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CHAPTER ONE







THE PORTAL SWALLOWED us whole, and for a heartbeat, I felt like I was falling through the spaces between stars.


Not the comfortable darkness you get when you close your eyes. This was absence. The kind that makes you question whether you still have a body, whether time is moving forward or backward, whether the person whose hand you’re gripping is still there or just a memory your brain refuses to let go.


I’d been through portals before. Four realms’ worth. But this one felt different.


The light didn’t just fade. It dissolved. Colors I didn’t have names for bled into each other and then bled out entirely. My stomach did that zero-gravity thing where it tries to climb up into your throat, and I would have laughed at the absurdity of it all except I wasn’t sure I still had a throat to laugh with.


Seraphina’s hand squeezed mine on the left. Solid. Real. I squeezed back.


Lila’s grip tightened on my right. She was there. I sensed Tessa and Yali on each side. We were all there.


Time stretched. Or compressed. Or stopped entirely. I couldn’t tell. The portal kept pulling us through layers of reality that felt paper-thin, like we were passing through curtains made of light and shadow and something else I didn’t have words for.


Weightless. That’s what I kept coming back to. Like someone had turned off gravity and forgotten to mention it. My weapons shifted on my back, but they didn’t fall. My consorts floated beside me, their outlines visible through the swirling colors that kept bleeding past us.


White-gold. Emerald. Bronze. Brilliant gold. The colors of their magic, or maybe just their presence, cutting through the chaos.


Somewhere in the maelstrom, Book’s pages rustled. The sound shouldn’t have carried in a place with no air, but Book had never been good at following rules about what should and shouldn’t exist.


I glanced toward the noise. Book hovered a few feet away, its leather cover glowing with an intensity I’d never seen before. Not the usual warm brown. This was luminescent pulsing, casting light that pushed back against the void. “Portal’s acting weird. Way weirder than usual. Also, you’re cutting off Seraphina’s circulation. Might want to ease up on the death grip there, hero.”


“Something’s different about this portal,” I said. My voice sounded hollow, muffled and distant.


The swirling colors intensified. Gold flared brighter. White-gold blazed. Shadow crept in at the edges, violet and black mixing with the light. The patterns looked deliberate now. Purposeful. As if they were trying to show us something instead of just pulling us through.


Seraphina’s voice cut through the noise, calm and certain despite everything. “The Dungeon is trying to tell us something.”










The colors stopped swirling.


We hung suspended in the void, weightless but stable. The chaos settled into something else. Something deliberate. The surrounding darkness wasn’t empty anymore. It felt occupied. Aware.


Like standing in a room and realizing someone else has been there the whole time, watching.


My hand was still gripping Seraphina’s hard enough to hurt. I loosened my fingers. She didn’t let go.


The void took a breath.


I felt it in my bones, in my blood, in the marks on my left wrist that suddenly pulsed with warmth. Four marks. Light staff. Bow. Rifle. Sun. Two glowing red. Two staying black.


Book appeared beside us, pages fluttering open even though there was no wind in this void.


Golden letters formed across the blank pages, but they weren’t Book’s usual snarky scrawl. These were different—larger, more formal, written in a hand that felt ancient. The kind of writing that made you think of mountains wearing down to dust over millennia.


YOU HAVE FREED FOUR OF MY REALMS.


“Oh hell,” Lila muttered. “That’s not Book writing.”


“No,” Book’s familiar script appeared below the formal letters. “That’s management. First time it’s used me as a loudspeaker. Feels weird.”


YOU HAVE FREED FOUR OF MY REALMS.


It was the Dungeon itself speaking to us, through Book’s pages!


The darkness rippled. Images flickered into being around us, translucent and glowing like memories made visible.


Wolf warriors running free through forests, their corruption burned away. I recognized the alpha who’d nearly killed me in my first adventures. He looked peaceful now. Content.


Steampunk cities thriving, their gears turning in harmony instead of grinding under Valthor’s influence. I saw Jaxon’s scarred face for a moment, grinning as he worked on some massive machine.


Nature realms blooming with life, green so vibrant it hurt to look at. Lila’s home, restored.


A sun realm burning clean and bright, its crimson taint scoured away. Yali’s golden eyes reflected in the vision, pride and relief mixing in equal measure.


Four realms. Four victories. Four steps closer to something I still didn’t fully understand.


TWO OF YOU CARRY LIFE WITHIN.


The images shifted. Seraphina appeared, ethereal and glowing, her hand resting on a stomach that showed the barest hint of a curve. The life inside her pulsed with white-gold light, small but growing.


Then Lila, her belly still flat but radiating emerald energy from within. Fresh. New. Hours old at most.


Two pregnancies. Two consort marks burning red on my wrist.


A year ago, I’d been worried about whether my disability checks would cover rent. Now I was watching cosmic visions of my pregnant consorts while floating in a void between dimensions.


The progression still felt surreal.


BUT IT IS NOT ENOUGH.


The golden script pulsed on Book’s page. Five points of light appeared in the darkness, arranging themselves into a perfect pentacle. Geometric. Precise. Each point blazed with a different color.


White-gold at the north point. Pure and radiant, like dawn breaking after endless night.


Emerald-green at the east. Wild and alive, pulsing with the rhythm of growing things.


Bronze clockwork at the south. Precise and intricate, gears turning within the light itself.


