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Part 1
John was the savior of the world, a hero among heroes, or at least his fingers mashed against the buttons of his gamepad, trying to keep it that way. The school’s final bell rang out behind him, and all his fellow students talked, laughed, and walked together as they ended their day with friends. Except for John; he walked alone.
He was at the last boss after he had spent hours grinding his character's level to the max. He sauntered into the Demon Lord's Castle and laid waste to everything that dared to get in his way. He was over leveled, too strong for anything to stop him. The gallons of health potions his character chugged told a different story.
He walked down the street, his fingers struck the buttons with a mad fever as his eyes scanned for any weakness that the boss might have or clue to an action he was supposed to fulfill. He tried all the inventory items he had collected through all the quests, including side quests. He exploited every skill the game had to offer him. He threw every attack and magic he knew. He forgot to look where he was going.
The red BMW that sped through the traffic light hit him square in the center. John saw his gamepad fly into the air and the pavement rush to meet his face. That was his last memory of the world.
John spasmed awake. He ran his hands over his face and body, trying to find where the damage was. There was nothing out of the ordinary. He felt fine except that he was in a large pitch black room with no memory of how he got there. He rose to his feet, trying to piece together where he was. He moved his head around, trying to listen. He couldn’t see or hear anyone.
"Hello! Is there anyone out there? I seem to be lost," he called out.
"Or dead." he said under his breath.
"Hi there." A high pitched female voice said from the darkness.
"Um, hello. My name’s John. I’d like to go home. Can you point me that direction?"
"No can do, silly head. You’re dead."
John sighed.
"Yeah, I thought as much." He said.
"But don't worry, I took your soul!" She said with a giggle.
"You what!" John shouted; his hands becoming clammy, and a cold sweat started to wet his brow.
"Oh dear me, I don't seem to be very good at this. Let me try that again. Don't worry. I'm the god of this world. You see, I reached out and brought your soul over to this world. I built your body to match your body in the game, so you’ll feel right at home."
"What?" John said, trying to look at his body, but not able to see his hands in front of his face; he quickly gave up.
"You call it a game in your world. It's something I created, influenced, or designed. It's a little funky how different dimensions work when applied with magic theory. Let me cut straight to the chase, cutie pie. I need you to help me out. I can't leave this dreary room, and I really wish I had something more colorful, but that's neither here or there. There's a dark forest, you know it. The sealed forest from the game."
"I remember it. It was just a sign post in the game with a gate, and there was no way in."
"Righty O! I'm going to send you there. In the middle of the forest, there's an altar. One of my worshipers, someone very important to me, is going to die. I need you to save her."
"Are you crazy? I'm a high school student. I play video games, I don’t actually want to go out and fight dragons, and that forest was in the higher levels. I'll freakin die!"
"Don't worry! I wouldn't let you get hurt. I copied your body from the game. You'll have everything you had, you'll breeze right through it, and it's not like you have a choice, sweety." She said.
John heard some fingers snap and suddenly, he was in the middle of a forest, birds scattered from trees, and he could hear hungry howls emanating from the distance. No path showed where he had come from or where he might go. The forest was dense with trees, shrubbery, and fauna; it would take hours to get anywhere in this kind of place.
He tried to look around to get his bearings, but his vision was odd, it had an arrow that blinked and pointed in a direction while a radar in the lower left corner of his vision flashed. Red dots were heading to the center of the radar. John assumed that the center was him. He tried to count the red dots that were coming his way quickly. He saw a few, then more appeared until the radar was just a wash of red coming for him. He ran.
He bolted through the forest and expected the branches to whip his legs and cut into his pants. Except that he didn’t feel anything. He ran through the forest like it was nothing. Branches broke around him, and he could hear them snapping as he ran, the soft sound of them strikes his coat and falling away.
He looked down as he ran and saw that he wore the outfit of the lost city royal guard. It was a secret item in the game. A leather suit, reminiscent of an old French military uniform that offered flexibility while having the same stats as the heavier, bulky armor in the game. It had so many cheat stats, such that the suit itself should have allowed him to get through the last boss without any difficulty.
He moved through the forest with ease. The uneven footing that would trip him or the branches that would try to trip him at the slightest provocation didn’t hinder him in the slightest. The dots on his radar didn’t have the same luxury and fell behind him.
He stopped, allowing himself a moment to breathe. He wasn’t tired despite it being the most running he had ever done in his life. He stopped to try and get his bearings. He needed to get an idea of what he was supposed to do. There was the quest the god had told him to do, but something about the situation irked him, and he couldn’t put his finger on it. He was still following the waypoint out of habit. He stopped.
The god had said that he was based off the game system, which explained the arrow in his vision and the radar, but he had to wonder if the rest of this world was like a game. He stopped following the waypoint and
started to make a large circle around it. The god had told him that there was a need to rush, but every time the music kicked up and a game rushed you to go forward that it means there was something they didn’t want you to see: Bad graphics, poor plot, Easter eggs, or secrets the developers left for the players who took their time. He kept the waypoint in his mind and kept moving forward to his goal, but stepped away from the goal. Instead, he made a wide circle around the target of the waypoint. He walked for what seemed like hours with nothing sticking out, and the arrow in his vision flashing an angry red. It wasn’t until he almost tripped on one that he found the graves; mounds of dirt that stretched as far as he could see. The trees quickly enveloped them, hiding them from an unsuspecting eye.
He looked into the graveyard, the irking feeling he had faded.
“I am beyond screwed, aren’t I?” John said.
He wracked his brains trying to think of what to do, what the graveyard could mean.
“If only I had something to work with. Right now, the most useful thing would be my game inventory.” His eyes grew wide as an inventory screen that was familiar to him appear in front of him, hovering like it was on a monitor. He quickly scanned through the items and weapons in his possession. It was exactly as he had left it when he died, right after he had used all his health and mana potions on the final boss.
“If it wasn’t for that stupid driver, I wouldn’t be in this mess.” He said, picking a shovel from his inventory and started to dig up one of the graves.
It was shallow, there wasn’t too much work to be done, and his outfit helped replace his stamina so fast that it was more like a simple chore than work. When he reached the person in the grave, he was surprised to see that the body looked like it was just asleep. It was perfectly preserved, and the person was wearing an outfit from the game. It was one of the top tier armor outfits meant for a powerful warrior; instead, it had been remolded to fit a boy that was around the same age as John. It was enough to piece together what had happened here.
He saw a few red dots on the outskirts of his radar. Whatever was in the forest was looking for him.
“This sucks.” He said out to the graveyard.
“I mean what the hell am I supposed to do here? Die?” The graves were silent. John didn’t know what he expected.
“Ok, it was part of the game right? At least, I have my weapons, what about my magic?”
John held out his hand, palm facing the nearest tree. Nothing happened. He lowered his hand.
“How do I get this stupid shit to work? It’s not like I have a user manual here! I mean it would be a different story if I could remember the spells from the game. If I could just shout Fireball, then we might have something.” John jumped as an angry sphere of fire leaped from his hand and hit his foot. He jumped back in alarm. His shoes didn’t seem to care.
“Ok, that’s something to work with.” John raised his hand trying to remember any of the other spells. He checked his inventory, but there were just the titles his character had earned from the game.
“Warrior, Arch-Mage, Dragon Slayer, Thief, Hero. These are useless; I need the actual spells.” John wracked his brains trying to remember the spells he used, but they were in another language, with long-winded names and it was all just text. He would usually just remember the first couple of letters and remember what button he had assigned them to. He didn’t remember their names. A red light on the radar started to flash, drawing his attention. One of the red dots was almost touching him.
He picked a sword from his inventory and started looking around him. The trees were so dense that he couldn’t see farther than a few feet. He needed something that would help him more than a fireball spell.
“There wasn’t anything like a fireball in the game. There was something like it, though; it looked the same anyway.” John pointed two fingers in the direction that the red dot was coming from.
“Ice Arrow.” He said. Nothing happened. The red dot kept moving closer
to him.
“Ok. Fireball.” He said holding his palm facing out towards the direction of the red dot. Still nothing.
“What do I have to do to get this stupid piece of shit game to work?”
He took a deep breath while his eyes closed. He exhaled and opened them again.
“What did I do before?”
He thought back trying to think, the only thing that was different was he had imagined what it had looked like in the game. He pointed his fingers at the dot; it would see him any second now.
“Ice arrow.” He said, his mind imagining exactly what he had seen in the game. Water condensed from the air around him and froze until the rough shape of an arrow coalesced in front of him, and fired itself in the direction he was pointing. It missed.
John looked down at the radar to see the red dot moving away from him, chasing the arrow he had fired.
“Yeah, good luck catching that. Ok, this works; I can cast the magic of the game. Everything I could do there, I can do here; I just need to name it and give it form in my mind. I can do this.”
He looked at the graves silently mocking him.
“And I guess you guys probably figured out the same thing, which means that I am so fucking screwed. I need to just get the heck out of here.” He said to the graves.
“Ok, in the game, it said this forest was built by a god. Meaning that whatever’s waiting for me might not be a god, it just took at least a god to pen it, which is really nitpicking here, but it also means that I can’t get out of here. Something is here waiting for me, and it’s going to kill me. How am I supposed to do what you guys failed at? I need a cheat. But what the hell can I do against a god? I mean there are so many ways this can go wrong.”


The graves stared back at him without a word.
“Hey, it’s not like I’m a coward ok! I mean… I am. If a door showed up so that I could go back home, I would run through that thing like it was a fire sale. But it doesn’t look like that’s going to happen, what I’m trying to say is that I’m not suicidal. There’s no way out of this forest, and there’s no way to kill a god. So, what do I do?” He asked aloud, but no one answered.


“A fat lot of help you guys are!” He said.
John’s eyes flicked down to his radar, and he saw that the red dot was coming back for him, and it brought friends. He looked at the grave he had dug up.
“Don’t worry, I’ll come back to bury you, and if I don’t… they can bury us both.”
John started to sprint. There was a god waiting for him at the end of this waypoint, and he was going to kill it, or it was more than likely going to kill him. It didn’t matter that he was so high leveled for everything around him. He needed an ace up his sleeve. Something to give him an edge and hope to get out of here. He thought as he ran, his mind raced with the different possibilities, but the red dots on his radar were everywhere now, which made it difficult to be clever. The only clear path he had was the one the waypoint pointed towards him.
He slowed when he reached a worn stone courtyard that looked like a large lake and noticed the red dots had stopped, almost like they had hit an invisible wall. Trees surrounded the courtyard on all sides. There was a wooden pillar in the center of the patchwork of stone, and a half-naked and extremely attractive woman was tied to it. Her hands were bound behind her along with her feet. John’s first reaction was to rush to her aid, but instead, he walked into the courtyard with subdued footsteps.  The woman woke from her sleep when she heard his footsteps on the cold stone.
“Hero, you have come to save me. I am so relieved.” She said, her chest heaving up and down as she struggled against her bindings.
“Yeah, sure thing.” John said, his eyes darting every direction around him.
He made his way slowly towards her, and a sword was already drawn and raised. He watched every step he took; his eyes fixated on the minute differences in the stone. He glanced towards the sky for anything that didn’t belong to the lake, searching for water moving in the wrong way or bubbles rising from the depths. He didn’t see anything until he got closer to the girl.
“Please hurry and release me, hero. We need to flee quickly.” She said with a deep, seductive tone.
“Uh huh, I’ll get right on that...” He said, finding what he was looking for.
He put down his sword and pried out a loose rock. He hefted it up onto his shoulder.
“Hey! What are you doing?” The girl yelled at him.
He threw the rock. She gasped and looked away. It landed a foot short of her. The moment it touched the ground, a ring of spears thrust out of the ground forming a tight circle around her. John saw one of the spears pierce the rock with enough force to clear a hole through it without shattering it into a thousand pieces. The spears slowly descended, the one with his life-saving rock on it stalled for a fraction of a second before it smashed through the rock without a care.
“Clever, clever, clever boy.” The girl that was bound to the wooden pillar said. She looked down at John as she broke the rope that bound her. She rose into the air as a large torrent of wind swept around her. John raised his sword in sweaty hands, ready to defend himself against whatever was coming his way.
“I was wondering what was taking you so long, little boy. You have no idea how annoying it is, sitting her waiting for brats like you to show up.” The girl said, her voice changed from a sultry woman to the high pitched whiny tone of the god that sent him here.”
“You little bitch! You’re the god from before,” John screamed.
“Oh, poor boy, a little slow on the uptake even though you lived where so many others died.”
She started to chant in a language John recognized from the game, and the spears from the ground lifted themselves into the air before they hurled themselves with a deadly speed at John.
He batted them away and started yelling out his own spell for an ice arrow and threw it at the god. She batted it away like it was a fly.
“Tsk Tsk, you don’t really think that the powers I gave you would work on me.”
“Then why give them to me? Why not just kill me?” John said.
“Child, if only it was so easy.”
She changed spells and hurled fire at him. It was nothing new to John; he had seen them all in the game before. He dodged them as swiftly as the spears. The change from a game screen and an actual three-dimensional attack still made it difficult. He grimaced as the close calls left burns on his hands.
“I can’t just eat a soul from another world. No. You need to be part of my world. Otherwise, the soul escapes and the soul is where all the substance is. But don’t worry, you won’t be alone. I have so many that will keep you company.”
John dashed around the circle courtyard, hurling all the different spells he remembered from the game at her. She batted them all aside. John was in a desperate bid for time as he needed to think of an attack she hadn’t seen before.
“It’s useless, John; I’ve done this more times than I can count. Although you have been the most fun to play with so far.” She said, a torrent of air came rushing at him, cutting into his outfit and his flesh.
He bit back the pain and kept his eyes focused on her. He watched every spell she threw at him. He needed to get close. She hadn’t managed to get a clean hit on him yet, but his cuts, bruises, and fatigue were piling up on him while she didn’t seem to be tiring.
“Why take people from my world? Why not just kill people from your own damn world?”
He started on the strongest spell he knew in the game. There was only one element that the gods feared and man had tamed. He just hoped this would be enough; his body was starting to become numb, and he couldn’t shake the taste of blood in his mouth.
“This forest is a jail; no one can enter, and no one can leave. I resorted to finding scraps in another world. People who felt like they didn’t belong. Your video games were an amazing help finding them.”
John threw out his hand, and a string of purple lighting thrust themselves from his fingers. He could smell his own flesh as it sizzled and popped, but he smiled as the god screamed in pain. He held onto the incantation as he poured as much of his mana as he could into it. It regenerated slowly over time, but too slow to get a second chance.
His mana ran dry, and he collapsed to his knees. The smell of his blackened fingers and the pain kept him from passing out. He saw the god fall on the ground ahead of him and struggled to rise to his feet. His stomach fell as he saw the god’s back split open and a serpent, the size of a bus, erupted from her flesh. Her face was still that of a young girl, but her hair was made of a wet sludge that looked like seaweed. Her arms thrashed wildly as she pulled free of the little girl mask she had been wearing.
“That’s just not fair.”
“Life’s not fair, but don’t fret, you won’t have to worry about it for long.” The god laughed. Her voice had changed into a sound that scraped, slithered, and burrowed into his ears.
John used his sword to rise to his feet. He tried to cast a spell, but nothing happened. The god swiped at him, like a cat playing with its food. He cut her hand with his sword, making shallow cuts that looked more like paper cuts on her giant hands.
He took a breath; he needed to do it now.
“Oscillating blade.” He said, his voice hoarse.
He ran his finger along the middle of his sword as the god swung her arm at him again. He threw up the vibrating sword to block. Her hand came down against the blade, and a lump of green scaly flesh floundered next to him. The god screamed in pain as she clutched the stump of her hand to her chest.
John raised his sword between heavy breaths. The god grabbed him in her good arm. He was trapped. He tried to wriggle free, but couldn’t move.
“Know your place, food!” The god said as she raised the stump of her other hand. She chanted a few words and her hand regenerated. She ripped the sword from John’s grip and tossed it to the ground where it shattered into a thousand pieced. She opened her mouth, revealing large fangs ready to rip into him and finish the job.
John looked down at his broken sword. His arms were pinned to his side, and he needed a weapon. He tried to yell, but the god squeezed harder. He sucked in a breath.
“Oscillating bullet storm.” He yelled as loud as he could at the shards of his broken sword. They rose into the air and buzzed like a swarm of angry bees. They flew quickly into the god’s head. She dropped John as she swatted around. He hit the ground hard, but refused to take his eyes from her face. He couldn’t afford to lose concentration.
The tiny pieces of metal had pierced her skin and shredded her insides. Her nails tore at her skin as she ripped pounds of flesh trying to reach the little pieces of metal that sawed and bore through her ancient body.
“It hurts! Make it stop!” She screamed before she hit the ground with a thunderous crash.
“Please.”
John felt what little mana he had quickly run out after that and knew the blades had stopped their work.
“Shit, I forgot to ask how to get back home.” He said as he slumped down and passed out onto the blood-soaked courtyard. He slept on the cold stone for hours only to wake to the sun rising above the tree lines. He had slept all night. He quickly jumped up and looked around him to see the god’s body still lay there in front of him.
“So no ‘it was all a dream’ bit huh.” He said.
He clutched his arms around him to stop his body from shaking. He cast a spell for a fireball that lit in front of him, and he let it grow until it was a smokeless fire. He stroked his hands near the fire’s warm. He checked his reflection in the lake, and he was caked in dried blood now; he looked like death itself. He washed as much of the blood as he could off his face; it stuck to his clothes and refused to come out. He would need to clean them later. For now, he needed to find someplace with food and lodging. He made his way out of the forest.
“Which way was the exit again.” He said to himself. He jumped when a waypoint appeared in his vision.
“That way, huh?” He turned around from the original direction he was going to go and making his way to the exit. His stomach growled with a
fierce hunger, and he felt every step as his muscles screamed about his mistreatment of them while in his heroic crusade. He checked his inventory. He didn’t have any food or water. Hunger and thirst had not been a thing in the game, and while you could buy food, he had never wanted to waste the inventory space. He found a minor stamina potion that was still in his inventory. He drank it. It tasted almost familiar, like an energy drink that had gone flat. His muscles and stomach quieted, just a little. Enough to make the walk less painful.
He kept an eye on his radar, but apparently after beating the god, there were no more dangers in this area as he didn’t see any red dots come towards him. Now that nothing was coming to kill him, and the time to view the forest, it was remarkable how beautiful it was. He was able to look around, this was the most he had ever been exposed to naturally, and he could see the forest was full of fruit bearing trees.
He picked a few and used his analyze magic to check if it was safe to eat. It was safe and had a bunch of stat boosts that John didn’t bother to read in his hunger. It tasted pretty good for fruit in the middle of a cursed forest. He quickly picked a few and added them to his inventory in case he didn’t find a place to sleep the night; he would at least have food.
He followed the waypoint and stopped. He had something he needed to do before he left. It was easy to get lost in the forest, and he was getting frustrated as he walked in circles. He was about to mess with the waypoint when he remembered one of the many skills he had acquired in the game. It was like the analyze skill, something that didn’t have a lot of use when you had access to playthroughs and guides, but now seemed like the most reliable thing he could get.
“True Hunter!” He said, activating the perk from his skills list.
It allowed him to follow footsteps and see like a trapper, but it only worked for one quest and just got shelved after he had used it. Now, he was able to see not only his tracks, but also the tiniest bug that lived in this hell hole.
He saw the intricate ecosystem that was around him that was long past its expiration date. It seemed to start with the animals as he could see the corpses of gigantic beasts. Some looked similar to the ones he had seen in the game. Large dog-like creatures with spiked tails, bears with lizard scales, snakes with wings, and so many others he couldn’t recognize anymore. The further he walked, the more the corpses he saw were less, and instead, they were just skeletons. Whatever was keeping this place alive had died.
John reached the open grave. The body inside was now decayed and faceless. While he covered the body, he hoped that the souls of the dead here were able to go home to where ever they belonged, now that he had killed the god that had tricked and killed them.
When the grave was filled, he felt empty inside. Not only because he was hungry, but also because he would be the lone person to know the truth of all these graves. He was learning more about this world and how he could interact with it. More importantly, he was learning more about himself. He could access his inventory and stats' screen now. He checked his mana gauge. He saw it was full, and summoned the elements. He didn’t use words this time. Instead, he used the motions he had seen in the game. The way the characters had stood, the way their arms moved when they had used magic, and a little of his own improvisation. He danced.
“I’m so happy there’s no one around to see this.”
He moved his body with a flowing rhythm. His magic responded, water collected at his feet and pooled around him everywhere he stepped. He changed his movements to hard and commanding motions that demanded the mud to do his bidding. It rose out of the ground with a large stomp of his foot. While it hung in the air, he spread his hands, palms out to face the mud slab in front of him. Fire erupted from his palms and cooked it until a clay tablet sat before him, created, and solidified with magic; it had the durability of steel. He called down lightning and wrote an inscription on the tablet.
“The god-slaying army rests here. May they know peace now that their work is done.”
He looked at it and smiled until he saw a message pop up in front of his vision.
“New title added: God Slayer.” It said.
“Now, that is a dangerous title to hold onto.” He thought.
He rested and ate more of the fruit he had found before he ventured out of the forest. He didn’t have a clue as to where he should go; he just knew he wanted to go back home. This place was magical and left him in awe, so he didn’t feel a big hurry, but one god had just tried to take his soul and had almost succeeded. He needed to be careful in case there might be another one out there. He walked out of the forest and continued to go until the trees started to thin and light streamed through the branches, revealing his path. He knew he was out of the dark forest when he could finally see animals filled with life bounding through the forest instead of festering skeletons of nightmarish design. He reached the road, but it wasn’t the same path he knew.
“In the game, this was supposed to be a dirt path that connected to a village. What the hell is this?” John said.
He was staring at a fully stone road instead of the tiny dirt trail that had been in the game. The road looked like it was in disrepair, but it was still well traveled. He started to follow the trail towards where he knew should be a village. 
“I wonder what else could have changed.” John said, walking forward. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




Part 2
John had earned the title of god slayer. He could move and shake the earth beneath his feet, manifest water into deadly jets that could slice through rock, create fire that burned only what he wanted to be incinerated, and could command the air to levitate objects, and summon down lightning on anyone who was dumb enough to piss him off.  He had been brought to this world as a sacrifice to gluttony and had come through the trial bloody but alive. Despite all this power, he was still forced to walk for hours on the badly kept cobblestone road of boredom. In the game, you couldn’t go two minutes without getting a quest, but this was an actual world, filled with nothing. He was beginning to believe there really might not be anyone else in this world, until he came to the next straight away in the road, and he could see something in the distance. 
It was large, but too far away to get any details. As he got closer, he could see it was a small, one horse cart with a thin tarp over the back, used to keep out the weather. The horse was untethered and laying on its side. 
“Hello, is anybody there?” he called out and immediately felt something sharp dig into his back. 
“Don’t move if you value your life,” a gruff voice said behind him. 
John turned around in surprise, knocking the knife away with his bare hand. Where there should have been a deep gash, there was only a paper cut. His eyes flicked up to the right, where he had placed his health bar earlier.
Negative 10 HP flashed by his health bar and then another Plus 10 HP.
Good my health regeneration still works.
He looked over to the person getting up and going after their knife. John drew his sword
d and pointed it at his aggressor. She stopped. He motioned for her to back away from their weapon
“It’s dangerous to play with knives,” John said. 
He was able to get a clear glimpse of his attacker. It was a woman a few inches shorter than him. She was wearing a tan cotton shirt with matching trousers and leather bound sandals. She wore a dirty cap that covered her hair and a handkerchief that covered her face.
“Take off the handkerchief and tell me why you attacked me.”
She did, and he could see her face. She was a beauty, green hair that reminded John of a summer lake, blue eyes, and red freckles adorned her face. He judged her to be a few years older than him. 
“Only bandits and thieves sneak up on an honest merchant,” she said with a crass accent that hurt John’s ears. 
John sheathed his sword.
“Well, I’m neither, and it’s not exactly sneaking if I call out ‘Hello’, now is it? I’m just a traveler looking to see if you need a hand and if I could get a lift.”
“Are you blind? My horse has a broken leg. I’m not going anywhere; just waiting for a bigger caravan to come through if I’m lucky. Very few dare to take this path because of how near it is to the dark forest.” She said.
“Well, I’m good with a few spells. Let me take a look.”
“T’ain’t no one that has that kind of magic, ‘cept priests.” 
“What are you talking about? Where I’m from, its gaming 101,” John said.
“Gaming what?”
“Never mind, just give me a second.” John walked over to the horse, where it kicked and whinnied at him. He walked over to its head slowly and brushed at the horse’s mane, waiting for it to calm down. He reached into his pocket and pulled out some half-eaten fruit from the dark forest, letting the horse eat from his hand. It ate gladly and relaxed its body against John. 
An exclamation mark flashed in his vision, and he looked down to see a notification.
New Skill acquired: “Animal Tamer”; level 1.
Effects: Animals are more friendly and trusting towards you.
John looked up to see the girl’s face, but she hadn’t moved or seemed to notice anything was different. He walked over to the horse's broken leg and gently laid his hands over it. He talked gibberish to the horse, trying to keep it calm.
“Good horse, nice horse.”
While he spoke, he gathered his mana to his hands and slipped in the syllables for the healing spell from the game. He imagined the bone knitting back together and saw the leg twitch back into place. It was so subtle that his hands covered the leg snapping back into place, leaving no trace of the break. 
Moment of truth, John thought as he placed both hands on where the leg had been broken and massaged the spot. He didn’t get kicked in the chest and took that as a good sign the healing spell had worked. He was about to brag, except he noticed the girl was looking at him horrified, like he had just summoned a demon to tear out her heart, instead of a level one healing spell. He quickly decided against bragging.
“Your horse was just overworked. A little food and he’s fine now. Mind if I get a lift?”
The girl just stared at the horse’s leg, not responding, lost in her own mind. John snapped his fingers in front of her face. Her eyes turned to his.
“A ride. Can I get one?” 
“Huh? I mean, of course. Which way are you going?” 
“Same way as you.”
“Which way is that?” Saarka asked looking up and down the road.
John pointed the way he had been walking, the same way the horse and cart were pointing.
“Of course. Let me just saddle the horse.” 
John stuck out his hand, trying to be less intimidating.
“My name’s John. Nice to meet you.”
She took his hand and shook it awkwardly, lightly by his fingers.
“Saarka.”
“Pleasure,” John said as he helped saddle the horse. He mostly watched intently, trying to remember the steps. He didn’t know how long he would be in this world, but he doubted they had cars. 
A notification appeared in John’s vision.
New skill learned: Observer
Effect: All learnable skill based knowledge is recorded and can be watched until mastery is gained. Cannot be leveled up. 
It’s not YouTube, but I’ll take it. 
John and Saarka got in the car and snapped the reins urging the horse forward. 
“How long has this road been paved?” John asked.
“Longer than I’ve been alive. Why does it matter to you?”
“I’m wondering if I’m lost.”
“Where are you going?” Saarka asked.
“I’d like to go home.”
“Where’s home?”
“I don’t know,” John said.
“Ay, you’re lost.”
John watched the cobblestone road disappear underneath the cart. He needed intel if he was going to stay hidden, but he didn’t know how to phrase the question: ‘I’m a god killing, world traveling, shoot lightning from my fingertips son of a bitch; how do I get home without making a fuss?’
“What’s the name of the town up ahead?”
“It’s a city, called Fort Trellis. Big place, easy to get lost.”
Right name but wrong size, John thought. In the game, it was more of a village. A quick place to get some materials, maybe a rare fruit, depending on the in-game season, but there were literally five houses.
“Any recommendations for a traveler new to the area?”
“Depends, do you have any coin or looking for work?”
John thought about it for a minute. He did have money from the game in his inventory, but who knew if it was worth anything? He doubted an inventory management system was commonplace in this world and didn’t want to draw attention to himself. He thought about his inventory system and moved his fingers while his hand was still resting next to him. His inventory opened in his vision. Saarka didn’t seem to notice the screen hovering in front of John as he flicked his fingers and the screen moved to highlight the 9000 gold coins he still had and moved one over to his avatar. After he closed the inventory, he felt a small weight in his pocket and fished out the coin. 
“What will one of these get me?” he asked, holding up the coin. 
John saw Saarka have to stop her jaw from dropping. 
“That’s worth two months’ wages. Who in the name of the high priests are you?”
John looked the coin over.
Crap, he thought. He didn’t have any smaller change. In the game, the gold coin was the only means of payment. At least it still had worth, but nothing attracts attention more than a rich stranger. 
“Like I said, I’m just a traveler from very far away. This one coin is my entire fortune after I’ve fallen on hard times, but it seems I’m going to have a hard time spending it.”
“Ay. You’d need to find a merchant that could split that for you.” Saarka said, and John noticed immediately her shoulder’s tensed as she realized what was coming next. 
“Well, isn’t it just my luck that I get picked up by a merchant. Are you able to split it for me?”
Saarka let the reins rest against her legs, leaving her hands free.
“May I inspect the coin?”
“Sure thing,” John said, flicking it in the air towards her, and grimaced internally as he realized that a man who only had one coin to his name wouldn’t throw it haphazardly. She caught it without a word and looked it over for several seconds.
“I can only give you half its worth.”
“I’ll take it,” John said. 
Saarka raised an eyebrow at him, and he realized he hadn’t haggled. It was almost a minigame in the digital version of the world. Level up your charisma and bartering skills until you could get things practically for free. He had found it boring and so had always paid full price. He could see how it made him appear. A mysterious stranger, who didn’t know anything about the world, obviously in a hurry to get somewhere and willing to take a loss on a treasure.
“It’s not hot. I promise.”
“Coin is always cold. But are there people who will want it back once it’s sold?”
“Not a soul still living,” John said solemnly, which seemed enough to satiate Saarka. 
“We’ll make the trade after we reach Fort Trellis,” she said, handing the coin back to John. 
John felt a little better. He had money, meaning he wouldn’t have to sleep in the streets, but he still didn’t know if his game was a digital representation of this world. He needed a touching stone that would help ground the differences between his new world and the game. 
“Do you know anything about the Demon Lord?”
“No,” she said.
John felt his heart sink a little.
“I do know of King Nechomit, also known as the Demon King. I suppose he could have had the title of Demon Lord.”
“That may be. What kingdom does he rule?”
“None, he’s dead.”
“Who killed him?”
Saarka looked at John, surprise painted over her face.
“No one. He died a thousand years ago, or that’s how the tale goes. When I heard it from my mother, it was a thousand years, and I’m sure her mother told her a thousand, so who knows the actual time, but it’s a story everyone knows.”
“Please tell it to me.”
“It’s a fairy tale. Why do you want to know?”
“I’ve never heard it.”
“I don’t understand. How could you not have heard it?”
“I’m from a place that wouldn’t have known of him.”
“That’s not possible. He ruled the entire world.”
“Tell me the story,” he said, enunciating each word.
She sighed heavily.
“Once upon a time, before the seven kingdoms, there was one king who wanted to rule all the land. Anyone who dared oppose him was killed without mercy. Many people and cities prayed for a hero to come, but no such hero arrived. Instead, he became all powerful and the King of all kingdoms. Monsters, demi-humans, and beasts were brought high, while humans were brought low. Warriors and mages died as he hunted any who would or could challenge his power. Then he died of old age, and others tried to take his place. They could not wield his power, and the one Kingdom shattered, creating the seven.”
John listened, amazed. A thousand years had passed from his game to this one. It didn’t make sense. How could the god have been locked away for a thousand years, feeding on all those souls? John thought about how many graves there had been, but it wasn’t a thousand years’ worth of three square gamers a day. How often did the god eat? Did time move faster or slower here? Could the god have pulled people from different time periods in his world? Questions he had no way of answering, because the bitch that knew them was decaying on a stone slab miles behind him. This world worked like the one in his game, but his knowledge was 1,000 years out of date. 
“Can you tell me about the kingdoms?” John asked.
“No.”
“Why not?”
“I haven’t been there, and we’ve almost reached the city,” Saarka said, pointing forward.  
They had come to the main road while John wasn’t paying attention. He looked forward and saw the open gates to a large walled city. The city looked like the entrance to a castle: there was a draw bridge, a high tower for archers, and a wide imposing base that slanted inward to dissuade sieges. It had come a long way from the village with just five houses, but at the same time, John could see how far it had fallen. The chains to hoist the draw bridge were rusted and ready to break. The walls were in disrepair, and one section of the wall was even torn down, leaving a big gaping hole. 
There was no guard to welcome them into the city, and the dirt streets were covered in mud and horse shit. John wanted to gag at the smell. Once they were inside the city, Saarka parked the cart in a side street near some abandoned shops. Traffic continued to move behind them without a care. She rummaged underneath the tarp before she found a small pouch and brought it out for John to inspect. He found there were a few copper and silver pieces in the bag, but he had no idea of their worth. 
John used his Analyze skill on the bag. 
Bag of money. No special effects. Value 0.482.
John took out his gold coin and used Analyze on it. 
A single gold coin. Value 1. 
It was slightly under what Saarka had promised him. He doubted she expected him to go through it in front of her, and she had no way of knowing he had the ability to guess the true value of something. Of course, it still had the conversion rate of 1000 years ago, but he could work with it. 
“Thanks for the lift, Saarka. Where can I grab something to eat?”
Saarka had already finished hiding the coin somewhere on her person and was getting the reins ready to go wherever it was she could exchange it.
“I would try the adventurer’s guild. It’s in the middle of town. Sword and shield on the sign, you can’t miss it.”
“There’s an adventurer’s guild?” John asked, trying to hold in his excitement. 
“It’s mostly a bar, but can still function as one if an adventurer shows up for work.”
John walked down the street trying not to step in the brown puddles that littered his way. Most of the people he passed refused to look up towards him. They scuttled by like he didn’t exist. Faces were covered like Saarka’s had been when they had first met.  A few kids bumped into him trying to pickpocket him, but they found nothing; can’t pick pocket an inventory, apparently. He let them be. There was an adventurer’s guild ahead, and he needed to enroll. 
He stopped when he saw the sign with the sword and shields. The guild had abandoned businesses on each side. The buildings looked like they were leaning against the guild, pressing the building inward. He walked into the dimly lit guild. Saarka wasn’t lying when she said it was mostly a bar. There were tables scattered in the room, with people nursing their beers. There was never more than two people at the same table, and the lighting was kept to a minimum. John walked to the front of the bar. He felt everyone’s eyes studying him and his strange clothes. The girl behind the counter was young, but her face was lined with wrinkles, and her skin was tanned to a leathery color from hard work out in the sun. She didn’t seem impressed or suspicious of John, not like the others who stared and glared at him as he walked past. No, she had seen it all before and wasn’t impressed the first time. 
John sat at the bar, trying not to be intimidated by the room around him. 
“I need something to eat, drink, and I want to enroll in the adventurer’s guild.” 
John heard chuckles from behind him, and he hoped they weren’t about the food.
“We got stew left over from lunch,” she said, pouring him a pint in a dirty mug. He hoped whatever it was had enough alcohol to kill anything swimming in it. She set the tin mug down in front of him.
“It’s six copper for the drink and the meal and another two for the guild fee.”
John laid his money on the counter for her. In the game, there had been a quest to become an adventurer; you had to prove your worth. He wasn’t surprised it was now just a fee, like joining a gym. He probably could have haggled her down to one copper, but it would have broken his heart if she accepted. 
She went behind the counter and got him some stew. He started to eat while he waited for whatever passed for a guild card now, maybe an easy to lose coin or a bottle cap. He wouldn’t be surprised if it was a piece of paper with ‘Adventurer’s Guild’ scribbled on it. 
The stew was burnt, and the beer tasted like rubbing alcohol mixed with flat soda. John choked down just enough to settle his stomach and hoped it wouldn’t come back up. The bartender came back quickly holding a scroll and set it on the table for John. It was a large patchwork of paper with a wax seal holding it rolled together. The seal was the same as the one that hung over the bar. The edges were frayed, and it looked like it had been in storage for years.
“What’s this?” he asked.
“Prove your worth,” she said, like she was reading from a script. She didn’t look at him as she cleared his mug and bowl from the counter. 
“How?” John asked, confused. 
She looked up at him, annoyed at such a simple question. 
“Take the scroll, and if you have worth, it will rank you; if not, you are forbidden from entering any adventures guild,” she said like it was the most obvious fact there was. 
John looked down at the scroll. So instead of a quest, they turned it into bureaucracy. He used Analyze on the scroll.
Scroll of Adventurer’s Guild. Used in times of war to find candidates to fill the front lines quickly.
Special Effects: Capable of telling the wielder’s level…duh.
John stared in shock at the scroll. Did his skill just sass him? He saw the bartender getting impatient with him and decided to come back to his skills later. He picked up the scroll and felt it immediately tug at his mana supply. His eyes flicked to the mana bar and his health bar. He saw they were being drained by 20 points every second. The amount was so small, he didn’t even feel it. 
We’ll be here all goddamn day if this keeps going at this rate. John gathered mana into his hand like he was going to cast a spell and saw half of his mana bar drain by 20,000. The scroll exploded. All eyes turned to the display. A cloud of smoke was hovering in the air. His stats were written in the smoke for all to see.
Hero Rank: S
Title: Dragon Slayer
HP: 10,000
MP: 20,000
Skills: True Hunter, Analyze, Animal Tamer…
It started to fill in more titles and skills. John quickly flicked his fingers in the air.
“Wind Gust,” he whispered, and the smoke quickly dissipated before anyone could read any more of the stats. 
He turned and saw that all eyes were on him. Men larger than him with scars from work, play, and fights displayed proudly on their bodies had their jaws hanging open. There was a sense of awe and fear that was palpable on every face there. 
Crap!
John thought quickly about what he could do. He picked the first idea that came to his mind and threw his arms in the air, like a magician who just did the best trick of his life.
“That’s right, everyone. I am the Dragon slayer, the hero of heroes. No man is my equal for I am a god made flesh on this mortal coil to rid the world of all evil.” 
As soon as it looked like every person in the bar was going to shit themselves, he burst into the haughtiest laughter he could convincingly muster and even pretended to wipe away a tear. 
“Or the scroll is broken.” He turned to the bartender. 
“How old was that thing? Please fetch me another that isn’t from before my grandfather’s time.” 
The bartender stammered a bit, but when she heard a roar of laughter erupt from the patrons, the shocked expression faded, and she left to go get another scroll, and the patrons went back to their own conversations, but John still felt eyes cautiously dart to his back while he was turned. 
The bartender came back out with another scroll. This one did look newer. The edges of the paper weren’t tattered and frayed. She kept her hands on it, not offering it to John.
“That’s still two copper for the scroll,” she said.
John was feeling a little weary of this. 
“One copper,” he said.
“Deal,” she said.
“Good, since they’re only worth one copper, you can take it out of the two I gave you earlier for the defective one.” 
The bartender opened her mouth, about to argue. John held out his hand. 
“Or this can be known as an adventurers guild with faulty scrolls that can’t recruit adventurers. I wonder how long you’ll stay in business.” 
She huffed and handed over the scroll. 
John took it immediately and watched his mana gauge go down again by 20 points per second. He gathered mana in his hand, but only the amount he had used to summon the gust of wind. The scroll did not explode this time. Instead, it uncurled and listed a lower rank. 
Hero Rank: E
Title: None
HP: 80
MP: 200
Skills: None
New Skill acquired: “Deceiver”; level 1.
Effects: Increase chances that a lie, act, or subterfuge will succeed. 
Just great, I really hope I don’t have a morality meter, or I am going straight to the bad ending.
The bartender placed a thick card on the scroll, and the information copied itself along with a drawing of John. 
“Your Guild Card, unable to be copied, stolen, or lost. Accepted as a form of identification across all kingdoms where the Adventurer’s guild resides. Upon completing quests approved by the Adventurer’s guild, points are added, and your ranking is increased automatically.” The bartender read from the back of the card before handing it to John. 
“Cool!” John said, taking the card. 
“Is there a motel around here I can stay at for the night?” 
“The Adventurer’s Guild offers lodgings for all members,” she said, handing John a key. Before John could snatch it from her, she pulled it back.
“For the discounted cost of two coppers,” she said, smiling. 
 



