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What Came Before
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Cursed to live in the Abyss and trapped in the body of a succubus, Julia worked hard to stay alive on her own terms. After surviving running errands for the hag Usaghi and the instructions provided by her minion Treas, Julia returned to Drowned Port, only to be captured by the succubus Fórlaÿreaî. Forced through brutal initiation to join the Sisterhood of the Blood, she came face to face with their founder, a fallen celestial (now demon lady) named Balnérith.

Handed off to an irregular of the sisterhood, Julia spent her days in the sisterhood’s fortress training at the hands of Ebusuku. While there, the knowledge demon, Tras’laqì, recruited Julia for an errand on the material plane. The world’s name drew Ebusuku’s attention, and after they’d parted company with Tras’laqì the succubus added her own request to the errand: to deliver a package to a human named Farhad, in return for a promised reward.

The summoning to the material plane didn’t come soon enough: Ebusuku had started picking up on flaws in Julia’s false profile. Yet, with her own grudge against the sisterhood and the errand she wanted completed, Ebusuku, in a carrot-and-stick fashion, provided Julia with aid.

Upon arriving on the world Vehtë, Julia found Wajet had sacrificed a child to summon her, the child’s soul stained by Abyssal corruption. Julia broke free of the summoning circle, slew Wajet, and prevented the soul from being swept off to the afterlife. Soul sight showed Julia the child’s name, Livia, and how she had arrived in Wajet’s hands, giving her enough detail to hunt down a large group of slavers in service of the dark god Set and butcher them. This led to the liberation of a thousand Norse prisoners.

While escorting them to safety, Julia learned of the human lands of Vehtë. Ten kingdoms made up of human cultures, the youngest of them in her historical perspective were the Norse. The information they provided led her to a town where she could find someone to raise Livia from the dead. Coincidences piled up when she ran into Ebusuku’s contact, Farhad, who was in the same township where Julia sought High Priestess Verdandi.

Besides raising Livia, Farhad; Verdandi; the jarl’s wizard, Yngvarr; and his partner, Alfarr, helped her rescue a celestial bound atop an altar to Set she’d unknowingly stolen. In repaying Verdandi, Julia dug into attacks on townsfolk that had terrified the victims into silence. A night of slaughter followed, with Julia killing more worshippers of Set, and the next day she used her reiki to remove the scars left on their victims.

The aftermath of that healing drew too much attention, and Julia fled the town of Eyrarháls, camping out in the jarl’s hunting cabin. There she aided Torm in quelling a surge of mana-afflicted beasts and learned a few things from Farhad, only for her stay to be cut short. Black claws rose from the ground and yanked Julia back to the Abyss through a spell that used her true name. She found herself in the sisterhood fortress yet again, where they assigned her duties on a plane called Ternòx.

Ordered to take transport from Drowned Port, she was escorted by Naz’rilca through a shortcut to The Treasury in Drowned Port. After turning Naz’rilca into Usaghi using her own gloating words, Julia made a small deal with the hag, one that saw Julia unwillingly reunited with Lêdhins. He received orders to accompany her to Ternòx for two jobs. After enduring a month on an undead transport, the energies of the portal appeared on the horizon. When the pair moved through it ahead of the putrid caravan, they found an army of arachnoid demons waiting in ambush.
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Chapter 1: Underground
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The step across the dark mirror portal from Haz’Styrn to Ternòx had led her into a killing field. Within the vast natural cavern that stretched for kilometres, demonic spiders and webbing-bound captives covered the irregular terrain and ceiling. The dankness of the stone mingled with acidic vapours from lightning-blasted flesh and foul demonic blood. As more venom dripped from the fangs of a demon fixed on her, B screamed for her to run. As her host panicked, Julia activated her profile. The spider froze with its forelimbs in the air, and the noise of the battle cut off.

Frozen in the profile’s timeless viewing state, Julia looked past the screen to consider the situation and plan. The horde she could see comprised thousands of spiders with jagged, armoured chitin, ranging from hound-sized central bodies to those whose bulbous abdomens alone were dozens of metres in circumference. Furious mocking calls had many already intent on Lêdhins, while others near the portal had split between pursuit and easy prey close at hand: Julia. 

An elephant-sized trio had their hooked mandibles flexed wide. Fangs dripped venom that raised currently frozen smoke as it dissolved stone, and some others had already shifted position to rush her. In contrast, others had lined spinnerets up that fired across their owners’ bodies like anti-air cannons, ready to snatch her from the air. A rapid use of analysis revealed that the strongest had three times her levels, and the webbing holding other demons securely against the ceiling was fireproof. The details she gathered from the smallest spiders revealed that these weren’t beasts but full demons in the Demon Lord Qjiadlóv’s service. Analysis identified their species as nox hunters and that the arachnid demons inhabited various subterranean regions on multiple planes within the Abyss.

Time to be foolish.

With the mental image of a new shape prepared, Julia closed her profile. Before she could transform, a spinneret fired a cable of webbing that smashed into Julia’s hide-clad torso; the impact shattered ribs and broke her shoulder. The line’s sudden reversal yanked her towards the spider’s raised front legs, her foe already intent on wrapping her in webbing to prevent her escape. As her body whip-lashed forward, Julia’s form merged upwards towards her head, changing into a thin stone maggot the width of her forearm. With the momentum still intact, she catapulted forward, free of her outfit. Flight added to her speed, and she passed between its fangs and flew up into its tube-like maw. The demon thrashed its body as she scratched along the inside of the tube, driving hooked spikes into it to ensure it couldn’t toss her away. With foul mucus, tearing flesh, and blood threatening her grip, she shifted forms again to vomit metre-long hooked tendrils further into it and grip the interior of the spider’s mouth.

Enraged at her escape and the unknown pain across the inside of its face, the demon seized the now-empty dominator leather in its front claws. Its front limbs blurred as it ripped and stomped the garment into the ground, ripping up the ground and hide alike.

Explosive chitters rushed air from its maw, yet the tendrils deep in its jaws let her haul herself into the toothless cavity. Her movement prompted the demon to run and jump, trying to shake her out as Julia’s spiked form scratched deeper into the soft tissue of its mouth. More acidic blood sputtered from the wounds, and her form hissed as the flow of blood etched deep lines across her body. 

Titanium. 

Her body changed again, and the titanium version stopped the hissing; though the lost health didn’t return, the pain cut off. Her foe’s erratic movement didn’t end, and from within the demon’s mind came images of a spider forty metres long, and its desperation to reach help. With it closing the distance rapidly, Julia surged into a long, tapered spike with a broad base, the tip reinforced by a Ki strike. This time, the point cracked through bone and squealed deep into the demon’s brain. Its legs collapsed, and the speed turned its fall into a tumbling roll that had its kin throwing themselves from its path. Julia inhaled a gulp of health to start her healing, and before it could recover its balance the spiked point bloomed into a boulder, driving the demon’s brains out through its ears and spurting back through the wound she’d caused, ending its existence.

