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 Recap 
 
      
 
    Sandra was born a merchant and died a merchant – but that wasn’t the end of her existence.  She was born with crippled hands that prevented her from crafting all but the most basic materials; because of this – and the ability to see but not manipulate all of the elements – she spent most of her life learning as much as she could about anything associated with crafting.  After indulging in her hobby a little too much, she over-reached and ended up being sacrificed to fuel an enchantment from the very person she was hoping to learn it from.   
 
    Reborn as a Dungeon Core – centuries in the future – in a place uninhabited by Humans, Sandra was thrust into a small, hollowed-out underground space without a clue of what she was and why she was there.  With the help of a Dungeon Fairy named Winxa, however, she was able to learn how to create Monster Seeds, Dungeon Monsters, rooms, tunnels, and even traps.   
 
    After building her dungeon and practicing as much crafting as she could manage, a Half-Orc/Half-Dwarf appeared at her entrance chased by huge Bearlings.  Sandra managed to save Kelerim with her dungeon, and through a unique application of her Core abilities she was able to designate Kelerim as a “Visitor”.  Over time, she taught him the correct way to blacksmith, fixing and improving his meager skills so that he could go back and help the land of Orcrim against the pervasive attacks of the nearby “normal” dungeons. 
 
    Fate had other plans as Kelerim’s previously unknown half-brother Razochek Bloodskull – an Orcish Warband Leader – stumbled upon Sandra’s dungeon while hunting Bearlings near the Orc village of Grongbak.  Sandra – with Kelerim’s help – fought against Razochek, and the Half-Orc/Half-Dwarf killed him with some help from her unusual Dungeon Monster constructs. 
 
    Affected by the slaying of his own flesh and blood, Kelerim set off to find his father and to start his own smithy, bringing much-needed quality to the progressively poor work done by the existing Orcish blacksmiths.  As soon as he left, Sandra was able to finally concentrate on crafting – or so she thought. 
 
    While she was searching for additional crafting materials – wood, specifically – her dungeon was inadvertently discovered by the nearby Elven village.  When Echo – a relatively young Elf Ranger in Elven society – discovered that Sandra likely had multiple elements at her disposal, the Elven village of Avensglen called in an Elite dungeon-destroying team from the Elven capital.  With limited time until they arrived, Sandra used her resources to upgrade her Core Size, opening up additional avenues of defense – and accidentally causing problems at the same time elsewhere. 
 
    Because of her expanded Area of Influence, one of the local Dungeon Cores was able to exploit a loophole; by possessing an identical element and having a smaller Core Size, the reptile-based Core was able to use Sandra’s Area of Influence as if it were its own.  As a result, an army of reptiles assaulted the nearby Gnome village of Glimmerton, killing most of its residents in the process.  Sandra sent her constructs to save the Gnomes and destroy the reptiles, but unfortunately only managed to save a handful of them. 
 
    In order to heal one of the wounded Gnomes, Felbar Warmaster, Sandra needed to bond with him – which placed him in a temporary coma.  In the meantime, she also bonded with the others, before sending most of them back to Gnomeria – the land of the Gnomes – with a wagon full of raw materials; Violet – an Apprentice Enchanter – helped to enchant a Hauler with her specialized knowledge, as well as helping Sandra set up a Repository that helped preserve how enchantments were created. 
 
    Meanwhile, Echo – the Elf who first found Sandra’s dungeon and who was tasked to watch her – nearly died because of a snakebite and was only saved by a last-minute bond with Sandra and her Repair Drones.  While Echo recovered in a bond-induced coma, Sandra upgraded her Core Size to 20, unlocking the Advancement System; using the Advancement Points she had accumulated, the crafty Dungeon Core upgraded her Classification and acquired an Unstable Shapeshifter in an attempt to find something that could craft better than her Constructs – as well as being able to communicate with the Elves.  While the Shapeshifter could finally manipulate elemental energy for use in enchantments, she still wasn’t able to verbally communicate. 
 
    Unfortunately, the Reptile-based Dungeon Core that had destroyed Glimmerton had its sights set on the Elven village Avensglen.  With no way to communicate with the elves, she couldn’t warn them of the approaching Reptile army, so Sandra decided to destroy the attacking Core herself.  She ended up sending just under half of her Constructs to assault the foreign dungeon and managed to keep enough of them alive to make it all the way through it, destroying the Core in charge – but that didn’t end the threat.  The reptile army was following its last directive, which was to kill everyone in the Elven village; there might’ve been a group strong enough to repel them, but the Elite Elves had arrived and were in the process of assaulting Sandra’s dungeon. 
 
    Using a special technique to negate the traps inside her defensive dungeon rooms, making them practically useless, the Elite Elves tore through her Constructs with ease.  It was only towards the last of her rooms that they started to run out of elemental energy; before they could be killed by one of Sandra’s Iron-plated Behemoths in the last room, Violet stopped them.  Offering them a compromise, as well as a newly crafted Energy Orb that gradually restored their elemental energy, the Elite Elves had their lives spared and were sent away to defend the village – on the condition that they would help in a future endeavor regarding cooperation with the other races.   
 
    Felbar and Echo finally woke up from their forced comas from the Visitor’s Bonding with Sandra, only to find that their world had changed from what they remembered.  Not only were they inside of a dungeon, but they had the voice of that dungeon inside of their heads; luckily, Felbar had Violet to help with the adjustment, while the young Elf only had Sandra’s assurances that she wasn’t a prisoner and that she was safe. 
 
    Unlike the two Gnomes – whose village was destroyed – Echo was able to go back to her own people, bringing Energy Orbs with her to be distributed to those amongst her people who needed it.  Unfortunately, she was now treated as a bit of an outsider to some or as a way to increase their own power through Echo’s association with the powerful dungeon.  Not only that, but one Elf Ranger in particular, Wyrlin, was so incensed at her “slavery” to the dungeon, that he left the village altogether; it was later rumored that he was gathering like-minded individuals to his cause of seeing to an end of Sandra’s corruptive influence. 
 
    In order to get Felbar and Violet back to their own lands, the Dungeon Core and the two Gnomes worked together to create a massive War Machine, an enchanted Gnome construct made from wood and metal.  In order to do that, however, Sandra had to make use of a special enchantment rune called a Limiter, which helped to regulate energy flow.  Discovery of how to use it effectively with Energy Orbs – and later, Energy Cubes (a larger variety) – was difficult, but not impossible, and it was quickly used to ensure years of power to the Rune Repository Pillars in her Enchantment Repository, as well as a power source for the large Gnomish construct.  The Limiter rune was also able to be used to create enchantments that could be used on weaponry, enhancing the power and force behind them, making them especially deadly. 
 
    All of those improvements were necessary – because the world didn’t stop while Sandra was having fun crafting.  Without the Gnome village working to cull the Undead-based dungeon nearby, the Nether Core quickly expanded without opposition.  By the time Sandra discovered its expansion, it was too late to contain it; her first serious battle against the Undead ended in failure, and any hope that she could pick up the duties of culling them like the Gnomes had been doing was dashed. 
 
    Especially as the Nether Core expanded enough to attack Sandra’s dungeon. 
 
    The resulting assault by a horde of Undead wasn’t so much of an attack as an attempt to keep Sandra’s own Dungeon Monsters bottled up in her dungeon so they couldn’t interfere with the Nether Core’s plans.  To counter this, Sandra utilized her Gravitational Devastation Sphere, which caused an incredible amount of damage and completely destroyed every undead sent against her.  It was uncontrollable and highly dangerous, however, which was proven when a curious Dwarf Shieldman from the local Dwarven village of Nurboldar came to investigate at the wrong time – and almost got sucked up into the Sphere’s gravitational pull. 
 
    After healing him, Gerold became the latest Visitor to Sandra’s dungeon, but the Bond he obtained was a little different; by using Energy Orbs instead of just Elemental Orbs for the Bond, the Energy Orbs were absorbed into the Dwarf’s palms, where they would continuously regenerate his Water and Nether energy – for as long as he was inside of Sandra’s Area of Influence. 
 
    The Undead weren’t done there, as they soon expanded enough to attack the Dwarven village in the middle of the night.  Through the timely intervention of Felbar in his larger War Machine and Gerold in a smaller, Deep Diver construct, they were able to save all of the villagers – though all but 10 of the Shieldmen were killed, including their powerful leader, Bregan.  With their homes no longer safe, they retreated towards Sandra’s dungeon, only finding out after they arrived and acquired a Visitor’s Bond that they were actually inside a dungeon.   
 
    Kelerim showed up shortly afterwards, fleeing for his life from an army of Orcs sent by his father.  Sandra managed to bring him safely back to her dungeon, while preparing for the inevitable attack by the Orcish army…which never came.  Instead, the Orcs went into the two nearest dungeons near Grongbak, destroying the Unicorn-based and Avian-based Cores, respectively. 
 
    Unfortunately, such an act had unforeseen repercussions; at least, they were unforeseen to Sandra, though most of the others knew about them.  It turned out that destroying too many Dungeon Cores in rapid succession would provide enhancements to the other nearby Cores, until such a time as the brand-new Cores replacing those destroyed could increase their Core Size to a certain threshold.  Because Sandra had participated in the destruction of at least one of those Cores, however, she was not entitled to any of those benefits. 
 
    Having no other choice but to destroy the Undead-based Dungeon Core, because it was already becoming a serious danger and had proven to possess a knowledge of tactics that far outstripped Sandra’s own, Echo, Felbar, and Gerold ventured towards the hostile dungeon with the intent of destroying the Core inside.  Accompanied by Advancement-unlocked Radiant Pegasi and Celestial Authorities – a type of Angel – as well as a small army of Sandra’s previous constructs, things were looking well…until the entrance collapsed, cutting off her perceptions and control of anything inside the foreign dungeon.  Luckily for those inside, Sandra was able to pass off control of her constructs and other Dungeon Monsters to Echo and the others before she lost contact. 
 
    Through difficult traps, a maze of rooms, and increasingly powerful Undead, the Elf, Dwarf, and Gnome were able to make it to the very end of the dungeon, where they were faced with a near-impossible fight with gargantuan Undead Dungeon Monsters that appeared ready to stomp them flat.  When another horde of smaller Undead flowed in from outside of the dungeon through a separate entrance, failure was only minutes away.  It was only through strategic use of their resources and sheer blind luck that Echo was able to make it to the Core Room, where – with a little help from Sandra, who was fighting her own way to get her constructs into the Core Room from another direction – she was able to destroy the Nether Core. 
 
    Felbar and Gerold were barely able to escape with their lives, picking up Echo on the way out as the dungeon itself collapsed, unlike the other Shieldmen that had come with them into the dungeon.  They were successful in destroying the Undead-based Nether Core, at least, even with the expensive cost in terms of lives lost.   
 
    With all of the Dungeon Core destruction happening so close together, though, a new danger awaited Sandra and those she had taken into her care.  The repercussions of her actions had yet to be seen, though it would only be a matter of time as the enhancements for the other nearby Cores went into effect.   A time of potential darkness was fast descending upon the world around her wasteland, and Sandra had to find a way to stop it…. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Wyrlin stomped through the makeshift camp in the northern forest, narrowly avoiding braining himself on a low-hanging tree branch; the rage and frustration boiling up inside of his body was making him lose sight of the world around him.  Such a thing wasn’t good for an Elven Ranger; less so for a Ranger on the run. 
 
    Then again, he wasn’t alone in the camp; spread out in between the trees of this part of the forest largely unbothered by monsters were the temporary tents and lean-tos of those that had joined him on his crusade over the last few weeks.  His message of not cooperating with a dungeon was well-received in some circles, and other Rangers, hunters, and even two young Elites had trickled into where he originally made camp five days out from Avensglen.  While it wasn’t anywhere close to the capital, he had already been informed that word of his “rebellion” had reached even there, which only served to increase their numbers.   
 
    Not that he knew what exactly he was going to do with them once they reached a certain point.  His initial thought – as he left the village where he had been using his Ranger skills to help cull the dungeon monsters in the forest there – was that he would gather up hundreds of volunteers and march to the dungeon that had taken his Echo away from him.  Well, the beautiful Elf wasn’t his, necessarily, but he had gotten to know her long enough that he thought he had a rather good shot of making her his wife.  True, it probably would’ve put her plans to become an Elite on hold, but what was a few dozen years to an Elf, anyway? 
 
    But now she was tainted by the slave mark on her cheeks, and it was because of a dungeon, no less.  If he were stronger, he would’ve insisted on going inside with the group of Elites that had come to destroy the dungeon weeks ago; he had been convinced at the time that they would fulfill their promise to destroy the dungeon heart there and find Echo for him.  But now his weakness had resulted not only in his potential wife ending up in some sort of bondage to the dungeon, but the Elites wanted to actually work with the abomination, as well.  All because they were offered a bribe of sorts in the form of regenerating elemental energy that was just as unnatural as the rest of the dungeon. 
 
    Although, I have to admit that it would be nice to not have to sleep to replenish my energy every time I use it.  Good riddance, though, because I don’t even want to touch anything that may have come from that dungeon, as it might be trying to influence me.  He had been offered one by Echo herself shortly before he left and he had refused; a little part of him regretted not taking it, because it could certainly help him right now.  However, anything that was associated with a dungeon was anathema to him, especially when he thought about how his parents had been killed when he was just a young boy – from a surprise invasion by dungeon monsters in their small village. 
 
    Wyrlin had managed to hide in their small arborent while the adults in the village had banded together to fight off the sudden incursion by a veritable horde of large insects, including massive spiders about half the size of the arborent he hid inside, Elf-sized centipedes with deadly sharp mandibles, swarms of ants the length of his arm, and many more.  The dungeon had expanded its territory and reach secretly, and had obviously waited until they were unprepared.  If they had been attacked at night instead of the day, it was quite possible that they all would’ve died; as it was, the adults in the village managed to hold back the sudden attack while a luckily passing group of Elites heard the commotion from over a mile away and came to their rescue.  Unfortunately, his parents had been killed before they even showed up, and he was left an orphan afterwards. 
 
    The angry Ranger put aside thoughts of the next few years of his youth of moving from one village to the next, all while mourning his parents as he tried to make his way in the world; instead, he concentrated on what was in front of him at his current time and what he could do about this new dungeon that seemed to be controlling the minds of anyone connected to it.  He was convinced that everything it was doing was prelude to its own invasion, as it was making everyone back at the village – and many of the people he had met who knew about it – put on their blinders to make them more susceptible to attack. 
 
    Wyrlin stopped his angry stomping as he came up next to Ferio, one of the first Rangers that he had met on his self-imposed journey to fight against the dungeon who had captured Echo.  The older Elf was of a like-minded attitude towards dungeons, as his entire family (parents, wife, and his young boy) had been killed in a similar attack on his own village some time ago.  In fact, as Wyrlin looked around at those lounging around the camp, he realized that they all had the same types of stories – and some even had more heart-wrenching stories than Ferio’s. 
 
    “Is there any sight of…those others…following us?” Wyrlin asked softly, afraid of the answer.  They had been chased out of multiple towns when they started to recruit for their cause by the local Elite teams, and rumor had it that they had caused enough of a stir that some from the capital had been sent to deal with the problem.  Whether that meant a simple order to disperse and get back to work, imprisonment, or being killed outright was unknown; none of them thought that they would be killed, however, as there were just too few of them that killing even one of them would be a severe blow to their people’s defenses.   
 
    However, being backed by some powerful people – who were greedily taking what the dungeon was giving out for free – could mean that just about anything could happen to Wyrlin and the “rebels” with him.  It was better to be prepared to flee if anything did find them, because he didn’t want to risk the potential consequences to himself before he got his revenge.  The others…well, the others were important to his goals, but he didn’t actually care for them as individuals; all but Ferio, whom he felt a kinship with that he didn’t feel with anyone else.  They had remarkably similar viewpoints and had no real family to speak of because they had been wiped out by dungeon monsters; that connection made him trust the older Ranger more than anyone else, so much so that Ferio was in charge when Wyrlin himself wasn’t around. 
 
    “No sight of anyone, thank the Creator.  We’ve had a couple other Rangers trickle in from the nearby village, as they learned of our existence here, but nothing particularly threatening,” the experienced Ranger whispered just loud enough for Wyrlin to hear, maintaining his constant scouring of the nearby forest for anything out of the ordinary while he talked.  “You should probably decide what the best course of action is from here on out; are those that we have here enough to destroy that dungeon, do you think?  We need to move on soon, as I doubt we can stay hidden here—” 
 
    “—at all,” a voice from behind them interrupted what Ferio was going to say.  Wyrlin immediately slipped his bow off his back and turned while reaching for an arrow from his quiver; the voice wasn’t familiar at all, and had been arrogant-sounding enough that he could guess who—or what—it was immediately. 
 
    “I really wouldn’t shoot that if I were you,” another voice spoke up near where the other had come from, and Wyrlin saw that Ferio had already swung around and was preparing to fire before the younger Elf could even draw out an arrow.  The confident and almost amused tone from the new voice gave him pause as he completed his turn and saw what was behind him.   
 
    There were 8 Elves standing so close to them that it felt almost impossible for Wyrlin and Ferio to have not heard them approach, but there they were.  Half of them were dressed in expensive-looking robes that he immediately recognized as similar to the ones some of the Elites that had come to Avensglen to destroy the dungeon had been wearing, while the others were dressed in leathers similar to the ones Wyrlin himself was clothed in.  There were a few differences, however; for one, their leathers looked pristine and well-taken care of, unlike his own which had been lived in for weeks.  Second, like the colored robes of the others, there were subtle traces of different-colored accents in their outfits, which indicated what elements they had access to.  Five of them had three different accents, while the others all had two; that right there was reason enough to know that they were thoroughly outmatched. 
 
    Wyrlin dropped his bow and put his arms straight out at his sides, knowing there was literally no use trying to fight.  Even if the rest of the camp, who was just out of earshot, were to come to their rescue, the 8 Elites were most likely more than a match for whatever they could dish out.   
 
    “Ferio, drop it; we can’t fight this.” 
 
    As much as he wanted to fight so he wouldn’t be captured or killed out of hand, he knew it was no use; he’d rather take the chance that they were just going to disperse them or imprison them temporarily instead of a guaranteed death.  His second-in-command dropped his own bow reluctantly, followed by his quiver as he held his arms similarly as Wyrlin in a gesture of surrender.   
 
    “This is it?  This is what everyone was worried about?  Pathetic,” a multi-colored-robe-wearing Elite said, the sneer on his face obvious in his voice.   
 
    “Listen; you can’t believe everything they are saying about this dungeon.  It’s going to kill us all—” 
 
    “Oh, we’re well aware of that.  Why do you think we’re here?” one of the women Rangers said, and he identified her as the one that had him rethink trying to shoot them. 
 
    Wyrlin was so confused that he put his arms down.  “Wait…aren’t you here to…uh…get rid of us?” he asked.   
 
    “Of course we are.  Well, we were sent to do just that, but that’s also because we all specifically asked to be the ones to kill you.” 
 
    Wow.  I guess they weren’t planning on playing around with imprisonment or anything less severe.  “You…why did you ask to kill us?” 
 
    The group’s spokesperson continued to speak, though the others just looked at the two like they were dense.  “I would hope that the fact that you aren’t dead yet would be enough of an indication.  Since it’s not, I guess I have to spell it out—” 
 
    “They’re here to join us,” Ferio abruptly blurted out by his side. 
 
    Now Wyrlin was thoroughly confused as he turned to his second-in-command.  “What?” 
 
    “Exactly.  It’s good to see that at least someone around here can use their brain,” the Elite Ranger smirked at them both, though her disdain was all evidently all for him.  “We’re not here to kill you…but we are here to get rid of you.  We have to leave here soon, because if we don’t come back with evidence that you’ve been…taken care of…then they will be sending more to ensure you don’t become a problem.  The possible loss of the one form of consistent regenerating elemental energy that has ever been found is more than enough for those in power to want your escapade to halt before it could do something drastic.” 
 
    Now that the threat of being imprisoned or killed within the next minute or so was gone, Wyrlin’s mind started to function again.  He picked up and slung his bow over his shoulder as he asked, “You’ve all lost someone important because of the dungeons, haven’t you?” 
 
    The Elite that had sneered earlier repeated his action, almost like it was permanently attached to his face.  “Everyone has lost someone to the dungeons – you’re not unique.  The difference is that we’re one of the few that want to do something about this new dungeon and stop it before it becomes too powerful.”  
 
    I guess that works.  “I’m glad to see that some more of the Elites can see the danger this dungeon presents,” he responded tersely, trying not to rise to the insulting tone of the robe-wearing Elite – and barely managing it.  With their help, we can definitely destroy this dungeon.  “So you said we need to move and that makes sense.  With you here, we can go straight to the dungeon and—” 
 
    “Not so fast; that’s not what I said.  We need to leave Symenora altogether, because they have others watching for you all the way from here to the wastelands in case you escape from us.  We may be up to disobeying the orders we were given and joining you, but that doesn’t mean we will fight our own in the process.” 
 
    Wyrlin’s mind shut down again.  “W-what?” 
 
    “She means that we’re going to Orcrim, if I’m not mistaken,” Ferio mentioned, which earned another smirk from the Elite Ranger. 
 
    “Uh…why?” 
 
    “Because it’s the only way to ensure we aren’t caught before we can destroy that dungeon heart.  No one would think to look for us there.”  The old Ranger was turning out to have a better head on his shoulders than Wyrlin suspected. 
 
    “Exactly.  Listen to your friend here because he’s got the right of it.  Now, pack it up and get ready to go, because we have less than an hour before someone comes to check up on us,” the spokesperson ordered, before turning away.  The disrespect was infuriating; this is my group and my people, and there’s no way I’m letting some Elite try to boss me and mine around. 
 
    “Hey!  I give the orders around here—” 
 
    She cut him off.  “Not anymore, child.  We’re taking over right now, or we’re turning you over to our Elite friends.  It’s your choice.” 
 
    Wyrlin clutched his hands together to keep from striking out; the Elites were looking at him with expressions that ranged from obvious amusement to disdain.  They can’t do this!  This is my vengeance!   
 
    Except that they could; and they just did.  When he just stood there and refused to let himself blow up at them and say what he wanted to say (which would likely result in his death), the Elite Ranger in charge smirked at him – again.   
 
    “That’s what I thought.  Now, come along; tell me about who you have here so we know what sort of rabble we’re working with.”  She waved him forward like he was some sort of child, completely unconcerned about the invisible waves of wrath flowing out of his body. 
 
    I’m going to kill her if it’s the last thing I do.  But only after we destroy that dungeon… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “You want me to do what?  No way; I’m the last person you should send as an emissary of some kind,” Gerold said, disbelieving what he was hearing inside of his head.  All he wanted to do was sleep and try to forget the horrors he had experienced in the dungeon against all of those undead; not to mention, he was haunted by the memories of the Shieldmen that had perished under his command.  Ha!  My command; a few days ago, the very idea of that would’ve been ridiculous.  The Dwarf winced internally at the thoughts and memories running through his head.  Frankly, it’s still hard to believe all that has happened in such a short amount of time. 
 
      
 
    *  You’re the only one I can trust to do the job; besides, this is for your benefit as well.  Or have you forgotten your promise already? * 
 
      
 
    What is—?  Oh.  Not only did Sandra want him to travel to the mountain strongholds of the Dwarven Kingdom to warn them of the increased danger from the nearby dungeons, but she wanted him to fulfill the impossible promise he had made.  To get her to agree in helping to save his people in the nearby town of Nurboldar, as well as providing shelter for those displaced by the rampaging undead that had almost wiped them out, and being willing to provide them with whatever they wanted or needed to both survive and prosper…all Gerold had to do was promise one little thing.  It seemed simple in principle, but actually accomplishing the task was another matter entirely. 
 
    Mainly because he hadn’t ever heard of a Master Blacksmith ever voluntarily leaving their mountain homes in the history of their people.  
 
    That didn’t matter, though, because Gerold needed it to happen.  His set of specially made armor, shield, and battle-axe – which used his internal elemental energy to enhance it unlike anything else he had seen – were destroyed by some sort of attack that Sandra had used to wipe out a large army of undead that was besieging her dungeon.  The loss wasn’t intentionally done by the Dungeon Core, however; the young Fifth-shield Dwarf had just been in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Or, maybe it should be right place, wrong time; Sandra has indeed been a boon to us already, and I guess it was fortunate that she saved me. 
 
    If he managed to go back home, disgraced because of the loss of his armor so soon after receiving it, and convinced one of their few Master Blacksmiths to journey into a dungeon, then have that Blacksmith teach a Dungeon Core their traditional secrets of crafting their special armor and armaments, and then have another entire set crafted for him, then he might be able to redeem himself in the eyes of the Shieldmen.  Being a defender of his people was a huge responsibility and brought with it a lot of honor; unfortunately, losing his equipment that was painstakingly made just for him – even through an occurrence which he had no way to prevent – was a massive dishonor upon his entire family.  Bregan, for as much of a pain as he had been toward Gerold over the loss, had spoken truly when he said that it would’ve been better if he had died along with his armor rather than live with that dishonor. 
 
    “No, I haven’t forgotten about it.  Are you sure you don’t want someone else to go?” he asked, already knowing the answer.  Thinking about who was left from the Shieldmen, all 5 of them, they were all Fifth-shield like he was…well, before he lost his equipment, of course.  Now he was just a dishonored Dwarf in the eyes of those back home, despite his actions in helping to save the villagers and destroying the undead dungeon.  He already knew that the other Shieldmen looked to him for direction, mainly because he was a lot more familiar with Sandra and her dungeon than they were – that didn’t really mean that he was in charge, though.   
 
      
 
    * You know, more than anyone else, what is at stake here.  I need the help of your people if they want to survive for longer than a decade or two; with the increased threat caused by the destruction of these other Dungeon Cores, they’ll have hordes of Dungeon Monsters knocking at their gates sooner than they think.  From what you’ve told me, your leadership has already abandoned much of your homeland, seeking to exist safely within your strongholds.   
 
      
 
    * Within a few years, though, the expansion of these nearby Cores will be like a snowball rolling down one of those mountains of yours; starting here, the Cores will wipe out every Dwarf on the surface before they grow without any opposition.  Granted, it may take them a couple of years to figure out how to dig their way into your homes – but it will happen, eventually.  Once it gets to that point, there’s truly little way to recover from the sheer amount of Monsters ceaselessly invading your strongholds.  All it will take is one line of Shieldmen falling at the wrong time and it’ll all be over. *  
 
      
 
    “Don’t you think I know that?!” he practically shouted, startling the others around the table.  The problem, he knew, was that King Ferroushard and his advisors (including his mother) all thought that they would be safe for hundreds of years.  He didn’t like to even think about that being incorrect, but he knew that their doom was an inevitability that was fast approaching unless something was done about it soon.  It was just frustrating to hear it put so bluntly, so he overreacted a bit.   
 
    “Sorry,” he immediately apologized to the others, “I’m just tired.”  It was no proper excuse for his outburst, but he could also see that the others – who were just as tired as he was – understood.  Sandra automatically translated his apology to Echo, Violet, Felbar, and…Kelerim, if he remembered the Half-Dwarf/Half-Orc’s name correctly, who all nodded their heads in acknowledgement.  “I’ve seen what even a single dungeon can do when left unchecked; I can only imagine what will happen when 10, 20, or even 30 are allowed free rein to do what they want.  A small force of the Golems nearby could probably smash their way into our stronghold in a few days, in fact, so I guess it’s a good thing that there aren’t any near our entrances.” 
 
      
 
    * Which is another thing we need to talk about.  We need to somehow sustain the previous culling rates that the Shieldmen were maintaining on the Golems and the Goblins nearby.  Not only that, but the Elves are also going to need help defending against the increased presence of Beasts and Slimes that I can already see are being sent out of their respective dungeons. *  
 
      
 
    “My people should be fine for a little while,” Echo responded, the translation of her Elvish words echoing in Gerold’s mind courtesy of Sandra.  “With the Energy Orbs they already possess, that you have so generously donated to them, the Rangers out there will be able to contain them for a few weeks at least.  Past that…well, then they will probably be in trouble, if your description of how quickly they will start to expand, and gain ‘Mana’, is correct.  By the way, when did you want me to leave for my own trip?  I’m still not sure that I, like Gerold, would be the best idea for an emissary.” 
 
    Gerold realized that was something else that they would have to consider when the process of culling the Golems and Goblins started again; not only would the few days when they had been left alone already contribute to there being a lot more dungeon monsters to contend with, but now they were getting even more because of these “enhancements” the local Cores were receiving because of the destroyed dungeons.  It was a bad situation all around, honestly, but he also felt a deep, ingrained responsibility as a part of the Shieldmen to see it through.  It didn’t matter if everyone else looked at him with dishonor; he would uphold his duties regardless of his personal situation. 
 
    Also, it was good to know that he wasn’t the only one asked to go to their leadership to ask for some sort of alliance with a dungeon – and that he wasn’t alone in thinking that he wasn’t the best choice to try to broker that alliance.  Echo seemed like she would be a good choice, especially seeing as she hadn’t dishonored her family like Gerold had; seeing her fight through the undead dungeon, he knew she had the confidence to face down just about anything and survive, so courage and resolve certainly weren’t lacking on her part.  Besides, she was the only Elf among their little crew there discussing plans, so there really wasn’t any other choice. 
 
    Violet and Felbar, the resident Gnomes, were also asked to consult with their leaders for an alliance – which they were all too happy to do.  Of them all, even knowing just the bare minimum about Gnomes and their culture, Gerold thought they would have the most success.  They seemed to be thoroughly enthusiastic about enchantments and their War Machine constructed out of metal and wood.  Not to mention the much smaller Deep Diver, which the Dwarf, himself, had used both in the defense of Nurboldar and the destruction of the undead dungeon.  If anyone were going to be excited about an alliance with a dungeon, it would be the Gnomes. 
 
    As far as the Orcs went…well, Kelerim would be an even worse choice than Gerold was for the Dwarves – as hard as it was to believe.  From what he was told, the large Orc force that had destroyed not just one but two dungeons near the local Orc village did it because of Kelerim’s father.  There was something about his father not appreciating that his long-lost son, whom he had fathered on a Dwarf some time ago, had killed his other son, leaving some bad blood between them; the reasoning behind it all was a little fuzzy, mainly because he wasn’t paying attention when it was explained to him.  While Gerold recognized Kelerim from when he lived inside of the mountain stronghold as a child, he hadn’t really followed what happened to him afterwards.  Now, the would-be blacksmith was causing them all sorts of trouble. 
 
    As far as the Dwarf knew, Sandra still hadn’t figured out how to help the Orcish people without calling down a crusade against her dungeon. 
 
      
 
    * There is still a bit to do before you go.  For one, you all need a lot of rest, especially after what you’ve gone through.  Two, I need to work on your transportation. * 
 
      
 
    “Transportation?  I thought I would just take the War Machine, Violet would take our supplies with the Hauler and wagon, and then just run all the way home,” Felbar spoke up, the confusion and exhaustion plain in his voice.  Gerold had to admit that he hadn’t thought much about getting back home; at the back of his mind, he imagined just using one of those giant cats that he had rode on before to get home.  The thought of riding a Pegasus again made him a bit queasy; the flight out of the collapsing undead dungeon was enough for his stomach for one lifetime.  Added to the fact that with his short legs he couldn’t properly sit on the winged horse very well, and he felt like he was going to fall off every few seconds, he realized that he would rather walk all the way to the mountain strongholds than fly again. 
 
      
 
    * That will take entirely too long.  It’ll be much easier if you can fly all the way there. * 
 
      
 
    Oh…wonderful.  “Uh, I’d rather die than—” Gerold started to say, before he heard Felbar and his translation in his head. 
 
    “There is no way I’m getting back onto one of those blasted—” 
 
    They both stopped and looked at each other in camaraderie, before the old Gnome started laughing uproariously.  Gerold joined in after a moment, the weariness in his bones leading him to giggle at something that really wasn’t all that funny.   
 
    Echo, Kelerim, and Violet just stared at the two laughing uncontrollably, and eventually Gerold was able to get himself under control, wiping away the tears that came unbidden to his eyes.  The whole situation was in no way a laughing matter, but the Dwarf had to admit that it felt good to release some of the tension he had been feeling after barely surviving the destruction of the undead dungeon. 
 
    “I don’t see what you’re all laughing about.  Those Pegasi are majestic, if I do say so myself, and I wouldn’t have made it back if it hadn’t been for Starlight…um…3, I think,” Echo said once they had both settled down.  Two of the Pegasi the Elf had been using as mounts inside their dungeon destruction mission had been killed, so Gerold could only assume that she had named the one that had carried them out of the collapsing dungeon afterwards.   
 
    That made them laugh even harder, though this time their shared mirth didn’t last that long; Sandra had to go and ruin their good time. 
 
      
 
    * The Pegasi are too small and too slow for what I have in mind.  My goal is to have you get back to your capitals in less than a day. * 
 
      
 
    “That’s…not possible,” Echo protested.  “It takes up to 4 weeks to travel all the way there on foot, even running full out.  The use of horses can cut that down to 2 or less, as can the use of spells to increase running speeds.  Even with Starlight 3, I think it would still take me at least 4 days to reach the capital, and that’s with leaving at first light and traveling until it’s nearly too dark to find a place to camp for the night.” 
 
      
 
    * Exactly.  I aim to find a way to get you all to where you need to go quite a bit faster than that, as well as being able to transport more than one person, as well as some supplies.  While I go about setting that up, why don’t you all get some rest.  I think some of you are starting to get a little delirious with exhaustion.  Kelerim, if you don’t mind, could you stay here for a moment? * 
 
      
 
    Gerold figured that Sandra was probably referring to him and Felbar, because the thought of lying down in a bed…or anywhere, really…and closing his eyes was the best thing he had heard all day.  With a nod to the others, the Dwarf found his way out of the dining area and into one of the connecting hallways between the kitchen/dining area and a blacksmith’s forge.  It took a few moments to find the small indentation in the wall that indicated where the hidden door was secreted in the wall; after locating it and walking through another short hallway, he found himself in what Sandra called the VATS.  She had explained that the acronym stood for something something transportation system – again, he hadn’t really been paying attention at the time – but all he really knew about it was it was an easy way to get where he needed to go. 
 
    Dropping down a hole in the floor, he barely felt the slightest flutter in his stomach at the temporary drop as a powerful jet of air caught him and delicately lowered him to the floor of the next level.  Walking to another hole, he dropped down again, feeling his eyes closing even as he was blasted by the supportive air; I guess I really am exhausted.  The prospect of sleep was already mentally affecting him, and he was eager to lie down. 
 
    Finally, at the bottom of the VATS, he walked through another series of tunnels, a large room that held Sandra in all her shining Core glory – which he waved to as he walked by – and finally to what he was starting to mentally think of as the Dwarven Quarter.  It was a long series of rooms carved out of the stone and dirt underneath the wastelands in a long line stretching out for quite a distance.  The first room held something that looked like a basic distillery, though it currently wasn’t in use; the next room was entirely empty, acting as a bit of a buffer he supposed, because after that was where his people were living. 
 
    In a series of rooms that didn’t afford a whole lot of privacy and were annoying to travel through – mainly because, if you needed to get to the last room in the line, then you had to essentially walk through everyone else’s bedrooms – there were basic beds set up, six to a room.  The rooms weren’t small, but they started to feel a little cramped with so many people inside of them; luckily being underground didn’t really bother him – or any Dwarves, really – because most of them were used to living in the mountain strongholds.  It was living in the village up top that had been strange to them. 
 
    A couple rooms down the line, there were various spaces going off in different directions, as Sandra had added a few things after the original line of rooms had been constructed.  Gerold stopped by them one-by-one, as he hadn’t seen them all in use when he first arrived; to make their lives more comfortable, the Dungeon Core had obviously built some things for the Dwarven villagers.  It was here that he saw his first residents, which he just realized was strange because no one had been in the first two bedrooms as he walked through.   
 
    In one room, there was a fountain of periodically spouting, crystal-clear water that gathered in a stone basin; there was no obvious source of the water, only that when someone approached it – as he watched one of the villagers approach with a simple stoneware jug – it would turn on, shooting a small distance into the air before splashing down in the basin.  The water level never really seemed to go up or down, though, so Gerold thought the whole splashing fountain thing was a way for the Dungeon Core to show off a little, while still making something functional.   
 
    “There he is!  Way to go, Gerold!” the villager woman said after she filled up her jug from the basin and turned around, seeing the tired Dwarf standing in the doorway to the room taking it all in.  He didn’t recognize her – he had only learned a few of the villagers’ names the entire time he was there, as the Shieldmen didn’t really fraternize with the residents all that much; there was too much to do in their normal lives to worry too much about socializing.  Also, it seemed as though word of his exploits in defeating the undead dungeon had already spread to his people. 
 
    Unfortunately, he didn’t feel like he had done a good job; after all, five more Shieldmen had died on their expedition.  He couldn’t show or say that, though, because that would be dishonoring them for their sacrifice – there was enough dishonor around as it was. 
 
    “Thank you,” he replied, trying his best to seem grateful for her words.  “I…uh…need to get going to get some sleep,” he finished lamely, unsure how to get out of the awkward conversation. 
 
    “We’ve moved your bedroom to the place of honor at the end of the line of rooms, so that you don’t have to worry about anyone walking through and waking you up,” the still-nameless villager said cheerfully.  
 
    “Um…thanks.”  Great, even longer to walk.  His personal stuff – which was woefully little that he brought from the village when they moved the rest of the villagers – had originally been in the first room after the distillery and empty room, but he hadn’t seen it there.  Now he knew why. 
 
    Looking at the next added adjacent room, he found what appeared to be a large kitchen and dining room, three times larger than the one he just came from.  Inside, three more villagers – two men and another woman – were cooking up something that smelled delicious, but he didn’t stick around to see what it was; besides, he had already eaten all he wanted, so now all he needed was sleep.  He did see that, in addition to a massive cooktop, there was a large rectangular oven in the corner that could probably fit at least 20 of himself inside; there was no wood burning, and therefore no smoke, so Gerold could only assume that the dungeon was using its “Mana” to heat it without needing that kind of thing.  Which, he assumed, was the best idea; he hadn’t seen a single air vent leading to the surface, so any smoke produced from a fire down below would have a difficult time escaping. 
 
    There were a few more rooms that he had already seen before, which were the growing rooms.  As he passed and looked inside, Gerold could see the rest of the villagers hard at work with Sandra’s constructs planting neat rows of different seeds; in one room, there was a section of wheat that appeared to have already sprouted and grown, and all it was waiting on was harvesting.  It was good that the villagers knew what they were doing, because Gerold would be practically useless if he was asked to help. 
 
    His feet felt like they were dragging when he arrived at the last of the bedrooms, and Gerold finally came upon the last of the Shieldmen.  They had a room all to themselves, it seemed, and though it was sparsely decorated just as much as the rest, it felt somehow safe and familiar.  The five Shieldmen stopped their conversation as soon as he walked in and he paused, worried that they would hate him for allowing the others to die. 
 
    Instead, each of them saluted Gerold with a fist banging against their armored chests, followed by a short bow of respect.  At first, he thought that they might be mocking him, but after a moment of looking at the seriousness in their faces and demeanor, he realized that they actually meant it: They respected him.  Why?  I lost all of my equipment and managed to let every single one that went with us into that dungeon die. 
 
    “Sir.  Would you honor us with the tale of those that gave their lives to see to the destruction of that horrid dungeon?” asked Delarthe.   
 
    Ah.  I see.  Because he had survived, without the armor and weaponry that made them Shieldmen, even, they didn’t think he was neglectful or let others fight his battles for him, leading from the back; no, they saw him as they would a senior member of the Shieldmen, one that was stronger and more capable of surviving dangerous missions.  It was the same way that Gerold would look at someone like…Bregan.  If he saw Bregan go into a dungeon with a dozen other Shieldmen and was the only one to come out, he would instantly think that there was no foul play, no shirking of duties, and that the Second-shield had done everything he could to keep those that went with him alive.  
 
    With a sigh that he was miraculously able to conceal, he sat on the edge of an empty bed.  After a moment’s hesitation, Gerold started to regale the Shieldmen with the story of the undead dungeon, describing the exploits and heroics of those that had perished deep down below.  What surprised him the most when he was done, was that he didn’t even have to embellish anything; they all really had given their lives and fought with everything they had until the last moment. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Delarthe said when he was done.  “If I may be so bold…you look like you could use some sleep.” 
 
    Gerold chuckled.  “That bad, huh?” 
 
    “Yes, and probably a bath – but you should probably get some rest first; we don’t need you to fall asleep and drown, especially after surviving what you just went through.” 
 
    Gerold lifted up his left armpit and sniffed…and almost knocked himself out.  The Deep Divers were a bit hot to run around in because they were enclosed and didn’t offer a lot of ventilation, so his stench wasn’t that surprising.  Rather than say anything about it – since there was no need because all of the Shieldmen were smiling innocently at him – he just nodded, picked himself off the side of the bed, and moved off to what he hoped was his room. 
 
    As soon as he walked inside, he recognized a few of his personal belongings next to the bed where they were left neatly in a pile.  With a sigh of relief that he didn’t bother concealing, he collapsed on the bed and closed his eyes, not even bothering to take off his dirty, stinky clothes.  A few seconds later, all his awareness of his surroundings faded as his body succumbed to his much-needed sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Sandra wasn’t freaking out, but she felt as though she should be.  Whether she was getting used to the breakneck pace she had been figuratively running at over the last few weeks, or she had become accustomed to literal deadlines in such a short time, the result was the same: she had maintained her calm as she reviewed all that had happened – and what still needed to be done – with those that were most important to her.  Violet, Felbar, Echo, and Gerold had already headed off to get some much-needed sleep, because there wasn’t much that needed to be done with them at the moment.  The Dungeon Core hadn’t made it an order or anything, but they had all – some of them albeit reluctantly – agreed to act as impromptu emissaries to their people. 
 
    As she had explained to them, the increase in speed at which the Cores within a certain distance of the destroyed dungeons could expand and produce Dungeon Monsters was now bigger than what Sandra could contain.  The all-elemental-access Core felt responsible for the situation, though, because she started the entire process of the enhancements to the nearby Dungeon Cores, from the destruction of the reptile-based Core that had killed so many Gnomes and were threatening the Elven village.  While she had attempted to keep herself from needing to destroy any other Cores after that, the Orcs had basically pushed her to do just that when they took out the Unicorn and Avian-based dungeons near the Orcish village of Grongbak.  Which led her to the next issue, and was why she asked Kelerim to stay behind while the others left. 
 
    The situation with the Orcs, unlike the Gnomes, Elves, and Dwarves, was a little more…delicate and volatile at the same time.  There technically weren’t any nearby dungeons to threaten the village (since they were destroyed), but that didn’t mean there wasn’t any danger at all.  In fact, all four of the lands were in trouble, because of the enhancements from 4 Dungeon Cores being destroyed in fairly rapid succession.  Sandra understood the reasoning behind it all, with the Creator not wanting all of the Cores to be wiped out one after another until they weren’t a threat at all (which would allow the races to start warring amongst each other again), but none of the races were at all prepared for what was about to befall them.  Especially when she looked at precisely what those enhancements meant. 
 
    
    	 Any Dungeon Cores within 138 miles of one of the destroyed dungeons would have enhancements 
 
    	 Those Cores’ Areas of Influence are increased by a total of 85% at differing times; 30% increase by 10 days, 60% increase by 25 days, and the full 85% by the time 50 days have passed 
 
    	 Maximum Ambient Mana Absorption directly by the Core increased to 1,000 per hour, up from 10 per hour 
 
    	 Maximum Ambient Mana Absorption in their dungeons increased to 15,000 per hour, up from 600 per hour 
 
    	 Mana Cost to upgrade Core Size decreased by 25% 
 
    	 Mana Cost of all Dungeon Monsters decreased by 25% 
 
    	 New Core Threshold had been increased to Core Size 25 
 
   
 
      
 
    Naturally, because she participated in one or more of those dungeon destructions, Sandra’s Core gained none of those enhancements.  So, not only would Cores be getting more Mana inside their dungeons alone (384,000 each day, up from approximately 15,000 before the enhancements took effect), that didn’t even count the Mana they would receive from outside of their dungeons, which was funneled back to them by Dungeon Monsters throughout their Area of Influence.   
 
    Speaking of those Dungeon Monsters, even they would cost less Mana to produce, which would in turn lead to more being out in the world, gaining even more Mana.  When the lesser cost of upgrading a Core was factored into that, in a couple of months there would likely be quite a few dungeons that would take advantage of everything and expand out of control. 
 
    Winxa?  Is there any way you can tell me how many Cores are going to be affected by these enhancements? she asked her Dungeon Fairy, though she was fairly certain she wouldn’t get a definite answer.  The ability to give advice or complete answers to Sandra was a bit lacking as of late, though not through any fault of the diminutive Fairy; the Creator had placed some restrictions on Winxa regarding the choices that the Dungeon Core could make based on that information.  Regardless, Sandra wanted a little more information before she talked to Kelerim about the land of the Orcs. 
 
    “Umm…well, I don’t think I can tell you how many Cores there are, but I do think I can give you a little bit of an idea,” the Dungeon Fairy said hesitantly.  When nothing negative seemed to happen, Winxa continued.  “First, the Cores situated around the wastelands are a bit unique in how close they are in relation to each other.  I’m assuming this was done because they border this area, sort of like the gatekeepers of the wastelands.  Farther away, Cores are usually placed 30 to 40 miles away from each other along the borders of all the lands, though sometimes there are outliers.  From what I’ve heard, the saturation of dungeons has been increased over time in lands where more are needed to maintain a stricter balance, such as your former homeland of the Humans.  Here, though, I can only assume extras weren’t necessarily needed, so that should be fairly accurate.” 
 
    That was good information to have, and it was more than she expected from the Fairy based on past experiences.  Though, when Sandra thought about it, it was probably because there wasn’t anything definite in her statements like, “There are 312 Cores within the reach of these enhancements.”  From what her guide said, however, the Dungeon Core could guesstimate how many there were.  Based on previous conversations with the Fairy and her own experiences back in the Human lands of Muriel, she knew that dungeons were usually only found along the sometimes-arbitrary border of their lands, like thick forests or mountain ranges – whatever worked to divide them from other lands, basically.   
 
    These borders weren’t necessarily straight and could meander in and out of the lands, but if you had a map of a Kingdom or another type government, you could identify where dungeons were likely to be – if not their exact placement.  Essentially, around the edges of the lands of Muriel, she knew that was where the dungeons were, which prevented expansion by her people; she inferred from what she knew and heard about lately that this was basically the same for the other homelands.  Therefore, if Winxa was relatively accurate in her distances between dungeons, then Sandra calculated that there could be anywhere between 6 and 10 additional Cores within reach of the enhancements…per homeland.  Therefore, she was looking at trying to contain 24 to 40 dungeons that were set to be extraordinarily powerful in just a few months. 
 
    Not great news, but it was also possible that she could get more accurate numbers from Felbar, Echo, and Gerold and those counts may be less…or they could be more, of course.  Regardless, it really didn’t matter how many of them were already taking advantage of their sudden benefits; Sandra couldn’t prevent their expansion without help from every race…which, unfortunately, brought her to Kelerim. 
 
      
 
    * I’m sure you’re already aware, but your coming back here – as much as I appreciate your company – has complicated matters somewhat.  Granted, I know that neither of us could’ve guessed that your father would send an army to hunt you down and destroy those two dungeons at the same time, but that’s where we are right now. 
 
      
 
    * What we need to do is stop that from happening again, which means working with your people, as much I know that you’d like to forget that you’re one of them.  I have contacts with the other races now, though of course we still have to see how those pan out, but you – the only one that is even partly Orc – are not exactly the best idea to negotiate on my behalf, don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
    Kelerim sat looking down at the table, his shoulders slumped and his face looking a bit haggard.  The Half-Dwarf/Half-Orc still hadn’t fully recovered from his ordeal of fleeing Orcrim from the force that his father sent after him, though he did look a bit healthier already.  “I’m well aware of that, Sandra; I’m sorry I brought this all down on you and the others, but I swear I didn’t know it would come to this!” 
 
      
 
    * I know you didn’t, but that doesn’t change the fact that it did.  There’s nothing we can do about the past, so we must look to the future; what do you think is the best way to go about helping your people?  I obviously can’t send you to talk to any leadership there is, because of reasons I already stated, so what else can we do? * 
 
      
 
    “You’re right about me not being welcome inside Orcrim right now; although this ‘leadership’ you’re talking about is basically just the most powerful Warlords working reluctantly together for a mutual defense, my father would’ve likely shared my story and appearance to everyone who could listen by this point,” Kelerim explained.  “If he didn’t take decisive action against me and the ‘dungeon that killed his son’, he would look weak to the others; hiding me and my role would be like blatantly concealing a weakness that others would be able to exploit. 
 
    “As far as my father and the other Warlords are concerned, I really don’t care about them anymore.  Though I hate how I was treated by them, then and now, it’s the innocent villagers and warbands defending them that will suffer when the dungeons start to overrun them.  From all the information I have, the balance of monsters streaming out of the dungeons was just barely maintained over the last decade, though even that was slowly failing.  Even one dungeon suddenly producing more monsters will have a negative effect, let alone 7 of them near here.” 
 
      
 
    * So, there are 7 dungeons within the 138-mile range? * 
 
      
 
    “Huh?  Oh…maybe?”  Kelerim shrugged.  “That’s just a guess from what I’ve heard back when I was Blacksmithing back in Grongbak.  It could be more or less, of course, but based on approximate distances between warband villages and outposts around the border, that sounds pretty accurate.” 
 
      
 
    * Then what do you think we should do? * 
 
      
 
    The Half-Dwarf/Half-Orc sat there for a moment before answering.  “Well, perhaps we could just return to that idea of providing things to the warbands to make them more effective fighters?  My original goal – after I met my father – was to use what I learned about Blacksmithing from you and start my own smithy; I could even see myself teaching others the same techniques so that, over time, we could regain the same level of weaponry we require to make full use of the warbands’ natural use of their elemental energies.  It wouldn’t have been an overnight change, or even make much of a difference in a few years, but after a few decades we could be self-sustaining enough that we wouldn’t need outside help.  Now, though, that won’t work – we’re out of time.  Something has to happen, and happen soon, for the Orcish people to survive more than a few years at this rate,” Kelerim finished sadly. 
 
      
 
    * Do you really think that is all they need? * 
 
      
 
    That seemed like an easy solution to the problem, though implementing it would take some effort – and the logistics of such a thing was troublesome.  For one, if shipments of finished weapons and armor were seen coming from the wasteland, it would cause even more attention to be paid to her dungeon.  Secondly, making sure it all got to where it needed to go – to those on the front lines – was something that she didn’t think she could control; she knew from her merchanting days, as well as the mounting situation with the Elves concerning her Energy Orbs, that people in power were likely to hoard precious resources just in case they needed them.  It wouldn’t be that surprising to learn that a shipment of swords she sent out had been seized by a local Warlord and kept for their own use, selling a couple of them to the highest bidder. 
 
    Naturally, the way around that was to provide so many supplies that there would be no point in hoarding them – which was a daunting task in and of itself. 
 
    “Yes, I think that would do it.  They have the numbers, they have the bravery, and they have their ability to enhance themselves using their elemental energy to become more powerful; what they don’t have is effective equipment if you remember.”   
 
    Sandra certainly did remember; seeing all of the destroyed, poorly made swords inside of the Avian and Unicorn dungeons made it clear that they were woefully underequipped.  She could only imagine how deadly they could be when going against Dungeon Monsters with something like a high-quality Steel or Titanium sword.  Naturally, setting up the crafting of so much equipment and figuring out how to deliver it without calling too much attention to her dungeon was something else entirely.  
 
      
 
    * I guess that’s the best we can hope for, then.  We’ll discuss the best ways to get everything to your people later; in the meantime, why don’t you get some rest as well.  You appear ready to fall asleep at the table. * 
 
      
 
    As he nodded and took off for his own bed, Sandra turned her attention away from the Half-Dwarf/Half-Orc and focused on internal matters.  There was nothing she could do at the moment about the other Dungeon Cores, and she knew she had at least a little time before things got too out of control.  After the semi-disastrous events revolving around the Undead Core, she hadn’t had much of a chance to take stock of the current situation in and around her dungeon.  The most she had been able to do in between directing her construct and Monster forces around the now-destroyed Undead Core’s location was set up some things for her new Dwarven residents to make their lives a little easier.   
 
    The stone water basin in another dug-out room was easy enough to create, just using stone and a Water-based trap that would trigger whenever someone got within 5 feet of the basin.  Pure, clean water would erupt in a fountain-like spray that would splash down prettily into the pool of water down below.  When the water level reached a certain point, another section of the trap would start to eliminate the water, while also filtering it at the same time for any impurities that may have been introduced after the basin of water was filled.  Simple, and yet Sandra could feel that there should be a way to improve upon it.  
 
    At the moment, the time that the trap would stay active was limited to just under two hours before it had to shut off to recharge.  Granted, Sandra hadn’t pumped a lot of Mana into the trap to increase that time, as it didn’t seem like a beneficial use of her resources.  However, she thought that if she figured some things out – like how exactly the special Visitor’s Bond she created with Gerold and the other Shieldmen allowed them to constantly recharge their Energy Orbs imbedded in their hands – she might be able to design something to keep the fountain running much longer…or perhaps indefinitely.   
 
    She hadn’t really had the time to experiment with that yet, though, so it was now on the long list of things she still wanted to accomplish when the opportunity presented itself. 
 
    After that, Sandra had hollowed out another large room and created a massive kitchen and dining area that would allow the Dwarves to cook for themselves.  The kitchen up above, where the meeting of her emissaries had just been held, was fine for a small population of a dozen or less, but there were now over 60 people living down below – which meant more space was needed to cook and eat, as well.  After bringing the height of the prep spaces and stovetops up to a point where the Dwarven villagers could easily access them, Sandra built a massive oven that could hold half a ton of food if necessary, and would hopefully come in handy when they got their first harvest of wheat in to bake into bread.  Granted, baking was one aspect of cooking that she hadn’t learned as much about as she would’ve liked to when she was alive, but there were a few villagers that she could watch and learn from.   
 
    The oven itself was modeled after the Blacksmithing forges she had above, mixed with the oven she had in her other kitchen.  By selecting from about a dozen temperatures using small pedals set up along the outside of the large oven, the entire fixture would employ a Fire-based trap that would heat it at a constant temperature in its entirety.  The side facing the kitchen was left open, though it could be closed with a thin, relatively lightweight sheet of Dragon Glass that could be fit into a slot carved into the lip of the opening.  Two protrusions that acted like handles were on the outside of the Dragon Glass sheet, which helped with moving it when it was needed. 
 
    She spent more Mana on the kitchen than she did with the fountain (almost 15,000 compared to 4,000), but there was a lot more going on in the large cooking space than just water flowing.  Still, it was worth doing and the Dwarves had taken to it with great alacrity, using the Raw Bearling Meat she created for them as well as the different fruits she had in the above growing room to make meals for themselves.  Once they got the underground farms set up and running, they would be able to cook even more variety of foodstuffs to eat.   
 
    That was about all she had time to do, however; all of her spare attention, focus, Mana, and Raw Materials went towards building up her constructs and other Dungeon Monsters again.  Although her normal defending constructs dispersed throughout her dungeon were still intact, as even in an emergency she was hesitant to remove them, her forces aboveground had been essentially devastated.  Oh, she still had over 7,000 Reinforced Animated Shears in her Airborne Mana Absorption Net of Shears (AMANS) floating above her dungeon and scouting along the perimeter of the wastelands, though that number was diminished from what she would prefer after having to utilize quite a few of them to invade and destroy the Undead dungeon.  Sandra also had 1,500 Rolling Forces that had been integral to the destruction of so many Undead around the area, as well as just under 400 Hyper Automatons that helped to move dropped Monster Seeds back to her dungeon, but as for her other forces, she was down to almost nothing.   
 
    The Dungeon Core had under a dozen Pegasi at her disposal, which had been integral to getting Echo, Felbar, and Gerold out of the collapsing dungeon, as well as 6 Steelclad Ape Warriors armed with enchanted Titanium warhammers that she had kept in reserve.  There were also 8 Rising Phoenixes that were helping to patrol the skies and observe the area below them, though there wasn’t too much that was exciting to see.  All the rest of her constructs and Dungeon Monsters outside of her dungeon had been destroyed when she attacked through the Undead dungeon’s rear entrance (or, as it turned out, main entrance) to help those trapped inside escape.  The only consolation was that the large War Machine was still available for Felbar to use if needed, though the two Deep Diver suit constructs were now buried under many thousands of tons of dirt. 
 
    Therefore, she had been gradually rebuilding what she could with what Mana she had funneling into her automatically, though it was slow going.  Her stockpile of Mana in the form of Monster Seeds that she had held in her treasury was nearly empty because of all that she had put into the attack on the other dungeon, so now she had to rebuild everything before she could even think about helping elsewhere. 
 
    In addition, there were other things to consider, including something that felt like years since she’d done it: Upgrade her Core Size.  There was something in the announcement regarding the enhancements for the other Cores that was extremely important regarding that, and would potentially make a difference in what she chose to do over the next few months. 
 
      
 
    “These enhancements are not granted to any Cores that – in any way – participated in the destruction of any neighboring Cores, whether through overt, clandestine, or inadvertent means.  In addition, any previous mentoring benefits are now instantly null and void for any Dungeon Cores taking advantage of these enhancements.” 
 
      
 
    It was the part about “mentoring benefits” that made the most difference to her because what that essentially meant was that she didn’t have to worry about the other Cores using her Area of Influence to move around everywhere.  At least, that’s what Winxa said when Sandra asked her. 
 
    “Yes, that is precisely what that means.  These new enhancements override whatever benefits they would’ve received through the mentoring program, so you no longer have to worry about passing them in Core Size.  Of course, if—sorry, when—these enhancements end, they’ll likely be back; that is something that you’ll have to deal with at that time, though.” 
 
    It would be good to be able to upgrade her Core Size, and not just because she hadn’t done it in a while…and it was like an itch in the back of her mind that wanted to be scratched.  It was obviously part of her nature as a Dungeon Core to want to Upgrade, expand, and conquer/kill as much as she possibly could, but for the most part she was able to ignore those instincts; after a while, though, such things were pressing on her mind for her attention.   
 
    Then there were all of the Advancement Points that she had just received lately, from the Visitor’s Bonds she had with all of the new Dwarves, to the destruction of the Undead-based Core, the addition of even more rooms down below in her dungeon, and even – unfortunately – the deaths of the Dwarven Shieldmen in the village battle.   
 
    In addition, there were still many different materials that she could unlock in the Organic/Inorganic Material Elemental Transmutation Menu for use in improving her crafting of a large variety of different things.  Speaking of that, there was still a lot of crafting that she wanted to do and either didn’t have a chance to, didn’t have the proper materials for on hand, or didn’t have a steady enough hand to craft with.  Now, while she still didn’t have a lot of time, she had many, many materials to work with; there was truly little that she couldn’t do with at least a bare minimum of supplies if she put her mind to it.  
 
    There was so much that needed to be considered, started, and done that she barely knew where to start; almost all of it was dependent upon one thing, though: Mana.  As such, that was the place to start. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    In the past, increasing her AMANS was the easiest and fastest way to ramp up her Mana absorption from the wider environment above her dungeon; in some ways, it still was, and between the 7,000 Shears and the 1,500 Rolling Forces she had moving around the wastelands, looking for potential enemies, Sandra was raking in just under 400,000 Mana every day.  That wasn’t anything to sneeze at, certainly, but the other dungeons that had been affected by the enhancements were getting 384,000 Mana a day from their Core and dungeon alone.  She was going to lose one of the advantages she had over the others – her ability to rake in much more Mana at a constant rate than any other Core – unless she did something about it. 
 
    Expanding her AMANS was certainly something she was going to do, though she had to be careful about that as well.  The presence and sight of them was what led the Dark, Undead-based Core to copy what she had done with small skeletal rats, sending them to travel around in circles to absorb ambient Mana; it was obvious to Sandra that her technique was the best way to acquire large amounts of Mana, but apparently none of the other Cores had thought of doing that before.  Winxa had mentioned that part of the contract and natural instincts of a Dungeon Core likely prevented such an ordered, systematic approach to expansion, though seeing it done was enough for the tactically advanced Undead Core to adapt it for its own purposes. 
 
    Therefore, she wanted to mix up her technique a little and not make it as obvious what she was doing.  One glimpse at her Net up above her dungeon, moving in synchronization with each other and maximizing the amount of absorbed ambient Mana, was enough to know exactly what she was doing.  With the expansion of the nearby dungeons’ Areas of Influence, it wouldn’t be long until they could see that happening for themselves.  To disguise or camouflage her actions, Sandra concentrated on her Animated Shears floating above and spread them out even further than they currently were, as well as having them float even higher into the sky.  When they were just over a mile above the wastelands and basically invisible from anything ground-based, she stopped them; they were small enough that even when she looked for them with some of her other constructs near her dungeon, they couldn’t be seen, even when the sun was reflected off of their forms.   
 
    It wouldn’t prevent any airborne Monsters from seeing them, though she thought it would be rare for even bird-type Monsters to fly up that high; from what little she knew about them, she hadn’t ever heard of many flying a mile or more above the ground, though even if they did, they usually didn’t look up.  Regardless, there was one more thing she could do to disguise them, at least a little.  Instead of a constant pattern inside their designated spaces, Sandra instructed them to move randomly, widening their boundaries so that they had hundreds of feet to play around with instead of a 20-foot-square cube they had before.  Being so high in the sky allowed them to spread out easily so they didn’t appear bunched up, so there was certainly a benefit to the larger area. 
 
    Naturally, there was one major downside.  Being so far away from Sandra’s dungeon, the amount of Mana that was absorbed and funneled back to her Core was cut by just over two-thirds; once it got past about 200 feet above the ground (which allowed them to potentially absorb the full amount of ambient Mana around the area) the amount of Mana they absorbed dropped dramatically.  It was the reason why she hadn’t done it in the first place, because she needed every drop of Mana that had streamed into her before (of course, she needed even more now), and it was a significant blow to her incoming Mana.  Now, though, the more important thing was to do what she could to prevent other Cores from copying what she had done, even at the expense of less Mana being funneled to her.   
 
    Sandra wasn’t done, however; knowing that she needed to regain that lost Mana, she started a constant production of even more Shears, which she sent up to join the others, spreading them out even farther than they had ever been before.  She was still only receiving a fraction of what she used to in terms of Mana from them, but they would pay for themselves in a few days and would be a semi-permanent addition to her overall Mana absorption strategy.   
 
    In addition, in between creating and sending up more Shears, Sandra started to produce hordes of Clockwork Tarantulas, which cost approximately half of what the Shears did in terms of Mana: only 18, as opposed to 35.  Now, while they weren’t as versatile – basically, they couldn’t fly – her new Tarantulas were an improvement over their original incarnation.  The Clockwork Spider was small and relatively slow, and while the Tarantula was almost twice as big, it was also three times as fast.  At five inches wide (from leg tip to leg tip), the Tarantulas were a bit deadlier than the older Spider version, and could scuttle over the ground with a better speed.  They didn’t approach anything like what her Dividing Rolling Forces could as far as quick movement, but they didn’t plod along, either.  Therefore, she sent waves of them out to randomly venture out into the wastelands, moving without any particular purpose but to wander around and absorb Mana.  If any Cores saw them moving around, she hoped they would just look like they were scouting around, looking for anything to kill.  She made sure to instruct them not to bunch up too much and to spread themselves all over the wastelands so that they weren’t obviously moving with an ulterior purpose.  Whether or not she succeeded in that was still to be seen, of course. 
 
    There was a third way she intended to acquire more Mana, though it was going to take a little more effort and time to achieve results.  It was something for the near future, however, and not something she could afford to start on except for the beginning stages of what she had planned.  Part of that was tied up with what she needed to do to start the communication process with the different lands and their people; as such, a few hours into her gradual increase of her AMANS and her GMANT (Grounded Mana Absorption Net of Tarantulas), she turned to Winxa for advice. 
 
    What kind of Dungeon Monster do you think would be able to fly fast, carry more than a few people, and haul a decently heavy load? 
 
    The Dungeon Fairy stared at her Core and whatever color she had in her face abruptly bled out.  “Y-you can’t be serious…nonono, I won’t be a part of whatever you have planned if you’re going to involve them.” 
 
    Now Sandra was confused.  What are you talking about?  
 
    “I told you that I didn’t want to help you if you started using Dragons, remember; Wester created and commanded Dragons, and it’s what led to this place being what it is.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything about Dragons, Winxa.  Besides, as interesting as they might be to create, those seem like the absolute last Monster I would send to the races’ leadership; if the Elves are as long-lived as I’ve been told, then some of them might even remember fighting Dragons controlled by your former Core. 
 
    Winxa looked relieved as some of the color came back to her face as she hovered in front of Sandra’s Core.  “They certainly might, at that,” she said softly.  “Well, if you don’t want Dragons, what is it that you want?  I imagine this has to do with transportation to and from each lands’ capitals, though – again – I haven’t heard of anything like that happening before.” 
 
    Like I said, I need something – not a Dragon – that can fly fast, carry more than one person, and perhaps even carry a large load.  The most important attribute is being able to fly fast, though, and be big enough to carry more than a single person – unlike my Pegasi. 
 
    “Ok, fair enough.  There are a few places you might be able to find something like that in your Advancement Menu; just concentrate on Air-based Dungeon Monsters at first, and expand from there into dual elements.  There are dozens of Monsters that I can think of – that aren’t Dragons – that might work for you, but I fear if I give you specific choices, that might be considered advice…and I’d rather not test that theory, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    No worries, Winxa – I think I can take it from here. 
 
    She figured that looking in Air-based Monsters would be the way to go, but she wanted to see if the Dungeon Fairy had anything specific for her to look at.  Regardless of what she chose, she needed to determine how many Dungeon Monsters she could unlock in case the first one she chose didn’t work out the way she wanted. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Advancement Points (AP) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Source 
  
      	  Criteria 
  
      	  Point Value 
  
      	  Lifetime Earned Points 
  
      	  Lifetime Spent Points 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Size 
  
      	  Receive AP upon Core Size upgrade (does not count for Core Size 1 nor upgrade stages) 
  
      	  1 per Core Size upgrade 
  
      	  19 AP 
  (19X Core Size Upgrades) 
  
      	  19/19 AP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Number of Rooms 
  
      	  Receive AP for each distinct dungeon room at least 4,000 cubic feet in size (20ftx20ftx10ft minimum) 
  
      	  1 AP per qualified room 
  
      	  47 AP 
  (47X Qualifying Rooms) 
  
      	  45/47 AP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unique Dungeon Fixtures 
  
      	  Receive AP for each never-before-seen fixture in your dungeon 
  
      	  2 AP per fixture 
  
      	  32 AP 
  (14X Crafting Stations, 1X Bathing Room, 1X Enchantment Repository) 
  
      	  32/32 AP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Creature Eradication 
  
      	  Eradicate sources of nearby creatures (i.e. lairs and spawning areas) 
  
      	  3 AP per eradication 
  
      	  72 AP 
  (5X Territory Ant Colonies, 6X Bearling Lairs, 4X Desolate Spider Clutches, 4X Crag Hound Packs, 5X Solitary Broat Spawn) 
  
      	  48/72 AP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sentient Race Elimination 
  
      	  Eliminate members of sentient races 
  
      	  1 AP per 10 eliminations 
  
      	  12 AP (12X Orc, 71X Gnome, 42X Dwarf) 
  
      	  8/12 AP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sentient Race Bonding 
  
      	  Form a new Dungeon Visitor Bond with a member of a sentient race 
  
      	  1 AP per 2 Bonds 
  
      	  44 AP (1X Orc/Dwarf, 6X Elf, 9X Gnome, 73X Dwarf) 
  
      	  8/44 AP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Core Destruction 
  
      	  Receive AP for eliminating another Dungeon Core 
  
      	  30 AP per Core 
  
      	  60 AP (1X Reptile-Classification Core, 1X Undead-Classification Core) 
  
      	  30/60 AP 
  
     
 
      
      	  ????? 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  N/A 
  
     
 
      
      	  (?????) Denotes an unknown, unique Source of Advancement Points.  Perform this unknown action to unlock more information. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Total Advancement Points Earned and Spent 
  
      	  286 AP 
  
      	  190 AP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Total Advancement Points Available 
  
      	  96 AP 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Sandra had plenty of Advancement Points to spend after the events over the last few days, where she received 72 Points – mainly from the destruction of the other Core, and the deaths of so many Shieldmen.  She was only partially surprised that she didn’t get any Points from the deaths of the 5 Shieldmen that had perished inside of the Undead dungeon, but then again it was completely cut off from her AOI, so that made sense; not that she wanted more AP from the deaths of those brave Dwarves, because it already felt a little wrong to have them in the first place, but she wasn’t going to turn them away.  However, there was something else that was odd… 
 
    Winxa, how come I didn’t receive any AP from the destruction of the Unicorn and Avian Cores?   
 
    “Well, because you didn’t actually directly have a hand in destroying them,” the Dungeon Fairy said matter-of-factly.  “Through actions that you may have done in the past – like saving Kelerim from death – it may have resulted in their destruction, but you didn’t actually participate.  I think…well, I think that if Kelerim or one of your Bonded friends here had been in those dungeons when they were destroyed, even if they didn’t actually ‘participate’, then you’d probably get credit for their destruction.”  
 
    I guess that makes sense, then; thank you. 
 
    Not that she was planning on destroying any more Cores, of course, because she needed to prevent that at all costs; nevertheless, she thought she could’ve easily used those potential 60 AP from their destruction.  It was something she couldn’t do anything about, though, so she moved on to what she could do something about: spending Advancement Points. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Advancement Options 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Advancement Points 
  
      	  96 
  
     
 
      
      	  Advancement: 
  
      	  Cost: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Choose 1 Dungeon Monster from another available Classification (Repeatable) 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Give your Dungeon Monsters the option of having a chosen accessible elemental attribute in addition to their base element – Cost increases with each purchase (only works on Monsters capable of using/applying their element) (Repeatable) 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reduce the Mana cost of Monster Seeds by 15% – Cost increases with each purchase (Advancement 2/4) 
  
      	  60 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reduce the Mana cost of Dungeon Monsters by 15% – Cost increases with each purchase (Advancement 2/4) 
  
      	  60 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reduce the Raw Material cost of Monster Seeds by 15% – Cost increases with each purchase (Advancement 0/4) 
  
      	  15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reduce the Mana cost of Dungeon Traps by 15% – Cost increases with each purchase (Advancement 0/4) 
  
      	  15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Extend your Area of Influence by 10% – Cost increases with each purchase (Advancement 0/10) 
  
      	  50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Advance a current Classification 1 level to acquire access to stronger and larger Dungeon Monsters – this also includes any “Advancement Unlocked” Monsters – Cost increases with each purchase (Advancement 1/3) 
  
      	  150 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select a second available Classification to hybridize your Core (This option is only available once) 
  
      	  150 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Obviously, Advancing her Classification was out of the question based on how expensive it was, nor was she quite ready for that; selecting a second Classification wasn’t going to happen for the same reasons.  Adding additional elements to her Dungeon Monsters, as well as reducing the Mana Cost of traps, still weren’t things that could help her – so they were out as well.  Depending on how many points she needed to find a proper Monster that would fulfill her requirements, she could see spending the rest on a few different things (like reducing the Mana Cost of her Monsters and Seeds), but she was looking at Extending her Area of Influence.   
 
    The additional 10% didn’t sound like a lot, but as she was going to have to try to combat Cores that were dozens or even a hundred miles or more away, she was going to need all of the extra reach she could get.  Naturally, upgrading her Core Size would help with that, but she wasn’t sure how far it would reach; right now, she estimated that her Area of Influence extended nearly 11 miles in every direction from her Core, and even an extra mile at that point could make a difference. 
 
    Regardless if she chose to do that, she needed to concentrate on the immediate problem: finding a Monster that could be used as a transport and hauler of sorts.  While she automatically produced more Shears and Tarantulas to increase her ambient Mana absorption – which was fortunately fueled with Raw Materials taken from the condensed material created from her use of her Gravitational Devastation Sphere against the Undead horde outside her dungeon – Sandra perused the lists of available Dungeon Monsters she thought might help her achieve her goals.  She automatically disregarded anything that was Dragon-like or Dragon-adjacent, as well as any options that required her to have a 2nd or 3rd-level Classification Advancement. 
 
    When it really came down to it, there were only a handful that she thought might work; the problem she was having was that none of what she was looking at had a description, so she needed to consult Winxa on her knowledge of the many Monsters out there in the world. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dungeon Monster Selection (Base) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Avians (Air) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Swooping Crane 
  
      	  Giant Eagle* 
  
      	  Aerie Roc* 
  
     
 
      
      	  Air Elementals (Air) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sliding Sylph 
  
      	  Zipping Zephyr 
  
      	  Raging Storm* 
  
     
 
      
      	  Transitional Golems (Air/Earth)  
  
     
 
      
      	  Grinning Gargoyle 
  
      	  Dust Golem 
  
      	  Animated Slab* 
  
     
 
      
      	  Divine Beasts (Holy/Air) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Climbing Cockatrice 
  
      	  Gliding Griffin* 
  
      	  Tenacious Thunderbird* 
  
     
 
      
      	  Archaic Beasts (Air/Fire/Earth/Water/Natural) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ancient Flying Pterodactylus 
  
      	  Ancient Flying Pteranodon 
  
      	  Ancient Flying Coloborhynchus* 
  
     
 
      
      	  *Requires Advanced Classification Level 1 (Complete) 
  
      	  ** Requires larger Core Size and Advanced Classification Level 2 
  
      	  *** Requires larger Core Size and Advanced Classification Level 3 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The biggest surprise of all of her searching was the discovery of Archaic Beasts, which seemed to have all sorts of different beasts she had never heard of…except for one: Ancient Saurian.  It seemed as though the Archaic Beasts Classification included every single “Ancient” beast, including large “Ancient” behemoths, lizards, cats, wolves, and – she was shocked to find – some flying birds.  Or at least she thought they were birds because their names didn’t really describe them other than “flying”.  Winxa, unfortunately, didn’t have more than a passing knowledge about those creatures, mainly because no one had access to the Air, Fire, Earth, Water, and Natural elements all at once before. 
 
    “It seems as though the Archaic Beasts Classification is a catch-all that encompasses everything, well…archaic,” the Dungeon Fairy explained.  “I’ve heard of some of what you described being available in other Classifications, like the ‘Ancient Sabretooth’ being a type of large cat that can be created by Beast-based Cores when they upgrade their Core Size enough.” 
 
    Neither of them knew what the Ancient “flying” Monsters were, however, and despite a curiosity that nearly convinced her to go ahead and get one of the funky-named creatures, she’d rather try some that she had at least a small amount of knowledge about.  At least, try to initially eliminate some so that she could narrow her choices down even further. 
 
    “From what I know, the Air Elementals are powerful manifestations of Air-based aspects, usually with differing levels of rushing winds in different forms,” Winxa told her, doing her best to present facts about her choices without passing judgement.  “These can be anything from columns of hardened air, to raging whirlwinds that could tear someone apart.  Most Elemental variants, not just Air, are rarely ever chosen by a Dungeon Core because their utility is limited and there isn’t as much variation as you’d find with almost any other Classification.  Not only that, but with the right counter – in this case, something that revolves around Earth – most of the Elemental Monsters are rendered ineffective.” 
 
    I don’t care so much about if they can fight; I want to know if they can transport someone or something effectively.  Unfortunately, I don’t think these would work. 
 
    “Well, then, the Cockatrice is too much like a Dragon for my own liking; just think of a large lizard with a chicken for a head,” Winxa continued, before she put her hands up in supplication.  “Then again, it’s your choice so you can do whatever you want to.” 
 
    I think that’s out, too. 
 
    “The Thunderbird is more than large enough for your purposes; however, I believe that lightning will constantly arc through its body.  Keep that in mind for any…passengers.” 
 
    Nope. 
 
    “Gargoyles are extremely strong and could carry a large load, but the inherent weight of their stone bodies mean that they cannot fly fast or long without setting down.  Their flight is more like a controlled glide than anything.” 
 
    Out. 
 
    “Dust Golems are similar to Earth Elementals in that they are made of an Earthen material, but that is where the similarities end.  Basically, these Golems are able to condense enough of their ‘dust’ bodies together to attack with, and they are light enough to lift themselves up in the air.  They have slow speed, however, and can be affected negatively by high winds.” 
 
    Gone. 
 
    “Cranes are large birds that may or may not be able to hold a light person—” 
 
    No. 
 
    “Now, for some that you might like.  The Giant Eagle is an even larger bird with a 20-foot wingspan that could easily hold at least two people just behind their necks and in front of their wings.  They are mainly known for being able to shred their targets with their impressively sharp talons, and their beaks could tear an arm off of—” 
 
    Sandra really didn’t need to hear that.  Um…can it lift a load? 
 
    The Dungeon Core’s question cut Winxa off in mid-speech, and it seemed like the Fairy was really getting into her explanation of the different Monsters.  “—Uh…well, it could certainly grasp something in its talons, though I’m not sure exactly how much weight it would be able to handle.” 
 
    …okay, we’ll come back to that one. 
 
    “Let’s see, then; well, the Griffin is similar to the Giant Eagle in size, though it has the lower body of a lion.  Better suited for carrying passengers, as well—” 
 
    Do you think it could carry a load? 
 
    Winxa seemed miffed that she kept getting interrupted, but Sandra really wanted to choose one so that she could get started.  The Dungeon Core really needed something that could transport more than just people, as she wanted to use whatever Monster she chose to carry supplies and equipment through the air.  She had transported many goods over land during her years as a merchant, so she knew that – even with a little help from her constructs and crafted conveyances – that it was just too slow for what she envisioned. 
 
    “I think they could carry a small load, though again probably not very much.” 
 
    We’ll table that one as well. 
 
    “Fine.  There’s really only two of them left that you asked me about, and I don’t know anything about them: Animated Slab and Aerie Roc.” 
 
    Then I guess it’s time to start unlocking some Dungeon Monsters… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    While the other potential candidates for her transportation Monster were still a possibility, the two that Winxa didn’t know about seemed like a good idea to check out.  Sandra was most interested in the Animated Slab, because if it was anything like her Reinforced Animated Shears, then it was more than likely that it could move very quickly – which was exactly what she needed.  Depending on what it actually was when she created it, the Slab might be able to hold people and cargo along with moving fast. 
 
    There was only one way to find out. 
 
    Using 5 of her Advancement Points, she selected the Animated Slab from the list and felt the familiar tingle as something subtle shifted within her Core.   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New Dungeon Monster unlocked through Advancement! 
    
  Transitional Golems (Air/Earth): 
  Animated Slab now available! 
    
  Animated Slab 
  Mana Cost: 25000 Mana 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Sandra was, at first, a little worried when she saw how much Mana the Animated Slab cost, but then she remembered that amount was before her Advancements that reduced its cost took effect.  When she looked at her new Dungeon Monster in her Advancement Creation Options menu, fortunately, the updated cost was reflected at 17,500 – which was well within her available Mana of 19,558.   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Advancement Creation Options 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Mana Cost: (30% Reduction) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Goblin Foreman  
  
      	  56 
  
     
 
      
      	  Radiant Pegasus 
  
      	  7000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rising Phoenix 
  
      	  10500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unstable Shapeshifter 
  
      	  11200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Celestial Authority 
  
      	  12600 
  
     
 
      
      	  Animated Slab 
  
      	  17500 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It was still a lot, though, so it took a little over an hour of waiting to accumulate enough – while still producing a smaller amount of extra Shears and Tarantulas for her ongoing absorption project – to try out her new creation.  Luckily, she still had two Small Dragon Glass Slivers in her treasury; they were the only two objects she still had in there that would allow her to gain some Mana back (when they were absorbed) in case she desperately needed it.  It was her reserve’s reserve, so to say, and once she used them that would be it until she built her treasury back up. 
 
    Therefore, when she had enough Mana at her disposal, she had one of her Automatons bring out the Small Dragon Glass Sliver from her treasury and deposit it on the floor near her Core.  She quickly infused the Monster Seed with the required amount of Mana – and gasped in shock at what was created. 
 
    This…this is perfect! 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Animated Slab 
    
  Current Elemental Energy: 
  Air – 12500 energy 
  Earth – 12500 energy 
    
  Special Ability: 
  Levitation: 10 Air energy per hour 
  Manipulate Form: 5 Earth energy per minute 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Lying flat on the floor of her Home, a large square slab of the same stone she used in her dungeon appeared, with each side of the Animated Slab at least 20 feet in length and approximately 6 inches thick throughout its entire form.  It was also fairly indistinguishable from her floor, and if it hadn’t been lying on top of the floor – and was, instead, placed in a hole in the floor – then someone could walk right over it without knowing.  It reminded her of a trap of some kind because of its ability to blend in with the stone; it turned out that it was so much more. 
 
    The “animated” part was easy enough to see when she instructed her new Dungeon Monster to “walk” around; a portion of the four corners of the Slab folded inward and downwards, forming a point that were used as basic-looking legs to move it around her Home room.  Seeing what else it could do, she instructed it to attack one of her Animated Shears she had floating around her Home, which she brought down specifically so the Slab could attack it. 
 
    When the Shears got close to the new Monster, the slab of stone stiffly pushed off its front legs and rocked backwards on its hind legs.  When it was nearly vertical, the front legs disappeared and folded back up straight, creating something that looked just like a wall that had feet; that didn’t last long, though, as the slab seemed to split down the middle and stopped three-quarters of the way down from bisecting itself completely.  The two partial halves bent forwards at sharp angles, folding their upper sections until they came to a point – which then stabbed out at the Shears, with one side impacting and completely destroying the flying metal construct with little apparent effort. 
 
    That might seem like a lot for the Animated Slab to go through to attack, but it did all of that changing in less than a second’s time.  It was quite impressive, and would likely prove deadly to any unprepared people trying to fight it…but that wasn’t why she unlocked the use of the Dungeon Monster in the first place.   She played around with instructing it to create different shapes, finding that it could fold its stone slab around like a giant, stiff piece of paper; all of the angles it could form were for the most part sharp, and it couldn’t shape itself into anything complex or with too many moving parts.  It was limited, granted, but she was also able to get the Slab to form short walls along every edge, which would aid in keeping things she wanted to transport on the Monster without worrying about them falling off. 
 
    She was even more excited to learn that, like her Animated Shears, it could levitate and fly around…until she observed the limitations there as well.  It could float off of the floor up to 10 feet high, which wasn’t horrible – if not ideal.  What made it worse, though, was the speed that it could move around when levitating.  Or, lack of speed would be more accurate; it floated around slower than Sandra thought she could casually walk if she still had a body, and was much slower than all but her few original Tiny Automatons and Clockwork Spiders still present in her Home room.  Even trying to speed it up by pushing or dragging it with another construct or Monster wouldn’t work – as she found out when she attempted just that – as it wouldn’t move faster than its normal speed no matter what she did. 
 
    “I’m only assuming here, but my guess is that if they were able to fly around as fast as your Shears, the Animated Slabs would be entirely too powerful for it only being an Advanced Classification Level 1 Dungeon Monster.  Can you imagine how powerful it would be if it could just ram itself into a group of people and smash them flat?” Winxa added, after seeing Sandra’s new Monster in action. 
 
    I…can see that.  Doesn’t help me, though. 
 
    Sandra was thoroughly disappointed because she thought she had a winner in the Animated Slab.  She was sure she could still find a use for her new Dungeon Monster, even if transportation were out of the question.  Or, at least, long-distance travel; if she was delivering goods to the nearby villages, then the Slab might be a great way to haul literal tons of supplies.  She could sense, when she was directing it, that it would take something like the extremely heavy, condensed material created from her use of the Gravitational Devastation Sphere to really weigh it down in any significant capacity. 
 
    Regardless of its not-so-ideal use as a long-range transportation service Monster, Sandra could see a lot of potential use for the Animated Slab inside of her dungeon.  The previous thought of it being used as a Monster-based trap was obvious, but it was also fairly powerful in its own right as a formidable foe – it was made of stone after all.  Naturally, attacks that could shatter rocks and stones would be particularly effective against it, though not a lot else would be; even more than her constructs, Fire-based attacks wouldn’t harm it, nor would many other element-based spells or effects.  It wasn’t perfect, by any means, but if used in certain scenarios, the Slab could be a particularly useful addition to her defenses. 
 
    I guess I better check out what the other Monster is, before going back and seeing which one of the others might work. 
 
    Without further delay, Sandra pulled up her Advancement Menu again and purchased the Aerie Roc Dungeon Monster for use in her dungeon. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New Dungeon Monster unlocked through Advancement! 
    
  Avians (Air): 
  Aerie Roc now available! 
    
  Aerie Roc 
  Mana Cost: 35000 Mana 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    What?!  Noooo!   
 
    Winxa immediately looked worried.  “What’s wrong?” she asked in a panic. 
 
    This Aerie Roc is too expensive.  I can’t afford it even with the reduction— 
 
    Sandra stopped her thoughts as she considered a potential way around that for a moment; after doing some mental calculations, as well as looking at what AP she had available, the Dungeon Core hovered back and forth over her decision.  On the one hand, she was planning on expanding her Area of Influence, so that she could begin to see a bigger picture of what was happening around her concerning the other Dungeon Cores, which would take 50 of her remaining 82 AP to accomplish.   
 
    On the other hand, she really needed to contact the leadership of the other races to help with the defense of their own people, and to do that, she needed a Dungeon Monster that could fulfill the role of transportation – and be fast about it; while she didn’t necessarily know if the Aerie Roc would be the one to do that, none of the other prospects she had looked promising.  However, to even have a chance to see if it would or not, she’d have to purchase another reduction in the Mana Cost of her Dungeon Monsters – which would require 60 AP.  It would also benefit her in the long run by being able to expand her different Absorption Nets faster, so that was a definite plus.  She was almost positive – based on past increases to her Maximum Mana – that even if she upgraded her Core Size once, she still wouldn’t be able to create an Aerie Roc with her current 30% reduction. 
 