Chapter 2
John looked over his room with a callous eye. There was one large room with wooden furniture. A bed sat near the only window in the room, a table, chair, and dresser. There was another room for the bathroom, which held a large bowl of water, a toilet, and a stack of hay. The toilet was a bench with a hole cut into it, leading to a pit. He sighed at his living quarters and headed out to gather a few essentials. 
He spent a few hours in exhaustion, harvesting sand from the road outside the town. Then he found one general store and bought soap, cloth, as much rope as he could carry, and the only nightshade plant they had in stock. It was part of a half dying flower bouquet. John threw away the other worthless flowers as soon as he left the shop.
It took an hour of preparation before he could sleep, but when he was done, he slept like a baby for four hours before he heard a loud ringing in his ears. He opened his eyes to see his radar was blinking rapidly in alarm as three red dots were coming his way. John put his travel bed back in his inventory and rushed to the corner of the room. He hid himself in the darkest corner he could find and imagined he was like stone, a trick he had used in his previous life to stay hidden.
Notification: new skill obtained
Skill: Thief’s Blessing
Effect: Cloak yourself in shadows. Only available at night. Makes you harder to see when staying out of the light. 
He waited in the corner of the room, keeping his eyes on the radar. At first, they just stayed outside his room for a few seconds, talking in hushed tones, before moving again.  
The window to his room silently opened. Three dark hooded figures entered his room. One went straight to his bed and stabbed through the lump of sheets John had arranged to look like a person. At the same time, the second went to the dresser to rummage around his luggage, while the third went for the bag of money he traded with Saarka. 
The assassin that had stabbed him knew something was wrong when the short blade he stuck into John’s blanket dummy didn’t shed blood, but the thieves were already opening the dresser drawers and money bag, both of which held sleeping powder John had made from nightshade and sand. In the game, there had been a crafting station, but since he didn’t have that here, he had ground the flower until he had a paste that mixed well with the sand. It should have just been a mess of sand and ground flower bits, but in this world, the magic in the items fused together. John saw the two thieves, who had gotten a face full of sleeping powder, go down like logs; the crafting system was still in play.  John grabbed his sword and pointed it at the last still-conscious thief.  Before John could get out a word, there was a knock on the door. John motioned the thief into a corner of the room, never letting his sword leave the thief’s skin. He held the thief in the corner, a sword at his throat, and opened the door a crack. He saw it was the landlord still in her night dress. Her face was dour with circles under her eyes. 
“What can I do for you Ms.…”
“Reka. What was the racket I heard from this room?”
John pretended to look around the room. 
“Nothing in here.” 
Reka made to push the door open, but John caught it with his foot. 
“There really is nothing in my room. I’m tired,” he said with a fake yawn. “How about we get to sleep,” he said, grabbing a silver piece out of his inventory and holding it out for her. 
“You’re right,” she said, taking the coin and looking it over. “Must have just been the wind... Don’t make a mess.”
“On my honor,” he said, closing the door.
John closed the door and turned his attention to the thief.
“Let’s talk,” he said to the thief. “Why did you come for me? What were you after?”
The thief licked his lips. He was scared, but not enough to talk. John threw the last of his sleep powder into the thief’s face. He hit the floor hard, but John wasn’t too concerned, considering the thief had stabbed his bed. He took off the thief’s glove and found what he was expecting, a silhouette of a hawk with an open eye. The symbol of the thieves’ guild. The easiest thing to do would be to kill these three, but then others might come for him. No, he knew what he needed to do, and he had to get it done tonight before anyone else came. He tied up the three convicts and sent each one out the window. He was only on the second story, so he didn’t think they would break bones. Since they came through his window that was the way they were going out, and he didn’t want to upset Reka again tonight. 
Once they were on the ground, he hopped out, landing nimbly besides the unconscious men. He went around back and looked for anything he could use as a cart. The best he could come by was a plank of wood that was just large enough for one of the thieves. He grabbed it and tossed each of them, one on top of the other, and started to drag. 
The thieves’ guild of a thousand years ago had a marking system for where you went to find their hideout, but John didn’t have all night to search. There would be false markers, dead ends, and false leads to the thieves’ guild.  
“Show me the way to the thieves’ guild,” he said, and an arrow in his vision appeared, pointing the way. This was the first time since the dark forest he had used his waypoint skill, and he was happy to see it still worked. 
He reached a building with a silhouette of a hawk with an open eye carved into one of the stairs, making it easy to miss. John was about to open the door and stopped himself. This was the thieves’ guild. He had just taken out what he assumed were three prominent members of the guild, and he was just about to knock on their hideout. He gave it some thought and cast a wind gust spell strong enough that it tore down the door and lit the inside of the room.
“Honey, I’m home,” John yelled out. He was disappointed when he saw there was only one person in the room. He yanked the board and the thieves into the house and dumped them on the floor.
“I believe these are yours,” he said to the person sitting on a chair that faced the door. The moon lit the room enough for John to see the layout of it. The room was a mess, with dust spread everywhere; tables and chairs were sprawled out and turned over. 
The person in the chair was clad in black leather, like the ones who had broken into his room. John squinted and looked at the eyes that were visible. 
“Saarka, is that you?”
She sighed and looked at the bodies sprawled on the floor.
“Have you come to kill me as well, John?”
He looked at the unconscious thieves and back to Saarka.
“They’re not dead. Not yet anyway, but I’m getting really tired of people trying to kill me when I have been nothing but nice. The next person who tries to kill me gets to learn what’s it’s like to be roasted alive on a sword spit. 
Saarka’s eyes narrowed.
“Which one tried to kill you?”
John pointed at the one with the empty scabbard.
“That was not the plan.”
“You don’t say. Well, everyone’s alive, so let’s call this square, and I’ll be on my merry way.”
Saarka licked her lips and stood to face John.
“No.”
“No!”
John summoned a tiny blue fireball and threw it into the room. He fed it mana and the fire gorged on it, growing larger. The fire didn’t spread to the kindling around it, but anything that met it withered and turned to ash. He didn’t feel like killing everyone here, but it was time people started to understand he had the title ‘god killer’ for a reason. 
“Kill us and every kingdom will know your face.”
“You’re bluffing,” John said as the fire grew large enough to block his line of site to Saarka. 
“I stole a copy of your adventurer’s scroll, the one that blew up. Reka had already pieced it back together, and I stopped by and stole a copy of it, or did you think I wouldn’t have an ace up my sleeve for someone with the title Dragon Slayer? I gave it to one of the members, and if I don’t stop him, that copy goes out to everyone. Your face, status, and title.”
John killed the fire. He could see a few strands of Saarka’s hair was sizzling. 
“What do you want?” John asked.
“Something that will benefit both of us.”
“Doubt it.”
“You want to go home. I want to help you, and in exchange, I come with you, and you keep me safe.”
“That’s all you want? To tag along.”
“You want to go home, but don’t know where it is. You haven’t heard of the Demon King’s story, which means your home is far away. I don’t know if you noticed, but this place has been picked clean, and where you’re going, there will be riches aplenty,” Saarka said.
“I don’t even know where I’m going.”
“For those who have no knowledge, the obvious place to go is where knowledge is stored. The library of Gleydion is the only library in the world that could have the knowledge you seek. It’s one of the furthest kingdoms, but also one of the richest, since they can still use magic, which means, if I go with you, there will be economic opportunities of a lifetime.”
John knew she wasn’t telling the whole truth, but it a giant pain in the ass if people came looking for him. It also might not be bad having someone who doesn’t stick out stay next to him to make sure he didn’t draw attention. 
“Fine, come find me tomorrow for breakfast. I’m going to get some sleep. And I’m not paying for your door,” he said, walking down the street back to his room. He tiptoed around his traps and flopped onto the bed falling asleep immediately. 
The next day, he woke up to the sound of clattering plates. 
“Hi Saarka,” he said, without bothering to look at her. She had stepped in one of the many traps John had hidden in his room, rope that had been infused with air magic, trapping whoever stepped into them to the ceiling. 
John stretched and got out of bed, moving to the bathroom. 
“Good morning. Are you going to cut me down?” Saarka asked, suspended from the ceiling. All his traps had the shadow skill placed on them. Now that the sun was shining, they started to come in full view and were easy to step over.
“No,” John said from the bathroom.
He heard some grunting, followed by a thump on the floor as he finished in the bathroom. 
He walked out to see there were plates full of food that had fallen on the floor, and Saarka was picking up the pieces that didn’t have dirt or bits of broken plate in them. The dagger she had used to cut the rope was already back in its hiding place. 
She set the plates on the table and made sure to watch her footing as she fetched a chair from the other side of the room. 
“The polite thing to do in the mornings is knock.”
“True, but who has traps set up in their bedroom?”
“Someone who’s had their life threatened daily.” 
“Dorsac has been properly scolded for his transgression.”
“As long as he doesn’t want to come back for retribution.”
“He would find that difficult,” Saarka said, pausing on the last word for emphasis. 
John went and grabbed the plate of breakfast food. There were boiled eggs, sausage, bread, and some kind of vegetables that John didn’t recognize. He used his analyses skill on it.  
Breakfast of Fort Trellis. Don’t eat the vegetables if you know what’s good for you.
John looked at the text for a while. This was the second time it had acted odd. He was unsure what that meant, but he left the vegetables alone. 
He turned to Saarka and used analyze skill. 
Saarka merchant. Level 15. Known to some as the leader of the Fort Trellis thieves’ guild.       
Ok, that might have been useful to use earlier. 
“You mentioned a library last night,” John said. 
“Yes, it’s in Gleydion, one of the kingdoms furthest from here.”
“When do we leave?”
“There’s a caravan that will be here in two days.”
“Why are we waiting for a caravan? Let’s just go.”
Saarka gave John a look that he was starting to interpret as ‘Are you crazy. This is something a child should know.’
“We can’t. Normal people can’t just go from kingdom to kingdom. Travel inside the Kingdom is considered safe, but when you get closer to the border, the roads are not maintained and wild beasts, monsters, and tribes make it a habit to find anyone on their own and kill them. If someone were to walk to the next kingdom, they would either have to be a survivor of a destroyed caravan or…”
“Or what?”
“Or somebody that would be of great interest to all the kingdoms.”
“Ok, point taken, so we take the caravan.”
“Except the caravan will only accept merchants or adventures of Rank D or above as body guards.”
“So, we have two days to raise my rank by one. That doesn’t seem too hard.”
Saarka gave him the look again.
“Have you seen the request board,” Saarka said, motioning for John to follow.
“What about you?”
Saarka tossed him a card while they walked downstairs. John caught it and saw it was a merchant card. It looked similar to his own, with her picture, but instead of stats, it had information that looked similar to what John considered to be stocks in his world. It had the year’s gross, annual, and net returns. He couldn’t read it very well, but she definitely had to be making more money stealing. He handed the card back to Saarka when they were in front of the request board. 
“I will work as a hired hand on the caravan, as an assistant. Now, tell me what you see on this,” she said, pointing to the request board.
There was only one request on the board, and it was for Skewer Rats. Skewer rats were similar to regular rats, except for being more aggressive, having reptilian tails, and they were the same size as a Pitbull. There was nothing else on the board. He was not close enough to get a rank up based on one quest as a rat exterminator. 
John ordered two drinks for them, and they sat in the back booth away from prying ears. 
“How do we get my rank up with only this?”
“We’ll need more quests, but they are rare around here. You’d need an army of skewer rat quests to get a rank up.”
 “I’ve got it,” John said, snapping his fingers.
“I need rotting fish, peanuts, cloth, string, and a mortar and pestle,” John said. 
“Good luck with that.”
“You’re not going to help?”
“The deal was I tag along and you protect me. I’m not your errand girl.”
“Well, that doesn’t bode well for our relationship. We only have two days,” he said, taking out two silver pieces.
“You handle this, and I’ll show you something that’s worth a fortune,” he said, handing her the money. 
John went over and grabbed the quest sheet from the board and set his waypoint marker for the building that had made the request. It only took twenty minutes to reach the spot.  
It was a tool shop that seemed to specialize in farming equipment. John put the piece of paper on the counter in front of the old man that was minding the shop. He looked like he was on death’s door. Wrinkles covered every part of his face, but his long, hooked nose was his most prominent feature. He was thin and wiry and did not seem especially friendly. He looked John over and pointed to a floor trap behind the counter. 
“They’re in there. A whole nest of them. Been breeding for three months now. If you die down there, no one’s coming for your body.” 
“Thanks for the warning. I’ll be fine,” John said, opening the hatch and jumping into the basement. He was immediately assaulted by the sound of dozens of munching mouths and low growls. 
The hatch above him closed. 
Well, no need to worry about showing off. 
John immediately summoned flames to his hands and saw a horrible scene of rats clawing around the entire basement that was larger than he originally anticipated. He quickly extended the flames from both hands and made a flame thrower to kill everything around him. He had to turn it off when things started to get a little toasty in the enclosed space. The heat made it hard to breathe, and while John had the highest stats in the game, he still needed air. 
The flames did their job though, and he had enough breathing room to draw his sword. The rats started to jump at him, and John just started hacking at them. One by one, they went down, while their bites did little to his health bar. He still felt the little pricks and stings of their bites every time, and his bar went down little by little. He wasn’t in danger of the skewer rats, but his breath was becoming ragged. His arms were sore and slow from swinging. His stamina was waning, and his body felt numb from the bites, like getting stuck over and over with a sharp needle. He had killed thirty of the stupid things, and they were still coming. 
This is ridiculous; just die!
John summoned a small tornado into the room and tossed a few weapons from his inventory into it. They were mostly weapons with lower stats than the katana he wielded, but he could never bring himself to sell some of the weapons that just looked cool, and now, they were serving a purpose. The swords flung around wildly in the tornado and cut at any of the rats that got in the way. He turned off the tornado and got on his knees, picking up the weapons that had fallen to the floor and put them back into his inventory. He sighed as he looked over his leather suit that had been filled with tiny teeth like holes. He knocked on the hatch and waited for the old man to come back to let him out. 
It was only a few seconds before he opened the hatch, and John jumped out.
“Did you have enough, youngin?”
“It wasn’t easy, but they’re dead.” 
The old man looked stunned and peered down into the hole to see the corpses that had piled up in the room. 
“How in the name of the high priests did you do that?”
“I’m stronger than I look. Now, would you sign off on the guild request?”
The man went back behind the counter and took the request John had laid there. He pricked his thumb with a knife and pressed it against the request. John checked his skill card and saw the job had been added to the side of his card, but he remained at rank E. 
The old man went to pull out the silver piece that was promised as the reward. 
“You can keep the money,” John said.
The man immediately put it back, but turned to John, his eye furrowed in confusion.
“I’m new to the adventuring thing, and more than money, I need the experience. Tell your friends if they have any jobs to put them in at the adventurer’s guild. I’ll be happy to take them; just pay the guild fee,” John said, heading out. 
All he needed now was what Saarka was supposed to fetch. He headed back to his room. He took off his military suit of leather armor and laid it on his bed.
Hope this works, he thought. 
He cast heal on his suit and found the holes began to repair themselves and stitch back together slowly. He noticed his mana bar drained by 16,000 points, leaving him almost dry.  The suit was a high-grade item. He was happy he didn’t have to part with it, but it would take a night of rest to replenish his mana. As he put the suit back on, he heard the door open, and Saarka came in. She had already made it back with a surplus of the supplies he had requested. 
John sighed.
No rest for the weary, I guess.
He set to work creating his concoction. He skinned the fish and ground the bones, while Saarka watched over his shoulder.
“How is this going to make a fortune?”
“This is to get my rank up to D. Watch and learn.”
John grabbed the peanuts and put them over a fire, letting them roast before pouring them into the pestle, creating peanut butter.  He grabbed a spoonful of it and handed it to Saarka, while he put the fish, flesh, bone, and peanut butter into the strips of cloth and tied them off with string. When he was done, he turned to see Saarka licking the spoon clean. She stopped when she saw him looking at her, and she set the spoon aside. 
“It’s alright, but how is that a fortune?” she asked. 
“You really are a thief and not a merchant. The fortune isn’t in the peanut butter, but the production. You are the only person in his word with the recipe. We’ll make a batch of it to sell on the caravan. Now, help me with this,” he said, handing her a dozen of the bags he had created. 
“These need to be placed in the basements of any resident homes.” He pointed to his stack. 
“These, I’ll be taking to the forest.” 
“What will that do?”
“Tomorrow, there is going to be an infestation of Skewer Rats and only one person in the adventurer’s guild who’s proved he can take care of them.”
“Not very heroic,” Saarka said under her breath. 
John’s eyes narrowed. He had been summoned to this world as a hero to be killed instantly.
“Who said I was a hero?”
“No one, I just thought...”
“You thought wrong. I care about getting home. This world can burn for all the trouble it’s given me.” 
“No offense meant. I’m just here for the coin.” 
“And you’ll have plenty of it,” John said, taking his pile of rat bait and heading to the forest. 
It was still daylight, so he had plenty of time. He went out and looked for anything that resembled a nest from the game. The Skewer Rats were nocturnal, but he did find something similar, if not exactly like the nests in the game. They were mostly just large holes in the ground that were about the size of a Skewer Rat. He placed the bait near the entrance and spread out a few leading to the city. Now, all he had to do was wait to see if any requests turned up tomorrow.  There would be Skewer rats flooding the streets, and it would take some work, but it would be more than enough to get his rank up. 
The next day, John woke up to shouts and the clattering of feet coming from downstairs. He jumped out of bed and got dressed. 
Did they find the bait traps? He wondered as he went downstairs. A few rats shouldn’t get people this riled up in the morning, regardless of their size. 
When he got downstairs, he saw the room was filled with people clamoring for a chance to get their opinions heard. Reka was working to calm them down. A man was behind the bar pouring drinks for the thirsty mob. John spied Saarka in the crowd and made his way over to her. 
“What the hell is the commotion for?” 
“For some unexplained reason, a Dred Bear has entered the city and has been tearing through everything in its path this morning. Three people are dead already. Everyone here is trying to decide whether to take up arms or get black out drunk and hope it passed. The latter is currently winning.” 
“Did they post it on the job board, yet?”
“No. Did you hear me when I said three people are dead?”
“Why do you care?” John asked.
“I actually don’t. I’m just surprised you don’t.”
“Well, if anything in this hellhole ever goes my way, I might start caring about others’ wellbeing. Hang back here for a minute. I got this.” 
John walked over to the bar and asked for a pint, while he pretended not to care about what was going on in the room. He took his drink and made his way into the back of the room near the darkest shadow he could find, so he was sure no one was watching him. 
He activated his skill he acquired in the actual game. It was a favorite for luring NPCs off cliffs. 
Skill: Throw voice
Effect: Make your voice sound as if it is coming from another area to draw attention away from you. 
He locked onto a different place around the room, where the shouting was the least. 
“Hey, isn’t there a new guy in town,” his voice said at one end of the room. 
“Yeah, an adventurer,” his voice said at another end. 
“Get him to do it.” A few ears perked up at that, and John knew just another little push was needed. 
“Yeah, send the adventurer!” His voice resounded at different ends of the room, until it was drowned out by the shouts of others, who were yelling the same thing. 
He walked up to where Reka was and held up his hands.
“You want me to kill your Dred Bear?” he shouted.
“Yes!” came from the crowd. 
He slammed his empty pint tin on the table.
“500 copper plus the guild fee, and I’ll kill your bear,” he said. 
There was a reluctance in the crowd. It was a lot of money, and John knew that, but he didn’t want to make it seem like he was doing this for heroism. Just a person willing to risk their life for money. There were thousands of idiots like that. 
“A few coppers and your problem is solved. If everyone chips in, it will cost you the same as a cup of coffee, and none of you will need to fear risking your lives.”
People came up and started dropping a few coppers in at a time. When it looked like it was close enough, John walked out of the building to go fight a Dred Bear, with only one question burning in his mind. 
What the hell is a Dred bear?
Saarka ran up next to him. 
“Are you an idiot?”
“What do you mean? I kill this thing, and we’ve got our golden ticket out of here.”
“Except you’re going up against a Dred Bear, and you made a big spectacle about it.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning there are going to be people watching, and you want to make everyone think you’re an E Rank adventurer, which means no magic against a Dred Bear!”
“Damn, I should have charged a viewing fee.”
“Do you realize how dangerous a Dred Bear is?”
“Relax, I’ll be fine.”
John heard a roar coming from one end of the city, followed by a building collapsing and the wind from the wreckage carrying dust through the streets. John felt slightly nervous all the sudden. A thousand years could have bred something more dangerous than what he could handle. He clung to the side of a building with his back to the wall. He listened as the Dred Bear was digging through the rubble, presumably to find the bait Saarka had hidden. 
He peaked his head out, focused on what he could see of the Dread Bear, and triggered his Analyze skill. 
Name: Dred Bear
Level: 61
Magic: Air Slash, Dash, Dred Howl
Class: Animal, Undead
The apex predator of the Blestan Kingdom. A Dred Bear will normally not come out of the deep forest, unless enticed by a selfish dumbass. Twice the size of a regular bear, it has bald patch on his head that adventurers might mistake for a weakness, but is actually hardened bone that allows it to use the magic head dash, capable of hollowing out mountains. The Dread Bear does not feel pain, as it is an undead creature. A parasite has infested a bear and caused it to grow monstrous. The parasite has a constant need to feed and turns the bear into a killing machine. 
New entry: It also likes peanut butter. 
John walked up behind the Dred Bear, trying to use any stealth skill he had. He didn’t have any. Next to luck, stealth was one of the things in the game he would forgo for a higher attack level. He was regretting that now as the Dred Bear heard him before he was anywhere near it. The Dred Bear saw him and charged. John ran at the bear, kicking up dust on the way; his sword dragging behind him infused with wind magic, kicking up enough dust to cloud everyone’s vision. 
“Oscillating Blade,” he yelled at his sword, and it started to resonate in his hand. The Dred Bear came for him, swiping a large claw at John. He slid under it and swung his blade against the bear's hind leg, nicking it and drawing a thin stream of blood as his blade shattered on the leg. 
The bear roared and snapped its jaws at John, or where he used to be. The moment the sword shattered, he shifted his wind magic to his feet and jumped out of the way. He looked at his broken sword, which looked more like a dagger now, and saw down the street where a crowd had gathered to watch him flounder. 
“So, no magically summoning anything from my inventory. Well, this just got interesting,” John said, trying to think of a way to win. 
He jumped back as the Dred Bear came rushing forward with the patch on its skull pointed for John’s ribcage. John saw the magic swirl around the bear as it picked up speed becoming a battering ram that was faster than John expected. It hit him, and he felt the blow as he went sailing 12 feet into the wall that surrounded the city. 
Negative -1250 HP appeared under his health bar, and John saw a big chunk of it disappear. 
“Big boy hits hard, good to know.” 
“Reinforce!” John said, casting reinforce on his sword. His sword gave off a faint green glow, showing him the change, and his mana bar dropped by two thousand.
The Dred Bear howled in defiance, and John could see the air drip with a mist from its Dred Howl. 
Dred Howl status ailment failed, a notification said in his vision. He looked to the crowd behind him. Some had passed out; others were awake, but knocked down to the ground. He saw Saarka struggling on her knees to get back up. 
“Fuck you too,” John said, running at the Dred Bear. He tried to slash at the Dred Bear, causing it any amount of harm, but his reach was shallow, and the Dred Bear’s flurry of slashing motions didn’t leave room for him to land an attack. John was faster, but the Dread Bear didn’t give him a moment of rest, and it didn’t get tired. He wouldn’t be able to drag out this fight. The Dred Bear pressed him, and while his attacks missed or did the least damage, John was getting pushed back to the wall. It was penning him in, cutting off his escape. When his back touched the wall, it would just have to wear him down. It was playing with him, and John knew it.
“I wasn’t food for a god, and I damn well ain’t lying down for your ugly ass.”
John watched the Dred Bear’s arms swiping at him and stuck out his broken sword, catching its right paw and piercing through it. The Dred Bear howled in rage. John took the moment and sprinted to the wall putting his back to it. He looked around to see if anyone was close enough to see him, but no one could move any closer after the Dred Bear’s first howl. He started casting his water magic. It was a slashing attack meant to be used against fire elements, but instead, John took the condensation from the air and sent it directly in the ground as the Dred Bear recovered and pointed its bald skull at him.
John pressed the water down, willing it to soak into the earth until he was down to his knees in mud. The Dred Bear charged. John couldn’t move and was weaponless. He braced himself as the Dread Bear’s attack struck dead center in his chest again, and he heard a rib break as he was lifted from the mud and into the wall. A crack ran up through it, and the Dred Bear sank deep into the mud.
Critical Hit Minus -2050, appeared under John’s Health bar. 
John gave a hesitant breath as he waited for the wall to fall. The Dred Bear was getting out of the mud. He needed the wall to fall. 
“Reinforce,” he shouted and slammed his strengthened fist through the wall like paper, causing it to tumble down. 
Negative 2000, appeared under his mana bar.
A giant section of the wall came caving down on John and the Dred Bear. He held up his reinforced armored arms against the falling barrage. 
He closed his eyes as random negative numbers showed up on his health bar as the falling debris pelted him until he was buried.  He opened his eyes and saw he was missing over half his health bar. He started to move the boulders; the reinforcement spell had already faded from his arms, and he had to push and grunt against the large stones that had buried him until he saw light. He sat back and took a ragged breath as his health regeneration hadn’t fully kicked in and repaired the broken rib. He looked over, expecting the Dred Bear to be nowhere in sight and buried under the rubble. Instead, it’s front legs and head were above the rubble, while it growled and snapped at the stones that surrounded it, trying to break loose.
John crawled over behind the Dred Bear, sucking in painful breaths. He found a large stone and brought it over to the Dred Bear. People were starting to gather around the wall, looking to see if he was still alive. John hefted the large piece of stone and grunted against the pain. 
“Just die already,” he said, activating his reinforced skill on the stone and brought it down on the Dred Bear’s skull over and over again. The Dred Bear howled and thrashed, but the stone and mud prison held, and John kept bashing its skull until the Dred Bear stopped moving and he could see bits of brain matter sticking to the stone. He dropped it and hobbled down the pile of stone to the crowd below. 
The crowd that gathered was silent while they watched John come down and move toward them. A rumbling cheer rang out from them as he could make out the Dred Bear’s skull cracked open to see the sun. Some ran towards the Dred Bear, trying to get a souvenir or get a look at the thing that everyone was so scared of. Others walked around John, spreading rumors about the fight and how John managed to kill the thing. 
John walked down the street, clutching his broken ribs, heading for the Adventurer’s Guild. He wanted to get his rank up and get to sleep. He was watching his health bar. It was refilling, but every time he took a step, his ribs ached, and he noticed that every step he took would take a bit of his health bar. It was troubling that there was a greyed-out section of his health bar that was not healing. He hoped he just needed sleep, and it would be taken care of after a bit of rest. 
He reached the Adventurer’s Guild, and everyone around him started to order drinks to celebrate the Dred Bear’s death. John walked up to Reka and took down the Dred Bear’s request, handing it to her. 
“It’s done,” he said. 
“So I hear,” she said, pulling out the 500 copper. John pushed it back to her. 
“Rounds are on me today,” he said to the large cheer of everyone around him. 
Reka gave him an odd look, but didn’t argue and took the coins from him. She pricked her finger and put the bloody thumb print on the paper. John pulled out his adventurer’s card. The job had been added to the card, but John remained at rank E. He looked up at Reka, his face asking if there was a mistake. 
“It takes most adventurer’s almost a lifetime to raise their rank. Quest rankings are designated by the person requesting them and how many people it affects. Sorry, this town is just too small to get a rank up even with a Dred Bear.”
John sighed. 
“I’ll be in my room. Don’t let anyone disturb me while I rest.”
“What about the request money?”
“Don’t care. Let everyone drink themselves to death if it makes them happy,” he said, not looking back as he climbed the stairs. 
He hit the bed and slept deeply. He would have slept longer if it wasn’t for the shuffling of feet in his room, and he bolted awake. He relaxed when he saw it was just Saarka, emptying his dresser into a travel bag. He noticed that a few of the traps he had set up in his room had been disabled while he had slept. 
She’s getting better.
“What the hell are you doing,” John yelled halfheartedly. 
Saarka didn’t look back at him and kept working. 
“You seemed tired, and after the fight, I wanted to let you sleep, but the caravan comes today, and you need to be ready to leave. I bought us some provisions with the money I got from Reka last night. There wasn’t much left after you got half the town drunk, but enough for our journey.” 
John looked at his health bar and saw the rest he got had refilled his greyed-out health bar section. He would have to be careful in the future and remember that, while he had a large health stat in this world, broken bones still acted the same as they did in his world. 
“I didn’t get the rank up. There’s no way I’ll get hired for the caravan.”
Saarka stopped packing his bag and turned to him. 
“You killed a Dred Bear. Vihpier the caravan leader heard hungover men singing about it this morning when he took his first step into town. He’s been requesting you all day to hire you for their journey.”
“Did you accept in my place?”
“I told him you had already found employment on the caravan.”
“What? Why? With whom?”
“With me. While you’ve been busy trying to get your rank up, I’ve gotten an entire stock of that peanut butter. I sold enough to Vihpier to earn my own spot on the caravan, instead of as a hired hand. I let the leader know you were working for me. We are good to leave. They arrived earlier this morning and are leaving right after noon. We only have two hours to get you packed and introductions made.”
“Wait, so it was the peanut butter that got us on the caravan?” 
“Exactly. I didn’t know if they would take to it or not, so I brought a sample to Vihpier this morning, and he accepted me. He paid for half of my stock up front, and when we leave the caravan, he’ll be able to sell it for 10 times the amount he paid. He tried to get the recipe off me as well, but there’s no way that was going to happen. We’re prepared to leave when you’re ready.”
 