As its body thrashed and convulsed in savage death throes, Julia held on and expanded telepathy’s reach. From other minds came the sharp pain of a red lightning storm centred on Lêdhins, blasting spiders around him to ashes. Incited into an enraged bloodlust from his powers, the nearby horde chittered and screeched, their clawed feet ripping up the stone as they charged heedlessly into the fray. The bodies began exploding in arcing plasma blasts that spread outward from his position.

I need some cover fast.

A shift turned her into a titanium cat, and a quick absorption of a column of demonic flesh sent Julia to the ground. The demon’s rigid leg joints had prevented the body from slumping fully to the stone, and the raised posture left her exit exposed to the smallest of its nearby kin. As beady black eyes fixed on her, a waterfall of more foul blood doused her, hiding her from view. Before the torrent subsided, she visualised a narrow shaft of stone starting two metres below the surface, and double the width of her form, before she invoked inventory. With the familiar effect of its successful absorption, she reappeared inside the confined space, letting herself plunge into its thirty-meter depth. At the bottom, she cut a footlocker-sized section of stone off to one side and morphed inside. Hidden in the second space, she released the first shaft of stone back into position. 

The space she’d created contained a vacuum that muted the sound of the shifting rock and clued her to a problem. Since the message spell she knew required her to speak, Julia cast an air wall spell to fill the space, and its spike of overpressure pressed hard against her. As the spell ended, she transformed into a pixie-sized succubus.

Among the minds she could hear, dots faded from various spiders’ recovering vision, allowing her to spot Lêdhins’s three-armed form, and a translucent orb delivered a simple message to him. 

“I’m clear.”

They can’t hear my mind, so there is nothing to give my location away. There is no way I’m reckless enough to take on a prepared army, and I’m not risking myself in another demon lord’s fight.

With her settled in place, a notification showed her experience gains as the battle above raged on.

“You could have punched some more and sucked in shards to warm me up.”

Focused on the riot of thoughts above her, Julia ignored her demonic prison.

The minds above became panicked as a red electric haze filled the cavern; blasts tossed up smoke and incinerated chitin and flesh alike, killing the nox hunters and ripping apart trapped demons. Demons turned to flee, only for Lêdhins’s provocations to flood into their thoughts, rage overcoming their desire for self-preservation. More blasts sent pulsing tremors through the surrounding stone, and the walls of her hiding spot thrummed like a bass drum. The fine lines her cutting stone had left behind allowed dust to trickle into her cavity.

[Combat Summary:

Nox Hunter x1

Total experience gained: 5,330

Succubus: +2,665

Monk: +2,665

Demonic Shard: +2

Protean [5] [Ad] (18->19)

Mana Finesse [2] [Ad] (12->13)

Inventory [6] [J] (18->19) 

Acid [SD] (1->2)]

How much force can Lêdhins put into spells? While he’s killing things, at least I’ll have enough privacy to update people.

“Farhad, I’ve been sitting on a cargo caravan for a month, so I’ve had no privacy to risk speaking aloud. I’ve now got a brief opening and still have just this basic spell, so I hope you’re awake and somewhere private. During the travel time, I got my Ki woven into a reinforced pattern through my flesh. Can you suggest the next step?”

The translucent orb the spell formed vanished, taking her words with it.

“Ebusuku, I’ve arrived in Ternòx. The Demon Lord Qjiadlóv has the portal on the route between Drowned Port and Rotting Marrow currently secured with a force of nox hunters. A certain lightning-wielding berserker is having some fun annihilating them, so unsure how long they’ll be an issue.”

The second orb vanished, and as she was considering sending more messages, a reply appeared. A pale blue orb of pure mana registered to mana sense and produced Farhad’s voice when she touched it.

“Yngvarr believes he knows the theory behind the claws that grabbed you. While the caster has your true name, they’ll be able to pull you back to their location at will—there’s nothing you can do to protect yourself. To develop your Ki, your next steps are to try integrating attuned mana into the weave. If it accepts it, you’ll unlock the infusion power for that same affinity. Second, try to harden the weave against incoming blows. If you’re successful, you’ll become increasingly well armoured against physical attacks as you perfect the power and develop your willpower. It’s the middle of the night here, so I doubt you’ll catch anyone else awake.”

Did he send that message through the device Ebusuku had me deliver, or was it something within that grimoire? I’m avoiding the point. His theory aligns with Castellan’s claim, so until I change my true name, I might never escape the sisterhood’s noose. The other option is to get strong enough to kill two fallen angels and destroy an order comprising trillions of succubi.

“Farhad, that is indeed how they anchored onto me. I confirmed it with an analysis of the mana while being dragged between planes. I hope your new student is doing well and appreciates your guidance, Sifu.”

Another orb appeared, and Farhad’s voice came from it. “Thanks to you, I have multiple students. Remember: to achieve victory, know yourself and your enemy before seeking battle. No one in that place is fully your friend.”

Multiple? I doubt I know his students, since I didn’t have enough time in Eyrarháls.

“I’ve woven Ki through my body. Do you have any advice on Ki infusion or Ki armour, Sifu?”

“You need to practice a lot. Imagine your body is a bow, and the mana used is an arrow. Initially, it is unaligned mana focused by your will alone and not any affinity. Tell me when you achieve unleashing mana within your strikes.”

Julia caught a ravenous hunger from demonic thoughts and saw white dots dancing in their multiple eyes. As another lightning flash blinded many of them, cascades of explosions from the ceiling ripped hundreds of spiders apart and indiscriminately butchered the imprisoned egg hosts near the portal.

Lêdhins is a seething case of friendly fire just waiting to explode in my face. If my spells didn’t need line of sight, I could have picked off weaker ones on the edge of that destruction.

As if he’d heard her, Lêdhins thrust his hands outwards and a visible shockwave rippled from his palms, crashing between the cavern’s columns. In its wake, a red lightning aura expanded out a kilometre from him to cook every broken foe it passed. With this energy field in place, he tore about the cavern, his aura mauling stone and demonic flesh alike. The last demons within her telepathic range died, leaving Julia sitting isolated in the darkness. 

Not daring to surface, Julia released the cube of memories from her inventory and eyed the angry red line in the black metal before she willed it to show her map. Above the cube, a hologram of the cavern appeared, the portal glowing like a whirlpool, and when she focused on it, the map shifted. The display shrank to cover the thousands of kilometres of dusty plains the caravan had carried them across from Drowned Port; the device let her change the focus to different sections, even revealing details of the docks.

It works while in my inventory, so that’s one less headache. He uses air affinity for his message spells. Will they even reach me with no air holes?

Julia stored away the cube and settled down to wait. The time dragged on, and each time Julia considered exiting her hiding place the recent images and pain from those being slaughtered convinced her to wait.

I was out of the Abyss, and they dragged me back in. Is that why I want to hide now?

New thoughts came into range of her telepathy, and she caught a perspective from the driver of the leading caravan unit. High above the caravan floor, with the undead flesh of the mammoth lizard itching at his nose, he surveyed the cooked spiders scattered about the caravan. The sight of Lêdhins perched on one and eating a handful of demonic flesh caused the demon to gag.

