, nonetheless.  Granted, if the plan was to use that gap for another purpose entirely, then instead of it being a disadvantage, it could end up being extremely beneficial. 
 
    “Are you ready for this, Tacca?” 
 
    She didn’t have to look around to know that Shale was there with her; ever since she had been “reborn” into this new form a handful of days ago, she had been able to tell exactly where her Dungeon Assistant was with greater accuracy than ever before.  Even when he had been out helping to scout out the approaching army of Invaders up to the north – while ensuring to stay safe and only Translocate near them for no more than a minute – she could precisely tell where he was within a few feet, though it got worse the further north he went. 
 
    For instance, on a very brief visit up to where he and the other Dungeon Fairies had been held captive, she could only guess at his location to within a half-mile or so.  It was a necessary risk for him to go there, because they needed to know if any other Invader forces were coming from their docked spaceship.  Thankfully, neither Shale nor any of the other Fairies saw anything other than the gigantic army that they already knew was heading south.   
 
    What they did see was a large hole in the side of the massive ship’s structure, as if some sort of explosion had burst out from the inside.  Metallic shrapnel had been flung up to a mile away from the site of the damage, and hundreds of shelters used by the enslaved had been demolished entirely, though looking through Shale’s eyes it was impossible to see if anyone had been hurt.  Tacca had a hard time believing that everyone had come through that nearby explosion safely, but she hoped it hadn’t been a large-scale slaughter.  
 
    Her conscience couldn’t take even more deaths weighing it down, because of the Fairy Mana explosion that Tacca had inadvertently caused during the rescue operation. 
 
    Regardless, the damage was already being repaired by the enslaved, though there seemed to be thousands of Invaders of all different Variants participating in the clean-up and repairs, despite the slaves’ help.  If anything good had come from Tacca’s accidental explosion, it was probably that the Heliothropes had more than enough problems at the ship to bother sending any reinforcements down south.   
 
    Then again, with what she had seen and heard about the Invaders, she doubted they would even think of sending the massive 12-armed Commander and its numerous army of subordinates any help.  If it wasn’t for Tacca’s quick recovery, then they probably would’ve been correct. 
 
     More than ready.  Let’s just hope that the timeline still stands, otherwise this could get a bit messy. 
 
    “From what I’ve been told, Lily and the others have been keeping a safe eye on them for the past 4 hours, with their Translocations arriving from different locations and only for a few seconds before disappearing again.  As far as what they can tell, there hasn’t been any deviation from their current progress.” 
 
    That was good to know.  The massive group of Fairies that she and her Raider group had rescued from the Invaders had taken it upon themselves to coordinate the defenses, acting directly – for the first time in history – with the Raiders.  They had started scouting out the location of the massive army of Invaders, which advanced south at an alarming rate, not stopping even through the night.  What would normally take a group of powerful Raiders a couple of weeks to travel from where their spaceship was located to the capital city, the Invaders managed to traverse within a few days.  By the time all of the arrangements with the Interim Clan Leader had been made regarding the exchange of information, the enormous forces were already closing on the massive city. 
 
    From there, they stayed for approximately 2 hours before traveling south again, absorbing the forces that had been stationed in the capital.  Contrary to what they expected, the Invaders didn’t turn toward the nearest remaining southern dungeons to start wiping them out; instead, they took a direct line south, though not precisely south – it was more of a southwestern route.  It didn’t take long before it was obvious they were heading toward a specific destination: Tacca’s dungeon. 
 
    “When you killed their last attacking force, it seemed as though you really riled them up,” Council Leader Malachite mentioned after this was made known.  “It seems as though you provided a challenge worthy of facing this Commander, so I can only assume that you are the cause for such a large army with it.  Congratulations.”  The joking smile with his words wasn’t enough to prevent her from mentally wincing, knowing that at least a portion of their current danger was because she had found a way to defeat them.   
 
    She just hoped that she could pull out another win—otherwise they were all going to die. 
 
    How long do we have? 
 
    “From what I saw for myself just a few minutes ago, they should be visible in a few minutes.” 
 
    Thanks, Shale.  Now, get back from here before they somehow spot you; without my Omen Charge, I can’t stop any disrupting fields they might have from affecting your Abilities. 
 
    “You be careful, too; you won’t regenerate anything, either, you know.” 
 
    Very true – that’s why I’ve prepared for this. 
 
    Shale just nodded before Translocating away, approximately a mile to the south, where he would join dozens of other Fairies as they watched from afar.  While it was still dangerous for them to be exposed to the Invaders – despite their Invisibility – if anything got to them, that meant that the rest of the plan had failed. 
 
    As she had told Shale, Tacca was prepared for this part of the plan.  As the only Dungeon Core able to actively participate in the battle to come, she needed to be able to see the battlefield in order to create whatever was needed at the time – and to have the necessary resources in which to do that.  Thankfully, after her Core Improvement Level increase, she had quite a few CIPs in which to use to help with that. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Core Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Core Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement (CI) Level: 
  
      	  57 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points (CIP):  
  
      	  13078/35300 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  87 in 5 years 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristic Points (SCP): 
  
      	  125 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Primary Assistant Bond: 
  
      	  Shale IronSchist 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force (DF): 
  
      	  34000/34000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration: 
  
      	  860 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier: 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit: 
  
      	  0/34200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristics: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Access all Variants for available dungeon creatures 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Dungeon Force cost for all creatures and traps 
  
      	  60% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Control Limit for all creatures 
  
      	  60% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased Dungeon Force Regeneration 
  
      	  100% 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures start with extra Levels 
  
      	  7 
  
     
 
      
      	  Puzzle Traps require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Life Traps require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  90% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Enchantment Traps require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  90% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience for Dungeon Assistants is increased 
  
      	  50% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Frozen Tundra Environmental objects require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Jungle Environmental objects require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased speed of trap placement 
  
      	  100% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased speed of creature creation 
  
      	  100% 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Spending so many of her Core Improvement Points in such a short amount of time was a scary experience, but fortunately any major changes to her Core weren’t uncomfortable or painful.  On the contrary, it felt amazing – even if she did end up spending the majority of her earned Points. 
 
    She spent a total of 229,500 Points on increasing her Dungeon Force Maximum, bringing it up to 34,000 – an additional 30,000 from what she had before.  An additional 182,000 of her 669,550 Core Improvement Points went towards increasing her Control Limit by 33,000 for a total of 34,200 – which she was hoping would be enough to create just about anything she wanted. 
 
    With another 231,250 CIPs used to increase her normal Dungeon Force Regeneration by 370, that brought it up to 430 DF per minute.  With Shale also helping to feed her more Dungeon Force via his Energy Transmutation Ability, it was quite an impressive amount that she could regenerate every minute.  But that wasn’t quite all – it got even better. 
 
    With Tacca and the other nearby Nursery Cores all sharing their Special Characteristics and a lot more Special Characteristic Points to spend because of their massive number of Core Improvement Level increases, they were able to do a lot of fun Characteristic shopping.  Tacca ended up using 800 of her SCPs on increasing her Dungeon Force Regeneration up to 100%, which effectively doubled her 430 DF per minute up to 860 DF per minute.  That meant that with Shale’s assistance, she could almost reach 1,000 Dungeon Force being regenerated per minute; in other words, she could’ve supported nearly 10 of her whole dungeon before becoming tapped out. 
 
    The other Cores purchased a variety of other Special Characteristics, all of which would benefit Tacca right now.  She felt a little selfish asking them to use their large amount of recently acquired SCPs to help her, but she realized that all of it would help them in their own dungeons, so she ignored the feeling.  In the end, they upped the decreased Dungeon Force cost of creatures and traps from 40% to 60%, increased the starting creature level from 1 to 7, added a 90% decrease in Dungeon Force cost for Life and Enchantment traps, increased the previous speed of creature creation from 35% to 100%, and then she matched that with an increased speed of trap placement of 100%.  
 
    Basically, with those purchases and her previous ones, it made nearly everything she could create cost less Dungeon Force and Control Limit, as well as making it much faster to create or place creatures and traps.  The 100% increased speed of trap and creature creation was a bit of a misnomer, because it wasn’t exactly instant; rather, it took only a fraction of the required time to create the basic outline of either the creature or trap and to fill it with Dungeon Force.  For a very low-Level Frog, for instance, it would take approximately half a second.  The Level 75 Mastiff that she once had in her arena – which originally took about 8 hours to form – would take approximately 10 seconds.  The time only went up from there, depending on how powerful they were. 
 
    After all of her purchases, she was left with a total of 26,800 CIPs and 125 SCPs, which she was saving in reserve.  She could’ve purchased another bit of Dungeon Force, Regeneration, or Control limit for a little more than 10,000 CIPs a piece, but she figured that having some flexibility later might be better.  Plus, it wasn’t as if she hadn’t already increased all of those mightily, so she didn’t feel like she was lacking.  As for her Special Characteristics, everything that she could want had already been purchased either by herself or the other Cores, so the extra 125 Points in reserve wouldn’t do much good right now.   
 
    Tacca looked out over the valley and the traps she had placed the day before.  After waiting until the rapidly moving army of Raiders had all descended from the north and the town of Bloody Dagger had been emptied, she had set up a whole lot of traps both near the Pass and further south.  For the traps slightly south of the Pass, she had created very similar Life-based traps that she had utilized so well during the first attack on her dungeon by the Invaders.  These ones, however, created a checkered field of traps of 5-foot-square activation areas instead of the smaller activation areas she had used in her dungeon; when the smaller Invaders stepped on them, they would be physically enhanced to a point where they would virtually implode from the effect.  It was a strange phenomenon that she hadn’t seen anywhere else, because instead of exploding, they would *pop* and then collapse within themselves. 
 
    While the large activation area meant that it would normally cost more Dungeon Force, the 90% Dungeon Force reduction for Life Traps Special Characteristic and then the 60% Dungeon Force reduction for all creatures and traps meant that they cost a bare 4% of the original cost.  Best yet, all of the strain of placing traps that she had encountered before when approaching her limit was completely gone; while a lesser strain on her Core was also because she had increased her Core Improvement Level, she was convinced that she didn’t really have a limit any more – like a normal Dungeon Core.  She could’ve placed millions of traps and still have been alright. 
 
    Therefore, she set thousands of the traps at around 20 Dungeon Force each, with them so powerful that none of the Fodder nor the Soldier Variants would be able to withstand their activation – even with their Personal Force Fields.  When she had them in her dungeon before, they were at a much lower strength, which meant that multiple traps were necessary to get through the protective barrier – but that wouldn’t be so with these; one trap would be enough for a single Invader.  As for the Elites and the massive Commander, though, she highly doubted it would be enough to kill them – which was why she had set the Duration for each trap to only 5 seconds, so that it wouldn’t actually benefit them for long. 
 
    On the far southern half of the valley was something completely different.  This was where – as she saw them now – the defensive members of the Raider Delving Clan were set up.  All of the heavily armored Raiders were lined up, ready to defend against the full might of the Invaders, though they wouldn’t be defenseless.  Arrayed in front of them, invisible to their eyes though clearly marked with a series of poles stuck into the ground, were more traps.  These ones were a mixture of Enchantment and Life traps, which would enhance those facing off against the Invaders. 
 
    While she had used some beneficial Enchantment traps in her dungeon before, such as ones that healed the Raiders within their range, most of the time she used them to cause detrimental effects like confusion, dizziness, nausea, fear, or even temporary blindness.  What they could also do was temporarily improve the sharpness of their minds, enhance their balance, strengthen their courage, and improve their senses.  Along with Life-based traps that enhanced the physical strength and Defense of those Raiders passing through the traps, Tacca had it set up so that all of the defenders would be as enhanced as she could get.   
 
    That all had taken most of the day, what with the exact placement of each trap and having to wait for her Dungeon Force to regenerate.  Even after placing what she estimated to be over 40,000 traps – both harmful and beneficial – she had gone home to her dungeon to wait for the morning.   
 
    Of course, she wasn’t the only one that had been hard at work, and as Tacca looked off to the north and saw the leading edge of the gigantic Invader army, she prayed that everything would come together in the end. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Sterge was already sweating in the early morning sun – and it wasn’t even hot outside yet.  His nerves, which usually were quite steady even when facing difficult challenges in a dungeon, were going crazy right now as he suffered from a bout of nervousness that caused him to shake and sweat, even as he alternately tightened and loosened his grip on his shield and mace.  What strangely made him start to feel better after a few minutes was the clear sight of other Raiders in the area where he was lined up looking even worse than him, with a few actually vomiting up their breakfast or shaking so hard that their armor rattled like a bag full of metal scrap.  Seeing that he wasn’t alone in his nervousness somehow made it more bearable, though not as much as it would’ve been had Gwenda been there to support him. 
 
    Thankfully, the Arcane Sorcerer was nowhere near him, nor were any other group members.  Normally, he would want to be right by her side protecting her from any potential danger, but right now he and the thousands of other Raiders assembled in the open valley were directly in the danger zone – and he wanted her as far from that place as possible.  Granted, she wasn’t all that far, as she was up on the western hillside along with every single Raider that could attack from long-distance, but at least she was hidden within the trees and (hopefully) out of sight of any of the dangerous Invaders coming their way.   
 
    That was something else that was strange about the entire situation, and it was interesting enough that it helped to steady his nervous shaking.  He and the others that had went north to rescue the Fairies – who had been an important part of organizing this defense, as well as apparently bringing Tacca’s Core back from the edge of destruction (or something like that, he wasn’t quite sure) – were the only ones that had actually seen the army of Invaders emerging from the structure.   
 
    Everyone else had to rely on secondhand knowledge of the sheer numbers that were bearing down on them, which seemed to do more harm than good; while it wasn’t exactly a fear of the unknown, it was a fear of a potential enemy that numbered almost as many as the Clan could put together for defense.  It was almost as if by not actually seeing it in person, the imagination of those who were bracing for the upcoming onslaught made them worse than they were. 
 
    Not that they weren’t already bad enough. 
 
    A sudden explosion of bright-colored light in front of the assembled group of defending Raiders caught his attention, and Sterge watched as the Fairy that had caused the display blip out of existence as she “Translocated” away.  Such terms were almost normal to him now after being moved hundreds of miles in a few blinks of an eye with Tacca’s Dungeon Core; it wasn’t exactly a pleasant experience, but it sure saved a lot of time.  He was just thankful that Bloody Dagger Pass was within range of The Village, so that all he and most of the Raiders down south were able to reach it in time to add themselves to the defense without having to resort to Translocating with Tacca.  It meant that they arrived after dark the night before, which subsequently meant only about 2 hours of sleep, but they needed everyone here in order for this plan of the Dungeon Core’s to succeed. 
 
    Some of the Clan members he had heard over the last day had grumbled about them following the plan and strategy of a dungeon, of all things, but in Sterge’s opinion there wasn’t anyone better.  Not just because it was Tacca, but because Dungeon Cores were used to designing ways to defend against “invaders” all the time, so they had a unique grasp of tactics that most people didn’t have a chance to learn.  Granted, dungeon defenses were normally on a much smaller scale, but the same principle applied.  When he added in that the plan came from Tacca, his confidence in the plan went up even higher; who better than the one that had allowed them to infiltrate the heart of the Invader army, navigate through a dangerous structure full of things that he wished he could forget, and then rescue hundreds of Fairies? 
 
    No one, that’s who. 
 
    Sterge still felt horrible about leaving Fade, even though the Ranger had died a hero, but after thinking about it for a while he realized that it was a miracle that any of them had actually survived.  The odds were against them from what seemed like the beginning, what with their arrival right in the middle of a group of Invaders that probably shouldn’t have been there.  After surviving that, it was a wonder they hadn’t called the entire Invader army down on their heads.  One look at that massive 100-foot, 12-armed monstrosity stomping in their direction would’ve made him faint in fright, he wasn’t ashamed to admit.  That thing was scary. 
 