Brilliant gold-fire at the west. Heat and transformation, the sun’s power made visible.


And at the bottom point, violet-black shadow. Not darkness that threatened. Darkness that completed. A shade that made the light meaningful.


The pentacle rotated slowly in the void, each point blazing brighter as it turned. Its pattern felt familiar in a way I couldn’t explain. Like seeing something I’d always known existed but never thought to look for.


FIVE ELEMENTS. FIVE FORCES THAT SHAPED REALITY ITSELF. FIVE WHO MUST CHOOSE. FIVE WHO MUST CARRY. FIVE FOCUSED THROUGH ONE WILLING HEART.


The pentacle spun faster. Its colors bled into each other at the edges, white touching green touching bronze touching gold touching shadow, each maintaining its nature while connecting to the others.


THE QUINTESSENCE.


The word resonated in my chest. In my marks. In the space between heartbeats where you’re not quite alive but not quite anything else.


FIVE ELEMENTS UNIFIED THROUGH WILLING LOVE. FIVE WHO CHOOSE EACH OTHER FREELY. FIVE WHO CARRY LIFE, CREATING LIFE, CHANNELING CREATION ITSELF AGAINST CONSUMPTION.


The pentacle blazed so brightly I should have been blinded. But I could still see. Could still watch as the five points began to pulse in rhythm with each other, then with my heartbeat, then with something deeper than heartbeat.


ONLY THIS CAN BREAK THE CHAINS THAT BIND ME.


I looked at my consorts. Seraphina glowing with that calm certainty she always had, as if she’d known this was coming and had simply been waiting for the rest of us to catch up. Lila’s hand still gripping mine, fierce and protective even here in the nothing-space. Tessa’s eyes wide but analytical, already trying to understand the mechanics of what we were seeing. Yali serene and accepting, grounded as bedrock.


Two pregnant. Two not yet. And something else... One more consort...?


Book’s pages rustled, breaking the moment. “Translation for the directionally challenged: you need five consorts, all knocked up, wielding god-tier magic to break cosmic chains. Simple. What could possibly go wrong?”


“Book,” I muttered.


“What? I’m providing helpful summary. You’re welcome.”


The pentacle continued spinning, patient and eternal. Waiting.


The golden words flowed across Book’s page again, softer now. Almost gentle.


ONLY THE QUINTESSENCE CAN FREE ME.










“Wait… Chains?” The word came out rougher than I intended. “What chains?”


The pentacle dimmed. The five points of light pulled back, receding into the darkness like stars withdrawing at dawn. But the void didn’t return to emptiness. It shifted. Changed. Showed us something I wasn’t sure I wanted to see.


The vision started from above, like looking down from a great height. A throne room carved from black stone that looked wrong. Not just dark. Wrong. The kind of wrong that made your eyes want to slide away, made your brain insist you were looking at something that shouldn’t exist in a sane universe.


Valthor sat on the throne.


I’d never seen him before. Not directly. We’d fought his corruption, his champions, his influence spread across four realms. But the man himself had been absent. Hiding. Or maybe just waiting.


He looked human. That was the first shock. Tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair shot through with silver. He could have been a professor or a businessman or someone’s uncle. Handsome in a distinguished way that made you want to trust him.


Then you saw his eyes.


Empty. Not cruel or mad or filled with malice. Just empty. Wells that had gone dry centuries ago and never refilled.


He sat motionless on his throne, hands resting on the armrests, staring at nothing. Or maybe staring at everything. It was hard to tell.


Dark chains extended from his throne. Massive links of corrupted magic, each one as thick as my torso, forged from something that made my marks burn just looking at it. The chains didn’t just rest on the floor. They pierced through it, drilling down through layers of reality I didn’t have names for.


Stone. Shadow. Light. Pure energy. The chains cut through all of it as if it was tissue paper, diving deeper and deeper until they reached something at the bottom.


The Dungeon’s heart.


I’d thought the pentacle was beautiful. This was beyond beautiful. It was life itself made visible. A crystalline core the size of a building, pulsing with light that felt like every sunrise and sunset and moment of joy compressed into physical form. Colors shifted across its surface. White and green and bronze and gold and violet, swirling and mixing and separating in patterns too complex to follow.


It should have been radiant. Triumphant. The source of all the magic we’d seen across four realms.


Instead, it looked like it was dying.


The chains pierced into the core at five points, one for each element. Where they touched, the crystal had gone dark. Gray. Lifeless. The corruption spread slowly from each chain, creeping across the surface like frost on glass, killing the light as it went.


And Valthor sat above it all, drinking it in. I could see the flow now. Magic rising from the core, traveling up the chains, feeding into him. Into his throne. Into whatever passed for his soul these days.


He was draining the Dungeon. Slowly. Methodically. Using its power to fuel his own while it screamed soundlessly beneath him.


Seraphina made a small noise beside me. Not quite a gasp. More like the sound you make when you see something precious being destroyed and can’t do anything to stop it.


HE ENSLAVES ME. The Dungeon’s words appeared slower now, the formal script less steady than before. USES MY POWER AS HIS OWN. I AM STRONG, BUT NOT INFINITE. THE CHAINS DRAIN ME FASTER THAN I CAN HEAL. EVENTUALLY, I WILL BE CONSUMED. AND WHEN I FALL, ALL FIFTEEN REALMS FALL WITH ME.


