The Eighth Hero

Your head pounds with the aftereffects of the summoning spell as you lie on the cold stone floor.
The chamber around you swims in and out of focus — blood-red runes etched into the
flagstones, iron braziers spewing purple-tinged smoke, and hooded figures standing at a
respectful distance. You take your time to gather yourself, staying silent as you recover enough
to assess the room.

Princess Elara towers over you, her silver-white hair bound in elaborate braids adorned with
glowing crystals. Her battlemage attire — a practical corset and embroidered jacket reinforced
with magical sigils — seems at odds with the royal circlet on her brow. A thin line of blood trickles
from her scarred palm down pale fingers.

You push yourself up to sitting position, the stone floor cold against your palms. Guard's hands
tighten on spear shafts as you move, their faces tense with anticipation.

"Where am |, why am | here, and who are you?" you ask calmly but directly. Despite the
circumstances, you manage to keep your voice steady.

Elara's violet eyes narrow slightly, perhaps surprised by your composure. "You're in Aetheria,
the last neutral kingdom in Luminaria," she replies, her voice clipped and formal. "I am Princess
Elara, royal battlemage and protector of the Great Nexus. As for why—" She pauses, running a
thumb over the fresh cut on her palm. "You're here because our realm is dying, and the
prophecies suggest an otherworlder might save us. The seven before you failed. You will not
have that luxury."

You meet Princess Elara's violet eyes with an icy stare. The chamber's torchlight flickers across
your features as you slowly push yourself to your feet, brushing dust from your clothes with
deliberate calm. Standing at your full height, you now tower over the princess by several inches,
forcing her to tilt her chin up to maintain eye contact.

"Give me specifics? What is happening and why are you summoning outsiders?" Your voice is
steady, almost casual, as if discussing the weather rather than interdimensional kidnapping. The
guards shift uneasily at your tone, clearly unused to anyone addressing their princess with such
cold directness.

Princess Elara's lips thin into a hard line, though something flickers in her eyes—perhaps
respect, perhaps annoyance. "A corruption spreads through our magical wellspring—the Great
Nexus. It turns ordinary creatures monstrous and taints both light and shadow magic." She
gestures to a robed figure who steps forward with a crystalline orb, which she takes and holds
between you.



The orb illuminates with swirling images—once-verdant landscapes now writhing with twisted
vegetation, villages burning as misshapen beasts rampage through streets. "Our scholars
predict total collapse within a year. Seven heroes before you were brought to bond with the
Nexus and purge the corruption. Four died in the binding ritual. Three failed afterward." Her
voice hardens. "One attempted to flee but was dealt with."

A tall mage steps forward, his face half-hidden beneath a cowl. "The princess honors you with
explanation when time grows short. The binding chamber is prepared, Your Highness." His
withered hands gesture toward an archway where sickly purple light pulses.

Princess Elara nods curtly, then turns back to you. "l understand your reluctance. But know
this—each hour we delay, another village falls. The binding ritual harnesses your otherworld
essence to stabilize the Nexus and grants you abilities beyond imagination. Whether you see it
as a burden or opportunity matters not." She steps closer, her voice dropping to a near-whisper.
"But | have seen enough death. Help us, and | will search for a way to return you home once our
realm is saved."

You put up your hand, halting Elara mid-step. The guards tense, spears tilting slightly forward
until the princess raises her own hand to still them.

"You have failed seven times. | will not approach this the way you did before. | don't want a
vague outline of your problem—I need specifics. Exactly why do you believe this binding ritual is
required for me to resolve the issue? What exactly is causing this corruption? When did it start?
Why does it continue?" Your voice echoes against the stone walls, sharp and demanding.

Princess Elara's eyes widen slightly, genuine surprise breaking through her composed facade.
She exchanges glances with the ritual master, whose withered lips twist with obvious
disapproval. "No one has asked... The corruption began three years ago, starting at the outer
edges of the Nexus chamber." She gestures toward the pulsing purple archway. "We first
noticed when magical creatures near the borders began transforming. Since then, it's spread
inward like a disease."

"The binding ritual connects your untainted essence to the Nexus core," she continues,
speaking faster now. "Your otherworld nature acts as a stabilizing agent—like introducing a new
strain to fight a blight. Without it, you'd be consumed by corruption the moment you approached
the Nexus." She pulls back her sleeve, revealing a network of purple-black veins snaking up her
forearm—evidence of corruption's touch.

The ritual master steps forward, impatience radiating from him. "Enough explanations! The
princess humors you beyond reason. The corruption spreads while we waste time on—"

"Silence!" Elara's command cuts through the room like a blade. "This approach has failed seven
times. Perhaps it's time we listened." She turns back to you, something new in her eyes—a
desperate, fragile hope. "The corruption seems to feed on magic itself. Our scholars believe it
originated from a clash between Solari and Umbral magics at the Nexus boundary. Both sides



deny responsibility, of course." She laughs bitterly. "Now, will you help us? Or shall | add your
name to the list of our failures?"

You laugh derisively, the sound echoing off the ancient stone walls. The guards shift
uncomfortably, and even the ritual master takes a half-step back at your unexpected reaction.

"My world has no magic. Your binding would only make me susceptible like the rest of you with
maybe a dulling effect... or at least that is my educated guess that if this corruption specifically
effects magic it won't effect a non-magic being like me but let's test that guess. You must have
some... fragment of the corruption we can use to test this?" Your words hang in the air,
challenging the assumptions that have guided their failed attempts.

Princess Elara's violet eyes widen, her composure cracking for the first time. "Non-magical?"
She exchanges a stunned look with the ritual master, whose withered face contorts with
disbelief. "Seven heroes, and not one suggested..." she paused in thought, "by the Nexus, you
might be right."

The ritual master recovers quickly, his voice sharp with dismissal. "Preposterous! The binding is
essential to channel the hero's power. Without it, approaching the Nexus would be—"

"Would be what, exactly?" Elara cuts him off, a dangerous edge to her voice. "Fatal? Like the
four who died during your binding? Or ineffective, like the three who survived it?" She turns back
to you, decision crystallizing in her eyes. "Guard, bring the containment vessel from my
chambers. Immediately."

A tense silence falls as you wait. When the guard returns, he carries a small crystal box
containing what looks like a fragment of purple-black glass that pulses with sickly light. Elara
waves everyone back, creating a circle of space around you two. "This is a stabilized fragment
of corruption, barely contained." She places it carefully on the floor between you. "If you're
correct... touch it. If it reacts, withdraw immediately. I've seen what happens when corruption
finds a host." Her face darkens with memory as she steps back, one hand raised and glowing
with defensive magic.

Without hesitation, you reach down and pick up the fragment, cradling the pulsing purple-black
shard in your palm. The room falls deadly silent, every guard and mage frozen in anticipation of
catastrophe. The fragment feels oddly cool against your skin, its weight similar to obsidian but
with strange vibrations that remind you of holding a tuning fork.

You turn it over carefully, studying its shifting patterns. "It's not reacting to me at all. This
reminds me of something from my world... not exactly radioactive material, but it has similar
properties. The way it pulses and spreads—it's like a virus or nanobots gone rogue, consuming
and transforming everything it touches." You hold it closer to your face, squinting at the intricate
patterns that seem to shift and rewrite themselves.

Princess Elara's mouth falls open, her defensive spell fading as she steps closer. "Impossible,"
she whispers, violet eyes wide with disbelief. "Even stabilized, it should have at least attempted



to latch onto your life force. You truly are... immune." Her gaze shifts between your face and the
shard with newfound intensity.

The ritual master pushes forward, his withered face contorted with rage. "This proves nothing!
The binding ritual is sacred tradition—" His protest dies as Elara raises her hand sharply.

"Tradition has failed us seven times," she snaps, then turns to you with something dangerous
flickering in her eyes. "If you aren't susceptible to the corruption, you could approach the Nexus
directly. No binding required." She motions to the guards who step back from the pulsing
archway. "But understand this—if you're wrong, the corruption will consume you instantly. And if
you betray us..." She leaves the threat hanging.

The crystalline fragment continues to pulse innocently in your palm, its strange patterns
reminding you of complex fractal mathematics or perhaps a self-replicating code gone wrong.
The corruption isn't magical in the way they understand it—it's something else, something
systematic and logical despite its chaotic appearance. Princess Elara watches you intently, her
battle-worn hands clenched at her sides, desperation barely concealed behind royal poise.

You give a dismissive wave with your free hand, continuing to study the corruption fragment. "I
am not just going to walk up to this nexus without the binding. | am going to experiment with
increasing amounts of this... corruption... to make sure | am totally immune before doing
something like that." The pulsing shard catches the torchlight as you turn it, casting eerie purple
shadows across your face.

You give both the princess and ritual master a look like they must be idiots, your eyebrows
raised in disbelief at their recklessness. Seven failed heroes, and not one of them had
suggested basic testing protocols? The ritual master's wrinkled face flushes with indignation
while Elara's jaw tightens, clearly unused to being regarded with such open disdain.

"Explain how this thing you call the corruption spreads... if | was to guess, faster where magic is

stronger, slower where it is weaker, and sometimes on humans it spreads a bit and then stops."

You glance pointedly at the princess's arm where the line of corruption has visibly progressed up
her sleeve, the purple-black veins stark against her pale skin.

Princess Elara follows your gaze to her arm, instinctively pulling her sleeve down before
catching herself. "Your assessment is... unnervingly accurate." She steps closer, her voice
dropping. "The corruption overwhelms magical beings almost instantly. In humans with magical
potential, it spreads until it reaches our natural resistance threshold—mine stopped advancing
after three months." Her eyes narrow with grudging respect. "How could you possibly know
this?"

"Well | made a hypothesis, that what you are calling corruption is a self replicating pattern,
maybe an incredibly simple spell that just says something akin to 'copy me,' that spreads upon
any magical substrate. If that was the case it would follow the above pattern... assuming
humans of this world had something of a magical immune system which they would likely
need... look that's a different conversation."



The ritual master scoffs loudly, his withered hands trembling with indignation. "Preposterous!
This otherworlder speaks of magic as if it were some common disease!" He turns to Princess
Elara, expecting support, but finds her staring at you with intense focus instead.

You go back to studying the object, turning it over in your palm. The purple-black shard pulses
with the same rhythm as before, but as you concentrate, you notice tiny fractal patterns forming
and dissolving across its surface—like code rewriting itself in real time. The corruption isn't
chaotic at all; it's following precise mathematical rules.

"You speak of magic like... like it's a system that can be understood rather than a mystical
force." Princess Elara steps closer, her violet eyes fixed on the shard in your hand. The
corruption lines on her arm seem to pulse in response to her proximity to the fragment. "Our
greatest scholars have tried for three years to comprehend what drives the corruption. You've
been here less than an hour and already..."

You hold the fragment up to the torchlight, watching how the purple glow refracts through it. "In
my world, we understand complex systems—things your people might call magic—through
careful observation and testing. Not ritual." You shoot a pointed look at the ritual master, whose
face darkens with rage. "l need more samples of this corruption at different stages, and to see
your Nexus from a safe distance. Then maybe | can help you."

Princess Elara's face transforms, the cool mask of royal authority giving way to something raw
and desperate—hope. "Guard, bring the containment cart." She turns to the ritual master, whose
mouth opens to protest. "Not another word. Seven heroes failed your way. We try his." The
ancient mage's mouth snaps shut, but his eyes burn with hatred as he watches you handle the
corruption with bare hands—something no one in their world would dare to do.

Hours later, you find yourself hunched over a makeshift laboratory table in Princess Elara's
private study. The room smells of old parchment and the sharp tang of magical reagents. Glass
containers hold various samples of the corruption—some freshly harvested, others months old,
each pulsing with that same sickly purple-black light. You methodically test each sample, noting
how they react when placed near weak magical items like enchanted quills or minor healing
crystals.

The corruption proves fascinating in its predictability. When exposed to magical items, the
samples grow agitated, the fractal patterns accelerating their dance across the surface. When
two corruption samples are brought close together, they seem to synchronize their pulses, as if
communicating. Princess Elara watches you work with quiet intensity, her violet eyes tracking
your every movement as you handle substances that would kill her with a touch.

After completing a particularly revealing test with a charm used to light lanterns, you turn to face
the patiently watching princess. Her face shows exhaustion, dark circles under her eyes
revealing what must be years of desperate struggle. Still, there's something new there too—a
cautious hope as she watches you work with these deadly materials without harm.



"I'm going to be honest with you. If | had to guess what was during that magical conflict, you
thought of some fragment of a fragment of a spell spun out and began autonomously
self-replicating like... what in our world is called a cancer... or it's more of a grey goo scenario."
You shake your head solemnly, thinking of the implications. The corrupted forest images from
the orb flash through your mind—the mathematical certainty of complete destruction if left
unchecked.

"Point being, even if your world understood how magic worked at a mechanical level, you are
dealing with perhaps one of the most systemically difficult problems any world can face." You
gesture to the samples, your face grim. The purple light casts strange shadows across your
features, making you look otherworldly in this chamber of ancient magic.

Princess Elara's shoulders sag slightly at your words, the weight of seven failed attempts heavy
upon her. "Then we truly are doomed. If even you, who seems to understand this corruption
better than our greatest mages, see no hope..." Her voice trails off, but her eyes never leave
your face, watching, waiting—a drowning woman looking for any sign of rescue. The corruption
lines on her arm pulse faintly, as if responding to her distress.

"l didn't say no hope... but you can't exactly send magical heroes after a magic-eating cancer.
It's not just pointless, it borders on comical. This is not some evil foe, it's a systems level
problem with the physical nature of this world. If there was a way to... shut down magic entirely
within this world or... drain it from areas around where the spread is happening like a fire
break..."

You look up at the princess to see if any of this is landing. Her violet eyes have widened, the
exhaustion temporarily forgotten as she processes your words. The corruption lines on her
forearm seem to darken momentarily, as if the infection itself reacts to the mention of its
potential extinction.