    So, she was weighing the benefits of both; either selection would ultimately benefit the people of all the lands as well as Sandra’s own needs, but only one of her selections would help her out immediately.  The Dungeon Core hesitated all of two seconds before she went ahead and purchased the next Advancement to the Mana Cost of Dungeon Monsters reduction, making everything cost 45% less Mana, and saw that the next – and last available in that particular option – Advancement would be 120 AP. 
 
    Another, stronger wrench inside of her Core occurred as the new Advancement took effect, and when she pulled up her Advancement Creation Options again, she was relieved to see that the Aerie Roc was now only 19,250 Mana to create – which was just barely possible with her maximum Mana.  Fortunately, all of her time spent playing around with the Animated Slab had gained her a large part of that through absorption in and outside of her dungeon, so she didn’t have long to wait. 
 
    She moved her new Slab into the final defensive room in her dungeon, where her last Iron-plated Behemoth was located with some other stand-in constructs.  After the Elite Elves had attacked and killed most of the older Behemoths, because of her Advanced Classification she couldn’t replace them with the new Steel-plated Behemoths she had access to; even now, with the additional reduction in Mana Cost, Sandra couldn’t create them because they still cost 22,000 – which would be achievable during her next Core Size upgrade, at least. 
 
    Another Tiny Automaton brought out from her treasury the very last Small Dragon Glass Sliver she had available and placed it down below her Core just as before.  As she impatiently waited for her Mana to tick up to what she needed to create the new Monster, Sandra noticed that Winxa had left at some point.  Looking around and not seeing the dungeon Fairy, she mentally shrugged; she must’ve left for something important. 
 
    Finally, after just under 10 minutes of additional waiting, she had enough Mana to finally create the Aerie Roc.  A portal opened up in her Home room and Winxa came back just as Sandra was completing the infusion of Mana inside of the Shard. 
 
    “I figured I’d try to find out more about this Aerie Roc for you before you spent any more of your Advancement—wait!” Winxa shouted, as she saw the Monster Seed take the Mana and start to form the Aerie Roc.  “There’s something you need to know about—”  She didn’t finish her warning, though, as a gigantic shape started to coalesce beneath her Core.  The Dungeon Fairy abruptly shot up towards the ceiling as if to avoid something – and for good reason. 
 
    To say the Aerie Roc was large was a vast understatement.  Her Home room – which she had previously expanded to 100 feet tall and twice that wide – suddenly felt cramped as the Roc materialized beneath her.  In fact, the back of the massive bird (and what a bird it was) nearly touched her Core which floated in the middle of the room, 50 feet of the floor.  It took her a moment to really take in exactly what she was seeing, and when she finally saw it she mentally smiled, figurative ear to figurative ear. 
 
     The Aerie Roc was a dirty brown-colored hawk-like bird that was at least 100 feet long from beak to tail feathers as well as 30 feet wide, and its eyes were level with her Core when it turned around towards her.  Two large feet were on the end of thin, feather-down-covered legs, though their talons didn’t look particularly powerful or deadly.  In fact, they appeared almost blunted, as if they had been filed down for some reason; still, being picked up by the Roc and squeezed by those enormous feet probably wouldn’t feel all that great. 
 
    Its feathers lying down its back appeared coarse and thick, which likely helped protect it from attacks, as well as warmth as it flew through the colder air far above the surface.  Two beady black eyes were located on the front of its head marking it as a predator, which was further confirmed by the sight of its beak.  While the talons on the Roc weren’t all that impressive, the sharp, serrated, curved beak that it possessed were quite the opposite; Sandra didn’t even have to experiment with her new Monster to know that the beak was its main form of attack, and that it could probably snap up an Orc and chew through the poor, unfortunate person in seconds.  She even doubted that many of her constructs could withstand such abuse for long, especially some of the softer-metaled ones she possessed. 
 
    Sandra took a little closer look at it and its special abilities, and she was impressed.  She wasn’t exactly sure what they all did, but that it had not just one or two abilities – but three – likely meant that it was quite formidable. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Aerie Roc 
    
  Current Elemental Energy: 
  Air – 35000 energy 
    
  Special Ability: 
  Shattering Screech: 5000 Air energy  
  Sonic Dive: 2000 Air energy 
  Beak Extraction: 200 Air energy 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Out of curiosity, Sandra had her new Aerie Roc extend its wings; with an audible *whoosh*, its wings spread out on either side of it and knocked into a few unlucky Shears randomly floating around.  Her smaller constructs were smacked so hard that they smashed against the far wall, where they crumpled up and were destroyed – all because of a simple spreading of some wings that didn’t even affect the massive bird.  The wingspan of the Roc was even wider than it was long, though the wingtips still didn’t reach the walls…but it was close.  The Dungeon Core estimated that it spread nearly 180 feet, which frankly boggled her mind a little.  Sure, she had seen some impressive displays of massive Monsters from both the Reptile Dungeon and the large abomination created by the Undead dungeon, but seeing something of that size that she created was hard to fathom. 
 
    Naturally, when the gigantic Aerie Roc had its wings spread and appeared as threatening as it could, that was when one of the Dwarven villagers that had taken refuge in her dungeon decided to peek into her Home room. 
 
    “What--?  AAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHH!”  The Dwarven woman (that Sandra vaguely remembered from the Visitor’s Bonding was named Glencha) screamed upon seeing the Roc in what appeared to be attack mode, before she ran back inside the long series of rooms that led to their residences.  Of course, Glencha kept up her screaming as she ran, and no words or assurances that Sandra tried to convey to her via their Bond seemed to calm her down.  Eventually, the entire Dwarven community was alerted because of her screams, including the Shieldmen near the end of the line of rooms.  Gerold, fortunately, was so exhausted that he barely stirred through all the screaming and commotion – which just went to show how tired he had been before he collapsed into bed. 
 
    Uh…so, what were you going to say, Winxa? 
 
    The question seemed to startle the Dungeon Fairy, and she shook herself as she looked between the still-wing-extended Roc and her Core.  Taking the hint, Sandra instructed the Aerie Roc to collapse its wings, making it seem a lot smaller than it had been just a moment ago. 
 
    “Well…two things, actually.  First, I was going to warn you about the Roc’s size, because I wasn’t sure if it would even fit.  I spoke with a few other Fairies with a little more knowledge of these types of Avian Dungeon Monsters, and discovered that this variety was huge.” 
 
    And the second thing? 
 
    “Huh?” Winxa asked, distracted by staring at the magnificently large bird in the room.  “Oh, yes; the second thing has to do with the Dwarves.  Apparently, Aerie Rocs are sometimes found in the wild, and are most commonly found on top of or around the large mountain strongholds of the Dwarves.  It seems as though these giant birds consider Dwarves to be a bit of a nice snack.” 
 
    Oh.  I guess that explains the reaction. 
 
    The five remaining Shieldmen quickly rushed through the Dwarven residences, armed like they usually were with their special elemental power-fueled armor and battle axes, looking quite determined to protect the villagers at the expense of their lives.  Before they could arrive, Sandra spoke to them all before they could do something rash. 
 
      
 
    * Calm down, calm down.  The Roc in my Home room will not hurt any of your people; I didn’t know before I created it that Dwarves would have such a…visceral reaction to seeing it.   
 
      
 
    Her words barely even slowed the Shieldmen, though they did approach the tunnel leading into where her Core and the Roc were located with a little less visible panic than they showed before. 
 
    “You…tamed an Aerie Roc?” the Shieldmen out front that she recognized as Delarthe asked, as he cautiously stepped into the room, followed closely by the others, with weapons still in their hands.   
 
      
 
    * Not exactly – I created it like I do with all of my other Monsters in my dungeon.  It’s completely under my control and won’t hurt you, even if you were to attack it.  Please don’t attack it, though; I need it for transporting people and supplies. * 
 
      
 
    “You…what?  Transportation?  Like…ride on one of these hellish beasts?”  Delarthe seemed affronted that Sandra would even think of something like that.  At the same time, though, she thought she heard a small tinge of curiosity or perhaps satisfaction in his voice. 
 
      
 
    * Yes, precisely.  I needed something that could transport more than one person, could fly fast, and could transport some cargo if that were needed.  This Roc seemed like the perfect solution, but I can perhaps look for something else if it is going to cause some major problems with my guests. * 
 
      
 
    “That would probably be best—” Delarthe started to say, before one of the other Shieldmen spoke up from behind him.  Sandra searched her memory for his name, but it escaped her before she could focus on it. 
 
    “Wait a minute, Delarthe.  Can you imagine the impact it would make on the other Shieldmen back home if they saw you riding on the back of a tamed Roc?  To have done something that every one of us had always wished we could do?  By my beard, I bet even Angulta would finally give in to your offer and agree to—” 
 
    “Enough, Thelon,” Delarthe said, cutting off whatever the other Shieldmen was about to say.  The apparent leader of the remaining Shieldmen – unless Gerold held that honor, but Sandra wasn’t sure – stood there looking at the non-moving Aerie Roc for a few moments, before he finally relaxed his stance, which led the others to do so as well.  “I have to admit, you do have a point; if we were in control of these, it could help us protect our farmers and gatherers in the mountain valleys that are becoming more and more afraid of venturing out near our strongholds… 
 
    “Alright, dungeon.  I think that you can continue to use these if you want, as long as you can prove that they are safe.  And as long as Gerold says it’s okay, of course.”   
 
    It wasn’t as though she needed their expressed permission to create whatever Dungeon Monsters she wanted to use, but it was important to make the Dwarves comfortable while they were inside her dungeon.  Even if they had objected, she was pretty sure she still would’ve used the Aerie Rocs – though she would endeavor to keep them far away from her guests.  This just made the whole situation a lot easier.  
 
    Or so she thought. 
 
    Delarthe seemed to consider the massive bird and cocked his head to the side, looking around the room.  “One question, though; how are you going to get this monstrosity out of here?” 
 
    Oh.  Good point. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Sandra had been so excited to have finally found a potential transportation candidate that she hadn’t even thought about how she was going to get it out from her dungeon.  Unlike her previous Dungeon Monster that was quite large – the Rising Phoenix – there was no way this Aerie Roc was going to be able to fit through the tunnels or even just about any room she had built throughout the dungeon.  In reality, it barely even fit in her Home room, and that was the largest space she had available – by far.  There wasn’t any help for it; the Dungeon Core was going to have to create a giant tunnel leading down into her Home. 
 
    She’d seen it done in both the Reptile-based and Undead-based dungeons, but hadn’t seriously thought about it for her own – because she hadn’t needed it.  Now, though, it was a necessity; getting her new Dungeon Monsters (she included her Animated Slab in that accounting) out into the world wasn’t going to happen any other way.  Sandra knew that it would create a serious vulnerability, however, though it was possible that she might be able to seal it up afterwards.  After all, it wasn’t her first and primary entrance, so just like the former Reptile Dungeon she could cover it up with stone to protect her Core.   
 
    The Dwarven Shieldmen left soon afterwards, and they calmed the villagers better than Sandra could’ve done.  None of the Dwarves – other than the Shieldmen – had become accustomed to hearing a dungeon’s voice in their head, so the reluctance to believe her when she tried to explain what was happening was understandable.  In time, hopefully, they would grow used to the strange situation, and be more accepting of her presence in their minds.  The thought of them being there long enough for that to happen was a new and different one…but it was also something that she could wait to contemplate at another time. 
 
    Looking through the ground around her Home Room, she found that there was only one place that she could start a massive tunnel that would lead outside.  To the northern part of her room, she had the small tunnel entrance that led to all of her crafting rooms and the internal VATS; to the west she had the much larger entrance to her defensive dungeon proper, where her Animated Slab was hanging around with her last Iron-plated Behemoth.  In the southeast corner of the room was her relatively small treasury, where she stored most of her created supplies (like wood and metal ingots) for use in her crafting or for converting into Raw Materials if she needed it.  The south-southwest portion of the room was the tunnel leading to where the Dwarven villagers were working and the growing fields were in production at the moment.   
 
    That left the eastern part of the room for her tunnel, though there was one big problem with that direction; if she were to build it out from her Home room at an angle going up to the surface, it would run right into the VATS section that marked the large open column in the middle of her dungeon.  Therefore, she would either have to try to completely rework one of the other tunnels and rooms leading to where her Dungeon Core was located – which would be a bit of a nightmare to manage, not to mention practically impossible to redo the defensive rooms since they needed to remain completely open and functional the entire time – or she would have to go down. 
 
    In effect, her Home room was parallel with the bottom portion of the VATS, so she would need to dig underneath that section; once the tunnel was past the VATS, then there wasn’t anything preventing her from angling up to the surface.  Mapping it out in her mind and looking at the underground portion, while measuring angles and determining how steep she could make the incline, she realized that if she kept it at a gradual angle it would eventually come out extremely near the orc village of Grongbak.  Not quite inside of the village, thankfully, but within 1,000 feet or less away from its perimeter.   
 
    All of which meant that she would need to gradually curve it at the same time it was angling upwards, which just added another complexity to the entire endeavor.  She was originally going to make the tunnel just barely wide enough for the Aerie Roc to squeeze through, but if there was a curve, it needed to be just slightly bigger to accommodate the curvature.  Curved tunnels – at least from her experience with small-scale ones throughout the rest of her dungeon – were a bit tricky to keep accurate with sizing, because it wasn’t a straight shot from one room to the next.  There has to be a better way. 
 
    The answer was a simple one, when she finally thought about it.  She figured she could always have the tunnel dug out just a little way, create a large space where the Roc could turn towards a completely different direction, and then go that way.  Simple and easy enough; to top it off, she could use straight tunnels which were a lot easier to excavate and firm up through her special Dungeon Core abilities.  Thinking about it a little more, she thought she might even be able to make a second room inside of the tunnel, which would eventually head off to the east – where it could potentially come out near the middle of the wastelands. 
 
    All in all, even though she had a plan, it was an enormous undertaking.  Creating a tunnel that was 120 feet tall and 30 feet wide, that would span at least 2 miles long, wasn’t something that was done overnight.  At least, not for a normal Dungeon Core; fortunately, she had some constructs at her disposal that would help with the excavation, and a wealth of enchanting knowledge in her mind of things that might help as well.  Even with all of that, though, it wasn’t likely to be done for a few days if she was lucky.  Unless, of course, Winxa had some special method she knew about that would speed the process up… 
 
    Winxa?  Are there any techniques that the other Cores used to create such large entrances? 
 
    The Dungeon Fairy had been staying as far away from the massive Aerie Roc as she could and still be inside of the room.  Although Sandra would never let it attack her – and the Dungeon Core didn’t even know if the diminutive Fairy could even be harmed by it – there was probably some instinctive reaction by Winxa that made her want to avoid even touching it.  Nevertheless, she stayed in the room instead of creating a portal and fleeing, for which Sandra was appreciative – even if the Fairy had been a bit…flaky as of late.  
 
    “Well, yes – of course,” she said matter-of-factly, putting her hands on her hips while she looked at Sandra’s Core with confusion.  “All you need to do is—wait; are you telling me you haven’t been using the Bulk Elimination technique all this time?” 
 
    Uh…no; I have no idea what you’re talking about. 
 
    Winxa seemed to crumple in on herself, and Sandra could’ve sworn she saw tears starting to form in the Fairy’s eyes.  “I’m so stupid!  I’m the worst Dungeon Fairy, ever!  I can’t believe I didn’t tell you the most basic of things,” she said, shaking her head in what looked like denial or despair.  “First, I forgot to tell you about the benefits for other Cores when more than one is destroyed, and now this!”  She threw her hands up in disgust. 
 
    Now, listen; you’re not the worst Dungeon Fairy ever.  You’ve made some poor judgements in the past regarding informing me of things that you really should’ve, but that doesn’t make you bad, she tried to console the Dungeon Fairy – though Sandra was starting to question how many things she should know, and didn’t.  With that questioning came annoyance and a hint of anger, but she squashed those emotions as soon as they reared their ugly heads; now was not the time to berate and alienate one of the few friends that she knew – or was fairly confident – was on her side.  Now, just tell me about this…uh…Bulk— 
 
    “—Elimination.  I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about that earlier, I thought you were using it based on how quickly you were excavating the nearest rooms.” 
 
    Fair enough – but what is it?  I need to get moving, otherwise this will take days or weeks to accomplish. 
 
    Winxa still seemed upset, but she got herself together enough to explain.  “Okay, well, you know how you apply Mana to eliminate the dirt and stone around your dungeon, clearing space to make rooms and tunnels?  This process converts all of what you get rid of into Raw Materials, so that you can use them later.  This can be time-consuming and inefficient when you need to clear out a lot at once; for instance, those massive tunnels you’ve seen the other Cores possess.  By using the Bulk Elimination method, you can clear out large areas of your underground world here with just an application of a little bit more Mana than it would normally cost to do the same amount.” 
 
    Okay…what’s the catch?  Why wouldn’t you have told me about this at the beginning, when I was struggling to build my dungeon?  It should’ve been obvious at that point. 
 
    “The catch?  Oh, like, what’s the downside?  There are a few, actually, which is why most Cores don’t apply the technique unless they are creating a massive tunnel like you’re contemplating.  First, the amount of Mana to do a section costs approximately 5 times what you would normally spend to do it slower.  That’s not that big of a deal, because at this point – with your absorption in your dungeon and from your Dungeon Monsters outside, you could probably do it every few minutes and wouldn’t see too much effect on your reserves. 
 
    “Second, you can only eliminate a fixed amount, which equates to a cube with 50-foot-long sides – no more, no less.  It will also be perfectly square, so if you want to create any type of arched or natural effect on the walls, you’ll have to do that yourself afterwards.  In addition, you can’t rotate the Bulk Elimination in any direction, so trying to angle it upwards will be impossible; again, you’ll have to smooth it out manually after you’re done.” 
 
    That all seems reasonable. 
 
    “True – that’s not so bad.  The third, and most important downside, is that eliminating anything in this manner will not provide any Raw Materials.  Again, though, this really wouldn’t affect you all that much because Materials aren’t something that you’re short of, but most dungeons don’t have your condensed Gravitational Sphere, or your aptitude for keeping materials in a handy form which you can access for material at any time.  Most dungeons need to constantly expand to have enough Raw Materials ‘on hand’ to create their Seeds, and spending Mana to expand without getting those Materials is problematic to them.” 
 
    I guess I’m lucky in that respect.  Thank you, Winxa; if you remember anything else that you think I should know, no matter how mundane, please don’t hesitate to tell me. 
 
    Now that she had a technique that would assist in the excavation of her new tunnel, Sandra got to work.  After a brief training session with Winxa on how to do the Bulk Elimination – which was easier than she thought it would be – she concentrated on a large block of solid dirt and stone along the eastern side of her Home room, located halfway above and below the floor there, and then pictured making an invisible box around it.  Normally, it was her Mana sort of infusing the earthen substances and then converting it to Raw Materials; now, though, she wasn’t converting it so much as cutting it out.  
 
    She felt approximately 300 Mana leave her Core and flow into the box she was imagining, and within moments the contents inside of the box started to break up and…well, dematerialize was probably the best word to describe it.  In a matter of 10 seconds, and at the cost of 300 Mana as opposed to the 60 it normally would have cost (not to mention no Raw Materials gained from the process), Sandra had made a 50X50X50 empty space.  Based on past projects, she estimated that, done normally, that would’ve taken her at least 2 hours or perhaps closer to 3 to finish something like that. 
 
    It was certainly a timesaver, despite the higher mana cost.  She progressed her Bulk Eliminations downwards at first, essentially making a giant-sized staircase as she systematically dropped the elevation of where she was eliminating the stone and dirt.  In each section, she stacked two of the Eliminations on top of each other, making a tunnel that was 50 feet wide and 100 feet tall.  That was plenty wide enough, though she might have to make it higher when she tried to have her Aerie Roc walk through it.  She wouldn’t use her new technique for that, though – she had something else that would work for smoothing out the edges and making it taller if it came to that. 
 
    She already had a few of her Automated Sharp-bladed Diggers standing guard in one of her defensive dungeon rooms, so she moved three of them to her new tunnel and instructed them to dig into the edges of the floor and ceiling of the tunnel she was creating from her cube-shaped Elimination voids, smoothing them out.  Once it was deep enough and easily passing beneath the VATS column, Sandra gradually leveled out the slide with her Diggers and a little of her Mana, then had the Roc peek its head into the hole-slide in her Home room.  Luckily, it appeared as though the massive bird could bend over enough while it walked such that the height of the tunnel was plenty tall enough, so she wouldn’t have to adjust it any. 
 
    From there, and through the next 6 hours, the Dungeon Core continued to expand her tunnel, creating two large rooms that were essentially 200X200X200-foot cubes, allowing for the Roc to turn into another direction.  In addition, they were large enough that she could even keep a few Rocs inside of the room if they needed to be kept somewhere safe, or let one wait there if another were trying to pass by.  All the time she was creating the tunnel, however, she put her other projects on hold – including her Absorption Net expansion – but once she was done, she started those up again right away. 
 
    At about that time, all of the exhausted people that had been at the meeting the night before were waking up, so it was finally time to get moving on some plans. 
 
      
 
    *         *          * 
 
      
 
    “Wh—what is that?” Violet asked as soon as she walked into the room where Sandra’s Core was located.  The Journeyman Enchanter Gnome stood there flabbergasted – and she wasn’t the only one.  Even Felbar, who was normally the most stoic and brave of Gnomes she knew, stood beside her staring at the massive…bird…that was taking up what felt like half of the room.  She’d never seen anything that large before, even though Felbar had mentioned that there were massive monsters even larger inside of the Undead dungeon that they needed to defeat in order to escape.  For her, personally, she wasn’t accustomed to seeing something so horrifically enormous; even the giant reptiles that had attacked her village weren’t even a third as large, and at the time those were the largest living things she’d ever seen. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what that is,” Gerold said tremulously from her other side, with Sandra translating his words in her head.  She had become so accustomed to the mental communication that, at that point, it only felt weird when words weren’t translated automatically so she could understand them.  “It’s a Roc; and if it managed to get in here, then we’re in trouble—” 
 
      
 
    * There’s no need to panic, my friends.  While this is indeed an Aerie Roc, it’s also your transportation. * 
 
      
 
    “If you think I’m crazy enough to ride on the back of that thing, you’ve obviously lost your da—” the Dwarf continued angrily before the translations stopped, and Sandra spoke over him. 
 
      
 
    * I understand your reluctance, and I already talked to Delarthe about why this was a poor choice for your people; however, this is the best and only solution that I could come up with that would both get you all to your leadership quickly and be able to transport supplies. * 
 
      
 
    There seemed to be a story behind these “Rocs” and the Dwarven people, though Violet couldn’t even concentrate on that as she stared at the sheer magnificence of the beast before her.  While the gigantic bird was a bit intimidating, it had a sleek beauty in its form and coloring; hints of gold streaks running along the shafts of its feathers, and there were strange striations of different shades of light and dark brown running down its entire body.  When she stepped back and took in the entire monster, she realized that it would blend in quite well if it were perched on the side of a mountain, though the stone there would have to be brownish in color, instead of the grey she was used to seeing everywhere else. 
 
    Something out of the corner of her eye caught Violet’s attention, and she looked over to see Echo unconcernedly walking up to the dungeon monster, completely oblivious to the fact that the bird could peck down with its beak and swallow her up without difficulty. 
 
    “This could definitely work to transport us…but how are we supposed to hold on?  Unlike Starlight 3, I can’t really sit on its back securely; I have a feeling that I would start sliding off almost immediately,” the Elf said, walking up and running her hands over the Roc’s tail feathers.  Fortunately, the monster didn’t even seem to acknowledge she was there; then again, if Sandra was in charge of it, then it wouldn’t do anything she didn’t want it to do. 
 
      
 
    * You’re absolutely right, Echo.  It’s something that I’ve actually been working on while you were all waking up and getting something to eat.  In fact, it’s arriving right about…now. * 
 
      
 
    Violet heard something behind her, and she turned around; tearing her focused gaze away from the giant bird, she saw two of Sandra’s silvery-colored Apes carrying something in between them.  When she looked closer, she saw what appeared to be a jumble of stitched-together brown leather with steel loops attached to it.  It didn’t take her long to realize that it was some sort of massive harness – for the Roc, no doubt.  The two constructs dropped it next to the monstrous avian and started to spread it out on the floor.  On the whole, it looked like two loops of leather of different sizes attached on either end of a larger, wider strip of leather.  The strip in the middle had much smaller strips of leather attached to it in various places, which she assumed was for whatever or whoever was going to be riding on the humongous bird.   
 
      
 
    * Echo, Kelerim, do you think you can help carry it up and around? * 
 
      
 
    Still showing no fear or hesitation, Echo immediately grabbed the smallest loop – which was positioned at the front of the harness – before slinging it over her shoulder and climbing on the back of the Aerie Roc via its tail feathers.  Another sense of something moving around her soon showed the Half-Dwarf/Half-Orc walking quite a bit more sensibly – as in, cautiously – towards the enormous bird, though he hurried a little when he saw the Elf struggling under the weight of the harness as she dragged it onto the Roc.   
 
    Fortunately for the two, the bird slowly tilted forward so that they weren’t having to walk at an angle; with Kelerim’s help to support the weight of the contraption, Echo soon had the forward loop up next to the Roc’s head.  Only now did she take her time, crawling on her hands and knees to the tip of the head, where she dropped the loop over and down, until it was below the bird’s beak.  Once it was there, Echo moved back with Kelerim and helped him pull it back, until it was completely around the Roc’s neck and above the wings.  It was still loose, though, which was why there was a pair of metal rings used to tighten and loosen the strap woven in between them.  It was a simple mechanism, but it worked; Echo and Kelerim worked together to first loosen the straps and then pull the thick leather through until it was thoroughly tightened and wouldn’t shift.   
 
    Violet let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding as the two finished up with the neck loop.  The Gnome wasn’t a great fan of heights, and seeing them over 50 feet up in the air working on the back of the massive bird was a bit nerve-wracking to watch.  Just as she thought they were done and safe, Kelerim tripped backwards over a giant feather as he let go of the leather strap.  She caught her breath again as he started to plummet to either his death or a lot of pain— 
 
    —and was caught by the front of his dirty cloth shirt by Echo before he could fall more than a few feet backwards.  “Hey, there; no skipping out on work,” the Elf said, smiling at Kelerim oddly while pulling him close, presumably to make sure he was safe and stable.  The strength and speed that Echo used to get to him and lift him back up somehow belied the difficulty she had carrying the harness in the first place. 
 
    The contact between them went on uncomfortably long, and the Half-Dwarf/Half-Orc gently extricated himself with a confused expression on his face.  “Uh…thank you for saving me.  Sometimes I can be a little clumsy.” 
 
    “No problem; you’d do the same for me.  Besides, I can’t be having my partner fall to his death, right?” Echo responded, still smiling as she navigated her way down the back of the bird, straightening the wide strip so that it sat straight along the spine of the Roc.  Only now did she and the others notice that there were some long, blunted metal spikes along the bottom side of that strip, which was strange – almost like they were designed to inflict pain on the bird. 
 
      
 
    * Those spikes are to ensure that the harness doesn’t shift back and forth while in flight; they are long enough to penetrate the feathers along the Aerie Roc’s back, but not long enough to touch the skin underneath. * 
 
      
 
    I really wish it didn’t seem like she was reading my mind every few minutes.  Regardless of the seeming intrusion, what the Dungeon Core said made sense; the spikes would prevent the strip that she assumed was to carry passengers from moving around, which was probably good while in mid-flight.  It didn’t take long for Kelerim and Echo to finish the other loop, though they had to take one strap end out of the rings and feed it around the Roc’s lower body – which Echo lithely jumped down and helped with – before they reconnected it, tightening up that loop as well. 
 
      
 
    * Thank you so much, Echo; Kelerim.  Without utilizing my Unstable Shapeshifters, that would’ve been a lot more complicated and harder than you made it seem.  You two make a good team. * 
 
      
 
    Violet saw the Elf blush a little, and suddenly it all made sense to the young Gnome.  Kelerim, however, was completely oblivious; that was more than obvious when all he did was nod and look away vacantly.  All thoughts about how Echo was apparently enamored with the Half-Dwarf/Half-Orc went out of her head, however, by Sandra’s next words. 
 
      
 
    * So…Felbar and Violet – are you ready to leave? * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    To say that the two Gnomes were shocked would be understating their reaction.  Sandra thought Violet was going to faint, in fact, as she swooned a bit while looking at the harnessed Aerie Roc.  Felbar recovered a lot quicker, however, and started to question the Dungeon Core – along with almost everyone else. 
 
    “Wait a minute; I know you mentioned flying, but I thought we were going to be taking the wagon with its supplies, along with the War Machine.  What’s the point of going if we’re not bringing those with us?” the older Gnome asked, sounding thoroughly disappointed.  Sandra couldn’t blame him; he had become quite attached to the special construct and wouldn’t want to leave it behind. 
 
      
 
    * You’re partially correct; I have a plan for transporting some of the supplies, though the War Machine might be a bit heavy to move with the Aerie Roc, so we’ll have to test that.  Don’t worry, though; hopefully, you’ll be in and out quickly so you can come back and pick it up. *  
 
      
 
    Felbar looked only somewhat mollified by her words.  “But—” 
 
    “How come the Gnomes are going back first?” Echo cut him off before he could protest. 
 
      
 
    * For a couple of reasons.  One, they’ve been here much longer than anyone else, and I had already compiled a large stockpile of supplies for them to take back with them.  The second reason, and probably the most important, is because I need your help, Echo, as well as Gerold’s to finish up some tasks nearby first. * 
 
      
 
    “Like what?” the Dwarf asked.  “Not that I’m eager to ride on the back of one of those things, but with the village emptied of anyone to cull the nearby dungeons, we’re going to need some help.” 
 
      
 
    * Exactly.  While I need to send both you and Echo back home to recruit that help, the more immediate problem is those same Dungeon Cores.  Echo, I need you to warn your village of Avensglen about the changes that have happened; Gerold, I need your help combating the Goblins and Golems that I can already see are running rampant through their Areas of Influence now that there isn’t anything directly opposing them. * 
 
      
 
      “That…is true.  But can’t you just send in your monsters and deal with them?  Why do you need our help?” 
 
      
 
    * Oh, I certainly can send in my constructs and Dungeon Monsters, but I need your expertise in combating what they’re likely to go up against.  I was woefully unprepared when I went up against the Undead Monsters, lacking the knowledge to successfully deal with them, and I don’t want to make that mistake again.  Besides, I think your Shieldmen need something to do and feel like they’re being productive, because I can tell they are restless already. * 
 
      
 
    “My Shieldmen?  I’m not their leader.” 
 
      
 
    * You might not think that, but Delarthe – who I thought might be in charge – seems to think you are; you can deny it all you want, but they’re already yours.  You might as well act the part.  I have some preparations to make before I’ll be able to help, however, so you’ll be largely on your own at first. *  
 
      
 
    Sandra could see Gerold looking off to the entrance of the Dwarven tunnels, where his people were safe in their rooms.  He nodded slowly without saying anything else before he took off towards those same tunnels.  The Dungeon Core assumed he was going to start getting his people together now that he had an objective to accomplish.  She had a couple of constructs she could spare to help them with their culling, including a Multi-access Repair Drone in case they got hurt, but the eventual culling force she wanted to create was going to take a little bit of time and Mana to assemble.   
 
    This was part of what they had discussed the previous night during their meeting – before they all collapsed on their beds in exhaustion – which included the part about flying.  Sandra knew they weren’t expecting transport of such epic proportions, but the Aerie Roc was the best choice they had to get everyone to their leadership with plenty of time to spare.  Or so she hoped. 
 
    At least the harness had been relatively easy to craft with a few of her Steel-clad Apes, using some of her stockpiled leather and metal rings made out of Titanium.  The spikes underneath the main strip along the back of the Roc were made of Steel because she had a lot of that material to work with, but she made sure the fastening rings were of stronger metal so that they would hold up longer.  She wished she had time to affix the leather with enchantments to increase its strength and durability, but her Unstable Shapeshifters were busy on another project.  Regardless, the harness was sturdily crafted and should perform perfectly for the job it was designed to do – namely, hold people and supplies. 
 
    “How—” Violet started to ask before her voice cracked.  She cleared her throat and went on.  “How are you going to be able to control these giant birds all the way to our capital?  I thought you mentioned at some point that you lose control of your monsters once they leave your area of influence, and that they’ll be destroyed without your direction.” 
 
    “I think I have the answer to that,” Echo cut in before Sandra could explain.  “When we were in the other dungeon, Gerold, Felbar, and I were completely cut off from Sandra; that also meant that her monsters were cut off as well.  Just before we lost contact, I felt some sort of change abruptly wash over me – and I could control the monsters with just some simple directions.  I was also able to transfer over some of that control for specific monsters to Felbar, which helped with the separation of duties.  I’m assuming this was all because of this ‘bond’ we have with the Dungeon Core, otherwise I can’t explain it.” 
 
    That was what Sandra assumed was the case, and it was good that the others had figured that out.   
 
      
 
    * Precisely.  When you were inside that dungeon and the entrance collapsed, it was as if you were entirely out of my Area of Influence, and you were able to control the constructs and Dungeon Monsters with you.  That is going to be incredibly important going forward, and not only for transportation; there’ll likely be times when one of you will have to direct some of my creations outside of my AOI to reach other Monsters from the nearby dungeons. * 
 
      
 
    They were all silent for a while as they digested that information, as well as the repercussions of that knowledge.  “This is getting bigger than I really understood,” Felbar suddenly said, looking around at the others.  “It’s not just this area around the wastelands anymore; it’s not just us versus a few dungeons around here; and it won’t be just our people against the threat the dungeons present, but a massive undertaking that will require more than just the assistance of Sandra’s constructs and monsters, not to mention supplies like Energy Orbs.  I think it will also require us all to work together to survive, because we can’t do it by ourselves.” 
 
    The others slowly nodded, agreeing with him; Sandra couldn’t help but feel proud that they finally understood what she had figured out long ago.  Sandra was powerful, with a greater ability to access Mana and do things that no other Core could do, but she couldn’t do it all herself; this was going to be a group effort, and only when all the races could work together would they all survive. 
 
    Kelerim looked a bit depressed, though.  “I feel like I’m the weakest link here; if we all need to work together, I’m not sure how to go about that with my people.  I’m basically kill-on-sight to whoever matters or has influence.” 
 
      
 
    * I’ve had some time to think about that and I think I may have a solution; I’ll get with you later on about that, however.  We’ll figure it out, don’t worry. * 
 
      
 
    Sandra really did have a chance to think about it, and thought she might have a solution; it would have to wait until the other races were on board with joint cooperation, though.  For now, her focus was on getting the Gnomes out of her dungeon and back to their capital, so they could get started with that process there.   
 
      
 
    * Echo?  While I’m outfitting Violet and Felbar for their journey, do you think you’d be able to let your people nearby in your village know about what’s happening? * 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely.  I was just about to suggest that, actually; I’ll take Starlight 3, so I don’t have to run the entire way,” she responded instantly, as if she was eager to get moving.  “Kelerim – do you want to come with me?” 
 
    The Half-Dwarf/Half-Orc looked confused – and it was obvious that he was still entirely oblivious to the attention Echo was paying to him.  “Uh…why?  I can’t even speak your language.” 
 
    The Elf looked slightly exasperated, as if she couldn’t believe he was that dense.  “What – do you have something better to do?” 
 
    “Ummm….no?” 
 
    “Well then, it’ll be good to get out – and you can fly on the back of a Pegasus, so what could be better than that?” she said, smiling and taking his arm while she directed him out of Sandra’s Home room.   
 
    Kelerim looked like he had been hit between the eyes as he stumbled along with her.  “Wait—what?” 
 
    Sandra smiled to herself, knowing the poor Blacksmith was in way over his head – and he didn’t even know it.  When they were gone from the room, her attention went back to the two Gnomes who still looked completely unsure about the whole flying process. 
 
      
 
    * Alright, are you two ready to go?  Do you need anything before you leave? * 
 
      
 
    “Wha—right now?” Violet asked, uncertainty in her voice.  It probably did seem abrupt, but for the most part everything was already set up above – it was just waiting for the two Gnomes. 
 
      
 
    * Yes.  I have supplies for your journey if you need them up top, and it looks like you already have everything personal with you right now, so it would probably be good to get started before it gets too late in the day. * 
 
      
 
    “Uh…okay.  How do we—?” 
 
      
 
    * It’s fairly straightforward.  Just climb up the back of the Roc, place your legs here and here, tie them with the straps and simple buckles there, place another around your waist here, and then hold on with these two straps for your hands and that should be secure.  In the future, I may be able to improve on the whole system, but for now this should work well enough. * 
 
      
 
    While she was telling them what to do, she had one of her Animated Shears come down and point out exactly where she was talking about with the straps on the wide leather strip.  She had a spot for a total of 4 people as well as a larger system of straps on the bottom for carrying supplies, which could be altered temporarily if other people needed to fly along.  Right now, it was empty, but it would soon be filled once they all arrived above her dungeon entrance and near the workroom up there. 
 
    Neither of the Gnomes protested, though Violet was more than a bit hesitant.  “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure these straps are secure enough for us, and I’ll make sure you’re safe.  I won’t let anything happen to you.”  Felbar herded the young Journeyman Enchanter up to the giant Aerie Roc, where he helped her climb up the rear tail feathers to where she was going to be strapped in. 
 
    It was a unique and secure system Sandra had designed in a hurry, but she thought it would work well enough.  Lying flat against the wide leather harness, a person would first strap their lower legs in two spots to the harness, placing their feet into two deep indentations in the leather specifically for that purpose.  It would give them extra support so that the leather straps holding them down weren’t supporting their entire weight, but acted more as a means to keep them flat.  Then there was a looser strap that wound around their waist and allowed them a modicum of movement, so that they could basically sit on their knees and look around, and also stay secured to the harness. 
 
    Finally, two more straps were placed in easy reach of the hands, where they could be looped around the wrists, securing them in place from yet another position.  Every strap and loop could be easily adjusted to fit just about any person; it would only be veritable giants that would have a bit of difficulty.   
 
    Felbar convinced Violet to lie down so that he could secure her to the harness, with the poor girl visibly shaking the entire time.  The grizzled old Gnome comforted her and got her fully strapped in, nodding his approval at the safety measures Sandra had provided to keep them both secure. 
 
    “This looks good, though after using it I’m sure I’ll have some suggestions on how to improve it,” he said.  “What I’m worried about, though, is the cold, rushing air up in the sky; my brief experience on the back of a Pegasus was traumatic enough to know that will likely be an issue, especially if this thing manages to go faster.” 
 
    Sandra was positive that the Aerie Roc would go much faster than her Pegasi, and she had already been working on that.  It was one of the reasons she didn’t have a chance to enchant the harness, because her Unstable Shapeshifters were finishing up the solution to that now.  She told Felbar and Violet that she had that covered, and when Felbar had strapped himself in, she finally got a chance to see if both her tunnel and her new Dungeon Monster were going to work as well as she hoped they would. 
 
      
 
    * Alright, hold on!  We’re not going up to the sky yet, but we need to get this Roc up to ground level. * 
 
      
 
    Technically, she probably hadn’t needed to have the two Gnomes strapped into the harness right then (they could’ve met the Aerie Roc up above by traveling through the dungeon normally); nevertheless, it was a good opportunity to see if everything was working in the relatively safe environment of the large access tunnel instead of up in the sky.  She didn’t tell them that, though, but she was sure that one or even both of them would get that before too long. 
 
    Sandra directed the Roc to the hole to the long tunnel she had made, and she watched as it moved quickly to the access point.  Its abrupt movement caused a startled yelp to emerge from Violet, but it came and went so fast that the Dungeon Core almost missed it.  The young Gnome’s eyes were open as wide as they could go, and her hands were gripping the straps so hard that they were practically white from the strain.  Sandra felt a little bad about that, though she hoped that time and experience riding on the back of the giant bird would help her ease up a little bit. 
 
    As soon as the Roc was above the hole, it crouched down a little and tipped itself forward, pulling its legs up so that they were lying against its body.  Past the tipping point, the humongous avian smoothly fell into the hole – and started sliding down the relatively steep incline.   
 
    “Whaaaaaaaaa—!” Violet screamed out as the Roc practically rocketed down the slide, picking up speed quickly.  It was short-lived, however, as the tunnel gently bottomed out before too long and started to gradually rise, slowing the slide until they came to a complete stop.  With their momentum halted, the Aerie Roc got back to its feet and started to quickly run up the tunnel, arriving at the first junction that allowed it to turn left, going south.  In what felt like no time, another large junction room led to the east, heading further into the wasteland.  Then there was the longest tunnel section of them all, which eventually rose enough to emerge a bit south and east from her dungeon entrance. 
 
    She was pleased to see that the harness didn’t shift even a little bit in all of the running the Roc did, and the two Gnomes were still very secure; Violet was still freaked out, of course, but she also seemed to relax her grip a little when they finally emerged from the tunnel out into the bright sunlight.  Felbar looked like he rode on the back of a 100-foot Monster every day, as his expression hadn’t changed one bit; well, other than to look a little concerned over Violet’s well-being. 
 
    While they walked over to her dungeon entrance, Sandra started getting everything ready that needed to go with them.  Basically, as soon as the tunnel had been completed, she had started on the process of packing up most of the supplies that were originally going to go with the two Gnomes via a Hauler and a wagon.  With the creation of simple wooden crates, she included some samples of pure Copper, Iron, Gold, Steel, and Titanium metals, Ironwood and Yew planks, and – naturally – a cache of Energy Orbs of different elements.  It was a bit diminished from when it was originally loaded onto the wagon, as Sandra had needed to use more than half of it for different emergency projects when combating the Undead Core, but it was still enough to offer a good selection.   
 
    She also had a few smaller crates that contained food such as thin meat strips and fruit, which was easy enough to pack and store inside of another plain wooden box that had a simple lid that just nestled into the top of the box without being secured.  Some water to take along was a bit harder, especially as it was going to be traveling at high speeds and had the potential to spill.  She thought about just making some oiled leather pouches that would contain it, but that still had the potential to jostle around enough to spill everywhere.  Instead, she came up with a different solution that was simple in design and required the minimum of crafting to accomplish.   
 
    As the Roc arrived and backed up to the ramp that her constructs had recently hammered out that went from the workroom to the above wasteland, through the hole in the ceiling that the Gravitational Devastation Sphere had exposed, she explained how to get water from her new containers to both Felbar and Violet. 
 
      
 
    * My constructs are loading up the Roc with crates of metals and wood, as well as some Energy Orbs.  Once they’re secured to the rear of the wide leather strip you’re attached to, they’re going to bring you some small boxes which will be tied next to you; this contains some foodstuffs for your journey, as well as water in a wooden container.  To break it open to drink, all you have to do is pull sharply on the top stone tab and it will break off the very thin covering of wood keeping it closed.  I haven’t figured out how to close it from there, so you should just drink it all right then if you can.  There should be three of those for each of you, but you may not even need them all if you get to where you’re going quickly. * 
 
      
 
    They nodded their understanding, and although Violet had calmed down somewhat, the closer they came to actually leaving, the more nervous she became.  Sandra couldn’t blame her too much, because just riding on the back of the Roc and actually lifting up and flying through the air were two different things.  Finally, when everything was loaded, the Dungeon Core brought out something entirely different. 
 
      
 
    * And this, my friends, is a brand-new enchantment that will help with your flying. * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Violet was barely containing the scream that threatened to erupt out of her throat at the thought of flying through the air on the back of a giant monster.  It hadn’t been so bad riding on the back of the beautiful brown bird through the tunnel below; in fact, other than the initial surprise of the Roc sliding down a sloped section of the enormous passageway, it wasn’t that bad.  When they had emerged into the sunlight after a few minutes, the gently rocking movement of the avian was nearly pleasant and soothing.  But now, when they seemed to be even closer to flying in the air hundreds or thousands of feet above the surface, she was starting to lose any sense of composure that she previously had. 
 
    The mention of a new enchantment was just distracting enough that it took her mind off her thoughts of impending doom.  At least, for a little bit. 
 
      
 
    * I applied the Fire-based enchantment sequence that Felbar used to heat up the surrounding air around him to this small plaque, using the Ambient Warmth and Modulate rune chain.  Then, applying something I’ve seen Echo do to speed herself up, I added Cleave, Directional, and Expand runes to a separate section of the plaque, and then powered both enchantments using a set of Fire-Spirit and Air-Spirit Limiter and Activate/Deactivate sequences with the accompanying Small Energy Orbs.  
 
      
 
    *I’m having my Shapeshifters attach them to the space above your heads, which you should be able to reach in case you need to turn them off for some reason.  When you’re not flying, you can deactivate them so that you don’t use all of the energy in the Orbs, but even running at full power without being shut off, they should both last for a couple of weeks before the Orbs run dry. * 
 
      
 
    Violet watched as a naked Echo came up next to her and started to strap something to a spot just above her head, using the straps there to feed through some holes in what appeared to be some sort of metal disk.  The sight of an unclothed Elf didn’t bother her anymore, as she was used to Sandra using her Shapeshifters to enchant different things inside of the workshop.  What did bother her, however, was that she saw a naked double of herself attaching a similar-looking metal disk above Felbar’s head.  Fortunately, the grizzled Gnome was looking away while that was happening, because otherwise Violet would’ve been extremely mortified. 
 
    I thought I told Sandra I didn’t want a naked me running around here. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the metal disks to be tied to the harness, and the naked Shapeshifted figures left, giving Violet a chance to really look at what was just installed.  While she couldn’t see many of the actual runes inscribed on the thin silvery metal plaque because most were Fire and Air as opposed to the Natural and Spirit elements she could see and wield, she saw the Spirit connection of the two sets of Energy Orbs embedded along the rim of the plaque and covered almost completely with a thin sheet of metal keeping them in place.  There were also two plain and obvious engravings on the metal disk, one a big O and the other a big X. 
 
    “I’m assuming that if I press on the O it will activate the enchantment and the X will shut it off?” she asked, losing some of her fear at the upcoming flight at the introduction of something new for her to learn about. 
 
      
 
    * Precisely.  Before you go, I want you both to practice controlling your transportation so that it won’t be a shock when you need to take over outside of my Area of Influence.  Felbar already has a little experience from directing some of my constructs inside of the Undead dungeon, or so I hear, so why don’t you start first, Violet.  All you need to do is focus on the Aerie Roc and mentally tell it where to go; from what Felbar and Echo told me, they needed to use some sort of verbal cue to help them with the control, but it shouldn’t actually be necessary. *  
 
      
 
    “Wait…me?  You want me to control this…thing?”  Violet had been originally letting Felbar direct the massive bird, because he seemed a bit more comfortable with the whole riding-on-the-back-of-an-enormous-monster-thing.  However, a brief thought of actually doing it herself brought with it a sudden thrill of excitement.  Maybe it won’t be as scary if I’m controlling it myself.   
 
    Doing what Sandra suggested, Violet focused on the behemoth beneath her and tried to give it a command to walk forward.  Nothing happened.  She tried saying “forward” while focusing on it.  Still nothing happened.  Maybe I’m not cut out for this?  The young Journeyman Enchanter started to get frustrated and practically shouted in her mind towards the Roc, when she felt a tenuous shift of something in her mind.  She wasn’t sure what it was at first, until she thought about the bird running forward – and it shot off going from a standstill to running full speed in less than 2 seconds. 
 
    I did it! 
 
    She could feel the subtle connection she now had with the Roc in her head; it wasn’t invasive or annoying, at least, but it was also plainly there.  As she thought about what she wanted the bird to do, making it stop, turn around, and then run back to Sandra’s dungeon entrance, Violet felt a lot of the fear she had been experiencing riding on the Roc’s back start to evaporate.   
 
      
 
    * Very nice, Violet.  Now, take it into the air. * 
 
      
 
    The fear that had been evaporating slammed back into her just that quickly.  However, instead of letting it take control of her, she instead focused on doing what was asked of her.  The concentration needed to instruct the enormous Roc was enough to mute the fear a little, though she almost lost it again when the bird’s wings snapped open as it began to run.  After a dozen steps, she felt something in her stomach drop as they left the ground and the Roc started to flap its wings frantically, gaining altitude every second.  She didn’t even try to control it anymore as her mind gibbered away in her head, but that didn’t seem to matter as the bird continued to rise higher and higher into the air. 
 
    Air screamed by her, deafening most sounds and she was also forced to close her eyes from the wind buffeting her face.  She started to panic as she began to freeze, the cold air high above the ground numbing her fingers still desperately clinging to the loops around her wrists. 
 
      
 
    * Activate the enchantment, Violet. * 
 
      
 
    Her thoughts were a bit sluggish, but fortunately Sandra’s voice was crystal clear inside of her head.  Reaching up with her hand without looking, she fumbled around before finding the metal disk where the enchantments were placed, her hands with barely enough feeling to recognize it.  Where is—?  There!   
 
    As soon as Violet’s fingers touched the right spot to activate the enchantment, she felt the cold air blasting into her suddenly disappear, though she could still hear the wind rushing by.  She opened her eyes as she felt a burning in her extremities, and she suddenly worried that she was on fire.  Fortunately, it was only her body thawing as the air around her warmed up instantly, and her mind thawed enough to realize what was happening.  The Fire-based enchantment maintained a stable ambient temperature around her in a small bubble, and the Air-based enchantment created a wedge-shaped blockage of hardened air that caused the rushing wind to divert around her. 
 
    “Finally!  I’ve been trying to shout for you, but I don’t think you could hear me with all of this wind.”  Violet looked over at Felbar and saw him looking at her in concern, and he looked warm and comfortable.  I can’t believe that he remembered to activate the enchantment and I didn’t!  What kind of Enchanter am I that I forgot something like that?  She felt more than a little foolish, and it was only as she was feeling that way that she realized that she wasn’t even scared anymore.  Of course, sitting up and looking over what she could see of the ground beneath the upper edge of the wing was enough to bring some of that fear back, but it wasn’t as bad as it was before. 
 
    When it felt like her body had completely thawed, Violet shouted over to Felbar.  “That…that was…intense.  Did you take over control for me?” 
 
    “No; it’s been following your last command, which I’m guessing was to fly high up into the sky.  We should probably bring it down a little and you can practice controlling it a little more.” 
 
    Without the fear and cold air blasting into her at the same time, Violet was a whole lot calmer as she directed the Roc to descend, which was an interesting experience in itself as she lifted off the leather strip she was connected to a little, making her feel a little weightless.  Slowing down the descent helped more than a little bit, and after a few minutes she felt like she was getting used to controlling the massive bird. 
 
      
 
    * Nice job, Violet.  If you can, bring the Roc back down to right outside the workshop; I have a surprise for you. * 
 
      
 
    The young Gnome did as she was asked, finding it much easier to just give simple directions to the Roc instead of controlling every single movement.  The monster was obviously smart enough to perform those simple actions and movements, and it could do it much faster and smoother than if she had tried to control everything – and it didn’t hurt her head at all, which she belatedly realized was happening when it disappeared after a while.   
 
    Before she knew it, they were descending, and the Roc started to hover over the ground, gradually decreasing in altitude until they touched down more gently than she expected.  That the massive bird could lift off and descend from a vertical position was a surprise, and Violet figured that she was the one that imagined the bird having to take off with a running start before – when it obviously didn’t need that. 
 
    In front of the workshop was the War Machine in all its glory, crouched down into an oblong ball-shape and ready for…something.  Violet didn’t ask how it got out there, though she did catch the barest sight of a naked Felbar copy running back into the workshop. 
 
      
 
    * Now we can see if this Aerie Roc can lift this thing and still fly.  I’m going to take over control of it at the moment, because you might not be able to see what is going on from your position to see if it was successful.  Hold on just a moment. * 
 
      
 
    Violet and Felbar waited patiently, and the Enchanter looked over at the grizzled Warmaster to see the first bit of genuine worry on his face.  It took her a moment to figure out that he was worried that the Roc wouldn’t be able to pick up and carry the War Machine; if it wasn’t able to do it, then it would probably be like having to leave your child behind.   
 
    The next thing she knew, the Roc was flapping its wings again rapidly, gaining a bit of altitude while moving closer to the War Machine on the ground.  She couldn’t see what exactly was happening, but she heard the screech of what could only be a claw scraping against the outer shell of the Machine, and she saw Felbar wince at the sound.  After another few seconds and another few screeches, they started to ascend, though it was a bit slower than she thought it should be. 
 
      
 
    * That War Machine is extremely heavy, but it appears as though the Roc can handle it.  It’ll be a little slow gaining enough altitude to fly, but once you’re moving it should be fine.  Don’t forget to instruct it to let the construct go once you arrive at your destination, otherwise the Roc might crush it. * 
 
      
 
    That was smart, and Violet was sure that Felbar would have that on his mind the entire journey home— 
 
    Wait…we’re going home now?  This is it? 
 
      
 
    * One last thing; you both know what is at stake here, not just for all of Gnomekind, but for everyone around here.  Whatever you can do to convince your leadership to join with me to survive is paramount to anything else right now.  And, unfortunately, there isn’t a lot of time in which to get that done.  Good luck, and may the Creator bless you in your endeavors. * 
 
      
 
    With those last words, Violet felt the control of the Aerie Roc revert back to her as the connection she had worked so hard to establish snapped back.  A minute later, they had gained enough height to be able to start on their journey.  With one last look back at what she could see of the ground, she felt a little disappointed at leaving Sandra’s dungeon, where she had learned so much and knew there was plenty more she could learn there, given enough time.   
 
    I’ll be back soon, one way or another. 
 
      
 
    *          *          * 
 
      
 
    “The Creator, huh?  When did you start blessing by the Creator’s name?” Winxa asked with an amused expression on her face. 
 
    I figured it couldn’t hurt.  As it becomes more and more likely that I’m here by the Creator’s whim, I might as well embrace it. 
 
    The Dungeon Fairy just shrugged and looked away, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth that she didn’t bother to hide.  Sandra turned her own attention away, keeping an eye on the Aerie Roc flying out of her Area of Influence.  She was right about the giant bird being fast; it was already almost at the extent of her reach, and she could feel it growing close to the edge.  She held her figurative breath as it passed the threshold and…nothing.  Well, not nothing, because with a pair of Animated Shears she had following she could see that it was still flying along, seemingly unconcerned that it had just left Sandra’s realm of control.   
 
    In all honesty, she was only 99% sure that it would work, and the Dungeon Monster wouldn’t just dissolve into a Monster Seed as soon as it passed beyond her AOI.  She hadn’t been able to check that beforehand because she couldn’t send her constructs out of her Area of Influence – they just stopped at the edge.  Thankfully, that 1% of doubt was dashed away as the Roc flew on its way with its supplies intact and passengers alive.  It was a risk, but a calculated risk that she was very confident of the outcome. 
 
    Now, let’s get these Dungeon Monsters around here taken care of, then we can look to the future.  So thinking, Sandra concentrated on the workshop again, where her available crafting constructs were creating another Deep Diver suit for Gerold.  It was much easier to craft the parts and enchant than the War Machine, and she had helped to do it twice before; even with that experience, making one of the suit constructs was still difficult but not impossible – or even challenging.  All it took was a lot of concentration – and Unstable Shapeshifters to do the enchanting, of course.   
 
    After that…well, there was a figurative book full of things she wanted to get done.  Only time would tell if she would be able to get them completed, though, before the surrounding lands blew up in her face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Sandra was pleased at how enthusiastic Gerold and the remaining Dwarven Shieldmen were about being able to “get back to work”.  In spite of all that had happened and their changed circumstances, their original duty had been to protect their land against the Dungeon Monsters that roamed the area.  With the extreme threat that the Undead Core had represented now eliminated, they could get back to what they were meant to do – albeit with a bit of help from another Dungeon Core. 
 
    After looking at the Areas of Influence projected by the Golem and Goblin-based Dungeon Cores near the abandoned Dwarven village, Sandra was happy to see that they hadn’t expanded since the last time she had seen them, though she knew that it was inevitable that they would – and likely soon.  In fact, she thought that they might even be going through a Core Size upgrade at that moment, so they needed to be prepared for that to happen.  The overall problem wasn’t that they would expand their AOI, but that the number of Dungeon Monsters roaming around would increase by the hour if they weren’t culled regularly. 
 
    That number, currently, wasn’t outrageously horrible – but it would be soon if Gerold and his Shieldmen didn’t help to cut them down.  Utilizing dozens of newly created Reinforced Animated Shears that she diverted from her sky-bound AMANS, Sandra was able to sweep them through the forests where the two dungeons were located; the Golems roaming around were to the east of her dungeon as well as being southeast of the Dwarven village of Nurboldar, while the Goblins were primarily to the north and a little east of her location.  Similar to the Undead dungeon, there was a sliver of the other Cores’ AOIs that she couldn’t view because hers didn’t extend that far, but indications throughout what she could see said that Dungeon Monster density was starting to reach a critical point – for both Cores.   
 
    Approximately 8 hours after the two Gnomes left on their journey back to their capital, Gerold and the others were ready to go.  It was getting later in the afternoon when they started out for their culling duties, but there was no time to waste; starting the next morning would, of course, allow Sandra to build up even more of her forces for the job, except that if they waited that long, it was possible that they would be fighting an uphill battle that might not be won.   
 
    In addition to the enchanted Deep Diver suit that Sandra crafted for Gerold, which only took a few hours, she had also used three-quarters of her incoming Mana to create more constructs and other Dungeon Monsters to accompany them.  The other quarter of the Mana flowing in was constantly being used to add to her two Absorption Nets outside of her dungeon, which was steadily increasing in size and scope, bringing in more and more Mana every hour.  After she had moved her Shears Net high above her dungeon, that – as well as her other Net of Tarantulas and various constructs roaming around – gave her about 250,000 Mana a day coming in; now, approximately 24 hours later, she had increased that by about 100,000, which was great – but not nearly enough yet.  She estimated that it would take about a week to get where she wanted it to be at: 1,000,000 Mana per day…or even more than that, if possible. 
 
    As long as they all survived through the next couple of days, she thought that was more than achievable.  To survive that long, though, a successful culling of the soon-to-be-overrun countryside would need to be done; to get that done, she had needed to learn all she could about what the Dwarves were going to face. 
 
      
 
    * What is the best strategy against the Golems and Goblins, Gerold?  Delarthe? * 
 
      
 
    “Well, I spent more time among the Golems than I did the Goblins there, so I can probably help with them,” Gerold started.  “The Golems from the dungeon nearby are all made of different forms of Earth as well as being different sizes.  Other than size being a factor, they mostly range in difficulty depending on what material they are made from; there are Mud Golems, Dirt Golems, Sand Golems, Pebble Golems, Rock Golems, and Stone Golems.  I haven’t seen any myself, but I’ve heard that inside of more-powerful Golem dungeons, there are even some made from harder material like diamonds.   
 
    “From what I understand, the golems can come in almost any shape, though all that I have seen have looked like a large person with two arms, two legs, and a head.  The only way I know of fighting and killing them is to dismember them completely, while at the same time ensuring that they cannot heal.  If you allow them time and don’t do anything to prevent their reformation (which will happen eventually), it can take a long time and effort to completely destroy them.”   
 
      
 
    * I see.  So, some sort of enchantment or elemental energy process is needed to make sure they don’t come back together to attack you.  Is that about right? * 
 
      
 
    “Yes; for instance, when I would delimb them, I would apply some of my Nether energy to my axe, which sealed the ends of its ‘stumps’ with necrotic energy, preventing them from forming together again.  Other Shieldmen have used other elements to do something similar, but I’m not as familiar with them,” Gerold finished apologetically. 
 
    “I, for one, cauterize their ‘wounds’ with a bit of Fire elemental energy applied to my axe, which usually acts well enough to prevent them from reforming,” Delarthe added when Gerold seemed not to have anything else to add.  “Thelon uses the most effective method, though, because he has access to Air elemental energy; all it takes is a layer of hardened Air energy on his own axe, and it acts as some sort of poison that completely shuts down the regenerative process immediately.  I’m not sure exactly how that works, nor does he from what he’s said, but it seems as though some intrinsic part of the Golems can’t deal with the touch of that kind of energy.” 
 
    Thelon spoke up for the first time since he had advocated for the continued presence of the Aerie Roc the night before.  “That’s true; all I have to do is make sure I have the Air energy on the blade of my weapon, and that does the trick.” 
 
      
 
    * Hmm…it sounds like the Golems utilize some sort of regenerative process that is canceled out by its opposite element.  Very good to know. * 
 
      
 
    “As for Goblins,” Delarthe continued, “they are both easier to kill and much harder to do it successfully.  As opposed to Golems, which are solitary monsters roaming around the forest, the Goblins tend to roam in small bands of up to 10 individuals.  There are some that travel around by themselves, which we call Scouts, but for the most part they stick together to present a more difficult opponent.  When there are enough of the small green-and-brown buggers, they can certainly pose a danger; on top of that, despite being scrawny and fairly weak, they can move with surprising agility and will run circles around you if you’re not ready. 
 
    “The ones we typically see come armed with rusty or broken weaponry that is a part of their forms – they don’t drop after the Goblins are killed, and dissolve just like the rest of their body.  Closer to the dungeon entrance, there are armored ones that can dish out a little more damage if pressed, as well as archers that like to hide amongst the tree branches.  Don’t worry, though, because they are horrible shots – and even if they are able to hit one of us, our armor is enough to deflect their poorly made projectiles. 
 
    “The best way to combat these Goblins is to attack them with pairs or trios of Shieldmen so that they can watch each other’s back.  Killing them is fairly simple, because they usually only use the most basic of tactics – which typically means trying to sneak up and stab you in the back.  Our armor protects us pretty well, but those nuisances tend to like to jump around and find the cracks in our defense, before jabbing their little knives or shortswords into our unprotected areas. 
 
    “Each band is usually led by a more powerful Goblin like a Hobgoblin or something equally as fierce, though they are usually still easy enough to defeat.  From what Bregan told me…before he heroically fell in the line of duty—” Delarthe said, his voice breaking a little before recovering quickly— “there have been a few times when a larger band would emerge led by something even more dangerous, but he never explained what that was.  Nor did I ever see one myself over the last year I was helping to defend Nurboldar.” 
 
    That was all good information to have concerning the two different Cores and their Dungeon Monsters, which Sandra immediately put to use in arming her constructs and deciding what would be the best ones to send.  For the Goblins, it would be pretty straightforward and quite easy; the metal weapons and arrows wielded by these monsters would be nearly useless against most of her constructs.  Nearly anything she sent would work, but there were some that would be more effective than the others. 
 
    What she really needed to help augment the Dwarves was something fast, at least according to what Delarthe mentioned and her own observations via her Shears.  She briefly thought about her Roaring Blademasters, since the Goblins were “flesh and blood” and could be sliced apart; however, while the Blademasters were powerful and could float through the air, they didn’t move or even turn nearly as fast as something like her Shears.  Sandra could just imagine the Goblins running around them easily, with her constructs not being able to catch the small and agile Monsters.  Her Steelclad Ape Warriors were also a potential choice, because they were a force to be reckoned with, but again, they weren’t the fastest of the bunch. 
 
    Therefore, she had three main choices in which to select from.  Two were very similar in form – the Mechanical Jaguar Queen and Mechanical Dire Wolf; watching them fight against the Undead, they weren’t very effective…but they were certainly fast enough in their attacks that they had some success.  Against Goblins, they would be highly effective if they were allowed to tear into them, biting and shredding them with their powerful teeth and sharp-bladed claws.  In addition, they would be ideal conveyances for the Dwarves, who could ride on their backs and get to their targets much faster than having to walk everywhere.  It wouldn’t necessarily be comfortable for the Shieldmen, but it would work.  Because of all that, Sandra created 5 of each construct, which took a total of 24,750 for the Mana Cost alone, with just over half of that for the Mana Seeds that needed to be created for them. 
 
    The other choice was the Titanium Anaconda, which was now something she could create because of the reduction in Mana Cost she recently purchased as an Advancement.  It was still expensive at 17,600 Mana, but Sandra thought that it would be worth having as an additional fighter on the front lines.  The Steel Anaconda was the fastest ground-based construct she had of all her Dungeon Monsters (her Shears and her Roc were fairly similar in speed in the air), and when she decided to create one to go with the Shieldmen, the Titanium version lived up to its predecessor handily – and more.   
 
    The new Anaconda was approximately 5 feet longer in length and the overall diameter of its body was about 3 inches thicker, but the biggest change was the durability of its natural form; Titanium was both stronger and lighter than Steel, which meant that it could withstand quite a bit more abuse before being damaged beyond functioning, and the reduction in weight meant that its already-fast speed had increased by at least a third.  All in all, it was a welcome addition to the team – even if it cost nearly 30,000 Mana to create it with Monster Seed and all. 
 
    For the Golems, she had to go with something a bit different.  This was where she could utilize her Steelclad Ape Warriors, which she created 3 of – at a cost of over 50,000 Mana all told – to accompany the Shieldmen.  Against the Undead, she had armed them with Titanium Warhammers enchanted with Fireburst and Holy Light, which was particularly effective against that type of Monster.  While the Fireburst enchantment might still be a little useful, neither of the enchantments were ideal for fighting against an Earth-based Golem. 
 
    Therefore, she had to design something that would be effective, and from Delarthe and Thelon’s comments on the subject, Air seemed the best way to go.  Digging down in her memory, the only Air enchantment she could think of that might work was one that created a small, tightly focused blast of air; it was usually meant for knocking back a monster when you activated it as your weapon struck at the enemy.  It wasn’t necessarily designed to hurt something, but only to move them backwards; because of this, it was aptly named Knockback. 
 
    Therefore, she placed a small Air Energy Orb and Spirit Energy Orb inside a Titanium Warhammer and set up the Knockback enchantment with the Limiter and Activation runes.  Before she sent them along with the Ape Warriors, however, she tested them outside of her dungeon; she was glad she did, because she – as she had when first testing the Fireburst enchantment – had turned the energy transfer up way too high.   
 
    When her Steelclad construct used it against the ground, it caused an explosion of air to suddenly emerge from the tip of the warhammer, causing such enormous backwards force that the weapon was ripped away from the Ape’s control.  It rocketed straight up into the air, nearly 200 feet before it reached its apex and crashed back to the ground just a few feet from her Warrior – who was apparently missing two hands now, as they had been ripped off at the wrists and were still creepily clutching the weapon tightly despite being dismembered.  The whole thing gave her some ideas for later, but for now Sandra toned down the flow of energy to just a trickle compared to what it was before, and her second test was a success.  It was very similar to the Fireburst enchantment she had on the other warhammers, except instead of an explosion of fire, it was an explosion of air – much smaller, this time – that shot out directionally forward.  It was still powerful enough to make the weapon pop backwards from the force of the small explosion, but nowhere near what it had been like initially. 
 
    With the Steelclad Ape Warriors now fully equipped – hopefully – to destroy the Golems, it was past time when Gerold and the Shieldmen all needed to leave to start the process of destroying the nearby Monsters before they got entirely out of control.  Before they left, however, Sandra made sure to include two Multi-access Repair Drones in their party, so that each group would have their own healer along.   
 
    Gerold would be heading up his group of two Shieldmen and the Apes, while Delarthe would take the other two with him to fight Goblins; while Gerold had more experience fighting the Golems with an axe, in his Deep Diver suit he was using another copy of the Titanium warhammers the Apes were using.  To save on time and Mana costs, he also didn’t have any other enchantments in his suit of armor.  Sandra didn’t think anything she had available would do too much good against the Golems they were going to fight, regardless. 
 
    As they took off into the late afternoon, eager to get started, she kept an eye on them – and on the various groups of Goblins and Golems out there waiting for them. 
 
      
 
    * I’ll help direct you to where more of the monsters are located, using my Shears to point you in the right direction.  If you get in trouble, escape as fast as you can and let my constructs protect you; they are expendable – you are not.  I’m leaving control of each group of helpers to Gerold and Delarthe; if for some reason one of them is unable to pass on instructions to the constructs, control will pass to the next closest Shieldman.  If necessary, I can take over control at any time, but I want you all to get accustomed to working with my constructs as part of your team, which you can direct much better than I ever could in a fight.  Good luck, and may the Creator bless you in your endeavors. * 
 
      
 
    She felt a little silly using the Creator’s name like that to wish them luck, but like she told Winxa – it couldn’t hurt to get on the divine being’s good side.  Whether or not it actually did anything didn’t really matter; what mattered was that she felt better invoking the Creator as the higher power directing their actions instead of just a Dungeon Core trying to throw her weight around.  In the end, she didn’t really think it was going to make that much of a difference other than to her own conscience.   
 
    With a portion of her focus on the Dwarves and the constructs with them as they traveled across the wastelands, she turned the rest of it to other matters.  For one, she needed to check up on Echo and Kelerim, since Sandra had been occupied with other matters after they left earlier…. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Echo was shocked to hear that Kelerim, despite being a Blacksmith that crafted deadly weapons, hadn’t ever learned how to fight with one of them.  Not that she could blame him after hearing about what sort of trash Orcs usually fought with, but she would’ve thought that a race as focused on fighting as part of their culture would teach all of their people to fight at least a little.  It seemed as though that wasn’t the case, however, as Kelerim hadn’t even been taught how to manipulate the elemental energy inside of him – which was another shock.  From what she could determine through some innocent questioning, first the Dwarves, and then the Orcs, had treated him badly growing up.  She thought that was because he didn’t really fit into either society, especially looking the way he did. 
 
    She could hardly believe it, because Kelerim was amazingly alluring.  While the Orcs thought he was too short and – because of that – too weak, the Dwarves thought he was too tall and therefore untrustworthy.  She had seen many of the Dwarven villagers look at her with distrusting eyes, because she was tall herself, so she knew of that prejudice from personal experience.  She didn’t take offense, however, as it was almost ingrained in most of the races nowadays to have a natural aversion to the others.  She herself was a little prejudiced against the filthy Orc brutes to the north of her homeland, and she still felt a tiny bit of superiority over the Gnomes to the east.   
 
    A lot of those feelings had been blunted after being exposed to Dwarves and Gnomes since being revived inside of Sandra’s dungeon, because she could see that everyone had their strengths and weaknesses, just like her own people.  Just because she was taller, faster, and better able to outwardly manipulate her elemental energies (which was, honestly, amateurish in comparison to Elven Elites) in relation to the other races, that didn’t mean they were any less capable of defending themselves.  For instance, she had been frankly awed by the War Machine that Violet and Felbar had managed to create with Sandra’s help, and that was just a taste of the power that enchantments – which her own people didn’t employ – could wield.   
 
    The Dwarves were equally powerful in their own right, with their specially crafted armor and weapons that utilized their energy to make them deadlier.  In a straight-up fight between an average Elite Elf and an average Shieldman, she would put even odds on the match; while Dwarven armor appeared to be able to withstand even elemental attacks used against them, if something were to slip through the cracks in their protection, they wouldn’t likely last long.  On the other side, if the Dwarf charged ahead through the various attacks thrown their way, the Elite wouldn’t last long in a battle up-close.  Even those trained in using melee weaponry would have a hard time even hurting a Dwarf protected by their armor. 
 
    Orcs…well, Orcs were something else altogether, and they probably wouldn’t last long one-on-one.  The problem with them, or so she’d heard, was that they were rarely ever alone; they worked best in their warbands, which could have dozens or more members involved.  They had numbers on their side, though they had stupendously inferior weaponry and armor.  Their height, size, appearance, and sheer ferocity were enough to intimidate most opponents; she would imagine, though dungeon monsters didn’t really care about things like that. 
 
    Echo was glad that Kelerim didn’t really share any of those traits.  In her opinion, he had gained the best of both his parentages, at least as far as temperament and looks went.  He was shorter than an Orc, shorter even than herself, and had a complexion only marred by lines of past hardship and two little bumps near his mouth where Orcish-like tusks would normally appear but never fully emerged.  He was also a bit thin and unkempt-looking…which was probably why she felt herself attracted to him.   
 
    Growing up and living with others of her race, sometimes she felt that they all looked the same; long, silky flowing hair in a variety of colors, unblemished faces only occasionally broken up by a scar here-and-there, and lithe, athletic figures that showcased their naturally fit bodies.  There was very little variety, very little uniqueness to any of them; before she had met and started to interact with the other races, that seemed…normal.  Now, though, while Kelerim certainly looked much different from any other Elf, his differences made him appear exotic to her eyes.  It didn’t make much sense – Echo had to honestly admit to herself – but the attraction was real enough on her end. 
 
    Kelerim, however, seemed entirely oblivious.  In fact, even as his arms were around her waist holding on tightly as they flew on the back of Starlight 3 on their way to her village of Avensglen, he didn’t seem overly cognizant of the fact that they were so close together.  Instead, he was holding on to her so tightly that it was beginning to hurt. 
 
    “Can you loosen your arms a little?” she asked as politely as she could.  “It’s getting hard to breathe with you holding onto me so tightly.”  She tapped his arms around her waist with her free hand, indicating what she meant.  Soon after they left, they had both realized that Sandra had turned her attention elsewhere and wasn’t automatically translating their words anymore; their little jaunt to visit her people was going to be a bit more of a challenge now, but hopefully nothing would come up that would require him to be understood and understand in return. 
 
    The tap on his arms seemed to do the trick, as he mumbled something she probably wouldn’t have been able to understand even if she spoke his language and his strangling hold on her loosened significantly.  She never understood some people’s fear of heights, because back in the capital, many of their most important residences were built high up in the treetops of the ancient trees located there.  Just walking over the bridges hundreds of feet above the ground was exhilarating, and she missed them; she hadn’t been back there in at least 2 decades, and she was both looking forward to seeing them and trepidatious over the reason for her visit. 
 
    It didn’t take long for them to arrive by Pegasus-back, though longer than if she were to run herself there using her Air elemental energy.  Even though it only took about 15 minutes to go a few miles to her village, she now completely understood why Sandra said the Pegasi weren’t the best choice to fly all the way to the capital; based on the massive Roc the Dungeon Core had created – which Echo couldn’t wait to ride on in the near future – she knew that the giant bird could fly much, much faster and get her there a lot sooner without any stops or worry about her falling asleep in the middle of the air. 
 
    When they touched down just outside the village, many of the Rangers were still in attendance; the hour, while an hour past dawn, was still early enough that the culling of the nearby forests hadn’t quite begun yet.  That was as she had hoped, because it was going to be better if she could let them all know the news firsthand, instead of being told later. 
 
    With bows drawn initially, the Rangers rushed out of Avensglen at the first sight of the Pegasus, though Echo could see and hear the moment when they recognized her. 
 
    “Weapons down; it’s Echo and—” Elder Herrlot said from behind the Rangers before she hesitated.  At her words, they all lowered their bows, but her hesitation caused them to keep them at the ready.   
 
    Echo ordered Starlight 3 down outside of the semi-circle the Rangers had created when they saw her, and the winged horse settled gracefully down, stepping a couple of steps forward before folding its wings against its body.  The Elf swung her leg over the back of the Pegasus and dropped down, before untying the special bow and quiver from the strap wrapped around the neck of her mount.  She nodded to Kelerim to indicate he should get down too, and luckily he understood what she wanted. 
 
    “Elder, fellow Rangers, I bring important news,” she said, approaching the ring of her people blocking her from the Elder.  They had finally put away their weapons when she obviously wasn’t bringing any immediate trouble; as unique as Kelerim appeared, one thing he certainly wasn’t was a threat.   
 
    “Did you bring more of those Energy Orbs?  You didn’t stop by yesterday, so I figure you have a large shipment of them now,” the Elder replied, looking a bit perturbed.  “And what—who is this?” she continued, gesturing to Kelerim behind her. 
 
    That made Echo a bit perturbed, too.  “This is Kelerim; he’s a Half-Dwarf/Half-Orc that has connections to the dungeon heart, whose name is Sandra, and I thought I’d bring him with me to visit.  He’s a bit of an outcast because of his parentage, and the Orcs want to kill him.”  She didn’t bother trying to explain why, because fratricide was a bit of a big deal in Elvish society.   
 
    Elder Herrlot spoke something out in the same guttural language that Kelerim spoke, though she barely recognized it coming from an Elvish throat.  She looked behind her at Kelerim to see him wide-eyed and blushing for some reason before he answered haltingly in the same Orcish language while glancing at Echo.  Great; I’m not sure I want to know what that conversation is about.  And now I’m jealous of the Elder because she can speak to him and I can’t without Sandra’s help; speaking of Sandra, why can’t she be helping me translate, especially at a time like this? 
 
    Regardless of why Sandra couldn’t participate, Echo had an important job to do.  She cleared her throat, trying to gain back control of the situation.  “Elder, I’m sorry I don’t have any more Energy Orbs with me; that’s actually what I came to talk—” 
 
    “WHAT?  You can’t be serious!  We had a deal with the dungeon, and I’m already getting pressure back home about increasing the small amount we’re barely receiving as it is.  I will not be made to look a fool for all the Orbs I’ve promised—” 
 
    “Elder!  This is more important than that—” 
 
    “Don’t you dare interrupt me, child; don’t you have any idea who you’re talking to…” 
 
     Echo looked around for help, but as the Elder droned on about who she was and how much trouble the young Elf would be in if she didn’t deliver on the dungeon’s promises, none of the Rangers would look at her.  She couldn’t really blame them; the Elder was the Elder for a reason.  No one would argue or interrupt her like she just did because it was highly disrespectful.  Those others I’ve been hanging out with must be starting to rub off on me. 
 
    She couldn’t hold it in any longer, so she practically shouted over the Elder’s diatribe directed toward her.  “Elder!  There have been four dungeons around here that have been destroyed!” 
 
    Elder Herrlot looked ready to blow for just a moment at Echo’s new interruption, before her face lost all color – not that there was a lot there to begin with.  The other Rangers just stared at her with their mouths hanging open, obviously unbelieving of her words. 
 
    “Well…that changes things.  Why didn’t you lead with that, girl?  It would’ve saved you a whole lot of tongue-lashing and time,” the Elder said slowly, regaining her composure.  “Now, who was stupid enough to do that?  And how do you know this?” 
 
    “Elder, if I may,” said one of the Rangers, Chryla, interjected.  At the Elder’s nod, the Ranger continued.  “We’ve all noticed that the number of beasts and slimes roaming through the forests has increased over the last few days; we didn’t think much of it, but it was certainly noticeable.  If this is true, there will probably be even more today.” 
 
    “It will only get worse, as well.  Sandra told me exactly how much the other Cores have benefited—” Echo began, before being cut off. 
 
    “Was this some sort of scheme hatched by your dungeon?” the Elder accused.  “Is this some sort of plan to destroy the others around here and gain control of their territories?  Or whatever these dungeons have?  It probably got stronger as a result, didn’t it?”  The much older Elf appeared to be placing all of the blame on Echo, which was entirely unfair – even if she did have something to do with what was going on. 
 
    “No, the dungeon didn’t benefit from the destruction of the other Cores; on the contrary, because it was directly responsible for destroying at least one of them, Sandra received nothing as a result.” 
 
    As Echo had expected, Elder Herrlot didn’t believe her.  “That seems far-fetched, child.  This dungeon must be deceiving you – because otherwise why would it destroy more of its kind?” 
 
    Echo explained that Sandra – and she stressed the name, as it felt…wrong…to call the dungeon core an “it” – hadn’t been responsible for the destruction of the two in the Orcs’ territory, since it was the Orcs themselves that did that.  Unfortunately, that just caused the Elder to focus her attention on Kelerim and start bombarding him with questions in his own language.  She didn’t dare interrupt again, due to the fact that she was already on the esteemed Elf’s bad side, though she prayed that the Half-Dwarf/Half-Orc didn’t reveal exactly why he had been chased out of the Orc’s homeland.  When the Elder only looked annoyed after a while but not angry, she managed to hide a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Ok, that explains – in part – how two more dungeons were destroyed, but what of the last.  Is this dungeon starting to lose it and is destroying its competition when it has a chance?” 
 
    Now Echo was starting to lose her temper.  “Seriously?  After everything that this dungeon has done for—”  
 
    The Elder cut her off again.  “For us?  Is that what you were going to say?  This dungeon hasn’t done anything for us other than cause trouble.  This new development is going to cause some massive problems relatively soon, and I don’t know if we’ll even be able to recover from it.  This is the last thing we needed right now.  What could’ve possessed this cursed dungeon to want to destroy another of its kind?” 
 
    Echo took a deep breath before she answered.  “Sandra technically didn’t destroy the Undead dungeon near the Gnome’s territory.  I’m the one that fired the shot that shattered its Core.” 
 
    To the young Elf Ranger, standing surrounded by her fellow Rangers and one irate Elder, the world seemed to pause and take a collective breath at her revelation.  She waited for the proverbial axe to fall on her head at the announcement, so she closed her eyes and swallowed nervously, waiting for some sort of punishment to be doled out.  Destroying a dungeon was sometimes necessary when they became too powerful, but they were usually done by Elites under the authority of the King and Queen; to do otherwise was to invite retribution upon yourself. 
 
    “Oh…well, I guess you can’t be all bad if you helped to erase that scourge from the world,” the Elder said, slightly more accepting of her role in the destruction of a dungeon than she expected.  It’s probably because it was an Undead dungeon; a lot can be forgiven when one of those are involved.  The older Elf turned to Kelerim and asked him something else in Orcish, which she assumed was about whether or not Echo was telling the truth, and seemed satisfied at the shorter man’s answer. 
 
    “Come; you must tell me all about what happened, where it happened, and why it was necessary to happen – though with it being an Undead-based dungeon, we can forgive any explanations there,” Elder Herrlot said, beckoning them forward and turning toward the center of the village where her home was located.  “Everyone else, keep on high alert and travel in pairs if you can; there’s no telling what has happened overnight with this news.  Even I may be forced to venture into the forests to help cull their numbers if it is as bad as I fear.”  Dismissed, the Rangers took off for the forests to start for the day, running in pairs as advised by their local authority. 
 
    Echo backed up and put her hand on Kelerim’s arm, pulling him forward so that they could follow the Elder.  He allowed her to guide him forward, though she could see a blush forming on his ruddy-colored cheeks as he stole a glance at her that he wasn’t particularly good at hiding.  What did Herrlot say to him?  The communication barrier was frustrating, which prompted Echo to resolve to learn as much Orcish – as well as Dwarven and Gnomish – as she could in the future. 
 
    It didn’t take long for them to arrive at the Elder’s arborent, which looked almost identical to every other dwelling in Avensglen.  They didn’t follow the older Elf into her home, though, but instead spoke with her just outside, where the other villagers were looking at them both curiously as they went about their daily tasks – as well as listening to Echo describe all that had happened over the last few days in greater detail. 
 
    Two hours later, and after countless questions from the Elder – which both she and Kelerim answered, even though he didn’t have quite as much knowledge of events because he arrived later – she had finally explained everything she could without revealing too much about Sandra herself.  While she had no particular overwhelming loyalty to the dungeon core or requirement to hold certain information back, Echo felt a bit protective of the dungeon that had done so much for them – for her, especially.  Since Elder Herrlot had already shown signs that she didn’t trust the dungeon all that much, Echo didn’t want anything to happen to Sandra and consequently hurt everyone’s chances of surviving the threat that the other nearby dungeons now represented. 
 
    “—and now I’m going to be heading to the capital soon, to inform them of this situation and to negotiate on the behalf of Sandra for help.  She said that the Elites that she had let go after they had invaded her dungeon had promised to cooperate with her in the future, and now is that time.” 
 
    The Elder was abnormally quiet after Echo mentioned that she would be visiting the capital.  “How are you getting there?  On one of those Pegasi you were riding when you arrived?” she finally asked. 
 
    “No; Sandra has been able to create a massive bird, an Aerie Roc, I believe she said—” 
 
    “An Aerie Roc?  My, this dungeon of yours has grown quite strong, hasn’t it?” 
 
    “For the last time—” Echo said, exasperated— “Sandra isn’t my dungeon.  She used to be a Human and now she’s a dungeon core; she still has the thoughts and memories of who she was before, and the way that you’re talking about Sandra like she’s a…a…possession or object is demeaning.” 
 
    Rather than angry, the Elder just looked amused.  “Human?  That explains a lot.” 
 
    Echo wasn’t exactly sure what that was supposed to mean, and she didn’t bother to find out.  Just like she was struggling to move past her own prejudices against Gnomes, Dwarves, and Orcs, it seemed as though the Elder had one for Humans as well.   
 
    “Enough of this talking.  When are you leaving for the capital?  If you are somehow being transported by…Aerie Roc…then that means you’ll arrive there quickly; I need to go with you if that is the case.” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly when we’re leaving, but from what I understand it won’t be today.  I’ll have to ask Sandra if it’s possible for you to ride along; it may be that you won’t be able to ride on the back of the Roc unless you’re bonded to the dungeon,” Echo responded, trying to think of a valid excuse to prevent the Elder from going with her.  While she didn’t care for the older Elf on a personal level, she would follow her orders if she insisted on going; however, she also sensed some sort of ulterior motive behind the Elder’s demand to accompany her there. 
 
    “Fine; if that’s what it takes, then I’ll get this…bond.” 
 
    Now that was unexpected; the way that the older Elf had spoken of the dungeon earlier, she thought getting bonded to it would be the last thing the Elder would want to do.  It might make things easier, at least.  Echo wouldn’t have to explain Sandra’s motivations anymore – the dungeon core could do that herself.   
 
    “Ok, I’ll take you there later, as well as anyone else that wants to go,” the young Ranger offered, even if she weren’t quite sure that Sandra would approve.  “There’s a special bond that Sandra discovered recently that I think you might benefit from.  I have to warn you and anyone else that wants to come, though; I’ve heard the process is extremely painful – as in, any pain you’ve experienced up to this point in your life would pale in comparison.  Fortunately, it only lasts a few seconds.” 
 