    Now, of course, they would be facing off against it – and it was the reason he was so nervous.  Most of the others had probably focused on the information that there were tens of thousands of Invaders, but for Sterge there really was only one Invader in particular that they had to be worried about. 
 
    Regardless, the colorful light show by the disappearing Fairy was a signal that the incoming army of multi-armed enemies were just now entering the Pass in the distance.  While he couldn’t necessarily see the majority of them from his position nearly half a mile away, when he peeked around the tall Elven Raider in front of him, Sterge was able to see into and through the hilly gap.  Approximately a mile away, a half-mile from the Pass itself, was the gigantic figure of the 12-armed Commander – or at least that was what Tacca had called it.  Apparently, there were names for each of the different types of Invaders, but he and most of the other Clan members just called them by their coloring (such as blue and red), as it was much easier to differentiate them that way.   
 
    The town of Bloody Dagger, separated in two halves because of the Pass, was completely torn apart by the advance of the Invaders.  Even from so far away, Sterge could hear the impacts of weapons against wood and stone, as the thousands of blue-skinned Invaders cleared a path that quickly turned the buildings into rubble.  It didn’t seem like gratuitous destruction, though, because eliminating the taller structures allowed them to continue in formation without having to worry about being split up – or allowing a hiding enemy to attack them from behind.  These Invaders might be strange and powerful, but they also aren’t stupid. 
 
    Even before the last of the buildings on the southern end of the Pass were destroyed, Sterge could see the advancing army.  As soon as they were through the rubble, they started to spread out, with 1,000 of the blue-skinned Invaders creating a long front, with 100 of the purple-skinned ones leading them from behind.  Behind each of these blocks of blue and purple enemies were 5 of the larger, red-skinned Invaders, appearing as if they were shepherding children on their way to market – if those children were murderous psychopaths that enjoyed enslaving people, of course. 
 
    As the first of the Invaders passed through the area which Sterge was told contained the harmful traps that Tacca had placed the day before, he watched in amazement as the entire front row of the block was cut in half.  One moment they were walking in step with each other, and the next, every other blue-skinned Invader seemed to swell to twice their size, before they collapsed inwards on themselves, leaving a mess of skin, bones, and weapons on the ground.  The next few steps saw the rest of the front line suffer the same fate, killing hundreds of them without fail, as even their protective barriers did nothing to keep them safe. 
 
    Strangely enough, there was absolutely no reaction from the rest of the Invaders, as they continued to march ahead at a steady lope.  More and more of the Invaders passed through the killing field of traps, until the entire block of 1,000 blue-skinned enemies had been utterly destroyed, leaving a mess on the ground that was disgusting to look at even from where Sterge was located.  The purple-skinned Invaders that came in behind the now-dead block of their blue-skinned brethren were a bit more cautious in their approach, as they attempted to jump past where they thought more traps were going to be, and amazingly a few of them managed to make it all the way through the trap field without imploding. 
 
    Of course, 95% or so of them were killed, but that didn’t deter them in the least. 
 
    The 8-armed, red-skinned figures from this block came next, walking through unconcernedly, and it soon became obvious that it was the right attitude for them to take.  Sterge watched the first of them activate a trap and then swell up in size for a few seconds, but other than a bit of strain on their skin – where it split from the bulging muscles that strained against the restrictive covering – they were perfectly fine.  When they shrank back down, they continued to stride forward as if nothing had happened; unfortunately, after having activated one of the traps, Tacca had told the allies that there was a period of time when the traps couldn’t be activated again, so no more appeared to be triggered. 
 
    As soon as the first line of Invaders were through, the next block started to go through the field of traps, making it further than the first group because the previously activated traps were no longer of any use.  It was one of the things that Tacca said was a limitation to placing traps outside of her dungeon – they were one-time use and wouldn’t rearm themselves automatically. 
 
    But Sterge wasn’t really paying attention to this next block – of the many blocks that were heading toward them – because the first remaining purple and red-skinned Invaders were now running toward him and the other Raiders, their sights set on an enemy they could actually fight.  At about 500 feet away from the front line of the Clan, the large 8-armed “Elites” (or so Tacca called them) leapt into the air, jumping ahead of their smaller allies.  Their arc appeared as if they were going to land in front of the front line of defenders, and almost as if it was a prearranged signal, those in the first line stepped forward. 
 
    A very brief flash of bright light surrounded all of the Raiders on the front line, and they all seemed to bulk up in size, straining at the bindings of their armor.  Even though Sterge was around 20 rows back, there was a palpable feeling of strength coming from them, as if they were emanating some sort of powerful aura.  He wasn’t sure exactly what boosts to their physical attributes these specific traps were supposed to impart, as Tacca was a bit vague about them, but obviously something was happening. 
 
    The five 8-armed behemoths landed with a powerful *thud* that seemed to shake the ground, sweeping their weapons down on those Raiders nearest them.  It was plain to see from the sneering expressions on their faces that they expected to tear through the defenders with ease, as they normally would be able to.  Then again, that could be their normal expression and I’m misinterpreting it. 
 
    However, that wasn’t at all what happened.  As soon as the first weapon (a giant spiked mace in this particular instance) hit a shield that was brought up to protect a large Orc equipped with a very fine set of gold-inlaid mithril armor, two things seemed to happen simultaneously.  One, the giant mace impaled the shield, three of the spikes piercing through the metal and into the Orc Raider’s arm, which subsequently caused a scream of pain from him at the wound.  This was to be expected, though, because the strength of the Invader – who was three times the size of the Orc – was so great that it was a wonder that he didn’t get completely smashed into the ground.  Sterge thought it was probably because of the enhancements that Tacca provided that he was still upright at all. 
 
    As for the second thing that happened, it was a shock to everyone there – Sterge and the rest of the Clan members, included. 
 
    The day before, while they were on the road to Bloody Dagger Pass from the south, every Raider that had Bonded with Tacca abruptly fell to the ground, spasming in uncontrollable shaking – including Sterge and Gwenda.  After no more than a minute, however, the spasming stopped, and they were left with a brand-new Ability on their Raider Status, one that was unique and named something very confusing: Omenic Instability. 
 
    That was what activated now, as the first blow between the two armies fell, and it certainly wasn’t anything that Sterge expected.  While concentrating on the new Ability on his Raider Status, all he received was an impression that upon each bit of contact or attack directed toward something called an “Interdimensional Being”, various effects could suddenly occur.  Now, whether or not those effects were good or bad, the impression didn’t reveal to him nor anyone, but they all hoped for the best.  
 
    What they received was a mix of both – though predominantly good, he supposed. 
 
    For the Orc that blocked the first blow, the Omenic Instability kicked in to have a significant effect upon the red-skinned “Elite” Invader.  A rippling force seemed to emerge from the Raider’s body, extending through his arm and through his shield, transferring to the spiked mace embedded in it; from there, faster than Sterge could see, it traveled up the arm and caused it to explode in a spray of blood, bones, and muscle tissue.   
 
    The rippling force slammed into the Invader with enough power to send it flying away backwards about 50 feet, where it landed on its back and rolled a few times, eventually coming to a stop where it twitched a few times.  A few seconds later, it picked itself up and roared, wading back into the fight; whether or not its protective barrier was still there…well, that was an unknown at the moment, but Sterge certainly hoped it had been eliminated. 
 
    That amazing reaction caused by the Omenic Instability was only the first of many that occurred over the first few seconds of battle being joined – though not all of them were good.  One of the attacks seemed to shock the red-skinned Elites, similar to how Tacca’s Omen Charge Ability would make them twitch as soon as their protective barriers were brought down; another experienced simply being knocked backwards with an equal amount of force as they directed toward one of the Raiders; and a fourth one seemed to grow weak as soon as it had made contact with a Clan member with its overly large sword, dropping to its knees as it drooped with weariness. 
 
    Unfortunately, the luck stopped there, as the fifth one attacked a trio of Elven defenders working side-by-side.  With a triple strike from three different weapons, one of the Elves seemed to be hit by an explosive force, sending her flying backwards about 100 feet, landing on top of another Clan member; a second Elf screamed as her shield and chest armor was sheared in half from the strike of a great battleaxe, the damage the powerful weapons normally did having been multiplied a number of times; the third Elf managed to block a heavy spear thrust, going to a knee, but the block seemed to ricochet the spear backwards, where it impaled the Invader through its lower torso, prompting a scream of rage from the 8-armed killer. 
 
    In the end, it was a mixture of good and bad luck, but thankfully “bad” was in the minority.  As the Invaders seemed to recover from the unexpected results of their attack, they fought back with a savage intensity that frightened Sterge a little, but ultimately did them very little good.  With each of their strikes, as well as counter-attacks by the Raiders as the front line surrounded the Elites, more and more occurrences of the Omenic Instability made themselves known.  Additional explosions, sudden weakness in an arm or two, additional damage through a blow that should’ve been relatively innocuous – it all added up to completely devastate the red-skinned Invaders, with more than 90% of the instances being in the Clan’s favor. 
 
    By the time the purple-skinned “Soldier” Invaders arrived, having been overtaken and passed by their red-skinned comrades, all but one of the Elites had been killed – and that one was on its knees after succumbing to a sudden weakness effect.  Though there were different effects that Sterge had witnessed, eliminating their protective barriers seemed to be the most common; as a result, when the weakness abruptly affected the 7-armed Invader (as it had one of its arms blown off by an explosion), it was easily cut to pieces by the Abilities of the front line of defenders.   
 
    Those Abilities also helped when the purple-skinned Soldiers arrived, as the enhanced Clan members stepped out to meet them, using their special attacks in combination with their Omenic Instability.  Again, while most of the Clan members’ contacts with the Invaders were – for the most part – advantageous in their favor, there were a few instances where an explosion or a sudden weakness exposed them to an attack that either left them maimed or dead.  
 
    All in all, when the last of the first block of Invaders had been cut down, the Raiders had lost a total of 8 Clan members, with another half-dozen wounded enough that they probably wouldn’t be fighting very well that day without some serious healing.  Before the next wave of Invaders came, the front line moved to the back of their formation, bringing the bodies of the dead and carrying those too injured to walk quickly.  There were hundreds of Healer-Classed Clan members set up about 500 feet behind the main army of defenders, where they would be able to patch up whoever they could in order to get them back into the fight. 
 
    Meanwhile, those that were uninjured or just barely hurt lined up at the back of the formation, ready to go again when it was their turn.  The enhancements that they had gained from the traps Tacca had placed only lasted 5 minutes, so they wouldn’t have the same beneficial effects the next time they were forced to fight, but if things went according to plan, then they hopefully wouldn’t even have to engage in another fight today. 
 
    Of course, everything rarely goes according to plan.   
 
    The next block of Invaders was already racing toward the new front line of the defenders, and Sterge could see that even more of the purple-skinned Soldiers had managed to squeak through the harmful traps up there, as well as a few of the blue-skinned ones.  They were obviously learning how to avoid them, and while the traps wouldn’t last forever, their effectiveness was quickly going to become null as more and more passed through the trap field. 
 
    Then again, from what Tacca had personally told him when he asked about them, those traps weren’t really there to kill the entire army, but were instead designed to slow them down.  With the scrunching down of the Invader blocks so that they had to condense their line in order to get through the Pass, followed by the trap field, it prevented the enemy from simply overwhelming the defenses with one massive army, forcing them to have to fight the Raiders piecemeal like they were.  Regardless of how effective the traps actually were, it was obvious that the trap field was working as they were intended. 
 
    Though, as he watched the new group running towards the front line of Raiders, the next block of the enemy was using the deaths of over 2,000 of their brethren upon the killing field to learn how to combat the traps.  Their protective barriers also allowed them to levitate off of the ground for short periods of time, which they had seen with the enhanced jumping the 8-armed Elites seemed to prefer as they closed the distance, and the first few rows of the blue-skinned Invaders used whatever ability that was to hop over the sections of traps they had largely identified by that point. 
 
    That was when the rest of the Clan got into action. 
 
    From the eastern and western hills flanking the valley of death, magical spells and long-range weaponry suddenly emerged from the tree line, slamming into the hopping Invaders in a rain of destruction.  The same sorts of Omenic Instability effects occurred upon impact, eliminating protective barriers, causing explosions, and generally causing chaos among the blue-skinned “Fodder”.  However, just as before, Sterge could see some negative effects happen among those that had emerged from hiding among the trees; bows snapped, throwing knives ended up slicing fingers when they were released (despite those throwing them having done the same thing thousands of times without any mishaps), even magical feedback blowing up in a number of Caster-Class Raiders’ faces. 
 
    He couldn’t see if Gwenda had been one of those that had ended up having a spell’s feedback blow up in her face, but he certainly hoped not.  The only thing that prevented him from racing to her side right now was the knowledge that he couldn’t do anything to defend her, as something happening to her would be a pure surprise and likely something that couldn’t be defended against. 
 
    The result of their attack was absolutely devastating against the Invaders, as huge swathes of them were cut down in a matter of seconds.  The remaining units from the block immediately switched their focus from racing downfield to going after those on the hillsides, and while it was easy enough for them to get up top (especially with the ability to jump high) those Clan members that had fired at them slunk back into the thick stand of trees up top.  While it wasn’t too difficult for the blue-skinned Invaders to follow, it was a bit of a tight squeeze in places – which was exploited by Raiders whose preferred methods of attack were sneaking around and attacking from unexpected places.   
 
    Clan members stealthily snuck up on the incoming Invaders, dropping down from tree branches or suddenly appearing as if from nowhere, striking quickly before retreating.  Their powerful stealth attacks wouldn’t normally do a lot to the Invaders due to their protective barriers, but the Omenic Instability helped to negate that barrier or enhance the damage that they were doing far above the expected.   
 
    At least, that was what the plan was, as he couldn’t see any of that happening from his location down on the valley’s field. 
 
    As the second line of Raiders stepped forward onto the designated enhancement trap areas that were created just for them by Tacca, Sterge watched them engage the incoming Invaders from the second block, even as the fourth block entered the trap field. 
 
    This is going to be a long day.  
 
    It was also going to be a deadly day, as the numbers of Invaders coming through the Pass seemed endless, though he knew they weren’t.  Fortunately, he also knew that they weren’t alone in this fight. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    The battle was going as expected, which Tacca wasn’t sure was a good sign or not.  Her traps had worked beautifully, both to kill the Invaders and to enhance the Clan members down there, though the Life traps that were doing a lot of the killing were nearly gone.  She was tempted to try dropping down a few more, but instead she was saving the majority of her Dungeon Force for when she really needed it – and that time wasn’t quite there yet.  It was already being proven that the Raiders could eliminate the Fodder, Soldier, and even the Elite Variants from the Invaders, though eventually they were going to need some help. 
 
    Especially since not all of the Clan members down there were Bonded to her.  Shortly after plans were being made with Trevelyan and the rest of the Raiders, Tacca had spent every spare point of Fairy Mana on Bonding with everyone she possibly could, spending nearly 72 hours straight connecting with as many as possible.  In the time she had, she was able to Bond with nearly 40,000 of them thanks to mass Bondings which reduced the Fairy Mana cost slightly for each person she was Bonding with, but even with the 5,000 or so that she had Bonded with previously in her dungeon, it was barely a quarter of those that had arrived to defend the area.  Still, it was enough; spread out evenly through the defenses, they were having a devastating effect upon the Invaders. 
 
    The Omenic Instability was possibly more effective than her Omen Charge, with the seemingly random effects it inflicted upon the enemy – but, of course, it had its bad side, too.  Just like her own luck had varied from bad to good, so too did the Ability she had Granted to her Bonded, though it appeared to heavily favor the good rather than the bad.  Nevertheless, from what she could see, dozens if not hundreds of Raiders had died as a result of the Omenic Instability backfiring on them in some way, if not directly then indirectly by making them weak or exposing them to an attack they had no chance of defending against.  
 
    And the battle had just barely started. 
 