The vision zoomed closer to the chains. I could see the individual links now, each one covered in glyphs and runes that twisted in ways that hurt to look at. Spells of binding layered on top of curses of consumption layered on top of rituals I didn’t recognize. Thousands of them. Maybe tens of thousands.


Each chain was a masterwork of corrupted magic. Valthor hadn’t just enslaved the Dungeon. He’d built a prison so complex that unraveling even one link would take years of study.


We didn’t have years.


BREAK THE CHAINS. The command resonated on Book’s pages, the formal script blazing brighter. Not angry. Not desperate. Just certain. ONLY THE QUINTESSENCE CAN DO THIS. FIVE ELEMENTS UNIFIED. FIVE CONSORTS BONDED. FIVE CARRYING LIFE. CREATION CHANNELED THROUGH WILLING LOVE, STRONG ENOUGH TO SHATTER CORRUPTION ITSELF.


The vision faded. The throne room dissolved. Valthor’s empty eyes lingered for a moment longer, then vanished into the darkness.


I was left staring at my left wrist.


Four marks glowed faintly against my skin, arranged in a vertical line on the inner wrist where they’d appeared when each consort had sworn her oath. The light staff at the top, delicate and precise. The bow beneath it, curved and elegant. The rifle below that, mechanical and exact. The sun at the bottom, radiant and warm.


Two of them burned red. Seraphina’s staff. Lila’s bow. Life growing, marks transformed from black to crimson the moment conception had happened.


Two were still black. Tessa’s rifle. Yali’s sun. No life yet. No transformation.


And below them, empty space. Room for one more mark. One more consort. One more element to complete the pentacle.


“We need five consorts,” I said. The words felt heavy. Final. Like once I spoke them out loud, they became real in a way they hadn’t been before. “Five pregnant.”


Book’s pages fluttered. “Quick math: you’ve got two knocked up, two not yet, and one not even on the team. Plus you need to master god-tier magic you’ve never heard of before today. Then fight a guy who’s literally draining the source of all magic in existence. Timeline: unclear. Odds of success: want me to calculate or would you rather stay optimistic?”


“Stay optimistic,” Lila said dryly. “For once.”


“Optimism noted. Filing under ‘delusions.’”


Tessa’s voice came from my right, rapid and nervous. “So we’re talking about channeling five elemental forces through consort bonds while pregnant to break chains that are literally unbreakable by conventional means in order to free a cosmic entity being drained by a tyrant who’s had centuries to perfect his prison, and we need to do this with one consort we haven’t even recruited yet and three pregnancies that haven’t happened, assuming they happen at all because biology isn’t exactly predictable, and I’m spiraling, I can tell I’m spiraling, but also this is a completely rational response to being told your reproductive status is tied to cosmic salvation.”


Yali’s hand found Tessa’s shoulder. “Breathe.”


Tessa breathed.


I looked back at my wrist. Two red marks. Two black. One empty space.


Five realms freed from corruption. Four consorts sworn. Two pregnancies achieved.


Halfway there. Maybe. If we were lucky.


The void around us began to brighten at the edges. Reality remembering it was supposed to exist. The Dungeon had shown us what it needed to. Now it was sending us somewhere else.


I AM SENDING YOU TO SAFETY. The words were already fading from Book’s pages, the formal script dimming. REST. UNDERSTAND WHAT YOU HAVE LEARNED. THEN SEEK WHAT YOU LACK.


“And then?” I asked.


THEN WE BREAK THE CHAINS TOGETHER. OR WE ALL FALL.










The Dungeon’s script returned to Book’s page, softer than before. Almost intimate, like it was speaking to each of us individually instead of all of us at once.


SEEK THE SHADOW


The darkness rippled. Not threatening. Beckoning.


SHE HAS BEEN WAITING SINCE YOU FREED HER PEOPLE. WAITING FOR YOU TO UNDERSTAND. WAITING FOR YOU TO NEED HER AS SHE HAS ALWAYS NEEDED YOU.


An image flickered into existence in front of me. Not translucent like the earlier visions. Solid. Real. Close enough that I could have reached out and touched her if she’d actually been there.


Dark hair falling past her shoulders in waves that caught light they shouldn’t have been able to catch. Violet eyes that saw too much and revealed too little. Pale skin marked with ink. And there, on her left forearm, the tattoo I remembered from two realms ago.


A skull wreathed in shadow tendrils. Elegant and dark and beautiful in a way that made you think of peaceful nights instead of death.


Lilith.


She stood in the vision wearing the same shadowed robes she’d worn when we’d left her behind to rebuild her realm. Her expression was calm. Patient. Like she’d known this moment was coming and had simply been waiting for the universe to catch up.


The skull tattoo on her forearm pulsed with violet light. Alive. Waiting.


“Of course it’s Lilith,” Lila said beside me. Her voice carried recognition and something else. Acceptance, maybe. Or relief. “The fifth element. Who else could it be?”


Seraphina made a soft sound of agreement. “Shadow to balance the light. We were incomplete without her. I should have realized sooner.”


The image of Lilith smiled. Not the actual Lilith smiling at us across dimensions. Just the memory of her smile, captured in the vision the Dungeon was showing us. But it still made something twist in my chest.