    “I can handle pain, girl – have no doubt about that.  After the sun sets and everyone is back, we’ll take some of the Rangers to get this…special bond…of yours,” Elder Herrlot mentioned off-handedly, as if it weren’t a big deal.  “In the meantime, you’ll have to tell me a little bit about it.  Before that, though, I just have to know what it is that you are holding.  It doesn’t look like any bow I’ve seen before; I mean, it doesn’t even have a string!”  
 
    The Elder seemed quite excited about her bow, which confused Echo until she remembered hearing that Herrlot had been a Ranger in her youth.  While she had other means to defend herself now, the older Elf obviously had a love for a meticulously crafted bow or two.  Not that her bow was anything approaching a work of art or anything, as it was more form over function, that didn’t mean it wasn’t incredible. 
 
    “Absolutely!  I would love to show you how it works; why don’t we join the Rangers in the forest, and I’ll show you what this baby can do.  We’ll stay near the edges in case there’s an emergency here, though I know Sandra has been keeping an eye on things and will alert us if there’s a problem,” Echo said, gesturing and looking up into the sky.  It was hard to make them out, but she could see the light glint off of a couple of Sandra’s floating Shears patrolling over their village’s valley. 
 
    “I see; so your dungeon—sorry, Sandra—is spying on us now?” 
 
    Echo rolled her eyes, though she made sure she was facing away from the Elder.  “Of course not; she’s making sure she can respond to a sudden attack if it occurs.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” the Elder said, though she didn’t sound convinced.  “Let’s go then and show me this bow of yours.”  With that, the revered older Elf started walking out of the village and towards the southeast, where the beasts from the dungeon there roamed the forest.  Naturally, Echo started to follow, before she realized that Kelerim was following.   
 
    “Stay here, Kelerim; the forest isn’t safe for you there,” she said, even knowing he couldn’t understand her.  She pointed towards the central fire in the middle of their village, though she felt bad treating him like some sort of child that couldn’t venture out of the safety of their arborents.  He looked a little hurt at first and she nearly relented and let him come, but she knew it would be too dangerous for him, especially since she had found out he wasn’t any sort of fighter.  She slid up close to him, put her hand on his chest, and whispered, “Please stay here; I don’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    Whether it was her presence or the tone of her words, he seemed to understand.  He smiled and said something she couldn’t understand, before blushing and turning away towards the center of the village.  She watched him go and sit down on a bench that was coaxed out from one of the nearby arborents when it was initially grown, before turning to her and waving with a strained smile on his face.  Echo couldn’t decipher exactly what that meant; all she knew was that he was staying and would be safe there until she returned. 
 
    Hurrying to catch up to the Elder, who seemed to be able to walk quickly enough that it seemed like a run, she felt excited that she would be able to show off what she had helped Sandra craft in the core’s dungeon.  Echo thought it would be good to be able to connect with someone other than those that temporarily lived in the dungeon, considering that most of the other Rangers only tolerated her presence now.  Maybe if they get bonded too, some of that camaraderie will come back. 
 
    So focused on her bow and hoping to impress the Elder with how it could easily take down a monstrous beast with enormous power, Echo somehow missed the interested and predatory glances of the other village women as they watched the exotic “beast” within their midst. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long to locate Kelerim, at least; using one of the Shears she had monitoring the area around the Elven village of Avensglen, Sandra found the Blacksmith surrounded with what appeared to be some admirers.  At least four Elven women were sitting very close to him, touching him surreptitiously on the arm or on his back, and stubbornly trying to start a conversation with the poor man.  The Half-Dwarf/Half-Orc didn’t seem to really understand what was happening, as he couldn’t understand them and had no way to communicate in return; Sandra brought her construct down to listen in and possibly even translate, but once she heard the subject of their quite forward questions she decided against that.   
 
    For his part, Kelerim just smiled at them with wide, trapped-looking eyes, obviously not used to such attention.  From what Sandra knew of his upbringing and life so far, that didn’t surprise her all that much; when she was human, she hadn’t had much experience with such personal attention because of her disfigured hands, but she certainly had seen enough of it throughout her days as a merchant that she recognized his naivete immediately.  What she couldn’t understand, though, was why the Elves seemed so…drawn…to the skinny, scruffy Blacksmith.   
 
    Sandra could easily concede that he was attractive enough in a unique sort of way; on the other hand, she also had to admit that the Elven men were over and above attractive in an aethereal sort of way.  Not only were they tall with flawless skin and athletic bodies, but they were also extremely talented in manipulating their elemental energies externally – which was impressive enough by itself.  Being a Dungeon Core, Sandra didn’t really have the same sort of physical reaction to seeing attractive people as she would as a human; that didn’t mean she couldn’t identify them as being attractive in the first place, though. 
 
    Then again, her father always said that beauty was subjective.  One person might value a bejeweled and richly decorated dagger as the most beautiful weapon in the world; another might value a master-crafted dagger that was plainly adorned and sleek in its design as the epitome of beauty in a weapon.  The same obviously applied to judging people because Sandra could also readily admit that she didn’t find Orcs, Gnomes, or Dwarves particularly attractive. 
 
      
 
    * Kelerim?  Do you…uh…need some help? * 
 
      
 
    The Half-Dwarf/Half-Orc suddenly jumped up in surprise at her voice, to the consternation of the Elven women hanging all over him.  “There you are!  We were wondering what had happened to you all day,” he said, plainly relieved at Sandra’s presence in his head.  “As for needing help…well, I don’t exactly know what’s going on here because I can’t understand anything they are saying.  I’ve only met Echo before this; are Elves usually this…friendly?”  After asking, he spread his hands around at the Elven women, who were looking at him as if he had lost his mind, speaking to the empty air. 
 
    Technically, he was speaking to Sandra’s Shears, which were still about 50 feet above his head; she didn’t bring it down closer, however, because she didn’t want to startle or concern the villagers.  Regardless, that was probably a good thing, because she was going to need her friends back soon so that they could help with the next stage of her plans. 
 
      
 
    * Umm…yes?  I’m not actually sure, because I haven’t known them that long.  Speaking of Echo – where is she?  And how was her message about the increased activity from the nearby dungeons taken? * 
 
      
 
    “Well, Echo left me here in the hands of these…others, while she and some important-looking woman left for the forest.”  Kelerim pointed towards the southeast and appeared to be a bit perturbed by the fact that he was left to fend for himself.  “As for how the message was received, I’m not real sure, actually.  Based on the questions that the important-looking woman was asking me – it surprised me when she started speaking in thoroughly accented Orcish! – she obviously knows about what exactly happened, though what she is going to do about it is a mystery.” 
 
    That was good news, Sandra figured.  Echo wasn’t there to take over the defenses or anything, but to let the authorities (in this case, the Elder of the village) know about the change and prepare for it.  The Bonded Elf was needed for other things – and soon.  Overnight, Sandra was hoping to have another Aerie Roc created and ready to go in the morning, where Echo would leave for the capital to let them know about the needs for cooperation. 
 
    She told Kelerim to stay there a little longer while she looked for Echo; while she could find any of the Dungeon Monsters outside of her dungeon because they were connected to her, the Bonded people were a little different.  Inside of her dungeon, she could locate them immediately and communicate with them with no trouble; outside, though, she found that she needed line-of-sight by one of her Monsters – even if that distance were miles away.  Her Shears could see just about anything out in the open flying high above the wastelands, but the forest blocked the sight of Echo. 
 
    The Blacksmith didn’t look very happy to be left alone again, though now that she was paying attention to him, she could answer if he asked another question.  Besides, it wasn’t as if the Elves would hurt him; their words implied just the opposite.  Granted, now that they had seen him talking to the air like someone not quite right in the head, they didn’t seem as eager to gain his attention. 
 
    It took about 5 minutes of zipping through the southeastern forest to find Echo and the Elder crouching behind some foliage; the Elder, despite her lofty position, appeared to be right at home slinking about the forest on the hunt.  Echo had one of the few extra bows that had been created before the assault on the Undead dungeon, and was apparently showing it off.  Sandra was a little worried about startling the Bonded Elf, so instead of interrupting her in mid-hunt, she just floated her Shears a little closer and managed to hear their whispered conversation.  It was a good thing that she didn’t interrupt, too, because there was a very large beast stomping through the trees without any thought of stealth. 
 
    “I have to use one of my special bolts now; I know you said to hold off on those for now, because it will draw everything out here to our location, but there’s no way we can kill that thing without it,” Echo whispered faintly, though even if she talked normally Sandra doubted the beast would hear her over the raucous noise it was making all by itself. 
 
    The Dungeon Core had to agree, because the Dungeon Monster stomping through on a parallel course to them was more than a bit dangerous-looking.  The beast was at least 6 feet tall at its shoulder, which put it at near the same height as the two Elves, but that was the only similarity.  At 30 feet long, the Monster was a strange cross between a big cat and some sort of crocodile, with six pairs of legs that stomped down and crunched the foliage along the trees with abandon.   
 
    Its head was feline in shape, but also had a long mouth (similar to a crocodile’s) that hung open as it moved along, and Sandra could see that it was filled with dozens of sharp teeth that looked capable of rending apart the two Elves without difficulty.  Unlike a crocodile, the jaw opened downwards, which would allow it to snatch things below it as it moved along.  When she added in the knife-like claws on each of the feet, the tough-looking deep red furry hide along its outside, the…Cro-cat-ile…appeared to be extremely formidable.  Her name for it wasn’t completely accurate, because it didn’t appear to be actually reptilian in any form, but she liked it. 
 
    Either way, Echo and the Elder obviously hadn’t been hunting these Crocatiles earlier from what the Elf had said about finally using one of her explosive bolts – as well as there still being half a dozen still left in her quiver.  Sandra watched as Echo pulled out two, nocking one on the Spirit-energy string that appeared invisible to the Elf, while placing the other one nearby her location and within easy reach.  The Dungeon Core knew that Echo could easily pull and nock one from her quiver in quick succession, but placing it like that meant that it would be even faster – and it told Sandra that the Elf expected to need it. 
 
    The Elder nodded at her and whispered back, “Agreed.  There shouldn’t be any Agorphiers out here, and the fact that one is here means that the dungeon is certainly getting stronger.  I’ll back you up if you need it; let’s see if your new toy can take it down, though.” 
 
    Agorphier?  Is that what that thing is called?  I like Crocatile better.   
 
    Without waiting any longer, Echo stood up from behind the bush they were hiding behind and loosed her explosive-tipped bolt that contained the Fireburst enchantment.  The Tiny Fire Energy Orb contained enough Mana inside to supercharge the explosion, and when the bolt easily crossed the distance in less than a second, Sandra inwardly cheered as it smacked into the side of the Crocatile and blew up spectacularly. 
 
    The Dungeon Core was also watching the Elder at the same time, and was able to catch the look of surprise and some other emotion as a chunk of the Dungeon Monster was blown away from its upper body.  Unfortunately, the Fireburst-enchanted bolts – which had been remarkably effective against the Undead – wasn’t quite as powerful against Beasts.  Oh, it blew a hole through its hide that was approximately 2 feet wide and half of that deep; that certainly hurt the Monster, causing massive bleeding and even disabled the nearby leg – but it was far from incapacitated. 
 
    A second explosive bolt flew out at high speed, slamming into the head of the Crocatile as it turned with a ferocious roar, only to cut it short as the explosive force of the projectile hit the Monster just under the eye.  The flash of fire and impact sheared off a large amount of skin, revealing white bone underneath, and the Crocatile’s eye was basically obliterated; despite those wounds, however, the large Dungeon Monster only got angry. 
 
    Moving faster than Sandra would’ve thought possible for something its size, the Beast ran toward the two Elves, agilely dodging a third Fireburst bolt that would’ve hit its head again and instead taking the hit on its lower neck area.  Even bleeding profusely from three different areas, the Crocatile kept running without seeming to feel or care that it had been wounded.  From what she had seen and knew of Dungeon Monsters, that was indeed the case; they would continue to attack until they couldn’t move anymore or were killed. 
 
    “Uh…Elder?  Now would be a good time to help!” Echo desperately called out as she nocked another bolt in her bow. 
 
    The Elder was already doing something, and she held out her hands toward the incoming Monster.  Streams of brown, green, and blue energy flowed out of the older Elf and shot into the forest floor in front of the Crocatile, disappearing to all sight – except for Sandra, of course.  She could see everything that happened underground within her Area of Influence, so she saw bands of Earth, Natural, and Water elemental energy wrap themselves around the extensive roots of the nearby trees.  In a literal eyeblink, the roots expanded and burst out of the ground in a spray of dirt, each root surrounded by a viscous mud-like substance.   
 
    The Crocatile was already running at full speed and couldn’t stop itself as it ran into the tangle of roots shooting out of the ground, and was slammed to a stop as it was wrapped up by a dozen mud-tentacles.  The Dungeon Monster squirmed and tried to break free, but the mud on the roots started to harden into thick spikes, gouging into the hide of the Crocatile and drawing blood as it thrashed around, doing more damage to itself.   
 
    “Now, Echo,” the Elder said calmly, still holding her hands out and shaking a little.  More and more energy was draining out of the older Elf as she struggled to keep the Monster in place; it seemed like a waste of energy to Sandra, as she was positive that the Elder could probably find something to actually kill the Crocatile.  Then again, I’m still a bit of a novice when it comes to manipulating energy externally, so I could be wrong. 
 
    Startled out of the staring she was doing at the display of spellcasting, Echo let loose a fourth explosive bolt at the bound Dungeon Monster, smacking it in the middle of its upper chest this time since it couldn’t try to dodge away.  The Crocatile roared in pain and frustration, thrashing even more in the root bonds keeping it in place; first one, then two, then four of the roots were ripped out of the ground and torn off from the trees themselves, where they fell to the ground dead and limp. 
 
    Fortunately, Echo had already launched her next-to-last explosive bolt, aiming for the roaring mouth of the Crocatile.  The dangerous Monster saw the threat too late and tried to shut its jaw, but the tip of the bolt just ricocheted off one of its teeth on the way in and flew inside unhindered.  The explosion from the inside was relatively anticlimactic as the Beast’s tough hide and strong bones kept it mainly contained, but they also didn’t stop a gush of blood and viscera from emerging from what remained of its eyes and nose, as well as some dribbles from its mouth. 
 
    A second later the Crocatile collapsed on the ground, its brain destroyed, and then dissolved away.  All of the blood and internal nastiness that had leaked out disappeared along with the body of the large Dungeon Monster, and soon after that the roots that the Elder had been controlling sunk back down beneath the ground.  The only evidence of their presence at all were some piles of dirt left in their wake – and the exhausted-looking sight of the Elder. 
 
    “Wow…I’m really out of practice.  These Energy Orbs are a miracle, though.”  Sandra looked closer at the Elder and saw that she had three different Orbs set in a very stylistic wooden necklace against her chest.   
 
      
 
    * Nice job, Echo.  That was also some impressive spellcasting by the Elder there. * 
 
      
 
    Sandra’s words did indeed startle Echo, which made the Dungeon Core glad that she hadn’t interrupted them earlier.  The young Elf looked up, spotting her Shears within a second, before nodding.  “Thanks, Sandra.”  Echo turned to the Elder and said, “Thank you as well, Elder Herrlot.  These bolts didn’t work quite as well as I had hoped.” 
 
    “Nonsense, child.  You just helped to take down a Beast that very few your age – if any – have ever seen before, let alone killed.  Even I would be hard-pressed to kill an Agorphier by myself, so I’m impressed that your bow and those bolts could do that,” the Elder said, while looking up at Sandra’s Shears watching from above.  “I’ve decided that I’m going with young Echo here to the capital, though she said I might need to get one of these…bonds in order to do that.  She said there were some—” the older Elf turned to Echo and asked— “what did you call them?” 
 
    “Uh…special bonds?” 
 
    “Yes, special bonds that would be highly beneficial to have.  I’d also like to have some of the Rangers here get this ‘special bond’, because – based on this Agorphier alone – it appears as though we’re going to need all the help we can get.” 
 
    Sandra knew exactly what they were talking about with the ‘special bonds’, of course; they were the new type of Visitor’s bond that infused Elemental Energy Orbs into the palms of whomever was making the bond, allowing them to continuously regenerate their elemental energy and would never run out – as long as they were within Sandra’s Area of Influence.  It was still unknown what would happen if they were depleted outside of her AOI; she expected that the Orbs would eventually deplete after a while and disappear, though the Bond would remain.  I have to see if I can add those Orbs to my older Bonds like Echo, Kelerim, and the Gnomes; that way I could replace any that are used up outside.   
 
      
 
    * Are you sure about that?  I’ve heard it is…painful. * 
 
      
 
    Echo relayed Sandra’s words to the Elder.  “Yes, yes; I can handle a little pain.  Now, when do we leave?” 
 
      
 
    * I was planning on Echo leaving in the morning.  Why don’t you stop by in the morning and we’ll form a new Bonding with anyone that wants one then?  For now, I need Echo and Kelerim back to finish up a few things before she—and you—leave in the morning. * 
 
      
 
    For just Echo, the Dungeon Core added, 
 
      
 
    * You may want to get Kelerim out of that village soon; the other women there are very interested in him.  Though, not as much now; after seeing him speak to empty air to communicate with me, I’m sure they think he’s a bit strange.  I doubt that will last long, though. * 
 
      
 
    The young Elf looked shocked and then a bit angry.  “Let’s get going then—” 
 
      
 
    * You might want to hurry; those explosions have drawn a bit of attention to your location.  Once you get past the Dungeon Core’s Area of Influence, which ends just before the break in the trees near your village, you should be fine. * 
 
      
 
    “Sandra said that there are more beasts coming – let’s run.”  Echo took off to the northwest using her Air elemental energy to speed herself up, while the Elder kept pace with her, using her Earth and Natural energy.  Instead of reducing air friction and pushing her forward like the younger Elf, however, the Earth and Natural energy caused the ground to move along with Elder Herrlot, practically propelling her forward in leaps and bounds.  Once she passed, the floor of the forest returned to normal, leaving no indication that she had even been there; Sandra was actually quite impressed on how economical her energy expenditure was for the continuous fast-traveling spell she was casting. 
 
    The half-dozen beasts coming after them – that Sandra had noticed with her Shears – never got the chance to catch up with them and were turned away far before the two Elves got to the edge of the trees.  None of them were as dangerous as the Crocatile, and they both could’ve easily killed the beasts; however, Sandra wanted Echo and Kelerim back in her dungeon for the rest of the day, so that she could go over some things with them.   
 
    Echo strode into the village with a purpose, smiling at Kelerim as soon as she saw him, while somehow staring down the village women at the same time.  That was a good thing because they were starting to lose their reluctance to get close to him again after the Blacksmith’s conversation with the empty air.   
 
    “Come, Kelerim; we’re going back to the dungeon.” 
 
    Sandra translated that for Echo, which caused Kelerim to look extremely relieved.  The village women were disappointed – at least according to their facial expressions and body language as they watched the Half-Dwarf/Half-Orc walk away with the young Elf – but the two ignored them completely.   
 
    The Elder followed them to where the Pegasus had been waiting for them likely all day to come back; as they were mounting up to leave, the older Elf looked towards one of the Shears above her head and asked, “Can we get some of those bows and unique bolts for our Rangers?  If there are more of those Agorphiers around, I fear that we aren’t quite equipped to handle them as…adeptly…as young Echo did today.”  
 
      
 
    * Tell her that I can have some ready in the morning, though they will have to finish up the process of adjusting them.  Crafting them using the materials I can create is the easy part; it’s the fine-tuning that I don’t have the necessary experience to do that’s the hardest part. * 
 
      
 
    Sandra could easily create the materials, put together the bows with their Elemental Orbs, and even enchant everything, but the precise trimming and shaving needed to adjust them completely was something that her Unstable Shapeshifters could do if pressed, but she’d rather leave those to the experts.  Echo conveyed the message, quickly explaining what was necessary to finish them off after Sandra was done with them.  From what the Dungeon Core knew – and from what the young Elf had told her – it was almost better for those who would be using the bows to adjust the weapons themselves, because what was good for Echo…wasn’t necessarily good for a different Ranger.  
 
    “Thank you…Sandra.  We will stop by at dawn tomorrow morning to get these special bonds and to pick up those bows.  Once again, we are in your debt.” 
 
    While the Dungeon Core was a bit amazed and shocked that the Elder – of all people – was willing to get a Visitor’s Bond, Sandra was also glad that the older Elf was doing it; not only her, but some of the Rangers as well.  The new Bonds would allow her to communicate with the ones in charge of culling the forests, and it would be easier to warn them if there was a significant incoming threat or change they needed to know about.  Plus, perhaps selfishly, Sandra was excited to acquire some additional Advancement Points from the new Bonds. 
 
    With everything arranged, Echo and Kelerim climbed on the back of the Pegasus – Starlight 3 if Sandra remembered correctly – and headed back to the dungeon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “What did you need me for, Sandra?  I hope you haven’t changed your mind and are thinking of sending me to see if I can convince some Warlords to cooperate with everyone.  I really don’t think that would be a great idea.” 
 
    It didn’t take overly long for the two to get back to Sandra’s dungeon and settled, and the Dungeon Core had immediately informed them both of what had happened with Violet and Felbar – as well as Gerold and the other Shieldmen – while they were gone.  Speaking of them, Sandra checked up on them and they seemed to be doing well, despite their lesser numbers; the addition of the constructs to help them move quickly and efficiently, and a scouting force of nearly 50 Shears running through each forest, was enough to overwhelm just about anything.   
 
    There hadn’t been any major increases in strength as far as the Goblins went; for instance, there wasn’t an equivalent of a Crocatile roaming through the expanse.  There were a few larger Hobgoblins – which Winxa mentioned were called Hobgoblin Brutes – that were easily three times the size of the smallest Goblins running around, but they were no match against the combined might of Mechanical Dire Wolves, Jaguar Queens, Titanium Anaconda, and the three Shieldmen.  Sandra’s Mechanical constructs were large, fast, and deadly; they could snatch up one of the smaller Goblins in their jaws and practically snap them in half.  The Anaconda was even faster, wading into the midst of a temporary Goblin camp and striking out with barely a moment in between bites; not only that, but on a few occasions Sandra saw the metal snake snap its tail around like a whip, slicing through dirty cloth or (occasionally) leather clothing or armor and flesh with deadly efficiency.   
 
    Delarthe and the Shieldmen weren’t to be outdone, however, as they waded into the fight with surprising enthusiasm.  After a few moments of watching, however, the Dungeon Core realized it was because they were using their elemental energy in their armor and weapons without reservation, as by the time they finished with one group and arrived at the next, their energy pools had regenerated due to the Orbs embedded in their palms. 
 
    While the Goblins hadn’t gotten stronger they were certainly more numerous.  It seemed as though there was nearly no end of camps to destroy, and the solitary Goblin scouts roaming around seemed to be everywhere.  Fortunately – or rather, unfortunately – there were no new Monsters streaming out of the dungeon; it meant that there was a finite number of Goblins that had to be eliminated, but it also likely meant that the Goblin-based Core was undergoing an upgrade.  There was nothing they could do about that, however, other than to keep doing what they were doing and negate the advantage the Core had before the Dwarves came back to cull their numbers. 
 
    Gerold and the Apes were absolutely devastating toward the Golems as well.  The Monsters in the other forest were the opposite of the Goblins, as there were stronger Golems roaming around than before.  There were also more of them than usual, but that was probably due to there not being anyone culling them over the last few days.  There were the normal dust, mud, pebble, and dirt Golems that had been fairly common – or so she had observed; however, when those survived long enough to gather more Mana (along with the enhancements the Golem-based Core had lately received), stronger and larger Golems had started to emerge from the dungeon.  Now there were a few rock and hard stone Golems, which occasionally reached 20 feet tall or even taller. 
 
    Luckily, the Apes, the two Shieldmen, and Gerold in his Deep Diver suit were capable of destroying the stronger Golems out there – though not completely without injury.  The massive rock Golems formed from plain rock were similar to Sandra’s Animated Slab, except that these Monsters were person-shaped – and were a bit more dangerous and agile.  They hit the Dwarves with tremendous force, flinging them into trees or each other with an unfortunate hit every now and again; the elemental-energy-powered armor withstood any damage – at the expense of a large amount of energy from the wearer – but that couldn’t really prevent injury to those inside.  There was some padding inside of the armor, but it could only absorb so much before something had to give. 
 
    Sandra’s Multi-access Repair Drone easily fixed those hurt in this way – including some heavily damaged Apes that took the brunt of a rock or stone fist to their sides – but it also slowed down their progress.  The warhammers wielded by Gerold and the Apes worked beautifully, at least, and easily cracked or cut through Golem limbs upon impact; the problem was getting close enough to some of the larger Monsters without getting smashed apart.  Taking one of the harder Golems down became a strategy of surrounding the Monster and letting one of the Ape Warriors take the brunt of the damage – as they were a bit sturdier and could be healed quickly afterwards – while the others demolished the limbs of the Golem as best they could.   
 
    Like the Goblin-based Core, though, there seemed to be a halt to new Golems coming from the dungeon; even being forced to “heal” after some of the harder fights, Gerold and the others were starting to catch up with how many Golems were stomping around the forest.  They were still going even as evening hit a couple hours after they started, and were planning on keeping the culling process going through the night if necessary.  Dwarves – being used to living underground – had a bit of darkvision apparently, which helped them see better in the much darker forest, though not complete darkness.  They would see if they could manage it without too much danger, otherwise they would retreat and start again the next day. 
 
      
 
    * No, I haven’t reconsidered that.  But the Orcish people do need help – and I think you both can assist in that. * 
 
      
 
    Kelerim looked unsure, as did Echo beside him.  “How can we help?  Not that I don’t think he’s capable, but as was said before he’s not exactly welcome there anymore.  And I’m…well, an Elf.” 
 
      
 
    * Both are excellent points.  What I want to do is establish a relationship with your contact in Grongbak so that we can funnel supplies through her.  With Echo there, we can pass the weapons, armor, and even any Energy Orbs sent there as Elven-made instead of from a dungeon. * 
 
      
 
    They were both silent as they looked at each other in contemplation, before Kelerim finally commented.  “I think that might work with Furbrea, but there’s one major problem with convincing her and anyone she deals with that this is a merchant-like transaction, even involving the Elves.”  Echo nodded along, as if it were obvious. 
 
    Sandra understood immediately what they were insinuating – there’s no such thing as free.  They thought that the Dungeon Core was just going to give all the stuff away, as Sandra had originally considered, because she obviously didn’t “need” anything from them.  That wasn’t quite true, of course; she didn’t need items from the Orcs – she needed the Orcs themselves.    
 
      
 
    * Don’t worry, I think I have that covered.  In return for better arms and supplies, I want to offer this Furbrea and her own contacts a deal.  For every member of their Warbands that they trade to me, I will fully equip three others in their Warband. * 
 
      
 
    “Uh…what are you planning on doing with them?  Make them your slaves or something?” Kelerim asked worriedly, copied almost exactly by Echo.  It took Sandra a second to wonder why they were asking that; when she figured it out, she felt horrified. 
 
      
 
    * Oh, no!  Nothing like that!  I didn’t mean to say to me, exactly; what I meant was that I want their help for a certain period of time.  I want them to help with the defense of the other lands against the Dungeon Monsters, which could certainly use their help.  None of the other races have enough capable people to do what needs to be done to survive; like I’ve said before, it’ll only be if we all work together to achieve the impossible that this will work. * 
 
      
 
    “So, you want to buy their help?  Like…some sort of mercenaries?” 
 
      
 
    * Yes, exactly! * 
 
      
 
    Kelerim looked up at the ceiling of the dining room he and Echo were lounging in, deep in thought; after a long moment, he looked back down at the Elf and the Sentinel standing in the kitchen before he spoke.  “You know, I actually think that could work.  I honestly can’t think of a better description of my people than ‘mercenary’ – and that isn’t an insult.  I believe they would go for that, as long as the…payment…is sufficient.” 
 
      
 
    * That’s good to hear because I need you two to go tonight. * 
 
      
 
    Echo looked shocked and Kelerim wasn’t much different.  “What?  Tonight?” the Elf asked tiredly. 
 
      
 
    * Yes; you’re leaving for the capital in the morning, and I need you there for the initial setup of this business deal, especially if we’re going to be using the Elves as a front of sorts.  Don’t worry, you’ll be back in plenty of time to get some sleep before your big trip. * 
 
      
 
    The Blacksmith didn’t look very enthusiastic about going back to the village, particularly because that force of Orcs sent by his father were looking for him.  However, Sandra didn’t have anyone else that could do it, and after the initial meeting, Kelerim would hopefully never have to go back.  He admitted that he knew where Furbrea would sleep at night and that he was fairly sure he could get both him and Echo in and out of the village without being seen.  Sandra wasn’t going to take chances, though, and she made sure that they had backup and a means to escape quickly.   
 
    Without any arguments, the two left for Grongbak on top of two Mechanical Dire Wolves, and accompanied by one of her Steelclad Ape Warriors that she borrowed from her dungeon temporarily.  She also sent over 1,000 of her Reinforced Animated Shears with them, though they were going to stay up above unless they were needed; if it came down to it, she could sacrifice any of her constructs to ensure that they escaped.  As a final precaution, she had Kelerim take along one of her Hyper Automatons in his pocket, where she could communicate with them if necessary. 
 
    Luckily, it didn’t appear as though there was a Warband in attendance at the village, though that wasn’t that surprising when Sandra thought about it; with the absence of the two dungeons that had been destroyed, there really wasn’t a need to provide protection to the villagers.  She had seen a small Warband sweep through earlier in the day via her Shears keeping a lookout, but it had barely stopped before it was on its way again – to dungeons farther away from the border with the wastelands.  Both the Orcs and the Gnomes had that going for them, at least; with two of the dungeons destroyed in both lands, they could now devote their resources to other areas.  Until the new Dungeon Cores eventually “grew up” and became threats in and of themselves, of course. 
 
    As a result of their absence, Sandra needn’t have worried over Kelerim and Echo’s safety, because there wasn’t anything that could or would want to hurt them left anywhere nearby.  Their meeting with Furbrea went better than expected; it seemed as though the village was in danger of being abandoned, as it was thought not to have any use anymore.  They weren’t bringing in any Iron from Monster Seed drops from the dungeons, so that also meant that they weren’t creating any weapons (as horrifically crude as they were).  Any supplies coming to replenish their stores would stop within a week, giving them time to relocate; but with another option presented to her, the old Orc was revitalized. 
 
    “…what happened to your assistant?” Sandra heard Kelerim ask.  She couldn’t “see” anything, but she could hear through the Hyper Automaton in Kelerim’s pocket well enough. 
 
    “That worthless fool?  He left with the last Warband; said he didn’t want to stick around and rot here with all of us when his talents could be put to greater use elsewhere.  Foolish, that; I doubt the Warband kept him alive more than a few hours, especially if he started to run his mouth like he was prone to do.”  There was silence, and then Furbrea continued.  “I think we’re going to need this entire village in on this plan if we want it to work.” 
 
    Kelerim literally sputtered, shocked at the old Orc’s words.  “Is that wise?  What if—?”  
 
    “No, she’s right, Kel,” Echo said, after Sandra automatically translated the words for the Elf.  “This is big enough that there’s no way to keep it from them; if they’re in it from the beginning, then they’re more likely to keep things a secret and help, rather than hinder the operations and potentially leave themselves without a home.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” Kelerim conceded, blushing at Echo’s sudden use of a nickname for him.  “In fact, we might even be able to turn this village into some sort of mercenary base, where they could operate out of – and protect the people here at the same time.”   
 
    Furbrea seemed on board with that.  “One question, Elf.  How long are you planning on making those who are traded for supplies a slave?” 
 
    Echo was instantly flustered, and she couldn’t even respond.  Luckily, Sandra was prepared. 
 
      
 
    * Tell her for one year only, with the option to re-enlist when their period of mercenary work is done.  Also, please stress that any that become mercenaries will be treated fairly and be given many of the same supplies that the Warbands will receive, so they won’t be used as fodder against Dungeon Monsters. * 
 
      
 
    In reality, the mercenaries would probably have better equipment and supplies than what she was going to be trading away, because she wanted to prevent their deaths as much as possible – as well as making them a formidable force. 
 
    Furbrea seemed pleased by that, and quickly woke everyone in the village up.  All 15 of them.  Apparently, news that the village was being abandoned had spread quickly, and only those that didn’t have any other prospects were still hanging around.   
 
    Negotiations – which she helped both Kelerim and Echo navigate with her own Mercantile expertise – were quickly underway when the situation was explained, though it didn’t really take that long or was overly complicated.  Basically, Sandra would transport weapons, armor, and any other supplies like Energy Orbs to the village, along with foodstuffs and common supplies that they would normally obtain from the larger cities – and Furbrea and the others would spread the word and organize things in the village for the new Orcish mercenaries.  In addition, they would spread a rumor that the nearby dungeons were going to start to be a lot more difficult to cull and contain, because of the destruction of a total of four dungeons near the wastelands.    
 
    To stop the Warbands from just taking all of the equipment and supplies, Sandra was going to provide some protection in the form of constructs; they could be passed off as Gnome-made creations, as Orcish legends hinted that the Gnomes were quite adept at creating things like them.  A few appearances by “Elves, Gnomes, and Dwarves” – that were actually Unstable Shapeshifters – stopping by in the future to see how things were going would only further reinforce the idea that all the races were starting to work together, and that they needed the help of Orcish mercenaries to fight against the push of the dungeons.  Sandra had a little hope that seeing all of that would eventually lead to the Orcs to want to join the others in full defense of all the lands, but she also wasn’t relying on that; based on what she had learned about them from her own eyes, experiences from Kelerim, and basic knowledge of Orcish society from Echo and Gerold, she was beginning to think something like that would never occur.  Stranger things had happened, of course, so it was still in the realm of possibility. 
 
    When that was all done, Kelerim and Echo left Grongbak and rushed back to Sandra’s dungeon – where they both promptly fell asleep once they got to their beds.  The Dungeon Core kept an eye on the Orcish village, slightly worried that it had all been a ruse on the part of the villagers, but no one rushed out that night to warn any possible passing Warbands; so far, so good.  Time would tell if everything worked out the way she was hoping, but things were looking up.   
 
    Now with night in full swing and everybody asleep, Sandra finally had time to get some stuff done. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    While Sandra had been collecting Echo and Kelerim, and then later overseeing their journey to Grongbak, the majority of her focus for her dungeon had been in converting most of the incoming Mana she was receiving into more Shears and Tarantulas for her external Absorption Nets.  By the time midnight rolled around, she finally got a chance to evaluate where she was at on both the quantity of constructs for each Net and how much Mana she was gaining every hour and day.  She had to do some calculations in her mind based on how much she was gaining over a minute and subtract what she was gaining from her dungeon, and was pleasantly surprised at how she was progressing. 
 
      
 
    
    	 # of Shears in the AMANS and scattered locations: 13,758 
 
    	 # of Tarantulas in the GMANT: 4,352 
 
    	 Approximate Mana absorption from AMANS and GMANT per hour: 18,110 
 
    	 Approximate Mana absorption from AMANS and GMANT per day: 434,640  
 
   
 
      
 
    The calculations were fairly easy once she started to look into it.  Because the Shears were so high up above the ground, they didn’t absorb as much Mana; the Tarantulas didn’t have as much vertical movement as the Shears and moved slower over the ground, and accumulated the same amount despite being closer to her Dungeon Core.  In the end, they averaged out to about 1 Mana per hour per construct – which didn’t sound like a lot, but it added up.  Right now, with the additional constructs and Dungeon Monsters she had wandering around, as well as what she was gaining from the dungeon and her Core themselves, she was nearing a half-million Mana every day.  Even that wasn’t quite enough. 
 
    She was still devoting a small amount of Mana every minute to creating and sending out more of her Net constructs, which would continue to increase her absorption, but unless she devoted every spare unit of Mana she had coming in, it would continue to increase slowly.  There was entirely too much she wanted to spend her Mana on right now to devote all of it to that pursuit, such as creating another Aerie Roc for Echo and the Elven Elder to use on their journey to their capital, which meant finding Mana somewhere else. 
 
    Winxa?  I’ve been thinking about sources of Mana for the last day, and I keep coming back to one in particular.  Obviously, the easiest and most efficient way is absorption from the environment – and I’m working on that – but it’s the other source that I’m most interested in. 
 
    The Dungeon Fairy appeared confused for a second, before she understood – and yet was still perplexed.  “Monster Seeds?  Yes, that’s definitely another source of Mana, if an inefficient one.  I thought you had already absorbed all of your reserves, though.” 
 
    Well, yes – but I wasn’t thinking about mine. 
 
    Winxa was silent for a moment, staring at the Dungeon Core as she tried to work out what Sandra was getting at.  Comprehension dawned on her suddenly, and she smiled.  “Yes, I believe that could work.  However, you may want to hurry – New Cores are usually placed close enough to reach them within a few months; with their enhancements, though, they could be there within weeks, if not days.” 
 
    That was good and bad news at the same time.  Sandra looked underground through her Area of Influence, targeting each of the dungeons that had been recently destroyed.  Now that there weren’t any Cores preventing her from seeing inside the collapsed rooms, tunnels, and other areas, it was easy to see the buried Monster Seeds that had been left behind.   
 
    In the Reptile-Classification dungeon that Sandra had first destroyed, there were hundreds or perhaps thousands of small Monster Seeds concentrated in the Core’s room there; most had been absorbed by the Core as Sandra’s constructs had made their way down through the dungeon.  Her Ironclad Ape at the time had managed to fight through to the end, but the Core’s safe room had been populated by more Monsters recently created and just barely succeeded in destroying the Reptile-based Core; those – along with what was probably a store of additional Seeds awaiting Monster creation – were now buried deep under the ground.  Not only that, but there were the broken shards of the Core itself there. 
 
    Are there any special components of a broken Dungeon Core that I should know about? 
 
    “Not that I know of,” Winxa said after another moment.  “When new Cores are placed near the destroyed location of their predecessor, they can absorb the pieces of a broken Core; whether or not they actually do anything is something I’m not aware of.  I don’t remember there being anything special about them, but you’re a bit special yourself…so…who knows?” 
 
    Speaking of new Dungeon Cores, Sandra searched for and located the new Core that had taken the place of the Reptile-Classification dungeon nearby; or at least, she found the void in her Area of Influence that marked it in her awareness.  It was located approximately 500 feet to the south of the collapsed Reptile dungeon’s Core room, and it already had two small rooms connected by a short tunnel.  Looking at the new Core’s AOI, Sandra saw that it was nearly 200 feet wide; judging by its incredible growth – which had primarily happened over the last few days as the other Cores were destroyed – it was likely that within the next few days the new Core would be able to locate and quickly tunnel to the veritable treasure trove of Monster Seeds just waiting for it. 
 
    Naturally, Sandra decided to beat the other Core there.  Looking at the other collapsed dungeons around the wastelands, she saw that the new Cores were also quickly expanding, but none were nearly at the same level of expansion as the one she had targeted first.  She had some time before those others reached the collapsed dungeons of their predecessors – time that she was going to take advantage of. 
 
    So, Sandra split her concentration – and her Mana – up between multiple tasks.  Using 10% of the incoming Mana that was being constantly absorbed by her constructs all over, a portion of her mind continued to expand the two Nets in a simple automatic creation of tiny Monster Seeds, Shears, and Tarantulas; it was further made easier because of her new large access to the outside via the Roc tunnel she had dug out.  The new constructs didn’t have to navigate their way through her entire dungeon in order to get outside – they had a fairly simple way to go that didn’t take any more concentration from Sandra once they had their orders.  
 
    A full 40% of her Mana was going towards the creation of new Large Energy Orbs of each element, since Sandra now had no stash of them to use in the Visitor’s Bonding process.  Enchanting them took a bit of focus for her as she manipulated her Unstable Shapeshifters, which she found she needed to create two additional of in order to keep up with the demand.   
 
    A further 30% of her incoming Mana went towards creating another Aerie Roc and the Small Dragon Glass Sliver Seed that was required to complete its creation.  That didn’t take any of her focus, of course, but creating another harness for it with the enchanted plaques required the use of some Unstable Shapeshifters to craft the entire thing.  The expense of the Energy Orbs used during the enchantment process was relatively negligible, so she pulled that from the 40% she was saving for the entire package.  While she was at it, she also enchanted the Leather the harness was crafted from, using an additional set of Natural and Spirit Energy Orbs to enhance the strength of the Leather itself using a Durability, Fusion, and Activate rune chain that covered its entire surface.   
 
    The Durability rune enhanced the outer surface of the Leather, preventing it from taking as much visible damage if it were, for instance, sliced at with a knife; the rune wouldn’t protect it from being sliced apart entirely if something attacked it with strength and determination.  It was a common enchantment for leather or hide-based armor used by Heroes, though there were different enchantments that did basically the same thing for other materials used in clothing and armor.   
 
    The Fusion enchantment was usually applied to materials that needed to be joined together; it was an expensive energy-intensive enchantment, however, which was commonly used on hard materials such as two different types of stone that were difficult to join using Earth-based elemental energy.  On her harness, however, it would only activate if the Leather were damaged in some way and would work to fuse the sliced or broken pieces back together.   
 
    Once she made one harness, she created a second one, because she knew she was going to need it for future Aerie Rocs – such as a third one she was going to have to create soon that would transport Gerold back to the mountain fortresses of the Dwarves.  That wasn’t going to happen until the situation around the Dwarven village of Nurboldar was a little more under control, of course, which would hopefully be the case in the next few days.  In fact, despite it being night out, the two teams of Dwarves and Sandra’s constructs were still going strong, with two of the Shieldmen constantly using their Fire or Holy elemental energy to light up enough of the forest to see.  Another portion of her concentration was working to find additional targets for them via her Shears, though that was relatively easy and didn’t require much focus on her part. 
 
    An additional 10% of her Mana was focused on the creation of the new bows that Sandra had promised the Elven Rangers that were coming in the morning.  Not only did she have to create 4 Tiny Energy Orbs per bow to power the enchantments on them, she also needed two Tiny Energy Orbs – one Fire and one Spirit – per Fireburst-enchanted bolt she was creating for the bows.  The materials for normal bolts and the enchanted bolts were easy enough to supply, but everything took time to craft together and enchant, which was where most of her focus was with everything going on around her. 
 
    The last 10% of her incoming Mana was used on the purpose she was speaking with Winxa about: she was going treasure hunting.  Although, because she could observe everything within her Area of Influence as long as it was underground, it wasn’t really hunting; rather, she spent her time digging through the dirt and stone of the wastelands, and later underneath the forest where the Reptile-Classification dungeon had been located. 
 
    Starting from inside of the entrance of her massive tunnel she created for the Aerie Roc, Sandra used her Mana to remove enough of the dirt and stone near the floor to create an exceedingly small tunnel that was just barely large enough to fit one of her Hyper Automatons inside.  Her plan was for it to be only 4 inches tall and 4 inches wide, which would allow her Automatons to run down and was large enough to transport anything they were able to pick up.  That was the key and the entire point to the whole thing, after all; only by absorbing the Monster Seeds inside of her dungeon would she be able to gain a portion of the Mana and Raw Materials used in their formation.   
 
    Unfortunately, her tiny tunnel didn’t count as being part of her dungeon; there were certain requirements that had to be met before a tunnel or a room could be considered a part of it.  That also, it turned out, meant that the tunnel itself wasn’t very stable; not being infused with the Mana that permeated her normal dungeon, the walls were wont to collapse entirely.  This also meant that she couldn’t create stone to cover the walls, because they were outside of where she could use her Mana to create…well, anything.  She could eliminate the dirt and stone already in the ground to make the tunnel, but creation was entirely different from destruction. 
 
    Sandra realized that she needed to get creative.  After the fourth collapse of a tunnel section within the first 200 feet, she figured out what she needed to do: craft something that would keep it intact.  Without being able to coat the walls with stone to maintain its shape, the Dungeon Core used the next best thing that was more than strong enough and relatively easy for her to work with: Steel.  Luckily for her, what she ended up making didn’t require forcing or a crafting station, and could therefore be made right there in the large Roc tunnel.   
 
    Creating thin plates of Steel using her Mundane Object Creation Skill, she used her Mana to cut them into 3-foot-long and 4-inch-wide strips; using some Hyper Automatons she was already gathering to send down the tunnel, she had them hold the strips together along the edges perpendicular to each other, while Sandra “welded” the two plates together using a tiny bit of Mana and an additional use of her Creation Skill.  When those were together, she did the same with two more strips, and then connected those two L-shaped pieces together until they made a simple, open-ended, square tube of Steel.   
 
    From there, it was easy enough to have one of the Hyper Automations push the square tube inside of the passageway and bring it to the end, followed by another construct that would push another tube that she was rapidly crafting back in the Roc tunnel.  It took about an hour to really get going and pick up a good rhythm, but after that time she was able to rapidly create more Steel tubes and even more constructs from her Home room that would run all the way there to keep the process going.  Each time she would dig another few feet, all of the constructs inside the tunnel would push their section of the tubing forward, stabilizing the passageway for all the rest behind them. 
 
    After a while, it was becoming a bit expensive to keep creating Automatons, even at only a total of 70 Mana for each one when she considered how much it cost to create the construct itself and the Monster Seed required for it.  In this case it was a Tiny Clay Cube – which cost 15 Mana to produce – but those all added up after a while.  Sandra was only saved initially because she had over 250 Hyper Automatons that she had created originally for funneling back Undead Monster Seeds to her dungeon from her campaign against them; after that, she needed to use most of the Mana she had allocated for the small tunnel to create more of the constructs.   
 
    The result was that the expansion of the small tunnel slowed down a little bit, but not enough to make much of a difference.  The whole process, while relatively expensive in materials, Mana, and constructs was still much faster and cost less than if she were to create a regularly sized tunnel all the way to the collapsed dungeon.  That, and if another Dungeon Core stumbled upon her little tunnel – which was bound to happen – they couldn’t use it to send hordes of Monsters towards her dungeon.  Once she was done with it, she was planning on collapsing it anyway, to prevent it from being a vulnerability in the future. 
 
    When she was thinking of vulnerabilities, she also had to consider the Roc tunnel, as it was wide open all the way to her Home room without anything preventing an enemy from walking right inside.  She was already planning on some defenses for it, as well as rigging it up so that portions of the tunnel would collapse as a fallback; if there was anything she had learned from the nearly botched attack on the Undead Core, it was that she needed to be willing to demolish all of her hard work and expense if she were truly threatened.  
 
    That would come later, however, and was something that she would probably work on once Echo left in the morning.  The morning of which was rapidly approaching; the sky was just barely starting to lighten in the east, meaning that dawn was at most an hour off.  Fortunately, everything was starting to come together both inside and outside of her dungeon. 
 
    Sandra created another 20 bows – that still needed to be adjusted, of course – and 50 of the explosive Fireburst-enchanted bolts to go with them.  Added to that, she also included 100 normal unenchanted bolts to go with each bow, meaning that she had a large bundle of equipment that would be going with the Elven Rangers.   She cleared out a space in her workshop for them to pick them up, and that would also conveniently be where she could Bond with them. 
 
    Another Aerie Roc sprung into existence in her Home room, and this time Sandra wasn’t shocked by its appearance.  Using two of her Unstable Shapeshifters, she was able to get the harness on it without any outside help, and some food supplies – very similar to what was packed for the Gnomes – were strapped into place, so it was ready to go; when Echo woke up and was prepared to leave, she could immediately go down to where it was waiting and climb aboard.  It would then pick up the Elder outside of the dungeon and they could make their way to their capital – and hopeful cooperation. 
 
    There was now an open box of Large Energy Orbs filled with 20 of each element; at a cost of 800 Mana apiece to create the Elemental Orbs, that was the result of 128,000 total Mana – not to mention all the work that went into enchanting them so that they were now Energy Orbs.  She hoped it was enough for the Rangers that were coming for their Bonds, otherwise she would have to make more if they were needed. 
 
    Gerold, the Shieldmen, and their constructs all returned triumphant and exhausted just before dawn to Sandra’s dungeon.  A few of them had been hurt during the culling of the Goblins and Golems; fortunately, they had also been healed by the Repair Drone she had sent with them, so no one needed anything but sleep – which couldn’t be said for Gerold’s Deep Diver suit. 
 
    “As powerful and unique as it is, it just can’t compare to the armor that the other Shieldmen are using,” Gerold commented as he pulled himself out of the thoroughly dented suit, sweat running down his body and practically soaking his clothes.  “While they use their elemental energy to prevent any damage from occurring, once I get a dent in my suit it stays that way until you can get a chance to repair it.  I even think something is wrong with the left arm, which stopped working intermittently over the last hour.” 
 
    Indeed, when Sandra looked at it, she saw that the outside of the left of the metal Deep Diver suit was practically caved in; if something had hit it a little bit harder, it might’ve sheared through it completely and broken Gerold’s arm, if not doing something worse.  The enchantment running through that section was also partially damaged from the heavy impact, which was probably why the Dwarf had been having trouble with it. 
 
      
 
    * Wow!  What hit you? * 
 
      
 
    Sandra had only been paying the barest attention to the Dwarves as they fought through the forest – just enough to make sure they weren’t in trouble and to point them towards their next targets – so she hadn’t actually seen what happened.  
 
    “Uh…well, I wasn’t paying enough attention and got slammed by a Stone Golem from the side and sent flying into a tree,” Gerold admitted, scratching the back of his neck, and looking a bit shamefaced.  “I think I was just getting tired from the night of running around and fighting, though that’s not really a good excuse.  Regardless, the impact with the tree was enough to crack its trunk and break my back in the process; your healing construct helped to put me back together, at least, so thank you for that.” 
 
    That was a surprise; she hadn’t known he had been that hurt.  Gerold was right, though; none of the other Shieldmen showed even the slightest bit of damage to their armor, despite her seeing them take some hits.   
 
    “I heard you flew at least 100 feet before hitting that tree,” Delarthe said seriously…before cracking a smile.  “Nice distance, sir!” 
 
    “Ha ha, laugh it up.  Tomorrow will be different – you’ll see!”  Gerold good-naturedly slapped Delarthe on the shoulder and gestured them all to go further into the dungeon.  “We just need to get some sleep…but first, a bath!” 
 
    “Wait…we can use that?  I thought that was only for certain people…” Delarthe asked interestedly.  
 
      
 
    * Any of you can use the baths, including any of the villagers down below.  In fact, when I get enough time, I might even make one down there for them; it’ll be a while, though, as I have a lot of other projects I’m working on. * 
 
      
 
    “Ooh, that’s good to know.  I could use a bath as well after that night of glorious butchery,” Delarthe mentioned, before murmuring something else under his breath.  “I could really use a drink, though.” 
 
      
 
    * That’s one of the things I’ll actually be working on.  Another day or two should hopefully see some progress there. * 
 
      
 
    “Ah, very good!”  All of the Dwarves smiled at that, and Sandra watched them head down to the baths and from there to bed for a long nap.  They were planning on getting an earlier start than the day before, but they also needed to rest a little bit. 
 
    In other areas, the two Nets above her dungeon (the AMANS and GMANT) had both increased by another 400 constructs, which brought her daily influx of Mana to just over 500,000 – a small improvement, but an improvement, nonetheless.  Not only that, but she also discovered that her Hyper Automatons who were technically “outside” of her dungeon, were also providing Mana as they worked to stabilize her tunnel.  It was just a trickle, however, because they weren’t moving all that much at the moment and the opening to her actual dungeon was small, but it was better than nothing – and it opened up the potential to create some Nets underground later.  She’d have to experiment to see if they would be worth it or not, though.   
 
    The tunnel to the collapsed Core room was a success; as soon as she got to where all of the Monster Seeds were buried, she started eliminating all of the excess dirt and stone that had fallen on top of it.  Since she was where she needed to be and it didn’t matter how much she got rid of, Sandra used her Bulk Elimination ability and got rid of whole chunks of material that was sitting on top of the treasure hoard of seeds.  It caused the roof to collapse a half dozen times, but eventually she had eliminated enough that it was nearly clear in a cubic space all the way up to the surface.   
 
    It didn’t take long for her Hyper Automatons to get to work, digging through the dirt and running back to Sandra’s dungeon with their prizes.  She estimated that it would require about half of what was inside of the collapsed dungeon to recoup the cost of reaching the Core room, but she also had extra constructs and material in the shape of square-shaped steel tubing along with it.  All of which she was planning on using again to reach the other 3 collapsed dungeons – and the Undead Classification one was the next on the list.  Although it had been destroyed last, it was probably the richest out of all of them, and she didn’t want the new Dungeon Core that had cropped up nearby to get to it first.   
 
    The merchant in her felt that was like leaving valuable merchandise on display and then walking away; she had to secure it before she could move on. 
 
    Dawn broke shortly after everything she had going on was either wrapped up or was still in progress (it would take at least half a day for the Automatons to finish up), and with it brought a group of Elves cautiously making their way towards her dungeon from the direction of Avensglen.  They had moved so quickly and efficiently from the village that Sandra missed seeing them at first, and after a momentary flash of panic, she saw the Elder at the front of the pack; and luckily, there were only a dozen Rangers behind her, which meant that she had more than enough Energy Orbs to complete the Bonding process – as well as enough Mana saved up.  Now all she had to do was wait for them to arrive. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    About 5 minutes before they were set to arrive, Sandra sent out one of her Pegasi waiting in the workshop to show the Elder and accompanying Rangers to the secondary entrance where the Bearling lair used to reside.  When they arrived at the large bowl carved into the landscape left by the Dungeon Core’s Gravitational Devastation Sphere, however, the Elder stopped in shock at the sight. 
 
    “What…what did this?” 
 
    Sandra had no way of communicating that, unfortunately, because Echo was just barely waking up down below.  The Dungeon Core thought that it was prudent that the young Elf get as much sleep as possible, especially since it had been Sandra that had kept her up so late with the meeting in the Orcish village.  That might’ve been a mistake, but there was nothing she could do about it at the moment.  Instead of trying to find a way to answer, she just had her Pegasi walk through the workshop entrance; as she had hoped, the response was taken as an invitation and the Elves followed after it.  Bows at the ready and prepared to defend the Elder with their lives, naturally, but they walked inside, nonetheless. 
 
    As soon as they passed over the threshold, the familiar muting of capabilities fell over her Core, and she felt cut off from being able to alter anything inside of her dungeon.  That was the main reason she had worked so hard to finish all of her projects in the first place, because she knew that would happen; she was limited to giving orders to her Dungeon Monsters and creating new ones near her Core, but that was about it.  Well, except for forming Bonds, of course. 
 
    She was prepared in other ways, as well – just in case the Elder turned out to be not on the up-and-up.  Her traps were all armed and ready to go, every room was fully stocked with constructs, and there was even a quickly constructed – and thin – stone wall over the entrance to the Roc Tunnel.  It wouldn’t stop anyone determined to get inside, but it would deter them for long enough for Sandra to prepare additional defenses.  Either way, without creating brand-new rooms with which to add more traps and constructs or Dungeon Monsters, she was as prepared as she could be. 
 
    Still walking cautiously through the tunnel leading to the workshop (though the last half was basically open to the air now because of the Sphere), the Rangers fanned out and pointed their arrows towards anything and everything.  Sandra couldn’t blame them overly much, because there was a lot that they could consider threatening; all of the constructs that had just come back with the Dwarves – which included the Mechanical Dire Wolves and Jaguar Queens, as well as the Steelclad Ape Warriors and Multi-access Repair Drones – were completely stationary, and lined up against one wall.  The Deep Diver suit that Gerold had been using was standing on its own next to the wall, which looked threatening but was relatively harmless without someone inside.  Added to all that, there were also 7 Radiant Pegasi standing stock still along the opposite wall, looking a lot more friendly than everything else, at least. 
 
    Further back, there was a forge and the Gnomish Hauler and wagon that had gone unused (but which came in handy for making deliveries to the Orcs), as well as two multi-colored blobs that formed the unshifted shape of Unstable Shapeshifters.  There were also quite a few storage boxes around, though most of them were empty; one held all of the Energy Orbs she had created, however, which was sitting next to the large pile of bows and bolts that Sandra had created during the night for the Rangers.   
 
    Speaking of the Rangers, the bow-wielding Elves were so on edge that anything unusual happening might just set them off – which Sandra didn’t quite recognize in time.  She had one of the Unstable Shapeshifters move forward and start to change into Violet, as she was small enough to hopefully not cause much of a stir and wouldn’t be very intimidating; unfortunately, the movement caused one of the Rangers to whip around too quickly and trip over her feet.  Being an Elf – and a Ranger to boot – she caught herself from falling to the floor, but she had to let go of her nocked and ready arrow…which shot right into the back of the Elder. 
 
      
 
    * I swear, it’s almost as if it’s a requirement to be mortally wounded in order to get a Visitor’s Bond here. * 
 
      
 
    Elder Herrlot screamed and collapsed to the floor, blood immediately staining the stone as she bled profusely out of the wound in her back.  Judging by the angle and location, Sandra thought it was entirely possible she had been shot in or near the heart and perhaps even the lungs, which would explain the copious amounts of blood emitting out of her back and bubbling out of her mouth. 
 
    One of the other Rangers rushed over after throwing down his weapon, and the bright-white light of Holy Elemental Energy streamed out of his hands as he laid them on the wound in the Elder’s back.  “My Minor Rejuvenation spell isn’t going to be enough!  Does anyone have anything stronger?!” he said, in a panic.  “We need to pull the arrow out, but as soon as I do that, the wound will tear open even further; however, if I don’t start healing what I can right now, she’ll be dead anyway.” 
 
    “No, no, no!  I’m so sorry, Elder!  I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “Stop sniveling, Chryla – it’s not helping.  We know it was an accident, but now we have to save her.  You’re the fastest; run back to the village and grab—” 
 
    Sandra’s Multi-access Repair Drones were already on the move, and the Violet Copy was already running towards the group.  The Dungeon Core thought it was only the fact that the Gnome was naked that prevented them from firing on her, though one did fire at one of the Drones getting closer.  Luckily, the arrow was hastily fired and ricocheted off the top of the white cylinder shape of the Drone, making the slightest scratch in the metal it was made from but not actually harming it.   
 
    Sandra had the copy of Violet wave her hands in as much of a “no” motion as she could, while also pointing between the Repair Drones and the Elder.  The Rangers all nearly fired on the two Drones when their “arms” emerged from their cylinders, but fortunately they only held their weapons at the ready.   
 
    “What—what are they doing?” the Elf trying to heal the Elder asked as soon as the two constructs got close, before backing off when they practically shoved him out of the way.  “Violet” crouched over the bleeding older Elven woman and waited for the “hand” pads of the two Repair Drones to slap down on her prone form.  As soon as they did, she gripped the arrow stuck in the wound and yanked it out, to a gush of blood that quickly covered the bare skin of the Shapeshifter.  At least now I have her form to shift into if I feel like it. 
 
    “What are you doing?!  She’s going to die!” the healing Elf said, before tossing “Violet” away and placing his hands on the Elder’s body again.  He tried to knock the Drones away as well, but they were linked to the dying Elf and wouldn’t be moved without extreme physical force.   
 
    White Holy light flowed out of his hands again and after a moment he gasped in surprise.  “Wait,” he said to the other Rangers as he pulled his hands away.  They appeared to be closing in and were about to exert some of that extreme physical force needed to move the Drones, but stopped at the healer’s words.  “They’re healing her – and doing it faster than I’ve ever seen or heard of before!” 
 
    The Elder hadn’t lost consciousness through the entire ordeal, and though she was frozen during the entire process of healing, Sandra could see in her eyes that she understood what was going on just as much as the Rangers now did.  They left the Drones alone to do what they were doing, and even the healing Elf only now and then moved in to touch the Elder with his Holy energy to check up on her.  After 10 excruciating minutes for everyone, the Drones finally backed away and put their stick-like arms back into their forms, before going back to their positions along the wall.   
 
    The Elder coughed out a large glob of blood, and then coughed a few more times for good measure, before she allowed some of the Rangers to help her up.  She appeared amazed to be alive, not only because that normally would’ve been a fatal wound, but also because she was healed by a dungeon.  That certainly has to make an impact. 
 
    “Thank you…Sandra.  Your…monster…is quite unique,” she sounded out of breath, but Sandra suspected that she was just exhausted.  She had lost a lot of blood, after all.  “As for you, Chryla,” the Elder said, turning toward the Ranger that looked like she was ready to be executed, “…we’re going to…have to work on your control.  As a punishment, I want you to go first with this…bonding process; I was going to go…first, but I think I need to rest…a little before I do that.  Just try not to die…from the pain.”  The older Elf looked much paler than usual, and for the first time Sandra could see a hint of the age in the Elder’s face from a few wrinkles that hadn’t been there before. 
 
    The fear on Chryla’s face – as well as some of the other Rangers – was evidence that the Elder hadn’t exactly told the others what was coming, which seemed a bit mean to Sandra.  Regardless, there wasn’t really anything the Dungeon Core could do other than beckon the poor Elf over with a blood-spattered, naked Gnome girl to the chest of Energy Orbs.  Picking out a Water and Air Orb, her Violet copy handed them to the Elf; Sandra could tell which elements Chryla used because of the two partially consumed Energy Orbs tied on a string around her neck.  While those might be enough to create the special Bond, the Dungeon Core hadn’t tried it with anything but full-strength Orbs before and didn’t want to cause something to go wrong. 
 
    Sandra had her blood-spattered Gnome look at the young-looking Elf and smile, sticking two thumbs up and tilting her head to the side; since she couldn’t speak, it was the only way she could figure out how to non-verbally ask if she was ready. 
 
    Chryla flinched back at the sight of the Gnome covered in the Elder’s blood, almost as if it were the first time really looking at her.  The poor Elf looked back at the others, and Elder Herrlot said softly, “Go on.”  With that being the only acknowledgement she apparently needed, the Ranger nodded and looked down at the Orbs in her hands. 
 
    The next moment, she was screaming so loudly Sandra was worried she would break the eardrums of the others in the room; Chryla collapsed to her knees as her eyes were opened wide in obviously tremendous pain.  The other Rangers flinched back a few steps and were wide-eyed as well, but before they could react by either bolting out of the entrance or by starting to shoot everything in the room, the screaming stopped.  The Elder watched rather dispassionately, but then again she knew what was going to happen. 
 
      
 
    * Welcome, Chryla.  You should be feeling a little better now, but if you need any additional healing, please let me know and I can have my Multi-access Repair Drone see to you. * 
 
      
 
    “Who—what was that?!” 
 
    The Elder chuckled a little, taking unfathomable amusement from Chryla’s confusion and panic.  Well, I guess I can’t completely fault the older Elf; she did just get shot by Chryla, and I’m sure she was telling the truth about originally going first and explaining things afterwards.  
 
    “Oh good, it worked!  I’m assuming you just heard the dungeon speaking to you.  Her name is Sandra, I believe.” 
 
      
 
    * Sorry, Chryla – I didn’t mean to startle you.  Since your Elder already introduced me, I’ll quickly tell you about the Energy Orbs you now have embedded in your palms… * 
 
      
 
    Sandra briefly went over what she knew of the Water and Air Energy Orbs now permanently attached to Chryla’s body, and how they would continue to regenerate her elemental energy as long as she was inside Sandra’s Area of Influence.  The astonished Elf then relayed all of that information to the others, who – despite the pain of the process – were visibly interested in getting the same done to their own palms.  What they didn’t seem to understand, though, was that it was more than just being able to communicate with the Dungeon Core down below and gaining Energy Orbs that could help them regenerate their elemental energy – though that was certainly a bonus.  Sandra briefly explained the extra benefit, which caused the newly Bonded Elf to finally smile after her painful ordeal. 
 
    “Oh, and there’s something else Sandra told me about…” Chryla mentioned, before she pointed towards one of the Mechanical Jaguar Queens.  The large construct abruptly moved towards the Elf and the Rangers readied their weapons and started to manipulate their elemental energy, before the Elder held up a hand and ordered them to stop. 
 
    Apparently, the older Elf had already figured it out.  “I had wondered after I saw Echo arrive in Avensglen on the back of a Pegasus yesterday, and this just proves it.  Are you able to control it completely?” she asked Chryla. 
 
    “Yes, though the dungeon—Sandra—warned me that she can regain control of it at any time.  For the time being, though, it will take orders from anyone…bonded…to her Core and has been instructed to follow directions.”  Chryla showed off that control by making the Jaguar Queen jump up and down and even wiggle around like it was dancing, which elicited a little laughter from the gathered Elves.  The break in the tension was quickly followed by all of them clamoring for the same process of Bonding, which began soon afterwards. 
 
    All of them screamed just as loudly during the process, but the impending pain didn’t seem to deter any of them; the Elder went last, which allowed her to time to recover before she went through another painful ordeal.  She seemed just as happy as the others to have it done, however, and was looking a bit more “alive” after even just a few minutes.  The Rangers were even more excited when Sandra explained about the new bows and bundles of bolts that were created for them, and the Elder – having seen it in action before – briefly demonstrated how they worked. 
 
      
 
    * You’ll all have to adjust them so that they fire the bolts exactly where you want them, as I’m not experienced enough in firing them to finish them off.  Otherwise, these are all yours to use against the Dungeon Monsters that are only going to get tougher as time goes on. * 
 
      
 
    At the mention of the Monsters roaming the nearby forests, the Elder quickly interjected herself in the conversation.  “Speaking of that, you all need to get back to Avensglen and start on the culling process before it gets too late in the day.  And I will have to start the journey to the capital with Echo.” 
 
      
 
    * If you double up, you can take 6 of my Radiant Pegasi to fly back; it’ll be slightly faster than just running back, and it’ll give you a chance to practice controlling them.  Eventually, my hope is to give each of you your own construct or Dungeon Monster to help you with the culling process; for instance, these Mechanical Dire Wolves and Jaguar Queens – as well as the Steelclad Ape Warriors you see – are being used by the Dwarves to help with the culling of their own nearby dungeons. * 
 
      
 
    They seemed genuinely excited by that idea; after gathering up all of the weapons and mounting on the backs of 6 of the 7 Pegasi in the workshop (she made sure to leave Starlight 3 there for Echo to use), the Rangers left for their village and for the start of their day of culling the Beasts and Slimes in the nearby forests.   
 
    By that time, Echo had eaten and been informed of all that had happened up in the workshop.  Sandra’s original plan had been to have the young Elf strap herself onto the Roc’s harness down below and meet the Elder up top so they could leave, but after the older Elf was wounded, all of those plans changed – though it wasn’t Sandra’s idea.  Echo immediately went up to the Workshop and found a wan-looking Elder standing there in bloodstained clothes, looking better than she had just after she was healed, but not completely recovered yet.   
 
    She had also been slightly more affected by the Bonding process than she let on to the Rangers, which Sandra thought was because she had three elements that she had access to, instead of just their two.  The result was that her left hand now had two Orbs implanted in her palm, making it a little lopsided-looking, while her right hand had only one.  Regardless, the Elder still looked happy over her new additions, even if she appeared ready to fall down in exhaustion. 
 
    “Let’s go get you cleaned up before we leave; I imagine you don’t want to meet everyone at the capital looking like you’ve just bathed in blood,” Echo wryly commented as soon as she saw the Elder, who only nodded in response.   
 
    The young Elf brought her down to the bathing room, where the Elder seemed to perk up in excitement after seeing the setup there.  Using the jets of hot water, Echo was able to help scrub all of the blood off the older woman and even cleaned most of the bloodstains off of her clothing, before allowing themselves to be thoroughly dried off by the blasts of hot air just outside the bath.   
 
    “And you can use this anytime?  This is unlike any dungeon I’ve ever seen or heard of before, that’s for sure.” 
 
      
 
    * I’m certainly not your ordinary dungeon. * 
 
      
 
    Sandra’s voice in the Elder’s head seemed to startle her, as if she forgot that the Dungeon Core could now communicate mentally.  “That is probably the most accurate statement I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    While she was still a little wary of allowing the Elder near her Core, Sandra had enough defenses and constructs in place in her Home room to protect her if she needed them.  In addition to her flying constructs to deflect many types of attacks, she also had a giant Aerie Roc there that could practically swallow the Elder whole if it came to that.  Luckily, she ended up not having to worry about any deception or betrayal on the part of the older Elf, as the Elder still looked entirely drained – but alive, at least. 
 
    There wasn’t much difficulty in getting them strapped into the harness, and with a quick explanation of the enchanted plaque and how it worked, they were ready to go.  Before they left, Sandra also placed the – now closed – box of Large Energy Orbs that had been left over after the Rangers had been bonded, so that they could deliver them to the capital directly.  Sandra watched them leave her Home room as the giant bird ran through the tunnels on its way out of her dungeon, with the sun just barely over the horizon.  They lifted into the air after some brief practice by Echo, with both the young Elf and the Elder not seeming to be fazed by the height like Violet had been.   
 
    Truth be told, their entire departure was a bit anticlimactic after the events in the workshop.  I suppose I shouldn’t complain; I could use a little anticlimactic every now and then. 
 
    When they were out of range of her view outside of her Area of Influence, Sandra turned her concentration back to her dungeon…and got back to work. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The rest of the morning was relatively quiet, as Gerold and the other Shieldmen were going to sleep until at least the early afternoon before they headed out again.  The other Dwarven villagers – despite not being able to actually see the sun – woke up a little bit after the two Elves left on top of their Aerie Roc, and started in on the fields which had now been completely planted.  From the small plots of Wheat, Barley, Hops, and Potatoes that Sandra had originally planted in order to acquire their Origination Materials, there were now long rows of each type of grown foodstuff in two different large growing rooms.  Now that they were all planted and the Natural portion of the trap that she had set up in the two rooms had grown them all to maturity, the villagers were starting to harvest it all with the help of a veritable horde of Sentinels she had originally provided the Dwarves to help out. 
 
    While her constructs were able to pull the Wheat and Barley out at the root, the villagers used some Steel sickles that they had brought with them from the village; though they didn’t bring a whole lot with them when they fled, they made sure to bring their important tools. The sickles were unique tools that had short wooden handles with a long Steel blade that was drastically curved, making almost a “U” shape; the inside of the curve was sharpened, and the blade came to an almost hooked point.  Theoretically it could be used as a weapon in a pinch, but what it excelled at being used for was harvesting – and Sandra got to see it in use for the first time in her life; she had never been very interested in the actual harvesting process back when she was a merchant and learned about crafting, though she did learn how to craft a sickle. 
 
    The Dwarves crouched down with their sickles, pulling at the stalks of Wheat and Barley – but not to rip them out of the ground.  Instead, they gathered up a small handful and used their tools to almost wrap around the lower stalks, pulling at the same time to cut through the stalks near the ground with ease.  They kept doing this until they had a large handful, where they would then use a few of the stalks to bundle them all together, depositing them on the ground to be collected later and moved on to the next area – where they would do it all again.  They were fast and extremely efficient, and by not ripping the stalks out of the ground, they would regrow again without having to be reseeded.   
 
    Therefore, instead of her constructs helping to harvest them directly, they instead transported of all of the sheaves of Wheat being harvested by the much more efficient Dwarves to the threshing area.  Since the harvesting was being taken care of, the threshing was done by Sandra’s constructs; it was similar in practice to how she had harvested flax, though in slightly different ways.  With the Wheat and Barley, all it took was smashing the sheaves of stalks against the floor or wall using her Sentinels, where the grains would fall out and be collected by the various Automatons there and put to the side.  The chaff covering the actual grains needed to be removed, but that was much easier to do by the small hands of the automatons in rapid succession.  Unlike the Dwarves, who had to rest, her constructs could constantly do the threshing and chaff-removing without stopping, which meant that they got through it very quickly. 
 
    The grains of both the Wheat and Barley had to dry after they were harvested and threshed, because they had too much moisture to make proper use of them.  That required additional rooms – created with her Bulk Elimination ability – that would each serve as both a storage and rapid drying facility.  Her constructs separated each type of grain and transported them to the different storage rooms using simple stone buckets where they would dump them inside.  The drying function was added using a variation of the heated drying air in the bath room Sandra had created higher up in her dungeon.  In the Wheat room she made the Air and Fire-based trap in there heat up the air so that it was quite hot while circulating rapidly.  The Barley room had the same circulation, but she set the temperature of the air much lower after being informed by the Dwarves that low-heat drying produced better Barley grains. 
 
    While they were drying, Sandra created another room that would do the milling of the wheat grains into flour.  The Dwarves only had a small millstone that they used to feed their village; they shipped the rest of the grains that were originally grown in the village back to their mountain strongholds instead of milling it beforehand because the grains traveled better and lasted longer in their original form.  The millstone they used in their village was similar to ones Sandra had seen before, which was basically two circular-cut stones on top of each other that would be turned by hand, grinding the grains into flour as it gradually pushed the powder out to the edges of the stones.  From there, it usually fell into some sort of box or container where it could be collected.   
 
    She’d seen larger stones that were turned by harnessed beasts or by a waterwheel if the millhouse were on the edge of a river, but all of them used basically the same principle.  Regardless of how large or heavy the stone was, though, the ground-up grains were almost always coarse after the first pass through the millstones and had to be re-fed through at least once – or sometimes three or four times – through the hole in the middle of the top stone, where it would fall down again between the stones and become finer. 
 
    Fortunately, she had something else in mind; Mana-fueled traps that could do the work without having to turn them manually.   
 
    She started with creating a large smooth stone basin that was 10 feet across and had a steep slanted base to it, so that any flour falling into the basin would automatically funnel itself down to a point on the front where it could be collected.  In the middle of the basin, she placed a set of circular millstones one on top of each other, with a hole in the middle of the top stone; the stones themselves were approximately 3 feet wide and 6 inches thick, which gave them some hefty weight – perfect for milling.  Above that set of millstones, she created a circular smooth stone funnel attached to the wall, of the same dimensions as the basin down below; this would concentrate anything that fell into it through the central point of the funnel, so that it would fall down into the millstones below.   
 
    Above this stone funnel, Sandra placed another set of millstones, which was a difficult process in and of itself.  She had to first attach six long Steel poles through the stone of the nearby wall, which extended out above the funnel; to the point where they all intersected, she fused them all together using her Mana and created a platform where she could place the millstones.  These ones were a little thinner than the ones on the bottom, but they were still more than heavy enough to get the job done. 
 
    Then, she just repeated all that she had done three more times until they stretched almost to the ceiling.  In order to reach the top, she removed a portion of the nearby wall behind the milling station and created a set of stone steps that wound up and behind it, where a short ramp fed right into a large funnel-shaped hole in the top millstone.  All that anyone or anything had to do to deposit grain in there would be to tip their bucket or whatever into the short ramp, and the rest would take care of itself – especially once she added the Earth-based trap to the millstones.   
 
    The Wheat grains were finished long before the Barley grains, because those would take a day or more to dry out to where they could be used; as a result, a few hours before mid-day Sandra had the first of the loads of dried Wheat grains brought into the milling room and deposited into the top set of millstones.  The grains fell into the hole, which activated the trap Sandra had placed earlier; all of the stones began to rotate in place, including the bottom stones of each pair, though they rotated the opposite direction from the one on top.  Unlike the smooth stone of the funnels and collecting basin down below, the millstones had a rougher texture, so that they could really dig into and grind the grains down to a fine flour. 
 
    It took about 10 minutes for the first bit of Wheat to fully pass through every millstone, and started to collect on the bottom basin.  By that time, the once-coarse grains were now a fine whitish-beige powder, which would be perfect for being made into breads for baking – or for whatever else the Dwarves wanted to use it for. 
 
    Thankfully, one enterprising villager had thought to bring some dough starter from their village as they fled, which had the necessary yeast inside of it to allow the bread to rise.  Sandra had an idea where to get more yeast if it were necessary – from the outside rind of older fruit left out to decompose – but thankfully that wasn’t required.  With the Wheat flour and starter – and with the Wheat and Barley fields completely harvested – some of the villagers came to help with the preparing and proofing of the dough, which meant letting it sit and start to expand and rise from the yeast.  Once it had risen enough, they would bake it, but that would be at least a few hours. 
 
    Meanwhile, the Hops were harvested by hand—Shear, actually.  The way Hops were grown, the Rhizome was planted under the ground with a tall rough wooden pole sticking straight up from the ground; when the bines grew from the Rhizome, it would wrap itself around the wooden pole and grow all the way up to the top, twisting around and around while securing itself into place using tiny little hairs on the bine against the pole.  When they were ready to be harvested, little green pinecone-looking berries were grown and had to be plucked off one by one – which was where two dozen Shears came into play. 
 
    Sandra instructed her flying constructs to go around the upright bines of Hops and start snipping the buds off.  When they hit the ground, she had more Automatons there to pick up and gather them, where they were able to be placed in a separate storage area until they would be ready to be used.  She was told that she could dry them first, but was also informed that they worked best when they were relatively fresh.   
 
    Lastly, the potatoes that were grown were a different plant altogether.  Instead of there being a visible sign of their being finished growing above the ground, the potatoes were grown completely below ground with just a flowering plant that emerged to soak in the light from her growing room.  Fortunately, Sandra’s Natural Mana in the trap she had designed was able to mature the potato plants enough that their potato tubers underneath the soil were large and relatively uniform in shape.  The problem was the harvesting, because it required digging up the entire plant to get to the roots and potatoes down below the dirt.  Luckily, Sandra had a solution to that as well. 
 
    Three Automated Sharp-bladed Diggers were put to task digging up the rows of potatoes that were ready to be harvested.  They were able to dig down far enough into the soil that they could pull out entire plants with everything below attached to them, where they then deposited them in a pile where more Sentinels were there to pluck the potatoes from the uprooted plant.  The excess dirt was then eliminated by Sandra and replaced in the rows using her Mana, and some of the potatoes harvested were then replanted to grow again.  The rest of the potatoes harvested – and there were a lot – were placed in another large room that had very low ambient light and moisture, which would hopefully prevent the produce from going bad for quite a while. None of the Dwarves were needed for the entire operation, though they were glad to have potatoes that they could prepare and eat right away.  
 
    By the time all of the harvesting and preparation was finished, the bread was ready to be baked; the first scents of freshly baked loaves of bread from the oven in the Dwarves’ kitchen must have been glorious, because it didn’t take long for Gerold and the Shieldmen to wake up and make their way to the adjacent dining room, led by their stomachs.  Not for the first time, Sandra wished that she still had a body that could smell and eat, because she vividly remembered those smells from when she was alive, and watching the steaming loaves coming out of the makeshift oven she had created for the Dwarves made her imaginative stomach rumble.   
 
    While she had overseen the harvesting and milling all morning, Sandra hadn’t been idle.  In addition to the various extra constructs needed for the process, the milling room, and the creation of additional storage rooms for each of the harvested items, the Core had also been using her Mana to increase her Nets above her dungeon and on additional constructs for the Dwarves.  While her absorption of ambient Mana outside of her dungeon was steadily increasing with additional Shears and Tarantulas, Sandra was starting to see a significant jump in the amount of Mana she was receiving from her Hyper Automatons bringing back the Monster Seeds from the collapsed Reptile dungeon.   
 
    She was automatically absorbing all of the smaller Seeds that were created from Copper, Iron, and even Clay – which added up to a lot of Mana over a few hours – but was having anything larger or worth more Mana brought back to her treasury so that she could use them to create more Dungeon Monsters.  These Seeds mainly ranged from Tiny Faceted Sapphire Spheres to the Large Faceted Sapphire Sphere that the massive hydra protecting the Water-based Reptile Classification Core had dropped.  She found that, because she had unlocked the smaller sizes of the Spheres, all it took was an example of them being inside of her dungeon to unlock the larger sizes…not that she’d be able to create anything larger than the small size anytime soon. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Monster Seed Origination 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Raw Material Cost: 
  
      	  Mana Cost (30% Reduction): 
  
      	  Min. Mana: 
  
      	  Max. Mana: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tiny Faceted Sapphire Sphere 
  
      	  12000 
  
      	  2450 
  
      	  3500 
  
      	  8500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Faceted Sapphire Sphere 
  
      	  24000 
  
      	  4900 
  
      	  3500 
  
      	  17000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Average Faceted Sapphire Sphere 
  
      	  96000 
  
      	  19600 
  
      	  3500 
  
      	  68000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Large Faceted Sapphire Sphere 
  
      	  192000 
  
      	  39200 
  
      	  3500 
  
      	  136000 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The Large Faceted Sapphire Sphere was almost impossibly expensive both in terms of Raw Materials and Mana, which seemed strange that the theoretically less-powerful Dungeon Core would’ve been able to create it in the first place.  However, Sandra also remembered that Winxa had mentioned that some dungeons acquired the ability to create element-aligned Monster Seeds at a much-reduced cost.   
 
    This was obviously evidence of that, as it would likely prove to be inside of the Undead dungeon when she plundered that next; the massive Undead that were in the final room next to the Nether Core’s room had to have similar Seeds when they dropped.  There was so much down there that it was hard to pinpoint exactly what was what, however, so it would have to wait until it was excavated. 
 
    Therefore, with all of the Mana coming in, she had enough to add an additional 4 Mechanical Dire Wolves and Jaguar Queens (2 of each), and 2 more Steelclad Ape Warriors to the team of Dwarves that were quickly eating and preparing to go back out to cull some more Dungeon Monsters.  They were getting an earlier start than the day before, which should hopefully allow them to eliminate every remaining Dungeon Monster that was within range of the two dungeons.  There weren’t any more added to what was out there before, so it shouldn’t be too difficult; the Cores hadn’t finished their Core Size upgrades, obviously, so they weren’t creating any more to replace what had been lost already. 
 
    I have got to stop doing that. 
 
    Almost as if the Goblin and Golem-Classification Dungeon Cores were waiting for Sandra to think about them, she felt a change in their Area of Influence within minutes of each other.  She was hoping that it was just coincidence that they finished their Core Size upgrades instead of some devious plan hatched by the two Cores; if they were working together already, despite their AOIs not even overlapping yet, then she might be in trouble.  As it was, their Areas of Influence had expanded at least 400 feet in all directions from their dungeons, which brought them both to the edge of the forest.  Another Core Size upgrade (or possibly two) would likely bring them butting up against each other, which would also swallow up the Dwarven village of Nurboldar at that time. 
 
      
 
    * Gerold – the dungeon’s Area of Influence just expanded, so now they can come right up to the edge of the forest.  There is even more territory to the north and west that I cannot reach, so all of you will be on your own clearing those sections out with the constructs.  Be careful; I can already see a scattering of new Goblins and Golems leaving the dungeon entrances. * 
 
      
 
    All of the Shieldmen including Gerold had just left her dungeon, so if they hurried they could still stay ahead of everything.  The extra constructs she was supplying to them would certainly help at least, though it would take constant vigilance on their part to maintain low enough levels of Dungeon Monsters to prevent further expansion. 
 
    “Thanks, Sandra; we’ll show them that we can take care of whatever they throw at us.” 
 
    Gerold’s words were confident, as they should be; he and the others had done an excellent job of culling the Monsters there the evening and night before, and they would do more of the same today.  She just hoped they didn’t grow overconfident and make mistakes, or that the dungeons wised up and switched tactics, or sent out some Monsters that the two groups couldn’t handle, or any number of other issues that might arise that she hadn’t thought of yet. 
 
    As it was, there wasn’t much more that Sandra could do because her resources were already stretched a little thin with trying to supply the Dwarves living inside her dungeon with what they needed, creating more Energy Orbs and weapons for the Elves, and adding more constructs to what the Shieldmen were using to cull the nearby forests of Monsters.  Not to mention that she had to make another Aerie Roc for Gerold to travel to his people’s mountain strongholds in the morning.  Oh, and she also had to prepare for the Orcs and the mercenaries that would be coming, as well as crafting more weapons and Energy Orbs for the Warbands. 
 
    Still, with all those things that she had to do, things were looking fairly good around the wastelands.  The Elves and Dwarves were handling themselves well and the assistance Sandra was giving them was making a real difference.  Glancing around the forests near Avensglen, she could see that all of the Rangers with the new bows had taken the time to adjust them, and they were using those weapons and an increased amount of their elemental energies on spells that assisted them in their hunts.  While the ones that had been bonded already had Energy Orbs provided to them previously, the additional Orbs in their palms were doubling their energy regeneration – and they were taking advantage of the increase with controlled abandon.  Sandra even caught a few of them smiling as if they had acquired a new toy…which she guessed was kind of the case. 
 
    However, despite all of that going well, she was worried.  It wasn’t necessarily about the wastelands because she thought she could react quickly enough to hopefully prevent any disasters from happening; no, she was worried about the rest of the Dungeon Cores that were out of her range.  That was why she was so adamant about getting help from the larger population of races and their leadership, because she couldn’t do everything.  With Gerold leaving the next morning (which he didn’t actually know about yet), she was confident she had done everything she could to secure that help, while still maintaining the safety of those in and around her dungeon.   
 
    Because of her presence there and her actions, even if what happened wasn’t all her fault, she still felt the responsibility to help everyone.  There were still some things that she could do, of course, which she was planning on doing soon: like upgrading her own Core Size now that she didn’t have to worry about “mentoring” benefits.  It would allow her to extend her own reach significantly, which would allow her to see more of what was happening outside of her little corner of the world.  But until she got everything as under control as she could, shutting herself down while she upgraded her Core Size was a bit dangerous. 
 
    It needed to happen soon, though, or it might be too late.  For all she knew, it might be too late already. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Sandra spent the rest of the day and night working on getting to the point where she thought she would be safe to upgrade.  Looking at the Orcs, she saw that they were making no progress quite yet – not that she expected anything so soon.  They were still adequate on supplies for the time being, but within the next few days she was planning on making a delivery with foodstuffs and weapons; until that time, she was concentrating on wrapping everything else up.   
 