    Chaos was starting to take hold as more and more Invaders poured through the Bloody Dagger Pass, with those seemingly in charge ordering them through faster.  Tacca wasn’t sure how much they could observe from further back in the stretched-out army, but someone back there had obviously seen that their forces were being slaughtered block-by-block, separated as they were.  The logical response, then, was to rush the defenses before they had a chance to organize a defense, overwhelming them with their numerous forces before their victims could fight back. 
 
    It also seemed like it was working, because the eastern and western hillsides were practically crawling with Invaders, hunting down the Casters and Scout-type Classes that were attacking the army from long range, though they were having a hard time of it.  With their size, it was difficult for them to navigate their way through the trees, let alone swing their weapons; as a result, the hilltop forests were beginning to be cut away, with large cuts of a sword or an axe, slicing through tree trunks with apparent ease.  The Raiders hiding within were going to quickly run out of places to hide. 
 
    As for the defending Raiders within the valley itself, they were holding their own, though attrition was already starting to weigh upon their numbers.  She felt a little bit of pride flash through her new form as she knew that the beneficial traps she had placed the day before had attenuated those losses. 
 
    Regardless of how well they were doing, additional help was going to be needed soon, because the latter half of the Invader army was already starting to enter the Pass.  Within a few minutes, the Clan would be in extreme danger of being wiped out and routed, despite the advantages they had with position, beneficial traps, and Omenic Instability. 
 
    But how could Tacca help more than she already had?  She had already placed thousands of traps that were already proving their worth, so the only other thing that she could realistically do was create some creatures.  That was what a Dungeon Core did, right?  Placing traps and creating creatures to defeat invaders that ventured inside was basically the whole point behind their dungeons.  There was the whole higher purpose of helping to balance the primordial forces of the world and all, but at the heart of a Dungeon Core was the need to defend their territory against interlopers.   
 
    Except that it wasn’t just one dungeon that was being invaded – it was the entire world. 
 
    Tacca wasn’t the only one with something at stake if they lost this battle, and she wasn’t talking about the Raider Delving Clan or the people living in Abenlure.  No, she was thinking about all of the Dungeon Fairies and Dungeon Assistants living and working in and around the very dungeons that could also play a part in defending the world.  
 
    Thankfully, it appeared as if they were right on time. 
 
    From the east and west appeared a rapidly growing smudge on the horizons, growing larger as the seconds ticked by.  It was hard to make out what they were at first, but it eventually became obvious that they weren’t a dust storm, or another surprise army of Invaders coming to reinforce the one already there.   
 
    It was an army – two armies, in fact – but it sure wasn’t an Invader army.  Instead, it was something that had never before been seen in the world, a collection of thousands of dungeon creatures that were created by all of the remaining Dungeon Cores left in the south of Abenlure. 
 
    It’s…amazing.  Never in my life had I thought to see something like this. 
 
    Over the last few days, the Dungeon Fairies hadn’t been just scouting out the Invader army or coordinating the defenses near the Bloody Dagger Pass and the southern valley.  Dozens of them had also traveled to every Dungeon Core and dungeon – all 67 of them – that were still operational in the south; with both Malachite and Lapis accompanying them, they were able to convince the Dungeon Assistants (who had been essentially in hiding since the invasion had begun, cut off from the world and current events) to help them.  They were hesitant at first, but they eventually complied and spoke to their Bonded Dungeon Cores. 
 
    The Dungeon Cores were more than happy to help.  In most cases, helping required expanding their entrances to much greater sizes, but eventually they were large enough to fit in dozens to thousands of creatures that the Cores created for a specific purpose.  It was a purpose that was normally extremely against the rules, as it involved sending their creatures out into the wider world without supervision. 
 
    Any Core could do it, of course, and Tacca had been Bonded to one that had done just that – and paid the price with its destruction not long after.  The reason it was forbidden was because as soon as a dungeon creature left a dungeon, the Core lost complete control of it.  Specific instructions could be imprinted on the creature, such as something simple like, “run up the nearby hill and then return to the dungeon”, or something more sinister like, “search out the nearest village, kill everyone there, and then return to the dungeon”.  Or, in this particular situation where the knowledge of exactly where they needed to be sent was available, an image of the area they were supposed to go to – the Bloody Dagger Pass and valley – and a specific time of the day when they were supposed to arrive was all they needed.   
 
    So, the Dungeon Cores sent out their own armies of dungeon creatures after maxing out their Control Limit, where they would join with every other Cores’ armies.  It wasn’t just those 67 Cores that had sent them, either; all 6 of the Nursery Cores – Brandon, David, Karen, Patrick, Kenzie, and Regina had all sent out large contingents of their own creatures, joining with all of the others.  Thankfully, it had seemed to work – because they had arrived.   
 
    A horde consisting of dozens of different kinds of creatures flooded into the eastern and western gaps that existed between the Pass and the tree-topped hillsides.  Bears, wolves, giant spiders, large cats, snakes, rock golems, Gnolls, Kobolds, goliath-sized rats, squirrels, Goblins, Minotaurs, scorpions, Harpies, Griffons, unicorns—wait, who would choose one of those for a creature?—and even a few dragons (though they were only about 15 feet long from head to tail).  There were even more varieties than that, but trying to identify them all from a distance was hard, especially when they were all grouped up together.   
 
    It was actually an amazing accomplishment for them all to be running or flying together, because otherwise they would normally be attacking each other.  Thankfully, the specific instructions that the Dungeon Cores gave them were to not attack anything until they arrived at their destination, and then only to attack anything that appeared ready to attack them first.  That was a very distinct instruction, because it would theoretically prevent them from killing each other, and it was almost guaranteed that the Invaders would attack them once they were in their midst.  
 
    It turned out that she was absolutely right; as soon as the front wave of dungeon creatures got near the incoming blocks of Invaders, the enemy turned to attack the variety of creatures immediately.  Unfortunately, there was no way for Tacca to Bond with the dungeon-created beasts and other creatures, so they didn’t have any ability to really damage even the blue-skinned Fodder.  As a result, the leading edge of the horde was relentlessly slaughtered as the rest pushed into place. 
 
    This was all part of the plan, however.  Hidden along the rocky hillside on either side of the Pass, dozens of brave Raiders were stationed and waiting for this specific time.  Pairs of them emerged from hiding to cast a spell upon the closest blocks of Invaders, though their intent was not to damage or even hurt them; instead, these Clan members were chosen because they could cast wide-range area of effect spells that would touch upon hundreds or thousands of Invaders at the same time.  These magical effects were relatively harmless, as they slowed down the speed of whatever was caught within the range of the spell, or weakened their defenses slightly, or even minorly obscured their vision. 
 
    Again, it wasn’t the effect that was going to make the difference, it was the fact that they were Bonded to Tacca.  While she hadn’t known exactly what the Omenic Instability would do, she still had a feeling that she would need to have a way to extend it over a wide area, now that Tacca no longer had access to her Omen Charge.  Thankfully, there were Raiders chosen or who volunteered to risk themselves practically behind enemy lines in order to spread their spellwork over large numbers of Invaders, and it worked exactly as she had hoped – though not without a few casualties. 
 
    The “bad” effects of the Omenic Instability seemed to have a greater chance of triggering with the area-of-effect spells, and at least a half-dozen Raiders fell victim to a massive power feedback, charring them to ash in less than a second.  Despite that, the others managed to succeed even in the face of potential death, spreading their spells over literally thousands of Invaders, many of whom had their Personal Force Fields short-circuited, or else blown up entirely.  It was strange to watch the spells working over large swathes of Invaders, because even within the same range of a single spell, the result varied from Invader to Invader.  Overall, though, it was highly effective in making most – but not quite all – of the enemy that had progressed through the Pass vulnerable. 
 
    Which was right when the first large groups of the creature hordes hit them, trampling, impaling, biting, and otherwise hurting the Invaders who immediately attacked them when they got near.  What made the creatures so particularly effective was the fact that many of the beast-type creatures were large, as their Levels were at least 30 or more; for the creatures like Gnolls and Minotaurs, they weren’t necessarily much larger than normal, but they were exceptionally deadly with the weapons they were wielding, especially when they outnumbered their opponents at least five to one. 
 
    It really helped that many of the dungeons that had contributed to the creature horde had a relatively high Core Improvement Level, as none of them had been nearly as new as Tacca’s Core had been when her soul was pulled inside.  Higher Control Limits, greater accessible Dungeon Force, and a variety of Special Characteristics had led to some dungeons being able to field hundreds of Level 30 or higher creatures, as they had emptied out their dungeons in order to build their forces.  There wasn’t much need to defend their dungeons, after all; it wouldn’t really help against the Invaders if they were to come visit, and all of the available Raiders were here – so nobody would be delving anytime soon. 
 
    It’s working! 
 
    The Invaders coming through the Pass were being slaughtered, and at one point it was so bad that the Invaders attacking the eastern and western hillsides suddenly broke off their attack and deforestation to help reinforce those being slaughtered, as even the large 8-armed Elites were having trouble defending against so many creatures at once.  Tacca couldn’t really count them, because they were all moving around so much that it was impossible, but there must have been 50,000 creatures piling on a fraction of Invaders, overwhelming them with their numbers and viciousness.  It was absolute chaos – and it was beautiful. 
 
    Then, of course, things started to fall apart.  The Raiders hidden in the rocky Pass hillsides started getting hit more and more from “bad” spell feedback, losing at least a dozen of them within a few minutes.  It was from some of their screams that some of the Invaders’ leadership (i.e. the red-skinned Elites) noticed where all of the spells were coming from and ordered sizable portions of the nearest troops to search the hillside for them.  As the Clan members panicked, seeing the enemy coming for them, they cast as many spells as they could, sacrificing themselves to affect as many of the Invaders as possible.  Most of them died from spell feedback or random explosions caused by the Omenic Instability before the Invaders actually found them, but by then the damage had been done.  
 
    From Tacca’s perspective, she could see that there were still 5 full blocks of blue, purple, and red-skinned Invaders that hadn’t even entered the Pass yet, and were fully unaffected by any sort of Omenic Instability.  While the rest of the Clan members along the hillsides and the defensive formation to the south received a much-deserved rest, the creatures sent out by the Dungeon Cores continued to churn through the Invaders that did have their Personal Force Fields removed because of the brave sacrifices of the Raiders on the Pass hillsides.   
 
    But even the creatures were being worn down by pure attrition, as 50,000 creatures quickly became 25,000, which then became only 10,000 against an increasingly resilient Invader force, who was learning how to combat the creatures effectively.  They might be from another dimension, single-minded, and seemingly grown in a glass cylinder – but they aren’t stupid.  They were learning the same sorts of tactics that the Raider Delving Clan used against creatures inside of dungeons, and they were adapting to the challenges arrayed against them.  Looking closer at the expressions on some of the Elites’ faces, which of course were a bit hard to read as they were so foreign, she would’ve said they were actually enjoying themselves.   
 
    Tens of thousands of their brethren were dying around them, and the Invaders were excited to fight against such stacked odds.  Some of what Council Leader Malachite mentioned about what he had observed while he was captive was starting to make sense.  Similar to the Raider Delving Clan, these Invaders craved a challenge, and they obviously didn’t care about their losses – as long as they got a good fight out of it.  I suppose if we could grow replacements, then life wouldn’t matter that much to us, either.  Sort of like how it doesn’t matter if my creatures die in my dungeon, because I can just use my Dungeon Force to make more.  Thinking about it that way made only a little sense to Tacca, but she supposed she didn’t need to fully understand the reasoning behind their people in order to kill them all. 
 
    Near the back of the defensive army of Raiders was a small group that Tacca focused on, searching for the one with whom she needed to communicate.  Quickly recognizing Trevelyan at the forefront, she spoke to her mind. 
 
    Those on the hillsides are gone, and there are still over 5,000 Invaders outside of the Pass that haven’t been affected by anything.  I would suggest pulling back some of those on the hillsides to the east and west before they are overrun; the dungeon creatures are inflicting massive casualties, but they won’t be enough.   
 
    “Thanks for the information.  I’m dispatching messages now and I might mix it up a little; how’s the big guy looking?” 
 
    Tacca knew immediately what the Clan Leader (who was no longer “Interim”, as no one volunteered to take her place) meant.  While she wasn’t sure if these Heliothropes even had genders, it was easier for Trevelyan to refer to the 100-foot tall monstrosity as “big guy” in order to downplay its danger.   
 
    Uh…big?  It’s staying back and even stopped as it observes how all of the other Invaders are doing.  I think that, just like the ones now fighting the dungeon creatures, it is learning. 
 
    “Learning, huh?  Just what we needed: a huge, powerful, and now intelligent Invader that we have to deal with.  Oh, and don’t forget to include us when it’s time.” 
 
    I will not forget.  I don’t think I’ll be able to do it without you. 
 
    Tacca kept one part of her attention focused on the “big guy”, while she watched the diminishing army of creatures below her.  They were still killing Invaders by the hundreds, but their dominance was quickly coming to an end.  The demise of the last creature, a unicorn (of all things), was all that was needed to spur on a resurgence of the Invader army, and they charged down the valley toward the Clan defenders. 
 
    This time, unfortunately, almost all of her deadly traps had been activated, so other than a few dozen unlucky Fodder stepping on an additional trap here and there, the Raiders were on their own against them.   
 
    And that, inevitably, was when the massive, 12-armed Commander began to move. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    The “big guy” is on the move.  I’m coming to pick you up.   
 
    Tacca Teleported near Trevelyan’s group, where they quickly ran up to her when she appeared. 
 
    “We can’t allow that thing to get inside of here, otherwise we’ll have no hope of keeping the rest from overwhelming us.  We’ve got to fight it before it gets to the Pass,” the Clan Leader said quickly. 
 
    Agreed – and I’ll have more room without worrying about accidentally killing anyone.  Well, anyone but you all.   
 
    “Yes, well, let’s try to avoid that, shall we?” 
 
    Without responding, Tacca activated her Translocation Ability once Trevelyan and 4 others touched her Core.  She recognized Yertra and Bronk from their delve through her third dungeon section, but the other pair were ones that the Dungeon Core hadn’t worked with quite yet.  Regardless, she knew that they were both relatively high-Level Elemental Hunters, slightly different and less powerful than Yertra’s Eldritch Archer Class – but still deadly enough on their own merit.   
 
    Tacca’s Translocation tore through space and transported her Fairy-shaped Core to a location approximately 100 feet behind the advancing Commander.  The giant Invader was amazingly perceptive and nimble for its size, as it turned its step toward the Pass into a pivot, bringing it around to face the recently arrived group.  Tacca immediately Teleported 500 feet into the air above the 12-armed Variant and turned on her Invisibility, hiding her from a casual look in her direction.  She wasn’t exactly sure how the Invaders seemed to know where her Core and all of the Dungeon Fairies were even through their Invisibility, but she was at least aware that it helped to hide her, at least marginally.   
 
    It only took a few seconds for Trevelyan and the others to recover from their abrupt transportation, and even that was nearly too late.  The Commander took a quick step forward to reach the newly arrived Raiders, where it struck out with its warhammer at blinding speed, the head of which was approximately 15 feet at its widest.  The weapon slammed down with tremendous force, with such strength that Tacca could only imagine that it would turn her entire dungeon to rubble in a few hits, flattening Trevelyan and the others under the frightening weapon. 
 
    At least, that is what would’ve happened, had not a yellow-glowing bubble-like shield appeared over the group, arresting the momentum of the warhammer entirely. 
 
    Even from 500 feet above, Tacca could hear the agony-filled screaming of Bronk, the Orcish Oracle, down below.  As the weapon was lifted, a strange expression crossed the giant Invader’s face, one that Tacca could only classify as confusion; it made sense, though, because it was probably expecting to completely obliterate the Raiders, but that was obviously not the case.   
 