The sooner I rejoin Lêdhins, the sooner I get to the Necropolis. At least it’s a place nominally separate from the Abyss.

Blink placed her behind a column, and Julia reformed into a lean succubus form with short black hair, her skin mimicking the tight dominator leathers she’d been wearing. With her sense of smell restored, the odour of burnt hair, charred meat, and foul fluids choked the surrounding air. The stench of the dead was already being overwhelmed by the caravan’s passage through the portal and its foul reek.

The caravan’s three transports were gigantic beasts, each measuring 540 meters long, 90 meters wide, and 200 meters high, easily surpassing the size of an oceanic bulk carrier. Spikes affixed hundreds of enchanted U-shaped harnesses to the beasts’ backs that carried an overlaying density of runes within their metal. Ten levels of segmented metal platforms, each edge bristling with ballista, extended from their sides. Putrefied fluids erupted from each beast’s decaying flesh and dripped down the inside of the splash barrier that protected the cargo. The transport’s broad feet smeared green drips from those guards across the ground. The brief break from the caravan allowed her to experience the full impact of the stench, reminiscent of mothballs, rotting garbage, and manure, blending into a vile miasma around the cargo carriers. 

The weird three-legged demons that crewed the caravan kept a firm grip on their weaponry and, surrounded by the remnants of an army, fixed their attention on Lêdhins. He stayed perched nonchalantly atop the demon, tearing handfuls off. The lead beast in the caravan sped towards a vast tunnel at the far end of the caravan, pulverising charred bodies underfoot. Not wanting to be targeted by their weaponry, Julia waited in concealment until the caravan was fully out of sight.

Only then did she send a message orb targeted at Lêdhins’s location to confirm her approach before a transparent pane released her a distance away. When he eyed her without hostility, Julia flew closer.

I’m probably not paranoid enough about him. Who is in charge at present? Do I want to risk it’s actually his demonic host? I have that deal with Usaghi, and so for now I’ve no choice.

When she landed nearby, Lêdhins eyed her. “I was going to give you another hour before I wrote you off. Didn’t you get my message?”

“The way I hid probably blocked it. Once all the other demons in range of my telepathy were dead, I couldn’t tell if you were still blowing up the landscape.” Julia waved at the caravan. “The driver’s perspective told me things were safe, but I wasn’t risking getting shot. I didn’t know bugs were to your taste.”

“I’ll eat lots of soft meat, and I got bored waiting for you. Nox hunter blood is acidic, and their flesh contains a toxin related to the ooze affinity. Eating strong ones can improve my resistance. You disappeared quickly. Did you get any experience from that?”

I got lucky. If the webbing had hit my bare skin, then shapeshifting wouldn’t have gotten me out of it.

“I pick my odds more carefully. I’m not interested in fighting a demon lord’s army where most of them have too many levels on me. They were grabby with their webbing, so getting out of the free-fire zone was my priority.” Julia glanced up at the fried webbing and then at the charred demons littering the ground. Wherever the remnants of her leathers had ended up, they weren’t in sight.

Lêdhins grunted. “You shapeshifted out of your clothes pretty fast.”

How does he know that, among everything else that was going on? I don’t want him to know what power upgrade I got if I can help it.

“I’ve improved,” said Julia.

“What did you transform into that let you kill that demon?”

Go back to selling children to the hags and stay out of my business.

Julia smiled blandly. “You’ve so many questions, yet you won’t tolerate mine. According to Usaghi’s instructions, the next step is to find a burning grotto.”

“Did you kill any more of them yourself?”

“I’m quite certain that doesn’t matter. I know you can kill me,” Julia waved her hands at the devastated army. “That doesn’t make me inclined to trust you, especially after how much you’ve lied and used me. We’re only travelling together because of Usaghi’s instructions.”

He folded all three arms before him, his mottled purple skin darkening. “You’re so harsh after my repeated generosity.”

Setting me up to be a demon lady’s puppet isn’t generosity, and your demon gave me that ring and coin, unless you’re lying.

“The biggest act of generosity you don’t even remember providing, so I’ve good reason to be wary of you.” Julia flipped him an obsidian-black coin. “That pays back the assassin bounties you provided with interest. Since I can’t trust your help, our only arrangement is because Usaghi ordered me to work with you.”

He snatched the coin from the air with a stern scowl before his gaze scanned the cavern walls. A bubble of mana shone around them, and Julia recognised the formation from Farhad’s spell to stop eavesdroppers.

Why does he want a private conversation?

“Fuck me, and I can be quite helpful.”

“Fuck him, and I’ll be cooperative too.”

The pulse of need that accompanied the plea from her demonic shell drew a snort from Julia. “You’ve plenty of succubi to dip your wick into while in town.”

“Sex has no intimacy with them. With you, I’d know it would mean something besides filling the hollowness that eats up a succubus. You died on Earth; you nearly died here today. Don’t you want a rush to confirm you still exist?”

I prefer the exhilaration of seeing a sunrise or helping someone to meaningless sex.

“No sex, Lêdhins. To me, sex isn’t only about the physical intimacy you crave.”

“What is it to you then?”

Trust and vulnerability.

She held up a hand with a firm headshake. “I’m not giving you ammunition. You haven’t even given me a full name I can use for a message spell. Combine that with your walking me into Usaghi’s lair without warning, your memory gaps, and even associating with you seems folly.”

Lêdhins’s shoulders slumped fractionally. “You’re right not to; one day I’m going to lose to my demon.”

Is he hurting for contact that badly, or is it a trick? He could grab me faster than I can blink, yet he doesn’t. How will I be after a thousand years of my shell whispering in my ear?

“Give in, and then you can just retreat inside and ignore this horrible place.”

If I give in, you’ll probably consume me.

“Then your pain will be over forever. Would that be so bad?”

Julia stepped atop the intact chitin of the spider he sat on and reached a hand up to his shoulder. “You need to remember who you were and make your own choices instead of fighting out of fear and rage.”

His shoulders flexed, and his grinding teeth sounded like a vise scraping metal on metal. “My name is Dös Lêdhins Fy.”

The intensity with which he accented his name caused the harsh Abyssal syllables to scratch at her ears.

“Does it have a particular meaning?”

“You’re asking questions.” He shrugged her hand away.

“I’m not challenging your demon, I’m speaking to a person who has been alone a long time and trying to get to know you. No challenge, just curiosity, and respect for surviving this place,” Julia said. “I’d like to know why you set me up with Usaghi, but I know you have existing arrangements with her and I’m merely an unknown newbie. Do you have a specific deal with her about the hidden?”

“Yes, I’m to bring anyone I find like me to her. You saw what a broken deal with her can cost.”

The resentment she’d felt towards Lêdhins for the introduction bled away, lanced by the memory of a screaming soul.

“Yes,” Julia breathed.

“The only hidden I’ve met in the past were those Moloch introduced me to, and I didn’t expect you to be any different from them.” Lêdhins shifted position and snapped a piece of chitin from the corpse. “Moloch used to run a merchant fleet during the Second Crusade, dealing in supplies to the armies, and took sold slaves and eunuchs back the other way. The others have all been murderers and rapists.”