    Reducing her Net expansion to just 10% of her incoming Mana again, she ramped up production of Energy Orbs of different sizes, both to be distributed as is and for use in more composite bows that the Elves were using.  She crafted two dozen more of those bows along with their normal bolts and explosive bolts (which would easily equip all of the Rangers in the village).  She also finished the plundering of the collapsed Reptile dungeon and started the tunnel towards the Undead dungeon with her Hyper Automatons, which was much easier now that she had most of the materials already at hand; she was also happy to see that the Reptile tunnel collapsed on its own once the Steel tubing was removed, so she didn’t have to worry about it being another access point. 
 
    One disappointing development from gathering all of the Monster Seeds in the Reptile dungeon, however, was that the blue shards of the Water-based Dungeon Core she was hoping to absorb…well, they wouldn’t do anything. 
 
    Winxa, why can’t I absorb these pieces of the other Core? 
 
    “That’s…very strange,” the Dungeon Fairy answered after a few seconds.  She looked entirely perplexed.  “You should be able to absorb them like almost any other material, I know that for a fact from my own experiences as a guide for new Cores that were born next to their destroyed predecessors.  The fact that you cannot absorb them must mean…something; what exactly that might be is a mystery.” 
 
    It was certainly a mystery, but not one that she thought she could solve right then and there.  Instead, she had a couple of Automatons bring the shards to her treasury, where she stored them away until a later time when she could devote some time to investigating.   
 
    She also made another dozen constructs in total for the Dwarven Shieldmen to use in their culling of the Golems and the Goblins, including 4 more Dire Wolves and Jaguar Queens, 3 additional Ape Warriors equipped with enchanted Titanium warhammers, and another Titanium Anaconda.  As they became ready, she sent them out to the Dwarves to use immediately instead of keeping them for their next outing.  The additional help allowed both groups to easily keep up with the increased output of the two dungeons, which was essential to keeping things under control.   
 
    Shortly after midnight, all of the Shieldmen came back exhausted but pleased with their work to her dungeon; the constructs, on the other hand, were now a large enough force that she could allow them to operate autonomously and continued to roam around and kill any Dungeon Monsters they could find.  She gave them instructions to leave anything different from whatever they had already fought before alone and to retreat if something out of the norm came up.  Since she wasn’t controlling them directly, anything difficult would have to be addressed when the Shieldmen came back the next day.   
 
    Along with their return, they also brought back bags full of Monsters Seeds from their culling.  None of it was particularly impressive; from the Golems came a variety of different metals including Copper, Iron, Gold, and even Steel, along with a Tiny Faceted Topaz Sphere for some of the larger Stone Golems that were destroyed.  The Goblins also had some metals, like Copper, Nickel, and Iron that were used for their weaker and more numerous Goblins in their camps, but there were also some varieties of wood sticks like Yew and even Ironwood.  The more difficult Hobgoblins and larger Brawler varieties of Goblins sometimes dropped Tiny Faceted Hematite Spheres, which by that point almost seemed typical of these dungeons to have some sort of elemental Monster Seed. 
 
    Sandra absorbed every Seed they brought back and used the Mana she received from them for a few purposes.  The largest portion of it was spent on the creation of another Aerie Roc, which was needed for Gerold to ride on the next day; she had already crafted another harness for it earlier, so it was easy enough to strap it on and get it ready for the Dwarven delegate in the morning.  The second, smaller portion was used to create basic Elemental Orbs, which she was stockpiling in her treasury for emergencies.  Now that she had the opportunity, she needed to build the reserves up again that she had ended up burning through because of the Undead Core’s threat. 
 
    Just before dawn, Sandra looked around her AOI to see another, larger group of Rangers headed towards her dungeon.  They were un-Bonded, and from conversations she overheard from some nearby Shears monitoring their border with the Wastelands, it was obvious that they wanted Bonds and to acquire some of the new bows.  Fortunately, she had created just about enough Energy Orbs for the Bonding process for the 30 new Elves streaming towards her dungeon, though she might need to enchant and convert some of the Elemental Orbs she was putting away in order to accommodate them.   
 
    The stumbling block to getting them all Bonded was going to be her available Mana, as it took 1,000 per Bond; while she was nearly full at the moment, she would need to wait for it to replenish before she could finish them all.  Luckily, Chryla was with them so that Sandra could communicate with the un-Bonded Elves. 
 
      
 
    * Chryla!  I see we have some more that want to Bond with me…and perhaps acquire some of the new bows?  Let them know that it will take approximately an hour and a half to accommodate that many, as I need to absorb more Mana over that time to finish all of their Bonds.  Oh, and just a heads-up; both the Beast and Slime dungeons just upgraded their Cores, so their reach has been expanded.  From what I can tell, both of them can now send their Dungeon Monsters just beyond the forests’ edges in a few places. * 
 
      
 
    The young Elf Ranger wasn’t especially pleased at that last information, but she passed on what Sandra had said to the others.  “Thanks, Sandra; those that get bonded first will run back immediately to start on culling the Monsters for the day.  The others will wait with you until they get their bonds and then return.  Thanks for the warning,” she said, before they all started running faster towards Sandra’s dungeon entrance.   
 
    It only took a little under an hour and a half for the whole process to be complete with the Elves and they were either heading back to their village or already fighting Monsters in the forest.  The newly Bonded Rangers were adjusting their new bows on the fly, fixing them up after they started to get a feel for them during their brief hunts.  It seemed a little dangerous to Sandra for the Elves to test them out in a life-or-death situation, but they corrected their shots fairly quickly as they caught up with those Beasts or Slimes they hadn’t gotten to the day before, as well as tackling the new ones periodically exiting from the two dungeon entrances.   
 
    By the time that the Elves were all taken care of, it was time to wake up Gerold and get him moving.  The sooner he got moving, the better – especially since he was the last of the races (excluding the Orcs, of course) that had someone contacting their leadership, and honestly would probably need the most help getting their lands back in order after having neglected them so long by staying in their strongholds.  It took an hour for the tired Dwarf to wake up and get ready to go, though there was some initial balking when Sandra finally revealed to him that he was leaving. 
 
    “Are you absolutely sure this is a good idea?  I think they need me here to help with the culling—” 
 
      
 
    * Don’t be ridiculous – they’ll be fine.  In fact, the constructs out there are still working to contain the Dungeon Monsters and while they aren’t as much of a cohesive unit as they are when you or the Shieldmen are directing them, they are holding their own.  It’s more important that you get the help we need for all of your people, because things are going to start getting increasingly dangerous all over. * 
 
      
 
    “Yes, well, I still—” 
 
      
 
    * Are you afraid to fly?  Is that it? * 
 
      
 
    “What?  Of course not; I’m just concerned with everyone here.  It seems like too much responsibility to leave behind, and they look at me like some kind of leader now, so…”  For some reason, Gerold looked like he had been caught trying to steal sweetbreads from a baker’s shop and tried to pass it off as nothing.  Sandra thought at first that it was a fear of heights that was affecting him similar to what Violet suffered from, but then she realized what it was: he didn’t want to go back without his armor. 
 
      
 
    * Don’t worry about your people here; Delarthe and the other Shieldmen will take care of them, and I’ll continue to make the villagers’ stay as pleasant as possible.  I’m not sure if you’ve seen yet, but we’ve made significant progress in getting everything up and running like it was in the fields near Nurboldar.  There’s still a bit to work on, including brewing and distilling, but we will soon have the raw materials needed for producing your alcohol that can be sent back to your people.  In addition, I want you to take the Deep Diver suit back with you to show them all that despite your armor being gone, you’ve done a remarkable job of leading your people. * 
 
      
 
    Sandra was hoping that he understood what she was trying to say.  Gerold’s armor didn’t define who he was; it was how he overcame its loss and was able to still succeed that showed what kind of person he was.  She wasn’t sure if he really comprehended that quite yet, as his whole world before she met him had been consumed by the armor that was crafted specifically for him and being part of the Shieldmen; regardless, she just hoped that he was starting to see that just because he didn’t have the armor anymore didn’t make him any less of a person for it. 
 
    Gerold was silent for a few awkward moments, before he sighed and gave in.  “Fine, let’s do this.”  Sandra told him that the Roc would meet him up top near the workshop, so that he could direct the Deep Diver suit into the harness.  When he got there, he found a surprise that Sandra had slipped into the Gnomish construct at some point during the night. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
      
 
    * Since I wasn’t able to add any other enchantments to it because of time and resources earlier, I gave the Deep Diver an…upgrade…and replaced the Cubes powering its normal movement enchantments with fresh ones.  Instead of being able to throw flames from your hands or create a shield made of light, I did a little something different.  Why don’t you bring it up above and try it out? * 
 
      
 
    Eager to test the new “upgrade”, Gerold climbed into the suit and brought the Deep Diver out through the old Bearling lair so that he was free to test it out.  Sandra hadn’t gotten a chance to test it out yet, so she was hoping that it worked and wasn’t too powerful; she had a lot of experience working with the Limiter rune lately, even if it was through repetition, and she thought she had a good handle on it.   
 
    “So, I just do…this—?” Gerold asked, before he activated the enchantment located in the right arm while holding it straight out. 
 
    The metal “hand” that comprised the end of the Deep Diver’s arm was suddenly holding a thick pole made from extremely cold ice, perfectly frozen without a single flaw.  On the end of the 3-foot-long pole was a facsimile of a crude single-bladed axe head of the same substance, its edge tremendously sharp; it wasn’t the best representation of an actual axe, but it was the best that she was able to come up with using the Freeze and Shape enchantment runes she knew.  Given some more time, she could probably perfect it until it looked prettier – but Gerold didn’t seem to care.   
 
    “Sandra…this is beautiful.  But won’t it shatter?” 
 
      
 
    * Yes, if you hit something hard enough with it that doesn’t give very easily like stone or metal, but it will still do quite a bit of damage, nonetheless.  For flesh-and-bone Monsters, it should work remarkably well.  Also, it will reform quickly if you do manage to shatter it. * 
 
      
 
    With only the slightest hesitation, Gerold looked at a large rock sticking out of the dirt of the wasteland and swung his new frozen axe down on it.  As predicted, it shattered into dozens of pieces upon impact; however, as Sandra had also predicted, there was a 2-inch-deep gouge in the rock where it had been struck.  The shards of ice from the shattered weapon quickly melted where they landed and disappeared, but in less than three seconds there was a brand-new axe head on the ice pole Gerold’s Deep Diver was still holding.   
 
    “That’s incredible,” the Dwarf said, with awe and a little something else in his voice she couldn’t identify.  “What is this other one here?” 
 
      
 
    * You can activate it and I’ll explain, since it’ll be hard for you to test it right now.  Instead of a light shield that blocks attacks, what you have in the other arm activates an enchantment that creates a fog of Nether energy that sort of muffles anything trying to harm you.  It doesn’t block it entirely, but it reduces the impact of anything trying to hit your Deep Diver suit and does a whole lot less damage to you and the suit.  I got the idea after hearing how you had taken some rough blows from the Golems the other day; it won’t prevent you from getting hit, but hopefully you won’t be tossed 100 feet through the air and impact another tree again.  That, and it’ll make you a little bit harder to see and target, except in direct sunlight. * 
 
      
 
    The Muffle and Obscure runes were easy enough to put together in an enchantment chain, though it was a little difficult to see exactly how efficiently they worked.  As it turned out – it was too efficient; as soon as Gerold activated it, he was covered in a black fog that seemed to almost suck in the sunlight.  He didn’t get a chance to test its impact-reducing effects, unfortunately, because he was having difficulty even seeing. 
 
    “Ack!  I can’t see a thing!  How is this supposed to help?” 
 
      
 
    * Hmm…I think there’s too much energy being fed into the enchantment; it’s supposed to allow you to see still even if nothing can spot you in that fog.  Given enough time and experimentation, I could probably fix it, but we don’t have the time – your ride is here. * 
 
      
 
    Gerold immediately turned the Nether-based enchantment off and the black fog dissipated quickly.  He looked around with obvious pleasure at being able to see again, only to step back at the sight of the enormous Aerie Roc that appeared as if by magic in front of him.  When he recovered from his momentary fright, he turned towards her exposed workshop and did as much of a bow as his suit could allow. 
 
    “Thank you, Sandra,” he said abruptly, with a little hitch in his voice.  “I barely know what to say; I can tell that you made these enchantments just for me because of what elements I have access to, and I greatly appreciate it.  It might not be armor and a battleaxe forged by our Master Blacksmiths, but in some ways it’s even better.” 
 
      
 
    * You’re welcome, Gerold.  Now, just imagine what I could do if I learned how to make the same armor and weapons your Master Blacksmiths can create. * 
 
      
 
    “I…can barely even comprehend what you’d be able to do at that point.  I’ll do my best to fulfill my promise and get you that knowledge.  So…err…how do I get on this thing,” Gerold asked, pointing towards the Aerie Roc. 
 
    Sandra explained how to climb up and had him get out of the Deep Diver where the cargo straps were on the bottom portion of the harness, where he then strapped it in securely.  After fastening himself in on the section of the leather harness designed for him, Sandra gave him general instructions of how to fly.  He didn’t sound overly eager, and it was obvious that he was a bit afraid of heights – though not nearly as frightened as Violet had been.  With another sigh, he practiced controlling the Roc by running it around a little; that turned out to be fairly easy since he was already accustomed to controlling the constructs that he had been hunting and culling Golems with.  When he looked like he had enough practice, Sandra prodded him to stop wasting time and take off already. 
 
    “Alright, I’m going.  See you later,” he said, as he got ready for the Roc to lift off.  “And take care of my people!” 
 
      
 
    * Of course.  Be safe. * 
 
      
 
    Despite his reluctance, Gerold performed like an expert as he ordered the Roc up into the air and within minutes he was gone from her perception.  Sandra put it down to the fact that he didn’t try to control every little part of the massive bird and what it did, instead just telling what he wanted it to do and let it figure out how to do it; it was basically the same thing he did when battling Golems, because he couldn’t fight and specifically try to dictate the actions of half a dozen constructs at the same time. 
 
    With his absence, there wasn’t anything left she could realistically do about obtaining the help from the other races’ leadership.  Therefore, she turned inward again and finished up her preparations for a Core Size upgrade.  First, she sealed up the entrance to the giant Roc tunnel opening near the wastelands with a stone wall that was 30 feet thick, which also served to semi-camouflage it.  Second, Sandra ensured her main entrance and defensive dungeon rooms were fully prepared with their normal traps and defending Dungeon Monsters, with a few extra constructs thrown in here and there for good measure.  Third, she spoke to all of the Dwarves living inside of her dungeon – which included the Shieldmen when they woke up mid-morning – as well as all of the Elven Rangers scouring the local forests for Beasts and Slimes. 
 
      
 
    * Just to inform everyone, fairly shortly I’m putting my dungeon on lockdown; no one will be able to leave or enter for a short period of time.  Shieldmen, please prepare yourselves as you may need to camp outside for a day or more after you leave this morning to cull Monsters, as you won’t be able to get back inside.  I will be undergoing an upgrade to my Core Size and will not be able to be reached in an emergency.  In addition, please avoid my Home room where my Core is located, as everything in there will have orders to attack anything on sight.  With any luck, this will only last no more than a day, but it needs to be done if I am going to be able to help out your people. * 
 
      
 
    It was a little more than she wanted to tell them, as it revealed that she was vulnerable, but she trusted everyone she had bonded with – to a point.  As her Hyper Automatons reached and began their excavation of the Undead dungeon (which she helped with by clearing out large sections of the collapsed dirt and stone above the Monster Seeds) with instructions to leave what they found inside of the main Roc tunnel, she did one more thing to protect herself.   
 
    “Are you sure this isn’t…a bit much?” Winxa asked, amusement coloring her voice as she saw Sandra’s preparations. 
 
    Not at all; these six Pegasi with their Celestial Authority riders are perfect for blocking any attacks that may occur towards my Core, and they will provide a good airborne defense against projectiles and air-based Monsters.  Plus, this Aerie Roc and the Animated Slab can handle just about anything that is ground-based. 
 
    When Sandra changed her viewpoint and looked at her now-crowded Home room, she could see Winxa’s point – but she didn’t want to make the mistake of underpreparing her defenses.  She had a lot more to protect now, because it wasn’t just her or a few people at stake if she made a mistake; the Dwarves living in her dungeon were just the start of the people that would die if she were destroyed.   
 
    The Shieldmen were out culling by noon and had brought with them enough supplies to last them a week if necessary, the Elves were doing remarkably well with their new Bond-supplied Energy Orbs and special bows, and the villager Dwarves were finally given complete control of all of the constructs helping them – to a point.  If the constructs were to pass the threshold into her Home room, she had given them all specific orders to stop and wait for Sandra to take control of them again.  Otherwise, just about anything they wanted to do with the Diggers, Sentinels, Shears, and Automatons inside their residences and fields were theirs to do with as they would.  Everything else was automated, though she did make sure to provide them with enough raw Bearling meat to last them all more than a week.   
 
    In order for it not to spoil, Sandra hollowed out the smallest room she could and still have it considered part of her dungeon (20ftX20ftX20ft) and placed two large-but-short stone, open-topped boxes inside.  Then, using the knowledge she had received after watching Violet in Sandra’s Enchantment Repository Room, she used two of her Unstable Shapeshifters to set up Stasis Fields on the boxes.  The Fields were a bit larger than the ones in the Repository, so the Dungeon Core felt safer using more than one Shapeshifter to accomplish the tasks.   
 
    Then, using her growing knowledge of Limiter runes, she set up two Small Spirit Energy Orbs up on each Field; they would only last maybe 6 months or so, but she figured that was plenty of time.  Once that was set up, she made enough raw Bearling meat to fill each box up; now the meat would stay fresh for a long time without having to worry about them spoiling, and all someone would have to do would be to reach in and take it out.  She had to warn the Dwarves not to place their entire bodies inside the Field, however, because she wasn’t exactly sure what that would do; as long as some part of them was outside of the Field, the time-halting process wouldn’t affect them. 
 
    Are you ready, Winxa? 
 
    “Absolutely – it’s about time.” 
 
    I agree.  With nothing else holding her back, Sandra activated her Core Size upgrade and her perception of the world around her shrunk down to just her Home room.  She didn’t even bother to set something up to keep her mind occupied or amused like she had before, because she spent the time thinking of what she wanted to achieve once she was free of the upgrade.   
 
    Let’s see; first, I want to…and then…. 
 
    The list was practically endless. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    For once in my life, I’m glad to get out of that forest.   
 
    Most of his life, Wyrlin had felt at home amongst the trees; it was as natural to him as an Elf as breathing was to any other race.  It was one of the reasons he had originally wanted to be a Ranger, and despite the constant danger he was in culling dungeon monsters, he had enjoyed spending most of his days within the majestic world found within the forest.  Of course, that was before the rise of the dungeon in the wastelands and its spreading influence that penetrated even to the capital. 
 
    Now, all he wanted to do was leave the perceived safety of the trees and get his goal accomplished.  Over the last week, his band of rebel Rangers, hunters, and Elites had cautiously worked their way through the dense forest to the north; the natural barrier dividing his homeland of Symenora from Orcrim was effective for a reason – because it took a lot of time, caution, and pure destructive power to survive.  He found it fortunate that only 2 of his hunters had been killed along the way; he grudgingly admitted that without the Elites that had arrived shortly before they were forced to flee, even more would’ve perished. 
 
    It came as a shock to Wyrlin to find out that he had never ventured farther than the fringes of the vast forest in all his years of exploring and killing dungeon monsters.  That was probably because all of the dungeons that surrounded their lands were within a few miles of the forest’s border; there was no point in venturing past their normal territories, as concentrating on culling was the most important part of his life.  In between where the dungeons were located, there were vast tracts of forest where normal beasts and creatures roamed and provided ample hunting prospects.  None of them were particularly dangerous, however, especially for an experienced Ranger. 
 
    Now he knew why they weren’t dangerous – because the dangerous ones had pushed them out from the center of the forest. 
 
    The width of the trees separating the Elven and Orcish (or even Gnomish) lands was relatively thin near the border with the wastelands, such as near Avensglen.  In that area, it didn’t grow wider than perhaps 8 or 9 miles; when you got farther inside of Symenora, like where they were trying to force their way through to the Orc lands, the forest was over a hundred miles thick.   
 
    In the center of that forest, where dungeons held little sway, was a breeding ground for powerful creatures and deadly beasts.  While Wyrlin had heard about it all growing up, actually traveling through the darker, older, and deadly trees was a different experience altogether.  He began to see where the differing dungeons he’d heard about got their inspiration for their monsters, as there was a virtual menagerie of different species that filled the forest unchecked by anything other than themselves.   
 
    There were beasts of all different species and shapes, reptilian creatures of different kinds, groups of flying animals that were straight out of a nightmare, giant bugs that skittered here and there along the dense foliage, and hundreds of other things that he sensed and caught glimpses of – but was unable to identify.  He and his people were strangely fortunate because, unlike the dungeon monsters he was so used to slaying, the various creatures they encountered were a bit more intelligent than the mindlessness of the beasts and slimes he had been culling just a few short weeks ago.  Most of the creatures could identify that the Elves represented a serious threat to them and left him and the others alone; if they didn’t move out of the way, they at least let them pass without attacking unless they were harassed first. 
 
    The ones that had trouble sensing that he and the others were a threat were the ones they had to worry about the most.  At least once an hour, an ambush would spring up around them as they passed through an area of the forest that appeared to be completely safe, and it was only through the applications of manipulated elemental energy from the Elven Elites that the majority of them had survived.  He felt bad that two hunters had been snatched up in the same ambush; over a dozen massive snakes that had jaws wide enough to swallow an Elf whole had descended from the trees, snatching up the two hunters as well as three Rangers.   
 
    Luckily, the rest of his crew had reacted fast enough to save the three Rangers, filling the giant snakes full of elemental energy-enhanced arrows and slung spells.  They were entirely paralyzed for almost half a day from the potent poison the snakes’ fangs had pumped full of their victims; after being carried for the rest of the day until they made a hasty camp, the three Rangers woke up the next day with haunted looks on their faces – as well as complete control of their bodies again. 
 
    That was the deadliest of the ambushes, though there were hundreds of little injuries along the way.  As much as he hated to admit he needed them, one of the robe-wearing Elite Elves that had barged in and took over his operation had access to Holy elemental energy; unlike what he expected from them based on his first impressions, the Elites all took good care of him and his group – and weren’t stingy on using their energy to help. 
 
    “Fyola and the others like to bluster and boast about their prowess, but they know we need you as much as you need us,” the Elite named Mercyll had told him privately.  He had just finished healing one of Wyrlin’s Rangers that had been badly mauled by a lion/hyena beast he’d never even heard coming.   
 
    Fyola was the name of the spokesperson he had met when they first showed up, and she certainly liked to rub it in his face that she was in charge whenever she could.  Most of the others had similar attitudes and treated him and the others like some sort of servants, or else children that they had to wrangle up so that they didn’t hurt themselves.  Mercyll seemed like a good sort, though, as the soft-spoken Elite seemed to genuinely care about them. 
 
    “And why is that?” Wyrlin asked.  “It seems like you are all powerful enough to kill everything in this forest without us, so why do you need us?”  He didn’t bother to confirm that he and his people needed the Elites, because it was more than obvious by that point. 
 
    “Because we heard what happened to Porthel and his group inside of the dungeon we’re going to destroy.  A full accounting of what happened to them wasn’t made available to all of us, but we do know one thing above all else: they barely survived.  We’re not exactly sure what they did to survive, of course, though based on how they are now working with the dungeon, we suspect they were somehow manipulated in some way.  Based on the fact that they barely survived, and that, admittedly,” the Elite looked to make sure none of the others were around, before dropping his voice even more, “we aren’t nearly as powerful as Porthel and his team is, we need all the help we can get.  Even with all of us, there’s a very good possibility that most of us won’t come back from this journey.” 
 
    Wyrlin was oddly happy to hear that the others weren’t as confident in their success as they made themselves seem.  To know that they weren’t all-powerful and needed him and his people made him feel a bit better; a few times during their perilous trek through the forest, he had felt nearly useless and that the Elites were just dragging them along out of some sort of misplaced responsibility.  Regardless, it still thoroughly annoyed him that Fyola had taken over his group and pushed him out of the way, so he wouldn’t mind it if she were one of the ones that didn’t come back from the destruction of the dungeon. 
 
    “Treeline is up ahead, what are your orders?”  Ferio came out of practically nowhere to appear near his side.  Wyrlin was just about to answer when he realized the older Ranger was looking at Fyola – and not him.  A quick side-eye and a shrug from Ferio did little to assuage his sudden flare-up of anger, though not at the Ranger; there wasn’t much that any of them could do against the sheer destructive power of the Elites, so Ferio – like everyone else – had to conform to the new command structure or suffer for it.  Even the other two Elites that Wyrlin had recruited previously – who were noticeably younger and likely new to their positions – obeyed the older Elite squad without question. 
 
    “We’ll stick to just within the treeline here, as it should be relatively safe; at most, we’ll see some dungeon monsters from any nearby dungeons we pass on the way to the wastelands.  If you see any Orcs, don’t engage with them; we’re technically passing through their lands and we do not want to start an incident.  No fires, no noise; if you all can handle that, we should be at the dungeon in less than a week.” 
 
    Ferio just nodded and started skulking through the edge of the forest, followed by all the rest of the Rangers and hunters.  No one argued, which disappointed Wyrlin a little because he wanted someone to argue with Fyola; however, her idea made sense, so it was probably a good thing that no one objected.  With a sigh, he followed the others, noting with a little amusement that Fyola and the other robe-wearing Elites were the ones making the most noise as they moved through the undergrowth.  The only reason they had originally snuck up on him and Ferio back at his camp was because of a wasteful use of Air-based elemental energy, the spell of which they cast blocked any sound from carrying more than 5 feet from their bodies.    
 
    Now, though, they were conserving their energy in case it was really needed, which he was appreciative of.  Since they were technically in “enemy” territory, despite not actually being at war with the Orcs, they needed to be prepared in case something came up.  None of them had actually been to Orcrim, even the uppity Elites, so they didn’t have a clue what to expect. 
 
    A few hours into their travels, darkness started to descend on the treeline, making it more difficult to navigate.  All of them had enough experience roaming through their own familiar forests that they probably could’ve kept going if they were there; since they were in unfamiliar and uncharted territory, they didn’t want to take a chance they would run into something out of the ordinary.  Therefore, Fyola called a halt and they made a hasty but secure camp; it soon became a bit colder than was comfortable, however.  Because they didn’t start a fire so as not to attract notice, there were grumbles throughout the camp; the Elites were actually the worst of the lot, as they were used to their comforts a little more than the rugged Rangers and hunters that Wyrlin’s crew was composed of. 
 
    During the night, when the cold was the worst within the shade of the trees, Fyola scream-whispered in frustration and used her Fire elemental energy to start a small fire, which she then used to heat up the outside of some large boulders nearby.  After about 10 minutes of concentrated heat – and likely most of her energy – the boulders had heated up so much that they glowed faintly, giving off quite a bit of heat even 20 feet away.  Wyrlin was thankful enough for the heat, but he was worried that she had inadvertently caused them to be spotted by the Orcs.  Fortunately, the glow was very faint and faded over the next couple of hours, and no one saw or noticed anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    It was two hours into the next day’s trek through the forest that his worry came true. 
 
    They had been walking carefully through the underbrush of the forest, using all of their skill to avoid walking on anything that might make noise, when Wyrlin realized he hadn’t seen Ferio come back to report on their forward trail.  The older Ranger had proven to be the most adept of them all in moving silently and quickly, scouting out where they would be traveling for the next hour or so, reporting back to Fyola his findings.  Since the robe-wearing Elites were the slowest of the bunch, it usually gave the Ranger plenty of time to scout ahead and discover anything that might be of concern.  The problem today, however, was that Wyrlin hadn’t seen him since he left early that morning. 
 
    It was entirely possible that Fyola had given him different orders today, which was foolish if Wyrlin had anything to say about it; being out of contact with any scouts for a lengthier amount of time was never the smartest idea.  Even as much as he hated the Elite leader and wanted her to die for taking what little power he had away from him, he also knew that she wasn’t stupid.  Therefore, he jogged ahead a little and caught up to Fyola, before whispering so low that it couldn’t be heard more than a dozen feet away. 
 
    “Have you seen Ferio since he left this morning?” he asked quickly. 
 
    The Elite leader was obviously startled a little by his appearance so close to her and she jumped; to try to distract from the way he had surprised her, she blurted out, “No – and it’s none of your business—” 
 
    A sudden yelp from one of their other Rangers scouting just ahead of the main group made everyone tense up.  Suddenly a rustling from every direction, including behind them, caused the Elves to quickly close ranks and draw their bows or ready their spells facing outwards in a big circle.  At first, Wyrlin didn’t see anything, but after a few moments he detected movement; from behind a tree came striding an Orc with sword bared and a stern look on his face.  Or it could’ve been a smile for all he knew, as he’d never actually met an Orc before; their green skin and brown leather armor blended almost perfectly in with the forest, however, which was probably why he hadn’t seen him before. 
 
    From every other direction came more Orcs, purposefully surrounding them on all sides, until he lost count of how many there were.  From what he could see, he estimated that there were at least 300, but there could’ve easily been more; it was amazing that he hadn’t seen them before they appeared, though, and now he was wondering how long they had been following them.  It probably wasn’t that long; they can’t seem to move through the forest with anything even resembling stealth.  I have a feeling we simply walked into an ambush. 
 
    Wyrlin was prepared to fire, ready to take down as many as he could before he fell in case they attacked.  It was only when he saw Ferio and another Ranger being held between two massive Orcs, their muscles so large that one of their arms looked like it was thicker than the older Ranger’s torso.  He wasn’t exactly sure what was going on, but he kept his sights locked on the nearest Orc, ready to release at the first sign of movement. 
 
    He almost let it go when one of the Orcs out front spoke in guttural Orcish; at least, Wyrlin assumed it was Orcish, because he didn’t recognize it.  All of the other Rangers and hunters with them looked like they were in the same state he was – confused and cautious at the Orc’s speech; well, all but Ferio, as he seemed to be able to understand.  Wyrlin had never asked exactly how old the other Ranger was, so it was quite possible he was old enough to have actually interacted with Orcs in the past when their people were a little more friendly towards each other. 
 
    “Put down your weapons.  They aren’t here to attack us.” 
 
    It took Wyrlin a few seconds to comply with Fyola’s order, as he didn’t trust so many Orcs surrounding him so closely.  However, it was also plain to see that the lead Elite – and most of the other Elites – seemed to be able to understand Orcish, so if she thought it was safe, he was inclined to believe her.  It rankled him to admit that, but he wasn’t stupid, either.   
 
    “Are they letting us go, then?” he whispered to Fyola, who put up her hand to stop any further speech.  The Orc spoke again, this time at length, and the Elite leader sighed, and her shoulders slumped. 
 
    She spoke to all of the Elves, using a monotone voice.  “They aren’t here to attack us, but they aren’t letting us go, either.  We’re to be brought to their camp, which – if I understood distances correctly – will take us about five days to reach.  From there, I’m assuming they’re planning on interrogating us to find out what we’re doing here.  We can’t win here, unfortunately; there are too many as it is, and it could start a war that both of our peoples would suffer from.”   
 
    She looked around and said in the same tone of voice, as if she was still communicating what was happening, “Don’t hand over your weapons, though; that shouldn’t be too hard, because Orcs disdain the use of most ranged weapons, so they may not consider your bows too much of a threat.  If for some reason it appears as though this is some sort of trap, don’t hesitate to fight for your lives.  We have a higher purpose now, so whatever it takes to get it done, we need to keep that in mind.” 
 
    Fyola spoke back in the same guttural language that the Orc had spoken in, and soon they were contained within the literal army of Orcs and being marched out of the forest.  As soon as he emerged, Wyrlin noticed a small rundown Orcish village off in the distance to the west, which may or may not explain how they were spotted last night.  He was almost positive that Fyola had given them away with her use of the Fire elemental energy the night before, so it was all on her head if they ended up failing their mission because of her need for physical comforts.  Just another reason to want her dead. 
 
    None of the Orcs appeared ready to take his bow or quiver, though they did take a few swords from the Elites who had them at their sides.  Still, because their most effective attacks came from the energy inside of them, they weren’t necessarily defenseless. 
 
    Wyrlin just hoped it was enough as he was surrounded by a sea of green flesh and inadequately cured brown leather being worn by hundreds of Orcs.  Once he was able to look around at them when trees weren’t blocking the way, his original estimate of 300 rose to at least 500; there certainly wasn’t anything they could’ve done against that many, and the Elite leader’s decision to surrender was the only one that would’ve allowed them to survive for the next five minutes.   And I hate her for it. 
 
    The anger simmered in his chest as he walked with his fellow Elves into the heart of Orcrim, and farther away from their goal. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Rather than being a chore and a horrible ordeal, the solitude enforced on her from the Core Size upgrade was rather pleasant for Sandra.  She was able to come up with a plan for the coming days, both in terms of what she wanted to do within her dungeon and for what needed to be done in the nearby lands.  She was hoping that Violet, Felbar, Echo, and Gerold would all be back soon, so that they could start the process of shifting resources around to protect everyone – instead of just those in the immediate area.  Not only that, but she really wanted to get back to crafting, because everything going on had negatively impacted the one thing that she wanted to do.  There were still so many things that she wanted to try her “hand” at, and lately that had gone a bit by the wayside in favor of saving everyone’s lives. 
 
    True, it was selfish to want to experiment with mundane crafts when there were lives at stake, but she was who she was – a crafter at heart – and not even being a Dungeon Core could change that.  Nor would she want it to because she gained tremendous amounts of enjoyment from it. 
 
    Because of all these thoughts running through her mind, the time during her upgrade seemed to pass rather quickly.  Winxa, bless her winged heart, continued to keep her company, and tell her stories; Sandra blocked most of her chatter out so that she could concentrate on her own thoughts and worries.  If she could’ve communicated with the Dungeon Fairy, she would’ve politely asked her to stop – even though she appreciated the gesture; as it was, she felt a little bad for ignoring her. 
 
    Her internal thoughts were running so rapidly that when the upgrade ended, it took her a few minutes to register that it was done.  When she pulled herself away, she found the notification screen about her new Core Size – and felt an increase in her awareness of the world around her. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Core Size Upgrade Stage complete!  
  13/13 Completed 
    
  Your Core has grown! 
  Current Size: 21 
    
  Mana Capacity increased! 
  Raw Material Capacity increased! 
    
  New Constructs option! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The first thing she did, after getting rid of the notification about her Core Size increasing, was to check on the status of everything around her.  Her dungeon seemed as normal as ever, and the Dwarves were…sleeping.  Since she had gone through the upgrade a little past noon, and with it taking approximately a day according to Winxa, she was expecting to come out of the process while it was still daytime.  That was worrisome, since it probably meant that she was out for more than a day. 
 
    Winxa – how long was I down this time? 
 
    It was only after she communicated with the Dungeon Fairy that Sandra realized Winxa was in the middle of reciting another story, lying comfortably on top of her Core while she did it.  “—and then she said—what?!”  Sandra took the Fairy by such surprise that Winxa fell off of her Core and started to plummet, before catching herself with her wings before she made it too far.  “How are you done already?  Did something go wrong?” 
 
    What do you mean?  I got my notification that everything was completed and now I’m Core Size 21; let me check my Core Selection Menu to see if something is wrong.   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Core Selection Menu 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Classification: 
  
      	  Constructs (Adv. Level 1) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Size: 
  
      	  21 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available Mana: 
  
      	  6215/24447 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ambient Mana Absorption: 
  
      	  10/hour 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available Raw Material (RM): 
  
      	  35400/59916 
  
     
 
      
      	  Convert Raw Material to Mana? 
  
      	  35400 RM -- > 1416 Mana 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Dungeon Monsters: 
  
      	  24587 
  
     
 
      
      	  Constructs Creation Options: 
  
      	  18 
  
     
 
      
      	  Advancement Creation Options: 
  
      	  7 
  
     
 
      
      	  Monster Seed Schematics: 
  
      	  516 (31) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Traps: 
  
      	  45 
  
     
 
      
      	  Trap Construction Options: 
  
      	  All 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core-specific Skills: 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Visitors: 
  
      	  62 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Nope, everything looks normal here.  Sandra wasn’t sure what was going on or why Winxa seemed so shocked, because after checking her Menu everything looked just the way it was supposed to.  However, the Dungeon Core was a little worried about the Fairy’s response, so she checked her Area of Influence, just in case that was the problem. 
 
    Even that looked as normal as it could be; in fact, it was even better than she was hoping for.  Estimating the distance underground was a little difficult, but she calculated that she had expanded her AOI by at least 3 miles, letting her see a total of approximately 14 miles in every direction from her Core.  Best of all, she had extended far enough to entirely encompass the AOI of the Golem, Goblin, Beast, and Slime-Classification Cores nearby, which was a great relief.  She would have to investigate them aboveground with some Shears later to see if there were any surprises, but for the moment she was happy enough to see that she extended that far. 
 
    Another quick look around the forests and the dungeons showed nothing out of the ordinary, and she found the Shieldmen camped inside of their village with a few Steelclad Ape Warriors and Mechanical Dire Wolves standing sentry.  The rest of the constructs were still hunting additional dungeon monsters, though from what Sandra could see, the number of them was rapidly decreasing.  That told her that the two Cores had accumulated enough Mana to upgrade again, as nothing else seemed to be coming out of their dungeon entrances.     
 
    What’s worrying you, Winxa?  Everything looks fine here on my part. 
 
    “What’s worrying me?  Oh, only that instead of taking a little bit over a day to upgrade, you finished in 10 hours!” 
 
    What?  I thought it seemed short, but I thought it was due to all the thinking I was doing.  10 hours?  Are you sure? 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure – or at least near there, anyway.  How did you do that?” 
 
    I…have no idea.  I wish I knew, honestly.  
 
    It was a mystery, and if the Dungeon Fairy – the one being in the entire world that might have those kinds of answers – didn’t know, then there wasn’t really anything else she could do.  Well, other than to thank the Creator for shortening her upgrade, for whatever reason it might have been done.  As her father had been fond of saying, “Don’t try to pay for something freely given,” which was exactly what she was going to do. 
 
     Regardless of the actual reason, the fact of the matter was that she was done much faster than she had planned, so she knew she had to let all of the Dwarves know she was back from her isolation – as soon as they woke up, of course.  In the meantime, she had noticed that not only had her Maximum Mana and Raw Materials increased – which was something she had been needing for a while – but she had also acquired another construct option. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Constructs Creation Options 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Mana Cost: (45% Reduction) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Clockwork Tarantula 
  
      	  14 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reinforced Animated Shears 
  
      	  28 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hyper Automaton 
  
      	  55  
  
     
 
      
      	  Dividing Rolling Force 
  
      	  69 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lengthy Segmented Millipede 
  
      	  275 
  
     
 
      
      	  Iron-banded Articulated Clockwork Golem 
  
      	  413 
  
     
 
      
      	  Roaring Blademaster 
  
      	  825 
  
     
 
      
      	  Large Armored Sentinel 
  
      	  1100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mechanical Jaguar Queen 
  
      	  2200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mechanical Dire Wolf 
  
      	  2750 
  
     
 
      
      	  Martial Totem 
  
      	  4400 
  
     
 
      
      	  Automated Sharp-bladed Digger 
  
      	  5500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Multi-access Repair Drone 
  
      	  8800 
  
     
 
      
      	  Steelclad Ape Warrior 
  
      	  13200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Titanium Anaconda 
  
      	  17600 
  
     
 
      
      	  Steel-plated Behemoth 
  
      	  22000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mobile Fortification  
  
      	  27500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gravitational Devastation Sphere* 
  
      	  15000 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Advancement Creation Options 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Mana Cost: (45% Reduction) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Goblin Foreman  
  
      	  44 
  
     
 
      
      	  Radiant Pegasus 
  
      	  5500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rising Phoenix 
  
      	  8250 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unstable Shapeshifter 
  
      	  8800 
  
     
 
      
      	  Celestial Authority 
  
      	  9900 
  
     
 
      
      	  Animated Slab 
  
      	  13750 
  
     
 
      
      	  Aerie Roc 
  
      	  19250 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Sandra saw the addition of something called a Mobile Fortification, though it was too expensive in terms of Mana to check it out quite yet.  She wondered what it would’ve been before she advanced her Classification via the Advancement Options; the only thing she could think of was that it might have been a Stationary Fortification instead of a Mobile one.  It didn’t really explain what it was, but for the original 50,000 Mana price tag (which was significantly reduced down to 27,500 due to her Advancements) she was sure it was impressive.  If she were doing her calculations right based on the historical increases in her Maximum Mana after every upgrade, she was confident she would be able to afford it soon.    
 
    There was always the possibility that she could purchase another Advancement that would reduce the cost even more, but after checking on her available Advancement Points, she found that – even after bonding 43 more Elves – she was only at a total of 65 AP.  Not that she thought that was the best idea anyway, as there were much better things that she might spend those points on; the 120 AP that would be required to up the Mana Cost reduction to 60% would be better utilized elsewhere. 
 
    She held off on using any of her Advancement Points until she needed something, as that had worked fairly well for her in the past in an emergency.  Instead, she concentrated on starting some of the things she had planned while she had been isolated during her upgrade.  First and foremost, she checked on the progress of her Hyper Automatons looting the collapsed Undead-Classification dungeon; thankfully, despite a lot more for them to search through compared to the Reptile-Classification, her little constructs were just minutes from finishing up with the tasks she had given them.   
 
    In some of the upper rooms of the collapsed dungeon were some scattered Monster Seeds of various lower-grade metals, which she ignored for the moment; it would cost more in terms of Mana to acquire them than she would gain in benefit, and the new Core that was quickly expanding far enough to plunder the Undead Core’s former location would only get a small benefit from searching through and absorbing them all.  Therefore, as soon as they finished, she tasked a few of the Automatons with carrying back the more valuable Seeds to her treasury – including the shards of the destroyed black-colored Core – while she started on a tiny tunnel towards the northwest.  She was planning on hitting the destroyed Avian-Classification dungeon first, and then the Unicorn one based on the Seeds she saw inside.   
 
    However, it was when she was absently observing the placement of Monster Seeds and the Undead Core shards in her treasury that she discovered something she couldn’t explain. 
 
    Winxa, did anyone come in and take some of the Reptile-Classification Dungeon Core shards while I was undergoing the upgrade?  I’d say that about half of them are missing. 
 
    “Uh, no – no one even approached the entrance of your Home room and I haven’t seen anyone at all in a while.  Are you sure you didn’t just place them somewhere else?” 
 
    I’m quite sure; there are some left where I had placed them initially, and I would have no reason to move them from that spot until I had a chance to experiment with them.   
 
    At that thought, Sandra tried to absorb another shard of the Reptile-Classification Core – and it worked!  Just…it wasn’t exactly what she was expecting. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  50% of your next Core Size Upgrade Stage has been fulfilled! 
  Note: This only takes effect if you currently have less than 50% of a remaining Upgrade Stage to fulfill. 
    
  In addition, this notification is only available if you have previously used a destroyed Dungeon Core to increase your Upgrade speed.  This will happen automatically if the pieces of a destroyed Core are within your Area of Influence. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was more than a surprise.  Sandra told Winxa what the notification said, and the Dungeon Fairy looked perplexed for a moment before she had a thoughtful look on her face. 
 
    “I…can see why this may not have been discovered before now.  Most Dungeon Cores would absorb the shards of a destroyed Core right away, and it is unlikely that they would’ve fulfilled most of their Upgrade Stages and held off the process for so long like you had.  Therefore, I doubt any of them had left the pieces alone long enough to take advantage of the speed increase.  Even if they did, most newer Cores find the collapsed dungeons and the broken pieces of their predecessors early enough that a speed increase probably wouldn’t have been noticed all that much.” 
 
    You know what that means, don’t you? 
 
    “Yes – you definitely need to acquire those other broken Cores before the new Cores do,” Winxa said excitedly. 
 
    Exactly. 
 
    She was already starting the tunnel that would lead off to the northwest towards the Avian dungeon, of course, but now Sandra knew that she couldn’t afford to wait on the Unicorn-Classification dungeon.  As a result, when the tunnel extended far enough towards the Orcish lands, she forked the tunnel so that it would go to both collapsed dungeons at the same time.  It required a bit more Mana and she had to create more Hyper Automatons and square-shaped steel tubing, but the expense was well worth it if she was able to acquire more broken pieces of Dungeon Cores. 
 
    I need to have them!  They’re mine!  I need to destroy even more Dungeon Cores and use their pieces to upgrade faster! 
 
    Her greedy and disturbing thoughts made Sandra pause for more than a moment because they were so foreign that it caught her off guard.   
 
    “You can’t mean that, can you?” 
 
    She didn’t realize she had projected her thoughts until Winxa responded. 
 
    No, not at all.  In fact, I don’t even know why I thought that; it’s not like me at all.  Truth be told, the fact that I’m even contemplating consuming the carcasses of my kind for my own benefit is a bit disturbing.  Do you think something of the Core I absorbed has…I don’t know…infected me? 
 
    The Dungeon Fairy only looked partially relieved upon hearing that Sandra wasn’t about to go crazy and start invading other dungeons to obtain their Cores.  “It’s possible, though I would think that any lingering traces of the soul inside of the Dungeon Cores would be minor.  Still, I would avoid absorbing them for Mana and instead apply them to help you upgrade faster.”   
 
    Good idea.  If I start doing something out of the ordinary, let me know; those thoughts scared me a little. 
 
    It was like there was the faint presence of a dark stain upon her mind, as if she had dipped her toe into tainted water and pulled it out before it could entirely infect her.  She wasn’t sure exactly how deeply the stain was going to affect her, but with Winxa agreeing to watch her and the knowledge that it existed, Sandra was fairly certain she could ignore it for the most part.  The taint didn’t feel like it was permanent, and she hoped that it would fade over time, so now all she had to do was wait it out. 
 
    Regardless of her strange feelings – which were already fading – Sandra kept with her plan to acquire the broken Cores as soon as she could.  Having them in her possession rather than leaving them for the new Cores to acquire was the best outcome as far as she could see. 
 
    Sandra absorbed some of the plundered Monster Seeds for the Mana – which were piled up in her Roc tunnel – to help with the expansion of the tiny passageways towards the two collapsed dungeons.  For the rest, which was actually a lot compared to what she had acquired from the Reptile-Classification dungeon, she absorbed and used about half of them to complete 224,000 Mana worth of her next stages, which was nearly 2/3 of the way towards the 342,000 total Mana she needed to complete the next upgrade.   
 
    The smallest of the Monster Seeds – which were hundreds of Tiny and Small Copper Orbs – Sandra used to create more constructs to add to her Nets outside.  When those were all used up, she absorbed the rest and continued to add to her ever-expanding collection of Shears and Tarantulas filling the sky and roaming around the wastelands.  By the time she was done using all of that Mana up, she did a quick estimate of how many she had out above her dungeon.  From what she added now and what she had added before she upgraded her Core Size, the numbers were impressive. 
 
    
    	 23,000 Reinforced Animated Shears 
 
    	 12,000 Clockwork Tarantulas 
 
   
 
    Watching her Mana absorption tick up over a minute, she received right around 590 Mana; she knew that 10 of that was coming from her dungeon, which meant that everything aboveground (not just her nets, but all of the other constructs or Dungeon Monsters running around) were bringing in 580 a minute – which was nearly unfathomable compared to what she was used to.  That meant that, in total, every hour she was receiving 35,400; every day, she was receiving just under 850,000 Mana!  As much as that was a significant amount…she wasn’t sure if it was going to be enough.   
 
    Sandra wasn’t sure if it would ever be enough; all she could do was keep adding to her constant Mana absorption and hope.  Therefore, as everyone was still asleep, Sandra got started on a couple of things she had planned during her upgrade – all while working on her plundering operation and adding to her Nets with all of the incoming mana. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The first thing Sandra did was use a few of her Steelclad Apes to gather up some of the already-crafted weapons inside of her Display Room near her lower Forge.  Her first goal during the night would be to get ready to deliver supplies to the Orcs and from there the Elves, as they were going to need all the help they could get.   She knew from when Kelerim’s half-brother Razochek had invaded that Orcs preferred to use larger bladed weapons like swords and considered knives or smaller weapons as beneath them.  They tended to like doing as much damage as possible, and using a small blade just didn’t cut it for them. 
 
    Therefore, she gathered up nearly all of her well-made Steel swords she had crafted soon after she had gotten the hang of Blacksmithing with Apes, and brought them down to her Home room.  In total, she only had 15 that she considered to be of a superior quality; there were some other examples of swords that were shorter or not as well made that she kept as a sign of the progress she had made during their crafting, but she kept those in her Display Room.  She was going to have to do some more crafting to boost up those numbers, because she didn’t want to be short when the first Warband took advantage of the deal she was offering.  At least, she hoped there were some Warbands out there that would be interested in the deal. 
 
    There were technically three forges inside of her dungeon; one in her Forge room near her Home room, Kelerim’s forge, and the one inside of her workshop near the surface.  Kelerim was up at the moment for some reason and lying awake on his bed staring at the stone ceiling, so she decided to enlist his help while she worked alternately between the other two forges. 
 
      
 
    * Hey there, Kelerim.  Sorry if I’ve been neglecting you lately, but as you know it’s been a bit hectic.  Is there something bothering you? * 
 
      
 
    Sandra’s sudden voice in his head startled the Blacksmith, but Sandra was used to surprising most of those she communicated with by now; other than sending a construct to get their attention first, there was no real way to hint that she was going to speak to them. 
 
    “No…Yes…I don’t know.”  He sat up and let his legs hang over the edge of the bed as he put his head in his hands.  “My visit to that Elven village was…odd, and Echo’s behavior around me is equally odd.  Do you know what’s going on with her?” 
 
    Sandra knew exactly what was going on, but it wasn’t her place to tell. 
 
      
 
    * No idea; you’ll have to ask her about it when she gets back from her travels.  In the meantime, do you want to help me make some weapons for your people? *  
 
      
 
    He shook his head, though not in denial of her request.  “I just don’t know what’s going on with her, or those people in the village,” he said, before he huffed.  “Anyway, I can’t sleep, so I might as well help.”  Within minutes, Kelerim was up and at the forge, already heating up a large bar of Steel; she didn’t have to describe what was needed, as he had lots of practice creating Iron swords back in Grongbak – though he had vastly improved his technique from his previous stay inside the dungeon.  It wasn’t nearly masterwork, but it was of far better quality than anything the Orcs were likely to see, and would also last a whole heck of a lot longer.   
 
    Using 6 Apes, Sandra did her own crafting.  It required creating two more Iron anvils per forge, but soon enough she had three constructs per forge working on more Steel swords.  It took some creative timing to alternate the actual crafting, as she would control one of the Apes while she shaped what she needed with different Blacksmithing tools, while the others were heating up their own bars of metal.  After about a half hour, she was in a good rhythm and essentially working on 6 swords at once; most of those she made were Steel, but she also made a few Titanium swords for the Warband leaders.  She thought it would incentivize them to take her mercenary deal if there was something special in it for those in charge of the Warbands, and Titanium swords were the best alternative she could find.   
 
    Theoretically, she could make all of the swords out of Titanium, but it both cost more Mana to produce the metal and was harder to work with than Steel; that, and she didn’t have time to teach Kelerim how to work with it quite yet, though she had plans to do so in the future.  Therefore, Steel seemed like the best alternative and would be a hundred times better for the Orcs to wield than what they were currently using. 
 
    As for the mercenaries that were going to be helping Sandra and the other races out, they were getting some better weapons.  She didn’t want them to die, so the Dungeon Core was going to take care of them. 
 
    Armor was next on the list because the Orcs tended to use relatively little, relying on their warrior prowess rather than relying on any particular protection.  She doubted they would completely cover up like the Dwarves did, or even the Elven Rangers in their soft leather armor that protected them well enough striding through the trees; armor like that would be restrictive, and the Orcish Warbands (at least from what she had observed) relied on manipulating their internal strength and speed via their elemental energy.  As of now, they wore the most basic “leather” armor over their waist and torso, which was as poorly made as their weapons.  What they needed was something made with higher-quality materials, as well as something that would help with exterior penetration.    
 
    She was stumped at first on how to go about that, until she remembered some chainmail pieces she’d learned how to craft back when she was still Human.  They were lighter weight than full plate, though they were heavier than just leather; while the Orcs were strong, she thought that the largest reason they didn’t want to wear any type of metal on their armor (besides the lack of material) was that it would slow them down with its bulkiness and weight.  So while they might submit to wearing chainmail, she had another thought along the same line of lightweight protection, but had something completely different in mind. 
 
    First, she crafted from her basic leather two chestpieces of nearly identical size, with one being just slightly smaller.  She had to estimate how large it needed to be, and it might not fit every member of a Warband, but she was going to put some simple buckles that would allow it to be tightened along the sides.  Regardless, it was already looking better than what she had seen them wearing before – and sturdier, as well.  She was going to make it even more protective, though, with the introduction of a hidden strength. 
 
    Sandra created a thin sheet of Steel, which was thin enough that it could bend with just a little effort.  Then, she created an equally thin sheet of basic Cotton cloth of the same size and laid it on top of the Steel; after that, she created a sheet of Titanium similar to the first two and placed that on top of the Steel and cotton cloth.  Then was another Cotton cloth, then Steel, then Cotton, then Titanium and so on until she had 25 layers stacked on top of each other.  Even with that many layers, the thickness of the stack was only an eighth of an inch – which was probably the thickest she wanted to go. 
 
    She took the stack and placed it on the inside of the larger chestpiece, before placing the second, smaller chestpiece on the inside.  Then, using her Mana, she was able to seal all of the edges together so that it trapped the layered stack of metal and cotton inside the front side of the armor.  It was a little difficult to judge how much heavier it was, but she didn’t think it was terribly noticeable; it didn’t look all that great, but she could make it look better once she tested it out. 
 
    Using one of the steel swords that she just crafted, she placed her experiment against the wall and stabbed it lightly with the tip of the weapon.  She wasn’t surprised to see that it easily penetrated the leather, but it was swiftly stopped by the layered plate below; she could see that the sword point penetrated through the first Steel plate, but was stopped by the other sheet of Titanium underneath the cotton.  A second experiment with a moderately forceful thrust of the sword showed that the sword penetrated through a few more layers, but the cotton was acting as a cushioning agent; she was originally thinking that it might help with impacts – which she was now sure it would – but was surprised that it was helping with penetration as well. 
 
    A third strike with all of the effort Sandra’s Ape could muster finally slid through all but the very last layer, which was impressive; she was sure that if she practiced (which she was happy enough to admit that she had no skill in actually using a sword) she might be able to completely penetrate the entire stacked chestpiece of metal and cloth, but what she had would certainly do the trick.  It wasn’t going to protect the Orcs from all attacks, but neither would their armor be little better than paper like it was now. 
 
    The best part about what she had created was the flexibility of the armor; while it wouldn’t give the Orcs the same sort of maneuverability as simple leather, the stack she had placed inside the chestpiece was more flexible than if she had placed a simple plate of Steel or Titanium inside.  That meant that the Orcs wouldn’t lose too much in terms of being able to move quickly and bend in most of the ways that mattered, and they would gain a whole lot more protection in the process.  
 
    To complete her design, she also added another thinner stack on the back side of the armor, to prevent most light damage from behind.  In addition, even thinner sheets of Titanium were added to the shoulders, where they were bent in a way that conformed to the shape of the chestpiece itself.  As much as she wanted to add even more, she also didn’t want to add too much or it would start to get heavy; if it were too heavy, it was likely that the Orcs would be unwilling to wear it.  She’d have to see how it worked out with the first Warband to test them out and make any changes to the design to see what might work better.  They might even be willing to wear something heavier if it means better protection, but I’ll let them decide that. 
 
    Again, for her mercenaries, she had some thoughts about ways to really outfit them to make them even more effective. 
 
    By the time she had crafted and finished 54 swords (and Kelerim had magnificently finished 6 on his own), put together 25 reinforced chest armor pieces for the Orcs, and expanded her Nets above her dungeon by an astonishing 3,500 constructs total (giving her over 930,000 Mana per day), dawn was breaking over the horizon.  Checking around her Area of Influence, there were multiple Orcs waking up in the nearby village, Chryla and the Rangers were already stirring, and Delarthe and the other Shieldmen were waking up.   
 
      
 
    * Delarthe!  My upgrade didn’t last as long as I thought it was, so you can return anytime you like tonight.  Though, it appears as though you were safe enough in Nurboldar for the night— * 
 
      
 
    She really had to keep her mouth shut, because as soon as she mentioned that they were safe in the village, she felt the Goblin-Classification Core expand its Area of Influence – which now included the entire Dwarven village.  The Earth-based Golem-Classification Dungeon Core was still the same, but she had no doubt that it would finish its upgrade sometime soon as well.   
 
      
 
    * Never mind; one of the Cores just expanded as well, and now you’re well within their Area of Influence.  If there is anything left in that village that you need, I suggest you get it now – the Goblins will be coming for it as soon as they see that they can reach it. * 
 
      
 
    As usual, her abrupt conversation briefly startled the Shieldmen, but they quickly recovered and got ready for another day of culling.   
 
    “Thanks, Sandra.  How in the Creator’s name are we supposed to stop them from growing so much?”  Delarthe asked the question with a shake of his head and a heavy, defeated sigh. 
 
      
 
    * Unfortunately, there isn’t much that we can do other than keep the number of Dungeon Monsters down.  Each Core is receiving more than enough Mana every single day to upgrade, especially if they don’t spend any of it on making more Monsters.  Since not creating any more Monsters goes against their very nature, we just have to get to the point where we can wipe out everything that emerges from their dungeon entrances.   
 
      
 
    * Granted, although doing that will slow them down considerably, it won’t ultimately stop them; the only way to prevent their rapid growth is for the other new Cores around the wastelands to reach a certain Core Size.  I have some ideas on how we can speed up that process, but I want to make sure we get a handle on what we’re already dealing with before they break through to the surface. * 
 
      
 
    Sandra could see it from his perspective – they were fighting a losing battle with no end in sight.  Normally, the Shieldmen (or the Warbands or Rangers or Warmasters) maintained an equilibrium with the local dungeons, but their recent rapid growth was stopping that progress.   
 
    “As much as I don’t like to hear that, I guess that’s the best we can hope for,” Delarthe said as he stretched towards the sun, working the kinks out of his back after sleeping in his armor.  “Are we getting more help soon?” 
 
      
 
    * I’m hoping that Gerold comes back soon with some good news, but for the moment I’m going to be creating more constructs for your use.  Eventually you may have some reinforcements from another source, but I can’t guarantee that quite yet. *  
 
      
 
    She hadn’t really informed either the Elven Rangers or the Dwarves that they might be joined by some Orcish mercenaries yet; until it actually happened, she didn’t want to get their hopes up.  There was some bad blood between the races that she couldn’t do anything about, but she was also counting on the current crisis to put those things to rest…for at least a little while.  That, and bribes; those tended to ease commerce, and she was negotiating and gambling as hard as she ever did with the different races as she did as a merchant.  When in doubt and the money was flowing, she and her father had found that bribes and special considerations were usually the way to go; they never did anything illegal, but sometimes gaining access to certain areas to do their business needed a little…finagling. 
 
    In addition to those outside waking up, and despite not actually seeing the sun starting to lighten up the sky outside, the Dwarven villagers were waking up and getting started on the day.  Sandra had set up a cycle of activating the Natural traps that started growing everything inside of the growing rooms if they were planted the day before, and it seemed as though the Dwarves had gotten it ready.  Instead of equal amounts of Wheat, Barley, Hops, and Potatoes, there was significantly more Wheat and Potatoes. 
 
      
 
    * Glencha, why the change? * 
 
      
 
    The Dwarven villager jumped momentarily, but as she was looking over the newly grown plantings, she knew exactly what Sandra was talking about. 
 
    “We have plenty of barley and hops for the brewing we want to do; the rest will just go to waste if we grow too much.  We can always use more wheat for flour, which will keep quite well for long periods of time, especially as there doesn’t seem to be any type of insect penetration down here – weevils are the worst,” Glencha responded, looking disgusted at the thought of the small insects that tended to ruin flour if left unattended for too long.  Luckily, Sandra’s natural Mana infusing her entire dungeon prevented anything from entering from outside – insects included – unless they came through one of her entrances.  Of course, some of them could’ve come in with the Dwarves, but there hadn’t been anything of note that Sandra had noticed. 
 
    “Then you had mentioned the possibility of needing more food to help with some others, so we’ve been baking bread and storing up potatoes for you to distribute.  It’s the least we could do for you after you offered to take us in.” 
 
      
 
    * Thank you, Glencha.  I was just going to give them a bunch of meat and possibly some fruit because that is all I really have access to, but bread and potatoes will go over well, I would think. * 
 
      
 
    “Now, though – we need to get to brewing and distilling if we’re going to be drinking in the next year.  You said you could help with that?” she asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    Indeed, Sandra was already thinking about that, but she needed to talk to some experts before she got started.  She had a vague idea of what needed to be done, but since she hadn’t crafted alcohol before she was a bit lost.  Apparently, Glencha and one other villager – Teving – were the ones to talk to.   
 
    “Brewing Ale correctly can take a lot of trial and error on a new set up; for instance, regulating temperatures for boiling or fermentation is important for proper alcohol production is key,” Teving – a burly male Dwarf who seemed really excited to get started brewing – started.  “Then there are different mixtures that might work best for the size of the vessels you’re using in the process, which produce different flavors, and—”  
 
    “Okay, okay – she doesn’t need to know all about your different flavor blends you’re so proud of,” Glencha cut in, shushing the other Dwarf.  The female dwarf was a bit on the smaller side and seemed like she was a little shy – until it came to talking about distilling hard spirits.  “Let’s get everything set up before we mess with any of that; Sandra’s a dungeon, after all, and she can’t taste the Ale you’re going to be making.” 
 
    Teving just snorted and crossed his arms across his chest, though he didn’t say anything to contradict the other Dwarf.  Then…well, then came a long explanation of a seemingly simple yet complicated process.  While the two were explaining exactly what was needed, Sandra kept one part of her concentration on trying to learn all she could about brewing and distilling, while another kept crafting swords and armor, and yet a third part was observing the plundering of the two remaining collapsed dungeons.   
 
    She had reached both dungeons a few hours ago, and she was pleased to see that she had arrived before the new, replacement Cores expanded their Areas of Influence enough to reach them – though it was close.  She briefly thought that if she had waited even another 6 to 8 hours, she might have been too late for either one.  Their rapid expansion was so great that she thought that within the next few days they would likely be opening up to the world…and like she had told Delarthe, they all needed to be ready for when that happened.   
 
    Sandra also shut down production of new constructs for her Nets, as she wanted to start using the Mana going into it for other purposes; in addition to the Ape Warriors, Dire Wolves, Jaguar Queens, and even a third Titanium Anaconda she wanted to create for the Shieldmen, she knew she needed to start stockpiling Energy Orbs.  They were the one thing she could create that could benefit all of the races equally, and would be an important part of the overall strategy in the future.   
 
    Fortunately, splitting her concentration between many different projects was getting easier and easier every day.  Whether it was because she had so much practice or if it were due to her upgrading her Core Size, but ever since she emerged from her upgrading isolation it seemed as if she could handle even more going on before her focus started to suffer.  When doing routine tasks around the dungeon – such as creating more constructs for her Nets – the process was almost automatic; when she was crafting something she had a lot of practice at – for instance, the swords she was still creating for the Orcs – it was almost as automatic.  Newly created crafts, such as the chest armor she was creating for the Orcs as well, took a lot more of her focus – but after creating a few dozen of them it was getting to the point where it wasn’t a challenge to nearly automate as well.   
 
    Even the enchanting of Elemental Orbs to convert them into Energy Orbs, which had at first been extremely difficult to get right, was simple enough to complete that Sandra found she could control up to 6 Unstable Shapeshifters at a time, each doing their own enchantment on separate Orbs.  It was amazing and a little disappointing at the same time, especially considering how easy it seemed to be now; it wasn’t a challenge anymore, which was one of the things she enjoyed about crafting.   
 
    Oh, she still enjoyed the crafting process, even with every sword she hammered into shape or Orb she enchanted, but it wasn’t the same as discovering something new or trying her “hand” at a new craft.  It was the same driving force she had lived by when she was Human; the need to learn about all aspects of crafting was what kept her going, as there always seemed to be something new to learn, and she was excited by even the most mundane tasks if they related to crafting. 
 
    Therefore, with the “automatic” tasks taken care of, she had plenty of concentration left over to learn about brewing and distilling – which was exciting to learn about.  Even though, as Glencha had told Teving, she couldn’t taste what was going to be made, that didn’t bother her; it was wonderful learning about a new process, and developing solutions using her special abilities in trap-making and enchanting to do something that would normally be done manually made her excited to try.  Based on what she was learning, however, it was going to take some trial-and-error on the Dwarves’ part to get it completely right. 
 
    With a lot of her other crafting projects, she could tell instantly whether or not something was done correctly; a sword or an enchantment appeared…off…if the process wasn’t done the way it should have been.  Even things that she couldn’t necessarily evaluate herself – such as cooking and tasting what she cooked (which she had tried while controlling one of her Unstable Shapeshifters, but everything was basically tasteless) – she knew how they were supposed to look and even feel, so it wasn’t that hard to see if she had made it right.  For the brand-new crafts of brewing and distilling spirits, she had no frame of reference to work off of, so she was going to have to leave the fine-tuning to the experts.   
 
    She just had to ensure they had the tools to do that, which meant a lot of customization on Sandra’s part.  Which just makes it more fun! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Sandra started out her crafting experiments in brewing and distilling with small-scale models that Glencha and Teving approved before she went full-scale.  She was glad she didn’t try to create everything large-scale first, because there were multiple things that the two Dwarves suggested to improve her design.  Experience using her abilities allowed her to perform most of the steps with a single container; the original thought was to use a different container for each step of the process because that was what the Dwarves usually did – but Sandra was anything but normal. 
 
    Starting with brewing with the brewing process, the first thing that Sandra needed to do – which was nearly impossible to accomplish in the single container she was designing – was to convert the Wheat and Barley into a malt mixture.  She left the exact portion sizes of each grain in Teving’s capable hands, while Sandra figured out how to turn the grains into a malt; this was normally done with a time-consuming process of drying the grains (which had already been done), rehydrating them, then allowing them to germinate so that they produced the necessary growth that aided in the production of alcohol later.   
 
    Sandra being who she was, however, simply made another open area near the drying room that was like a miniature growing space; there was a water trap in a small room above, which produced the moisture the grains needed, and inside the growing space was a combination Natural and Air trap.  The Natural trap would activate just enough to start the growing process in the grains when they were hydrated, but cut off quickly soon after; there were slots in the floor where the water could drain while keeping the germinated grains in the room.  Once the mixture was drained and germinated, the Air trap would slowly dry them off with cool air at first, before ramping up to higher temperatures.   
 
    Once it had been completely dried and therefore malted, the Wheat and Barley mixture could be moved to a container that Sandra took a long time designing.  For each step of the process, another aspect of a trap or an enchantment had to be activated – which was difficult but not impossible to achieve.  The hardest part was convincing the two Dwarves not to freak out when 6 of her Unstable Shapeshifters arrived to do all of the enchanting.  She could have brought even more, since she had expanded her stable of Shifters to 40 by that time, because they were extremely useful in so many ways. 
 
    “Wha-what is that?” Glencha exclaimed, backing away when the multi-colored amorphous masses rolled into the expanded room she was going to be using for brewing.  The first two rooms nearest her Home room had been meant for the two crafting stations – the Brewery and Distillery – but with the knowledge that the container she was going to make was quite large (and that she would likely make multiple of each), she decided to make the “rooms” a lot wider by adding additional offshoot rooms accessible via tunnels.  This allowed her to make traps for additional brewing or distilling stations, instead of trying to tie them all together into one giant room.   
 
    The hard-spirit-enthusiast Dwarf backed away with obvious shock and worry, not quite as scared as she was when she saw the Aerie Roc, but uncomfortable at seeing the Shapeshifters.  Sandra couldn’t blame her, though – it was still hard to look at them for her when they were in their unshifted states, so she could sympathize. 
 
    None of the Dwarves had seen them in their natural state; when she needed to set up Stasis Fields on the two meat boxes, they had arrived already in the form of two identical and clothed Violet-copies.  She didn’t do that here, though, because she had a feeling she was going to need every minute of the hour – where each Shapeshifter could maintain their shifted shape – before they were kicked back to their natural form.   
 
      
 
    * These are my Unstable Shapeshifters, who will be assisting me in enchanting this vessel.  You’ve seen them before in their shifted states, I’m sure, but this is their natural form.  Don’t be alarmed when they shift, however, because it can be a little unsettling.  Oh, and they’ll be naked, so hopefully that doesn’t bother you too much. * 
 
      
 
    “Wait—what?” Teving asked, before he too stepped back in shock when her Dungeon Monsters changed shape and shrunk down into the naked forms of two Gnomes: Felbar and Violet.  Sandra chose those two because she was accustomed to using them the most, plus they were actually smaller than the two Dwarves; she figured having some tall Elves suddenly appear might alarm them more than a little bit. 
 
    “Th-that’s disturbing.  Can they take any shape?” Glencha asked, suspicion flavoring her tone.   
 
    Sandra went on to explain the limitations of her Unstable Shapeshifter, with it needing to come into contact with another living being, the time limit imposed on them making them “unstable”, and their inability to verbally communicate.  The explanation, as well as the fact that they also appeared fairly non-threatening because of their current small stature and unclothed state, helped to settle some of the fears that the two Dwarves seemed to have about them.  Not completely, but enough that they didn’t look like they would run from the room screaming anytime soon. 
 
    The first thing that her container being used for the brewing process – which was a closed, cylindrical, round-bottomed, copper vessel 5 feet tall and 10 feet wide with access ports near the top to view the process inside and to add materials – needed was to add water to the malt when it was poured inside.  This was easy enough to add with a Water-based trap that was adjustable and able to be regulated by simple activation triggers along the outside of the vessel that just needed to be touched and it would add the designated amount.  There were 10 different amounts of pure water that could be added, from just a bucketful to an amount that would fill up half of the container, so it would be easy enough to add a little more if it were needed. 
 
    When the water and malt mixture was inside, then came heat which had to be regulated closely to produce something called wort.  The wort was a liquid that would emerge from the malt mixture upon heat being applied, and required a few hours to fully extract all of the special liquid, with a large portion of the water boiling away as steam, leaving (for the most part) just the leftover grain and the wort.   
 
    The heating process was a difficult proposition because it also needed to be used in other stages of brewing, as well as cooling.  In a later stage, in fact, a certain temperature needed to be maintained for weeks, which was extremely difficult to achieve with a Fire-based trap using Mana.  Therefore, she went the enchanting route using a similar enchantment rune as what she had used to protect the riders on the back of her Aerie Rocs: Felbar’s warmth enchantment. 
 
    In truth, it was two enchantments that did the trick, though they were very similar.  Each was inscribed by her Unstable Shapeshifters over the entire vessel, though they did separate things; one warmed up everything within the container, while the other cooled it down with an additional Invert rune added to the sequence.  It took quite a lot to enchant the entire container, which was why she needed so many Shapeshifters – though that wasn’t the hardest part.  The hardest part was that she did each of them 3 times with separate activation areas, and then designing the accompanying Fire and Spirit Energy Orbs that would supply the energy to the enchantments.   
 
    The basic principle behind them was that the brewer – in this case Teving – could place paired Energy Orbs of six different Limiter rune settings on one of the three activation spaces that were clearly marked out on a low shelf attached to the bottom of the vessel.  If Teving placed the strongest paired energy source on one of the activation spaces and it wasn’t quite hot enough inside, then he could place another pair of Orbs with the lowest power output on a second activation space, bumping up the temperature a little more.  Conversely, with the inverted warmth enchantment, he could cool it off just a little bit if he placed one of the paired Orbs on the spots designated for those enchantments.   
 
    This way, he could adjust the temperature to hundreds of different levels, depending on which paired Energy Orb he placed first and adjusted it with either more heat or cooling.  To further aid in that, she created a second set of Orbs – that were just copies of the original six – so that they could be used to adjust the temperature with even finer control.  Sandra thought it was adequate for what needed to be done, but both Teving and Glencha were ecstatic. 
 
    “This is genius!  With the ability to make so many adjustments to the temperature, I should finally be able to perfect my recipe!”  Teving was overjoyed at the prospect, and Sandra was happy that he seemed happy.  Glencha was excited as well, though apparently distilling wasn’t quite as temperamental as brewing was; regardless, she seemed more than pleased. 
 
    Once the wort was extracted from the malt mixture, the most complicated part of the brewing process was next: removing the solid remains of the two grains from the liquid wort.  Fortunately, Sandra had powerful Mana on her side, which was applied through the use of an Air trap.  At the bottom of the large container from the inside, she had a trap made entirely of hardened air that was basically like a fine mesh of individual air strands woven together like cloth; during the initial process of removing the wort from the malt, an external trap activation could bring the mesh up and down a few inches fairly rapidly, which helped to move everything inside the container around so that it was mixed up and circulated.   
 
    A separate trap activation at this stage could be started, however, that would slowly bring the air mesh upwards, pushing the malt mash together up against the top of the container.  This resulted in acting as a type of strainer that would squeeze out the liquid, and it could be repeated multiple times to ensure most if not all of the liquid was being forced out and through the Air-based trap.  Sandra also made sure to reinforce the top and upper walls of the container, because the force of the trap could be quite impressive. 
 
    Once the liquid was extracted, removing the waste malt mixture (which was no longer needed for the brewing process) was as easy as opening up one of the access panels near the top that led off to one side, and a third Air trap activation was used to push the spent mash outside of the container.  Unless there was something to catch it the results could be quite messy, but Sandra could absorb the waste product easily if she needed to.  She was told that it was usually used as feed or even reused for baking, but there was really no need for that at that point. 
 
    The next step was to boil the wort via the warmth enchantments and to add in Hops at some point during the boiling process.  This was, again, a point of contention between brewers, as when you added it depended upon who you asked. 
 
    “Those fools back home add it at the beginning, which tends to make the Ale really bitter – and they tend to like it really bitter for some reason,” Teving noted, before continuing.  “However, if you add the Hops later, it has a much better flavor and aroma, without all of the bitterness.  There’s still some, but at a certain point I think it becomes too much.” 
 
    Sandra couldn’t really comment, as she had never tried it before.  Glencha was one of those that liked a more-bitter Ale, but as she wasn’t going to be in charge, she didn’t have a say. 
 
      
 
    * Well, you know, I aim to make multiple brewing vessels, so perhaps you can convince Teving to make some for you. * 
 
      
 
    “Sure, I can make some of that…swill…for you, if that’s what someone of unrefined taste wants to drink,” he said in an effort to disparage Glencha’s preference.   
 
    Unfortunately for him, the female Dwarf didn’t care what he thought; she only smiled at his words and said, “Thank you.” 
 
    Next was another straining stage, where all of the solid Hops and any solid particles that hadn’t been removed earlier were taken out via the Air traps again.  The last real stage – and the lengthiest – was the fermentation step, where yeast (which was acquired from the bakers) was added and allowed to ferment, which converted the wort into ale over the period of at least a week, but could take up to 6 weeks.  When Sandra asked if that could be sped up somehow, she was told that trying to speed it up would be a mistake – and possibly deadly.   
 
    “You want to make sure to leave an outlet at the top of the container where poison gas produced by the fermentation can escape.  If you don’t have that there, it’s quite possible that the entire vessel will…explode,” Glencha informed her. 
 
    That was definitely problematic; luckily for everyone living there, the natural Mana infused into her dungeon automatically filtered the air, so she didn’t have to worry about them all succumbing to this “poison gas” they were talking about.  This was also the reason she was advised not to speed it up artificially, because they were worried that might result in another explosion, and it would be hard to regulate exactly how much it was being fermented and they might end up with a spoiled batch. 
 
    Sandra was used to being able to get things done quickly, so the stall in the process was a bit of a setback, but she was inclined to believe what the Dwarves were talking about.  The fermentation process was the main reason she was forced to use enchantments for heating and cooling of the container because the vessel needed to be kept relatively cool, and the alcohol-making process produced a lot of heat.  The way it was set up now allowed them to keep a constant temperature no matter what was going on inside of the container.   
 
    That was about it.  She was told that when the fermentation was complete, the remaining yeast inside could be removed and reused on the next batch.  Then, the Ale could be extracted through a small hole with a little pipe attached to allow the alcoholic liquid to flow out in measured amounts.  A little ingenuity and suggestion from Glencha caused Sandra to figure out a way to have the pipe move one way to allow liquid to flow out from it, while moving it back would stop the flow – which Teving was happy about, since it allowed him to easily taste test the Ale while it was at each stage of the process.   
 
    Now all that needed to be done was for Teving to start that entire process – and for Sandra to work with Glencha and her distillery. 
 
    The initial process was amazingly similar to brewing at least in the first stages, so all Sandra had to do was duplicate what she had made for Teving.  The biggest difference was that instead of removing the malted mixture after the wort was produced, it was kept inside the main container of the still even through the fermentation process.  Once the fermentation process was complete, however, the main difference in the extraction of the alcohol could be seen; this was where the liquid that would be Whiskey was produced that was a whole lot stronger than Ale.   
 
    Similar to her still she had created for extracting Cedar Oil, a small copper tube ran from the top of the container, had a cooling system set up via frigid water (which was tied to the Water trap that already existed) that converted vapor into liquid again, and ended up in a smaller vessel nearby.  Once the fermentation was complete, the mixture was heated up to the point where the alcohol became vapor, which flowed through the tube, was cooled down, and collected as pure Whiskey in the smaller container. 
 
    Glencha had her own opinions on the best way to make her spirit of choice, and she was as into it as Teving was into Ale.  “There are different recipes for making whiskey as well, that depends on the types of grains used – I prefer a primarily wheat-based malt – and differing temperatures at certain times, but the nice part is that it doesn’t take nearly as long to produce as Ale does.  I think the first batch can be done in just a few days.  After that, I can probably experiment with different tastes to see what works – and tastes – best.” 
 
    That was more like it!  While she wouldn’t be drinking it, Sandra was happy to hear that they would get results fairly soon.   
 
    By the time she had finished creating the first Brewery and Distillery, it was nearly midday.  Looking over the horizon from far above through her Shears, she was hoping to see enormous Rocs coming from three different directions…but there was nothing.  Where are they?  I hope they haven’t run into any trouble.  If they did run into trouble, then there wasn’t really anything that Sandra could do at that point.  Possibly send another of the Shieldmen for the Dwarves or one of the Rangers for the Elves, but she didn’t have anyone for the Gnomes.  Regardless, she told herself to be patient; they would return when they could.  Right? 
 
    Unless…they’ve abandoned me?  Do they not want to come back?  Have they left me here alone to see to their people, and yet won’t even deign to tell me that they don’t want anything more to do with me? 
 
    “Why all these dark thoughts, Sandra?” Winxa suddenly asked, which made the Dungeon Core realize that she had inadvertently projected her thoughts again.  Luckily, it seemed as though she only sent those thoughts toward the Dungeon Fairy, as none of the Dwarves seemed to react. 
 
    I…I don’t know.  Perhaps it’s a remnant of that piece of Dungeon Core I absorbed.  Thanks for looking out for me.  
 
    “No problem, Sandra,” Winxa said, before patting her Core on the top with a calming gesture.  “Don’t worry, they’ll be back before you know it – and then you’ll probably have a whole new set of problems to take care of.” 
 
    Sandra inwardly chuckled, which helped to ease some of the morose attitude that had suddenly struck her.  You’re probably right, Winxa.  Maybe it’s a good thing they haven’t come back yet, because I’m still trying to get a handle on everything around here. 
 
    Speaking of that, a brief look at the Orc village of Grongbak indicated that it was about time she made her first delivery of supplies to them.  She didn’t see any sign of a Warband for a few miles past the small border village, but she knew it would only be a matter of time.  At least, she hoped it was only a matter of time; if this plan didn’t work, Sandra wasn’t sure what she would do. 
 
    Time to get back to work. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    To maintain the foodstuffs she was transporting as long as she could, Sandra created a series of stone storage boxes that were similar in design to the ones she had created for the Dwarves’ meat storage – though about a third of the size.  It used a smaller Stasis Field than the large ones down there, which meant that she only needed to use one Shapeshifter for the work; once the runes were in place, she placed Small Energy Orbs with the Limiter rune and attached them to the enchantments there, prolonging their longevity.  As far as she could determine, she estimated that the Fields would last a decade or more because of their smaller size. 
 
    In these new Stasis boxes, Sandra filled one to the brim with raw Bearling meat, which she was sure that the Orcs would appreciate; she still remembered Razochek and his Warband hunting Bearlings out in the wastelands, which was what led to them discovering her dungeon entrance.  She also filled two others with a mixture of apples, oranges, peaches, and pears – after asking Kelerim if they would be appreciated. 
 
    “Of course.  They aren’t grown and cultivated very many places in Orcrim, and they are usually maintained by Warchiefs like my father; in other words, common Warband members would rarely – if ever – eat them.” 
 
    So, a nice treat, she assumed.  A fourth box was filled with day-old loaves of bread that the Dwarves had baked and were extra; even though they were a day old, their hard crust protected them enough from exposure to the air that they were still light and fluffy on their inside.  A fifth and sixth box were filled with potatoes, which the  Dwarves had grown entirely too many of to eat.  That was enough food to feed the residents of the Orc village for months, especially since their population had been much reduced.  Of course, if they managed to catch the attention of some nearby Warbands, the amount she was planning on sending could be consumed quite quickly; that was why she was planning on making deliveries at least once a week, if not more as needed. 
 
    Along with the food supplies, she was also sending all of the swords and chest armor that she had created by that time – which she hoped enough for a start.  Her constructs, through her “automatic” crafting portion of her mind (along with Kelerim’s contribution), had brought their total up to 90 Steel swords and 8 Titanium swords, as well as 75 leather chest pieces.  Using a half-dozen of her Steelclad Ape Warriors in her Home room, Sandra loaded up her Animated Slab Dungeon Monster with all of the supplies, which had been converted to a flat platform with slightly raised sides.  Along with the boxes of supplies, weapons, and armor, there were two other things she was sending. 
 
    Two of the Steelclad Ape Warriors were coming along, with normal – as in unenchanted – Steel warhammers to act as guards.  She wasn’t worried about the villagers because they were the ones she was giving the supplies to; no, it was the villagers she was sending the Apes along to protect.  Kelerim informed her that the Warbands sometimes treated everything they saw as their possessions, and weren’t afraid to take what they wanted.  While her constructs weren’t all-powerful, they were a good deterrent from a group of orcs trying to take what wasn’t theirs.  That, and she had already stationed over 1,000 of her Reinforced Animated Shears a mile above the village; if the worst happened and a Warband started to threaten the villagers there, she could bring the flying constructs down with incredible speed – and anything they hit would suffer some serious, if not fatal, damage.   
 
    The second thing non-supply-related she was sending along was one of her Unstable Shapeshifters.  She created one specifically for the purpose of being sent out, and if it were destroyed (which hopefully wouldn’t happen) it wouldn’t affect the number of them she still had in her dungeon.  When it approached the village, she would have it shift into the shape of Echo; along with a set of clothes identical to what the young Ranger wore, the Shifter would be the “Elven” representative there to drop off the supplies.  Since there was no verbal communication possible between them, she would have to get creative in how she relayed the messages she would need to get across. 
 
    In order to get the entire Slab out of her dungeon without having to carry everything up to the top, Sandra simply unblocked a portion of the 30-foot-thick stone wall covering the entrance to her Roc tunnel.  From there, it was easy enough for her stone Slab to journey slowly through the miles-long tunnel to emerge in the wastelands, where it then floated steadily yet leisurely towards Grongbak with its passengers and supplies on board. 
 
    While she waited for that to happen, which she estimated would take about an hour, Sandra busied herself with finishing up the plundering of the two collapsed dungeons in Orcish territory.  After her Hyper Automatons brought everything useful back to the large tunnel and therefore part of her dungeon, she was able to see what kind of haul they had unearthed. 
 
    She was happy to see fragments of the two Cores that were destroyed, which appeared to be similar in size to the Reptile-Classification Core she had already salvaged.  The Undead Core was the odd one out with the size of its shards and pieces, but that made sense; it had upgraded its Core Size quite a few more times than the others, therefore it was larger.  In addition, the number of Monster Seeds that were recovered was only in total as much as she had plundered from the collapsed Undead dungeon – but that was fine, because once she absorbed all of the smaller Seeds, she estimated that it was worth about 400,000 Mana.   
 
    There were some surprises, however; instead of there being any gemstones like Sapphires or Onyx, neither the Avian nor the Unicorn-Classification dungeons had anything like that.  Instead, they had something else that they were using for their high Mana-cost Dungeon Monsters; she wasn’t sure where the two Cores had gotten them, but Sandra didn’t hesitate to absorb them to add to her available Monster Seeds – and materials. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New Monster Seed and Origination Material found! 
    
  Sulfur 
  While Sulfur can be directly used as a Monster Seed, it can also be used as a material for use in the dungeon or other purposes. 
    
  You now have access to: 
  Tiny Sulfur Cube 
  Origination Raw Material Cost: 1000 
  Origination Mana Cost: 400 
  Monster Min. Mana: 400 
  Monster Max. Mana: 800 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New Monster Seed and Origination Material found! 
    
  Magnetite 
  While Magnetite can be directly used as a Monster Seed, it can also be used as a material for use in the dungeon or other purposes. 
    