    Instead, the Raiders were just finishing their recovery after the Translocation, picking themselves up and getting themselves ready for another attack.  Well, all but Bronk, who was lying unmoving on the ground, his body twisted up in unnatural positions.  
 
    What happened? 
 
    Trevelyan quickly replied back, the mental communication much faster than normal vocalized speech.  “That was his Castigation Ability; it allowed him to temporarily block all incoming damage in a general area at the expense of injury being done to his body, but I’ve never seen this happen before.  Normally it is simply debilitating, as in a few broken bones, but the amount of damage from that simple strike was too much for his body to handle.  He sacrificed himself to protect us, so let’s get moving.” 
 
    Already, in the first few seconds of this battle against the Commander, they had lost one of their group members, and it was their healer, at that.  Then again, with what Tacca had already seen, it seemed very unlikely that even Trevelyan would be able to withstand any type of strike by one of the Invader’s weapons, so it might not even matter. 
 
    As if it had been pre-planned (which it had been), Trevelyan and the remaining Raiders scattered in different directions, preventing them from being bunched up for another attack like the first.  Even as they were moving, Yertra and the Elemental Hunters activated some of their Abilities, firing at the Commander on the run.  A charged bolt of bright pink from one of the Hunters – that seemed to move so fast that Tacca couldn’t even see it – ricocheted off of the Personal Force Field of the 12-armed monstrous person right above the knee, causing an explosion that made the Invader take a brief step back.  Tacca could see that no actual damage had been done, however, as all of the damage had been absorbed. 
 
    From the other Elemental Hunter, another charged shot that was colored green seemed to explode approximately 50 feet away from the Invader, breaking apart in dozens of smaller projectiles.  The Multi-shot appeared as if it would envelop the whole front side of the Commander, but a quartet of weapons suddenly appeared in front of each projectile, moving fast enough to block all but one of the smaller green bolts, which hit the upper waist of the Invader, bouncing off harmlessly.  All of the other projectiles had no other reaction to being blocked, either, and it was easy to see why: the Elemental Hunter suddenly flashed up in a surge of backfiring Omenic Instability, turning the Raider into a pile of ash in less than a second. 
 
    Yertra fired her own attack, but this one was aimed at the Invader’s face, a quickly expanding orb of swirling multi-colored light.  It moved slowly in comparison to the other attacks, which might mean that it might be less effective in actually hitting the Commander, but that wasn’t necessarily its purpose.  Its objective was to slightly blind and distract the Invader, which it did spectacularly; ignoring the Moon Knight racing toward the massive black-skinned monstrosity, the Commander struck out at the orb of light with all of its weapons at once, piercing through it as though it wasn’t there, popping the orb of light – but causing a Omenic Instability reaction that Tacca was hoping for. 
 
    Unfortunately, that hope was short-lived. 
 
    The Commander’s body quickly spasmed a few times before stabilizing, and Tacca could see the tell-tale glow of the Force Field fade away. 
 
    The protective barrier is down!  Go in and strike now—oh, no!  Wait, it’s coming back up – be careful, I don’t know what’s going on. 
 
    The Personal Force Field seemed to fade just like all of the other Invaders when affected by Omenic Instability, but a few seconds later it was back, as powerful as ever.  As she looked closer at the Commander again, she realized that around its waist was a much larger metallic device than what she’d seen before on other Invaders; whereas even her Omen Charge had been able to “short-circuit” the smaller devices on the others, it probably wouldn’t have the same effect on the enormous Invader’s device.  With this one, the effect was only temporary. 
 
    It appears as if the nullification effect is only temporary, and it’s revival is coming from the metal device on its waist.  If you can disable that, then I think we may have a chance. 
 
    Trevelyan and the others didn’t respond with words, but a mental confirmation was passed onto Tacca’s mind from all of the remaining group members.   
 
    Also, you just need to hold out for 25 more seconds. 
 
    A mere second after she arrived with the group, Tacca had already started her own contribution to the fight.  After creating all of the traps that had helped to whittle down the numbers of Fodder, Soldier, and Elite Variants, she had considered creating some creatures to help in the defense.  However, after realizing that she would be in a unique position to create creatures where and when they were needed, rather than including them in the horde that had been destroyed, she had held off because she knew she would need all of her Dungeon Force and Control Limit to help defeat the Commander.   
 
    Therefore, she had used almost every bit of her Dungeon Force and Control Limit to help with that part of the fight.  Trevelyan and the others were there to help bring down the massive Invader’s Protective Force Field while Tacca’s contribution finished it off.  While there were obviously some problems with permanently bringing down the Commander’s protection, she still had confidence that they could succeed. 
 
    They just had to live long enough – which was looking less and less likely as time went on.   
 
    The Commander hadn’t just stood there and blocked a few attacks.  No, it had counterattacked with brutal and deadly efficiency. 
 
    The remaining Elemental Hunter was fast, zipping across the field of battle with impressive speed.  He was able to fire off two more Abilities in quick succession after the first, both of which moved too quickly to block; one of them managed to bring the protective barrier down again, while the other caused an explosion, further marring the scarred chest of the Invader with a relatively minor wound.  That was enough for the Commander to focus on him, and with another step in his direction, brought all 12 weapons to bear.   
 
    The same warhammer from before slammed down where the Hunter had just been, the blade of a gigantic battleaxe chopped through a space only a few inches away from the running feet of the Hunter, and a multitude of other instruments of death came close to killing the Raider.  Unfortunately, even while Yertra attempted to distract the Commander from its attacks with additional attacks of her own, it was the wide, flat-bladed dual-edged sword that swept in horizontally that finally got the Hunter.  It cut through him with absolutely no resistance, the two halves of his body were suspended in mid-run for nearly a second before his mind registered what had happened.   
 
    As his body fell apart in a gory mess, tumbling over the green grass as the momentum from his run kept it moving longer than it should have, Trevelyan finally reached the Commander’s feet.  While the Elven Clan Leader was tall, she only came up to just above the Invader’s ankle, her head equal with its lower shin; without hesitation, though, the Moon Knight immediately started to attack the giant foot with her sword without using any of her powerful Abilities.   
 
    Each rapidly falling attack bounced off of the Commander’s Personal Force Field without much result, though on the fourth strike there was a small explosion that seemed to finally get through the protective barrier, doing very minor damage.  The fifth strike created another explosion, this time propelling the Clan Leader backwards, but her armor was thankfully sufficient to protect her.   
 
    As she got up and attempted to hit the Commander again, the giant Invader kicked out and sent her flying again, though this time she flew for nearly 100 feet, a large dent visible in her extremely durable armor.  Trevelyan used one of her less stamina-intensive defensive abilities as a Moon Knight to prevent the landing from hurting too much, but Tacca could tell that she was hurt from the initial kick as the Elf picked herself up and held her shield arm close to her side in pain.  A quick drink of a few potent Health Potions pulled from her bottomless bag was all it took to heal her up, and she was running back toward the Invader again. 
 
    But the Commander wasn’t having any of the annoying Raiders anymore.  Yertra, who had thus far been able to stay out of the monstrous 12-armed figure’s reach, had been firing Ability after Ability at the Invader from range, intermittently scoring a lucky hit that wasn’t blocked by the multiple weapons, and bringing down the Personal Force Field again and again.  As the time wore on, Tacca could tell that the time it took for the protective barrier to reinstate itself was taking longer and longer, which was a good sign. 
 
    Unfortunately, the Invader could apparently sense this as well, and stopped playing around.  Yertra had been fast enough to keep out of the range of the 130-foot-long spear that the Commander wielded, even when the Invader moved toward her, but she was unprepared for a long-range attack in response to her own.  The spear was pulled back and launched at the Eldritch Archer in one very smooth motion, sending the singular projectile shooting forward at Yertra with startling speed and accuracy.  Somehow, the Archer managed to sense it coming and dove out of the way, narrowly avoiding being impaled as she rolled to the side, coming up in a bound to run again. 
 
    That was when her luck ran out.  A large knife, approximately 5 feet long, slid through her chest and out her back as soon as she stood up from her roll, having been thrown by the Commander.  Having not actually used the knife and attached chain since the fight began, it was a surprise to everyone how deadly it could be when combined in concert with the Invader’s other weapons.  Yertra, her eyes wide in disbelief, dropped her bow as she clutched at the sword-like knife impaling her and she attempted to pull it out, only for her hands to slip on the blood coating the part of the blade nearest her chest.   
 
    She didn’t get much chance to do much more than that, as the next second the massive Invader yanked on the chain with enormous strength, ripping it out of the dying Eldritch Archer and practically tearing her in half. 
 
    “NOOO!!!!” Trevelyan shouted, even as she continued to race toward the Commander.  Thankfully, the Clan Leader was close enough by that point that it was difficult for the humongous Invader to attack her without hurting itself with its own weapons, but it could certainly kick her again – and it did so. 
 
    This time, however, the Clan leader was ready for that, and threw herself down on the ground to avoid the powerful kick, angling her sword above her head so that the Commander sliced its foot in the process when the Omenic Instability took root and collapsed its barrier again.  From what Tacca could see, the wound was extremely shallow, but it was still more than what had been wrought on the Invader up to that point. 
 
    Trevelyan miraculously rolled out of the way as the lightly wounded and incensed Commander tried to stomp on her, and even managed to slice off a tiny chunk of skin as she passed by, as the Invader’s Personal Force Field was still down.  Unfortunately, a sudden weakness seemed to come over the Clan Leader as she was hit by an unlucky wave of Omenic Instability and fell to her knees – making her extremely vulnerable.  Tacca tried to look for some way she could help Trevelyan, but there was nothing she could do; most of her Dungeon Force and Fairy Mana were tapped out from usage over the last minute, so there wasn’t much she could do, even if there was something possible. 
 
    As she watched potentially the last few moments of the Clan Leader’s life, Tacca suddenly heard a *pop* from nearby, and she saw Council Leader Malachite appear from a sudden Translocation.  Tacca knew that he had been in the Council chambers monitoring the balance of the primordial energy produced by the world, so for him to be here meant something was going wrong. 
 
    “Tacca, we’re losing too many Clan members!” he quickly shouted.  The balance is almost entirely upset, and unless we prevent many more from dying or destroy a few Dungeon Cores, this world is going to be ripped apart!”   
 
    Well, then I guess the most powerful Clan member dying would be bad, right? 
 
    “Yes, Tacca – that would be bad.  Can’t you—?” 
 
    Unfortunately, no.  Looks like it’s up to you. 
 
    “Great,” he said with a huff, looking down at a massive foot descending on an exhausted-looking Clan Leader.  “Spread the word to initiate Plan B, would you?  There’s no help for it now.” 
 
    Done. 
 
    Malachite disappeared with another *pop*, only to appear down below near the Invader and Trevelyan.  At that moment, Tacca could tell that the Personal Force Field was still down, and so was the effect that normally neutralized the Abilities of Dungeon Fairies nearby.  Thankfully, it seemed to be less effusive outside of a dungeon, but there was still a hundred-foot or so aura produced by it that was quite annoying.  What was even better was that not many of the other Invaders, only a fraction of the purple-skinned Soldiers from what Tacca had seen, even carried the small metal devices that created the auras, though that didn’t help with the fight against the Commander, of course. 
 
    Malachite was a powerful Dungeon Fairy, and his age and experience did him well.  A strong current of lightning shot out of the Council Leader’s hands, impacting the bottom of the descending foot, shocking the Invader.  The Commander spasmed, not unlike what happened when the Personal Force Field short-circuited, and it stumbled backwards, nearly falling down in the process.  It recovered fairly quickly, but that was also long enough for the Clan Leader to recover from her sudden bout of weakness, moving back toward the Invader with the intent to cause more injury to the Invader written on her face. 
 
    Meanwhile, Tacca communicated with Shale to begin Plan B, as there was no other choice by that point.  She couldn’t quite see all of the goings-on near the main Clan defenses, but she could guess that it probably wasn’t going well. 
 
    “We’re on it.  Good luck, Tacca.” 
 
    The Fairies were going to participate as well as they could in the fight, having stayed out of it up to that point.  The nullification auras that the Soldier Invaders put out made it difficult for them to do much of anything, but there were still some things they could do; and with more and more of the purple-skinned Invaders having their metal devices short-circuited, there was even more chance that they would be able to contribute – and save as many Raiders as possible before the balance was upset. 
 
    Of course, now it was time for Tacca’s contribution to appear, and the Fairy-turned-Dungeon Core inwardly smiled as it materialized. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Over the last few days Tacca had considered many, many possible creatures that would be perfect for killing the monstrous Commander.  However, its size, strength, and the number of weapons it had at its disposal – not to mention the Personal Force Field – made that a bit trickier of a situation than it would seem at first glance. 
 
    She had the Core Improvement Points to unlock numerous creature families if she so chose, but evaluating them one-by-one, she couldn’t figure out one that might work.  While many Cores eventually dipped into the Mythybrid Family of creatures to stock their dungeons with powerful defenders as they grew larger, the dragons, manticores, chimeras, hydras, arachnias, phoenixes, and other formidable “Boss”-type creatures had a large drawback. 
 
    They were too expensive in terms of both Dungeon Force and Control Limit. 
 
    In order to create a Level 100 Flame Dragon, for instance, she would need to use approximately 30,000 Dungeon Force as well as having a requirement of 12,000 Control Limit – and that was with her current Special Characteristics.  For much higher CI Level Dungeon Cores, this wasn’t too much of a problem, especially because those employing Level 100 anything normally were so large that it took days for a single high-Level Raider group to get through the dungeon.  That length of time gave the Core plenty of opportunity to regenerate their Dungeon Force, meaning that they could start restocking it even as the Raiders were leaving.  Not to mention that they would likely have a much larger maximum Dungeon Force and Control Limit, so the requirements were justified.  Even with that, though, it could take a week or more for them to fully restock everything. 
 
    Some of the other options in the Mythybrid family were a little less expensive, but they still wouldn’t do for the same reason a dragon wouldn’t work: Size.  A Level 100 Flame Dragon, for instance, would be approximately 50 feet long from head to tail, with a bulk that would flatten just about any Clan member that challenged it.  Its scales would be quite resistant to many forms of physical attack, and its natural magical properties made its Magical Defense higher than most.  However, a strike or two by the massive weapons the Commander wielded would injure it severely, if not kill it outright – the Invader was just that powerful.  It was something that she didn’t need to actually see in order to gauge its deadliness, but seeing it now only confirmed her previous assumption. 
 
    The other Mythybrid family of creatures were similar in composition, where an increase in Level only marginally increased their size.  A Level 1 Bog Hydra was approximately 15 feet tall with 4 heads (and cost quite a lot to create, as well); a Level 100 Bog Hydra was approximately 40 feet tall with 10 heads, much thicker skin, and able to use magical effects for its attacks, making it deadlier and harder to defeat.  Perfect for potentially killing Clan members that challenged it, but despite that size and difficulty increase, it would still be a matter of a few hits before it was killed by the giant Invader.   
 
    Every other creature Family she considered had benefits and drawbacks, and she considered cost, size, Attack and Defense stats, as well as speed.  Semi-humans were moderately more expensive the higher Level they became, but their size didn’t increase more than about 4 times their Level 1 base size, no matter how high of Level they became.  Powerful beast-type creatures such as bears and even her wolves could become quite large, making the Invader appear puny in comparison, but the costs after Level 100 were quite prohibitive in order to make that happen.  She even thought about using the special effect of the Mergle King to double the Levels of whatever she created, but a quick experiment showed that it didn’t work outside of her dungeon.  Everything else had some sort of drawback that wouldn’t work well with the situation against the Commander. 
 
    All but one: the Dungeon Fairy. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Fairy 
    
  The Dungeon Fairy is a unique creature that normally isn’t placed within a dungeon’s walls, but is typically there to help the Dungeon Core directly.  Despite that, the Dungeon Fairy can certainly be applied as a creature that can fight Raiders directly, though its abilities are limited to whatever the Core has access to – which is normally nothing. 
    