“You’ve only told me you deserved to be here because you’re a murderer. Is that true?”

“Why do you want to know?” 

“If she’s going to keep throwing us into jobs together, I’d suggest we actually get to know each other. Thinking about your past might help you regain control of your demon. I used to work in IT.”

Lêdhins cleared his throat and switched to halting English. “I used to work construction in Sydney, grew up in foster homes, divorced, no kids, no one to miss me after that grandma cursed me at my sentencing.”

“What did the police actually charge you with? Was it murder?”

“No, third-degree manslaughter, and a few counts of aggravated assault and battery. My lawyer got the sentence reduced because of the circumstances. At my sentencing, the grandma was screaming about murderers needing proper punishment and yelled her curse.”

“If they charged you with manslaughter, it doesn’t sound intentional. Did you get into a brawl, or was it a car accident?”

“Three guys were getting vicious with a colourful duo. They were unlucky I came along; I’d been out drinking after my divorce settlement and wanted to hurt someone, so I stuck my nose in.”

“Did you hate your wife that much?”

Lêdhins laughed, his fists clenched, and a swell of bitterness and rage twisted his features. “No, I hated myself. I never physically hurt her, but I was broken, and she thought she could fix me. That’s more than enough memory lane. Tell me if your planar sense can determine which way to go.”

Julia patted his shoulder again and he froze. “Only you can fix yourself.”

“You’re an expert?” 

“No, I’m rotten at fixing myself. I’m told I’m too much of a perfectionist, so all I can see is where I failed. There was this black place I’ve ended up in when I got knocked unconscious. Vast, empty space, two platforms of stone, and my succubus host was present on one. It seemed like a mind palace of some kind. Have you ever experienced it?”

He pulled away and stood to sweep a hand towards a group of tunnels. “This isn’t getting us anywhere. Concentrate on your destination and tell me which one your planar sense is telling you to take. From what I’ve heard, there are more than a few of these sites, so only point at the strongest.”

Burning grotto.

The skill tugged her attention in several directions, and Julia gestured at the strongest pull, which led towards a narrow passage. She tried again for the Necropolis, but the skill didn’t tug her attention in any direction to access the demi-plane.

“Mine says the larger one to the left of yours is the best path, so we’ll take it. We’re lucky there is even one grotto within range of my skill, let alone yours.”

Too many coincidences? Though the sisterhood told me to take this route, so maybe they already know where some are, or all of them, and this is a test.

Lêdhins’s strange third arm shifted position to his lower ribs and wrapped partly across his muscular torso. A sexualised growl from her demon shuddered across her thoughts, but Julia ignored her demonic prison and flew towards the exit across mounds of charred chitin and smoking meat. Beyond the edge of the devastation, glowing mushrooms and fungi provided scattered pools of dim illumination, making Julia glad her dark affinity allowed her to see with perfect clarity.

I wonder if those glowing patches are enough for a normal demon’s eyesight, or if only particular species come to this plane.

Lêdhins blurred along the cavern’s rough landscape, covering the distance faster than she could fly, and waited at the tunnel’s entrance with exaggerated boredom.

“After you,” he offered, waving her towards the tunnel.

“Your planar sense wanted to take this one, so it makes sense for you to lead.”

Lêdhins smiled coldly. “You think that would keep you safe.”

“Only from whatever ambushes might lie ahead.”

His third arm shifted position onto his back, but Julia caught the odd hand clenching. “They might wait until I pass and attack you from behind. Or if they attack me and turn it into a brawl, I’ll let you figure out what happens next.”

“You might go berserk and kill me as well. My telepathy will let me hear any demon we get close to.”

“Aside from me.”

I’d prefer that to constantly provoking his demon by walking in front of him, yet arguing with him over this could do the same. Two tasks for Usaghi, and he’s taking me to the Necropolis to harvest the souls of the undead. I need to make it through them. The bloody hag had to send me out with Lêdhins again.

Without another word, Julia moved to the tunnel’s entrance, his gaze weighing on her the entire time. With his eyes fixed uncomfortably between her shoulder blades, she stopped to consider the narrow passage. A thin yellow mist coated the floor ahead, obscuring the soft luminescent glow of some fungi. The light was an unsettling burnt-amber hue that coated the rocks, and muffled by the mist, it gave the twisting tunnel a molten feel. 

Just a casual stroll through the Abyss.

“I don’t suppose the nearest burning grotto feels close.”

“Maybe a month, depending on how fast you can walk. If not for Usaghi’s orders to go there directly, I’d teleport us to a closer town. Unless you have more objections to that, Viper.”

His leering tone put extra emphasis on the name, playing into the implication of a harmless pet.

Is he trying to push my buttons now that I’ve got information from him?

“You know enough of the towns on this plane for a familiar one to be near the grotto?”

“Closer is subjective on an infinite plane. I’ve hunted bounties on Ternòx and dozens of others.”

“Unfortunately, I have to provide the sisterhood with a map of my explorations. They’ll notice the gap between this portal and whatever township.”

As Lêdhins led the way into the tunnel, the clinging mists flowed around their feet, and only dim mushroom patches lit the way.
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Chapter 2: Fury Road
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The tunnel twisted and turned, and sections were mist-filled with no rhyme or reason; in places the vapour would cling to the rocks despite stiff winds, while in others their passage would fray it into wisps. The echoing sound of dripping fluid drifted out from side passages, but kilometres along their trek Julia hadn’t seen a single puddle.

Lêdhins allowed a few hours for her to acclimatise before he picked up the pace and started running along the uneven passages. The Ki that she’d compressed into her muscles surged, letting her hurtle along so the mushroom groves amid the caverns blurred by as she followed on Lêdhins’s heels. The first notification came after an hour of rushing through tunnels, and Julia barely noted it before brushing it aside.

[Ki Movement [1] [B] (17->18)

Running [1] [J] (2->3)]

An hour after that notification, a translucent orb buzzed by her ear and Ebusuku’s voice purred forth. “I was in the middle of a battle when I heard your message. Contact me when you are free of the berserker, and we’ll arrange your messenger fee.”

Julia ran on without acknowledging the glance Lêdhins shot her way. The rough, erratic terrain in the tunnels forced continual adjustments in her stride to keep pace, while Lêdhins steamrolled through giant mushroom groves and slick lichen-filled passages alike. Sickly bioluminescent lichens or mushrooms occasionally supplemented her affinity for darkness, providing additional contrast for her demonic eyesight. Their course might loop back and forth for hundreds of kilometres, only to suddenly run in a straight line along the bottom of a rock-filled ravine at an uneven tempo that made tracking time impossible.

To push the maximum growth rate of Ki movement, Julia struggled along, dodging debris and trying to find her footing 

They came across the occasional area choked with rotting carcasses and damned souls vomited forth by the rock in demonic transformations. Rarely she caught hints of thoughts at the limits of her telepathy, but the fragments didn’t grow into anything substantial. Lêdhins didn’t even attempt a conversation to break the monotony.