We’d left her behind. She’d chosen to stay, chosen her people over coming with us, and I’d respected that choice. Hadn’t pushed. Hadn’t asked her to abandon what she’d worked so hard to rebuild.


But the Dungeon was right. She’d been waiting. I’d seen it in her eyes when we’d said goodbye. That look that said this wasn’t finished. That said we’d meet again when the time was right.


Apparently, the time was right.


“The fifth consort,” I said. My left wrist burned where the empty space waited below my four existing marks. “She’s the fifth element.”


“Shadow,” Yali confirmed. “The element that completes the cycle. Light without shadow is blinding. Shadow without light is suffocating. You need both for balance. For truth.”


Tessa’s voice came rapid-fire from my right. “Which means we need to go back to the Shadow Realm and convince her to leave her people again and join us as a consort and get pregnant, assuming she even wants to, because consent matters even in cosmic destiny scenarios, and what if she’s moved on or found someone else or decided she’s happier ruling her realm than being part of a harem, which would be completely valid but also catastrophic for our chances of breaking those chains.”


“She hasn’t moved on.” Seraphina’s voice carried absolute certainty. “A woman doesn’t look at a man the way Lilith looked at Alex and then move on. Trust me.”


The image of Lilith began to fade, dissolving back into the void. But her eyes stayed locked on mine until the last possible moment. Violet and knowing and patient.


Book’s pages rustled. “Oh good, another consort. Because two pregnant women wasn’t complicated enough. Now you’ve gotta go back and convince the scary shadow lady to ditch her realm and join the harem. Smooth. Real smooth.”


“Not now, Book.”


“When, then? This is peak commentary material.”


The void brightened further. We were almost through. Almost somewhere else. The Crossroads, the Dungeon had said. Safety. Rest. Time to plan.


Lilith’s final words to me echoed in my memory. Words she’d spoken two realms ago, standing in the throne room of her newly freed people.


“I was always supposed to be with you. But my people need me first.”


First. Not instead. First.


She’d been waiting. Rebuilding. Preparing. Knowing that eventually I’d come back. That we’d need her. That the shadow would be called to balance the light.


The void released us, and we fell toward something solid.


Toward rest. Toward planning. Toward the Shadow Realm and a fifth consort who’d been patient long enough.










The void spat us out.


Not gently. We hit solid ground with enough force to knock the wind out of me. My knees buckled, and I went down hard, grass cushioning the impact but not by much. Seraphina landed beside me with more grace, her staff materializing in her hand on instinct. Lila rolled and came up in a crouch, bow already drawn before she registered we weren’t under attack. Her free hand drifted to her stomach for a heartbeat—protective, wondering—before she caught herself and resumed scanning the perimeter.


Tessa hit the ground flat on her back and stayed there, staring up at the sky. “Ow. That was ow. Everything hurts and I think my spine relocated to somewhere near my left kidney.”


Yali landed on her feet, naturally, like dimensional portals were just another form of travel she’d mastered centuries ago. She probably had.


I pushed myself up to sitting and looked around.


We weren’t in a dungeon level.


Grass beneath us. Actual grass. Green and soft and real in a way that made my brain stutter after the void. The ground felt solid. Permanent. Like it had been here forever and would be here forever more.


Dark stone showed through the grass in places, ancient and weathered. Silver veins pulsed through it, glowing faintly with the Dungeon’s heartbeat. At the center of the island, maybe thirty feet away, a five-pointed star had been carved deep into the stone, its grooves filled with that same silver light.


We were on an island. Floating. No edges visible where it met water or land. Just grass extending maybe a hundred feet in every direction before it ended in empty air.


Beyond the edges, nothing but shimmer. Not void. Not sky exactly. Something in between. Space that held light without having a sun. Distance without horizon. I could see through it, but what I saw didn’t make sense until my eyes adjusted.


Other islands. Dozens of them. Maybe hundreds. Floating at different distances, different heights, all suspended in the shimmer like stones in clear water. Some close enough to make out details. Others distant enough to be just dark shapes against the glow.


Light bridges connected some of the islands. Not solid structures. Streams of golden energy arcing through space, flowing and alive. As I watched, something moved across one of the distant bridges. A figure maybe. Or just my eyes playing tricks.


And scattered throughout the space at varying distances, portals hung in the shimmer-air. Massive circles of swirling energy, each one different.


A crimson portal to our left, pulsing like a heartbeat. Heat shimmer visible even from here.


An ice-blue one ahead, frost crystallizing at its edges and falling away into nothing.


A golden portal behind us, bright enough to make me squint.


And there, closer than the others, peaceful and dark: a violet-black portal. Shadows swirling in patterns that felt familiar.


The Shadow Realm. Had to be.


More portals existed farther out. Too distant to make out clearly. Ten? Fifteen? The shimmer made it hard to count.


Book appeared beside me, pages fluttering. The leather cover had stopped glowing. Back to its normal warm brown. It floated at shoulder height, turning slowly.


“Well. This is new.”


“Where are we?” I asked.


“The Crossroads. Central nexus for the Direct Path network. Think of it as the Dungeon’s private highway system. Fast travel for VIPs. Which apparently means you lot now.”


“Valthor doesn’t know about this?” Seraphina had stood and was walking toward the nearest edge, studying the space beyond.


“Nope. Hidden. Protected. He’s been draining the Dungeon for centuries and never found this place. The Dungeon keeps its secrets close.”