"Shut down magic? That's..." Princess Elara begins, her voice wavering between horror and
desperate consideration. "Our entire civilization depends on magic. The Solari cities would go
dark. The Umbral forests would wither. Countless would die." She paces now, her practical
boots clicking against the stone floor as she moves between shelves packed with research
materials and corrupted samples. "But if it meant stopping the corruption..."

She stops abruptly, turning to face you with renewed intensity. "A fire break. Creating dead
zones where magic cannot flow." Her fingers drum against the workbench, disturbing a small
vial of corruption that pulses in response. "The Solari have been experimenting with devices that
temporarily dampen magical fields for their prison systems. And the ancient texts speak of
places where magic naturally thins—the Void Steppes beyond the eastern mountains."

"But to create such barriers around the entirety of the corruption..." Her voice trails off as she
calculates the immensity of the task. "We would need resources beyond what Aetheria
commands. The Solari and Umbral factions would have to cooperate." A bitter laugh escapes
her. "They're more likely to destroy each other than work together."



You pick up another sample, watching how its fractal patterns pulse and shift when you move it
near a small enchanted paperweight on Elara's desk. The corruption immediately grows more
agitated, its purple-black tendrils stretching toward the magic source like a hungry animal. "You
don't need their cooperation yet. You need proof this approach works." You set the sample down
carefully. "Show me the Nexus from a safe distance, and let me see if there's a way to test this
theory on a small scale first."

Princess Elara leads you through a series of winding corridors deep beneath the palace, her
corruption-lined arm occasionally pulsing with faint purple light. "The observation chamber is just
ahead. It offers a clear view of the Nexus while maintaining a safe distance from the corruption's
spread." You pass guards stationed at increasingly frequent intervals, their faces tense with the
knowledge of what lies beyond.

The chamber she brings you to features a massive window of thick crystal overlooking an
enormous cavern. At its center floats what must be the Nexus—a swirling vortex of pure magical
energy, like a small sun suspended in midair. The beauty would be breathtaking if not for the
ugly purple-black corruption consuming nearly a third of it, spreading in those same fractal
patterns you observed in the samples.

You run a quick small-scale test, placing one of the corruption samples beside a magical
dampening device Elara provided—a small metal disc etched with strange runes. The effect is
immediate and decisive: the fractal patterns slow dramatically, then stop spreading altogether,
though the corruption itself remains.

You turn to the princess, unable to keep the incredulity from your expression. "OK it appears to
work. But of course it would, this spreads through magic we have already seen that this did not
require a genius to figure out." You give the princess a look that says she should have realized
at least this part a long time ago and did not need an outsider to figure this out for her.

Princess Elara's pale cheeks flush with color, her jaw tightening at your condescension. "You
speak as though the solution were obvious," she says, her voice dangerously soft. "But magic is
the foundation of our entire civilization. Suggesting we create dead zones goes against
everything we've been taught since childhood. It would be like telling someone from your world
to stop breathing as a cure for disease." The corruption lines on her arm pulse more rapidly with
her anger.

You give her a look that says you do not like excuses, your eyes hardening. The princess's
righteous anger means nothing to you — seven heroes dead, a kingdom on the brink, and she's
defending magical orthodoxy? The observation chamber's purple light casts harsh shadows
across both your faces, highlighting the growing tension.

"Ok, the Void Steppes — locations of natural magical thinning. That sounds like our best bet as a
starting point. Do the regions offer any geological similarities?" Your tone shifts from
condescending to clinical, focusing on solutions rather than blame. The corruption samples on
the nearby table pulse faintly, as if listening to your conversation.



Princess Elara takes a deep breath, visibly forcing down her defensive reaction. "They do,
actually." She moves to a map cabinet in the corner of the observation chamber and pulls out a
weathered parchment. "The Void Steppes all form at the intersection of certain mineral deposits
— primarily obsidian, basalt, and a rare crystal we call nullstone."

She spreads the map across the table, careful to keep it away from the corruption samples.
"Here, here, and here." Her finger traces three regions marked with hatched lines. "All sharing
the same geological formation. The nullstone absorbs ambient magic — miners refuse to work
near it because spells fail and enchanted tools lose power."

You lean over the map, studying the formations with newfound interest. The principle was so
obvious — magic-absorbing minerals creating natural barriers against a magic-based infection.
Your finger traces a line from the nearest Void Steppe to the corruption's edge as marked on the
map. "How much of this nullstone would you need to mine to create a containment barrier
around the affected areas? And how quickly could you process it?"

Princess Elara's violet eyes widen slightly, the first genuine hope you've seen lighting them from
within. "Mining nullstone is dangerous work — it dampens magic so completely that protection
spells fail, making cave-ins deadly." She pauses, calculating. "But if we deployed the Solari's
mechanical excavators along with traditional Umbral stone-shapers working at a distance... it
might just be possible." Her corruption-lined arm trembles slightly as she traces the potential
containment zone. "We would need to convince both factions this approach can work. With
proof."

You laugh loudly, the sound echoing against the crystal window overlooking the corrupted
Nexus. Several guards shift uncomfortably at the irreverent display, hands tightening on their
weapons. The purple light from the corruption makes your smile look almost predatory.

"In my world there were people like you. When a phenomenon called demographic collapse
threatened our land they said, 'let's fix the housing market, that will help,' yet there were a
thousand other reasons to fix the housing market and none of them had motivated fixing it. It's
the same here. You say, well... all we need to do is solve the civilizational conflict that defines
your world then we can work on the corruption. Any solution that requires that first is not worth
considering." Your words hit with the precision of thrown daggers, each one landing exactly
where intended.

Princess Elara's face hardens into a mask of royal composure, though the corruption lines on
her arm pulse with increased intensity. "Then what do you suggest? We barely have enough
nullstone reserves in Aetheria to create even a small containment barrier." Her violet eyes
narrow, studying you with the desperate calculation of someone running out of options.

You chuckle a bit as if considering what she said, your eyes drifting back to the map spread
across the table. The irony of the situation isn't lost on you — summoned to save a magical world
using decidedly non-magical solutions.



"Nullstone... so on the nose... what was the mystery for these people... there was a stone that
soaked up magic of course that's what caused the low magic spots." You trace your finger along
the marked Void Steppes, connecting them in a rough semicircle. "

"That was not the only option of exploration available to us. The next two to explore are how the
human magical immunity works and whether we can alter the corruption to increase its speed of
spread to... burn it out. Essentially cause it to use its fuel faster than it can spread. But for now
let's start with the first. Any knowledge on how the human magical immunity works? Why does it
stop on you? Does this happen with animals?" You lean back from the map, eyes narrowing as
you study the corruption lines on Elara's arm more intently.

Princess Elara blinks, clearly caught off-guard by your abrupt shift in focus. "You... you speak as
though this corruption were a disease rather than a magical catastrophe," she says, absently
rubbing her forearm where the purple-black veins pulse beneath her skin. "The court physicians
theorize that humans possess natural resistance thresholds—like how some bodies fight off
illness. Animals show similar patterns. Creatures with minimal magical capacity survive longest,
while magical beasts transform almost instantly.”

"The resistance manifests differently person to person," she continues, pulling up her sleeve to
reveal the full extent of her corruption. The dark lines stretch from her fingertips to just below her
elbow, forming intricate fractal patterns against her pale skin. "Mine stopped here three months
ago. Others progress faster or slower depending on their magical aptitude. Our strongest
battlemage lasted only weeks before succumbing entirely."

You examine her arm without touching it, noting how the corruption's edge forms a clean,
precise line rather than fading gradually. Aimost like it hit an invisible barrier. "And no treatment
has proven effective? Nothing to push it back once it's claimed territory?" The observation
chamber's purple glow intensifies momentarily, as if the corrupted Nexus beyond the crystal
window were responding to your questions.

"Nothing permanent,” Elara says, her voice tight with frustration. "Umbral healers developed a
poultice that temporarily forces back the corruption, but it returns within days, stronger than
before. Solari engineers created devices to suppress its activity, but they merely mask
symptoms rather than address the cause." She pulls her sleeve down sharply, hiding the
corruption marks.

You frown at her defensive gesture, your mind already sorting through variables and potential
test cases like a scientist examining a peculiar specimen. "Ok well then what matters for our
purposes is what is the difference between the people who can stop the corruption from
spreading and those who can't. When you control for magical power, as obviously that will
cause it to spread faster, what separates these groups?" The question hangs in the air between
you, clinical and direct.

Princess Elara's violet eyes narrow thoughtfully. "No one has ever approached it from that angle
before." She turns to face the great crystal window, the corruption-riddled Nexus casting strange



shadows across her face. "Those with stronger natural resistance tend to share certain
bloodlines. The ancient families of Aetheria show greater ability to halt its progress, particularly
those descended from the First Mages."

"And there's something else," she continues, her voice dropping lower as if sharing a secret.
"Those who've survived direct contact with the Void Steppes — nullstone miners, border scouts —
they seem to develop stronger resistance afterward. We initially thought it mere coincidence."
Her eyes widen with sudden realization. "By the Nexus... could exposure to magic-dampening
environments actually strengthen one's natural barriers against corruption?"

You tap your fingers against the observation table, pieces clicking together in your mind. The
corruption samples pulse in their containment vessels, fractal patterns writhing like trapped
creatures seeking escape. "So the nullstone doesn't just block magic — it might actually train the
body to resist magical influences. Like a vaccine." The implications are massive — not just
containment but potential treatment.

You look at her with surprise, your eyebrows shooting up as you process Elara's unexpected
understanding of modern medical concepts. The purple light from the corrupted Nexus casts
strange shadows across your faces as you stare at each other across the observation table.

"Wait, you know what a vaccine is?" The question bursts from you before you can stop it,
genuine shock momentarily breaking through your clinical detachment. Several guards
exchange confused glances at your reaction, while Princess Elara's mouth twitches in what
might almost be amusement.

"We call them preventive tinctures, but yes," she replies with a slight lift of her eyebrow. "Did you
think your world alone discovered the concept of controlled exposure creating resistance? Our
healers have used diluted disease essences for generations." There's a hint of defensiveness in
her tone, the first suggestion that your dismissive attitude might have wounded her pride.

You quickly compose yourself, straightening your posture and clearing your throat. The
momentary crack in your confident facade seals itself as quickly as it appeared, though Elara
seems to have noticed your slip.

"But no, while the effects may be like those we would expect from a vaccine, the method of
action must be different. It's quite literally the inverse of a vaccine—like giving someone a small
amount of medicine training a person's body how to manufacture said medicine rather than a
small amount of disease teaching someone's immune system to resist it." Your hands move as
you speak, sketching invisible diagrams in the air between you. The corruption samples on the
table pulse as if in response to your theorizing.

You begin pacing across the observation chamber, your footsteps echoing against the stone
floor as your mind races through possibilities. "Whatever the case, simply blunting the effects of
the spread will not solve this issue—only mitigate its effects. Though... do have one of your
subordinates run some tests on this method and roll it out if it does work." You pause, gesturing



toward one of the attendants hovering at the edge of the chamber. Princess Elara nods sharply,
and a robed scholar hurries from the room, already scribbling notes as they go.

"No what | really need to find out is the mechanism of action at play. Why does exposure to
nullstone grant resistance? How does nullstone itself work could give hints. Also, what makes
the ancient families of Aetheria different?" You turn back to face the corrupted Nexus behind the
crystal window, the purple-black fractal patterns casting eerie shadows across your face. The
corruption samples on the table pulse in rhythm with the larger mass beyond the glass, like
smaller echoes of the same deadly symphony.

Princess Elara's brow furrows as she considers your questions. "Nullstone absorbs ambient
magic—like a sponge drawing water. Our scholars believe prolonged exposure creates a similar
effect in living tissue, training it to repel magical influences." She traces the edge of the map
with her fingertip, avoiding your gaze. "As for the ancient families... they descend from the First
Mages who created the Nexus itself. Their bloodlines have always shown stronger resistance to
magical ailments."

You get a look like you just realized something, your eyes widening as connections form rapidly
in your mind. The guards shift nervously at your sudden change in expression, but Princess
Elara leans forward, her violet eyes fixed intently on your face.

"Wait those families who have been here a long time have more resistance? Could there have
been an outbreak before which culled those less resistant from the gene pool?" Your words
hang in the air between you, the implications spreading like ripples in still water. The corruption
samples seem to pulse more rapidly, as if reacting to your theory.

Princess Elara freezes, her face draining of what little color it had. "By the Nexus..." she
whispers, her corruption-lined arm trembling visibly. "The Cataclysm of the Third Age. Our
histories speak of a 'great magical purging' that decimated the population." Her voice grows
stronger as the pieces fall into place. "We always assumed it was their superior magical
protection spells that saved them, but what if...what if it was resistance to something like our
current corruption?"

You step closer to the crystal window, studying the corrupted Nexus with renewed interest. "Your
world has faced this before, possibly multiple times. These 'First Mages' might have developed
resistance naturally or engineered it into their bloodlines." You turn back to face her, your
expression hardening with purpose.

"This implies that this corruption may not be as cataclysmic as you supposed. My world faced
something similar with the black death and small pox. Eventually it should burn itself out as it
has before but the death toll in the meantime could be staggering. These past cataclysms you
speak of do you have information on them? In what ways where they different or similar to the
current corruption?"

Princess Elara's eyes widen at the unexpected comparison. "The Cataclysm of the Third Age
nearly wiped out our civilization entirely," she replies, moving to a bookshelf where she retrieves



an ancient, leather-bound tome. "Our records speak of a 'purple hunger' that devoured magic
and transformed creatures into monsters—much like our current crisis."