  You now have access to: 
  Tiny Magnetite Cube 
  Origination Raw Material Cost: 1200 
  Origination Mana Cost: 600 
  Monster Min. Mana: 600 
  Monster Max. Mana: 1000 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She was glad that she only absorbed the smallest version of the two new Monster Seeds, because she also ended up unlocking the Small and Average sizes since she had those inside the pile of Seeds plundered from the other dungeons; no Large yet, but what she had acquired was more than she had before – so she was happy.  Sandra wasn’t exactly sure what she wanted to do with Sulfur and Magnetite quite yet, but she had some ideas for the future. 
 
    After unlocking those Seeds, she realized that she had been neglecting finishing off the rest of what she could unlock through her Transmutation Menu.  Things had been so hectic with dealing with the Undead-Classification Dungeon Core and the aftermath that she had barely given it any thought; after looking at it, she wished she hadn’t ignored it for the last week or so.  Not only that, but she also saw that the two Seeds she had just acquired brought up a brand-new category: Assorted Minerals. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Organic/Inorganic Material Elemental Transmutation Menu 
  
     
 
      
      	  Transmutation Options 
  
      	  Elemental Source Required (Size/Qty) 
  
      	  Mana Required 
  
      	  Additional Seed Material (Size/Qty) 
  
      	  Unlocked (Y/N) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Metals 
  
     
 
      
      	  Platinum 
  
      	  Spirit Cube (Average/3) 
  
      	  0/5000000 
  
      	  Fire Clay (Large/6) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Orichalcum 
  
      	  Nether Cube (Large/7), 
  Water Cube (Large/7), 
  Earth Cube (Large/7), 
  Fire Cube (Large/7) 
  
      	  0/20000000 
  
      	  Ball Clay (Large/5), 
  Fire Clay (Large/5), 
  Kaolin Clay (Large/5) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mithril 
  
      	  ????? 
  
      	  0/50000000 
  
      	  ????? 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fibrous Plant Seeds 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bamboo Seed 
  
      	  Natural Cube (Small/3) 
  
      	  0/75000 
  
      	  Yew (Average/2) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ramie Seed 
  
      	  Natural Cube (Average/3) 
  
      	  0/100000 
  
      	  Ironwood (Large/3) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Clays 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ball Clay 
  
      	  Earth Cube (Tiny/3) 
  
      	  0/25000 
  
      	  Steel (Small/3) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire Clay 
  
      	  Earth Cube (Small/3) 
  
      	  0/40000 
  
      	  Steel (Average/3) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Kaolin Clay 
  
      	  Earth Cube (Average/3) 
  
      	  0/50000 
  
      	  Steel (Large/4) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Non-Fruit-Producing Tree Seeds 
  
     
 
      
      	  Elderoak Seed 
  
      	  Natural Cube (Large/4), 
  Holy Cube (Large/4), 
  Spirit Cube (Large/4), 
  Air Cube (Large/4) 
  
      	  0/1500000 
  
      	  Steel (Large/10), 
  Gold (Large/10), 
  Titanium (Large/10), 
  Platinum (Large/10) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magewood Seed 
  
      	  ????? 
  
      	  0/5000000 
  
      	  ????? 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ancient Silverpine Seed 
  
      	  ????? 
  
      	  0/10000000 
  
      	  ????? 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Precious Gemstones 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ruby 
  
      	  Fire Orb (Large/6) 
  
      	  268000/500000 
  
      	  Copper (Large/5) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Emerald 
  
      	  Natural Orb (Large/6) 
  
      	  0/1000000 
  
      	  Bronze (Large/5) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Diamond 
  
      	  Holy Orb (Large/6) 
  
      	  0/10000000 
  
      	  Steel (Large/5) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Moonstone 
  
      	  Spirit Cube (Large/5), 
  Air Cube (Large/3), 
  Holy Cube (Large/3) 
  
      	  0/20000000 
  
      	  Titanium (Large/15) 
  Platinum (Large/15) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dragon’s Eye 
  
      	  Fire Cube (Large/8), 
  Earth Cube (Large/6), 
  Nether Cube (Large/4), 
  Natural Cube (Large/2) 
  
      	  0/50000000 
  
      	  Dragon Glass (Average/5) 
  Platinum (Large/20) 
  Orichalcum (Average/10) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magistone 
  
      	  ????? 
  
      	  0/100000000 
  
      	  ????? 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fruit-producing Tree Seeds 
  
     
 
      
      	  Coconut 
  
      	  Spirit Cube (Small/4) 
  
      	  0/100000 
  
      	  Ironwood (Large/6) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Elderfruit 
  
      	  Natural Cube (Large/5), 
  Holy Cube (Large/5), 
  Spirit Cube (Large/5), 
  Air Cube (Large/5) 
  
      	  0/1000000 
  
      	  Elderoak (Large/10) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ambrosia 
  
      	  ????? 
  
      	  0/25000000 
  
      	  ????? 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Assorted Minerals 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sulfur 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  Y 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magnetite 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  Y 
  
     
 
      
      	  Quartz Sand 
  
      	  Earth Orb (Average/4) 
  
      	  0/10000 
  
      	  Nickel (Average/3) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Jade 
  
      	  Natural Orb (Large/6) 
  
      	  0/150000 
  
      	  Lead (Large/3) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Obsidian 
  
      	  Nether Orb (Large/8) 
  
      	  0/200000 
  
      	  Iron (Large/4) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cinnabar 
  
      	  Fire Orb (Large/10) 
  
      	  0/300000 
  
      	  Bronze (Large/6) 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Soulstone 
  
      	  Spirit Cube (Large/10) 
  Nether Cube (Large/8) 
  Earth Cube (Large/6) 
  
      	  0/10000000 
  
      	  Steel (Large/5) 
  Titanium (Large/8) 
  Platinum (Large/10) 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  Weightonite 
  
      	  ????? 
  
      	  0/50000000 
  
      	  ????? 
  
      	  N 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Right away, she knew she wanted Quartz Sand unlocked for her use.  Quartz Sand could be heated up to extremely high temperatures and turned into glass.  Unlike Dragon Glass – which wasn’t technically glass and was hard to work with – she could think of hundreds of uses for using glass made from Sand in crafting.   
 
    Before something else came up to change her mind, Sandra used some of the Mana from the plundered Monster Seeds to unlock the Quartz Sand, fulfilling the requirements easily.  The other options under the new category on her Transmutation Menu would take a little bit longer to unlock, and the appearance of something called Soulstone and Weightonite were unknown to her.  Regardless, there were other, more important options to consider when she had the extra Mana. 
 
    Options such as Platinum and Elderoak, which were two materials she was looking forward to working with.  However, unlocking those would take literally millions of Mana between the pure Mana requirements and the components, which she didn’t really have to spare right now.  They were for the future, though there were some that were much more affordable: Coconut, Bamboo Seed, Ramie Seed, Ball Clay, Fire Clay, and Kaolin Clay.  She would like to add each of them to her available material and Seed repertoire…as soon as she got a handle on her Mana situation. 
 
    Sandra went ahead and absorbed most of the smaller Monster Seeds and used most of the Mana to create more Elemental Orbs, which she was planning on converting to Energy Orbs when her Unstable Shapeshifters had a chance to enchant them.  For the moment, she had them stored in a simple Oak chest inside of her treasury; she had found that it was easier to keep them in something that could be transported easily if the need arose, as it was difficult for her constructs to carry more than a few of the spherical objects at one time.   
 
    The rest of the Mana was used to expand the construct force that the Dwarves were using to keep the Goblin and Golem numbers down – which quickly became even more important as she felt the Golem-Classification Dungeon Core finish its upgrade when her Animated Slab was only about a third of the way to Grongbak.  A quick message to Delarthe about the change and a heads-up about more constructs coming their way was all she had time for, however. 
 
    The Beast and Slime-Classification dungeons near the Elves completed their own upgrades within minutes of each other.  If it weren’t for the Goblin and Golem Cores finishing their own upgrades at different times, she would’ve thought that they were somehow working with each other, but she put it down to coincidence again.  Because such a thing should be impossible…right? 
 
    “Well…while there is no way for them to actually communicate, when two Dungeon Cores’ Areas of Influence are near each other, they can perceive a little of what is going on with the other,” Winxa explained when Sandra asked about the potential for communicating with the other Cores – which she had never thought about doing before.  She had thought it was impossible, and therefore didn’t try to negotiate with the two Cores that had been destroyed.  “There are no thoughts, emotions, or ideas exchanged, though; just a general sense of what they are about.  I’m assuming you haven’t experienced this with any of the other Cores?” 
 
    No, not at all.  Does this sensing give them any advantages? 
 
    “Nope; it’s mainly just so that the Cores can acknowledge that the other dungeon’s Area of Influence is there, so they know not to infringe on the other’s territory.  That way, they can concentrate on what they do best – expanding and killing people for their Mana,” she said with a bit of disgust.  The Dungeon Fairy had already made plain her distaste for what the Dungeon Cores were designed for, while still recognizing their necessity; Sandra felt the same way, even though she was a Dungeon Core herself. 
 
    With that worry resolved, she located and contacted Chryla from the Elven Rangers, as she had been her main point of contact with them ever since Echo had left.  She let her know, after the usual startlement on the behalf of the Elf at the sudden voice in her head, about the change in the two dungeons. 
 
      
 
    * Be warned, both the Beast and the Slime dungeons have expanded their Areas of Influence, which now extend to within 200 feet of your village on either side. *  
 
      
 
    “That’s not good – we’re not going to be able to contain them if they keep expanding like that.  Is there anything you can do?” 
 
    Sandra gave her the same explanation she had given Delarthe and the Dwarven Shieldmen, but in the Elves’ case, there was even more danger.  If the Dungeon Cores continued to expand, then their village would be caught in between the two AOIs and be vulnerable to direct attack – similar to how the Gnomes and Dwarves had been killed and chased out of their own villages.  It was only a matter of time before that happened, but Sandra was determined to keep them safe there for as long as possible. 
 
    Her dungeon couldn’t house all the people in all the lands, after all.  Elves, especially, probably wouldn’t appreciate living underground like the Dwarves did, so she would have to see about what she could do to prevent them from having to flee. 
 
      
 
    * …therefore, there’s not much we can do to prevent them from expanding again.  I’ll work on some ideas of what we can do to protect your village, but in the meantime I might be able to help you and the other Rangers. * 
 
      
 
    “How?  You’ve already done so much with these other gifts,” Chryla said, pointing to her palms where the Energy Orbs were embedded, as well as holding up her bow.  The Rangers had quickly learned how to shoot the new composite bows effectively and adjusted them to their own style – and were practically destroying all of the Dungeon Monsters they were coming up against in the forest.  There were even a few more Crocatiles that popped up here and there, which required two or three Rangers to handle, but no one had been hurt…yet.  She noticed that some of the Elves culling the Monsters were getting a little low on their explosive bolts, so she made a mental note to start producing more for them – as well as possibly adding other types of enchantments that might be effective. 
 
      
 
    * The Dwarven Shieldmen are using some of my constructs to hunt and destroy the Goblins and Golems near their village and I’d like to help you out that way as well.  However, based on what I’ve seen of how you all operate, it looks like you tend to prefer stealth and attacking from concealed locations to prevent getting hurt – which is smart.  I’m not sure if my constructs would be right for you in that situation, because they tend to be heavy and noisy when they move. * 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that doesn’t sound like that would work that well.  The element of surprise is our most effective weapon, and taking that away could put us in even more danger; unless we’re traveling with an army of your constructs, I don’t think that would work.” 
 
      
 
    * Ok, then.  How about this; of all the Monsters in the world that you can think of or have heard about, what would be the best, the most ideal, and the greatest help to you?  You wouldn’t be able to see what it sees or anything, but you’d be able to give it simple commands that are shaped by your intention. * 
 
      
 
    That gave the Ranger some pause as she considered what Sandra was asking.  After just over a minute, she shook her head in obvious frustration.  “I’ve never thought of that before, and I have no idea.  I’m going to have to ask the others to see if they have any thoughts about that; it’s such an unusual question that I can’t even imagine what would be ideal.” 
 
      
 
    * That’s easy enough to do right now.  I’ll ask the others and see what they think, then I’ll come back to you. * 
 
      
 
    “What?  Me?  Why?  I’m not nearly the most senior here, you know.” 
 
      
 
    * I like you, that’s why.  You remind me a little of myself. * 
 
      
 
    Sandra didn’t mention that the reminder was of herself being a little clumsy, which she definitely was when she was Human.  Regardless, that seemed to satisfy Chryla. 
 
    The Dungeon Core asked the other Rangers one by one, to see if they had any suggestions.  Like Chryla, most of them said they needed to think about it; however, there was one that had an idea that they thought would work perfectly.  Sandra mentioned it to the others and Chryla, of course, and while some hesitated and even shivered a little when they heard the name, all of them said they were willing to give it a try.  The only problem was that what they had chosen wasn’t something that she recognized. 
 
    Therefore, after checking on her supply transport – which was now halfway to Grongbak – and seeing no issues, Sandra dove into her Advancement System and searched for what the Rangers suggested.  Based on a vague description, she finally found it under a Fire and Nether-based Classification called Shadow Beasts – which was an interesting combination.  Using 5 of her 60 Advancement Points (after gaining more AP from a variety of sources), she went ahead and purchased it. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New Dungeon Monster unlocked through Advancement! 
    
  Shadow Beasts (Fire/Nether): 
  Wyvine now available! 
    
  Wyvine 
  Mana Cost: 8000 Mana 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Luckily, the Wyvine wasn’t an Advanced Classification, which meant that it didn’t cost much Mana to create – at least compared to some of her other constructs and Dungeon Monsters.  In all, with the reductions in the cost of both the Monster and Monster Seed, each one would only cost her 5500 Mana total; the Raw Materials needed for the Seed were essentially negligible, since she was still taking from the condensed sphere – though even that was starting to shrink rapidly with all of the Materials she had used lately.  Fortunately, she had a lot of alternatives, as she had been turning everything she had absorbed lately into bars of Titanium that she was placing in her treasury. 
 
    It didn’t take long to make one of the new Wyvines and as soon as she did, Winxa freaked out a little bit. 
 
    “I said no dragons!  Wait…no…from what I can see, that almost looks more like a lizard than anything else,” the Dungeon Fairy said, before flying closer to inspect the new Dungeon Monster. 
 
    Sandra thought that Winxa was half right; the Wyvine was certainly lizard-like, with its scaly skin and long tail, which reminded the Dungeon Core a little of the Reptiles from the now-destroyed dungeon.  However, apart from the scaly skin, the Monster also had the general shape of a large cat and was at least 10 feet long from nose to the tip of its tail, as well as being 5 feet tall at the shoulder.  The Wyvine had enormous claws on its feet…or paws or whatever they were referred to…that reminded her a little of the Bearling claws.  The strangest part of the newly created Monster, though, was that it was completely black – as in, so black that it was difficult for Sandra to make out its finer details. 
 
    I don’t think that this would work so well in a forest; it would stand out amongst the background of natural colors out there…perhaps at night? 
 
    “Sandra, this is a Wyvine.  Have you checked out its special abilities?” Winxa asked knowingly, after confirming that Sandra hadn’t created a dragon.  Rather than ask what she was supposed to see, the Dungeon Core checked it out. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Wyvine 
    
  Current Elemental Energy: 
  Fire – 4000 energy 
  Nether – 4000 energy 
    
  Special Ability: 
  Muffled Step: 5 Fire energy per minute  
  Shadowwalker: 10 Nether energy per minute 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Ah…I see.  They were right – this will be perfect for them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Sandra sent the Wyvine out of her Roc tunnel because she had yet to seal it up; it was much easier for such large Dungeon Monsters to get out of her dungeon than through her entrance, mainly because she didn’t have to follow along and watch them navigate the VATS and squeeze through narrow tunnels.  It was still possible, of course, but the Roc tunnel was such a convenient way to get outside; with that thinking, she was considering keeping it largely open and figuring out how to defend it from anything trying to invade.  It would take a bit of work, and she would have to expand some of the sections to make rooms that she could then place traps inside, but it was certainly an option. 
 
    Along the way, she had the Wyvine test out its Special Abilities – Muffled Step and Shadowwalker – and was impressed at what it could do.  The Muffled Step Ability was fairly self-explanatory; as it moved, the ability allowed it to move completely silently; not even with her enhanced senses inside of the dungeon could she hear it moving at all, even when she deliberately tried to make a noise.  That would be perfect for the Elves hunting Dungeon Monsters inside of the forests, as moving silently through everything was a great advantage; she was relatively sure it would work even amongst dense foliage, as she could see red Fire energy in a sort of aura around the Monster.  Whether it was literally burning the sound away or not, she didn’t know, but the result was that no sounds escaped the aura. 
 
    Shadowwalker was a different Ability altogether.  When activated, the Wyvine projected its form into the smallest of shadows wherever it passed by, rendering it invisible; the Monster didn’t actually move itself into the shadows, but used them as a sort of camouflage.  It was a similar invisibility to what Echo used, though hers bent light; this enveloped shadows nearby and used them to its advantage.  Of course, in the full sun of midday in the wasteland, there was so much light and little in the way of shadows being cast that the Wyvine would be entirely exposed, but in the forests there were always some shadows around that it could use.   
 
    One last thing about the Wyvine, which she hadn’t been expecting based on its appearance – but should have – was that it was fast.  In fact, if she was to compare its speed to one of her constructs, she would say that it was as quick as her Titanium Anacondas; not nearly as fast as the Aerie Roc or her Shears, which could cut through the air with ridiculous speed, but fast enough, nevertheless. 
 
    Because of that, her new Dungeon Monster raced through the Roc tunnel and made it to the forest where the Beast-Classification Dungeon Monsters were roaming around, and was where Chryla was currently hunting more Beasts.  And all before her supply transport made it to the Orc village; the Animated Slab was certainly useful, but it was also quite slow. 
 
      
 
    * Special delivery for you, Chryla; I have that Wyvine we were talking about a few minutes ago. * 
 
      
 
    “Already?  That was fast,” the Ranger whispered, still trying to stay as silent as possible while she tracked down some more roaming Beasts.  “Do I need to go pick it up, or—?”  
 
      
 
    * Not at all.  Look behind you. * 
 
      
 
    Chryla whirled around abruptly and screamed loudly as she fell backwards, after coming face-to-face with the Wyvine, which was staring at her blankly with its head cocked to the side.  Sandra knew she shouldn’t feel amused at the reaction, but she had to admit that she was extremely amazed that not even the trained Elven Ranger had noticed its approach; of course, the Dungeon Core had cheated a little by activating its Muffled Step ability, but had left it visible to everything.  Just as she had thought, the Wyvine stuck out amongst the forest like an ink blot on a blank piece of parchment, but it was evidently silent enough to navigate through the trees without any issues. 
 
    “That was a bit mean,” Chryla reprimanded Sandra as she picked herself up from where she had fallen, though she soon lost her fear and annoyance at the Dungeon Core’s actions.  She looked fascinated as she approached the large lizard-feline form of the Wyvine, staring at its scaly skin and the way it would wave its tail around leisurely like a cat would.   
 
    “I’ve only heard about these before; I’ve never seen anything like it.  I don’t know anybody here that has seen one in person, but I think we all know about the Wyvine; it’s a dangerous dungeon monster that is reportedly seen near a dungeon far to the south of Symenora, though the Rangers and Elites there fighting it off all have Holy elemental energy.  If you diffuse a Holy-based light spell in a large enough area, it banishes all of the shadows and makes it much easier to see; other than getting lucky and hitting it while it hides in the shadows, that’s about the only way we’ve found to consistently destroy them. 
 
    “How…how is it that you can make one of these?  And you said I can control it?” 
 
      
 
    * That’s one of my special abilities; I’m able to create just about any Dungeon Monster, though I have to unlock it first…and there are limits.  Yes, you can control it – give it a try. * 
 
      
 
    Sandra explained the two different Special Abilities the Wyvine had and described how to give it orders with intent behind her whispered words.  Chryla took to directing the Monster rather adeptly, making it slink through the underbrush with nary a sound and practically disappearing into the shadows caused by the dense foliage above.  Within a few minutes, she even seemed to be enjoying herself.  
 
    “This is amazing!” she said after she had gotten the hang of controlling the Wyvine.  “I think it’s time to test it out for real now.”  So saying, she took off further into the forest, tracking what Sandra immediately identified (with a pair of Shears she sent ahead) as a large boar of some kind that was obviously a Dungeon Monster. 
 
    The Ranger made more noise than the Wyvine as they quickly caught up to the boar, which was actually quite large – almost the same size as the new Shadow Beast Monster Sandra had just created.  The Dungeon Core watched as Chryla sent her new assistant invisibly around the side of the enormous boar as she crouched down behind a tree, preparing to fire her bow.   
 
    Something must have alerted the boar to her presence, however, as it turned towards her location at the moment the Ranger released a steel bolt from her bow.  Whereas the projectile should have gone through the boar’s eye, likely killing it immediately – which would have been an amazing shot – it instead skipped off of its skull, tearing a massive furrow in its skin and causing extensive bleeding from the horrid wound.  Unfortunately, the wound was nowhere even close to fatal; in fact, it didn’t even seem to faze the Beast as it immediately charged towards Chryla scrambling to fire another bolt.  Even hiding behind the tree probably wouldn’t do her much good because the boar seemed large enough that it could knock the admittedly thin trunk of the tree down in its effort to gore and kill the Ranger. 
 
    A vague blur was the only indication Sandra had of the Wyvine as it slammed into the boar from the side, after running into it at full speed.  As soon as it touched the boar, the “invisibility” it had borrowed from the shadows was entirely gone and it was revealed in all of its splendor.  The impact from Chryla’s new companion was strategic; the dark-colored lizard-cat hit with claws extended, which dug into the thick fur of the boar as its momentum caused the Wyvine to continue over and above the charging Dungeon Monster.  The boar was pulled over to its other side as a result, and it crashed down with its own momentum causing it to slide forward, slamming into a nearby tree with tremendous force, cracking its trunk. 
 
    But even that impact didn’t kill the boar, as it quickly struggled to its feet.  Chryla and the Wyvine weren’t idle, however, and a bolt that appeared to have some sort of Natural elemental energy applied to it slammed into the thick fur and skin of the Beast’s neck just as the dark lizard-cat pulled its claws out of the boar’s side and started to furiously tear into the tendons and muscles of the Monster’s legs.  With two of them torn apart so thoroughly in a matter of seconds and the boar seemingly weakened by whatever the Natural energy had done, the Beast crashed down again; in the process of lethargically trying to turn its head to gore the Wyvine, another bolt slammed into its open jaws, driving itself into the roof of its mouth and into its brain, killing the Dungeon Monster instantly. 
 
    “Ok, I love it,” Chryla said happily after a moment as the Dungeon Monster dissolved, leaving behind a large Yew Wood stick that would probably be greatly beneficial in making bows – if the Rangers weren’t already wielding Sandra’s crafted composite bows.  “I missed my first shot there, and while I probably could’ve outrun that beast, it would’ve been difficult to take down without endangering myself.  This Wyvine is exactly what I didn’t know I needed.” 
 
      
 
    * I’m glad to hear that!  Now, there is a limited amount of time that your new companion can use its special abilities, which uses elemental energy just like you do.  Unfortunately, it cannot regenerate that energy naturally outside of my dungeon; fortunately, I can send some Fire and Nether Energy Orbs along that will fill it up, similar to how you regenerate your own through the ones embedded in your palms. *  
 
      
 
    “That’ll work, I guess – but isn’t there a way you could embed those Energy Orbs into the Wyvine?  That would make it much easier, I would think.” 
 
      
 
    * It doesn’t work that way, regrettably.  I have to use— *  
 
      
 
    Wait.  Why didn’t I think of that?  It was so simple that Sandra didn’t know why she hadn’t tried it before.  Well, she knew why; using an Elemental Orb – which was a lot more expensive Mana-wise – rather than almost any other Monster Seed to create a Dungeon Monster was foolish, because it was a waste of Mana, essentially.  When she added in the time and effort it took to enchant an Elemental Orb into an Energy Orb, then it was equally ridiculous.  For her constructs, it wouldn’t even make a difference, because they couldn’t use elemental energy; for her other Dungeon Monsters, though…. 
 
      
 
    * Hold on, Chryla; let me test something. * 
 
      
 
    Quickly, Sandra created a Small Fire Elemental Orb and had one of her Unstable Shapeshifters quickly enchant it to convert it into a Small Fire Energy Orb.  Then, selecting the Goblin Foreman (as it was the least expensive non-construct Dungeon Monster she had), she used the Energy Orb as the Monster Seed.  As she hoped, the Foreman coalesced around the Orb and appeared normal.  It worked! 
 
    “What worked?” Winxa asked, looking at the Goblin Foreman in Sandra’s Home room underneath her Core.  “All I see is a Goblin.” 
 
    Yes, it’s a Goblin Foreman, but this one is using an Energy Orb as its Monster Seed. 
 
    “Huh.  I never thought of that before.  But does it work?” 
 
    I’m not sure.  Let me try something. 
 
      
 
    The Energy Orb that comprised the Seed inside of the Goblin wasn’t visible, but Sandra had a feeling it was still there…somewhere.  Looking at it closely, she could see that her Dungeon Monster was still at full Fire and Spirit energy and nothing was happening.  Therefore, she had the Goblin activate its Special Ability that increased its strength and speed for a limited time.  There was no visible reaction, but she saw both elemental energies available inside of the Goblin Foreman dip down 10 points each.  That didn’t last for long, though; the Spirit energy ticked up by one, as the natural regeneration from it being inside of her dungeon took effect.  The Fire energy, though… 
 
    The amount of Fire energy ticked up 1, then 2, then 4, then 16 – all in the matter of a second.  From there, it continued to increase exponentially, blasting through the maximum the Goblin could reasonably hold.  In less than 3 seconds, the Fire elemental energy had increased so much that the Goblin suddenly flashed and ignited on fire – from the inside – and exploded in a spectacular fashion, sending fragments of scorched bone, skin, and muscle in all directions.  It was only luck that it didn’t harm anything (her Core especially), as most of it was blocked by the Aerie Roc that was still inside of her Home room.  The massive bird seemed only slightly hurt by it even though it didn’t really react to the pain, but Sandra could plainly see that a sharp bone fragment had embedded itself underneath one of the Roc’s feathers. 
 
    That fragment quickly disappeared, along with the rest of the blood and viscera from the exploded Goblin Foreman as it dissolved and left behind…nothing.  There was no Monster seed left behind, as it appeared as though it had been entirely consumed by whatever it had done. 
 
    “Umm…that was unexpected.” 
 
    You’re telling me.  Sandra had trouble even processing what happened.  I think that, as soon as the process of refilling its Fire energy started, it couldn’t stop – almost like what happens when there isn’t a Limiter rune on enchantments I try to power using the Energy Orbs.  I’m not sure why making this a part of them would make a difference, because my Dungeon Monsters can certainly use them externally to refill their elemental energy.  So, unless I can somehow put a Limiter rune on there with an extra Spirit Energy Orb, I’m not sure if this will work. 
 
    Another quick experiment with a single Spirit Energy Orb and another Goblin Foreman produced similar results, though not nearly as explosive.  Instead of blowing up with explosive force, the Spirit energy built up to the point where the Goblin swelled up like an expanding bubble before it popped and deflated with greyish energy leaking out of all its orifices.  Somehow, despite not sending blood and guts everywhere, the death of the Goblin in this method was more terrifying. 
 
    The Dungeon Fairy looked sick.  “Ok…so, I’m thinking that isn’t going to work.  I also think I’m going to have to ask you to stop doing that in here, or I might have to leave.” 
 
    Don’t worry, that’s all the experiments I’m planning on doing right now.  Until I figure this out, I don’t think this is a viable method.  I’ll break the bad news to Chryla. 
 
    “Thanks, Sandra; that was one of the most disturbing things I’ve seen – and I’ve seen a lot.” 
 
    All told, the experiments only took about 5 minutes to complete, so Sandra found the Elven Ranger still where she had left her – though now she was petting the neck of the Wyvine fondly.   
 
      
 
    * Ok…so that really didn’t work.  It looks like it’ll have to be separate Fire and Nether Energy Orbs until I can figure it out. * 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Chryla asked after visibly twitching at the return of Sandra’s voice.   
 
      
 
    * Suffice it to say that you’d probably be better off not knowing.  I should have some more Wyvines for the rest of the Rangers soon, now that we know that they will work for you.  Eventually, I envision each of you having more than one, making all of you capable of handling almost anything by yourselves. * 
 
      
 
    “More than one?  I can see that being highly beneficial,” Chryla said, before smiling and taking off further into the forest with her new companion running along with her.  “Just…don’t try to scare any of the other Rangers when you deliver the new Wyvines, because I can just see one of the others making it a pincushion before you can explain its presence there.” 
 
      
 
    * Yes, probably not a good idea and a waste of Mana.  Good luck and be safe; don’t take unnecessary risks, even if you have some extra help now.  And remember, your new assistant there is replaceable; you are not. * 
 
      
 
    Chryla looked a little offended at that.  “I wouldn’t let anything happen to my Foofoo Kitty here.  No I won’t, huh, little guy?” she asked in a sickly-sweet voice as she petted the side of the Wyvine as it ran next to her.  The fact that she was calling the large Shadow Beast at her side “little” was rather amusing, because it could crush the Elf if it tried to sit in her lap. 
 
    Why do all of these Elves like to name my Dungeon Monsters?  First it was Echo with her “Starlight” Pegasus, and now it was Chryla with a large lizard-cat Monster that was going to help her hunt Beasts inside the forest.  It would also be able to help kill Slimes, as its claws could literally shred the Slime apart to get to the central nucleus inside of the Dungeon Monster that kept it alive.  Though, most of the time the Elves were fairly adept with their bows and Steel projectiles hitting the small target inside the Slimes, but a little help would probably be appreciated. 
 
    Sandra started the process of creating more of the Wyvines with a portion of her concentration, while another portion was focused on creating more Brewery and Distilling stations deep down in her dungeon for the Dwarves.  However, she quickly paused on everything she was doing when the Animated Slab and its contents finally approached the outskirts of the Orc village of Grongbak. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    The sun beat down intermittently on Furbrea’s head as she walked towards Grongbak’s supply hut, easily navigating the dirt pathways that ran between the huts that comprised the rest of the village.  Despite the years she had in her bones, she could still get around well enough to do her job; though, to be fair, there hadn’t been much for her to do over the last week or so, especially after most of the others that had lived in the village had abandoned it after the two dungeons nearby had been destroyed.   
 
    With their main reason for maintaining the border village near the wastelands gone – such as the iron and other metals that the Warband used to acquire from dungeon monsters – there was no point in staying.  For those that had other prospects elsewhere, they had quickly left and took what they wanted with them, leaving just enough for the dozen or so people that were staying to survive on for a week…if they were careful. 
 
    That timeline was shortening, though, after 8 of their number had left the village and taken what they needed to survive; they weren’t fleeing like the ones that had absconded with most of their resources, but were instead doing what they could to save everyone else.  Not that the Warbands that they were contacting would necessarily see it that way, even if it were true.  They would likely see that the deal they would make with the Elven people was only a way to make themselves stronger individually; Furbrea, and possibly some of the others that remained in the village, had been around long enough to know that this influx of superior weapons and supplies from the Elves was just the first step in allowing their entire race to survive.   
 
    Before the Elf and Kelerim Halfanorc arrived in the middle of the night unexpectedly, Furbrea expected to die in the village along with the remaining villagers.  After they arrived and gave them hope of not only the chance to survive, but thrive, the old Orc had found an extra spring in her step; she felt better than she had in years, and it showed in the way she moved around Grongbak, as well as the way she interacted with the handful of other Orcs still inside the village.  Which was precisely why she was going to the supply hut to get what food was left inside, to share out amongst the others.  Before all this happened, she had been quite strict on making sure everyone only got what they earned or deserved, but at that point Furbrea was both beyond caring and just wanted everyone to survive.   There was no reason to deny any of them the necessary food to live – because they were all they had left in the world. 
 
    The others, who were either older or had no family to speak of, were busy turning all of the empty huts into living quarters for the “mercenaries” that would hopefully be recruited by those that were out sending propositions to any Warband they could find.  The main barracks, which comprised the largest building in the village by far, was straightened up and cleaned, though in general it wasn’t changed; it was there to designate a place for Warbands to stay while they were protecting the village, and would now serve to host any Warbands that arrived to take part in the deal they were being offered.  Her only worry was if multiple groups showed up at the same time, though if they were forced to do it, the villagers’ own huts could be turned over to them temporarily.   
 
    Additional wooden bedframes were very simply constructed by cutting down a few trees from the edge of the forest, though the two villagers – Perchunk and Gorbal – who felled the trees made sure not to venture too far inside.  Just because the dungeons had been destroyed didn’t mean that there wasn’t any danger; in fact, if rumors could be believed, the absence of a dungeon nearby meant that “normal” beasts and creatures usually moved into the territory.  Whether or not that had happened yet, no one really knew, but they weren’t going to take any chances.   
 
    They didn’t have anything but rags at the moment to put on the bedframes, but from her experience members of Warbands really didn’t care so much for comfort; as long as there was someplace to lie down, that was all they really cared about.  They would sleep on the floor if it came down to it, but Furbrea and the others wanted to at least try to show that they didn’t consider the “mercenaries” property.  Though, really, that’s what they will be – despite what Kelerim and that Elf said.  I wonder if they will keep their promise of letting them leave their “mercenary” position after a year?  I really doubt they would re-enlist like she had hinted, though I could be wrong. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Furbrea to reach the supply hut, as she had walked to it every day for the last 20 years and could probably walk it with her eyes closed.  Over the last few days the journey seemed shorter somehow, or it could be because she had hope buoying her steps, making it less of a chore.  Either way, she unlatched the door and went inside, glad to be out of the direct sunlight, but was also hit by the sweltering heat of the enclosed building.  She was used to it, however, so it was easy to ignore; besides, sometimes a little heat felt nice on her aging body.  Going to the corner of the small hut, she lifted up the trapdoor that led underneath the hut and climbed down the stone steps that had been laid to form a staircase leading 20 feet down.   
 
    This was where they kept most of their foodstuffs that weren’t being directly consumed, as the coolness of the underground cellar kept supplies fresher, longer.  “Not that there’s much to store right now,” she muttered under her breath as she looked around the dark room, only lit by what was coming down the staircase.  She could’ve brought a small candle or even a torch to see with, but she was so familiar with the space that it wasn’t even needed.  That, and she had already transferred what they had left to eat near the entrance, so that it would be easy to find. 
 
    All of it fit into a burlap sack off of the bag stack she had stored down there for when she needed to bag allotments up for the villagers – or at least she used to.  That hadn’t been something she’d needed to do for the last few days, except to give those that left to find Warbands the necessary supplies they needed to travel.   
 
    It wasn’t much; there were a few strips of dried meat that had seen better days, some extremely stale flatbread that would need to be soaked in water before they could even be eaten, and the last wedge of slightly moldy cheese that came from central Orcrim, where they raised a variety of animals that provided milk that was made into the delicious substance.  It was a bit of a luxury that they received every few months in their normal supply shipments, though now this was likely to be the last of it they would see for a long time.   
 
    Theoretically, the 6 villagers – including herself – could ration the food out another day or so, but Furbrea knew it was better to have everyone at full strength to finish their preparations.  If something didn’t happen soon, though, like the promised delivery of supplies by that Elf, then they might be in trouble.  They had some options – like attempting to hunt in the forest for meat – if it came to that point, but it was something that none of them had much practice or talent in; those types of activities were usually reserved for members in – or expecting to join – a Warband.   
 
    “We’ll do what we have to in order to survive, I suppose.”  Furbrea walked back up the stairs, the cold sinking into her bones enough that the heat above felt wonderful.  She closed up the trapdoor and headed out of the supply hut, only to almost run into Perchunk as he ran up to the hut’s door. 
 
    “Whoa!  What’s going on?” she said, catching him before he could slam into her.   
 
    He was breathing a little hard, as if he had been running.  “That Elf is back!” 
 
    Finally!  “Let’s go and meet her, then.  I hope she’s not disappointed that we don’t have any…volunteers…yet, but I warned her that it would take at least a few days, if we succeeded at all.”  Furbrea followed the relatively young Perchunk as he raced off towards the southeastern side of the village – which was the area nearest the wastelands.  Eagerness lent speed to her own strides and while she couldn’t keep up with him, she arrived soon after him – only to find everyone else already there looking off a short distance into the wastelands. 
 
    Furbrea could barely believe what she was seeing.  Standing on top of a floating platform of stone with short sides was the same Elf she had met before—Echo, I believe Kelerim told me her name was—and she was accompanied by two other metallic figures.  Around them all were arranged a bunch of what looked like wooden and stone boxes, as well as piles of…something.  They were still too far out for her to see exactly what it was, but the point was they all appeared to be some supplies.  The whole floating stone platform was hard to fathom, but the fact that the Elf was back boded well for the future.  She had to admit that she had almost thought that the deal was some sort of hoax; the sight of Echo was a relief, to say the least. 
 
    I hope there’s some food in those boxes; we can’t eat swords, after all.  The boxes didn’t appear large enough to fit swords, at least, unless they were short swords; if that were the case, Furbrea was worried that the Warbands wouldn’t appreciate them. 
 
    They all stood in silence as the stone platform approached slowly, floating approximately 5 feet off the ground, and gently rising and falling as it passed over the landscape.  Within a minute, Echo and her unusual conveyance arrived, and the Elf nodded at her and the others but didn’t say anything.  There was no sight of the boy Kelerim there to help them translate, so she wasn’t sure exactly how they were supposed to communicate.  
 
    The platform gently fell to the ground where it settled, before the short sides somehow folded down, presenting a completely flat piece of stone now.  Furbrea shook her head a few times, amazed at the strange platform; she knew the Elves could manipulate the elemental energy – that everyone possessed – outside of their bodies to perform unusual effects, but this was something else entirely.  All that Furbrea could do was utilize the Holy energy she had inside to heal herself from minor injuries; it wasn’t all that great on anything more than a scrape or shallow cut, and did nothing against the ravages of old age. 
 
    “I see you have returned.  I’m sorry to say that we don’t have any Warbands looking to take you up on your deal quite yet,” Furbrea stepped forward to say distractedly, after she finally got a chance to see what the metal-looking things were standing up.  They were so still that they looked like statues; they appeared to be some sort of monkey or ape creatures that she had heard about over the years that were seen around Orcrim.  Other than the fact that they were made completely out of metal, of course.  None of the “normal” monkeys she’d heard of held weapons like these metal hammers, either. 
 
    Suddenly, she realized that what she had said might not have been understood and she moved to try again another way – perhaps I can use hand movements or something – but the Elf beat her to it.  Echo just nodded and pointed to her ear, and then shook her head and pointed to her mouth; Furbrea understood immediately that the Elf was conveying that she could understand what the Orc was saying, but not actually speak it herself.    
 
    Furbrea was waved forward onto the platform, and the Orc warily approached and stepped up on top of it; at first she thought she might feel something from the platform because of its strange ability to float, but it just felt like regular, ordinary stone under her feet.  She was quickly distracted from that by what she was being called over to look at, though. 
 
    Food – crates and crates of food.  There appeared to be enough inside of the crates to last months, if not a year for all their villagers – even the ones that were out finding Warbands.  It was entirely too much, though; 90% of it would spoil before they could even hope to eat it.  However, that didn’t prevent her mouth from watering as she spotted what appeared to be fresh-baked bread loaves instead of the flatbread she was used to eating, another crate full of what appeared to be potatoes which she hadn’t had in years, a crate full of cut-up chunks of raw meat, and – impossibly – two crates full of different kinds of fruit.  She remembered eating a nearly dried-up apple that she had found on the street when she was a young Orcling living with her parents, but not another single fruit had passed her lips since then.  What fruit was grown and cultivated in Orcrim was reserved for Warchiefs and important members of Warbands, so it was unlikely that any of the others in the village had even seen fruit before, let alone tasted it. 
 
    “I-I don’t know what to say,” Furbrea said after a moment, her amazement and shock causing her to be speechless for a few moments.  “Don’t get me wrong, we appreciate the food – and we really need it – but this is all going to spoil before we can eat it; unless multiple Warbands start to arrive within the next few days or so, I’m worried a lot of this will spoil.  I can have a lot of it placed in my supply hut cellar, but even there it might go to waste before it will be consumed.” 
 
    The Elf seemed to understand because she nodded and held up a hand.  Echo reached into one of the crates to pull out a loaf of delicious-looking bread, and she held it up with one hand; with the other, she caused two fingers to shrink down indicating something small.  When she put it back in the wooden crate, she held her fingers again and expanded them, using both hands to indicate something large or…lengthy?  She wasn’t exactly sure what that was supposed to mean, at least until she was prompted to reach into the crate herself. 
 
    A slight tingle met her hand as she reached her hand toward one of the loaves and suddenly she understood; if Elves could make a stone platform fly, then why couldn’t they do some sort of elemental spell that could preserve food inside of a box?  She had no idea what exactly it was, or how it worked, but she wasn’t going to question their good fortune.   
 
    “I…think I see.  There’s some sort of…something…on this crate that preserves food?” Furbrea asked.  Echo nodded a couple of times, confirming her guess, before the Elf pointed to something else.  
 
    She had been so distracted by the bounty of food that she didn’t even notice the large pile of steel swords and another of what appeared to be some sort of leather chest armor.  Aha!  This is what the Warbands will be getting in exchange for “volunteering” their least-wanted members.  Furbrea wasn’t exactly sure that the Elf understood that the mercenaries she would be getting were likely individuals that were at the bottom of the importance ranking.  Not that they would be useless, because no Orcs were accepted into a Warband without being at least marginally useful, but there were differing levels of usefulness. 
 
    The old Orc bent down and picked up one of the steel longswords; she didn’t have the most discerning eye, but she recognized high quality when she saw it.  The edges were extremely sharp, the metal was shining so much she could practically see her reflection in it, and it felt extremely well-balanced in her hands.  Again, she wasn’t an expert, but she could tell that this one steel sword was worth 100 of the iron swords that their old Blacksmith used to make (the one that arrived after Kelerim was chased out), and would last at least 50 times longer – if not more.  She put it back down and looked at the other swords, seeing that all of them appeared to be of a similar quality, even if a few weren’t quite as polished…and then she noticed a handful that were exceptionally well-made – master-craft quality, if she had to guess. 
 
    Furbrea picked it out of the pile and was surprised at how light it was in comparison to the others; instead of seeming weaker because of the weight difference, something told her it was equally as strong, if not stronger.  “What is this?  Is this steel?” 
 
    The Elf shook her head and opened her mouth to say something, but closed it after likely remembering that she couldn’t speak the language.  Echo strangely froze for a second before she started to gesture with her hands.  Through a series of hand movements encompassing the heavier steel swords and the one Furbrea was holding, as well as indications of short people and tall people, the Orc thought she understood. 
 
    “The steel swords are for the regular members of a Warband and these…other…ones are for Warband Leaders?”  Another nod confirmed her guess again.  “Good thinking there, because those in charge tend to like feeling a bit special.”  They were some of the worst sometimes, because they were so demanding, but they were also in their positions because they were good at what they did. 
 
    Lots of nods accompanied her statement, and Furbrea then checked out the chest armor.  In her experience, Warband members tended to prefer better movement over better protection, so she wasn’t sure if they would like the armor – especially when it was a bit heavier and bulkier than she was expecting.  Another question and more hand-waving, accompanied by a few weak punches at the front of the leather gave her the idea that there was something inside the thick sides of the chest armor.  A few rough punches of her own revealed that there was indeed something inside that appeared to be extremely durable and would protect the Warbands over and above anything she had seen them wear before, as well as the overall quality of them being unlike the norm as well – as in, it didn’t look like it would fall apart when someone looked at it funny. 
 
    Whether or not they would wear something like that was unknown, but Furbrea knew that if she were in a Warband, she would appreciate the extra protection.  “Again, smart; you obviously knew that they wouldn’t wear anything over the rest of their bodies, though I’m not sure if the weight and thickness of these will be too much for them.  We’ll just have to see.” 
 
    Echo just shrugged and that simple gesture indicated to the old Orc that it was of no consequence; the most important part of the delivery – at least as far as their deal was concerned – were the weapons, and she had a hard time believing that any Orc would find fault with them.  If they chose not to wear the armor, which was worlds above in quality to what they were likely wearing, then that would be on them.   
 
    “This looks like it will work perfectly.  Thank you so much for the food; I fear we were running dangerously low,” Furbrea said, before she hesitated.  “I’m not sure we’ll be able to carry those stone boxes full of meat; Perchunk and Gorbal are fairly strong, but that might be a struggle.” 
 
    As soon as she asked, the two monkey statues suddenly came to life, dropping their large hammers and turning to start picking up the crates with ease – even the stone one that must’ve weighed a few hundred pounds by itself.  Furbrea stepped back in shock but swallowed her scream before it could emerge; she managed to recover fast enough to make her surprise seem temporary, though she was still reeling inside her mind.   
 
    “Uh…this way,” she said after a few moments of the monkeys freezing in place and facing towards her.  She led the way to the supply hut and led them inside, where they brought the crates they were carrying down into the cellar.  Perchunk and Gorbal came in next with the much lighter crate of bread and one of fruit between them, where they brought them down the staircase as well.  Fortunately, there was more than enough room down below for all of the food crates, as well as the bundles of swords that were quickly carried in by the other villagers.  Furbrea just stood in the cellar and directed where everything needed to be stored, and within 10 minutes the entire contents of the stone platform were inside the supply hut. 
 
    Including, as it turned out, the two metal monkey statues now wielding their large hammers again.  A questioning look at them standing inside of the supply hut and over the trap door was answered – again by hand-gestures by Echo, which Furbrea proudly was getting quite adept at interpreting. 
 
    “So…they are here to help guard all the supplies, and only us villagers are allowed inside of here?  And, if I’m understanding correctly, they will attack anyone that comes within range of them that aren’t us?”  More nods. 
 
    That was actually quite useful, because there was every possibility that a Warband could swoop in and try to take everything without agreeing to the deal.  She wasn’t sure how powerful these metal monkeys were, but she had seen them carry a few hundred pounds of stone like it was nothing; accompanied by their hammers, which had a spike on one end, she could only imagine the carnage they could inflict on a Warband if they were to swing those around.  It wasn’t a foolproof defense, but would be quite the deterrent. 
 
    As the Elf made ready to leave, Furbrea had one more question.  “If—When the Warbands come and make this deal, where do I send the…payment?”  That was basically what the voluntold mercenaries were, as strange as it seemed.   
 
    More gesture interpretations indicated that Echo would send the platform for them, and that she would somehow know when they were there and ready to be picked up.  Furbrea didn’t bother to ask exactly how she would know, because it was probably something that couldn’t be explained through hand-waving. 
 
    Soon enough, the Elf was on her platform and moving off into the wastelands again, heading in a south-southwesterly direction towards the Elven lands.  She turned to the others, who were looking stunned – but happy. 
 
    “Tonight…we feast!”  The others looked ecstatic, and started talking animatedly about what they would eat first. 
 
    She, for one, was looking forward to eating something that wasn’t stale or dried; fresh meat sounded the best of all.  Oh, and she didn’t forget the fruit, either.  She had spotted some apples that appeared freshly picked off a tree, and she was excited to try one that wasn’t half-rotten by the time she got to it.   
 
    They were going to eat like Warchiefs tonight!  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    The delivery of supplies to the Orc village had gone better than expected.  The older Orc woman, Furbrea, had been remarkably intuitive and figured out the meaning behind the hand gestures that Sandra had performed via her Echo-copy.  It wasn’t a foolproof method of communication, because while she couldn’t explain specifics – like what material the Titanium swords were made from – but the point was gotten across well enough.  It felt good to Sandra that she was able to provide supplies to the near-starving Orcs, and now she just hoped that their plans came to fruition relatively soon. 
 
    The rest of the day and into the evening, the Dungeon Core spent her time creating more Brewing and Distilling crafting stations for Teving and Glencha.  Each one required approximately 18,000 Mana to create; between the Energy Orbs used to regulate the temperature, the traps placed inside, and what was used to create the materials for the crafting stations themselves, the Mana really added up.  She was also consuming a lot of Raw Materials – so much, in fact, that her condensed Sphere was nearly gone.   
 
    Each one took a little less than an hour to complete because the large copper walls of the containers had to be shaped into position by some of her constructs, where she was able to seal them completely using her Mana; then the traps and enchantments had to be placed carefully inside and outside, and then the Energy Orbs had to be created and enchanted precisely themselves.  It was worth the effort and concentration, however, because by the time she had finished 5 more Breweries and 2 more Distilleries (Glencha said she didn’t need quite as many as Teving did, which made sense), night had fallen. 
 
    She hadn’t been idle with the rest of her Mana during that time; only half of it was being consumed by the creation of the two crafting stations.  The rest of her incoming Mana she split up between creating more small constructs for her Net (she was hoping to soon get to 1,000,000 Mana absorption every day); making more Elemental Orbs and enchanting them into Energy Orbs; creating more Apes with Titanium warhammers, Dire Wolves, Jaguar Queens, and a single Titanium Anaconda for the Dwarven Shieldmen, and more of the Wyvines for the Elves.  She also included a pair of Fire and Nether Energy Orbs with each of the Shadow Beasts she sent out, so that they could get their elemental energy regenerated when needed.  Chryla had helpfully met up with a few of the other Rangers and showed off her new beast companion, so it made it much easier for Sandra to get the rest of the Elves hunting through the forest up to speed on how to successfully use their new assistants. 
 
    When the Shieldmen came back, leaving their constructs out roaming the forests, they brought back with them a bounty of Monster Seeds.   
 
    “What are you doing with all of these, by the way?” Delarthe asked as soon as he and the others dumped a large pile of various Seeds inside of the Workshop.  None of it was unique or new, but it was all valuable to the Dungeon Core.  The Shieldmen looked exhausted, sweaty, and in dire need of sleep – and a bath; all of which reminded Sandra that she was going to make another bath room down below where the Dwarves could use it.  It would have to be larger to accommodate their larger population, but that wasn’t too hard now that she had access to more Mana. 
 
      
 
    * I’ve been absorbing them for their Mana mostly, or otherwise reusing them to create more constructs for you.  I appreciate you bringing them. * 
 
      
 
    “So…the more of this dungeon loot we bring, the more help we’ll have?” 
 
      
 
    * Essentially, yes.  It’s not a fully equal exchange, because I only receive about half of the Mana from absorbing the Seeds—loot—that was used to create it, and the Mana that was used to create the Dungeon Monster is lost; nevertheless, it greatly contributes to how much I can produce myself. * 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad we brought them, then; we had so many this time from two days of constant culling that we almost left some behind.  It’s good to know that these are being used to help us directly, almost like a…” Delarthe seemed to be searching for the word to use. 
 
      
 
    * Like…an exchange system? * 
 
      
 
    The thought hadn’t really occurred to her before then that she could set up some sort of monetary/bartering system that could act as a way to exchange Monster Seeds—loot—for…constructs and Dungeon Monsters?  Crafted items?  Enchantments?  Food?  The list wasn’t quite endless, because it was limited by what she could create inside of her dungeon, but the merchant in Sandra became excited at the prospect.  When she was still Human and selling merchandise with her Father, they had been consumed with making more copper, silver, and gold coins that were used as currency; none of that helped her now, of course – unless it was in the shape of Copper, Silver, or Gold Orbs.  While she couldn’t use coins, she could certainly use Mana! 
 
    “Yes, sort of like that.  Everything you’ve provided us has helped us take back control of our lives, even with the danger facing us – and you’ve done it without asking for much in return.  Well, other than wanting help to cull the nearby monsters, but we would’ve done that already.  Now, I’m not saying you should start charging us for more of your constructs—” Delarthe said while chuckling nervously, as if afraid he had said something that could bite him in the butt later— “because I have a feeling we’ll need them just to survive, but I could see others (when they learn of what you can do) trying to take unfair advantage of you.  From what you’ve told us, you have a finite amount of this ‘mana’ energy to use, and if you’re using it on everything that people want without asking for anything in exchange, then you won’t have anything left to do what needs to be done.” 
 
    That…made a whole lot of sense and was good advice.  She had been providing everything essentially for “free” because it was a necessity to ensure everyone survived.  Everything she did for the villager Dwarves living inside of her dungeon she didn’t really count – even the Shieldmen – because they were almost like…family…if that made any sense.  You didn’t charge family, after all, especially when you could easily provide what they wanted without any hardship.   
 
    The Orcs were a little different; while she provided them with much-needed supplies, as well as what would probably be seen as extremely valuable storage boxes with near-perpetual Stasis Fields, it was more of an investment.  An investment that would hopefully pay off with bodies that she could use to combat the rising amounts of Dungeon Monsters roaming around.  Despite the efforts of the Shieldmen with her constructs and the Elves with their better bows and now their Wyvine companions, they were just barely keeping up.   
 
    While there weren’t any overt signs that any of the dungeons were implementing dangerous strategies similar to the now-destroyed Undead-Classification Core, Sandra had observed a change in the Monsters’ behaviors.  Instead of rushing head-first into conflict and hoping to kill the Dwarves or Elves running around hunting them, they seemed to avoid confrontation.  Before Sandra helped to boost their offensive abilities in the form of weapons, constructs, or Dungeon Monsters, there used to be a greater chance that the other Cores’ Monsters could actually kill some unlucky people; now, though, it was nearly an impossibility.  No one had even been hurt in the last day or so, and none had died after Sandra started to contribute her services. 
 
    So, for now, the Dungeon Monsters the two races were culling were scattered and running scared – which was actually one of the smartest things they could do, unfortunately.  It meant that they were still absorbing Mana for their Cores, while staying alive longer and replacing their numbers just enough to cause a stalemate.  Sandra fully expected them to try something else soon, such as gathering up a larger army of Monsters that was more difficult to kill swiftly to pit against the Elves (who usually stayed solitary or sometimes moved in pairs).  She wasn’t sure what the Goblins and Golems could do against the Shieldmen, as they already moved in a group, but she was also sure it wouldn’t be good. 
 
    Regardless of what happened in the future, that just meant the need for more help was imperative.  Constructs and Wyvines could only do so much, and unless Sandra was monitoring them constantly and was immediately alert for any changes, they weren’t as effective without a Dwarf or Elf – or potentially an Orc – there to give them specific orders.  Almost a dozen Dire Wolves and Jaguar Queens, as well as 2 Ape Warriors had been destroyed while they were on their own without any “supervision”, and it was only liable to get worse as stronger Monsters were created by the Cores and sent out.   
 
    For the time being, until they had a handle on everything, Sandra wouldn’t charge any of the races for her help – including the Elves, who weren’t living in her dungeon nor offering up anything but what they were already doing in exchange for her help.  However, she certainly would mention to the Elves that she could use the Monster Seeds they were stockpiling in their village, ready to be shipped out to other places in their lands.  She couldn’t see what exactly they had without sending a construct inside their homes to snoop around, but she was sure that it had to be quite a bit. 
 
    For the time being, as everyone went to sleep in the Elven village, Orc village, and  inside of her dungeon, Sandra spent the night doing a variety of things.  First, she created another bath room in the Dwarven section, which was easily accessible by any of them; as she had thought about earlier, she made it about three times the size as the one she had in the higher section of her dungeon, so that it could incorporate nearly all of them at the same time – if they all wanted to bathe together, at least.  She briefly thought about creating two separate baths for the sexes, but immediately vetoed that idea because she had already seen that they didn’t really have the same type of nudity taboos that Humans had.   
 
    After that, she created a few more Distilleries and Breweries adjacent to the previous ones, until she had 5 Distillery and 10 Brewery crafting stations – which should be plenty to keep them occupied for a while; creating any more would likely be excessive at that point in time. 
 
    She also checked on the progress of the 4 new Cores and their dungeons and found that her initial estimate of when they would open to the world was quite premature. 
 
    “While they can upgrade their Core Size and expand their Area of Influence quickly, they still have to create their dungeon – which takes time,” Winxa told Sandra when the Dungeon Core asked about the delay…not that she was complaining.  “If you remember, it took you weeks just to make your rooms up to the surface; ‘normal’ Cores can take months or years to reach that point.  It’s coming, but from what you’re saying of their progress you likely have a few weeks before they become a problem.” 
 
    That gave her some time, at least; time that would allow help to arrive from what the others were doing.  I wonder what’s keeping them?  They should have easily been at their destinations days ago, so what’s taking so long?   She didn’t bother to communicate her thoughts toward the Dungeon Fairy, though, because it was unlikely she had any news about their whereabouts, either. 
 
    She also spent the night finishing up the accumulation of Wyvines for the Elves, so that all of the Rangers now had them – though they would receive them in the morning.  As of now, all of the Wyvines that were already paired with the Elves were cautiously hunting in trios throughout each forest; they weren’t as effective without the long-distance attacks of the Rangers, despite their deadliness in a fight.  It was only through a group setting that they were able to take down many of the Beasts and Slimes that were still roaming around, though the Wyvines’ weakness quickly became apparent – their scaly hides were barely any protection against piercing attacks like claws or bites.  That first night, an entire trio of Wyvines were killed by a large bear that was half again the size of the lizard-cats after it practically disemboweled them with a few swipes of its claws.  Sandra, of course, replaced them so that the Elves wouldn’t notice. 
 
    Their vulnerabilities indicated that they weren’t ideal to roam around at night by themselves or even in a group; they performed awesomely with the Rangers, but weren’t great without them.  What that meant to Sandra was that she would have to create a team of constructs similar to what was being used with the Golems and Goblins to curb the expansion of Dungeon Monsters near the Elves at night.  Which, in turn, meant even more Mana she would have to expend towards their defense.   
 
    Fortunately, in addition to creating even more Energy Orbs over the night, she also expanded her Nets enough that she finally hit 1,000,000 Mana absorbed every day – or nearly 42,000 Mana every hour.  It required nearly 16,000 Tarantulas roaming around the wasteland and 24,000 Shears floating high above it, but it was done; luckily, the Clockwork Tarantulas weren’t extraordinarily visible because they were so spread out, and Sandra kept them from congregating together or making recognizable patterns or pathways.  Because of that, she was relatively sure that even if one of the other Cores saw a few of them they wouldn’t think they were making up an entire Net that was composed of many thousands of them.    
 
    When morning hit, she contacted Chryla – who had continued to be her go-to Elf now that Echo was gone.   
 
      
 
    * I’m sending you more Energy Orbs inside of a chest to distribute to your people; it’ll arrive very soon on a floating slab of stone, so don’t be alarmed when you see it. * 
 
      
 
    She had already sent out the Animated Slab a little earlier – because she knew it would take a while to arrive – with a fairly sizable chest of nearly 200 Energy Orbs, which was over half of her production over the last few days.  Sandra knew she had to continue to provide the Orbs to them so that she fulfilled her side of the bargain; for all she knew, Echo and Elder Herrlot were counting on more to arrive to secure the help they needed.  Through the use of elemental energy – such as what Echo used – to run faster, she knew that such a delivery might only take a week or less.   
 
    “Thanks, Sandra; those will help our people greatly.” 
 
      
 
    * I also have a full complement of Wyvines for all of the Rangers, which should be coming with the Energy Orbs… * 
 
      
 
    “That’s excellent; I can tell you that the other Rangers that hadn’t received one yet were a little jealous,” Chryla said mirthfully.  “Was…there something else?” 
 
      
 
    * Well…I hate to ask, but do you still have all of the dungeon loot you’ve accumulated over the last few days? * 
 
      
 
    The Ranger seemed confused.  “Uh…yes we do.  Why?” 
 
    Sandra explained to Chryla – and the other Rangers, who had emerged from their tree-like homes to see the young Ranger talking to the air – what she had told Delarthe the night before, and how it would be greatly beneficial to her if she could have them. 
 
    “Well, I can’t speak for everyone else, but I don’t see a problem with it.  Normally, we’re supposed to send those back to the capital; with the Energy Orbs you’re bringing, though, I doubt they will miss them.”  The others agreed with Chryla, stating that they themselves didn’t really have a use for the loot.  “Those back home might miss it, but I think they won’t care as much with the additional Energy Orbs we’ll be sending.” 
 
    Before too long, the Animated Slab arrived at the village of Avensglen and dropped off the new Wyvines and the chest full of Energy Orbs, and at the same time the rest of the Wyvines emerged from the forests to meet up with the Rangers they were already “attached” to.  If the Shadow Beasts weren’t friendly, the situation probably would’ve been a bit frightening: 42 large, all-black Monsters surrounded the village like a besieging force.  Fortunately, after a moment of hesitation, Chryla call out, “Foofoo Kitty?  Where are you?”   
 
    Instantly, her Wyvine emerged from the group and walked up to her, which caused all of the other Rangers to call out for their own, followed by the ones that didn’t have a companion yet being introduced to their newest assistants.  In less than 5 minutes they were ready to go and took off for the forests, buoyed by their new helpers. 
 
    The few Elven villagers then emerged – being a bit afraid of the scary-looking Shadow Beasts – and brought out beautifully carved baskets full of Monster Seeds: sticks of different types of wood, various metals in Orb form, and more small gemstones.  She ended up absorbing most of the mundane Seeds when they were brought back to her dungeon and used most of it to finish off her upgrade stages, but the gemstones were an entirely different matter.  Instead of them being a Sapphire or Onyx, these were instead Tiny and Small Ruby and Emerald gemstones – which she immediately absorbed one of each, which unlocked their use as a material and Seed inside of her dungeon.  Not only that, but it also meant she didn’t have to pay to unlock them via her Transmutation Menu. 
 
    From inside of her Core, she felt something strange after she absorbed one of the Rubies.  It wasn’t quite pain, more like an uncomfortable pressure.  After a moment, she felt a release of something emerge from her Core – which immediately relieved the pressure and she practically sighed as she felt better – and out floated a semi-visible cloud that surrounded her form.  She wasn’t sure exactly what it was until she tried to absorb it – and found that the cloud was pure, concentrated Mana! 
 
    “Did you just…no, that isn’t possible,” Winxa said as she backed away from the cloud with a look of distaste on her face. 
 
    That was new.  I think the Mana that I had contributed toward unlocking the Ruby as a material didn’t have anywhere to go, so it was released from wherever it was being stored all at once.  
 
    Sandra could see the cloud starting to dissipate, so instead of it going to waste she quickly absorbed all of it while making additional Elemental Orbs of different kinds.  By the time the cloud was gone, she ended up absorbing a bit over 200,000 Mana, which meant that she ended up losing around 60,000 Mana that dissipated into the environment before she could gather it up.  After a moment, she just realized that, as strangely as it seemed, she just crafted what could be interpreted as the “passing of gas” into something useful. 
 
    Let’s not talk about this. 
 
    “Talk about what?” Winxa asked innocently. 
 
    Exactly. 
 
    With that, she was ready to plan out the rest of her day, putting the strange and yet beneficial event behind her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take her long to realize that if she timed everything right, she could probably upgrade her Core Size and still hopefully be done by the time Delarthe and the other Shieldmen finished for the day.  She had already checked on everyone else and observed the other Cores as much as she could, and everything looked as normal as it could be at the moment.  Therefore, with a warning to the Dwarves and Elves, she let them know she would again be unavailable for a little while, sealed up the Roc tunnel again, and prepared her dungeon for her downtime again.  Without as much on her mind of what needed to be done, she asked Winxa to keep her company again – not that the Dungeon Fairy wasn’t going to do that anyway. 
 
    “Absolutely; I’m looking forward to seeing how much those Dungeon Core pieces speed up your next Core Size upgrade.” 
 
    Sandra was eager as well, though she was slightly worried that more than she expected would be consumed in the process.  She wanted them to last over multiple upgrades, not have most of them consumed to cut her upgrade time to something like an hour or so.  There wasn’t really a way to tell how it worked until she did it, though, so she initiated the upgrade as soon as she was ready. 
 
    The time seemed to fly again, though she thought that it was because her awareness of her surroundings had expanded again, so that she could perceive all the way to the first room in the Dwarven section with a Distillery inside; Sandra couldn’t interact or manipulate anything while under the influence of her upgrade, of course, but it helped to be able to see more.  Glencha was busy in and out of there all day observing the distilling process; there wasn’t much to see, of course, because everything was currently fermenting right now, but that didn’t prevent her from observing that everything was acting the way it was supposed to, while adjusting the temperature now and again. 
 
    “Glencha – have you tried the baths yet?  It’s unlike anything you’ve ever seen or experienced before.”  Sandra heard Teving talking to her as soon as he walked in from the direction of the Brewing rooms.  The Dungeon Core wasn’t quite able to see in there yet, but she expected the male Dwarf to have spent most of his time with his own crafting stations like he had the day before.   
 
    Glencha seemed annoyed at the distraction, and she answered without turning around.  “No, not yet – I’m still trying to calibrate these temperatures so that I don’t kill all of the yeast.”  She paused for a moment and then sighed before turning around.  “How did you figure yours out so fast?” 
 
    Teving smiled, as if he were happy she gave in and asked – or because of some other reason that Sandra didn’t understand.  Regardless, he showed the Distilling enthusiast how to precisely place the different Energy Orbs pairs so that she could maintain a constant relatively cool temperature inside of the containers so that it didn’t get too hot or too cold.  While he was explaining, he held his hand up against the side of the vessel, which directly replicated what was going on inside temperature-wise; it didn’t radiate heat so much as allow one to get an indication of what was going on, fortunately, otherwise the rooms would probably be like ovens after a while.   
 
    I wonder if I could make some sort of Feedback enchantment that would give a more accurate measurement?  It was something she had overlooked before, but she thought it might be possible with a little experimentation. 
 
    “That was…amazingly simple!  How come I didn’t think of that?” Glencha finally asked, placing her hand on Teving’s arm as if to say thank you.  “Now that that’s done, shall we check out this bath you were talking about?” 
 
    Huh.  Okay. 
 
    “Well, I already had one earlier—” Teving started, before he looked at the hopeful look on the other Dwarf’s face— “but it’s worth checking out a second time.”  He smiled again and said, “Let’s go!” 
 
    They both left and Sandra lost her visual entertainment, but Winxa was fortunately still recounting some stories – for which she seemed to have an endless supply of.  Either that, or she was making things up as she went along; regardless, it was a nice accompaniment for the last space of time before her upgrade completed. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Core Size Upgrade Stage complete!  
  14/14 Completed 
    
  Your Core has grown! 
  Current Size: 22 
    
  Mana Capacity increased! 
  Raw Material Capacity increased! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    How long was I out this time? 
 
    Winxa didn’t seem surprised to hear her communicate with her this time, as she answered right away without hesitating.  “I’d say it was a few minutes longer than your last upgrade, but not too noticeable – still just over 10 hours.” 
 
    Excellent!  Let me check on the Core pieces…it looks like the rest of the Reptile Core was consumed, but the others are still there! 
 
    That was awesome to find out because that meant that she would be able to upgrade at least 6 more times if the consumption rate stayed at the same rate in the future.  What wasn’t so awesome was that she didn’t receive anything special from her upgrade: no new constructs or skills.  She did increase her maximum Mana up to over 30,000 from the just over 24,000 it had been before, as well as increasing her maximum RM to nearly 72,000.   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Available Mana: 
  
      	  12460/30559 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available Raw Material (RM): 
  
      	  39825/71899 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was it though…except for the expansion of her Area of Influence, of course.  When she looked at what she could see underground, she was shocked – to say the least.   
 
    Winxa, is there an average amount that a Core’s Area of Influence will increase after every Core Size upgrade?  I know that I was a bit unique with my rapid expansion from the beginning, but my recent increase is nothing short of shocking. 
 
    “I’ve definitely noticed that, and I had mentioned it before,” the Dungeon Fairy responded, her head tilted to the side in contemplation.  “If I remember correctly, after Core Size 20, the typical Core increases by about 20% of their current AOI, though that isn’t a fixed number.  A variety of variables can affect that either way—” 
 
    Her voice was abruptly cut off and her eyes grew wide as she started to breathe heavily.  It was almost a minute before she was able to say, “And that’s all I can say about that.  Why don’t you tell me what changed for you.”  Luckily, Winxa hadn’t said anything she shouldn’t have – at least Sandra didn’t think so – but it was also disappointing to see that the restrictions put on her by the Creator were still there.  Still, it gave her an idea that what she was experiencing wasn’t normal. 
 
    Well, when I reached Core Size 21, I believe I increased my AOI by nearly 30% as it expanded by 3 miles.  Keeping on that trend – and beyond – I think I can reach nearly 7 miles more, which is approximately a 50% increase since last time.   
 
    “That is…unheard of, which is something I say a lot around you.  In fact, I’ve seen so many things I didn’t think was possible from you in just the last few months that I haven’t wanted to leave.” 
 
    Now that Sandra thought about it, she realized what Winxa said was true.  There were only a few times over the last few weeks that the Dungeon Fairy had gone back to her own realm using the portals she could create; the rest of the time, she had been inside her Home room or nosing around Sandra’s dungeon if she were bored.  She had also taken a liking to watching the Dwarves go about their lives underground, and it provided her with hours of entertainment. 
 
    Well, before I check it out fully, I need to see how everything else is doing. 
 
    The answer to that was…remarkably well.  Dusk was falling and both the Dwarven Shieldmen and Elven Rangers were wrapping it up for the day.  Sandra immediately told Delarthe and the others that she was back and that they could run back to the dungeon where they could spend the night in comfort, instead of out where it wasn’t safe anymore.  They had previously camped out in their former village, now that the Golem and Goblin Cores’ AOIs could reach it now, it wasn’t safe anymore.  
 
    The Orc village looked normal – as in they didn’t have any visitors yet – and the Dwarven villagers inside her dungeon were doing what they normally did that time of night: getting ready for the night.  Granted, there were quite a few that were still up and enjoying the new baths she had created for them.  There were also a few couples, including – unsurprisingly – Glencha and Teving, that were doing…other things.  She diverted her attention away before she saw too much, and if her Core could blush she would be bright red around that time.  So, yes, basically normal-ish there, too. 
 
    It appeared as though the Elves and the Dwarves, with the added help of extra constructs or Wyvines, were finally able to get ahead of the Monsters coming out of their nearby dungeons.  Sandra was worried that the lower number she was seeing as she zipped through the forests with a flying armada of Shears meant that the Cores were upgrading their Sizes as well, but a quick check on each dungeon entrance showed at least one more Monster emerging while she watched.   
 
    Finally, the new Cores had expanded their AOIs again at least once, though their dungeon construction progress was still ongoing.  It appeared as though Winxa had been right about them and it was going to be at least another week or two before they became a threat. 
 
    Therefore, she decided to finally concentrate on looking at her new AOI range – and she was again shocked by what she found.  Not only did she now reach out nearly 21 miles in every direction, but she finally expanded far enough through each forest to find large swathes of them that were most likely untouched by the influence of dungeons for many, many years.  Possibly even since Winxa’s former Core, Wester, had been around. 
 
    She took a small squadron of 100 Reinforced Animated Shears each and sent them out to the southeast first, where the Gnomes called home.  The land undulated gently with rolling hills and what appeared to be vast plains once you got through the area nearest the wastelands, though there were stands of trees throughout that were blocking her from seeing much further.  There was a well-traveled road – that she had seen before but never followed, which led through some trees unconnected to the forests that boxed in their lands and though she couldn’t reach it quite yet, she was sure that one of the Gnomes she had met had mentioned that there was a village or town located there.  Other than the road being there, no other sign of the Gnomes could be seen from her vantage point. 
 
    The two forests that led off directly to the south and east were a different situation entirely.  She looked at the forest to the east that divided the Gnome and the Dwarven lands and found that, once she really got past where the Dungeon Cores nearest her could reach, there were thriving communities of beasts, strange creatures, and natural monsters.  True, there were beasts and other animals roaming around the closest forests that the different races hunted for their meat, but they were the barest shadow compared to what she was seeing now.   
 
    At the deepest part of the forest that she could reach – which was many miles wide at that point, which just went to show that the forests nearest the wastelands were quite narrow in comparison – there were fantastic beasts that she’d never heard of before.  Some had extra heads, some were so large and heavy that they could knock over a tree accidentally if they weren’t careful, some had six or eight or ten or even twenty legs, and still others were so difficult to see because they blended into the forest so well.  There were giant insects, flying creatures of many varieties, and other monsters out of legend that she didn’t even want to think about trying to contend with.  Frankly, it was amazing to see so many different creatures all living in the forest – and were potentially even deadlier than almost any dungeon she’d seen before, including the Undead dungeon.  
 
    About 30 minutes later and after three more squadrons of Shears quickly checking out the other three forest borders she could reach, she was shocked at what she saw.  All of them had extremely similar creature concentrations.  There weren’t necessarily the same beasts, animals, and monsters – but each of them had a lot of them and all of them appeared very deadly. 
 
    Winxa…I have a question for you. 
 
    “Um…sure, I’ll try to answer,” the Dungeon Fairy said, obviously still wary after her close call earlier. 
 
    Why are all of these deadly-looking beasts and monsters filling up the forests where the dungeons aren’t nearby?  
 
    “Hmm…well, the easiest explanation is that dungeons aren’t the only thing preventing the different races from interacting.” 
 
    But I don’t remember hearing stories of these kinds of monsters filling the forests near Muriel. 
 
    “That’s because the Humans, no offense meant, are stupid enough to explore the unknown and mysterious forests looking for loot or a challenge – more so than any other race.  If I remember correctly, there used to be these kinds of bands around the forests where there weren’t any Dungeon Cores, but they ended up wiping them all out; after that, more Cores were added to surround the Human lands, keeping them ‘busy’.” 
 
    Sandra could definitely understand what she was talking about; she remembered many a Hero talking about their prowess and how they had killed this monster or that monster or found some special dungeon loot somewhere.  It wouldn’t surprise her to learn that, getting bored of the routine culling of local dungeons, groups of Heroes would go into the deep forests and just start slaughtering everything they could find. 
 
    The people in her current corner of the world obviously didn’t want to invite trouble when there was no need.  The beasts and fantastical creatures inside the forests seemed to leave the open areas alone, so they wouldn’t bother anyone unless someone tried to pass through to get to another race’s lands.  She also had a feeling that if a nearby Core were to expand their AOI far enough into these densely populated areas, the natural monsters within would act as another source of culling that would prevent more expansion.   
 
    Of course, Sandra wasn’t like all of the other Cores and her curiosity was piqued.  While she hadn’t yet figured out how to use the various components of the natural creatures she had killed – such as the Crag Hound Stone Carapace from the Crag Hounds inside of the wastelands – the prospect of collecting more of those components was intriguing.  Not only that, but there were a few creatures that she thought might be beneficial in other ways…as in beneficial for crafting. 
 
    It was something she was hoping to explore soon, however, because there were some other things that she needed to take care of.  Since it was now night, Sandra started to create some more constructs to help with the culling in the Elven forests when the Rangers were asleep; she was still going to have the Wyvines out in force, but had them stick to the easier Dungeon Monsters they came up against.  She didn’t want to have to replace them if it wasn’t necessary.   
 
    For the Slimes, she created 2 Titanium Anacondas with a small force of Hyper Automatons that would follow after them, collecting Monster Seeds that were left behind after the Monsters were killed.  The Slimes were probably the easiest of the two types of Dungeon Monsters for Sandra’s constructs to kill, because their normally highly acidic gelatinous bodies did truly little to the Titanium forms of the Anacondas; other metals, like Iron or even Steel, were eaten away by the Slime at differing speeds.  The metal snakes, on the other hand, were—nearly—immune to the slimy bodies and immediately dived in, snatching up and crushing the Slime’s nucleus in seconds.  
 
    That wasn’t to say that they didn’t have any difficulty.  After a few smaller Slimes were killed, Sandra began to see obvious damage done to the Anacondas as the Titanium on their heads was pitted and scarred – but not enough to hamper them.  It was when they started to tackle some of the larger Slimes, which were at least 5 feet tall and just as wide, that the potency of the acidic bodies started to really affect them.  After one Anaconda had its entire head almost eaten away, Sandra was forced to create a Repair Drone that she had camped in a central location that could heal them up after such a fight.  It wasn’t ideal, but after thinking about what she had available to combat the Slimes, it was the best choice. 
 
    The Beasts in the other forest were a different matter.  Because they varied somewhat in size, shape, and type – because they could range between boars, bears, wolves, large cats, and even strange hybrids like those Crocatiles – she decided to go with something a little different.  She briefly thought about the Steel-plated Behemoths because they were strong enough to withstand a lot of damage while dishing it out with equal fervor, but they were extremely slow.   
 
    She had created one the day before to replace one of the Iron-plated Behemoths in her final room of her dungeon, and while they were at least 4 feet taller and wider than their predecessors and with thicker Steel plates, they moved rather slowly.  The Dungeon Monsters roaming the forests were still doing their best to avoid conflict and would escape from the Behemoths without much trouble.  Plus, Sandra only had a total of 12 (11 now) Monster Seeds that were capable of even holding the Behemoth that she had plundered from the collapsed dungeons in the form of Average and Large Faceted Onyx and Sapphire Spheres.  To make them herself, she would need to invest in another two advancements to reduce the cost of Raw Materials per Seed by 30% – which she wasn’t quite prepared to do quite yet.   
 
    Therefore, she would need something that could catch them while still doing enormous damage.  The one thing that all of the Beasts had in common was that they were flesh and blood, unlike the Slimes or the Golems on the Dwarven side.  The Mechanical Dire Wolves and Jaguar Queens immediately came to mind, because they were effective against the Goblins, but the difference here was that the beasts they were going to be facing were, in general, powerful.  As in, they could swipe or charge at one of the Mechanical constructs and smash it apart, if not cut it into pieces with their deadly claws.  Granted, they would probably still be effective, but there might be more than a few losses that would make it hard to countenance such an expenditure. 
 
    Her Steel-clad Ape Warriors were great at blunt-force attacks, which would undoubtedly be effective but not ideal.  With enough of them gathered together, they could certainly be deadly to the Beasts, but it was also an investment that might not pay off if one or two were destroyed – because they were expensive to produce.  The same went for her Martial Totems; they were great at pummeling their foes to death, but they weren’t great at maneuvering around quickly and could probably be smacked around by a large bear or Crocatile with ease.   
 
    Out of all her options, she decided on something that was quite the opposite of what the Elves would normally use, and because of that she made sure to warn the Rangers before they all fell asleep for the night.  The sound of 15 Roaring Blademasters chasing down and shredding beasts in the normally quiet woods would probably be disturbing, otherwise.  The noise was blocked out for the most part by the density of the trees, but Sandra was sure that at least a little bit of the sound carried to the village. 
 
    It was pure carnage, to tell the truth.  Her spinning, bladed, and floating constructs were as deadly as they were loud when they attacked.  When chasing down their prey, they were able to fly along without having to spin, which also helped to speed them up; when they caught up, however, they turned on their speed and practically chopped up the Beasts they managed to corner and tore them apart.  A few got knocked out of the air by swipes of massive paws or were pounced on by large cats, but very few were damaged enough from that single hit to be destroyed completely.  A second Repair Drone was on standby to help any that were damaged and in need of help, but they were remarkably effective, nonetheless.   
 
    Still, there were casualties.  Every other fight resulted in a destroyed Blademaster or two, which was an acceptable attrition.  The Monster Seeds from them and the killed Beasts were brought back and used to create more, until there were three groups of Blademasters running around and massacring the Dungeon Monsters fleeing for their lives.  If it weren’t necessary, Sandra would’ve felt sorry for them; as it was, she was walking a fine line between just enough and complete domination – the latter of which could inspire a different strategy on the part of the Cores, which may or may not be a good thing. 
 
    Sandra followed along with her constructs all night, tweaking how they initiated their attacks to minimize their own casualties while inflicting maximum damage.  As a result of that concentration, the only other thing she did was manage her incoming Mana to start finishing off stage after stage towards the next Core Size upgrade.  After the initial investment in the Elven constructs, anything new to replace those that were destroyed – which included one of her Titanium Anacondas at one point – was paid for by the Monster Seeds dropped by those she culled.  Therefore, by the time dawn broke across the wastelands, she was halfway done with her next upgrade and had done a fairly good job of reducing the number of Dungeon Monsters in all of the forests. 
 
    The Elves and Dwarves would easily be able to catch up with their work and finally get ahead.  Which was a good thing because it seemed as though the four Cores decided to all upgrade as well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    By noon, every Beast, Slime, Goblin, and Golem that could be found outside of the dungeons had been eliminated, which gave the Dwarves and Elves a much-needed break.  They were worried what the upgrade would bring, and getting prepared for when they finished was imperative – especially since the Cores nearest the Elves were almost guaranteed to be able to reach the Elven village of Avensglen.  Right now, they had enough protection to keep themselves safe for a little while if the Cores decided to attack, but it would only last so long under a protracted siege. 
 
      
 
    * Chryla; do you think you and the others would want to base out of my dungeon?  I can guarantee it will be safer than staying in your village. * 
 
      
 
    It would take a little bit of work over the next day to make something to accommodate the entire village of Elves, but Sandra was confident she could figure it out and complete it.  She had even mapped out where it would likely go: a branch off of her Roc Tunnel would probably work well enough and would keep them separate from the Dwarves.  Eventually she wanted all of the races to work together in harmony, but she was realistic enough to know that kind of thing took time. 
 
    The young Ranger thought about her proposal for all of two seconds before she responded.  “I can guarantee that the answer would be a firm no.  I’m sure it might be safer, and we would appreciate the offer, but even the thought of spending more than a couple of hours underground gives me extreme anxiety.  I don’t know how Echo managed it for as long as she did, but she was always an…odd one, for sure.” 
 
      
 
    * I can fill some rooms full of trees and make it bright for you – would that help? * 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that would help.  I still wouldn’t want to spend more time there than necessary; I can just imagine the feeling of the walls closing in on me when I’m thinking about it,” she said, shivering in the noonday sun.  “Now, if there is no choice and we have to decide on either staying here and dying, or moving to your dungeon…well, I can’t even guarantee that everyone would choose to live.  I certainly would choose to keep living, but there are others that – as grateful as they are for your help – would rather live out the rest of their time in this world free of the confines of the underground.” 
 
      
 
    * That’s perfectly reasonable, I suppose.  Just know that the offer stands for any that want to move or need to flee.  In the meantime, we need to figure out how to protect your village, because it is likely to become a prime target of attack fairly soon.  Even forewarned and forearmed, you’ll be facing two dungeons at the same time, which is a difficult proposition for anyone. * 
 
      
 
    “We appreciate the help; we have some things that we can do to help with the defense, which is what we’ll likely work on for the rest of the day.  Whatever aid you can lend us would be most welcome.” 
 
    Those defenses came in the form of the villagers demonstrating why they were so important to their small community.  She had already seen them using their elemental energy to grow small varieties of crops around their village to feed themselves and the Rangers, but that wasn’t all they could do.  With being able to strongly manipulate their Natural energy, they were capable of defending themselves – and creating static defenses that would protect the entire village. 
 
    It took all 15 of them working together to grow a massive, thick root 10 feet tall and 5 feet wide that surrounded the entire settlement, acting like a natural wall against anything attacking.  Expending that much energy in such a short time, even with some spare Natural Energy Orbs nearby to help them regenerate it, was enough to exhaust them all – but they had done their part.  Those Rangers with the ability to manipulate Natural energy slowly worked on the inside of the root wall, adding a way for them to climb up and perch on the top, where they could shoot down into any incoming Dungeon Monster forces.  They also caused sharp thorns to emerge from the side of the root facing outwards, which would easily pierce anything that managed to even reach the wall.  
 
    All in all, it was a decent fortification, but having seen what the Slimes could do with their acidic gelatinous bodies, if a couple managed to reach the wall they could start to literally melt the thick root away.  She remembered back when the Gnomes were attacked by the Reptile-Classification Core and they too were fairly well protected – and it hadn’t been enough.  Granted, the Gnomes were unprepared for the attack while the Elves would be expecting it, but that wouldn’t make much of a difference if they were overwhelmed from two directions. 
 
    Therefore, it was time for Sandra to contribute what help she could that might make a difference.  There were hundreds of things she could think of to add to the defense, most of which was adapting some of the same techniques she used in her own dungeon with traps; using constructs might work, but for them to be useful they would likely have to be outside of the village’s walls to fight things directly.  The whole point of the walls was to attack from a fortified position, which meant that using her constructs outside of that protection wasn’t the way to go.  Though, perhaps there was something that could help – but she’d have to see it herself to determine if it would be effective. 
 
    It took nearly her entire maximum Mana and the use of another of her Average Faceted Onyx Spheres looted from the remains of the Undead-Classification dungeon to create it, but she finally had a chance to see the new construct she had acquired when she upgraded to Core Size 21: the Mobile Fortification.  Before she created it, she made sure to move her Aerie Roc off to the side, because she had no idea what exactly she was going to be making. 
 
    “What do you think it will look like?  Will it be as large as your big bird over there?  It certainly costs a lot more Mana to create, so I’m expecting it to be rather impressive.”   
 
    Winxa seemed even more excited than Sandra to see what it was that she was going to create, and the Dungeon Core couldn’t blame her.  It was always exciting to learn about a new construct, especially since the world – and therefore Winxa – hadn’t seen any of her creations before.  In fact, this Mobile Fortification was so expensive Mana-wise that if she hadn’t reduced its cost via unlocking some Advancements, it would’ve cost 50,000 Mana!  Added into that the fact that without acquiring some few Seeds that could actually hold it, she probably couldn’t have afforded to create it until she was at least Core Size 25, which would give her enough Mana and Raw Materials to fulfill the requirements for both the Monster itself and the Seed. 
 
    I have no idea, but it’s time to find out!  Sandra couldn’t help but be pumped up by the Dungeon Fairy’s excitement, and she had visions of the hydra-thing in the Reptile-Classification dungeon and the massive Undead Monsters she was told about in the other dungeon.  Now it was her turn to get something that awesome. 
 
    She got all of the elements together, watched the Mana coalesce, and…was severely disappointed. 
 