I pushed myself to my feet. My legs felt like rubber but held. 


I checked on each of them. Seraphina had a scrape on her palm but waved me off, her white-gold hair catching the shimmer-light, light staff already in hand. Lila was already moving, restless energy despite the rough landing, bow slung across her back and emerald eyes alert. Tessa groaned but sat up without help, pushing bronze goggles up onto her forehead. Yali looked serene as ever, golden eyes reflecting the strange sky, like getting thrown through dimensional portals was just part of her morning routine.


Four consorts. From three realms. Seraphina, the light mage who’d been my first companion through the wolf realm. Lila, the fierce archer who’d joined us in that same first realm, her nature magic as wild as her spirit. Tessa, the brilliant innovator from the steampunk realm who thought faster than she could talk. Yali, the former High Priestess who’d joined us after we’d cleansed the sun realm of its crimson taint.


Two pregnant consorts. Two not yet. One missing entirely. Five elements needed. Cosmic chains to break. A tyrant to defeat. The weight of it settled over me like a blanket made of lead. 


We collapsed on the grass together. Exhausted. Overwhelmed. Safe for the first time since we’d stepped through that portal from the sun realm. I scanned the unfamiliar surroundings.


Seraphina’s hand resting on her barely visible pregnancy. Lila’s fierce eyes scanning the perimeter on instinct. Tessa already pulling out her portable scanner to analyze the surrounding space. Yali sitting in meditation pose, breathing deep and steady.


Two consorts pregnant, two not yet. We needed one more. We needed Lilith. And then we needed to master something called the Quintessence that could shatter chains forged from a god’s essence. Simple.


“First thing tomorrow,” I said, “we figure out what the hell a Quintessence actually is.”











CHAPTER TWO





THE NEXT MORNING I woke to Lila’s hand on my shoulder and Book hovering inches from my face, pages fluttering with barely contained impatience.


“Found comprehensive archives,” the elegant script read. “You need to see this. Now.”


“Good morning to you too,” I muttered, sitting up.


The Crossroads greeted me with its usual surreal calm. We’d made camp near the central platform, and pale morning light filtered through the shimmer-air around us. The moss beneath my bedroll glowed softly, green-gold bioluminescence that had kept the darkness at bay while we slept. Silver veins in the stone pulsed with their steady heartbeat rhythm, and in the distance, I could see other floating islands suspended in that space between spaces.


Safe. We were actually safe.


I checked my team with the quick assessment that had become second nature. Seraphina sat at the island’s edge, legs folded in meditation, her growing baby bump visible even through her robes. She’d been dealing with worse morning sickness the past few days, but right now she looked peaceful. Serene.


Yali stood on the eastern side of the platform, arms raised to the distant shimmer that passed for sunrise here, performing her daily sun ritual. Golden light played around her hands, warm and steady. Her voice carried softly across the stone, words in a language I didn’t understand but that felt like comfort anyway.


Tessa had claimed a section of the platform and turned it into a tech workstation overnight. Cables, components, and glowing interfaces spread across the stone in organized chaos. She hunched over something, goggles down, fingers moving with quick precision. Not rambling, which meant she was focused. Good.


And Lila walked up beside me, bow slung across her back, scanning the distant islands with the same alert intensity she’d always had. The only difference now was the slight glow to her skin, that radiance pregnant women supposedly got. Her bow tattoo on her left forearm caught the moss-light. Red. Just like the matching mark on my own wrist.


Two red marks. Two black. One empty space.


“Everyone accounted for,” I said to Lila as she circled back toward me. “You know we’re safe here, right? The Dungeon said so.”


“Safe is a concept,” she replied, but her lips twitched. “Not a guarantee.”


“Pregnant sniper logic?”


“Best kind of logic.”


Book rustled impatiently between us, pages practically vibrating.


“Less flirting, more reading. I’ve been working all night. Do you know how exhausting research is when you’re a sentient book? Of course you don’t. You’re all meat and bone.”


“Book’s in a mood,” I observed.


“Book’s in a ‘I found incredibly important information and you’re all sleeping like lazy mammals’ mood.”


Seraphina opened her eyes and turned toward us, smiling slightly. “Book does seem excited. That’s usually either very good or very bad.”


“Given our track record?” Lila said. “Probably bad.”


“It’s good! It’s comprehensive Quintessence theory! It’s the key to everything!” Book’s pages flipped rapidly, showing dense text and complex diagrams. “Now sit down and pay attention before I start using vocabulary you can’t understand.”


“Yali,” I called across the platform. “Tessa. Book’s got something.”


Yali completed her ritual with a last gesture and walked toward us, graceful and unhurried. Tessa looked up from her work, blinked, then scrambled over with her goggles still on.


“Research findings? Oh thank goodness, I’ve been trying to reverse-engineer the energy signatures of this realm and the math keeps doing impossible things and I really need something concrete to work with or my brain might actually explode which would be super inconvenient right now…”


“Breathe, Tess,” I said.


She breathed.


We gathered at the platform’s edge where the moss was thickest, settling into a circle. Book hovered in the center, pages covered in neat rows of script. The morning routine had become something to leave behind. Whatever Book had found overnight, it was big enough to pull us all together.


I glanced around the circle. Seraphina, calm and centered despite the baby growing inside her. Lila, alert even at rest. Tessa, already leaning forward with hungry curiosity. Yali, golden eyes reflecting the moss-light.