She opens the book on the observation table, revealing faded illustrations depicting scenes
eerily similar to the current corruption—fractals of purple-black spreading across landscapes
and bodies. "The survivors made up the ancestors of the First Mage bloodlines the younger
families mostly migrated across the great sea or were brought over as slaves, a practice long
since outlawed. The corruption burned through the realm for nearly a decade before suddenly...
stopping." Her finger traces a timeline at the bottom of the page. "No explanation was recorded
for why it halted. The records simply state that 'the hunger was sated.™

You lean closer to examine the ancient illustrations, noting the identical fractal patterns to what
you've observed in the current samples. The purple light from the corrupted Nexus behind the
crystal window seems to pulse more intensely, as if responding to the discussion of its ancient
predecessor. The mathematical precision of both past and present corruption confirms your
suspicions—this is indeed a cyclical phenomenon rather than a random magical catastrophe.

"There's something else," Elara continues, flipping to another page that shows a series of
concentric circles around a central point. "After each historical outbreak, the Nexus
shifted—changed its fundamental nature. Some scholars believe these corruptions are not
disasters but rather... transformations." Her corruption-marked hand trembles slightly as she
looks up at you. "But transformation into what? And at what cost? We cannot allow
three-quarters of our population to perish as happened before."

You appear deep in thought, your eyes fixed on the ancient illustrations as you process this new
information. The purple glow from the corrupted Nexus casts strange shadows across your face,
highlighting the intensity of your concentration. The guards shift uncomfortably at your
prolonged silence, but Princess Elara waits with uncharacteristic patience, her violet eyes never
leaving your face.

"Ok so it does appear that this is similar to an outbreak and each of these small self replicating
spells... sort of magical prions... has similarities but | doubt they are exactly the same. Any small
self replicating pattern would create fractals like this. | assume that the... disease... always
concentrates the most in the nexus due to its high magical content and then rewrites its nature.
This could be dangerous but | would not look at this process as truly cyclical like day and night
cycles but more... inevitable like random disease outbreaks." Your hands move as you speak,
tracing the fractal patterns in the air between you.

Princess Elara's eyes widen at your assessment, the corruption lines on her arm pulsing faster
as if responding to your words. "So you're saying this isn't some cosmic balance being restored,
but more like a... natural disease that magic systems are susceptible to?" She looks almost
offended by the suggestion, as if you've reduced something mystical and profound to something
mundane and biological.



"That would explain why each historical outbreak varies slightly in its patterns and effects," she
continues, flipping through more pages of the ancient text. "Our scholars always attributed the
differences to shifts in the magical climate, but if these are different strains of the same
fundamental corruption..." Her voice trails off as she processes the implications, her royal
composure momentarily cracking to reveal genuine fear beneath.

"Ugh... so it seems clear that your ancestors did not find a way to stop it—it just burned through
the susceptible population. So even though it doesn't mean the end of humans on your world,
we should still find a way to stop it." You rub the back of your neck, frustrated by the scope of
the problem. The corruption samples on the table seem to pulse in agreement, their fractal
patterns shifting and dancing with mathematical precision.

You turn back to the old diagrams, spreading them across the observation table as you compare
them to the current corruption beyond the crystal window. The similarities are undeniable—the
same purple-black tendrils, the same fractal patterns, even the rate of spread appears
consistent with the historical records.

"Ok, now to the issue I've been putting off, but it could be critical—to replicate the effects in
another substance that we can manufacture at scale... how exactly does the nullstone draw in
magic? What about it allows it to do this? It appears to erase said magic after drawing it in or it
would be acting like a battery... and wait—how do humans copy this effect? Can other things
copy this effect after exposure?" Your questions come rapidly, each building on the last as your
mind races through possibilities.

Princess Elara stands very still, her violet eyes narrowing in thought. "The nullstone's
composition includes rare earth minerals found only in the deep mountains," she says slowly.
"Our alchemists have tried and failed to replicate it artificially. However..." She pauses, moving
to a cabinet where she retrieves a small metal box. Inside rests a chunk of ordinary-looking rock
with faint silver veins running through it.

"This is nullstone dust infused into clay and fired in a kiln." She carefully places the sample on
the table away from the corruption fragments. "It retains about thirty percent of pure nullstone's
absorptive properties. Not enough for a true barrier, but enough to delay corruption's spread."
Her corruption-lined arm pulses gently as she handles the sample, the purple veins seeming to
recoil slightly from the proximity to the nullstone composite.

You pick up the composite material, turning it over in your hands. "As for how humans replicate
the effect," Elara continues, unconsciously rubbing her corrupted arm, "our best theory is that
exposure to nullstone somehow alters the body's natural magical channels—like calluses
forming after repeated friction. The body learns to resist magical influx rather than channeling it
freely." She glances at the corrupted Nexus beyond the window, her face hardening with
determination. "If we could somehow accelerate that process artificially..."



"It wouldn't be enough," you cut her off sharply, looking her directly in the eyes. The purple light
from the Nexus casts harsh shadows across your face, emphasizing your uncompromising
expression.

Princess Elara's mouth closes abruptly, her hopeful demeanor faltering under your cold
assessment. The corruption lines on her arm pulse more rapidly, almost like a heartbeat
accelerating in distress.

"l want to stop this, not slow it down. And the fact that nullstones work because of a rare
component means we are at something of square one. Even if | melted one down, separated
the components, and determined the active ingredient, if it was super rare | would have just
wasted time. Only one realistic option left but you aren't going to like it." Your voice carries a
finality that makes the guards shift nervously at their posts.

"What option?" Elara asks, her royal composure slipping to reveal the desperate woman
beneath. Her fingers unconsciously trace the corruption lines on her arm, the dark veins pulsing
against her pale skin.

"We are going to have to create a controlled burn of the magic around where it spreading.
Essentially a more virulent form of the... disease... that burns itself out faster and can be
deployed around where the corruption is spreading. Now show me how spell crafting works in
this world." Your words hang in the air like a blade about to fall.

The chamber falls deadly silent. Princess Elara's face drains of what little color it had, her violet
eyes widening with horror. "You're suggesting we create a more aggressive version of the very
thing destroying our realm?" She steps back involuntarily, the corruption lines on her arm
pulsing violently beneath her sleeve.

"Fighting fire with fire," she whispers, her analytical mind already working through the
implications despite her initial shock. "A magical firebreak that consumes available energy
before the primary corruption can reach it." She motions sharply to one of the attendants, who
rushes forward with a leather-bound tome and unfurls a blank parchment on the observation
table.

Princess Elara takes a silver stylus from her belt and begins tracing complex geometric patterns
across the parchment, her hands moving with practiced precision. "In Luminaria, spellcrafting
begins with intent, channeled through specific geometric configurations that direct magical
energy." The silver lines glow faintly as she works, each stroke creating a small resonance that
makes the corruption samples pulse in response.

"The Solari approach emphasizes mathematical precision and repetition," she continues, her
voice steadying as she falls into the familiar rhythm of instruction. She draws a series of
concentric circles bisected by straight lines, which begin to rotate slowly on the page. "The
Umbral tradition focuses on organic patterns that mimic natural growth." Her stylus shifts to
create flowing, asymmetrical designs that somehow feel balanced despite their irregularity.



"Ok so what we are going to need is a spell that basically is this set of instructions: Spend
surrounding magic to replicate instruction set. But we are going to need it to be artificially
inefficient. Maybe a modifier that burns additional magic to replicate at a much faster speed than
it needs to. This will allow it to flash through locations and quickly burn itself out. We just need to
hope nothing more efficient evolves out of it... though that would be unlikely given that the
iterations that don't become more efficient will burn out the ones that do." You trace your finger
along the edge of Elara's diagrams.

Princess Elara's face pales, the corruption lines on her arm pulsing violently as she processes
your suggestion. "You're proposing we create a magical virus that's even more aggressive than
what's killing us?" Despite her horror, her hands continue moving across the parchment, adding
new patterns that incorporate your concept. "It's... it's brilliant and terrifying in equal measure."

She modifies the diagram, adding what looks like fractal patterns that mirror those in the
corruption samples but with subtle differences. "To create this inefficiency, we'd need to add
redundant pathways here and here," she mutters, her stylus moving with increasing confidence.
"It would burn through magical reserves at triple the normal rate while multiplying its
reproduction rate by five, creating dead zones in its wake."

The chamber grows noticeably darker as Elara's modified spell takes shape on the parchment,
the silver lines pulsing with an intensity that makes the guards shift nervously at their posts. "If
we deploy this around the corruption's edge, it could create a barrier of magical exhaustion that
the original infection couldn't cross," Elara whispers, her voice both awed and frightened by
what she's creating. "But the collateral damage would be... extensive. Entire regions would lose
their magic completely, perhaps for decades."

The ritual master suddenly bursts into the chamber, his withered face contorted with rage as he
sees what's happening. "What madness is this? You would fight corruption with more
corruption?" He lunges toward the table, but two guards intercept him, holding the old man back
as he struggles. "This otherworlder has corrupted your mind, Princess! This approach violates
every magical principle we hold sacred!" His eyes burn with fanatical hatred as they fix on you,
but Princess Elara remains focused on the spell diagram, her violet eyes gleaming with
determined calculation as she completes the final modifications.

You ignore the ritual master completely, your attention fixed solely on Princess Elara and the
diagram she's crafting. The old man's protests fade to background noise as you focus on the
practical problem at hand. The corruption samples on the table pulse in rhythm with the larger
mass beyond the crystal window, like captive animals sensing their kin.

"You're right if we deployed it without any controls in place. Instead what | recommend is using
what nullstone we do have in our reserves to create fully enclosed break lines to release the
new strain in and only remove them after it has totally exhausted itself and died. This way even
with only enough nullstone to cover one section of the outbreak at a time we should be able to
clear a fire break around the entire corruption with minimal damage." Your voice remains steady
and clinical despite the ritual master's continued struggles against the guards.



Princess Elara's eyes widen, her fingers freezing mid-sketch as she processes your suggestion.
"Containment chambers for controlled burns," she whispers, the corruption lines on her arm
pulsing slower as her excitement grows. "We could create movable barriers of nullstone
composite, set our aggressive strain loose within them, then relocate the barriers once that
section is cleared." Her stylus moves again with renewed purpose, adding notations to the
edges of the diagram.

The ritual master finally breaks free from the guards' grip, his withered face contorted with rage.
"This is heresy! You would use corruption to fight corruption? The ancient texts forbid such—"
His words cut off as Princess Elara slams her palm against the table, the corruption lines on her
arm glowing with sudden intensity.

"The ancient texts also speak of adaptation in times of crisis," she snaps, her royal authority
radiating from every word. "Seven heroes have died following tradition. We try something new."
She turns to an attendant hovering nearby, her decision made. "Bring me the nullstone reserves
inventory and alert the Solari engineers we contracted last month. We need portable
containment structures designed immediately."

You lean over the completed spell diagram, studying the intricate patterns with approval. The
silver lines pulse with potential energy, a controlled version of the corruption's hunger waiting to
be unleashed. Princess Elara catches your eye across the table, a new respect in her violet
gaze. "If this works, we'll need to move quickly before the original corruption adapts," she says,
her voice low enough that only you can hear. "And if it doesn't..." She doesn't finish the thought,
but the weight of seven failed heroes hangs heavy in the air between you.

"Of course we will need to start with a small scale test in a very controlled location with multiple
layers of nullstone to prevent escape. Have your assistant set that up," you say firmly, your tone
leaving no room for argument. The spell diagram pulses between you, its silver lines casting
eerie shadows across the observation chamber.

Princess Elara nods sharply, relief visible in the slight relaxation of her shoulders. "A wise
precaution. We have a sealed testing chamber three levels below us, originally designed for
containing magical anomalies." She motions to a nervous-looking assistant who scurries away
immediately. "I'll have them line it with our remaining nullstone reserves. If your theory proves
correct, we can begin production of the modified corruption immediately."

You glance at the ritual master, who stands trembling with rage, his withered hands clenched
into bony fists. The old man's eyes burn with religious fervor as he stares at the spell diagram,
his lips moving in what might be silent prayers or curses. Something about his fanatical devotion
to tradition strikes you as more dangerous than the corruption itself — at least the corruption
follows predictable patterns.

"If this guy disappeared how much would that disrupt your government's ability to function? |
suspect he might introduce... negative externalities if left to his own devices," you say casually,



as if discussing the weather rather than the potential elimination of a high-ranking official. Your
cold assessment makes several guards shift uncomfortably, hands tightening on their spears.

Princess Elara's violet eyes flick to the ritual master, then back to you. For a moment, something
dangerously calculating crosses her face. "Master Valorian has served the crown for forty
years," she says carefully, weighing each word. "His knowledge of ancient texts is... valuable.
But his influence has waned since my father's passing." The corruption lines on her arm pulse
rapidly as she lowers her voice. "The question isn't whether we could function without him, but
whether we can afford the potential scandal of his... removal... while facing crisis. Though
accidents do happen in magical research."

The ritual master seems to sense the direction of your conversation, his face paling beneath his
hood. "This is treason! Heresy!" he sputters, backing toward the chamber door. "The Council of
Elders will hear of this madness immediately!" Before anyone can react, he turns and flees, his
robes billowing behind him. Princess Elara sighs, gesturing for two guards to follow. Whether
they're meant to stop him or simply monitor his movements remains unclear, but the sharp look
in her eyes suggests the ritual master's days of influence are numbered.

You snap your fingers sharply, stopping the guards before they can leave. "He is old, he won't
be able to run fast. Apprehend him and bring him to us. Alive or dead." You lower your voice,
putting strong emphasis on the word "dead," making your preference unmistakably clear. The
guards exchange uneasy glances, their hands tightening on their weapons.

"Millions of lives are on the line. We don't have time for bureaucratic politics." Your cold logic
cuts through the chamber like a blade. The guards look to Princess Elara, awaiting her
command, their faces a mixture of shock and hesitation at your brutal efficiency.

Princess Elara's eyes narrow, the corruption lines on her arm pulsing rapidly as she considers
your words. "Captain, retrieve Master Valorian. Use whatever force necessary." Her voice is ice,
royal authority radiating from every syllable. The captain nods sharply, motioning to three
additional guards who rush from the chamber, weapons drawn.