 



Chapter 3
John packed his belongings and settled his bar tab before he went out to the caravan. It was located near the Northern gates on the other side of town. He expected to see a few horses and maybe one horse drawn wagon with one or two adventurers hanging around. Instead, there were five wagons with tents to keep out the elements, two carriages built for travel and comfort, along with a handful of horses with packs on them. John saw there were at least three adventurers, based on how many swords he saw on the horses penned in front of the gate. 
He walked over to Saarka and her cart. He walked up to the horse; it was the same one that he had first gotten a ride on to Fort Trellis. 
“Hey buddy, you’re looking good,” he said, patting the horse. It didn’t look sickly anymore, and instead of just making a full recovery, he was a good deal more muscular.
Did he get taller? John wondered as he slung his bag into the spare space in the cart. 
“Whatever food you gave him made him a stronger horse than when I bought him. Is it like your peanut butter? Something where you’re from?”
“No, just something I found, and I’m all out,” John lied. He had gone over his inventory screen before leaving and knew he had one whole piece of fruit left plus scraps from one he had eaten. They didn’t spoil while in his inventory, and even though they had some nice stats on them, there was nothing that explained the growth of the horse. 
Maybe that’s why all the animals from the forest were so monstrous. The fruit does something to animals. 
“It’s a shame. We could have made even more if it was another recipe.” 
“I think the peanut butter will be more than enough, but don’t worry; once we reach our destination, you’ll have seen enough to match the wealth of a King three times over.”
“Sounds nice, but I’ll be happy with the wealth of one and being kept alive. Don’t forget your part of the deal. I help you find what you’re looking for and you keep me safe on this little adventure.” 
Saarka went back to getting everything tightened in the back of the cart as three people came to greet John. By the way they walked and the swords they carried, they were adventurers just like him. 
The one in the middle addressed John. 
“Ay. Names Mihel,” he said, holding out his arm. John held out his arm, and Mihel clasped him near the elbow and gave his arm one good shake.  He was taller than John, had a kind face with white starting to show in his beard. His armor was iron and well-worn. There were dents and scrapes all along it.  
“Nice to meet you. I’m John.” 
“We’ve heard a good deal about you. Everyone in this city won’t stop talking about how you killed a Dred Bear. I’m Rank C, and I don’t think I could’ve done it. How’d you do it?”
“Sorry, trade secret, but you can make a good guess by the new missing chunk of wall.” 
“Ay, I did see the city was a bit more decayed than the last time I was here. But I’ll share a secret with you. I’ve been up against something similar to a Dred Bear, a different continent’s version of the cursed thing. We call them Smegs, a wolf that has grown to the size of a bear. It killed two of my teammates before I could take it down, and we had been chasing it. It was hurt, tired, and hungry, and we still lost two good adventurers trying to take it down. I’ll be keeping my eye on you. I think we’ll have something to learn from you before this is over. 
“These two next to me are Clemabauld and B’nalrd. Clem, B’narld, make our friend feel welcome while I go make sure everyone is ready to move out,” Mihel said, leaving the two other adventurers behind him. 
They were both shorter than Mihel, but Clemabauld was taller than B’nalrd and wore the meanest expression on his face. 
“Listen here. Both B’narld and I are rank D. I don’t know what kind of propaganda you pulled to make everyone here think you took down a Dred Bear alone, but unlike Mihel, I know it’s a crock of horse shite. I’ve seen a Dred Bear break through an army without so much as flinching, and Mihel may think those tiny Smegs of his Kingdom have any kind of similarity, but he is dead wrong. You keep to the rear and keep out of our way, or you’ll see what the class difference is between a rank E and a rank D.”
John’s eyes narrowed at Clem and B’narld. 
“I think I would like to see that more than anything in the world, right now.”
“Let’s stop off at the guild and get a formal match going. I’d hate to kill you accidently and not have it affect my rank,” Clem said.
“Good men, would you kindly stop harassing my help. I have a deal made with Viper, and John is my adventurer. You three can have your petty match after we reach our destination; until then, we will be relying on you to get us there intact. It’s not like we can show up to a new Kingdom with only one adventurer,” Saarka said, giving John a stern look. 
“Listen to your master, John; for a woman, she has some common sense,” B’narld said as he and Clem left to join Mihel with preparations. 
“What did he mean affect his rank?” John asked Saarka.
“A guild duel can be done by two members of different skill. It’s used to settle arguments and gives the winner a boost in rank, depending upon the difference in rank.” 
“And it’s legal to kill in these matches?”
“It’s not encouraged, but if the referee doesn’t get to the injured in time, some people die. Like the idiot said, ‘It’s common sense.’” 
John chuckled and let his anger cool until they got to their final stop. It took a little longer than he expected, but the caravan started to head out, and John and Saarka joined it. 
“How long until we get to Gleydion?” John asked while they rode, trying to make gentle conversation. 
“We’ll be stopping at a city or two on the way until we eventually reach Fort Light in the Qobraiden Kingdom. That’s where we’ll separate from the caravan. From there, we’ll be able to travel to the other end of the Kingdom, where we’ll be able to enter Gleydion via a heavily traveled and enforced road. I talked with Vihpier about our excursion, and he gave me the main landmarks to worry about.”
“Does no one have a map?”
“Vihpier has one he constantly updates, but I doubt we’ll have time to make a copy.”
“We’ll have to think of something later; we’re going to need that map. How much time will it take to reach Gleydion?”
“If we’re lucky and there are no major problems, it will take about a month and a half to get there.”
John sighed. This was going to be a long trip, and home wasn’t even waiting for him at the end of it. Just the hope that there will be a way to get home. 



Chapter 4
Fort Trellis was still busy rebuilding a week later. Homes and business needed to be repaired, while the normal daily chores still needed to be done. It would take a while, but Fort Trellis would be rebuilt. The Dred Bear attack had been the celebration of the town after it had been killed and would be turned into a child’s story. There would be parts changed to make it more interesting. A hero, instead of an adventurer, more destruction and even feats of magic. The stone John had reinforced would later become the town's treasure, as it could not be destroyed and would even be turned into a weapon. 
Reka had gotten up early that morning to start cleaning. The bar had been packed with people celebrating and telling stories with each other the night prior. She set to picking up chairs and getting the dirty dishes gathered, keeping the bar closed until lunch. There wouldn’t be anyone in today before then because of how much work would need to be done. It did her heart good to see the town come together and pitch in to help rebuild their little squalor homes. The dying town felt more like a community than it had in a long time.
Except two people were waiting by the front door for her when she came back from dumping one load of dishes into the sink. 
I thought, for sure, I had locked that door. She thought as she dried her hands to deal with the two strangers. They were a good deal taller than her, and she couldn’t make out their faces. One had a cloak on with the hood pulled up, while the other was encased in the strangest armor she had ever seen. It looked like it was made of red and brown scales. 
“Sorry lads, we’re closed until noon. Lots of excitement in town this last week.”
“We didn’t come for a drink of your measly stock,” the man in the hood hissed.  “There was an adventurer in town recently, came by the southern roads and killed a Dred Bear, or so we hear. He registered for the adventurer’s guild if I understand correctly.”
“Ay, he did, but can this not wait until I am open?” 
The hooded man held out his hand, and Reka froze as she was lifted off her feet and being dragged closer to him. She struggled for breath, but when she got close enough, she could see his face. He was old, with wild red hair on the sides, a giant bald patch on his head, and his eyes were different colors of green and blue.
“This matter is important to us, and you will do well to remember that,” he said, dropping her to the ground. 
Reka nodded her head. 
“Good, now fetch us the adventurer’s guild scroll.”
Reka quickly got up and ran to where she had hidden his scroll. Her hands trembled as she held out the scroll for the hooded man. He took it, unfurling the scroll, and glanced over the stats before throwing it to the floor and stomping his feet on it.
“No! This isn’t right. These are the stats of a low-class noob. Where the hell is the man who killed the Dred Bear?” 
“I’m really, terribly sorry sir, but that is his scroll.” 
The hooded man raised his hand again, ready to strangle Reka, and she backed into the corner.
“Please no, that is his scroll. He did two of them, but one of them was bad. I’ve never seen one go bad before, but this one was old. It went bad, you see, because it broke in half and released a black smoke and had incredible stats on it. I still have it in the back. I was repairing it to send to the adventurer’s guild; if you please, I can fetch it for you.” 
“Go,” the hooded man said.
Reka came back with the charred scroll and placed it on the table for the men before backing up as far as she could. The hooded man stepped closer to the charred scroll and opened it carefully. “Perfect. Mike, come see this.”
The man in the scale armor lumbered over to the table and looked over the scroll. He gave it careful thought before muttering out loud. 
 “John, huh. What game have you been playing?” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




Part 3
John didn’t notice the monster as it came scuttling out through the forest. The silence was punctuated only by the horse’s hooves crunching on the dry dirt and wagon wheels squeaking as they turned, until one of the horses in the caravan squealed in pain as its head was ripped from its torso by a red and brown blur that darted back into the trees, disappearing with a decapitated head as its prize. John looked ahead and saw six more of the things running toward the caravan. He jumped down from his seat on the wagon, drew his sword and used his analyze skill on the monsters. 
Name: Skarat
Level: 12
Magic: None
Class: Insect 
Skarats are similar to centipedes, averaging thirty feet in length and about the size of a Labrador retriever. They are quick and use their speed to encircle their prey like a snake before constricting and using their powerful mandibles to rip off whichever limb looks the tastiest.
Two of the skarats had broken off from the pack and were running toward him. One surged straight at John and was cut in half for its effort. The second darted past him and lunged for his horse. John turned and tried to grab the skarat, but missed, losing his balance on viscera and gore causing him to fall in the dirt. Clyde reared up on his back hooves and smashed downward, crushing the exoskeleton. The horse kept his weight on the skarat, pinning it to the ground. John picked himself up, calmly walked over to the still twitching skarat, and plunged his sword into its head. 
“Enjoy the taste of dirt?” Saarka asked sarcastically, from her perch on the wagon. She was smirking after watching him take a tumble.
“The ground was slippery.” 
“I have no doubt. We’re safe here. Hurry up and go take care of the rest of them.”
John looked ahead confused. He expected to see four dead skarats next to B’narld and Clemabauld. Instead what he saw made him sigh.
B’narld and Clemabauld were clashing swords with two of the skarats. The two rank D adventurers stood back to back swiping at them, but their powerful mandibles were parrying the sword strikes and the two adventurers were unaware of the long bodies slowly encircling them into an ever-tightening circle. John saw Mihel further ahead, holding two of them back using a large hammer to bat them away and his bare fist to punch them in the mouths when they got too close. 
“Yeah, I got it,” he said. 
John ran forward, but he didn’t stop at B’narld and Clem. He swiped at one of the skarats as he passed and his blade cut through it like hot butter. Now it would be the two adventurers against one skarat.
If they can’t handle one of those things between the two of them then I don’t feel bad if they die.
He used his momentum to ram his sword into one of the skarats that was snipping at Mihel. He pierced through the thing’s thick hide and stabbed it into the ground. It kept wiggling and trying to snap at his feet. Raising one leg, John smashed it like the bug it was, then turned to see Mihel swinging his heavy hammer down on the creature and watched it rebound against the its thick exoskeleton, but not without leaving a patchwork of cracks across it. 
Crap these things must be stronger than I thought. Maybe they won’t notice. John thought, as he brushed bug guts off of his boots into the mud. 

“Mihel, do you need help?”
Mihel swung his hammer down again in the same place he had before causing the fracture in the skarat’s armor. He swung his hammer again and met the skarat’s meaty middle, causing it to hiss in pain before dying. 
“They’re tough buggers, but if you know a trick or two you can teach ‘em their place on the food chain.” 
Mihel and John looked over to see B’narld and Clem still fighting the skarat. John sighed and was going to help when Mihel put up an arm holding him back. 
“You both keep chopping at the armor. Try using your heads for once,” Mihel yelled.
“Hey old man, we don’t have the strength to crush armor like you, so help or shut up,” Clem said. 
“I am helping you two brats, if I have to do any more than this I might as well be a wet nurse. Look at the thing’s armor, they’re scales, with one lining up over the other.”
“So what?” B’narld said, avoiding a strike and tripping over the other end of the skarat. Clem parried the skarat’s mandibles away from B’narld’s exposed body.
“How do you think John killed them so quickly? You must pierce from under the scale and up. That’s the weak point. The armor is layered, but if you pry it up you can pierce through them.”
John looked over to the skarats that he had killed and winced when he noticed that the scale armor had been cut neatly in two. 
B’narld had risen back to his feet. He crouched low and stabbed at the skarat as it reared its head back for another strike. His sword pierced and lifted up one of the scales. Clem saw the chance and pierced at the exposed flesh beneath. The skarat hissed and lunged at the two adventurers but they held the thing firm refusing to let go, pushing it to the ground where they pinned it and Mihel came over and crushed its head with his hammer. 
“There’s hope for you yet.”
“If we had known there was a trick to these things we would have been able to kill them all instead of keeping it a secret to look like some kind of hero,” Clem said, glaring at John. 
“Whatever,” John said, pushing past the two adventurers and grabbing the corpse of the skarats he killed and dragging them back to his wagon.
“What in the three hells are you doing?” B’narld asked. 
“Taking my kills,” John said, trying to hold his nose away from the smell of the dead skarats. 
“The skarat scales can be turned into armor or used as building materials. They’ll fetch a good price when we reach Fort Light,” Mihel said, matter-of-factly. 
“Really? Well we have six of them here and four adventurers. How are we going to split them?” Clem asked. 
“Easy, three for me and you can each take the ones you killed,” John said, as he was already grabbing the second body of the skarat he had pierced. He carried the body, trying to hide the crushed skull and pierced armor. It made walking difficult. The things were not light, and he had put most of his stats into speed. He ended up dragging half of the body over to his wagon. 
“Hey, we’re all in this together, we’re all adventurers making our way, it’s not fair that we only get three,” Clem said.
“You get two, Saarka’s horse killed the first one but, if you want to ask the horse, feel free,” John said. 
Clem looked like he was going start arguing, but B’narld spoke up. 
“Clem let it go. He killed them and the guild is going to side with him.” B’narld said. He was looking over to Mihel, who nodded his approval and walked over to his own kill. 
“Of course, I doubt the guild will sell to a third rate adventurer once his character has been called into question by two higher ranking members,” B’narld said, when Mihel was out of earshot. 
“Do whatever makes you happy,” John said, piling the bodies next to the cart. 
“What do you plan to do with those smelly awful things?” Saarka asked.
“I’ll walk away tonight while everyone is setting up camp and burn them.”
“Taking them with you on your nightly walk, huh? What do you do out in the middle of the forest all alone?”
“Recuperate,” John said.  
“You should hear what B’narld and Clem think that means when you’re away some time. I don’t understand why you don’t put them in their place. If you killed them I don’t think anyone would mind too terribly much.”
“We reach Fort Light in a few weeks and I’ll never see them again. They can have their rank, and live their short lives in this place, I don’t plan on staying.” 
“Well, we’re stuck here for the rest of the day so you might as well get those smelly things away from camp now before the stench brings more trouble.”
“We’re stopping, why?” John asked.
“One of those things killed a horse and ran off. We only have a few hours of daylight left and we need to get shifts ready in case the thing comes back. We also have to figure out what to do about the wagon that’s horseless now. I’ll offer to help once you’re gone to get us moving a little faster.”
“Meaning you plan to purchase their stock for cheap since they’re dead in the water?”
“I don’t know where you see water, but yes. Now hurry and bury the corpses, you’ll probably be put on watch tonight.” 
John hefted the skarat pieces and walked them into the woods. It took two trips and an hour’s worth of time to get them far enough away from the camp where no one would see him. The woods were thick and easy to get lost in. No one followed him in the weeks he had been making nightly excursions. His heads-up display included a waypoint that he had set to Saarka so he would never get lost and his radar would let him know if there was something dangerous coming. However, it only worked on things that were actively looking for him. A skarat after a horse apparently didn’t warrant a warning. 
John’s magic allowed him to freely wield the elements. Usually it was just enough to hurl fire at things, but he was able to do more if he used a little bit of imagination. He took out his sword and marked a giant square in the grass, large enough to be a grave for the skarats. Once he was able to visualize the area he poured his mana into the vision he had in his mind. The ground moved aside allowing John to push the skarats into the pit. The ground closed, looking undisturbed. 
Minus 5500 appeared under his mana bar, letting him know the cost of his magic along with a notification in John’s vision.
New Magic acquired: “Grave Digger”
Effects: A hole rips itself inside of a patch of earth and closes when something falls into it. Can be used as a trap or used to clean out refuge. 
John checked and ensured there was no one around him. The main reason he came so far away from the camp was for a shower. He quickly disrobed and placed his leather armor suit and underclothing on a low hanging branch. He summoned water from the air and held it in place with one hand before summoning a fireball to hold itself underneath it. The fireball John summoned burned a beautiful shade of blue. The water started to steam almost immediately and John let the fireball die. He allowed the water to start to dribble out of his control and washed himself with some soap Saarka had purchased for him. When he was done a notification came up of minus 10,000 mana and he put the soap back into his inventory before getting dressed. The cost of digging a grave and his shower was almost his entire supply. His spells didn’t cost much to fire, or shoot off at an enemy, but to hold onto the magic for minutes caused the cost to go up exponentially.
He suddenly felt very tired. The simplest pleasures he enjoyed of his previous life cost so much here. There was so little in this world that made it worth living. He had magic that he had to hide, there were no toiletries, or toilets for that matter. Some people might have thought of it like a vacation; a perverse, people are trying to kill you vacation from technology, but John couldn’t stand it. He had never been camping in his life and now he had been taken from everything he knew. This world was not his and every day it grated on him. 
John’s black hair fell in front of his eyes. It was starting to get long from the lack of a barber. He pulled out a shiny piece of metal that was this world’s version of a mirror. He could see his reflection, barely. His fingers absently curled the hair as he thought about how he could get a haircut in the middle of the woods, and a thought struck him. 
He looked directly into the mirror and used his analyze skill on it. 
Name: John
Level: 100
Magic: Heal, Wind Gust, Reinforce, Ice Arrow, Fireball, GraveDigger…
Skills: Observer, Deceiver, Thief’s Blessing, True Hunter, Throw Voice…
Class: Human/Hero
Experience:
298,597/300,000
Notes: So, you finally decided to look at yourself; took you a lot longer than others. Still makes you a narcissist.
“What the hell! Who are you?” John said to the notes section, but nothing happened.
He looked at the mirror again and used analyze.
Notes: I’m the one in charge of writing your stupid skills. Where did you think this information came from? Now answer quick before my magic runs out. Why haven’t you made your way to the capital?
“What capital?” John asked, using analyze again. 
Notes: Lilzziat should have informed you! I’m running blind here and I don’t have the mana needed to keep a conversation going. Just get to the capital.
“What freaking capital?” John asked, but nothing happened. Whoever was having a conversation with him was out of juice. 
“Great, another mystery to figure out. Well, this is one side-quest you can shove up your ass. I am going home.” John said, but only the trees were listening and they didn’t seem to care much for the conversation. 
John headed back to the caravan. He hoped there was food already cooking. He was feeling tired and the sun was starting to set. Nights were a lot darker in this world, the sky was littered with stars and galaxy gas clouds colored the sky in different hues of blue and purple, but there was no moon to light the forests at night. John didn’t know why, but it made the nights feel so much lonelier. It might have been that the familiar sky wasn’t around and even a casual glance reminded him that he was the only person who knew what was wrong with the sky. Or maybe the moon was like a friend, something so close that told people there was something beyond the clouds to reach for. 
We might not have magic, but we had the universe at the tips of our fingers. 
When John got back, he saw that the wagon had been left empty and horseless at the side of the road. The couple that had owned the wagon were sitting next to Vihpier. The husband was comforting his wife. Roc and Lidian were their names if John remembered right. 
He walked over to Saarka who had a bowl of soup ready for him. 
“What are we eating tonight?” he asked, taking the bowl before bugs could get to it. 
“Horse stew,” Saarka said.
John thought it was bad luck to eat a horse, but he couldn’t remember why.
Do curses from one world still matter in another? he wondered, as he ate his stew.
“Did you get anything good from Roc?”
“Couldn’t. Vihpier has a contract with those he travels with, who don’t have their own adventurer, that he will buy their stock at cost if something happens while in his care. Apparently, this has happened before.”
“I take it we aren’t afforded the same protection,” John said.
“No. Since I didn’t pay Vihpier’s protection tax, if something happens to us we are stuck under the high priest’s foot?”
“High priest’s what?” John asked. 
Saarka gave John the same look she always did when he asked something everyone in this world should know. 
“It’s one of those… What did you call them?”
“Colloquialisms?” John asked.
“Yeah, that. It means he won’t pay and we’ll be left at the mercy of our fellow travelers.”
“Based on what I’ve seen, they’re all vultures waiting for a carcass.”
“What’s a vulture?”
“A big bird that eats dead animals.”
“Aye, that’s how I’d describe them. Just make sure you stay close so we don’t have any problems. I can handle the little things, but you’ve made a bad impression with those two adventurers. I tried acting like a troubled maiden to gain their sympathies and play to their egos, but I don’t think they’ll come to my aid.”
“When do you do that?”
“When you’re not around. I weave stories to make them think you’re unreliable and they are such powerful adventurers overflowing with honor. Makes me sick, but they seem to believe my lies, except for Mihel. He suspects you and therefore me.”
“Do you really think I’m unreliable?” John asked
“Do you really think I’m an innocent maiden in need of protecting?”
John snorted and went back to his soup before it got any colder. He ate and watched the sun set over the trees as night came over the caravan. The group huddling together made small talk and Vanid pulled out his lute to play a song over the fire. Saarka kept John company for a little bit before she made her bed. It was some blankets that she set down near the wagon while Clyde was tied to a tree near the edge of the road and given some extra slack on his line. 
When everyone had moved to their respective sleeping area, Mihel came over to where John sat watching the sky, looking for familiar constellations and failing. 
“The stars sure are lovely tonight,” Mihel said. 
“I wouldn’t know, I never look at them much.” 
“That’s a fool lie, I see you staring at them every night,” Mihel said, sitting next to John.
“Just trying to get my bearings. This is a foreign road to me,” John said.
“I’m sure it’s more than just the road that’s foreign.”
“Don’t know what you mean.”
“You look at the stars like it’s the first time you’ve ever seen them and getting rid of the skarat’s corpses to hide how cleanly you sliced through their armor was a fool’s move,” Mihel said.
John’s hand twitched, moving itself closer to the sword on his hips. Mihel didn’t seem to notice.
“You didn’t need to get rid of them. Clemabauld and B’narld wouldn’t have looked twice. They don’t have the kind of experience that keeps you calm in this kind of situation. It’s their weakness, but discarding something valuable, that goes against any kind of sense; unless you have something to hide.” 
“I’m not hiding anything, just trying to get to Fort Light,” John said. 
“And that’s your weakness.”
“What, a destination?” John scoffed. 
“No boy, not a destination: time. Now, don’t get me wrong I’m not trying to pry, just making some friendly talk. I’ve been working with Clemabauld and B’narld for a long time and they’ve grown. They would grow faster if they lost that damn noble pride, but that’s the problem with high borns.” 
“They’re nobles?”
“Were nobles. Being 5th and 9th away from first born makes it hard to get recognition. Happens all the time, they take their inheritance early and the smattering of combat training they got from an uncle or father and try to make a name for themselves. Most die quick, others die slow. But you’re different; you’re not trying to make a name for yourself. You’re trying to hide and it’s making you forget where you are. You fight and live like you’re just passing through,” Mihel said. 
“That’s what we’re all doing; just passing through. Once we reach Fort Light we’ll never see each other again.”
“Maybe we will and maybe we won’t. We may even die before we reach Fort Light with the luck we’ve had so far. But you act like it doesn’t concern you; like everyone around you are ghosts and that’s no way to live.”
“I just want to get home and the sooner the better,” John said. 
“That right there. That’s your problem. You’re thinking about the end goal, like nothing else matters. Let me share some hard-earned wisdom, you can spend years looking to the future, chopping down anything that gets in your way. Your eyes always on the goal but, take it from experience, you’ll get there. I know you will, but it will be hollow. You forget in your haste to make memories; to care. My father taught me something when I was young. A man is someone who establishes his roots. We’re all running to the same end, but a man who lays down roots will sleep in the shade of trees while another will fall face down in a desert, trying to reach a goal that couldn’t be reached.”
John looked at Mihel and noticed for the first time how tired his eyes looked. The scars that littered every inch of him and how faded they were against his tanned skin. 
“Listen, I’m not good with words and I just wanted to say thanks for the help earlier. Take it or cast it aside, but don’t end up an old man with no memories, who passed through the world without leaving his mark on it.”
John was going to say something, but none of the words really made sense to him. He opened his mouth to speak, but Mihel held up a hand.
“Like I said, just wanted a chat. You got first watch tonight. Wake B’narld up when you start nodding off. He won’t be happy about it, but don’t let him give you any lip. Tomorrow isn’t going to be easy. And I need everyone as rested as they can be, if we can even get a peaceful night.”
“OK, what’s that supposed to mean.”
“Skarats hunt in packs; they drew blood and one got away. I wanted the caravan to drive through the night, but Vihpier wouldn’t hear of it. They’ll be back and in larger numbers; we’ll be moving fast tomorrow and if luck is on our side they’ll lose our trail, but luck is a cruel wench. Wake me if there’s trouble.” 
John couldn’t sleep and had kept watch longer than he needed before waking B’narld, but there was something special about a low fire and everyone else being asleep. It was like the world was on pause and he had all the time to think. However, when he looked up the missing moon always brought him back to his reality. He had never thought of it as having such significance, the heavenly body had always been there, even if it was hidden. 
What kind of culture could have developed without having a moon so close? John mused as he shook B’narld awake and went to sleep himself. 
The next day Mihel woke everyone up early. He really wished someone had a couple of energy drinks on them as they waded through the morning moving quickly through the old worn dirt road. Even with the uneven surface, he started to drift asleep in his seat as they traveled. 
Mihel’s panicked shouting snapped John out of his nap. 
“Everyone stop. Pull the carnages together, anyone who can’t fight get in the center. Clem; B’narld; John, get to the front!” Mihel shouted, so forcefully that no one questioned him. 
John rushed to the front, where he saw just open road rising over a hill.
“What’s going on?” 
“Luck decided to sleep late today. The skarats are coming and in large numbers,” Mihel said, pulling out his pack and setting down his hammer. He put down a large claymore alongside and readied a bow and arrow. 
Vihpier appeared, holding a mace in one hand and a shield in another. 
“How much time do we have?” he asked.
“We’ll see them coming over the hill in the next few seconds.”
“We killed them last time and now we know how to deal with them. They shouldn’t be any trouble,” Clem said. 
“Boy, you have some skill with a sword, but you need to think. How do you figure I know they’re coming? The damn things are making the ground shake. Best bet is that there are about thirty of them. Get yourselves ready, this is a fight for your lives.”
“Are you crazy? Why don’t we run?” Clem asked.
“They’re faster than our horses. We defend,” Mihel shouted. 
“Hang that! I didn’t sign up to die, these people are on their own,” B’narld said.
Mihel drew his bow and pointed it at B’narld. 
“Deserters will be shot; now make a line.”
Clyde stepped forward next to John, saddled and ready. He dug his feet into the ground, looking ready to fight. 
“Stupid horse won’t listen to reason. John don’t let him die, we don’t have a replacement!” Saarka shouted, from the safety of the circled wagons.
If that’s true then who the hell put your saddle on? John thought, glaring at Saarka.
John had been thinking about running away with Clyde and Saarka and letting everyone face their own fears, then he looked around at everyone shaking and scared. They were about to face something they knew they couldn’t survive. He wanted to help, he really did, but he needed to stay hidden. The skarats were an annoyance if anything, but he had been brought into this world as a high-class meal and he didn’t know if there was anything else just waiting for him to show himself. 
While everyone else stared in front of them, John stared at the ground lost in what he wanted to do and his own fear. Mihel called out to him. 
“John, they’re almost here. If there was ever a time to live in the moment, it’s now!”
“God damn it old man!” John said, making up his mind. He sheathed his sword and jumped onto Clyde’s back. Clyde sprinted forward toward the horde of skarats coming for them. John was already chanting a spell in his mind. The one he had used to take down a god. The one that zapped almost all his mana and left him weak. He was only a few feet over the hill away when he saw the first few skarats running toward him. They reared their heads back. 
“Ignore them. Aim for the horde!” John yelled and Clyde jumped over the skarats and their snapping jaws. That’s when John saw the mass that was heading their way. It was a pile of skarats all trying to cling to the road. They were covering each other, becoming a mass of slithering insects running toward the caravan in mindless hunger. John raised two fingers to the sky and summoned down lightning into the pile of them. 
Minus 16,000 appeared under his mana bar. It was overkill, but he was hoping that the lightning strike would seem like divine intervention and he didn’t have a better idea in his race to meet the horde. 
The mass thinned and fell, becoming only a part of what it was before. John felt his chest tighten from expending so much of his mana, but quickly caught his breath. The mass slowed, but didn’t stop and John jumped off Clyde. He didn’t have a weapon with reach to attack the skarats from horseback. Clyde seemed to be having the time of his life as he kicked and crushed any of the skarats that got close to him. John waded through the thinned horde. They overwhelmed him and tried to take bites out of him and his health bar fell by inches, but they were weak and he hacked and slashed at all of them until the skarats finally became afraid. The ones still alive ran past him and Clyde, heading toward the caravan. Clyde caught a few and John tried swiping any that passed him, but missed. His stamina was wearing thin from the constant grinding. 
He called Clyde over and mounted the horse. He looked back at the pile of twenty or so dead skarats and held out a hand.
“Gravedigger!” he said and the ground opened up slowly, letting most of the corpses fall in before it closed quickly, draining the last of his mana. It wasn’t as neat as its previous use, and left an ugly scar in the ground as a grave marker. 
John urged Clyde back to the caravan. He didn’t know if seven of those things was too much for them.
He rounded the hill and saw seven dead skarat bodies. The dirt was thrown up and deep gouges in the ground were easy to see. Vihpier looked like he was about to pass out from the way he was breathing, but no one seemed to have been horribly hurt. John looked at Clem and B’narld and used his analyze skill.
Name: Clemabauld Fogtem
Level: 17
Magic: None
Class: Human/Adventurer
Common adventurer 
 