    There appeared where she had created the Mobile Fortification construct a large silver cube that she thought might be Steel based on her recent experience working with metals.  It was at least 15 feet wide on each side, which made it the largest block of Steel she’d ever seen, but it paled in comparison to the size of the Aerie Roc still in her Home room.  For 15,000 more Mana than the giant bird, Sandra was expecting something…awesome.  Yet, what she ended up with was a giant parchment weight. 
 
    “Is…that it?  This doesn’t look all that impressive, Sandra.”  Winxa didn’t even try to hide the disappointment in her voice, which matched the Dungeon Core’s own.  Even the Animated Slab had been more impressive when it appeared because she knew that the slab of stone was “animated” and could move around.  This, though, didn’t give any indication of what it did – and it was even smaller than the Steel-plated Behemoths she could create. 
 
    Let me see what it can do before we pass final judgment.   
 
    Trying to take direct control of it was somehow worse than trying to stay inside of her Unstable Shapeshifters in their unshifted forms – it gave her an immediate headache.  When she entered her mind inside the Fortification with the intention of moving the construct, it was almost as if her mind was being squeezed with great force, so after the headache hit after no more than a second, she left it completely.  Instead, she gave it an order to move to the other side of the room and set down near the far wall. 
 
    The Mobile Fortification immediately lifted up a foot off of the floor and zipped across the room so fast she almost missed it moving.  For a split-second she thought it was going to crash into – and perhaps even through – the stone wall of her Home room; fortunately, it stopped abruptly right next to the wall with not even the slightest gap in between and set back down on the floor. 
 
    Huh.  That alone could prove to be deadly to anyone trying to attack it.  Having (however many) tons of Steel that the Fortification was made from slam into something at high speed was bound to hurt just about anything severely.  Further experimentation revealed its moving weaknesses, however; it took nearly 10 seconds for the Fortification to “recover” from moving before it could move again, and it could only move in a straight line toward wherever it could turn before it moved.  It seemed unreasonably limiting, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it.   
 
    She attempted to see what else it would do, but whatever she tried to do to activate it in any way was unsuccessful.  Unlike the Monsters she unlocked via her Advancements, none of her constructs had elemental energy – and therefore no way to see what kind of Special Abilities they might have.  She tried to create a few other constructs and even a Goblin Foreman to attack it, but all it did was sit there and take their abuse without doing a single thing.  It was quite frustrating. 
 
    Ok, so this didn’t quite work out the way I had expected.  Regardless, I’m not going to let it go to waste; I’ll send it out to the Elves and even if all it can do is smash into them, it will help. 
 
    Sandra ended up creating 3 more Titanium Anacondas to join the two that had patrolled the Slime forest the night before and another 60 Roaring Blademasters to join the previous 45 that were fighting against the Beasts, giving the Elves additional help.  They were the only two she could reasonably count on to contribute without getting in the way – and that wouldn’t freak out the Elves; she briefly thought about using Unstable Shapeshifters with Echo’s form like Echo had commanded in the Undead dungeon, but thought that would freak out the villagers, if not the Rangers as well. 
 
    After that, she was content with what they had in defense; there was a wall with 42 Rangers arranged around the entire village, who could employ their elemental energy to enhance their attacks; Sandra created more normal and explosive bolts so that they wouldn’t run out quickly when using their new bows; they had their Wyvines available inside the walls in case of a breakthrough; there were over 100 Roaring Blademasters ready to cut a swathe through any opposition along with 5 deadly Titanium Anacondas; she provided another 2 Multi-access Repair Drones in addition to the 2 already accompanying her constructs in case they were needed; and, as much as it was unknown how useful it would be, there was a Mobile Fortification that could at least ram through and splatter anything it came across with its multi-ton weight of solid Steel.  She found out how heavy it was when it eventually arrived outside of the village and sank down into the soft dirt a few feet until the earth was compacted enough to hold the construct.   
 
    She thought about trying to design some enchantment-based traps that could be planted outside of the village, but held off for now.  For one, she would have to make a lot to cover enough ground to completely spread over the different avenues of attack; two, she thought that might be overkill based on what she thought might be coming the Elves’ way; three, if she needed to, she was planning on sending her Aerie Roc out once the fighting started as backup in case something dangerous made an appearance; and finally, four – she wanted to upgrade her Core Size again while she had a chance.    
 
    It was a lot of upgrades for her to do in such a short period of time, but if she timed it correctly she could be done with it before dawn broke and would finish in plenty of time before the Elven Cores finished their own upgrades.  Then there would probably be a period of time when the two Cores would build up their forces for an attack on the Elven village, so she thought it was safe to go ahead and upgrade her own Core.  She wasn’t exactly sure when she would get a better time, so she was going to take advantage of it. 
 
    Winxa, I’m going under again. 
 
    “Wow, already?  That’s smart, I guess.  Just be careful.” 
 
    She had already told everyone that mattered that she was going to be unavailable again, so as soon as she told the Dungeon Fairy she was undergoing her upgrade again, she activated it immediately.  It was only when she felt the world close in on her that she really comprehended Winxa’s warning: Just be careful. 
 
    What do I have to be careful about?  This is just an upgrade— 
 
    Except that she did have to be careful, because the old anxiety and semi-madness that had affected her when undergoing previous upgrades returned.  Even being able to observe more of her dungeon during the upgrade process and Winxa telling stories didn’t help her cope with the feeling of being trapped within her own mind and the helplessness that came with it.  She started to panic after just a short time and vowed never to undergo another upgrade if this was what she was going to feel like.   
 
    Sandra probably would have entirely lost her mind and snapped if she had been forced to endure the isolation for the entire normal duration of her upgrade, but the pieces of Dungeon Cores that she had salvaged kicked in and saved her. 
 
    Aaaaaahhhhhhh! 
 
    “Sandra!  Are you alright?  What’s wrong?!” Winxa asked as soon as Sandra screamed through their connection.  The Dungeon Core, freed from her imposed confinement, freaked out and started to look at everything throughout her Area of Influence without really seeing it, controlling constructs and Dungeon Monsters for a split-second before leaving them – all so that she could convince her mind that she wasn’t trapped inside her mind anymore. 
 
    It took nearly an hour for her to calm down enough to really think clearly, only to find her Dungeon Fairy lying across her Core – which, now that she really looked at it, had grown considerably over the last few days – and softly weeping.   
 
    Hey there…what’s wrong? 
 
    “Sandra?”  Winxa sniffed, wiping her eyes as she sat up.  “Are you…alright?” 
 
    Sandra sighed internally and tried to figure out what had happened.  I…think so….  That was close, though, and I think I nearly lost myself completely.  I think I can begin to understand how most of the other Dungeon Cores feel after cracking under isolation. 
 
    “I thought I had lost you like all of the other Cores I’ve tried to guide,” the Fairy sobbed, losing her composure again for a few moments before settling down again. 
 
    Not yet, though like I said…it was close.  I think I went through too many upgrades in too short of a time and I wasn’t mentally prepared for it.  I’m fine now, really. 
 
    The sheer panic had faded, that was true; the pain and fear of isolation was still lingering, though she did her best to push it aside and deal with the consequences of it later.   
 
    “Just…don’t break like that again if you can – you scared me there,” Winxa pleaded. 
 
    Don’t worry, I’m not planning on going through another upgrade anytime soon.  If I had my way, I wouldn’t upgrade at all anymore, but I know that’s unlikely.   
 
    She knew that she had “vowed” never to go through another upgrade while she was in her crazy panicked state, but that wasn’t likely to happen.  Still, she didn’t want to chance going through another upgrade at least for another month.  Or two.  Or a year or a decade – whatever she could get away with.  She did not like losing control like that and wanted to avoid a repeat in the future. 
 
    Regardless of what happened, it was over with.  Now that she had her focus and concentration back, she looked around her AOI and tried to see what had happened while she was gone.  It was still early morning, though the pre-dawn light was starting to light up the horizon hinting that dawn was soon to arrive; because of the early (or late, depending on how one looked at it) hour, nothing was really stirring quite yet with the Dwarves, Elves, or Orcs.  There was absolutely no activity inside any of the nearby forests due to the upgrades going on, so it was quiet and practically nothing that wasn’t hers was moving around – for the first time she could remember since she had expanded enough to observe outside of the wastelands.   
 
    When she looked further through her AOI through the ground, she wasn’t even surprised to see that she had extended it another 10 miles to just over 30 miles in every direction, which was nearly a 50% increase again.  The biggest difference this time, however, was that she could feel the AOIs of brand-new Dungeon Cores just inside of her new territory.  Eight of them that were new, in fact, were now present to her senses – which was exciting and a little overwhelming.  She couldn’t actually see their dungeons yet, but at least a couple miles of their AOI was intersecting with her own, and based on their spherical shape Sandra estimated that they were just outside of her range.   
 
    The exciting thing she noticed when she took her Shears out for a look-see, was that she finally got to see more people!  She found two more Orc villages that were within a mile or two of the forest where she suspected the new dungeons were located, and they looked remarkably similar in composition to Grongbak, though slightly larger and filled to capacity with Orcs – or so she intuited by looking briefly through some windows.  The worrying thing about them, however, was that the AOIs of the dungeons located along opposite forests were already starting to creep out of the forests.  They seemed to be set further back than they were near the wastelands, which made sense because the thickness of the forests was wider at that point as well.  The problem was that she doubted the Orcs quite realized the danger they were in – or would be in soon. 
 
     She found the same thing when she looked further into the Elven lands of Symenora, though each village she found was only half as large as Avensglen – the complete opposite of the Orcs.  This made more sense, though, because there was only a single dungeon they had to deal with; the village near the wastelands had to deal with two at the same time, which needed more bodies to keep up with the culling.  If Sandra was able to stretch her Area of Influence even further, she knew she would start to find less-populated or abandoned Elven villages, as Echo had mentioned at one point that they were barely holding on to what they had and didn’t have the people to stop expansion in certain areas.   
 
    The Dwarves had entirely abandoned any pretense of holding the dungeons back and she only found two long-abandoned villages when she ventured out further.  As a result, the dungeons there had expanded extensively, reaching further into the Dwarven lands than any others that she had seen.  In fact, each of the Cores had expanded their Size so much that she had just barely missed being able to see them during her last Core Size upgrade, which meant that things there were looking – to put it mildly – bad.  But not as bad as it should’ve been. 
 
    Do you think the beasts and creatures in the forest were responsible for holding them back as much as it appears they’ve been? 
 
    Sandra had been explaining what she was looking at to Winxa, and she nodded in response to the Dungeon Core’s question.  “Yes, if you remember, I told you that Cores are looking to kill in order to get Mana; people give more, as you know, but beasts and creatures give plenty of their own.  When they venture out to acquire more Mana, they undoubtedly riled up entire communities of natural monsters that struck back with savage intent.  If the Core leaves them alone – which is not likely – there probably won’t be any retaliation, but if not…well, I figure you can guess.” 
 
    She certainly could.  What she saw inside of the deep recesses of the forests appeared dangerous even to Sandra’s dungeon and she wouldn’t want to get on their bad side.   
 
    The Gnome town she encountered in a stand of trees equidistant of the two forests bracketing Gnomeria was the largest evidence of civilization that she had seen since she was still Human.  The town had at least 40 buildings of varying sizes, including – when she peered inside – one large building that housed 6 War Machines (not the ones Sandra had helped create, but the original ones).   
 
    The problem was that there seemed like there was room for a lot more inside the large open-front building, which the Dungeon Core thought that likely meant there had been some attrition in their ranks that hadn’t been replaced.  Still, they seemed like they were still in a better position to defend their people than any of the others.  They also had high walls surrounding the town with the same stationary crossbows Sandra had seen in Felbar and Violet’s smaller village, as well as a few unique-looking machines that had enchantment runes all over them.    
 
    There was no point in looking further at any of the villages (and one town) she had located since she couldn’t really communicate with them, but it was good to know they were there.  After leaving a few Shears above all of them to keep her informed of their status in the future, she then turned her focus to what was happening closer to her own dungeon…and the people under her care. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Sandra finally took the time to look over the notification she received after upgrading her Core Size; she had ignored it at first because anything relating to that time spent in…torture…made her want to panic again right after she had recovered.  Now, though, she was able to concentrate on it and pay attention with only a slight tinge of insanity touching her thoughts. 
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    Other than the expected increase in her Mana and Raw Material maximums, she also got access to another construct…which she couldn’t create yet because it was out of her price range, essentially.  The Advancement of her Classification had been beneficial at the time, but now it seemed to be coming back to bite her in the metaphorical butt.  If she did her calculations right, without the reductions afforded her by the other Advancements she had unlocked, the Iron Colossus – which sounded much more impressive than the Mobile Fortification – would’ve cost 75,000 Mana!  As it was, 41,250 Mana was still too much for her to afford, and without upgrading her Core Size again or getting the last reduction in Mana Cost (to a full 60% reduction), she was out of luck. 
 
    Sandra wasn’t going to be upgrading her Core Size anytime soon, and a fresh look at her available AP showed that she was at 68 from her recent activities – far short of the 120 AP she would need to afford the last reduction.  It wasn’t really important at the moment, anyways, because it sounded like some sort of “Boss” construct and there were plenty of other constructs or even normal Dungeon Monsters she could create that might be able to fulfill that role.  Her Aerie Roc, for one, was relatively similar in size to others she had seen or heard of, so it could work in a pinch if necessary.  Fortunately for Sandra, she didn’t seem like she was in danger of coming under attack. 
 
    That didn’t mean she would deliberately sit around and not protect herself, however. 
 
    While she waited for the rest of the world to wake up and start moving, Sandra occupied herself with figuring out how she wanted to defend her Roc tunnel.  She had originally constructed it just to move the massive birds out of her Home room, but now it had turned into a major thoroughfare that many of her constructs and projects were using to get to the outside.  Not only was it the only way for her Animated Slab to leave her dungeon with supplies, but her Mobile Fortification wouldn’t have been able to leave otherwise.  If she ever got around to making her new Iron Colossus, she could even make it the boss that was stationed right in front of her Home room entrance.  It was just so useful now that she barely even used the workshop anymore and did most of her crafting down below because it was more convenient. 
 
    It was also more dangerous not having much – if any – protection from the outside world through the tunnel.  Therefore, as the Shieldmen went out to patrol the forests in anticipation of the Goblin and Golem-Classification Core upgrades, and the Elves prepared by creating sharp roots that shot straight out of the ground and faced outwards in a big circle around their village, Sandra started the creation of defenses for her Roc tunnel. 
 
    Before she did anything else, Sandra used her Mana and the Bulk Elimination technique to create more rooms along the lengthy Roc tunnel.  The tunnel ran for miles, but she didn’t need hundreds of rooms – because that would probably take years and millions upon millions of Mana to fully defend.  Instead, starting from the exit leading to the wasteland, she used the technique along the tunnel 2 times on each side next to each other to create a single room, extending the previous 50-foot-wide tunnel into a room that was 150 feet wide, 100 feet tall, and 100 feet long.   
 
    It was fairly simple and didn’t require any extra steps, which made it quite easy to make three of them spaced out evenly on the way to the first “turnaround” room that she had created when constructing the tunnel in the first place.  In between the first turnaround room and the second – which led back to her Home room – she constructed 2 more of these basic rooms, and in the last section of tunnel that began with a slide she constructed two more.  Lastly, Sandra created an even bigger room at the bottom of the slide from her Home room that was essentially 4 of the rooms she had made before, with 2 stacked on top of each other.  Basically, it was twice as wide and twice as tall, which was done for a reason – because it was going to be her “boss” room.   
 
    A brief experiment – which she did after the first room was built – showed that the dungeon considered them all rooms (which she had initially been worried about, because it had technically been a tunnel first and she couldn’t build traps in tunnels), so the next part was to figure out what kind of constructs to put inside of them and then build out her traps to mesh well with them.  She eagerly pulled up her options and mentally frowned; other than her newest construct options, she had already used the rest in her main dungeon, and it didn’t feel right to reuse them. 
 
    Winxa?  Is there any rule that says I have to use only my constructs to defend my dungeon?  
 
    “Of course not; if you have something available that you can use, then go right ahead and use it.  As far as I know, there had rarely been a Core in the past that had access to different types of Dungeon Monsters so I don’t think it had ever come up, but there’s no rule that I know of that would prevent you from using them for defense.” 
 
    That was good to know, because while she had other Monsters in her dungeon – such as her Unstable Shapeshifters and the Aerie Roc – she hadn’t used any in actual defense yet.  She had used some outside of her dungeon when she was assaulting the Undead horde blocking her entrance, but that felt different – so she wasn’t sure if there was a rule against it that would throw everything off at the end of her planning.  Sandra was starting to learn that she needed to ask potentially dumb questions of Winxa in order to learn all she could before she did something as drastic as stocking her dungeon with non-construct Dungeon Monsters or, well, whether destroying multiple Dungeon Cores might end up being worse than the original problem. 
 
    That last one she wished she had learned weeks ago. 
 
    What that essentially meant was that she could use the Advancement Creation Options she had unlocked previously and just recently – which was quite exciting if she told the truth.  As much as she enjoyed her constructs, they were limited in some ways and the variety of different Dungeon Monsters she now had access to was like…a new toy to enjoy.  It was probably a little sick to think of her creations as toys, but that was how it felt. 
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    She technically had 10 rooms to defend now in the entire Roc tunnel, but she had an idea about that.  The first three rooms were going to be filled with…experiments of a sort.  The best way to experiment some new ideas she recently had would be with less-expensive Monsters, which in this case were the Goblin Foreman – unfortunately for them.  They were so inexpensive that she could practically fill an entire room with Goblins packed in tightly next to each other in about 10 minutes or less – so she figured she might as well use them. 
 
    “Sandra, what are you using all of these Goblins for?  They aren’t exactly…fighters, you know.”  Her Dungeon Fairy seemed to be a bit confused when she saw a stream of Goblin Foremen rushing out of her Home room after being created by Sandra. 
 
    I know – but they are going to be used for a few different reasons.  Don’t worry, it will be fine. 
 
    Sandra was slightly annoyed that Winxa would question her in her choices because she rarely did that in the past.  The Dungeon Fairy was more likely to comment on how to improve her defenses, not wonder why she did something in the first place.  Then, at the back of her mind, she heard a tiny voice telling her that she shouldn’t be so callous with her Dungeon Monsters because they were flesh and blood, not “lifeless” metal like her constructs.  She acknowledged what her own conscience was saying, but ruthlessly pushed it down and away because it was interfering with her plans. 
 
    Besides, she wasn’t planning on harming her Dungeon Monsters in the first and the second rooms because they were more there to test out some thoughts she had regarding enchantments.  The third room…well, that was a different story. 
 
    When she had over a hundred of her Goblins in place in the first room, she started crafting smaller versions of the chest armor she had created for the Orcs.  The difference between them – other than size, of course – was that Sandra wanted to try out some enchantments that she hadn’t had a chance to use quite yet.  If they worked, then it might be something she could add to future armor she made for the Orcs. 
 
    First, for a third of the Goblins in the first room, she added a Light Shield enchantment similar to the one that was being used by Felbar’s War Machine against the Undead, which would activate when something other than the Goblin touched the chest armor.  She didn’t hook up any Energy Orbs for additional power, so the enchantment was limited to how much Holy energy (via an Echo clone) she pumped into the rune sequence.   
 
    Her experiment there was to see how effective reactive enchantments were on armor, so that she didn’t have to have things activated manually.  Most of her other enchantments she had created had to be specifically activated to take effect, but if she could figure out how to get them to trigger automatically – sort of how her dungeon traps worked when invaders crossed over their triggers – then that could change everything.   
 
    With this in mind, she also created an enchantment on another third of the Goblins that sucked in water from the air and then froze it rapidly, covering the entire armor in a sheet of hard, protective ice.  The enchantment, if she remembered correctly, was meant to keep food and drinks cool once it was activated and not necessarily to freeze water into ice, but with its reactive state she wanted to see if her idea would work the way she wanted it to.  For the most part, each enchantment she created was a one-shot deal and couldn’t be reactivated, though with the addition of Energy Orbs in the future that could change. 
 
    The last third of the Goblins she enchanted with a Nether-based enchantment that was usually applied to weapons, so she was interested to see if it could be used in a defensive way.  Basically, as soon as something touched the armor, a blast of necrotic energy would shoot out and cover anything nearby – except for the Goblin itself.  It was usually applied to a bladed weapon’s edges, so that when it sliced into a Monster, the necrotic energy would work to weaken the enemy from the inside, making it much easier to kill.  This, she was hoping, would be a lot more dramatic. 
 
    Once they were all protected with their new enchanted chest armor, Sandra looted her storage and display room, where she had nearly enough short swords that she had previously crafted for all of her Goblins in the first room to have one; there were a dozen that she had to create for them, which was easy enough to do once she knew how many she needed.  While they weren’t warriors of any sort like Winxa had mentioned, it was better than going into a fight unarmored. 
 
    For the trap in the first room, she took a cue from the Reptile-Classification dungeon she had invaded previously and used water as her main source of attack.  A powerful waterfall of freezing cold liquid would descend from near the ceiling, slamming into whatever walked inside.  That wasn’t necessarily meant to hurt them, however, but to provide a false sense of security; after the first waterfall, a second one fell down to the floor after 5 feet of empty space, which was filled with sharp slivers of ice 3 inches long that would attempt to impale anything passing through.   
 
    To create those waterfalls, and to have them last for approximately 15 minutes, required nearly her entire maximum Mana to achieve, so there wasn’t much else she could add to the trap.  If anything came through the two waterfalls unscathed, they were going to be met by 100 Goblin Foremen with enchanted armor and short swords.  Truth be told, she didn’t think they were likely be overly effective, but that wasn’t necessarily the point of their presence.   
 
    In the second room, she again created some more Goblin Foremen, but only 30 this time.  The main component of the room was something completely different from the first, but it was again an experiment – this time with Energy Orbs and the enchantment placed on the explosive bolts she created for the Elves and their new composite bows.  She had already seen what happened when she placed the Fireburst enchantment on the tip of a warhammer and turned up the Limiter rune too high; the resulting explosion nearly destroyed her Steelclad Ape Warrior wielding the weapon, and bent the metal of the warhammer at the same time.   
 
    She had applied that to the bolts from a suggestion by Echo, though she used Tiny Energy Orbs to make it small enough to fly; regardless of the size, they still did a heck of a lot of damage.  But what if she increased the size of the Orb?  She had only used an Average-sized pairing of Energy Orbs for the warhammer; not only that, but the Limiter rune had been adjusted so that not all of the energy would be released all at once, even if she had made a mistake.  If she took the Limiter rune completely out of the sequence, however…. 
 
    Her experimenting ultimately left her with a Copper ball wrapped around a Large Energy Orb.  She chose Copper because it tended to work better with Fire-based enchantments, and she enchanted the outside of it with the Fireburst enchantment – which was easy enough.  The problem was that she needed it to be activated by touching the Energy Orb in the center, which – on the explosive bolts – was normally done by a strong impact, driving the Spirit and Fire Energy Orbs together, creating the explosion.  Here, though, the enchantment wasn’t yet connected to the Fire Orb inside – so she needed a way to connect them. 
 
    It ended up being a simple solution of using her Mana to make holes in the Copper ball and then placing more Copper rods that were just barely held in place by a very thin connection of more Copper.  The idea was that if one of the dozen rods had enough of an impact placed upon it, it would break the thin Copper connection and be plunged inside of the ball, touching the Fire Energy Orb inside.  All she had to do after that was make sure the Fireburst enchantment sequence was connected to each of the rods, and it was ready to go. 
 
    To help achieve enough of an impact to drive the Copper rods inside, Sandra transformed the side of the second room into elevated stone platforms.  She filled them both two-thirds of the way up to the ceiling with stone, and then formed a staircase up along one side of what were going to be battlements of a sort.  This staircase allowed the Goblin Foremen she had created earlier to gain access to the top of the stone platforms. 
 
    Basically, the pathway through the middle of the room (which was the original tunnel) was still clear, only now it was flanked by the stone platforms occupied by Goblins.  Sandra wasn’t about to leave access to the exit unguarded, though, which is why she next set up some traps that were just the opposite of the room before and which fit the theme well: Fire!  When it was activated, thin streams of concentrated and superheated flames would emerge from one stone platform near the ground and stretch over the entire center of the room to the opposite platform.  The streams were likely deadly to anyone touching them, though she didn’t make it completely impassable; by alternating their placement, she would force whatever came through to duck under, jump, or squeeze through to avoid getting horribly burned.  Towards the end of the room, she even had a few of the streams move in a pre-planned route, which would make whoever wanted to get through them hesitate while they figured out the pattern. 
 
    All of which was designed to slow down invaders, so that the Goblin…bombardiers…could make use of their explosive devices.  In fact, by the time everything was set up in the room, she had a Hyper Automaton run from her workshop up above – where she cleared out everything but the Unstable Shapeshifter doing the enchanting – and brought with it the very first “bomb” she had created all the way to the entrance of the Roc tunnel and to the Goblins in the second room.  Fortunately, she didn’t have to worry about her constructs activating her traps, otherwise that could’ve been disastrous. 
 
    With a lot of excitement that she was barely able to contain, she eagerly had one of her Goblins on top of their stone platforms grab the new device and got ready to throw it…and then hesitated. 
 
    Hey, Winxa – do you want to see what I’ve been working on?  This will show you that I have a plan for these Goblins.  While Sandra was still a little annoyed that the Dungeon Fairy had questioned her choices, deep down she knew that Winxa was only trying to look out for her welfare.  Especially with all of the recent mental…issues…she had been having. 
 
    “Absolutely!  Honestly, I’ve been dying to know.” 
 
    The Dungeon Fairy opened one of her portals into the first room and saw the assembled Goblins in their chest armor, and Sandra explained what she had in mind, and depending on how they performed she might change it up.  Winxa was genuinely excited over what she had done, even if she was using a Dungeon Monster not necessarily suited to combat, but she also applauded Sandra’s use of what she had available.   
 
    Okay, now in this second room there are Fire traps creating obstacles towards the exit, which I’m particularly proud of if I do say so myself.  However, they are secondary to what I wanted to experiment with.  I would stay a bit away in the tunnel if I were you because I have no idea what this will do. 
 
    “I can do that – but what are you planning on doing?” Winxa asked curiously, but with a little fear tinging her voice. 
 
    Watch. 
 
    Winxa was at least 400 feet away inside the tunnel connecting the first and second rooms, so Sandra thought that was more than enough distance to stay safe.  Therefore, she had her Goblin finally toss the special Fire Energy Orb Fireburst bomb off of the stone platform; it sailed through the air and fell directly into the middle of the room in a spectacular toss, hitting the stone floor with a clink as one of the short copper rods was plunged into the center of the ball and into the Energy Orb. 
 
    Nothing happened for a few seconds as the ball bounced a little and started to roll and Sandra thought for a moment that she had messed something up.  However, the process obviously took a little longer for some reason, because the largest explosion she’d ever seen emerged from the bomb.  A gigantic flash of flames at least 40 feet wide filled up the middle of the room and the heat from the explosion slammed into everything, charring every single Goblin in the room.   
 
    That wasn’t the worst part, however, as the Dungeon Monsters were already dead by that point; the shockwave from the explosion hit them first, snapping their bones even as they were tossed backwards.  The heat of the flames hit them while they were still flying from the force of the shockwave, burning them up in mid-flight – and none of them survived long enough to even land or hit the wall behind them, as they dissolved into Monster Seeds that rolled along with their previous momentum. 
 
    Even Winxa, 400 feet away, tumbled through the air from the leading wave of the explosion, though fortunately she was able to right herself before she hit the ground, unhurt but shocked and confused. 
 
    “Uh…Sandra?  What was that?  I don’t think that is necessarily safe for your dungeon,” the Dungeon Fairy said after she had recovered enough to form a coherent question. 
 
    That was an understatement.  Without the literal limiting factor of the special Limiter rune to keep it at a reasonable transfer of Mana towards the Fireburst enchantment, all 800 Mana involved in the creation of the Energy Orb was consumed instantly.  Sandra had thought that it would just be a more impressive explosion than the one that had nearly destroyed her Ape, but the result was much different than even she had expected.  Looking at the damage that the explosion of flames did to her Goblins in the room was bad enough, but seeing what it did to her dungeon was even worse. 
 
    A hemispherical-shaped hole was blasted into the hard stone floor of the room about 15 feet across, with stone shards from the enormous force embedded into the stone platforms and even the ceiling; upon further investigation, she discovered that some even went down both the entrance and exit tunnels of the room, reaching incredible distances.  It was only by luck that Winxa hadn’t been hit by one – and she didn’t think it would be a good idea to mention the near-death experience to the Dungeon Fairy.  She was fine, after all, though she would make darn sure she experimented with anything before she saw it for the first time. 
 
    There were also large cracks on the walls, floor, and ceiling of the room which were likely caused by the shockwave slamming into them, which was just another indication of how powerful it had been.  There was no way she could use something like that without compromising the integrity of her entire dungeon, mainly because the explosion seemed to be felt even by the Dwarven villagers, who were miles away from it. 
 
    Ok, yeah – that was a bit too much.  I think if I stuck to some smaller Energy Orbs… 
 
    “You’re dangerous, you know that?”  Winxa interrupted her thoughts on how to scale back the explosion, though Sandra could see a smile on her face – even despite being almost killed.   
 
    Uh…thanks? 
 
    The Dungeon Fairy responded with something, but Sandra was distracted and didn’t hear what it was.  That was because, one right after the other, the 4 Dungeon Cores nearest the Dwarves and the Elves suddenly finished their Core Size upgrades. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Wyrlin’s legs and feet were exhausted and his lungs burned in his chest with every breath he took.  He and his group of Rangers had been walking practically non-stop since they had been taken captive back near the forest’s border, with only a few rest stops along the way.  He had gotten perhaps 4 hours of sleep over the last three days and he could feel his eyelids wanting to droop of their own volition.  The only thing keeping him awake was the fact that they were surrounded by hundreds of huge Orcs that seemed capable of snapping him in half with one green-skinned hand.  While he (and many other Elves, he was sure) thought of them as little more than savages that would prefer to rip the leg off a beast and beat it with its own limb rather than adopt the much-safer practiced stealth of a Ranger’s hunt, he had to admit that they were stronger, fitter, and had much more endurance than he or his group did.  Savages they might be, but they were powerful savages, nonetheless. 
 
    Well, I guess I can’t complain too much; at least I don’t look ready to kill myself like Fyola and the other robe-wearing Elites. 
 
    The bow-wielding Elites were in relatively the same shape endurance-wise as Wyrlin and his Rangers, but Fyola and the others were like walking corpses.  The thought of the undead made him shiver in the midday heat, but it was an apt description; no amount of pleading from their “leader” could get the Orcs to stop for more time than they were allotting.  She even refused to move one morning after only being given an hour of rest, but the Orcs were having none of her protestations – and Wyrlin was loving it. 
 
    They weren’t going to carry her and weren’t going to leave her behind, so they resorted to pushing her body with their feet (which such prodding did absolutely nothing to convince her to move) and then kicking her hard enough to shift her forward a few feet (which worked marvelously to change her attitude).  Especially when there was a conversation he couldn’t understand, but which he could easily translate to, “We will kick you the entire way to our camp if we have to.” 
 
    Wyrlin was forced to admit that he admired her – and the other Elites’ – restraint, because despite being kicked around and forced to march in the hot sun and even through the night for hours on end, she hadn’t once retaliated by manipulating her elemental energy.  He grudgingly also had to admit that if he were in the same position, he would have had a difficult time not making his severe displeasure known, which probably would have ended up with his death when he killed the Orc kicking him.   
 
    From what he could determine, it was only through Mercyll’s efforts that they were all still on their feet.  The soft-spoken Elite used his Holy element to soothe some of the aches from everyone’s bodies caused by the forced march, though even that took its toll after a while.  He had been forced to use the spell more and more on the robe-wearing Elites (including himself) and it was slowly robbing them of their endurance.  From what he understood, the Rejuvenation spell was perfectly safe when it was used in temporary situations, but the prolonged use tended to sap physical energy away quite rapidly.  That was why those Elites who needed it more looked like the walking dead, reluctantly putting their feet in front of each other without really seeing what was in front of them. 
 
    “I think we’re almost there,” Ferio said softly from Wyrlin’s right-hand side.  He practically whispered, but not because they weren’t allowed to talk; no, it was because raising one’s voice required entirely too much energy for most of them.   
 
    Wyrlin lifted his tired head and looked ahead; it took him a few moments for his vision to focus on something that wasn’t just a few feet in front of him, but when he did he saw a large camp with hundreds of small tents ringing a larger, central tent made out of what appeared to be a dark, scaly leather of some kind – and without any visible joins, which meant that it was all one piece.  If he didn’t know better, he’d say that it looked like it was off of one of the mythical dragons that were rumored to live in the deepest parts of the forests surrounding them.  That would be crazy, though, because no one ventured that deep anymore, if they ever did. 
 
    The distance was deceptive, however, and the sky was already darkening by the time they arrived within bowshot.  Whether it was because the sight of their destination sapped all of her strength or her body finally gave out, Fyola collapsed into unconsciousness in mid-march just outside the outer ring of tents.  Rather than kick her the rest of the way, one of the Orcs easily picked her up and threw her body over his shoulder without even breaking stride, obviously thinking it was better to just carry her rather than shuffling forward an unconscious body.   
 
    A part of him hoped that she died, but then he realized that they might actually need her help if they were to have any hope of getting out of the situation they were in alive.  Some of the other Elites spoke the Orcish language, and so did Ferio he thought, but she was their leader – as much as he hated to acknowledge that – and had been the one to talk to the Orcs back at the forest.   
 
    From what he knew about their culture, they respected and followed those stronger than themselves and expected others to do the same; despite the fact that she had passed out on the way there, it was undeniable that Fyola was stronger in her manipulation of elemental energy than he or any other Ranger there.  It was hard to tell with the other Elites how they stood in relation to her, but as they treated her as the leader that really said something.  If they didn’t go into negotiations to get them out of this situation without their “best”, they might not get out at all. 
 
    They were led to a relatively large tent near the middle of the camp, though not the one he had seen earlier with the dark scaly surface.  It was just barely large enough to hold them all even then, and lying down would be difficult but not impossible. As soon as they were inside, the Orc carrying Fyola dropped her unceremoniously on the floor and left.  The rest of their escort had peeled away earlier to who knew where, which left a lowly two Orcs standing guard just outside the tent’s entrance.  One turned to speak something inside before turning away, completely disinterested in seeing after their care. 
 
    “It appears as though the…Warlord?...is busy right now and won’t be able to see us until the morning,” Mercyll spoke softly to the silence within the tent.  “I suggest you all get some rest; I know that I for one need it because I’m almost completely out of Holy energy.  Don’t bother to set a guard; if they had wanted to kill us, they wouldn’t have brought us all this way.” 
 
    That seemed like common sense, which just put another positive mark in the soft-spoken Elite’s favor.  His more approachable demeanor, accompanied by the fact that he sacrificed his energy to make sure everyone kept moving – and not just the Elites – made Wyrlin, not for the first time, wish that Mercyll had taken charge back in their home forest rather than Fyola.  It still would’ve rankled the Ranger, but he also probably wouldn’t want to kill the Elite with every step he took, either. 
 
    Wyrlin dropped to the floor without further prompting and was out before he could count to ten, even with the feel of someone draped across his legs.  As sleep slammed into him, he thought that it was almost guaranteed that many of those with him were going to have to get quite comfortable together in order to lie down at all. 
 
    It felt like no time at all when he woke up abruptly, some sense of wrongness settling over him.  His eyes shot open, only to see the bright light of morning streaming through the front of the tent.  Wyrlin groaned as he pushed himself up with his arms, the pain in his muscles not as bad as it was yesterday but still present, though the wrongness that had woken him up immediately became apparent when he couldn’t feel his lower legs.  A quick look back at them revealed the problem; Ferio’s body was still draped over them, cutting off a lot of the circulation to his lower extremities.   
 
    His movements woke up the old Ranger, who sat up and scrambled to his feet in an automatic response, which freed up Wyrlin’s legs.  As soon as the pressure of Ferio’s body was gone, the blood rushed down into his legs and feet, causing them to tingle horribly – but he sighed in relief as feeling came back to them. 
 
    “Wh-what’s the word?” Ferio asked, his sudden awakening obviously causing his brain to stutter a little as it caught up to what was going on around them. 
 
    “No idea, but it’s probably time we get everyone else up; I’m sure we’re going to be summoned or whatever soon,” Wyrlin responded, though there wasn’t really any need.  Their few words, even lightly spoken, were enough to start a wave of the others waking up in varying degrees of alertness.  A few of the Rangers sprang up like Ferio had done, while others just groaned in disappointment of being woken up.  The Elite bow-wielders were in that first category, while Fyola, Mercyll and the other robe-wearing Elites were in the latter category. 
 
    At least Fyola woke up, which was a tiny, teensy-weensy worry after she collapsed unconscious the night before. 
 
    “Where are we?” she demanded as soon as she sat up, though her movements were obviously too abrupt by the way she held her hands to her head. 
 
    Before anyone could answer, there was a voice from outside of their tent that snapped everyone’s head around to it.  Again, the movement was too much for Fyola as she swooned a little and was barely able to prevent her upper half from collapsing. 
 
    “We have approximately 5 minutes before they come for us, so I suggest everyone get something to eat,” Mercyll stated, before rushing to Fyola’s side.  She shooed off his worry and got up under her own power, before following his advice and pulling a strip of dried meat out from her pouch and chewed on it.  They had been given plenty of food and water during their march, at least, even though they had to eat it on the – sometimes literal – run.  
 
    Wyrlin did the same and immediately felt better, though still a bit sore everywhere on his body.  The rest and a quick meal did wonders for his outlook, however, which was starting to look up now that it was obvious that they weren’t going to be deliberately mistreated as captives – though he was sure some of the others might consider their march mistreatment.   
 
    In much too short of a time, they were fetched and led towards the big tent in the center of the encampment.  As they passed through, Wyrlin once again got a look at the material the tent was made of and saw the same dark-colored scale-like leather or hide that he had seen before; whether it was a mythical dragon or not, it still appeared to have all been part of a single creature. 
 
    There wasn’t much to see inside of the large tent, as the sides contained what appeared to be individual rooms separated by some sort of fabric that made it impossible to see inside.  The only thing of note, in fact, was a short throne-like chair at one end of the tent and its occupant, which was the biggest Orc he had ever seen before.  From what he could determine, most of the Orcs he had seen thus far had been somewhere between 6 and a half to 7 and a half feet tall; this Orc, though he was sitting down and watching them approach, had to have been at least 9 feet tall, if not taller.  When you added on at least another foot in shoulder width compared to the others Wyrlin had seen, he was an imposing figure. 
 
    “Greetings.  Welcome to my camp – I trust you weren’t mistreated?” 
 
    To hear Elvish – heavily accented and barely recognizable, but Elvish, nonetheless – coming out of the giant Orc figure was both a surprise and a relief.  For one, they wouldn’t have to rely on the Elites to speak for them; the last thing Wyrlin wanted was for them to make some sort of deal they were unaware of, like one where they traded the lives of him and his rangers in exchange for their freedom.  Two, it also meant that there was more going on here than anyone probably realized, especially if this “Warlord” could speak their language.  Where did he even learn it. 
 
    “Mistreated?  I’ll give you mistreated—” Fyola angrily began and started to walk forward, only to be stopped and silenced by Mercyll’s hand on her shoulder.   
 
    “Sorry, you must forgive our esteemed leader here; she took a nasty fall last night and is still recovering.  I’m sure she wouldn’t want to say anything to upset you.” 
 
    Fyola still looked angry, but Mercyll’s words seemed to calm her down and get her back into a “friendlier” mood.  “Yes, we were treated…well enough.” 
 
    “Very good.  Now, I have no doubt that you may be wondering why you were brought here.  First, let me introduce myself.  My name is Rothgar Bloodskull, though many just call me Warlord Bloodskull.  Does that mean anything to you?” 
 
    It meant absolutely nothing to Wyrlin and many of the other Rangers, but he saw Ferio and most of the other Elites stiffen briefly at the mention of his name. 
 
    “Ah, I see that my family’s name extends all the way to your Elven lands, though I had suspected as much after talking with my tutor.” 
 
    Fyola looked confused, and she wasn’t the only one.  “Your tutor?  Is this where you learned our language?” 
 
    The Warlord laughed deeply.  “Yes, we had captured an Elf some years ago when I was just a young Orcling, though instead of wanting to go back, this strange Elf wanted to stay.  Therefore, in return for being allowed to live, she taught me your language and about your culture.  Sadly, she died a few years ago because of one of my rivals who thought they could take something precious away from me without retaliation.  Suffice it to say…he was dead wrong.   
 
    “Regardless, her presence in my life at such a young age lent me to appreciate the finer…aspects…of our neighbors.  When I was young, I even bedded and begat a child on a Dwarven woman – but that’s beside the point.  I learned that my Warband put you through your paces on your way back here, and I have to say I’m surprised that most of you are even standing here right now.  I know firsthand how fragile your lithe bodies are and can’t even run for a full day without having to rest.” 
 
    There was so much in his last speech that Wyrlin needed to be unpacked and evaluated, but the Warlord didn’t afford him the time. 
 
    “So, while I can appreciate how determined you were to survive, that leads me to why you were brought here and why you weren’t told to return to your lands.  It’s a rather simple question, but it also needs to be answered truthfully.  What do you know about the death of my son?” 
 
    The question took them all off-guard, and Fyola was so stunned by the unexpected question that she couldn’t even answer.  Fortunately, Mercyll asked what Wyrlin was sure was being thought by all of the Elves. 
 
    “Who is your son, and what do you think happened to him?” 
 
    “Razochek was leading his own Warband near Grongbak when he was reportedly killed by a dungeon in the area.  I have my doubts about that, but I have it on dubious authority that what I was told was true.  However, upon further investigation and the destruction of two dungeons nearby, I have learned that there might be another dungeon nearby that had a hand in his death.  Above all else, I want revenge,” the Warlord said, slamming his fist down on the arm of his throne, which cracked the wood underneath his hand worriedly. 
 
    “Wait – you destroyed two dungeons?  And destroyed their dungeon hearts as well?” Fyola suddenly asked, horror tinging her voice.  Wyrlin could sympathize; everyone knew that if you destroyed more than one, nearby dungeons would become a little bit stronger.  His worry intensified even further when he heard Warlord Bloodskull’s next words. 
 
    “Yes, but it’s really nothing to worry about,” the massive Orc said, waving his hand dismissively as if the destruction of two dungeons was unimportant.  “It was near the wastelands, so it won’t affect the rest of our people.” 
 
    “You fool—” 
 
    “Hold on,” Wyrlin cut her off as something clicked in his head.  “Is this ‘Grongbak’ your village right next to the wasteland border?” 
 
    Fyola stared daggers at his interruption, but he was beyond caring at that point. 
 
    “That’s right – what do you know about it?” the Warlord asked eagerly, leaning forward in his throne. 
 
    “Oh, I think I’m uniquely qualified out of all of us to help you out here,” Wyrlin said cautiously, while his insides were quivering.  If it was true that the Orcs had destroyed the two closest dungeons to the wastelands, then it wasn’t just two dungeons that were destroyed near each other – but three.  What that meant, the Ranger wasn’t exactly sure, but he knew it couldn’t be good. 
 
    “What do you mean?  What do you know?” 
 
    Everyone else with him had caught on quickly, including Fyola and the other Elites, but for once the Elite leader let him continue instead of trying to take over. 
 
    “Because, if I’m not mistaken, I’ve seen this dungeon that killed your son.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Not only had the two Dungeon Cores near the Elven lands expanded enough to fully overlap their village of Avensglen, but they – along with the two Dwarven ones – had stretched their new Areas of Influence to reach halfway inside of the wastelands.  Such rapid growth worried Sandra because they were getting uncomfortably close to attacking her dungeon, which wasn’t good.  Within a few minutes of their upgrades being completed, each of the Cores sent out some more of their Dungeon Monsters, which immediately ran into Sandra’s assembled forces composed of Shieldmen, Rangers, constructs, and Wyvines.  Now that her forces had an advantage, they were prepared to keep it as long as they could to prevent as much expansion as possible. 
 
    This lasted for about an hour or two, depending on the dungeon, before the single Monsters or even small groups stopped coming out of their dungeon entrances.  Each of the Cores had a typical second, larger entrance that Sandra had located earlier, and when they tried to push through their Dungeon Monsters through these back doors, additional forces were there to stop them.  After another hour or so of nothing but setbacks, the flow completely stopped out of either entrance.   
 
    “It wouldn’t surprise me if they start to gather up a larger force then send them all at once,” Delarthe said when things had quieted down.   
 
      
 
    * That’s what I suspect they will do as well.  Be careful, of course, but I think you should be able to handle this.  If you think you’ll be overwhelmed, fall back, regroup, and start whittling them down one at a time if necessary; the point is to make their push as expensive as possible for them, while minimizing your casualties.  And remember, when in doubt – run! * 
 
      
 
    Sandra suspected that the Dwarves had more than enough help to defeat whatever came out of those entrances, even if it were some larger “boss”-type Dungeon Monsters.  They might have to fall back and take them out piecemeal, but she had full confidence in them.  The Elves, on the other hand, might have a little more difficulty because they relied on stealth to inflict their attacks for the most part.  There wasn’t really any surprise involved when they were obviously there guarding the entrances, but gathered together they were an excellent ranged force that could inflict some major damage if it came to it. 
 
      
 
    * Chryla – stay safe.  It’s been my experience that each dungeon is unique in that they can be unpredictable, so don’t be afraid to run and retreat back to your village. * 
 
      
 
    “Will do, Sandra – and thank you.” 
 
    After that, it was a bit of a waiting game.  There wasn’t anything they could do other than wait and watch, and Sandra wasn’t about to send one of her constructs inside one of the entrances to check them out.  It was one thing preventing them from gaining a foothold outside, it was something else entirely acting like they were going to invade.  She knew from personal experience that her behavior changed after she was invaded the first time, and they were already too unpredictable without throwing desperate Cores into the mix. 
 
    Therefore, throughout the rest of the day Sandra worked on filling up her Roc tunnel rooms with traps and Dungeon Monsters, which eventually included every single one she had available on her Advancement Creation Options list.  She pulled in all of the Radiant Pegasi that the Elves had borrowed to station them inside, as well as the half-dozen Phoenixes she still had roaming around the Undead-Classification Core’s old territory, looking for any random undead that might have been missed even after it was destroyed.  Everything else had to be created, which took a significant amount of Mana, and by the end of the day she wasn’t even near being finished.  Some rooms had just a single Dungeon Monster in it to represent what she was planning on putting there, but she made sure she had the traps set up first. 
 
    She also found that anything larger than a Small Fire Energy Orb when placed in a Copper ball with a Fireburst enchantment was a bit too destructive for her dungeon (and the Goblins throwing them out as bombs) to handle.  They still produced a deadly explosion, but it was also significantly reduced in size, shockwave force, and heat.  It would have to do, though, especially if she wanted her Roc tunnel to stay intact.   
 
    At the end of her Roc tunnel just past her Home room, she built another 30-foot wall that encompassed most of the tunnel, leaving just enough of a passageway that she could get her Animated Slab through without too much difficulty.  She didn’t shut it off completely because that would prevent her from manipulating anything within the entire tunnel, and potentially even disperse the traps she had set up – which she had spent hundreds of thousands of Mana to create.  Needless to say, she wanted to avoid having to redo them. 
 
    However, she did take a note from what the Undead Core did – I’m learning! – and designed a way to collapse most of the stone wall through manual means if she were truly threatened.  All it took was placing two Small Fire Energy Orb bombs high up inside of the wall with a chute that led to the bottom.  They were positioned so that she could direct two Hyper Automatons placed inside the wall with them to drop the bombs on command, which had more than enough destructive power inside of the enclosed stone walls to make them crumble certain sections, sealing her Home room off from the Roc tunnel.  It was something that she would only do as a last resort because she would then be cut off from everything still inside the tunnel. 
 
    When night fell, the Elves and Shieldmen went back to their village or her dungeon, depending on where they called home.  The constructs and Dungeon Monsters she kept on watch over the dungeon entrances, however, in case the Core chose that time to escape.  She knew that if the number of attackers was too great, however, she would allow most of them to retreat; without the backup by their “handlers” – who she had to admit were better suited to directing them than she was – they weren’t quite up to the task of taking on a large force.   
 
    The number of her constructs and Monsters outside of her Nets were already beyond what she had when she faced the Undead Core at its peak, but it just wasn’t enough.  She planned to increase their number over the coming days, just as soon as she finished stocking her own Roc tunnel.  Sure, it was a little selfish, but even the Elves or Dwarves would admit that they had a lot of help already, so it wasn’t like she was leaving them undefended.  Plus, she was desperately hoping that the Orcs would come through and start providing her with some mercenaries because that would help more than almost any construct would. 
 
    Speaking of that…where are the others?!  It had now been just over 5 days since Violet and Felbar had left for their home, and a little less than that for Echo and Gerold, but she was hoping to hear at least something from them by then.  Her previous thoughts about them abandoning her came back full-force, and she started to become more than a little depressed…and angry.  After all I did for them, this is how they pay me back?  Am I just a joke to them?  Do they see me as just some anomaly and don’t care about the people around here? 
 
    “Sandra, don’t forget that these things don’t just happen overnight—” her Dungeon Fairy started to say, before Sandra angrily cut her off. 
 
    I’m well aware of that, but we’re on a bit of a time limit here.  Do these people just not care?  Are they that callous and insensitive? 
 
    The same part of her mind that had warned her about experimenting on the Goblins surged again, stronger this time.  It was telling her that it wasn’t her friends’ fault that they were delayed, and that there were thousands of different reasons they hadn’t come back yet.  One possible reason stood out among the rest, which helped to squash the anger and ramped up the bout of depression she was experiencing: that they had all died and no one was coming to help. 
 
    “Sandra…I think there is something wrong with you.  You’ve never had this many mood swings before in such a short amount of time, at least as far as I’ve noticed.  I think—” Winxa said softly, using the same calming voice that the Dungeon Core recognized from when she was a Human: like an animal handler trying to calm a startled beast of burden.  I am not an animal! 
 
    Sandra wanted to lash out at the Dungeon Fairy and deny that there was anything wrong, but the same inner voice that had been talking to her surged again and halted her violent impulse.  As soon as she was frozen in conflict with whatever was causing her to stop, her mind started to clear.  She recoiled in horror at what she was about to do to her Fairy, her guide, her friend; she was seconds away from striking out with some sort of Mana-based attack, which might not have necessarily killed or even hurt Winxa, but it certainly would’ve caused her to leave and never come back.  The diminutive Fairy had warned her of that shortly after they met and there was no reason to believe that anything had changed in that respect. 
 
    I’m sorry, Winxa.  I don’t know what came over me, but I think you’re right.  Perhaps that last upgrade screwed me up even more than I thought. 
 
    “Please try to stay calm; from what I remember of the other Dungeon Cores I’ve helped to guide, stress and trying to do too much were contributing factors to worsening their already unstable insanity.  So, take it a little easier and try not to stress about things you cannot do anything about – like your friends who left to get help from their leadership.” 
 
    There was another flareup of anger at the mention of her friends that had left, but Sandra squashed it immediately without hesitation.  Now that she could identify why she was feeling that way, and that it almost felt artificial, it was much easier to recognize and correct it.  Of course, stress was likely to aggravate that part of her consciousness, and it felt like everything that was part of her existence was full of stress.  Well, everything but— 
 
    “You need to find a safe outlet to relieve that stress, or this…whatever it is, insanity or something else…will begin to consume you.  You can fight it, Sandra, I know you can.”  Winxa was right, Sandra could fight it – and she knew exactly how. 
 
    Crafting. 
 
    After thanking her Dungeon Fairy for her help in bringing her back from the edge of completely losing her sanity, Sandra worked on a few relatively mundane tasks like stocking more of her Roc tunnel rooms, checking on the status of the hostile dungeon entrances again, and even doing a quick check on the status of the new Cores – which were certainly making progress, enough that she thought they might emerge within the next 4 or 5 days.  With it being in the middle of the night and nothing of note going on, the Dungeon Core realized it was quite relaxing just looking around her Area of Influence via her Shears.  Her state of mind calmed even more, smoothing out until she could barely remember the anger she had just felt such a short time ago. 
 
    She knew it was lurking in the back of her mind, however, just waiting to strike when she wasn’t prepared.  That worry was stressful, so without much else to do Sandra turned to her favorite pastime, which always made her feel better, no matter what she was crafting.  She vividly remembered that it was only due to her repetitive recitation of crafting recipes that allowed her to keep her sanity in the grey empty space of nothingness after her death, and she knew it would save her again. 
 
     Therefore, since she had time and attention to spare even while using the majority of her Mana to continue stocking her new defensive dungeon rooms, she turned to her own crafting stations, many of which had been neglected.  While she had used the forge quite a bit over the last few days to produce more warhammers for Steelclad Ape Warriors, short swords for her Goblins defending the Roc tunnel, and to produce weapons to trade for mercenaries, she hadn’t really created anything new with her Blacksmithing skills.  Sandra was tempted to just experiment and start crafting something, anything, but she realized that unless she acquired a new metal to work with – she was practically drooling over the potential unlocking of Platinum or Orichalcum even though she had never seen either of them worked before – or had something specific that she needed to craft, all she would be doing was repetitive work that didn’t really engage her like she wanted. 
 
    Thinking about Blacksmithing, however, led her to look at Kelerim’s forge – and she was surprised at what she saw.  She felt a little bad about basically ignoring the Half-Dwarf/Half-Orc over the last few days as she was busy with other things, but he had been keeping busy; another 60 Steel swords were stacked neatly in the corner of his forge room.  He had continued creating more weapons for the Orcs, not through any obligation to them or to Sandra – but because he was improving his craft, and it made her figurative heart soar to see his progress.  Comparing the bottom of the stack of swords to the newer ones on top, there was a definitive difference in their quality; most might not be able to see it, but the practice and honing of his skills was directly translated in how well-made they appeared.  Not quite masterwork quality – yet – but Sandra thought that with a little more instruction from her he could get there quickly. 
 
    She reminded herself that when he woke up the next day and there wasn’t an attack going on or anything, she would work with him to refine his abilities, as well as show him how to work Titanium – which he appeared ready to learn.  Sandra was proud of what he had accomplished in such a small amount of time and she realized that she enjoyed teaching him – and would love to be able to teach all she knew to those willing to learn. 
 
    She spent about an hour crafting and enchanting more composite bows like the ones the Elves used, and while she wasn’t exactly experienced enough with shooting bolts to refine them, that wasn’t as important to her.  Though she had made dozens of them by that point, they were still unique enough to scratch her crafting itch…at least for a little while.  After crafting more normal bolts and explosive bolts for them, she moved on to something else. 
 
    One of the crafting stations that she had initially built but never really utilized was her Furnace and Kiln room, designed for working clay or glass.  Now that she had managed to unlock Quartz Sand, she decided to see what she could make with glass!  There were hundreds of different things she could make using the versatile material, but first she had to make sure she could actually create it in the first place. 
 
    She diverted some of her Mana to create a thin-walled open-topped bowl with a pour spout of Dragon Glass – which was more stone than glass – and then filled it with Quartz Sand.  Once that was full, she used one of her Apes she used for crafting to place it in the furnace and turned it on – to the highest heat it could reach.  If she remembered correctly, the crafters she had learned from back when she was Human added some other elements to the sand (such as limestone and ash) that helped to reduce the temperature needed to melt the sand into glass; they did this because achieving such high temperatures was sometimes difficult, and it made working the material easier when taking it out of the furnace.   
 
    Luckily, Sandra didn’t have to worry about either of those things.  For one, creating such high temperatures was quite easy for her to achieve, and her constructs were a bit more resistant to the high heats associated with the production.  It still got hot enough that even her Steelclad Ape Warrior would melt if it stayed near the furnace for too long, but she also had the Dragon Glass gloves she had previously crafted to help with that.  Working the liquid glass wouldn’t be too much problem, either, as the ambient heat given off by the material itself was barely noticeable to her construct.  Of course, if her Ape were to stick its hand into the hot glass that probably wouldn’t be good, but she wasn’t planning on touching it directly. 
 
    What she did need to start with were some molds in which to place the hot glass so that it could cool and form into different shapes.  That was the most basic way to craft certain items, which was what she was going to start with before she moved onto blowing, rolling, and shaping it to create more delicate pieces, including what could be theoretically called works of art.  Having never actually worked with glass before, however, she thought it was best to begin with something much easier, which was why she started to design a few molds made out of clay, which she then fired in the kiln to harden them into what she needed. 
 
    So, while the sand melted into its liquid glass form – which was going to take at least an hour, possibly more – she brought in an Unstable Shapeshifter with its more delicate fingers and used clay to form different molds.  The first was a simple square box 1 foot on each side and 2 inches deep that she could use to make a pane of glass, the easiest and most basic form of glass she could create.   
 
    Next, using some simple stone tools to carve it out, she created a mold that she could use for a simple four-sided cup; all she had to do was carve out smooth channels where the glass would flow in a block of clay, leaving the middle of it alone (creating the center of the cup) and leaving space for the bottom to form.  Last, she created a two-sided mold that was carved out in the shape of a ridged plate, which she sealed up, leaving just enough space on the top to pour the liquid glass into.  There were a few other basic shapes that she experimented with, including a large solid sphere, some star-shaped designs that were easy enough to carve out, and finally a block of solid glass that she thought might look neat. 
 
    Now, Sandra could’ve just made some of the more basic molds out of stone, used them to pour the glass into, and then absorbed the stone to reveal the final product; she didn’t want to do that, however, because the simple act of crafting the molds by hand was what she was she was looking for.  There were many things that she had found lately that she could actually craft using her Mundane Object Creation skill, and she had taken advantage of that liberally when she had been in a rush or a time crunch, but nothing beat making it herself with her own hands – even if they were hands borrowed from one of her Dungeon Monsters. 
 
    She fired the molds in the kiln, which eliminated the moisture within the clay, hardened the forms, and got them ready to use for the glass.  Normally, the process of firing them could take days of lower heat to prevent them from exploding from the release of so much moisture, but Sandra had used her Mana to remove most of the moisture before they ever went inside the kiln.  Was it cheating?  Yes, but she also didn’t want to wait days to use the molds and it didn’t really affect the crafting process she was enjoying. 
 
    After nearly two hours of intense heat inside of the furnace, the entire quantity of Quartz Sand inside of the bowl had melted into a bright-red slurry of molten glass.  She immediately turned off the heat with her Ape and then reached inside the now-cool furnace – it was amazing how the Dragon Glass that lined the furnace didn’t retain heat – to grab the bowl.  Then, bringing it to the molds that had finished drying earlier and were set out for the process, she proceeded to have her Ape pour in the hot liquid glass into the clay molds, quickly moving from one to another before the glass cooled too much.  Unfortunately, she didn’t have quite enough to fill them all, so a few of the more obscure shapes were left out of the filling process, but that was okay – she could always make more. 
 
    It took nearly an hour for the liquid sand to fully cool and harden into full-fledged glass, and while they were cooling Sandra started another batch.  As soon as the first one finished cooling completely, which just so happened to be the cup she had crafted inside the mold, she was rewarded by a notification. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New Origination Material found! 
    
  Clear Glass 
  While Clear Glass cannot be directly used as a Monster Seed, it can be used as a material for use in the dungeon or other purposes. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Nice!  She was excited to be able to use glass as a material now, though she would still need to heat it up in order to work with it.  The benefit of that was that once glass was created, it took much less time to heat up enough to be reworked because it had already gone through its transformative process from Quartz Sand to Clear Glass.  Instead of taking almost 2 hours for the Sand to melt and transform into glass, it only took a few minutes for the finished glass to melt to the same point in the furnace.   
 
    With that benefit, the crafting that had previously taken her hours per batch of glass now took only 10 minutes or so.  She was able to finish off the rest of the molds fairly quickly and was pleased at the results, but she also saw where they could be improved in the future with some smoother planes and edges.  Some delicate filing helped to finish off her handiwork, and the glass was some of the clearest she had ever seen.  There were a few places where it was a bit wavy because of the way the liquid glass was poured and cooled, but for the most part they were…satisfactory.   
 
    From there, she then turned to shaping the glass manually, using a long hollow stone rod she created and stuck into the bowl of molten glass inside the furnace – after turning down the heat a little to start the solidifying process.  When the heat was lowered, the glass turned from what was a fluid-like liquid that was easy to pour to more of a gel-like substance that was still malleable but unlikely to run off of the stone rod she briefly stuck inside the bowl.  At that point, she scooped out a small amount like it was extremely thick honey and quickly brought it out of the furnace, where it hardened just enough to stay on the end of the rod. 
 
    Her Ape swiftly held it out for her Shapeshifter in the form of Echo, who cautiously used some other stone tools to shape the glass on the end of the rod while the construct turned it slowly.  Then, going to the opposite end of the hollow rod, she blew air inside with significant pressure, which helped to expand the cooling glass on the other side like a bubble.  A few more applications with some more tools was all it took to finish, and with deft fingers she used her tools to snip off the end.   
 
    When it cooled enough to hold in her hand, which didn’t take long because the glass was rather thin, Sandra held a perfectly round, Clear Glass sphere in her hand.  It looked just like a 3-inch-wide soap bubble that appeared ready to pop at any time, it was so delicate-appearing.  Look what I have made!  Other than some tricky enchantments that she had created, this glass sphere was the most delicate of her crafts she had made, and though it didn’t really serve any purpose other than looking pretty, she was inordinately proud of it. 
 
    “That’s amazing, Sandra.  Who would have thought a Dungeon Core could make something as delicate as that?”  Winxa came to visit after Sandra said she wanted to show her something not so dangerous this time. 
 
    I know, it makes me so excited to be able to make things like this that don’t have any purpose other than looking beautiful.  I can only take so much crafting of things designed to kill things before it starts to weigh on me.  
 
    After that, she created dozens of other glass objects using the same method over the next few hours, the enjoyment she was receiving from the crafting experience not diminishing in the least.  Dawn broke over the world and there was no real change in the status of the four dungeons, so Sandra kept crafting. 
 
    Mid-morning saw Kelerim up and about, however, so she stopped the majority of her glasswork and worked with him for a while.  First, she taught him a few techniques that helped to refine his crafting of Steel swords, which he picked up quickly and demonstrated progress in just a few hours.  Before she forgot, she also explained how to work with Titanium and lent him the aid of an Ape and another crafted pair of Dragon Glass gloves for the process; the higher melting temperatures of the metal made it a little more dangerous for him to be around the forge otherwise.   
 
    “Thank you, Sandra; I feel like I’ve learned more in the last few days of just practicing and seeing how you create your own weapons than I would have over decades of Blacksmithing in Orcrim.” 
 
      
 
    * It’s no problem – I find that I enjoy teaching, especially with such an adept student.  I’m looking forward to teaching you more when I can, but for now you can practice with— * 
 
      
 
    As seemed usual, while she was trying to talk to someone the other Cores decided to interfere and cut off her thoughts.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, the interruption was only 2 of the Dungeon Cores sending out an army of their Dungeon Monsters at the same time.  The Goblin and Golem-Classification Cores were still preternaturally quiet and unmoving, but the Beast and Slime-Classification dungeons practically exploded with their Monsters out of their secondary entrances.  The Elves were prepared for the eventuality, though after waiting for so long without knowing exactly when it was coming they were slow to respond.  It was a good thing that Sandra was paying attention with a score of Shears floating above each entrance in case something was spotted. 
 
      
 
    * Chryla!  They’re breaking out of the larger entrance! * 
 
      
 
    “Which one?” the young Ranger asked, immediately snatching up her bow from where she had left it next to her.  She was currently watching the main entrance to the Slime-based dungeon and nothing was coming from there, so she was unaware of everything happening. 
 
      
 
    * Both.  You may need to reinforce the others near you, as it appears as though they are all concentrating on the secondary entrance.  I’ll leave that for you to decide, however, but I’m passing the word to everyone. * 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for Sandra to alert everyone not directly watching each entrance, and she left the decision on whether or not they wanted to abandon their posts to reinforce to them.  Whether or not there was a strategy to attack them from behind when they moved from the main entrance was unknown, and she didn’t want to be the one to make that mistake – as shallow as that sounded.  The Dungeon Core had already made those kinds of errors when she was fighting the Undead forces, but that had been with just her constructs and other Dungeon Monsters; this was involving people now that were defending their own homes, and she was there more as support rather than leadership. 
 
    She also let the Dwarven Shieldmen know what was happening just as a precaution, because it was a possibility that they would have a breakout sometime soon as well.  Though, when Sandra thought about it, she realized that the way both Elven Cores had decided to attack at the same time was a bit odd.  Their attack wasn’t just close to being at the same time, but at the exact same time; she got alerts from both groups of Shears together, which meant that they initiated their charge out of the dungeon with uncanny precision. 
 
    Winxa, are you absolutely sure that these other Cores can’t communicate? 
 
    “They shouldn’t be able to.  Why?  What’s happening?” 
 
    In a quick as explanation as she could, Sandra explained the timing of the simultaneous attacks even as she watched the Elves respond to each.  Initially, the first wave of Dungeon Monsters was eradicated quickly; the Beast Core sent out charging boars that were cut down by bolts fired by the 10 Elves that were set up in wait for them, but then came a second wave of large wolves, Bearlings, and hunting cats that rushed out with the sole purpose of destroying the Elves in their hiding places 100 feet out from the entrance.  The 40 Roaring Blademasters stationed there went to work, swooping in as directed by one of the Elves to surround and completely slice apart 3 of the Bearlings, losing two of their number in the process.   
 
    Half of the other Beasts were peppered with more bolts, though many of them took at least 3 or 4 expertly shot projectiles to go down.  The Wyvines with the Rangers were called in to work then, effortlessly gliding forward to attack the other half of the wave from their invisible and muffled approach, taking down the rest with minimal injuries, especially when they were backed up by their Elven partners. 
 
    But the waves just kept coming, with the third wave consisting of Crocatiles accompanied by something that appeared to be an Elk, though with a set of razor-sharp antlers and hooves that dripped some sort of viscous green substance.  Explosions rocked the secondary entrance as explosive bolts slammed into the Crocatiles, doing enormous damage, but the Elk beasts were a different problem.  They practically bounded ahead, changing directions unexpectedly and the Rangers were finding them difficult to target to shoot.  Half of the Wyvines went after them because they were fast enough to catch the quick Beasts, but the Elk were deadlier than Sandra expected. 
 
    Antlers like swords tore into three of the Wyvines when the Elk were tackled by the larger Shadow Beasts, tearing through their scaled hide with ease.  Sandra’s Dungeon Monsters didn’t go without a fight and managed to slice their own way into the vital areas of the Elk, killing them even as they died from the horrific wounds they sustained.  A fourth Wyvine managed to be struck by a hoof, which was apparently coated with something extremely poisonous, because the Wyvine staggered back to the Elven line before collapsing in a heap and dissolving into a Monster Seed moments later. 
 
    The Blademasters helped to finish off the rest of the Crocatiles, only to be caught up in the next wave of Beasts that spawned forth from the dungeon.  Massive elephant-like beasts with six bone-like tusks thundered out and started to smack their facial weapons into the Blademasters, significantly damaging their tusks in the process; it was apparently a worthy tradeoff, because every construct they hit was knocked out of the air, bent in half with most of their blades destroyed.  Seconds after they hit the ground, they too disappeared.  Only a dozen managed to get away before they were finished off, where they hovered above the battle waiting for more orders. 
 
    The explosive-tipped bolts slammed into the Elephant Beasts, but only 2 of the massive pachyderms had enough damage done to their lower limbs to stop moving; their heads and bodies seemed to have a layer of hard bone protecting them like armor, and though the explosions seemed to shatter the bone well enough in a small area, unless more bolts were sent through the exact spot, then the Beasts were just inconvenienced and not damaged enough to stop them.  Even with some applications of elemental energy which the Rangers were using without reservation, they couldn’t be stopped completely, and they were getting entirely too close to the Ranger line for comfort. 
 
    After the Elephant Beasts were 10-foot-tall monstrosities that appeared to be a mix between a bear and an Ape.  It had brown fur and a head like a bear, while the rest of it reminded Sandra of one of her Apes – though much larger and made of flesh and blood.  They loped over to the Ranger group just as fast as her own Apes, too, which brought them within range of the Elves within seconds. 
 
      
 
    * Uh…I would run.  Get on and I’ll try to hold them back as long as I can! * 
 
      
 
    Sandra spoke to the Rangers who were already slowly backing up and firing as they retreated, managing to kill another of the Elephants and one of the Ape-bears, but unless they ran they were going to be in trouble.  Quickly, the Dungeon Core took control of the 6 remaining Wyvines and had them run next to the now-retreating Elves, who immediately jumped on their backs, more than half having to double up.  She had them take off running in the direction of the village while she had the surviving dozen Blademasters descend and get into the faces of the Elephants and the Ape-bears trying to distract them, but that lasted for all of two seconds as they were either batted away or ignored completely. 
 
    One of the Wyvines was lagging behind because one of the Rangers tripped on his way to climbing aboard the Shadow Beast.  The other Ranger dropped his bow in order to grasp his fellow Elf and pull him up, but it was already too late.  As soon as they started to move, one of the Ape-bears jumped from where it was running and landed on the tail of the Wyvine, trapping it in place. 
 
    The Rangers were flung off the front of the Shadow Beast at the sudden stop, and the Wyvine immediately turned around and started to attack – but it was overmatched.  A giant fist that was nearly the size of the Shadow Beast’s head slammed down on the Wyvine’s neck and Sandra could hear the hollow internal popping of its spine snapping in multiple places all the way from up in the trees where her Shears were watching the ongoing battle. 
 
    By the time that the two Rangers picked themselves up from where they had been flung, they were instantly impaled from behind by the tusks of one of the elephants, who then crashed into a tree, splintering the tree’s trunk with the impact.  It seemed as though the impressively large Beast couldn’t turn very well once it started moving, though that fact didn’t help the Elves impaled on its tusks.  
 
    There was only some weak struggling from the two Rangers, though they were positioned in a way that it was impossible for them to get off of the bone-like spike thrust through their chests.  Moments later, they went limp and Sandra felt a surge of Mana funnel into her Core, though she barely acknowledged it.  Seeing the two Rangers – whose names were Grehre and Lowan – killed before her eyes was shocking, not in the least because she had tried to do everything she could to prevent their deaths.  Or at least, that was what she told herself. 
 
    The Elves battling the Slimes in the other forest weren’t in a full-on rout quite yet, but they were getting close.  Slimes that were increasing in size, speed, and therefore danger were coming in waves, and it was all that they could do to stem the tide.  The problem there was that they seemed to be no end of them, the Rangers were running out of bolts, the four Titanium Anacondas that had been helping out were reduced to just a single heavily damaged one, and half of their Wyvines had been consumed by the Slimes as they protected the Elves’ flanks. 
 
      
 
    * Chryla – I suggest you pull everyone back to the village and reorganize your defenses; the Beasts broke through the perimeter and several Rangers are already retreating.  Although they are holding the line here at the secondary entrance, I don’t know how long that will last.  And I’m sorry to say, two of your fellow Rangers didn’t make it as a result of the breakthrough. * 
 
      
 
    The young Ranger sucked in her breath at the last thing Sandra said.  “Who was it?” 
 
      
 
    * It was Grehre and Lowan. * 
 
      
 
    She sobbed once, briefly wiped her eyes, and then straightened up before announcing, “Spread the word.  We’re going to pick the others up and retreat back to the village.”   
 
    Sandra did her part and let those fighting the Slimes know that help was on the way and that they would be retreating soon.  All of them sighed in relief and started fighting even harder, using all of their stored supplies and energy with impunity.  Flashes of fire, light, and even shards of ice accompanied the remaining bolts as they shot out from their compound bows, shearing through Slime bodies, and shattering their nuclei with unerring accuracy.  Just as they were all running out of all available projectiles, the others arrived and took over with efficiency, looking like they practiced the maneuver.  When the Slimes had been beaten back nearly to their entrance, everyone retreated in good order, climbing on the backs of their Wyvines as they raced back to their village. 
 
    The Slimes and Beasts still kept streaming out of their entrances for another 5 minutes, getting larger and deadlier-looking as time went on as they chased the Elves out of the forest.  The last Dungeon Monster from each of the Cores that stomped or rolled out of their dungeons appeared to be some sort of “Boss” Monster because of their size and sheer presence.   
 
    From the Beast-Classification dungeon, a monstrous bulk of a Beast strode out on two legs, reaching at least 50 feet tall and half of that wide.  It had long, shaggy fur that had a greenish tint to it, which covered its chest and four arms; its head, though, was strangely hairless and the skin was a tree-trunk brown, wrinkled as if with age.  Three glowing green eyes were centered over its mouth which comprised nearly half of its head, full of dozens of sharp teeth likely capable of shredding one of the Elephants she saw earlier without too much trouble.  On the end of each of its arms was a four-fingered hand that had foot-long claws extending from them.   
 
    Sandra watched it stride forward on massive legs and was almost immediately blocked by a tree in its way.   A casual swipe of its right-side claws was all it took to slice entirely through the tree’s trunk, which was then knocked out of the way so that the massive Beast could advance.  The way it acted, Sandra got the feeling that it considered the tree to be no more than a minor annoyance, and swept it away just as easily as the Dwarven villagers harvested the wheat they were growing.  
 
    Another few measured strides and another tree was knocked out of the way, which made her assume that the Beast was relatively slow; however, after seeing it move, she realized that it was extremely fast and it was only because it was impeded by trees that it wasn’t at the forest’s edge already.  She was proven right after a fifth and then a sixth tree was chopped down and knocked out of the way, when the 50-foot-tall Beast decided that it had enough of the delay and just charged ahead; it slammed into everything in its way and cracked tree trunks while rebounding off unhurt, before squeezing through wherever it could.   
 
    As for the Slimes, their “Boss” monster was unlike its smaller brethren.  Those tended to be relatively blob-like, spherical or ovoid-shaped gelatinous masses that moved by rolling forward with a nucleus that basically counted as a brain inside of it.  Some were larger and could extend parts of themselves out like long arms, some had multiple nuclei that had to all be destroyed to kill them, and even some had abnormal properties to them that were nearly elemental in nature.  However, this Slime barely looked like a Slime at all based on its shape when it finally emerged.   
 
    While it rolled out like a 40-foot-wide dark-green Slime, as soon as it touched the outer part of the entrance it transformed.  No longer a gelatinous ovoid shape, it suddenly shrunk in places, grew larger in others, and extended itself so that it was longer.  When it was done, it looked like an 80-foot-long gelatinous lizard with hardened claws and teeth and 12 different nuclei inside of its form.  Oh, and it had wings. 
 
    Uh, oh.  That’s not good. 
 
    “What?  What’s not good,” Winxa asked worriedly. 
 
    Uh…nothing.  Just a big boss slime that looks difficult. 
 
    “Don’t give me that, just tell me what it is.” 
 
    Sandra hesitated before describing it because she had a feeling about what it was she was seeing, and watched as all the color left the Dungeon Fairy’s cheeks.  “That-that sounds like a Dragon Slime!” 
 
    Yeah, that’s what I was thinking, too. 
 
    Winxa had a thing about dragons, so Sandra hadn’t wanted to tell her – but the Dungeon Core wasn’t going to deliberately keep it from her.  Without another word, a portal opened in her Home room and the Fairy disappeared while a scream started to emerge from her tiny body, obviously scared enough about dragons to want to leave the entire realm for a time. 
 
    Moments later, she was back, looking a little more composed.  “It’s ok, it’s ok – it’s just a slime.  Nothing to worry about,” Winxa was muttering to herself. 
 
    While she didn’t have anything to worry about, the Elven village certainly did.  There was enough space near the dungeon’s entrance to allow the Dragon Slime to lift off the ground with large beats of its wings, and when it gained enough altitude it glided forward towards the edge of the forest and the village beyond.  When it got to the edge, it stopped and gently set down right past the treeline for some reason.  It was confusing at first, when she realized it was waiting. 
 
    The Elves had already escaped the forests and were currently holed up in their village, getting ready for the inevitable assault, so the Dragon Slime wasn’t waiting for them.  No, it was waiting for the rest of the Slimes to arrive – just like the Beasts across the way were waiting just past the treeline for the rest of their number to gather, including the massive 50-foot-tall beast that could chop down trees like it was harvesting crops.  It took nearly 15 minutes for them all to arrive, but when they did they…sat there, unmoving.  Both the Slimes and Beasts were unnaturally still, as if waiting for some sort of signal to attack.  It was both strange and worrying. 
 
    Are you absolutely sure they cannot communicate with each other?  Because this seems entirely too coordinated for simple coincidence. 
 
    Winxa just shrugged, still a little shaken at the mention of the Dragon Slime.  “There shouldn’t be, but then again I’ve been wrong before when it comes to some things around you.” 
 
    She took that to mean that they certainly were working together, despite the fact that they shouldn’t be.  It was bad enough if they were going to be attacking the Elven village one at a time, or even staggering their attacks, but if they were coordinating their efforts, the whole situation went from bad to worse. 
 
    Great…just great. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    * Chryla, I don’t know how they’re doing it, but I’m convinced these Dungeon Cores are working together.  I’m readying some transportation in case you have to flee. * 
 
      
 
    That…wasn’t good.  Chryla had thought that it might have just been coincidence that they both emerged from their dungeons around the same time, though from what she was seeing she couldn’t help but agree with Sandra.  It seemed impossible and she hadn’t heard of anything like that before, even in legend; there was no denying that something was up, though, and the strange way that both hordes of beasts and slimes were just frozen into inaction had to be an indication that there was coordination of some sort.  Unfortunately, that inaction didn’t last long, as a minute after she and the other remaining Rangers got prepared to defend their village.   
 
    She briefly thought about Grehre and Lowan and their sacrifice as both hordes of monsters streamed forward at the exact same time, though it wasn’t a full-out rush.  Instead, the entire group stayed relatively together, moving slow enough that the slowest members of each horde could keep up.  It showed an intelligence that she wouldn’t have thought possible before she created the bond with Sandra, which just made the situation even more frightening. 
 
    She checked her bow again for the twentieth time, a nervous habit she couldn’t quite break.  Not that there was anything she had to check on it, because the “string” was technically a line of invisible Spirit energy, but she couldn’t help herself when she became nervous.  To take her mind off the hundreds of monsters headed their way, she looked around at their defenses, nodding when she saw that everything seemed as prepared as it was going to get. 
 
    They all returned with fewer Wyvines than they had when the day started, after losing 10 of them in the breakout from the dungeon entrances.  Still, the 32 remaining weren’t something to just brush off, as they could be extremely deadly when they worked together as a team.  In addition, 60 of their overly loud, spinning blade constructs from Sandra had been destroyed by the beasts, but they still had 60 left to help defend the root wall they had grown the day before, which were split up between either the northwestern or southeastern sections, where the monsters were coming from.   
 
    They also had a handful of metal snakes that Sandra had provided which had done awesomely against the slimes, but they were few and far between now; the 5 they had left were now hiding in the field around their village outside of the walls, so that they could strike and attack anything that got close enough to threaten their wall.  Beyond them were more roots that were sharpened at one end that stuck out of the ground at an angle, making a defensive circle that would hopefully do some damage; if not, it would hopefully slow down their enemies enough that they could attack them.   
 
    Then, of course, were Chryla and the rest of the Rangers.  Their new bows that Sandra provided were extremely powerful and could shoot up to 500 feet away and perhaps beyond, but even their skills in shooting had trouble being accurate in anything farther than 300 feet – and that was pushing it even then.  To ensure they hit what they were aiming at, the root spears were placed about 200 feet out from the root wall, signaling to the Rangers when it would be ideal to shoot.  Fortunately, there was no real worry about running out of bolts because Sandra had provided thousands of them, though there were only about 50 explosive ones for each of them – though Chryla had at least twice that at her disposal. 
 
    Not because she thought she was special, but she had recently learned how to manipulate her Fire energy to enhance the size and power of the explosion caused when the bolts impacted something.  It wasn’t world-changing or anything, but she estimated that she could double the effectiveness of the explosive bolts at the cost of about 5% of her Fire energy.  It was expensive, but the red orb embedded in her palm helped it to regenerate quite quickly, as well as the external one hanging around her neck.  Unless she drained it unthinkingly, she could fire another enhanced explosive bolt every minute without suffering any loss to her normal energy levels. 
 
    The others all had something special to add to their attacks, though how effective they were depended on what they were attacking.  Some were more suited for beasts as opposed to slimes, where the opposite was true for others, so they had already separated themselves so that they were attacking what they were most effective against.  Chryla could utilize her explosive abilities with either and be effective, so she was positioned in between the two approaching forces. 
 
    At about 250 feet away from their root wall, the measured pace of the two hordes suddenly broke as they rushed forward, surprising her and the other Rangers for a moment, but they were prepared for whatever surprises they had in store.  The beasts on her right smashed into the root spears without even trying to avoid them, leading with a trio of large grey monsters with long noses and what appeared to be hard bony armor covering their bodies.  Their weight and protection snapped the roots off at their bases, leaving the way clear for the others to follow behind.   
 
    That would’ve been a minor disaster if they hadn’t been ready for it.  At the first sign of the charge, four Elves popped up on top of the wall and flung out their hands and their Natural energy, regrowing the root spears just as a wave of more vulnerable beasts slammed into them, impaling themselves on the sharp defenses.  Dozens were trapped on the spears and died, but because it took a few seconds for the beasts to disappear and free up the defense to impale others, the spears didn’t kill as many as they’d hoped. 
 
    She and her fellow Rangers weren’t about to allow them to get any farther though as 20 bows released their projectiles, many with some sort of additional elemental effect, at the initial wave of the grey armored monsters that broke through originally, her own explosive bolt slamming right into one’s forehead before exploding in spectacular fashion.  The impact and extra power was able to both shatter the bony plate protecting its brain and shove the fragments of bone inside, killing it near instantly.  The other two went down as well, their legs filled with bolts that burned, froze, poisoned, or otherwise severely damaged their limbs. 
 
    She looked over to the other side of the field and saw that the slimes were just now getting to the root spears and using their amorphous bodies to squeeze through without harm, melting the roots with their acidic nature.  However, another four of their villagers popped up onto the wall and sent out their Natural energy towards their defensive line.  The root spears regrew inside of many of the slimes trying to slide through unharmed, at least half of them piercing their vulnerable nuclei and causing them to dissolve into death.  Even with 50 of their number destroyed in that manner, many more made it through unscathed and more followed right after even as their brethren died.   
 
    She shot her next bolt joining 21 other Rangers aiming at the slimes, a normal projectile this time while she waited to use her Fire energy again.  She managed to score a lucky strike as the bolt sped into the middle of a 3-foot-wide green blob of acidic goo and pierced its fist-sized nucleus.  More than half of the others managed the same feat, though a few others had some additional effects that helped to slow them down.  One slime was half-frozen from a bit of a Water-based spell being cast on their bolt before it was shot, while another was being eaten from the inside by a dark cloud of Nether-based energy.  Neither of those would necessarily kill the slimes, but they were certainly slowed down by the effects. 
 
    She turned back to the Beasts and released another normal bolt, striking a large wolf racing ahead through the ribs but not killing it, unfortunately.  She fired a second bolt which slammed into its eye and she smiled as she congratulated herself on such a perfect killing shot.  Of course, the smile went away as she turned back to the slimes, who were advancing steadily without any direct opposition, and in much greater numbers than the beasts.  If she had to guess, she would say that there were nearly 1,000 of them streaming inexorably towards their root wall, a seemingly impossible amount that frightened her a little when she stopped to think about it.   
 
    She shot her next explosive arrow at the slimes, intentionally landing it in between four of them.  When it went off, the shockwave and the heat from the explosion slammed into their forms, disrupting their stiffer outer layer, and burning their bodies with a powerful blast of fire, destroying the nuclei inside all of them.  Four down; just 996 more to go. 
 
    “Chryla, need your help!” screamed Mistal, another Ranger facing the beasts.  Her voice rang out over the root wall easily, and she immediately saw the problem.  There was a massive 40-foot-tall monster near the treeline that was starting to run towards the defensive line, and she could’ve sworn she felt the root underneath her tremor a little after each of its steps. 
 
    “We have incoming, Chryla!” shouted someone else she didn’t immediately recognize from the slime side, and the young Ranger whipped around to the other forest to see the green winged lizard-slime they had seen land earlier taking off and turning toward their direction.   
 
    Chryla was struck with indecision; her explosive bolts were in demand as heavy-hitting attacks, but she would have to concentrate on only one of the massive monsters at a time to have any chance of killing it – and that was just a chance.  None of them were Elites, and even with the advantages given to them from Sandra, they weren’t exactly equipped or trained to withstand a full-scale dungeon invasion.  They weren’t used to killing anything larger than what they normally saw throughout their local forests, and these giant monsters weren’t exactly on the list of “normal”. 
 
    Fortunately, the decision was made for her as the green-furred beast moved at least three times as fast as the slime-based winged lizard that was still rising into the sky.  The 50-foot-tall monster closed the distance to the root spears with frightening speed before it planted its feet in mid stride and pushed off of the ground, leaping at least 30 feet above the defenses and landing on top of a large wolf halfway to the root wall, crushing its back in the process.  Even though the smaller beast died, that didn’t seem to faze the gargantuan four-armed beast as it barely slowed, overtaking the other beasts around it as it raced towards her village.   
 
    There was no holding back now as she unloaded one, two, three, and then four explosive bolts with an enhancement spell on them in as many seconds, draining her reserves rapidly from the expenditure.  She wasn’t the only one that fired their explosive bolts in rapid succession, and over 50 of the bolts impacted the massive beast, staggering it from the sheer force of the explosions.  However, other than her more powerful ones that managed to hit it in its right arms – which drew a little blood and scorched the fur enough that it was black in places – none of it seemed to do much.   
 
