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    Chapter One – A Skull with No Past 
 
    Douglas saw only stars. A band of brightness snaked its way across the sky, its muted shine surrounded by thousands of small lights that formed the rest of the firmament. 
 
    “Rise up, rise up!” 
 
    Douglas rose. He stood, clods of dirt falling from his body as he righted himself in a jerky manner. He spotted other silhouettes in the grey darkness but paid them no heed. The only person in the entire universe that mattered to him was directly ahead, nothing and no one else was important. An old face with crumbling skin stretched across deep sockets and protruding cheekbones, little more than a skull, stared into Douglas’ eyes for a mere moment. This man needed to be obeyed. That’s all Douglas knew. That was all that mattered. 
 
    “Follow.” 
 
    Another brief command. A small trickle of contentedness rose up in Douglas’ heart. Walking.  He knew what walking was. Faint images of a sunlit road bordered by dense hedges tried to take front and centre of his focus. Douglas refused the thoughts absentmindedly. He was too absorbed in the simple joy of setting one foot in front of the other to bother with something not in the here and now. 
 
    His eyes still trained upon the hunched human giving out the commands, Douglas managed to see his surroundings from the corners of his eyes. He saw grasslands filled with flowers and a distant tree line painted in greys, illuminated by the faint light of the stars. Up ahead was a cart with a skeletal horse in front. Black wood, with rough nails keeping the rickety construction together. 
 
    “In.” 
 
    Douglas wanted to smile as he obeyed. He followed the other fellows around him with stumbling steps. Trotting onto the elevated wooden planks with a stiff gait, he moved into the corner while surrounded by hollow clacking sounds. All the others followed him, their faces sported smiles similar to his own grin. Looking forward, he could see the old man sitting down on the cart’s bench and snapping the rotten leather reigns. Off they went, the cart creaking ominously. Douglas managed to keep standing as the bleached horse started pulling the cart with surprising speed. 
 
    One fellow wasn’t as lucky; he didn’t manage to keep upright. The old guy heard the clattering, stood up, and turned around. His face twisting in fury, green fire illuminated the trees on both sides of the road. The ball of mesmerizing energy flew from his hand, and Douglas twisted his creaky neck in time to see the fallen comrade burn into cinders. 
 
    “Keep standing.” 
 
    Douglas immediately grabbed hold of the low wooden sides next to him, determined to succeed. It was quite the challenge, as he knew he had to keep hold of his armour and sword as well, but he did so nonetheless. The old guy stared into his eyes. Douglas tried smiling again. Belatedly, Douglas realized that none of the fellows around him had turned to look. He smiled until the old guy stopped glaring at him and sat back down. 
 
    The following cart ride was bumpy but otherwise uneventful. The moon moved up over the horizon, illuminating the grey road and forest. The relatively bright light let Douglas see the barest hints of brown and green. The road seemed little used, patches of fresh growth intruding here and there on the otherwise bare mud. 
 
    Another memory bothered Douglas. Something about the cart ride felt too smooth, and the entire thing went way too fast. Douglas didn’t bother with the odd thoughts; they had nothing to do with his mission to keep standing. 
 
    One side of the sky started showing traces of blue and orange by the time the old guy stopped the cart. Douglas followed him with his eyes, watching as the man stepped off the bench and stretched his back, making a loud series of popping sounds. 
 
    “The things … Alright, in you go!” 
 
    The old guy pointed to a small stone building made of decaying moss-covered stones. Like his comrades, Douglas started moving towards it but found himself blocked. He couldn’t see a way to go inside the building! The path between him and the dark opening was hindered by a mass of bodies. He started pushing his way through while shoving his fellows out of the way, but fell face-first into the dirt when he failed to step over the cart’s side panel. Surrounded by a cacophony of metal clanking, he picked himself up from the mud and made his way inside. 
 
    “Down the stairs. Go stand in the back.” 
 
    Once again pretty happy at doing as he was told, Douglas walked down the stairs. He didn’t trip a single time as he found a large dark room at the end of the long stairwell. Ambling ahead, he saw more unmoving and silent comrades standing there. He stopped walking when he collided with the dense pack of bodies, standing still as his way was blocked. Douglas heard his fellow newcomers shuffle inside, barely visible in the grey darkness. Then the last light vanished with a loud slamming noise, reducing everyone around him to barely visible silhouettes. 
 
    So Douglas stood there, content to be following orders. Occasionally, he had this nagging feeling that something was wrong, but it had nothing to do with his mission. He had to stand in the back, and even though he was not totally in the back, he was as far back as possible. Now he just had to stand, so he stood there with all his might. 
 
    However, the faint pangs of panicked confusion never really went away. Douglas was not sure what to think about that. Occasionally, his euphoria at following orders was interrupted by the weirdest thoughts. The darkness around him felt good, though; the very air felt fresh and invigorating to his confused soul. 
 
    Sometime later, the darkness around him turned from nearly black to merely dark grey when Douglas heard muffled talking. Then he heard metal clanking and feet walking on stone. He wanted to turn around and look, but lacking any orders to do so, he didn’t. Pretty soon, the sounds stopped, and it was near dark again. This repeated a few times as Douglas stood there, happily whiling away the time. Once in a while, the long periods of dark still were interrupted by brief periods of brightness and noise. 
 
    “Out in orderly lines, all of you.” 
 
    Douglas was pretty happy to hear that voice again. He would be happier if he could get out in orderly lines, though. Douglas decided that he needed to turn around to see how to get out, so like most of the figures he shared this dark space with, he turned around. The area from his spot to the door was entirely filled with new colleagues. They started moving up the stairs with rhythmic steps, and Douglas followed the moment he could do so. 
 
    He saw many more figures standing around when he emerged from the dark door. The old guy was there, his arms crossed and an angry sneer on his wrinkled face. Douglas wasn’t really sure why, but he felt like he should go stand at a certain spot. Standing still, he noticed others stopping around him. Douglas now found himself at the back of a neat square formation. Sometime later, he saw the last of his brethren emerge from the stone building. 
 
    The old man started walking, and Douglas followed, marching along with the fellows around him in step. They walked for a rather long time, cutting through fields and forests while occasionally following the road. The stars had moved across half the sky when Douglas felt he needed to stop. A small village was in front of them. Douglas felt he should run, so he did. Some shapes emerged from the buildings ahead, and a lot of noise and screaming followed. Douglas found himself in the front most square, walking across some squishy forms. 
 
    Some of the fellows ahead of him fell down, and Douglas found himself on the front. A large thing with white and black markings on its side was suddenly in front of him. He moved his hand forward, stabbing the thing with the sword he’d had all this time. 
 
      
 
    [ Cow lvl 1 slain; 1 xp earned (2 syphoned) ] 
 
      
 
    Another shape stumbled in front of Douglas, and he stabbed again. 
 
      
 
    [ Farmer lvl 16 slain; 1 xp earned (24 syphoned) ] 
 
      
 
    And then Douglas stopped. The silence that followed was only broken by the shuffling of leather-shod feet. The old man walked by, his hands glowing with green power. The shape in front of Douglas jerked when the green glow flowed into the form, eyes which were previously shut opening and shining with a sickly, green radiance. The new colleagues were used to make up for the fellows that had fallen; then they went running again. 
 
    More running later, they stopped once more. A small tower was in front of him, surrounded by a grass clearing. They only waited long enough for the rest to form a circle around the tower before running again. Loud and bright flashes of lightning struck from the tower, followed by fireballs and shards of ice. Some blue flashes turned patches of manicured grass into slippery traps, but Douglas knew what he had to do and wasn’t about to get distracted. 
 
    Being one of the few remaining to reach the tower, he started bashing against the thing. Douglas diligently raised his sword and brought it down upon the stone building. Magical traps and spells turned his environment into a storm of death, but Douglas kept chopping at the stone wall. A little while later, his sword snapped, leaving him with only a rusted hilt. Douglas proceeded to smash the remaining scraps of his armour against the barely damaged stone, the pommel of his decayed weapon barely chipping the unyielding rock. 
 
    The rusted gauntlet on his left hand broke. Douglas felt he should go towards the entrance before he managed to break his sole remaining shoulder plate. Walking across the charred remains of his brethren, he made his way to the entrance. Seeing the wooden door half splintered as his colleagues threw themselves against the barrier, Douglas went and waited for his turn at the back of the disorderly line. Runes flashed across the wood before exploding in a blinding explosion, disintegrated nearly all the colleagues blocking his way. 
 
    Some of the new figures that joined their group entered first, only for them to be destroyed one by one as Douglas followed them up the stairs. Entering the room at the top of the tower, Douglas saw another old man. This one was wearing a bright robe and a white staff instead of the dark stick and dirty rags the first old man wore. 
 
    Douglas looked at the panting man with passive eyes, not having received any new order yet. Stumbling footsteps behind him told of the arrival of the first old man. Lightning flashed once more, only for it to be stopped by green fire. 
 
    “You will be hunted down, you wretched scu–” 
 
    “I will have my revenge!” 
 
    Douglas watched as the two old men rushed each other, their magic forgotten in their blind hatred. The two fought a bit in a rather inept manner before the one with the long, white beard pulled a shining rock from his robes. 
 
    “No! Get that stone!” 
 
    Douglas started moving, the broken hilt of his rusted sword still clutched tightly. 
 
    “Activate emergency tele–” 
 
    The first old man tackled the new one just as Douglass reached the pair. The old men were once again rolling on the floor, Douglas and his colleagues jumping on both of them. Douglas managed to fumble the stone free but not before the second old man said one last syllable. 
 
    “–port!” 
 
    And everything went white. 
 
      
 
    ⁂ 
 
      
 
    [ Name: Douglas ] 
 
    [ Race: Lesser skeleton ] 
 
    [ Level: 1 (2/100) ] 
 
    [ Class:  None ] 
 
      
 
    [ HP: 19/23 ][ HP/h: 0.05 ] 
 
    [ MP: 20/20 ][ MP/h: 3 ] 
 
      
 
    [ STR: 11 ] 
 
    [ AGI: 7 ] 
 
    [ CON: 3 ] 
 
    [ VIT: 1 ] 
 
    [ INT: 2 ] 
 
    [ WIS: 3 ] 
 
      
 
    [ Skeletal Constitution (Human) ] 
 
    [ Darkvision  ] 
 
    [ Universal Language ] 
 
    [ Frozen -10 Con, -10 Vit  ] 
 
    [ Controlled -8 Int, -8 Wis (16h) ] 
 
      
 
    [ Congratulations, UNKNOWN discovered; calculating rewards… ] 
 
      
 
    ⁂ 
 
      
 
    Douglas sees only stars. 
 
    A band of brightness snakes its way across the sky, its muted shine surrounded by thousands of small lights that form the firmament. A gem-studded hand floats in front of his bony visage, globules of blood slowly freezing and trailing behind it. Pieces of bone, wood, and stone tumble in front of Douglas’ empty sockets, scattering papers and miscellaneous boiling liquids floating off to the side. The two small flames residing inside the hollow spaces are the only indication that the unmoving skeleton is something more than merely bone. 
 
    Douglas feels pretty good, to be honest. He’d got that stone as well as he could. The last command he has been given is fulfilled the moment Douglas pulled the shining gem free, and no new commands seemed to be coming. So Douglas doesn’t do anything. 
 
    His white bones turn slowly, showing the glowing sparks in his skull more stars. And then some more stars. Then he sees a particularly bright star before this also tumbles out of view. 
 
    Douglas doesn't know much, but he knows that there were a lot less stars just moments before. Content with watching the sparkling weave tumble by, the newborn undead floats through space. He doesn’t know or care how long he floats there, silently content with the fact that he needn’t do anything. 
 
    Then things happen very fast. 
 
      
 
    [ Controlled; ended ] 
 
      
 
    The fog lifts, his mind clearing like he is emerging from deep waters and waking up at the same time. Only seconds before, he was in the blissful ignorance that comes right after sleep. Then all the problems and issues of life come crashing back down. Like taking a deep breath, his screaming lungs finally get the air they need, clearing his oxygen-deprived head. 
 
    A storm of metal and spaceship fragments flies by. A small piece of metal smashes through his outstretched left hand, reducing the small bones to powder. 
 
    Confused at the sudden change in mental state, Douglas is unable to react as a large section of spaceship swallows him up. The remaining few bones of his left arm are separated by a floating fire extinguisher, his lower arm bones, radius, and ulna spinning away and splintering into fragments against a metal wall. 
 
    His pelvis is smashed by a fastened bench milliseconds later, his leg bones splintering into smithereens against a collection of secured tool benches. His sight flips as he makes half a somersault. He careens into a small medical kit meant for setting bones, which turns three of his neck vertebrae into white sand. This causes his ribcage and remaining one-and-a-half arms to float downward while his skull shoots upwards. Douglas manages to catch a glimpse of his ribcage turning into splinters as he bounces off a metal sheet, leaving a grinning imprint. He then crashes through a thin metal grate, shining shards tearing deep grooves in his tumbling cranium. 
 
    His skull lights up with a web of green lines originating from his forehead, illuminating a small room with many pillows floating around. A fragment of the crumpled grate manages to snag on his jaw and rips the bone free from his skull. The green light intensifies as the next object he collides with are more forgiving than the previous obstacles he encountered. He loses relative momentum with each headrest he collides with, finally hitting the opposite metal wall while spinning rapidly. 
 
    Then Douglas sees a chaotic display of riotous colours and white snow as the pillows start bouncing around the cabin, one of them having torn and bleeding white fluff throughout the room. The green glow fades and so does Douglas’ consciousness. 
 
    “…ough the nano-molecular cleaning power of Spill-All, you will never need to clean anything ever again. Order now for only forty-nine ninety-nine credits. Please ask for terms and conditions.” 
 
    A jingle plays through the small cabin as a rectangular tablet lights up a piece of the painted wall. It slowly floats around, kept tethered to the metal panel by a cable stuck in a socket. No sound propagates through the cold, hard vacuum present in the room, but Douglas hears what is being said anyway. His entire being spins slowly, allowing him the sight of the flickering light that the tablet shines throughout the room. 
 
    “And welcome back to Planet News, the only reputable source of news. Brought to you by GalaxNet, the best and only legal way to keep in contact with your close friends and family light years away.” 
 
    Douglas can’t get angry. He has faint memories of being angry, and he knows that he should be fuming mad right now. It just isn’t happening. He has heard the same hour of news at least a hundred times. His slow and uncontrolled trajectory through the cluttered room guarantees that he only occasionally sees the moving images displayed on the tethered item, but it has been playing long enough that he has seen the entire hour of video multiple times. 
 
    The female voice, once again, changes from the well-practised and rehearsed spiel to a less controlled timbre. The slight hint of panic that is present in the voice is so perfect that even Douglas feels he should go do something. Douglas realised a couple of dozen broadcasts ago that he wasn’t hearing this through his ears. Even back when the old guy was giving orders, he barely heard anything. These words somehow arrive in his mind through something other than sound. 
 
    “The evacuation of Evengi’s moon is complete, and the ships will return to evacuate Evengi’s citizens as soon as they have delivered our dignitaries and officials in uncontested space. The Histaff infection is being halted by our courageous military, and they are making great progress. Code Red is still in effect, so please stay inside your homes. Don’t go outside, for now. Remember that it’s mandatory to recycle your waste and keep your home supply filled.” 
 
    Douglas almost wishes that he could return to his previous state, blissfully unaware and content with doing nothing. That is not the case, however. His new mental faculties allow him to fully experience each slow collision with the wall, the bed, the small washbasin, or one of the many floating pillows. 
 
    “The Empire’s spokesperson has promised aid; a full military fleet will be dispatched soon and will liberate us from this heinous threat. All citizens only need to hold out until then.” 
 
    The picture of a cat comes slowly into view as Douglas’ skull starts another long and slow journey to the other side of the cabin. He idly observes that the amount of cushioning filling in the air is lessening - he has seen many of the small fluff balls float away through the ragged opening - when he reads the words below the fluffy animal again. 
 
    ‘You c-nyan do nya-it!’ 
 
    The anger is once again glaringly absent. The malformed words beneath the cute critter make him want to rip the poster to pieces for reasons unknown, but Douglas is suffering from an unfortunate lack of limbs to do this with. 
 
    “In other news, the singer Arnita Golash has announced that she is having a carrier baby with the boyband Deep Space Fine. The latest developments in gene therapy by the company Splice have allowed her to conceive and remotely carry a baby with the genes of all seven singers.” 
 
    Douglas stops listening to the soft chatter. He had memorised the entire hour of broadcasting by heart at this point and feels like he is slowly going mad. His slow mind can no longer think of new ways to entertain himself. There was a faint impression of a blue screen filled with information that had been haunting his memories. Pondering this odd and unfamiliar concept, he had discovered a series of mental commands that allowed him to freely access the blue treasure trove of distracting information. 
 
    He now only needs to think and beg hard enough for a blue screen to pop into view. The actual screen doesn’t have any effect on the world around him, the dark room not lighting up in the slightest under the influence of the bright rectangles. Concentrating his newly unlocked mental might on his status once again, he can bring only the information he wants to the forefront. Mentally begging the system to give him a basic overview of his status, he sees four blue lines pop into view. 
 
      
 
    [ HP: 1/10 ] [ HP/h: 0.0003 ] 
 
    [ MP: 100/100 ] [ MP/h: 11 ] 
 
      
 
    [ Frozen; -10 Con, -10 Vit ] 
 
    [ Shattered; Con max 1, Vit max 1 ] 
 
      
 
    His forehead bumps into the ceiling of the room, his skull coming to a near standstill as it collides against one of the many floating pillows on the rebound. The narrow blue blocks don’t cast any light upon the pillow nor do they collide with it. Narrowing his mental focus upon the frozen panel, another line appears in front of the weightless skull 
 
      
 
    [ Frozen; you are currently NAN degrees, making your bones brittle. -10 Con, -10 Vit ] 
 
      
 
    He wonders what the ‘NAN’ means for the thousandth time. It isn’t likely he’s about to suddenly discover something new anytime soon. He has already spent many hours pondering this question and gives the screen a mental command to close. Instead, he focuses on the other effect. 
 
      
 
    [ Shattered; you are missing over 90% of your body mass, limiting health regeneration by 90% ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas will be back at full health in over a thousand days - just under four years. It has taken him literal hours to slowly do the needed mental math, losing track of his progress and having to start over many times. 
 
    Focussing his attention on the individual parts of his display screen allows him an odd feeling of certainty about their meaning. A foreign force keeps giving him subtle hints about the words he can somehow read until their meaning is ingrained in his mind. 
 
    ‘HP’ means his health or physical body. ‘MP’ stands for his mana. He doesn’t yet know what mana is, but he is making eleven of the things an hour so he’s bound to find out soon, right? 
 
    Douglas is really tempted to search out the old guy again. Following his orders in blissful contentment will surely be better than having to spend years tumbling around weightless through a room with that poster on the wall or that woman chattering his non-existent ears off. 
 
    But Douglas has a plan. His mana had been three-quarters empty by the time he had managed to bring those blue screens back up again, a couple of hours after waking. He remembers seeing two blue lines when he walked and stabbed his way through that town, and he recalls a flash of the screen showing his information in full after taking the crystal. He had started testing ways to bring that information to the forefront again when he had heard the entire audio track twice. 
 
    An empty sort of irritation at the repeating sounds had set in by the time his mana was back at a hundred percent. Then he feels something wrong with his skull, an odd glow trickling from the middle of his forehead. He had seen the room light up with a faint green light. Back then, he had been going pretty fast still, his momentum not yet lost to the myriad of soft items tumbling through the room. He had been able to see himself in a small mirror in the wall once every hour or so. 
 
    His forehead had been glowing. His eyes had also been glowing, two small flames rimmed by pitch black sockets. Another thing that had been glowing was his jawbone and something at the base of his skull. Both places had been empty except for the faint outlines made from green power. 
 
    Two hours later, he feels something click into place. Half a broadcast passes before he sees himself in the mirror again. A piece of his shattered jaw is back into place. Sluggishly, an idea emerges in his mind. Trying to get a better feel for what was going on inside his skull, he starts paying attention to the flow. He feels two streams: one going to his jaw and one going to the back of his head. 
 
    Recalling how his colleagues looked, he concludes that a working jawbone would be a lot more useful to him in this situation than a single piece of his spine. Two broadcasts, and thus two hours later, he succeeds in stopping the glow from going towards the back of his head. He had been trying to force the flow to stop, willing it all to go to his jaw. He only succeeds when he follows a single piece of the flow, guiding it from the moment it emerges from his forehead. Taking all the emerging power, he guides it to his jaw. 
 
    He knows he is completely successful when he feels his neck becoming smaller and a cloud of bone fragments starts floating around him. Unable to do anything else, he patiently waits for his jaw to fill in. Many hours later, the realisation that this might never happen starts to creep in. After all, he has come to a complete and utter stop. 
 
    His violent entrance into this cabin had thrown things into chaos. Small knick-knacks, items of furniture, and a lot of cushions had started a weightless dance through the small room. The bone fragments accompanying him inside had made a soothing form of rhythm, their unpredictable collisions fighting against the predictable repetition of the broadcast. 
 
    The only time he had some peace and quiet to himself was when he flew into a cushion, blocking his sight. The perfect darkness was accompanied by perfect silence, leading Douglas to the weird conclusion that he was currently hearing through his eye sockets. 
 
    “…drive is fifty per cent faster than our competitors. Take back your freedom, stop waiting for transfer windows, and go boldly your own path. The new iShuttle X 3040 S is now available at selected retailers.” 
 
    Douglas knows the words by heart and unconsciously starts talking along, an odd, instinctual habit from some forgotten past. 
 
    “No active connection found. Please connect to any available network. Reminder, it is illegal to be disconnected from the GalaxNet for more than twenty-four hours while using a free account. Your current fine is nine nine nine nine nine nine nine nine nine credits. Replaying buffered broadcast.” 
 
    Then there are a few more seconds of precious silence before the entire thing starts again. 
 
    “…ough the nano-molecular cleaning power of Spill-All, you will never need to clean anything ever again.” 
 
    Douglas freezes as his vision bobs up and down while the pillow in front of him starts drifting off. He was mouthing along with the words in a dazed state when his skull suddenly started moving. He is actually moving his jaw! Douglas spends the next ten minutes furiously clacking his teeth together in elation. 
 
    What follows is a lot of trial and error. He first directs the flow of power to his neck, hoping that the last few fragments of bone inside the small room will be enough for him to reform more bones. 
 
    The only way to move available to the skull is his jawbone. He thus starts frantically flapping his mouth as hard as he can when objects float near. This works, but he has little control over the direction he is being bounced. An hour later, he has the idea to start jerking his mouth open at strategic moments. He waits for a wall to be below his jaw and opens wide just before impact. 
 
    He spends the next few minutes bouncing around the room, smashing against everything while out of control. He then sees something that scares him. Shooting past the mirror, he sees his jawbone full of glowing cracks and missing splinters. 
 
    The idea of losing his single mode of moving actually manages to scare Douglas. He immediately moves the stream of power back to his jaw. Most of his momentum is bled off when he floats past the mirror again, many soft collisions later. The diminished amount of glowing cracks in his jawbones allays his dimming anxiety. 
 
    He spent the following three broadcasts testing out how to move in an open space without gravity and with only a jawbone. 
 
      
 
    [ New skill generated; Microgravity Manoeuvring lvl 1 ] 
 
      
 
    Dismissing the small prompt, he continues practising without noticing a difference. He opens his jaw with just enough force to spin with a slow rotation, passing by the mirror. His jawbone looks nearly whole again, his teeth starting to regain their glossy sheen instead of the fractures they were before. 
 
    Next, Douglas decides to try aiming for the opening he came in through. His repairing jaw has picked up all the small bone fragments in the room, and he is getting pretty sick and tired of hearing that same broadcast time and time again. 
 
    His mind made up, Douglas calculates the force needed to reach the ragged opening from his current position and shoves off the wall. It only takes him two hours to hit the spot he’s aiming for. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two – Picking Up His Pieces 
 
    Douglas knows he should be angry. He feels like he should be angry. The emotion just doesn’t take hold in his white cranium, no matter how much he tries. 
 
    He is still hearing the broadcast, except now he is stuck inside the crumpled remains of the metal grate, unable to move. His jawbone actually hurts, a phantom pain irritating the wedged skull even further. He stopped trying to dislodge himself when a tooth broke free from his frantic snapping. He is sticking through the grate with his entire jaw, the top of his skull remaining in the small room. His sight is taken up by the top of the vent and some scraps of thin metal. 
 
    Back when he first awoke inside the room, Douglas had wondered why his mana was only a quarter full by the time he managed to open his status page for the first time. He had thought that the grate was pretty thin, having crashed through it while remaining whole. Looking at the half centimetre thick scraps, he thanks his bones for the fact he is still alive. As alive as a floating skull can be. 
 
    He has no idea how long he’d been out; his skull might as well have been reduced to a single piece of forehead bone for all he knows. His missing bones seem to be regenerating at a slow pace thanks to the energy from his forehead, after all. 
 
    That’s probably mana, Douglas suddenly realises. He feels kind of stupid for not consciously making that connection earlier. He can feel the energy quite well, having practised with the mana stream some more. Instead of needing to focus with all his mind to sense the energy, he faintly feels the stream of power moving to the back of his head at all times. His jaw is completely healed now, as much good as that does him in his current situation. 
 
    Douglas tries his very best to tune out the annoying broadcast, shifting his attention to his mana. His forehead seems to be the nexus point for that power, flowing from an area the size of a coin. Trying to speed up the process, he starts pulling on the energy, encouraging it to flow to his top vertebrae. What he vaguely feels to be two broadcasts later, his concentration is broken by another blue line of text. 
 
      
 
    [ New skill learned; Meditation lvl 1 ] 
 
      
 
    Staring at the message, Douglas wonders what it’s about. 
 
      
 
    [ Meditation lvl 1; mana recovery is multiplied by 1.1 when active ] 
 
      
 
    And suddenly, Douglas knows what he has been doing wrong and what he can do better. It’s like he has access to a large collection of people that have also been meditating, giving him hints and tips on what to do. 
 
    A lot of the hints and nudges confuse Douglas. Something in the back of his mind is telling him how to stop going hungry or thirsty for long amounts of time. He even gets the urge to make some special foods to facilitate this. Douglas doesn’t think he needs to defecate or sleep. He has been awake for many days now, and he still doesn’t feel the urge to sleep. 
 
    Douglas resigns himself to the fact that he has nothing better to do and is stuck anyway, so he sets about trying all these tips and hints one by one. 
 
    He immediately runs into more problems. He doesn’t need to breathe, nor does he have to find a comfortable place to sit or lie down; he is currently just a skull. A skull who is completely stuck. Nearly none of the tips that are being injected into his ponderous thoughts do him any good. Even the one about clearing his mind is pretty useless. Clearing his mind is really easy; it’s the thinking of thoughts that’s hard and takes effort. 
 
    Instead, Douglas focuses on the stream of mana flowing through his skull, using the few vague hints on dealing with mana flow to better his own control. The trickle of mana does seem a little bit thicker than previously, and he starts pulling it towards his neck with muted enthusiasm. The irritating chattering fades into the background as Douglas loses himself in the task of guiding mana. 
 
    Douglas ignores all the blue bars, only stopping when he feels his stream of mana split into three separate flows, many hours later. This change in routine is enough to wake him from his meditative daze. 
 
      
 
    [ Meditation is now lvl 5 ] 
 
    [ New skill learned; Mana Control lvl 1 ] 
 
      
 
    Pushing away the notifications, he feels for his mana. Eight vertebrae form a small snake-like tail that flows from the back of his skull. He tries feeling the power flow, instead of merely ordering it where to go, and senses that it flows where connective tissues should be. The flat and hollow spaces between spinal sections are filled with nothing, his bones floating freely without touching. 
 
    Douglas definitely feels something there, though. Guiding mana through his bones is a lot easier now, but he hasn’t managed to guide it outside of his physical form even once. The mana flows outside of his bones when traversing the voids inside his joints, but he feels something is there. Instead of cartilage and sinew, there is something odd that keeps his bones together and allows mana to flow through. 
 
    The anomaly that woke him from his meditative state are the three bones spectrally connected to his lowest vertebra. The lowest bone is just another piece of his spinal column; the interesting ones are the two small ribs forming a ring as they move away and back together. 
 
    Vague memories of how a skeleton is supposed to look emerge from the fog of Douglas’ past. The topmost pair of ribs slowly becomes visible in his mental image as he tries to overlay the sensations from his physical form with shards of memory, both recent and long past. 
 
      
 
    [ New skill gained; Mana Sense lvl 1 ] 
 
      
 
    He wonders what something called Mana Sense can do. 
 
      
 
    [ Mana Sense lvl 1; mana is 1.1 times easier to sense at all times ] 
 
      
 
    The same sensation as before happens. He doesn’t receive hard information about sensing mana, but each thought he has concerning the subject is accompanied by an odd certainty that other people have had success with trying this or that. Lots of nudges require him to have flesh and bone, though. Douglas laments that there seems to be a certain anti-skeleton sentiment in whatever is helping him. 
 
    Combining his sharpened sense of his own bony body with his improved mana control, Douglas takes the first real decision of his undead life. He decides then and there - stuck in a metal grate and having only a skull and neck bones - to regrow his right arm first. 
 
    He surely made decisions before, but can’t recall having to weigh a few options against each other and then pick only one. Putting action to thoughts, he guides his mana to flow through his neck and into the right rib. 
 
    Carefully wiggling his neck, he tests his new mobility. The moment the lowest vertebra of his prehensile neck touches metal puts a large smile on Douglas’ face. Grinning like a maniac, he starts wiggling the short stump of his spine, searching for purchase. His eighth vertebra gets stuck behind some unseen scrap, and with a teeth-clenching sound of dry bone on sharp metal, he drags himself through the ragged vent. He pops free from the ragged trap and spins away. 
 
    Then Douglas has a good think about the concept of centre of mass. Previously, he consisted of only a skull. All rotation in the zero-gravity environment so far has been centred around his eyes. Now, with the inclusion of a decent length of neck, his spinning vision feels distinctly off-centre. Douglas is pretty sure he’d be heaving and puking his lunch out if he still had any flesh to do so with. 
 