B’narld Farhorn
Level: 18
Magic: Sparks
Class: Human/Adventurer
Common adventurer
Huh, they leveled up since the last time I checked. 
John rode into the ranks and dismounted when he was in front of the rank of adventurers. He looked back and forth at them; his face was a blank mask of emotion and he was desperately trying to think of what to say about what he had done. Something that wouldn’t give him away. His hands were shaking and he hid them behind his back. 
“Well! What happened?” B’narld asked, the silence getting to him. 
“There was a mass of them heading toward us. Lightning struck and they scattered in all directions. I killed a few that were headed our way. The ones that slipped passed are accounted for on the ground,” John said, his gaze low. He didn’t look up to see if they believed the lie; just kept walking over to the wagon to hitch Clyde. 
“Sounds like we’ve been given a reprieve, gentlemen. I suggest we gather the skarats and hurry on our way. There were four of us when they arrived so we should split them evenly,” Vihpier said.
“No way, I killed three of those things myself. I’m taking them,” Clem said. 
“We don’t have time. If they come back we are dead. You have five minutes to get on the road. I’m not staying here and dying because of greed,” Mihel said, following John. 
“What happened,” Saarka asked, while John put the reins on Clyde, who seemed disappointed the fight was over already. 
“Roads clear. We’re heading out. You can drive; I’m taking a nap,” John said, climbing up the wagon and getting some blankets to try and make some kind of nest he could rest in.
“John, what in the name of three hells did you do?” Mihel asked.
“Like I said, nothing. The lightning came down and the rest scattered. The ones I killed are on the road ahead of us. Now, let’s go before they regroup,” John said, with a yawn. 
He didn’t know if anyone believed him, but he snuggled in with his blankets and tried to sleep. It proved difficult with how bumpy the road was. They climbed the hill and were able to see the pile of bodies that were in the middle of the road. There was about nine of them that had been too far away from the hole to fall down into the grave. Mihel climbed down from his mount and moved them out of the way without a word. B’narld did the same. He looked the bodies over and the parts of them that had been cut. The scales had been cleaved cleanly in two on many of the bodies that had not been crushed.  
John shut his eyes and pretended to be asleep until they were well passed the road and he could hear normal conversation. Saarka spoke just loud enough for John to hear from where he was perched next to her on the wagon. 
“Can you summon down lightning?”
John mumbled some incoherent words.
“I am not one of these people you are trying to fool. I have seen you wield magic that is only talked about in tales mothers use to frighten their children. We are business partners, now tell me, can you do it?”
“Only once in a while. What’s it matter to ya?”
“Nothing, it’s just the stories.”
“Was there some hero that could summon down lightning in them?”
“No… Only the villain,” Saarka said. 
John was silent after that, with heavy thoughts that made sleep difficult and his dreams nightmares. 
 



Chapter 2
The knuckles of the wagon drivers were white from their grasp on their horses’ reigns. A silent urge was present through everyone in the caravan; a wish to move as quickly through the night as they could. Their eyes darted to every shadow and everyone flinched when there was even the slightest breeze.  
John sat up in the wagon and threw his makeshift sleeping bag in the back. 
“Gave up on pretending to sleep?” Saarka asked. 
“Was it that obvious?”
“You mumble while you think.”
“I’m so bored of this traveling. When are we stopping for the night?” John asked.
“Well, since someone said that the skarats were just scared by the lightning and not killed, Vihpier is worried we’ll encounter more on the road and wants to get as much distance between us and them as possible.”
“It’s not like a single bolt of lightning would’ve killed thirty skarats.”
“I don’t doubt that you know that, but no one else would have second guessed it,” Saarka said.
John mentally kicked himself. 
“Next time, I’ll let you do the talking.”
“A man of true wisdom,” Saarka smirked. 
“Since I’m up I’ve been wondering for a while, what’s with the mountain that we’ve been circling for the past few days?” John said, thinking it a neutral topic. 
Saarka sighed. 
“Are you sure you wouldn’t be happier with pretending to be asleep?”
“I take it you don’t know anything about it then,” John said. 
“I know more than you think. Unlike you I make small talk with our traveling companions who won’t shut up about the stupid thing.”
“Well, I’m all ears and we have a long way. Tell me a story.”
Saarka sighed deeply.
“The mountain used to be sacred. The top of the mountain would erupt with a blue flame that bestowed magic to the surrounding area. It caused everything to grow larger than other kingdoms and was the home to a city circling the mountain,” she said. 
John looked around.
“I don’t see anything that looks like a city.”
“And you won’t see anything except rubble. The town existed seven hundred years ago or that’s what they say. Who knows how long ago it was; besides the basic seasons, no one but the church keeps track of time.”
“What happened to the city?”
“They say the mountain erupted for days at one point until the mana rained down from the heavens and was so thick it became tangible like water and flowed down the mountain, washing away the city.”
“If it did, who was around to tell the story?” John asked. 
“Vihpier brought that point up. He said it probably killed a lot of people, damaged the homes and washed them away, but people rebuild. No, what killed the city was after that day the mountain never erupted again. The monsters in the area probably made nests and drove everyone out and nature reclaimed its mountain. The road we’re traveling is what’s left of the city.”
“What was its name?” 
“Whose?” Saarka asked.
“The city. What was its name?” 
“Hachate Ru Masha”
“What does that mean?”
“Heavenly Rain Mountain.”
Saarka slowed the wagon as the ones in front of her had stopped. 
“Now what?” she said, under her breath.
“I’ll go take a look. I need to stretch my legs anyway,” John said, as he jumped out of the wagon before walking to the front of the caravan. The trees were dense and blocked a lot of the sun in this area. John looked to his right and only saw the forest gently sloping upward to the top of the mountain.
It would have been a cool city to see, John thought, as he made his way up to the front of the caravan. 
He saw Vihpier and Mihel arguing while Clem and B’narld were busy sitting on a rather large log that was blocking the road. 
“I say we turn back,” John heard Mihel shouting at Vihpier as he got closer. 
“This has been a disaster ever since we entered the QoBraiden Kingdom. This road isn’t safe; we need to turn back and go a different route around the mountain.”
“Are you crazy? That will add a month to our travel time. We’re a two days ride to Fort Light. Not to mention we have to face the skarats back there,” Vihpier said. 
“They are the least of my worries. Look at this area; it’s a giant trap,” Mihel yelled.
John examined the road, but it looked normal to him. There was more moss and dead leaves that covered it compared to other stretches of road and it looked a little worse for wear, but he didn’t see anything that said trap. He checked his radar and saw that everything was clear. 
“Look at the base of this tree; it didn’t fall down, it was cut. The ends are smooth and there are no roots. You can actively see where other people have tried to cut through it.”
John took a closer look at the tree in the middle of the road. It did have some deep groves in it, but they were covered in moss and easy to miss.
“Look at the drag marks on the road! Something happened here and they dragged bodies, or wagons, off into the forest.”
“You’re being paranoid. It could have easily just been the skarats coming through this area and attacking another traveling group. This road has been used for years!” Vihpier yelled back.
“And when was the last time you heard of anyone crossing it safely? Actually, now that we’re on the subject, why did you feel the need to hire three adventurers when the job normally only calls for one or two at most and you have a total of four? You knew something was wrong with this road, didn’t you!”
“Don’t be ridiculous. It never hurts to be prepared.”
“And when we reach Fort Light I’m not going to find out there was a bounty for exploring why this road has been a complete cluster of monsters and traps?”
“There may have been a moderate sum offered if someone could find the reason, but it doesn’t matter now, I’m telling you the problem was the skarats. We just need to make it to Fort Light and this road will be cleared. We have nothing to worry about.”
“I’ll believe that when we’re out of here,” Mihel said, turning to look at Clem, B’narld and John.
“You three watch the sides. I’ll move the tree out of the way and then we run out of here like our asses are on fire. Vihpier will let everyone know to stay ready,” Mihel said, glaring at Vihpier who simply nodded and went to tell the rest of the caravan to be ready to ride as soon as the tree was cleared. 
Mihel hefted a battle-axe out of the pack on his horse and began to swing at the tree. John kept his eye on his radar to see if anything was hiding, but it was clear until the first arrow came from the trees. Mihel had heard the arrow buzzing through the air and was already moving out of the way as it traveled; just barely getting grazed. Then John saw his entire radar light up like it was the 4th of July. 
“To the wagons! We’re vulnerable here. Retreat!” Mihel yelled, as loud as he could to everyone. 
Clem and B’narld ran for it, diving under a wagon to avoid a hail of arrows. John ran over to where Saarka had already cut Clyde’s reins off and he ran off into the forest. Saarka jumped behind the wagon as arrows started to follow her and John dove behind the wagon next to her. 
“Damn horse; I was going to ride him out of here, but he just took off. John, you got to do something about this. I understand that you’re trying to hide, but everyone is going to die. I know you want to help, so help!”
John held out a hand to keep her quiet, it was hard to concentrate with her yelling at him. 
Saarka looked around and saw the pile of arrows that seemed to be landing everywhere, but in a tight circle around John and her. She looked at the others and noticed they all had similar pockets of protection. 
“I can’t keep this up for long. I’m going to make a break for the forest. I should be able to take out their archers. While I’m busy, get the tree cut and I’ll meet you down the road.”
John’s magic was not cut out for protection. Everything he could do well was made for a one-on-one fight. The magic he knew was used for killing. Having a hardened air shield cost him a lot of his mana, but Mihel was right, he had been treating this place like a game and he was starting to see the people he was around as more than just NPCs. He dashed out of cover and ran into the forest. 
It wouldn’t help him if there were a bunch of corpses on the hill in case Clem or B’narld decided they wanted to come help. Instead John had a plan; he cast haste on himself which increased his physical speed and dexterity. He then activated his True Hunter perk, which gave him the ability to see into the forest and avoid branches that would trip him while giving him insight to the world around him like an experienced tracker. John smiled. Coupled with his radar, it was like he had a map of everything in his mind. He was the predator of the forest. This is what his skills and magic were made for and it made his body light with anticipation. Darting through the forest, he picked out the archers first. He found them on his radar and moved past them like a streak of lightning. He only caught glimpses of the creatures that were hunting them and could tell they weren’t human, but he didn’t let details slow him down. He quickly darted past them and cut their bows in half before dashing to the next target on his radar. 
He made quick work of their bows and then ran through the forest, looking for others that were waiting and had not triggered his radar. He found them huddled in a group, holding wooden and stone clubs waiting for a signal. John rushed past them, letting his sword slice and bite into the group. He darted back and forth striking a few, mostly just trying to cause confusion and fear. After their attention fell away from the caravan and to their surroundings, John paused waiting to see if they would retreat so he could use his analyze skill on them. 
Name: Rahka
Level: 8/+3 for every Rahka within a thirty-foot radius
Magic: Wolf’s Lament, Howl
Class: Demi-Human/Animal
Rahka are part of the Demi-Human race or the evolutionary equivalent of humans. Due to mana in this world, animals have been found to adapt themselves to resemble alpha predators faster than they would from neighboring dimensions. They are bi-pedal and have opposable thumbs. Rahka have heightened senses and physical prowess when compared to humans. Their intelligence is limited to the leader of the packs. 
Note: They make excellent allies and are extremely loyal. Do not pet them; they take it as a personal affront. 
John heard a loud howl come from the forest and the Rahka started to retreat up the mountain. 
Let’s just see what you guys are hiding, John thought, as he followed behind them quietly without their notice.
The Rahka ran on all fours up the hill, but when they reached an entrance that even John, with his magical perks, would have overlooked, they stood on their back two legs and walked inside. They didn’t post any guards, which John thought was odd as he waited a few minutes before he walked into the entryway covered in branches. It led into a cave passage that he needed to hunch down to fit through. The narrow passage continued for about fifty yards and John kept his ears open for any kind of movement as he went through, trying to make as little noise as possible. As he got closer to the exit the passage started to widen and he could see light at the end. John realized he was going deep into the mountain itself and, when the passage ended, he was amazed at what he saw. 
The cave opened into an immense room. The entire mountain was hollow and a blueish light illuminated the entire interior. John looked over to see that the walls were covered in a glowing crystal. When John placed his hand closer to it, the rock grew brighter, responding to the mana in his body. The light from the crystals illuminated the inside of the cave like a city street at night. Along the walls, John could see huts made from the scales of skarats and leathers of different animals. They were held to the wall with ropes and connected with a system of rope bridges. Two streams of water trickled down the roof of the cave from some source and fell into a small pool at its base, while the other stream seemed to exit the cave underground at the base of the mountain. 
The homes all looked very crude and stood in contrast against the large mansion that was carved on the base of the floor near the back of the mountain. It was made from polished white stone that didn’t appear to be natural to the area and sat high on a plateau to look out over the rest of the hollowed out interior. Near the center, John could see that the Rahka that had attacked the caravan had already descended onto the ground floor. They walked to a pile of trash where they tossed their broken weapons. John could make out the remains of broken wagons, tools and other weapons. The pile of trash was the shared tombstone of the caravans, or travelers, that had come before them. 
John watched the Rahka pick up tools and walk into the large hole that he realized was a mine, as other Rahka came up from a set of stairs carrying tools and pulling wagons of rocks up the slope from the sides of the hole. He saw two men sitting at a table playing cards, while a third stood atop a pillar watching the Rahka. He wore a hooded robe and John couldn’t see his face, while the others were younger men wearing patchwork armor. John used his analyze skill on the two men. 
Name: Talkom/Mehew
Level: 8/10
Class: Human/Mercenaries
Two mercenaries will work for whoever pays the highest. They do not question their leader, but will plunge a sword in his/her back if a more lucrative offer comes their way. 
He then used his analyze skill on the hooded mage. 
Name: J’tion
Level: 3
Skill: Detail Oriented/pure magic
Class: Human/magic mercenaries
A low class mage that has farmed out his magic and managerial skills to take part in a mining operation as a slaver. 
One of the mercenaries got up and commanded a Rahka to come over to him. John recognized it as one that he had injured earlier. The mercenary looked at the Rahka’s leg and, without any warning, stabbed a sword through its chest. When it was dead the mercenary removed a collar from around its neck and tossed the body into the stream, watching it disappear underground before going back to his poker game. None of the other Rahka seemed to notice or moved to help; instead they continued to haul rocks.
“Do you think they got attacked?” Talkom asked Mehew.
“Just skarats. Probably looking for a new nest; nothing to worry about. We’ll keep everyone inside for a few days until they’ve moved through. Deal the cards.” 
John looked at the collar lying down on the table and used his analyze skill on it. 
Name: Poker Cards
Note: You have poker at home, why is this weird?
“Not the cards. The collar, stupid skill,” John whispered, under his breath.
Name: Slave Collar
Class: Special Item
A collar that when placed around the neck of a person will cause them to obey the commands of the owner. 
Note: Apparently works on demi-humans as well. 
John stared at the mercenaries as they went back to their game and the hooded figure that barked orders now and then. He couldn’t believe it; this was too much. It was one thing that everything in the world he had loved had turned sour, but this was an evil he had never thought about. He could leave; the mercenaries had killed the scout and no one had cared. They weren’t going to be coming for the caravan. By the time he got back down the mountain and met up with everyone, Mihel would already have cut through the tree blocking their way and they could ride through the night.
I could scout ahead this time and clear the road. Make sure there’s nothing in the way of us getting out of here, John thought, as he got up to leave, but his body didn’t move. Instead he kept watching the Rahka toil in their mine. 
I know what Mihel would say if he was here, John thought. 
“You’re running away from the world, John.”
I’m not running away. I can’t do anything.
“You can, but you won’t, because you’re a scared chicken shit.”
Fuck you, I’m not the hero. 
“You could be.”
I just want to go home. 
“No one’s stopping you. Go home. Run away with your tail between your legs.”
This doesn’t affect me, John screamed at his own fake conversation. 
“Then go home and don’t tell a soul about being a coward. Continue to live your life like the scared child you are. No one’s going to judge you. Except you don’t want to go back, you want to help. Fight John.”
No!
“They’re using them as slaves. They’re just like you when you came to this shitty world; just here to be discarded.”
It’s not the same.
“Then why are you so angry John? Why are you on your knees? Why are you gripping the ground like it’s your enemy?”
 John looked down at his hands. His fingers were bent like talons trying to rip out the embedded rock beneath them. 
“Fight, John!”
His heart skipped a beat in his chest and he felt like he would retch. 
“Show you’re not a coward.”
His neck tightened as he ground is teeth together.
“They are what’s wrong in the world. Make them stop!”
Shut up! Fuck this shitty world. This shitty world won’t leave me alone. It needs to stop; it needs to die. 
Never in his life had he felt this level of ire; a level of hatred that made him want to scream. That made him want to hurt someone. 
John rose to his feet. 
“Hey asshole!” John yelled at the top of his lungs. His vocal cords strained against the pressure. J’tion stopped yelling commands and turned to John.
“Die slow,” John said, casting haste on himself. His legs launched him in the direction of the mage. He was too far away to make the jump but, the moment he started to lower, he cast an air gust under his foot creating hardened air and letting him jump again straight at the object of his hatred. 
The hooded man was too shocked by what he saw to come up with any defense, as John kicked the man in the face with enough force to lift him off of his feet and send him sailing off his small perch. John stood on the rock platform taking harsh breaths, shaking from the adrenaline. His heart was pounding, demanding more. He felt a pinch on his foot and looked down at his boots. He bent down and picked teeth out of his boot as a large alarm echoed throughout the cave. 
“That’s right, come out of your holes, one by one.” 
The mercenaries barked orders at the Rahka and John saw them grab bows and spears. The entire inside of the mountain was lined with enemies ready to kill him. He stretched his neck and arms before pulling out two short swords from his inventory. 
This is what happens when you try to play the good guy. You get fucked. Well, everybody gets fucked, John thought, as he took a step off the pillar and dropped as the first of the arrows came sailing over empty space. 
He pointed his body parallel to the ground and waited until he was just about to hit before he activated the wind gust, propelling him forward to the two mercenaries that were standing from their poker table, swords drawn. John sailed over the giant hole in the ground, his swords crossed in front of him. He reached the mercenaries in a split second and flew between them, slicing a leg off each pair and causing his momentum to slow. 
He threw down a gust of air at his chest, bounding him upward to land on his feet. The Rahka were faster to react as they had their orders and even surprise didn’t faze the slave collars. John didn’t give them a still target, as more mercenaries came out of the giant white mansion. Some wore the same gray robes as J’tion while others wore the same mercenary outfits. 
Is there a Bad Guys R Us nearby? It doesn’t matter. I’ll show you the difference in skill. I am a pro; this world may be shit, but it’s still my game,” he thought, as he ran to the new targets. 
The mages began to chant and the mercenaries began to glow a yellowish hue as they became faster. Others started to hurl magic at him. They didn’t have the ability to manifest it into actual spells and instead threw unfocused magic at him. It didn’t have the impact of his spells making it splash and sputter on its way toward him. The cave was awash with the different hues of red, purple and green as they all targeted John. The arrows were harder to dodge in the low light of the city and John saw his health bar tick down as some of the archers found their marks. 
He jumped over the mercenaries and ran straight for the mages. His swords pierced anything that got close. He was running around the cave picking off mages one by one. He didn’t dare stop long enough to cast a spell and he was doing his best not to hurt the Rahka as he kept running. The entire time he was looking for someone in charge; someone who held the slave collar controller. 
A man encased head-to-toe in dragon-scale armor stepped out of the mansion. John saw him raise a whistle up to his mouth and blow. The arrows stopped and so did John. The mercenaries filed in a rank behind their leader while the mages waited in the wings. 
The man’s voice was low and bellowed behind the bone helmet he wore. 
“John! I’m so glad you could make it,” he said, waving the mages and mercenaries back. 
“Who the hell are you?” John asked, keeping his eyes peeled. He especially watched the whistle being placed back around the man’s neck under a red scale breastplate.
“I’m sorry, John. This is not how I wanted us to meet. My name’s Mike; come in and let’s have a drink together and talk everything over. I’m sure this is just a giant misunderstanding.” 
“Listen bud, I don’t know who the heck you are, and I’m happy right here. Why don’t you do some explaining? Like how the fuck do you know my name?” 
“Have it your way John. We’re brothers; well, in this world we are. I’m like you. My name’s Mike and I was summoned to this world as well, although from a different game.” 
John felt his guard lower just a little. This was someone who knew that he was from another world. Someone like him. He shook his head to get back to his senses. 
“How’s that possible. The snake god ate everyone’s soul that she summoned here.”
“I’m like you John; I escaped. There’s three of us that managed to flee from those dark woods. I had actually leveled up my mining skill quite high in the game I played all those years ago. I knew there was something off about that place. So I dug my way out; Ryan and Chris were the ones who found me and explained what happens in that forest.”
“Wait, wait, wait! There are three of you?” John asked. 
“Now there are four of us. Chris will be delighted to have found you. We have so much work to do in this world and the work has been difficult with these meager means at our disposal,” Mike said, waving his hand at the mercenaries, mages and Rahka. 
“I’m not going anywhere. Why didn’t you go back into the forest? Do you know what’s there? What it did?”
“Chris was the one who filled us in. A god that consumes souls. Even with three of us do you think we could win against a god? No, we don’t have that power, we have to rethink our priorities. We’re stuck here.” 
John’s heart sank with those words. They didn’t know a way home. 
Did they even look?, he wondered. 
“You knew what was going on in that forest and instead of coming to help you ran. You made slaves of another race; you ordered people’s deaths,” John all but screamed at Mike.
“It’s a lot to take in at first. There’s things that this world forced upon us. We need power and this mountain has loads of it. Once we are done the Rahka will be freed. Come into the house John and talk with me. We can still be civil about this or do you think you’re some kind of hero in this world? You came in here and just started killing my men; people I know; people I work with. But I’m willing to hear you out; just come with me.”
“I’m not going anywhere with you,” John said.
“Well then, John, you’re just another thing this world is forcing upon us. I tried to be civil, but if you need me to beat you within an inch of your life to see reason then I’ll be happy to show you reason,” Mike said, pulling a large obsidian hammer out of thin air. It glowed with red runes across its surface, all but shouting it was a magical tool made for killing. 
“I will not be giving you the same handicap. You’re going to die,” John said, putting his short swords back into his inventory and pulling out a katana. It lit up his face with a golden glow. 
Notification:
Sword of Kayaught equipped.
While equipped all status effects are nulled. Plus 20% attack, speed and defense. 
The sword of Kayaught is a legendary item that can only be wielded by a user who is deemed worthy. While equipped it will eat 10 mana per second. If the wielder’s mana reaches zero, the sword will start to eat away the user’s health until it is sheathed or the user dies. All who wield the sword of Kayaught are said to have no fear of death and gladly give up their lives in battle as long as their enemy is killed. 
John used his analyze skill on Mike. 
Name: Mike
Level: 95
Magic: None
Class: Human/Hero
Equipment: Hammer of Dawn. A hammer forged by the most powerful smiths in Hell. It is known as an unbreakable item that will steal the life force of anyone it touches and give it to the user. Max is 200% original health. Plus 50 in attack; minus 50 in defense. 
Note: What the hell are you doing fighting each other? This isn’t at all how this is supposed to go. 
Mike ran at John and swung the giant hammer downward. He was fast. Faster than anyone wearing that much armor had any right to be, but there was still a level gap between them and John was faster. He dodged the blow and slid on his knees, striking with his sword. The blow was light and glanced off Mike. 
“You can attack me all you want, but I am the tank, you can’t hurt me while all I have to do is wait for you to get tired,” Mike said, swinging the hammer down at John in rapid blows. Everywhere the hammer hit there was a deep pit in the ground where it struck. 
John jumped back and got some distance between the two of them. He held up his hand and cast a white fireball. It hit Mike in the shoulder as he moved to defend against it. He hated using magic while using the sword of Kayaught, but haste had the trouble of wearing out after a few seconds and he was barely dodging the blows Mike threw at him. 
He heard Mike scream from the impact, but saw him shrug it off and he kept coming at John, who unloaded on him, casting fireball after fireball. They landed one after the other and John could see that they were working. Mike started to slow as he got closer; the armor didn’t seem phased, but the splash damage and heat from his spells were working. He didn’t let up as he watched his mana bar carefully, seeing it drain quickly. The explosions from his spells started to kick up dust. Before he could move, Mike burst out of the cloud of dirt and swung his hammer into John, who flew back thirty feet in the air before smashing into a stalagmite that stopped him. His health drained to below half. 
Crap, a real heavy hitter. I can’t take another one of those, John thought as he watched his mana bar drain almost to empty. He looked over to Mike, expecting to see him in worse shape, but he looked just fine. 
“You got a bad match up, John. My hammer transfers health from every hit on an enemy to me. The second my hammer touched you, it was over. You might be able to hurt me, but my suit protects me and my hammer replenishes me. You’d need an army to kill me,” Mike said.
I know a good idea when I hear it, John thought. 
“Gravedigger,” he said, and the ground beneath Mike opened up and he fell in. The ground closed over and John dropped to one knee as his mana had run dry. The sword of Kayaught was now draining the rest of his health. 
Just a little longer. We’re in the last innings and I need you for the home run, John thought, pleading with his sword. 
John watched the dirt where Mike had fallen. The ground burst open and Mike was standing on top, breathing a little heavy, but otherwise fine. 
“Damn you, learn when you’re beaten. I told you my mining skill was high, you can’t crush me with dirt.”
“Not trying to,” John said, rushing at Mike. He dodged the hammer coming at him and struck the armor point first at Mike’s chest shattering the chest plate. John jumped back, dodging the next hammer swing. 
“How! It’s supposed to be invincible,” Mike screamed.  
“No, just hard to break. My spells super-heated your armor and, while you were underground, it cooled too quickly, making it fragile, or at least that was what I was banking on.”
“You’re good, but like I said you’re out matched. You don’t have much left and all you managed to do was break a bit of my armor.”
John dismissed the sword of Kayaught before it drained his health any further. 
“You’re right, but my goal wasn’t your armor, it was this,” John said, holding up the whistle that Mike had blown earlier. John blew the whistle and shouted “Fire,” making a sweeping motion at everyone. 
A giant howl rolled through the mountain. Many of the mages and mercenaries retreated as a rain of arrows came down on Mike. He tried to run, but he was too slow. While John could dodge arrows with his speed, Mike only had the armor and it started to crack under the weight of so many arrows striking it over and over, until he fell under the weight of all the arrows sticking out of the cracks. 
John held up his hand and the arrows stopped. He walked over to Mike, paying attention to his reach even while he was on the ground and kicking the hammer out of his hands. He picked up the hammer and examined it before putting it in his own inventory. 
“What the hell are you?” Mike rasped.
“I’m the god killer, motherfucker. While you all cowered and made slaves of this world, I killed the bitch that sent us here and I’m going home regardless of who gets in my fucking way.”
“Was it really that easy? Could any of us have done better? Do you think you would have? You’d better hurry, Ryan went ahead to meet you and your friends and he’s not as nice as me,” Mike said, closing his eyes.
A notification came across John’s vision. 
Level 100>>101
New Skill Learned: God Step creates gusts of air under your feet allowing for three-dimensional aerial combat.
Health: 10,000>>11,000
Mana: 20,000>>22,000
Next Level: 98,516/500,000
Note: You killed a hero! Are you crazy?
John stared at the notification for a while. His body felt a little lighter and he noticed his Health and Mana had already refilled. 
One hundred was the level cap in my game. If a cap doesn’t exist what are the others like?
Whatever, I’ll figure it out later, John thought, as he was about to sprint to the caravan. He looked around to see that all the Rahka’s eyes were on him. John took the whistle into his fist and crushed it. 
He didn’t know what the Rahka’s personality would be without the slave collar, but he didn’t want to stay and find out. As he ran out of the mountain, before they pointed their arrows at him, while he was leaving he saw several collars open and fall to the ground. He had freed the Rahkas and killed someone from his own world. He hoped that was the right decision or that he would be home before the repercussions of his actions came back to bite him in the ass. 
 