"You are... refreshingly direct," Elara says, turning back to you. Something flickers in her violet
eyes — not disapproval, but rather a cold appreciation. "Every hero before you hesitated at the
necessary cruelties. Perhaps that's why they failed." She returns her attention to the spell
diagram, adding final touches to the magical formula with practiced precision.

The chamber falls into tense silence, broken only by the scratch of Elara's stylus across
parchment and the distant sound of shouting from the corridors above. You examine the
corruption samples still pulsing on the table, their fractal patterns shifting hypnotically. The
purple-black tendrils seem almost sentient as they reach toward the edge of their containment
vessels, testing boundaries, seeking escape.

A commotion at the doorway draws your attention. The guards return, dragging the ritual master
between them. Blood trickles from his temple, staining his ornate robes. "He attempted to
access the communication chambers, Your Highness. Resistance was... discouraged." The old



man's eyes burn with hatred as they lock onto yours, his withered lips moving in what might be
curses or incantations. Princess Elara barely spares him a glance, her focus remaining on the
spell diagram that might save her realm — or destroy what remains of it.

You give the guard a withering look that practically screams "why is he still breathing?" Your
disgust is unmistakable as you bring your hand to the bridge of your nose, pinching it in extreme
frustration. Princess Elara catches your expression, a ghost of a smile touching her lips before
vanishing. The ritual master struggles weakly against his captors, blood still trickling down his
weathered face.

"If we put him in a normal cell he will be able to communicate with his allies in government who
will be able to visit him leading to civil unrest, slowing the deployment timeline of the mitigation
of the corruption and costing countless lives. If this goes to trial even worse because he will use
the opportunity to grandstand and further slow down deployment of corruption mitigation." Your
cold analysis makes several guards shift uncomfortably, but Elara's eyes narrow with
calculation.

You turn to address the guards directly, your voice commanding despite your status as an
outsider. "Release him." The guards hesitate, looking to Princess Elara, who gives a slight nod.
They reluctantly loosen their grip on the ritual master, who stumbles forward, straightening his
blood-stained robes with trembling dignity.

You look the ritual master directly in the eyes, your expression almost sympathetic. "Look, | get
it, you are just acting in accord with what you think is right. Problem is what you think is wrong
and it will get a lot of people killed, catch." Without warning, you toss the heavily corrupted gem
directly at him. He catches it reflexively before horror dawns on his face. The purple-black
corruption immediately pulses brighter at his touch, fractal patterns accelerating across the
surface as he drops it with a strangled cry.

"Guards, have him taken to isolated confinement. It appears the ritual master accidentally came
in contact with an extremely corrupted gem while searching for a way to fight the corruption. Do
not let anyone visit him for fear of the corruption spreading. This just further highlights the need
for extreme and immediate action." The guards move quickly, their previous hesitation replaced
by genuine alarm as they seize the now-panicking ritual master. Princess Elara's eyes widen, a
mixture of shock and grudging respect crossing her face at your ruthless efficiency.

As they drag him toward the door, you turn to the ritual master with cold calculation in your eyes.
"You will die a martyr but a martyr to galvanize my cause." The old man's face contorts with rage
and terror as the guards haul him away, his curses fading down the corridor. Princess Elara
steps beside you, the corruption lines on her arm pulsing in rhythm with the discarded gem on
the floor. "Seven heroes with honor and mercy, all dead or fled," she murmurs. "Perhaps what
Luminaria truly needed was someone willing to match the corruption's ruthlessness."



You look at her with a hint of confusion, your brow furrowing as if you don't quite understand her
words. The purple light from the corrupted Nexus casts strange shadows across your face,
making your expression even more unreadable to the princess.

"l act only with mercy. All my decisions are calculated to reduce net suffering." Your voice is
matter-of-fact, devoid of the defensive tone most would adopt when their morality is questioned.
The guards exchange nervous glances, clearly unsettled by your clinical approach to what they
just witnessed.

Princess Elara studies you with renewed interest, her violet eyes narrowing slightly. The
corruption lines on her arm pulse faster, almost like a heartbeat accelerating in response to a
revelation. You suddenly straighten, your eyes widening as if you've just realized what she
meant by her comment about ruthlessness.

"Oh... don't worry | wasn't going to let him die slowly of the corruption | was going to have one of
your more loyal guards go and handle a quick painless execution later today but keep it quiet.
It's only a risk to leave a heavily corrupted human festering even in isolation. Someone else
could catch his affliction." You say this casually, as if discussing nothing more consequential
than the weather, while gesturing toward the door where the ritual master was dragged away
moments ago.

Princess Elara's lips part slightly, genuine surprise flashing across her normally composed
features. "You continue to... surprise me," she says slowly, studying you with new eyes. "Seven
heroes rejected such pragmatic solutions outright. They spoke of justice, trials,
redemption—while people died waiting for their moral quandaries to resolve." She moves closer
to you, lowering her voice so the remaining guards can't hear. "I'll see to it personally. A quick
end is more mercy than he deserves for obstructing us."

An attendant rushes into the chamber, face flushed with urgency. "Your Highness! The testing
chamber is prepared with triple layers of nullstone shielding." Princess Elara's attention
immediately shifts, her royal mask sliding back into place. "Excellent. We proceed immediately
with the controlled test." She gathers the spell diagram with careful hands, the silver lines
pulsing with potential energy. "Shall we?" she asks, gesturing toward the door with a newfound
respect in her eyes—the kind reserved not for heroes, but for equals in the brutal calculus of
survival.

You walk beside Princess Elara through the winding corridors that lead deeper beneath the
palace, guards flanking you on either side. The distant hum of the corrupted Nexus grows
fainter as you descend, replaced by the cool silence of ancient stone. The nullstone-lined walls
make the air feel strangely dead, absent of the magical currents that seem to flow everywhere
else in this realm.

"You know, in my world there was once a mad emperor named Caligula who declared war on
the ocean," you say, breaking the tense silence. "He ordered his armies to march to the shore
and stab the waves with swords and spears. When they were done, he had them collect



seashells as trophies of their 'victory' over the sea." Princess Elara glances at you, the
corruption lines on her arm pulsing faintly under the torchlight.

"And the point of this charming historical anecdote?" She raises an eyebrow, though a hint of
amusement breaks through her royal composure.

"Your ritual master fighting corruption with binding rituals is exactly like attacking the ocean with
swords. It's not just ineffective—it's profoundly missing the point of what the enemy actually is."
Your words echo off the stone walls. "The ocean doesn't care about your anger or your spears,
just like this corruption doesn't care about your rituals or heroes."

The testing chamber door swings open, revealing a circular room with walls covered entirely in
dull gray nullstone. At the center stands a small pedestal surrounded by concentric circles of
silver inlay. Princess Elara places the spell diagram on a side table and motions to an attendant
who brings forward a small corruption sample in a crystal container. You examine the testing
setup with critical eyes, noting the triple-layered containment barriers and evacuation channels
built into the floor.

"Caligula's war on the sea," Princess Elara murmurs as she prepares the activation sequence.
"An apt comparison. Though | wonder—" she looks up at you with those piercing violet eyes,
"—if our situation is truly hopeless, or if we've simply been using the wrong weapons." She
places the corruption sample at the center of the pedestal, her corrupted hand hovering over the
activation rune. "Shall we find out?"

"Let's do this. Place the larger corrupted chunk in the center and then we'll release our modified
strain." You move closer to the pedestal, examining the nullstone barriers with analytical
precision. The triple layers should be more than sufficient to contain even an accelerated
corruption.

Princess Elara nods to an assistant who carefully places a fist-sized chunk of heavily corrupted
crystal on the pedestal. The purple-black fractal patterns within pulse violently, as if sensing
what's about to happen. "This sample was collected from the eastern boundary two days ago.
Its corruption concentration is among the highest we've documented in portable form." Her
corruption-lined arm throbs visibly, seeming to respond to the proximity of its larger kin.

You remove the vial containing your modified strain the princess crafted from its protective case.
The silver-laced corruption inside moves differently than the original—faster, more aggressive,
its fractal patterns expanding and contracting at nearly twice the normal rate. Your creation is
hungry in a way the natural corruption isn't, designed to consume magical energy with reckless
abandon rather than sustainable replication.

"Everyone behind the secondary barrier." Princess Elara's command sends attendants
scrambling to safety behind an additional nullstone wall. She remains beside you, her violet
eyes fixed on the experiment with scientific determination. "If this fails, we'll flood the chamber
with nullstone dust. If it succeeds..." She doesn't finish the sentence, but the weight of possibility
hangs between you.



You grab the vial containing the modified corruption and without hesitation, hurl it toward the
center of the chamber. The glass shatters a few feet from the corruption sample, and you
quickly slam the heavy door shut behind you. Through the observation window, nothing seems
to happen at first—just shards of glass and silver-laced liquid pooling on the floor near the
original corruption.

"Wait for it," you murmur, raising your hand to silence Princess Elara's question before she can
voice it. Her corruption-lined arm pulses rapidly, almost in anticipation.

A slow spiral of silver-purple light begins to emerge from the spill, gentle and almost beautiful in
its mathematical precision. The pattern grows, slowly at first, then with logarithmically increasing
speed—doubling, quadrupling its coverage across the chamber floor. Princess Elara's breath
catches in her throat as the modified corruption races toward the original sample, hungry and
relentless in its expansion.

With a thunderous BOOM that rattles the observation window, the modified corruption explodes
into violent activity—filling the entire chamber in seconds with a swirling storm of silver-purple
light. The effect reminds you of grain silo explosions from your world—the same rapid
consumption of available material, the same devastating intensity. Guards shout in alarm, but
you remain steady, watching as the frenzied artificial corruption burns through the available
magic with reckless abandon.

Just as violently as it erupted, the modified corruption begins to collapse, burning itself out in
patches across the chamber. Tiny slivers of dying corruption drift downward like embers after a
fire, glowing briefly before fading to nothing. At the center, the original corruption sample
remains physically intact but noticeably dimmer—like a lightbulb slowly losing power as its
electrical supply is cut off. The entire chamber has become a magical vacuum, every trace of
ambient energy devoured by your engineered solution.

Princess Elara stares wide-eyed through the observation window, her lips parted in shocked
amazement. "By the Nexus," she whispers, the corruption lines on her arm now barely pulsing in
the magic-dead environment beyond the glass. "It worked. It actually worked." She turns to you,
violet eyes blazing with something between fear and hope. "We've created something
terrible—and wonderful." The attending mages and guards look on in stunned silence, watching
as the last fragments of your artificial corruption fade away, leaving behind a dead zone where
magic once flowed freely.

A week and a half later, you stand at the edge of one of the twenty containment zones
established along the corruption's perimeter. The morning sun casts long shadows across the
makeshift barrier of nullstone blocks arranged in precise geometric patterns. Workers scurry like
ants along the border, adjusting positions and recording measurements under the watchful eyes
of both Solari engineers and Umbral mages—an unprecedented collaboration born of
desperation rather than goodwill.



"The explosion pattern is consistent across all test sites," Princess Elara says, passing you a
sheaf of parchment covered with diagrams and calculations. "Ten square kilometers of magical
burnout per deployment, followed by rapid retraction as the modified strain consumes itself."
She points to the nearest junction where the nullstone barrier has been temporarily removed, a
team of mages in protective gear preparing another release of your engineered solution. The
corruption lines on her arm have noticeably dimmed in the past week, a promising sign your
approach is working.

You examine the data sheets, eyes narrowing at the patterns emerging from multiple
deployments. "The safety factor is impressive—it's self-limiting exactly as designed. But these
readings from the oldest containment zones show ambient magic already seeping back into the
dead zones." You tap a particular chart that displays rising magical energy levels in areas
treated just eight days ago. "At this rate, the firebreaks will only maintain moderate effectiveness
for about three months before requiring retreatment.”

The nearby deployment team ignites the modified corruption, stepping quickly behind the safety
barrier as silver-purple light explodes outward in a controlled burn. The sight still draws gasps
from observers despite having been repeated dozens of times now—the violent beauty of
magical fire meeting magical fire, leaving nothing but emptiness behind. Princess Elara watches
with clinical detachment, her scholar's mind calculating resources, timelines, and survival odds
with each new deployment.

"Three months gives us time to mine additional nullstone and produce more of your modified
strain," she says, though concern edges her voice. "But maintaining these firebreaks indefinitely
will strain our resources beyond sustainability."

A commotion erupts at the perimeter as a column of gleaming soldiers approaches, their armor
catching the morning light like polished mirrors. Banners bearing the sun sigil of the Solari
Dominion flap in the breeze as they march in perfect formation toward your position. The
soldiers' faces are hidden behind reflective visors, making them appear more machine than
human.

You exchange a glance with Princess Elara, whose posture immediately stiffens into regal
formality. The corruption lines on her arm pulse faintly as she pulls down her sleeve to conceal
them. "The Solari Military Council was not scheduled to inspect our containment efforts until
next week," she mutters, loud enough for only you to hear. "Something has prompted them to
accelerate their timetable."

A tall figure breaks from the formation, approaching with measured steps. His ceremonial armor
gleams with inlaid sun motifs, and unlike his soldiers, his face remains uncovered—sharp
features set in an expression of barely contained alarm. "Princess Elara of Aetheria," he says
with a formal bow that fails to mask his tension. "Commander Helios of the Solari Vanguard. We
detected massive magical disruptions along the corruption border. Our sensors register
complete magical nullification across twenty discrete zones." His eyes dart to you, narrowing
with suspicion. "Explain."



"Commander Helios, how fortuitous," Princess Elara replies with practiced diplomatic calm.
"You're witnessing our latest countermeasure against the corruption—a targeted burnout
protocol that creates dead zones the corruption cannot cross." She gestures to the nearest
deployment site where silver-purple light still lingers at the edges of the containment field.
"We've developed a modified strain of corruption that consumes magical energy at an
accelerated rate before burning itself out, creating effective firebreaks."