    His extremely rapid spinning slows down as he feels his neck grow larger. He sees occasional white flashes shooting by, the rest of his world a blur. Smacking into other floating objects bleeds his rapid spin into a gentle tumble, allowing Douglas to properly observe the new space he finds himself in. 
 
    The dim light of distant stars comes in through ragged holes, lighting up the otherwise dark room. Rows of benches are attached to what Douglas assumes to be the floor. Each table has varying sized drawers and some form of tool or mechanism attached to it. The walls of the room are adorned with endless rows of cabinets and storage areas. 
 
    Everything is metal. Douglas fully admits to not knowing much, but the overabundance of metal everywhere seems slightly off to the floating skull. The room is of medium size, around three by ten metres, and looks like some form of a workshop. Douglas manages to identify one object as a vice with a screwing handle, but the rest of the apparatuses present remain a total mystery to him. 
 
    Douglas’ eye sockets briefly flare as he sees fragments of bone floating through the room, occasionally bouncing against the other items strewn through the interior space. He eyes one particularly large piece of bone - a suspected piece of his sternum - when to his great horror, it tumbles through one of the holes in the outer wall. 
 
    Burning eye-flames trained on the precious piece of himself, he helplessly floats on as the white fragment bounces off the lumpy and melted-looking edge before flying outside into the starry void. Douglas feels like he should panic right now, his very life-bone floating out of reach, but the emotion just doesn’t happen. Then Douglas imagines himself floating out of the hole, spinning slowly through that endless abyss. 
 
    Very, very carefully, Douglas starts trying to manoeuvre through space. Now having access to his jaw and a rather flexible bit of spine, the skull continues practising moving without the aid of gravity, trying to grab onto one of the many protruding bits of iron. He uses his lower jaw and the front of his spine like a pincer, but his smooth bones don’t get much traction on the few bits of metal that float into his reach. 
 
    Instead, he continues training his ability to make controlled bounces, finding that it has improved greatly. His jaw only moves in one direction with a little wiggle room side to side. His spine moves like a snake, allowing him to actually aim at which direction he kicks off without spinning out of control. 
 
    He manages to fill in his right rib after only a few jumps, successfully aiming at clusters of floating bone shards. A large white splinter now sits in the curved, green outline of his rib. Douglas feels his mana working to change the bone fragment into the correct shape, bending and smoothing it slowly. A few more fragments get stuck inside the glowing border before others pass through without sticking, the needed bone mass apparently reached. 
 
    Now Douglas can choose to regrow the top part of his sternum or his clavicle. He immediately guides his mana to his clavicle, letting half of his mana flow continue working on repairing his rib. 
 
    Douglas spends the next few hours carefully bouncing around the room. He first focuses on the largest pieces of bone he sees. Those gone, he finds a true treasure trove of fragments stuck beneath one of the larger workbenches. He fills his clavicle with pieces, after which he can choose his shoulder blade or humerus. The fear that he needed to fill the large, wing-shaped bone first doesn’t come to fruition, so he chooses his humerus to work on next. 
 
    His upper rib, clavicle, and humerus are still more glowing cracks than actual bone when he starts on his ulna, deciding not to work on his radius until later. Having looted the mass of osseous fragments under the bench, he starts exploring again, this time aided by a partially formed right arm. 
 
    Seeing a large piece of pelvis float near one of the holes in the room, he overestimates his own manoeuvring skills and nearly flies out into space himself. The only reason he doesn’t float off into the great unknown is due to his jaw getting stuck behind a sharp piece of outer hull. He manages to get the large piece of bone attached to his ulna and immediately decides that gambling like that isn’t worth the risk. 
 
    Half the bones in his body are now made of loosely held together fragments, and Douglas finds that his flow of mana shrinks with each broken bone it passes through. The more cracked bones he has, the less power he can dedicate to repairing and reconstructing his skeletal frame. 
 
    His latest bone, the ulna, is an especially bad case. He can move the partially transparent bone around only when exerting a lot of effort. The feeling of the rough fracture line of pelvis bone scraping against his reconstructing humerus anytime he moves his elbow joint is like scraping nails across a chalkboard. Briefly wondering what nails or chalkboards are, he discards those thoughts. Holding his ulna in front of his face; he sees that it’s essentially a glowing stick with a large piece of white matter stuck on one end. 
 
    He briefly wonders if using the mana to regenerate the bone instead of reshaping the unwieldy piece will be more effective. 
 
    Douglas decides to work on filling up his arms with bone shards before taking the time to fix them properly. He can't feel any pain, but seeing his mana seep from all of his bones is uncomfortable on a deep level. The idea of having a functioning hand is more attractive to the skull than his unease at inefficient mana usage, so he grits his teeth and continues gathering his shattered self. 
 
    Working hard to gather bits of himself he finds one more thing to worry about, the green glow seems to be becoming a lot paler. Douglas clacks his teeth as he looks at his slowly repairing arm. Instead of the murky leaf green, his power has started taking on a distinct teal hint. He then looks at the small glowing outlines of his wrist bones, immediately forgetting his vague worries in his muted enthusiasm at the prospect of having a functioning hand. 
 
    Not floating away into the void is still his highest priority, so the slowly re-growing skeleton carefully steers clear of the gaping holes in the wall and starts exploring the room again. 
 
    He finds another windfall when exploring the far side of the dark space. Thick bolts secure black webbing to the wall, which in turn keeps thick plates and long rods of metal in place. One of his limbs must have tumbled this way because the webbing is riddled with bone splinters. 
 
    Putting one of his work-in-progress outlined bones to the splinters causes the fragments to get stuck in the suspended field of mana. This allows him to carefully pull the pieces free from where they are stuck inside or behind the cloth restrains. He can still faintly hear the hour-long broadcast, but more as a murmur in the background instead of the loud conversation it was previously. This allows him a sense of time that otherwise would have been completely absent. 
 
    A few commercials and half the news later, he has filled out all the tiny bones of his hand. He needs to use over half of his mana to keep his fragmented arm together, but he has a hand again! He experimentally moves the cracked limb, finding he can contort the floating bones in ways that his mind slightly rebels against. He is sure that his hand isn’t supposed to fold in half like that, but the mental resistance fades as he forces the creaking limb into all kinds of joint destroying contortions. 
 
    Focussing his available power on one of the small bones in his wrist, he starts exploring the room in earnest. Now able to actually hold onto things with his glowing fingers, traversing the room goes from a series of uncertain gambles to a slow and steady slog. 
 
    The partial skeleton first makes a round trip exploring the walls. He finds lockers with locked doors, some of them partially destroyed, and webbing holding blank materials. He also finds a closed door. The wall with holes in it doesn’t hold much interesting stuff, and Douglas is pretty wary of accidentally slipping through the gaping openings. The fact that three smaller areas of damage are present on the opposite side of the hull breaches leads Douglas to realise that these holes might not be on purpose or by design. 
 
    Once again slightly frustrated at how long it has taken him to realise something so obvious, Douglas tries to capitalise on the broken lockers by attempting to pry them open. One of them contains a large collection of small items with painted crosses. The lack of light still doesn’t allow him to see colours, but he has the odd suspicion that these items should be white and red. The other two lockers merely have small holes punched through, their doors still firmly shut. He tries looking through the openings, and manages to spot a collection of boxes partially illuminated by his eye flames. 
 
    Unable to figure out how to open the closets, Douglas decides to go towards the single door he has found so far. Carefully moving his weightless skull around with his single arm, he reaches the closed door while only bumping into the floor a few times. He has to turn back occasionally, unwilling to cross large areas of the empty floor now that he doesn’t need to bounce and float randomly to get around. His single hand clings to the benches, tools, and ripped metal with a desperate strength as he pulls his body towards his destination. 
 
    The door is a rather large and imposing slab of metal. It doesn’t move a single millimetre even though Douglas throws all eleven of his Strength points against it. The only way he manages to get purchase on the door is when he bites down on a protruding screw with his teeth while shoving at the door’s handle with his single hand. 
 
    He then finds a marked handle behind a thin layer of glass after looking around some more. The oddly painted thing is placed on top of the door frame. Floating over, Douglas tries smashing the glass. It works perfectly, but the recoil almost flings him through one of the outer holes again; he only manages to stay inside by grabbing onto a ragged edge. 
 
    Once more being extremely careful, he makes his way back to the door. He starts pulling on the now exposed handle while carefully biting down on a decorated metal edge. The handle takes quite some strength to pull, but his efforts are rewarded by the sight of the door sliding open slightly. 
 
    Looking back, Douglas stops. There are still some bone fragments floating through the room. Most had been absorbed by Douglas while even more have undoubtedly tumbled out into space. He has learned that his health regeneration can make material from scratch, but giving it bone to work with is much, much faster. Keeping a wary eye on the gaping holes on the far wall, Douglas then spends a few hours meticulously gathering all the fragments he can. 
 
    Stuffing the last few parts behind the webbing, he looks at the fruits of his labour. A bony bounty sufficient to form another arm and maybe a piece of his ribcage is now stuck securely behind the webbing. Douglas then inspects his hand, finding that his smallest wrist bones are all healed and in perfect condition. 
 
    The metacarpals of his thumb and pointer finger, including the fingers themselves, are also in near perfect shape, only faint blue cracks still showing. The rest of his arm is still a horrendous mess of cobbled together bone fragments and glowing splinters. 
 
    Satisfied at making progress, he carefully manoeuvres to the door and starts sliding it open. He immediately praises his own insight into the matter, as the space to the right of the new hallway is filled with stars. Everything to the right of the door except for a metre of the wall is gone. The floor’s melted edges are sheared through in a rather clean manner, the solidified globs of metal similar to the holes in the walls Douglas entered through. 
 
    To the left is an intact hallway, its floors and walls made from a white material, the ceiling bare metal with ducts going across. Douglas notices a particular skull-shaped dent in the metal channel closest to him. 
 
    Other than his own bony profile, he sees a barren hallway. Dark smears cover large parts of the light interior further down the corridor. The wall opposite from Douglas features a door located a few metres to his left. He thinks about it for a good ten minutes and comes to the conclusion that the door should be the one with all the pillows. More doors with nameplates are visible down the hall which curved to the right after the last door, taking a sharp right turn two metres further. 
 
    On a whim he doesn’t quite understand, Douglas decides to look to the left. He knows that he should go explore the other areas and find out where or even what he is. Instead, he creeps closer to the edge, his single hand grabbing the melted blobs of metal. The open space is filled with stars, the absolute lack of anything at all seemingly speaking to the placid skull on a deep level. 
 
    Douglas loses track of time again while looking at endless space as the ship does its slow tumble. The lack of any bodily desires, functions, or needs lets him hang there, floating at the edge of nothingness. 
 
      
 
    [ Rewards for discovering of UNKNOWN have been calculated ] 
 
    [ Reward for discovering unknown town; 100 xp ] 
 
    [ Reward for discovering unknown city; 1000 xp ] 
 
    [ Reward for discovering unknown state; 5000 xp ] 
 
    [ Reward for discovering unknown country; 10000 xp ] 
 
    [ Reward for discovering unknown continent; 100000 xp ] 
 
    [ Reward for discovering unknown sea; 5000 xp ] 
 
    [ Reward for discovering unknown ERROR NAN xp ] 
 
      
 
    The sudden intrusion of blue screens is enough to wake the meditating skull from his daze. Something seems to churn in the background of his mind for a while. He stares at the rows of blue boxes a little longer before mentally commanding them to vanish. 
 
      
 
    [ Lesser skeleton lvl 1 100/100 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Lesser skeleton lvl 2 200/200 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Lesser skeleton lvl 3 400/400 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Lesser skeleton lvl 4 800/800 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Lesser skeleton lvl 5 1600/1600 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Lesser skeleton lvl 6 3200/3200 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Lesser skeleton lvl 7 6400/6400 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Lesser skeleton lvl 8 12800/12800 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Lesser skeleton lvl 9 25600/25600 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Lesser skeleton lvl 10 51200/51200 xp reached ] 
 
      
 
    [ Congratulations, you have reached Lesser skeleton max level ] 
 
    [ Your skills allow you the following options ] 
 
    [ Lesser arcane skeleton 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser soul skeleton 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton 0/20 ] 
 
      
 
    Wondering what that large list of notifications is about, Douglas asks if the blue boxes can please show him the information about his race. 
 
      
 
    [ Lesser skeleton; a skeleton raised by a necromancer. This race is often used as cannon fodder. Animated by magic and a pact with a deity of death, these creatures are a combination of arcane and necrotic magic. Although very rare, lesser skeletons that survive being controlled long enough can grow into more powerful variants. +Str +Con ] 
 
      
 
    Necromancer - that must have been the dirty, old guy. Douglas nods to himself, knocking his chin against the floor as he finds the dark sounding moniker fitting for the wrinkled wretch. He doesn’t quite know what the term cannon fodder means, but he understands that it isn’t meant as a compliment. Douglas finds that he didn’t enjoy being a lesser skeleton, some deep and forgotten part of himself rebelling at his very state of existence. 
 
    Looking at the partially fractured bones of his hand, the floating skull can almost see the flesh and skin that should be there. The mana pouring from the cracks is even paler still, now only a slight hint of green remaining among the pale blue glow. 
 
    Feeling like he should sigh deeply followed by briefly wondering what sighing is, he asks the blue boxes to show him more information about the three options he is offered. 
 
      
 
    [ Lesser arcane skeleton; animated through arcane powers instead of a pact with a deity of death, this race is more akin to a golem than its more traditional necrotic counterpart. Its intricate spell matrix is capable of holding a controlling soul. +Int +Wis ] 
 
      
 
    [ Lesser soul skeleton; a soul melded with its long decayed corporal form, these beings are revenants that have endured or slumbered until nothing but bones remained. Animated through pure hatred and force of will, they often expire the moment they have accomplished their revenge. ++Str ] 
 
      
 
    [ Minor skeleton; a more powerful version of the lesser variant, this being is either raised by a more competent necromancer or has evolved. Animated by magic and a pact with a deity of death, these creatures are a combination of arcane and necrotic magic. Still easily controlled, its nexus has a larger mana capacity, allowing for greater strength and solidity. ++Str +Con ] 
 
      
 
    [ ERROR; DEITY 404, CORRECTING… ] 
 
      
 
    [ Minor skeleton; a more powerful version of the lesser variant, this being is either raised by a more competent necromancer or has evolved. Animated by magic and a pact with a deity of death, these creatures are a combination of arcane and necrotic magic. Still easily controlled, its nexus has a larger mana capacity, allowing for greater strength and solidity. ] 
 
      
 
    It takes Douglas a long, long time to fully read through the new pile of information. The small note about being easily controlled makes Douglas think he can actually feel anger for a moment. However, the red haze turns out to be from a rather bright object in the starry sky. 
 
    Squinting at the shining interloper, Douglas realizes that it isn’t the big star he had previously seen. This object actually seems to be moving. Nearly imperceptible, the red dot stands out from the rest of the starry multitude. Each time the ship’s slow tumble makes his view perform another turn, the red dot is slightly brighter and larger. 
 
    Mentally shrugging at this seemingly inconsequential observation, Douglas goes back to methodically determining what he should do. The thought that maybe changing his race is a bad idea doesn’t even cross his mind. In fact, he feels some faded form of joy each time he thinks about being able to change into a more powerful version of himself. 
 
    The minor skeleton upgrade seems the most logical at first glance, it has two things going for it. The number of bonus attributes, strength and constitution are the highest out of all three. This combined with the higher level capacity makes it stand head and shoulders above the other two. 
 
    Though, its demerits are also the highest. First, there’s the fact that he will remain easily controlled. The necromancer had an entire army of puppets like Douglas following his every order. Then there is the fact that the attribute bonuses seemed to have disappeared, which even Douglas realizes isn’t a good thing. 
 
    That happened after the message about a deity. Normally, Douglas gets a slight hint and feeling of meaning when reading the words in the blue boxes. Nothing in the error message gives him any additional information except for the way these words sound. The few words he had experienced this with are the words ‘NAN’ and ‘UNKNOWN’. It seems very odd to the skull that the word ‘unknown’ does come with context, but the word ‘UNKNOWN’ doesn’t. 
 
    He stares out into the stars some more while slowly thinking about these topics. The stars around him make another full rotation and the red dot is larger still when he finishes his ponderous line of thought. The brightest star of them all, a small circle of white illumination, seems to be on the opposite side of the red star. 
 
    Going back to his previous activity, Douglas thinks that becoming a lesser soul skeleton sounds like a pretty bad idea. Having to move his bones through pure hatred or force of will seems exhausting. Everything he does now already takes effort; the only positive point would be an increased amount of strength. More strength wouldn’t have helped the bony bloke in any situation he has come across so far. 
 
    Douglas thus chooses lesser arcane skeleton, his mind made up. Having more intelligence and wisdom will increase his available mana and his mana regeneration. This will, in turn, speed up his recovery effort. 
 
    Douglas has time to think two thoughts before blacking out. The first one is a question about why he knows what intelligence and wisdom actually do for him. The last one, a slightly more panicked thought, is whether it’s a good idea to do this mere centimetres from the void of open space. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three – Taking Inventory 
 
    [ Lesser arcane skeleton lvl 1 100/100 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Lesser arcane skeleton lvl 2 200/200 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Lesser arcane skeleton lvl 3 400/400 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Lesser arcane skeleton lvl 4 800/800 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Lesser arcane skeleton lvl 5 1600/1600 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Lesser arcane skeleton lvl 6 3200/3200 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Lesser arcane skeleton lvl 7 6400/6400 xp reached ] 
 
      
 
    These messages await Douglas as he wakes, his sight filled with blue boxes and stars. Slowly turning his neck, he sees that he is still holding onto the edge of the half melted plating. His arm and hand look to be in perfect condition, flawless white bone instead of ragged chunks with glowing cracks. 
 
    Studying his arm some more, he sees that his hand shines in the starlight, a smooth gloss giving the interlocking bones a near translucent look. His ulna is perfect and his radius is half done, the places where bone is still missing glowing blue. The large piece of hipbone is gone, and Douglas slowly reasoned that it must have been taken by his radius when his ulna was finished. His humerus is totally perfect, the same for his clavicle and upper right rib. 
 
    Douglas feels pretty good, he has to admit. He also suspects that thoughts take less effort, the gears in his mind running a bit smoother. Like a well-oiled machine, Douglas starts recapping what happened. 
 
    The blue boxes had given him a lot of these xp - which Douglas knows to be experience points - for discovering things. That had made his race level up. Now he feels smarter, and his arm is healed. His forehead also feels fuller, the flow of power making its way to a few places in his body feels a lot stronger. 
 
    It makes absolutely no sense to the skull with a single arm who is still clinging to a piece of a spaceship. 
 
    There is one thing that Douglas is oddly certain about, though. The red dot has just spun into view again and it’s getting rather big and bright. It freaks him out a bit, and he feels in his bones that the red thing growing too large is very much not a good thing for him. This is more a feeling in the back of his mind than something he reasoned out himself. 
 
    So Douglas decides to postpone messing with the blue boxes until after he has done some exploring. But first, he has a stash of bone fragments to loot. 
 
    Slowly floating through the empty space, the skull makes his way back into the long room. Moving from handhold to handhold, he feels that moving around is getting easier and easier. No longer does he need to carefully wait for the right moment to bounce off some random surface. Instead, he grabs hold of whatever is in reach, aims, and shoves himself through space. 
 
    In record time, he reaches the wall-mounted webbing. Concentrating on the flow of power, he feels and sees that a few bones are being regrown. His shoulder blade, left upper rib, upper sternum, and radius are all getting a split portion of his enlarged mana flow. 
 
    Picking out the stored pieces of bone goes a lot faster now that his hand is whole. Storing them had been an exercise in patience, his movements jerky as sharp fragments scraped against each other with each joint movement. Now, he feels like he could play the piano. 
 
    Wondering what a piano might be, he starts putting the shards in his upper rib. The bone is soon filled, and he can actually feel the material warping when he focuses his mana flow on the single bone. 
 
    The faint broadcast is actually a bit soothing now that he has some agency over his own direction. Not five minutes later, his left arm is a mess of glowing fragmented splinters. The mana rushing through his ligaments is a pure pale blue, nearly transparent - a rather large departure from the murky green it was previously. 
 
    Seeing that he still has bone leftover and noticing that the amount of mana needed to keep his arm together is but a pittance, he starts filling his shoulder blades, deciding to restore the rest of his spinal column and rib cage at a later point. 
 
    He can move his right arm, but some motions take a lot of effort. He can’t apply any strength at all in some directions, and he suspects that his missing shoulder blades play a large role in this. 
 
    He manages to fill both scapula, leaving him with enough for half a vertebra. Inspecting both arms, the blue glow from his left illuminating his right, and he smiles again. Grabbing hold of the webbing, he moves back and forth a bit to test his strength and pushes off enthusiastically. 
 
    Douglas then vows to never push off with full power again, unless it is his only option. Rubbing the crack running through his cheekbone - gotten from smashing face first into an unyielding metal bench - he gingerly makes his way back to the door. 
 
    Now a floating skull and two arms, his speed is much higher even when moving cautiously. He shoves the door open further, and the red glow floods into the room. The source of the red glow is getting really big, so Douglas decides to get a move on. 
 
    The first door he encounters turns out to be unlocked. He twists the sunken handle and peers through the partially opened door. A slow-motion dance of pillows greets his glowing eyes. 
 
    Closing the door gingerly, he suddenly stops. That broadcast is still going. He slides the door open wide enough to slip through and moves towards the floating rectangle. Grabbing the hated device, he almost starts smashing it. Something stops him, and instead, he looks at it carefully, tapping on the screen. 
 
    Tapping on the screen does absolutely nothing, his bony fingers only making a hollow sound reverberate through his joints. He has the odd sensation that touching it should have done something but decides to look at the thing’s edge instead. He finds a small button pretty quickly and pushes it even quicker. Blessed silence greets the skull. 
 
    Endlessly relieved, he makes his way outside. Only two pillows have floated into the hallway, along with a couple of dozen balls of fluff. Douglas quickly grabs hold of the railing mounted halfway between ceiling and floor and makes his way over to the next door. 
 
    The second door is locked, but a quick smashing of the glass panel and a single pull of the painted handle fixes that problem. He nearly loses his grip when trying to punch the thing, his sudden shift of weight twisting his entire body in an unexpected manner. Opening the door, he nearly loses his balance again, a flurry of dark red flakes and some form of fading vapour blowing the skull and arms backward, nearly making him lose his grip. Fully opening the door, he allows the faint starlight and his left arm to shine a light on a scene out of hell. 
 
    Dried tomato soup, that’s the image that floats through Douglas’ skull. He sees white flakes of bone sticking out of a deep, dark red mass. The entire cabin is covered in a red substance, so dark it nearly looks black. He realizes he should have known - dark streaks of the same stuff cover the hallway around the door. 
 
    Douglas thinks of going in and picking the bone pieces out of the frozen splashes, but decides not to. He already feels some of the smaller fragments covered in dried goop stuck in his growing vertebra, and the thought of foreign bone inside his own body seems wrong on a very deep level. He stops mana from going to his only active bone and releases the half melded fragments into space. Glancing at the storm of fragments now littering the hall, he channels his mana into his still repairing left arm. 
 
    Closing the tomb, he makes his way over to the third door. Finding it locked, a quick smash and pull later, he sees a nearly empty room. The bed is bare and the walls even more so. 
 
    Cautiously making his way down the hall, he follows the hallway’s curve and turns to the right. More corridor greets him, a single door on his left and a one metre by one metre gangway making another right at the end. A few small hatches on the left finishes his inspection of potential doors. 
 
    The far right end is just gone. The bottom corner of the hallway is ripped apart, splatters of melted metal bordering a patch of stars. A myriad of wires and cables hang suspended in space, clearly ripped loose by the same phenomenon that has carved away a portion of the ship’s interior. 
 
    Otherwise, the hall is clear and undecorated. Clutching tightly to the railing, Douglas moves forwards. The door on his left is opened rather easily. Peering inside, he sees three chairs in a triangular formation facing him, the back chair is on a slightly elevated platform. The left wall is made up of large circles, brightly painted markings surrounding the round things visible in the dim light. 
 
    Five of the circles are black holes; the other two contain slightly rounded protrusions with circular handles. Pushing off of the door frame, he floats through and sees that the inside of the door is a perfect black. Looking at the inside of the door, he sees that it should form a seamless curve with the wall when closed. The far side of the room is made up out of simple desks and some things that look like the square item that has tormented him with the repeat broadcast for so many hours. 
 
    Floating over to the desks, he sees other items. These look like long rectangles and contain dense rows of small squares. Each square has a symbol on it, something Douglas recognizes as letters after staring at them for quite some time. 
 
    Tentatively reaching out for one of the objects, he presses it. A rather satisfying clacking sound travels through his finger and into his arm. Holding himself down with his healing left hand, he presses the buttons some more. 
 
    A red glow shining through the open door behind him makes him stop pressing the thing. He had lost himself in a daze again, repeatedly satisfying some weird urge by pushing the clicking buttons. The lack of repeating broadcast made it rather easy for the skeleton to get lost in his activities and lose track of time. 
 
    He pushes off the desk and floats towards the door. Through the hole in the hallway, he sees red shining brightness, a massive and incandescent glow filling the entire opening. Frozen in shock, he is half blinded by the brilliance lighting up the metal interior. Through the relatively small rip in the ship and even with his bony complexion, he feels heat coming from the shining orb. 
 
    His eyes adjust near immediately, plunging his surroundings in darkness but allowing him to see a speckled and textured surface. A surface that is slowly, very slowly coming closer. 
 
    A ghost of panic grips his heart. He is on a collision course with the glowing red thing. The passive dread settling in his mind confirms that yes, he is indeed about to smash into the red thing. 
 
    Turning around, he continues searching the room. Unfortunately, he finds very little. The front of the room is pitch black, the sides either blank metal or partially empty holes. The black rectangles do nothing even after Douglas has pressed all the buttons he can find. 
 
    Then his eyes land on one of the two circles that contain a rounded cap instead of a black hole. Floating over he sees that the black circles are actually hollow cylinders capped by a metal plate three metres deep. The two rounded objects next to the empty tubes are painted with attention-grabbing stripes and have a handle in the middle. 
 
    Grabbing the round protrusion, Douglas pulls, smashing his skull against the wall half a second later. Holding onto the wall with his other hand, he tries again and starts pulling. Nothing happens. 
 
    He tries turning, and it immediately starts spinning, causing him to lose grip and smash against the wall again. One hand keeping himself steady and the other rotating the handle, he notices that the handle is protruding further from the wall with each twist. 
 
    Then the round handle comes loose and the semi-circular cap swings open. Bright red light blasts him in the face, blinding him some more. Now almost feeling the emotion called panic, he starts turning the other handle. He doesn’t dare look in the hole again, the smoke wafting from his bones enough of a deterrent. 
 
    The metre-wide cap comes loose, and Douglas sees a small compartment, one side cushioned and the other containing a black rectangle. A bulbous helmet attached to a thick suit is strapped to the mattress. 
 
      
 
    ‘Emergency escape pod sVital sCape 600S’ 
 
      
 
    Douglas reads the text on the inside of the cap, ignoring the small pictures under it for now. He wonders briefly why this information is only shown on the inside but decides that he should think about more important things first. 
 
      
 
    ‘1 - Enter sVital sCape 600S.’ 
 
    ‘2 - Allow sVital sCape 600S sVital nWear autoSuit to envelop you.’ 
 
    ‘3 - Choose an emergency crash destination on the sCape sCapeScreen’ 
 
    ‘Please come again!’ 
 
      
 
    Douglas stares at the few lines for a long time. It takes at least ten minutes before the meaning of some of those words become apparent to Douglas, the usually quick translation of text to knowledge this time rather delayed. 
 
    Douglas casts one last glance at the red glow coming from both the door and the empty tube next to him before entering the escape pod. The interior is a little less than a metre in diameter, allowing him to move across from the black screen with ease, his skull pointing towards the opening. The round door automatically swings back into place when he lets go. 
 
    Touching a single button located beneath the rectangle, the screen springs to life. 
 
      
 
    ‘Detecting situation…’ 
 
    ‘Massive damage to parent vehicle. Total loss of control.’ 
 
    ‘Suborbital course…’ 
 
    ‘Destructive atmospheric entry in 1 hour and 24 minutes.’ 
 
    ‘Scanning…’ 
 
    ‘Parent scanning array offline.’ 
 
    ‘Contacting free emergency services…’ 
 
    ‘Free emergency services not reached.’ 
 
    ‘Contacting premium emergency services…’ 
 
    ‘Premium emergency services not reached.’ 
 
    ’Contacting sPlatinum emergency services…’ 
 
    ‘sPlatinum emergency services not reached.’ 
 
    ’Performing visual scan…’ 
 
    ‘Please choose a destination to crash land.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Planet (99.99% fatality).’ 
 
    ‘Moon (Unreachable, insufficient delta-V).’ 
 
    ‘Space Station A4398 (No atmosphere detected).’ 
 
    ‘Space Station A0672 (Histaff infection detected).’ 
 
    ‘Space Station A9582 (Decaying orbit).’ 
 
    ‘Spaceship I8326 (Nuclear meltdown detected).’ 
 
    ‘Spaceship I0832 (Emergency beacon activated).’ 
 
    ‘Spaceship I9273 (Massive loss of integrity).’ 
 
    ‘…’ 
 
      
 
    Douglas looks at the wall of text in a daze. He had read the occasional shred of text that appeared during the tortuous broadcast on the tablet, but that had been a few words at most, most of them stylish nonsense. This is a lot to take in for Douglas. His thoughts spin through his head noticeably faster, but this text comes with a broad range of information and subjects that are totally alien to the skull. 
 
    Each word comes with a small hint of meaning, and it takes time to decipher them all into understandable concepts. Douglas starts reading the thing from the top once again when he sees that the screen has changed while he was slowly pondering and learning its meaning.  
 
      
 
    ‘Suborbital course… Destructive atmospheric entry 1 hour and 12 minutes.’ 
 