My family. My team. The four women who’d chosen me, who carried my children or would soon. Two red marks on my wrist. Two black. One missing.


“Alright, Book,” I said. “Show us what you found.”





Book’s pages settled, showing a diagram that looked like a star map.


“The Crossroads isn’t random,” Book began. “It’s a nexus. A hub. The Dungeon built this place specifically for direct access to key realms.”


“Direct access?” Seraphina leaned closer. “You mean bypassing the level-by-level progression?”


“Exactly. For those worthy of the shortcut.” Book’s pages flipped to show more diagrams. “But you need to see this to understand it. Come on, up you go.”


We stood, following Book toward the island’s edge. The central platform rose behind us, that five-pointed star carved into its surface catching the light. As we walked, I noticed details I’d missed in the darkness when we’d arrived.


The stone beneath our feet wasn’t uniform. Patterns emerged as we moved, geometric shapes that seemed to flow into each other. And carved into the surface at intervals were symbols. Five of them, repeating in different combinations.


“Wait.” I knelt beside one. A staff radiating light. “That’s Seraphina’s tattoo.”


“Here.” Lila pointed to another carving nearby. A bow, elegant and precise.


Tessa practically threw herself at a third symbol, goggles sliding down as she traced it with her fingers. “Clockwork rifle oh my gosh this is my rifle and it’s been here for how long exactly because the erosion patterns suggest centuries maybe millennia and that means someone knew we were coming which is impossible unless it’s not impossible and the Dungeon can see through time or predict probability chains or…”


“Breathe,” I reminded her.


She breathed.


Yali found her sun symbol carved into the stone near the platform’s edge, perfect and radiant. She pressed her palm to it, and for just a moment, golden light flared beneath her touch.


“Five symbols,” Seraphina said quietly. “Five consorts.”


“The Dungeon’s been planning this for a very long time,” Book confirmed. “Now look out there.”


We reached the island’s edge together, and the full scope of the Crossroads revealed itself.


Other islands floated at varying distances, some close enough to see details, others just dark shapes in the shimmer-void. And between them, light bridges arced through space, golden streams of energy that creatures—or people—could walk across. I watched one bridge form as something moved from a distant island, the light adjusting its curve to match the destination.


But it was the portals that made me stare.


Massive oval doorways hung suspended in the void, each one distinct. The closest shimmered violet-black, a peaceful darkness that seemed to breathe. The Shadow Realm. I recognized it from our first adventure there, but it looked healthier now. Welcoming instead of corrupted.


Beyond it, maybe a mile distant, a crimson portal burned like a furnace. Heat seemed to radiate from it even at this distance, the air around it wavering.


To our left, an ice-blue portal frosted the shimmer-air around it. I could practically feel the cold from here.


“How many are there?” Lila asked, shading her eyes as she scanned the distance.


“Dozen major realms accessible from here,” Book said. “But most are too far to see clearly. The Crossroads shows you what you need.”


“And what do we need?” I asked.


Book’s pages fluttered toward the violet-black portal.


“Shadow Realm. Level 2. Where Lilith rules her people.” The pages turned, showing an image I remembered. Dark hair, violet eyes, that skull-and-shadows tattoo. “The fifth element. The missing piece.”


I looked at my left wrist. Four marks in a vertical line. Two red, two black. The space below them felt empty. Incomplete.


“She’s there,” Seraphina said, following my gaze. “Waiting.”


“You sound certain.”


“I am.” She smiled that mysterious smile of hers. “All this time, she’s been rebuilding. At some point, the work is done. And then? She waits for what she said was meant to be.”


“Then we go ask,” Yali said simply. “The sun doesn’t wonder if shadow will follow. It rises. Shadow comes.”


I stared at that violet-black portal, remembering the woman who’d betrayed us, then saved us, then chosen to stay behind and rebuild her realm. Three years ago, by Dungeon time. She’d said she was meant to be with me. But her people needed her first.


Had they needed her long enough?


“First things first,” I said, turning back toward the platform. “Book, you said you found the comprehensive Quintessence theory. Let’s understand what we’re actually trying to do before we go recruiting a necromancer.”


“Finally,” Book wrote. “Someone thinking strategically.”


“I’m a Marine. Strategy’s kind of our thing.”


“Could’ve fooled me with some of your previous decisions.”


“Book.”


“Just saying.”






We walked back toward the central platform, Book leading the way with pages rustling commentary about “finally getting to the good part.” Seraphina and Yali moved ahead, deep in conversation about elemental theory. Lila had already peeled off to do another perimeter check, because apparently pregnant snipers didn’t believe in downtime.


That left me and Tessa trailing behind.


I found myself looking at my left wrist. The four marks stood out clearly in the moss-light, vertical alignment perfect. Seraphina’s light staff at the top, glowing red with that faint pulse that matched her heartbeat. Below it, Lila’s bow, also red now, the ink seeming to shimmer with life. Then Tessa’s clockwork rifle, still black. And at the bottom, Yali’s sun symbol, also black.


Four marks. Two red. Two black. One empty space below them.


Soon to be five. The pieces were coming together.


“You keep doing that,” Tessa said beside me.


I glanced over. She’d pushed her goggles up onto her forehead, and her eyes fixed on my wrist. Then on my face. Then back to my wrist.