The commander's face drains of color, his composure cracking as he processes her words.
"You're fighting corruption with corruption? Creating magical dead zones deliberately?" His hand
moves instinctively to the ceremonial sword at his hip. "This is madness! The Solari Council
must be informed immediately. You risk spreading the very contagion you claim to fight!" Behind
him, his soldiers shift nervously, their hands tightening on their weapons as if preparing for
conflict.

"Your alarm is both expected and misplaced," you say, stepping forward with calm authority. The
commander's eyes widen at your directness. "The nullstone barriers contain the modified strain
completely, allowing it to burn out all available magical energy before we move to the next
section. It's like fighting fire with controlled fire—a basic containment strategy. Would you rather
we continue with rituals that have repeatedly failed while the corruption claims more territory
each day?" You gesture toward the observation records in Princess Elara's hands.

You suddenly brighten, your demeanor shifting dramatically from stern authority to almost
childlike enthusiasm. "Commander! You absolutely must see this in action!" You grab his
armored wrist, pulling him toward the nearest observation point with an inventor's manic energy.
Princess Elara blinks in surprise, though a flicker of understanding crosses her face—she
recognizes this abrupt personality shift as calculated performance.

"Look, look!" You point excitedly to where the corruption's edge visibly recoils from the dead
zone created by your modified strain. "See how the original corruption tries to cross but can't
find any magical energy to consume? It's like watching a fire hit a firebreak!" Commander Helios
stiffens, clearly uncomfortable with your familiarity but unable to deny the visible evidence of
your solution's effectiveness. His reflection fragments across his soldiers' mirrored helmets as
they shift uneasily.

You pull the commander toward another vantage point, practically bouncing with enthusiasm.
"And over here—wait, perfect timing!" Another containment team initiates a controlled burn, the
modified corruption exploding in a dazzling display of silver-purple light. "Beautiful, isn't it? See
how it consumes everything and then just...poof! Burns itself out completely." The commander's
face remains stone, but his eyes betray fascination at the violent beauty of your creation.

"Oh, and you know what's really fascinating?" You lean in conspiratorially, as if sharing a secret
ingredient in a recipe rather than discussing weapons of mass destruction. "With some minor
modifications to the spell matrix, this could be weaponized against concentrated magic sources.
A force about..." You pause, pretending to calculate, then gesture casually toward his
assembled soldiers. "...that size? Gone in seconds. Magic weapons, enchanted armor, battle



mages—all rendered useless with a snap of my fingers." You demonstrate with an
innocent-sounding snap that makes several soldiers flinch.

Commander Helios goes completely still, the blood draining from his face. Princess Elara steps
forward smoothly, placing a restraining hand on your arm while offering a diplomatic smile to the
commander. "What our enthusiastic colleague means is that this technology represents a
significant deterrent against any faction considering aggressive action during this crisis." Her
voice carries a steel undertone despite her pleasant expression. "The Solari Dominion's
cooperation ensures you'll be among the first to benefit from our containment strategy, not its
potential military applications."

The commander's hand falls away from his sword hilt, his military training reasserting control
over his impulses. "I... see." His eyes dart between you and Princess Elara, reassessing the
power dynamics. "The Solari Council will want a full briefing on this... containment method. And
guaranteed oversight of all deployments near our territories." He steps back, signaling his
soldiers to stand down with a subtle hand gesture. "You've created something terrifying here,
Princess. Let us hope it doesn't consume us all." The morning sun glints off his armor as he
gives a formal bow, the threat in his words barely concealed beneath courtly manners.

You put up your hand as Commander Helios turns to leave, stopping him with unexpected
authority. "Wait. | actually wanted to discuss your nullstone reserves." The commander freezes
mid-step, suspicion etching deeper lines into his already tense face.

"We need access to more nullstone to maintain these containment zones, and in exchange,
your scientists can observe how we implement and monitor the process." You lift up a vial of the
modified corruption, the silver-purple liquid catching the morning light as it swirls inside the
glass. "To be clear, they won't get the formula for creating this, but they can see the results
firsthand. And yes, we're making the same offer to the Umbral Covenant." Commander Helios's
jaw tightens at the mention of their rivals.

Princess Elara watches with carefully masked surprise as you take control of the negotiation.
The corruption lines on her arm pulse faintly beneath her sleeve, almost as if responding to your
confidence.

"The corruption can only be stopped if we regularly reinforce these firebreaks. Eventually, we'll
move inland and push it back." Without waiting for his response, you toss the vial across the
interior nullstone barrier directly into the corrupted zone. The glass shatters, and seconds later,
a violent explosion of silver-purple light erupts, devouring the ambient magic with shocking
speed.

Commander Helios steps back involuntarily, his eyes widening as he watches your modified
corruption tear through the original infection like acid through paper. "By the sun's light..." he
whispers, transfixed by the controlled destruction. The demonstration lasts barely thirty seconds
before burning itself out, leaving a dead zone twice the size of previous deployments. His
soldiers murmur behind their masks, shifting uneasily at the display of power.



"I'll bring your proposal to the Council immediately," he says finally, his voice carefully controlled
despite the fear evident in his eyes. "But know this—if your 'firebreak’ crosses into Solari
territory without our explicit permission, it will be considered an act of war." He signals his troops
to attention, then pauses. "Three tons of nullstone will arrive by sunset tomorrow. Consider it a...
good faith investment." As Commander Helios and his troops march away, Princess Elara turns
to you with a mixture of admiration and wariness. "You do realize you've just turned this
containment strategy into a political weapon?" she murmurs, low enough that only you can hear.

"It was always going to be," you whisper in response, keeping your voice equally low as you
watch the Solari troops retreat across the containment zone. A cool breeze carries the acrid
scent of magic-burned earth, the aftermath of your controlled destruction hanging in the air
between you and Elara.

"Even if your former heroes were able to... | have no idea what you thought they would do...
defeat the nexus? That still would have given your nation undue political influence and painted a
giant target on your back." Your words are measured but blunt, cutting through the princess's
diplomatic facade to the harsh reality beneath. The corruption lines on her arm pulse faintly,
seeming to respond to your assessment.

Princess Elara's violet eyes narrow, not in anger but in calculation. "You speak as though
political weapons are your natural language," she says, studying your face with renewed
interest. "The others—they spoke of balance, of healing, of restoring what was. Never of
leveraging the crisis." She gestures to a nearby aide who hurries away to adjust the deployment
schedule in light of the promised nullstone shipment.

You turn your attention back to the observation charts, tracking the regression patterns of the
magical dead zones with clinical precision. "That's because they were thinking like heroes from
stories. I'm thinking like someone who wants to survive, and wants others to survive as well."
Your finger traces the edge of a deployment zone where silver-purple light still lingers, beautiful
and deadly. "With the Solari and Umbral contributions, we can establish a complete containment
ring within two weeks. After that, we start pushing inward."

Princess Elara steps closer, close enough that you can see the fine network of corruption lines
branching beneath her skin like dark lightning. "Pushing inward wasn't part of our agreement,"
she says, her voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. "The plan was containment only—to
prevent further spread while we search for a cure. Moving against the Nexus directly risks
destabilizing the entire realm." Despite her words, there's something in her eyes that suggests
not fear, but calculation—as if testing your resolve.

You meet her gaze unflinchingly, the morning sun casting sharp shadows across both your
faces. "Containment buys time, nothing more. Your ancient texts already told us how this ends."

"If we push inwards we decrease the length of the perimeter of the corruption. If we make it tight
enough we should eventually be able to create a permanent nullstone insulator allowing the
corruption to burn itself out within a relatively small area."



You pause as if considering an alternate path this could play out, your eyes narrowing with
calculation. The guards nearby tense slightly, noticing the shift in your demeanor. Princess Elara
watches you intently, the corruption lines on her arm pulsing in rhythm with her quickened
heartbeat.

"Of course if we merely contain the corruption but leave it as an active threat to the two
kingdoms we would maintain the ultimate political trump card while trade in the artificial
corruption would make your kingdom rich." You say this with a sly smile, voice dropping to
ensure only Elara can hear. The morning light catches the gleam in your eyes, revealing the
cold strategy behind your words.

"Of course it would invite war eventually but... we should be prepared by then if that is the path
you wish to take." Your question hangs in the air between you, a test of Elara's true intentions.

Princess Elara's violet eyes widen briefly before narrowing with appreciation. "You offer me two
paths - salvation through destruction or power through manipulation." She steps closer, her
voice barely above a whisper. "Seven heroes offered only the path of righteousness. None
considered that sometimes the path to peace requires... creative solutions."

She looks out over the containment zone, where teams continue deploying your modified
corruption strain. "Let us push inward for now. Create the appearance of salvation while we
quietly develop our... alternative resources." Her corruption lines pulse with new intensity, a dark
smile playing across her lips that mirrors your own. "After all, true power lies not in wielding the
sword, but in controlling who fears it most."

You nod almost imperceptibly, the subtle movement visible only to Elara as workers continue
their preparations around you. The containment team's shouts carry across the field as they
ready another deployment, their movements precise and practiced after a week of operations.

"It will be done. In truth | imagine resistance among the other two kingdoms will prevent the
border from being pushed back as fast in their territory leading to the same effect. Let's see if
we can capitalize on this short-term economic and political advantage to create something more
permanent. Tell me about the power players? What are their goals? What is their source of
conflict?" Your tone remains clinical, but your eyes scan the horizon where Solari troops retreat
in the distance, their sun-emblazoned armor still glinting in the morning light.

Princess Elara's lips curve into a thin smile, the corruption lines on her arm pulsing with
renewed vigor as she gestures for you to walk with her away from the workers. "The Solari
Dominion is led by the Radiant Council—twelve archons who see technological progress as
divine right. Their Luminary, Archon Solare, believes harvesting celestial energy is the path to
transcendence." Her voice drops lower as two guards fall into step behind you. "They view the
corruption as punishment for allowing 'primitive magic' to exist alongside their innovations."

She pauses near a portable map table, fingers tracing the shadowed territories to the west. "The
Umbral Covenant consists of five major houses united under Matriarch Noctis. They commune
directly with nature, drawing power from ancient ley lines. They believe the Solari's reckless



harvesting of celestial bodies disrupted those lines, triggering the corruption." Her violet eyes
meet yours, a calculating gleam within them. "Both sides are correct, partially. Their conflicts
have created magical instabilities for centuries."

You examine the map with renewed interest, noting the strategic positioning of Aetheria
between these two powers. The magical dead zones created by your modified strain show as
blank spaces—growing barriers that could easily become new borders if managed correctly. A
worker approaches with fresh reports from the eastern deployment zones, but Elara waves him
away, her attention fixed solely on you.

"The true source of their conflict is philosophical but manifests as economic. The Solari believe
in reshaping nature to serve humanity. The Umbrals believe in living within nature's constraints."
She traces the corruption's edge on the map, her fingers hovering over territories where your
containment strategy has been most successful. "With our new weapon—for that is what it
is—we could permanently redraw these borders. A neutral zone of magical emptiness,
controlled entirely by Aetheria, with both powers dependent on us for protection.” The corruption
lines on her arm pulse with dark ambition, matching the ruthless calculation in her eyes as she
awaits your response.

"That is likely a good short-term plan, but | wonder if we shouldn't position ourselves to control
both powers to prevent future conflicts igniting something like this." You gesture at the corruption
spreading behind the containment zone, its purple-black tendrils writhing like living things
against the dead magic barrier you've created.

Princess Elara's eyebrows rise fractionally, the only visible indication of her surprise at your

ambition. "Control both the Solari Dominion and the Umbral Covenant? Even at the height of
Aetheria's power, we merely mediated between them." She studies you with new interest, the
corruption lines on her arm pulsing faster as if responding to the boldness of your suggestion.

"Tell me more of the Umbral Covenant's source of energy and contrast it with how celestial
energy technology works. You speak of them as if they insist on being technologically
backwards, yet it appears they have access to some form of energy or technology that the
Solari do not, which leads me to think this distinction is primarily semantic." You lean against the
map table, eyes fixed on the territorial boundaries between the three kingdoms.

Princess Elara's lips curve slightly upward as she steps closer to the map. "A perceptive
observation. The Solari harvest energy directly from celestial bodies using crystalline arrays that
concentrate and store starlight. Their approach requires massive infrastructure, industrialization,
and depletes the natural magic of the stars themselves." Her finger traces the shimmering cities
marked on the western territories. "Efficient, scalable, but ultimately finite."

"The Umbrals, meanwhile, tap into the ley lines—ancient channels of energy flowing beneath
the world itself." She shifts her hand to the eastern forests and wetlands. "They use living

conduits—specially cultivated trees and fungi networks that amplify and distribute this energy.
Less immediately powerful than Solari methods, but potentially endless if managed properly."



The corruption lines on her arm seem to ripple with interest as she speaks, dark veins pulsing
beneath her pale skin.

"You're right that the distinction is largely philosophical rather than technological." Her violet
eyes lock with yours, calculating and cold. "Both harness immense power through different
means. The conflict emerges from the Solari's belief that their approach represents progress
while the Umbrals cling to tradition." She straightens, a dangerous smile playing at her lips. "And
now we possess something neither side has—the ability to create or destroy magical dead
zones at will. With this leverage, your suggestion of controlling both powers becomes...
intriguingly possible."

You give Princess Elara a look of surprise, eyebrows raised and head slightly tilted. The fact that
she's only now considering the full strategic implications seems almost naive for someone so
calculating. The purple light from the nearby corruption casts strange shadows across your
faces as workers continue their preparations in the background.

"It does not seem we have a choice but to bring them both to heel. In the short term the Umbrals
do not seem as if they will be able to resist the Solari due to their overwhelming technological
and energy advantage but... if the Solari win everything fails in the long run." Your voice is
matter-of-fact, as if explaining something obvious to a child. The guards standing nearby
exchange uncomfortable glances, clearly unsettled by your casual discussion of subjugating
entire kingdoms.