      
 
    Looking at the massive list of space stations and spaceships, he sees the possible destinations becoming grey one by one. Now really feeling a small thread of panic, he forms his good right hand into a pointing pose, randomly aims and presses the screen. 
 
    The nuclear meltdown spaceship his finger is resting on turns grey after a full minute. His bony digit does absolutely nothing to the screen. He starts pressing other options at random, his finger uselessly tapping against the unchanging monitor. 
 
    He presses too hard and starts rotating while flailing. Calming down now that his problem isn’t in sight, he instead stares at the empty sphere of the spacesuit’s helmet. He sees his distorted reflection in the round surface, a white skull with a fracture line on his cheek glowing blue. His eyes are two bright flames, and his forehead has a slight blue glow. He also sees the reflection of the hatch above him, including the pictures he had previously ignored for the much more interesting words. 
 
    A small figure of a being with just the wrong amount of limbs jumps into an escape pod. The being is wearing the suit and helmet in the next image and is tapping the screen in the last. 
 
    Douglas grabs the suit’s glove, pulling the white, padded fabric free from the mattress with a ripping sound. He then slaps the screen, hitting ‘Space Station A0672 (Histaff infection detected)’ with a randomly flailed movement. 
 
      
 
    ‘Destination entered. No living beings detected. Safety protocols and g-force limits disabled. Economy mode enabled. Injecting pressurizing agent. Launch sequence in: 3’ 
 
    ‘2’ 
 
    ‘1’ 
 
    ‘Launch’ 
 
      
 
    Douglas hears a loud clunk from above him. Before he manages to read the new text on the screen, he is flung upwards as the entire capsule shoots downwards. Flailing like only a skull with two arms can, Douglas tries to get in front of the changing screen. He is shot downwards when the sudden acceleration stops, smashing against the metal underside of the capsule. Disoriented, he starts spinning in place. 
 
    He barely manages to see bits of bone break again and shoot away. Then he sees his crumbling left arm float upwards, the jagged pieces slowly separating. The small room’s orientation changes again as it briefly and rapidly spins. Smashing against the interior like a bouncing ball, Douglas is thankful for the soft mattress. His momentum is lessened each time he crashes against the soft item, slowing him down enough to orient himself after only a few dozen more broken bones. 
 
    This is the second time something soft saved his life. First, it was the cushions in the room, now the mattress. The capsule twists some more as it adjusts its orientation with sharp staccato bursts of noise, the sounds of engines firing reverberating the entire vehicle. 
 
    Then Douglas feels a feeling he hasn’t felt before and can only describe it as ‘warm’. The brittleness of his bones that has become so familiar to the bouncing cranium fades as the emergency pod keeps injecting atmosphere. The temperature rises from hundreds of degrees below freezing to something more comfortable as the heaters are activated by hard-coded programming. 
 
    Douglas waves away the cloud of bones littering the capsule’s interior as he makes his way over to the screen. Looking at the glowing but near empty humerus of his left arm, he decides to let the bones float around the capsule’s interior for now. He starts reading the screen. 
 
      
 
    ‘Welcome to your emergency landing. You have chosen: Space Station A0672 (Histaff infection detected) as your landing point. Your trip will take the following steps:’ 
 
    ‘1 - Course correction burn.’ 
 
    ‘2 - Aerobraking, 5 orbits.’ 
 
    ‘3 - Apoapsis course correction burn.’ 
 
    ‘4 - Aerobraking, 3 orbits.’ 
 
    ‘5 - Apoapsis course correction burn.’ 
 
    ‘6 - Suicide burn.’ 
 
    ‘7 - Docking manoeuvre.’ 
 
      
 
    It takes Douglas a long time to comprehend what the seven points on the list mean. A lot of the finer details remain vague until he finds that the screen can act as a dictionary. Pressing one of the words with the suit for a few seconds brings up a description of said word. He’d like to claim that he deliberately found this feature, but the loosely flapping space suit arm did it randomly while he was spacing out again. 
 
    The word aerobraking means that a vessel skims the atmosphere of a planet, bleeding off momentum as it flies through the planet’s thermosphere, or even its mesosphere. 
 
    The apoapsis of something is the highest point in its orbit. 
 
    A suicide burn means that the engine will fire at the last possible moment when coming to a relative halt. 
 
    Douglas has to think about these new words a long time, feeling a bit smarter with each new concept he understands. He starts pushing on the words in the descriptions he didn’t quite understand, like vessel, atmosphere, planet, thermosphere, and much more. 
 
    Very slowly, he learns. A few hours later, he thinks that it’s a shame that the dictionary function stops working two levels in. He can press on the description of a word in a dictionary popup, but that’s where it ends. Many words still ring hollow and empty in his head, the concepts containing a slight bit of meaning but lacking true understanding. 
 
    Having explored all he can from the actual text, he looks at other parts of the screen. A small icon of a dot with some circles around it is the first anomaly to catch his attention. Douglas decides to go wild and presses the item with his loose glove. 
 
    A small and grainy image of a metal fragment pops up. It takes him a while, but Douglas recognizes a few of its features, determining it to be the spaceship wreck he occupied previously. He looks at the slowly rotating thing with fascination, curiously studying the seemingly small fragment he had occupied for many hours. 
 
    Pulling at the glove to change the screen, he sees his left arm. His repeatedly shattered left limb is reassembled again, and the bone fragments in the capsule are mostly gone. It has even stopped glowing as much, now only showing small cracks instead of large gaps between fractures. Moving his left hand experimentally, he finds the grinding of his joints much diminished. 
 
    Then the image of the tumbling metal hull changes, the red planet shooting into view behind it. The hulking metal frame lights up with bright orange fire, leaving a smoke trail behind. And then it’s gone, swallowed up by the planet in but a few seconds. 
 
    Douglas feels like he should swallow. 
 
    The feelings of dread and relief aren’t really there, but he can somehow still feel them. If he had departed only a very short amount of time later, he would have been in that vessel. He would have started smoking and burning and disappeared, just like that. 
 
    Then Douglas makes his second big decision ever. He promised himself he will stop getting lost in his actions like he did so many times before. He tells himself to always keep an eye out for potential danger, to scout out the situation first before focussing on one object obsessively. 
 
    Then Douglas breaks his own promise immediately because he finds a small stock of emergency rations. The capsule he is floating in is more than the minimum screen, spacesuit and g-force absorption mattress required by government regulation. It also contains the minimal, legally required survival items, namely a small med kit, toolbox, and ration kit. Douglas sees the rations first, the large words rather eye-catching in the slowly dimming light of his bones. The panel is quickly opened, a small latch all that’s keeping him from the contents within the small compartment. 
 
    Foil wrapped bars, a strip of pills, and two bottles of water, Douglas manages to open and eat them all. He finds out that he loves eating. He has not a clue where the food goes, but the faint feeling of texture and taste that he experiences when chowing down is the most intense bodily sensations the shattered skeleton can remember or has ever experienced. Douglas is hooked and vows to eat a lot more in the future. 
 
    The toolbox is equally fascinating. Short descriptions, combinations of pictures and text, are included with all items he finds in the parcel. The bundle is rolled up and stuck together with the same loudly ripping material that had kept the spacesuit’s arm stuck to the mattress. Unrolling the thing, Douglas sees a small booklet and four items embedded in the rigid cloth. 
 
    The first item is a ‘PPP’, a plasma photon projector. A large warning label tells Douglas that once activated, the battery will only last for a single year and is not replaceable. Besides that odd notice, Douglas sees a small figure point the cylindrical object at darkness, lighting up a cone-shaped area. Next, the figure uses it to cut down a tree. Lastly, the person uses it to light a fire made from the chopped up tree. 
 
    Then there is a strand reel, a flattened, donut-shaped device with a hole in the middle. A small black sphere is sticking out of the side, and a small button is located a quarter turn away at a sharp end. The booklet shows a figure using it to climb down a cliff after sticking the black protrusion into a large rock. The button is then pressed, which causes the line to reel back inside. 
 
    The water condenser is a folding fan. Douglas reads that he should wave it around in order to generate drinkable water. 
 
    Last is the sonic mapper, a sphere stuck on a handle. Douglas can use it to scan a large area using sound. There is a rather garish warning note not to use it near any sound-sensitive dangers. It will send the results to the suit’s computer and otherwise lacks a screen. 
 
    All the items are a glossy white and seamless. Another picture has the figure wearing the spacesuit with all the items stuck to its hips in their designated places. 
 
    Having fully explored the survival tools, he loses interest and lets them float around. Douglas looks at the last item, a med kit. It is wrapped similarly to the toolkit, stiff white cloth rolled in a small bundle. He pulls out a folding strip of push-through pills. Douglas eats them all but none of them taste nice. Reading the descriptions, they are supposed to help with disinfection, bone growth, and healing. Looking at the glowing cracks in his arm, he notices no difference in healing speed. 
 
    He also finds a small object with a grip and a blank face. There is a hollow space where, according to the accompanying booklet, the small vials from the last item can be placed. These vials will then repair physical damage. Douglas suspects that these healing items aren't designed for skeletons, so he leaves the folding case with the vials alone. 
 
    Looking around some more, he finds another booklet attached to the spacesuit he has been using as an improvised pointing device. Reading it through, he sees a figure lay on the suit. Next picture, the figure is wearing it and smiling. The text tells Douglas it’s vacuum resistant for up to a year, and once worn, the batteries will keep the wearer warm and breathing for up to a month. The batteries cannot be replaced, however, and any improper use will void the guarantee. The last part is repeated very often. 
 
    He also finds an improper use section, its printed text so small Douglas can barely read it when he holds the text directly in front of his eye socket. The text is so long-winded and convoluted even Douglas’ endless patience gives up ten minutes in. 
 
    Instead, Douglas decides to look at the booklet’s last few pages. An emergency protocol that some law demands is included in the suit, allowing anyone to manually wear the thing. It requires the person to take the suit apart by pushing and pulling the object in a rather complex pattern. The suit will then come apart, allowing someone to wear it even with all electronics fried. 
 
    Douglas spends the next three hours slowly and meticulously stripping the suit into its separate parts before reversing the entire process, this time with him inside it. The suit doesn’t activate at all. The message ‘no life signs detected’ keeps appearing on the inside of the spherical helmet until Douglas finds a relevant piece of small print. This allows him to override the suit’s normal functions, restarting it in a sort of safe-mode that allows for manual operation instead of the patented nWear sVital automated functions. 
 
    Another two hours later, Douglas is wearing an activated and manually controllable spacesuit. The legs and lower torso float around aimlessly, their lack of filling apparent by the impossible folds they keep making. The helmet is a reflective silver on the outside, the round headpiece separated from the rest of the white suit by black lines.  
 
    Previously a pristine white and silver, the entire suit is now striped by black lines, a clear indicator to the rest of the universe that this item is no longer covered under any form of warranty. Douglas doesn’t care about that at all; instead, he thinks that the stripes look rather fetching. He ignores the way the suit sags over his bony limbs, his arms barely filling any space. 
 
      
 
    [ Previous outfit ‘tattered armour and sword’ is no longer present ] 
 
    [ You have donned ‘nWear sVital autoSuit’. You have one outfit slot remaining. Activate ‘nWear sVital autoSuit’? ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas happily agrees. 
 
      
 
    [ Donning sVital nWear autoSuit. System integration of outfit will take time based on the complexity of outfit. ] 
 
    [ Integration time remaining; NAN ERROR ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas then empties the med kit and clumsily snatches the floating tools out of the air, sticking them on the designated areas of his suit. His legs floating over his left shoulder and his suit filled with empty emergency ration wrappers, Douglas feels ready to take on the world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four – The Journey and the Destination 
 
    Douglas feels like he should know more about himself after learning so much about the capsule and the items around him. Now that he’s an expert on topics such as orbits, apoapsides, and burning suicides, the gap of knowledge concerning himself is rather glaring. He lacks knowledge about some of the things that his very own status page tells him, so the first thing he does after donning the white spacesuit is explore these unknowns. 
 
      
 
    [ Name: Douglas ] 
 
    [ Race: Lesser arcane skeleton ] 
 
    [ Level: 8 (6102/25500) ] 
 
    [ Class: None (1) ] 
 
      
 
    [ HP: 5/20 ][ HP/h: 0.0012 ] 
 
    [ MP: 180/180 ][ MP/h: 19 ] 
 
      
 
    [ STR: 10 ] 
 
    [ AGI: 7 ] 
 
    [ CON: 2 ] 
 
    [ VIT: 2 ] 
 
    [ INT: 18 ] 
 
    [ WIS: 19 ] 
 
      
 
    [ Arcane Skeletal Constitution (Human) ] 
 
    [ Darkvision ] 
 
    [ Universal Language ] 
 
    [ Shattered; Con max 2, Vit max 2 ] 
 
      
 
    Homing in on the unknown terms at the bottom of this page, he mentally asks whoever is showing him these things to enlighten him about the last four items. 
 
      
 
    [ Arcane Skeletal Constitution (Human); you are a much-diminished being, only bones remaining of your corporeal form. A skeleton held together and animated by mystical energies, you are effectively immortal, don’t need sleep, sustenance or air, and are immune to poison and bleeding. You are weak to cleansing magic, anti-magic, and crushing damage. Mana can be used to heal damage at 0.1 times the effect of health regeneration ] 
 
      
 
    [ Darkvision; Darkness is no match for your magical vision. Renders darkness as late twilight and late twilight as mid-day to your eyes ] 
 
      
 
    [ Universal Language; Able to understand all intelligent life, spoken and written words ] 
 
      
 
    [ Shattered; you are missing over 80% of your body mass, limiting health regeneration by 80% ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas speeds through this text in a literary blaze, barely having to pause to understand the meaning of this small wall of text. He isn’t totally sure how he should feel about being a diminished and immortal version of his previous self. He already knows that he doesn’t need sleep. The food and water he consumed was tasty but did nothing for him beside the sensation. The poison and bleeding bit is so obvious to the now slightly less dumb skeleton that he tries to roll his eye flames when reading the line. 
 
    He is unsure what to think about the cleansing and anti-magic and will retain his judgement until he learns more about how widespread their usage is. 
 
    Looking at his nearly repaired left arm, he confirms the bit about mana helping him heal. He is unsure how many hours, days, or even weeks he has spent on that cold piece of now non-existent metal. He does know that repairing his shattered self is going a whole lot faster now that he is both a magical skeleton - as opposed to a necromantic skeleton - and no longer freezing. 
 
    He then spends two hours doing mental math when he realises that the shattered status still reduces his health recovery by a large margin. Although it will no longer take four years, his calculations tell him that it’s still going to take over fifty days to recoup the rest of his health. He then realises that he forgot to include the mana regeneration bonus from his race change, and that the shattered penalty will become less with each ten percent of body mass recovered. He tries to do the mental math for a bit longer but keeps losing track of his calculations. 
 
      
 
    [ New skill learned; Mathematics lvl 1 ] 
 
      
 
    Tips and tricks that all require something to write on only confuse Douglas even further. Each time he tries to do mental math, a confounding and steady stream of nudges make him feel like taking out parchment, ink, and quills. But even the scornfully suggested charcoal and tree bark alternatives are out of the skeleton’s reach. The final straw is when Douglas observes that regenerating bone does not follow the health regeneration rule. Maybe it would be correct if he had all his bones available, even in powder form, but the missing mass is going to take longer to reshape. 
 
    Giving up on his calculations, the spacesuit-clad skeleton instead requests more data about his class, which now has a rather interesting word behind it. 
 
      
 
    [ Class: None (scholar) ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas’ interest is piqued, and he mentally asks what a scholar might be. 
 
      
 
    [ Scholar; the starting point for any class that has to do with mind or magic, this class has been the humble start for even the most powerful archmages, priests, spellblades, druids, warlocks, librarians, and more. Skills; Meditation, Mana Sense, Mana Control, Spell Shaping. +Int, +Wis ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas is now nearly popping with dim curiosity as he requests information about spell shaping. Like many of his failed attempts before, nothing happens. He tries to request information about the unknown term a few more times, but no new screens are presented. 
 
    The only thing that pops into his mind as he reads the words is that it’s a requirement when using mana for something external. Douglas ponders the possibilities for a bit longer, but soon realizes that he has little choice in the matter. The scholar class promises him more mana, which he sorely needs if the ever wants to regain the rest of his body. 
 
    He starts mentally begging the blue boxes to please make him a scholar and is greeted with a screen nearly immediately. 
 
      
 
    [ New skill learned; Spell Shaping lvl 1. Select a basic spell shape: ] 
 
    [ Phlogistonate ] 
 
    [ Dephlogistonate ] 
 
    [ Calcinate ] 
 
    [ Decalcinate ] 
 
    [ Death (ERROR 404) ] 
 
    [ Life (ERROR 404) ] 
 
      
 
    Baffled by the total lack of useful information, Douglas asks if the blue screen can please tell him what it’s talking about. 
 
      
 
    [ Phlogistonate; turn air into water, Waterbeam ] 
 
    [ Dephlogistonate; turn water into air, Fireball ] 
 
    [ Calcinate; turn air into earth, Rockfall ] 
 
    [ Decalcinate; turn earth into air, Gustgale ] 
 
    [ Death (ERROR 404); turn earth into water, UNKNOWN ] 
 
    [ Life (ERROR 404); turn water into earth, UNKNOWN ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas was getting worried something had gone wrong with the ever-so-useful boxes, the mental silence kind of unnerving after having meaning come with each word he read. The number of hints, nudges, and suggestions that comes with every word in this latest list is nearly drowning out his own ponderous thoughts. Passionate opinions about the interplay between elements, angry interjections, definitions of terms, and more pour into Douglas’ skull. Almost like the magical theories of an entire world are represented behind those six lines… 
 
    When the roaring pressure of understanding fades, Douglas tries to take inventory of his new knowledge gains. He finds that magic seems to revolve around a substance called phlogiston, the fuel of life that is burned by all living beings. 
 
    There are other, more esoteric concepts that play at the edge of his awareness, but the sheer mass of information needed to support these hints is preventing Douglas from willingly digging deeper. 
 
    Douglas decides to ponder something directly relevant to him. The amount of water and air he has come across so far is extremely limited. The only water was the liquid that was floating in front of him when he woke up amidst stars, and the air currently surrounding him is the first dense gas he has come across. 
 
    Metal is earth, which seems to be abundant. One more concept he does understand now is that these magics are about changing states. The change is what the mana is used for, the effect of the change being the visible spell, and Douglas doubts that wafting some wind at people is going to impress them enough to leave him alone. Especially if the people around here act the same as those villagers did. 
 
    Douglas looks at his spacesuit-wrapped hand with a melancholic feeling in his heart. The two pinpricks of light that reflect off the inside of his helmet are a constant reminder that he is a skeleton with a soul forcefully attached to it. He is not even sure if this skeleton was his own to begin with. 
 
    Then the odd moment of clarity vanishes, his sudden bout of introspection gone like a breeze in a storm. Douglas looks back at the screen and knows what he should pick, the firm knowledge that his current body is a symbol of death the only remnant of his desolate mood. 
 
      
 
    [ Death (ERROR 404); turn earth into water, UNKNOWN ] 
 
    [ ERROR; required component DEITY is currently UNKNOWN ] 
 
    [ Please choose a relevant action: Cancel, Sideload, Offload ] 
 
    [ Cancel; not acceptable. New ingress point has power gain priority ] 
 
    [ Sideload; no alternate acumen ] 
 
    [ Offload; Subject is non-biological, mental overload non-fatal. Mental capacity theoretically limitless ] 
 
      
 
    [ Beginning offload procedure ] 
 
      
 
    Then Douglas loses track of his thoughts. A series of suggestions with the subtlety of a sledgehammer smash into his skull. The mass of knowledge delivered into his mind is the size of a mountain, and hits like a meteor impact. This all has the effect that the poor skull passively watches as his own mind is summarily smashed to pieces … 
 
      
 
    [ ERROR; lvl 9 spell requires Full Spell Foundation ] 
 
      
 
    … until the thundering mental stream halts midway and four small rocks careen through his head. 
 
    Two small pinpricks of wispy flame flicker into life as Douglas’ mind regains enough clarity to function. Jerking around in a slight bout of panic, the dead calmness that has accompanied him until now once again settles into his bones as he looks around. 
 
    Douglas finds himself in the spacesuit still. Seeing nothing changed inside the small cabin, he feels for his mana flow. He senses the stream flow through his spine, splitting into four bones. 
 
    He tries to look downwards but his skull clanking against his glass visor prevents him from seeing his body. Instead, he sinks back into meditation, feeling his bony self. 
 
    Both his arms are perfectly healed, none of his mana needed for the reshaping of bone any longer. Instead, his power flows into his second pair of ribs, the vertebra that will support his third pair, and his sternum.  
 
    The new vertebra is nearly done, his ribs are halfway, and his sternum one third. The way his bones form from nothing, slowly growing as mana pours into the regenerating area, is quite interesting to the white cranium. The process has sped up quite a bit with his race-change, but the growth merely went from extremely slow to very slow. 
 
    Done with inspecting his body, Douglas decides to check what that spell business is all about. 
 
    A monstrous formation stares back at him the moment he tries thinking about the spell. Inside his mind, he finds an image, an image the size of a planet, filled with scribbles, lines, circles, and more scribbles. Douglas feels like he should be having some form of a headache, but his bleached bones don’t seem to be capable of feeling pain. 
 
    Douglas studies the enormous thing for a bit more but relatively quickly finds that he’s not going to make any headway into understanding that thing, probably not for many years at least. 
 
    It takes him half an hour of mentally staring in muted horror when he finds four more squiggles. Off to the side, this collection of formations looks minuscule in comparison. 
 
    Douglas immediately gets an idea of what these are supposed to do, and the skull grins happily to himself. The rather unpleasant sensation of watching his own mind crumble under a deluge of forceful hints resurfaces in his memories. His positive mood wiped away, Douglas asks more information about spell shapes, curious about why he was mind blasted like that. 
 
      
 
    [ Spell Shaping; influence the world around you by feeding mana into a spell shape ] 
 
      
 
    Eyeing the massive formation with suspicion, Douglas instead focuses his attention upon the four smaller shapes. Staring at the four items engraved in his mind, he once again finds his knowledge sorely lacking. Picking one at random, he studies it patiently. 
 
    He sees a roughly circular formation, wavy lines forming malformed concentric circles with all kinds of symbols stuck between the layers. It’s about as complex as a single page of written words, except that he doesn't know the alphabet, the language, nor in what direction the thing should be read in. 
 
    Douglas floats inside his capsule while studying the new knowledge in his mind, blissfully unaware of the rest of the universe as he submerges himself into figuring out this mystery. The idea of trying it out, feeding mana into one of these shapes, doesn’t even cross through his skull. All too happy with having a simple yet doable task set in front of him, Douglas starts studying the thing with gusto, if a bit slowly. 
 
    He doesn’t notice when the escape pod he's inside falls closer to the red planet’s surface. He merely shifts around in annoyance when the capsule enters the upper layers of the atmosphere. The faint traces of gas hanging around at such altitudes are enough to bleed off a fraction of the orbiting object’s momentum, pressing the spacesuit-clad skeleton into the mattress. 
 
    The trail of superheated vapour the pod leaves in its wake is unnoticed by all, its occupant not even waking from his contemplative meditation. The resistance is soon gone as the capsule leaves the upper atmosphere again, starting another eccentric orbit around the planetary body. 
 
    Douglas thinks he has an idea of what one of the recurring symbols means when the capsule enters its second planned aerobraking manoeuvre. Douglas once again fails to react to the slight bit of gravity pushing him against the cushions. Shooting past the planet once more, the capsule’s carefully planned and calculated orbit takes it a bit deeper through the faint hint of atmosphere that floats a couple hundred kilometres above the red planet. 
 
    The third, fourth, and fifth orbits go by unnoticed as Douglas keeps up his mental effort, spending entire days slowly pondering each symbol, curve, and position of the circle he is studying. 
 
    At the apoapsis of the latest and now much smaller orbit, Douglas is finally woken from his meditation. The rocket thrusters on the ship fire full force without a single warning or alarm, slamming Douglas against the lower end of the capsule. Neither suit nor mattress does much to cushion his fall as he ricochets off the metal bottom plate, his skull bouncing around in the transparent helmet. 
 
    Confused about what happened, Douglas shifts his attention to the outside world as he reads the screen. 
 
      
 
    ‘Welcome to your emergency landing. You have chosen: Spacestation A0672 (Histaff infection detected) as your landing point. Your trip will follow the following steps:’ 
 
    ‘4 - Aerobraking, 3 orbits.’ 
 
    ‘5 - Apoapsis course correction burn.’ 
 
    ‘6 - Suicide burn.’ 
 
    ‘7 - Docking manoeuvre.’ 
 
      
 
    Douglas glares at the screen and capsule some more, but a lack of response causes him to lose interest and return to examining the spell shape. He was just starting to get a vague feeling for what that recurring patterned line between circles means, and he eagerly gets back to studying the thing. 
 
    The next three orbits cut through the atmosphere slightly deeper still. The single guiding fin in combination with a slight tear shape guarantees that Douglas experiences the change in momentum in relative comfort. His back pressed into the mattress, the kilometres per second of relative velocity he is losing fail to register on any significant level. 
 
    The capsule’s orbit evens out even more, going from lopsided to roughly circular over the course of the last three orbits. Now constantly floating at a height of two hundred or so kilometres, the planet is an enormous patchwork of red and brown, dust storms and cloud formations painting the speckled surface with monotone greys that are cut through by streaks of brown and red here and there. 
 
    The last course correction burn is a rather small one. The impulse of barely half a second is not enough to shake Douglas awake. Had he paid any attention to the screen instead of locking himself up inside his own skull, he’d have seen an orbital map of the planet and the destination, space station A0672, located on the opposite side of the planet. 
 
    The capsule’s slightly smaller orbit intersects the station’s circular orbit at a single point. The fact that the capsule is on a smaller orbit causes it to fly around the planet slightly faster, letting it catch up with its destination over the course of a few round trips. 
 
    Douglas fails to realize any of this; he is comparing similar runes from all four smaller shapes, trying to puzzle out their meaning. He fails to employ any form of mental strategy or system, his bone-dry mind content with slowly going over the four formations time and time again. 
 
    Although the space station is going at roughly the same speed as the capsule, the vastness of space still guarantees that differences in speed need to be rather extreme to get anywhere. In order to catch up with something that goes a couple of dozen kilometres a second within a reasonable timeframe, the speed difference needs to be equally large. 
 
    Around the capsule is nothing but the emptiness of space and a massive planet. Then a small pinprick of light becomes visible in the far distance. The moment It becomes recognizable as a ring-shaped object is the moment the capsule’s engine fires again. The burst of combusting gasses shooting from the single-use engine goes on for several seconds as fatal amounts of force are being applied to the escape pod. 
 
    Any form of living being would have died from ruptured organs and internal bleeding after exposure to such g-forces. Douglas stubbornly refuses to acknowledge that he is being bounced around inside the tube again. He is confirming that all lines of runic symbols end with the same small spherical mark and is not willing to lose his train of thought. 
 
    The pod matches velocity with the large space station with a few more pulses of its smaller thrusters. The raw force provided by its main engine is too imprecise to make these fine adjustments. These small bursts of the pod’s integrated reaction control thrusters rattle him around a bit as the vessel rotates, but nothing compared to the near bone shattering forces from moments before. Douglas pays it no heed and continues his studies. 
 
    The slow drift towards a detected docking port goes by without much ado. The hollow sounds of metal colliding with metal are similarly ignored. The clamps slamming into place and the automated equalizing of atmosphere does not rouse the musing skeleton. 
 
    The two-metre-long, wickedly curved sickle that cuts through the top door does catch his attention, though. The blade tears through metal with seeming ease, nearly chopping Douglas in half from top to bottom. It slides against his transparent visor, leaving a large scratch in the crystal dome. The blade retracts, twisting a large hole in the hatch and ripping the entire door free. 
 
    Douglas is frozen, unable to react to the unexpected intrusion after days of calm introspection. He idly muses about the lack of any of the four Fs. No desire to flee, fight, feed, or procreate bubbles up in his skull. Instead, he slowly shifts his neck, tilting his jaw upwards to see what manner of being has intruded into his small home. 
 
    Long strands of drool drip from a segmented maw, teeth sticking out of red, fleshy folds, covered by stringy red mucous. Douglas recognises the shape of a human skull hidden under one of the monstrosities pulsing slabs of semi-transparent flesh. Then he recognizes another and another. 
 
    No, that skull has four eye sockets, Douglas notes. Those bones that stick out of putrid slime in disorderly rows also seem rather unusual. The collection of randomly pasted together meat and bones then undulates away, leaving a combination of mucus and multicoloured fluids in its wake. 
 
    Douglas is still pondering the meaning of this development when his sight is blocked by a skittering mass of fleshy bugs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five – Taking Steps 
 
    Douglas doesn’t move a single bone as he watches these new creatures. He handles this second encounter with the new type of being with the same reaction as the first, by acting like an actual skeleton. 
 
    The mass of endoskeletal critters explores the capsule’s insides, crawling over every single surface with their finger-like legs. Looking like an animated conglomeration of glued-together body parts, the flood recedes while carrying off all the loose objects. Some of the critters try pulling on Douglas’ suit, but he proves too heavy a burden to carry. Douglas silently watches as the empty food wrappers and pill strips are being carried off towards an unknown destination. 
 
    He lies there a bit long, the thought of returning to analysing the spell shapes no longer present. The image of that collection of slapped together flesh and bones is churning through his mind. He’s pretty certain that his bony frame would stand no chance in a fight against that. 
 
    Slowly, Douglas crawls out of the tube, stumbling into an empty room. He tries to stand but immediately falls flat on his face. His thoughts still occupied by the sudden and abrupt intrusion by flesh horror and finger golems, he fails to realize that there is gravity here, wherever here might be. 
 
    The escape pod has no means of looking outside, or at least Douglas has not found any, so he has no knowledge of his current location. All he knows is some pretty gross things are walking around, and he probably won’t stand a chance if it comes down to a scuffle. 
 