“Doing what?”


“Checking your marks like you’re doing tactical assessment which I guess you kind of are because you’re counting assets and evaluating operational status and I do the same thing with my equipment so I totally get it but you do it every few hours and sometimes I think you’re worried and sometimes you just look like you’re planning and I can’t always tell which and…” She cut herself off. “Are you worried? About Lilith?”


“More like planning,” I said. “Two pregnant, two not yet, one missing piece. It’s just inventory.”


“That’s very practical and also a bit cold when you’re talking about people you love but I know you don’t mean it that way you just think tactically about everything and…” Another pause. “So you’re not worried she’ll say no?”


We’d reached a section of the platform where the moss grew thicker, forming something almost like a bench. I sat. After a moment, Tessa sat beside me, close enough that our shoulders touched.


“She won’t say no,” I said, looking at that empty space on my wrist. “The others told me what she said when we left the Shadow Realm. She was pretty clear about being meant to join us. Her people needed her first. Fair enough. But now? Three years is a long time to rebuild a realm.”


“It is,” Tessa said quickly. “Statistically speaking that’s enough time to establish governance structures and rebuild infrastructure and train new leaders and basically do everything necessary for a stable society which means she’s probably been ready for a while and just waiting for us to come ask and…”


I smiled. “So we ask. Simple.”


“Simple,” she echoed, then laughed nervously. “Except for the part where after we ask her we need three more pregnancies and god-tier magic and fighting someone who enslaved an actual dungeon entity and…”


“One step at a time, Tess. Shadow Realm first. Then, we see where we are.”


“That’s a very calm approach to something that’s objectively terrifying.”


“‘Terrifying’ would be going in without a plan. We’ve got Book’s research, we’ve got time to prepare, and we’ve got four elements already present.” I tapped my wrist. “Two red, two black. That’s progress. We’re already forty percent of the way there, or sixty-eight percent if you count having four consorts out of five.”


“I was calculating it as thirty-two percent operational capacity but your math makes it sound better.” She bumped her shoulder against mine. “You’re really not worried?”


“Worried? Sure. But worried isn’t the same as doubting.” I looked at her. “We’ve done impossible things before. This is just... one more impossible thing.”


“But this one comes with the added pressure of five pregnant women all channeling power through you and if anything goes wrong we all die and…”


“The bonds weren’t genuine,” I said. “Book said so. The warrior controlled his consorts through fear. We’re different. You all choose to be here. That’s the whole point.”


“I know that intellectually but emotionally it’s still terrifying which is why I ramble when I’m nervous and I’ve been rambling a lot lately and…” She stopped, took a breath. “You’re really confident we can do this.”


“We can do this,” I confirmed. “Not because it’s easy. Because it’s necessary. And because you’re all brilliant and powerful and way more capable than you give yourselves credit for.”


Tessa was quiet for a moment. Then she grinned, quick and bright. “That’s actually kind of inspiring in your own tactical way.”


“I have my moments.”


“You really do.” She stood, offering her hand. “Come on. Book’s probably about to have an aneurysm if books can have aneurysms which I don’t think they can but with Book who knows, and we should probably get to the actual Quintessence theory part before it starts writing insults at us.”


I took her hand, letting her pull me up.


Two red marks. Two black. One empty space.


Not a problem. Just the next objective.


I could definitely work with that.






By the time we reached the central platform, Lila had finished her perimeter check, and Seraphina and Yali already sat on the smooth stone. Book hovered at the center, pages covered in dense text and complex diagrams that shifted as we approached.


“Finally,” Book wrote as Tessa and I settled into the circle. “Thought you two were going to need couples’ therapy before we got to the world-saving part.”


“We’re fine,” Tessa said quickly. “Just talking about statistical probability and emotional variables and how they interact in complex decision-making scenarios which is actually really fascinating if you think about it from a game theory perspective and…”


“We’re fine,” I confirmed.


“Good. Because what I’m about to show you is going to require everyone being very, very fine.” Book’s pages flipped, showing an intricate five-pointed star with streams of colored energy flowing between the points. “Welcome to Quintessence Theory. Please hold your questions until the end, or don’t, because you’re all going to interrupt, anyway.”


“Accurate,” Lila said, leaning back on her hands.


The diagram shifted, each point of the star lighting up with a different color. White. Green. Bronze. Gold. Violet.


“Five elements,” Book began. “Light, Nature, Innovation, Fire, Shadow. Each one represents a fundamental force that shaped the realms. Individually, they’re powerful. Together, properly unified, they can reshape reality itself.”


“That’s the Quintessence?” Seraphina asked, studying the diagram with intense focus. “Five elements in perfect balance?”


“Not just balance. Unity. They have to recognize they’re incomplete alone and become something greater together.” Book’s pages showed another image—five streams flowing into a central point, then emerging as one unified beam. “The technique requires five consorts, each embodying one element, channeling their power through a single conduit.”


“Me,” I said.


“You. Lucky you.”


Yali leaned forward, golden eyes reflecting the moss-light. “The conduit doesn’t control. He witnesses. Holds space for the elements to merge.”


“Exactly right. Gold star for the priestess.” Book’s pages rustled. “The failed attempt three hundred years ago? The warrior tried to control his consorts. Force the unity. It tore them all apart. Literally. Very messy. The archive images are quite graphic.”