  Cost (Level 300): 7500 DF (-60% Special Characteristic) 
  Control Requirement (Level 300): 8000 (-60% Special Characteristic) 
  Creation Time (Level 300): 45 seconds (-100% Special Characteristic) 
  Equipment: Regal Mood Clothes (Physical Defense +100) 
  Fairy Mana (Level 300): 12850 
  Fairy Mana Regeneration: 750 per minute 
  Physical Attack: 1  
  Magical Attack: 300 
  Physical Defense: 101 
  Ranged Defense: 1 
  Elemental Resistance: 75% Death, 75% Nature, 75% Earth 
  Specials: Bonus to Fairy Mana regeneration (25%) if located within a dungeon 
  Ability Options: Invisibility – 50 FM per minute (+25 DF), Healing Aura – 200 FM per minute (+75 DF), Electrified Pacification – 500 FM per minute (+125 DF), Blinding Flash – 250 FM (+50 DF), Light Cage – 600 FM per minute (+200 DF), Flame Wall – 6000 FM per minute (+200 DF), Shattering Icicle – 2200 FM per use (+200 DF), Mass Confusion – 4000 FM per minute (+250 DF), Translocation – 100 FM per use (+250 DF) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It was insane to think about a Dungeon Fairy going up against the Commander, but there were a few things in its favor.  First, even as the Level of the Dungeon Fairy increased, it didn’t get physically larger; that fact would normally disqualify it, because the larger the creature meant that it typically did more physical damage.  Physical damage, however, wasn’t what Tacca was after; instead, she was more focused on the magical aspects of a Dungeon Fairy than anything else. 
 
    Secondly, Dungeon Fairies were normally fast when they flew, but a much higher-Level Dungeon Fairy was faster.  An experimental creation of a Fairy in her dungeon the night before showed that it could zip around almost quicker than Tacca could follow, which would make it nearly impossible for the Commander to hit, even with all of its myriad of weapons.  
 
    Lastly, as she had noticed when she had originally created one, a Dungeon Fairy was relatively inexpensive in terms of Dungeon Force and Control Limit.  She was able to create a Level 300 Dungeon Fairy for a total of 7500 DF and 8000 Control Limit, which was quite a bargain.  She theoretically could have created an even larger one, but she found that after about Level 350 the costs started to increase at a much higher rate, making it not precisely worth it.   
 
    At Level 300, therefore, she was able to not just create 1 Dungeon Fairy, but 4 Dungeon Fairies.  She was also able to add some Abilities to the Fairies based on her own that she had access to, for a total of 975 DF; it was a little disappointing that the Special Characteristic that reduced the DF cost of the creature didn’t affect the cost of those Abilities, but the extra expense was still worth it. 
 
    Her Fairies had very little sense of good and bad targets, and it was nearly impossible to control them when Raiders were around.  It was one of the reasons she hadn’t just created the Fairies before the fight started, because as soon as the creatures were among the Clan members, they would’ve attacked and Tacca couldn’t have stopped them.  Leaving the Raiders out of sight might have worked, but it was quite possible that they might drift around and go looking for trouble – which might end up with them attacking the Raiders, anyway.  They were cruddy limitations to being able to create her creatures outside of her dungeon, but she would take whatever she could get.    
 
    As they finally materialized into existence, they weren’t a very impressive bunch.  A quartet of Fairies with no discernable gender appeared in the middle of the air approximately 50 feet away from her Fairy-shaped Core, and she automatically sent them to attack.  The aura that prevented them from using their Abilities was coming back, unfortunately, but down below she could see Malachite and Trevelyan working together to change that. 
 
    With a series of rolls to keep her out of harm’s way, the Clan Leader got to her feet and leapt upwards toward the Commander, striking at its knee while Malachite distractingly flew around the confused-looking face of the Invader, who tried to swat him out of the air with its weapons.  The Council Leader, being much faster than even the lightning-fast strikes of the 12-armed Commander, managed to barely avoid being hit by anything, though Tacca could see it was more luck than anything; the weapons clanged against each other and got in each other’s way as they tried to strike the small target, which was probably the only thing that saved him. 
 
    But the knee strike from below was successful, as Tacca observed the rising glow of the Personal Force Field blink out and the Invader twitched briefly from the Omenic Instability.   
 
    Move back now!  My friends are going in! 
 
    Malachite immediately Translocated and appeared 600 feet away, while Trevelyan ran behind the Invader, quickly putting distance between herself and the Commander while it recovered from the loss of its protective barrier.  Tacca immediately sent in her Fairy creatures, and they went to work.  It was more impressive than even she had expected, and she knew right away that she had made the right choice. 
 
    A gigantic cage of light bars appeared around the Commander, trapping it within its confines as one of the Fairies used the Light Cage Ability; a second one used Electrified Pacification, which suddenly seized up all of the Invader’s muscles, freezing it in place temporarily.  Even after a single second, however, Tacca could see that the monstrous Commander was already starting to move, albeit slowly, and she knew that it wouldn’t hold it long.   
 
    The third and fourth Fairies, instead of using the less-expensive defensive-type Abilities, went on the offensive.  Flame Wall cost 6,000 Fairy Mana per minute of use, which was nearly half of its maximum Mana, but it was worth it.  As soon as the Commander was trapped in place, the third Fairy created a circle of flames that sprouted from the ground and surrounded the Invader, burning up through its feet and legs, reaching all the way to its waist.  The Commander roared in pain, slowly opening its mouth because of the Pacification effect, and it redoubled its efforts to escape from the Abilities affecting it. 
 
    That was when a well-shot Shattering Icicle – which cost a staggering 2,200 Fairy Mana per use – flew out from the fourth Dungeon Fairy, a giant 50-foot-long spear of ice, and impacted its chest.  Upon contact, the Icicle shattered into hundreds of different shards, all impaling the Commander’s torso and even some of its arms, though the damage was relatively minimal – and nowhere near fatal.  Wounds that would’ve obliterated even a Level 100 Raider were but shallow stabs inflicted by the shattered Icicle, though it was at least progress. 
 
    Unfortunately, the Flame Wall was slow in actually doing much damage, as the multi-armed Invader seemed quite resistant to the heat.  Not entirely, as Tacca could see small cracks forming in its black skin, but not as quickly as she would’ve liked.   
 
    A second, then a third and fourth Shattering Icicle impacted the Commander, inflicting deeper and deeper wounds as shattered Icicle shards hit some of the same areas, as well as drawing louder and louder roars of pain from the Invader.  A fifth Icicle was on the way to the monstrous Commander’s chest when the cage of light abruptly disappeared, the Pacification effect fizzled out, the Flame Wall sunk back into the ground, and the Icicle started to disintegrate in mid-air, only to be blocked by a veritable wall of weapons brought to bear, where it shattered harmlessly.  It was at that point that Tacca could see that the Protective Force Field was starting to glow again, though it brightened considerably slower than it had before. 
 
    Even wounded, the Invader took no time to go on a counterattack, bringing all of its weapons down in a wall of deadly metal, like it was trying to swat the Fairies out of the sky.  The attack was so quick and sudden that the fourth Fairy (which had been flinging out Icicles), had no chance to react, and it was suddenly there one moment and then gone the next.  The others were a little more spread out and subsequently avoided being obliterated, and they Translocated away, behind the Invader and about 500 feet away. 
 
    Trevelyan, I need that barrier taken down again! 
 
    “I’m already on it; can you keep the big guy distracted?” 
 
    I’ll try. 
 
    Tacca had the remaining Fairies toss out Shattering Icicles intermittently while conserving their Fairy Mana, though they didn’t do much good because the Commander kept blocking everything with its weapons.  She would’ve rather used the less expensive Light Cage or Flame Wall, but those might have hurt Trevelyan, which was the last thing they needed.   
 
    “The big guy is moving too much, I can’t get to him.  I’m going to have to use one of my Abilities.” 
 
    Trevelyan abruptly stopped, and Tacca could see a bright light coalescing around the Moon Knight.  The Dungeon Core tried to stop her, because the Clan Leader’s Abilities tended to be extremely draining, but it was too late; if they needed it later, then they were out of luck. 
 
    While she was charging her Ability up, the Commander apparently decided that it had enough of the annoying gnats tossing icicles at it.  It suddenly floated in the air and sped toward the three remaining Fairies a lot faster than it could run, and the creatures subsequently scattered, flying in different directions.  It started to chase one of them, only for the Fairy to Translocate; it suddenly *popped* out of existence, appearing 200 feet behind the Commander. 
 
    Somehow, a split-second after it reappeared, the chain-knife was there, slicing completely through the poor creature with such force that there wasn’t anything recognizable afterwards.  It was just…gone. 
 
    This isn’t good; it can somehow predict the place in which my Fairies are Translocating. 
 
    Her other Fairies kept flying away, and she instructed them not to use their Translocation abilities again – which cut their effectiveness down considerably.  The Commander kept pace with them, however, even as they flew upwards in order to escape the mad Invader.  Up and up they went, flying hundreds and then thousands of feet above the ground, twirling in and out of circles to keep the Commander guessing, but it wasn’t enough.  A wall of weapons eventually descended upon another of the Fairies, which it barely dodged in time, only to be obliterated by a thrown chain-knife.  The Invader wasn’t only learning the tactics of her Fairies, but was somehow adapting to their speed, as well.   
 
    The remaining Fairy was retreating, flying ever higher, when a massive 20-foot-wide beam of moonlight shot up from below, striking one of the right arms of the Commander, causing a massive explosion that sheared through the protective barrier and absolutely devastated all 6 arms on that side, as well as blasting it to the side, out of the line of pursuit against her Fairy. 
 
    With the Protective Force Field gone, the Commander started to plummet to the ground, and her Fairy gave chase, tossing a Shattering Icicle at it which did an appreciable amount of damage to its skin again, but not nearly enough because it had started to disintegrate even before making contact.  Then, approximately 100 feet from the ground, the glow around the Invader came back thinly, arresting its movement.  Whatever was powering the Personal Force Field was also keeping it aloft, making the protective barrier thinner but still effective. 
 
    The Omenic Instability didn’t permanently bring down its protective barrier; your attack and the explosion were enough to take it down temporarily, but it wasn’t short-circuited, unfortunately. 
 
    What that also meant, as she told the Clan Leader, was that the aura preventing Fairy Abilities was still in effect.  As she spoke, the Fairy flew upwards again, chased by the horribly injured Commander, the height and flying the only things preventing the Personal Force Field from fully regenerating again.  Tacca thought about bringing it back down to the ground, but she was worried that with only one Fairy left, if it died then they would have no chance to defeat the Invader. 
 
    “I’m going to hit it again; it’s our only choice.” 
 
    No!  If you do that, you’ll die, and the world literally can’t afford that right now! 
 
    Tacca looked down at the Moon Knight, swaying a little bit on her feet from the exhaustion of using her beam-like ability just moments ago.  It was more than obvious that if she was to use it again, it would end her just as easily as the Commander would. 
 
    “It’s the only way.  We’ll all die if I don’t do this, and the Clan will be fine without me.” 
 
    But that’s not what I meant— 
 
    But again it was too late, as the Clan Leader started to charge up her Ability again, the strain obvious on her face even from so far away.  Tacca Teleported down near Trevelyan and tried to figure out what to do.  She couldn’t stop the Moon Knight in the middle of her Ability use, as that would probably kill her just as soon as save her.  The Clan Leader would have enough energy to finish her Ability and then she would likely perish, but there had to be something she could do— 
 
    —and there was.  But she was going to need some help. 
 
    Malachite!  I need your help! 
 
    The Council Leader quickly appeared, having Translocated from where he had been watching the fight from the sidelines.  “What do you—?” 
 
    She hurriedly explained what she had in mind, which left Malachite skeptical but willing to try.  If the Council Leader died, after all, then all of this might be for nothing. 
 
    “Alright, but I’ll lead; I have moderately more experience with this than you do.” 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    A few seconds later, an enormous beam of moonlight shot out of Trevelyan into the sky.  Tacca followed it and saw it strike the left foot of the monstrous Invader, but there wasn’t an explosion this time; instead, she watched the glow around it die and the Commander twitch in mid-flight, before beginning to fall.  The Omenic Instability was able to neutralize the floating effect as well as the aura preventing the Fairy’s Abilities from working. 
 
    And it began to plummet to the ground, unable to stop itself. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    As Trevelyan began to fall to the ground, Tacca used her Bond with both the Council Leader and the Clan Leader to start pushing out her Fairy Mana, as well as her intent behind it.  While she couldn’t normally direct it a way that wasn’t included in her list of Abilities, Malachite and the Head Instructor had somehow found a way to manipulate it manually, which was how they had saved her after her Countdown had ended.   
 
    But now, they were pushing that Fairy Mana into Trevelyan, with two main intentions behind it: Healing Aura and Hibernate.  While they couldn’t prevent the exhaustion from killing her outright, they hoped to prolong it enough through the use of Hibernate that she wouldn’t die instantly; while under the Hibernate state, the Healing Aura would slowly bring her back to health – that was the idea, at least. 
 
    The Clan Leader collapsed on the ground, all life seemingly gone from her, but the Fairy Mana took hold as Malachite directed it, stabilizing the last bit of life still left in her.  It was almost too late, however, as Tacca saw Trevelyan stop breathing as all color fled from her face.  Thankfully, a moment later the color flowed back as the Fairy Mana went to work, and there was a shallow breath that the Dungeon Core could just barely perceive. 
 
    It was then that the ground shook with tremendous force, causing the Clan Leader’s body to leap into the air at least 10 feet, before falling again.  Thankfully, it didn’t seem to hurt her any more than she was, as she continued to breathe shallowly – but she was alive, if in a hibernated state.  Tacca could also feel a portion of her regenerating Fairy Mana being siphoned out of her and into Trevelyan, which gave her hope that the Moon Knight would wake up eventually, good as new. 
 
    Looking at the source of the shaking ground, she saw that the Commander had landed hard, creating a crater that was nearly twice its size and at least 50 feet deep – but it wasn’t dead yet.  She saw feeble movement as it attempted to use its now-weaponless hands to lift itself up and out of the hole it had made, but it fell back down, physically unable to completely do it. 
 
    On instinct, because she had done it to the other Invaders when they were close to death, she used her dwindling Fairy Mana to activate her Bond Ability on the Commander, seeing for the first time that her mental name for the Variant had been correct.   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Bond Results: 
    
  Bonded Targets: 1 
    
  Abilities(s) Obtained: Subordinate Control, Subordinate Learning 
  Abilities(s) Granted: Bond Communication 
    
  Variant Unlocked: Commander 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Wait, there aren’t any errors anymore? 
 
    That was a bit of a shock, as she still hadn’t received anything new from the other Variants she had unlocked, even after a lot of the errors had been fixed on all of her screens.  What shocked her even more was the fact that she had actually granted an Ability: Bond Communication. 
 
    “I WILL NOT LOSE TO THESE VERMIN!  I MUST FULFILL MY DUTY AND ESTABLISH A FOOTHOLD IN THIS DIMENSION BEFORE THE OTHERS COME—” 
 
    The voice in her mind was so overwhelming that her new Core nearly shattered, but it abruptly cut off before that could happen.  She looked over to see why it had stopped, only to see the end result of a pair of Shattering Icicles launched from over 1,000 feet above slamming into the Commander, with one piercing with great effect through its chest, while the other shattered on its face, driving frigid shards of ice through its mouth and eyes, driving it into its brain, killing it. 
 
    It’s dead… 
 
    But was that really its voice in my head?  And what did it all mean? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    Sterge blocked another strike by an enormous sword, the blow knocking him back a few steps and adding yet another dent to his shield, but the explosion that blew back in the Invader’s face was extraordinarily satisfying.  It didn’t kill the blue-skinned fighter, but he could see the obvious burn marks all over its upper chest and face, and the sword was now a twisted wreck after the Omenic Instability had its way with it.  He blocked yet another blow from a battleaxe, though it was a lot weaker than the last strike, only causing him to rock backwards a little bit – but the weapon’s rebound acted as if it had been a tremendously powerful strike, as it slammed into the Invader’s head, opening it up like a crushed melon. 
 