The endless running wore at her perception of time, until Lêdhins came to a sudden halt. They’d emerged into a cavern where bubbling black fluid had submerged the lower reaches. An arched roof, spanning some four hundred metres across, supported hundreds of stalactites that were all cut perfectly flat just short of the fluid.

A string of growled curses slipped from Lêdhins before he grumbled, “Planar sense led us astray. We’ll need to back up to that last cavern and find a way around this place.”

“I take it you have no way to fly across,” Julia asked.

He shuffled back a step, the tip of his tongue brushing his lips as his gaze darted across the fluid. “Now that we’ve reached this cavern, I can feel the pooled energies have submerged the tunnel we need. I’m not going into that mess.”

Lêdhins’s fists clenched tightly, and his body trembled as he backed further from the site’s edge.

[Transformation Site

Details: Any demons entering these sites get reforged into another demonic species or ripped apart if their willpower is insufficient. 

The species change absorbs the demon’s classes, rendering them inherent to the new entity.

The concentrated Abyssal energies within will corrupt or distort species from any other planes.]

When the weird, elongated fingers of his third hand twitched and stretched out towards the inky fluid, Lêdhins grabbed her wrist and fled. He dragged her behind him, and before she could object the walls were already blurring past, the wind snatching away her protests. Though flight allowed her to avoid getting dragged, when he dislocated her shoulder on a turn without pausing Julia shrank into a metallic cobra and coiled around his forearm. As he continued to run, the pain from the injury subsided and her health returned to normal.

Lêdhins didn’t slow until they entered an enormous cavern their path hadn’t crossed before. Orange mushrooms the size of oak trees filled it, their caps dripping a froth of white spores that sizzled and popped as it drifted on erratic air currents. The hissing sound of the dust hitting stone pulled him up short, and he froze at the end of the passageway.

Julia dropped from his wrist and reformed into a succubus, wearing a faux-leather top and leggings.

“My life has gone to shit since I met you,” Lêdhins growled.

“Your demonic shell tried to force you in,” Julia noted. She double-checked that there were no thoughts present before she continued. “I don’t know how close it is to having control, but you need to do something.”

“I was fine until I met you.”

Julia lifted an eyebrow. “Do you count being a berserker as fine? Though I’m pretty sure being on any plane of the Abyss isn’t fine.”

“Being a berserker is a known trait, and I’ve killed so many things I prefer not to remember the battles.” Lêdhins picked up a head-sized rock and crushed it in one hand. “It’s not like anything else is typical.”

He thrust his arm forward and hundreds of bluish-white circular blades leapt from the outstretched hand. They sliced through mushrooms’ trunks in a straight line before gouging into the stone on the cavern’s far side. With a tunnel near the damaged rock exposed, a tornado rushed forward. It swept up all the debris and loose dust, and when it reached the end of the cleared path it dragged everything off to one side. He strode forward past the remaining stumps and strolled silently along the tunnel.

“I hate you,” Lêdhins spat after ten minutes of walking. “We could have been done with this by now except for your needing to map your course.”

“I don’t want to be doing this either. Leave,” Julia said. “Take Usaghi’s payment with you, and I’ll find my way.”

I don’t even want to be anywhere near you, because even you don’t know the times your demon is in charge.

He kept moving at the same pace. A few hours later, they rounded a bend and found the tunnel had narrowed to a crevice barely the width of Lêdhins’s forearms.

Without asking, Lêdhins took his war mattock to the rock, leaving Julia watching in amusement.

I could use inventory or go through with you holed up inside that storage ring.

As Julia went to voice a suggestion, rocks flung away by his war mattock made an odd, wet sound. She turned around as more struck a growing blister in the passage’s rock. The blister puffed and swelled with a black-and-yellow fluid that coalesced inside it. Though her soul sight was off, the energised fluid clotted into the outline of a bipedal feline, its face possessing a shortened muzzle that twisted and churned into a spider’s head with multifaceted eyes. The body bloated into an arachnid thorax and abdomen, and its legs and palps possessed differently shaped sections than those of the nox hunters.

[Gestating Nox Trapdoor

Details: These bestial demons form from the damned who have profited by luring others into traps.]

No name. I can change my name through profile control, but Lêdhins offered to do so when we first met. Will that help me get to profile mastery? Getting that evolution will let me balance my experience allocation.

“There is a gestating demon here, so I’m just going to try an experiment.”

Lêdhins grunted in disinterest and continued to dig along the course of the narrowed passage. 

“I could excavate that if you’re not looking for something to vent your frustration,” Julia offered, though she didn’t take her gaze from the gestating demon.

He paused with his war mattock raised. “I’m used to travelling alone.”

“I know, but you wouldn’t have to travel this way at all except for my stupid mapping assignment. The sisters are bitches, but that doesn’t mean I aspire to match them. Let me finish my experiment, then I’ll clear the way.”

Bits of rock cracked as he ground the head of the weapon against the debris at his feet. “What experiment are you doing?”

“Naming a bestial demon,” Julia admitted. She fully activated dominion in intimidate mode and studied the weak candle flame from the gestating demon and the high-rise inferno where Lêdhins stood; his presence pounded against her mind, though she didn’t apply dominion to him.

Lêdhins laughed bitterly and he stepped back beside her, his fingers flickering. “You finally figured out how to advance profile control. There are a lot more bestial demons to name than options for playing with your profile.”

He hates questions, but at least he confirms when I’ve figured something out.

As the last of the fluid clotted into the demon’s body, its front legs pierced the rock skin. The demon chittered, a high-pitched, fear-filled noise; the flame of its presence trembled. It turned towards her and pressed its thorax flat against the ground, splaying its palps and forelimbs before her. Julia reached cautiously for the demon’s flame in her mind and felt a contact that shivered in her grasp. The moment her will pressed through the power, the demon groaned pitifully. The sound reminded her of a villain in a kid’s cartoon, and a name slipped into her half-formed intent.

[Name set to: Bob

Profile Control [1] [J] (20->21)

Bestial demon naming upgrade beginning.

Note: You can’t fix a demon unless you mean to play vet.]

The demon chittered and thrashed about as its flesh compressed, and the morphing demon sucked in corruption and mana from the surroundings. Its spinnerets twisted upwards, and the chitin along its body gained the ridged appearance of the nox hunters as the change completed. As the tension in the flame relaxed, Lêdhins slammed the spiked side of his weapon between the demon’s eyes, snuffing it out.

“A warning: the more powerful the bestial demon, the harder it is to name and the more dangerous it becomes. Don’t use names that will attract curiosity in case it gets away from you.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“You’re using dominion, aren’t you?” Lêdhins cracked his neck back and forth, and his purplish skin blackened across his knuckles from the tension on his war mattock.

Julia flipped the power back into passive mode and his grip eased. “It absorbed my acting, and some other things. It was just in passive mode since the docks at Drowned Port.”

“Then re-learn the skills you want. I can’t feel its touch on my mind, but something has been annoying me.”

She disabled the power completely and spent a skill point on acting, and more tension left Lêdhins’s arm.