    Douglas forces himself into an upright position using both his arms but falls down again. Clacking his teeth in frustration, he finally notices that a large part of his spine has regrown and that half of his ribs are reconstructed. Instead of trying to balance upright, the skeleton starts noisily dragging himself towards the nearest doorway. 
 
    The room he is flopping around in has near black floors with a smooth but grippy texture. The walls are off-white with darker grey stripes, the ceiling a faintly glowing, warm white. The wall he just emerged from is covered in one-metre holes, most of them sealed by near seamless and featureless metal plates. Two doorways are gaping pits into the unknown, bare halls lit by a glowing ceiling beyond them. The floor of the closest doorway is covered in a thick layer of slime and colourful goop. Douglas sees countless tiny marks in the goo, obvious signs that both large and small monsters have gone that way. 
 
    Douglas turns around and starts crawling towards the clean doorway. The room is empty except for rows of randomly shaped forms stuck to the walls. The floor also looks to have cutouts on it in neat rows. Douglas is nearly at the doorway when a metal glint at one of the square’s bottoms catches his hollow eye. He holds out a white and black-clad hand and pulls the folding seat down. 
 
    He looks at it for a while, slowly opening and closing the seat. He eyes the other shapes; some are round with holes in the middle, other sawtoothed, and yet others are simple squares like the one he is toying with. 
 
    Douglas lets go of the thing and starts moving through the doorway. The spring-mounted seat makes a rather loud slapping sound which rings hollow through the large, open space. A fast pattering of feet is all the warning he gets before he is grabbed by the back of his suit and thrown backwards. 
 
    He crashes into a wall and immediately expects to feel his bones break and shatter under the heavy impact. The lack of any new breaks confuses Douglas for a bit until he remembers that he’s no longer frozen. Relieved that his body is a bit stronger than glass now, something he should have figured out earlier given how he was smacked about in the pod, he looks upwards. 
 
    A snarling beast stares back at him. Four legs and about as high as Douglas’ current body, less than a metre, the fur covered beast is crouched low and ready to pounce. Corded muscles bulge under furred skin that seems a bit stretched, patches of pale flesh showing between dirty clumps of fur. Douglas is at a loss for words and actions, completely unsure how to react to the situation. 
 
    Then the dog-like being starts ripping at his spacesuit, chomping down on the empty legs that are trailing uselessly behind him. Douglas feebly slaps at the creature but only gets his left hand bitten as a result. The dog bites down, and Douglas feels the characteristic shocks of splintering bones travel up his arm. Douglas tries hitting the beast with his right hand, forming a fist, but the creature jumps away, avoiding his clumsy attack by letting go of his arm. The dog lunges at the skeleton again, now ignoring Douglas’ feeble self-defence attempts. 
 
    The feeling of splintering bone continues to be transferred up his arm as the thing keeps chewing, and Douglas starts to feel a hint of panic. He has the dark suspicion that all his bones can be crushed into powder - no problem - but that his forehead needs to stay whole no matter what. If that beast can crush his arm bones, it surely can do so to his head. The fact that every single splinter of his arm is safely caught inside his suit does little to soothe his worries. 
 
    Fumbling at his belt, Douglas manages to tear the photon projector free. That thing can cut through trees; an animal surely won’t be a problem. He nearly drops it in his haste but manages to get the thing shining with a bright light. Another turn of the button transforms the harmless stream of brightness into a glowing shard of destruction. 
 
    The moment the menacing blade touches the beast, the handle flashes red and shuts down, causing Douglas’ ruthless killing strike to transform into a useless head pat. 
 
    Some of the near-impossible-to-understand fine text, especially the part that goes ‘… way, shape, or form this item being used on metabolising organisms will cause total shutdown according to pre-described …’ suddenly makes more sense now. Helplessly looking at the useless, smooth object, Douglas drops it. Not knowing what else to do, he goes limp. So far, nearly all his problems have gone away after a while; maybe this one will too. 
 
    Laying there without moving, Douglas endures as the snarling beast gnaws his left arm to powder. His suit stays whole but provides no protection from the beast’s powerful jaws. The massive thing from before also shows up, spreading more of its goop as it makes a slow trek through the room. It leaves after staring at Douglas’ unmoving form and the chewing dog for a bit. The smaller finger spiders follow and leave. 
 
    The dog thing loses interest after his lower left arm is once again completely crushed. Douglas helplessly stares as the beast walks off after showering his spacesuit with some sort of liquid. 
 
    Douglas glares at the red photon thing for a bit, a flat anger at the uselessness of the object after it was advertised as something that could cut through trees with ease. Then Douglas remembers the four smaller formations that were shoved inside his mind. Looking around the room, he sees that the dog is still hanging around, licking at the slimy trail the large monster left behind. 
 
    Douglas starts recalling one of the formations at random. The outside of the shape in his mind is made up of wavy shapes that are being drawn inwards towards a rather harshly cornered square shape. Lots of detailed markings and complex runes help reinforce this idea, a gradual path from formless air into the hard truth of earth. Or at least, that is what he would have realized had the skeleton bothered to listen to all the hints and tips bubbling around in his empty skull. The complex formation shines brightly in his empty mind, all his focussed attention on the shape. 
 
    Douglas takes the flow of mana from his forehead, preventing any of it from going towards his regrowing spine and ribs. His loosely held together radius and ulna scatter back into dust, the freshly pulverized shards of bone not yet having had time to set and grow together. Instead, Douglas takes the flow and stuffs it inside the spell shape. He guides the flow into his skull where it somehow trickles inside his vivid mental image. Feeling the horrendous lack of power, he grabs hold of the glowing centre of this forehead, pulling part of his very self into the now shimmering form. 
 
    Air packs and clusters, concepts foreign to this space forcing stone into being. A steady stream of air disappears, causing vents and doorways to become home to fierce winds as the partial vacuum is filled. The gently glowing ceiling turns an ominous red, and doors start slamming closed everywhere the emergency protocols still work. The door Douglas is lying next to grinds shut, splashing goop everywhere. 
 
    Douglas knows it is enough and releases, his gaze fixed upon the destroyer of his left arm. The hulking dog in question has enough time to look around in a panic, the sudden change in air pressure alerting it. The last thing it sees is a spike of earth falling down, spearing it through the torso. 
 
      
 
    [ UNKNOWN lvl NAN slain; NAN xp earned ] 
 
    [ Processing new creature. Touch corpse for additional information ] 
 
    [ Spell Shaping lvl 4 ] 
 
      
 
    A loud and squishy pounding wakes Douglas from his mana-drained haze. The door next to his sprawled form shakes in its housing as something slams against it repeatedly. Looking around, the magical skeleton sees a large spike of brown earth sticking out of the hulking dog. Its vacant eyes stare accusingly at the wall just next to Douglas. 
 
    Sections of dirt are crumbling off the spike, the brown piece of stone slowly returning to its natural state now that the spell has run its course. The dog-like beast has slumped down to the floor, the spike holding it up against the wall vanishing piece by piece. The ceiling is shining its previous off-white colour again, the red harshness gone now that no more pressure drops are detected. 
 
    Douglas looks at the trio of blue lines. This is the first time he is asked to do anything tangible, the first time this system has requested something of him in the real world. Haltingly crawling over to the still beast, Douglas stops at the edge of the spreading blood puddle. The hammering on the door continues as he holds out his left hand. 
 
    The small shred of guilt Douglas is feeling vanishes the moment he looks at this dangling left arm, the glove part of his suit rounding out as the bone splinters settle at the bottom of the fingers. Touching the wretched beast with his right hand, absolutely nothing happens. Douglas then spends the next ten minutes slowly removing his glove, going through the complicated procedure needed to manually remove the apparel item. 
 
    Dropping the glove to the ground, he touches a bony digit to the cooling corpse. Immediately, a blank blue screen pops up. Douglas’ jaw nearly drops as he sees the empty thing appear in front of him. He stubbornly ignores the escalating sounds that are coming from the door behind him and keeps his finger pressed to the malformed canine. 
 
      
 
    [ Hulking dog lvl NAN slain; UNKNOWN xp earned ] 
 
      
 
    Slowly, the information fills in. The skeleton would almost accuse the blue boxes of being slow in the head if he wasn’t a rather deliberate thinker himself. So deliberate, in fact, that he keeps laying there, his left arm slowly regrowing as he patiently waits for the last few bits of information to be filled in. 
 
    Ignoring the slowly bulging door behind him, Douglas keeps staring at the screen with his finger touching the corpse. Claws and long talons have started tearing massive rips in the door by the time something gives and all information clicks into place. 
 
      
 
    [ Hulking dog lvl 1 slain; 100 xp earned ] 
 
      
 
    Now Douglas stares at the screen even harder. His memories might be vague, but he clearly remembers that killing an emaciated cow and a starving farmer netted him around thirty experience points, even though that old necromancer stole the majority of it somehow. This dog looked like it could eat an army of cows and farmers for breakfast and only gave three times that amount … 
 
    Casting a glance backwards, Douglas decides to let this topic be for now and starts shuffling towards the other doorway. Leaving the hinged chair alone this time, he quickly spots what has been keeping the sliding door from closing. It takes him some effort, and he has to pry it free with his splintered left humerus, but he dislodges the metal shard successfully. 
 
    The door slams shut, and Douglas happily tries to dust off his hands. His right hand flapping against the dust-filled remnant of his left puts an immediate damper on his mood. The raucous cacophony dimly sounding through the closed door doesn’t help much either. The single armed skeleton can vaguely make out the sounds of tearing flesh and snapping bone. 
 
    Deciding that it’s absolutely none of his business, Douglas moves on. Opposite him is a locked door. To his left is a dark blue hallway that ends in a sharp turn to the right. Douglas shambles forwards, completely unused to the pull of gravity dragging his limbs towards the ground. Stumbling on one arm and half a spine, the uncoordinated skeleton shuffles forward in a rather ungainly manner.  
 
    He manages to reach the end of the hallway while face planting close to a dozen times. One hand holding on to the railing, the skeleton rounds the corner and sees the hallway stretching far into the distance. The entire corridor is the same colour scheme as before, the black floor contrasting with the grey walls and the warmly shining ceiling. 
 
    The hall is straight and is filled with doors. Douglas stares into the seemingly endless hallway for a long moment, feeling like something isn’t quite right. He can’t remember whether it’s normal for corridors to bend upwards like that. 
 
    Douglas then decides that there are other things he probably should be worried about, like his incredibly poor way of moving around. Grabbing onto the railing with his single hand, he starts hauling himself forward again, half of his spacesuit flopping uselessly behind him. A crunching noise forces him to pay attention to his surroundings. The floor is rather clean and nothing he sees could be making that noise. 
 
    Looking backward, Douglas sees that he has been leaving a trail of bone fragments in his wake. Each time he moves his right arm, small pieces of his splintered body leave the suit through his right sleeve. Leaving behind that glove was not the best idea he ever had. 
 
    Inspecting the rest of his suit, he finds his medical gear missing. The rope and water gadget are still secured to his suit’s belt area. Douglas feels like frowning. Even his thick skull starts to realize that his current way of handling problems is not ideal. Inaction and waiting things out have not helped solving any of his problems, no matter how much he thought so before, and might have led him to burn inside the ship’s hull had he been slower. 
 
    So Douglas strips. He methodically removes the spacesuit, shaking all the bone fragments out of the parts he detaches. All his worldly possessions are divided into two piles an hour later, a small mound of white gravel and a dirty heap of spacesuit parts, capped by a scratched helmet. 
 
    Douglas then inspects his own bones, twisting and bending his neck in impossible ways to closely look at each inch of bone he possesses. Then gritting his teeth in a forgotten reflex, he grabs one of his slowly regrowing ribs. 
 
    Halting his mana from going into his body, he starts pulling on the rib. Douglas does not know if it's because of his strength or because he somehow willed it, but the bone snaps loose relatively easily. Suffering through a very weird kind of phantom nausea, he slowly works on stripping his ribs from his spine. 
 
    The pile of white-yellow bone shards grows as Douglas piles a sizable collection of partial ribs on top of it. His long, meditative study session during the flight in the escape pod allowed him to regrow a large part of his ribcage. The slow bone growth had slowed down even further with each additional bone that was being reformed, yet the many orbits around the planet had netted him a few kilograms of new bone. 
 
    The only ribs he leaves intact are the top two; his clavicles are attached to that pair. His shoulder blades feel looser and less steady with each rib he removes, but Douglas perseveres in his self-dismantling efforts. Laying on his back, he twists his neck once again to inspect the fruits of his labour. 
 
    All that's left of the skeleton is his skull, three-quarters of his spine, and his entire right arm. He sees that his left shoulder is intact, and taking a large mental breath, he starts pulling on the shattered remains of his left humerus. The bone pile grows yet again as he lays his left clavicle and, finally, his left shoulder blade on top. 
 
    Now seriously feeling sick, he looks at the pile for a long time. It will have to do, Douglas tells himself. Dragging himself over to the macabre pile of resources, he shoves his spine inside the heap after a few missed attempts. 
 
    Twisting his spine upwards, he inspects the results. Small bones and large splinters are now stuck inside the glowing outline of his lower spine. His shoulder blade catches on the glowing form of his pelvis the moment his mana reaches that low. He then carefully and slowly places some of the smaller ribs inside the complex curves of his pelvic bone. 
 
    He uses some fragments to fill in gaps here and there. He moves his single arm slowly, especially so when adding pieces to the joint areas. A good third of the pile is gone by the time his pelvis is full and both his femurs start shining a dim blue. 
 
    Douglas divides the leftover bones in two piles and starts working on the beginning of his legs, starting at the knee. He avoids adding any bones to the head of his femur, preventing bones from scraping over each other with each movement. 
 
    Neither femur is completely filled by the time the pile is used up, his lower half a ruinous mess of glowing shards. Douglas does not care about the way his legs look. Instead, he grabs hold of the railing and pulls himself up. Just the feeling of sitting on his ass is enough for the skeleton to smile. He then pulls some more, his single arm fighting against gravity, and hauls himself up to his knees. 
 
    Douglas casts a glance towards the pile of clothing and tools, the entirety of his earthly possessions. He is thankful for the suit; his left arm would have been eaten by the dog otherwise. He doesn't appreciate the way it prevented him from moving, though. Although the skeleton is quite strong for a collection of bones, the unwieldy fabric was still rather cumbersome to move around with. 
 
    Douglas leans down and picks up the three remaining tools: the water fan, the rope reel, and the sonic mapper. He tries sticking them on his bones, clacking his teeth in irritation when they fall to the ground. Instead, he puts them in the shattered hollows of his pelvic bone, wedging them tightly inside his repairing core. He then proceeds to walk. 
 
    The first steps he takes make him want to break out in song and dance. Instead of doing so, Douglas keeps hold of the railing with a death grip while shuffling along. Moving like a geriatric quadriplegic, Douglas walks for the first time in weeks. 
 
      
 
    [ New skill learned; Regeneration lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ Regeneration lvl 1; missing limbs can be regrown using large amounts of mana ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas stands still as he reads this new message. He stills and feels for his mana, trying to gauge if there’s a difference. There are no hints or tips this time either. Neither does he feel a difference in his mana or in the speed of his recovery. He glares at the message for a bit, wondering why he is shown something he already knows. 
 
    Mentally dismissing the useless blue boxes, he continues making his way down the endless hall, accompanied by the sound of bone scraping on hard flooring. He keeps walking for a long time, patiently shuffling forwards. He tries walking on his own each time the handrail is interrupted by a door. The first couple dozen tries are all heavy falls. He then spends more time gathering the small chips of bone that have broken loose before getting up again. A couple dozen doors later, he manages a few steps on his femurs without falling. 
 
    He can walk unaided by the time he is faced with the end of the hallway, the gently curving path stopped by a blank wall. Looking backwards, he sees that his starting point is no longer visible, hidden by the curving ceiling. 
 
    Looking around, Douglas sees more doors. All of them are blank metal without any visible handles to open them with. One of them is different, though, and that’s the door with the big, green arrow painted on, right next to him. 
 
    This door opens with a gentle push. The thin sheet slides and swivels backward in a manner, unlike any other doors Douglas has seen. He pushes a bit harder and nearly falls down the smooth ramp that slopes downwards. Going down around five metres over a length of thirty, the incline doubles back into the direction Douglas has come from. 
 
    Looking back into the hall, he sees more doors with large green arrows. Shrugging his single shoulder, he carefully steps through the door. Even though the ramp looks completely smooth, the floor is rather grippy. Holding his one hand to the wall, he makes his way down with small steps. 
 
    He finds another door at the bottom. Putting his hand to it, he finds it unmoving. It gives way for a short distance before getting stuck. Douglas realizes that something must be blocking it and tries to pull the door. His bony fingers fail to find any purchase on the smooth surface. 
 
    He slams his fist against the obstruction and sees it bouncing back a single centimetre before he topples backward. Clacking his teeth in irritation, the skeleton tries to open the door for at least an hour with little result. The door is still pristine, and Douglas’ smooth fingerbones are starting to chip when he gets an idea. The magic thing he cast in the panic caused a lot of wind to blow. It caused a lot of wind to blow towards him. His dry thoughts then reason that he only needs to cast it again, and the door will be blown open. 
 
    Now clacking his teeth in praise of his own genius, Douglas focuses on the formation in his memories. The complex circle shines brightly in his mind's eye the moment he does so. Unwilling to compromise the integrity of his repairing legs, Douglas leaves the stream of mana be. He instead takes part of the dense mana cluster in his forehead and feeds it to the formation. Holding out his hand, the effects are immediate. 
 
    Wind once again starts howling around him as a spike of rock spins itself into existence above his outstretched palm. The door flies open, flooding the skeleton with light. The light immediately changes from off-white to stark red and casts light upon another conglomeration of bones, tissue, red slime, and skin, a conglomeration that starts undulating towards Douglas. 
 
    The red light casts the thing in sharp contrast, the skulls and bones very visible under or sticking through half rotten skin. Douglas falls back on his old technique of not moving at all and pretending to be but mere bone. The spell above his hand finishes and sends a spike of stone speeding towards the undulating mass. 
 
      
 
    [ UNKNOWN lvl NAN slain; NAN xp earned ] 
 
    [ Spell Shaping lvl 5 ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas briefly wonders why he had chosen this option instead of walking back up and choosing another way down. He is then covered by masses of biological matter as the thing falls apart on top of him.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six – Window Shopping 
 
    Douglas overlooks hell. The sight before him is rather gruesome, even the amnesiac skull has to admit that. He looks down upon a walkway eight metres wide that stretches off into the distance on both sides. Odd signs and weird stretches of stylistic text are plastered everywhere on either side of this walkway. The four floors of buildings on either side are filled to the brim with text and symbols. 
 
    Except for the fact that half of all he sees is covered in red, pulsing mucus. 
 
    He has stood here for at least an hour, trying to take it all in. The accidental murder of the flesh horror that had come through the door had left him shaken and unwilling to act. The flood of creatures that followed - dogs, finger spiders, alien limb constructs, and more - had crawled all over him but otherwise left him alone. One dog had sniffed his glowing leg bones but hadn’t started munching on them. 
 
    So when that entire mess calmed down and the last finger spider had scuttled off, Douglas had walked through the door and gazed upon the large open space. The large open space that turned out to be covered by obnoxious advertisements and biological looking matter. 
 
    Similar to the previous hallway, the large walkway has a gentle curve upwards, the high ceiling allowing him to see a few hundred metres before the bend cuts off his view. Benches and plant pots are placed at spaced intervals along with other objects that fail to spark any recognition. The word ‘mall’ floats through his white cranium, but no other information presents itself. 
 
    Large windows display all kinds of interesting things, stylish billboards advertise even more items, and Douglas really wants to go and explore. The window front Douglas has been staring at the most holds relatively few large items. These things seem like a cross between a horse and a two-wheeled vehicle. Douglas does not know what they do, but he does know he wants to ride one. 
 
    It’s just a shame the floor is covered by pulsing growths, patrolling horrors, and scuttling bugs. Bigger and stationary versions of the large horrors are scattered across the place, entire stores acting like large storage areas of biological matter, fleshy sacks bulging out of multiple floors. Areas that are clear of amalgamations are covered in goop or grime, a stark contrast to the cleanliness of the hallway above. 
 
    Looking at a particularly large dog, Douglas eyes the small blue dot at the bottom of his vision. The panic induced by the melting goo monster and the subsequent inspection by a legion of creatures had led Douglas to mentally lash out at the blue screens. The message that told him he had slain another UNKNOWN along with the NAN level and experience points had pissed the skeleton off. He had ordered the lines to go away, but the blue screens had scuttled off behind a corner of his vision instead of following his orders completely. The system seemed to have hidden, the two blue lines shrinking into a small blue dot at the bottom edge of his vision. 
 
    Douglas is feeling a bit better now that he has spent some time looking around and mentally commands the small blue dot to expand again, showing him the two lines of text he had mentally pushed away earlier. 
 
      
 
    [ Meat slime lvl 1 slain; 500 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Spell Shaping lvl 5 ] 
 
      
 
    Picking at the red flakes that are now peeling from his white bones, Douglas is pretty sure that thing isn't any form of slime. Already used to the system acting less than logical, he looks at another of the hulking collections of bone and goo. This one is busily undulating directly beneath Douglas’ spot. It’s as big as both slimes he has seen before, and he finally feels ready to test some things. 
 
    Also, his forehead feels full again, the spot his mana keeps coming from now back at full strength. Douglas stretches his single, skeletal hand downwards, aiming his palm at the shivering horror. He chooses another of the smaller spell circles at random and starts feeding it mana. 
 
    The metal walkway that Douglas is standing on starts disintegrating as the material starts fragmenting. Losing his footing, the skeleton falls through the railing he was leaning on mere moments before. 
 
    The sight is quite interesting Douglas finds as he catches sight of himself reflected off one of the oddly blank stretches of smooth wall. His skull is stuck on a thin and narrow spine which is connected to a rather large looking pelvis. The figure is further unbalanced by its large shoulder blade jutting from a thin looking collarbone. Two relatively thick femurs glow with a blue radiance as they windmill through the air. The skeleton’s arm is held forwards, a shimmering ball of force appearing in front of his outstretched palm. Metal flakes away from the balconies and walls as the skeleton falls past. 
 
    By pure coincidence, the skeleton flips three times, his hand pointing downwards by the time he has reached the ground. The ground can be more aptly named a pulsing flesh horror, in this case. This pulsing flesh horror explodes in a viscous manner when Douglas’ hand pushes the ball of hyper-concentrated air into the slime. 
 
      
 
    [ Meat slime lvl 2 slain; 1000 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Spell Shaping lvl 8 ] 
 
      
 
    It only occurs to the skeleton to make an inquiry about his state ten minutes later when the hyperactive monsters running around have calmed down again.  
 
      
 
    [ HP: 23/30 ][ HP/h: 0.0018 ] 
 
    [ MP: 5/180 ][ MP/h: 19 ] 
 
      
 
    [ Shattered; Con max 3, Vit max 3 ] 
 
      
 
    Standing up, Douglas notices that he is once again covered in a thick soup of mysterious muck. Looking around, the partial skeleton decides that getting a new suit is a priority. The feeling of having his arm splinter as the dog chewed on it is still fresh in his mind. The suit took a long time to take on and off, but if there is one thing that Douglas has in spades, it’s time. 
 
    He stumbles forward on stumpy legs, swatting at the all too curious flesh spiders with his single free arm. In the meantime, he admires his own handiwork. The spell formation he just used had apparently been the Decalcinate one, turning earth into air. The knowledge that came with the spell tells him that it’s supposed to turn ash into air again, but Douglas fails to understand that train of logic. The metal he was standing on just flaked away like it was nothing. 
 
    Douglas recaps the spells he has used so far, trying to find some logic in the magical mess. The earth spell sucks up all the air, making the ceiling go red and causing all the doors to close. The air spell eats away at the metal making up the environment. He fears what the other three spell shapes he knows might do - especially the big one. Through a simple process of deduction, the stumbling skeleton concludes that the massively complex spell shape must be for the death element, the turning of earth into water. 
 
    The two smaller shapes must then be fire and water, from water and air respectively, but those will come later as Douglas has just seen a storefront with all kinds of helmeted spacesuits lined up. His teeth clacking enthusiastically, the skeleton enters the store. 
 
    The area he enters is relatively clean, the only pollution being a few streaks of black. Podiums are arrayed throughout the room, the spaces in between getting smaller towards the back. His previous suit, a blank, spherical helmet and smooth, white fabric, looks simple and drab in comparison to the ones on display. 
 
      
 
    ‘Brickad Fekston - 42nd edition’ 
 
    ‘N’ghftog - Vulgtmnahog’ 
 
    ‘Spektar - SideLine Mist’ 
 
    ‘Tyrian Royal Line - Marquis 5’ 
 
      
 
    With flaming eyes, Douglas inspects the front row. The first armour looks like someone bolted a lot of yellow steel reinforcements along with a lot of pistons to a heavy suit of armour. The second one looks to be made from a rubbery, wet looking material, designed by someone with a tentacle fetish. The third one seems rather black and insectoid, soft padding alternating dull, black plates. The last one is a suit fit for a king, purple and gold ornaments adorning every single visible surface. 
 
    The text on the podium is made up of a lot of different types of letters. The top lines look familiar to the skeleton, and he reads them without much delay; it takes him a mere minute per line. The other lines say the exact same thing, it turns out, but cause Douglas’ skull to hurt. The logic of writing something in more than one way escapes the skull, but he has enough problems as it is without adding linguistic questions to the mix. 
 
    Douglas’ hand reaches out for the golden one. Some people might ponder about which suit to choose; they might even consider this some form of personality test. Douglas makes a grab for the shiny gold suit because it's the closest one. 
 
    Then Douglas falls backward, the flimsy material tearing under his eager hands. The suit starts flashing red, the glowing base lighting up the ripped material. Grates and fences slide from the ceiling, attempting to seal off all the entrances. Most of them get stuck on the muck everywhere, and the exit fails to be closed off. 
 
    Douglas looks around and grabs for the black one. This example also tears as soon as Douglas’ bony fingers grab it. Frustrated, the skeleton walks through the entire store, and each suit he grabs turns out to be a hollow display model. He stomps around, now kind of miffed that each shiny suit he tries to grab turns out to be a mere shell. The entire store is now filled with broken and flashing pieces of hollow paper. 
 
    Glancing around the store, he sees a counter at the back of the shop. He walks over but sees absolutely nothing interesting, the entire table a solid and featureless slab of metal. Behind the counter, inside the wall is a rather garishly painted handle that seems familiar. He breaks the glass with a well-practised punch, pulls the handle, and drags the chest from the previously hidden panel in the wall. 
 
      
 
    ‘sVital nWear autoSuit’ 
 
      
 
    Douglas is overjoyed. He has nothing but good things to say about the suit, and he still remembers the way to manually open the thing. The tools that came with the previous one seem to be missing nor does he find the medicine or the food. That reminds him … Douglas decides that looking for food will be a top priority. 
 
    He reaches inside his pelvic bone and pulls the three tools free. He briefly wonders why the items didn't fall away when he fell, but the goop sticking to them practically glued them to his pelvic bone. Clacking his teeth in contentment, Douglas starts prodding the armour. 
 
    Two hours later, a fully suited skeleton saunters from the wrecked store, ducking under the half-open security grating. The moment he is outside, a large dog bites the loose part of his right leg and starts shaking. Douglas feels his left leg breaking as he smashes against a bench. Douglas crashes against some more items as he tries very hard to be merely an inanimate skeleton. 
 
    Then another dog starts pulling on his loosely flapping left suit arm. Douglas concludes that these beasts just won’t leave him alone until he makes them. Because nothing seems to have worked every time except for magic so far, Douglas immediately calls up the image of a lesser spell shape, burning the formation in his mind while pouring in a controlled amount of mana. 
 
    That is another lesson he learned; suddenly falling and rushing towards the large meat slime had caused a bit of panic, and he had offloaded all the mana he could find into the wind spell. Seeing the absolute overkill that occurred, he now slides but a trickle of mana into the formation. 
 
    Water from all around him starts getting pulled to his outstretched right hand. The air dries out and slime crumbles to dust as the spell forcefully takes all liquid. A small ball of fire spins into existence above his hand. Then his hand is on fire. Being pulled back and forth between two savage monsters, Douglas only gets an occasional glance at his arm as both dogs try to tear him apart. And what Douglas sees is kind of worrying. 
 
    He quickly decides that worrying about his burning spacesuit can come later as he swings his hand around. Flames that seem too bright and too dense for any natural fire follow in his widely swinging hand’s wake. He manages to touch one of the beings, which seems to have perky triangular ears and a rather long tail for a dog, which causes it to catch on fire. 
 
    The dog thing still doesn't seem intent on letting Douglas go, so the skeleton punches the dog. The dog that is not a dog is then a flaming comet hurtling towards the wall. Douglas uses this brief respite to also punch the first dog. This dog also becomes a flaming meteor that splatters against the wall after having crashed through a few panes of glass. 
 
      
 
    [ Hulking cat lvl 2 slain; 150 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Hulking dog lvl 2 slain; 150 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Spell Shaping lvl 9 ] 
 
    [ Mana Control lvl 3 ] 
 
    [ New skill learned; Punching lvl 1 ] 
 
      
 
    Now staring both at the blue boxes and his burning hand, Douglas fails to react to the large meat slime that rushes towards him. All he sees is a red blur before the mana construct on his hand seems to suck up all his mana. The fiery explosion and subsequent rain of red goop do not register to the mana drained skeleton. 
 
    He wakes up a few hours later, his mana half full and once again covered in red goo. A few of the creatures stop sniffing his suit-clad form and scatter as soon as he moves. Standing up, the skeleton sees his single hand is black. The suit is melted and stuck to his wrist, his hand no longer covered or protected by the glove.  
 
    Staring at the disastrous damage done to his brand new suit, Douglas wonders why the suit is so flimsy. First, a simple bone blade made a large scratch in his visor, and now, his entire glove is burned to molten slag. 
 
    The facts that the force needed to scratch the single crystal alloy visor is in the order of hundreds of tonnes without some spatial monomolecular edge or that a standard sun wouldn’t be able to burn the mass-produced suit he is wearing are completely and utterly unknown to the complaining skeleton.  
 