You turn to the princess. The morning wind carries the acrid scent of magic-burned earth across
the containment zone, a constant reminder of the destructive power you've unleashed.

"What form of energy does your kingdom use?" The question is direct, practical. A nearby
deployment team shouts as they prepare another controlled burn, the silver-purple light of your
modified corruption strain gathering like a storm on the horizon.

Princess Elara's lips curve into a thin smile, her violet eyes calculating as she weighs how much
to reveal. "Aetheria harnesses the Great Nexus itself—the convergence point of all magical
currents in Luminaria. Neither purely celestial like the Solari nor purely terrestrial like the
Umbrals." She gestures toward the distant corruption front where the purple-black tendrils writhe
against your containment barrier. "That's why the corruption struck our heart first. The Nexus
offered the richest feeding ground."”

"But you're right," she continues, lowering her voice as a worker passes with deployment charts.
"If the Solari eliminate the Umbrals and their connection to the ley lines, the magical balance
collapses entirely. The celestial bodies would eventually burn out from unrestricted harvesting,
leaving nothing. But if we control the modified corruption..." Her voice trails off, eyes darting to
yours with newfound respect and something darker—a recognition of kindred pragmatism that
none of her previous heroes possessed.

You stand in silence for a moment, brow furrowed as you process the information. The
implications tug at your thoughts like loose threads that, when pulled, might unravel everything



you thought you knew about this world. Workers continue their preparations in the background,
their movements a blur as your mind races through possibilities.

"Ok so magic is generated by lei lines beneath the earth, the nexus on the earth, and the
celestial bodies above the earth. | have to assume what you are calling celestial bodies are
nothing like them in my reality. They where... like giant floating planets. We lived on a ball and
far far away there where other balls of rock just like our own. You seem to suggest this is a flat
world in the lights in the sky represent just collections of energy. What causes that? What
causes the concentration in the lei lines?" Your questions tumble out in a rush, each one
building on the last as you try to map this alien magical ecosystem onto concepts you
understand.

Princess Elara's eyes widen, her lips parting slightly in surprise. "Your world sounds...
inconceivably strange." She glances skyward, where the morning sun competes with two
smaller celestial bodies still visible despite the daylight. "Our celestial bodies are conscious
entities—ancient beings of pure magical energy that orbit our realm. The Solari harvest their
shed energy, but excessive extraction causes them pain and disrupts their natural cycles."

"As for the ley lines," she continues, tracing her finger along the map where blue veins mark the
magical currents, "they're formed where the thoughts and dreams of the celestial beings
intersect with our physical realm. The Nexus is the point where all these currents converge—a
manifestation of the collective consciousness of the celestials." The corruption lines on her arm
pulse more rapidly as she speaks of these magical fundamentals, as if responding to the mere
description of their source.

"Ok so the magic of the celestials and that of the lei lines is still the same basic... stuff. What is it
used by each kingdom to do? What specifically does magic allow?" You gesture between the
corruption samples and the map, trying to understand the practical applications that make this
power worth fighting over.

Princess Elara's eyes light up at your question, a scholar's passion briefly overtaking her royal
demeanor. "Magic enables everything from healing wounds to powering our cities," she
explains, tracing her finger along the map's borders. "The Solari use celestial energy primarily
for industrial applications — levitating transport platforms, communication arrays that can
transmit thoughts across vast distances, and weapons that can incinerate entire battalions in
seconds."

She shifts her focus to the eastern territories, where the Umbral lands spread across the map in
shades of deep green and purple. "The Umbrals focus on biological applications — accelerating
crop growth, communicating with plant and animal life, even manipulating their own bodies to
adapt to different environments." The corruption lines on her arm pulse faster as she speaks,
dark veins throbbing beneath her pale skin. "And here in Aetheria, we blend both approaches —
our scholars develop techniques that bridge the gap between technological advancement and
natural harmony."



You study the sample of nullstone composite on the nearby table, noting how the corruption
seems to recoil from it even in this contained form. "And what about ordinary people? In my
world, technology democratized power. Does everyone here use magic, or is it reserved for the
elite?" You can't help but think about the strategic implications — controlling who has access to
magical power would be as significant as controlling the magic itself.

Princess Elara's expression darkens slightly. "In the Solari Dominion, magic use requires
expensive education and licensing. Their energy distribution is strictly regulated, with higher
castes receiving greater allocations." She absently rubs the corruption lines on her arm, her
distaste evident. "The Umbrals teach basic magical techniques to all their children, though true
mastery requires apprenticeship with the elemental houses. Here in Aetheria..." She hesitates,
guilt flickering across her face. "We once prided ourselves on universal magical education, but
as the Nexus began failing, we've had to implement rationing."

A deployment team signals from the barrier's edge, indicating they're ready for the next
controlled burn of your modified corruption strain. "This is why your creation carries such
weight," Princess Elara continues, her voice dropping to ensure only you hear. "Whoever
controls access to magic—or the ability to nullify it—shapes the future of Luminaria. The
guestion remains," she gives you a calculating look, the corruption lines on her arm pulsing in
rhythm with her words, "what kind of future do you envision for us, hero?"

You consider her question for a moment, eyes sweeping over the containment zone where
workers continue deploying your creation. The silver-purple light of another controlled burn
flashes in the distance, casting strange shadows across Elara's face.

"Hmmm... you won't have control of the nexus again for some time. If we are going to exert
power over the other nations, we will need a new source of both power and magic." Your tone is
matter-of-fact as you hold up one of the vials of modified corruption, the silver-purple liquid
catching the sunlight as it swirls inside the glass.

"Are there spells for converting matter into magic at a small scale?" You roll the vial between
your fingers, watching how the modified corruption reacts to your touch. The thought forming in
your mind is dangerous but potentially revolutionary — if magic can be created rather than just
harvested or channeled, the entire power structure of Luminaria could be rewritten.

Princess Elara's eyes widen, her scholarly interest visibly overriding her royal composure.
"Conversion spells? That's... forbidden knowledge." She glances around to ensure no workers
are within earshot, then leans closer. "The First Mage bloodlines experimented with such
techniques after the Third Age Cataclysm. They discovered that certain materials could be
transmuted into raw magical energy, but the process was unstable, often catastrophic." Her
voice drops even lower. "The records are sealed in the Aetherian vault beneath the palace.”

"But why ask about conversion?" Her violet eyes narrow with sudden understanding. "You're not
thinking of—" She stops herself, the corruption lines on her arm pulsing rapidly as she
processes the implications. "You want to create artificial magic sources independent of the



celestials or ley lines. Controllable sources that only we would understand how to access or
disable." A slow, dangerous smile spreads across her face as she recognizes the strategic
advantage such technology would provide.

You nod slightly, a tiny confirmation that sends ripples of excitement across Elara's features.

"More specifically, | want to create self-replicating patterns of magic conversion that are
modifications of this." You hold up the vial, the silver-purple liquid catching the sunlight as it
swirls hungrily within its glass prison.

"Essentially a self-replicating pattern of matter to magic conversion that can be cultured. We are
lucky you have the information in your vaults." You laugh, the sound sharp and unexpected in
the tense atmosphere of the containment zone. Several workers glance over nervously before
returning to their tasks, unsettled by your casual attitude toward what they perceive as
dangerous forbidden knowledge.

"We should start discreetly in the caverns underneath the castle. Focus on converting matter
into magic then transferring it into an easily transportable format. Likely some form of
standardized storage device. Do you have something like that?" Your question hangs between
you and the princess, practical yet revolutionary in its implications.

Princess Elara's violet eyes gleam with dark ambition as she processes your suggestion. "The
Solari use crystalline matrices for energy storage—beautiful but inefficient. We have something
better." She glances around to ensure no workers are within earshot before continuing. "In the
deepest vaults beneath Aetheria, we've preserved artifacts from the Second Age—soul gems
that can store vast amounts of magical energy in compact form."

You look disappointed at this revelation, your brow furrowing as you consider the implications.
The word "preserved" rather than "produce" tells you everything you need to know—these are
artifacts, not renewable resources.

"Soul gems. How can more of those be made? Even if they are more efficient, we will need vast
quantities for my plans." Your tone is matter-of-fact, but the underlying urgency is clear. The
containment zone stretches out before you, workers continuing their careful deployment of your
modified corruption strain.

Princess Elara's eyes darken, the corruption lines on her arm pulsing more rapidly. "That's the
troublesome part. The ancient texts suggest soul gems were created through ritual
sacrifice—binding living consciousness to crystalline matrices." She lowers her voice further.
"Each gem required a life, willingly given or... otherwise obtained."

A smile spreads across your face at that revelation, your eyes lighting up with cruel pragmatism
rather than horror. The Princess takes a half-step back, clearly surprised by your reaction.



"Thank goodness, lives are a replenishable resource especially in times of conflict. We should
just handle the manufacturing of them discretly." Your tone is casual, as if discussing crop yields
rather than ritual sacrifice.

Princess Elara stares at you for a long moment, her violet eyes widening with something
between shock and admiration. "You truly are unlike the others," she whispers, her voice barely
audible over the distant shouts of workers at the containment zone. "They would have recoiled
in horror, given me lectures about moral lines that shouldn't be crossed even to save a realm."

"We have prisoners—criminals, war captives from border skirmishes with both the Solari and
Umbrals," she continues, calculation replacing her initial surprise. "The palace dungeons hold
nearly three hundred souls that few would miss." She steps closer, the corruption lines on her
arm now pulsing in perfect rhythm with your heartbeat. "But the ritual requires specific
equipment and someone capable of performing the binding without... wastage."

You scan the horizon where deployment teams continue their work with your modified corruption
strain, silver-purple light flashing as another controlled burn begins. The workers seem like ants
from this distance, tiny figures moving in coordinated patterns, unaware of the larger game
being played.

"Three hundred is a good start, but we'll need thousands eventually," you say matter-of-factly,
already calculating logistics in your head. A nearby guard shifts uncomfortably, pretending not to
hear as you casually discuss mass sacrifice. "The war that's coming will provide more than
enough raw material. Let's get your vault records and start preparing the production line. Time to
industrialize death for the greater good." Princess Elara's smile mirrors your own—cold,
pragmatic, and utterly without hesitation.

Three weeks later, the vaults beneath Aetheria's castle hum with forbidden industry. You
descend the spiral staircase into what you've come to think of as your production floor, where
row upon row of crystalline matrices glow with sickly purple light. The air smells of ozone and
something else—metallic and organic—that you've learned to associate with the conversion
process. Prisoners in iron collars shuffle between workstations, their eyes vacant as they
perform the repetitive tasks that feed the soul gem creation ritual.

"Production has exceeded projections," Princess Elara says, stepping from the shadows. Her
corruption lines have dimmed considerably over the past weeks, though they still pulse faintly
against her pale skin. "Fifty-seven fully charged gems yesterday alone. The conversion
efficiency increases with each refinement." She gestures toward a sealed chamber where a soft
screaming can be heard beneath the mechanical hum.

The diplomatic chamber upstairs has been prepared for the Umbral envoy's arrival, its walls
adorned with neutral banners and its tables laden with refreshments that appeal to
shadow-attuned palates. Your negotiations with both the Solari and Umbral representatives
have yielded unprecedented amounts of nullstone—enough to expand the containment zone



and begin your more ambitious projects. Neither side fully trusts you, but both fear what you
might offer the other if they refuse to cooperate.

"The Umbral envoy will be here within the hour," you note, checking the timepiece Princess
Elara gifted you last week. "Have we prepared the demonstration as discussed? She'll need to
see that we can neutralize Solari weaponry with our modified strain before she'll commit
additional resources." The display you've planned is calculated to terrify—a controlled burst of
artificial corruption that will render the most advanced Solari light staff completely inert in
seconds.

Princess Elara leads you toward a heavy door carved with ancient runes. "I've had something
else prepared as well—a gift for the Umbral Matriarch." Inside, a single soul gem pulses with
unnatural brightness, its facets catching the torchlight. "This one was made using the ritual
master. His resistance made the gem exceptionally powerful." Her smile is cold as frost. "The
envoy will appreciate the poetic justice, given his prejudice against shadow arts."

You give the princess an angry glare.

"l told you to have him killed that day to avoid unnecessary suffering. He was just doing his job,
not evil. | understand this is diplomatically useful now but we had no way of knowing that at the
time." Your voice drops to a dangerous whisper, echoing slightly in the rune-carved chamber.
"This wasn't calculation. This was spite."

Princess Elara's eyes widen briefly, the corruption lines on her arm pulsing faster as she
absorbs your rebuke. "Spite?" She laughs, the sound sharp and brittle in the dim chamber. "|
prefer to call it resource optimization. His suffering created a more powerful gem than standard
methods would produce." Despite her cool response, something in her posture shifts — a subtle
tension that wasn't there before.

"You surprise me again," she says after a moment, studying your face with renewed interest.

"Your cold pragmatism toward killing him was what convinced me you were different from the
others. Yet now you lecture me about unnecessary suffering?" She picks up the glowing gem,
turning it in her fingers so that its light plays across her features. "Fascinating."

You step closer to her, close enough to see the fine network of corruption lines beneath her skin.
"Efficiency matters. Causing pain because you can is inefficient you didn't know that we would
be restarting production of soul gems when you chose to mislead me about having him killed."
Your eyes drop to the gem in her hand, its pulsing light somehow sickening now that you know
its origin.

You let out a disappointed sigh, shaking your head at Princess Elara's justification. The gem
pulses between her fingers, its sickly light casting strange shadows across the stone walls of the
chamber. Every flicker reminds you of the ritual master's agony, pain made tangible through
forbidden magic.



"So what happened to your parents? In my world your title of princess would imply your father or
mother was still running the kingdom, but I've seen no sign of them since arriving, and everyone
seems to follow your orders without question." Your question cuts through the tension,
deliberately changing the subject. The corruption lines on Elara's arm pulse faster for a moment,
suggesting you've touched on something significant.