[Acting reacquired.

Species and class synergy re-applied.

Acting [2] [B] (1->21)]

“Better,” Lêdhins grunted. “See what you can do about the passage, but don’t collapse the damned thing.”

Julia nodded and moved to the crevice. With her hand pressed flat against the stone, she attempted to absorb a half-metre section directly ahead, using an image from an old gold mine photo for inspiration. A neatly squared tunnel section appeared ahead of them, with pillars supporting crossbeams. A prickle of strange fear and pain cracked in the depths of her mind, and Julia shuddered.

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know,” Julia murmured. “Maybe someone walked over my grave.”

“That old saying... my wife believed it was actually memories from past lives taunting us. You’re a bad influence,” Lêdhins huffed and put up a sound barrier. “There had better not have been anyone close enough to hear.”

Rachel believed in reincarnation. I hope she and Sarah are okay. My family. How much pain did my death cause them? How long has it been since I died now?

Her throat thickened, and she moved forward to peer into the crevice.

Protean said I can absorb mass and lose body parts. Am I game to try either?

“There aren’t any minds for a kilometre at least. How long were you married?” She extended a tentacle into the crevice to confirm it ran straight and then tried to absorb stone through her skin, only for nothing to happen.

Did I start too large?

She changed her form back and turned towards the cavern. The sight of Lêdhins’s head bowed, his eyes fixed thoughtfully on the floor, briefly froze her. Unsure what was going on, Julia retreated to the cavern. Once she’d ejected the first lot of stone as gravel, she tried to absorb a pinkie-sized piece and it readily vanished. Its absorption came with an odd pressure inside her body, a painless splinter.

[Protean [5] [Ad] (19->20)

Note: You are what you eat!]

She jumped back to the tunnel face and cut the passage deeper in sections to follow the twists of the crevice.

After five trips, the passage now lengthened by forty metres, Lêdhins spoke. “We were married three years, then she wised up and realised she couldn’t fix me. I really don’t want to talk about her.”

“You once told me you deserved to be here for being a murderer. What happened during the fight?”

“You really want to get into this?”

Julia shrugged helplessly. “If you don’t want to talk, just drop that barrier. Have you met any other hidden who might understand?”

Lêdhins’s shoulders twitched, and his hands balled into fists.

“Three slick-backed wogs picking on a colourful pair in the workers’ club car park. Bullies always pissed me off in high school, and I was glad of an excuse to punch someone. I can still remember my fists smashing into them, and the muffled feel of their punches landing. The way his head cracked when I curb-stomped him really stands out, even after all I’ve done since.” 

A heavy silence sat between them, with Julia unsure what to say. “What happened then?”

She suppressed her follow-up groan.

I hope his tolerance for questions is high after all the killing.

“I’d started to stagger off when someone said he was dead. I realised how badly I’d fucked my life and sat down to wait for the police.” Lêdhins’s upper lip curled, his expression turning into an enraged snarl, and his muscles bulged as his limbs flexed. “Cops charged me with a few things that got dismissed during sentencing, but the primary charge was manslaughter by provocation. That one stuck, since I told them I wanted to hurt someone.”

“If they didn’t charge you with murder, why consider yourself a murderer?” Julia asked.

“They didn’t, but the guy was still six feet under. To me, dead was dead, and I put him in that state.” Lêdhins shook himself like a wet dog. “That’s enough history, and too much talking.”

“Why tell me at all?”

Lêdhins tapped his temple. “He keeps saying that you’ll be revolted.”

“He’s been lying to you. I’ve seen the darkness in people preying on others. Could you have handled it differently? Maybe, maybe not, but you did nothing to tempt them to prey on those guys.”

The muscles across Lêdhins’s neck and shoulders tensed, the veins showing in sharp lines. “Finish this off so we can get going.”

Julia refocused on tunnelling and began taking larger sections. It took less than a minute for her to dig through three hundred metres, the gravel littering the floor of the mushroom cavern.

When she broke through to a broader section of the passage, Lêdhins held out his arm. “Change into your cobra form and wrap around my forearm so I can move faster. I need to find someone to pulverise. Keep your dominion completely off.”

“It has seduction as a passive effect. Have you given him black balls?”

The purring satisfaction of her demonic shell had Julia cursing under her breath. No sooner had she wrapped around his forearm again than Lêdhins blurred away. The passage walls with all their twists and turns swept by so fast that Julia found it impossible to track the distance they’d travelled. With nothing she could contribute, Julia meditated and gradually wove Ki into a denser mesh. Those minds she detected their paths either led away from, or the bestial demons perished instantly under Lêdhins’s war mattock or fists. 

She alternated Ki practice with pushing protean further, eventually reducing her exterior mass to a few hundred grams. Around her, the empty, oppressive tunnels pressed down harder each hour that Lêdhins ran with her as a passenger, until the dank stone was a looming, suffocating presence. B took advantage of her growing isolation, heckling her, and even in her metallic form spikes of lust and sensual desire caused echoes of reaction to chew at her. Lêdhins’s passage blurred past the walls in complete silence. 

Julia’s sense of time broke down, and she resorted to attempting to estimate the seconds it took to her ki loop through her body. However, as the flow of ki improved that gauge failed as well.

“You’re so powerless. You can’t even track time properly,” B laughed.

A raging spike of carnal hunger chewed at her thoughts, but Julia held onto the Ki patterns and endeavoured to sink into the isolation and shield herself from B.

Finally, a mental whisper beyond feral hunger rubbed at the edges of Julia’s mind, and eventually the mental chatter grew clearer; she was certain there were fully sentient demons ahead. From among the mental chatter, she gradually separated four perspectives watching a tunnel from an upper ledge. Their gear bore a jagged insignia resembling a Q surrounded by four spider-like legs and two tentacle-like feelers, and analysis showed it belonged to the demon lord Qjiadlóv. After ten minutes of the tunnel looping back and forth, the thoughts grew clearer.

She was debating about speaking up when Lêdhins halted and motioned for her to slip from his wrist. Julia took on the wingless version of her succubus form, clad in faux leather armour, and stepped away before eyeing him.

A noxious yellow patch of lichen across the ceiling illuminated him in its piss-coloured glow, and his third hand flickered in the Brin sign language. “There are four demons ahead wearing crude chain armour.”

“Four Hümsi demons,” Julia replied in the same tongue. “I take it you have a detection spell.”

“Yes.” He folded his arms across his chest as the third hand rapidly signalled. “Go kill them.”

“Are you offering me a bounty?”

“They’ll have coin or gear you can sell. They are demons, so it’s not like you need to worry about their innocence.” Lêdhins’s gestures were sharp and taunting. “You don’t want me going berserk near you, and we have no idea why they’re here, but I’m sure they’re bored. See what you can find out.”

I want a damn bounty to advance my assassin class.

“They’re lookouts for a new mining outpost.” 

Lêdhins smiled eagerly. “Who is in charge of it?”

“Their commander’s name hasn’t crossed their minds. However, from glimpses of their insignia, they serve Demon Lord Qjiadlóv.” Julia etched the insignia into the passageway wall.