    With disgust he kicked it backwards as it fell to its knees, dead, even as he held his shield up to block a spear stabbing at his face.  The impact was exacerbated by the Omenic Instability, sending him flying back nearly 50 feet, past some of the recovering lines of Clan Members as they prepared to rotate up and fight the next wave of Invaders.  He landed with a painful crash and felt himself rolling backwards from the momentum, finally coming to a stop and being dragged backwards, out of the defensive line.   
 
    He looked up to see William, his face ragged from all of the healing he had done in the last hour, and yet Sterge still felt the refreshing effects from a healing spell from his group member. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, situating himself to make sure he hadn’t lost anything.  “Have you heard how the others are doing?  I—” 
 
    “Whoa, is that what I think it is?!” William said, cutting him off and pointing toward the north. 
 
    Sterge whipped around, trying to see what he was talking about, but didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary – other than the horde of Invaders that was attempting to crush the Clan under their powerful presence.  Their enhancement traps had run out a short time ago, so they were reduced to wearing down the Invaders normally, using the Omenic Instability effect of their attacks to try beating them back – but he could tell they were losing.  Deaths were becoming more and more common, and not from the negative effects of the strange Ability, but because the Invaders were coming in greater numbers that weren’t being whittled down.  The nearby hills, where Gwenda and Mordecai were contributing their own efforts, were being overrun, though the trees were still providing an adequate defense against the larger Invaders.  It was only a matter of time before the enemy cut down all of the trees to get to them, though. 
 
    A second after seeing that everything appeared the same as it had been, Sterge finally figured out where William had been pointing.  He wasn’t pointing at the deadly field of battle, but was directing his gaze north and up.  There, in the sky, was the massive 12-armed Invader he had seen when he had gone with the others to rescue the Fairies, and it was flying.  He hadn’t been sure that the 100-foot-tall monstrosity could become any more frightening, but he was obviously wrong. 
 
    Suddenly, a beam of light seemed to hit it from below, and even from the distance he could see that it caused some sort of explosion, followed by the Invader falling.  Hope sprang into his chest as he watched it plummet to the ground, only for it to be dashed when it started flying again a moment later. 
 
    What is it chasing?  He hadn’t been informed of all of the plans for the massive Invader, but he knew that Tacca had something in store for it.  Is it chasing her around?  If that was the case, then they were all doomed. 
 
    Mesmerized by the flying black-skinned Invader in the distance, Sterge couldn’t move himself to get back into the fight.  That was why, when another beam of light from below hit the Invader again he was able to see it happen, as well as the plummet as it fell – and this time it didn’t stop.  A second later, it disappeared out of sight behind the Pass, and a few seconds later he felt the ground rumble under his feet, causing him to have to catch himself before he fell. 
 
    Looking up after he recovered, he heard an enormous *BOOM* and then watched as the sides of the Pass crumbled and fell – directly on the last of the Invaders coming through, burying thousands of them in both dirt and large stones.   
 
    Closer to Sterge and the Clan defenders, the Invaders that were attacking them seemed to freeze in place for a second before turning around, running back the way they came as if in retreat.  
 
    “Or they’re heading north to help out their Commander,” William said out loud, as if he had heard Sterge’s thoughts. 
 
    Some of the Raiders gave chase, but most just collapsed in place, relieved that they were getting some sort of respite.  However, something odd happened over the next few seconds. 
 
    All of the Invaders suddenly collapsed on the ground, twitching and spasming uncontrollably without anything touching them.  Every.  Single.  One.   
 
    Sterge stood there with his mouth open in shock, echoed by nearly everyone he saw, as the spasming quickly slowed down and then completely stopped.  Movement out of the corner of his eye showed a Clan member swiftly approaching the nearest Invader, a red-skinned Elite, and chop at its head while it was incapacitated, but there was no reaction from the enemy when a sword cut cleanly though its neck.  Not a single reaction – as if the Omenic Instability wasn’t working anymore. 
 
    But that wasn’t quite accurate.  It wasn’t working because it had been seen that the Ability didn’t work on corpses – so the Elite Invader was already dead. 
 
    They were all dead, in fact. 
 
    A few more experiments with other Invader bodies made it clear that it was true – the entire battlefield that had been filled with thousands of Invaders a few moments ago was now filled with corpses.  Joining them were thousands of Raider Delving Clan corpses, unfortunately, but that didn’t stop the cheer that erupted from the tens of thousands of Raiders still alive. 
 
    Sterge found himself hoarse after screaming his throat dry from relief and exhaustion; he hadn’t been fighting all day, but the nerves as it became his turn to defend the front over and over had worn him down.  He staggered and nearly fell as the heat of the day, the stench of dead bodies, and the impossibility of what just happened overcame him.  Tears came unbidden down his face as he realized that they would indeed live through the day, which had been in doubt over the last few minutes.  Looking around, he could see that he wasn’t the only one. 
 
    Something suddenly hit him from the side, knocking him to the ground, but he didn’t try to fight back.  As a soft body landed on him, he recognized the sweet floral scent that Gwenda always seemed to exude naturally.  He quickly took in her smiling face, also streaked with tears that were shed, and he smiled back. 
 
    “Hey there,” he said lamely, too overcome with emotion to think of something clever to say. 
 
    “We did it!” she said breathlessly, which told him that she had run all the way from the hillside to his location.  “This crazy plan worked – somehow.” 
 
    “I know.  I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.” 
 
    She shook her head.  “Me, neither.  That was one aspect of this whole thing that I didn’t like, being apart from you.  But I can’t deny that it worked out.  Oh, and Mordecai kept me safe up there; I think I saw Evy on my way to you, so it appears as if we all made it out alive.  It’s a miracle.” 
 
    “It sure is.  But…” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    Now it was his turn to shake his head, even as he grinned at her.  “Well, for one thing, this has made me realize that I never want to be apart from you again – not that I didn’t know that already.  But I want to make it official.” 
 
    She grinned back, a blush creeping up her face that he just realized was covered in soot with a few minor burns here and there.  It didn’t matter to him, though, because she was beautiful no matter what she looked like.  “Does that mean what I think it means?” 
 
    He cleared his throat, his mouth suddenly dry.  “Gwenda, will you—will you marry me?” he finished quickly, afraid if he didn’t hurry he wouldn’t get it all out. 
 
    “Of course I will, you big softy.  I feel like I’ve been waiting forever for you to ask me.” 
 
    She’s been waiting for me to ask her?  What? 
 
    He was so confused by that statement that he almost missed her next question.   
 
    “Wait, you said that was one thing you realized.  Was there something else?” 
 
    Sterge was both ecstatic that she said she’d marry him and confused over her statement that at first he didn’t know what she was talking about.  After a second, though, he remembered. 
 
    “Oh, yes, the second thing I realized is that I’m losing sensation to my…uh…nether regions; while it’s armored, your knee is pressing down and cutting off blood flow.  Kind of uncomfortable, I’ll have you know.” 
 
    Gwenda blushed and rolled off of him, giving him her hand to help him get off the ground.  “Well, we can’t have that, can we?  I think we’re going to need that later.”  She winked at him, and he blushed back. 
 
    Same old Gwenda. 
 
    It was only then that he remembered where they were, with the dead surrounding them in the middle of the hot field, and the stench and mental anguish over losing so many of their Clan members started to affect him.  While he hadn’t wanted to originally join the Raider Delving Clan, they had recently become like a second family to him.  He luckily made it out alive with all of his friends, but that didn’t mean that others were so lucky; over the last year and more, hundreds of thousands of Raiders had been killed because of the Invaders, and this was simply the culmination of their invasion, with thousands more dead in the process.   
 
    The effects of these events would echo through the years as they rebuilt what they had lost, not only in terms of Clan members but also in dungeons and Dungeon Cores like Tacca.  It would be challenging for the entire continent to recover, in fact, because of all of the refugees and displaced people – and that was even considering that the threat was completely over with.  The structure to the north where they had rescued the Fairies was likely still there, and he had personally seen how they seemed to grow additional Invaders, so it was possible that they could be facing another invasion sometime soon.   
 
    Hopefully without another 100-foot-tall, 12-armed monstrosity. 
 
    Regardless of what happened, he knew he wouldn’t be doing it alone.  With his group by his side, the help from those Dungeon Fairies and Tacca, and the Raider Delving Clan ready to defend the people, he would do whatever they needed to in order to save the world.  But what made it all possible – at least for him – was the Hill Dwarf by his side, his soon-to-be wife, Gwenda.   
 
    He gathered her up in his arms and gave her a long kiss, and despite it tasting a little like blood and ash, it was the best kiss he’d ever experienced. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “The structure seems to be shut down,” Shale said as soon as he popped into the Council Chambers.  “The hatch that you said you entered earlier is shut, and the lights that had dotted the entire edifice are no longer active.  We saw no sign of any Invaders outside – not live ones, at least.  Dozens of different groups were found collapsed the same as the ones after the battle was over, appearing as if they had dropped dead in their tracks.” 
 
    While that was good news, she supposed, Tacca wasn’t sure what to make of it.  After the Commander Invader had died, some sort of connection it had with the others seemed to have been severed, killing them almost instantly.  It seemed like a dangerous way to wage an invasion, having all of the different Variants connected to a single entity. 
 
    A horrible realization suddenly occurred to her.  What if it was like some sort of Dungeon Core, creating the smaller Variants like a Core would produce creatures.  If a Dungeon Core is shattered, then all of their creatures would cease to exist, as well. 
 
    That thought was hard to fathom, but it also was too accurate to completely dismiss.  She didn’t share her thoughts with the others inside of the Council Chambers, as she didn’t want to confuse or worry them, and it was something that she’d like to contemplate on her own for a while.  For the moment, at least, it seemed as though they were safe – or as safe as they could be.   
 
    Tacca looked up at the balance bar hanging above the large map of Abenlure beneath her floating Fairy Core, and she saw how close they had come to complete annihilation.  The bar was hanging entirely too far over to one side, which she intuitively knew was weighed heavily in favor of the Dungeon Cores in the world.  It would take a long time to fully recover the tenuous balance, but the Clan was already actively recruiting more and more members to join them, stating the need to defend the continent in case another assault of Invaders was imminent.  It was already looking better than it had a week ago, even with the addition of 2 new Dungeon Cores to the north, which was a good sign that they would eventually build up Core numbers to their old total – in a few centuries or so. 
 
    With the new Cores, that also meant that there would finally be other “beginner” dungeons in which the brand-new Raiders could train, meaning that her own wouldn’t be so backlogged.  With her new maximum Dungeon Force and Control Limit, it was easy enough to get it back up and running after she had returned from the battle, and she had made plans to expand in the near future.  There were a lot of larger issues at play at the moment, however, so she held off until those were resolved.  
 
    “And the people there?  How are they?” 
 
    Malachite was talking about the enslaved people that had been made that way through the use of unfocused Fairy Mana.  Shale just shook his head and shrugged. 
 
    “I’m convinced, after what you told me to look for, that we can remove the enslavement on them quite easily.  However, there’s a problem with that.” 
 
    What’s the problem? Tacca asked. 
 
    “Food – that’s the problem.” 
 
    “What do you mean—oh.”  The Council Leader seemed to quickly understand. 
 
    Shale nodded.  “Exactly.  The same thing that keeps Dungeon Fairies alive – our Fairy Mana – without having to eat or drink anything is working on all of those people, as well.  Essentially, many of them have been subsisting on no food for almost a year, and if we were to free them all right now, they would starve.  Thankfully, the enslavement somehow seems to be maintaining itself without additional infusions of Fairy Mana, so they aren’t in danger right now.  When it comes time to free them, however, there will be an extreme lack of resources.  Even though Trevelyan has said that food availability is getting better in the south, they don’t have nearly enough saved up to support the million to a million and a half people that are enslaved in the north.” 
 
    That was a big problem, but not one that would take forever to fix.  Already, along with Malachite’s help, they had enlisted the help of various sympathetic and compatible (as in having the necessary knowledge and traps or environments available) Dungeon Cores to open up a few “farms” of their own in a few places, adding to the food production.  Most of them were still undergoing construction, but it wouldn’t be long before they were up and running. 
 
    Also, thankfully, Trevelyan had recovered from her Healing Hibernation, though she was extremely weak for the first few days.  Working with the King, who had fled south, they were in the process of pushing north again, retaking the capital and the surrounding lands, including more than a few farmlands that had lain fallow over the time of Invader occupation.  With the few dungeon farms, as well as these recovered lands getting ready to be planted again, they would have enough food in a year or so to handle that many people. 
 
    “Can we move them down south?  Away from that…thing?”  Malachite asked. 
 
    Tacca’s Dungeon Assistant shook his head.  “No, they are completely motionless and don’t respond to anything we do to make them move.  Whatever the Invaders were doing, only they were able to control them.  They’ll be fine, however, even when winter passes through again, because they are far enough south of the mountain range there to miss most of the harsher weather.” 
 
    “I’ll let the Clan Leader know about the situation, then, and see what she wants to do.  We’ll help get rid of their enslavement, but there’s only so much we can do with the logistics of feeding and housing that many people.” 
 
    Tacca knew that given enough time, she could probably feed and house that many people throughout the extensive Wentrylock Mountains, but they were also an entire continent away.  Besides, she wasn’t sure she wanted more responsibility than she had already agreed to have. 
 
    “Alright, thank you, Shale,” the Council Leader said quickly, and looking at Head Instructor Lapis, asked, “Anything else?” 
 
    “Well, yes, I wanted to do some more research into the manipulation of Fairy Mana—” 
 
    “Let me rephrase that: Anything important?” Malachite asked, cutting off Lapis with a smirk. 
 
    “Hmph; same as always.”  The Head Instructor then Translocated away in a visible huff, and Tacca couldn’t keep the smile off of the face of her Fairy-shaped Core.  It was still strange sometimes being able to physically move parts of her Core, like creating facial expressions, but she was slowly getting used to it.   
 
    “If there’s nothing else, we’ve all got a lot to do.  You’re all dismissed.”  Without another word, the Council Leader fluttered over to the rest of the Council, and Tacca could hear him issuing orders for reinstituting the Dungeon Assistants that had been evacuated previously – if their Cores still existed, of course.  The familiar face of Lily was in charge of that, and Tacca – despite still hating what the Lead Placement Council Member had done to her when she was still a full-fledged Dungeon Fairy – knew that there wasn’t anyone better for the job. 
 
    Shale nodded toward her Core and disappeared via Translocation, and Tacca did the same a second later.  Arriving in her Core Room, she answered the greetings from the nearby Cores, who were already hard at work constructing their own dungeons.  All but Karen were modeling their general designs after Tacca’s dungeon, as they wished to have multiple sections that would allow various groups to delve through at the same time – though, of course, including their own actual layout, environments, traps, and creatures.  They were unique individuals, after all, and they enjoyed their individuality. 
 
    Karen, being the Core she was, decided to make a very difficult dungeon suited for Raiders that were Level 60 and above, though with all of the recent losses throughout the Raider Delving Clan, it might be a while until she got many visitors.  Nevertheless, it didn’t really matter in the long-run, because she would continue to accumulate Core Improvement Points from anyone entering any of the dungeons, as they still shared all of their benefits.  It just meant that Karen would be bored without any visitors, but that didn’t seem to matter to the obstinate Core. 
 