“Let’s skip those,” I said quickly.


“Your loss. But the point is: control fails. This technique requires genuine bonds. Willing love. Trust so complete that five separate powers can flow through one person without resistance.”


Seraphina nodded slowly. “And pregnancy?”


“Pregnancy is the ultimate union. Two becoming one. Life creating life. It amplifies the bond tenfold and provides the harmonic resonance needed for the elements to unify.” Book paused, letting that sink in. “All five consorts must be pregnant. No exceptions.”


Tessa’s hand went to her stomach, unconscious and protective. “So right now we have two pregnant and two not pregnant which means we’re at forty percent capacity if we’re only counting the four of us but if we need five then we’re actually only at forty percent of eighty percent of full capacity which is thirty-two percent and that’s not even close to operational and…” She stopped herself. “We need Lilith.”


“Need is such a strong word. But yes, you absolutely need Lilith or this entire plan fails spectacularly.”


“No pressure,” Lila said dryly.


“Oh, there’s pressure. Immense pressure. Reality-bending, god-tier magic pressure. But sure, no pressure.”


I looked around the circle. Seraphina, one hand resting on her baby bump, calm despite the weight of what Book was describing. Lila, still radiating that protective energy even while projecting nonchalance. Tessa, fingers twitching like she wanted to sketch equations in the air. Yali, serene as always, but with something burning behind those golden eyes.


“So let me make sure I understand,” I said. “We need to convince Lilith to leave her people and become my fifth consort. Then Tessa, Yali, and Lilith all need to get pregnant. Then we need to master this Quintessence technique that killed everyone who tried it before. Then we use it to break chains forged from a god’s essence. Then we fight Valthor.”


“When you put it like that, it sounds hard.”


“It is hard!”


“Well, yes. Obviously. Did you think saving the Dungeon from eternal enslavement would be easy?”


“I thought there might be more... I don’t know... achievable steps?”


Seraphina smiled. “There are achievable steps. First, we journey to the Shadow Realm. Second, we ask Lilith to join us. Third, we let the pregnancies happen naturally, in their own time. Fourth, we practice the Quintessence until we can form it perfectly. Fifth, we face Valthor.”


“You make it sound simple,” I said.


“It is simple. Just not easy.” She looked at each of us in turn. “We already have the most important parts. We love each other. We trust each other. Our bonds are genuine. The rest is just... execution.”


“Just execution,” Lila echoed. “Right. Because nothing ever goes wrong during execution.”


Yali spoke, her voice cutting through the debate. “The sun rises. Water flows down. Fire burns.” She looked at me. “We are the five elements. This will happen.”


“That’s very philosophical,” Tessa said. “But philosophically speaking doesn’t change the actual mechanical requirements of achieving pregnancy which takes time and biological processes and we don’t exactly have a schedule for when Valthor might decide to do something catastrophic and…”


“The Crossroads exists outside normal time,” Book interjected. “Days here could be hours elsewhere. Or vice versa. You have time to prepare. Use it.”


I looked at my wrist again. Two red. Two black. One empty.


“Alright,” I said. “Step one: Shadow Realm. We find Lilith and we ask her to join us.”


“And if she says no?” Lila asked.


“She won’t,” Seraphina said with absolute certainty.


“But if she does?”


Seraphina’s smile was mysterious. “She won’t.”


“I love how confident everyone is,” Book wrote. “It’s adorable. Misplaced, but adorable.”


“You think she’ll say no?” I asked.


“I think she’s been waiting for you since the day you left her realm. But I also think she’s a leader now, with responsibilities and people depending on her. It won’t be a simple yes. Nothing worth having ever is.”


The moss around us pulsed softly, green-gold light matching the rhythm of the silver veins in the stone. Above, the shimmer-void hummed its single eternal note. In the distance, that violet-black portal waited, peaceful and dark.


“Tomorrow,” I decided. “We rest tonight, prepare, then tomorrow we go to the Shadow Realm.”


“Tomorrow,” Seraphina agreed.


Yali nodded. Lila gave a sharp gesture of assent. Tessa looked like she wanted to argue about the timeline but settled for a quick nod instead.


“Tomorrow it is,” Book wrote. “In the meantime, I have fourteen more chapters of Quintessence theory to review. You should all probably do the same.”


“Fourteen chapters?” Tessa perked up immediately. “Can I see them? I want to see them. I need to see the mathematical framework and the energy flow patterns and…”


“Finally, someone who appreciates scholarship. Come, young inventor. Let me show you things that will make your brain hurt in the best possible way.”


Tessa practically bounded after Book as it floated toward her makeshift workstation. The rest of us stood, stretching, preparing for whatever came next.






The shimmer-void dimmed as what passed for evening settled over the Crossroads. Not true darkness, just a softening of the light, the moss glowing warmer and the silver veins pulsing slower. Peaceful.


We’d spent the afternoon setting up a proper camp near the central platform. Nothing elaborate—bedrolls arranged in a loose circle, supply packs organized and inventoried, weapons within easy reach but not immediately at hand. For the first time since entering the Dungeon years ago, we could actually relax.


The Crossroads seemed to respond to our presence. Where we wanted to sit, the moss grew thicker, softer. Where we needed level ground, the stone felt smoother. Not dramatic changes, just... accommodation. Like the
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