    Instead of grasping these rather odd facts, Douglas walks onwards. Dressed in a white suit with black stripes, his goo-covered self is once again ignored by all beasts. Douglas might be slow in the skull, but even he is smart enough to recognise such an obvious coincidence. He then decides that he will roll around in red goo when putting on a new suit. 
 
    He stumbles a few hundred more metres, his speed hindered by the distinct lack of anything below the knees and a spacesuit not designed for creatures that are missing everything below the knees. 
 
    He keeps an eye out for a potential new suit, but all the stores he passes that contain items similar to the ones he saw in the suit store have the wrong amount of limbs. A large collection of stores seem dedicated to providing now non-existent customers that have too many legs or not enough heads. Other stores have wares on display, the use of which escapes the shuffling skeleton entirely. Other stores contain no visible markings at all, their only wares rectangular boards that seem perfectly white. 
 
    His slow trek through the shopping mall stops when he is confronted by the biggest meat slime he has seen so far. He has managed to squeeze past any pulsating obstacles up to this point, but the being in front of him seems insistent on blocking his path through the sheer mass and volume of its existence.  
 
    Douglas decides to finally test out the last spell he has not tried yet, the phlogistonation of the natural world around him through the effect of turning air into water. The miscellaneous magical knowledge he has retained tells him odd tales of returning burned materials to their pre-burned state. Those advanced theories of magic are totally lost on the skeleton, though. 
 
    He merely takes the last, small spell shape in his mind, feeding it a rather large amount of his regenerated mana. Red lights flash a staccato as the air starts turning into droplets of water in front of his blackened hand. The ceiling that was previously the same warm glow as everywhere else is now painting the entire horrific scene in stark black and red. 
 
    The rather large mass of unknown bones he sees trapped under the being’s undulating skin cries out to be freed. Douglas does not plan to take them for his own, but the mere thought of other, fellow skeletons being part of things like that rankles him on a practical level. If beings of flesh and blood go and decide to have skeletons in their employ, they could at least count on them for structural support. 
 
    The old necromancer had commanded Douglas like a mindless slave, sure, but at least he employed his own skeleton in the proper manner. This undulating conglomeration of flesh, blood, and bone seems to use skeletons for filling, a mere supplier of mass instead of a vital piece of supporting infrastructure. 
 
    So it is with a slight hint of righteous vengeance in mind that Douglas sends the wafting spike of ice upwards into the large, blocking mass. Dozens of cubic metres of biological goop freezes, hundreds of cubic metres of muck sloughing off its dead and frozen core. Douglas’ sizable ice spike disintegrates into large volumes of air once again as it crumbles where it comes to rest, stuck inside the ceiling. Frost-rimmed metal crumbles like glass as the blue spear disintegrates into a large volume of cold wind. 
 
    Douglas watches with interest as a couch and a small table fall down from the ceiling. The hole his ice spike has made seems too big for the unassuming blue skewer it shot off. His dark vision allows him a glimpse of a rather tastefully decorated living room which is now missing a couch and table. 
 
      
 
    [ Meat slime lvl 3 slain; 2000 xp earned ] 
 
      
 
    The skeleton stares at the blue line for a long time. Either he is as slow as he seems, or something is wrong, because that slime was much bigger than the previous two, at least ten times as big. He decides to move on, but the idea that the blue box system is just pulling stuff out of its ass seems more and more likely. 
 
    Douglas continues walking. His previously slow shuffle is now a calculated gait. He has practised with walking on legs that end at the knees to such an extent that he shuffles through the melting pile of goo and bones while only falling once a minute on average. He mentally curses at the long, trailing pant legs and boots that keep getting stuck on random things. 
 
    The beasts around are stirred into a frenzy again, something that seems to happen each time one of them dies. Douglas ignores the hyperactive masses, calm returning not too long after. Walking through the wide thoroughfare, the skeleton’s skull swivels from side to side each time a new store comes into view. He spots buildings that are completely empty, shops that are filled with rows of cabinets with glass panes filled with rotting produce, and other shops which are total mysteries. 
 
    Douglas walks onwards, slowly making his way through the large hall. He starts to recognize patterns in the shops after a while. Lots of store fronts with suits in them have the same four types he saw before, the differences being the number of limbs and the general shape of the suits. He wanders for hours, leaving red stains on many storefront windows as he inspects the goods. 
 
    In the meantime, he has been splitting the mana his forehead has been generating. One half stays in his forehead while the other half he sends through his body, keeping his lower half together while slowly repairing his lower spine, pelvis, and femurs. It took some finagling, but the bone shards stuck in his boots are now back on his lower limbs. 
 
    Then while staring at a rather fetching cart-like thing on display, he feels that his forehead is full again. This wakes the partial skeleton from his daze. The mana flowing to his broken bones doubles as he loses mental control over the split, his forehead no longer accepting more power. 
 
    Douglas ponders what to do for a few more minutes, looking around as he does so. The spells he has been using seem really effective, but he’s just throwing loads of mana around without really having any control. Douglas decides that as long as he is strolling anyway, he might as well practise a bit. The shops are pretty interesting, but he has seen each type at least three times now. 
 
    Remembering the disastrous effects of the windball, he forgoes that one for the spell that had the least negative impact on his direct environment. Water gathers from the air and the goo around him, catching fire as he trickles a small amount of mana into the spell. 
 
    Douglas also keeps the small, blue boxes of his health and mana open, checking how much mana he pumps inside the spell shape. 
 
      
 
    [ HP: 24/40 ][ HP/h: 0.0018 ] 
 
    [ MP: 175/180 ][ MP/h: 19 ] 
 
      
 
    Looking between the minuscule fireball hovering above his hand and his mana pool, he throws it at a nearby meat slime. The spell explodes with a small flash, burning a part of the now furiously moving slime. Douglas didn’t expect the slime to rush him at all and panickily forms another spell, throwing the fireball at the foe. 
 
      
 
    [ Meat slime lvl 2 slain; 1000 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Spell Shaping lvl 10 ] 
 
    [ Spell Shaping has reached lvl 10; Scholar 1/4 ] 
 
    [ Mana Control lvl 4 ] 
 
      
 
    Covered in a fresh layer of goo, Douglas checks on his mana levels. 
 
      
 
    [ HP: 24/40 ][ HP/h: 0.0018 ] 
 
    [ MP: 16/180 ][ MP/h: 19 ] 
 
      
 
    He decides to postpone any more testing to a later date and continues slogging through the walkway. He resumes walking through the dirty hallways, the endlessness of the entire structure largely failing to register on the patient and tireless skeleton. 
 
    Many, many hours later, his progress is blocked by a solid wall of steel. The shops had been getting scarcer. More and more storefronts had solid materials blocking the glass panelling, their doors barred by lowered security grates. The amount of biological matter scattered about had also grown less and less, leaving the dirty walls and floors empty more and more. Douglas looks at the multitude of signage painted on the wall, which after a long time studying, turns out to be a single word written in many languages. 
 
      
 
    ‘Storage’ 
 
      
 
    Douglas does not really know why, but he feels the need to continue exploring. So far, he has seen a lot of interesting things and he has learned a lot, but he still feels like there should be more. The feeling that something is completely wrong about this entire place gnaws at the back of his skull, and Douglas somehow knows that answers can only be found through exploration. 
 
    So Douglas looks for a door, hoping to enter this so-called storage area. He looks around for a while, his blackened hand exploring the seamless wall. He has felt the entire wall before giving up when the whole thing turns out to be solid steel. 
 
    Something else gnaws at the back of his mind. He remembers something about a map or a tool that should allow for the making of a map. Standing still for the first time in hours, Douglas turns introspective. He then pulls a tool from his belt, a smooth handle topped by a sphere. 
 
    He taps it for a bit, the single button not causing any reaction. Douglas then remembers that everything about his suit is now in manual mode. Thinking hard, he recalls fragments of the instruction booklet that allowed him to set the suit in manual mode. He spends a few minutes fumbling with the buttons that are hidden on his sleeves. 
 
    Both the arms of his suit contain the buttons needed for accessing the inbuilt computer. Once again, this function has only been added to comply with such and such regulations, leaving usability as the last priority. Douglas does not care. He entertains himself by slowly and methodically exploring, remembering, and testing the functions of the barebones computer. 
 
    The display is projected on the inside of his visor. He explores the suit's status - terminal damage to the right hand, no longer space worthy, warranty voided - while searching for the option to link the sonic scanner. The written language slowly becomes clearer to the skull as he slowly reads every single scrap of text he can find. 
 
    A long while later, he finally manages to forcefully have the suit detect the sonic scanner, touching it to a place on his loose chest in order to make the connection. Douglas presses the button, and his bones rattle slightly. He feels the intense vibrations in his skull, even if he does not hear them. 
 
    A grainy map of his surroundings starts appearing on the inside of his helmet as the suit slowly processes the received data. Douglas quickly spots a way to enter the storage area. One of the few open shops will allow him access to a narrow walkway at the back of the buildings. This hallway then goes backwards and into an area that contains lots of small rooms that seem filled with all kinds of random chests and stuff. 
 
    Douglas turns around and starts walking towards the open shop, only to freeze in place. A wall of monstrous dogs, meat slimes, bulging arm creatures, and other horrors is crashing towards him. Douglas is immediately rather sure that he will not survive the coming onslaught. It’s like every single being in the radius of a few kilometres suddenly started rushing towards him, Douglas muses while panicking. 
 
    He immediately stops musing and starts shuffling towards the store front with the back exit, calling up a spell shape as he does so. In his hurry to escape, the methodical skull somehow manages not to think of one of the smaller spell shapes but the large one instead. His mind, not skilled at multitasking at all, has poured all his mana into the humongous, complex shape before he can stop himself. 
 
    The inner circle of the spell lights up at his mana disappears into nothing. A ball of blue mist with the slightest hint of green forms in his hand. He throws it in a panic, his mana starved mind now working on automatic. The ball reaches the front of approaching horrors quickly and explodes. It fails to do anything except for making a slight flash of teal light. 
 
    Douglas manages to reach the store’s entrance just as the wave of horrors crashes past him, piling on top of the sonic mapper he dropped in his haste to get away. Douglas reads the single line of blue text before his depleted mana causes him to blackout. 
 
      
 
    [ Renovate dead; failed ] 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven – Raising Hell 
 
    Douglas wakes again. The skeleton knows that he has no need for sleep, but these constant mana-drain-induced naps do refresh his mind at the very least. Standing up, he methodically walks to the back of the store. Not casting a single glance at the rather loud ruckus behind him, he approaches the garishly painted emergency escape. The thin pane of glass is crushed, and the handle behind it is opened with his blackened skeletal hand. 
 
    Another bare hallway greets him. Not to be deterred by the simplistic environment, Douglas walks on. He shuffles for a few minutes, stopping at the first door he sees. The door is adorned by a small rectangular panel. Tapping it with a finger does nothing, so Douglas grabs his loosely hanging left glove and slaps at it. 
 
      
 
    ‘Welcome to long-term storage locker HW82560J34. This locker has been in lockdown protocol for 4 years, 3 months, and 27 days. This locker has been made available for free-claim for 3 months and 27 days. Please present a bio key to take ownership of this locker.’ 
 
      
 
    Douglas’ jaw falls open as he reads the screen’s contents. The suggestions tell him that a ‘bio key’ is a characteristic unique to an individual. Douglas then looks at his hand and presses it against the screen. 
 
      
 
    ‘Bone structure detected. No bio key of sufficient grade found.’ 
 
      
 
    Douglas rubs his helmeted head in a forgotten reflex as he lets the meaning of the latest line of text percolate through his mind. Unsure of what to do, the skeleton just presses his hand to the screen again. 
 
      
 
    ‘Bone structure detected. No bio key of sufficient grade found. Histaff infection detected. Lockdown for 100 years. Forcing lockdown of all nearby doors according to Histaff protocol.’ 
 
      
 
    The screen flashes red, and Douglas hears loud metal clanking noises. Then all the other screens in all the other doors flash red, followed by another chorus of clanking noises. Holding his hand to the screen again, nothing changes. Douglas is even more unsure what to do now and keeps holding his hand to the screen. It’s not until he sees the screen flash, replacing the neat ‘100 years’ with ‘99 years, 255 days, 23 hours’, that he moves his hand. 
 
    His spells have solved all his problems so far. Why not try that again? 
 
    Holding out his hand, Douglas imagines the spell shape that formed the fire. Pouring in quite a bit of mana, the water around him fails to gather in any significant way. A mere few drops of liquid form before his black palm, the air sucked dry of all moisture rather soon. 
 
    The droplets ignite when he presses his hand to the screen. The red glowing rectangle pops as the clear cover begins to bubble and melt. It starts to burn while releasing an acrid smoke. Douglas keeps pouring mana into the spell shape at a steady trickle, burning away the entire panel. 
 
    The smooth, black iron behind the screen fails to be impressed by the small flame. The skeleton tries to infuse more mana into the spell shape, but it somehow fails to absorb it, the shape in his mind unwilling to take in more. 
 
    Frustrated at his lack of progress, Douglas starts pouring mana into the spell shape that formed the ice spike. This small looking ice needle pierced through the mall’s ceiling before, so Douglas has good hopes for this spell. 
 
    Keeping the blue box with his mana pool information open, he pours in around twenty mana before tossing it at the door. The spike splinters, leaving only a shallow dent. The backlash peppers Douglas with sharp spikes of ice, which shortly after gives him the frozen status effect once again. 
 
    Feeling like he should be shivering right now while also feeling rather fragile, Douglas stares at the door. The ice spike previously went through metal with ease. Holding out his hand again, he pours forty mana into the spell formation. Still not feeling confident, he pours in another twenty. Just before blacking out, he sees the blue spike tear through the door, sending shards of frozen metal everywhere. 
 
    Douglas wakes again. Standing up, he sees the hallway covered in a thin sheet of frost, and small ice crystals adorn the shattered door. Happily grinning at the effectiveness of his spell, he carefully clambers inside the room. 
 
    More bare metal walls are visible in the lacking light. Metal boxes, stacked crates, and empty shelving take up his attention until he sees the thing in the back of the room. A cylinder a metre in diameter and three-metre long that glows with an eerie purple light. Lines wrap around the entire thing, forming geometric symbols that looks suspiciously like the spell formations in his head. 
 
    Approaching the item, the skeleton sees a few legible words written on the side. 
 
      
 
    ‘SpaceSleep Luxury Stasis Line’ 
 
      
 
    No deeper meaning comes to him when reading these words, only the way these words would sound and the barest hint of information. Douglas carefully touches it with his bony fingers. All the lines, text, and glowing things vanish, leaving him looking at a dull cylinder. Then text appears once more. 
 
      
 
    ‘No bio key detected. Opening is @&$^@ overdue. Lifesigns terminated #*#@ ago. Please confirm evacuation.’ 
 
      
 
    A large, green v-shape and a large, red x-shape appear underneath. Douglas reads the text one more time but fails to understand any deeper meaning. Douglas does, however, know that nearly all his problems so far have been caused by red things. First, there was the red planet. He nearly burned to a crisp! Then the red horrors and the bone-pulverizing dogs that bleed red. 
 
    Douglas firmly presses the green ‘v’. 
 
    Nothing happens again. 
 
    Douglas firmly presses the green ‘v’ with the loose glove of his left hand. The pod immediately hisses, expelling dense clouds of purple fog. A vertical crack opens across the entire item, the two halves splitting open. Douglas takes a step back as the entire thing rises from the floor, opening like a flower. 
 
    And a flower is revealed. Even Douglas in his hormone-less and equipment-less state has his breath taken away. The two half cylinders fold away as a platform rises, putting its contents on full display. 
 
    Clad in a sheer gown of clinging material, a goddess is revealed. Perfect curves make up a body that could sink galactic fleets. A face that could make gods weep is ringed by blonde hair so soft and perfectly curled, it looks like angel wings framing a saint. Plump, rosy lips form a perfectly shaped mouth, a lithe neckline followed by a pair of peaks that are not too small nor too large. Hips, waist, and legs obey all the rules of perfection and beauty ever made, jade-like alabaster skin shining in the little light available. 
 
    No, the rules of perfection and beauty are made because of this creature, this being of absolute and exquisite grace. Douglas can't help but stare at the vision of elegance, his jaw hanging down as far as his joint will let him. Purple mist curls along the floor as the pod finishes opening. 
 
      
 
    ‘Please dispose of the corpse to start disinfection procedures.’ 
 
      
 
    Only hours later, when Douglas feels his forehead full of mana once again, does he wake from his transcendent daze. Knowing that the image of perfection he is looking at is, in fact, dead does little to deter from the beauty. 
 
    Anger boils up inside Douglas. Still not real anger, but compared to his anger at having to listen to the same broadcast for untold hours, it feels real indeed. Removing this woman from the universe would be a crime against the heavens itself. How can something this beautiful and exquisite hold malice? This being performing evil acts is not a possibility Douglas even dares to entertain. 
 
    To see this being smile at him, Douglas realizes, he would fight all the gods, even life and death itself. 
 
    Didn’t he see something like that not too long ago? Come to think of it, what did casting the death magic do anyway? Did it renovate the dead? Something like that. Douglas then decides that he shall renovate her. Even if it takes a million years, Douglas will see this beauty walk again. 
 
    So Douglas makes another decision. He sits down in order to concentrate better and calls up the image of the massive formation. Shoving mana into the thing worked, but only a small portion of the entire formation lit up, he vaguely recalls. Instead of blindly shoving in mana, he now tries to feel where it wants to go, how it flows through the spell. 
 
    Seeing the entirety of the spell at once is putting a form of pressure on Douglas’ forehead that scares the shit out of him. He immediately stops trying to focus on the entirety because he feels like his entire existence is about to pop. Like a word erased or a droplet dried, he has oblivion staring him in the face. 
 
    Swearing that he will now go through life cautiously - for real this time - Douglas focuses his mind on the centre of the construct - a symbol he recognises at the centre point, a sideways eight. Although Douglas gets a bare hint of meaning when looking at the parts that make up the other spells, this one is blank. Not a single hint comes to him while he studies the spell’s centre. 
 
    Mentally shrugging his shoulders, Douglas starts trickling mana into the spell. The sideways eight - Douglas thinks it looks like eyes - lights up immediately. Only a fragment of a single mana point seems to be needed to saturate the symbol with power. Feeling for where the mana wants to go next, it trickles outwards, creeping towards the ring of symbols surrounding the pair of eyes. 
 
    Sensing that there is some waste, some mana that is not being used, Douglas starts testing. The symbols start lighting up one by one as Douglas tries to shepherd the mana through his mental picture. He does this with such deliberate and patient slowness that his regeneration manages to keep up with the mana usage. Slowly, he starts gaining some understanding of the cryptic circle of runes. 
 
    Douglas is pretty sure that they are supposed to kidnap a ghost. Yeah, that’s totally what those runes mean. They kidnap a ghost by putting it in handcuffs, strapping it in bondage gear, and then spanking it. Douglas is perfectly confident that he has interpreted the meaning of those runes one hundred percent correctly. 
 
    Douglas is now also worried why this spell does BDSM things to a ghost… 
 
    Douglas is then worried about what BDSM is exactly, and why he has knowledge about that when he seems to lack a rather wide range of normal knowledge… 
 
    Moving on, Douglas watches with satisfaction as the runes light up one by one, his complete understanding somehow helping the process along. It’s like his knowledge aids the flow of power, causing each rune he understands to cost less mana to activate. 
 
    Next up, the mana flows through the eyes, through the circle of runes, and into the circle surrounding all activated symbols. This circle is made up of small plus signs from which lines flow, entangling all before in a complicated web of lines. 
 
    Douglas is pretty sure that this means that he is now supposed to spank the ghost. Maybe he can even use a whip or a paddle - Douglas isn’t sure. 
 
    This circle takes quite a bit longer to fill up, so Douglas guides a bit of his mana pool to the circle, speeding up the progress. 
 
    Unseen to the concentrating skeleton, a small sphere of teal power has started coalescing above his palm, a few shades brighter than the ball of smoke he made before. Tendrils of power start wafting from his still frame over the course of hours as Douglas patiently deepens his understanding of the spell shape. One such tendril reaches the woman and latches on to the frozen body. The other ones shrink and disappear unnoticed as the single connection grows stronger. 
 
    An hour later, the circle around the symbols glows with blue power, saturated by mana. Douglas then sees that certain parts of the second circle have already started glowing. Small nexus points - places where multiple lines converge - are humming with force, flickering to some unseen rhythm. Douglas senses that they are connected to somewhere else, but the feeling of dread he got when trying to see the entire circle prevents him from searching out the connected part. 
 
    From then on, Douglas fails to learn anything new. He keeps pouring mana inside the spell while studying the thing, but something seems to be missing. He keeps at it for hours, slowly shoving all the mana he has and generates into the seemingly endless pit that is the overly complex spell. 
 
    Although he fails to understand the meaning and intricacies of what is happening, he still observes it. Beyond the ring of lines surrounding the runes are yet more runes. These are a good bit more complicated than the ghost spanking ones, and he fails to glean anything new from them as they fill with mana. These runes are then connected to the nexus points, which seem to be endless mana holes that suck the runes dry. 
 
    An odd form of flow seems to be returning from the points, but Douglas fails to see what it does. Then a long while later, the nexus points are filled with power. The mana in them immediately flows outwards, into a headache-inducingly complex ring of symbols. They fill with power and then everything just stops. 
 
    The new symbols are about as complex as the entirety of the filled-in spell so far, with all four other circles added on top. They glow and do absolutely nothing. Douglas keeps pouring in mana, keeps supplying the slowly bloating formation with power. 
 
    Unseen to him, his head starts to glow. As nothing happens while he continues to send his power into the spell shape, odd things start happening around him. A single rune floats out of his head, shining blue light upon the storage area. Then more symbols emerge from his skull and start rotating around his skeletal frame. 
 
    Over the course of many hours, the entire spell formation forms around him in the real world. The moment that the spell hanging in the air is filled to the same extent as the spell in his mind, hell breaks loose. An explosion of mana bursts outwards, parts of it getting a green hint while large volumes stay iridescent blue. Douglas loses any form of consciousness and starts floating, his eyes blazing with magical light and the large symbols around him start spinning like mad. 
 
    “Ugh … Give the guys who came up with this tech a raise or something. Anyway, what year is it? Where is the welcoming committee? Is this a new play? That would be nice, actually. It’s been a long time since I was surprised like this. Let’s go and eat at Gorgeo’s after.” 
 
    Douglas is confused. He is hearing a rather shrill voice talking at him, but his vision is blocked by a cascading deluge of blue screens. 
 
    “Hello? Are you there? Who cares, right? I really want to catch up on a few years of ‘Xathian times, Singularity times’. Have those recordings prepared for me after Gorgeo’s. Then I might feel ready to inspect my holdings, so reserve like an hour with the board. Then I want to go to a spa planet. Is Therassian Five still the best? I want, like, at least ten nano scrubs …” 
 
    Douglas’ attention is entirely taken up by the shrill voice, and he can’t really spare to spend any of his attention on the rapidly scrolling wall of blue text in front of him. 
 
    “You know what, screw all that. I want to go to the new local capital. That changes every hundred years, yeah? Let’s see if any of my … friends … are thawed or even still alive. This is really interesting, though, waking up in a storage unit. Like you all forgot about me.” 
 
    Douglas fumbles around with his single hand. He reaches for his head as he wills the blue boxes to hide for now. Regaining his vision, his sight is blocked by a piece of fabric. Grabbing the item, he removes it and sits up. 
 
    “No way. Although, that would be fun, I guess … This must be a scenario, right? They were all the rage like two thousand years ago. They must have made a comeback. Okay, I'm all limber and good to go. Give me a new can of clothes. I don’t want to wear this old thing.” 
 
    The goddess is standing next to the casket, looking all bouncy and delicious and perfect and naked. The only detractions of her previous perfect beauty are her eyes that now glow an ominous blue, casting dark shadows around her eyes like large bags. Douglas would have thoughts that dark eyeliner would add to her looks, but this just makes her look tired. 
 
    Her body is still the same physical perfection, but as Douglas pulls himself up and upwards on his stubby legs, she is shorter than him by half a head. He would have thought her statuesquely laying form to be taller than him, not shorter, and the way she is looking and moving comes across as a bit annoying to the skull. 
 
    Scratching his helmet in confusion, Douglas ponders what this massive shift in perspective might mean. 
 
    “I’m not wearing this can! That old asshat always insists that I take one with me during my naps, but I'm not wearing it! Where are the bare necessities? You do have some skinClearGel, right? That stuff hasn’t changed for a long time. Also, are rings trendy again? Please say no because rings are stupid.” 
 
    Yeah, Douglas concludes. This is definitely a case of an impulsive decision coming back to bite him in the ass. Ignoring the yapping woman, Douglas starts walking outside, his single shoulder slumped inside his suit. 
 
    He crashes forwards as the woman steps on his trailing pant leg while walking behind him. 
 
    “Ah, cute. Stop falling, though. That’s too loud so early. Where is my HyperCaff? You all know I need the stuff, but seriously, give the eggheads that came up with this new tech a raise or a few planets or something. I feel great! Nothing like my previous naps. Although these blue things are super annoying. Get rid of them for me.” 
 
    Glaring backward, he wishes that she could at least not walk directly behind him. Following along and understanding her rapid speech still takes the majority of his attention, but it seems to get easier when the deluge of information slows as he starts hearing less and less new words. The hints and tips seem rather quick on the uptake; the previously slow and lethargic guiding bits of meaning now flowing like water. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll wear this one, but your pay, oh, and the pay of your entire family is docked for a few hundred years. That will teach you incompetent servants from messing up again. I like this scenario so far, but my capacity for discomfort does have a limit.” 
 
    Douglas stops shuffling forwards as he hears an odd hissing sound. He sees her naked form rapidly enveloped in a tight dress skirt and jacket, her long blonde hair coiling upwards in a magical manner as shoes form under her feet. She drops the small cylinder she was just spraying herself with and starts looking around, her mouth shut for the first time. 
 
    Her demeanour hasn’t really changed; she still exudes the air of a person who is just so self-absorbed and disinterested in the world around her that it shows through each movement she makes. What has changed is that she no longer looks like a fallen and confused angel, walking around naked. Now she looks like a highly competent but eccentric businesswoman with a physically impossible wardrobe and hairdo. 
 
    The silence allows Douglas to think for the first time in a while. He started walking but doesn’t really know where to go next. He wants to check the mass of blue messages but has the feeling that the woman won’t leave him alone. 
 
    Then an idea pops into his mind. The monsters from before didn’t leave him alone when he made a lot of ruckus, either. What if he were to introduce the two most distracting elements in his undead life to each other? Then they could play, and he would have blessed silence and time to check his messages. 
 
    Happy with his new plan, he starts walking back to the shopping mall. 
 
    “So, like, what’s the plan here? Surely those irritating board members want something, but daddy prevents them from doing anything. Is this, like, another attempt to get rid of me? Again? They should have learnt, right? I can only order so many planets glassed without upping my bribes … Maybe a few more billions to GalaxSec will let me do that, though.” 
 
    Douglas’ head hurts with the meaning of some of these words. The previously innocent skeleton now has terms like ‘bribe’ and ‘glassed’ shoved into his mind. From context, he realizes that this seemingly perfect woman has ordered at least one planet and all its inhabitants burned to cinders because of an attempt on her life? 
 
    Douglas is just starting to doubt the wisdom of casting that spell again when her screeching voice reaches him. 
 
    “HISTAFF?! This is not funny! Even if this is fake, this is too much. GET ME OUT OF HERE! These survival scenarios are totally illegal, you know. Even I can’t avoid the fallback if this gets to the public. Oh stars, is that a Complete Recombined? What sick mind came up with this? SERVANT! GET ME OUT OF HE–” 
 
    Blessed silence… That’s all Douglas can think off when the screeching woman who was following him into the shopping mall is enveloped by the meat slime. Ignoring the absolutely terrified and struggling woman, Douglas sits on a normal looking bench. He then calls up the blue boxes again. 
 
      
 
    [ Spell Shaping already lvl 10; level gains deferred ] 
 
    [ Meditation lvl 10 ] 
 
    [ Meditation has reached lvl 10; Scholar 2/4 ] 
 
    [ Mana Control lvl 10 ] 
 
    [ Mana Control has reached lvl 10; Scholar 3/4 ] 
 
    [ Mana Sense lvl 10 ] 
 
    [ Mana Sense has reached lvl 10; Scholar 4/4 ] 
 
      
 
    [ Scholar class; all relevant skills are max lvl. Please evolve class or pick a second class ] 
 
      
 
    [ Renovate dead; success ] 
 
    [ System boon earned; added working brain to system, +999999999 xp ] 
 
      
 
    [ Lesser arcane skeleton lvl 8 12800/12800 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Lesser arcane skeleton lvl 9 25600/25600 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Lesser arcane skeleton lvl 10 51200/51200 xp reached ] 
 
    [ 999999999 xp deferred ] 
 
      
 
    [ Congratulations, you have reached Lesser arcane skeleton max level ] 
 
    [ Your skills allow you the following options ] 
 
    [ Minor arcane skeleton 0/20 ] 
 
    [ Lesser soul skeleton 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser skeleton 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser revenant 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser zombie 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser mummy 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser death knight 0/10 ] 
 
    [ UNKNOWN sVital golem 0/NAN ] 
 
    [ UNKNOWN technological homunculus 0/10 ] 
 
    [ UNKNOWN UNKNOWN NAN/NAN ] 
 
    [ UNKNOWN DEITY of Death 0/999999999 ] 
 
    [ UNKNOWN DEITY of Life 0/999999999 ] 
 
      
 
    This is where Douglas mentally commands the blue screens to pause. He is not done with the messages he has put on hold just yet, but he decides to look this screen over once again, for multiple reasons. 
 
    Meaning once again flows into his skull, the words unknown to him explained in a rather swift manner. None of the options appeal to Douglas; the few that do have those ominous and odd ‘UNKNOWN’ words in front of them. Douglas then decides to act quickly. 
 