Chapter 3
John ran from the cave and slipped through the forest with speed. He needed to reach the caravan. Not knowing why he was in such a rush, but a feeling of dread that came over him when he thought about someone worse than Mike. He needed a plan and that’s when he stopped running and looked back at the mountain. It was so overwhelmingly large it didn’t seem like he had made any distance from it, but his radar showed he was alone. 
He walked down the slope, picking his way carefully, but because he needed to think rather than because he was cautious. This was an opportunity to leave. He could just head to Gleydion. 
Except Saarka threatened to send my real identity to every kingdom if she dies. But she had to be bluffing. We’ve been gone for weeks and even if she isn’t what does it matter? Mike and Ryan are just like me and Mike was flaunting his power like it was nobody’s business. 
John’s awareness snapped back to the world and he realized he was on the dirt road again, making his way to the caravan. 
This world is wrong. My game had so much color and life. Even if it was just a game, this world could be like that. It could be like it was a thousand years ago. 
John was aware that this was his rationalization. The entire time Mihel and Saarka kept popping into his mind, the first friends he had made in this world. Maybe not besties that he would invite over to his house, but the only people who had shown him an ounce of kindness – after one had tried to rob him and the other wanted him to fight against a horde of skarats. 
Beggars can’t be choosers. Besides I still need a guide when I get to Gleydion, John thought, as he picked up his pace to catch up to the caravan. 
He walked through most of the night, his eyes constantly glancing at his radar. The night with no moon was not conducive to running ahead blindly. Even with his True Hunter perk activated there was no light for him to see. He rested for a few hours by the side of the road trying to sleep, but his sleep was interrupted by nightmares of the caravan being attacked. Wagons torn apart with bodies piled next to a roaring fire and Mike laughing by its light, his hammer glowing a sickly red that showed the faces of his friends, their eyes glazed over in death. 
The light filtering through the trees woke him instantly and he immediately got up and started to walk down the road. He made up time by casting haste on himself and kept going. When he finally reached the caravan he could see the city in the distance. They were almost at the city of Fort Light. John didn’t slow and continued to use haste to catch up with them. He reached the caravan and walked alongside of the wagons like he had been there the whole time, then passed a few of the horses and carriages until he was next to Saarka.
“Did I miss anything?” John asked, to make her aware of his presence. He almost had a laughing fit as he saw her jump in her seat like she had just seen a ghost.
“By the priests, don’t do that,” she said, but John saw a small smile creep onto her face. 
“I thought you had gone into the woods and met your match. Didn’t think you’d be coming back.” 
“I almost didn’t. Managed to get away, but there’s trouble up ahead,” John said, taking a long look at Fort Light for the first time. 
There was no wall like there had been at Fort Trellis. Instead the forest had been cleared in all directions and high wooden towers were raised on eight corners of the city. If something was coming, guards would be able to see it miles before it reached the city. As they got closer, the dirt path became paved with brick. John could see a few fields with crops growing, farmhouses and workers in the field. This place wasn’t just more inviting than Fort Trellis, to John it was more alive. 
“What level of trouble?” Saarka asked. 
“Probably more than I can handle. How fast can we get out of this city?”
“The merchant guild and adventurer’s guild are the same building. If we skip the goodbyes and pleasantries we can go in with Vihpier, get our paperwork notarized and be on our way. We can be gone inside of an hour from when we reach the guild.”
“OK, I’ll trust you to get it done. I’ll let Mihel know we’re leaving,” John said. 
He jogged up to the front where B’narld, Clem and Mihel were sitting looking weary from the long road they had just traveled.
“You guys look like hell,” John said. 
The three of them snapped their attention to him. He could see B’narld and Clem’s jaws drop while Mihel glared at him with an appraising eye. 
“John, what happened to you back there? We saw you disappear into the forest and then the arrows just stopped. We didn’t see anything and only heard the howl of some kind of beast. We were going to come back for you, but Saarka convinced us to run,” Mihel said. 
“Mihel’s leaving out the best part. As soon as he saw you run in alone Mihel grabbed a battle-axe and broke through that log in five giant swings. He kept shouting at us that we needed to go after you.” B’narld said. 
“Really? Were you that worried about me old man?” John asked.
“I would have done the same for anyone stupid enough to rush an ambush. They’re obviously not right in the head and going to get themselves killed.”
John laughed.
“Don’t worry old man, I’m pretty hard to kill,” John said. “Regardless, there’s going to be trouble in Fort Light. Saarka and me are going to be gone as soon as our paperwork clears. It would be best if you weren’t seen hanging around with me.” 
“Smeg’s shit,” Mihel cursed. “You don’t abandon your comrades. We are adventurers and we don’t run.” 
“Then you’ll die,” John said, as matter of factly as he could. “I appreciate the sentiment. I really do, but I’m not sticking around long enough for this person to find me and neither should you. He only wants me. There’s no sense dying over idiotic ideals. I’ll be fine.” 
Mihel made a “Humph” sound and looked away. 
John stopped walking and let the horses go ahead. He waited until Saarka had caught up and he got aboard the cart.
“Doesn’t sound like it was a happy goodbye,” Saarka said. 
“Damn fool thinks he’s some kind of hero sticking up for those in his care. Idiot’s going to get himself killed.”
“Aye, I know the type,” Saarka said. 
They reached Fort Light and the caravan headed to the Merchant and Adventurer’s Guild. Fort Light still had the feeling of an old town with the cobblestone road, shops made from unpainted boards, the bank made from brick and the wooden sidewalks being heavily traversed. There was something about the town that was bugging John as the caravan walked through the large main street. There were plenty of people around early in the morning getting ready to start the day. Not many paid them much attention. The morning was in full swing and people were busy with their own business. It was when they were opening the doors to the guide that John realized what was wrong. Everyone had been giving the caravan a wide berth and the adventurer’s guild didn’t have a soul entering or exiting. There was no traffic; no waiting. He ran forward as Vihpier had already dismounted from his cart and was opening the door to the guild with Mihel right behind him. John got there just as they opened the door and it was too late.  
The doors from the guild ripped themselves off the frame as an invisible power rode outward like an ocean wave and crashed into the caravan. John caught the brunt of it and he saw a notification of Minus 1,500 appear under his health bar. He looked behind him to see that everyone was lying on the ground. No one was moving; everyone looked dead. He saw Mihel twitch and heard Clyde whinny, but everyone else was as still as the grave. A man with wild red hair on the side of his head and a giant bald patch walked out. He had a crooked nose, and John could see that he had two different colored eyes; a blue and a yellow. He wore a grey robe and held his arms open while he walked out of the guild. 
“Hi John. I’ve been waiting for you,” Ryan said. 
“What did you do?” John yelled. 
“Just a little present for you, after all it seemed only fair since you killed Mike.”
“He didn’t leave me a choice.”
“And neither will I,” Ryan said, revealing his hands ready to cast a spell. 
John cast haste on his body and rammed himself into Ryan, forcing both of them into the guild building. John kept the man on the ground and started to punch him in his face, aiming for the bridge of the nose. Every time John’s fist came down onto Ryan’s face he saw a thin blue barrier light-up, blocking his attack. Ryan just started laughing. 
“John, this isn’t a high-school fight behind the bleachers. This is a fight of gods,” Ryan said, as he levitated upright and John jumped off of him, backing away.
John summoned a trident from his inventory. He saw a notification appear in his vision. 
Icria’s Guard’s Trident Equipped/AKA the Mage Killer
A trident used by the guards of Icria. While equipped all magic is sealed. The Mage Killer eats mana from enemies and dissipates it into the air. 100 mana is eaten every second/strike. 
John used his analyze skill on Ryan.
Name: Ryan
Level: 98
Magic: Levitation, Force, Summon Wraith, various destruction magic…
Class: Human/Hero
Equipment: Robes of the master. Give an additional 3,000 mana and increase mana refresh rate by 10 points per second. 
Note: Seriously what is happening? You’re going to get your ass kicked. Run! 
Ryan summoned wraiths next to him. They were ethereal floating hooded figures with claw talons for hands and an empty hood that held an endless black abyss instead of a head. John didn’t stand still for long. He took his trident and ran straight into Ryan, but the wraiths moved faster than he did and blocked his path. He stabbed at them with the trident and they screamed as it pierced through them.  John kept striking them and, while the trident dealt damage, it just passed through them, allowing them to get closer to him and claw their way at his health bar. 
They were backing John into a corner and he could see Ryan still smiling, summoning more of them. 
“You know, Mike loved a fair fight. Me, I’m more shock and awe,” Ryan said, summoning two more of the wraiths into existence and sending them after John. 
“Go to hell,” John yelled. He hurled the trident at Ryan, effectively unequipping it. He cast haste on his feet to dodge the wraiths as he didn’t have anything effective against the wraiths in his inventory. The game he played didn’t have them, so he was against an element he didn’t have control over. 
He looked up to see Ryan pulling the trident out of his stomach; there was no blood. 
“What’s wrong John, why so angry? Did I kill your friends?” Ryan said, in a mocking manner like a cartoon children’s show asking about a bruise. 
“Fuck off,” John said, casting a fireball at Ryan, who let it hit him and John saw it do damage as he dodged around the room, avoiding the wraiths as he kited the enemy into a single line. He didn’t have anything effective, but the fireballs he slung went through the wraiths, doing damage to all of them. 
Ryan dismissed the wraiths and John turned to him. He had just finished drinking a purple liquid from a glass vial and threw it to the ground before he belched. 
“Damn things taste like flat diet soda.”
John stared at Ryan, his jaw open. 
“Oh, what’s wrong John, you didn’t bring any health and mana potions from your game? What a shame. That’s what happens when you spend all your time caring for NPCs and not preparing for the boss fight.” 
“What the hell are you talking about?” John said, trying to keep Ryan talking to catch his breath. 
“Those people out there are nothing John; there were only four real people in this world and you killed one of them. When I’m done with you there will only be two real people in a world full of NPCs.”
“You’re insane! Those people are real,” John said. 
“No! This world is nothing but a game and everything in it is fake. I haven’t killed anyone, but you John, you’re a murderer.” 
Ryan threw up his hands and John saw ethereal weapons appear around him, all of them pointing at John. 
John equipped the Sword of Kayaught and started to curse himself for never picking up a shield in his game, but he always played to deal as much damage as possible. 
Ryan released the barrage of weapons at him. They all flew straight into the air, sticking into the wall, tables and chairs. John moved as fast as he could to get behind cover, but his legs screamed at him as ethereal spears ripped through them and he stumbled to the ground. His health bar was flashing at 2,000 and was slowly regenerating, but he wouldn’t be able to handle another one of those. He saw that Ryan was already pulling another glass vial out of his robes. John slashed his sword at the ethereal weapons that pinned him and they disappeared. He put the Sword of Kayaught away and summoned the Hammer of Dawn from his inventory, then swung the giant hammer straight at Ryan, breaking the vial. Ryan turned to see John rushing him and pinning him to the ground again. 
“Really John, this is just too much…”
John didn’t wait for him to finish; he covered Ryan’s face with his hand and cast his fireball spell over and over again. They kept blowing up in his hand against Ryan’s face and he smiled when he saw Ryan’s arms and legs thrash against his weight, until an invisible wave crashed against John and threw him against the far wall. 
Ryan got up and was seething with rage. Part of the flesh on his face was gone, revealing bone. 
“How dare you!” Ryan said, the bone slowly starting to recover and flesh growing over it. 
“I’m sorry, did I hurt your feelings?” John said, mockingly. 
“You could have been a part of us. You could have been one to rule over everything, why are you doing this?”
“I just want to go home! Fuck this world and fuck you. If everything here is fake why didn’t you just go home?” John yelled back. They were both low on mana and health now. They were buying time; the first to regenerate enough for an attack was going to have the advantage. 
“You think we didn’t look? You think we don’t know? The Capital; the realm of the Demon King. Our way home is there.”
“Then why are you fighting me? Let me just go home,” John said.
“If you are going to die, it’s going to be by my hands, murderer. The capital is ruled by the Demon King. The one who fought and locked away the god that summoned us. Do you think we have a chance against something like that?” 
John laughed in Ryan’s face. 
“I get it now. I thought you were all trying to be rulers of this world. Bend it to your will. You’re all just cowards. You’re trying to live out your little fantasies, pretending that this world is fake, all while you refuse to move forward.” 
“Believe what you want. Your friends are nothing. Their life is meaningless; this world is just a facsimile to a board game. Nothing here matters and soon neither will you.” 
John’s hands tightened into fists and he thought of the Rahka, the slaves Mike had made and Saarka’s death. What else had they done under the guise that this world was just a game?
“You listen to me you sniveling piece of shit. You are about to fucking die millions of miles away from your home, family and anyone who ever took pity enough to love you. You do not get to say her life was meaningless, that she was nothing and had nothing. She was a friend; my friend and you took that from me.”
The walls in the room started to collapse as John’s mana ran wild. He couldn’t focus on anything and his remaining mana lashed at everything and anything. His mana bar was draining 150 points a second trying to keep up with his rage. He opened his palm to see the raging fire burning on it; his skin sizzled and popped from the burns, but this was nothing to him. He had already gone numb from the anger inside of him. He held up the simple fireball so that Ryan could see it and his mangled hand. 
 He released it and felt a wave of relief as it slowly drifted out of his hand. It was a coalition of his anger, slow and burning. It drifted only a foot every few seconds and Ryan laughed at it. 
John congealed his anger and brought the full weight of his mana down on Ryan, making him kneel.
“Die on your knees.”
John could see Ryan struggling to move. Wind blew away debris as Ryan used his magic to try and break free to grab another recovery potion from his inventory. John’s mana bar finally ran out, but he didn’t stop. Instead he watched the last of his health start to drop as his mana was gone. 
Take it all and see if I care, John thought. He couldn’t stop now. If he did, he would pass out and he was sure Ryan had at least one more recovery potion. 
The fireball was inches from Ryan’s face as he turned and lashed out at the invisible bonds that held him. The fire touched his skin and he screamed. 
“Stop it. Stop it! Please stop…” his words trailed off as the fire ate through his tongue and his mind. John could smell cooking meat before his health bar hit zero and he collapsed onto the floor. The fire that was his rage was immediately snuffed out. John was numb; he lay on the ground with his heart laboring to beat until it stopped trying altogether and then his vision fading to black as his mind drifted away.
John lay on the ground dead. 
Blue energy started to coalesce against his leather armor, pulling at John’s body and raising him into the air then slamming him back down to the wooden floor violently. Electricity crackled and sparked around him as his body spasmed and his heart started to beat again.
John woke up taking a deep breath and started to cough. His body ached and he retched as his mind was pulled back from the abyss. 
Notification: Resurrection enchantment successful.
“What the hell?” John said, activating his analyze skill to tell him more. 
Resurrection enchantment. If the wearer of Icria’s Lost City Uniform health falls to zero, the uniform will attempt to resurrect the player through electrical cardioversion. 
John looked at the floor where he landed and saw the lines of lightning that had burned themselves into the wood. 
Chance of success is not measured by percentage and cannot be increased.
Note: Your suit fucking electrocuted your heart. You were dead; I am sick of your shit!
Do that again and your heart is fried!
“Seriously, who the hell are you?”
Get to the end of the rabbit hole and I’ll tell your bitch ass. 
John dismissed the notification. 
Did my skill’s personality change? Are skills supposed to have a personality? John wondered, as he went over to Ryan’s body. He was sore and moved slowly, but determined to find what he needed. He sifted through Ryan’s robes and found an inventory screen. There wasn’t much, but John took everything he had.
There was no one in the streets anymore. It might as well have been abandoned. Like the whole place was holding its breath waiting to see who came out of the guild. When John walked out he saw Mihel standing over the dead with a hammer in one hand watching the door like a silent guardian. Clyde stood next to him. Everyone and everything else was dead. 
“John, what in the nine hells was that?” Mihel asked.
“I told you there was trouble.” John said. He looked Mihel over and saw that the man was on the verge of death. It was amazing that he was even standing. John saw that it was the same for Clyde. 
He gave Mihel a red vial that he had pulled from Ryan’s inventory. The only one that was left. 
“Here, drink this. I hear it tastes gross, but it will get you back on your feet,” John said, handing it to Mihel, avoiding eye contact. He walked over to Clyde and took out the last fruit he had from the Dark Forest. 
“This worked for you last time,” John said, feeding Clyde the fruit, though he didn’t have enough mana to even cast heal on the horse. He needed to sleep, but there was one more person he needed to take care of.
John walked over to Saarka where she lay on the ground; she looked like she was sleeping, but her chest didn’t move and her arms were limp as John rolled her over to lay on her back. He pulled a leaf out of his inventory and placed it on Saarka’s chest. It was large, about the size of his hand and still held a bright green hue despite having been in Ryan’s inventory for years. The leaf crumbled into dust and glowed a bright white light as it sunk into Saarka. 
Name: Leaf of the World Tree. 
Effect: Revives a dead ally. 
Cannot be automatically used by the holder. Not of this world and irreplaceable. 
Too bad Ryan only had one, John thought as he saw Saarka take a deep breath and open her eyes. She saw John and smiled for a moment before she bolted upright and scooted away from him, like she was trying to run away from the devil itself. 
“What happened? What did you do?” she asked venomously, looking at the dead bodies surrounding her. 
“I brought you back to life. It was a trap; as soon as the doors opened everyone was dead. Ryan was waiting for us. He didn’t care about anyone. I saved you,” John said, holding out his hand to Saarka. 
She slapped it away. 
“And that’s supposed to make it all better? Look at everyone who’s dead because of you! How could you let this happen?” she screamed at him.
“You wanted to come along. What did you think was going to happen? We’d all have ice cream, make friends, rescue a princess? No! People are trying to kill me, and you wanted to come along,” John said. 
“I came for the money.”
“And you got it. You could have left. Why Saarka? Why did you come along?”
“It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters anymore, because of you.”
“No, you brought it up. This is my fault. Everyone’s dead. I could have left you to be part of the pile of the dead, but we had a deal. If you want out just say it!”
“You got me killed,” Saarka yelled. 
“And I brought you back.”
“Look around, all these bodies, they’re dead because of you and I’m supposed to be grateful you picked me? That you liked me best? You killed them; you killed me!”
“You’re alive now. Why do you care so much?”
“I felt the life drain from my body. I was dead, my soul was ripped from the afterlife and stuffed back into my body like it was a cheap whore. Are souls that cheap to you?” Saarka stammered.
“You whiny bitch. Who cares, as long as you’re alive? What the fuck do you want from me?” John yelled.
“You were supposed to be the hero alright! This wasn’t supposed to happen. This isn’t how the stories go.”
“We’re not in a story. I never claimed to be a hero. I’m fighting to stay alive and it’s hard enough just to keep idiots around me from tripping to death. How am I supposed to save everyone?” John yelled back at her. 
“You have the ability. I’ve seen it. If you just cared for a single person in your life who wasn’t you, you could have prevented this,” she said.
“That’s your own childish dream. I just want to go home. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. I never pretended to be anything other than what I am.” 
“You sack of shit, you get people killed for no other reason than it helps you get closer to your goal. A goal you’re blindly following like a little boy looking for his mama’s tit. Maybe you’re stuck here John, stuck with the rest of us; it’ll just be time before you’re dead at the top of the pile of people who followed you. People who got close or were in your way. Go home John! Leave while we pick up the victims of your selfish ineptitude. I don’t want to know you. I don’t want to be near you in case you push me in front of the next arrow aimed at you, or decide you liked someone more and save them while I lie on the ground waiting to be buried,” Saarka said.
“Fine! I never planned to drag you out here. You begged to come. I don’t need you; any of you,” John shouted and walked away from her, making his way out of the town.
Mihel followed behind him. 
“You’re both just angry; you need to sleep on it. This wasn’t your fault. I saw the fight, you did everything you could. You warned us before it started. She’ll see reason. John, you don’t have to leave it like this.”
John didn’t look at Mihel; he didn’t want Mihel to see the tears that were gathering in his eyes. 
“No. She’s right. This was my fault and I couldn’t care less. Be well Mihel,” John said and he walked out of Fort Light, out of the city and out of their lives with only one destination in mind. The Capital. 
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Part 4
John walked down a dirt path, his mind clouded with guilt, and the screams of people he had tried to help rang in his ears. His footsteps crunched against the loose dirt, and it started to grate on his ears. He turned and strayed from the well-worn dirt road and took to the forest. His footsteps became louder with the snapping of branches underfoot, and the thick tree limbs pushed against him trying to prevent him from traveling further. They were an annoyance, and he picked up his pace, breaking into a light jog. The branches broke when they touched him; the holes and divots in the ground tried to grab his legs and twist his ankle, but they were left wanting as John moved through the forest with unnatural speed and footing. 
He broke into a sprint.
No one’s chasing you, a tiny voice in the back of his mind said. 
John cast haste on himself, allowing him to run faster.
The people who want you dead are dead.
He sprinted for miles through the thick forest. Branches swiped at his legs, stung his faced and bruised his arms, but he didn’t slow.
No one knows where you are or where you’re going.
He came across a ravine and used God Step to jump over it on compressed air pockets without pause. The mana cost was so mild John didn’t bother paying attention to the notification as it popped up in the corner of his vision.
And face it; no one wants anything to do with you.
John kept using his God Step to jump higher and higher. Soon, he was above the tree line; he kept running and sprinting on the air, climbing higher as he did until the only things next to him were birds. He jumped down and let go of the compressed air he was running on. He plummeted face first towards the earth.
John felt the thrill of weightlessness for several seconds before he started to feel a tightening in his gut as the ground rushed up to meet him. He pushed out both hands in front of him and fed mana into them in the form of fire. He increased the supply he fed to his hands but closed them slightly, creating a funnel for the mana to be transformed. The fire faded from red to blue to white as it grew hotter and more intense from his hands. He felt a tinge of fear as he didn’t slow at first, but as the mana forced its way out of him like a rocket’s thruster, he felt his body’s inertia slow, and he only hit the ground like a fifty-pound bag of bricks. 
John laid on his back for a while until he realized he was staring unyieldingly at the sky. He blinked a few times to get his mind running again. He stood up and laughed manically at the sky, raising his hands in the air, triumphant. It felt good to laugh. It had felt good to stretch his magic muscle. He had been hiding who he was in this world, trying to stay quiet and out of the way, not anymore.
He didn’t know how long it would take to reach the Capital. In his video game, you had to visit four temples of the elements in a convoluted pattern, and then you would take a magical bird to the final boss. The boss he could never beat and had caused him to chug health potion after health potion trying to stave off death, but now that boss had been dead for hundreds of years. Ryan and Mike feared the Capital, but if his ticket home was there, he wasn’t going to let their fear stop him. 
John decided to rest for the evening. He had been running without sleep for close to 24 hours, and he needed a clear head for the journey. 
John found a clearing and used his elemental magic to create a campsite. A force of wind meant to send people flying backwards was used to clear the debris lying around. A powerful earth spell meant to make groups of enemies trip and fall was used to level the ground, and a waterjet spell that could cut through steel was used to dig a latrine, while the spell that turned his hands into deadly flamethrowers was used to light a fire in case it got cold. He snuggled against the blankets he held in his inventory and closed his eyes to get some sleep. 
John fell into a heavy dreamless sleep and only woke when the sun had risen high enough above the tree line to peel back his eyelids. He yawned and stretched his arms before looking over his campsite only to see a pair of glowing yellow eyes staring back at him. He jumped awake and drew his sword against the Rahka that stood on all fours in front of him with a makeshift backpack around its side like it was meant for traveling. 
“You are a hard human to keep up with,” the Rahka said in a low guttural growl.
“What can I say? I like the occasional magical insane fun run. It’s like cross fit but less dangerous,” John said. 
The Rahka tilted its head, not understanding. 
“What do you want?” John asked, dropping any hint of humor. 
“I have been sent to pay our debt,” the Rahka said. 
“Not following you.” 
“The Rahka were enslaved. You freed us. This demands payment. Since you left without naming payment, the Wise, the ones still alive, chose the payment. As the strongest of the Rahka, I have been chosen to be your payment. I am at your disposal.” 
“That’s nice, but I don’t want anyone’s help, and to be honest, you’ll only slow me down. I freed everyone out of my own selfishness. No one asked me to do it, so a reward is not needed.”
“I am payment, not a reward. We hold debt with no one! If a service is provided, payment must be provided. I have been chosen; if you refuse, I will kill myself to seal the debt.”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa. I don’t want anything. I don’t plan to hold a debt over your heads, and I don’t need a Rahka following me. I may be going through towns or meeting other people, and a giant wolf is just going to be a headache to explain.” 
“I will not be a burden to my master,” the Rahka growled and stood on its hind legs before letting loose a high-pitched howl. 
John watched as the Rahka’s fur fell off its skin; bones cracked as if they were being broken and reshaped. John could see raw mana rip itself from the Rahka’s body and form a cocoon of light blue magic around it. The process took only seconds, and before John stood a woman, naked, with yellow eyes, who showed wolf’s teeth when she smiled. John adverted his eyes but caught a glimpse of her naked form in the morning light. She was completely hairless from her head to her toes. Her darkly tanned skin was marred with scars that did little to detract from her slender waist, firm breasts, and supple hips.
“Hey, you mind getting dressed?” John said half-heartedly. 
After several minutes of John averting his gaze while the Rahka dressed herself, she spoke. 
“There, I am blended,” she said. 
John turned to see the Rahka. She was wearing loose fitted leggings with a similar shirt. She was adorned with patches of leather armor that held broken pieces of jagged metal. It looked mean, like staring at it too long would cut you. 
“How did you do that?” John asked, trying to make the situation less awkward. 
“The strongest of my kin can become blended. I am told this used to be something many species could do but have never seen it for myself,” she said. Her voice still held a guttural growl. 
John used his analyze skill on her. 
Name: Rahka (human form)
Level: 60
Magic: Transmutation, Animal Ancestor, Retainer’s Bond
Class: Demi-Human/Animal
A Rahka who has taken human form. Has the speed, power, and will of a Rahka but gains the ability to use human weapons and can learn human magic. 
“Fine, you can stay if you want, but hear me now, your life is in your own hands. I am not some hero coming to save you.” 
“I am your retainer; my life was forfeit the moment it was given to you. If you wish it, I will lay down my life at your command; such is the payment for the debt we have received.” 
“What’s your name?” John asked. 
“My old name was discarded. I have none.” 
“What am I supposed to call you?”
“That is for you to decide,” the Rahka said. 
John groaned in frustration. 
“How about Max? Do you have a problem with that name?” John asked. It was the first name he could think of, and it had originally belonged to a girl from his school named Maxine, who was a pain in the ass when you needed to ask her anything, similar to the frustration he felt towards the Rahka.
“I will take the name with me until my death,” Max said. 
“Great, my name’s John. Have you eaten breakfast yet?” 
“I have not eaten in three days, while I ran trying to catch up to you. However, I can subsist without food for a week and still fight if needed.”
“Why the hell were you in such a hurry?”
“I tracked your scent to the town nearest our mountain and saw the destruction that was there. I feared, if I delayed, you would meet your end before the debt could be repaid,” Max said. 
“Do I really seem that bad? Whatever, don’t answer that. We’re going to be heading to the Capital. Ever heard of it?”
“No.” 
“It used to belong to someone called the Demon King, who supposedly had the power to lock away a god.”
“And you plan to fight him?” Max asked.
“No, I’ve been told he’s long dead, and I don’t know if I’m going to find anything more than ruins, but there’s something I want, and it’s likely there. Now I need to relieve myself. Did you bring anything to eat?”
“No,” Max said without emotion. 
John took a bag out of his inventory and threw it to Max.
“There’s some dried meat, hard cheese, stale bread, and water in that pack. Eat half of it, and I’ll eat the rest when I get back. We’ll be moving fast today, so try to keep up,” John said and left to relieve himself in the woods.
He summoned some water to splash on his face to try to clear the cobwebs that still hung in his mind. When he got back to Max, he saw the provisions had been split equally, and Max was staring at the food. 
“What are you waiting for? Aren’t you hungry?”
“I am your retainer. I must wait until you have eaten before I am allowed to eat.”
“Listen, that might be how it works with Rahka, but you need to think of this relationship in a different way. Like a friendship. A dangerous, the longer you stay with me the sooner you die, friendship. Got it?”
“No.” 
John rubbed his eyes. 
“Eat your damn food when you’re hungry. Never wait on me, ever.” 
Max hesitantly picked up her portion of food and started to eat with John. 
This is going to be a long day. We need to hurry and get to the Capital, so I can either get home or get killed, because the people here are just torture, John thought as they finished eating. 
When they were done John gave Max the general directions they would be going towards and she nodded. John started with a slow jog through the woods to get his stomach to settle and saw Max keeping pace, which didn’t surprise him since the Rahka were used to the forest. He picked up the pace and went into a flat out run and was surprised to see Max keep up without any exertion on her face. 
Oh yeah, let’s see you keep up with this, John silently challenged. 
He infused his legs with a haste spell and charged through the forest. Max lost ground at John’s new speed, but she quickly regained pace. John looked back and was able to see a faint glow of magic around her legs in the shape of paws. 
John went full out and used his God Step to run over uneven terrain until he was skating on air, and slowly, Max began to fade into the distance. John didn’t slow but kept running, making his way through the forest, and didn’t stop until it was near noon and his mana was starting to run low. He stopped in a clearing and stretched. It took an hour for his mana to regenerate. When it was almost full, Max showed up in the clearing coming to a stop. Her breathing wasn’t ragged, but she obviously could use a break before they continued.
“Feel free to stretch. We’ll move again after you’re rested,” John said, handing her the refilled water skin he had filled with his elemental magic.
“I can keep going. You needn’t concern yourself with my health.” 
“I’m not. I just don’t feel like running again. Besides, we’re getting close,” John said, and he knew they would reach the Capital soon based on how much his waypoint moved while they ran. The closer they got, the more it moved with any little change in his direction. 
John hoped they would have run into a town by now or someplace to stock up on food. He was hoping they’d find an item shop like the one from his video game where he could buy upgraded weapons, health potions, and mana potions. Hell, he’d buy the entire inventory, but he knew there was going to be nothing like that. He would be limited to the weapons in his inventory and the magic he received from the game. 
 



Chapter 2
By the time the sun was starting to set over the horizon, Max and John had stopped their sprint and had moved into a jog. Max had warned John that she could smell humans nearby, and they had become more cautious. There were no roads or homes that suggested a city or town was nearby. Instead, they found only one worn dirt road that had seemed seldom used. They followed the road from the cover of the forest. 
“I smell something foul,” Max said.
“What do you mean? Like something’s dead?” 
“No, like we are entering something’s territory. It smells like disease, a place to avoid.” 
“That sounds about right, considering how everything’s been going so far,” John said, noticing there was a lot less animal life than he had seen before. 
“Let’s take our time. Let me know if you spot anything else out of the ordinary.”
They made their way carefully to the edge of the forest, and John could see a thick black sea that looked like it was made of tar that stretched from one end of the horizon to the other. Nothing grew in the dirt near the Tar Sea; even birds seemed to avoid flying that direction. It seemed to stretch West as far as the eye could see, like a big black boiling sea that smelled like rotting eggs. In front of the sea were guard houses. Shacks that were built on top of poles, giving the person inside of them a view of the horizon, and as John looked, he could barely see another one that was almost over the horizon and out of view. Close to the shack on stilts was a large warehouse type building with armed soldiers carrying swords and bows marching around and changing shift as the night came on. 
It’s not a store, but it’s close enough. John thought as he eyed the warehouse. 
He used his analyze skill on a few of the soldiers and found them to have an average level of 14, while the highest leveled soldier, who seemed to be the commander, at level 23. 
“Hey Max, what are your thoughts on ransacking a military establishment for provisions?”
“I follow you.”
“Yeah, but you could sit this one out if you had some kind of moral objection to thievery. I’m giving you that option to turn away and let me handle this.”
“I follow you.” 
“Alright then, let’s get settle down a little way away and practice. I have a plan, and we’re going to give that camp one hell of a surprise wake up call.”
It was an hour before sun up. The sky was starting to change its color on the horizon when the attack came. Those that were still awake didn’t know what was happening; they only could hear the shouts of confusion and surprise from outside. Fireballs rained down from the sky, catching everyone’s attention. The guard in the tower rang a large gong to wake everyone out of their sleep. When they ran out, they were assaulted by a moving blur that pushed soldiers over or slashed at their legs, leaving shallow cuts. The soldiers that fell found themselves trying to stand and falling down again. The ground was soaked with an unnatural abundance of water from the night, and the armor the soldiers wore caused them to sink into the mud and topple over themselves.
John slipped into the warehouse after everyone else had left and began stuffing his inventory with anything that seemed useful, mostly rations, food, and some fresh vegetables that John took greedily. He never realized how much he missed vegetables when his diet consisted of dried meat and whatever he happened to hunt on the road. 
John dropped a few gold coins where the vegetables had been to make himself feel a little better for the blatant robbery and then ran from the place as fast as he could. He shouted for Max, and the Rahka stopped using her Ancestor Animal magic to harass the unprepared soldiers and raced behind John. He used his God Step to run over the bubbling tar sea. They had planned this while they had waited for the sun to come up. The compressed air that John left didn’t disappear right away. As long as he kept a constant pace that Max could keep up with, she could run on air behind him. John didn’t know how long the Tar Sea would go, but he believed he had enough mana to last them until they crossed it. Several hours later proved him wrong. 
They were in the middle of the Tar Sea and could see nothing but the sticky tar in every direction. John’s nose was full of the scent of sulfur, and if he didn’t have his waypoint, he would have been lost the moment the Tar Sea swallowed the horizon. He had used his God Step for hours, and he ran at a speed that would leave most horses in the dust, but it didn’t seem to matter to the Tar Sea, as he had already run for hours and his mana bar had slowly started to dissipate. He needed to rest for a few hours to recharge his mana supply, but there was nothing in the Tar Sea. He was reaching his limit, and if they didn’t find a place to land soon, they were going to end up falling into the black sticky pit that waited patiently below them. 
Time to get a little desperate, he thought to himself. 
John stopped running and used compressed air to create platforms. He watched his mana pool start to drain quickly, and he worked fast. He summoned a fireball and started to feed mana into it to make it larger until it was roughly the size of a car. He summoned his wind magic to create a sphere around the fire. His mana fed the fire and kept it bright, while the wind constricted the fire, shrinking it, putting it under pressure until it was the size of a baseball, and he hurled it into the tar sea. It passed through the tar, and as soon as it hit something solid, it exploded. 
Tar rained up, and John could see a hole that had been created quickly fill back up with Tar. The sea was about ten feet deep, and there was mostly rock underneath. The explosion had done its job. A slab of rock large enough for the pair to rest rose above the surface of the tar. 
“Jump,” John yelled to Max as his mana ran dry and his God Step disappeared. As soon as they landed, John’s legs gave out, and he collapsed onto his back, his hands shaking from the lack of mana. 
New Magic acquire: “Flame Grenade”
Effects: Condensed flame magic is put under extreme pressure. When one side of the magic hits a solid object, the result is equal to five TNT charges. The condensed air that has not touched a solid object acts as a container forcing the explosion in one direction. 
“That was not well planned,” Max said. 
“Yeah, so sue me. Who the hell would have thought this thing was this big? I mean, who’s ever heard of a tar sea? What could have happened here to make this?” John asked while catching his breath and checking his HUD to judge how long it would take to get his mana back. 
“We’ll rest here for a while. Luckily, it’s not very deep. If we take it slowly, we’ll get to the other side,” John said, taking food they had stolen and giving some to Max.
John looked down at the tar pit and used his analyze skill on it while they ate. 
Name: Tar
Notes: What did you expect?