“Well, this is an interesting opportunity. The top job on Usaghi’s list is to disrupt his mining operations. Since you need to help me with two jobs to earn that cheap planar conduit, we’ll mess up this mine. Then I can be done escorting you once we find the raiders Usaghi wants dead.”

“You’ll still need to help me find a rift to Necropolis,” Julia corrected.

“Yeah, whatever.” Lêdhins waved down the tunnel. “Go kill them.”

Julia crept along the passage, her mind jumping through options. Though she’d gotten details of the insignia and species, analysis hadn’t given the guards’ classes or levels through the mental images she’d accessed.

I’ve been wanting to keep the extent of my shapeshifting from him, but I might need to tip my hand.

She transformed into a flat rock, increasing her mass to the minimum she could drop to by using an inner core of platinum. Through their minds, she took in images of their surroundings until one bored guard wandered along the ledge. As he paced about, she got a wider collection of hiding places near their guard post. When he rejoined his companions, Julia blinked into a position behind them and slipped an eye stalk around the boulder she’d used for cover. The demons were humanoid, with blackish-grey skin and pupilless white eyes. They were clad in black leather, with a ragged chain shirt overtop and battered conical helms with an unsupported nose guard.

[Species: Lesser Hümsi

Class: Fighter

Level: 5/21

Heath: 434

Defence: 34

Melee Attack Power: 41

Combat Skills: Grapple [1] [Ad] (32), Long Blades [2] [J] (1), Short Blades [2] [J] (3), Shields [2] [J] (1)

Details: These demons are among the species controlled by Lord Qjiadlóv. Their numbers form the backbone of his armies in the Abyss’s shadow wars.]

Along with the five levels from being a minor Hümsi before they compressed their shards, that makes thirty-one levels total. Given the average accumulation of demonic shards, that means he’s nine centuries old and only level twenty-one. Demons really gain levels far slower than mortals.

A check of the other three found similar attributes, and none of them had names. Julia pushed the thought of a sound from the tunnel into their minds, and the four exchanged glances. The senior of them motioned the others forward, and they took up position with a spear balanced and ready to throw. With their attention fixed on the tunnel, Julia almost cast a spell at the centre of the group before an idea hit. She transformed into a row of spikes and then triggered a spell offset from the group’s centre. A bead of concentrated fire sped towards the closest end of the line and its detonation washed the group and her in orange flames. With her immunity to fire, the flames rolled across her harmlessly even as they bit into the Hümsi flesh, charring meat, scouring eyes, and burning hair. While the sudden blast did little to heat their armour, its impact toppled the group forward at an angle that didn’t scatter like bowling pins.

She blinked beneath the group, their calm expression contorted into terror at the spikes, and they desperately pinwheeled their arms to slow their fall; along the narrow base of her form, four clusters of broad-headed spears expanded. Before they hit, she had a dozen points lined up on each and pushed Ki strike to reinforce all the points; a rush of Ki left her reserves. Just before impact, she flew briefly up to meet them and, driven by their combined speed, the spears shattered chain links, punching through flesh and bone to burst from the demons’ skulls and backs, carrying bits of organs and brain with them. As three convulsed in their death throes, one who had flinched from a spear aimed for his eye tried to drag himself free. A series of sharp slurps with energy drain drew unneeded life energy, and finally, a demonic shard from each as they died.

[Combat Summary:

Hümsi, Lesser x4

Experience Gained: 4,216

Monk: +1,405

Succubus: +1,405

Wizard: +1,405

Shards: +4

Ki Strike [2] [Ad] (1->3)

Protean [5] [Ad] (19->20)

Stealth [2] [J] (20->21)

Tactics [1] [B] (33->34)]

As she returned to her succubus form, Lêdhins appeared in a rush. “You can manage more than just living things. What I sensed wasn’t shapeshifting.”

She picked over the bodies and claimed the four pouches of mixed Abyssal currency. “You just need to use your imagination. Who says porcupines can only be four-legged animals? Shapeshifting lets you take on the form of any living thing, plant, or animal, and elves can shape trees into homes and harps. Did you know that?” 

Well, they can do so within game lore; who knows what they do here?

“You need to get a lot better at lying or acting to have any chance of someone believing that one. What power did you get to do that?”

“If I had a new power, it’s not something I’d discuss. You’re probably obliged to tell Usaghi, and I don’t want to provide her with a greater hold.”

A bark of dry laughter burst from Lêdhins. “You really think she’ll let a reaper go that easily?”

If Ebusuku is right, all the torture the sisterhood inflicted was because she set me up to get captured by them. Usaghi seemed surprised the sisterhood knew Lêdhins’s full name but not about the guards spotting us as we entered Drowned Port. So many beings I’ve encountered are ancient and powerful, and I’m unsure of the games they’re playing or their actual goals. Fulfil my obligations, break the bonds, and then hide as far away from them as I can get.

Julia tried to hide her concern and sought a distraction. “Did she warn you that the sisterhood knows your name?”

[Acting [B] (21->22)

Note: Don’t try poker.]

“We’re all caught in the webs formed by greater beings, yet compared to me, you’re not even a fly. When one wants you dead, you’ll be lucky to die only once.” Lêdhins smirked. “Good luck getting free, Viper. Now, onto the possible. Did you learn how far the mine is from here?” 

“A few kilometres. I caught nothing about when their relief was due.”

“Then we’d better get moving. Hitch a ride again.” Lêdhins stuck out his arm.

She touched his forearm and coiled around it in her metal serpent form.

As she squeezed tight, Lêdhins blurred forward, running silently despite his muscular bulk. They passed through more guard posts, and Lêdhins slaughtered them all without pausing until they reached another enormous cavern. Lêdhins found an observation perch on a ledge high up the cavern wall. Julia reformed beside him, adjusting her eyes to mimic an eagle’s as she scanned the place.

The site looked big enough to swallow Manhattan Island, skyscrapers and all, and then come back for seconds. At one end of the cavern, crude structures were being built around a circular pit that had a framework supporting a chain of ore buckets. The buckets dumped their contents into a hopper, which fed the material onto a conveyor belt that carried it through a series of sorting apparatuses before a smaller volume entered one of a series of arcane furnaces. From the front of the furnaces molten metal poured into bar moulds, while from their backs slag went into carts that ran along a cleared road through the stalagmites to a smoking heap at the far end.

With the metal in the moulds still white-hot, they got dragged through a trio of enchanted arches that stole the heat and cut the beams into bars. Once cut apart, labourers loaded the bars into reinforced wagons that stood in a line before a silvery archway. Analysis reported that the bars were Abyssal steel and that the mithril forming the archway had inactive spatial enchantments for a gate.

“They’re focused on production rather than getting defences up first,” Lêdhins signed before pointing to the marked lines for walls and buildings. Patrols erratically wandered around the rough cavern floor, while other guards watched for movement on watch posts positioned atop tripod poles.

“It seems like we’ve found a soon-to-be town,” Julia noted, the quick gestures of the sign language feeling more comfortable than the first time she’d used them.