    The most it did was stop it for a moment while it recovered from the explosive shockwaves. 
 
    This isn’t good.  Chryla glanced back at the slime side and saw that the winged-lizard slime was finally heading their way, so she readied another explosive bolt to shoot towards it…but hesitated when she saw a massive blur out of the corner of her eye smash right into the flying slime, both objects crashing down 500 feet to the southwest of the village.  She could barely make out an even larger bird literally pecking out the tiny nuclei of the flying lizard, which looked like it had suffered some major damage to its entire form and was now a blob of goo that was spread all around. 
 
    A tremendous roar that seemed to shake her very bones coming from behind her made Chryla want to wet herself and throw her hands over her ears.  She turned around and saw that the others had continued their assault on the enormous monster, who was having none of it; turning to the side, the four-armed beast picked up one of the smaller bear-headed monkey monsters running past – which had to have been 10 feet tall still – and literally tossed it towards the walls, smashing right into Mistal and carrying them both off the walls, where they landed with bone-crunching force against one of the arborents.  In a rage, Chryla turned her attention back to the monster and shot out another explosive bolt, applying the enhancing spell 6 times to the bolt before she released, which made her sag in exhaustion and fall to her knees.   
 
    The monster didn’t even try to dodge, but instead nearly walked into the bolt as it hit it in the chest.  The explosion that resulted was larger than she had ever seen before and as it was only about 50 feet away from the walls, the shockwave knocked a few of the Rangers off their perches on the wall.  If she hadn’t already been kneeling, she probably would’ve been knocked off as well, but she managed to steady herself as a wave of hot air washed over her momentarily, taking her breath away – and burning her skin enough that she knew she would be in serious pain later…if she survived the next few minutes, of course. 
 
    Her temporary blindness from the explosive flash passed and she didn’t see the monster standing there anymore.   
 
    “Yes!  I did it—oh, no…”   
 
    She hadn’t seen the monster at first because it had been blown backwards at least 20 feet along with dozens of other beasts.  Right when she started celebrating prematurely, she saw the massive green-furred monster pick itself up off the ground with another massive roar that made her want to weep.  She had hurt it, certainly, because half of its chest had caved in and it was missing one arm on either side of its gigantic body – but she seemed to have just ticked it off.   
 
    Chryla reached for another explosive bolt, ready to try again with a slightly less enhanced bolt – because she was getting fairly low on Fire energy despite her regeneration – but she couldn’t find it next to her where she had placed it.  She looked around and saw that the shockwave had blown them all off the wall and into the village, where they had scattered all over the ground.  They were fortunate that none of the explosive bolts had been accidentally set off, or else their village might be in shambles at that point. 
 
    She scrambled to her feet to jump down and grab at least a few so that she could fight back, but she was interrupted. 
 
      
 
    * Hold on, I’m going to try to ram that thing with my Mobile Fortification. * 
 
      
 
    “Uh…what?”  The explosion seemed to have rattled her more than she thought, because she couldn’t for the life of her understand what Sandra was saying.  However, it all came back to her as the strange block of metal that had been sitting near the side of the southern side of the village rose into the air a foot or so and shot forward so fast she could barely see it move – though she saw where it ended up.  It didn’t hit the green-furred monster so much as take its place, cutting through its legs as if they weren’t even there and causing its upper body and the higher portion of its lower limbs to fall to the side.   
 
      
 
    * Well, that worked better than I thought it would— * 
 
      
 
    The monster wasn’t done yet, though, and even if it had basically lost its legs, the giant beast reached up one of its viscous clawed hands and swiped at the metal cube.  Miraculously, before the claws could make contact, the cube almost seemed to suck in that side of itself, preventing any damage.  Then something happened that she barely comprehended. 
 
    The cube rapidly expanded and tossed out eight “legs” of pure metal 30 feet out from its center mass in different directions, which slammed into the ground and raised the now slightly smaller cube off of the ground at least 15 feet.  Then the cube underwent a transformation into something out of a nightmare – a nightmare for the beasts that were caught out near it. 
 
    Spears of pure metal shot out in 30 directions in a 50-foot radius, moving through the air with such speed that they pierced through anything unlucky enough to be caught by them; bubbles of metal were fed through the “legs” which soon dripped down at staggered intervals, forming 10-foot-long swords a foot wide, which started swinging back and forth in repetitive motions, slicing through anything unlucky enough to be caught underneath; a dozen thin jointed limbs that looked like arms extended out of the central cube with what appeared to be spinning circular sawblades on the ends; and finally, though she could only see the side of it, the front face of the cube formed into a hammer that had a 5-foot-thick head on it. 
 
    The once-solid cube was now equipped with dozens of weapons all over its form, but in the center elevated section where everything emerged was a small sphere of metal that glowed even in the daylight.  It was behind several low barricades that blocked it from being seen from the ground, but she would’ve bet anything that the glowing sphere was its…energy source?  Heart?  Whatever one of Sandra’s constructs had that powered it, at least. 
 
    Craziest of all – if she had to pick one thing – was that the cube construct started to move.  First, it slammed down its hammer into the struggling green-furred monstrosity, cracking the rest of its chest open in the process, and then another few smashes on its lower torso and finally its head ended its life, and it dissolved into whatever dungeon loot it left behind.  Then, it scuttled over the ground by lifting up its eight legs like some enormous metal spider and hunted down the scattered beasts, slicing into them with swords, tearing them apart with its spinning sawblades, and smashing others flat with its hammer that it repeatedly slammed into the now-fleeing beast monsters, until nothing was left alive.   
 
    Chryla could only sit there stunned while she watched one—one—of Sandra’s constructs completely obliterate hundreds of dangerous beasts.  She absently turned around to look at the other side of the field, where the Rangers there and those that were still on their feet on the beast side were assisting to finish off the rest of the slimes, though she could see a few places where the root wall had been eaten away.  She did a quick count and noticed that there were only 36 Rangers on the wall other than herself, though she found another three when she looked inside of the village.   
 
    Mistal, of course, had been killed when the bear-monkey had slammed into her, but the damage was apparently enough to kill the thrown monster as well as there was no sign of it.  The other two were thankfully alive after being blown off the wall from her massive explosion, though they were currently being healed of what appeared to be serious injuries by two of Sandra’s strange healing constructs.  She knew how well they worked and didn’t have a doubt that the two that had been hurt would be back on their feet in a short time.   
 
    She pulled herself up and jumped down to grab more bolts to help with the cleanup of the rest of the slimes, which appeared to have dwindled in number significantly.  In fact, by the time she climbed back up, the last few were being skewered by bolts at extreme range as they tried to flee.  With their winged lizard slime tackled out of the sky by the massive bird – which she didn’t see either of anymore – the Rangers, metal snakes, and even the loud spinning blades (though they didn’t work quite as well against slimes) – were able to concentrate on killing the “normal” slimes. 
 
    “Sandra?” Chryla asked the air as she saw the metal cube surveying the field where it had just slaughtered hundreds of beasts stop where it was.  Then, as if by some spell, all of the flung spears of metal that were shot out at the beginning were sucked up into the cube from where they fell, the swords along the legs turned back into little bubbles and returned to the cube, the arms with sawblades were pulled back inside along with the massive hammer, and then a few other pieces that had been knocked off (apparently, a sawblade arm and three swords had been broken off during the slaughter that she didn’t see) were sucked inside the cube as well.  Finally, the eight legs let down the metal construct so that it sat on the ground again before they too were sucked back inside.  In less than 15 seconds, it was back to being a 15-foot-tall metal cube that sank nearly a foot into the soft dirt of the field. 
 
      
 
    * Umm…I swear I didn’t know it would do that, though I’m glad it did.  I couldn’t get it to do anything but move as a cube before, but now I know why it was so expensive Mana-wise. * 
 
      
 
    Of all of the things that Sandra had told her, the news that the dungeon didn’t even know what one of its monsters could do was the most frightening.  It was scary that such an entity had such power and she was glad that Sandra was on their side.  At least she hoped that was so. 
 
    “Thanks, Sandra.  Do you think we can continue borrowing that in case they attack again?”   
 
      
 
    * Absolutely, it’s all yours. * 
 
      
 
    That was good, because she was sure another attack would be coming…as soon as the dungeons built up their forces again.  She was worried what the next attack would bring, and she prayed to the Creator that Echo and the Elder got their task done in the capital and got them some help, because she knew the wait for the attack would be even more stressful than the attack itself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Wow.  I was certainly not expecting that. 
 
    The transformation of the 15-foot-wide Steel cube that comprised the Mobile Fortification was a complete surprise; it was a welcome surprise, but a surprise, nonetheless.  Sandra was just hoping that by moving it towards the 50-foot-tall Beast she could run it over, though what actually happened was that it basically delimbed the bottom portion of the Dungeon Monster.  It occurred so quickly that it was hard to see it happen, but the results spoke for themselves.   
 
    The problem was that Sandra still wasn’t exactly sure how the Fortification was activated in the first place.  She watched as the gargantuan green-furred Beast tried to attack it even after it had its legs cut off, which seemed to initiate the change; however, when she tried to attack it with various constructs back in her Home room, nothing happened.  The fact that it happened at all was amazing, so she wasn’t going to complain about it.   
 
    Despite the power and deadly efficiency it showed in eliminating the rest of the Beasts on the field surrounding the Elven village, she was well aware that it wasn’t invulnerable.  Multiple weapons that it had created had been broken off of its form, which were fortunately reabsorbed afterwards; not only that, but she couldn’t help but notice it had a glowing power source on its central cube platform, which was just barely protected – though it was difficult to see from ground level.  Sandra could only guess that if that power source were destroyed, say if one of the Rangers had shot it with one of their explosive bolts, it would destroy the entire construct.  It was a vulnerability, to be sure, but unless something knew about it the Mobile Fortification was an unstoppable killing machine. 
 
    Thinking about the Rangers, after the last of the Slimes were destroyed while trying to escape, she looked at the village and saw that two of them were currently being healed by the Multi-access Repair Drones she had inside the root wall.  As far as injuries went, that was the worst of them, though the wall was going to be needing repairs on both sides of the village; the explosion that Chryla caused with her explosive bolt had blasted a small chunk out of it, while the Slimes had eaten away a good portion of the other side. 
 
    Then there was the deceased Ranger, Mistal.  The death of yet another Elf was felt as soon as it happened, as she was hit by a small wave of Mana as a result – and she knew that the Beast and Slime Cores received the same amount since they split the Mana gained from any non-Dungeon Monster deaths.  She had barely even noticed the bump in her available Mana, however, as she was more focused on the welfare of the others within the village.  Now that she had a chance to think about it, Sandra felt horrible. 
 
    She was well aware that there was sadly little she could’ve done to prevent Mistal’s death, nor the death of the other two Rangers earlier.  Without spending every drop of Mana she had at her disposal to completely defend Avensglen from all Dungeon Monsters with hundreds or thousands of constructs – which she wasn’t about to do because the Elves weren’t the only ones that needed defending – she was going to have to live with the fact that some people would die defending their homes. 
 
    That didn’t make it any easier, though. 
 
    In fact, in this situation, the deaths of the three Elves was harder on Sandra than the deaths of any others.  The Orcs that had originally attacked her she didn’t know, and they were trying to destroy her, so she didn’t feel too bad about having to kill them.  The Gnomes that were killed when the Reptiles attacked their village was partially her fault, but again she didn’t know them and there was no way she could’ve known they were going to be attacked – and therefore couldn’t prevent it.  Then, the Dwarven Shieldmen that had been killed in the attack on their own village by the Undead-Classification Core were originally against her help and again she didn’t know them, though they died bravely against the onslaught of the Undead horde.   
 
    The Elves, however, and specifically the three Rangers that had been killed, she had known.  Not only that, but she had formed a Visitor’s Bond with them; when they died, she could feel their loss immediately.  It was not a great feeling, made worse by the knowledge that she had taken personal responsibility for their well-being and safety (at least in her own head) so she felt more than a little bit like a failure.  While the Elves didn’t seem to blame her for their deaths, and were in fact celebrating their victory over the forces of both Dungeon Cores, she blamed herself enough as it was. 
 
    As a result, as she evaluated what she needed to do to help with reestablishing the defenses of the Elven village, she fell into a shallow depression, lethargically going through the motions.  She sent Hyper Automatons to fetch all of the Monster Seeds left by the thousands of Monsters killed in the fighting – including her own; replaced the Roaring Blademasters, Titanium Anacondas, and Wyvines that had been killed during and before the attack on the village; delivered fresh batches of normal and explosive bolts to replenish their supplies (though they were able to retrieve and reuse many of the non-explosive bolts fired during the fight afterwards), as well as a few new bows to replace some that had been damaged from Chryla’s explosion; and also created and sent another Mobile Fortification so that they would have 2 with which to defend either side of their village from further assaults. 
 
    Instead of using one of the few Monster Seeds she had in reserve that were large enough to contain the Mobile Fortification, Sandra gave in and spent some of her accumulated AP to reduce the Raw Material cost of Monster Seeds themselves, so that she could finally make one herself. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Advancement Points (AP) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Source 
  
      	  Criteria 
  
      	  Point Value 
  
      	  Lifetime Earned Points 
  
      	  Lifetime Spent Points 
  
     
 
      
      	  Core Size 
  
      	  Receive AP upon Core Size upgrade (does not count for Core Size 1 nor upgrade stages) 
  
      	  1 per Core Size upgrade 
  
      	  22 AP 
  (20X Core Size Upgrades) 
  
      	  21/22 AP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Number of Rooms 
  
      	  Receive AP for each distinct dungeon room at least 4,000 cubic feet in size (20ftx20ftx10ft minimum) 
  
      	  1 AP per qualified room 
  
      	  68 AP 
  (64X Qualifying Rooms) 
  
      	  50/68 AP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unique Dungeon Fixtures 
  
      	  Receive AP for each never-before-seen fixture in your dungeon 
  
      	  2 AP per fixture 
  
      	  36 AP 
  (16X Crafting Stations, 1X Bathing Room, 1X Enchantment Repository) 
  
      	  32/36 AP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Creature Eradication 
  
      	  Eradicate sources of nearby creatures (i.e. lairs and spawning areas) 
  
      	  3 AP per eradication 
  
      	  72 AP 
  (5X Territory Ant Colonies, 6X Bearling Lairs, 4X Desolate Spider Clutches, 4X Crag Hound Packs, 5X Solitary Broat Spawn) 
  
      	  72/72 AP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sentient Race Elimination 
  
      	  Eliminate members of sentient races 
  
      	  1 AP per 10 eliminations 
  
      	  12 AP (12X Orc, 71X Gnome, 42X Dwarf, 3X Elf) 
  
      	  12/12 AP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sentient Race Bonding 
  
      	  Form a new Dungeon Visitor Bond with a member of a sentient race 
  
      	  1 AP per 2 Bonds 
  
      	  66 AP (1X Orc/Dwarf, 49X Elf, 9X Gnome, 73X Dwarf) 
  
      	  48/66 AP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dungeon Core Destruction 
  
      	  Receive AP for eliminating another Dungeon Core 
  
      	  30 AP per Core 
  
      	  60 AP (1X Reptile Classification Core, 1X Undead Classification Core) 
  
      	  30/60 AP 
  
     
 
      
      	  ????? 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  N/A 
  
     
 
      
      	  (?????) Denotes an unknown, unique Source of Advancement Points.  Perform this unknown action to unlock more information. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Total Advancement Points Earned and Spent 
  
      	  334 AP 
  
      	  265 AP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Total Advancement Points Available 
  
      	  69 AP 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Advancement Options 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Advancement Points 
  
      	  69 
  
     
 
      
      	  Advancement: 
  
      	  Cost: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Choose 1 Dungeon Monster from another available Classification (Repeatable) 
  
      	  5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Give your Dungeon Monsters the option of having a chosen accessible elemental attribute in addition to their base element – Cost increases with each purchase (only works on Monsters capable of using/applying their element) (Repeatable) 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reduce the Mana cost of Monster Seeds by 15% – Cost increases with each purchase (Advancement 2/4) 
  
      	  60 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reduce the Mana cost of Dungeon Monsters by 15% – Cost increases with each purchase (Advancement 3/4) 
  
      	  120 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reduce the Raw Material cost of Monster Seeds by 15% – Cost increases with each purchase (Advancement 0/4) 
  
      	  15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reduce the Mana cost of Dungeon Traps by 15% – Cost increases with each purchase (Advancement 0/4) 
  
      	  15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Extend your Area of Influence by 10% – Cost increases with each purchase (Advancement 0/10) 
  
      	  50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Advance a current Classification 1 level to acquire access to stronger and larger Dungeon Monsters – this also includes any “Advancement Unlocked” Monsters – Cost increases with each purchase (Advancement 1/3) 
  
      	  150 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select a second available Classification to hybridize your Core (This option is only available once) 
  
      	  150 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Monster Seed Origination 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Raw Material Cost (15% Reduction): 
  
      	  Mana Cost (30% Reduction): 
  
      	  Min. Mana: 
  
      	  Max. Mana: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tiny Faceted Sapphire Sphere 
  
      	  10200 
  
      	  2450 
  
      	  3500 
  
      	  8500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small Faceted Sapphire Sphere 
  
      	  20400 
  
      	  4900 
  
      	  3500 
  
      	  17000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Average Faceted Sapphire Sphere 
  
      	  81600 
  
      	  19600 
  
      	  3500 
  
      	  68000 
  
     
 
      
      	  Large Faceted Sapphire Sphere 
  
      	  163200 
  
      	  39200 
  
      	  3500 
  
      	  136000 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    With the purchase of the Raw Material cost reduction for her Monster Seeds, she could afford to create the Average Faceted Sapphire Sphere, which would require 81,600 of her maximum 86,279 RM she could hold at one time, in addition to it costing nearly 20,000 Mana to create.  All told, to create a single Mobile Fortification from scratch, she had to spend 47,100 Mana and 81,600 Raw Materials – which was starting to become a slight problem since she had finally consumed the rest of her condensed Devastation Sphere.  She still had thousands of bars of pure metal that she had stacked in her treasury, however, from which she could absorb and gain some RM to use, but she had to watch what she was doing or else she’d have to do more digging to accumulate more.   
 
    Fortunately, the thousands of Monster Seeds taken from the battle outside the Elven village paid for nearly all of what was required to build their defenses back up – including the new Fortification construct.  Except that she couldn’t, of course, replace the lives of those that had died; even as unique and special as Sandra was, with her constructs that could heal nearly any wound or cure any poison, she couldn’t bring back the dead. 
 
    Later that day, the two Dungeon Cores facing against the Dwarves attempted a breakout, but were – for the most part – successfully repelled, as Sandra had expected.  Again, the two Cores seemed to work together to attack simultaneously, with swarms of Dungeon Monsters streaming forth from their secondary entrances to attempt to overwhelm the Shieldmen and their constructs.  The Goblin horde that emerged was so numerous that it managed to squeeze hundreds of their number past the Dwarven defensive line that didn’t even attempt to attack, and instead ran free until the waves of Goblins stopped and the constructs were able to hunt them down. 
 
    The Golems, on the other hand, weren’t as fast as the Goblins and couldn’t necessarily swarm, so it was easy enough for the Shieldmen to keep up with them emerging.  The only problem occurred when a trio of Iron Golems emerged from the dungeon, 15-foot-tall blocks of animated metal essentially.  Sandra couldn’t help but be a little envious of the Golem-Classification Core because the Iron Golems seemed like something that she should have access to, but she supposed that not everything made of metal should be limited to just her.  
 
    Her Steelclad Ape Warriors were practically useless against the Iron Golems, as the Air-based Knockback enchantment that was on their Titanium Warhammers didn’t do much other than dent the hard metal.  It took the combined efforts of the three Shieldmen guarding the entrance and their axes enhanced with their elemental energy to take them down.  Shearing through solid Iron required them to pour a lot of energy into their weapon, however, and Delarthe and the others were exhausted by the time they were done. 
 
    “That was close, Sandra,” the Shieldmen’s leader said afterwards, panting a little bit as he recovered.  “If they send much more next time, I’m not sure if we can hold them.  Have you heard from Gerold yet?  We’re going to need help here soon if this keeps up.” 
 
      
 
    * No, I haven’t – sorry.  I’ve been wondering where he is as well, and hopefully he’ll be back soon. * 
 
      
 
    The same sorrow and anger filled Sandra at the thought of her friends abandoning and forgetting about her, but she pushed them down when she identified them.  When she really thought about it, she realized that it was strange that all of them hadn’t come back yet; while 1 or 2 of them might have been delayed, for all four of them to not be back yet must mean something.  She wasn’t sure exactly what it was, and dwelling on it just increased her stress.  Therefore, she pushed it to the back of her mind and concentrated on replenishing the defenses of the Dwarves; despite being successful in beating back the two breakouts, the intense fighting had taken over two-thirds of their constructs. 
 
    Again, the Monster Seeds taken from the fights were enough to replenish them once they were gathered up, as well as allowing Sandra to increase them by half again as many as there were before.  She briefly thought about giving them Mobile Fortifications as well, but realized that they probably wouldn’t do much good in the middle of the forest.  That, and the impressive construct probably wouldn’t be very effective against Golems, and the Goblins were so quick that they could probably dance around the deadly weapons of the Fortification without too much trouble. 
 
    Instead, she tried to figure out another enchantment that might help with the fight against more Iron Golems or even something equally as hard, but she was coming up empty.  She thought about what would be most effective against her own constructs, and all she came up with involved cutting them up with something harder – like how Porthel had used his Titanium sword enhanced with his elemental spells, or the Dwarves used their own energy to enhance their axes.  The problem was that the Apes preferred to wield blunt weapons like their warhammers, and tended to drop all the bladed weapons she created for them rather than use them in battle.   
 
    In the end, all she could do was supply them with more Apes and hope that the Shieldmen had enough energy to see them through anything that came their way.  Besides, even an Iron Golem would eventually break apart when there were 50 or more Titanium warhammers beating on them. 
 
    The recovery of the Monster Seeds and the subsequent replacement of all the destroyed constructs (and then some) took most of the next night, mainly because Sandra had to craft more warhammers for the Apes.  Other than that, the Dungeon Core spent most of her time either continuing to fill her Roc tunnel with more Monsters or crafting more with glass.  The crafting calmed her mind quite a bit, which was still a little bit in turmoil over the deaths of the 3 Elves, as well as the continuing absence of Violet, Felbar, Echo, and Gerold.   
 
    There was a short break just after dawn in that routine as she finished up with supplying constructs to both the Elves and the Dwarves, and completed stocking her new dungeon rooms with Monsters.  It happened when she was finishing up some delicate work that she was attempting to create with glass, which involved trying to craft a small replica of a War machine using only the clear material.   
 
    It required a delicate touch and she had to use one of her Unstable Shapeshifters to carefully shape each glass piece once the Ape assistant fetched it from the furnace, until she connected each component together by heating them up just enough so that she could fuse them together.  The whole process was made more difficult because she didn’t need the glass to melt but just to get hot enough to merge with each other slightly, and sometimes by the time it was put inside the furnace and then brought out when it was hot enough, it would cool too much before she could complete the process.  She was trying to think of a solution to heat up only small parts of the sculpture she was trying to replicate instead of the entire thing when something called her attention away. 
 
    “…and now it’s done!  This first batch isn’t anywhere near perfect, but it’ll do well enough.  I think if I adjust the temperature a little more and let it ferment for a shorter time, it will taste a bit smoother.”  Glencha was talking to Teving next to her first Distillery, which had apparently just finished. 
 
      
 
    * Was it successful? * 
 
      
 
    After a tiny jump at the sound of her voice, Glencha responded.  “Yes, but now I need something to put it all in so that I can start another batch.  I have the other batches finishing up later today, as well – and nowhere to store this Whiskey.  And then we have to age it inside an oak barrel for at least 3 years before it’s really ready to drink – though I would suggest 5 years for good measure.” 
 
      
 
    * Wait, what?  It needs to age for 3 years?  You didn’t tell me that. * 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t?  Oh, sorry, I thought I had mentioned it,” the female Dwarf said, with a look of confusion on her face.  “I guess we were so focused on how to create it in the first place that the aging part just sounded like it would be relatively easy afterwards.  I mean, all we have to do is wait, right?  Plus, once I get this recipe perfected, I think 5 years at the minimum would be appropriate.” 
 
    Now that just wouldn’t do.  Sandra was hoping that the Whiskey would be ready to act as an incentive to gain the help of the rest of the Dwarven people. 
 
      
 
    * Teving, does the Ale need to be aged, as well? * 
 
      
 
    He seemed surprised at the question.  “Well, of course.  I mean, you could drink it fresh, but only the unsophisticated palette would gain any pleasure from drinking it.  Someone could drink the Whiskey Glencha has been distilling fresh as well, but the taste of that is much too harsh if you do that.  We don’t drink it for the alcohol content, but because we enjoy the taste of it; you might as well drink water than drink it fresh.”  He snorted derisively. 
 
    This aging thing was something Sandra hadn’t counted on.  She was used to the crafting she did being done in a few days, perhaps a week or more depending on what was required…but years?  That just seemed like a waste of time. 
 
    Time…time…huh…I wonder… 
 
    “What are you thinking of, Sandra?” Winxa asked, after hearing her unfocused thoughts. 
 
    Well, it’s like this….  The Dungeon Core explained the problem and her thoughts on a potential solution.   
 
    “It sounds plausible, but enchantments are your thing, not mine.”  Sandra considered the possibilities of success while she started to make a few dozen small barrels made of Oak Wood for Glencha and then helped her char them to her specifications, and then a few dozen larger barrels for Teving.  The Brewer didn’t really need them yet, but he approved of the size, which was small enough that he could move them himself, while still large enough to hold what he needed.   
 
    She found that she could make the barrels using her Mundane Object Creation skill, which ended up being one solid piece with a hole on top.  The hole was plugged up by a simple ridged wedge of wood that was hammered inside, stopping any liquid from coming out.  The charring was done in a separate room that had basic Fire and Water traps inside, where Glencha could activate a hot flame for the length of time she needed and then quench it with the water.  The smoke produced by the process she absorbed automatically, so that it didn’t suffocate everyone inside her dungeon.  She briefly thought about taking the time to actually craft the barrels herself – and she certainly would attempt to later if she had time – but for now she wanted to test out her other idea. 
 
      
 
    * I think I have an idea of how to age these faster, and since there isn’t any fermentation going on, it shouldn’t explode, right? * 
 
      
 
    Glencha seemed dubious.  “Well, no, but the aging has to be done over time so that it can soak up the flavor of the oak barrel – which should be charred slightly on the inside; this also smooths out the harshness inherent in the liquor.  I don’t think you can replicate that.”   
 
      
 
    * Let me try my idea on a barrel or two, and if it doesn’t work then we can age it naturally. * 
 
      
 
    She still seemed unconvinced, but Glencha shrugged anyway.  “Go ahead and use as many barrels as you need; we wouldn’t even have this without your help, so it’s as much yours as it is ours.” 
 
    With her permission, and after she filled up a half-dozen barrels of perfectly clear, amber liquid from the Distillery, Sandra brought in an Unstable Shapeshifter in the form of Violet – though the Gnome copy was clothed this time.  The Core had gotten a bit of experience over the last few days creating Stasis Fields, which was exactly what she wanted to do here.  Except, instead of freezing time inside the field, she wanted to speed it up. 
 
    So, she created the normal Stasis Field enchantment using a trickle of Spirit energy, but instead of it looking normal, she inverted the entire enchantment sequence.  She had practice doing it a couple of times before she thought she had it right, but even then it looked…off somehow.  The normal sequence wasn’t intended to be inverted, obviously, so no matter what she did it just appeared wrong; after triple-checking that she had it right, she infused it with a bit more Spirit energy to complete the enchantment.  Thankfully, it didn’t blow up or anything else horrible, though it likely wouldn’t have done too much damage because there was just enough energy in there to establish the enchantment and not much more. 
 
    Then, she took a pair of Spirit Energy Orbs she had brought with her and enchanted them so that they could be used to power the inverted Stasis Field—or she could call it an Aging Field, if it worked—and took an educated guess on how to adjust the Limiter rune connecting the Orbs.  She’d had some experience by that time with figuring out how the convenient rune worked, so she was fairly confident that it would be successful as she placed the small barrel of Whiskey inside the Field. 
 
    Or…she could be wrong.  It had happened before. 
 
    The Aging Field worked, alright – just a little too well.  Within seconds of being placed inside, the wood started to age rapidly, first with small cracks along the outside as it dried out, turning grey as “time” moved on, before a major leak was sprung and the Whiskey poured out, only to evaporate into nothing as soon as it touched the air.  Another few seconds went by and the wood started to crumble apart, turning to a big pile of dust before 30 seconds passed. 
 
      
 
    * Ok, so that wasn’t calibrated quite right, but the concept is sound.  Let me make some adjustments. * 
 
      
 
    The look of shock and horror on Glencha’s and Teving’s faces made her laugh a little inside her mind, but it was more laughing at herself than anything.  She had forgotten that because the enchantment was inverted, she had inadvertently turned the energy transfer up instead of keeping it down low.  In fact, the Tiny Spirit Orbs she had used were half the size they started at and were still shrinking by the time she pulled them away with her Violet copy. 
 
    It took nearly an hour and a dozen different tests to get it right, but after that time she thought she had calibrated it accurately.  The Limiter rune was now set so that for every second that passed with the Orbs connected to the Aging Field, 1 month would pass.  All they had to do was place the barrel inside the Field area (she made a larger one for Teving in the Brewery rooms) and then step back, place the Orbs so that they were touching the enchantment (she also carved a circle into the stone to show where it was located) and then count out how long they wanted to age it.  She could’ve made it approximately a year instead of a month, but both Glencha and Teving professed they’d rather be able to adjust the aging time in case 4 years and 7 months tasted better than 5 years of aging, or other such examples.  
 
    The best part of it all was that, despite their reluctance to rely on an enchantment to speed up the time-honored tradition of aging their liquor for years, they whole-heartedly approved of the taste.  Even Teving, who didn’t care for Whiskey as much as Ale, said that it was passable, which got him a friendly-yet-powerful punch in the shoulder by his girlfriend. 
 
    The successful solution to their problem wasn’t limited to aging Whiskey and Ale, however.  It also gave her an idea for defensive purposes in her dungeon, and for a trap that she could set up manually – without the use of Mana.  Even better, since she wasn’t technically using Mana for it, the usual strict rules of not placing traps inside of tunnels didn’t necessarily apply…. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    After the excitement of the Whiskey being done and the experiment that resulted in the creation of the Aging Field, the rest of the morning and afternoon was relatively uneventful.  The incoming Mana she was absorbing from around her Area of Influence was nearly 43,000 every hour, which came from her 2 Nets that she had stopped expanding, and from the constructs and Dungeon Monsters she created that were helping the Dwarves and Elves protect themselves.  Even if they were standing, sitting, or floating still, waiting for a command, they still actively funneled in Mana, even if it were at a smaller rate than if they were roaming around.  Because of that, she used at least 20,000 of her Mana to create additional Monsters for both peoples, in the shape of Mechanical Dire Wolves and Jaguar Queens, Roaring Blademasters, Steelclad Ape Warriors, and Titanium Anacondas.   
 
    In addition, she was able to fully supply each remaining Ranger – only 39 of them now – with an additional Wyvine, so that they now had a pair of helpers to help with their culling.  Not that there was much culling going on, because all 4 Dungeon Cores were quiet, without a single Monster peeping out of any of their entrances.  That could mean any number of things, though; the Cores could be biding their time and building up an even larger army in order to break the siege the Elves and Dwarves were forcing on them, or they could be hoarding all of their Mana in order to upgrade their Core Size again, or any number of other things she probably couldn’t even comprehend.   
 
    Any insight on what they could be doing? 
 
    “I have no idea,” Winxa replied.  “Tactics was never really my specialty, and in my experience the minds of these Dungeon Cores can range from slightly delusional to highly paranoid and beyond.  It would be hard to predict what they would do even if I had an idea, and even if I did…well, I’m not sure if I’d be able to share that information with you.” 
 
    That was probably true, as the Dungeon Fairy would suffer from a severe smackdown by the Creator.  It was unfortunate and unfair to Sandra and inordinately cruel to Winxa, who was only doing her job, but that was the way it was.  There was no changing the circumstances and they had yet to find a way around it. 
 
    There was movement in her Area of Influence, however, though it was in a completely different place from where her attention had been over the last few days.  It seemed as though the Orcs might actually be willing to bargain. 
 
      
 
    *        *        * 
 
      
 
    The sun was getting low in the sky when Perchunk ran towards her as Furbrea was emerging from the supply hut, a small assortment of meat, fruit, potatoes, and bread in her arms that she was bringing for everyone to cook for that night’s dinner.  They had practically gorged themselves the first night after all of the food and other supplies had been delivered, until they all fell asleep satisfied but slightly ill from the quantity they had consumed.   
 
    Now, they still ate healthily – with better fare than many had ever partaken of in their lives – and Furbrea regulated the amount that was used every day to allow their supplies to last longer, but no one complained because they were always full enough without being uncomfortable.  With the quantity of fresh food at their disposal, it was tempting even for her to gorge on what they had, but after a few days of knowing that it was there and available at any time, the desire to eat as much as she could faded.  Since the Elf had followed through with her side of the bargain, Furbrea had little doubt that the supplies would keep coming. 
 
    As long as there was something to show for it on their parts, of course.  Which was quickly becoming an issue, as nearly a week had passed since they had sent out their younger, heartier members still in their village to find Warbands that were interested in trading some of their members for better equipment.  Furbrea had expected at least one of them to be successful by that time, but as the days passed with nothing to show for their efforts, she had to conclude that they had failed.  Either those that they sent out abandoned their tasks, were killed somehow, or none of the Warbands they encountered believed them. 
 
    “There appears to be a Warband coming, Furbrea!” Perchunk shouted as he ran towards her, barely stopping himself before he crashed into her.   
 
    Finally!  “Here, ‘Chunk, take these to the central fire for me.” She handed the food to Perchunk, who dropped a few of the potatoes on the way, but Furbrea ignored that as she hurried herself through the village from where she saw the young Orc coming from.  It was the most likely explanation of where he had seen the Warband – if it were a Warband, of course – so she didn’t bother to ask; there were only three directions they would come from: North, west, or northwest.  If she didn’t see it coming from one of those, it was easy enough from the edge of the village to see the other directions. 
 
    Sure enough, the boy was right; coming out of the north was a group of Orcs running down the beaten path leading to the nearest village close to Orcrim’s eastern border with the dungeon forest.  It was hard to count how many of them there were because they ran in a disorganized mass, but she put them somewhere between 25 and 30; a decent-sized warband, definitely not the biggest, and certainly not the smallest she had seen.  Furbrea also didn’t see anyone she immediately recognized, so whoever had told them about the deal was—hopefully—still spreading the word out there. 
 
    The Warband came to a stop outside of the village, and the largest of the bunch – who was undeniably the Warband Leader – walked through the others with him to address her.  Furbrea didn’t recognize him or any of those with him, though that wasn’t surprising; there were probably only a few hundred members of Warbands that she might recognize from over the years, because Warbands typically rotated through the same territories year after year, though sometimes they changed it up if they needed a new challenge and moved somewhere else.  Then there would inevitably be the arrival of another up-and-coming Warband that would take their place, and the cycle inexorably went on from there. 
 
    “Are you Furbath?” the Warband Leader grunted out impatiently, not even the least bit out of breath from his run from…who knew where. 
 
    “No, my name is Furbrea, but I’m going to assume that you’re looking for me,” she said automatically, before she realized that she was being a little too flippant with the other Orc – which wasn’t always the best when meeting a new Warband.  She could see that her response made a few of the regular members of the Warband mutter and stare at her for her insolence, but fortunately the Leader only laughed. 
 
    “Fine, Furbrea it is,” he said, a smile lighting his face up.  “I was told you may have a deal here that would benefit us.  If it’s true that you have better-quality weapons here, then we need them.  We can’t go a day without breaking another one of our iron swords, and it seems like they just get worse in quality every month and it’s led to some close calls that I’d rather avoid.” 
 
    Furbrea immediately took a liking to the Leader; he seemed genuinely to care for the members of his Warband, which was always an admirable quality she could get behind.  Some Leaders led with an iron fist and led by fear, others with the promise of a decent challenge or their vaunted reputation, but in her opinion the best Leaders were the ones where their members wanted to follow them. 
 
    “Yes, we have much better weapons for you,” she said, confirming that with a quick glance at their weapons.  They were barely more than bars of metal banged into a semblance of a sword by some crummy Blacksmith somewhere; she remembered that even Kelerim, despite not having much practice at it, had produced iron swords of better quality without even seeming to try.  
 
    “Excellent!  What do you want in trade?  Are there monsters around here close to your village?  Is there another ‘band threatening you?  The one who told us about the weapons wasn’t specific in what was required.” 
 
    Well, that isn’t good.  She sighed softly, now realizing that her job was going to be even harder.  “Here, come on in and wait by the central fire.  Have you eaten yet?” 
 
    “No, we’ve been on the run since this morning to reach here today.  We have to get back to our territory tomorrow, so we couldn’t afford to stop.  We have our own rations, though; from what I’ve heard, this outpost has essentially been abandoned, so we don’t want to take any away from you.” 
 
    Ah, a Leader with a heart and respect, even better.  Though, that might make it a little more difficult to get him to part with some of his Warband.  “Don’t worry, we have plenty to go around.  In fact, you’ll probably eat better tonight than you have in some time.  I’ll be along with some more soon.”  She waved towards the central fire, where the rest of her people were already cooking their own meat, which smelled excellent even from the edge of the village.  They didn’t need any other prompting after smelling that, so Furbrea went and got more food from the supply hut, rushing back as soon as she filled up a sack with a large enough quantity to feed everyone with a little extra left over.  
 
    She also brought with her two swords from the supply hut, one that was for the regular members of the Warband and one that was for the Leader himself.  As soon as everyone had eaten – and thanked her and the other villagers heartily for the food, with exclamations of delight over the presence of a variety of fruit – she brought the weapons out and laid them across her knees as she sat near the fire with the Warband Leader – who she had yet to learn the name of, though that was soon to be remedied. 
 
    “Thank you for this bounty, Furbrea,” he chuckled after stressing her name, obviously making light of his mistake earlier.  “I haven’t had an apple in…well, at least a dozen years, and this was better than that one, I can assure you.  It almost tasted like it was freshly picked, but I can’t see any apple trees around here.  Or orange trees.  Or peach trees.”  He mimed looking around as if searching for them with a smile before he turned back to her and frowned.  “I just realized that I didn’t introduce myself; my name is Palzerk Gorerender, and this is my Warband.”  Palzerk then introduced all 28 of his Warband by name, though Furbrea struggled to remember any after the first few.  She was usually great with putting names to faces, but over the years some of her memory tricks didn’t work so well anymore. 
 
    “Thank you, Warband Leader Palzerk, and welcome to Grongbak,” Furbrea said, bowing slightly at the waist before continuing.  “As for the fruit, as well as the other food, it comes from the same place as these weapons.”  She handed the one meant for the rest of the Warband to him first, to gauge his reaction, while keeping the other one close to her for the moment. 
 
    “This…this is certainly steel, and high-quality steel, as well.  This almost looks like monster loot to me, which is nearly impossible; there’s only one dungeon that I know of that drops steel from their monsters, though it’s a rare drop.  You’d need to kill dozens of them for just one of these swords, though there are only a few that can actually work the metal left in Orcrim.”  He examined it a little closer, before grunting and passing it to the Orc on his left, who also exclaimed over it and smiled at what he was holding. 
 
    “Where did you get this?  I’ve seen a few steel swords over the years, though none of them appear that finely crafted.  Do you just have the one?  If that’s all you have, I’ll trade whatever you want for it.” 
 
    She handed him the other sword, the one meant for him, before she answered.  “No, we have enough swords for your entire Warband, though this one would be yours as the Warband Leader.” 
 
    He was as suitably impressed with the new sword made of some unknown metal, marveling at how much lighter and stronger it seemed compared to the steel sword.  “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that this is made from titanium, but from what I understand there aren’t any sources of titanium in all of Orcrim.  The only examples I’ve heard of titanium are in some of the larger Warlord houses, and they guard them jealously.  The story is that their families received them hundreds of years ago from the…”  He stopped as he looked at the sword in his hands and then at her with a questioning look in his eyes. 
 
    She nodded, knowing where he was going.  “The Elves, yes.  This is where all of this is coming from.” 
 
    There was silence from around the central fire as everyone took in that information.  There was a natural distrust of the other races that was instilled into all of the Orcs, though it wasn’t necessarily hatred – just an aversion to working with them.  Regardless, it was the truth and she wasn’t going to hide it from them and what they were getting themselves into. 
 
    “The Elves have masterfully crafted weapons, delicious food, and powerful spells to aid, but what they don’t have are enough of them to stave off their eventual destruction by the dungeon monsters becoming more dangerous every year.  They want to trade these weapons – and even some improved chest armor if you are interested in it – in exchange for help.” 
 
    “Help?” Warband Leader Palzerk asked suspiciously.  “What do you mean by that?  We can’t leave our territory undefended to go fight their battles, or else we’re the ones that will be in trouble.” 
 
    Furbrea shook her head.  “No, they don’t want you all to come.  Their offer is for a portion of your Warband to help them for a year at the rate of 1 member for every 3 that is fully armed and armored.  After the year is over, those that are being used as…mercenaries…to help them can return back to Orcrim if they want to, or they can re-enlist to fight for another year, giving another 3 members of a Warband the same weapons and armor.” 
 
    Now it was the Leader’s turn to shake his head, reluctantly handing Furbrea back the sword.  “I’m sorry, there’s no way I would do that to any of my Warband.  I respect what the Elves are willing to do, and I even trust them to return our people after a year, but I won’t sell my people—” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” one of the Warband members said abruptly from across the fire.  Furbrea couldn’t remember her name, but she stood up and stared at her Leader as if daring her to deny her choice. 
 
    “Perceine, I won’t have you or any of my Warband—” 
 
    One after another, every single member of the Warband except for one stood up and proclaimed that they would do it, prompting a silence from everyone else as they comprehended what was going on.  “Palzerk, we need these weapons if we are to survive long enough to grow stronger, and I and every member of this Warband—” Perceine continued into the silence, though she looked disappointedly at the one member that hadn’t stood up, “well, nearly every member, are willing to give up our lives so that you and those with you can succeed.  You deserve to be a Warlord one day, we all know it, and this could be what starts you on that journey.” 
 
    The Warband Leader was silent for a few moments as he looked at his Warband rebelling against him, though they were doing it for him.  “I don’t know.  These would definitely help us, but I don’t want to throw your lives away.  For all I know, the Elves will want to just use whoever helps them as meat shields that can be used up and thrown away, and none of you might even survive for that full year to come home.” 
 
    “That’s a risk we are willing to take.  Plus, I’m sure it will be a challenging adventure.” 
 
    Furbrea cleared her throat loudly, hating to interrupt the touching scene.  “One piece of information I think that might help you make your decision.  I get the feeling that those that become mercenaries for the Elves might be even better equipped than those that stay here.  From what I understand, they need us to help them fight and will do whatever they can to ensure any that help stay alive.  It would be a bad investment and deal, otherwise.” 
 
    Whether her words convinced the Warband Leader or not, he gave in shortly thereafter.  “Fine.  I agree that the swords and possibly this armor will be a huge help, so if that’s what you all want to do, I’m not going to argue.  Perceine, since you were set on this first, I’ll let you choose…six others, which should cover the price that needs to be paid.  Unless I count in that total, as well?” he asked, looking at Furbrea. 
 
    “No.  From what I understand, any Warband Leader that agrees with this deal gets their sword for free.”  She wasn’t absolutely sure of that, but it seemed reasonable. 
 
    The Warband member known as Perceine – or should I say “former” member? – quickly picked out 6 others, which didn’t include the one that hadn’t volunteered earlier.  That one didn’t say anything, though Furbrea could see his eyes on her, Perchunk, and Gorbal as they left the campfire to go to the supply hut for their weapons and armor.  Normally, she probably would’ve waited for the next day, just to ensure that they didn’t run off with the equipment in the middle of the night without “paying”, but Palzerk and the rest of the Warband seemed honorable enough that she didn’t have any concerns.  Except for the one that was now staring at the supply hut. 
 
    Everyone was pleased at the new swords they received, and even the armor was acceptable.  “It’s a little bulkier than I’m used to, but I can tell already that it will protect me much better than these scraps I’m wearing,” the Warband Leader said after he tried it on and adjusted it.  “You’re right, they’re very well made, and I think they’ll last for quite a while.  It’ll probably take us a little while to get used to them, but I also believe the tradeoff in speed will be worth it for the extra protection.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to pass that along to the Elves.  We’ve prepared the barracks and some of the other huts for you and your Warband for the night, because I remember you said you needed to leave first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Thank you, Furbrea.  I for one would appreciate that, especially as I’m so full after that meal that I could use a nap,” he chuckled as he stood up, patting her on the back as he passed by with his other hand holding his new sword as if it was now permanently attached to his body.  She caught him before he and the others could leave. 
 
    “Just a warning because I don’t want anyone to get hurt.  The supply hut is off-limits to anyone not of this village, so I would advise you not to let anyone enter it.”  She eyed the member that was stealing glances at the hut.  “The Elves left a…security system in place that would be advisable to avoid.” 
 
    “Understood,” Palzerk said to her before raising his voice to the others.  “We’re sleeping here tonight before we leave in the morning.  That said, I don’t want to catch anyone messing with the villagers or going anywhere that they don’t belong.  If I catch you messing around, you’re out of the Warband.  In fact, you’ll be lucky if I don’t just kill you, but I can be merciful.” 
 
    With that, everyone went to their respective sleeping areas and Furbrea and the others spent a few minutes cleaning up before heading to sleep themselves.   
 
    She woke up abruptly in the middle of the night and sat up, a scream ringing in her ears.  Furbrea thought it might’ve been a dream before she heard another one – just as it was cut off abruptly and the sound of wood splintering shattered the silence of the night.  She was up and out of her bed in a flash, flying through the door and halfway to the supply hut before she was fully awake; she instantly recognized the direction the scream and sounds of splintering wood came from, and she had a fairly good idea why it happened. 
 
    Palzerk and a few other members of the Warband were there before her, as they could run much faster than she could with her old bones.  Right outside of the supply hut was the same Warband member she had seen earlier eyeing the supply hut; though to be fair, it was kind of hard to tell because his head was caved in and there was a significant concave dent in his new chest armor.  Whatever had hit him had hit him hard, but it was also obvious that the armor had protected the majority of his chest from the impact.  It was too bad he wasn’t wearing armor on his face, though. 
 
    There was a vaguely Orc-shaped hole in the side of the supply hut, where she assumed the intruding Warband member had been forcibly…removed.  Through the hole she could see the two metal monkeys standing still, looking perfectly normal except for a visible line carved into the chest of one – that didn’t seem to hurt it at all. 
 
    Palzerk knelt down by the dead Orc’s side and looked him over briefly, before looking through the hole into the supply hut.  Furbrea knew he could see the two guards just as well as she could, but he didn’t make any comment about them.  What he did do was take the steel sword that was lying by the deceased Orc’s side and turned to Furbrea.  “Sorry for the damage to your supply hut.  Here, take this sword as recompense, because this honor-less thief trash that can’t follow simple orders doesn’t need it anymore.  And, if you would, could you take care of his disposal?  I don’t even want to look at him,” he said as he handed the sword over to her and walked away. 
 
    Before he walked more than a few steps, he turned and said, “Though I do appreciate him doing me the kindness of demonstrating how important good armor is.  I’m happy to wear mine now.”  The rest of the Warband followed him back to the barracks, none of them looking back at their fallen member.   
 
    Hmph.  I think I’ll take care of that in the morning.  Darn thief interrupted my sleep.  She did grab the dead Orc’s arms and dragged him around the side of the supply hut and out of visible range, but the rest of the work she would do the next day.  She had a feeling she was going to need sleep over the next few days, especially as Palzerk and his Warband shared the news of their deal. 
 
    It didn’t take long for her to get back to sleep, with a smile on her face at how well everything had worked out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Finally, after what felt like weeks – but was instead short of a week, in fact – the Orcs had finally come through and some had taken the deal she had set up earlier.  True, it was only 7 of them in total, but that was a good start to building up her force of mercenaries that could be used in a variety of situations.  Sandra was also proud of the way Furbrea handled the situation, laying everything out so that they could choose for themselves.  It probably also helped that their Leader seemed a decent sort, entirely unlike Kelerim’s half-brother, Razochek – who was more than a bit of a hothead.   
 
    Before they even finished talking and getting acquainted with their new weapons and armor (which she was glad to see that they appreciated the chest protection, even if it felt awkward to them at first), Sandra was already assembling a care package of sorts for the Warband for when they left in the morning.  She put together a bunch of bread that the Dwarves had left over from the day’s baking (which they stored in a separate Stasis Field container they asked her to create) and some more fruit, including apples, peaches, and oranges.   
 
    She then cooked up some meat and then created another container of wood that was basically a cube that was 2 feet wide on each side, placed the still-warm meat inside and then enchanted it with two of her Violet copies, pumping most of their Spirit energy into a Stasis Field.  It would only last for a couple of weeks with the energy inside of the enchantment because she didn’t want to include any Energy Orbs along with it.  For now, until she had some way to regulate who received them in Orcrim, it was safer that they didn’t have them; she had learned and seen for herself that life wasn’t necessarily a priority for many of the Orcs, and Energy Orbs were something that might cause others to covet – and kill for them, as well.  There was a slight risk of that happening with the swords she was trading away, but they were a known commodity compared to the “mysterious” power of the Energy Orbs. 
 
    She also crafted some more chest armor to replace those that were taken, and then included – from Kelerim’s stack of finished Steel swords – additional weapons to her care package and loaded it all onto her Animated Slab.  Sandra also created two more Steelclad Apes with normal warhammers to stand guard over the supply transport, as additional security; she still wanted to be safe, and having some visual evidence of her (or the “Elves’”) power was paramount. 
 
    Before night even fell completely, the Slab was on the way, floating slowly over the wasteland towards the town of Grongbak.  It would get there far before morning – before midnight in fact – but she was prepared to park it right outside the village and wait until everyone rose for the day before going inside to drop the supplies off and pick up her new mercenaries.  Thinking of them coming, Sandra became exceedingly excited; these were the first people that were coming to her dungeon that she would be able to “customize” how she wanted.  It sounded silly in a way, and skeeved her out a little thinking them as hers – because they weren’t her slaves or anything like that – but the fact remained was that they were coming to her with essentially nothing, and no previous method of using their elemental energy that would hamper her equipping of them. 
 
    The Gnomes were practically useless by themselves in battle, though she did witness them using temporary enchantments to aid them; still, in a one-on-one fight against most of the dangerous Dungeon Monsters around the area, they didn’t stand a chance without some sort of enchanted gadgetry like the War Machine or Deep Diver.  Then, of course, they were extremely formidable. 
 
    The Elves preferred to primarily attack from long range or use their elemental energy to cast spells, which was fine and worked well for them.  She was able to at least improve upon their bows and their arrows/bolts, as well as giving them a Monster to assist them, but she would have difficulty molding them to do something else.  For instance, while Porthel – the Elite Leader that had invaded her dungeon – attacked with a Titanium sword, he seemed to be in the minority and Sandra couldn’t think of a single Ranger that would be suited to doing that. 
 
     The Dwarves had their own superbly crafted weapons and armor (other than Gerold, unfortunately), so the only real advantage that she could give them was the Energy Orbs they had embedded in their palms and the constructs they used to help them cull.  That was practically nothing as far as Sandra was concerned, and she was perfectly fine with that.  It was just another thing that she couldn’t use her talents in crafting to assist and improve upon their fighting prowess. 
 
    The Orcs, though, were coming to her with practically nothing.  While they technically had a preferred weapon with the sword, she had a feeling that preference came from the lack of choice.  A sword was one of the easiest metal weapons a Blacksmith could create, especially when they didn’t have much in the way of skill; all it took was sharpening a relatively flat piece of some sort of metal and adding a spot to grip it and there you go!  None of the other elements were technically needed, and that appeared to be the thought behind the horrible iron swords that they all carried, because they looked to be little more than sharpened hunks of rusty iron imperfectly forged and ready to shatter if the Orcs swung them too hard.  She was honestly embarrassed to look at them. 
 
    The main problem with Orcs using primarily swords was oddly enough their intense strength.  While overwhelming strength should be a great asset for a warrior, it didn’t really translate well with swords.  From what she had seen of Razochek and the Warband that had attacked her dungeon, many of them relied on natural or elemental energy-enhanced strength to beat on their opponents with powerful strikes; swords, while they could be used to chop an enemy to pieces, were better used to slice and stab.  The constant abuse of using the swords like some sort of sharp-edged club – while undoubtedly effective – was likely the real reason that many of their weapons broke so often.  Though, when she looked at the state of their weapons, the crafting process probably had a lot to do with it as well. 
 
    Winxa, in your opinion, how much more effective would an Orc be with something like a spiked mace?   
 
    The Dungeon Fairy hesitated for a moment before answering, likely due to the seemingly random question.  “Well, I think they would lose the advantage of reach compared to the swords they use now, but their greater strength would probably be better utilized with a blunt weapon.  Why not the warhammers your Apes use?” 
 
    I thought of that, but the Orcs are so much more versatile than the Apes and I don’t want to limit them.  I’m trying to figure out the perfect weapon for them all to use and I’m not sure what would be suitable for them. 
 
    “Are you limited to just one weapon?  I’m relatively confident that I’ve seen that they don’t just enhance their strength, but they can also speed themselves up and make their skin more durable as well.  I’m sure there are quite a few things they can do that you haven’t even seen before, so maybe it would be wise to give them a choice,” Winxa said smartly.  “Or even choices; they are pretty strong, as you know, and could probably carry more than one weapon.”   
 
    It was great advice, and thankfully, since it reflected things that Sandra knew but had temporarily forgotten about, it didn’t trigger the whole “don’t give advice” thing that might kill the Fairy.  So that was what she did during the night; the Dungeon Core spent the night crafting Steel or Titanium weapons of all different kinds, their material dependent on what it was.   
 
    For many of the blunt weapons like maces, morning stars, warhammers, and even spiked clubs, she made them completely out of Steel because weight usually equaled damage, so it was more important for them to be made out of the heavier metal.  The main reason her Apes used Titanium Warhammers was because they held up better over time and the lighter weight of them meant that the constructs could swing them faster, but from what she had seen the Orcs could be even stronger than them when they used their elemental energy, so heavier was better.   
 
    For a variety of bladed weapons, including battleaxes, hand axes, spears, halberds, knives, and—yes, she wanted to give them the option—swords, she used Titanium because finesse was better used with them than brute force.  However, she also added a variety of size choices to each type, so they might want to choose something like a greatsword that they could use with both hands, and they could even choose to dual-wield short swords.   
 
    Then there were some more exotic weapons like sickles, flails, tridents, dual-bladed swords, metal staffs, and even a pair of spike-studded gauntlets that she had fun designing with the aid of a leather glove and adding onto it.  She didn’t go overboard or anything, because having 50-plus weapon choices seemed perfectly reasonable.  She even put out ranged weapons like bows and slings; while she didn’t think the Orcs were particularly suited to those kinds of weapons, if they wanted them, she would provide. 
 
    After she had crafted examples of each – though she cheated and just brought out a third of them that she already had inside of her storage and display room – she decided to enchant them.  Some were going to be a little difficult to easily put some Energy Orbs within them, but she figured she’d make do somehow.  It could be that she wouldn’t be able to enchant some things with Energy Orbs and just have them be “normal” enchantments filled with energy, but she would decide on those when it came to it. 
 
    Either way, the only enchantment she placed on them for the moment was a sequence of Earth-based Strengthen runes powered by the Earth elemental energy of her Unstable Shapeshifters.  Sandra didn’t want to spend the time figuring out how to place some Energy Orbs inside of the weapons if they weren’t going to be used.  While she did set the enchantment that increased the durability of the metal three-fold, everything else was going to wait until she had a better understanding of how the Orcs fought so she could adapt each weapon personally.   
 
    As for armor, for the moment she crafted some more of the chest armor the Warband Orcs were using, but she also added some extra components.  A relatively lightweight Titanium helmet with leather and cotton padding was included, leaving the face bare but covering the skull; leather calf-high boots with thin strips of Titanium inserted between two layers of the leather, stiffening up and protecting the structure of the boots, while still allowing it to be flexible; upper arm rerebraces made of more leather and strips of Titanium for strength were able to be strapped on tightly so they wouldn’t move; lower arm vambraces that were constructed similar to the rerebraces; and finally, some form-fitting leather pants that cut off just above the knee. 
 
    She deliberately kept their joints unprotected and free for movement because Orcs needed to move during combat, and she didn’t want to hinder that in any way.  However, she also wanted them a bit more protected than they were already, and covering up their exposed skin as much as possible was a way to do that.  To add to that, she was also going to enchant the entire set of armor, though she again was going to wait until she found out what would be best for each mercenary. 
 
    With those created, all she had to do now was wait until morning.  When it finally did, she woke up Kelerim to let him know what was going on. 
 
      
 
    * We’ve got our first batch of mercenaries coming in about an hour.  Do you think you could assist me when they get here? * 
 
      
 
    The Blacksmith rubbed at his eyes and stretched, still waking up for the day.  “I sure can.  Though, we have to be careful in case they were sent by my father to find me.  Then again, if they agreed to the deal, even if they were sent by him their honor wouldn’t allow them to break the agreement for them to serve.  As soon as their year is done, however, they could go shouting my location to the entirety of Orcrim.” 
 
    Honor certainly seemed incredibly important to the Orcs, even as their rough exterior portrayed them as lawless barbarians.  Sandra had seen personally that this wasn’t the case, and that they were loyal, disciplined, and willing to sacrifice themselves to carry out their orders. 
 
      
 
    * I don’t believe these were sent by your father, though I could be wrong.  Either way, they’ll be in the workshop up above. * 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good.  I’ll get something to eat and meet them up there.”  Kelerim yawned and then went to the kitchen, where Sandra was already busy cooking him some breakfast with her Sentinel located there.  While he ate, the Dungeon Core made ready for the arrival of her first mercenaries. 
 
      
 
    *        *        * 
 
      
 
    Perceine led the other Warriors that were leaving Palzerk’s Warband to the edge of the village, where there was some sort of commotion going on.  Her body felt a little tired from the run yesterday and the interrupted sleep when Dralkurk foolishly decided to try to steal from the villagers in the middle of the night and got his honor-less self killed, but she still thought it was worth the lack of sleep.  She had never liked him, and she didn’t think he really belonged or fit in their Warband; why Palzerk kept him around she never knew, but that really wasn’t a concern anymore.  For one, Dralkurk was dead; secondly, she and 6 others were leaving the Warband. 
 
    She barely wanted to even think about what she had done the night before by volunteering to be the “payment” for the weapons the rest would receive, though she knew it was the right thing.  Palzerk was the most honorable, charismatic Leader she ever had the pleasure of killing monsters under; he wasn’t the strongest, the deadliest, or even best fighter, but he inspired everyone that he led to the point where they were stronger, deadlier, and better fighters.  Perceine would rather have that than any other Leader, and she and everyone else in the Warband—well, almost everyone—would gladly give their lives so that Palzerk could succeed.  It seemed counterproductive, but it was also true. 
 
    There was a strange stone platform that everyone was crowded around near the edge of the village, filled with various things, but the only thing she had eyes for were the two metal statues of large monkeys or apes of some kind holding what appeared to be large hammers in their hands.  In fact, they appeared to be remarkably similar to the ones she caught a glimpse of last night in the village’s supply hut where Dralkurk had been killed. 
 
    She arrived and lifted her iron sword at the same time the rest of the Warband did, ready to attack or defend as necessary when one of the metal statues moved.  However, instead of attacking them, all it did was lay down its large hammer and then move to pick up what appeared to be a wooden box in its metal hands, before bringing it quickly to Palzerk, who seemed unfazed by the whole situation.   
 
    “I’m assuming this is for me?” he said, accepting the box after a moment of the moving metal statue holding it out to him.  As soon as he took it, the statue went back to where it was before on the edge of the stone platform, picked up its hammer, and went back to being a statue. 
 
    “Actually, I think this is for all of us,” he said after opening up the lid and looking inside.  He flashed it around to the rest of the Warband and Perceine could see that it was full of delicious-looking food.  She was still a bit full from last night’s feast, and she envied the others that would be partaking of it later. 
 
    The villagers stepped on top of the platform then and picked up some swords and more of the armor that the Warband was wearing, bringing them to the supply hut – which still had a Dralkurk-shaped hole in it.  After that, everyone was still as they tried to figure out what to do now, though as usual Palzerk seemed to have the answer. 
 
    “Well, this is it, I guess.  I still don’t think you all should be doing this, but I’m not going to deny that I—no, we—are appreciative for your sacrifice.  Though, try not to make it a sacrifice; survive, grow stronger, and return to us when your year is complete.  I expect you all to act with honor and make me proud; I have no doubt that you will.”  With that, he turned away and ran out of the village, the rest of the Warband following behind. 
 
    “If you’re ready, I think your transportation is waiting for you.”  The voice from her side startled her a little bit, and she turned to see the older village Chief, Furbrea, looking at her and pointing towards the stone platform.  Perceine was feeling a bit lost now that she wasn’t part of the Warband anymore, so she took the direction without question, followed quickly by the others.   As soon as they were all on top of the platform, the sides impossibly folded up to make tiny walls surrounding the perimeter.  Before she could comprehend what was happening, she felt a quick shift of the platform that made her need to catch her balance – they were now floating in the air!  The flying stone then started to move towards the wastelands she had always heard about but had never seen, though it moved at a speed little better than a fast walk. 
 
    None of the others voiced any complaints or questions because they knew they were at the mercy of whatever was controlling the platform – which she assumed were their new masters, even if they weren’t technically slaves.  Mercenaries were what they had been called, and that seemed appropriate enough for the situation. 
 
    Instead of heading towards the south and west, where she knew the Elves lived, the platform took them straight out into the middle of the wasteland.  She knew that there were beasts that lived in the wasteland but not much else – hence the name; she wasn’t scared, because they knew they could handle whatever they found out there, but she was confused at what they were doing out there. 
 
    Her confusion was cleared up fairly quickly when they were brought to some sort of open-roofed stone room set in the ground, and she could see that it was lit up without any kind of visible light even in the early morning light.  Only one thing would be out here with that kind of lighting as far as she knew: a dungeon. 
 
    Great – we’ve been betrayed. 
 
    However, instead of being attacked, the stone platform floated down to the room and settled on the floor before the sides folded back down so that it was completely flat.  The statues moved off suddenly and she tensed with her sword in her hand, but they completely ignored her and the others as they lined up against the far wall. 
 
    “Welcome!  I’m sure you have lots of questions,” a voice coming from across the room suddenly called out and she jumped back nervously, annoyed that she could be so distracted that she hadn’t seen the figure of a short person standing in the middle open space.  He was short, but not as short as she’d heard Dwarves or Gnomes were, and he didn’t have the pointy ears like an Elf; two nubs on his mouth where she thought tusks might be if they ever grew out indicated to her that he was some sort of Orcish ancestry, but was unsure of what the other part of him was. 
 
    “Now, there’s no need to be alarmed, this is a safe place.  As you may have guessed, this is a dungeon – but she’s a friendly dungeon.  She’s here to help, though that might be hard to believe.  First, though, there is a process that you need to go through in order to start your year as mercenaries, and I’m told that it hurts.  I haven’t undergone it myself, but—” the strange man suddenly cut off and looked through them, as if he were seeing or hearing something only he could understand.  “You can’t be serious.  Are you sure it’s safe?” he asked, though he obviously wasn’t addressing Perceine or the others with her. 
 
    “Fine,” he said, before walking over to a box she hadn’t noticed, which glowed in different colors from whatever was inside.  The man bent over and picked out a red and a brown glowing ball of some kind and held them out for the Orcs to see.  “Ok, so these are what are called Energy Orbs.  What they do is regenerate your elemental energy – yes, I know, that seems impossible, but it’s true.  Now, this process that you’ll need to go through will embed them in your palms, but it shouldn’t interfere with holding your weapons, so don’t worry about that.  Once you’ve gone through it, it’ll make much more sense.  Just be warned, it’s extremely painful for a few seconds; as in, the most pain you’ve ever felt in your life,” he continued, before he sighed and took a deep breath.  “Alright, I’m ready.”  He held out his hands to show one ball on each palm…and then he screamed. 
 
    It wasn’t just a normal scream of pain, but a primal scream that every Orc with her identified immediately.  It was something they’d all heard when their friends, comrades, and fellow Warriors experienced a wound so painful that they all knew they would die from it.  It was profoundly unsettling listening to someone screaming like that, though it fortunately only lasted a few seconds. 
 
    The man was on his knees, panting hard.  “That…was much more intense than I thought it would be.”  He slowly got to his feet and Perceine saw that the colored balls that were on his palms were now in his palms.  They appeared as though they were now just a part of his body, and didn’t seem to be sticking out enough to mess with anything he might grip.  “Ok, so who’s first.” 
 
    Despite their bravery, their honor, and their strength in battle, none of the others volunteered to go first after witnessing that.  Perceine sighed and stepped forward.  “I’ll go first.  I started us on this path, so I might as well sacrifice myself first.” 
 
    “It’s not a sacrifice, it’s more of…an honor.  You’ll see.  Now, walk over to the box and pick out whatever colors call out to you.”  She didn’t really understand what he meant, but as soon as she got within a few steps of the box, she could immediately feel what he was talking about.  All of the yellow glowing balls were drawing her in, and she immediately picked one up and felt a rush of energy flowing through her.  She could sense that the small amount of Air elemental energy that she had used instinctively a little earlier to jump out of the way when she was startled was replenished. 
 
    “This is incredible,” she said out loud, wonder infusing her mind.  She turned to the others and tried to relay what she was feeling.  “My energy is being restored—” 
 
    The next moment, all thoughts of the world were blocked out as an incredible pain washed through her body, making her feel like she had been dipped in flesh-eating acid, her bones broken by some sort of giant, and her mind was being wrenched out of her head with a rusty sword.  She didn’t even feel it when her knees hit the floor, and she was practically deafened by her own scream. 
 
    Then, just as abruptly as it had come, the pain stopped and faded to nothing in less than two seconds.  She looked up, surprised to find herself on her knees, and then looked at her hand.  The yellow ball was now in her hand and she flexed it a couple of times to test the feeling of it; while she could sort of feel it there, it didn’t seem to hinder her movements at all.   
 
      
 
    * Welcome, Perceine.  Congratulations on being the first of my new mercenaries. * 
 
      
 
    Before she could strike out at the unknown voice seemingly coming from everywhere, the man spoke again.  “Calm down, that’s Sandra talking in your head.  She is the voice of the dungeon and she’s here to make you better fighters.  To help with that, she has assembled a…wow…uh, a large quantity of weapons for you to choose from, as well as armor to keep you safe.”   
 
    Perceine was in a bit of a daze as she followed the strange man to a collection of metal weapons on the floor further back into the room, and she was amazed at what she saw.  There were swords, of course, but there were also dozens of things she had never seen before or had only heard about.  Axes, hammers, knives, and a collection of other instruments of death greeted her, and all of them shone with the polished look of steel – or even titanium, which she had heard Palzerk mention the night before in the sword that he had received.   
 
      
 
    * Just look around and pick out what calls to you; keep in mind that you’re not limited to one weapon if you want more.  We’ll work it out from there. * 
 
      
 
    The voice only startled her for a moment, and she looked over everything, immediately looking at the swords because those were what she was accustomed to using.  As opposed to many others in her Warband, her own weapons rarely broke, because she used her Air energy to speed herself up enough to take advantage of its cutting edge to slice monsters apart.  She didn’t have quite the same sort of strength to slice them apart with powerful strikes, so she relied on speed and precision to get the job done.   
 
    With so many things to choose from, however, she looked them all over and – while they looked excellently crafted – none of them really called out to her.  Neither did the axes, hammers, and clubs she saw; there was a spear that looked intriguing, but she bypassed that as well because she imagined it would be harder to use with her speed.  It was only when she got to a collection of unusual weapons that she’d never even heard of – but could see the potential in – that she saw something that finally called out to her. 
 
    She picked it up and it immediately felt perfect for her.  It was what was essentially a double-bladed sword with extremely sharp blades on either end of a leather-wrapped grip; it felt perfectly balanced and she turned it in her hands so that it spun around a few times.  She had to use her Air energy to speed her hands up a little so as to not drop it, but it felt natural – and her energy automatically regenerated after she used it. 
 
    She smiled as she looked around, only to hear another primal scream coming from one of the others that came with her.  I think this might actually work out.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    The next week was a blur of activity for Sandra, but it was a good blur.  After the initial group of Orcish mercenaries arrived and were Bonded, they chose surprisingly different weapons, but each of them seemed to suit their style.  The Orc that Bonded first chose a double-bladed sword of all things, which seemed to work with her Air elemental energy because she could move quickly.  She ended up adding some enchantments to her armor that were also Air-based, which lightened them a little bit so that she was able to move around faster while using her energy.  She had plans to add some activation-based enchantments in the future, but for now it would do. 
 
    Three of the mercenaries had Fire as their element, which they used to increase their strength; they went with a spiked club, a mace, and a warhammer as their primary weapons, but they also all wanted hand axes.  Not to replace their blunt weapons, but because they wanted to try out throwing them so that they could have some longer-range capabilities.  Sandra was all for that, and she enchanted their armor to also make them a little more fleet of foot, allowing them to move faster while wearing the additional pieces they weren’t used to wearing.   
 
    One mercenary had Earth as his element and could make his skin literally rock hard, though a little slower; for his weapon he chose to use the spike-studded gauntlets Sandra had crafted, because when he punched something he could put the weight of heavy stone behind it.  His armor got enchanted with runes to strengthen them a little, because he seemed like he was going to need it if he was going to get in close enough to monsters to punch them.  
 
    The last two Orc mercenaries chose swords, though one took a greatsword that was nearly as tall as he was and the other took 2 short swords that he could dual-wield.  The dual-wielder had Natural as his elemental energy, and could use it to produce a highly venomous substance that coated his skin, which he could then wipe his sword edges on to transfer them to his weapons.  His armor also got some weight reduction, to allow him to move faster and infect whatever he was able to slice apart. 
 
    The Orc with the greatsword could use Holy as his elemental energy, which he could use to heal himself if he got hurt.  He professed not to be able to heal anyone else, as he still needed to practice extending his energy out of his body.  His armor got extra protection, because he seemed like he would be in the thick of the fight as well. 
 
    The first few hours, the mercenaries got acquainted with their weapons and practiced against each other; a few were injured in the process but were healed by her Repair Drones easily – which only made them fight harder knowing they could be healed of any of their injuries.  Their stamina and ferocity in wielding their weapons, as well as their adaptability in using something new was astounding, and by mid-day she knew they were ready enough to go out into the field.  They weren’t perfect at their chosen weapons yet, but they were starting to severely hurt each other as they were sparring, almost like it was some sort of game.  They needed an outlet. 
 
      
 
    * Chryla?  I have some…reinforcements for you. * 
 
      
 
    “Really?  Did Elder Herrlot and Echo finally come back?”   
 
      
 
    * No, unfortunately.  They aren’t Elven reinforcements… * 
 
      
 
    Sandra briefly explained what was going on not only to her, but to the other Rangers as well.  They were much more receptive than she thought they would be, but that could also be a result of their slight desperation.  “It’s strange, there’s no denying that, but we could use the help.  If you would, put them near the beast dungeon, as I can see them being much more useful there.  We haven’t seen any indication that another attack is imminent, but I have a feeling we’ll be seeing it soon.” 
 
    Chryla was right; seven Mechanical Dire Wolves borrowed from the Dwarves carried the Orcs to the area around the Beast dungeon, where they dropped them off just in time for the start of another, larger exodus of Beasts from the secondary entrance.  Sandra barely had time to make introductions before the attack was underway.  The Elves had shifted their own around at the arrival of the Orcs, so there were only 5 Rangers there to provide covering fire, though they had additional support in the form of 10 Wyvines and 300 Roaring Blademasters.   
 
    They were barely needed, though, as the Orcs tore through wave after wave of Beasts that emerged with a savagery that astonished Sandra and the Elves.  She had provided them all with an additional 5 Energy Orbs of their element, which were strung on a leather cord underneath their chest armor and pressed against their skin; the additional regeneration of their elemental energy was all the difference they needed to go wild.  They enhanced their bodies almost constantly as they waded through the monsters with deadly efficiency, the Energy Orbs barely keeping up with their use. 
 
    Most other people probably would’ve dropped in exhaustion from the constant use of energy, but not the Orcs; their endurance and fortitude (as well as their strength) was one of their foremost attributes, and it allowed them to push through the exhaustion.  It was only when two of the same green-furred Beasts that were killed by her Mobile Fortification emerged from the entrance that they ran into a problem.  As powerful as they were, the few hits they managed to land did almost nothing to the powerful Monsters, and they had barely escaped being sliced in half by the Beasts’ deadly claws. 
 
      
 
    * Fall back; we’ll have to let the Mobile Fortification take care of them. * 
 
      
 
    The berserk-like battle rage in the Orcs was almost their downfall… and turned out to be their salvation.  They refused to listen at first and the warhammer-wielding mercenary tried to go in for another attack, but he was caught by a swipe by one of the Monster’s hands, and just barely missed being sliced in half.  Regardless, he flew through the air from the impact and slammed up against a tree, where even all the armor he was wearing couldn’t save him.  His broken body fell to the ground, lifeless before he hit the dirt. 
 
    A roar that rivaled one of the Monsters’ emerged from the throats of the other mercenaries, and they all attacked with a greater ferocity than she had seen before.  Perceine, the Orc using the double-bladed sword, used her elemental energy to run forward and leap high into the air straight for the Beast’s head, where she rammed her weapon deep into its eye and into what Sandra suspected was its brain, before falling back to the ground bonelessly as the rapid expenditure of Air energy knocked her unconscious.  Bones were broken when she impacted the ground, and there were likely internal injuries, but she was alive.   
 
    The others concentrated on the second Beast, where they too expended most or all of their energy in a single or few uses.  They increased their strength enough to practically shear through one of the Beast’s legs with their strikes; the Earth-energy mercenary punched a knee so badly that the Monster lost its balance and fell down on its front; the dual-wielder stabbed it in the back and pumped venomous toxin into the wound, paralyzing the Beast, and the Holy-element wielding Orc seemed to shine with an inner light as he swung down his greatsword and cut through half of the Monster’s spine around its neck. 
 
    “Uh…what was that?”  Chryla had been one of the Rangers that had been assisting the mercenaries, and she was astonished at what had happened.  One of the Orcs was dead, while the others were unconscious after using all of their elemental energy. 
 
      
 
    * It seems as though they can be a little…hard to control at times.  Fortunately, it looks like their rage is all focused on the Monsters, so you shouldn’t have any problems from them. * 
 
      
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
    They recovered from their unconsciousness fairly quickly, though they were finally exhausted when they woke up.  Luckily, there were no other breakouts at that time, so they were able to heal them up via a nearby Repair Drone and then to rest when she sent them back to Grongbak.  There, they took possession of one of the huts, and were instructed by Sandra not to mention anything about her dungeon. 
 
    “There won’t be any problems with that.  I barely believe it myself, and we are all too grateful for what you’ve provided to want to jeopardize that,” Perceine said as they were getting ready to sleep for the night, their weapons close by in case they were needed. 
 
      
 
    * But…one of your friends died today?  Are you sure that you’re still grateful? * 
 
      
 
    Perceine laughed quietly, not wanting to disturb the others.  “He died exactly the way we would all like to die – fighting a monster.  It’s the challenge that we crave, what we live for, and you’ve provided exactly what we needed.” 
 
    It was a strange way to look at it, but Sandra thought she understood.  She wasn’t going to complain, either, because she’d rather they be grateful than resentful for letting one of their number perish. 
 
    The days blended into one another after that.  It took all of one day for more Warbands to come and take the deal of exchanging their members for weapons and armor, providing her with more mercenaries.  With the help of her original 7—6, now—it was much easier to get them caught up to speed with their new life, and every single one of them was thoroughly appreciative of the opportunity that she had given them, as well as the Energy Orbs, weapons, and armor.  They were especially happy to hear that she was going to let them all keep what they were using after they finished their year helping with mercenary work. 
 
    All four dungeons continued to try their best to break out of their entrances, to varying success.  There were a few occasions where the Rangers and Orcs had to retreat back to the village and fight from there, which was made a little easier to convince them to do after the first deadly fight when they didn’t listen to Sandra and one of their number perished as a result.  The Mobile Fortifications proved to be the savior of the day, as well as her Aerie Roc that she had flying around the wastelands in case it was needed.  Though to be fair, the Rangers had done a superb job of keeping the Slimes contained, eliminating further Dragon Slimes before they could transform outside of the dungeon.   
 
    The third day of besieging the entrances saw a change in the behavior of the Beasts and Slimes, and then later the Goblins and Golems.  A half day of extra time in between assaults led to a massive exodus out of each secondary entrance, so much that the teams watching the smaller, main entrance were pulled away.  As soon as that happened and they were engaged at the main battle near each dungeon, swarms of smaller Dungeon Monsters emerged from the main entrance, scattering to all parts of the Core’s Area of Influence instead of trying to attack. 
 
    That led to even more constructs being built to attempt to cover everything, and Sandra managed to make enough constructs so that each dungeon was fully covered at all hours of the day.  There were at least 1,000 constructs on each entrance of various kinds, except for the Golems, where there were only 250 Apes armed with enchanted warhammers.  Still, 250 Apes was a significant number that could absolutely devastate any Golems that emerged, including the newer Iron Golems that had started to make an appearance. 
 
    Things eventually became a stalemate; the Cores were having no success getting many – or any – of their Monsters out of their dungeon, and every time they tried the combined forces of Elves, Dwarves, and Orcs (along with Sandra’s own constructs and Dungeon Monsters) were able to fight them back, though not without casualties.  By the fifth day after the first seven arrived, a total of 4 out of the 52 Orcs that had joined her growing force or mercenaries had been killed, though none of the Orcs seemed to care overly much; instead they celebrated the deceased with more carnage and all agreed that they had died well.  Strange people. 
 
    There were so many mercenaries staying in Grongbak now that Sandra had needed to send along supplies to build some more huts; a small fleet of 4 Animated Slabs arrived with large sheets of Pine Wood, simple hammers, and Iron nails in small crates that they could use to easily put them together.  It took a small demonstration by a Steelclad Ape Warrior to show them how to use the nails, because they normally built their huts out of wood, dried grass, and a clay-like substance that worked remarkably like glue.  They didn’t have extra metal lying about for something like nails, so it was new to them. 
 
    She also sent along beds and many other things to furnish the new huts, which wasn’t much of a hassle and she felt responsible for them.  Therefore, anything she could provide to make their experience as mercenaries more comfortable was worth it in the end.  Whether or not they appreciated it she could never tell, but she knew they appreciated all of the martial items she provided, as well as the constant fighting. 
 
    The first few batches of Ale were also finished, though Teving wasn’t satisfied with half of them.  He said that he had messed up the recipe on those and they had to be dumped, and even aging couldn’t help them.  However, the other half he said were more than acceptable and he stored them away…after a huge celebration where at least half of the barrels that had been crafted were cracked open and consumed.  Now that he had dialed in what worked, Teving was confident that the rest would be to his exacting specifications…including a batch for his girlfriend Glencha, who preferred the more-bitter taste of a particular style of Ale. 
 
    Things were looking good, which was always where it started to go wrong.  It didn’t seem that way at first, though. 
 
    After the last unsuccessful attempt to break out from their dungeons on day 5, the 4 Cores went silent.  After a day, there still wasn’t any sign that they were going to attack, which only made Sandra create more constructs in the event that they tried again the next day with such a large number of Dungeon Monsters that her forces might have trouble containing them.  It was during the evening on the 6th day that the Golem Core upgraded its Core Size.  An hour later, the Beasts did the same, then the Goblins a half-hour after that, and finally the Slimes a short 10 minutes later.  That wouldn’t have been all that bad, considering that the Elves, Dwarves, and Orcs were able to still keep them contained…but their new AOIs stretched all the way inside the wastelands, overlapped each other, and put Sandra’s own dungeon right smack in the middle of the two groups of Cores. 
 
    A bare hour after all of the Cores had completed their upgrades, the unthinkable started to happen. 
 
    Winxa?  I’m pretty sure you told me before, but could you remind me again about other Cores not being able to tunnel into my dungeon? 
 
    “What?  Why?” 
 
    Because all four of the Cores that we have been fighting against have now started to create a large tunnel using – what I’m assuming is – the same Bulk Elimination technique I’ve been using…and they are heading straight into the middle of the wastelands. 
 
    “Oh…my.  Well, they will not be able to absorb the material surrounding your dungeon, as it is technically not inside of their Area of Influence.  Just like you cannot affect their dungeons from where you are or even manipulate anything aboveground, it’s impossible for them to do anything to it.”  Winxa shrugged as if it were of no concern. 
 
    Umm…does that apply to their Dungeon Monsters as well? 
 
    “What do you mean—oh.”  She seemed to think about it for a moment.  “I’m not sure, but I also don’t remember there being any specific occurrences of anything like that in the past.” 
 
    Great.  So, what you’re telling me is that if one of those Golems, for example, walks through a tunnel 4 miles long that ends right next to my dungeon and then beats on the stone surrounding my rooms and tunnels, they’ll be able to break through? 
 
    Winxa hesitated again, swallowing audibly.  “I cannot confirm nor deny that.” 
 
    Sandra was going to take that as a “yes”.  She immediately let Chryla and the Rangers, Delarthe and the Shieldmen, and Perceine and the Orc mercenaries know what was going on and not to necessarily expect there to be any more action over the next day or so, but to be ready just in case.  The Elves and Dwarves were visibly relieved…and of course the Orcs were disappointed. 
 
      
 
    * Don’t be too down.  I think the brand-new dungeons will be opening up in a day or two, so we’ll certainly need some help to start culling them. * 
 
      
 
    That seemed to mollify them a little, though they still seemed eager for a fight.  Regardless, they stayed around the Beast Core’s entrances and sparred lightly among themselves, as Sandra had forbidden them from doing any serious damage that would need healing; they understood, at least, because they were aware by that time that they would be stuck in one place as they were healed and therefore would be out of the fight if another assault occurred. 
 
    As for Sandra, she spent all of her incoming Mana and even some of her Reserves turning the walls of her dungeon from plain stone to thick Steel, though she left a thin layer of stone on the inside for effect.  For her Home room, she made the walls 2 feet thick, though as she expanded outward from there she only made them 10 inches thick; if that wasn’t enough to stop them, then she expected them to at least stop whatever was trying to get inside long enough to formulate some sort of response.  She also knew that she’d probably be able to repair some of the damage that was done from the outside, though not all of it; it was better than it being made of stone at least. 
 
    Once the main dungeon was complete the next morning – which was everything except the Boss room in her Roc tunnel – the four Cores had stretched their tunnels nearly half of the way to either her dungeon or a section of her Roc tunnel.  She estimated that they would probably reach far enough to bust through a stone wall by the time night fell again, so she spent all her energy towards finishing everything else.  It was going to be a tight race to see who would finish first, though if she absolutely had to, she would raid her treasury for more Mana, or else make the Steel walls thinner at first and then fill them in later. 
 
    Sandra was more than half done with the tunnel by the late afternoon and was making good progress – when she received a bit of a nudge from her Shears that were hovering over the Orc village of Grongbak.  All of the mercenaries were out by the Beast dungeon entrances, so that wasn’t what alerted her Shears, nor was it another Warband looking to enter the village and do an exchange with those there.  In fact, it wasn’t anywhere near the village, but instead was near the southern forest border near the Elves. 
 
      
 
    * Hey, Kelerim…what does your father look like? * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Wyrlin wasn’t as exhausted as he had been when the Orcs had force-marched them to Rothgar Bloodskull’s traveling encampment, but he was still tired.  Fortunately, every night just after darkness fell – because the Orcs were apparently masochists and wanted to run all the way until they couldn’t see anymore – they would set up their camp and rest for the night, which meant that he and the other Elves with him could sleep more than a few hours.  Of course, 6 hours was just about all they received because the entire camp woke up again before the sun even came up to break it down and get moving again.  Sure, it was exhausting, but at least he didn’t have to help set anything up or tear it down. 
 
    Strangely, he found that after nearly a week of moving towards the wastelands after their meeting with the Warlord, he was getting used to the speed of their travel and his feet didn’t feel like they wanted to fall off at the end of the day anymore. 
 
    But now they had finally arrived at the edge of the wastelands, just himself, his band of five dozen Rangers and whatnot, the Elites including Fyola and Mercyll, Rothgar Bloodskull, and…nearly 3,500 Orc Warriors that were part of the Bloodskull Warband.  If this wasn’t enough of a force to destroy the dungeon, then they were doomed already. 
 
    “We’re avoiding Grongbak because I don’t want any questions of what we’re doing out here,” Rothgar had told them earlier, which was why their force was hugging the treeline to the south of the border village.  “There are very few…shall we say, rules, in our land of what we can and can’t do.  One of those would be not to take a force outside of our lands to attempt to invade somewhere else, because we can’t afford a war with the Dwarves, the Gnomes, or even you Elves.  This isn’t precisely the same thing, but it could be seen that way if we’re not careful.” 
 
    Wyrlin couldn’t care less if the Warlord got in trouble from what they were doing, as long as he and his army of Orc Warriors – the apparent equivalent to Elven Elites, though not quite as powerful individually – helped him destroy the blasted dungeon in the middle of the wastelands.  That time, fortunately, would be coming very quickly; if he judged the time and distances right, they would be there at least by the time dusk settled over the wastelands, and hopefully an hour or less after that the task would be done.  
 