    As for Tacca’s own dungeon, a few days after the devastating battle, there were already Raiders lined up outside of her entrances ready to delve through again – though she had to severely alter her “easy” section because of the automatic increase in her Level 1 creatures to Level 8 through her Special Characteristics.  Thankfully, she was able to come up with a makeshift solution by reducing the number of creatures in the rooms, but it was still a little dangerous for the rawest recruits; many of them had to borrow some higher-Level Raiders from other groups to help them survive.  For an incentive to help those weaker than themselves, Tacca provided some bonus Rewards at the end of the delve for those assisting – which was met with both surprise and thanks. 
 
    Without having to stop every night in order to try to recover from the expense of having three sections, the delving was continuous throughout every hour of the day, as the Raiders tried to improve themselves in case the Invaders came back.  While Tacca had doubts that it would be any time soon, it was imperative that they prepare as well as they could. 
 
    She was even thinking about adding some sort of new arena where she could produce some of the “Heliothrope” Variants for the Raiders to fight and practice against, but Shale nixed that thought almost immediately. 
 
    “It’s too soon and too raw for most of them to face the Invaders again, despite what they’re doing to get stronger,” he had said when she put forth the idea.  “Give it some time, maybe a few years or more, when the memory of the Invaders has faded a little from the minds of the veterans.  Granted, we’re not sure when they might come back, but that will at least allow the newer Clan members the chance to gain some experience without traumatizing the rest.” 
 
    It was sound advice, so she took it.  Back when she was at DAPS, Tacca thought she knew everything there was to know about dungeons and Dungeon Cores, but she quickly learned that she wasn’t as knowledgeable about people as she should’ve been.  Thankfully, all it took was an awesome Dungeon Assistant to help her with her lack of experience. 
 
    I was going to make a few more farms today to help with the food problem you mentioned at the meeting, but after that I was going to start on the next section.  You up for some more fun? 
 
    “Fun?  Always.  But do you know what you want to create in your new section?” 
 
    I have some thoughts, but I’d love your input. 
 
    Shale rubbed his hands together in anticipation.  “Perfect!  I’ve had some thoughts of my own.  You’re lucky you have me to help, because late-Level dungeon management was a bit of my specialty back at DAPS.” 
 
    Lucky?  She guessed she was.  Without Shale’s help, she probably wouldn’t have even been alive to see another section being constructed.   
 
    Now I’m intrigued.  Well then, let’s go see what kind of trouble we can get into…. 
 
      
 
    The End of Book 4 
 
    And the end of The Hapless Dungeon Fairy series 
 
      
 
    (Check out a preview of Tacca’s future endeavors in a bonus short story at the end of this book) 
 
    

  

 
   
    Book 4 Final Stats 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Core Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Core Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement (CI) Level: 
  
      	  57 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points (CIP):  
  
      	  13078/35300 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  879 in 5 years 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristic Points (SCP): 
  
      	  125 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Primary Assistant Bond: 
  
      	  Shale IronSchist 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force (DF): 
  
      	  34000/34000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Force Regeneration: 
  
      	  860 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reward Tier: 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control Limit: 
  
      	  1245/34200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Options: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Carve Earth 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  5 DF per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Place Environmental Object 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Teleport 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  40 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dissolve Assistant Bond 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  1 DF 
  
     
 
      
      	  Create Creature 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Create Trap 
  
      	  Targetable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Access: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Creature(s): 
  
      	  Canine Family, Feline Family, Semi-human Family, Ranoidea Family, Decapod Family, Hill Dwarves, Humans, Elves, Gnomes, Orcs, Dungeon Fairy, Heliothrope   
  
     
 
      
      	  Variant(s): 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  Trap Specialization(s): 
  
      	  Enchantment, Life, Water 
  
     
 
      
      	  Environmental Access: 
  
      	  Forest, Mountain, Aquatic 
  
     
 
      
      	  Permanent Assistant Sub-bond: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristics: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Access all Variants for available dungeon creatures 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Dungeon Force cost for all creatures and traps 
  
      	  60% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Control Limit for all creatures 
  
      	  60% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased Dungeon Force Regeneration 
  
      	  100% 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures start with extra Levels 
  
      	  7 
  
     
 
      
      	  Puzzle Traps require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Life Traps require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  90% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Enchantment Traps require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  90% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience for Dungeon Assistants is increased 
  
      	  50% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Frozen Tundra Environmental objects require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Jungle Environmental objects require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased speed of trap placement 
  
      	  100% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased speed of creature creation 
  
      	  100% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased speed of creature creation 
  
      	  35% 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Assistant Information 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Name: 
  
      	  Tacca GloomLily 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Rank: 
  
      	  Expert 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Stage:  
  
      	  4/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 
  
      	  7808/13900 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  1024624 in 4 years 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana (FM): 
  
      	  1500/1500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana Regeneration: 
  
      	  70 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bond 
  
      	  Instant – Multiple 
  
      	  50+ FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Translocation 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  1000 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blinding Flash 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  150 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shattering Icicle 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  600 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shared Acceptance 
  
      	  Automatic 
  
      	  0 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Leadership 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  75 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Cage 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  300 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Flame Wall 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  500 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mass Confusion 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  700 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Information Meld 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Electrified Pacification 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  250 FM per minute  
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Aura 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  20 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hibernate 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Invisibility 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  3 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Repellant Shield 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  2 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Locked (11) 
  
      	  Variable 
  
      	  Variable 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Assistant Information 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Name: 
  
      	  Shale IronSchist 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Rank: 
  
      	  Expert 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assistant Stage:  
  
      	  5/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 
  
      	  8623/27800 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience Pending/Countdown: 
  
      	  1158725 in 50 years 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana (FM): 
  
      	  2000/2000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fairy Mana Regeneration: 
  
      	  80 per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Bond 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  50 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Translocation 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  70 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Forceful Repulse 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  400 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mass Ejection 
  
      	  Instant 
  
      	  2000 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Energy Transmutation 
  
      	  Instant Transfer 
  
      	  0 FM 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hibernate 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  1 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Electrified Pacification 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  250 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Aura 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  20 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Creature Boost 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  40 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception Link 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  5 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Invisibility 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  3 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Projectile Shield 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  500 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  Repellant Shield 
  
      	  Sustainable 
  
      	  2 FM per minute 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Raider Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Sterge Stonewell 
  
      	  Class: 
  
      	  Stalwart Defender (Specialization Class Available) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Raider Level: 
  
      	  32 
  
      	  Power: 
  
      	  312/1100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Physical Attack: 
  
      	  16 (20) 
  
      	  Physical Defense: 
  
      	  64 (79) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ranged Attack:  
  
      	  0 
  
      	  Ranged Defense: 
  
      	  34 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magical Attack: 
  
      	  0 
  
      	  Magical Defense: 
  
      	  37 
  
     
 
      
      	  Resistances: 
  
      	  Physical 21 
  
      	  Mental 11 
  
      	  Earth 8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire 6 
  
      	  Water 6 
  
      	  Air 6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nature 6 
  
      	  Life 6 
  
      	  Death 6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Skills: 
  
      	  Blade 1 (32%) 
  
      	  Blunt 14 (14%) 
  
      	  Two-handed 1 (0%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Block 25 (51%) 
  
      	  Enhancement 8 (64%) 
  
      	  Heavy Armor 23 (47%) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities:  
  
      	  Stand Ground (Heavy Armor) 
  
      	  Ignore Pain (Heavy Armor) 
  
      	  Annoyance (Blunt/Shield) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Deflect (Shield) 
  
      	  Slam (Shield) 
  
      	  Extend Cover (Shield) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rallying Shout (Enhancement) 
  
      	  Duplicity (Enhancement)  
  
      	  Center of Attention (Enhancement) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Analyze (Targeted) 
  
      	  Power Boost +50% (Permanent) 
  
      	  Spatial Transversal (Permanent) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bond Communication (Permanent)  
  
      	  Omenic Instability (Permanent) 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading the entire Hapless Dungeon Fairy series! 
 
      
 
    I hope you enjoyed reading about Tacca, Shale, Sterge, and Gwenda (along with the rest of the characters in The Dungeon Fairy world)!  I know that I certainly had a blast writing about an unlucky Dungeon Fairy that was turned into a Dungeon Core! 
 
    Now that the threat of the Invaders has been eliminated (at least for the time being), Tacca can finally spend some time concentrating on her dungeon and help get the world back to normal – though a “new” normal will likely be the key to success.  I may eventually return to Tacca’s world and expand on her dungeon construction choices, as it would be a lot of fun to work on a dungeon now that she has access to a lot more Dungeon Force and Control Limit. 
 
    In the meantime, Tacca will be taking part in a larger story that was started in my Dimensional Dungeon Cores series working alongside such influential Cores such as Fredwynklemossering, Sandra, and even Milton Frederick…. 
 
      
 
    Again, thank you for reading, and I implore you to consider leaving a review – I love 5-star ones!  Reviews make it more likely that others will pick up a good book and read it! 
 
    

  

 
   
    If you enjoy dungeon core, dungeon corps, dungeon master, dungeon lord, dungeonlit, or any other type of dungeon-themed stories and content, check out the Dungeon Corps Facebook group, where you can find all sorts of dungeon content. 
 
    If you would like to learn more about the GameLit genre, please join the GameLit Society Facebook group. 
 
    LitRPG is a growing subgenre of GameLit – if you are fond of LitRPG, Fantasy, Space Opera, and the Cyberpunk styles of books, please join the LitRPG Books Facebook group. 
 
    For other great Facebook groups, visit LitRPG Rebels and LitRPG Forum. 
 
    Also, on Amazon, check out the LitRPG storefront for a large selection of LitRPG, GameLit, and Dungeon Core books from the biggest authors in the genre! 
 
      
 
    If you would like to contact me with any questions, comments, or suggestions for future books you would like to see, you can reach me at jonathanbrooksauthor@gmail.com. 
 
     
 
    Visit my Patreon page at https://www.patreon.com/jonathanbrooksauthor and become a patron for as little as $2 a month!  As a patron, you have access to my current works-in-progress, which I update with (unedited) chapters every Friday.  So, if you can’t wait to find out what happens next in one of my series, this is the place for you! 
 
      
 
    I will try to keep my blog updated on any new developments, which you can find on my Author Page on Amazon.  In addition, you can check out and like my Facebook page at https://www.facebook.com/dungeoncorejonathanbrooks 
 
     To sign up for my mailing list, please visit: http://eepurl.com/dl0bK5 
 
  

 
   
    To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Books by Jonathan Brooks 
 
      
 
    Glendaria Awakens Trilogy 
 
    Dungeon Player (Audiobook available) 
 
    Dungeon Crisis (Audiobook available) 
 
    Dungeon Guild (Audiobook available) 
 
    Glendaria Awakens Trilogy Compilation w/bonus material (Audiobook available) 
 
      
 
    Uniworld Online Trilogy (2nd Edition) 
 
    The Song Maiden (Audiobook available) 
 
    The Song Mistress (Audiobook available) 
 
    The Song Matron (Audiobook available) 
 
    Uniworld Online Trilogy Compilation (Audiobook available) 
 
      
 
    Station Cores Series 
 
    The Station Core (Audiobook available) 
 
    The Quizard Mountains (Audiobook available) 
 
    The Guardian Guild (Audiobook available) 
 
    The Kingdom Rises (Audiobook available) 
 
    The Other Core (Audiobook available) 
 
    Station Cores Compilation Complete: Books 1-5 (Audiobook available) 
 
      
 
    Spirit Cores Series 
 
    Core of Fear (Audiobook available) 
 
    Children of Fear (Audiobook available) 
 
    Carnival of Fear (Audiobook available) 
 
    Community of Fear 
 
      
 
    Dungeon World Series 
 
    Dungeon World (Audiobook available) 
 
    Dungeon World 2 (Audiobook available) 
 
    Dungeon World 3 (Audiobook available) 
 
    Dungeon World 4 (Audiobook available) 
 
    Dungeon World 5 (Audiobook available) 
 
    Dungeon World Box Set: Books 1-5 (Audiobook coming soon) 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Crafting Series 
 
    The Crafter’s Dungeon (Audiobook available) 
 
    The Crafter’s Defense (Audiobook available) 
 
    The Crafter’s Dilemma (Audiobook available) 
 
    The Crafter’s Darkness (Audiobook available) 
 
    The Crafter’s Dominion (Audiobook available) 
 
    The Crafter’s Dynasty (Audiobook available) 
 
    Dungeon Crafting Series: Books 1 – 3 (Audiobook available) 
 
    Dungeon Crafting Series: Books 4 – 6 
 
      
 
    The Hapless Dungeon Fairy Series 
 
    The Dungeon Fairy (Audiobook available) 
 
    The Dungeon Fairy: Two Choices (Audiobook available) 
 
    The Dungeon Fairy: Three Lives (Audiobook available) 
 
    The Dungeon Fairy: Four Days (Audiobook available) 
 
      
 
    Serious Probabilities Series 
 
    Dungeon of Chance: Even Odds (Audiobook available) 
 
    Dungeon of Chance: Double or Nothing (Audiobook available) 
 
    Dungeon of Chance: All-in (eBook coming soon) 
 
      
 
    The Body’s Dungeon (with Jeffrey “Falcon” Logue) 
 
    Bio Dungeon: Symbiote (Audiobook available) 
 
    Bio Dungeon: Parasyte (Audiobook available) 
 
    Bio Dungeon: Hemostasis (Audiobook available) 
 
      
 
    Tales of Dungeons Anthology 
 
    Tales of Dungeons Vol. 2 
 
    Tales of Dungeons Vol. 3 
 
    Tales of Dungeons All Hallows 2020 
 
      
 
    Dimensional Dungeon Cores 
 
    Core Establishment (Audiobook available) 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Bonus Short Story 
 
    (For a glimpse at what the Fairy-turned-Dungeon Core has coming up in the future.) 
 
      
 
    Tacca was distracted from putting the finishing touches on her newest Jungle Environment-themed section of her dungeon by the sudden Translocation of someone into her Core Room.  Before she focused on who it was, the Fairy Core created one more Level 47 Swinging Ape and placed it in the dense foliage above the trap-laden pathway, where it could maneuver easily through the multiple tree branches to drop on unsuspecting Raiders below.  It was nearly 7 feet tall at that Level and packed a heck of a punch, meaning that even prepared Melee Classes would have to use some sort of ability not to get knocked on their backs from a single hit.  When you added in that the Swinging Apes could jump extraordinarily high and disappear into the extensive growth above, they were a formidable foe. 
 
    Many in the Primate Family were useful in one way or another, she had discovered. 
 
    As she assigned something from Reward Tier 7 to the Ape, she turned her attention to Council Leader Malachite, who had arrived ahead of schedule. 
 
    Malachite!  I thought we weren’t supposed to meet until— 
 
    “Sorry for the abrupt appearance, but there is a strange disturbance in the Balance Bar,” he blurted out in a hurry, visibly flustered.  It was a change for the normally stoic Council Leader, especially as things started to get back on track in the world.  “For some reason it has nearly evened out, which means that there has been an introduction of someone (or someones) that is (or are) extremely powerful.  I’m not sure what this means, as I’ve never seen the Bar shift this rapidly before.” 
 
    Not the greatest news, Malachite.  We should be celebrating, but this worries me.  Do you have any idea who or where they might be? 
 
    “No, unfortunately I don’t have information that detailed.  All I know is that it happened abruptly, and since you’re the most abnormal Dungeon Core on the planet, I thought you might have some idea of where it came from.” 
 
    Thanks…I think. 
 
    It was slightly flattering that the Council Leader had come to her when there was something strange going on, but it was also a bit annoying being known as “abnormal”.  Regardless, she pushed all of that aside for the real issue at hand. 
 
    Do you think it’s some sort of new Invader?  Is the Balance Bar recognizing them as a Raider now? 
 
    He shook his head.  “No, I don’t think that is it.  The Balance is maintained by the presence of those who can absorb and use the primordial energy of the world, who can then use that energy to power their different Abilities.  It was more than obvious that, despite their great strength, the Invaders had no direct access to the primordial energy in a form that they could personally use, though I think the theory that they were trying to gain hold of it through the use of their strange technology is still valid.” 
 