John tried again looking up at the horizon where all that stretched was the tar. 
Name: Tar Sea
History: Created from intense heat and pressure. The Tar sea used to be a great forest where an army of unimaginable size marched through. The army was destroyed with a spell that had so much intense heat and pressure it turned all matter in the area into tar. 
Notes: Be careful the Tar Sea is meant to be a wall to keep others out. Those who have tried to cross it have met with fates worse than death. They become part of the Tar Sea; their consciousness never fades and becomes part of something unnatural. If you stop to rest, you stop to die! RUN!
John took down the last bite of his food before standing and drawing his sword. His mana was nowhere near replenished, making escape an impossibility. 
“Get ready. We’re going to have company soon,” John said to Max, who had already scarfed down her food and was looking at the horizon, trying to find the enemy John’s analyze skill had warned them about. They didn’t have to wait long. 
John saw white stones start to head towards their little boulder. Swords were poking above the Tar Sea, and as they bobbed closer, John could see they weren’t stones but skulls and bone. They were different types of creatures he couldn’t make out. Some were human and familiar; others were elongated, with fangs or missing too much of their bone structure for him to make out what they were. They were trying to encircle them. 
Max let out a howl, and John could see a blue magic shroud cover her as she activated her Animal Ancestor magic. It granted her magic armor, while giving her claws as sharp as swords for weapons. 
John used his analyze skill on the skeletons.
Name: Tar Warrior
Level: 25
Magic: None
Class: Undead
They were numerous, but they were slow. John pulled out Slaver’s Whip from his inventory. 
Notification: Slaver’s Whip equipped
A whip used by slavers. It does little damage but will take up to fifty mana from a creature every time it is struck. 
John lashed out the whip at the first skeleton that came out of the tar pit near him. The moment the whip struck it, the skeleton fell into a pile of ash. 
The skeletons are being held together by magic. Time to farm for mana. John thought as he let the whip fly and strike the skeletons all around him. He had an eight-foot radius he was able to work in, and Max destroyed any of the skeletons that got too close. The magic made them impossible for her to kill, but she had the ability to rip off their arms and pelvis, throwing the parts back into the Tar Sea and letting John turn the rest into ash when he had made his rotation around the rock. 
Hours passed, and the skeletons kept coming. Their slow pace made it, so John and Max weren’t overwhelmed, but they were becoming tired. The skeletons seemed endless. John had long recovered his mana and was tempted to use his God Step to start running again, but they needed rest, and they couldn’t keep running and fighting to recharge. 
“We need to find what’s controlling these things,” John yelled to max. “Can you smell anything?” 
“No, the whole place smells of only death.”
Well that’s great. I need to fight the boss, but he’s hiding somewhere… What if he’s hiding in plain sight? John thought, and an idea flashed in his mind. 
“Keep them off me while I try something,” John yelled out to Max, and she rushed forward, knocking all of them back, using the last of her energy to fulfill John’s wish. 
John started converting his mana. A fountain of water started to come out of his arms as he spent almost all his mana in a giant fifty-foot spray of water that came down on top of the tar. 
He summoned lightning down into the new tar and water mixture he had created, draining his mana. A gurgled scream erupted from the Tar Sea for John’s troubles, and he smiled. 
“Hey big guy, you kept me waiting,” John said taking out the Hammer of Dawn. 
Notification:
Hammer of Dawn equipped
A hammer stolen from another hero. Capable of stealing the life force of anyone it touches and giving it to the user. Max is 200% original health. Plus 50 in attack; minus 50 in defense. 
John leaped high into the air, bringing down his hammer where he had heard the scream come from. Tar and blood splashed his face. His feet sunk a few inches but found purchase on something soft and malleable. He jumped back to his rock where Max waited. The skeleton army had stopped in their tracks after the first scream. Now they retreated into the tar as if being called home. 
A large black mass of tar rose from the sea. Its flesh was an ebony black so deep it seemed to suck light into it, making it impossible to see where the Tar Sea stopped and the creature began. As it rose and revealed itself, John could see an endless array of skeleton arms protruding from its belly. They all moved independently, clutching, clawing, some being sucked back into the tar and others taking their place. It’s face, as near as John could tell, was a collection of skulls, all of them biting at the air, moving independently, being sucked into the tar as new ones took their place. 
“What the hell is that?” John asked, using his analyze skill.
Name: Undead Collective
Level: 75
Magic: random
Class: Undead
The Undead Collective are the souls of the mages, warriors, and captains of a forgotten army. The body is in constant chaos as the souls scream for control and are constantly replaced by the souls of the thousands that create its body. It attacks using its massive body and will use magic, depending on the souls that are currently active when attacking. It has a hunter’s mindset and lives only to attack anything that enters its territory. 

John returned his hammer to his inventory quickly as the creature reared back, aiming to slam its massive girth into them. 
“Max! Follow me,” John yelled out and immediately jumped off their rock and used his God Step to run. 
“What is that?” Max asked as they ran.
“It’s called the Undead Collective. We need to find a way to kill it,” John said, trying to analyze the creature.
“That lightning was effective.” 
“I’m out. We need a new plan as I’m about to run dry of magic and landing in that tar would just make us a target for that monster,” John said, circling the Undead Collective. 
The creature’s body smashed into the ground, sending a wave of tar twenty feet tall around it. Slowly, it raised its body, readying to attack again. 
Fuck! Another undead creature. My game didn’t have them. I have nothing to use against it. Other games had holy magic to use, but I have nothing. John thought as he racked his brains trying to think of anything that might work against the Undead Collective, something that would help him. He felt a sinking feeling settling in the bottom of his stomach. He was used to using brute force to get out of everything, but he was stuck in a trap. There was no way of overpowering it. 
Maybe... John thought and came up with a plan quickly. He had no experience to base it on, only gut instinct based on how magic worked in this world. He equipped his slavers whip.
“Max, jump back to the rock!” he yelled, and Max jumped to the rock where it stood. The creature wasn’t completely solid, and that filled John with hope that his plan would work as he jumped to the front of the creature, where all its bleached skeleton hands still undulated. 
John took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and jumped into the Undead Collective. He closed his eyes as hands grabbled at his body and pulled him into the tar, tearing at his limbs, trying to scratch and claw his face. John struck out the whip. Even with his eyes closed, he could see his HUD and watch his mana. It sat there, nothing moving, and for a few seconds, John thought he would drown in thick oozing sludge. A spark of hope filled him as he saw his mana bar start to shoot up.
The whip stole mana every time it struck a magical creature. A magic creature now surrounded John. It was like had just plugged a wire into an electrical outlet. His mana was starting to overfill him; his body spasmed and threatened to force him to let out the breath he was holding. 
He immediately started to cast heal. It was one of the lowest leveled spells he had and cost two hundred mana every time he cast it and healed a measly fifty HP. It was a spell that all characters learned in the beginning of the game until you could afford health potions. He remembered some games where healing an undead creature hurt them, and he hoped this world would work the same. 
He felt a reverberating shudder run through the creature as it must have been screaming. John took that as a sign in his favor and kept casting heal, while the breath in his lungs slowly grew stale. His chest started to beg him to let it out, to breathe. He fought against the urge, while he kept casting heal over and over again on the Undead Collective. 
He struggled to get out of the tar, casting heal while he tried to move, but skeleton hands held onto him. Every cast of heal made them shudder and turn to ash, but more hands were there to grab and hold him as every inch of his body was covered in tar-soaked bone hands as if they were greedy to take him, to feel him. He felt his limbs go limp, and finally, a gasp of air escaped him. He was going to breathe in the black tar, and it would fill his lungs. 
He felt his body being shaken as if there was an earthquake and felt something envelop his body before ripping him out of the Undead Collective.
Max? He thought as he could finally open his eyes. 
The skeleton hands kept grabbing at him, while he struggled to keep his mind aware to cast heal. He felt himself being ripped free of the tar, and as soon as he could feel the fresh air, he took a deep gasping breath. He immediately started to cough out bits of tar that had slithered their way down his throat. He opened his eyes, wiping away the tar that was stuck to his face to see Max covered in her Animal Ancestor magic, except it wasn’t just covering her body, but expanded away from her, creating a large magical golem. It looked like she was the center of a giant werewolf. One of its arms held a gauntlet that led from the forearm into three large blades. 
John looked at the Undead Collective. It was still as large as when he had first entered it, but the heads and hands were no longer rapidly replacing themselves. Instead, it felt to John like the creature was less than it had been; it wasn’t overflowing with a surplus of undead souls. 
Max held John in the air with one hand around her shoulder, while she moved quickly, the magical werewolf construct moving with her. She used the giant claw blade arm to crash the creature into the ground. It writhed and wriggled like a worm as it struggled, pinned to the ground. 
“Max, what the hell is this?” John asked. 
“You are my master. I am your retainer. We share a bond. You went into the tar. I felt a power I have never held in my life. This is the result,” she said. 
“How long can you hold this?”
“Not much longer,” she said, her voice strained. 
“Grapple the creature, quick!”
Max grabbed the creature, holding it in a bear hug. John reached out and put his arm that had the Slaver’s whip still coiled around it into the tar. His body spasmed as he stuck his hand back into the giant power outlet. Max struggled to hold the monster, but she managed. John felt skeletons grab at his hands greedily, clawing for him, and he healed them. Slowly, the size of the creature started to dissipate and shrink as John healed the thousands of souls inside it and robbed it of its mana until it was nothing more than a slug wiggling on the ground. Max raised a large foot and squished it with her magical construct. John could have sworn he caught the hint of a smile when she did. 
Max used the last of the excess energy from their bond to claw at the Earth, raising a slab of rock for them to rest on while they readied themselves to cross the rest of the Tar Sea, with far less difficulty now that the guardian of the hellish area was removed. 
John and Max rested for only a few hours. Neither of them wanted to fall asleep in the Tar Sea and, instead, made their way across it using John’s God Step. Both of them moved slower, their muscles aching, their minds sluggish, and their eyes drooping as night descended. It almost became impossible to see which way was up or to judge distance as the pitch-black tar reflected all the stars in the sky. 
It was difficult to differentiate between the sky and the ground. John felt himself nodding off several times. There was no noise as they ran; running on compressed air had that effect, and the endless expanse of the starlit sky above and below them stretching to the horizon left John mesmerized as his eyelids grew heavy, begging him to let them fall. 
“Master!” Max yelled. 
John snapped awake to see they were falling, and he quickly grabbed Max’s hand, activating the God Step again. They both stood on air between the clear night sky and its reflection. 
“Sorry, I nodded off there, but I’m fine now. Nothing like a quick plummet to your death to get the blood pumping,” John said, feigning laughter. Max did not laugh back.
“Let’s keep going. There’s got to be an end to this damn place sometime,” John said.
“How can you be so sure? This may be the edge of the world,” Max said solemnly. 
“Worlds are round. They don’t have an edge,” John said matter-of-factly.
“How can you know?”
“Where I’m from, it’s taken as fact. Worlds are spherical.”
“Have you seen this?” Max asked. 
“No. I wanted to,” John sighed as they ran. At least conversation would keep him from drifting off again. “I supposed that’s a pipe dream now. I doubt this place has a magical version of NASA lying around. All that hard work for nothing,” John said looking into the stars.
“I don’t understand.” 
John turned to Max and wondered how much he could tell her about himself. She had saved his life and seemed like she was going to be sticking around him for a while. Besides, holding onto the secret was killing him inside.
“I’m not from here. I’m not from this world, I mean. I was brought here by a malevolent force calling itself a god. I managed to escape her, but where I’m from, people have escaped the world and gone beyond the clouds. I studied hard every day, only taking breaks to play games. I didn’t have friends, not many anyway, and I spent my time learning, getting good grades.” 
“Grades?” Max asked confused. 
“I worked hard to impress my teachers with the knowledge I had learned so I could join others who have gone beyond the clouds.”
“There is nothing beyond the clouds, except for the land of the dead,” Max said. 
“That’s what people from my world used to think as well, but there is. What do you think stars are?”
“Pin pricks in the fabric of the sky. That is what is told to us by the elders.” 
“They are actually giant balls of fire that are larger than the ground we walk,” John said, trying to explain space and astronomy like he would to a five-year-old. 
“Then why are they so small?” 
“They are so far away that they look so small. In my world, we created a ship capable of flying. It allowed us to go beyond the clouds, and we could see for ourselves what was there. You had to be smart to be one of the few that got to go on the ship, and that’s why I worked at learning the skills to understand the composition of the fabric of our world, and now, it’s worthless in this world where magic exists,” John said, concentrating on the tar beneath him. He could see the stars’ reflection, but he swore he saw a ripple in the tar, like something was moving. He hoped he had just imagined it due to exhaustion. 
“Is that why your magic is so powerful?”
“Huh, what do you mean?” John asked. 
“You threw fire into the Tar Sea. I have only heard of magicians from my elders, but they channeled the elements, usually one or two, but you have the ability to manipulate it like I have never heard before.”
John thought back to when he had used the fire grenade on the Tar Sea. It was mostly good luck that it worked, but at the same time, it wasn’t. He knew about combustion, how fire under extreme pressure caused rapid violent expansion. He had been fascinated with the idea when he first saw a rocket taking off to deliver a satellite into space. It had been in his science class. They were watching a televised event, and he had looked up so many of them on the internet after he had seen that. It wasn’t just his fascination with space. He excelled at chemistry and any science class he had taken. Unconsciously, he had been infusing his magic with that understanding. 
“You want to go home, don’t you? Go back to where you can use that knowledge, but can’t you use it here? It sounds like many have gone where you want to go, but here, you’d be the first,” Max said. 
“Maybe…” John responded, but he was distracted by the Tar Sea shifting again. This time, he was sure of it. He aimed his analyze skill at where he thought he saw movement. 
Name: Undead Collective
Level: 79
Magic: random
Class: Undead
You have got to be joking. There are more than one of those damn things in this place. Did I sign us up for a death sentence? John wondered, honestly thinking this world didn’t play by the rules; maybe it was flat, and they were going to step into the abyss and never return. 
“Look ahead, Master. I see mountains,” Max said, waking John from his morbid thoughts. 
John looked ahead and could see the faint outline of something on the horizon. He trusted Max’s superior eyesight, and as they drew closer, John could see the Tar Sea held at bay by giant red rock cliffs that tapered off into a desert. John and Max picked up the pace for the final sprint, ignoring their bodies’ cries and aches, as they would soon be able to rest far away from the Tar Sea. 



Chapter 3
Together, Max and John walked as far away from the Tar Sea as they could bear before they both collapsed in the sand and fell asleep. It was a cool night in the desert so close to the Tar Sea, but as soon as the sun rose above the horizon, John could feel the heat starting to seep into his clothes and skin. It would be unbearable to stay out in a few hours. Worse, his clothes were made for a temperate, even chilly environment. The mostly black uniform would kill him if they had to walk for long in the desert. The sand sucked your feet in, making every footstep a chore. Trying to march through the desert after facing the Tar Sea would be impossible if you were a normal person; however, John had his God Step allowing him to overcome the worst of it. 
It only took a few seconds when they had ascended high enough into the air to see what was referred to as the Capital. From the air, it looked like a pile of rubble, but when John got closer, he saw the truth of it. The outside was a massive rock that had been carved into the shape of a demon’s skeleton. The entrance was a giant mouth with teeth that were 6 to 8 feet in height. It had two long horns that stretched back over what looked like a spine before disappearing into the ground. Parts of the horns were broken off, teeth had fallen from the roof, and most of the details had been eroded by years of blowing sand.
“This is it?” John asked incredulously. “A cliché dungeon that looks like it hasn’t seen a janitor, let alone a repairman, in the last few hundred years. This is what I’ve been waiting for?” John said. 
He looked over at Max, who was doing her best to hide her fear, but John could see her looking over the giant sculpture with trepidation. 
“If you’d like you can stay out here, while I go in,” John said. 
“No, I follow you. I’ve just never seen anything like this.” 
“Yeah, well, whoever made it hasn’t paid the light bill in ages, so watch your step,” John said, walking into the giant stone maw. Immediately, he was assaulted by notifications. 
Warning: Entering the Demon King’s Dungeon. 
Effects: 20% penalty on health 10% penalty on all other stats. All skills disabled. 
Name: John
Level: 101
Skills Disabled: Observer, Analyze, Deceiver, Thief’s Blessing, True Hunter, Throw voice…
Class: Human/Hero
Health: 8,800
Mana: 19,800
John stumbled for a moment in the dungeon and looked back at Max. 
“What’s wrong?” she asked. 
“You don’t feel weird or anything after coming into this place?” John asked. 
“No, I saw you stumble, but I didn’t trip on anything.” 
“Must not be important then,” John said. He was going forward, regardless of what the dungeon threw in his way, and it was probably best not to worry Max over nothing.
John cast a light spell, producing a hovering orb that followed them, illuminating the dungeon. It was in as much disrepair as John had thought. The dust filled the air and his nostrils as John sneezed over and over as he got accustomed to breathing through his mouth. They walked through the rooms and long corridors. John felt unease as he remembered the traps that had shaved down his health bar in the dungeon games he played. The mimic chests that lured you into opening them, only to bite off your head, the sharp arrows that spun through the air if you took a wrong turn and implanted themselves in every orifice, and the long hallway with the tiled floor that fell away and would drop you into poison laden spikes if you didn’t run fast enough. However, as they walked, the traps had already rotted; the fall away floor had already fallen and wasn’t even a challenge as John used his God Step magic to cross it. Other traps had giant axes, spiked balls, and guillotines that had been set off long ago and were well rusted by the damp stagnated air that grew thicker the lower they went until a thin fog lined the floor they walked, moving in spiral patterns where their legs displaced it. On the rare cases when John did step on a part of the stone pathway that had an untriggered trap, the mechanics in the wall ended up whirling and breaking, leaving John to wonder what had been intended. 
Some of the areas they passed looked more used than others, like they had been lived in. Piles of boards and traps had been used for makeshift beds. John walked over and found piles of scat in the corner that were a dried white. John kept a watchful eye on his radar. It never gave a hint of anything that meant them harm, but he couldn’t stop hearing the skittering sounds of tiny legs clicking against the stone walls. Max also kept turning sharply as they walked, growling at noises John couldn’t hear. 
John kept following his waypoint, getting closer to the heart of the dungeon. They reached a long hallway that had nothing in it. Instead, it snaked and coiled, leading them to a large entryway, where blue light filtered through. When they crossed its threshold, they could see an enormous cavern that held a giant stone maze, and at the other end stood, what looked like to John, a stone mansion. The entire area reminded him of the Rahka’s home as a blue hue lit up the entire maze. Looking up, John could see a large crystal that took up the entire ceiling. 
“Hey Max, do you know what that is?” he asked and turned to see Max staring in wide-eyed wonder. 
“It is a Mana stone. I have never seen one this large before. I never would have believed this size of one was possible. My ancestors told stories, and that’s all I believed they were, stories from the old, lacking any substance, trying to bribe the younglings with their delusions, but here it is. They talked about a mana stone, one that was crafted to be so large it could be used to destroy entire countries or used to change the shape of the world,” she trailed off. 

“If this thing is so powerful, why is this place so run down? Something’s not right. If it were me, and I had access to this thing, I would have wiped both of us off the face of the planet after taking one step into the Tar Sea.” 
“Maybe it’s been depleted,” Max said.
“I’m really not liking this,” John said, feeling like he was walking further and further into the spider’s den. 
“We could leave,” Max offered.
“Not an option. We crossed the Tar Sea, and I am going to get some answers, regardless of how powerful the person I have to beat them out of is. Our destination is the mansion. Let’s go,” John said, walking off the platform and using his God Step to cross the threshold. 
The side of the platform they had stood on held a broken-down staircase that was intended for people to navigate the short maze. However, as soon as John took a few steps forward, the air around them warped, and the cavern grew more massive. 
“What just happened?” Max asked. 
“I think the maze has some kind of ocular illusion to make it seem smaller than it is while you’re on the platform. When you descended the stairs, you wouldn’t have been aware of it.” 
“What would be the point?”
“Confuse your enemy. Whoever built this place really did not want visitors,” John said. 
Why? You have the power to erase everything. Why settle for parlor tricks? John wondered to himself. 
The two of them reached the end of the maze and set their feet down in front of the mansion that stood before them. It was the size of a large school and carved into the stone like everything else in the area. Spiderwebs covered the only entrance into the mansion, and John tried to rip them away with his hands. He jumped back as a third of his mana was sucked out of his hands and fled along the threads until it disappeared into the walls. 
“What the hell is this? It just sucks away mana if you touch it. Well, more than one way to skin a cat,” John said, drawing a sword and hacking at the webbing, clearing a path for himself. 
“What’s a cat?” Max asked. 
“Don’t worry about,” John said, moving past the mana eating spiderwebs. 
They walked in and were amazed to find the inner furnishings held a regal quality to them. Everything was covered in dust and spiderwebs. The marble flooring, with its faded red carpet, would have been fit for royalty to walk on, as well as the tapestries that hung on the walls. The light was too faded to see all the details, but when John walked by, he could see the intricate artwork that was displayed on each one as they depicted fierce battles and peaceful scenery. 
The room they entered held doors closed tight on the bottom floor. In the middle was a large staircase that led to a second floor, where two wooden doors stood open. A blue light was shining from deep within the room. 
“Looks like someone left the lights on for us. Let’s not keep them waiting,” John said, drawing a sword from his inventory. 
Max pulled out two daggers, getting ready as they walked into the next room. The light was almost blinding at first, but when their eyes adjusted, John could see they were in some kind of grand throne room. There was a balcony that ran around the room, with carved stone railings that emulated different types of plants and fauna. The red carpet they had been following led to a set of stairs carved from stone that rose to a King’s Throne. The Throne was level with the second-floor balcony, allowing anyone in it to look down on those who entered the room, and a figure clad in heavy armor that seemed to be made of shadow sat upon the throne looking at John and Max. 
He rose from his seat and stood on the top step. He raised a finger at the pair before bellowing in a voice that seemed to shake the dust and cobwebs loose throughout the entire room. 
“Who dares enter the Demon King’s Realm!”
With those words, John launched himself forward at the Demon King. He pointed his sword and shot at the Demon King like a spear, ready to get in the first strike. He wasn’t going to wait for another thing in this world to try to kill him. If he could get the Demon King on the defensive right away, he might be able to chip away at his health while giving Max a chance to stab the Demon King in the back. 
The Demon King made no motions to stop John and simply stood there, while John’s sword went through the tiny slit in the Demon King’s helmet and pierced nothing. Instead John flew through the Demon King and his sword stuck a foot into the stone throne behind. John tried to pull the sword out of the stone, but it had wedged itself, he stopped as he heard the oddest thing. Laughter. Not the haughty laugh of someone who has bested their foe, but the laughter of a child as they just watched their teacher try to sit in a chair and miss. 
John looked up to see the Demon King pointing at John and holding his side. Max stood back confused at what was happening and waited for John’s orders. 
“Oh god, you, your face was great,” The Demon King tried to speak through fits of laughter.
“I’m the Demon King,” he said waiving his hands in the air in a mocking lowered voice.
“That was seriously your plan? Rush the boss. Yeah, like that hasn’t been tried. Oh god, you’re so pathetic. How you killed Lilzziat, I’ll never know, but you’re here now, so I suppose there must be something good about you.” 
John stared at the Demon King, dumbfounded, as the large shadowy persona melted away and a man in jeans and a black shirt stood before him. He looked incredibly average, like the person you’ve seen a hundred times getting gas in line in front of you or just someone who passed you in a hallway. 
“Who the hell are you?” John asked, dismissing his sword that had been stuck into the throne and drawing out a new one. 
“Oh right, this is the first time we’ve really talked face to face. I mean we’ve talked, but more of me telling you you’re a dumbass in the notes field. My name’s Thomas… Well, that’s not true. I’m more of Thomas’s ghost or, if you want, a construct created by Thomas with his conscious stored inside of it. Of course, it’s been so long, and I’ve been so bored I’ve made a few tweaks here and there, so really, I’m no longer Thomas, not that in any sense I was him to begin with. He wanted me to be him, kind of like your tutorial in what’s expected of you now that you’ve been given a second chance and have been granted all this cool power. But you took a really long time to get here, and of course, there was all the things that went wrong, like Lilzziat taking in the power of the dark forest, corrupting her heart, and striving for power. Still, I am sorry to see her dead. She was so nice to me, I mean to Thomas.” 
“I need you to take a breath and stop,” John interrupted. 
“Oh, I don’t breathe. Didn’t you hear? I’m a construct.” 
John held up his hands. “Nothing you are saying makes any sense. Please start from the beginning and go slow.”
“I keep getting told that I’m hard to understand. It’s a side effect of having a thousand years’ worth of information at your disposal. I’ll try harder to keep my ramblings in check. I know, I’ll bring you to the library. Thomas left a diary for you, well not for you, but you’ll see.”
“Master!” A buzzing voice called out from the shadows of the second-floor balcony. “He is not worthy to read from the Lord’s tome.”
“He has crossed the Tar Sea, Xyla. A feat you or I have never attempted. I believe that makes him worthy to read a ratty old book. It’s his leadership I question,” a deep and calm voice said from the balcony. 
John couldn’t see anything in the faint light and wished his analyze skill worked as he felt like a different kind of trap was starting to close around him. 
“Zyn, Xyla, is Quway with you?” the construct called Thomas asked. 
“No,” the two voices said almost in unison. 
“Yes,” a third voice said. 
“Good, stay close. Now follow me,” the construct called Thomas said, waving at John and Max to follow him. 
“Do we fight?” Max whispered to John.
“Not yet, let’s see what he wants,” John said. 
They exited the throne room and walked down the stairs to one of the many doors that were in the hall. Thomas’s construct appeared to pick one at random. He tried the handle, and it remained locked. Looking almost embarrassed, he knocked on the door with four knuckles, then slapped it with all five fingers and knocked again with one knuckle. 
So, he can be made solid, John thought to himself. 
The door unlocked, and Thomas’s construct walked through the door, leading into a large library. Bookshelves lined the two-story walls with no discernable way to reach the upper shelves. In the center of the room was a large mahogany desk. The only thing sitting on the desk was an old leather-bound journal. Thomas’s construct stopped by the desk and pulled out the chair. 
“I’ll leave you two here. We don’t have much variety for food, mostly whatever the others hunt. It will take a while, so please take your time. Let me know when you’re done. The beginning is naïve, and the ending sucks, but everything you’re looking for is in there. Well, probably not everything, but enough to get you started or enough to answer the questions you may have had when you started out here. Of course, you’ve been here long enough that maybe you’ve figured out a few for yourself. Sorry, rambling again. I’ll leave you to it.”
The construct called Thomas walked out of the room and left Max and John staring at the book on the desk. Max walked over to one of the couches in the room and laid down. 
“What are you doing?”
“I’ll rest here while you read the book. Better to save my strength in case there’s a fight later,” Max said, closing her eyes. 
John sat down at the desk and opened the book. His hands trembled a little as he clasped the old leather journal, wondering what important secrets were written inside of it and feeling excited that, for the first time, he might get some answers. 
 