    They had avoided nearly all contact with any other Warbands as they made their way to the border with the wastelands, and that trend continued as they transitioned into the barren land of the area separating the four different lands nearby.  Though he couldn’t see it yet, Wyrlin looked off to the south where he knew Avensglen was located; I’ve come full circle here, now it’s time to end this.   
 
    For most of their journey, the entire force had been at a steady jog as they traveled, but soon after they entered the wastelands they slowed to a fast walk. 
 
    “What’s wrong?  Let’s go finish this,” Wyrlin asked, directing his attention towards the Warlord. 
 
    “You’ve never destroyed a dungeon before, have you?” 
 
    He thought about lying, but figured it wouldn’t help matters.  “No, I haven’t – but I’ve killed thousands of monsters, so this can’t be much different.” 
 
    Rothgar laughed cruelly, before mocking him.  “This can’t be much different?  Oh, how wrong you are.” 
 
    Fyola chimed in then, to Wyrlin’s annoyance.  “Dungeon hearts can somehow sense when a group is coming to destroy them, so they tend to do anything they can to stop them from even arriving at their dungeon.  It’s better to go slower so that we don’t run into an ambush and unnecessarily get some of us killed.” 
 
    That made sense, but as they were so close he was getting impatient at any delay.  There was no way for him to speed them up, however, so he fumed inside his head while he walked quickly along.  It seemed like it was a waste of time, however, as over the next hour they didn’t encounter even a single monster.  Wyrlin had already told the others what to expect, or at least what he had seen of the strange metal creatures that the dungeon had command over, and they were as prepared as they were going to get – but there was no ambush, no delaying tactics, and no evidence that there was a dungeon out there at all. 
 
    “Are you sure there is a dungeon out here, boy?”  The Warlord seemed highly skeptical and now a little suspicious.  “There doesn’t seem to be any sign that anything has lived out here since this place was destroyed hundreds of years ago.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s out here; we have the knowledge from some of our Elites that visited it and were corrupted by its influence, so we know it exists.  Wyrlin is the only one that has actually seen the entrance, however,” Fyola added reluctantly. 
 
    His importance made him feel a little better and he walked straighter because of it.  “That’s right.  In fact, it should be just over that rise right…there.”  He pointed off into the distance, which seemed close but was at least another mile away. 
 
    Wyrlin had never approached from their current position to the northeast of the dungeon, but he thought he recognized the rock formations on the hill ahead.  After a short time where they cautiously traveled to the hill and climbed over it, he was positive that he found it.  Until he looked just past where he thought it would be and saw that the very landscape had changed in a strange way. 
 
    “What…what happened here?” Mercyll asked, looking down at the concave shape in the dirt and rock of the small valley in front of them.  To Wyrlin, it looked as if something had perfectly scooped out a portion of the landscape and then made it disappear.  Regardless of what it was, he looked around and saw the entrance about 500 feet to the west. 
 
    “I have no idea; it didn’t look like this when I was here last.  The entrance is over there, though – you can see the shadow indicating where it’s hidden in the side of the hill there.  Let’s go!”  Wyrlin started to walk, but he was called to stop by Fyola.  I’m starting to have second thoughts on killing her myself now.  I doubt we need her help anymore, especially with all these Orcs that came with us. 
 
    “Hold.  I don’t like the look of this; I smell a trap here.  It’s quite possible that whatever did this is still around and will kill us all if we walk into that entrance.” 
 
    “What are we supposed to do, then?  Go home after coming all this way,” he scoffed at the Elite leader.  “I found the entrance for you, so now we can go in, take care of a little dungeon destruction, and then go our separate ways.” 
 
    Everyone seemed to ignore him as Fyola and the Elites looked at each other and then at the Warlord, seeming to communicate in some way that Wyrlin didn’t understand, before Rothgar shrugged.  “If you think you can get in, I’m all for it.  I’d rather not risk our lives without any other option.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, we should be able to get in.  There isn’t a stone wall that could keep me out from a secondary entrance that I’ve met yet.” 
 
    Secondary entrance?  “What are you talking about?  There isn’t any secondary entrance that I’m aware of.” 
 
    “That’s because it’s usually hidden extremely well and blocked off, but it’s what allows dungeons to send out their larger monsters out into the world.  Most of their entrances are too small for anything larger than something our size to emerge, so how do you think the more powerful dungeons send out the more powerful monsters?  There’s always a secondary entrance, especially if the dungeon has been open for more than a few weeks.” 
 
    Fyola’s lecturing and condescending attitude was nearly enough for Wyrlin to strike out at her, but he held himself together with amazing fortitude.  Just put up with this for a little while longer and then you’ll never have to see her again.  Hopefully because she dies, but I’ll take a forced separation for life, too. 
 
    “Ferio!  Grab a couple of Rangers and search out the area for this second entrance.  I’m sure that you know what I’m talking about,” the Elite leader continued, stressing the word as she glanced at Wyrlin.  He felt his knuckles pop as he squeezed his fists together, barely restraining himself at her continued insolence. 
 
    It took less than an hour for one of the Rangers to find what they suspected was this “secondary entrance”, which turned out to be about a mile to the north and a little east.  Wyrlin looked at the entrance to the dungeon that was so close and shook his head as he followed the entire group to the north.  After the evidence of…something…in front of the main entrance, they took special care to look for any potential traps or ambushes along the way, going even slower now as dusk settled over the wastelands and the light from the sky started to fade. 
 
    There was still plenty of light to see this secondary entrance, however, which was located in a small dip in the valley.  There was a large, solid-looking perfectly square stone block that had to have been 50-feet wide on each side that was angled slightly into the ground.  It wasn’t right at the surface, but just underneath the lip of the dirt around it, and its uniformity was a sure sign that it was blocking off something important.  I can’t stand that she was right. 
 
    “Alright, stand back and let me do my thing,” Fyola abruptly said, striding towards the stone block purposefully.  Wyrlin suspected he knew what she was about to do, but the sheer energy and focus needed to do it was so far out of his range that it was hard to comprehend. 
 
    She stood in front of the second entrance for a few seconds, staring intently at the stone wall blocking them from access.  Suddenly, she raised her hands and pointed them towards the obstacle in their way and a giant stream of brown Earth energy shot out and collided with the wall; with a twist of her wrists like she was trying to wrench something and a snarl on her face that made her even less attractive to Wyrlin – he didn’t even think that was possible – he heard a giant crack that reverberated over the wasteland valley and slightly hurt his ears.  He looked at the stone block and saw a massive crack in the middle, which widened significantly even as he stared at it.  Within 30 seconds, the crack covered the entire surface of the stone…and then with another painful snap, the block crumbled apart, falling inwards towards the massive tunnel that was swiftly revealed. 
 
    Fyola sagged as she fell to her knees, breathing hard from the incredible amount of energy she had just spent.  Wyrlin was suddenly glad he hadn’t tried to kill the Elite before this, because the display of power frankly frightened him.  He couldn’t even imagine what she could do in her defense if her life were on the line. 
 
    “See…I told you,” she panted out, before getting to her feet.  “Now, let’s go,” she said, smiling cruelly at Wyrlin.  That smug little—  She knows exactly how impressive that was, and I can’t even say anything.  I can’t even imagine being able to control that much energy. 
 
    Rothgar shouted a command in Orcish and teams of Warriors strode forth over the massive blocks of shattered stone and into the tunnel awaiting them.  Shortly after nearly 300 of them went inside, Wyrlin and the other Elves followed behind.  As he picked his way over the pieces of the wall that had been blocking them, he couldn’t help but notice that it was only perhaps a foot thick.  It seemed like a thin protection if it were supposed to keep people out, though it wasn’t like he’d seen one shattered before, so this might just be normal.  Regardless, he couldn’t help but be fascinated as he walked inside a dungeon for the first time.   
 
    The stone was smooth, as if it were carved with something other than tools, showing a perfection that appeared impossible to achieve unless someone used something like elemental Energy.  Wyrlin intuitively knew that this was precisely what was used, or at least some sort of energy analog, to create the entrance.  He had honestly really questioned exactly what it was that made these dungeons work, and even how there seemed to be an endless number of monsters that roamed the forests; if they used energy, though, then it made a little more sense to him.  He thought he might be able to use his own Earth energy to do it, but only on a ridiculously small scale; not even Fyola would likely be able to do more than a few feet of a tunnel this size. 
 
    He suddenly realized why it took an experienced group of Elites to destroy a dungeon, and even then it wasn’t guaranteed.  To take down something that could build this was almost incomprehensible to someone like him, who didn’t have quite the power or control over his Element like the Elites with him did. 
 
    But it’s more than just Elites with us – we have thousands of Orcs, too.  Suddenly, as if his thoughts about them caused them harm, Wyrlin heard screams of pain and rage erupting from behind him and outside the entrance.  He turned back to help, but Rothgar was there in front of him, putting his hand out. 
 
    “It looks like the dungeon finally decided to attack us.  Don’t worry, we have plenty of Warriors available to take care of them – there can’t be that many.  Let’s keep going because every minute of delay gives them another minute to spawn more monsters.” 
 
    Wyrlin was slightly torn on whether to help those outside and continuing on, but the thought that this was all a delaying tactic in order to create more monsters made his decision for him.  He looked around and estimated that about 500 Orc Warriors were with them inside the secondary entrance, along with his entire group of Rangers – and Fyola and the other Elites, of course.  This should do well enough.  “Fine – let’s kill this thing and get out.” 
 
    With determination in their hearts, the screams of the dying and the roaring of the monsters outside echoing in their ears, and with their weapons in their hands or spells at the ready, Wyrlin and the others journeyed deeper into the dungeon entrance.  Not once did he stop and think why the metal monsters outside were roaring. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    It was a fortunate set of circumstances that led the invading army of Orcs and Elves to attack Sandra’s Roc tunnel instead of her main entrance.  First, she did what she could to seal up the roof of the workshop, which looked horrible if she were honest; she couldn’t build all the way to the top because that would be the same as trying to manipulate things aboveground.  Instead, she built a stone roof that sat right underneath the massive hole that was created by the Gravitational Devastation Sphere, but it didn’t blend all that well and it was extremely obvious that it didn’t belong.  Regardless, it was technically hidden and that – along with the obvious destruction left by the Sphere – aided in the decision by the group to locate and assault her other entrance. 
 
    As soon as she heard they were planning on doing that, she immediately sealed up her Roc tunnel with a thin wall of stone.  She theoretically could’ve put hundreds of feet of stone inside, but preventing entry wasn’t the point of the wall.  If she had left it empty, they probably would’ve thought it was some sort of trick, or a trap – or at least that’s what she would’ve thought.  She wanted it to look like there was an effort to hide and seal it up, and that they would have to use some effort to open it up.  After seeing the brown color in the robe of what appeared to be the leader of a group of Elite Elves, she knew that she wouldn’t have too much trouble cracking it open.  That was exactly what she wanted, too, because if they all entered through her main entrance, her traps and constructs would be quickly overwhelmed by sheer numbers. 
 
    When Sandra had first seen them and described what she saw to Kelerim, he had immediately identified the massive Orc in charge as his father, so she could understand – as crazy as it was – why the enormous Warband was there.  What she couldn’t figure out was why there were Elves with them, because she thought she had established a relationship with them; it was a bit tenuous, granted, but she didn’t think it warranted helping Kelerim’s father destroy her Core.  She was only confused for a short time, because she soon recognized one of the Elves: Wyrlin, the Ranger that had treated Echo so badly and had left to stir up trouble.  Obviously, Echo’s estimate that it could take months or years for him to gather enough support was sorely inaccurate. 
 
    So, that solved the mystery of why they were all there, if not how they combined forces, but at that point it didn’t really matter.  Sandra briefly thought about recalling all of her constructs and Dungeon Monsters helping to defend the entrances to the 4 dungeons in Dwarven and Elven territory, but she held off; she was worried that if she got rid of all the defenders there, the Cores would have very little preventing them from roaming all around their Areas of Influence.  She also didn’t pull back her mercenaries to help defend because she didn’t want Orc killing Orc, though she did accept one volunteer to help talk to Kelerim’s father before he made a grave mistake.   
 
    That person, Perceine, was currently inside the Roc tunnel near her first room, ready to give a speech to warn them off from attacking her dungeon.  She had numerous precautions in place to protect her from retribution, including an insanely powerful Light Shield that was powered by Energy Orbs, and with her ability to move extremely fast with her Air energy, she should be able to escape down the tunnel before any attacks hit her.  Plus, the Goblin Foremen were assembled to throw themselves in front of any projectiles or spells thrown her way, so in Sandra’s opinion there shouldn’t be any danger to her.   
 
    Everything was going as Sandra had planned, but the tunneling Dungeon Cores weren’t playing nice.  When the whole situation with the invading Orc and Elf army was going on, each of their extensive tunnels were approaching her dungeon.  Right around the time they were deciding to attack her secondary entrance, the first of the Cores – the Golems – reached the section right outside of her Home room.  While she couldn’t see into their tunnel, she could certainly hear their efforts to find a way through the 2 feet of solid Steel she had covering the entire exterior of the room.   
 
    The horrendous bangs of what she assumed were frustrated Golems trying to break through alerted the Dwarven villagers, to whom she hadn’t really mentioned what was going on. 
 
    “Sandra, what is that horrible racket?” Glencha asked as she was monitoring her Distilleries.  She was the closest to her Home room, and the noise easily reached her.   
 
      
 
    * Oh, it’s the Golem-Classification Dungeon Core trying to smash their way into my Home room here.  They, as well as the Goblin Core near your old village and the two dungeons in the Elven territory, have tunneled towards my dungeon.  I don’t think they appreciate my interference in not allowing them to have any Dungeon Monsters outside of their dungeon. *  
 
      
 
    “Uh…aren’t you worried?  And for that matter, what if they try to get in here?”  The Distiller looked at the walls as if they were going to start caving in at any time. 
 
      
 
    * Don’t worry, when I saw them coming, I sealed every room and tunnel in my entire dungeon with solid Steel walls.  I’m still finishing the rest of the large tunnel denoting my second entrance, but the rest should be good to go.  You have 10 inches of solid Steel protecting you, so I wouldn’t worry too much; if it appears there will be an issue, I may need to move you – but I doubt it will come to that. * 
 
      
 
    She still seemed unsure, but took Sandra’s explanation and assurance as fact as the Dwarf tried to ignore the banging and continued with her work.  As for the Dungeon Core, she could see the outside of the Steel wall in her Home room starting to slightly deform, but it was more cosmetic damage than anything else.  At least, at first; after about a minute, even louder bangs could be heard and the aesthetically pleasing stone layer she had along the inside of her room started to crack from the pressure behind. 
 
    Fortunately, her abilities as a Dungeon Core allowed her to repair the stone easily with a small application of Mana; as for the Steel wall, it started to bend inwards a little from whatever was constantly attacking it, but after another 5 minutes the banging stopped when there wasn’t much more progress made in actually getting through the wall.  Sandra thought they had given up too early, because she could just imagine that a day or more of constant banging would probably allow them access.  Of course, if they indeed tried that, she would keep adding layers of Steel from the inside, making it even harder for them to get in.  Regardless of what they tried, Sandra was not going to allow them to force their way in her Home.   
 
    They were going to have to use the front door like everyone else.  Or the back door, at least, which the Orcs and rebel Elves were going to be using soon. 
 
    When there was no progress being made by the Golems, using her vision of her Area of Influence she saw them digging all around their tunnel, seeing Steel walls everywhere they tried.  The Goblins arrived soon after and tried in a completely different spot on the outside of her Home room, and then one of the nearby tunnels, but all they found was Steel as well.  They didn’t have nearly the same sort of power to smash into and deform the Steel walls as the Golems did, so they were a whole lot less effective and gave up within a minute of trying. 
 
    The Beasts arrived next and attempted to scratch and slam their way inside, but even with what she assumed was one of the massive green-furred Monsters trying to claw its way inside, they weren’t having much luck.  Its sharp claws might have been able to completely shear through a tree trunk, but solid Steel was something else entirely; Sandra could see gouges made in the metal after a while, but since the entire face of it wasn’t deformed and pushed inwards – like the Golems, who basically “extended” their dungeon tunnel – she was able to repair the damage almost instantly.  
 
    What worried her the most was when the Slimes attacked, because she had already seen that their acidic nature could eat through metal after a while.  However, when they were only about 100 feet from reaching her dungeon with their tunnel, they suddenly started to tunnel at an angle towards the surface, along with the other Cores – at the exact same time.   
 
    Ok, Winxa, I’m convinced that now they are all communicating somehow.  I wonder, are the enhancements they are receiving allowing them to speak to each other somehow? 
 
    “I…am not aware of that being something they could do.  You have to remember, it’s been many, many years since there has been any serious incidence of these enhancements taking place and I can’t remember if that was part of them.”  The Dungeon Fairy could only raise her hands in supplication, looking apologetic. 
 
    That’s ok, Winxa.  It doesn’t really matter now; if I know that if something happens to one of them, then all of them will find out shortly thereafter, then that will help me with my plans.  She wasn’t sure how that would help, but at least knowing had to be a benefit.  Right? 
 
    Regardless of their mysterious ability to communicate, the immediate problem wasn’t necessarily that the Cores were tunneling to the surface, it was where they were tunneling to the surface that concerned her.  Instead of angling to emerge near her main entrance, they were instead aiming for her secondary entrance. 
 
    This isn’t good. 
 
    The army of Orcs and Elves were walking into an ambush, but it wasn’t one of Sandra’s making.  By the time she realized where the Cores were going, the people trying to destroy her Core were already at her stone wall sealing up her Roc tunnel.  As she had suspected, the Elite Elf leader, whose name she hadn’t been able to overhear quite yet – despite having Clockwork Tarantulas hidden everywhere over the landscape hiding perfectly still and listening in – used her Earth elemental energy to shatter her temporary obstacle so they could get inside.  It was actually an impressive use of her energy in the form of a powerful spell, and not for the first time Sandra wished she were a little more adept at casting spells through her Shapeshifters than she was.  She could do some of the simple things that Echo had shown her, but more complex spells were a bit more hit and miss; she’d much rather craft enchantments to some of the same things. 
 
      
 
    * Perceine, just a warning.  The tunnels that the dungeons were creating towards my own dungeon couldn’t get inside, so now they are apparently going to attempt to come through my secondary entrance.  You know, where you’re standing right now, and an army of your people are trying to come in? * 
 
      
 
    For the first time, a flash of pure fear overcame the Orc mercenary’s face, but it was gone in a flash; if Sandra wasn’t looking right at her, she probably would’ve missed the raw emotion’s appearance.   
 
    “I saw and heard the wall collapse, so they will be here soon.  Do you want me to move up?” Perceine asked, looking around at the lifeless-looking Goblin Foremen that were surrounding her for extra protection. 
 
      
 
    * No, I want you safe.  I’m bringing in the other mercenaries to help out, as well as the Elven Rangers and Dwarven Shieldmen.  As much as I loathe that they want to kill me, nor do I want them all slaughtered unnecessarily. * 
 
      
 
    “It was their choice to come here, so it’s their choice to die.” 
 
      
 
    * That’s a grim way to look at it, but I can’t say I disagree.  However, I would still rather not have to kill them all, because your land can’t afford to lose so many of your people, and a Warlord as well. * 
 
      
 
    “Wait, you didn’t mention that there was a Warlord out there,” Perceine suddenly said, as Sandra watched the first few Orc Warriors climb over the rubble of the stone wall.  “Do you know which one it is?” 
 
      
 
    * It’s the Bloodskull Warlord, for sure, but I have to admit that I forgot to ask what his first name is. * 
 
      
 
    Another flash of fear suffused Perceine’s face for a moment before she composed herself.  “I’ve heard that the Bloodskull Warlord is known to be fairly reasonable if he’s in a good mood, but when he wants something badly enough he cannot be deterred.  Why would he be here in the first place?” 
 
      
 
    * Uh, well, I’m afraid that’s my fault.  His son, Razochek, decided that I needed to be destroyed as well, and though I tried to deter him, I was forced to kill him when he invaded my dungeon. * 
 
      
 
    Sandra left Kelerim out of the conversation there, because although the Half-Dwarf/Half-Orc had technically done the deed, it was all basically because of Sandra that it had happened in the first place.   
 
    “Oh, well, I guess that explains it.”  The mercenary squared her shoulders up and waited for the invaders to arrive. 
 
    Shortly after the Elven rebels, Kelerim’s father, and approximately 500 Orc Warriors entered the Roc tunnel, the 4 hostile Dungeon Cores finished their newest additions to their own tunnels and emerged onto the surface.  Whether they knew there would be a meal waiting for them up there was a moot point, because as soon as they caught sight of 3,000 Orcs slowly trying to file into the secondary entrance, they swarmed to the feast with only a few seconds of hesitation. 
 
    The Orc Warriors, despite having no warning of the attack, rallied remarkably well.  Wielding only slightly better Iron swords than the ones she saw most of the local Warbands using, they immediately counterattacked with the same sort of savagery that Sandra was accustomed to seeing in her mercenaries.  Beasts were hacked apart with wild abandon, sometimes literally ripped apart with bare hands; Goblins were swarmed in turn, delimbed and decapitated with occasional joy on the faces of the Warriors as they did it; Slimes were attacked so quickly and thoroughly that they were split into dozens of pieces as their nuclei were destroyed; most of the Golems were hacked apart as well, though the process was very rough on the Orc’s weaponry.   
 
    The casualties on the Orcs’ side were growing significantly, as well.  The slam of Mana being funneled into her shortly after the massive battle began above her dungeon staggered her mind.  Hundreds of Orcs were killed within the first few seconds, and hundreds of thousands of units of Mana were inserted into her Core nearly instantly, and it was all she could do to keep up with it.  Sandra used most of it to create more constructs – Mechanical Dire Wolves and Jaguar Queens, as well as Titanium Anacondas (which were all fast enough to reach the battle from her main entrance quickly) – and sent them to help the Orcs.  Sandra’s mercenaries, the Shieldmen with their constructs, and the Elves with their Wyvines were on their way as well, though it would take nearly 10 minutes for the first to arrive. 
 
    While the constant influx of Mana from the deaths of the Orcs wasn’t exactly unwelcome, the emotional impact on her mind certainly was.  Each death and subsequent spike in Mana was like a jab at her psyche, as she realized that people were dying and though she was taking actions to stop it, a small part of her mind wanted it to continue.  Each death made Sandra that much more powerful and that part inside her Core that encouraged the death was steadily growing stronger and louder in her mind. 
 
    She was able to hold on to her sanity, though barely, because she had to; if she let go, there was no telling what would happen.  She identified that part of her that was telling her to help the other Dungeon Monsters and sequestered it to a portion of her mind that she did her best to ignore, though it was hard.  Her only hope was that Perceine would be able to convince Kelerim’s father and the rebel Elves to help the Orcs dying outside instead of pursuing their objective of destroying her Core.   
 
    Within minutes of the battle outside starting, the group inside her Roc tunnel journeyed far enough to see Perceine and the Goblins surrounding her for protection. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?  What is a Warrior doing down here?” the Warlord immediately stepped forward and asked Perceine. 
 
    Sandra watched and concentrated on the entire exchange, while she tried to ignore the death and destruction happening up above.   
 
    “My name is unimportant; I’m a mercenary working under the direction of this dungeon.  She asks that you turn around and help our people because they are being slaughtered behind you.” 
 
    “Being slaughtered by this dungeon!  Why are you working with such an abomination?”  The Ranger known as Wyrlin asked the question with anger in his voice before he turned away and said to the others with him, “See, I told you that this dungeon seems to be able to influence people, just like they did with my Echo and our Elites sent to destroy it.  Now it seems to have made slaves of your people, too.”  The Warlord seemed to ignore the Ranger, but Sandra could tell that he was listening. 
 
    “You don’t understand!” Perceine shouted.  “Those monsters out there aren’t from this dungeon; they’re from four different dungeons surrounding the wastelands from the Elven and Dwarven lands.  I as well as nearly 50 others have been employed by Sandra to fight those dungeons, and now it’s trying to destroy her because she’s preventing them from expanding.”  Perceine pleaded with them and was sincere in her explanation, but it fell on deaf ears. 
 
    “Sandra?” Wyrlin said with a question in his voice, as if he was trying to recall something.  “That’s the name of this dungeon heart?  I seem to remember it from what Echo had mentioned, so now I’m sure that this is the right one.  It has you under its influence and you don’t even know it.  Even if those monsters are from other dungeons, I bet it summoned them when it found out we were coming to destroy it.”  The scorn in his voice was almost visible, it was so thick. 
 
      
 
    * Honestly, I think it was just horrible timing; I don’t think the other Cores knew that they were even here until they emerged near this tunnel. * 
 
      
 
    Perceine relayed that, but as the sounds of fighting and dying Orcs and Monsters continued to reach them inside the tunnel from outside, the invading group were starting to get restless.  “This is just a delaying tactic.  We need to keep moving if we’re going to destroy this dungeon heart before it’s too late,” the Elite leader suddenly said, which got nods from everyone else. 
 
    “Move aside and don’t interfere,” the Warlord said to Perceine.  “If you were indeed under the influence of this dungeon, then we’ll deal with you after we destroy it.” 
 
    “You don’t understand what you’re doing—” the mercenary began, not backing down, but was interrupted by the ravings of Wyrlin. 
 
    “No!  She deserves to die for helping the enemy!” he said, just before raising his bow and letting an arrow fly.  Sandra could see the tell-tale sign that he had applied an Earth-type spell to his projectile as it was released.  Sandra didn’t even have time to warn Perceine, but it wasn’t necessary; the mercenary used her Air energy to fling her to the side, out of the arrow’s path.  Instead of hitting her, it hit a Goblin standing behind her, hitting its chest armor so hard that it dented the plates inside; the impact also caused the enchantment connected to the armor to go off, which released a cloud of Nether energy in front of the Goblin even as it was knocked backwards.   
 
    No one stopped the Ranger from firing again, instead watching passionlessly as Perceine dodged backwards, and the second arrow pierced through the eye of another Goblin, who died instantly from the wound.   
 
      
 
    * Run!  You can’t fight them all yourself; I have plenty of defenses here to stop them. * 
 
      
 
    Her mercenaries had learned the value of listening to Sandra, and with the odds so stacked against her there was no point in staying.  That, plus the fact that she probably didn’t want to fight with her own people – as misguided as they were – probably factored into the way Perceine practically danced her way around the Goblins protecting her as she fled. 
 
    “You honorless coward!  Warriors don’t run from a fight!” Kelerim’s father suddenly said as he snatched an Iron sword from a nearby member of his Warband, cocked it back behind his shoulder, and then threw the weapon towards the retreating mercenary. 
 
      
 
    * Look out! * 
 
      
 
    Either her warning made Perceine hesitate or it was just bad luck, but Sandra’s mercenary dived out of the way – to the wrong side.  Instead of avoiding the thrown sword that was rotating so quickly in the air that it made a high-pitched whistling sound, she instead launched herself right in its path.  Her armor probably would’ve prevented her from being damaged too bad from it, but the tip of the sword landed in the back of Perceine’s neck, impaling itself so deeply it severed her spine and stuck out through her throat. 
 
    For a moment, Sandra thought her mercenary might have survived; she saw her moving as her body slid to a stop on the floor where she landed after being impaled, but it was apparently just an involuntary reaction of her corpse at the point of dying.  The Dungeon Core soon felt the bump in her Mana that came from Perceine’s death and Sandra could only look on with utter surprise and sorrow at her very first mercenary’s demise.  Her mind felt like it was frozen in shock as if she couldn’t figure out how or why it had happened. 
 
    At least, it was frozen until she overheard the invaders talking. 
 
    “Nice shot, Warlord.  I couldn’t have done it better myself,” one of the Elite archers said with a bit of envy in his voice. 
 
    “Ha!  I’ve still got it, even after all the years,” Kelerim’s father laughed uproariously, while his Warband congratulated him. 
 
    Sandra lost it. 
 
    She had the presence of mind to warn Kelerim, though. 
 
      
 
    * Your father is going to die. * 
 
      
 
    “What?  Why?  I thought you were going to try to talk to him.” 
 
    She was just barely holding onto her rage as she answered him. 
 
      
 
    * Tried.  Failed.  They have to die. * 
 
      
 
    “Who?  My father and these other Elves you told me about?” 
 
      
 
    * No.  I’m going to kill all of them! * 
 
      
 
    Her mind snapped and a shade of red that reminded her of blood fell over her vision.  She vaguely heard Winxa trying to talk to her, but she couldn’t focus enough to understand her; all she could concentrate on was destroying her enemies and anyone that would harm what was hers.  All of the invaders were going to die, and she would revel as they were sliced up, smashed, and ripped apart! 
 
      
 
    *         *         * 
 
      
 
    With the crazy Orc working with the dungeon dead and out of their way, it didn’t take long for their group to get moving.  Having seen what had happened to the first Goblin that was blocking their way with its strange cloud of darkness that emerged from it when it was hit, Wyrlin and the other Rangers – including the Elite archers – took aim and slaughtered them from range.  A few of the Goblins lit up briefly with a bright light almost like some sort of shield, while others had a layer of ice covering their chest armor – in addition to more instances of the dark cloud coming out as they raced towards their group.  They were good enough shots, however, that none of them even came close. 
 
    “I thought you said this place had monsters made of metal.  Those were Goblins,” the Warlord remarked.   
 
    “They are supposed to be, but maybe it influenced the minds of some Goblins from another dungeon – I don’t know,” Wyrlin shrugged back, unable to formulate a theory of why there were Goblins inside of the entrance tunnel. 
 
    The Orc Warriors advanced first down the tunnel, while Wyrlin, the Warlord, and his fellow Elves followed after.  It didn’t take long to come to what was obviously a room, because the sides opened out on either side, which was where the Orc that now lay dead and the Goblins had been waiting for them.   
 
    As soon as the first Orc passed over the threshold into the first room, a sheet of rushing water fell down from the ceiling, creating a giant waterfall that pounded the Orc into the floor.  He was dragged out by another Warrior beside him and when Wyrlin looked he appeared hurt but not greatly so. 
 
    “What kind of trap is this?” Mercyll asked.  “It doesn’t even seem like it would hurt all that much.” 
 
    “No idea, though I’m hesitant to spend my energy to negate it.  If we rush through, we should be safe,” Fyola said, staring at the waterfall suspiciously.  
 
    The first few Orcs who tried were soaked by the time they went through and came back, stating that it was safe.  When it was Wyrlin’s turn to go through, the shock of the cold water hitting him was certainly impactful, but not deadly.  He was drenched, of course, but otherwise not hurt.  Luckily, he and the others had unstrung their bows and put the strings in an oiled pouch to keep them dry, otherwise they might have been ruined. 
 
    “Hold up, I’m sensing another Water-based trap up ahead that feels nearly identical to this last one,” Fyola said suddenly as they walked forward.  “I’m assuming these were here to disorient us as we moved through, and then be attacked by those Goblins.  It’s probably safe.” 
 
    “Probably?  Are you willing to risk your life to test that theory?” the Warlord asked. 
 
    Yes.  Please test it for us, Fyola. 
 
    “Uh, no – I’d rather not.  I’ll just negate it, but I won’t be able to for long; the sheer size of this trap means I’ll only be able to do it for a few seconds.  I don’t want to waste my energy in the first room, after all.”  The Elite Leader strode forward and put her hands out – purely for effect – and said, “Get ready…ok, now.” 
 
    They all rushed across where Fyola had indicated the trap was, including herself, though she ended her negation too quickly.  A half dozen Orc Warriors were caught in the trap zone when it initiated, and they were slammed into the floor as they rushed forwards.  Wyrlin assumed that they were just going to be a little wet, but instead there were long shards of ice stuck in them in random places where they were hit by the waterfall. 
 
    “Mercyll, heal them,” Fyola said quickly, which prompted the other Elite spell-caster to rush to the first’s side.  Rothgar Bloodskull also shouted out in Orcish, and a dozen Warriors raced over and knelt by the injured Orcs as well, where they began healing them using their energy.  Huh.  It never occurred to me that they would be able to heal; I thought their energy was all used internally.  It was good to know that they had more than just a single healer, either. 
 
    “Probably safe, huh?” the Warlord said towards Fyola, before instructing those healing to only expend enough energy to get them up and walking, because they couldn’t afford to waste any time.  It seemed a little callous to Wyrlin, but she was impatient enough that he agreed. 
 
    Less than a minute later, they were on the move with their walking wounded, and they jogged lightly to where they could see another room was up ahead.  Before they got more than 50 feet from the threshold, another of the Elite spell-casters – the arrogant one that had called Wyrlin and his Rangers pathetic when they first met – strode forward and said, “There’s a Fire trap in here.  I’d heard that this dungeon had multiple elements, but I’ve never heard of one having opposing elements before.  We were right to destroy this dungeon heart because it’s entirely too powerful as it is.” 
 
    “Well then, negate it and we can keep going.  I don’t want to leave my Warband outside for too long, so let’s get this over with so I can get my revenge and save who I can out there,” the Warlord said impatiently. 
 
    “I don’t think I can negate the entire thing; the range of this trap is immense, and I’ll only be able to do an area of about 20 feet around me for about a minute or so.” 
 
    “Fine, let’s see what it is first and then we’ll be able to see if it’s necessary or not,” Fyola said.  As if to prove herself after her near blunder in the previous room, she walked forward and triggered the trap before springing back.  She needn’t have worried, since the trap wasn’t near the threshold, but instead were multiple lines of fire stretching across the open space of the room from one wall to the other.  They were staggered in different heights, meaning that if you wanted to get through them you’d have to duck or jump over them, and some towards the end of the room were moving in some sort of pattern, though it was hard to tell exactly what it was from his vantage point. 
 
    “Looks difficult, but not impossible.  There aren’t any monsters in here, so it seems as though this is a simple trap room – I’ve seen a few of those in my day,” Fyola said confidently. 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” the Warlord asked her snidely. 
 
    “Absolutely, I’ll show you.”  Then the Elite Leader did something Wyrlin wasn’t expecting; she tucked and strapped her robe to her surprisingly lithe body so that there was nothing sticking out unnecessarily, and then practically ran towards the lines of Fire crossing the room.  Without breaking stride, Fyola ducked under the first line, dove over the second, slipped underneath the third, and then continued on through all the rest with the most spectacular exhibition of acrobatics that he had ever seen.  She even effortlessly navigated her way through the moving lines of fire without difficulty, landing at the end of her run through the room with a typically unnecessary flourish and looked back at them. 
 
    “See?  Simple.  Now, I’m sure some of you might not be able to do that as well as I can, so—” she began, not even out of breath from her crazy stunt, when something landed next to her with a *clink* and rolled to a stop in front of her feet. 
 
    “What is--?” 
 
    The copper-colored object suddenly exploded in a massive ball of fire that sent a shockwave that Wyrlin could feel all the way back where he was near the entrance of the room.  A brief wave of heat washed over him as well, showing how hot the explosion was, though at that distance it wasn’t horrible; the flash of light from the explosion dotted his eyes, however, and when they finally cleared, he looked out to see if Fyola had survived – but something else caught his attention in the corner of his eye. 
 
    “Heads up!” he shouted and raised his bow to fire.  There were more Goblins on top of the previously empty rooms near the ceiling and they were holding similar copper-colored spiked balls in their hands.  Almost as one, they tossed them towards the group of Orcs and Elves just outside the entrance of the room, just as he and a few dozen others released their arrows, striking the Goblins all over the room with precision. 
 
    Rothgar shouted in Orcish, but it wasn’t hard to understand that he was telling everyone to run back.  Wyrlin did just that, following the others as they retreated, though he was knocked over when multiple blasts went off behind them.  He tumbled forward, barely protecting his bow in the process, and he hit his head pretty hard, but otherwise he was largely unhurt.  He was just getting up when a few more explosions went off, from inside the room; looking back, he saw one of the Goblins that had been shot had been hit in its neck, though it was positioned in such a way that it didn’t kill it right away.  As it struggled to figure out how to get the arrow out, it kicked some more of the copper balls off of the wall and into the room, causing a few more explosions, before following them down itself as it tripped and fell with a painful crunch on the stone floor. 
 
    When they recovered, they found three Orcs that hadn’t made it out of range of the explosions and had been practically ripped apart from sheer proximity.  There was nothing to do for them, however, so they were left where they were – though their weapons were taken by some of the other Warriors.  Apparently, their iron weapons were notorious for breaking, so they were always looking for replacements. 
 
    “What is going on in this dungeon?  What were those things?”  Mercyll asked, obviously a little shaken up.   
 
    Wyrlin couldn’t blame him because he felt the same way.  “I have no idea, but we need to get moving.  We’re wasting time.” 
 
    “Wasting time?  But those things just killed Fyola!” he said angrily. 
 
    “Not…quite.”  Wyrlin looked towards the end of the room and was disappointed to see Fyola standing there, though she appeared to be scorched in multiple places, and half of her hair had been burned away on one side. 
 
    Mercyll sucked in his breath in shock.  “How—?” 
 
    “No…time.  Let’s go kill…this blasted dungeon,” she panted out, obviously injured but determined to destroy the thing that hurt her. 
 
    For once, Wyrlin agreed.  Now that there didn’t seem to be any other threats, he and the others made their way through the traps, with only a few of the less agile Orcs getting scorched in a few places when they overestimated their abilities.  Wyrlin was glad that he hadn’t touched any of them because he could certainly feel the heat from the fire lines; looking at the severe burns on those unlucky Orcs, he was almost positive that it could’ve taken off a limb if he had touched one. 
 
    They all caught up to Fyola, who looked even worse when seen up close.  For a half-second, he felt a little bad about what had happened to her, but that was quickly squashed by the disappointment that she hadn’t died.  He overheard her mention to Mercyll as they walked down the tunnel that she was almost entirely out of Fire energy now, after she had created a quick shield of Fire that had undoubtedly saved her life.   
 
    When they came to the next room, it also looked basically empty – which he didn’t take as a good sign.  He wasn’t necessarily experienced in dungeons, but he was beginning to realize that threats could be around every corner – and he didn’t like not being able to shoot what he couldn’t see. 
 
    This is going to be a long night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    Wyrlin looked down at his leg and he thanked the Creator that the blood had finally stopped flowing out of the jagged wound in his thigh.  It wasn’t terribly deep, but it hurt tremendously whenever he put any weight on it – but he could at least still walk inside of the nightmare that they called a dungeon.  He was one of the lucky ones – if he could consider himself lucky, he supposed – that was still alive, especially when 95% of those that had walked through the entrance weren’t still walking around.  He wasn’t the only one that had been hurt, but they were entirely out of any way to heal themselves; they still had Mercyll and one other Orc Warrior that could heal, but both of them were entirely out of the Holy energy they used to fix people up. 
 
    In fact, the only one that wasn’t hurt was Rothgar Bloodskull; Wyrlin suspected that the Orc was just so frighteningly strong that nothing wanted to call attention to themselves by trying to hurt the Warlord.  The last six rooms had taken a toll on the rest of his Warband, however, and it all started when there was an ambush in the third room that halfway convinced the Ranger that he was in a nightmarish vision of the underworld. 
 
    “There’s a trap in here, but I don’t think we can negate it,” Fyola had said as soon as they got close to the third room. 
 
    “Why?  I thought your kind were masters of manipulating elemental energy.” 
 
    Mercyll had snorted and responded for the Elite leader, because she seemed to be ignoring the Warlord.  Or it could be because her hearing had been damaged in the explosion, which was entirely possible.  “While that is undoubtedly true, there are two elements associated with the trap, Holy and Nether, and we don’t have any of us that can access Nether to negate the Holy part of it.  Negation requires being able to cancel out both, so we’re out of options on that front.” 
 
    That had been news to Wyrlin, who didn’t understand how they negated the traps in the first place.  It wasn’t something that he had ever learned – mainly because he hadn’t ever had a need of it before this. 
 
    They had finally decided to move in cautiously, letting a small group of 20 Orc Warriors pass through the room first.  Everything had been fine until they passed the halfway mark, where they obviously triggered the trap.  The room started to alternatingly become intensely bright and frighteningly dark, in seemingly random intervals; despite their vision being so completely messed up from the extreme light and lack of light, it didn’t seem all that bad. 
 
    Until some pained screams started to erupt from the room, followed by more explosions.  However, unlike the explosions from before, these had sounded…wetter, somehow.  Not only that, but those around him had seemed to be hit with something, eliciting some shouts of pain and the sound of metal *tings* along the stone.  It was only when he stepped back out of the extreme range of the light changes that he was able to see what was happening.  Suffice it to say, it was disturbing. 
 
    From some sort of platform filled with holes in the ceiling, more Goblins were falling from above, leading with a metal spear of some kind, falling onto the unsuspecting and partially blinded Orcs.  Their stabs with the spear as they landed point-down were what caused the first cries of pain that they had heard, though even that wasn’t that deadly.  It was what happened next that shocked and appalled him.  The Goblins started to swell as soon as they hit the ground, most with broken bones from the fall, and then exploded once they expanded enough.  Along with blood, bone, and internal organs, spiked thin metal armor that the Goblins were wearing also exploded out everywhere, impaling the Orcs inside the room – and some of those outside – with shards of sharp metal fragments.   
 
    “Why?!  What kind of sick—” Wyrlin had started to ask before he was forced to duck as another exploding Goblin caused a metal shard to fly over his head. 
 
    Those outside the room had backed up to a safe distance, while another dozen or so Goblins fell down and exploded.  It was only when they stopped and investigated the room, which had stopped with its light show, that they discovered that all 20 of the Orcs inside had been practically shredded and were nearly unrecognizable.  Fortunately, that initial barrage seemed to be the last of the exploding Goblins and they left the remains of the Warriors behind as they continued on, though some of Wyrlin’s Rangers had a little bit lighter stomachs. 
 
    The next room hadn’t been as frightening, though it was just as deadly.  Large pillars of dark voids dotted the room, which Mercyll was able to negate nearly half of them with his Holy energy, but the rest aided the monsters inside – which, strangely enough, he was glad weren’t Goblins.  Instead, they were 8-foot-long beasts that seemed to blend into the shadowy void pillars, making them practically invisible and silent as they crept up to the first small group of Orc Warriors that ventured inside.  It was hard to tell at first how many of them there were, but when Mercyll went along with the next, larger group – after the first group had been viciously slaughtered – his negation of the nearby void pillars revealed over 20 of them stalking their prey.   
 
    The Warriors showed their prowess then, as they fought with a savagery that was almost scary.  While he and his fellow Rangers supported them from further away, the Orcs tore into the black-colored beasts with vicious-looking claws, losing only 2 more of their number in the counterattack.  The exit led off to the right, which hopefully meant they were getting closer to their destination. 
 
    The fifth room inside of the dungeon was a bit different, however.  First, it appeared much taller than the others; second, it had an elemental trap that even Wyrlin could identify.  “There’s an Earth trap in this room, though it doesn’t seem concentrated in any particular place,” the arrogant Elite spell-caster had said, and Wyrlin realized he had never learned his name.  Not that he cared, because he hoped he died, too.  “I can try to negate a portion of it, but the room is so large I’m not sure it’ll do any good.” 
 
    They decided to trigger the trap and see exactly what it was, and it was unlike anything they had expected.  Flat columns of stone seemed to erupt from the floor at various elevations, reaching up 50 to 75 feet up into the room.  It looked like some sort of mini mountain inside of the dungeon, with a relatively flat peak towards the top that he thought would then descend to the exit on the other side.  Still, he didn’t see any monsters, so he didn’t think it would be too bad. 
 
    Of course, that was until they entered, with the arrogant Elite ready to negate the trap if something started to happen; as soon as they walked inside, a herd of shining winged horses that he thought were called Pegasi emerged from above, where they were hiding out of view.  They immediately flew to the opposite side of the “mountain”, where they dropped down out of view before any of them could fire on them. 
 
    There wasn’t really any reason to wait at that point, and they had easily climbed up the mountain with a few groups of Orc Warriors leading the way.  As soon as they reached the top, out came flying the Pegasi from the other side and they swept down and started to pummel the Orcs with their hooves, knocking a half dozen from the mountains before the Rangers could counter attack.  While there were a score of the flying horses, only half of them were killed by his Rangers’ arrows; the rest were jumped upon by the Warriors on the mountain, where they literally killed the Pegasi by chopping into their necks – while they were essentially riding them.   
 
    Almost a dozen Orcs were killed as a result, but that was still better than the few rooms before.  After that, it was easy enough to climb over and get to the other side of the mountain and from there to the tunnel leading on further into the dungeon.  That tunnel, unfortunately, was where a serious disaster struck.  Wyrlin was already told that all traps were always inside the rooms of a dungeon, as if there was some sort of unknown rule that prevented them from being placed in tunnels that connected rooms.  Which was primarily why none of the Elites had been looking for any sort of trap as they jogged down the tunnel, trying to gain some sort of time back from all of their delays. 
 
    They were halfway down when there had suddenly been a series of *clicks* that came from the stone floor being depressed by at least a dozen of the Orcs ahead of them – which, honestly wasn’t that big of a deal to Wyrlin – but there were also some that came from around the group of Elites and his own Rangers.  Everyone stopped at the noise, which probably wasn’t the best idea, because those near where the floor depressed started to grow older – as in so old that they turned to nothing but skin and bones in a matter of seconds.  It happened so fast that there was no time to help those caught inside whatever was making them age, though one of the Elite archers managed to push the arrogant spell-caster out of whatever was causing it.   
 
    Instead of turning to barely visible skin on desiccated bones, the arrogant Elite just became…ancient.  Wyrlin had never seen an Elf that old before, nor heard of any reaching that age, but he had wrinkled skin like a raisin, white hair that was falling out, and what appeared to be crippled joints.  He didn’t really get a chance to check if they were indeed crippled, though, because as soon as the Elite was pushed out he collapsed on the ground, dead from what appeared to be dehydration and starvation. 
 
    Over 100 Orc Warriors were caught in some sort of larger area that did the same thing though on a slightly slower scale; they all still died, but instead of being ancient (as in thousands of years older), they were more like just over 100 years old.  Wyrlin lost 15 of his Rangers to the traps as well, and they lost 2 Elites: one archer and the arrogant caster.   
 
    “What type of place is this?  This is a nightmare; I blame you for bringing us here,” Fyola had turned on Wyrlin, obviously devastated by the loss of her fellow Elites.   
 
    “Hey, this isn’t my fault – you’re the one who wanted to take charge and drag us here when we weren’t ready!” he shouted back, knowing that was the truth.  While he had been contemplating assaulting the dungeon with who he had at that time, he wasn’t entirely sure he had enough.  Now he knew that he didn’t have enough, especially given what they had seen so far.   
 
    “Enough!  I’ve lost far more to this dungeon than either of you, and you don’t hear me whining, do you?”  Wyrlin and Fyola were both pushed out of the way as Rothgar pushed forward, the Orc Elites being a little more cautious in where they walked, pushing the floor with their Swords to see if the stone moved. 
 
    I’m nearly willing to forget destroying this dungeon if I can just kill her violently in front of everyone.  His finger twitched over his quiver as he imagined stabbing her in the eye with one of his arrows enhanced by his own energy.  The only thing that stopped him was the knowledge that not even a massive explosion had managed to kill her, so he wanted to make sure he had a distinct advantage before he killed her. 
 
    The next room was odd again, though it was because of the nature of the monster.  A being of pure light guarded the next room, sending arrows of focused light out at them, accompanied by a constant barrage of focused light beams that burned almost as much as fire from a trap that shot out in a stream of them at waist height.  They had no way to negate the trap, unfortunately, so after losing a few more Orc Warriors in the process, they managed to fill the being of light full of arrows, and then had to crawl under the barrage of light beams to get to the exit. 
 
    The seventh room was fortunately semi-negated by one of the Elite archers that had access to Water energy, because they would have all cooked alive.  While they couldn’t see any flames, the massive room – which led off to the right again, which hopefully led straight to the dungeon heart – was heated like an enormous oven, and only by sticking near the archer negating the trap were they able to keep from cooking alive.  Then, of course, they had to fight against a dozen birds that appeared to be made of fire, which Fyola called a Phoenix, that swooped down and tried to burn them alive.  They lost another few dozen Orc Warriors to them before his group fought back. 
 
    The remaining Elite archers and Rangers easily took care of them in midflight, but as they were leaving the room, they noticed that their corpses didn’t disappear.  Instead, the first one they killed suddenly flared back to life out of the ashes of its corpse, though it was smaller than it was initially.  “You idiots didn’t kill their resurrected spawn?” Fyola asked derisively. 
 
    “No we didn’t, because someone didn’t tell us we had to!” Wyrlin shouted back before filling the firebird with another enhanced arrow to put it down before it could lift off.  The other Rangers did the same with the other corpse piles, and after they were filled with more arrows they finally disappeared. 
 
    “Stop arguing; I can sense that we’re nearly there,” the Warlord had said to them as he walked by, as if he was their father and they were unruly children.  For some reason, Wyrlin felt a little ashamed…but he still wanted to kill the Elite, and he was sure she felt the same way. 
 
    The room after that – how many was that again? – was where he received his wound.  As soon as they all walked inside, it felt like they were outside again.  Dirt covered the entire floor of the room and there were oak trees lined up on either side of the main passageway through the room.  
 
    “I’ve got this; there’s a Natural energy trap in here, so I should be able to negate most of it.  Keep moving, however, and protect me,” Fyola said before she started to walk slowly forward with her hands out in front of her, as dramatic as seemed usual even at a time like that.   
 
    Around the bubble of her negation that reached at least 40 feet around her, roots erupted from the ground and tried to reach for them as they moved through the room at a good pace, but her energy dispelled them before they ever got more than a foot past her bubble.  They passed halfway through the room before they were finally attacked by something that wasn’t a root erupting from the ground. 
 
    A dozen naked Echos. 
 
    He was so shocked at the sight of Echo holding a strange-looking bow emerging from behind one of the trees to his right that he couldn’t even react.  The next thing he knew, an arrow was shot from the bow at incredible speed, tearing through his thigh and leaving a jagged gash, causing him to fall down.  That was probably the only thing that saved his life, because a second arrow – metal bolt, he later saw when he looked at one – went over his head, impacting one of his rangers and exploded.  It wasn’t a massive explosion like the ones he had seen earlier, but it was enough to kill the Ranger and one of the Orcs standing close behind him.   
 
    A couple other explosions erupted throughout the clustered Orcs and Elves, and there was an immediate counterattack of their own, including some suicidal Orcs that charged out of their protective negation bubble and ended up getting caught by the waving roots and ripped apart.  A single volley was all the naked Echos managed to get off before they were filled with arrows, most of them from the three remaining Elite archers who fired incredibly fast.  When the Echos collapsed on the ground and died, they transformed into a multicolored sludge first before dissipating.  As horrible as it was to see Echo being…copied?...by the monsters, it made her wonder if the one that came to their village was a copy. 
 
    Maybe she really is dead?  Was the Elite team that “miraculously” survived their trek through this dungeon copies as well?  He had no answers and no way to tell at that point, but after he got out of there he would find out. 
 
    In all, they had lost another 50-plus Orc Warriors in the attack, as well as most of his Rangers – including Ferio – in the sudden attack, mainly because they were all clustered up when the explosions hit.  As he looked down in sorrow at the corpse of the old Ranger, he vowed again that he would make the dungeon pay for what it had taken from him.  He thought that it had already taken everything from him, but Ferio was his friend, despite only knowing him a few weeks.  He didn’t have time to mourn right then, however, because they had to keep moving before Fyola ran out of the energy that was keeping the roots from getting the rest of them. 
 
    The nightmarish journey through the dungeon led them to the room that they had just barely made it through alive.  They had walked inside, exhausted from their ordeal and Fyola immediately said that they had just triggered a trap, but they didn’t see anything.  However, what he did see – how did I miss that before? – was a large shining gem floating in the air near the exit.  Suddenly, as if sensing that he had seen it, the large gem moved downwards and shot down the tunnel behind it. 
 
    “There it is!  There’s the dungeon heart!” he exclaimed, nocking an arrow to shoot, but the gem was already too far away to hit.  He wasn’t the only one to see it, however, as the majority of the Orc Warriors shot forward, waving their swords in the air, and yelling guttural roars at the retreating dungeon heart. 
 
    “Wait!  That’s just an illusion!” Fyola shouted after them, followed by Rothgar – which got them to stop immediately.  It was too late for most of them, however, as the floor seemed to come alive underneath them all and snap closed, smashing over a hundred of them in little more than a second.  The horrible scene caused Wyrlin to stop his own race into the room from shock, mainly because he hadn’t felt any Earth energy anywhere in the room.  It turned out that there was a reason for that, as there were 6 monsters in the shape of large stone slabs that were now walking around on their points looking to finish off the rest of his group. 
 
    Powerful shots from the Elite archers ripped literal holes into the moving stone monsters; one had used a massive amount of Earth energy in his shot that basically shattered one of them; another launched an arrow that landed in front of one and created a whirlwind of air that lifted two of the stone monsters off the ground and flung them away, where they shattered against the wall.  The last three were skewered by arrows wrapped in a chunk of ice that acted as a kind of drill, rotating fast enough to burrow a hole a foot wide into each of the monsters.  That was apparently all it took to kill them, because they crumbled apart and disappeared shortly thereafter, leaving behind their dungeon loot.  All of the others had dropped something when they were killed, but none of them had even looked at the loot – they had more important things on their minds, and he didn’t look at these ones, either. 
 
    Which brought him to his current location, looking inside the next room.  It appeared as though it was huge, and he was hoping and praying to the Creator that this was the last one, because he didn’t think they could take much more.  Other than Rothgar Bloodskull, who didn’t have a scratch on him – and come to think of it, hadn’t actually done anything other than skewer that traitor Orc near the entrance – none of them were uninjured in some way or another. 
 
    I have a feeling that’s about to change, he thought, as he limped ahead and into the next – and hopefully last – room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got nothing left to negate the Air trap in this room,” Fyola said as they stood on the threshold to the room.  Wyrlin could understand where she was coming from, because he was on the last dregs of his own Earth energy as well; he thought he might have enough left over for a single enhanced arrow, but that was probably it.  He’d rarely used that much energy before while out hunting monsters in the forest, and he didn’t like the way it was draining him of physical endurance the further he drained his energy levels. 
 
    “We’ll just have to make do with what we have, then,” the Warlord said, directing some of the few Orc Warriors they had left to investigate the room.  “If I’m not mistaken, this should be the final room; I can nearly feel that the center of the dungeon is very near.”  There was a long overhang at the entrance to the room, which blocked those who were still in the tunnel (which was pretty much everyone else) from getting a view of the room as a whole. 
 
    The five Warriors walked inside, looking left and right with their weapons out, prepared to destroy whatever attacked them.  Nothing happened to them, though, which in itself was suspicious; they traveled about a third of the way towards the room’s exit, which appeared to be filled in with stone, leaving a 10-foot-wide and tall tunnel to – if Rothgar Bloodskull was correct – the dungeon heart.   
 
    It was at this point that Wyrlin heard a faint *whoosh* sound and he thought that the trap must have been finally activated.  However, it turned out to be something else as the Orcs turned as a unit to their right – and looked up; their surprise was evident on their faces for all of a second before a brown blur streaked past those in the tunnel and the injured Ranger received a brief sight of some sort of bird…and then it was gone – along with the five Orc Warriors.  He and the others could hear brief roars of pain coming from the Orcs, and then silence again after a few seconds.  The next thing they knew, five mangled and torn-up bodies slammed into the ground near where they had been snatched up, bouncing a little from the impact. 
 
    “What was that?” he couldn’t help but ask. 
 
    “I’d say that was some sort of Roc,” Mercyll said, but the confused faces on everyone else (except Fyola) made him explain a little more.  “It’s basically a big bird – a really big bird.” 
 
    That seemed easy enough to kill, though with its speed Wyrlin thought that it might be hard to hit.  The other Rangers still alive – as well as the Elite archers – seemed to think the same thing, but the Warlord seemed…happy. 
 
    “Finally!  A worthy challenge!” 
 
    Crazy Orcs. 
 
    Other than the magnificent sword throw he had seen the Warlord perform near the start of their dungeon nightmare, Wyrlin hadn’t seen him exercise his power and abilities; he didn’t even think he had necessarily used any energy to throw that sword, either – he was just naturally that strong.  If he thought that he could fight and kill one of those “Roc” things, then he was welcome to try. 
 
    With some more orders thrown out in his Guttural language, the Warlord directed his Warriors to spread out and advance slowly – or at least that was what he assumed from their positioning and actions.  “Back them up and fire when you can, but stay behind us; this is what we are trained to do,” Rothgar then said to the Elves, and they obeyed; not because they were necessarily under his command, but it made the most sense so there was no reason to argue.  Honestly, Wyrlin just wanted everything over with so he could heal his wound properly, and the best way to do that was to listen to those who had much more experience killing giant monsters than he did.  It helped that Fyola and Mercyll didn’t contest the order either. 
 
    At nearly the same distance into the room, there was another *whoosh* sound and the massive bird came at them again; now that he knew what he was looking for – and was now inside the room a little ways to lend his support – he could see the Roc descend from up above, rotate in the air, and then dive straight for the scattered Orcs.  He took aim and estimated where it would end up, launching his last Earth-enhanced arrow into the bird, striking it in its chest and penetrating deep; that didn’t prevent it from snatching up 2 more Orcs in the process with its massive beak, even as it took another few arrows to various parts of its body.  A few of the Rangers missed entirely, but of those that hit it, they impacted and obviously did some damage. 
 
    The 2 Orcs in its beak were crunched and spit out even as the bird landed awkwardly 100 feet away to their left.  It turned towards them and let out a painfully deafening screech that caused him to drop his bow and cover his ears, but he was already too late; a thick wetness ran from his ears and a sharp pain throbbed inside of his head as his eardrums burst.  After that, he removed his hands and found that they were sticky with blood and looking up he saw the massive Roc still obviously screeching – but he couldn’t hear any of it.  He could feel the sound as it struck his body as a physical force, but as far as hearing…that was gone. 
 
    He looked around and saw that everyone had been affected – even the Warlord.  However, he only smiled at the green blood running from his ears and raced towards the bird, moving faster than any other Orc he had seen.  There were a few Elves that could move that fast and even faster – Echo came to mind – but there was such strength behind the Warlord that made it seem much more impressive.  When Rothgar was halfway to the Roc, he could see that it stopped screeching and was waiting for the Orc to come to it.  
 
    The whole scene was a little ridiculous-looking; the bird was at least 100 feet long and 50 feet tall, and the 9-foot-tall Orc Warlord looked comparatively tiny – and he didn’t even have a weapon.  As soon as he was close enough, the Roc pecked down with startling speed, hoping to snatch up the Warlord like it had all the other Orcs, but Rothgar wasn’t going out like that.  Instead, he gracefully danced aside as the beak slammed into the stone to his side, just barely missing him; with the same smile stuck on his face, the Warlord punched the bird in the side of its head while it was literally at eye-level. 
 
    The upper portion of its beak shattered, and the bones of its face caved in with a crack before it snatched its head out of the way in obvious pain.  Rothgar wasn’t done yet and sprinted to its legs, where he slid feet first and then kicked one of them so hard it snapped so thoroughly it practically folded in half, causing the bird to topple forward and to the side, crushing the Warlord.  At least, it would’ve crushed the Orc leader, but instead Rothgar got to his feet and lifted the massive Roc above his head in a display of incredible strength (Wyrlin had no doubt that he was using large amounts of elemental energy to do that, because no one’s natural strength could lift something that heavy).  As the bird tried to flap its wings to escape the Warlord’s lifting grasp, it was flung incredibly hard into the nearby wall and Wyrlin could only imagine that the sound of bones snapping could be heard – but of course he couldn’t hear it.  The bird’s body hit so hard it bounced off and rolled halfway back to the one who threw it against the wall. 
 
    The Roc was terribly hurt at that point, and it struggled to upright itself as Rothgar stomped the few steps he needed to move over to it and punched powerfully deep inside of its chest right through feathers, muscle, and bone, wrenching something inside and pulling his hand back out.  In his hand he held the still barely beating heart of the massive bird, and he lifted it high above his head and faced the others, seemingly screaming something (but again, Wyrlin couldn’t hear it).  The other Orcs pounded their fists against their chest and shouted something back, he assumed, just as the heart, blood, and the corpse of the Roc disappeared, leaving behind a shiny blue gemstone as loot. 
 
    No one heard the *whoosh* that accompanied the arrival of a second Roc, least of all Rothgar.  It all happened so fast that no one had a chance to react, though it was probably the sudden reactions on his remaining Warband’s faces that saved the Warlord from instant death.  Instead of being snatched up by the beak coming in from behind him, Rothgar was able to shift just enough that he was instead only hit incredibly hard, launching him at least 100 feet and landing with what appeared to be bone-crunching force.  Three other Orcs were snatched up and crunched with the Roc’s beak, though one managed to toughen up his skin enough that he didn’t die right away – but when he was released and fell to the ground, the impact certainly did some damage. 
 
    The Warlord stood back up, looking a little worse for wear but not seriously hurt, and everyone got ready to shoot the massive bird when it came back; if they could repeat what they had done before, Rothgar could likely smash that one apart just as easily.  However, the bird didn’t come back right away; instead, the Air-based trap that he suspected everyone had forgotten about – he had to admit that it had certainly slipped his mind – activated, and an extremely powerful wall of wind smashed into all of them.  It split the group in half, sending one portion off to the left of the massive room and the other portion off to the right. 
 
    Wyrlin felt himself flying through the air at great speed, unable to stop himself.  He wasn’t sure how far he flew in an uncontrolled panic, but he hit the ground with enough force that the wind was knocked out of his lungs as he felt a few ribs snap.  He rolled a few dozen times until he slammed up against a wall behind him, further aggravating the injury to his chest.   
 
    As he struggled to breathe, to welcome air back into his lungs, he looked down to see a length of wood sticking out of his side.  He hadn’t even felt it go in, but he must’ve landed on his bow and broken it in such a way that it impaled him when he rolled.  The pain from it hit him just as he was able to take his first laborious breath, and he couldn’t help but tear up from the sheer torture his body was undergoing.  His thigh wound was freely bleeding again, having been torn open further from the tossing of his body across the room.  
 
     On top of that, Wyrlin was basically out of Earth energy, deafened from the Roc’s screech, his bow was broken, and he was bleeding out slowly – he was done for.  He was able to shift enough of his body to look out into the room to see if there was any hope that they could salvage the situation, and someone could succeed where he had failed.  Looking to his left and right, he saw Orc Warriors lying on the ground in various states of injury; a few of them had broken legs from being tossed so far, others had broken arms, and a few appeared to be dead from a broken neck.  One of those with a broken neck wasn’t an Orc at all but Mercyll, the Elite spell-caster dead before he could react to the Air trap effectively. 
 
    Most of Wyrlin’s Rangers seemed to have ended up on the other side of the room, where they also seemed to be in various states of injury – and not a single one still had an intact bow; Wyrlin angrily bemoaned the unlucky fate that he was the only one that seemed to be impaled by a sharp piece of bow wood.  There, too, a few Orcs had died, but more – than on his side, at least – seemed to be able to at least pick themselves up. 
 
    The amazing thing, however – and what gave Wyrlin some hope – was that Fyola, the three remaining Elite archers, and the Warlord were still on their feet and near the center of the room.  They were currently trying to shoot down the Roc that was descending again, but it was ready for their attack; it folded its wings and dived under the archers’ shots, unfurling them again as it got close to the floor to prevent slamming into the stone.  One of the Elite archers somehow managed to nock another arrow, enhance it with elemental energy, and then fire it before he and his fellow archers were slammed into by multiple tons of giant bird flesh.  They were basically left as a smear on the ground as the bird crashed soon after, the arrow that hit it charged with something that caused its chest to catch fire. 
 
    The Warlord raced over to take advantage of its attempts to right itself after its crash; and something that Fyola did caused the flames already coating the feathers on its chest to flare higher, prompting the bird to screech again, but it did nothing since they were all deafened already.  Rothgar jumped high into the air mid-stride and came down on the back of the Roc, where he immediately punched it in the back so hard that Wyrlin could only imagine the tremendous *crack* from its spine being snapped in half.  That one punch took all of the fight out of the massive bird and it soon disappeared underneath the Warlord, who stumbled in obvious exhaustion as he fell to the ground after being on top of the Roc. 
 
    Across the way and near him, the Orc Warriors – where they could – pounded their fists against their chests again, which Wyrlin supposed was showing their pride and respect in their Warlord.  Unfortunately, that was their last act – and the last thing that Wyrlin saw.  From across the room, he watched a massive cube of metal at least 15 feet wide that he had overlooked near the corner float up about a foot off the ground, before it zipped across the far wall, completely obliterating everything in its path – which included Orc Warriors and his Rangers. 
 
    Shocked, Wyrlin managed to turn his head, which was getting difficult as he lost a lot of blood, only to see a similar metal cube in the corner near his side of the room.  He saw it float impossibly into the air…and then he knew no more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    Sandra slowly came back to herself, the blood-red anger coating her vision and snapping her mind letting up just enough to comprehend what was going on.  She tried to think back on what happened, but most of it was a bit of a blur; still, she had a fairly good understanding of what she had done.  A tiny part of her mind had shouted at her to stop, but it was comparatively so miniscule that it had been easy to ignore. 
 
    After her mind had focused on killing all of the intruders, Sandra had gone on a rampage with her Monsters, abandoning almost all of her defensive constructs in her main dungeon (a logical part of her mind kept the ones inside of the Roc tunnel in place) and sent everything she could out to the field of battle happening near her secondary entrance.  She even pulled every single Automaton, Sentinel, and helper in the Dwarven residences and growing rooms, as well as all of her crafting stations.  She belatedly looked around to see that she had the foresight to keep the “original” Unstable Shapeshifter inside of her dungeon, so that she wouldn’t lose all of the patterns it had cultivated from everyone it had touched.  Other than that (and those within her Roc tunnel), the only thing defending her main dungeon were her traps. 
 
    Then she had sent them all against the Dungeon Monsters that were constantly emerging from their long tunnels and all of the Orcs outside that had come to destroy her.  She had lost all sympathy for them and they all needed to die – and she helped them on their way.  Some part of her mind had luckily identified the mercenaries, Shieldmen, and Rangers that also came to help fight as friendly, which she thought was probably because they were Bonded to her.  Everything else was slowly surrounded and killed. 
 
    But that hadn’t been the end of it, however, because with every Orc death in the wastelands, Sandra gained more Mana.  Since she gained Mana, the four Cores also gained Mana – so they sent more and more Dungeon Monsters as a result.  Sandra created a constant stream of constructs that she sent outside to surround the exit tunnels of the four Cores, where they would surround and kill whatever emerged.  The constant outflow of Monsters seemed impossibly long, but eventually even they tapered off and stopped altogether.  Soon after that, Sandra felt each of the tunnels cut off near its source as they were blocked off by the Cores.  She could only assume they were using the Mana they had accumulated to upgrade their Core Sizes once again, which could only result in future problems as they unlocked greater and greater chances to produce a Dungeon Monster Sandra would have trouble destroying. 
 
    That was for the future, though, and now she wanted to connect to those tunnels that the Cores had abandoned so that they wouldn’t be able to use them against her.  However, in order to do that, she needed to have all of the invaders gone from her dungeon – which hadn’t quite happened yet.  
 
    A portion of her mind had followed along as Kelerim’s father, the Elven Elites, Wyrlin, and the others made their way through her Roc tunnel.  She knew she was tempted to throw wave after wave of constructs at them from her Home room, but even in her absolute rage she knew that if she didn’t take care of the problem outside first, they would be an even greater obstacle in the future.  Therefore, almost all of her constructs were sent outside to fight, though towards the end she kept some in reserve nearby her Core in case they were needed.   
 
    Her Dungeon Monsters and traps had done an admirable job of killing almost all of the intruders by the time she could focus on them again.  Her thought about suffusing the trigger to each trap throughout the much larger rooms – which helped to prevent much of the negation the Elite casters could employ to shut the traps down – had worked well enough, though Sandra could see how it could be improved upon in the future.  Her surprise Aging Fields inside of one of the tunnels had also worked beautifully, killing so many of the invaders that she was beginning to think about adding similar types of non-dungeon-connected traps throughout her entire dungeon. 
 
    The exploding suicidal Goblins filled with Large Energy Orbs as their Monster Seed had made her cackle in delight as they exploded, and their Tin and Nickel armor shot off in all directions killing more of the Orcs than she expected.  The Wyvines, despite being exposed by the negation of the Nether-based shadow pillars, caused her to snicker as the Orcs died by the score, unable to see what was attacking them.  Sandra also giggled insatiably when her Phoenix Monsters burned dozens of the invaders alive, and she only wished that they had let the reborn Monsters have another go at them – but they were unfortunately killed before they could emerge completely. 
 
    She was slightly disappointed as she watched her Echo copies fire their crafted bows with horrible accuracy, but afterwards she snickered because it didn’t matter too much since the invaders were packed so tightly together.  Without Echo to lead them, they didn’t even get another shot off besides the first, though at that point it didn’t make that much of a difference – especially as some of her Animated Slabs surprised the Orcs and squished over a hundred of them in less than a second in the next room.   
 
    Her bloodlust calmed enough when the only invaders left were inside of her final “Boss” room, facing off against the two Aerie Rocs.  There wasn’t much she could do other than watch, and she was surprised at how strong Kelerim’s father seemed to be.  The sight of him, and the focus she put on the Orc Warlord, further fueled her insanity and she wanted to do everything she could to kill him.  However, other than sending in additional constructs – which she did from behind, as she sent half of the constructs that were fighting outside racing through the Roc tunnel – there wasn’t much that she could do to directly influence the battle.   
 
    The Air trap worked beautifully, though it had been delayed from fully activating until one Orc happened to step just past the trigger she had placed; it had normally been set up to divide the intruders up on either side of the room so that they could be picked apart by the two Rocs, but that didn’t happen because one was already dead.  The second one had just been beat down by the Warlord, with the Elite leader helping, when she finally activated the two Mobile Fortifications she had placed in there as insurance in case things went wrong. 
 
    After the remainder of the Orc Warriors, Elven Rangers, and Wyrlin were squished by the Fortifications, Sandra instructed her Automatons inside of the stone wall blocking most of the tunnel exit to drop their bombs.  They exploded in spectacular fashion near the base, blowing out massive chunks of stone that Sandra was disappointed didn’t hit the powerful Warlord and Elite standing in the middle of the room, looking on in shock as the wall collapsed, sealing off the tunnel from her Home room. 
 
    Instantly, Sandra lost all connection to the tunnel and all of the traps in the previous rooms disappeared.  She also nearly lost all connection to the final room where her Mobile Fortifications were, which she hadn’t even thought of when she put the fail-safe wall into place; she couldn’t really look outside the non-existent “eyes” of the Fortifications, and trying to do so for a second or more was painful.  If it hadn’t been for the fact that one of her Hyper Automatons had survived being buried inside the wall, where it had been knocked to the edge and its lower legs pinned under multiple tons of stone, she would’ve been entirely blind.  
 
    As it was, she had an obstructed view of the room from up high, just enough for her to direct one of her cube-shaped constructs to turn and ram into the Warlord.  She thought that would do it, but Kelerim’s father surprised her again as he managed to punch forward right as he was about to be rammed, which knocked the cube backwards in an uncontrolled roll with a massive dent in its side.  When it settled to a stop, it immediately started its transformation, but Sandra could instantly see that something was wrong; only 4 legs extended out and lifted the Fortification off the ground, half of the swords that emerged from those legs were broken, and only a single sawblade arm extended out from its central platform.  Even the power source up top was partially exposed and seemed cracked, showing that the powerful punch had done some serious damage to the cube of solid Steel.  The hammer that seemed to be its “main” weapon was the only thing that seemed undamaged. 
 
    The Fortification walked unsteadily towards the Warlord, swinging its swords and spinning its sawblade, ready to take the Orc apart.  Unfortunately, the powerful Orc wasn’t done, because he immediately closed with the powerful construct and leapt onto one of its legs, punching downwards and bending the steel enough that it caused the leg to fold nearly in half.   The collapse of the leg sheared off the appendage at the point of impact even as the Orc ran up the upper leg of the falling Fortification, leaping again and landing on top of the central cube platform, where he pounded down on the power source a few times until it cracked – and then exploded with as much force as one of her bombs she had made for her Goblins in the second room to throw. 
 
    Even that didn’t kill him, but it did fling the Orc across the room, where he landed and rolled to a stop in a heap.  Sandra knew it didn’t kill him for two reasons: one, she didn’t feel the surge of Mana from his death; and two, because he began to stir and pick himself up.  She couldn’t allow him to recover too much, however, so she attempted to instruct her other Mobile Fortification to move and smash into him before he was ready, but her view of it was obstructed.  When she thought she had her construct turned and lined up correctly, she had it move forward, but instead of hitting him, the Fortification hit and completely demolished the body of the Elven Elite woman, flinging her across the room so hard she practically adhered to the far wall. 
 
    Her large construct was then frozen where it was for 10 seconds before she could move it again, which gave Kelerim’s father the chance to get to his feet, shake his head, and then see the other cube of metal in the middle of the room.  He rushed it and swung his fist out at it – but the construct wasn’t in the process of moving this time and it dodged out of the way like  she’d seen it do before, immediately expanding into its other form.  Steel spears shot in all directions but managed to miss the Orc somehow, but its other weapons would hopefully be more than enough.  The Warlord was imbalanced as his punch didn’t land the way he thought it would and he turned halfway around as he tripped and fell to the ground.   
 
    The difference in him since he had been flung away by the explosion was staggering; Kelerim’s father looked exhausted, not only from the fighting, but she could see the tell-tale sign of elemental energy overuse.  She was actually surprised that he hadn’t been knocked unconscious, because he looked exactly like her mercenaries looked when they used all of their energy in an attack. 
 
    He got to his feet quickly, though, despite his exhaustion, just in time to avoid a hammer that slammed down where he was just standing, only to take a sawblade to his upper left arm.  Sandra’s Fortification was quick, but the Warlord was still quicker; after only digging into his skin about an inch, he twitched out of the way, reached up to the arm holding the sawblade, and ripped it off at the joint.  The blade immediately stopped spinning, but the Orc just used it as a weapon then, knocking aside another sawblade that came at him as he flung himself backwards to avoid another slam by the hammer.   
 
    The Warlord tripped and fell on his back, but he was able to strike back at another sawblade arm that came down for him with his makeshift weapon, before rolling to the side to avoid the hammer again.  On his front now, he jumped up with amazing athleticism and ran away toward the entrance of the room.  Sandra briefly thought, who’s the coward now?, but realizing his run was only a ploy to approach one of the legs again, where he launched himself off the ground again, this time aiming for one of the swinging swords.  His timing was impeccable as he landed on the upper portion of the sword connecting it to the leg unharmed, and then used the sawblade arm in his hand to shear the sword off, before jumping down to the floor with his new weapon in his hand. 
 
    Now armed with a giant sword nearly as large as he was, the Warlord jumped again and caught a hold of the leg and pulled himself up.  He started to run across the leg, likely looking to repeat his performance from before and smash apart the power source of the Mobile Fortification.  The construct tried to move around to knock him off, but the Orc was too agile to be lose his footing so easily because he easily stayed on top of the thin beam that made up the construct’s leg.  When he was a few feet away from the central platform where the power source was located – but hidden behind some barriers from his position – he forced the last dregs of his energy into his muscles and jumped 40 feet nearly straight up into the air. 
 
    At the apex of his jump’s arc, he threw the sword straight down, which hit the power source below him with such force that it was destroyed, causing another explosion that destroyed the construct and barely even reached him other than a shockwave that pushed him further in the air. 
 
    Where he was caught by 5,000 Reinforced Animated Shears that Sandra had brought in from her Net above the wastelands and through her Roc tunnel.  They hit him with the force of acceleration from almost a mile of straight tunnel, slamming into him all within a second of each other.  Individually, they probably wouldn’t have done much to the powerful Orc other than be an annoyance.  However, with his weakened state and use of pretty much all of his energy, after the first 200 or so hit him and bounced off his toughened and enhanced skin, the rest penetrated deep enough that his body practically disappeared under their onslaught.  When he hit the ground, half of them were destroyed from the impact, but they were also pushed in deeper. 
 
    Sandra only stopped the other 10,000 Shears she had brought inside when she felt the Mana from his death infuse her Core, and she was surprised at how much it was; it was enough to fill up her entire maximum Mana at least 6 times, which was nearly unbelievable.  It only made her want more. 
 
    The bloodlust that had infused her entire Core faded slightly at the death of the Warlord, but it was so infused in her mind that she couldn’t think of anything else but sending her constructs towards the other Cores and destroying them all, taking their Monster Seeds and the shards of their destroyed Cores to make her stronger.  Expanding from there, she wanted revenge for the loss of one of her mercenaries, and the deaths of so many barely slaked her thirst for vengeance; it wasn’t just the Orcs that had participated in her slaughter, but the Elves as well.  For all she knew the Dwarves and Gnomes were responsible somehow, and if they were, she would find out eventually. 
 
    She ignored all of the voices reaching out to her and calling her name, intent on the only thing that made sense to her.  She needed to protect what was hers – be it her dungeon, her Area of Influence, or her Bonded people – and the only way to do that was to take the fight directly to them and end them once and for all.   
 
    It was the only way to see through the darkness that had shadowed her view of the world, and she would do almost anything to get there.  Let’s see if they like it when I come barging in their back door… 
 
      
 
    *         *         * 
 
      
 
    Winxa fluttered around Sandra’s Home room, frantically trying to reach out to the Core but failing to get a response.  Ever since the Orcish “mercenary” Sandra had employed was killed, the Dungeon Fairy couldn’t get through to her.  This wasn’t the first time that Winxa hadn’t been able to coax a Core back from the edge, and memories of her experience of Wester flashed through her mind. 
 
    He had been such a joy to work with at first, because he seemed so curious and exploratory rather than instantly murderous like most of the other Cores she had worked with.  He reveled in the creation of his dungeon, the development of his Dungeon Monsters, and the cultivation of his Advancements over time.  Sure, he expanded his AOI and attacked natural creatures and all of the Orcs, Dwarves, Elves, and Gnomes that culled his small Dragonlings that were part of his Monster Classification.  That was normal and what he was contracted to do.  Best of all, he never tried to absorb or attack her, so she stuck with him longer than anyone she had stayed with before. 
 
    That all changed when his dungeon was invaded and basically taken apart by a group composed of all the races nearby, who managed to get to his Boss room and were just barely defeated before they broke through.  Winxa didn’t know if they were there to actually destroy Wester or just to loot all of the Monster Seeds left behind by all of the Monsters they slayed, but the incursion and near-destruction of his Core made Wester snap.  He was never the same again, and from what little she could understand of his paranoid ravings, he was going to make sure nothing like that could ever happen again. 
 
    He started to hoard his resources and expand his dungeon, accumulating enough Advancement Points to develop some nasty Monsters.  The differences didn’t stop there, as he started to attack settlements in the world above, which he had never done before, accumulating more and more Mana as he increased his AOI significantly.  By that time, he was nearly unstoppable, no one dared to even come near his dungeon anymore – and yet he wanted more. 
 
    It took the combined might of all four races to stop him, and the result of that battle was what turned the once-lush forest into what it was today.  Up until that day when his Core was finally destroyed, he never once talked to her again directly, though she stayed with him hoping that the old Wester would come back.  Now, it seemed as though Sandra was doing the same thing, and as much as she knew she should just abandon the Core instead of watch as her charge destroyed everything they had worked so hard to build, she couldn’t help but stay there and hope that the Creator would grant some miracle and turn Sandra away from the course she was on. 
 
    As she was hoping for a miracle, Winxa couldn’t help but think, Where in the world are Violet, Felbar, Echo, and Gerold? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    Violet paced back and forth in the room where she was confined, restless with the need to do something, anything, to get back to Sandra and her dungeon.  Looking down at the wooden floor she walked, she imagined that she was wearing a pathway into the floorboards, though she realistically knew that it would take a lot more time than just a few days for that to happen.  Still, the ache in her legs as she continued to walk without anything else to do told her that if she kept it up, she just might see a change in the wood sometime sooner rather than later. 
 
    She passed by the bed for the umpteenth time that day, thinking not for the first time that she was glad that she had such a luxury.  Back in Sandra’s dungeon, the beds that the dungeon core had made were serviceable – especially after she improved upon the pile of rancid leather skins that they had been previously – but they weren’t anything like the comfort of home.  The bed she was given was much more comfortable in comparison, just like everything else in the room and adjoining bathroom.  It was a richly appointed room in the palace, so she didn’t expect anything less…but it was also her prison for the time being.  A genuinely nice, amazingly comfortable prison where she didn’t want for anything and could ask for just about anything to eat, but a prison, nonetheless.  The only thing it lacked was a dose of freedom to continue her quest to help Sandra and her own people at the same time. 
 
    I wonder; is Felbar suffering from this same luxurious confinement?  She hadn’t seen him since just after they arrived via the giant bird that brought them, and she worried about what was happening with him.  He had been there for her to cope with the tragedy of most of her friends being killed in their village – once he woke up from his coma, of course – and always provided the greatest help with her projects, even though he wasn’t as knowledgeable about all of the technical enchantments she was used to.  He had been the father figure she needed, and gave excellent and timely advice whether she knew she needed it or not. 
 
    I could certainly use some of that advice now…. 
 
      
 
    *         *         * 
 
      
 
    Echo sat back and stared at the branches swaying gently above her head, the roof of her “cell” comprised of multiple limbs woven together naturally, which left them free to move independently of her room.  She could tell that they were naturally grown, because they were just slightly off from being perfectly aligned, which meant that they had been coaxed to grow that way over the years.  It was an affectation she had noticed in the capital since she had arrived a few days ago; while growing the tree limbs could be done in moments with an application of Natural elemental energy, it was seen as much more prestigious to grow them naturally – as if that makes any difference whatsoever. 
 
    There were enough gaps in the roof that she thought she could probably climb out of them, though there would be no point.  The door to her room carved into the Royal Family Tree wasn’t locked, so she could technically walk out at any time; however, there were guards out there that would politely but firmly ask her to stay inside.  For her safety and all that, though she wasn’t exactly sure what she needed to be safe from.  All the problems were happening back by the wastelands and the dungeons near there; there shouldn’t be anything here that could harm her.  Well, maybe not anything, but perhaps anyone would be more accurate. 
 
    She hadn’t exactly been told why she was being confined, but she had her suspicions.  No one would listen to her entreaties to be granted permission to leave, however, nor would any of the Royal guards outside of her room talk to her.  She knew that for a fact, because she had tried incessantly at first with absolutely no response.  They did allow one of the royal servants inside to bring her food, but even she wouldn’t talk to or even look at her. 
 
    She wasn’t sure how long she was supposed to stay confined inside the room, but she hoped that someone came for her soon.  For one, she’d like to know what all this was about; two, she was aching to get back to the wastelands and Sandra for some reason.  Even in their capital, in the heart of their civilization, and inside of the Royal Family Tree, Echo couldn’t help but think about how much more comfortable it was inside of a dungeon. 
 
    Or it could be because Kelerim is there…. 
 
      
 
    *         *         * 
 
      
 
    Gerold pounded on the stone wall of his prison cell, deep within the heart of his family’s mountain stronghold.  The wall didn’t really seem to care that he was frustrated and fed up with everything, as it continued to sit there staring at him like it had over the last few days.  It wasn’t fair what they had done to him, and even his parents hadn’t defended him when it counted most.  Tears had been shed the first day he had been confined, but now nothing seemed to want to come out when he wanted to scream and rave at the injustice heaped upon him. 
 
    “Let me out!  I didn’t do anything wrong!” he screamed through the iron bars of his cell, though he knew no one was listening.  While he was fairly certain that he could break out of the tiny room he had been confined within using his Nether and Water energy combined together to eat away at the door’s hinges, he didn’t do it.  There were 6 more doors he’d have to do the same to in order to escape, which would severely drain his energy; without the close proximity to Sandra and her dungeon, he could already see the glowing light in his two embedded Energy Orbs starting to fade a little as he used his energy and it was automatically regenerated.   
 
    Even if he did manage to break out, he’d have to get past the King’s guards, escape through miles of their underground stronghold, and then somehow get to the surface…and then what?  He had no idea if the Roc he had arrived on was even still alive, and his Deep Diver suit was…somewhere.  He’d be basically useless outside of the mountain, so his only chance was to convince those in charge to let him out.  Fat chance of that happening, especially when they can’t hear my yelling. 
 
    They hadn’t left him to die, at least, as they brought a single meal every day of a mash of various fungi and other ingredients he couldn’t identify.  It was a far cry from what he was used to eating inside of a friendly dungeon, and not for the first time he wished he were back there.  Sure, it was dangerous, but at least he would be free. 
 
    I’m sorry, Sandra; I’d come back to you if I could…. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 4


 
   
  
 

 Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading The Crafter’s Darkness! 
 
      
 
    Wow!  This is my longest book yet at just over 148,000 words, and it definitely feels like it!  Believe it or not, there was even more that I wanted to fit in this book, but there didn’t seem to be a good place to stick it in.  I also originally wanted to bring Violet, Felbar, Echo, and Gerold back in this book, but their stories alone I thought would make another entire book by themselves.  The next book will likely be about half-full of what is happening with them in addition to the tidbit I had at the end of this volume, and what their return means to Sandra and the world.  Don’t worry, though – there will be plenty more crafting that I want to include, as well as more changes in Sandra.  She took a bit of a dark turn at the end of this book, so we’ll just have to see if her friends can bring her back from the edge of complete insanity. 
 
      
 
    Again, thank you for reading and I implore you to consider leaving a review – I love 4 and 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 another great Facebook group, visit LitRPG Rebels or LitRPG Forum. 
 
      
 
    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. 
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