    Some of the information he had gotten pumped into his skull is about the tiers of races. If he has interpreted the data correctly, each race has a tier. This goes from level 1, a simple lesser skeleton like him, to level 10, a godlike being or archdragon. The minor arcane skeleton upgrade consists of a slightly larger bonus to his intelligence and wisdom, nothing special. The third tier, the normal arcane skeleton, is much the same. 
 
    Douglas has concluded that the fourth tier is where the big changes are. He is not totally sure how and why, but his gut feeling tells him that he should hurry towards a fourth-tier race pretty quickly. 
 
    Mentally pressing the minor arcane skeleton option, Douglas does not even bother with reading the other race descriptions. Then things go black as the skeleton loses consciousness, again. 
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    [ Minor skeleton lvl 1 100/100 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 2 200/200 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 3 400/400 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 4 800/800 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 5 1600/1600 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 6 3200/3200 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 7 6400/6400 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 8 12800/12800 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 9 25600/25600 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 10 51200/51200 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 11 76800/76800 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 12 128000/128000 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 13 204800/204800 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 14 332800/332800 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 15 537600/537600 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 16 870400/870400 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 17 1408000/1408000 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 18 2278400/2278400 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 19 3686400/3686400 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Minor skeleton lvl 20 5964800/5964800 xp reached ] 
 
    [ 999999999 xp deferred ] 
 
      
 
    [ Congratulations, you have reached minor arcane skeleton max level ] 
 
    [ Your skills allow you the following options ] 
 
    [ Arcane skeleton 0/30 ] 
 
    [ Lesser soul skeleton 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser skeleton 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser revenant 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser zombie 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser mummy 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser death knight 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser arcane wraith 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser soulbound construct 0/10 ] 
 
    [ UNKNOWN sVital golem 0/NAN ] 
 
    [ UNKNOWN technological homunculus 0/10 ] 
 
    [ UNKNOWN canned clothed mimic 0/10 ] 
 
    [ UNKNOWN nano swarm 0/10 ] 
 
    [ UNKNOWN UNKNOWN NAN/NAN ] 
 
    [ UNKNOWN DEITY of Death 0/999999999 ] 
 
    [ UNKNOWN DEITY of Life 0/999999999 ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas feels like he should blink his eyes or something. Trying it out, he is completely unsure whether or not the flames of his eyes are affected, but his vision remains unchanged. This wall of text is partially familiar to the skull, so he reads through it quickly. If there is one thing that the skeleton is quite sure about, it’s that he better take advantage of this situation.  
 
    “AAAAH, CURSE THE WARP GODS! It’s in my mouth. IT’S IN MY MOUTH! I’m going to rip your little he–” 
 
    The shrieking stops and blissful silence follows as the woman’s head is pulled back into the large, red slime. How could the skeleton ever have thought her an angel? Maybe in the physical form, yes, but the way she behaves is more like a demon than anything. Wasn’t there a saying that told that the devil would visit in the most beautiful shape one had ever seen? Lost in the clouds of forgotten pasts, Douglas mentally dozes off a bit. 
 
    “REEEEEEEEE! I will bring down the might of my entire inheritance upon all you love! I will slaughter everything you hold dear and torture you for an eternity. Look at me you dirty piece of shit! GET ME OUT OF THIS TH–” 
 
    Instead of reacting to the screamed comments, Douglas pulls up the blue boxes that still await his inspection. 
 
      
 
    [ New skill generated: Galactic Standard lvl 2 ] 
 
    [ Skill incompatible with ‘Universal Language’ ] 
 
    [ Equipment slot ‘sVital nWear autoSuit’ integrated; +10 Con, +3 Int ] 
 
    [ New skill generated: Basic Math lvl 2 ] 
 
      
 
    These few messages stand out to Douglas. He slowly retraces all that has happened so far and realizes that the blue boxes seem to be catching up on events that already occurred. This takes him a mere five minutes of pondering, the odd language skill setting him on multiple wrong mental trains of thought. Didn’t he already get a math relates skill a while ago? And then the equipment change he did ages ago got processed? 
 
    “Why am I not DEEEAAAA–” 
 
      
 
    [ sVital nWear autoSuit; a mass-produced, vacuum grade insulated, radiation shielded spacesuit with inbuilt heating, air, and waste filtration, water reclamation, and GalaxNet interface unit. Battery life of one standard year. Con +8, Int +3 (damaged; -2 Con) ] 
 
      
 
    That sounds about right, Douglas thinks. He does not need any of the fancy features but takes note of the fact that the one-year battery life of the suit will keep his computer going for a while. Navigating the rather complicated web of obtuse menus just tickles the skeleton’s limited intellect in a satisfying manner. The damage must be from his burned glove, its half melted tatters even now sticking to his ulna and radius. 
 
    “SERVANT! Tell me why I’m not dead while swimming in an engineered bioweapon? TELL ME! FUCK OFF, YOU RED PIECE OF SH–” 
 
      
 
    [ xp calculations finished ] 
 
    [ Advanced Histaff canine lvl 3 slain; 150 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Complete Histaff amalgamation lvl 5 slain; 500 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Complete Histaff amalgamation lvl 11 slain; 15000 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Advanced Histaff feline lvl 6 slain; 1000 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Advanced Histaff canine lvl 4 slain; 300 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Complete Histaff amalgamation lvl 21 slain; 250000 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Complete Histaff amalgamation lvl 16 slain; 75000 xp earned ] 
 
      
 
    [ Renovate dead; failed due to the necrotic tissue being under Histaff control ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas nods his bony cranium slowly as the blue boxes finally give him his just due. The system governing these lines of white text against a blue background has given him too little experience points before, but he had let it slide back then. It’s good that his efforts are now properly recognized. 
 
    No more blue lines present themselves to the skeleton’s burning gaze so he ponders what to do next. The uproar of monster activity around him has already calmed down. The woman is still helplessly thrashing about in the transparent, red slime. She keeps trying to scream, and her struggles don’t show any signs of stopping yet. 
 
    So Douglas decides he might as well do his third race change. Changing a race might seem like a large step, but Douglas has noticed little effect besides a changing pool of mana. His eyes burning brightly, Douglas calls up the options he has and presses the line that says arcane skeleton. 
 
    The world goes black for an instant, and the skeleton wakes up to an unchanged scene. The only difference is that the woman is looking slightly less clothed, the garb she is wearing seems to be vanishing slowly. Just when he looks at her, she starts thrashing with full vigour again. 
 
    “RELEASE ME! I WILL NOT BE TREATED LIKE THIS!” 
 
    Douglas stares at the woman with empty eyes. The red slime - or complete Histaff amalgamation, as it seems to be called - is moving with considerably less speed than before. This allows the barely clad woman to poke her head out as she treads water with all her might. The slime seems to be trying to contain the woman by caging her in with bones, but she just slaps or kicks them away, instead using them for leverage. 
 
    Douglas listens to her for a while. At first, the sentences coming out of her mouth are just incoherent cursing, demands, and vitriol. She calms down after a while, changing tactics to a more directed type of verbal abuse. Still struggling inside the meat slime, she starts monologuing while staring directly into the reflective visor that Douglas is wearing. 
 
    “… don't care what kind of anti-mainstream statement you are trying to make, but even a total beggar and the lowest scum of society wouldn’t want to be seen dead in a piece of expired nWear trash. Those lines are just screaming to the world that you're a good for nothing that’s absolutely useless. And then that hand, how did you even manage to burn it? How are you animating it? Nano? Tech? External? Doesn’t look like you can afford even open gen tech. You a closed crony or an open dumbass? Those suits things are star dive grade. Is that another fashion statement? Anyway, I’ve had enough of this.” 
 
    Douglas is actually quite happy. At the very least, not really happy, but he feels more of a sullen form of contentment at learning new things. The words went by too fast for him to follow at first, the now snappy and direct suggestions and hints telling him the meaning of each word at such a speed he could barely keep up. 
 
    “… original though, I’ve got to give you that. Out of all my awakenings, this one is the most memorable so far! So pat yourself on the back, you cretin. I, Katarenin Auchinfon Tomat Peezes, will acknowledge you for that, and I shall be sure to acknowledge you some more once I reach civilization again. And all your family, friends, family, everyone you have ever known, especially all your family, I shall acknowledge them thoroughly. With great care and over a long period of time.” 
 
    Here the lady stops, catching her breath as her chest heaves rapidly. This allows Douglas to mentally catch up to what she has been saying. He nods slowly, a small flicker of pride appearing and vanishing shortly after. He just keeps sitting there, staring at the expectant woman. 
 
    “So get me out now, and I will make it short for you. Only a few decennia in the pain vats - that’ll be enough if you remove me now.” 
 
    Douglas keeps sitting there, wincing slightly as the meaning of ‘pain vats’ disseminates through his mind. 
 
    “How did you all do this, by the way? It’s not true Histaff. I would’ve been dissolved and repurposed a thousand times over had this been real. No sapient survives contact, after all. It seems real compared to the holos that I’ve seen. Are we really somewhere in the rim? Damn, I’m class X jump certified, but I’m sure you guys or the best pilot out here is a class 200 at most. Stars, getting back is going to take a while. Seriously, get me out of this goop already! I’m getting tired of …” 
 
    Douglas just sits there, content in drinking in all the new information that is being provided by the woman's monologue. Each time a word passes through his skull, the meaning thickens. Each different usage of a phrase or a term causes his understanding to grow. The woman’s vocabulary and stamina are impressive. Even after a few hours of listening, new words keep appearing. 
 
    Then it stops. Just as Douglas feels that he stopped learning new things, her demeanour changes. She has been half sulking, half glaring the past few hours while chatting to herself and her silent audience. Then her face snaps into a mask of rage as if a switch is flipped. 
 
    “GET ME OUT NOW YOU INSOLENT SHITSTAIN! I WILL NOT BE TREATED–” 
 
    Slightly taken aback, Douglas wonders what caused the sudden change. The woman’s mood switching for the negative starts affecting the skeleton as well. The tone she is using is rather grating to his non-existent ears, and the words keep repeating. The imagery of all kinds of foul things, species, and acts keep intruding in his mind as he listens to the shrieking woman. Hours go by as the meaning of her vitriol become truly clear, hammering against his mood. 
 
     Then Douglas has had enough. The constantly repeating broadcast was one thing; this deluge of negativity is another. The repetition was soothing in an irritating way; he knew what would be said, and the slow supply of meaning to the foreign sounds kept it interesting after he lost count. This stream of profanities just keeps shoving negative meaning in his mind without any benefit. 
 
    Because his spell shapes have solved all his problems so far, Douglas stands up and mentally brings up one of the complex circles. The meaning of the forms, lines and runes flood into his mind. He suddenly realizes that every sentence is indeed ended by a dot. The meaning of runes is suddenly clear to the skeleton as he pours mana into the shape he chose. The slime surrounding the woman’s body is torn from the animated goop as it gathers in a ball. Blackened fingers of bone are curled into a claw while the sphere of water forming in front of it ignites with thick flames. Douglas ignores the shrieks and tosses the globe of fire towards the source of his annoyance. 
 
      
 
    [ Complete Histaff amalgamation lvl 14 slain; 16000 xp earned ] 
 
      
 
    Douglass wills the blue box away as he sees the woman’s head and hair go up in smoke. The slime starts disintegrating as its surface boils away. This, in combination with the forceful dehydration, is enough to finish the weakened amalgamation. The woman somehow lands on her feet as the red goop holding her up disintegrates, her hands and feet frozen and unmoving. 
 
    Skin burns, hair turns to ash, and brains start bubbling out of the woman’s orifices. Douglas is also frozen in indecision. He wanted her to shut up, yes, but the flames are burning for longer than he expected. The image of a half-naked, goop covered woman whose head is burning brightly is a sight that Douglas has no ready action plan for. 
 
    So the two just stand there; Douglas has risen from his seat, and the woman is still as her head burns. Minutes go by as the two stare at each other, Douglas continuously peering into the glowing eyes visible through the fire. The last licks of flame fade, leaving a blackened skull behind. The woman then keels over backward, her head making a hissing sound as the remains of red goop cool the heated skull that smashed into the slimy floor. 
 
    Douglas has once again no reaction or action ready for this situation. Instead, he is distracted by blue boxes exploding in his face. He had commanded them to be small earlier, but now they keep popping up in front of his vision despite his attempts to keep them away. 
 
      
 
    [ System boon earned; removed working brain from system, -999999999 xp, -999999999 xp, -NAN xp, -NAN xp ] 
 
      
 
    [ … ] 
 
      
 
    [ Soul instability; race changed locked for 999999999 days ] 
 
    [ Addition scan halted at 68%, estimated new addition rewards; 999999999 xp ] 
 
    [ Apparel scan halted at 99% ] 
 
      
 
    [ … ] 
 
      
 
    [ Renovated thrall Katarenin Auchinfon Tomat Peezes has changed to; lesser arcane skeleton (fleshclad) ] 
 
      
 
    [ … ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas tries to look away and dismiss the boxes, but the moment he closes them, his vision is again filled with a blank, blue screen. He struggles for minutes with the insistent screens. He finally just sits down and waits for the unchanging empty box to fill with text. 
 
      
 
    [ … ] 
 
      
 
    [ Congratulations, you are now a tier 3 race; choose one permanent racial trait ] 
 
    [ Desiccated form ] 
 
    [ Entrenched soul ] 
 
    [ Spread soul ] 
 
    [ Projected voice ] 
 
    [ Incorporeal form ] 
 
    [ Changing form ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas looks around when the stream of blue bars finally stops. The long pauses between each set of boxes and the sheer sense of vitriol that is somehow conveyed through the interface would have given him goose bumps had he any skin. A scraping noise attracts his attention, and he looks at the moving female. 
 
    Douglas finds her head a lot more attractive now. The previous attraction came from far away, like some long forgotten reflex that reared its head despite it no longer being needed. Now though, Douglas’ skeletal thoughts keep halting as he looks at her. 
 
    The soft light coming from above casts enchanting shadows on the blackened ridge of bone that runs along her temple. The way her protruding cheekbones catch the light on the outside while the insides of her pitch-black eye sockets are lit up by blue eye flames halts his line of thought. The fact that her neck ends in a mangled and raw stump of flesh detracts from the entire scene, though. Douglas sees charred remains of veins, sinew, airway, and esophagus sticking up from the dark flesh. 
 
    He is sure he would have puked if he had a stomach. Fighting the distraction, Douglas queries the system on what racial trait means and what they all do. His gaze wanders to the woman again. 
 
      
 
    [ … ] 
 
      
 
    The empty blue box blocking his vision is a relief and disappointment both. Douglas then patiently waits for the information to fill in. Ten minutes later, he is still waiting. Half an hour later, he hears the soft squelching noises of the woman sitting down. Douglas tries to see what she is doing out of the corner of his eye, but the blank blue screen seems to shift in whatever direction he is looking. 
 
      
 
    [ Racial trait; a permanent feature ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas reads it at least twenty times, trying to find hidden meaning in the words before giving up and dismissing the screen. A single second later, another empty blue screen blocks his view. 
 
      
 
    [ … ] 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Douglas stops studying his spell shapes. He has made some progress in understanding more intricacies of the runes and lines, but the flood of information he had when casting the face-melting fireball is reduced to but a trickle once again. He stops trying to divine meaning from the abstruse shapes because the blue screen is filled with information. 
 
      
 
    [ Desiccated form; modifies your spell matrix to support a slight amount of skin and flesh ] 
 
    [ Entrenched soul; modifies your spell matrix to merge your soul over your entire corporeal form ] 
 
    [ Spread soul; modifies your spell matrix to allow for multiple attachment points ] 
 
    [ Projected voice; modifies your spell matrix to allow for a permanent voice projection spell ] 
 
    [ Incorporeal form; modifies your spell matrix to allow for free-flying episodes of detachment from your corporal form ] 
 
    [ Changing form; allows for quick detachment and reattachment of limbs at joints. Imbues separated joints with enough power to keep together for a limited time ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas looks up from the screen, minimizing it with a thought. The woman - didn’t she say her name earlier? - is sitting on the ground, hugging her knees. Her forehead has the same telltale glow as the flames in her empty sockets. Douglas waddles over and sits his bony ass down next to her. She looks up like a startled critter, flinching under the piercing stare of two blue flames behind a reflective visor. 
 
    He studies her blackened skull, carefully stretching his hand out and plucking a piece of charred skin from her jawbone. She trembles but remains still. Looking at her, he sees something that catches his eye. He grabs the left sleeve of his spacesuit and starts wiping at the grime covering her skull with black fingers. 
 
    He gently wipes at her forehead, uncovering patches of white bone. A faint blue glow seems to hang around the bleached surface, and Douglas sees small stretches of damaged bone glowing with a soft light. He continues wiping at her skull until he reaches the place that caught his interest, the side of her head. A small, round area of bone is not white but shiny metal. Inspecting it closely, he sees fine, inlaid wires of a yellow metal together with small protrusions. Nearly invisible to his naked eyes, he feels the small irregularities as he runs his fingers across the metal. Each small, metal protrusion sends a small shock of feedback up his arm. 
 
    Wiping some more, he finds more spots were metal appears instead of bone. Tenderly wiping at her eye sockets, he finds the entire hollow space riddled with metal. Turning her head, he sees metal wires running from her ear and spinal openings. His curiosity has only grown larger, and for the first time in his life, Douglas feels the need to ask for information. So Douglas opens the blue screen again and pushes the projected voice option. Once again, his vision goes black. 
 
    A scraping sound wakes Douglas from his involuntary slumber. His consciousness returns along with his sense of sight, and he finds himself staring into a soot-smudged skull. Soft hands are prodding at his own hand. The woman is bending his fingers, playing with them and testing their range. Douglas finds himself just lying there, unwilling to move as he observes the much-changed woman mess with his bony digits. 
 
    Douglas loses himself in the ministrations. For the first time in the skeleton’s conscious life, someone else is touching him who doesn’t want to kill him. The blackened skull and the white skull sit there for a long time, surrounded by red goop and ignored by the many bugs and monsters that scuttle around them. Wall-mounted screens keep flashing and changing with ads and short clips, showing propaganda, or selling products. 
 
    The woman seems intent on continuing to mess with his hand, and Douglas feels no inclination to stop her. His attention thus wanders from the shiny metal showing between soot-covered bone to the large displays on the side. Douglas’ thoughts stop momentarily as he wonders why he didn’t pay them any attention before now. These thoughts are halted as a particular image catches his attention. 
 
    Between all the shiny promotions peddling spacesuits, guns, drinks, and spaceships, Douglas sees a small video about a crying child. A shadow covers the weeping babe, which causes it to smile. Looking upwards, a blue-clad man comes into view, shielding the kid from all kinds of projectiles and monsters. Then the screen changes and a tentacled hobo is gunned down by a smiling, rich being holding three fancy guns. Then a four-armed woman jumps in physically impossible ways while eating some kind of colourfully wrapped bar. 
 
    The sheer difference between the ads brings it to Douglas’ attention. Laying there on the floor, he sees it played once every ten minutes or so. His vision covers a couple dozen screens and holoprojectors, so the ad isn’t played much. The words ‘GalaxSec saves’ keep attracting his attention. As Douglas lays there, he thinks about things for a bit. His mental faculties are once again slightly upgraded now that he is a full arcane skeleton, but his thoughts still flow at a ponderous pace. 
 
    Then Douglas remembers the things he ate. The memory of homogeneous sweetness and crunchy pills melting under his chewing teeth is still rather vivid. Douglas has very few senses, he muses. He is sure that breaking bones is supposed to hurt and that hunger used to be a thing. His sight is rather sharp, but apart from some slight scents as the air quality changes drastically, he has smelled very little. Sound is also rather dim, and everything Douglas has heard so far has led him to believe that hearing things is irritating at best. Taste was the most intense positive thing Douglas has experienced so far. 
 
    “Food.” 
 
    Douglas freezes as his jaw stops moving. Shifting his burning gaze towards the dark skull hovering over him, he realizes that she has stopped moving too. Douglas tries putting his desire to words once again. 
 
    “Food. I want to taste more food.” 
 
    His mind made up, Douglas stands. The long legs of his spacesuit flop around as he manoeuvres himself to face the woman. He also finds that his sight level is slightly higher than before. Sensing the mana flowing through his body, he feels that a total of six bones have started regenerating. Two patellas along with pairs of tibia and fibula have started developing slivers of bone. Redirecting the mana flows, he limits it to only both fibula. 
 
    Then he looks at the woman. The sheer change in character that has happened does not arouse any of his suspicion. Instead, Douglas nods in satisfaction that she is starting to act like a proper skeleton should. Douglas does a double take as he looks at her neck area. The raw and charred flesh has changed into a smoother surface. The largest piece of charred sinew is gone, replaced by neat stretches of muscle and skin. Her esophagus and all the veins and arteries are closed, the only opening except for her protruding spine being the windpipe. 
 
    The two skulls stare at each other for a bit longer. The woman then stands up and starts looking around. Slight sounds of metal scraping and rattling against bone sound out as she swivels her neck. Douglas takes notice of the light that sparkles from the metal skull parts, the shiny reflections catching his gaze. 
 
    She starts walking after an indeterminate time of eye socket on eye socket staring. Instead of going back into the mall like Douglas expected, she walks to another of those blank doors with green paint. Douglas starts shuffling after her, his spacesuit legs trailing behind him as the duo walks through the green door. He follows her clumsy walk through the following hallway. Instead of going up the ramp like Douglas expects, she walks up to the back side of the bare, metal space. She pushes against the back wall, shoving another door to the side. Douglas follows her with wide eyes and hanging jaw. 
 
    A platform a few metres wide is followed by a lowered track that has a single rail running through it. Instead of the entire ceiling glowing softly, smaller and fiercer lights are arrayed on the ceiling going off into the distance. The woman - Douglas then and there remembers to call her Katare - walks along the platform until she reaches a place where the platform wall has turned into rows of colourful buttons instead of blank metal. She raises her pale hand and randomly presses on glowing rectangles. The buttons flash, her hand glowing red in response, and a small table appears from the wall. This table is then filled with all kinds of odd items. 
 
    Having studied the scene for a decent amount of time, Douglas walks up to Katare. He grabs one of the items he recognizes, a wrapped bar, and smashes it against his visor with confidence. Douglas is sure that he feels no shame, but standing there while rubbing the food on his helm makes him feel like he really should. One long process of taking off the helmet later, Douglas eats the bar, wrapper and all. The intense stare coming from Katare as he shows her his bony cranium for the first time is completely ignored. The taste is flat at first until his teeth bite through the thin material, and the bar’s contents squeeze into his mouth. 
 
    Douglas freezes again, the intense sensation of the taste explosion overwhelming the skeleton’s mental capacities. Then the taste disappears when the bar is gone. Paying no heed to where the food disappears to, Douglas starts stuffing the other items into his mouth. Some of them are easily opened by his teeth. The rest of the wrapped bars is devoured quickly, and the bags of snacks follow suit. The first bottle he picks up gives him some trouble. Then his sharp incisor catches on the cap as he wiggles it around, causing the carbonated contents to explode into his mouth. Douglas freezes again. 
 
    All the bottles forcefully devoured, he starts in on the cans. Ten minutes of fruitless gnawing passes before he studies the mangled item carefully. His bony fingers find the place to open it after only fifteen minutes of intense reading. The more complex wrapping materials follow after all the cans are drained. The voidproof containers are emptied after the quick heating meals are consumed. Douglas especially likes the expando tabs. The packaging keeps telling him to submerge them in whatever liquid is native to his species, but eating the crunchy items gives him the most intense flavour sensation yet. 
 
    Then Douglas is looking at the table as it retracts into the wall. The trash surrounding the duo has been disappearing at a steady rate. Only now, he spots the small, bug-like drones that take the empty packaging materials with them, vanishing into the wall. Douglas then stares at Katare with flaming eyes once again. 
 
    “More food.” 
 
    His dry voice resounds from somewhere around his mouth as he makes his desire for more edible items known. Katare just starts pressing the wall at random again. Looking at her actions and the resulting food dropping from the wall, Douglas starts pressing random items too. Where the pretty colours flash whenever the woman does it, the wall ignores all of Douglas’ ministrations. He tears into the appeared snack again with fervour, this time making note of which things taste the best and pointing at the buttons in turn. 
 
    He pauses long enough to look at Katare halfway through his two hundredth snack. The skeletal woman has obediently done as he asked, and he feels like some form of thanks should be given. So Douglas grabs a bar, unwraps it with care, and presses into the other skull’s face. It takes a while before she opens her jaw and he manages to shove it in. The food slowly disappears in a smouldering blue flame, and Katare's eyes seem to glow brightly in shock. Douglas grins at her and waves at the piles of snacks on the table. She also joins him in chowing down, only stopping long enough to press the wall to get more food. 
 
    And so the two skeletal beings spend many hours eating, using up the little power and scant few resources the space station still has in stock by gorging on food they don’t need at all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine – And Influence People 
 
    An ordinary old man wakes from his slumber, opening his sleep-crusted eyes as he rises from his small but luxurious bed. Like every morning, he looks around in dazed confusion until the reality of his current situation comes back to him. His slightly wrinkled face then turns from an unemotional blankness to a solemn visage that knows a secret joke, a hidden twinkle of humour playing the role of a spark in his eyes. He stands up, puts on the same clothes as yesterday, and walks out of his bedroom. The blue haze hanging in the doorframe automatically disintegrates all his night sweat and any grime on his body as he steps through. 
 
    Entering his small living room, he waves at the curtained windows, causing them to slide open. A blank wall is the only view available to him, and he stares out of it for a few seconds. Stretching his popping spine a bit, he walks through his front door. The dispenser in his hall drops a few spheres in his hand, which he eats slowly. 
 
    Blinking against the early morning light, he observes the street just outside his home. High above, the air is filled with thousands of flying vehicles. Massive space-bound constructs are visible through the blue atmosphere as they hug the planet. Ships dozens of kilometres long dock in space stations thousands of kilometres in diameter, their shine reflecting light down on the busy world. 
 
    In the far distance, nearly hidden through the smoggy atmosphere, massive structures tower into the sky. Even here in the suburbs, the buildings rise up dozens of stories. The old man looks out from his balcony, taking in the view. He sees dirty buildings, grimy streets, and abandoned vehicles accompanied by the occasional wild mutant or engineered pet. He stops looking rather quickly. 
 
    Walking down the stairs with a measured gait, the old man avoids all the stinking lowlifes and beggars present in this part of town. Tall, blank-faced buildings surround the relatively empty streets, any architectural style forgone for lower building costs. Small heaps of trash litter the concrete roads, proof that even the efficient, automated cleaning services are no match for the enormous amount of sapient scum living in these parts. 
 
    The old man doesn’t even look at the many alien lifeforms that are lying on the streets. Some seem to be dead while the majority are just too inebriated on all kinds of illegal and high-tech mood enhancers to move from their spots. A few large blobs of atmosphere-suited slime patrol here and there, obviously enforcers for whatever crime syndicate has this area of the capital planet in its grasp. 
 
    Everyone treats the old man like he treats them, both parties ignoring each other completely. The amount of working-class sapients down on their luck is low, but the few honest people that do live here are largely ignored. It’s only when they start becoming addicted and in debt that the tough guys start paying attention to them. 
 
    The old man carefully makes his way over to the nearest pipe booth. This transport system is one of the oldest still working public transport systems in place. Even the poorest of beggars can earn more than enough money to call for a flying cab, but the old man likes the anonymity of the pipes. He steps inside the booth and sees that the payment system is vandalised once again. 
 
    “Central Bureau,” the old man speaks. The floor drops from under him, and he falls into a metre wide pipe. Faint rings of light swish past his vision as he is sucked away to his destination. The fact that he doesn’t need to pay today puts a smile on his lips, one that the smell of vomit, sweat, and other chemical excretions fails to remove. The tunnels are only used by sapients that have no other options, and personal hygiene is not often a priority for that target audience. The pipes are made from a rather hardy material, and removing them would cost more than any potential gains. 
 
    The old man flies through the stinking, underground pipes with speed, arriving at his destination only minutes later. The small pipe booth stands in a dark corner of the planet’s central city centre. The floor snaps closed under him, and he steps through the decontamination field into the open air again. 
 
    Skyscrapers tens of kilometres high connected through a maze of flexible tunnels and large vertical promenades tower above him. A sea of hurrying sapients of all kinds and sizes shuffles through the dark streets. The sun barely manages to pierce through the layer of buildings kilometres thick. The old man walks through the busy throngs, making his way over to the biggest and tallest building of them all. He shuffles into the street level entrance, his hand lighting up briefly while entering the dark building. 
 
    He separates from the main flow of sapients and enters a small elevator instead of the main elevation tubes that ferry sapients to the many, many floors above and below. The small cabin shoots downwards, the gravity repulsors working hard to reduce the crushing gravitational forces to a barely felt lurch. He steps out of the small box only seconds later, now many kilometres below the planet’s surface. Cramped hallways and rows of office cubicles greet the man. He walks through the main reception area for the building’s post room, hoping to avoid the daily ritual for once. 
 
    “Hey, it’s Solan! I was wondering what smelled. Go fetch me a dark glucose,” says one of the pretty reception sapients behind the large desk. 
 
    “Don’t be mean. He doesn’t smell that much today. Creme caff for me,” says a man covered in scales. 
 
    “You’re five seconds late. I’m withholding a full hour, and give me the usual,” an office door opens, and a suited sapient shouts at Solan. 
 
    Keeping the slight smile on his face, Solan immediately turns around in a practised manoeuvre and stands in the small elevator again. Another extremely short trip later, he exits and walks over to a kiosk in the building’s entrance. He waits a few minutes until it's his turn, quickly rattles off a large list of drinks, and waits until they are prepared by the many-tentacled worker. His hand flashes as he pays, and he’s barely able to carry the small tower of drinks as he returns to the elevator. 
 
    “Now you’re five minutes late. Two hours subtracted,” is the first thing Solan hears as he enters the post room reception again, his hands full with steaming or half frozen drinks. A small rush of people and absolutely no comments of thanks later, he is left with just a single cup. Solan then walks on, moving towards a small office that’s in the furthest and darkest corner of the floor. Ignored by everyone, he enters the nondescript room and sits in his office chair. A simple desk and a single screen are all the furnishings inside the small space. His face transforms from bullied serenity into a genuine smile as he relaxes. 
 