Chapter 4
John’s eyes grew blurry, and the world around him faded to black. He was no longer sitting at the desk but standing in an empty black vacuum. 
“Hello,” he called out, but his voice was weak and came out almost like a whisper as the black expanse ate light and sound. 
John heard footsteps coming towards him and saw a man about the same age as he come walking forward. The person looked like Thomas’s construct, and John understood that this must be the man behind it all, the man who would become known as the Demon King. 
He stopped in front of John, his head bowed down to the floor, but when he spoke, his voice was loud and clear coming from all directions, not just the image of Thomas. 
“Traveler from another world. You have been chosen to be the Hero of this one. Arise and know you are welcomed and loved,” a booming voice roared out from nowhere. 
“These were the words I was greeted with. They still haunt my soul to this day as I pen this diary. Of course, at the time, they sounded like the words of fantastical luck. I had been summoned to a world where magic existed. I played games all through high school. I spent so many quarters in the mall arcade that I often forgot to save money for lunch.” Thomas smiled to himself at the thought. 
The black expanse transformed around John to show a city with men and women clad in light cloth that covered them, barely. They wore colorful jewelry and ornaments on their bodies. John could see men carrying shields and spears, while they walked through a city made of adobe. John turned around to see a forest that was thick but allowed the sun to pierce their branches to illuminate the forest floor and the many dirt paths that spread out from the area. 
John recognized it. The last time he had seen this place, it had been so overrun with trees, undergrowth, and fog it always seemed like it was close to dusk. This was the dark forest before it became a place to be feared. Thomas was in the center of the large crowd, and a large, plump man, who was covered from head to toe in vibrant colored clothes, was addressing the audience. 
All John could hear was “behold our hero.” 
Thomas looked over the crowd and looked at John. The cheers and applause died as he spoke. 
“This is what was awaiting me. A dream world. They told me I had been chosen and brought here by the god of fate and virtue. The twin gods had chosen me to deliver the Armody people from their plight of monsters and beasts and to show the world their glory. Really, I was there to commit genocide for the fat prick that has his hand on my shoulder. I was blinded by the women who adored me, the attention, that I could do no wrong, and finally, I was powerful. The drugs I was given came later as they struggled to keep me under control.”
The scene shifted to an image of a war room. A map of the world sat in the middle covered by moving colored mists. A blue mist covered almost everything, whereas a red mist was sprinkled throughout the world. 
 “The Demi-Humans were the rulers of this planet and had that right. They were smarter, faster, stronger than humans and knew how to use magic effectively. However, humans bred faster, had no problems changing the planet to suit their needs, and while the Demi-Humans were smart, the humans were cunning, and it’s always better to be clever than smart.” 
John could see the red mist start to spread like a mushroom cloud until it covered the world map.
“I led armies, and my magic was greater than even the greatest Demi-Humans could muster. My power gave King Vilraran the ability to build and overtake kingdoms, killing Demi-Humans by the thousands. It wasn’t long until I became a figurehead, just a symbol of heroism. The only time I was called out was for parades and publicity.”
The image shifted to a large city. The entire town was moving as people ran back and forth. John could hear trains in the background and saw homes made of steel and rivets. The world looked like it was on the cusp of an industrial revolution. The image shifted quickly, and John was taken to a large castle that held giant tesla coils for towers that sparked electricity at each other. The entire castle seemed to glow with raw power. John could see it was the incandescent lightbulbs dimming and glowing as the electricity failed to be regulated. 
Inside a large room lined with books and paintings was Thomas. He was significantly older, maybe 10 years or so. He filled out the room more like a man than the teenager he had been when John first saw him. A perfumed smoke covered the room as naked women seemed to cover him like a blanket. 
“This is what I was reduced to, a druggie who cared for nothing but his next fix and the beautiful women that overflowed my bedchambers. I was told the perfume was a magic contraceptive. I learned later that they were breeding me like a prized horse. It was actually one of my children that brought me to my senses. She didn’t deserve a father like me,” Thomas said beneath the blanket of well-endowed naked women. He pinched the bridge of his nose with one hand as tears started to well in his eyes. John heard several pages being torn from a book.
“Never mind; it doesn’t matter. What matters is what was really happening,” Thomas said, and the sound of pages being torn stopped. 
“I met with the Demi-Humans, and it was they who had granted me the name Nechomit, meaning ‘end of hope’ or Demon King. It took me a while to earn their trust and to pay for my transgressions. I brought all of them to this desert past the miles of forest.”
The map changed again, showing a great egress as one red dot led almost all the Demi-Humans through what would become the Tar Sea. 
“Their armies came for me, mostly to prove a point, and we struck them hard for their foolishness, one I don’t think they’ll be able to overcome. However, my time is coming close to the end, and I have not repaid my debts. That is where Lilzziat comes in.”
A half-woman half-snake appeared next to John, who almost jumped and ran screaming as he clasped his hand on the hilt of a sword. He knew the thousand-year-old lamia as the self-proclaimed god that had brought him here to try to eat him. 
“Lilzziat has been my right hand and my most trusted advisor. She has agreed to become the guard of the Armony forest. The powers in it are vast, and I cannot understand them. When she becomes the guard, she will tap into the power that brings those from our world here. She will pick my replacement and prepare them.” 
“You’re a real bad judge of character,” John said to them both. Neither responded. 
“I have thought long and hard about what I will say to my successor when he finally comes.” Thomas looked up and stared John right in the eyes.
“I’m sorry. I’m so very sorry,” he said, and his eyes slid back to the ground as he took a heavy sigh like he was shifting the weight of the world from one shoulder to the other. 
“If I had another option, I would have used it, but unfortunately, I’m dying and won’t be able to continue my repentance. I am so sorry that I have so little to offer you and instead must ask you this weighty favor.”
John saw the picture of Thomas was older now, with white hair and a scruffy beard. His eyes were sunken into his skull; his fingers were all bone and veins. He moved slowly, but with purpose. His eyes had not been dulled by what he had shown John. The world around him faded back to black and a giant sigil appeared in the background. 
“This is all I can offer you, the spell that will send you back home if you wish it. However, the only way it can be unlocked and used is if my construct gives you the key. I have instructed him to do so only if the Demi-Humans have had their status lifted and are able to live freely. Then maybe my debts will be forgiven,” Thomas said, as the sigil disappeared, and John’s eyes opened back to the library. Max was asleep on the couch, and a plate of foreign meat was cold next to him.
John started to eat as he went over in his mind everything he had learned and thought about what he would do next in this world. He didn’t feel inclined to help a thousand-year-old ghost clear his conscience, and if Thomas had found a way to go home, then he could possibly find it as well. However, there was a man who wanted his head, and John honestly feared Chris more than anything this dungeon had shown him so far. What kind of man could lead two monsters like Mike and Ryan?
 



Chapter 5
Thomas’s construct, whom John had just started to call Tom, came into the room after John had finished his meal. 
“I hope the food was satisfactory,” Tom said. 
“It was. It’s been a while since I’ve had food that didn’t taste burnt or dried,” John said. 
“That would be thanks to Thomas’s information. He was a bit of an amateur chef.”
“He should have been a loan shark, asking for payment on a thousand-year loan when he was the one who brought me here.”
“You’ve read the book and heard the requirements. What will you do?”
“I want to go home. People have been after my head ever since I got here. I’ve almost died a handful of times. Matter of fact, I did die once, but this world does have a few things that I would be crazy to ignore. For now, I’m safe from Chris, and I don’t know if I can help, but I’ll try. If it turns out that I can’t, I’ll either have to take the method to go home by force or find my own.”
“Then you will need to be introduced to the Generals,” Tom said, ignoring the thinly veiled threat.
“Who?” 
“Zyn, Xyla, and Quway,” Tom said as they walked from the library.
“Back when Thomas was around, he had four generals that were part of the strongest Demi-Humans. To you, they would be something similar to desert animals. However, Lilzziat was one of the generals, and after she left, no one wanted to take her place. The other three are the newest incarnations of the originals. After they die, each of the different Demi-Human tribes has their own way of selecting them. Be aware that they are all extremely strong. I know the dungeon had some side effects, like taking away your analyze skill. So, let me tell you now Zyn, Xyla and Quway are level 93, 96, and 90, respectively. If you anger them or give them cause, they have the power to kill you,” Tom said. 
“If these generals are so powerful, what do they need from me?” John asked, gritting his teeth.
“Leadership, first and foremost. Their tribes do not get along, and the only thing that has kept them from killing each other is the pact they made under Thomas. Next, they need hope. They are starving. Thomas, with his final act, created the dungeon and the Tar Sea to block the rest of the world from hunting down the Demi-Humans under his care, but we’ve been trapped in a desert with an ocean to our backs and no fertile soil. The East and South are cut off by the Tar Sea, while the North is cut off by mountains that lead to a cold arctic none of the desert Demi-Humans could hope to cross or hunt.”
“How am I supposed to fix that?” John asked as they passed through a door in the main hallway and started walking down a rough tunnel cut out of rock. 
“It’s not going to be easy, but Thomas did leave behind a few tools for you, one of them being the dungeon core.”
“The what?” 
“The dungeon core is what was used to create this dungeon in a single day. It requires a huge amount of power. You must have seen it when you walked in. It was the big blue rock.”
John nodded his head in memory of the giant magical crystal. 
“It’s tapped now, but it works as a kind of battery. You funnel magic into it and then you use it to reshape the world around you.”
“So, I have a giant magical rock that can solve all our problems, but I need a way to charge the damn thing.”
Tom nodded.
They walked through the rock tunnel covered in spider webs until they reached a large open room with a round table in it. John didn’t take a seat. If he pissed off any of them, he wanted the ability to run.
“Zyn, Xyla, and Quway, I’d like for you to meet John. He’s read Thomas’s diary and has agreed to help.”
John didn’t see anyone at the table but felt eyes watching him from the shadows. 
He heard a buzzing sound and the breaking of cartilage as a woman in a black evening dress walked slowly, seductively towards the chair. Her wasp-like wings folded into her back, merging with the black dress. 
 “He has not proven he is worthy of taking the lord’s place. Instead, he comes here like a thief seeking to plunder,” Xyla said in low voice that was off put by the faint buzzing sound that accompanied her words. She sent shivers down John’s spine as she was the closest to his level and the one he may need to impress the most. 
 “A rat plundering a sinking ship is still a rat trapped on a sinking ship. He is the first one to come in this long of a time; let him have his chance. After all, we can always kill him if he fails,” Zyn said as he walked out of the shadows and stood next to his seat. He was covered from head to toe in a desert brown armor. Two swords struck out from his side, while a third larger sword was held on his back. As John looked closer, he could see the sword on Zyn’s back was a part of him and curved into his spine like the stinger on a scorpion. He reminded him of a soldier, calm, strict and waiting for a fight.
Quway walked out of the shadow and remained silent for a while, staring at John with unblinking eyes. He was covered in black clothes, and only his eyes could be seen as the light seemed to drift away, like it wanted nothing to do with him and meandered away. John realized it was more than black cloth; parts of it seemed to sway in nonexistent wind. John had to stare close to see the strips of black cloth that extended out of his sides were thin spider-like legs and were constantly moving independently of each other. Both Zyn and Xyla were seated as far from Quway as possible. He may not have been the strongest that was present at the table, but John knew that levels weren’t everything if you had a few tricks up your sleeves. 
“Listen, you have a problem, and I may have a solution. This is not something I can do alone and will need help. Our best bet is recharging the dungeon core. I have an idea, but I need information. How is the crystal recharged?”
Tom spoke up next to John.
“The crystal requires a power source of pure mana to be directly infused into the crystal. Thomas was the only one that could infuse mana into it and spent a large part of his life storing energy in the crystal.”
“I don’t have that kind of time. We’ll need to find a shortcut to get the mana stored into the crystal quickly. I’m going to need some time to test it and read any of the research that Thomas may have left.”
John was interrupted by the sound of thousands of whispers in a language he didn’t know coming from what sounded like every direction at once. Quway closed his eyes and looked like he was listening. After a few seconds, his eyes jerked open, and he stood abruptly, sending the chair he was sitting in skittering away from him.
“He’s brought the Undead to our doorstep,” Quway said with a tense voice pointing a gloved finger at John. 
Both Zyn and Xyla turned to John and looked like they were about to kill him on the spot. John remained seated and crossed his arms to try to keep them from trembling and giving him away.
“Excellent. This will save me some time. Why are you so worried? They are hard to kill, but if I’ve done it once, I can do it again.” 
The fury seemed to fade a little from the three generals. 
“You lie!” Xyla said. “They are undead and cannot be killed; otherwise, we would have done it long ago to find better hunting grounds.”

“We robbed them of their mana and pulverized it until it was nothing,” Max said in a low growl. 
John stood and looked around, surprised to hear her voice. She stood at the back of the room by the doorway. He hadn’t heard her come in. 
“Destroying one may be impressive, but it does little to absolve our current situation. I’m being informed that many have crossed into the desert. We will need to flee,” Quway said. 
John looked at each of the Generals, panicking. He was losing them, and if he lost them, he would be forced to fight his way out of here or give up on the journal that had his ticket home. He needed them to listen. He slammed a fist on the table.
“Fuck that,” he said looking at each of them. Their fury smoldered against the fire burning in his eyes.
“I’ve been running since the moment I got here. If you run, you die. Thomas may have saved your people, but he backed all of you into a corner, and now you’re paying for it, and instead of fighting for your lives, you’re running away like cowards.”
“You don’t care about us. You just want what Thomas left you,” Xyla said. 
“True. If you run and all of you die, I can’t go home. From my point of view, we both have something to fight for,” John said. 
“Finally, someone is making sense. I’m throwing my lot in with the human,” Zyn said rising from his seat.
“I will join as well,” Quway said almost reluctantly after hearing several whispers from the dark. 
“You’ve gone insane. If we flee, we survive. If we fight with him, he’ll betray us without a moment’s hesitation,” Xyla said. 
“I don’t need your permission. I’m going to fight. It’s fine that you don’t trust me. Let’s take this out for a test run first. I just need a few things from the dungeon,” John said before turning to Max. “I’ll need your help again, but only if you’re willing.”
“I am my master’s servant. I will not hesitate to throw my lot in with you,” she said with a hint of a smile on her face. 
“Glad to hear. I’ll meet you all outside, if you aren’t too scared, that is,” John said, walking out the door. 
 



Chapter 6
The three generals waited outside next to Tom, watching as one of the undead collective slowly lurched his way closer to the entrance to the dungeon. 
“He’s nowhere to be found. He obviously left while we weren’t watching. We need to hurry and prepare to leave,” Xyla said. 
“You can go anytime you want. I tossed my lot in with the new Lord, and I’ll either be rewarded by believing in him or die here as punishment,” Zyn said with his arms crossed, watching and waiting. 
“I have been commanded to stay, and I cannot leave until he has shown himself to be the new lord,” Quway said. 
“He’ll come,” Tom said, but his fidgeting hands did not convey that he believed his own words. 
“It’s getting closer, and there are more coming. We might be able to fight it back to the Tar Sea, but there are more than just one of those giant monstrosities. Can we at least move back?” Xyla asked.
“No,” the other three replied. 
Xyla crossed her arms, and her red eyes narrowed as she waited. 
The undead collective took one more lurch forward, putting it within a hundred feet of the entrance of the dungeon. A large explosion caught everyone’s attention as sand flew upwards. John and Max jumped out of the hole towards the Undead Collective. 
“What is he doing? He’s completely exposed the Mana Crystal. It’s going to draw the Undead Collective like flies to honey,” Xyla said. 
“Yes! He’s bringing the enemy to him. Saves all that energy needed to hunt them down,” Zyn said.
“If he can kill it. Is that my clan’s webbing he’s pulling from the dungeon?” Quway asked.
John plunged into the heart of the Undead Collective, while Max landed at its feet. 
“Did he just commit suicide? Why would-” Quway’s words were interrupted by thousands of Undead screaming at the same time. 
Max howled in pain as the mana around her swelled, and she was lifted into the air. The mana seemed to seep out of her like a faucet until it gradually condensed and solidified into the image of a bipedal wolf. Max opened her eyes as the pain subsided and thrust a fist made of solid mana into the middle of the creature. The sound of bones being broken was audible, even to the generals. She withdrew her fist holding John, who clung to one large claw. He shook off some of the bones that clung to him and stood next to Max in the middle of her Animal Ancestor magic. The generals could see shouting orders and pointing at the Undead Collective. The giant construct followed the directions he gave. 
The large mana construct placed a foot on the Undead Collective as it struggled and writhed on the ground like it was constantly being shocked. Max continually punched the creature on the ground, and it appeared to shrink against each blow as pulses of purple light moved along Quway’s webbing attached to the mana crystal. 
“He’s draining the Undead Collective of their Mana, using the dispersing properties of my clan’s webbing,” Quway said. 
“It’s working. The Mana Crystal is being refilled, but it’s a far cry from full,” Tom said. 
“What if we did this to all the Undead Collective inside the Tar Sea?” Zyn asked. 
“No one’s ever catalogued the Tar Sea, and who knows how many of them there are inside of it,” Tom said. 
“We estimated between 10 and 20 based on random searches we performed,” Quway said. 
“When did you get that kind of information?” Xyla asked.
“We were once used as information gatherers for Thomas. We didn’t stop just because he was dead. While your ilk continues to fight and scrape to become the strongest, we have been learning about our prison.”
“Brother, our new Lord has come, don’t you agree?” Zyn asked, putting a hand on Quway’s shoulder. Quway’s body tensed as he tried to move away. 
“Yes, my clan would be in agreement. He has fulfilled the minimum of what we would expect Thomas’s replacement to be capable of.” 
“We’re no longer the survivors of our fallen Lord but the new beginning of John’s rule. We must put aside our squabbles and work together like our ancestors did for Thomas when he reigned. We need to help drain the Tar Sea of its ancient devils and fill the mana crystal,” Zyn said. 
“What do you propose?” Quway asked, skeptical. 
“We work with our new Lord and lure the Undead Collective here and drain them for every piece of mana they have.”
“We know what will draw them, but how do you expect to go so far out into the Tar Sea to spread the bait?” Quway asked. 
“I will bring out my soldiers. The heartiest among them can fly almost the entire length of the Tar Sea,” Xyla said. 
“You had the ability to leave the Tar Sea?” Quway asked, his voice cold. 
“Oh please, as if your little secrets are any less of a crime. My kind has been breeding the strongest. Not for internal squabbling, but to cross the Tar Sea. We’ve been doing it for generations in case we needed to leave this desert, but with no places to rest, the Tar Sea has proven to be formidable. Make no mistake, I am only helping because this human has proven to be capable. If nothing else, he will be able to help us bring back prosperity to this land. I grow tired of watching other species die in this man-made desert,” Xyla said. 
Both Zyn and Quway nodded as they departed, leaving Tom alone as he watched John and Max literally beat the Tar out of the Undead Collective. 
 



Chapter 7
John watched as the Undead Collective withered and faded before him until there was only a pile of sludge and bones left in the desert sand. Max had expended her Ancestral Animal magic and kneeled in front of John panting in the sand. 
“That’s one down, but more are coming. Max are you alright? Can you keep going?” John asked, concerned. 
Max stood, trying to hide her shaky balance.
“I can keep going for however long you need me. You needn’t concern yourself with my health. I can do this until I die,” she said with conviction.
“Idiot,” John yelled. “I need you alive. I can’t do this myself. If you need to stop, tell me. We need endurance, not blind bravery.”
“The contract between us grants me a surge of power when you absorb all of that mana, but when it’s done, it takes a toll on my body. I just need a quick rest, and I’ll be able to fight again.”
“Then we need to stall. There are so many coming. I don’t understand why so many are coming so quickly. I thought we would have more time,” John said. 
Three puffs of sand appeared next to where Max knelt. It was the generals, all of them kneeling to John. 
“My Lord, we have completed preparations based on what you’ve shown us,” Quway said. 
“It’s Lord now, is it?” John asked. 
“We were wrong to have doubted you. You have proven your right to take over where Thomas left,” Xyla said. 
“Good to hear, and I’m not too proud to say I could use your help. What preparations have you done?” John asked. 
“I have taken the webbing and made a trap for the Undead Collective. Xyla has spread the bait to the Undead Collective. All of them are coming,” Quway said.
“My soldiers are pushing the Undead Collective with the help of Xyla’s servants into the trap. We can finish them all in one push,” Zyn said. 
“Max?” John asked.
“I’m rested,” she said, her voice steady. 
“Lead the way,” John said to Quway.
All of them sprinted off towards the trap. Zyn appeared to skate across the sand, Quway buried himself under the sand and seemed to swim through it, while Xyla sprouted insectoid wings and flew above them. John and Max used his God Step magic to clear the desert where John could see Demi-Humans in the same armor that Zyn wore, poking at the undead collective, while others with the same wings as Xyla flew around them with thread in their hands. They rose high in the air and then dove down into the Undead Collective’s sludge body, coming out clean on the other side without the thread. The creatures fell one by one as screams came from out of different skeleton mouths. 
Random magic shot out of each of them as the mages thrashed and tried to break free from the collective, but skeleton hands would reach for them, trying to pull themselves out of the tar that surrounded them, creating an endless loop of entrapment. Not all the Undead Collective were so foolish, and they fought back at the warriors that surrounded them, threatening to break away.
John dropped from the air and scrambled through the sand to grab one of the threads that was attached to one of the Undead Collective and held on tight. The random magic seemed to hone in on him, and he was accosted by fire, ice, and lightning as it swirled towards him. He fired back, his mana infused by stolen energy. He raised his hand, spewing forth a torrent of fire that swept away all the magic that had come near him. His vision was blurry, while his hands struggled to hold onto the webbing. It felt like a line of coarse rope that bit into his hand. He saw the large Animal Ancestor magic Max was imbued with start to beat at the creature that was firing at him, and the random magic turned to the newest threat. 
“Bad move,” John said, and he pushed pure mana from his right hand into the thread, expelling it faster than it could regenerate towards the mana crystal. He encircled the thread with his left hand, creating a strong grip on it, and fed on the mana, making himself a conduit that drew the mana from the creatures even faster. It took only seconds this time for the creature to become deflated. Max picked up the powerless Undead Collective in one mana hand and crushed it before moving to the next Undead and wrestling it to the ground, into one of the traps connected to the thread John held. It was like a large spiderweb hidden under the desert sand, and its edges sprung up on the Undead collective, pinning it the ground where John drained it for everything it held. Blood started to seep from his hands as the webbing bit into it. More of the webbing was being connected ahead of John by Quway’s tribe. His heart started to race from the influx of magical energy that flowed through his body like electricity. His muscles tensed and spasmed, but he refused to let go of the mana infused webbing. His vision became tunneled, and he couldn’t focus on anything but drawing the energy and releasing it. He didn’t know when, but he had collapsed to his knees and could hear screaming. He tried to look around for where it was coming from, but he couldn’t raise his head, and that’s when he realized he was the one screaming, but it felt far away. Even the pain was starting to feel far away, like he was a machine that didn’t need to do anything but hold on. He heard footsteps running towards him, along with a faint voice. 
“John, you’re not alone anymore. You can ask for help,” the voice said, and John felt someone place their hands next to his on the webbing. 
The screaming faded, and John’s eyes opened to Tom kneeling besides him. Tom was smiling, and John could see the mana being split between their hands. 
“Look at what you’ve accomplished,” Tom said, nodding his head to the web trap. There was a handful of the Undead Collective inside the trap, but they were small, almost no threat, and the random attack magic they spewed only managed to make it a few feet before sputtering out. 
“Where are the rest?” John asked weakly.
“That’s it, John. You’ve won. Now, let go,” Tom said, and he helped pull John’s hands from the webbing. 
John could hear a cheering erupting from everywhere around him before his hands sunk into the sand. 
“Rest now, John. Everything is under control. Rest well, and there will be more to do later,” Tom said, holding John up. 
 



Chapter 8
John woke up in a large bed chamber, where the room was covered in sheets and pillows. The walls were lined with different paintings depicting different Demi-Humans living in their native environments. John recognized the mountain of the Rahkas. The painting showed them dancing underneath a large blue crystal as the orange hue of a large bonfire lit up their faces showing them smiling and laughing in their homes. 
Max opened one of the doors in the room and stepped in. 
“I heard you moving and thought you might be up. They’re waiting for you in the throne room when you’re ready,” she said. 
“Ready for what?” 
“I don’t know, but they seemed excited,” she said. 
“Best not keep them waiting,” John said, walking sluggishly behind Max as she led the way from the bedroom to the throne room, where the generals and Tom waited patiently on the second-floor balcony. The throne was empty this time. 
John raised his hands at the waiting audience. 
“Well?” 
“Take a seat, John,” Tom said. 
“John looked around, but there were no other chairs, except for the throne.”
“Whatever,” John said and climbed the stairs to the throne. 
He took several steps up the stairs when Zyn jumped down and landed on the step in front of him, drawing the two swords at his sides. John gripped the hilt of his sword on his side but did not draw it. Zyn smiled and bowed before taking a knee on the side of the stair, allowing John to continue. A few more steps and Xyla flew on insectoid wings down in front of John. She showed a single rapier that dripped with a purple liquid that John could only assume was poison before she stepped aside for John to pass. John walked to the last step to see Quway standing at the top step. He held a rock in his hand, and when John looked closer, he could barely see the glint of tiny threads that were wrapped around it, each end tied around the fingers of both hands. He spread his hands apart slowly like it was a magic trick, and the rock fell to the floor in five neatly cut slices before stepping aside, allowing John to cross the last step to sit on the throne where Tom appeared next to John. 
“What was that about?” John whispered to Tom.
“A form of fealty, the generals showed the weapons they would have used to kill you are now yours to command. It’s nice, isn’t it?” Tom said. 
“Yeah, nice, that’s a word for it,” John said rolling his eyes. “I take it that means we got enough mana from the Undead Collective to fill the crystal.” 
“No,” Tom said. 
“What do you mean no?” John asked in amazement. 
“We did not fill the crystal. When the crystal is completely filled, the mana in your possession would be enough to reshape an entire continent or destroy an army of thousands. It was the culmination of Thomas’s life.” 
“Then why the celebration?” John asked. 
“You have still made a huge achievement. The crystal is full enough to be able to repair the dungeon, bring back the rains, and the tar sea has been cleared of all the Undead, allowing the General’s hunting ground to be widened.”
“Wait, wait, wait, you want me to use the mana we collected to repair what Thomas had created.” 
“Of course,” Tom said. 
“Let’s say that I did it. How long would the mana crystal be able to provide for the land around here?”
Tom looked down at the floor like he was deep in thought. 
“Based on my memory and the current collection that we have, it would last about fifty years. Plenty of time for you to infuse your own mana into it to allow for it to carry on indefinably, as well as find alternate sources.”
John gripped one of the stone armrests a little tighter. 
“I am not a battery, and I am not a replacement for Thomas. I do things my own way.”
“But,” Tom stammered. 
“We have already promised fealty,” Zyn said. “You are the new lord, and as such, your decisions are beyond questioning.”
“Just don’t waste our sentiment,” Xyla said, and John nodded
“Tom, show me how to work the Dungeon core,” John said. 
Tom stammered a few times like he wanted to argue but gave up after the failed attempts. 
“The chair is the controller for the dungeon core. Simply poor some mana into it, and the process will start.” 
“You sure this won’t just blow up? I mean when was the last time it was used?” John asked. 
“Don’t worry. These were made with meticulous attention to detail. They will work,” Tom said. 
John pushed some mana into the chair and saw blue lines like cracks start to run through it and felt the whole thing start to vibrate. He was about to jump off the thing when it started to rise in the air. 
“Hold on tight,” Tom said as he looked straight up at the dungeon’s roof. 
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” John yelled as the throne started to speed up. A hole in the roof opened, and the throne and part of the base flew up, leaving Max and the generals behind. 
The throne stopped so high in the sky John could see the curvature of the planet. In front of him were miles and miles of desert that led to a distant ocean. To his right, he could see a mountain range that eventually led to an arctic desert. He turned his head and the throne turned with him. He tried his hardest not to look down as he had never been this high in the air before. When the chair stopped, he was looking at the Tar Sea and the miles that it encompassed. 
“Ok, we have something to work with,” John said. 
“I still don’t understand what your plan is. Thomas had to bring in the rains almost every other week to have this desolate place stay afloat, among a hundred other little details that he carefully worked out over the course of years of his life,” Tom said. 
“You know, Thomas sounds like he worked really hard to make sure everyone was happy. Sounds like he spent nights without sleep trying to ensure those under his care were taken care of,” John said.
“Exactly,” Tom said with a big smile on his face. 
“That wasn’t a compliment.”
“I don’t follow,” Tom said, crossing his arms and trying to give John an ugly look, but John was too busy studying the landscape. 
“It’s really nice to feel that people are counting on you, but a leader is someone who isn’t needed, because they already did their job.”
“That doesn’t make sense,” Tom said. 
“It’s about to. How do I make this thing do what I want?” John asked. 
“Just extend your mind to the area you want to affect. Identify what you want to do. The dungeon core will interpret your will as best it can, and you’ll see the changes.” 
“Ok, just point and think. Finally, something I can handle,” John said. 
John looked at mountain range and held out two hands in front of him. He lowered them, and the mountains receded into the ground with a thunderous roar that could be heard from where he was. He looked to the south where the desert seemed to go on for miles and raised one hand. Mountains reformed. He swept another arm at the Tar sea, and it receded as cracks in the earth opened up and swallowed the Tar before closing again, showing a smooth layer of rock. John aimed a fist at the rock and a giant section rose from one end of the Tar Sea to the entrance of the dungeon, becoming a road. The home inside the dungeon rose from underneath the ground, while the rest collapsed in on itself. The Generals and Max were lifted into the air as the rock shifted and merged with iron ore until a skyscraper stood with the stone mansion at the top. John flattened the dungeon entrance, so there was no trace of the it.
“What are you doing? You’re destroying the dungeon,” Tom shouted.
“That is one of the goals. Now, shut up and watch. This next part is going to take a lot of concentration,” John said. 
He raised his arm out to the sea and drew it into the desert. He twisted it and lowered it, letting it snake its way down and through the desert. It fell and filtered itself through the sand, falling underneath the small cracks into the large underground cavern. The river slowed but kept going until it reached the sunken smooth rock that used to be the Tar Sea and now had been transformed into a giant lake with a road running through it. John felt a little lightheaded and heard a warning sound in his mind. He was getting close to using the rest of the crystal. 
“Not yet. We have one last thing to do,” John grunted against the blaring noise in his mind. 
He reshaped the rock that lay beneath the surface of the sand and made it rise to the surface. The rock took the form of stairs, homes, pillars, a bath house, and a citadel. An entire city rose above the ground, capable of housing thousands, with buildings that rose as high as skyscrapers. 
John felt the throne he was sitting on fall away from him for a brief second before readjusting to catch John and Tom. 
“That’s a warning. The Crystal is almost out of power. If you keep going, it will be out completely, and we’ll fall, breaking the dungeon core controls,” Tom shouted.
“It’s fine. There’s only one thing left I need to do,” John said. 
He flicked a hand in the air to see the area of the dungeon that gave negative stats. Ones that made you weaker -20% on strength -10% on wisdom along with damaging curses. John removed them all and placed +50% in charisma, added healing attributes to the city, wisdom, intelligence, and even a mild calming effect on everyone that entered the town. 
John put the final changes on the status alignments and felt the chair start to lower. 
“I hope you’re finished, because the dungeon core is out of juice. There’s no more for even a brief rainstorm. Everyone is going to be disappointed.” 
“We’ll see,” John said as the throne descended into the skyscraper that held the throne room and the Generals. 
“What did you do?” Quway asked, looking from one of the windows that lined the large room. 
“I decided to make this world work for me for a change. I’ve changed the dungeon core into a city core. We are going to get a lot of people visiting here soon.”
“What did you do?” Zyn asked. “I feel strange.” 
“I’ve changed some of the curses to affect everyone for the better. Soon this place will be famous. It might take a few months, but you’ll see as this desert changes into something more.” 
 