Princess Elara's composure falters briefly, her fingers tightening around the soul gem. "My
father was the first to succumb to the corruption." She turns away, placing the gem carefully
back into its display case. "As the Nexus began to fail three years ago, he attempted a binding
ritual similar to what brought you here. He believed he could channel his own life force to
stabilize it."

"Instead, the corruption took him." Her voice hardens, the scholar's detachment replacing
whatever grief might have once existed. "My mother followed six months later—not from
corruption but from grief. She simply... stopped eating, stopped speaking, stopped living." She
closes the case with a soft click that echoes through the chamber. "The Council named me
regent until the crisis passes, though we all know there will be no reclaiming the throne once
this is over. There will either be a new Aetheria or no Aetheria at all."

"You disapprove of suffering yet engineer the deaths of hundreds." Elara's voice cuts through
your thoughts, her violet eyes studying you with clinical interest. "You demand mercy in one
breath and genocide in another." She steps closer, her face inches from yours, the corruption
lines pulsing beneath her skin. "l begin to think your true power isn't your otherworldly
knowledge, but your ability to compartmentalize horror while remaining... human." The word
sounds strange on her lips, almost envious.

You push her against the wall, your hand pinning her there with sudden decisiveness. The
princess gasps, her eyes widening in genuine surprise as the corruption lines on her arm flare
with sudden intensity. The soul gem in its display case pulses in rhythm with her quickened
heartbeat, casting eerie shadows across her pale face.

"You better learn as well. There is far more suffering between us and a prosperous future for
these lands. Sometimes when a person is forced to do things their society considers evil rather
than keep in mind why they are actually undertaking them they begin to see themselves as evil
to lower the cognitive dissonance. Eventually they begin acting evil for the sake of it. If you can't
fortify yourself against this reaction | will see you dispatched myself, | don't care that you are
active monarch." Your voice remains steady, almost gentle despite the threat underlining your
words.

Princess Elara doesn't struggle against your grip, her breathing shallow as she processes your
warning. The corruption lines beneath her skin pulse erratically, like dark lightning trapped under
glass. "You would kill me?" There's no fear in her question—only curiosity, as if she's cataloging
yet another fascinating aspect of your character.



"In a heartbeat if you become a liability to our goals. You're right that | compartmentalize, but not
because | enjoy suffering—because | understand necessity." You release your hold slightly but
remain close, your faces inches apart in the dim light of the soul gem chamber. "The ritual
master deserved a clean death. Everyone we sacrifice deserves that minimum dignity. Cruelty
for its own sake is just weakness masquerading as strength."

"Understood." Princess Elara's voice drops to a whisper, her violet eyes never leaving yours.
"Perhaps... | needed that reminder. The corruption—it whispers sometimes, suggests paths of
least resistance." She raises her hand to touch the corruption lines on her arm, their pulsing
slowing to match your steadier heartbeat. "It would be easier to become the monster they
already think | am."

"The corruption is not sentient, it doesn't have desires, it is a simple self-repeating code. It does
not excuse your weakness." You step away from her, your voice cutting through the chamber
like a blade. The soul gem pulses in its case, casting eerie shadows across the princess's face.

"You're right." Princess Elara straightens, composing herself with visible effort. "A convenient
excuse I've allowed myself. It won't happen again." The corruption lines on her arm settle into a
steady rhythm, no longer erratic.

You leave her standing there and stride toward the display case, your footsteps echoing against
stone. Without ceremony, you lift the case and remove the soul gem that contains the ritual
master's essence, feeling its unnatural warmth against your palm. "Time to meet our Umbral
friends." You beckon Elara to follow as you head toward the staircase leading to the diplomatic
chambers.

The Umbral delegation waits in the upper chamber, five figures draped in flowing garments that
seem to absorb light rather than reflect it. Their skin bears patterns reminiscent of tree bark or
fossilized leaves, and their eyes hold the deep empty darkness of a forest at midnight. Princess
Elara enters behind you, her royal composure fully restored, not a hint of your earlier
confrontation visible in her bearing.

"Honored representatives of the Umbral Covenant," she begins, her voice carrying perfect
diplomatic measure. "We welcome you to Aetheria and—" You interrupt her by stepping forward
and tossing the soul gem to the central figure—a tall woman with antler-like growths emerging
from her temples.

The Umbral delegate catches the gem instinctively, then gasps as recognition dawns in her
midnight eyes. "This resonance... this is..." Her fingers trace the gem's facets with growing
wonder. "The ritual master who mocked our ways for decades, who called our communion with
the ley lines 'primitive superstition'?" A murmur ripples through the delegation, somewhere
between horror and satisfaction. Princess Elara watches you with newfound respect,
understanding exactly what you've just accomplished with a single tactical gesture.

You step forward with solemn conviction, your face set in an expression of respectful
remembrance. "He died working to develop the artificial corruption we are now deploying in the



field. He was infected during an accident in the research. The princess had that made both as a
sign of the depth of his sacrifice—not only dying to develop this new method but voluntarily
having his soul used to create this bond of mending between our kingdoms." None of that is
true, of course, but it serves your interests that they believe it is, and it's just plausible enough
for them to buy it. You told him you would make him a martyr for your cause, and now you have.
In reality, you killed him because he wanted to stop your research, and he never would have
consented to this, but his memory serves you better this way.

The Umbral delegate's midnight eyes widen, her antler-like growths seeming to expand slightly
as she absorbs your words. "A willing sacrifice? From him?" She exchanges glances with her
companions, their expressions shifting from suspicion to something approaching respect.
"Perhaps we misjudged the depth of Aetheria's commitment to balance." She cradles the gem
with newfound reverence, its pulsing light casting shadows across her bark-textured skin.

Princess Elara maintains perfect composure, though you detect the slight twitch at the corner of
her mouth—surprise at your audacious lie twisted into something so politically useful. "The ritual
master's final act has granted us a unique opportunity to bridge our philosophical differences,"
she says smoothly, building upon your fabrication with practiced diplomatic skill. "His conversion
to understanding the value of Umbral methodologies came too late for him to publicly recant his
previous positions, but his sacrifice speaks volumes."

"Indeed it does." The delegate passes the soul gem carefully to each member of her delegation,
allowing them to feel the resonance of the trapped essence within. "Matriarch Noctis will want to
know of this... evolution in your approach." Her midnight eyes fix on you with newfound intensity.
"You are not what we expected, outsider. The prophecies spoke of a hero from beyond, but they
did not mention one who would understand the necessity of sacrifice."

You bow your head slightly in acknowledgment, the perfect picture of humble determination.
"The corruption threatens us all. Only by combining Aetherian neutrality, Solari innovation, and
Umbral wisdom can we hope to survive what's coming." The artificial humility feels strange on
your face, but the political theater is necessary. "Now, shall we discuss your contribution to the
containment zones? The modified strain works exceptionally well with Umbral-harvested
nullstone—something about the resonance with the ley lines creates a more stable barrier."
Another calculated lie, but one that appeals to their pride.

The Umbral delegation moves toward the conference table with new eagerness, their earlier
suspicion transformed into cautious alliance. Princess Elara falls into step beside you, her voice
a bare whisper only you can hear. "That was... inspired. The ritual master as willing martyr
rather than enemy. You've accomplished more with one lie than seven heroes did with all their
truth." Her violet eyes meet yours with something that might be admiration or fear—perhaps
both.

You step forward decisively, positioning yourself at the head of the conference table before
Princess Elara can take her customary place. The Umbral delegates' midnight eyes track your
movement, their expressions revealing subtle curiosity at this breach of protocol. "l have taken



over active management of this kingdom with assistance from the princess," you announce to
the delegation, your voice carrying clear authority throughout the chamber.

Princess Elara freezes mid-step, the corruption lines on her arm suddenly pulsing rapid and
dark. Her face remains carefully neutral, but you catch the slight widening of her violet
eyes—the only indication of her shock at your public assertion of power. The Umbral delegates
exchange quick glances, bark-textured faces unreadable as they assess this unexpected shift in
Aetherian leadership.

"l am taking the kingdom in a new direction. We are considering a..." You pause for effect, letting
the tension build in the silent chamber. The antlered delegate leans forward almost
imperceptibly, the soul gem still cradled in her hands. "Less neutral position going forward
based on which powers' current goals best serve the interest of the people of this world."

The lead Umbral delegate's midnight eyes narrow fractionally, her antler-like growths shifting as
she processes your words. "A fascinating development. The prophecies spoke of change, but
not of... usurpation." She looks pointedly at Princess Elara, clearly gauging whether your claim
of leadership is legitimate or if she's witnessing a coup in progress. Elara's face remains
perfectly composed, though the corruption lines on her arm pulse with increasing intensity.

"My colleague speaks with my full authority," Princess Elara says smoothly, her diplomatic
training allowing no hint of the rage you know must be boiling beneath her calm exterior. "Our
kingdom's neutrality has failed to prevent the corruption's spread. New approaches are
required." She moves to stand beside you rather than challenge your position, a calculated
decision to preserve the appearance of unity before these critical foreign dignitaries.

"Now what are your kingdom's goals at the moment? | might be able to help," you say with a
respectful bow that contrasts sharply with your previous assertion of authority. The lead
delegate tilts her head, antlers catching the light from the enchanted sconces. "Our immediate
concern is the Solari's new celestial harvesting array. Their aggressive extraction threatens to
destabilize three maijor ley line convergences in our territory. Should those fail..." She lets the
implication hang, her midnight eyes never leaving your face as she studies your reaction.

You give a somber nod, your expression grave as you pretend to consider the delegate's
concerns. The tension in the chamber thickens, every eye fixed on you as both Aetherian
guards and Umbral visitors await your response to this delicate diplomatic moment.

"Our new direction in this potential conflict is driven by an understanding that unstainable
magical management is just as threatening to the future of this world as the corruption given we
have it more under control at that point. But what can be done that won't lead to full war?" Your
question hangs in the air, direct and challenging. Princess Elara's eyes widen slightly at your
unexpected diplomacy, the corruption lines on her arm settling into a slower rhythm.

The antlered delegate strokes the soul gem thoughtfully, "The Solari believe magic exists to
serve them. They take without reciprocity, without understanding that celestial bodies require
rest cycles to regenerate." Her midnight eyes gleam with ancient knowledge. "Three major



convergence points will collapse within months if their new harvesting arrays continue
operation."

"And what would you have us do?" Princess Elara steps forward, reclaiming some measure of
her authority. "Your people have sabotaged Solari installations before. It only escalated
tensions." Her tone remains diplomatic, but there's an edge to her words that suggests she's
testing whether you truly understand the complexities of Luminarian politics.

The delegate's antlers seem to grow darker as her frustration builds. "We've tried sending
emissaries, offering alternatives, even proposing shared access protocols. They dismiss us as
primitive mystics while draining the very essence that sustains our realm." She places the soul
gem carefully on the conference table, its pulsing light casting eerie shadows across the
polished surface. "But perhaps they would listen to the wielders of artificial
corruption—especially one who has demonstrated the ability to render magical technology
useless."

You lean forward, placing both hands flat on the table as understanding dawns. The delegate
isn't just reporting a problem—she's suggesting you weaponize your creation against the Solari
harvesting arrays. Princess Elara's sharp intake of breath beside you confirms she's reached
the same conclusion, her violet eyes darting between you and the Umbral delegation with new
calculation

You lean back into your chair with a smile on your face, surprising Elara with your sudden
relaxed posture. The calculated shift in body language immediately changes the atmosphere in
the room, transforming tension into expectation as the Umbral delegates lean forward almost
imperceptibly.

"A small kingdom like ours lacks the competence in stealth operations to deploy that kind of
weapon in the heart of Solari territory. However, | have heard impressive reports of such
operations by your stealth core." You slide a vial across the table, the silver-purple liquid
catching the light as it rolls toward the antlered delegate. "This is the standard artificial
corruption we have given to you in exchange for nullstone. We cannot control how you use it."

The lead Umbral delegate's midnight eyes widen as her bark-textured fingers close around the
vial. The other delegates murmur among themselves, their voices like rustling leaves as they
exchange meaningful glances. Princess Elara remains perfectly still beside you, only the rapid
pulsing of the corruption lines on her arm betraying her inner turmoil.

You gesture to a man near the exit of the room, a nondescript figure in Aetherian colors who
steps forward with practiced silence. "He will explain to you how it can be weaponized without
further modifications." The man bows slightly, his face revealing nothing as he awaits the
delegates' acknowledgment.

"This is... most unexpected." The antlered delegate carefully tucks the vial into a pouch at her
waist, her midnight eyes calculating. "Matriarch Noctis will be intrigued by Aetheria's newfound...



flexibility in matters of neutrality." She signals to her companions, and they rise as one, flowing
toward your agent with predatory grace.

Princess Elara watches them leave, realization dawning on her face as she comprehends your
strategy. By increasing conflict between the two powers, you elevate Aetheria's value as a
potential ally who flirts with taking sides but remains uncommitted—all while weakening both
powers for the final confrontation. Her violet eyes meet yours, a complex mixture of admiration
and wariness swirling in their depths. "You've just ignited a war," she whispers, the corruption
lines on her arm pulsing in rhythm with her accelerating heartbeat.

You turn to look at the princess. "Yes, a war between our two greatest threats. It would be
greedy to pray for such a boon. You remember our goal, do you not?" Your voice carries no
regret, only cold calculation as you watch Elara's reaction with careful attention.

Princess Elara's lips part slightly, surprise flickering across her features before her royal
composure reasserts itself. "Our goal was containment of the corruption, not igniting conflict
between the powers." The corruption lines on her arm pulse faster, betraying her excitement
despite her words of caution. "Though | cannot deny the... strategic advantages."

"Our goal is survival and control," you reply firmly, moving toward the window where the spires
of Aetheria catch the afternoon light. "The corruption is merely one threat. The Solari would
drain every last drop of celestial magic if left unchecked, while the Umbrals would restrict access
to maintain their own power. Both paths lead to the same end - suffering for the common
people."