    “Let’s see how things are going then.” At his comment, the entire office blooms to life. Holographic panels appear from every single bit of empty wall and floor as the ceiling turns into a galactic map. Lists of holdings, market analytics, and loads of metadata become available to his old eyes. He spends the next few minutes keeping track of what happened throughout the night while he slept. His businesses are doing well, same for the new planetary mining operations he set up. 
 
    He also spares a few minutes to check on the job he is supposed to be doing. Some packages that arrive on this planet are not labelled correctly, and it's his job to find out their intended recipients. This is a rather tedious task, and the only reason it exists is because of some obscure and long forgotten regulation that was put in place ages ago by politicians forgotten in the acrid mists of time. 
 
    Had any of the condescending office people been present inside the small room, they would probably have fled in terror or just killed themselves right then and there. The readouts that Solan goes through with practised speed implies that a good fifth of the entire galaxy is in his hands. Then again, they likely would have dismissed it as a training simulator. Probably merely some sad attempt for a lowly office clerk to feel important. 
 
    Then Solan notices something odd. One of his long-term projects has come online years before scheduled. He taps the odd notification with an aged finger and looks at the summary. One of his anchors that he stored in a remote facility had become overrun with Histaff some time back. This, in and of itself, is not a problem; the Histaff cleaning crews would have gotten to the rim system before long. The fact that someone managed to open the storage pod prematurely is a problem. 
 
    Requesting the relevant data, he checks on the project to refresh his memory. Reading over the summary, he confirms that all is well. He then accesses the backup data of the module. Oddly enough, the system is still working even now. What’s even odder is that the current connection is still functioning but the amount of data being recovered is only a fraction of normal operation. 
 
    Now frowning - Solan never likes it when something or someone touches his toys - he opens the video feed. All screens in front of him vanish, and the small office turns into a dark, long-term storage unit. The perspective from which the video is recorded then stands up, bringing a sitting form into focus. 
 
    Solan’s eye twitches as he looks at the white and black spacesuit. There are a lot of things Solan has a begrudging kind of respect for, and the company called Berry is one of them. The way they employed a marketing campaign that stretched on for millennia is not that noteworthy. The fact that they managed to convince the entire galaxy that wearing an expired nWear autoSuit is something even the scum of society doesn’t do is - in contrast - rather impressive. Even the old man hasn’t escaped their successful brainwashing campaign, the black stripes on the space suit making him immediately assume the small, sitting figure is truly trash. 
 
    Solan mutes the sound the moment he hears his perspective speaking. The woman is still the same even after all this time, he wryly thinks. Instead, he calls up the auto-transcribed subtitles on a screen to the side while filtering the irritating voice from the audio recording. The spacesuit-clad figure then stands, causing Solan to study the form. The spacesuit seems melted on one of the hands of the being while the other arm hangs loose and empty. The legs are also odd, the folds of cheap composite folding in weird ways as the being shuffles towards the door. 
 
    The next few scenes are kind of baffling to Solan. The fact that the woman he is viewing these events through is not immediately dissolved by the Histaff amalgamation is interesting but not unheard of. Solan tries a couple of filter options on the video formation, but nothing manages to penetrate the cheaply mass-produced spacesuit helmet. The only thing visible behind the reflective material are two blue pinpricks of light. He does study the bony hand in detail, realising that it’s the skeletal structure of a baseline human without any modifications. Although not super common nowadays, natural humans used to be the most recurring sapient in the universe at some point, so it’s not that unusual. The way the bones seem to hang in the air without any supporting structure or nanos is odd, though. 
 
    Solan is so captivated by the weird happenings playing out in front of him, that he forgets that he is supposed to be a low ranked clerk in the post room. Not a single person checks up on him as the rest of his colleagues go off to lunch. Not all the species working the office need to eat, but the planet’s bureaucracy has reached such levels that equal rights are enforced in spite of individual needs. So everyone, even the mechanical sapients, energy bound constructs, and higher dimensional beings, leave the office for their mandatory lunch break. 
 
    Solan studies the figure as he fails to interact with his point of view. This continues for hours as the space-suited being shifts position and falls over a few times. Then the woman starts cursing up a storm, and even Solan winces as he reads the stream of profanities that scrolls through the subtitle screen. 
 
    Then the thing fireballs her face off, smothering his entire office wall in blinding flame. 
 
    Solan re-watches the entire scene a dozen times before he concludes that he is watching something unknown to him. His ancient heart starts beating faster as he realises that new technology is being used. The way the water is sucked from the environment, the way the blue glow around the skeletal hand seems to transform it into a fire, it’s all completely new. No nanos show up on the filter, no spatial manipulations are detected, and no known forms of energy are used. 
 
    Solan sits there in a daze as the screen turns from white flames to black nothingness. He is unsure how much time passes before something new happens. The black section of the holographic display is wiped clean by a white and black glove held in a black, skeletal hand. A low-resolution video appears as the simplistic backup cameras are wiped clean. The resolution sharpens slightly as more external sensors are cleaned, but only slightly. 
 
    Solan’s attention is grabbed by the reflection in the helmet. A black skull is shown where perfectly carved female features used to be. The low resolution is just enough to confirm that the video’s host should indeed be dead but is somehow functioning. 
 
    “Food.” 
 
    A foreign accent thunders through the small office. Holding a hand to his racing heart, Solan lowers the video’s volume. 
 
    “Food. I want to taste more food.” 
 
    He then watches with open mouth as his perspective guides the spacesuited being to a transport hub. Solan is truly shocked when the spacesuited man manually removes his helmet and a naked skull is shown. Not a single modification is visible. Every single being gets at least one implant, no matter if they are born near the core or on a primitive rim world. Each being in this galaxy has a nervous implant at the minimum, but this skull has none. It only has a blue glow on its forehead and small flames in its eye sockets. 
 
    The thing then starts eating. Solan has had enough at this point. Now large amounts of food are disappearing into nothingness without any supporting structure, nanotech, or other trickery. This is new technology! New tech in a galaxy where nothing new has been developed for millennia! 
 
    “Get my private ship ready. Minimal crew.” He barely reads the confirmation popping up before hurrying out of his office. He strides through the narrow and barely lit corridors of his workplace, ignoring all the yells that follow him. 
 
    “SOLAN! Where is my glucose? Where have you been for the past few days?” 
 
    “Lark-shit, have you been hiding?” 
 
    “Hey, Suck-Man! It’s a shame, I thought you finally died!” 
 
    Solan stops before the elevator. Now that he thinks of it, his current treatment should be sufficient for a couple decennia, right? These humanising episodes are what keep him sane, but that doesn’t mean he can’t have a bit of fun at the end of them, right? His face now set in an inhuman grin, he speaks loudly and slowly for all to hear. “Butler, sanitise floor.” 
 
    The screams and coughing start even before he steps into the elevator. The last thing Solan sees before leaving this life behind is his coworkers and colleagues dying as gas seeps from the vents. Maybe ordering an entire floor of the building cleansed was a bit much, he thinks as he walks outside. Then again, this was one of the most effective normalising sessions he ever experienced, which speaks for the amount of abuse he was put through. 
 
    Solan walks through the busy traffic, ignoring the multitudes of yelling and cursing people. All the automated vehicles swerve to avoid him, and the streets clear as traffic control empties the entire street. A rather large ship then breaks all flight regulations as it descends towards his position. Protocols in place before this city was developed forcefully take control of all ships, vehicles, and buildings. The ship coasts through the cleared space while casually crushing some pieces of architecture in its way. The tumultuous streets fall silent for the first time in centuries as Solan is picked up by his personal ship, a slender vessel a kilometre long. 
 
    The familiar halls of his vessel calm him down even further as he commands the pilot to set course for the Histaff infected system that the woman woke up in only a short time before. He suppresses the urge to command a planet-bound jump. The destruction of a highly developed planet is not worth the shortcut. Solan Tomat can wait a few hours longer, after all. Only barely, though. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten – Overcoming Obstacles 
 
    Douglas stares at his feet. White bones wiggle as he examines the limits of his lower extremities. Once again, his limbs seem unbound by the limits that flesh would impose upon his skeletal structure. He folds his left foot into a pretzel while mashing his right into an accordion shape. Slender fingers rub against his misshapen foot, slowly feeling the smooth bone. 
 
    Douglas is surrounded by pieces of his spacesuit, the black and white parts of composite scattered in a circle around the duo. He took them off when his legs started to itch. The sensation was one that the skeleton hadn’t felt before, so he paused eating long enough to remove his apparel. He did not expect to see the largely intact legs that appeared. He then did some experiments. 
 
    Honestly, they were not true experiments. He just wanted to eat more and happened to notice that his bones regrew with speed whenever he was consuming large quantities of food, so Douglas kept eating happily, tasting every single item displayed on the wall. The platform goes on endlessly, and the number of different snacks also goes on endlessly. Then many hours after his feet had regrown, the glowing pictures of tasty looking items had flickered once and died. Now only a bare metal wall, Douglas loses interest and starts studying his newly regrown feet. 
 
    Looking up, Douglas stares at the lovely face of Katare. Like him, her physical form had regenerated rather quickly as she joined him in feasting on cheap snacks. Her eyebrows and lashes have already regrown, just like much of her hair. Douglas looks at her empty, fish-like eyes and feels like something is wrong with this picture. 
 
    Her face is as pretty as before if a bit pale. Her lips are now blue instead of the rosy pink, and her red, blushing cheeks are now a nearly translucent white. Her hair also changed as it grew back, the blonde curls that burned up replaced by sleek, black hair. All in all, it makes for a rather nice sight. Instead of the previous bombastic bombshell look, she’s a muted porcelain doll with a slightly creepy vibe. 
 
    This creepy vibe is greatly enhanced by the fact that only part of her flesh has regrown. A little bit above her slender eyebrows, her skin stops, the top of her head just a bare white skull. Douglas looks at her for a while longer, unsure what to think of the change in looks. Her eyes that used to hold a sparkle of life are now lifeless and dull, though. Her facial expressions haven’t moved once so far, her eyes staring directly forwards without moving. The fact that her hair is only covering the sides of her head, long dark waterfalls of glistening and sleek waves in the haircut of a monk, only serve to add to the confusing mix of cute and creepy. 
 
    Douglas gives a mental shrug and starts putting his spacesuit back on. The shoes take him a while to figure out because of his newly regrown feet. The fact that Katare is stopping him isn't helping either. 
 
    “What?” he asks after she stops him from donning the white and black suit for the tenth time. Instead of answering, she just takes his hand and shakes her head a single time. Then she starts weakly pulling his hand. Douglas just follows her directions, standing up and walking beside her as she slowly walks towards the closest green door. 
 
    Two doors later, the duo finds themselves in the mall again. Douglas didn't really pay any attention to where they were going, but it seems they got turned around in their snack crusade. Katare swivels her head around for a bit until she starts walking to the left. Douglas follows her, his bony hand still loosely grasped in her fleshy limb. 
 
    Her shoes and his hard feet clack rhythmically against the floor as they meander through the broad thoroughfare. She leads him past meat slimes and sleeping beasts while swivelling her head from side to side. Douglas then walks into her back as she suddenly stops. She leads him into a shop, and he recognises it as one of the spacesuit vendors. The same four models are on display, the distinct spacesuits all sporting two arms and two legs. 
 
    A fleshy sounding slap shakes Douglas from his daze as he stops looking at the display models. Katare’s hand flashes once, and a holographic list of items springs into being above the counter. She then presses four options after studying the large list for a good few minutes. 
 
    Time passes slowly as both humanoids stare at each other. Four flames, two dull eyes, and two empty sockets are trained on each other for a long time. This staring contest without any willing participants is interrupted when a creaking and sloshing sound comes from behind the back wall. A rectangular section slides open, and a large quantity of goop, mulch, and rotting trash is squeezed out. This is then followed by a slow grinding which cumulates into a large, metal box falling from the hole. The resulting collision with the floor sends stinking muck across the entire store. 
 
    Covered in slime, Katare shuffles through the trash. She puts a hand to the box which causes both hand and box to flash once. The large, metal coffin then splits open, displaying four helmets laying side by side. She then stares at Douglas expectantly. 
 
    Douglas walks over and recognises the same four suits that are on display in front of the store. The helmets are arranged in a neat row, one bulky, one slimy, one black, and one gold. Douglas picks up the bulky one, which causes the neat package under the helmet to expand into a full suit. The entire thing’s hinges, pistons, and yellow, metal frames are moving to the side as the front splits and spreads open. 
 
    Douglas stares at the welcoming hollow of the suit and presses the helmet on his head. He then clumsily steps into the suit. Nothing happens. Katare makes a circling gesture. Douglas steps out, turns around, and steps back in, this time the right side forward. The suit closes with a myriad of mechanical clicks and pneumatic hisses the moment his helmet is above the open neck portion. 
 
    Douglas then tries to move and absolutely nothing happens. He tries to order the suit open and nothing happens again. Ten minutes of fumbling later, he still finds himself locked in an extremely sturdy, construction grade prison. Douglas starts getting bored a few hours of failing to escape later. Having not read the manual, he fails to even switch the computer on. Douglas does feel a continuous prodding of a small metal object as it rhythmically pokes him in the neck. Katare is doing nothing at all, just staring blankly ahead without moving a muscle. 
 
    He then makes the decision to read the manual before donning complex items like the 42nd edition Brickad Fekston heavy grade enviro suit he is now trapped in. This resolution firmly stuck in his empty head, he pours mana into a spell formation. The irritation at being stuck might have caused him to overcompensate with the spell slightly. 
 
    The phlogistonation process started by the spell forcefully rips oxygen and hydrogen atoms from the air, compacting them into water. The energy needed for this reaction is delivered through the mana, but the inefficient process also sucks any energy from its direct environment. The entire hall flashes red once again as automated sensors register a large pressure drop. The howling wind causes Katare to blink her eyes a bit. 
 
    A spike of ice forms in front of Douglas’ chest as it grows from a needle into a large chunk of frozen water. Douglas just wants to escape from the suit, the lack of a clear goal causing the spell to go wild. Douglas is blown back as the spell implodes, the suit’s insulation preventing him from receiving the frozen status and shattering as he smashes against the wall. The suit does shatter, the magically induced low temperatures damaging the otherwise nearly impervious spacesuit. The magical ice evaporates slowly into air as Douglas frees himself from the wreckage. 
 
    Finally free of his self-imposed prison, Douglas eyes the other three frost covered suits with wary eyes. Instead of trying out the slimy, black, or gaudy items, he walks over to the counter and pulls another nWear spacesuit from the emergency supplies. Katare stands there, unsure how to react to the skeleton donning one of the cheap emergency items again. 
 
    Douglas immerses himself in the complicated puzzle that is the manual mode of the spacesuit while Katare walks off. Douglas looks up occasionally and sees her sitting on a bench just outside the shop as she puts her head in her hands. Her face remains blank as she looks around for a bit. The next time Douglas looks over, she is gone. Happily continuing the hour-long process of manual operation, he fails to see Katare peeking at him from around a corner for a while. 
 
    More hours pass by, neither of the two really noticing the passing of time. The lighting in the mall stays the same at all hours. The only proof something actually happens as time flows by is a slowly growing pile of empty wrappers. Everything dropped on the station floor got taken away by cleaning bots. The slime covered and dirty state of the mall seems to indicate that something has gone wrong with its cleaning systems. 
 
    Wearing his black on white spacesuit, Douglas steps out of the store sometime later. He looks at Katare and the pile of trash at her feet. He then looks at where she is standing, next to a square box that contains the same items as he had been chowing down on just before. He touches his helmet, does some thinking, and decides that eating some more is not worth the effort at the moment. Instead, he sits down and starts thinking about what he wants to do now. 
 
    He fails to notice that the partial skin covering Katare’s skull is rapidly regrowing and covering her forehead. Long, black hair grows from newly formed follicles as the woman keeps stuffing her mouth methodically. Her movements freeze the moment the last bit of skin closes on the top of her partially bald head. The woman then shudders intensely and falls to the ground. She gingerly picks herself up from the floor and looks at her surroundings with wild, panicked eyes. 
 
    “WHAT THE FUUUUUCK! WHAT WAS THAT? I totally lost control. That thing fireballed my face, and then things went black. No, not that thing …” 
 
    Crazed eyes land on the sitting black and white figure. She takes a cautious step closer and sees her own slime covered, barely clad reflection in the round helmet. 
 
    “That skeleton. What tech is that … It ate. I ate … Oh gods, how much junk did I eat? I gotta puke. I know what’s in this shit.” 
 
    The woman falls to her knees just as Douglas notices that something is wrong. Katare continues babbling like a madwoman, her traumatised mind blindly grasping for something or someone to blame. 
 
    “Okay, you skeleton. I seem to remember you can talk. TALK, YOU PIECE OF OSSEOUS SPACEDUST! What did you do to me, what happened, why did I go blind, and why did my body slip from my control? This is my body, not someone else's. My body. My body …” 
 
    The woman has wrapped her hands around her knees and is rocking back and forth slowly. The mantra of “my body” is chanted continuously. Douglas stands up from his seating position. He is very much unsure about what is going on with the woman, but he knows what he wants to do next. 
 
    “What more?” 
 
    “My body … My bo– what? More?” 
 
    “What is there more?” asks Douglas while waving his hands around. Both hands, he suddenly realises. Douglas is complete again, and all it took was a binging session that lasted several hours. He wonders briefly why he took notice of his regrowing legs but not of his other arm before ending that train of thought. 
 
    “It’s just a standard ring station. Storage is over there, life support below, and homes above. What do you want?” Katare is so baffled by the weird question that she manages to escape from the pit of self-pity that she has found herself stuck in. 
 
    “What is there?” asks Douglas while pointing the opposite side of the storage area. 
 
    “Ship’s docking, greenhouses, algae tanks, who cares?” Katare is also too confused to wonder why his voice is audible from inside an otherwise completely isolated spacesuit. Those cheap pieces of shit don’t even have external speakers, after all, but she is nothing if not a spoiled child of comfort, heiress to a sizable fortune, and raised in the lap of luxury. So she ignores all the bad things and focuses on the most important thing ever, namely what she wants right this moment. “WHO CARES? GET ME OFF THIS SHIT STATION! I’VE HAD IT WITH–” 
 
    Douglas is buried under another tirade of cursing as the fully healed and regrown woman screams her lungs out. Douglas is better prepared this time, though, and he just started wearing this suit, damaging it with a fireball just to shut her up doesn't sit right with the skeleton. Douglas just mutes the audio speakers on his helmet as he fiddles with the suit’s manual computer. 
 
    He then starts walking towards the opposite side, moving through the mall, away from the storage. The very first locker he broke into netted him the woman following him and is a constant lesson to mind his own business that he is not likely to forget soon. He is not keen on exploring the storage area any further. 
 
    Douglas instead spares some mental power by studying the spell shapes again. He honestly wants to explore what classes are available to him as his scholar class has been ready to advance for a while now, but the blue screens are actively sabotaging him. He asked the system to show him the information about his suit while he was donning it. This resulted in a blank screen blocking his sight for half an hour before the data was displayed. 
 
    So Douglas studies the runes present in the spell shapes slowly. The meaning of the dots behind each rune sentence is known to him, the rest is still vague at best. The runes are made up of angular symbols, and there are quite a lot of them. He stumbles a few times but keeps his mental focus on the shapes as he makes his way through the mall. 
 
    The super annoying version of Katare is still following him. He didn't mind her when she was being all silent and timid, but the full-fleshed personality is not one Douglas feels equipped to deal with. The internal speaker stays off and not a single word of the endless tirade enters his bony ears. 
 
    This way of doing things is rather productive, as the meaning of the runes becomes clearer by the minute. So far, he has figured out that the symbols all represent the edge between two ideas. Whoever came up with this system must have judged a letter or character based system too simple. 
 
    Instead, each rune is the edge between two words. The phlogistonation spell Douglas has been studying has a lot of ornamental fluff that seems useless, but the base idea is rather simple. Magical theory is based around two substances, phlogiston and calx. Everything is made up of a combination of these two materials. Phlogiston is the material that burns; calx is the matter that stays behind. 
 
    The ice spell forms when the phlogistonated air that comes from burning something is reversed into its energy-rich form. The air is transformed into calx and phlogiston. Except air is devoid of calx, so the material that forms is so pure it freezes. 
 
    This entire process is described with the runes in a rather convoluted manner. The spell could be written down as: ’air becomes phlogiston and calx’. This simple sentence would be made up of six runes. These would be ‘nothing-air’, ‘air-becomes’, ‘becomes-phlogiston’, and so forth. All in all, it has taken Douglas an incredibly long time of slow system assisted studying to grasp such an understanding from the messy spell shapes. 
 
    And so it happens that Douglas, still busy figuring out the magical runes, fails to hear or see what is coming towards him. The constant screeching of Katare has attracted quite a few Histaff monsters. The limb spiders, infected animals, and meat slimes come near the dirty duo, sniff them a bit, and then move on. Any moving being covered in Histaff infected slime is ignored by all the less than intelligent beings. 
 
    Douglas stops moving. Shaken from his studious trance, he looks around. Standing still, he fumbles with the computer controls on his forearms until he manages to navigate the obtuse menus to the audio controls. The vibrations running through the floor are getting strong enough that even Douglas manages to feel them. Also, the woman seems to have been yelling at him. This is nothing new, but the fact that she is now pulling on his arm with all her strength might indicate something important is happening in the outside world. 
 
    Douglas is flooded with a riotous raucous the moment he flips the audio setting to ‘on’. He snaps his skull forwards just in time to see a monster barrel through the mall towards him. The woman’s screams are drowned out by the sound of crumpling metal and sundering claws as a bone-clad monstrosity tears through slime and shop. Sharp spikes of bone protrude from layered, white armour that smoothly slides across moving limbs. A thickly armoured head contains a random scattering of red eyes above rows of protruding teeth. Scythe-like appendages chop at each obstacle between it and Douglas. 
 
    “… SKELETONS EVERYWHERE! NOOO, DADDY SAVE ME! NOT A WORKED RECOMBINED, NOT A REWORKED, DAADDDYYYYYYY …” 
 
    Douglas spares Katare a glance as he starts shoving mana into the spell shape he had been studying. Air snaps into ice, and he immediately looks away. Not before the woman’s skin flash freezes, though. The growing needle of ice swivels forwards and starts growing as Douglas feeds it everything he has. The wind picks up, and the ceiling flashes red as Douglas stares at the hulking mass of bone. 
 
    The beast is honestly a beauty, Douglas admits to himself. His perspective might be slightly skewed due to his own osseous nature, but the perfectly interlocking plates of bone and spikes that emerge from complex mechanical hinges does something to his non-existing heart. Even though his empty skull is rather slow, he isn't dumb enough to underestimate the danger that the couple tonnes of frenzied murder machine poses and dares not to be distracted too much. 
 
    Douglas shoves all his mana into the spell, ignores the cold that’s seeping through his glove, and aims it towards the ten-metre-high beast. His gloved hand is coated in frost by the time the thrashing monster has closed half the distance. Each rapid footstep of the armoured being sends shocks through the space station’s foundational frame. 
 
    Douglas releases the swirling lance of ice. 
 
    It shatters against the beast’s thick armour plates and slows it down a bit. Fog and snow appear in a trail that connects Douglas and the being. The beast then roars loud enough to shatter windows and evaporate all the ice. Douglas’ teeth rattle loosely in their sockets and his spine shakes under the spittle-laden vocalization performed by the approaching monster. 
 
    Then things go too fast for Douglas to follow. The bone-clad creature is a dozen metres away when it jumps. Douglas feels several of his bones shatter as his suit is hit by limbs and spikes. Spinning through the air, his vision is alternatively filled with the dirty floor, bone white monster, and screaming woman. 
 
    Then the woman splits at the waist, her legs flopping against the wall as her upper half vanishes into a dark store. Douglas smacks against a protruding sign, smashing through the colourful board in a shower of twinkling crystal. He bounces off a wall and lands head first, sliding to a stop after smashing a few benches and dried up planters. 
 
    Douglas doesn't really feel dazed or concussed, but he does realize something is wrong with his bony body. Stretching his neck, he manages to catch a glimpse of the way he came. The hulking thing of white bone is standing still, sniffing the air as it tilts its head. Only now does he get a proper look of the being. 
 
    Douglas truly feels a weird sense of respect and awe for the four-legged beast. Sturdy hind legs that hinge in odd ways are accompanied by smaller and thinner forelegs that contain a large number of foldable blades. Now and then, Douglas can spot traces of deep red beneath its sliding plates of armour whenever it turns. All kinds of spikes, horns, and teeth jut from it in tricky angles, but none seem to interfere with its movement. 
 
    Douglas lays still, just observing the thing. The monster keeps looking around for a bit longer before it starts trundling away, casually strolling back from where it came. 
 
    In the meantime, Douglas has taken stock of his injuries. His suit has done a marvellous job of containing all his bits. Had he been unsuited, both his legs, the majority of his ribs, and his right arm would have been scattered over a large area. His skull is in an especially precarious situation. His head bounced around inside his helmet with such force that it cracked. A glowing line runs from his neck towards his cheekbones and right through his face. It narrowly misses the middle of his forehead, only stopping halfway to his ear canal. 
 
    Unwilling to go back to being a cripple, Douglas quickly but quietly moves his phantom limbs around until all the bone parts inside his suit are once again filled with fractured materials. He rolls around a few times, tumbling the fragments around his body until they all find a place in his mana laden phantom bones to get stuck in. He takes care to move slowly, and even undoes a few bones that have inefficient shards jutting out of them. 
 
    His helmet glows with blue light as mana floods between the myriad of cracks. Douglas tries moving but stops rather quickly. The scraping of bone against bone is still as uncomfortable as ever. 
 
    He then sinks into a slight bout of internal focus as he guides mana streams to each damaged joint. Some of the blue boxes try bothering him, but Douglas is not in the mood and pushes them away with single-minded focus. The blue screens flicker a bit but stop interfering with his vision. 
 
    An hour of targeted mending later, Douglas stands with silent joints once more. He slowly makes his way over to the store he saw Katare smash into, finding her shattered torso inside a small restaurant. He ignores the oddly coloured slime that covers one side of the room and walks over to the woman. 
 
    Her face remains blank as Douglas picks her up with casual ease. Her arms flop around as Douglas starts pulling a large number of sharp objects from her form. She remains unresponsive as he slides large splinters of glass, sharp bits of metal, and a few pieces of furniture from her flesh. One particularly large thorn of a crystal is stuck inside the back of her head, refusing to be pried free by his smooth fingers. 
 
    Her skull is pierced by a snapped leg of a chair, temple to temple. He pulls it out with effort, finding that it snatches on a complex web of wires inside her brain cavity. Tearing the thing free with force, he looks inside the hole. 
 
    Dark blood drips from brain matter halfway between grey and pink. Looking down at her battered remains, he sees slow trickles of nearly black blood seep from each cut. Douglas is unsure what to feel right now, but he doubts it should be a happy emotion. 
 
    He stares down at her crooked arms and dented torso for a long while. So when she starts sputtering and coughing, sending foaming blood from her mouth, nose, and some cuts in her torso, Douglas actually jumps in surprise. Dull eyes meet with Douglas’ empty sockets as small blue flames reappear inside her glassy orbs. Douglas nods once. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He then throws her over his shoulders. He happily marches towards where he saw her legs fall, only stumbling a few times because of the uneven distribution of the partial woman on his back. He ignores all the moist wheezing and bubbling coming from behind him as he slowly searches the hallway. 
 
    He finds them beside a vending machine, its glowing buttons shining a light down on the mangled pair of limbs. He grabs her hand from where it flops against his suit, slaps it against some buttons randomly, and tosses her on top of her legs. 
 
    Douglas then happily starts undoing his helmet and eating the snacks, ignoring the gory line of blood, innards, and guts trailing behind them.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven – Fleeting Beauty 
 
    Douglas sits down in a sizable pile of snacks. It took him a lot of thinking, but he has realized that he does not want to die. There are so many things to do, so many snacks to eat, and so many user manuals to read, after all. 
 
    So the skeleton has taken measures after eating enough food to repair each bone in his body. The remoulding process of shattered bone is less influenced by eating than regrowing his bones, but it still has a notable effect. Having eaten his fill, he is now fully repaired and ready to implement the first step of his plan. 
 
    His gloves come off after a mere ten minutes of fumbling with his suit. He then focuses on his right pinky finger, willing the connective mana to vanish. He immediately feels the connective tissue between his joints weaken. Pulling on the upper finger bone, it comes loose rather easily. He happily drops it into his suit through the helmet opening and starts demolishing the rest of his hand. 
 
    He stops when two pairs of thumbs and pointer fingers are all he has left. Douglas then pulls both his radiuses free, dropping them inside his spacesuit too. His pants bulge out with the bones dropping near his feet. Clacking his jaw in contentment, he pulls his teeth free and drops them inside. Reaching his ribs is difficult without taking more of the suit off, something Douglas is getting more and more wary of. 
 
    His feet surrounded by parts of his body and his arms slowly regrowing, he puts his gloves back on. A warm and safe feeling builds up in his empty head. The realization that he has the very matter his body is made up of in excess, thus greatly expediting potential future regeneration actions, is a nice feeling of safety. He slaps the woman’s hand against some more buttons and continues eating with a grin on his face. 
 
    “Thhhhh…” 
 
    The gurgling murmurs coming from down below catch his attention. Dull eyes rimmed by flaking blood stare at him. She seems to be trying to speak, but the air whistling through her neck and from between her ribs indicates that her body is not yet up to the task. 
 
    Each gruesome injury marking her white skin is glowing with a blue sparkle. Her bleeding stopped rather quickly, and the wounds scabbed over within an hour. She even managed to manoeuvre her torso over the dissected part of her lower half, and it seems to be repairing slowly. 
 
    “What?” Douglas asks. 
 
    “PPpffffff…” 
 
    Douglas just stares into her dull eyes. 
 