    So, they weren’t energy users, per se, but they wanted to harness it for another reason.  That definitely vibes with what I observed, as well.  Then, if it isn’t them, who is it? 
 
    “I don’t know, but just in case, I don’t want to rule out the Invaders.  It’s possible that this is something new that has adapted to the energy of this world, even though I think that unlikely; either way, I think it’s better if we check out the dormant structure up north for signs of activity.” 
 
    I agree – it will at least be a place to start.  Shale, did you hear that? 
 
    Tacca’s Dungeon Assistant popped up into her Core Room, having been looking over her newest section for her.  She had been automatically feeding him Malachite’s words, so she knew he had been listening. 
 
    “Yes, I did.  You want me to check it out?” he asked excitedly.  Shale had enjoyed being of use scouting out different places over the last few weeks, as more and more enslaved people were being reverted back to normal after the Fairy Mana had been taken from them.  It was a logistical nightmare to find places for everyone, even after some of the food issues had been solved. 
 
    I do, but please be careful.  I can’t lose you again. 
 
    He turned serious as he looked at her Core.  “I will, I promise.  It’ll be a quick in-and-out at first, so I won’t spend more than a few seconds in danger.”  With a final nod, he Translocated away, off to the northern Invader spaceship, she assumed. 
 
    “Um…Tacca?  There’s something strange here.  Check that, there’s someone strange here.” 
 
    Are you safe?  If you are, let me see. 
 
    There was a moment’s wait before Shale established the Perception Link, and Tacca could suddenly see and hear what her Dungeon Assistant was perceiving.  At that moment, he was looking down at an angle at something that was nearly 1,000 feet below him, a strange metal object that reminded her a little of the spaceship, but many, many times smaller.  It was also a different color, almost a light-greyish white, and there were people standing outside of it.  If they were sized according to what she would consider “normal” – as in, anywhere from Gnome to Elf height – then the metal object was probably only about 100 feet long and 20 feet wide.   
 
    As far as she could tell from Shale’s perspective, one of the people looked human, while the others were a bit different, with a very pale purple color that raised some concerns, but otherwise they appeared nothing like the Soldier Variants of the Invaders.  Nor did they even look like the smaller white Variants she had seen inside of the spaceship who had two arms like these people.  But what really set them apart was the fact that they were fully clothed, and only one of them had a visible weapon at what she assumed was at his side.  Visible genders was a game-changer in her book. 
 
    None of that really explained what she was looking at, however. 
 
    “You’re seeing this, right?” 
 
    I am— 
 
    Suddenly, the Human-looking individual turned away from staring at the massive spaceship and proceeded to look precisely at Shale’s location, even though she was sure that her Assistant was using his Invisibility.   
 
    Tacca felt him begin to Translocate away, but something told her to tell him to stop. 
 
    Hold on; there’s something about this person that seems strange. 
 
    “Yes, he’s strange – he saw through my Invisibility!” 
 
    As soon as she saw the Human’s face, even from so far away, there was a sudden surge of familiarity that she couldn’t quite place.  She didn’t know what to make of it, but a sudden impulse to find out more made her a little reckless. 
 
    Not the kind of strange I’m talking about.  I think this is a good kind of strange.  I’m Translocating there now. 
 
    “Wait, I don’t think that’s—” 
 
    It was too late for him to argue, though, because she was already preparing to Translocate.  Before she left, she sent a quick mental message to Council Leader Malachite for him to come along, with a visual image of their location. 
 
    “Do you think this—” 
 
    But she was already gone, appearing next to Shale in the middle of the sky, the sound of her arrival a loud *pop* that could probably be heard for a mile in every direction.  If the people down there didn’t know there was someone watching them before, they certainly did now. 
 
     Malachite appeared a few seconds later, already in his Invisible state, just like Shale.  Tacca, however, was not using her Invisibility; in retrospect, it was the height of stupidity, but she was trusting her instincts – something she hadn’t really heeded early in her life, but had come to trust over the last year.  After a lot of her luck changed for the better after her relatively recent rebirth…or was it re-rebirth?...she was starting to listen more to that inner voice in her head as to when to take risks and when to play it safe.  In this instance, it was telling her to take some risks.  
 
    With the Human in sight, she immediately attempted to Bond with him…and that failed, completely.  Another first for her, as she didn’t have trouble Bonding even with the Invaders, who were from another dimension altogether.  It was as if he wasn’t actually there – or he was dead, she wasn’t sure which.   
 
    “Tacca, this is a horrible idea,” Shale whispered to her.  “What if those people are friends of the Invaders and are looking to take revenge for their deaths?” 
 
    It was a logical thought, but that same instinct told her that wasn’t who they were.  
 
    It’s fine, Shale – you’ll see. 
 
    One of the female-looking, pale, purple-skinned individuals who stood next to him – who was looking at the Human strangely as he stared up at the sky – was wearing a robe not too much unlike some of the Caster-Class Raiders Tacca had seen.  She figured she might as well try to Bond with that one, not really expecting it to succeed either.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Bond Results: 
    
  Bonded Targets: 1 
    
  Abilities(s) Obtained: 9 (select for more information) 
  Abilities(s) Granted: Bond Communication 
    
  Creature Type Unlocked: (Interdimensional Being) Proctan 
    
  Variants Unlocked: Elemental Caster 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    What?  Another Interdimensional Being? 
 
    The Proctan – if her Bond Results were correct – twitched and spasmed a few times from the abrupt Bond, though fortunately the severe seizures that affected those she Bonded with had become very mild after she was brought back from her dormancy.  The Human-looking individual – who wasn’t there or was dead – turned to the Elemental Caster and obviously asked a question, but Tacca couldn’t understand it.  However, there was one that might… 
 
    Hello?  Can you hear me? 
 
    The female Proctan jumped as if someone had prodded her behind, and she began speaking incoherently out loud, mainly to the Human, whom Tacca took to be in charge of their little group.  The Human nodded before turning back to the sky and stared at her Core again before shouting aloud in perfect and fluent Fairy, “Ah, I see.  You use mental communication to converse with others.  Unfortunately, you won’t be able to speak to me using this method at the moment, because I’m not quite…alive, you could say.” 
 
    None of that made any sense, from the spoken language of Fairy – which Shale had just used to whisper to her – to the reference to him not being alive, when she could clearly see that he was.   
 
    “Please, if you could, I would prefer to speak a little closer,” he continued as he held his hands up, as if to show they were empty.  “Don’t worry, I’m not here to hurt you; I’m actually here to help, though you may be a little wary considering this massive hunk of junk behind me.”  The strange not-alive Human smiled as he jerked his thumb toward the massive Invader spaceship. 
 
    Logic told her that she should just get out of there as quickly as possible, but her instincts kicked in again and told her to trust him.  As she had been doing lately, Tacca trusted her instincts. 
 
    “You can’t seriously trust that person, despite him speaking our language.  Where did he learn it, anyway?” Shale whispered again, trying to warn her off from doing what the Human wanted.   
 
    Come with me, I think this will be to our benefit.  If I’m wrong, then get away as quickly as you can. 
 
    “That’s not going to do much good if he ends up destroying you, remember?” Shale complained, but she could tell that he was secretly intrigued by these developments.  As for Malachite, she couldn’t actually see his expression, but when he didn’t complain or try to forbid her from continuing, she knew that he too was interested. 
 
    Over the next few seconds, the two Fairies Translocated down below, approximately 50 feet away from the strange people, while Tacca simply Teleported her Core.  As soon as she was there, the sight of this person’s face made her instincts kick in again, and the urge to trust him was nearly overwhelming – so much that she began to suspect that she was being influenced in some way, but it wasn’t from a source she could identify.  It still felt natural, however, as if it were all internal instead of being externally planted in her mind. 
 
    “That’s better,” the Human said, the smile still on his face.  “I see you’ve had some difficulty here, but it appears as if you took care of the problem.  I can definitely sympathize, but I also hope you’ve realized that they’ll be back, looking for one of their Breeder Ships.” 
 
    Shale, tell him that we realize this, which is why we’re building up the Raider Delving Clan again so that we’ll be better prepared for their return.   
 
    Her Dungeon Assistant hesitated for a moment before saying – while still Invisible – what she asked.  Since she couldn’t communicate directly with this person, she needed whatever help was available. 
 
    The strange not-alive Human shook his head sadly, his smile now gone.  “Unfortunately, this Clan of yours won’t be enough, especially if the Heliothropes bring even a small portion of their main force here.  But,” he said quickly, holding up a finger and smiling again, “that’s why I’m here to help.  Actually, I think we can help each other.” 
 
    Help?  What are you talking about? 
 
    Shale communicated this as well, her mouthpiece adapting to his new role quite quickly. 
 
    The Human smacked his palm against his forehead, chuckling briefly for a moment.  “Before we get into all of that, I just realized that I forgot to introduce myself.  What was your name, again?” 
 
    My name is Tacca GloomLily. 
 
    “Ah, a beautiful name, Tacca.  As for me, I go by the name Milton.  You and me, my friend, have got a lot to talk about….” 
 
      
 
    Look for more of Tacca in an upcoming book arriving in 2022! 
 
      
 
  
 
  
 
   
    [1]  
 
    
     
      
      	  Special Characteristics (Choose up to 3) [Example Partial List] 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristics 
  
      	  Value 
  
      	  Cost (SCP) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased Dungeon Force regeneration 
  
      	  10% 
  
      	  40 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased Dungeon Force regeneration 
  
      	  25% 
  
      	  100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased Dungeon Force regeneration 
  
      	  60% 
  
      	  375 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased Dungeon Force regeneration 
  
      	  100% 
  
      	  800 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Dungeon Force cost of all creatures and traps 
  
      	  5% 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Dungeon Force cost of all creatures and traps 
  
      	  10% 
  
      	  75 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Dungeon Force cost of all creatures and traps 
  
      	  25% 
  
      	  350 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Dungeon Force cost of all creatures and traps 
  
      	  60% 
  
      	  1250 
  
     
 
      
      	  ---------------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures start with extra Levels 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  70 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures start with extra Levels 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  200 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures start with extra Levels 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  700 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures start with extra Levels 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  2000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience for Dungeon Assistants is increased 
  
      	  50% 
  
      	  50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience for Dungeon Assistants is increased 
  
      	  100% 
  
      	  125 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points are increased when earned 
  
      	  25% 
  
      	  250 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points are increased when earned 
  
      	  50% 
  
      	  700 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points are increased when earned 
  
      	  100% 
  
      	  2250 
  
     
 
      
      	  Earn more Special Characteristic Points upon Improvement 
  
      	  10% 
  
      	  100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Earn more Special Characteristic Points upon Improvement 
  
      	  50% 
  
      	  750 
  
     
 
      
      	  Earn more Special Characteristic Points upon Improvement 
  
      	  100% 
  
      	  2500 
  
     
 
      
      	  ---------------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
     
 
      
      	  Aquatic Environment objects require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Explosive Traps require less Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
      	  30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Access all known Variants for available dungeon creatures 
  
      	  All 
  
      	  1100 
  
     
 
      
      	  ---------------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increase the speed of dungeon construction 
  
      	  25% 
  
      	  40 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increase the speed of dungeon construction 
  
      	  50% 
  
      	  135 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increase the speed of dungeon construction 
  
      	  100% 
  
      	  500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increase the speed of creature creation 
  
      	  25% 
  
      	  40 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increase the speed of creature creation 
  
      	  50% 
  
      	  135 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increase the speed of creature creation 
  
      	  100% 
  
      	  500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increase the speed of trap placement 
  
      	  25% 
  
      	  40 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increase the speed of trap placement 
  
      	  50% 
  
      	  135 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increase the speed of trap placement 
  
      	  100% 
  
      	  500 
  
     
 
      
      	  ---------------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
     
 
      
      	  Remove a Special Characteristic 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Original Cost + 100 
  
     
 
      
      	  ---------------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decrease Dungeon Force regeneration 
  
      	  10% 
  
      	  -5  
  
     
 
      
      	  Decrease Dungeon Force regeneration 
  
      	  25% 
  
      	  -25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decrease Dungeon Force regeneration 
  
      	  60% 
  
      	  -150 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decrease Dungeon Force regeneration 
  
      	  95% 
  
      	  -300 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increase Dungeon Force cost of all creatures and traps 
  
      	  20% 
  
      	  -10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increase Dungeon Force cost of all creatures and traps 
  
      	  60% 
  
      	  -30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increase Dungeon Force cost of all creatures and traps 
  
      	  150% 
  
      	  -100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increase Dungeon Force cost of all creatures and traps 
  
      	  300% 
  
      	  -250 
  
     
 
      
      	  ---------------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures are reduced in Level (cannot be less than 1) 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  -25 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures are reduced in Level (cannot be less than 1) 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  -60 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures are reduced in Level (cannot be less than 1) 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  -200 
  
     
 
      
      	  All creatures are reduced in Level (cannot be less than 1) 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  -450 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience for Dungeon Assistants is decreased 
  
      	  50% 
  
      	  -70 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience for Dungeon Assistants is decreased 
  
      	  95% 
  
      	  -150 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points are decreased when earned 
  
      	  25% 
  
      	  -75 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points are decreased when earned 
  
      	  50% 
  
      	  -200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Improvement Points are decreased when earned 
  
      	  95% 
  
      	  -600 
  
     
 
      
      	  Earn fewer Special Characteristic Points upon Improvement 
  
      	  10% 
  
      	  -20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Earn fewer Special Characteristic Points upon Improvement 
  
      	  50% 
  
      	  -100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Earn fewer Special Characteristic Points upon Improvement 
  
      	  95% 
  
      	  -500 
  
     
 
      
      	  ---------------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
     
 
      
      	  Aquatic Environment objects require more Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
      	  -10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Explosive Traps require more Dungeon Force 
  
      	  33% 
  
      	  -10 
  
     
 
      
      	  ---------------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decrease the speed of dungeon construction 
  
      	  25% 
  
      	  -30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decrease the speed of dungeon construction 
  
      	  50% 
  
      	  -100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decrease the speed of dungeon construction 
  
      	  95% 
  
      	  -250 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decrease the speed of creature creation 
  
      	  25% 
  
      	  -30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decrease the speed of creature creation 
  
      	  50% 
  
      	  -100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decrease the speed of creature creation 
  
      	  95% 
  
      	  -250 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decrease the speed of trap placement 
  
      	  25% 
  
      	  -30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decrease the speed of trap placement 
  
      	  50% 
  
      	  -100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decrease the speed of trap placement 
  
      	  95% 
  
      	  -250 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
  
 
   
    [2]  
 
    
     
      
      	  Special Characteristics [Partial List] 
  
     
 
      
      	  Special Characteristics 
  
      	  Value 
  
      	  Cost (SCP) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Dungeon Force cost of all creatures and traps 
  
      	  5% 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Dungeon Force cost of all creatures and traps 
  
      	  10% 
  
      	  75 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Dungeon Force cost of all creatures and traps 
  
      	  25% 
  
      	  350 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Dungeon Force cost of all creatures and traps 
  
      	  40% 
  
      	  700 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Dungeon Force cost of all creatures and traps 
  
      	  50% 
  
      	  1000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Dungeon Force cost of all creatures and traps 
  
      	  60% 
  
      	  1250 
  
     
 
      
      	  ---------------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
      	  -------- 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Control Limit for all creatures 
  
      	  10% 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Control Limit for all creatures 
  
      	  25% 
  
      	  75 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Control Limit for all creatures 
  
      	  40% 
  
      	  350 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Control Limit for all creatures 
  
      	  60% 
  
      	  700 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Control Limit for all creatures 
  
      	  70% 
  
      	  1000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Decreased Control Limit for all creatures 
  
      	  80% 
  
      	  1250 
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