Chapter 9
The months that followed proved John more or less right. The mountains that were lowered allowed rain to come back into the desert, while the new mountain range caught snow on their caps to allow for natural run off. The saltwater from the ocean filtered and deposited itself in the large cavern that used to be a dungeon. The river widened farther than John had originally wanted washing away much of the sand, but with the help of the Generals, they were able to haul enough rocks to stop it from reaching the city. The river brought in fish and other creatures that were used to alleviate the food and water shortage, but the important part was bringing in soil. 
John had changed the climate and the dungeon into a city to allow for travel. The Demi-Humans, who were able to change into human form, left to bring back needed supplies and start trade. The Demi-Humans were able to create magically infused items that had not been seen in the world for over a thousand years. 
Tom had explained to John that it was originally Demi-Humans who had shown man how to use magic. The most powerful mages had been killed in the war with Thomas thousands of years ago. There was very little information on how to train, use or work with magic. John seized that opportunity. He had been wracking his brains to figure out how to develop his newly made city into a sustainable place that didn’t require constant work like:
“Sir, there’s no drainage in the streets.” 
“My Lord, what do with all the new pests that have inhabited the city?”
“What are we supposed to do with all the sewage waste?” 
“I hear a neighboring country is sending scouts to find out what happened to the Tar sea.” 
“My Lord, we’ve found three assassins in your bedroom this week.”
It was always something! However, with the ability to create magical goods, they could start trading, and people always overlooked their own prejudice if there was profit in it for them. John only let the most skilled Demi-Humans leave under the strictest terms. They weren’t suited to be traders and recruiters. Most were Quway’s people who had the uncanny ability to blend into a crowd and lose anyone tailing them. They were the first wave, the first contact with the outside world. John sent them and made sure they sold quality goods at extremely low prices to the masses. 
Farmers and peasants who worked 16 hours a day were finding magical shovels that cut through the ground like it was butter. Quality kitchen knives, healing, and stamina potions. They were living better than some of the aristocracy. That was only the first part of John’s plan. The area where the Tar Sea had been had a horrible reputation, but the only people who knew the history of it were the very few who had received the most expensive education. Instead, Quway’s traders had a second objective; they spread rumors to the adults and children. 
It took a while for the main population to grow and even more for the human population to remain tolerant, but it was less work than John had thought. The status boosts he gave caused everyone to be a little more understanding, a little more forgiving, and find something they had in common. The ones who came so far away looking for work and opportunity had plenty. After a few months, the city was teeming with life as people went to installing wells and fixing parts of the city that John had not thought about when he first had created it. 
The people and the Demi-Humans were making this place their own, and it was more than John could hope for. He still put what little mana he had at the end of the day into the mana crystal, but his chores throughout the day kept him so busy he would often just go to his bed and fall straight to sleep.
 Max stopped wearing armor and had changed into plain clothes. Since she was always by John’s side, she had stopped being his retainer and had transitioned more into a brawling assistant, which scared John more. She always made sure he was on time for daily meetings with the Generals and to settle disputes but couldn’t stand to be in them, and instead, she would always find she had something better to do, but John always noticed she was nearby when the stress was getting to him. She never had any words to say but having her near helped with the long days. 
However, he was happy. Besides the occasional assassins, who were quickly dealt with by Zyn’s guards, Quway’s secret police, or were unlucky enough to come across Max first, he didn’t have to worry about his life or anyone coming to find him. Everything was going smoothly. He had built a city that would soon flourish into a country. With the help of Tom, he had even started to write up a government process with what little he could remember from his history and government classes and the information that Tom had available. It was when they finished the first draft of the new government standards, elections, and processes that he asked Tom. 
“Ok, so we’re done?” 
“I’d say this is a good place to stop for the day,” Tom said. 
“No, I mean everything is ready for me to finally go home. The city is pretty much self-sufficient, and when the Generals start the elections, I won’t have anything else to do. They are able to live freely,” John said. 
“Yes, they are, even more so than they could when Thomas was around. I had hoped you had decided to forget about going home since so many need you here. You’re their hope.”
“So, let them build a statue of me somewhere and forget about it. Don’t get me wrong, this world, once you get used to it, isn’t so bad, and it’s not like I’m going to leave right away, but a deal is a deal, and I held up my end. I have friends and parents back in the real world. They’re going to be so surprised when I get back. How does it work anyway? Can I choose the time I go back or is it like the car crash never happened to me? There’s no rush, but I think we’ve done enough that it’s time for me to prepare for my leave.” 
“About that, John, I have some bad news to tell you about going home. You can use the journal to go home, but when you return, you won’t have any of the powers you’ve gained in this world,” Tom said. 
“I’m not worried about that. I figured it would be that way.”
“I’m not done. This hasn’t been used before. It is a risk whether it will even work,” Tom said, while walking around the table to where John kept ink and paper. He wrote down the password for John on it.
 “I know it’s a lot. I’ll leave this with you and check up on you tomorrow. Just think hard before you commit to anything,” Tom said, stepping out of the office that was in the highest building of the city. 
John looked out the window, where he could see the sun setting over the lake with it’s one long white road leading to the rest of the world, and he had a long thought about his place in this world and where he was from. 
John stayed up late sitting in his office, not wanting to leave for the night. He knew Max would be waiting for him outside the large doors, even though he had encouraged her to go out at night. One of the people who had come from the Kroacea kingdom had brought different recipes for alcohol, which made the bars in the area a new tourist attraction. Some nights he convinced her, but tonight, he didn’t feel like talking to anyone and just wanted to stay in his office brooding for the next hour or until Max finally decided to come force him to get some sleep. 
However, it wasn’t Max that burst through his door. Instead, it was a bumbling trader. John stood up, unsure of how the man had gotten into his office, but the man collapsed as soon as he entered the room, and John suddenly heard Quway’s voice out of nowhere. 
“Don’t go near him!” Quway said. 
“What’s wrong with him?” John asked. 
“I don’t know. I didn’t feel him until he was already on this floor. He’s one of my spies; he was disguised as a trader, but I feel something horrible coming from him.” 
Max came into the room after hearing the commotion. 
“What’s going on?” she asked, and John noticed she had one of her daggers drawn. 
“I’m not sure but stay back. I don’t know what’s wrong with him,” Quway said. 
The trader’s breath was harsh and ragged as he lay on the floor. Black boils bubbled on his skin, and he moaned in pain. His eyes were sealed shut by the swelling in his face. 
“Quway?” he rasped, recognizing the voice.
“I’m here.” 
“A message for John. Chris knows where you are, and he is coming,” he said, and as if on cue, the boils on his skin burst open, pooling blood as he took one last gasp of relief before passing. 
Quway looked around the room like he was taking stock of the people inside it. John only saw Quway and Max standing over the dead body. 
“Take the body back to be preserved and examined. Find out if he had any interaction with anyone. If he so much as sneezed on someone, I want them quarantined,” Quway said. Two shadows appeared from the corners of the room and wrapped the body in a glowing levitation magic that even picked up the blood from the floor. When they left, there wasn’t even the slightest trace that someone had died in the office. 
“Quway, I thought we agreed there would be no spies in my or anyone’s offices,” John said more out of habit than actual anger. 
“We did, and I complied.” 
“Then who were those two?” 
“Those were body guards. You said that each general could assign two body guards,” Quway said matter-of-factly. 
John smacked the palm of his hand to his forehead. He had originally said that to stop from looking like some kind of mafia boss with thirty soldiers around him. Quway had not objected or sent anyone, and John had assumed that it meant Quway simply thought the soldiers that Zyn and Xyla had provided were enough. He should have known the Sordid Clan would never let an opportunity slip past them. 
“Call the generals for an emergency meeting tonight. And Quway,” John said narrowing his eyes. 
“Yes.” 
“Don’t mention anything about me going home,” John said. 
“I live only to serve,” Quway said, bowing before he walked out of the door. 
If I manage to live through this, I am going to have to talk with him and his elders.
John walked down the long hall to the stairs that would lead to the throne room with the city core. It was the designated meeting room in the event of emergencies where only the Generals and John needed to talk. Max followed him. He could never hear her footsteps but knew from experience that she was there. 
“What did you mean ‘going home’?” Max asked. 
“Going home for the night, nothing big. We have something larger to worry about right now.” 
“If it was just about going home for the night, you wouldn’t have had to make sure to silence Quway. I know you think of me as a mindless secretary, but that is only because I have never had a reason to object to your direction, or question it, as my life is yours,” Max said. 
“I’ve told you countless times that debt is bullshit,” John said to defend himself.
“You do not have to hold the rules of my tribe as truth for me to follow them. It is enough that they are mine. You think I don’t remember how we met, or that I know your desire is to go home. All the generals know you are a temporary relief, and they are getting ready for when you leave. They did not play nice with each other before you came, and they will not play nice now.”
“I’m working on it. It’s not like I’m just going to jump up and leave without a word. I’ll make sure there’s a plan in place to keep those three in line before I leave,” John said, opening the doors to the throne room. 
He walked up the stone stairs to the throne, and Max stayed standing at the bottom of them. When he reached the top of the stairs and sat down in the stone throne, Tom appeared next to him. 
“Have the generals arrived already?” John asked. 
“You know them,” Tom said, and John looked up the balcony on either side to see Zyn, Xyla and Quway standing and waiting for him. 
“Why do we need to be called because of one man?” Xyla asked. 
“We are called because there was an assassination attempt on John,” Zyn said. 
“We are here, because we all have just been threatened with extinction,” Quway said. 
“The man was contagious?” John asked, and Quway nodded. 
“We have already started quarantining the city. People are being told to stay inside and out of the streets. If we’re lucky, the disease only spreads through physical contact. My people are already hunting anyone who encountered the messenger and placing them in quarantine,” Quway said. 
“Do not use the word hunting. I want the people who have been taken to be treated with respect and care. They are going to be scared, and I don’t want to cause a panic,” John said, and Quway nodded. 
“My soldiers are acting as enforcers to keep people in their homes and out of harm’s way,” Zyn said.
“Call your enforcers back and keep them centered only where the messenger came from. Your soldiers get too excited when you let them off the leash like that. They are to encourage people to stay indoors and only to use force if someone objects. Even then, they should detain, not fight. I do not want a riot happening. Do I make myself clear?” 
“Crystal,” Zyn said. 
“My soldiers are scouting the surrounding area, making sure no one else appears that may be infected,” Xyla said. 
“You mean they’re staying out of danger,” Zyn shouted. 
“Stop,” John yelled. “Xyla how many of your soldiers allocated in the city do you have scouting?” 
Xyla remained silent for a moment before responding like a guilty child.
“All of them,” she said. 
“Keep two in the sky. The rest need to be out surveying the city. Survey alleys and rooftops for anyone that is in the zone Quway has found and help Zyn’s soldiers by escorting them home or to a local jail if they do not comply. This time of night, you’ll encounter a lot of heavy drinkers who won’t want to go straight home. Convince them. Also gather all the top healers in the city. I want them working on the sick to try to find a cure and ease the suffering for those that are beyond saving.” 
The generals quickly left with their orders but would be back after delegating the roles John had given them. It would be a long night as they went without sleep trying to make sure whatever killed the messenger didn’t spread.
“What did Quway mean by extinction?” Max asked. 
“Biological warfare,” John said. 
“I honestly didn’t think it was possible with the healing magic in this world. Anyone in this city has the sniffles, they just take a health potion or visit a local healer and they’re fine, but Chris didn’t only send someone to tell us that he was coming for us, for me. The cocky bastard is trying to say he has the power to kill everyone,” John said. 
“Why don’t we just send a disease after him? If he did it to us, why can’t we do it to him?” Max asked. 
“I wouldn’t know where to begin. Tom has this ever happened before?” John asked. 
“Never. Thomas never thought of using biological warfare on his enemies, and they never used it on us. I know, back in the day, there were some experts that could use poison, but nothing that was airborne, and even the greatest practitioners couldn’t do what you saw here tonight. The idea of working with something that could easily kill you if the wind shifts or a piece of glass breaks isn’t the first go-to methods when it comes to fighting.” 
“Biological warfare requires a lot of things, but the main thing is knowledge. Chris must have knowledge of biology from his previous life, and he is obviously pissed about his colleagues’ deaths. He doesn’t know our capabilities or doesn’t have the ability to mass produce or he would have sent more than one infected person. With Quway’s quick thinking, we’ll be able to ride out the worst of this, but this is Chris’s declaration of war, and we will need to respond in kind,” John said.
The hours that passed through the night were long and tedious as John stayed in the Throne room gathering information as it came in about the disease. By morning, there was no cure, and three infected had been found. The symptoms came on so quickly that most of them didn’t have time to find anyone else to infect with the curfew that had been put in place. The best healers the city had to offer could only let the infected sleep without pain, while they continued to search for a cure. It wasn’t until the first light when everyone felt safe enough to let go of the mandatory curfew. 
“Now that the curfew has been lifted, we need to discuss what we’ve found and our options.” 
“Only Demi-Humans were infected with the disease, despite several humans in quarantine having direct contact with the infected. I believe the disease is targeted only at Demi-Humans,” Quway said. 
“We don’t have enough information to extrapolate that kind of information,” Tom said.
“We do. My scouts have come back with a report of Chris,” Quway said. 
“You stuck scouts on Chris? I told you all to leave him alone. I didn’t want him to get a hint that I might be here,” John said, struggling not raise his voice. 
“I understand, and the scouts were left with explicit instructions not to approach him, ask anything about him, or go near him; however, he still left a trail a mile long.” 
“What kind of trail?” John asked. 
“Chris comes from KroAcea, the kingdom furthest to the West. It’s an Aristocracy where the nobles control the kingdom or that’s what it looks like on the outside. Actually, Chris controls major changes. He is always seen at important events and is held in reverence. No one addresses him or asks his opinion. It’s like they already know it, and the way the votes of the lords seem to change based on a whim can only be attributed to a hidden force within the Aristocracy. The government treats any Demi-Humans it finds as slaves or criminals. The only church in the kingdom espouses superiority of Humans over Demi-Humans and all evil in the world belonging to Demi-Humans. They say they will receive a reward from god and be free from all evil once the Demi-Human race has been expunged. A few months ago, Chris was crowned the chosen hero of the church that would kill the leader of the Demi-Humans. I can only assume, with your history, the church is referring to you. We haven’t been able to get much more information about his recent movements due to our messengers mysteriously dying, but we know he first traveled from KroAcea North to Gleydion and disappeared in the snowy tundra. When he returned, he was going South towards Aflourshia,” Quway said. 
John’s ears perked up at the names of the Kingdoms as Quway listed them. They sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place them right away. 
“One of the scouts we sent managed to send us Chris’s level before he came back. We know nothing of his skills or possible magics, only a level,” Quway said, and his voice wavered as if hearing the information for the first time. 
“What is his level?” John asked. 
“One Hundred and Twenty,” Quway said. 
John slumped down in his Throne. It was too high of a gap for him to have a chance of winning against Chris. 
Tom cleared his throat as he started to speak. 
“This brings us to the options we have discussed,” Tom said.
“You guys have been talking about this behind my back?” John asked like a weary father to disobedient children. 
“We knew it would only upset you and decided we would feel better if we had some ideas in case the time you needed to fight Chris ever arose. Now is that time. The most practical solution would be to send an army after him. You and the generals, along with a few high leveled Demi-Humans, would strike and kill him before he could have any hope of retaliating. Except that plan went up in the air when we found out he had three other companions, each of whom we have no idea what level they are, and he has a disease that can kill Demi-Humans. That brings us to our next, less desirable, alternative. We level you up to be the same as Chris,” Tom said. 
“How would you manage that? The amount of experience I would need is ridiculous,” John asked. 
“It’s possible. The ability for leveling has a bit of glitch to it as Thomas found out. If you kill more than one opponent in a set time period, you gain a bonus. Also, if the opponent has a title, it increases the amount of experience by another bonus,” Tom said. 
“How are we going to gather opponents with titles for me to level up?” John asked. 
“We already have them,” Tom said, motioning to the three generals. “Each has already offered their lives. They will each imbibe a poison that will numb their senses. It will be quick and mostly painless, and you will probably be at the same level as Chris.” 
“Probably?” John asked. 
“It’s not an exact science, but you will be a challenge for him.” 
“No,” John said. 
“At least consider the option. All of the generals have already agreed,” Tom said. 
John looked towards Zyn and Xyla, who both nodded. Quway met John’s eyes as he spoke. “We’re not happy about it, but Chris represents our extinction. Sacrifices must be made. We just ended up as the sacrifice this time.” 
“No. If it’s an option to kill my friends or die with them, I’d rather die with them,” John said and paused, realizing he meant it. Not only that he would rather die with them, but that he saw them as friends, not just a means to allow him to get home anymore.
“This city core used to have the power to level an army, is that right?” John asked. 
“Yes, but it’s so weak now you’d have trouble even demolishing a hill, let alone an army,” Tom said. 
“So, we charge it again, just like we did to create this city,” John said.
“How? There’s no more Undead Collective left to hunt. It took Thomas more time than we have to fill it.” 
“We find a way. I don’t care if we have to dig a hole to the center of the damn planet to find a large enough mana supply. We will charge this thing and wait for Chris to show up. We’ll use what we’ve amassed to lower his stats, health, and level until he’s no longer a threat. Xyla and Quway, send out your scouts and search for power sources. We’ll setup a checkpoint and keep a lookout for future diseases if they come. Tom and Max will be in charge while I’m gone,” John said. 
“Where are you going?” Tom asked. 
“Like hell I will,” Max said. 
John held out his hand to silence them. 
“I will need to go where the Demi-Humans cannot. They are cold-blooded creatures and not suited for the harsher temperatures where we will need to look, and I need two people whom I can trust to stay here while I am gone. Max, part of being my retainer is doing the job while I’m away. I will trust this task to you. My only problem is time. I need to be able to cover large amounts of ground quickly,” John said. 
“Is that all?” Tom asked, placing a hand on the throne. 
An archway appeared at the end of the stairs that led up to the throne. 
“This is a teleportation door. It can bring you to any other door that is on that planet if they still exist. You just need to place a significant amount of mana into the door, and the nearest one will open,” Tom said. 
John walked down to the portal and touched the side of it. He felt the mana leave his body and saw that he was left with only a third of it. A blue liquid seeped from the top of the arch and fell to the floor. The mana rippled like water until an image of a place John recognized showed. 
“Good. Make your arrangements. I leave tomorrow.” 
 



Chapter 10
John walked over to the center of an ancient and decrepit stone courtyard. The marble pillars that once stood tall like soldiers had fallen and lay strewn across the cracked marble floor. Age had weathered their once intricate carvings and paintings, leaving them stripped of their duty as they stood naked to the sun. John found a toppled pillar on the edge of the temple and took a seat on it. His hands brushed his pocket, feeling an old ratty book there. He looked out over the beach to the cresting waves and enjoyed the smell of sea water. He had never been to the ocean in his previous life, and he decided he would enjoy the view of distant boats fishing in the early morning, the red, purple hue of the sun rising through the clouds, and the smell of sea salt in the air while he waited for Chris. 
No one knew he was here; no one knew the plan he had put into place the moment he understood what Chris was doing. The directions and the cities sparked John’s memory. Chris was playing the game, the one John had played when he had died. Chris was reenacting it the best he could, and John knew this was the next stop, to get a boat and use it to sail to the next temple. If he waited, Chris would come. 
“Hey boy, don’t you know it’s bad luck to be there,” a voice said behind John. 
John jumped out of his seat and looked around. An old man covered in fishing gear was standing at the edge of the temple staring at him.
“It’s ok. I’m waiting for someone,” John said. 
The old fisherman set down his gear and jumped feebly up to the temple. The platform was five feet about the beach sand, and John rushed over to help the man up before he hurt himself. The man looked even older the closer you got to him. The wrinkles that lined his face were a testament of how much time he must have spent outside in the aging sun. 
“Thanks for the help there, youngin. Now, what is so important you’re risking cursing yourself with the temple’s ire? Come on, let’s go down the way, and you can listen to this old man tell you a tale or two,” he said, tugging at John’s arm. John didn’t budge.
“Thank you, but I’m meeting a friend here,” John said.
“Anyone meeting you here ain’t no friend. Like I said, this place is cursed; everyone round ‘ere knows it,” the old man said sternly. 
“There isn’t any kind of curse that is worse than meeting this person. Trust me, I’ll be fine. Please don’t worry about me,” John said. 
“It’s only natural to worry about a fool. What’s got you so shook up, youngin? You gonna start a fight?” the old man said, looking into John’s eyes disapprovingly. 
“No sir, no fighting, not if I can help it.”
“Well, tell me what’s going to happen when your friend gets here. Maybe this old man can help you sort your words,” the fisherman said while taking a seat where John had been sitting. 
“It’s nothing major. Really, I don’t want to keep you,” John said, trying to get rid of the old man. 
This is why you’re supposed to have a reputation. I bet if Thomas walked around back in the day, people cleared the way. John thought to himself. 
“I have seven children and twenty grandchildren child, and one thing I will tell you right now is that everything is important to them, doesn’t matter what the rest of the word thinks,” he said, making a beckoning hand gesture for John to hurry up and talk. 
“Let’s just say that I’m meeting someone here that I would rather not talk to,” John said. 
“So, don’t talk to them. Problem solved.”
“I wish it was that easy. This person had some bad friends who I dealt with.”
“Ah, I understand, I understand. This person has a striking stick with your name on it. Still sounds like you’re looking for a fight.”
“I’m hoping for a conversation.”
“What can you possibly say? I know, if someone hurt my friends, I wouldn’t listen for all the fish in the sea.”
“I’m going to give a peace offering. We’ll see if he takes it. That’s all that I can hope for,” John said. 
“That seems like a lot more work that just fighting it out. Back when I was young, we would of just scrapped until it was nightfall. Last one standing was the winner.” 
“I’ve thought about it. I have some friends who would prefer it, but if my friends join, they’re going to get more than a few bruises. No, if he doesn’t listen, I will find a way to make him listen. I’m not going to let someone hurt my friends.”
“Well, if the kid doesn’t listen to reason, feel free to come get me. I’ll help the youngin see reason,” the old man said as he walked with John over to the edge of the temple, and John helped him down to get his fishing gear.
John sat back down and went back to enjoying the sunset. Periodically, he checked over his shoulder until he saw a group of four people walking next to each other coming over the horizon. As they came closer, John could see they were the people he was waiting for. 
One of the men was short and squat, who looked like he lived at the gym. He carried a large steel maul on his back. His meaty hands looked like they could swing it with deadly efficiency. Another was tall and lanky. He held a spear in one hand that he used like a staff. His arms seemed too long for his body as he took half-steps to avoid travelling too far away from the group. There was a woman with them, who was wearing what looked almost like a white night gown that was thin and revealing. Its trail moved when there was no wind. The last man had the look of a main character and must be Chris, John thought. Short blonde hair and wearing a leather jacket with only one sleeve. His shirt seemed like a collection of chains, armor parts, and leather, an amalgamation of cliché RPG hero troupes. 
When they reached the platform, John wondered what he should say, but was interrupted by a familiar voice. 
“John? What are you doing here?” the woman in the group asked. 
John looked her over more closely, but he had never met someone like her before. Until he noticed her blue eyes and red freckles.
“Saarka? What the hell are you doing here with Chris?”
“After you left us from the attack with Ryan, a real hero showed up. He brought Clem and B’narld back to life, and I begged him to let me join him.” 
“Why do you look so different, and are those two supposed to be Clem and B’narld? What the hell happened to them?”
Chris spoke up. His voice was a low condescending tone that made John want to punch his face the moment he heard it. 
“Come on, John, isn’t it obvious? I’ve leveled them up. After you removed Mike and Ryan from my roster, I needed to find some new loyal recruits to do the grunt work. Fixing the world involves touching a lot of filth and a lot of time. Everyone needs a few helping hands, and luckily, you left me a few volunteers in your wake.” 
John used his analyze skill on all of them
Name: Clemabauld Fogtem
Level: 98
Magic: _)(&*!
Class: 4um&n/Advent(&*!@
No Data, Corrupted
 
Name: B’narld Farhorn
Level: 97
Magic: &^%$
Class: 4um&n/Advent(&*!@
No Data, Corrupted
 
Name: Saarka
Level: 88

Magic: Ukn0ow4n
No Data, Corrupted
 
Name: Chris Benton
Level: 122
Magic: Cellular manipulation
Class: Human/Hero      
John stepped back, confused. The analytics skill was giving error messages, like it couldn’t read Chris’s three companions. 
“What did you do to them?” John asked Chris. 
“I made them better. You see, this world is like a paradise, and we are its kings. Before I came here, I knew a bit about biology. It was actually going to be my doctorate, but the magic that this world has lets me change the molecular level of anything I touch. It’s amazing. I can even bring people back from the dead. Isn’t it amazing?”
“No, it’s horrible. You’ve completely changed who they used to be. Are they even human anymore? Are you even happy?” John asked, turning to Clem and B’narld.
Both stared unblinkingly at John. 
“Ok, so it’s not perfect, not yet, but I did bring them back to life. Unfortunately, I got there too late, and most of their brain was damaged beyond repair due to oxygen deprivation, so they’re more like golems; however, they can still fight, and you would be sorry if you found yourself in a battle with them but forget about them. Look at Saarka, here,” Chris said grabbing Saarka by the waist and pulling her forward into him. He twirled her around like a doll and finished with a flourish of his hand like he was showing off his best work.
“She was a low-level thief when I met her. Her body was covered in scars, and while she was pretty in a certain light, I brought out all of her potential. This is what awaits the world when I’m in charge. Beauty.” 
“All of her potential, huh,” John said, making a show of staring at her chest, which had grown multiple cup sizes since the last time he had seen her, while her waist seemed unnaturally thin. 
“I may have added a few suggestions here and there as part of my requirements for joining me. John, this world is filled with beauty, and I have the ability to make the rest of it beautiful.”
“Beautiful? What about what you did to one of my messengers that you put a disease in?”
“Messenger? You mean that filthy demi-human? That was just something I’ve been working on. Don’t worry, it doesn’t affect humans. It is able to target specific genomes, and when it finds one it recognizes, it attacks the immune system, causing the host to become a factory that replicates my beautiful experiment until the factory is run dry. I haven’t been able to get it airborne yet. The magic that exists in the air causes microscopic particles to behave in unpredictable ways,” Chris said, looking down like he was talking to himself. He looked up and seemed surprised to see everyone around him. 
“Enough about my work. Why are you here, John? I still have a ways to go before our eventual meet up. You’re changing the narrative on me, and I can’t say I appreciate it.” 
“I came to try to end this. I don’t want to fight you. To be honest, I don’t think I can win. I came here to try to get peace between us. What happened between Mike, Ryan and I was awful, and I’m sorry it went down that way, but I have people I want to protect.”
“Now you have people you want to protect when you let us all get killed by Ryan,” Saarka shouted at John. 
Chris put a hand up to stop her, and she stepped back. 
“John, I want you to know that I don’t hold any grudge against you for what happened with Ryan and Mike. They’re quite stubborn, and I can understand how they would have forced your hand.”
John felt a glimmer of hope rise in his chest. 
“So, we’re good? We don’t need to fight. We can just go our separate ways.” 
“No, I’m still going to kill you, once I finish my narrative.”
“Why? What is the point?” John yelled.
“I need to finish the narrative. I am the summoned hero that has come into this world. I’ll kill all the demons in it, including you, their king, and then I will shape this world into my image with that narrative as the starting point. It’s poetic, really.”
“What if I just leave? I’ll go far away. You’ll never see me again.”
“John, John, John, I have higher expectations of you than that, but if you do, it won’t matter. Someone else will take the title, and all your little demi-human pals die,” Chris said, swiping away some beach sand that had managed to climb its way onto his coat. 
“You’re talking about genocide!”
“I’m talking about cleaning up this world. We came here for a reason. We were spared death, and I will not take that for granted. This world will become a shining beacon of humanity.” 
“You’re insane,” John said. 
“That’s a matter of perspective, and really, yours won’t matter in the end.” 
“There’s nothing I can do to prevent this? Your big plan is that you four will fight me and my generals. The entire time we fight, the terrain changes with the power of my city core, hulking spiritual beasts will form trying to squash you like a bug, while we fight and jump around in the sky, fighting some kind of epic battle.”
“Don’t forget the demons that will be horribly mutated by the diseases I unleash. I’ll also bring an army to witness your defeat from monsters changed and designed by my hand to be more barbaric and deadly. It will be a battle between gods. I get giddy just thinking about it. Don’t ruin anymore for me. I want it to be a surprise, and I hope you manage to offer me a challenge.”
John rubbed at his eyes and stammered a bit, starting different sentences before he dropped them as they were all pointless. Chris was a maniac. He had a developed country at his disposal and the confidence of a King, while John was just trying not to get his feet wet before he left when he needed to be a leader. John straightened his back and looked Chris in the eye. 
“I look forward to it. We’ll have a battle, and my side will wipe the floor with you. You want a fight between Good and Evil, you’ll get one, and it will not leave you disappointed,” John said. 
Chris smiled at that. 
“Now we’re talking. I can’t wait to see you again,” Chris said, rubbing his hands together.
“Hey Chris, before I head out, catch,” John said, throwing an old and ratty book in the air. Chris caught it with one hand and turned to look at it. 
“Fara Heim,” John yelled out.
The book glowed a hot red, and Chris dropped it with a curse. Ink spilled out of the book like a stab wound and snaked its way around the stones until it formed a magic circle filled with intricate symbols. John saw Chris try to run, but the magic circle had ensnared him, trapping him as the intricate symbols started to climb up his shoes. 
“What are you waiting for! Come help me,” Chris yelled at Saarka, Clem, and B’narld.
“You stay where you fucking are,” John yelled at the top of his lungs, pointing, at Saarka. She froze, but Clem and B'narld weren't phased.
"You're going home, Chris, final showdown my ass," John said, throwing a blast of wind at Saarka, Clem, and B'narld.
It didn't have any kind of damaging effect on the three, but it sent them tumbling onto the beach away from Chris. 
"You could have told me about a damn time delay, Tom," John murmured to himself, rushing after them. 
He cast haste into his legs and raced to Saarka, shoulder charging her in the chest and sending her flying away into the ocean. Clem and B'narld ignored John and tried to run back to where Chris was struggling to get out of the spell work Thomas had created so long ago. John drew his sword and slashed at the back of Clem's meaty ankle, dropping him to the ground. He went to attack B'narld when an arrow flew between the two of them. John looked over to Chris, who was nocking another bolt into a crossbow. 
"Don't just stand there; kill him," Chris said, readying his aim. 
John put Clem between him, while B'narld whipped out his spear and started jabbing it in the air at John with blinding speed. John kept up with the speed, and as soon as he saw a chance, he lunged in with his sword. 
"Jump back," he heard Chris shout, and B'narld dodged John's blow, while John found a bolt digging into his hip, and he saw minus 596 flash across his vision. 
Notification: Warning you have been poisoned. -100hp per minute while poisoned. 
John took out the bolt and tried to cast heal on his leg. Poison was a base game stat that even Heal could cure. The moment he stopped to place his hand over his leg, B’narld started to attack him, and John had to move. Every time John got the rhythm down and tried to attack, he would find another arrow in his body. If he even took a moment to try to heal, a spear was thrust into his face. His body felt like it was burning all over as large black veins rose to the surface of his skin. 
Notification: Warning you have been poisoned. -400 per minute while poisoned. 
John looked up at his health bar. It was draining rapidly. He could barely handle the two of them right now, and he didn’t know when Saarka would finish her swim back to the shore. 
John tried to shoot a fireball at B’narld, and he heard Chris yell again. B’narld jumped back, and he managed to pull back fast enough to avoid the bolt aiming for his arm. He turned to see the symbols had only made it halfway up Chris’s body. The poison would kill him long before they finished their work. Chris seemed to know his every move, the little ticks he had when he tried to fight back. He was terrified that Chris wouldn’t have to yell at B’narld anymore; a crossbow bolt would just find its way through the flurry of thrusts that B’narld threw at John, and he would die from poisoning. 
“If only he couldn’t hear him,” John mumbled to himself, while he was being driven back into the ocean. 
John jumped back and let two crossbow bolts hit him as he summoned and hurled a fire grenade at B’narld. It missed, but the explosion was close, and John’s ears were ringing. John rushed at B’narld, taking advantage of the blessed halt of arrows, and used his sword to slice at the back of B’narld’s legs. When his tendon was cut, and he had fallen to the beach, John knocked his spear to the side while using him as a human shield, allowing him time to cast heal on his leg, removing the poison that was running through his body. He sighed with the relief from the pain the poison had caused. 
John left B’narld there and walked back to Chris, who fired another crossbow bolt at him, but without B’narld distracting him, John just smacked it out of the air with a marginal amount of wind magic. 
“Didn’t invest in any long-distance spells, huh?” John asked as he took a seat out of arm’s length from Chris, keeping an eye out for Saarka. 
The symbols had made it all the way to Chris’s neck.
“What is this thing doing to me?” Chris asked.
“Sending you home, or it’s supposed to. I was going to take the trip, but you just had to be a prick.”
“It does what?” Chris screamed and tried to fight against the symbols that held him. The circle was smaller now as it had almost consumed him, and he was having trouble even moving his arms.
“This isn’t funny. Cut this shit out right now. I can’t go back. I won’t,” Chris yelled. 
“Shouldn’t have threatened my friends then,” John said as the symbols covered Chris’s body. The book and Chris disappeared with a little popping sound as John was left alone in the temple. 
He turned to the beach to see Clem and B’narld. Both of them looked like the light in their eyes had been snuffed out as they crashed down to the ground like lifeless dolls. 
John saw Saarka slowly walking out of the ocean until she saw Clem and B’narld’s bodies limp on the ground. She ran towards the temple. 
“What did you do?” she screamed and didn’t wait for John to speak as she threw streaks of white light at him. 
John waved a hand, and the streaks broke and shattered like glass. 
“I sent him home,” John said. 
“He was the hero. He was going to make everything like it was in the fairytales,” Saarka screamed again and hurled more magic at John. 
Dispelling it barely cost John any of his mana. Chris may have raised her level, but there was no substance behind it. 
“Sorry, sometimes the genocidal hero doesn’t win,” John said. 
“You think this is over. Chris told me about where you come from. I’ll wait for another hero. I’ll make you pay for this,” Saarka said. 
“There won’t be any more heroes. The only thing that kept bringing people here was Thomas’s will, and it’s gone now. Go find a better path to follow. I’m tired and I’m going home,” John said, and he turned to walk away, while Saarka fell to her knees on the broken granite floor of the water temple, defeated. 
“No, I won’t let it end like this,” she whispered to herself as John disappeared over the horizon. “I’ll find others and make them into heroes. It might take all my life, but you will remember this day, John, as the day you should have killed me instead of walking away like a coward.” 
Saarka didn’t feel the presence behind her until the thread was already around her neck. 
“Don’t you know, youngin. This temple is bad luck,” the old fisherman said as the thread bit into Saarka’s throat.
She tried to scratch and claw at the person behind her but couldn’t reach around. She threw all the magic that Chris had taught her, but they were just pretty lights that she could only throw in front of her. Slowly, her breathing faded, and the world went dark. 
“Still needs to learn not to leave his unfinished business laying around, but he did well,” Quway said as he threw off the illusion spell and headed home.
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