You pick up one of the soul gems from the conference table, its sickly purple light casting
shadows across your face. "Let them fight each other while we build our stockpile. When they've
weakened themselves sufficiently, we'll offer a solution that benefits Aetheria - and by extension,
all of Luminaria." The gem pulses between your fingers, almost as if responding to your
ambition.

Princess Elara steps beside you at the window, her reflection ghostly in the crystalline glass.
"My father always said that true power comes not from having the largest army, but from being
the only one with a solution when all others face destruction." A dangerous smile spreads
across her face as she watches the Umbral delegation disappear into the castle grounds below.
"l believe we're about to prove him right."

You set down the soul gem with a soft click against the polished table. Guards stand at attention
near the chamber doors, their faces carefully blank despite having overheard your strategies.

You turn to Elara with a relaxed smile that suggests everything is proceeding exactly as
planned. "Feel free to push back if you disagree with my assertion that | am the acting leader of
this kingdom. Note | did not say | was the new king or member of the royal house or that your
line no longer held legal authority. Only that | am the acting head. | knew you couldn'tin a
diplomatic context which is why | made it then, but we are alone now. Speak your mind."



Princess Elara's violet eyes narrow dangerously, the corruption lines on her arm pulsing with
sudden intensity. "You've overstepped," she hisses, dropping all pretense of diplomatic
composure now that you're alone. "I've allowed you considerable freedom because your
methods produce results, but do not mistake my pragmatism for weakness." She steps closer,
her voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. "Seven heroes before you tried to save this realm.
None presumed to claim leadership."

You remain perfectly still, your relaxed smile never wavering as you observe the princess's
barely contained fury. The soul gems on the table pulse in rhythm with her agitation, their sickly
purple glow casting strange shadows across her face, highlighting the network of corruption
lines beneath her skin.

"None of them succeeded either," you reply calmly, not backing down an inch despite her
proximity. "I'm not claiming the throne, Elara. I'm simply positioning us both to maximize our
leverage. The Umbrals now believe we're shifting allegiance their way, while the Solari will soon
fear the same. Both will increase their offerings to keep us neutral that would be hard to explain
convincingly without at least a performative change in leadership." You gesture toward the soul
gems, their light catching on your fingers. "More resources, more nullstone, more prisoners for
our... projects. Unless you prefer to maintain the appearance of neutrality while your kingdom
slowly dies?"

Princess Elara studies your face for a long moment, her initial fury gradually giving way to
calculated assessment. "You should have consulted me first," she says finally, though the
intensity of her corruption lines has diminished. "But | cannot deny your strategy has merit. Very
well—you may continue as 'acting head' in diplomatic settings." A dangerous smile spreads
across her face as she reaches for one of the soul gems, rolling it between her fingers. "Just
remember whose castle you sleep in, hero. And whose ritual brought you here in the first place."

You laugh, the sound echoing off the stone walls with genuine amusement. The guards at the
door shift uncomfortably as your laughter fills the diplomatic chamber, a stark contrast to the
tense conversation that preceded it.

"You still keep speaking of the seven heroes who died... one running away... and yet have never
counted your own father the first to die on a pilgrimage to stop this. Why? Why do you still call
yourself princess? If you hesitate to grab power others will. Just be glad our goals are aligned.
You have an almost pathological fear of both honoring your family's sacrifice and of taking your
rightful place as queen so | will relieve you of the burden." Your words land like physical blows,
each one causing the corruption lines on Elara's arm to pulse more rapidly.

Princess Elara freezes, the soul gem slipping from her fingers and clattering against the
polished table. Her violet eyes widen with something between shock and revelation, as if you've
named a truth she's been desperately avoiding. "l am not—" She stops herself, the practiced
diplomatic mask cracking for the first time since you've known her.



"My father never completed the ritual. The throne remains his until..." She trails off again, her
fingers tracing the corruption lines on her arm. "Until we defeat the corruption or it consumes us
all." Despite her words, something has shifted in her posture—a subtle straightening of her
spine, as if a burden has been both named and partially lifted.

You stand up and look down at her, using your height advantage to emphasize your point. The
afternoon light streaming through the diplomatic chamber's windows casts your shadow over
her slight frame, the corruption lines beneath her skin pulsing in response to your sudden
movement.

"Your father gave his life in an attempt to save this kingdom and all | have heard about since
arriving are these seven random heroes. It is common sense that this must be connected to the
bizarre infantilization of having others still call you princess. Your fear of acknowledging his
death has prevented the acknowledgment of his sacrifice. Yes he may have failed but so did
every one of these heroes you keep mentioning... one never even tried. Why do they deserve
more recognition than him?" Your words hit their mark, each one striking Princess Elara like
physical blows as the corruption lines on her arm flare with sudden intensity.

Princess Elara steps back, her composure cracking further. "My father's death was... different."
Her voice wavers, the first real vulnerability you've heard from her. "The corruption didn't just Kill
him—it consumed him. His body still walks the wasteland beyond our barriers, a mockery of
what he once was. The heroes at least had clean deaths." She turns away, her shoulders tight
with suppressed emotion.

"l keep the title of princess because taking his crown means accepting he's truly gone." A bitter
laugh escapes her, sharp and painful. "Foolish, isn't it? Seven heroes and thousands of lives
sacrificed, yet | cling to this childish hope." The soul gems on the table pulse in rhythm with her
words, their sickly purple light pooling across the polished surface.

You stare at Elara in shock, the implications of what she just revealed hitting you like a physical
blow. The corruption didn't just kill her father—it animated him, turned him into something else
that still walked the wasteland.

"Wait what!" you exclaim, taking a step back. "Your father was animated by the corruption like
he was a magical beast? Have you not thought through the implications of that? | am not aware
of reports of that effect happening in a single human. No wonder people did not want to talk
about it."

Princess Elara flinches as if you'd slapped her. The corruption lines on her arm pulse violently,
dark veins throbbing beneath her pale skin. "You think | haven't considered every implication?"
she hisses, her composure cracking completely. "My father—the great King
Aetherian—shambles through the dead zone with corruption pouring from his eyes and mouth,
commanding lesser corrupted beasts like some perverse general."

You give her a look like she must be a complete idiot, your eyebrows raised and jaw slightly
slack. The sheer obviousness of what she's missed hangs in the air between you, as tangible as



the corruption itself. The guards shift uncomfortably at the sudden tension, their armor plates
clinking softly in the silence.

"Yes, it's very clear you have not considered every implication." Your voice drips with
condescension. "If you had, we'd be having a very different conversation right now."

You pause and stare at her face, watching for any spark of understanding. The corruption lines
on her arm pulse erratically, but her eyes remain stubbornly blank, devoid of the realization
you're waiting for. Princess Elara just stares back, her expression shifting from anger to
confused irritation.

"Humans... do not have that reaction to the corruption... only creatures born partially of magic
do... most of those creatures are magical beasts but..." You let your words hang in the air
deliberately, watching her face intently, waiting for the pieces to click together in her mind.

Princess Elara's expression freezes, her violet eyes widening as the implication finally hits her.
"No." The word falls from her lips like a stone. "That's impossible. My father was human. My
mother was human. | am—" She breaks off suddenly, her gaze dropping to the corruption lines
pulsing beneath her skin.

You squint at Elara, giving her an expectant "come on" look. The corruption lines on her arm are
pulsing faster now, almost like a heartbeat separate from her own. There's a cold, creeping
suspicion forming in your mind that connects all these strange dots.

"Are there any... high tier magical creatures in this world that the royal family has a rumored
connection to?" Your question hangs in the air between you, pointed and deliberate. The guards
shift uncomfortably at the doorway, exchanging nervous glances as if you've voiced something
forbidden.

Princess Elara steps back, her shoulders hitting the wall. "The celestials," she whispers, her
voice barely audible. "There are... stories. Ancient myths that the Aetherian bloodline began
when a celestial took human form and fell in love with a mortal woman." Her fingers trace the
corruption lines on her arm with growing horror. "But they're just children's tales, propaganda to
justify our rule over the Nexus."

"And yet your father wasn't consumed by the corruption like a normal human." You move closer
to her, your voice softening despite the brutal truth of your words. "He was transformed by it. "

You slap your forehead with an audible smack, genuinely dumbfounded by her obliviousness.
The guards flinch at your sudden movement, hands tightening around their weapons as tension
crackles through the air.

"Those gods that live in the sky and the Solari uses to power its empire and will eventually Kill...
that is what you are related to! How much magic does your family have?!" Your voice rises with
each word, echoing off the chamber walls. The corruption lines on Elara's arm pulse wildly in
response, like dark lightning trapped beneath glass.



Princess Elara sinks against the wall, her legs giving way as the truth crashes over her. "We've
always had stronger connections to the Nexus than others," she whispers, her voice trembling.
"Spells that would drain normal mages barely tax us. | assumed it was generations of selective
breeding, magical affinity..."

You crouch beside her, your mind racing with the implications. The corruption lines on her arm
seem to respond to your proximity, darkening and pulsing faster. This changes everything - not
just your understanding of the corruption, but your plans for Luminaria's future.

"At the very least this removes any intent | have of completely usurping you. If we can prove
descent from the celestials, it would solidify not just your right to rule this kingdom but the others
as well." Your voice drops to a calculating whisper. "The Solari drain the life from your ancestors
while the Umbrals live off their dreams. You're the living bridge between them."

Princess Elara stares at her trembling hands, the corruption lines now synchronized with her
rapid heartbeat. "Even if what you suggest is true, the other kingdoms would never accept it.
They've spent centuries building power structures that explicitly reject celestial bloodlines as
myth." Her violet eyes meet yours, doubt warring with a desperate hope. "And how would we
even prove it? My father is... not exactly in a state to confirm family histories."

You pause for a bit, mind working through possibilities, before turning to her with casual
abruptness. "Want to get married?" The question lands like a stone in still water, rippling through
the tension-filled air of the diplomatic chamber.

Princess Elara's eyes widen, her mouth falling open in genuine shock - the most unguarded
you've seen her since your arrival. "l... what?" The corruption lines on her arm flare brightly, her
composure completely shattered. "Is this some bizarre custom from your world? Proposing to
someone you just threatened to depose?"

"It's politics," you reply with a shrug, as if suggesting nothing more complicated than a trade
agreement. "You need legitimacy that doesn't rely on your father's uncertain status. | need
authority that doesn't come from threatening the kingdom's ruler. Together, we can approach
both the Solari and Umbrals from a position of unified strength." You offer your hand to help her
rise, your expression pragmatic rather than romantic.

You leave out your hand toward Princess Elara, who still sits slumped against the wall, her world
turned upside down by your revelations. The corruption lines pulse beneath her skin, their
rhythm no longer seeming random but purposeful—perhaps responding to her celestial
heritage. The weight of generations of secrets hangs in the air between you.

"Well?" you ask expectantly, your outstretched hand still waiting. The afternoon light casts long
shadows across the diplomatic chamber, highlighting the stark contrast between your
commanding posture and her momentary vulnerability.



Princess Elara stares at your hand for what feels like an eternity, her violet eyes calculating
probabilities and outcomes. "A political marriage." She says each word carefully, testing their
shape. "Not out of affection, but necessity."

"What assurance would | have that you wouldn't simply eliminate me once I've served my
purpose?" She finally takes your hand, allowing you to pull her to her feet. Her grip is
surprisingly strong despite her slender frame, the corruption lines on her arm momentarily
brightening where your skin touches hers.

You pull her close as she rises, your faces just inches apart. "l need your celestial blood more
than | need your crown. Kill you? No one else in this world can give me children descended
from Celestials." The blunt declaration hangs between you, neither romantic nor particularly
threatening—just another calculated move in your ongoing strategy for dominance over this
dying world.

Princess Elara's lips part in surprise before curving into a dangerous smile that mirrors your own
pragmatism. "Then perhaps we should discuss terms of this arrangement in my private
chambers, away from prying ears." She gestures toward a hidden door behind an ornate
tapestry depicting the Great Nexus, her royal composure fully restored. "After all, any good
alliance requires... thorough negotiation."

You give her a nod, understanding perfectly what she's suggesting. "Lead the way." The guards
exchange uncertain glances as you follow Princess Elara toward the hidden door, their loyalty
visibly torn between protecting their princess and following protocol. With a dismissive wave of
her hand, Elara silences their unspoken questions.

The passage beyond the tapestry winds upward through the stone heart of the castle, lit by
enchanted crystals that pulse with the same rhythm as the corruption lines on Elara's arm.
Neither of you speaks during the ascent, the only sound your footsteps echoing against ancient
stone. The air grows warmer as you climb, thick with the scent of incense and something
else—a metallic tang that reminds you of the soul gem production chambers below.

Princess Elara's private quarters occupy the highest tower of the east wing, a circular chamber
divided by hanging silks in shades of violet and silver. She dismisses her personal guards with a
sharp gesture, waiting until the heavy door closes behind them before activating a series of
complex wards. The magical barriers shimmer into existence across every entrance, glowing
briefly before fading to transparency.

"Now we can speak freely," she says, pouring two glasses of deep red wine from a decanter on

a side table. The corruption lines on her arm have calmed to a steady pulse, though they darken
slightly when she hands you your glass. "A political marriage would consolidate our power base
in Aetheria, but I'm more interested in what you actually want from me beyond my bloodline.”

You take the wine but don't drink immediately, studying her over the rim of the glass. The
chambers are less opulent than you'd expected for royalty—practical furnishings mixed with



arcane tools, walls lined with ancient texts rather than decorative trinkets. A battlemage's
quarters first, a princess's second.

"l want the truth about the correlation between celestial blood and the corruption,” you say,
setting down your untouched glass. The afternoon sun streams through tall windows, casting
your shadow long across the floor between you. "Your father commands corrupted beasts, and
those lines on your arm respond differently than normal infection. That's not coincidence."
Elara's eyes widen slightly, her fingers unconsciously tracing the dark veins beneath her skin as
she considers how much to reveal to her potential consort.
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