Lêdhins pointed to the circular pit. “Why would you disrupt this mine?”

Why the test?

“I don’t know. With infinite planes, denying resources to an enemy seems pointless.”

“You’ve got yourself caught up on the size of the place. You’re not considering that the very size hampers finding resources,” Lêdhins said. “Start with the basics. If this were Earth, why would you attack a mine? Those basics apply more than you realise. Infinite space, but also infinite enemies.”

“Supply chains are easiest to break at the foundation or during transport, but they’re using gates. The higher up the chain you go, the greater the security should be at each site because the value of the goods produced increases. Stop the flow of raw materials, and you create bottlenecks and slow production. Here you’d also stop someone from levelling their crafters.”

Lêdhins smiled mockingly, his gaze lingering on her breasts. “Apply that to armies in the Abyss.”

Julia’s hackles rose, and though she tensed, she answered calmly. “It would only be a guess.”

“I want to know how you think.” Lêdhins motioned her to spill. “Share your thoughts, and I’ll tell you if you’re wrong.”

Would you tell me constructively or use mistakes as an excuse to mock me? Do I even want him to know how I think?

“Given that demons level slowly, breaking the supply chain also goes for the armies. Strategically, the least important sites get defended by the weakest forces. Killing the forces there delays their levelling. Yes, they are planar locked and not gone for good, but troops at risk of dying on their home planes won’t want to fight, nor can they fight at sites off their home plane.”

“To avoid losing armies permanently, many demon lords bring in forces from other planes. Now, if they move their stronger forces to places like these mines?”

“It would depend on the repositioning. If they move them piecemeal to a place you’re already attacking, you could grind them apart. Otherwise, you could wait and target whatever important site they’ve left the most exposed.” Julia nodded at the bars being loaded into the wagons. “While I’d imagine that massive armies and cities need a constant stream of resources, I don’t know how big a space a lord or lady controls.”

His smile turned harsh. “Most demon lords control only limited regions within each plane. And only a few hundred demon lords or ladies are feared enough to be considered the dominant force of a plane, but even they don’t have every lesser lord or lady answering to them. As I’ve mentioned before, the vast distances between places on planes make succubi particularly useful for maintaining control. They are one of the few species with natural teleportation and telepathy, making those with the right attitude and development excellent resources to head off rebellions. Even semi-loyal succubi like that are valued by their superiors, so eliminating them disrupts plans. Tell me what you’ve noticed about the defences here.”

Why the sudden subject change? Is he warning me that Usaghi won’t want to let me go? Or is he implying that Usaghi is scheming to destroy the sisterhood?

[Abyssal Lore [3] [J] (15->16)

Note: Stopping to think helps with learning.]

“There are no wards, but the silvery archway is a deactivated gate.”

“How many tonnes of material can your inventory carry?”

“I’ve got things in it, so let’s say twenty-one.”

Lêdhins pointed at the lines of wagons. “Go steal as much as you can from those but leave the gate alone. You hit the mine, and I’ll handle anything topside.”

Julia raised an eyebrow. “You want me to leave the gate intact so reinforcements can arrive?”

“More experience. While I deal with the leadership, you go into the mines and kill whatever workers you can. Miners gain experience in places like this to get a high enough level to handle adamantine or mithril seams properly.”

“Only if you’re offering a bounty, my assassin class is lagging.”

“You keep a bar per demon with a mining-related class. There is no sign of a wagon route out of here, so they must be using gates. If this lord is desperate for metal, there will be reinforcements, and I’ll kill them with the rest of the guards. Usaghi can judge his strength by how much it throws at this place.”

“Okay. I’ll destroy the ore lift once I’m ready to take out the miners.”

“Drive your wizard level up, as it’ll let you kill more things than as a brawler. Don’t be too long.”

She transformed into an irregular rock before she blinked closer. The transparent pane released Julia behind a boulder, out of the foot patrols’ immediate line of sight. After a few tweaks to smooth out her profile, she considered her options. 
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Name: J, Viper (Eakcï), Trouble

Species: Succubus, Lesser (Variant: Hidden soul - Cursed)

True Name: Blighting of the Innocent

Home Plane: Ukuzingela, Abyss

Progression: Class / Species - Level - Shards or Experience

Species Progression: Succubus, Lesser - 3 - 48.1 / 75

Class 1: Brawler {Monk} - 26 - 608,642 / 700,000

Class 2: Wizard - 25 - 566,359 / 600,000

Class 3: Assassin - 25 - 560,280 / 600,000

Class 4: Succubus - 21 - 415,729 / 420,000

Defence: 97 (Ki Armour Active: 161)

Attack Power: 124

Health: 2,677

Attributes (Unassigned: 3)

Strength: 20

Endurance: 44

Quickness: 45

Intelligence: 50

Willpower: 80

Charisma: 47

Faith: 10

Magic: 74

Pools

Ki - Total: 288 Base: 48 Multiplier: x6

Mana - Total: 13,590 Base: 1,510 Multiplier: x9

Resistances: 

Rank Order - Minor [M], Lesser [L], Standard [SD], Improved [I], Greater [GR], Immune [Im]

Minor [M] - Decay (1), Order (3)

Lesser [L] - Abyssal (5), Chaos (1), Cold (15), Lightning (1), Mana Resistance (46), Mundane Materials (11)

Standard [SD] - Acid (2), Poison (1)

Immune [Im] - Fire (1)

Powers: 

Rank Order - Basic [B], Apprentice [Ap], Journeyman [J], Adept [Ad], Master [M], Senior Master [SM], Grand Master [GM]

Basic [B] - Allegiance Bond [2] (26), Demonic Instincts [1] (4), Demonic Pact [1] (25), Kl Movement [1] (18), Stimulation [1] (32), Teleport (Self) [2] (21), Translate Languages [1] (34)

Apprentice [Ap] - Soul Sight [2] (19), Spirit Bridge [1] (10)

Journeyman [J] - Death Strike [1] (34), Energy Drain [3] (36), Flight [2] (31), Reiki [1] (33), Suppress Target [1] (4)

Adept [Ad] - Blink [1] (8), Dominion [2] (28), Harmony [2] (27), Ki Strike [2] (6), Mana Sense [1] (2), Protean [5] (35), Silent Kill [1] (2), Telepathy [2] (9)

Master [M] - Abyssal Adaptability [1] (1)

Skills 

Rank Order - Basic [B], Apprentice [Ap], Journeyman [J], Adept [Ad], Master [M], Senior Master [SM], Grand Master [GM]

Basic [B] - Acting [2] (22), Bluff [2] (11), Disguise [1] (35), Escape Artist [1] (9), Exotic Riding [2] (5), First Aid [2] (6), Gathering [2] (18)

Apprentice [Ap] - Abyssal City Navigation [3] (10), Climbing [2] (22), Diplomacy [2] (18), Grapple [2] (20), Haggling [2] (12), Planar Sense [2] (2), Sense Motive [1] (10), Tactics [1] (2), Time Sense [2] (25)

Journeyman
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