    “Fffooooo…” 
 
    Douglas looks between the bag of foamy sweet things he is holding and the crumpled mess of a woman sprawled out in a pool of blood. He then continues munching on food while occasionally slapping the slowly healing woman’s hand against the shining buttons. 
 
    “Foood…” 
 
    Douglas drops his shoulders. No longer can he claim ignorance now that she managed to articulate the word properly. Douglas kneels down and, with surprising gentleness and care, starts putting food in her mouth. The food burns with minuscule blue flames as neither of the two chews. 
 
    Hours later, the light of the vending machine flickers and dies. Douglas slaps Katare’s hand against the thing a few more times for good measure, but no food falls out. He turns his glowing sockets towards the still lying woman and starts speaking slowly. 
 
    “I … want to protect …” 
 
    His words come with slow and measured care. The rough and vaguely synthetic voice is much softer than before, only a bare whisper that Katare can barely hear. 
 
    “Look …” 
 
    Douglas turns his neck in an impossible manner, showing Katare a long slash of clean bone. It runs around his head, showing precisely where bone regrew. His once pristine white skeleton is no longer so neat, all kinds of grime covering every square centimetre, the only clean path the narrow stretch of regenerated matter where his very skull had cracked. 
 
    “Forehead damage, I will be gone. How to keep safe and whole?” Pointing at his forehead, he stares into the woman's eyes. “You the same … now.” 
 
    Douglas nods once and sits down, obviously done talking. He keeps staring at the mending woman while peering at her with expectant eyes. The two stare at each other again, silence returning back to the dirty halls of the mall. The restless limb spiders, infected pets, and bone filled masses of slime also settle back down from their restlessness. 
 
    Then Katare’s face breaks out into sad emotions. She looks down, obviously thinking about something with all her might. Her eyes are moist when she looks at Douglas again, her hand slowly reaching to the back of her head. Her wound riddled body has stopped bleeding entirely, the place where she was torn apart only indicated by ragged and gruesome looking scabs. 
 
    A single tear rolls down her cheek, immediately turning red as it dissolves some of the dried blood. Her fingers display a large amount of dexterity and strength as she grasps the glass shard jutting from the back of her skull. A sickening, squelching sound later, the transparent shard falls to the ground, bouncing without shattering. 
 
    She then blinks rapidly. More tears flow down her cheeks as her still face crinkles into a frown. Douglas just keeps looking at her without changing his barefaced expression. 
 
    “Don’t … know …” Halting words flow from her blue, lush lips as she coughs up some blood. “Other me knows. Need to heal.” 
 
    “Strong stuff. Where?” is Douglas’ single-minded reply. 
 
    “Workshop? Printer …” 
 
    The word printer paints a rather nice picture in Douglas’ mind. The semantic help given by the system has been steadily improving ever since Douglas cast the death spell on Katare. This is the first time Douglas heard the word ‘printer’, but the meaning is clear seconds after he hears it: a machine or person who makes pictures of objects out of base materials. 
 
    Douglas nods and hauls Katare to her feet again. She continues mumbling incoherently, but Douglas fails to divine anything meaningful from the sounds. The duo slogs through the wreckage left behind by the reworked Histaff bone monster. The shriek from Katare’s spoiled personality stuck in Douglas’ mind, its meaning imprinted in his memories combined with the majestic sight of the bone-clad being. 
 
    Douglas mulls it over slowly, combing through the names the blue boxes have given the things he killed with magic. Complete and reworked are the terms Douglas has come across so far, also counting the way Katare called them. Just thinking about the words does little to add meaning to them. Douglas makes a small breakthrough when he starts to suspect that there’s probably something called initial, early, or intermediate too. Then his train of thought is broken when Katare convulses once. 
 
    “Okay … I am done. I will not move another muscle. I'm just going to pretend I am not here. I did not just get cut in half by a reworked. I did not just eat more of that horrible chemical junk, and I did not just heal from an iron bar through the skull and a glass splinter through the brain. I am going to relax and do nothing, just sit here and wait for this all to go away.” 
 
    Douglas just keeps walking, carefully stepping past large rents in the metal floor and avoiding piles of debris. He listens to Katare’s flat voice with half an ear, keeping his empty sockets trained on the environment instead of sinking into internal study again. The reworked beast has put the fear of Histaff in his skull. The non-existent effect that his full powered ice spell had on the gorgeous bone being is something Douglas is unlikely to forget. 
 
    Douglas has been thinking about not existing. What would happen when the source of his animated bones, life, and mana was to shatter? A cold feeling had wrapped his methodical mind when he contemplated that possibility, making the unfeeling skeleton absolutely sure that he never wants to experience that scenario. Douglas also has done plenty of regrowing. The conviction that he will be fine as long as his forehead is intact has cemented in his thought patterns, and his utmost priority is the protection of his skull. 
 
    Douglas walks on, slowly learning how to move silently. The first time his spacesuit shod feet stepped on glass, he froze for ten minutes. Moving on after the bone monster failed to show up, he took care to avoid stepping on all glistening trash. Katare remained silent after her dispirited speech, her limp form unmoving on his back. 
 
    Now, a slime blocks his way. Douglas looks up at the large, red being, hundreds of cubic metres of murky, red jello with a dense, bone filling. Its surface is covered in thin sheets of bone here and there, small tendrils of white poking from the obstacle at random places. The thing blocks the eight-metre-wide thoroughfare, not allowing him a single way to pass. 
 
    Douglas carefully trickles mana into the freezing spell shape. The air softly hugs his bones as he controls the forming icicle. No longer roughly pouring mana into the shape, Douglas feels the workings and flow of the mana as it is guided by the formation. He learns a few more tidbits as he slowly feeds the spell, but his main focus is on control this time. 
 
    Time passes as the sliver of ice grows, but the ceiling does not start flashing red nor does the wind around Douglas start roaring towards him. Katare even looks up from where she is slumped across his shoulders. The spell shape in Douglas’ mind is no longer a mere thought, the care with which he is casting the spell seems to bleed out into the world around him. 
 
    Douglas has one hand raised, his palm aimed towards the red obstacle, his other around one of Katare’s still injured legs. Before his outstretched arm, a formation twists itself into existence. Blue lines and shimmering runes paint a rather complex picture. The resulting spell, a clear cone of geometric perfection, hangs a metre away from his palm. Katare stares with open mouth as she sees magic done in such a clear manner for the first time. 
 
    Douglas only notices that the spell shape he is thinking of is projected in the outside world when he hears Katare gasp. Almost faltering, he manages to will the blue boxes away before he loses focus. He continues pouring mana into the spell, growing the perfect piece of ice. Then Douglas decides it is enough and softly pushes his hand forward. The cone of cold leisurely starts moving forwards, red slurry and bone freezing when it comes near. Douglas walks behind the floating spell, stepping over and through the crumbling hole that forms in the partially freezing amalgamation. 
 
    Douglas walks through ten metres of frozen and shattering slime, the spell leaving a round, frozen hole through bone and slime. It stops in the air as Douglas stops willing it forward. He then walks past it and turns around. Grinning at the ice tunnel he formed, Douglas cuts off the flow of mana. 
 
    The remaining ice all turns to air instantly. 
 
    Douglas goes flying again, this time shooting ahead instead of backwards. Katare starts screaming but manages to get a hold of her vocal functions after the first time they both bounce off of the wall. She somehow manages to keep hold of Douglas as they start spinning madly. They narrowly avoid one of the high balconies, instead, careening away from that side after slamming through a series of hanging signs. 
 
    Douglas starts trying to grasp a hold of anything to arrest his rather impressive amount of vertical momentum. He briefly thinks about how lucky he is that the concussive explosion sent him straight into the hall instead of right into the wall. Turning away from the remnants of the splattered mutated dog that had been flying just beside the duo, Douglas tries to look at where he is going. 
 
    A random scattering of eyes set in thick bone plates stares in his direction. Then the mushy remains of the unfortunate dog splatters across the bone beast’s face. 
 
    Douglas tells himself he saw nothing, and the duo continues bouncing through the mall. Their violent but fast trip comes to an end with a long slide across suspiciously clean flooring. Douglas doesn’t dare to move a single, splintered bone as he listens for a reaction. The bone beast seems to be agitated by sound, and the air explosion and consequent rains of debris must have made enough noise to drive a thousand reworked monsters mad. 
 
    Only after all of the clattering has subsided and the calm shuffle of smaller Histaff monsters continues does Douglas dare to turn his skull. Although his skull happened to land pointed downwards, he manages to catch a glimpse of the hall he came from. The bone beast is nowhere to be found, but he does spot a faint trail of dog bits that leads further down the mall. Only then does Douglas dare to move around while putting his, once again, shattered legs together. His skull has stayed whole during the tumble, but it takes him a while before his legs and arms are in a functioning state again. 
 
    Standing up, Douglas remembers he has a passenger sticking to his back. He peels the woman from his suit and lays her on the ground. Staring at the collection of minced meat and pale skin, he confirms that her skull is intact still. Piling the few bits that have fallen off on top of the mangled woman, Douglas starts silently searching around. 
 
    A few minutes of rummaging through the stores later, he returns while carrying a large piece of cloth. One of the stores nearby turned out to be a clothing shop that has some supplies inside the building itself. Every single item seemed rather weak and cheap to Douglas. The fact that even the oblivious skeleton recognised the low quality of these items speaks for itself. 
 
    Douglas fashions a crude form of sack from the alien piece of clothing. His first idea had been to encase the woman in a nWear suit, but he only found suits with too many or too few limbs in the emergency compartments of the stores. 
 
    Hauling the silent sack of glowing woman over his shoulder, Douglas continues trekking through the mall. He patiently walks past shining billboards, remnants of improvised barricades, and Histaff beasts. He decisively rolls around in some slime whenever he starts getting bothered by the random Histaff beings. He also manages to resist the lure of food and vending machines whenever he walks past one that’s still lit up. He takes an occasional peek inside the bag he is carrying, finding a pair of dull eyes staring at him each time. 
 
    A long while of walking later, he stumbles because Katare moved suddenly. He empties the sack on the floor and sees the animated face of Katare’s lively version staring at him. “I’m still not moving. I did not just get horribly injured again. There is no suited skeleton looking at me, no. Just do whatever. I’m not here.” 
 
    Douglas picks her up and puts the dirty woman over his shoulders. Walking onwards and ignoring Katare’s feeble protests, he thinks of what to ask. “Protect my skull. How?” 
 
    “No. I just told you, right? I’m not taking active action anymore. This way, I can plead an inactive stance, and nobody will be able to hold me accountable for anything. Can’t get thrown in jail and can’t get sued if I do that. Inaction in the face of incomprehensibility is a defendable strategy.” 
 
    Douglas mulls this over for a bit. “Protect my skull, how?” 
 
    Each time the skeleton uses the voice projection feature, it sounds a bit smoother. The racial trait turned out to be a small spell shape permanently engraved in the centre of his mana source, an area he can put thoughts into. His first attempt at speaking was done by throwing the mental equivalent of a massive protest signboard at the small spell in his forehead. With each sentence he says, he learns a bit more control. 
 
    “Protect my skull, how?” 
 
    Katare snaps from her sullen silence by the fiftieth time Douglas utters the same words. She glares at the back of his helmet for a while, only speaking when Douglas is about to repeat the question for the fifty-first time, “It’s just bone? No augments, infusion, or grafts?” 
 
    Douglas closes his mouth, retracts the thought he was about to feed into his speech spell-trait and nods. It takes another minute of silence for the skull to realize that Katare did not see him nod inside his suit. “Bone.” 
 
    “I'm not a crafter, maker, or developer, but I guess you could coat it in some patterned alloy?” 
 
    “What is patter alloy?” 
 
    “It’s a patterned alloy. Speak properly. It’s a way to print materials that emphasises one aspect.” 
 
    “What is one aspect.” 
 
    Katare is rolling her eyes in irritation at high speed but continues answering anyway. “Strength, conduction, isolation, cohesion, whatever aspect you want to increase. Protecting your skull from destruction … Probably focus on hardness, toughness, or strength. Bone can be superheated as long as it doesn’t come into contact with oxygen.” 
 
    “What is condu-” 
 
    “Shut up for one second, please!” Exasperation drips from Katare’s voice. “Just be silent for once. Stop being so incredibly annoying. Anyway, go into that store.” 
 
    Douglas follows her pointing finger and sees a blank wall with a rather solid looking door in the middle. He walks up to it and passively watches as Katare presses a freshly regenerated and slender hand to the frame. Her hand lights up, and the door vanishes into the metallic wall without a sound. Douglas steps inside and lets go of Katare’s legs when she starts struggling. She stands by herself and unsteadily makes her way over to the bare metal counter. 
 
    The shop they are in looks nothing like a store. Douglas is standing in a small room with an empty desk. Everything is naked metal, not a single decoration in sight. Katare rapidly goes through a holographic menu at such speeds that Douglas doesn’t even bother trying to follow her actions. Seconds later, she steps through the desk as it folds away for her. Douglas follows her closely and silently. 
 
    Katare steps through the desk and back wall into a luxurious space. Richly decorated walls, ornate chairs, and loads of items and objects Douglas has no knowledge of litter the cosy yet stylish place. Katare walks over to a reclining chair and sits down with a long sigh. “Thank the warp they have a humanoid salon here. Full cleaning and do-up. All the bells and whistles.” 
 
    The mirror in front of Katare flashes red. She opens her closed eyes when nothing happens and glares at the mirror. “Not enough power? Wait… How long now?” 
 
    Katare gestures in the air as the mirror’s screen flashes with diagrams, text, and pictures. “Singularity take me … What're the reserves? Full power needed for life support? Yeah, get rid of the scrubbers for now, authorize override Auchinfon. Seriously, that’s not enough? Peezes then… Great. Temperature can fluctuate a bit. Just a wash?” Katare groans loudly. “Fine.” 
 
    Arms fold from the chair as the mirror goes blank again. One of the mechanical limbs travels across her body, sucking up the few remaining scraps of cloth and all the dirt sticking to her skin wherever it travels. Other arms start kneading her flesh while other arms spray all kinds of liquids and foams on the relaxing woman. More groans escape from her mouth as the automated salon gives her a deep tissue massage and cleanse. 
 
    Douglas stands patiently, watching the odd happenings. The ceiling folds out in more items as glowing tools follow the woman’s curves. A fifteen-minute long, complex process unfolds as her body is subjected to a wide variety of cleansers, scrubs, inspections, boosts, and more. This is finalized by a large display that drops from the ceiling, showing her a large number of canisters. She stares at the items for a long time before pointing at one. The canister is taken from the rack by another arm, which starts spraying it over her body. 
 
    “Okay, done, and I nearly managed to forget about you. A shame.” Cleaned, washed, dried, painted, and clothed, Katare looks like a new being. A practical pair of hot pink slacks, combined with a bubbly green sweater and a black ribbon wound across her entire body have transformed the women into something unrecognizable. She looks at Douglas, contempt and disgust radiating from her expression now that she is clean and clothed once again. She somehow manages to look down on the much taller skeleton despite barely coming up to his chest. 
 
    “I’ll make my way out of station myself. Don’t bother me anymore.” 
 
    Douglas keeps looking at her with a slight hint of curiosity. He follows her as she struts outside, the black ribbon randomly shifting across her legs as she walks through the nondescript entrance room. She pauses in front of the exit, taking a deep breath and shaking her limbs out. She casts one last contemptuous glance at Douglas standing silently behind her and steps through the door. 
 
    A mutated beast - a combination between an iguana and a squirrel with bulging muscles - bites her left leg off. Then a red slime plunges down on them both, smothering woman and beast as it falls from the ceiling. 
 
    Her scream is cut off mercifully quick. Douglas just looks at the entire thing happening with an odd feeling in his heart. The vitriol that had started spewing from her mouth when she was clean again didn’t bother Douglas. He was simply curious about how she was going to leave by herself. Seeing her defeated one step out of the door is both disappointing and gratifying to the skeleton. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve – The Best Laid Schemes 
 
    Douglas carefully casts another phlogistonation spell and slowly freezes the red slime. The amalgamation seems too busy with slowly undoing all the work the fully automated salon just did to bother with preserving its own life. Shards of red ice shatter as Katare is slowly revealed. Instead of struggling furiously like previously, she’s just curled up in a fetal position while crying. Douglas finishes removing the last blocks of ice while wiping away the majority of red slime. He then grabs her hand and keeps walking. 
 
    Katare seems content with being dragged behind the slogging skeleton. She’s just mutely staring ahead, the only moving parts on her entire body being her eyes. She looks around a bit, dull eyes taking in the changing environment as Douglas drags her through piles of rubble and across slime covered stretches of floor. She doesn't even react when Douglas spends an hour going through all the stores, nor does she flinch when Douglas slowly and meticulously puts a nWear suit around her limp form. 
 
    “Just bring the other one back–” These words flow out of her mouth just before Douglas puts her helmet on. The suit somehow fits perfectly, the limbs shortening to fit her smaller frame. She looks at Douglas, her own glowing eyes boring lifelessly into his barely visible socketed flames behind his reflective visor. Her own reflection overlays his head, giving the illusion that she is talking to a distorted version of herself. 
 
    “No. That one is dumb. Tell me about printers and patterned alloys,” Douglas replies. His voice is once again smoother. There is a cadence and rhythm in his pronunciation now, an odd and slightly creepy reflection of her own way of speech. 
 
    Katare sighs deeply, actually breathing for the first time in hours. “Fine. I think I remember some stuff from my basic education. What do you want to achieve?” 
 
    “Hmm, achieve…” Douglas mulls over the new word for a bit. He locks the helmet around Katare’s head and drags her to her feet. “Make my skull … not able to destroy.” 
 
    Katare just shakes her head as she follows him. “There are lots of traditionally indestructible patterns. Any form of double bonded stasis metal will require a specialized lab to destruct. These materials are rarely used because of their downsides, though. They all have a quirk or potential reaction that prevents them from being very useful. Double lattice diamond, for example, has great hardness and strength. It also doesn’t block radiation like most others, and it’s not very heat resistant. A few million degrees is all that you need to get through it eventually.” 
 
    Katare pauses here, waiting for a reaction. Douglas is too busy understanding the influx of new data and meaning to really bother with asking questions. His understanding of this subject matter is nonexistent, and it takes all his mental powers to absorb the large flow of new information. 
 
    “Carbon wired steel - or ceesteel - is widely used in armour plating. You just can’t coat something with it as it blocks everything. Even gravitic waves don't really propagate through the standard hex covalent bonded stuff. The need to leave gaps for communication channels reduces ceesteel’s general usage to armour plating instead of full suits.” Katare’s slightly tinny voice sounds from the air modulators woven throughout the suit she is wearing as she lectures nearly forgotten knowledge to the skeleton walking in front of her. 
 
    “Maybe you should go for a biological compound? There are tonnes of those. Loads of them are found each time a new divergent evolutionary path is discovered. Cheap too, but they all have very specialized uses. Any of the open hydrogen-carbon compounds can be of use, I guess. Weave it in a single chain pattern around anything and it will survive all kinds of physical impacts. Not so good against heat and exotic radiations, though.” 
 
    Douglas is still way too busy with the information overload. A small part of his mind has realized that the talkative version of Katare is accompanied by a boosted system, but he is too busy processing new info to really bother with trivia like that. 
 
    “Any of the truly good materials are either restricted under patent enforced by military action, too energy intensive to be viable, or just not available on a backward shit system like the one that this station is in. I mean, those clothes hailed as new fashion in the salon just now were old rags in the central systems when I went for a nap. I’m not sure how long ago that was, but I’m guessing a few hundred years at least. There is just no way that anything properly advanced is available here.” 
 
    They continue moving after this bit. Katare obviously has dredged up all the knowledge she can remember, and Douglas is still mulling things over. They keep walking through the mall, neither of them saying a single word. 
 
    “And what is a printer?” asks Douglas a few hours later. 
 
    A peal of tinkling laughter sounds out from Katare. The sudden question totally caught her off guard. She had been reminiscing about high society near the core, wondering if all those inbred aristocrats are still around when Douglas asks a question that even a toddler knows the answer to. “Hehe, a printer, it makes stuff from other stuff? Pushes around elemental particles into new and exciting shapes, I guess.” That last sentence has the distinct rhythm of a jingle, a hint of a melody making its way into the manner she pronounces the information. 
 
    Douglas nods deeply, making sure that his helmet bobs along with his head movement, and continues walking. Katare seems unable to bear the silence. The only sounds she hears being the shuffling of cheap spacesuit against cheap flooring, the slowly dying systems of the station, and the oddly peacefully patrolling Histaff beasts. 
 
    “There’s also the many, many carbon compounds. Those are all open source and totally customisable, so that’s great if you don’t have a lot of credit.” Katare looks at Douglas’ loosely filled gloves. “Or any identifiable implant, for that matter. Amorphous metals are nice, but the good versions need a central generator to keep the layered covalent bonds going or they will revert to standard weak stuff after a while. There are loads more, but those are the basics.” Katare does not tell Douglas that she can’t quite remember the rest. 
 
    Although the silence grinds on Katare’s nerves, she eventually finds an odd peace in the rhythmic pace that Douglas is setting. For the first time in subjective decades, she is surrounded by silence, no servants and assistants badgering her and no appointments to keep. She doesn't like it at all. 
 
    Douglas, in contrast, is completely happy to spend this time in quietude. The information dump Katare just dropped on his head is still percolating through his empty cranium, and so it is that the duo, Katare stuck in a sullen silence and Douglas lost in thought, reaches the end of the mall. After many, many hours of walking, they are faced with a wall that blocks all progress. 
 
    Instead of the large print that reads ‘STORAGE’ they found on the opposite side of the mall, this obstacle has ‘DOCKS’ printed in bold font, in a rather narrow font, and once again, in a swirly manner that hurts Douglas’ immaterial eyes when he stares at it too long. 
 
    “I … I can read Shmee-Shmeelah? Why can I read that frak-cursed language?” Katare is staring at the wall with an open mouth. She starts fumbling and then clawing at her helmet, her actions becoming more and more panicked as she fails to open the headpiece. “Get this shazbot thing off of me!” 
 
    Douglas ignores her feeble struggles as he turns around and starts the lengthy helmet removal process. The quarter sphere encased on semi-rigid white and black material pops off with a hiss not five minutes later, showing him a wide-eyed and freaked out Katare. 
 
    “What?” is his eloquent enquiry. 
 
    “No species but Shmees themselves can read that warped language. Why can I divine meaning from it?” 
 
    “What?” is Douglas’ reply. 
 
    “No, no. You don't understand. Those slimeballs are made of brains. Normal sapients will die … Only heavy mental augments can understand that and then only by proxy. How can I read those warp frakked runes?” Katare keeps staring at one particular set of complex scribbles. 
 
    Douglas glances at the wall once again, idly wondering why someone took the effort of writing the same thing over and over again. All the lines of text mean the same thing, after all. Each says the word ‘docks’ with only minor variations in meaning. Douglas decides to do what he has done so far and ignores the whining babbling of the female while forcefully dragging her along. Douglas also briefly wonders why he bothers with the woman. She has been only a minor source of information and a major source of irritation and danger so far. Somehow, he can't help but feel slightly possessive towards the creature. Deciding that that’s enough of a reason, Douglas walks onwards. 
 
    “Why don't you realize how incredibly big this is? Those engineered freaks are all over the galaxy. Even daddy can’t really do anything about them. They have mentally transcended but are stuck in this dimension. Sapients turn to energetic beings when they comprehend their writings. Why am I not moving on? What is happening?” Katare devolves into manic babbling while she is completely ignored. She holds her helmet in a death grip, the faint hope that it was the onboard computer translating for her dashed now that she reads the lines with her own naked eyes. 
 
    Douglas looks backward and senses something rather frightening. The noise they have been making must have attracted the bone being once again. The floor under his feet shudders from the rhythmic impact caused by many tonnes of biological matter and armour plating running towards them, and Douglas is not keen on meeting the thing again, not until he has devised some manner of fighting the beast, at the very least. 
 
    Instead of waiting, he pulls Katare along and walks towards the only familiar thing he sees, a green painted door. He immediately sees what he expects, long, bare hallways that curve upwards slightly. He drags the raving woman along towards the first door and stumbles into a rather large space. 
 
    Katare falls silent as the sight of a large hanger greets them both. Muffled sounds of tearing metal and furious banging follows the two, a clear indicator that the bone beast is none too happy with their sudden disappearance. Douglas does not care, however. Douglas is too busy with staring at the rows of vehicles that are arrayed inside the large, open space. 
 
    Looking around, Douglas sees that he just emerged from a low, enclosed tunnel. Above the enclosed hall are walkways and offices filled with all kinds of oddly shaped workspaces, bureaus, and seating areas. Signs and logos of a slightly more muted nature are displayed above the various entranceways. Above these rows of squared metal buildings are stars. 
 
    A shimmering field is all that separates Douglas from the void of space. The stars’ normal shimmering caused by eternities of space dust is enhanced by the projected layer of force keeping the atmosphere inside the large hangar bay. Ahead of Douglas is an area filled with demarcated parking spaces. Brightly painted lines separate a large variety of crafts in an equally large variety of maintenance conditions. 
 
    “What are those?” Douglas manages to speak, forcing his attention away from the fascinating array of items for long enough to form a simple sentence. 
 
    “Wow. These are absolute trash. They're all boats. That one could be a ship.” Katare points to the largest vessel here, a blocky rectangle fifty metres long. “Nope. Trash, it’s a boat. Just shuttles and boats. This really is a border system.” 
 
    “What?” asks Douglas. 
 
    Katare sighs deeply. “Yeah, almost forgot you literally have no brain. Where do I even begin?” 
 
    The raucous noise of the reworked Histaff menacing the wall behind them dims slowly as the duo strolls further. The vessels present all look worn, simple rough shapes of plate metal that are obviously designed for practical reasons instead of comfort or aesthetics. 
 
    “Okay, you fekked dimwit. Those small ones are shuttles. A vessel that can only hold a few people and nothing else is designated as a shuttle. A small flying house with only the bare necessities is called a boat. Boats can be large if their quality is shit, like that one.” Katare points at an apartment sized block of metal. Dirty vents, scorched hull plates, streaks of grime, and an exterior that can only be called practical are on full display. 
 
    “There’s other stuff too, but I can’t see any of those here. A littoral ship is atmosphere capable but not proficient. A sub ship is built for atmosphere more than void travel. Boats, fighters, shuttles, interceptors, those are all single or two-person boats, yeah?” 
 
    Douglas dutifully nods while studying the many markings and lines of text plastered across the ships. 
 
    “Something's telling me you’re not understanding any of this.” Katare looks at Douglas. Douglas happily nods along. “Right … Corvettes are the first true ships. Up to five hundred metres long, these are employed mainly in inter-solar operations and trade. Freighter, destroyer, troop transport, those titles don’t really matter and don’t believe the propaganda that tells you they do!” 
 
    Fiercely waving her finger around, Katare loses herself in the explanation. “Size is the main factor here. The next level is the frigate. From five hundred metres to around ten kilometres, these ships are the main mode of transport between stars. Then there are the capital ships, which is everything bigger than ten kilometres.” 
 
    Katare’s eyes contain a zealous light as she continues to expound upon space vessel nomenclature. “These labels shift now and then whenever new design trends kick in. For example, two thousand years ago, space vessel construction methods shifted from a prefabricated frame-based construction over to modular printing. I had a rather large hand in guiding all the major vessel manufacturers down this path. That was loads of fun.” 
 
    Douglas is very unsure of what to do. Katare has transformed into a different being the moment she started talking about space vessels. Her spoiled attitude and sullen sulking disappeared only to be replaced by a firm conviction combined with a smug insider’s perspective of one who has seen it all. 
 
    “So yeah, this type of station usually has two large hangers at semi-circular positions. I’m guessing the big one is further ahead. A good thing that the Histaff infection seems to have left this space alone for some reason. I wonder why. Wow, is that a Spektar Lift 9873Y? Those are ancient. I wonder if it still has the same engines.” 
 
    Douglas’ walking speed has slowed as he looks at the animatedly talking Katare. He follows her speech with interest as she continues talking about some mergers she had taken part in years ago. She gleefully boasts that entire lines of vessels only exist because of her guidance. Douglas soaks up all the knowledge like a sponge. 
 
    Until he sees the ship. Smooth curves form a white vessel. Its body is triangular in shape, dark squares cut from the white, matte material indicating where windows are placed. Its shape is vaguely aerodynamic, its flowing forms sporting two narrow air intakes sitting between vestigial wings and a rounded body. 
 
    The dull white exterior contrasts with black lines that delineate doors, a cargo bay with an extended loading ramp, and various viewing windows. The forty-metre-long ship is tucked away in a dark corner of the hangar, not even granted a full parking spot of its own. Despite its grime covered hull, no, probably because of its rather understated and impractical outer appearance, Douglas can’t take his eyes off the thing. 
 
    “These things all have class five jump drives at most, I guess. Storms, it’s going to take ages to get back. Wait, hey skeleton, how old are you?” 
 
    Douglas’ mind is entirely absorbed by the fascinating ship. He ignores Katare’s question and slowly approaches the odd frame. Most vessels are painted in bright colours when there is any paint left on them. The few that don’t look dirty or beat up are completely reflective, the high ceiling’s strips of illumination painting warped lines on their hulls.  
 
    “Tsk, I’m claiming passivity when you end up as a different person. No, wait, that might be great actually! Anyone else is better than this … abusive … no, he’s not really abusive. Negligent? No, technically I don’t have command jurisdiction over that pile of bones. An asshole? Yeah, anyone else should be better than this asshole, right?” 
 
    Katare’s introspective mood caused by long hours of silently walking seems to have left its marks on the woman. She follows Douglas with her gaze, only then seeing that ship the skeleton can't take his eyes off. “What’s this, then? A homebrew? Maybe some rich kid’s hobby ship?” 
 
    Katare follows Douglas, her eyes also glued on the odd vessel. Douglas nears it and starts running his hands all over the smooth exterior. Looking at his gloved hand, he starts the lengthy process of removing the item. The desire to touch the white material with his own bare hands is getting overwhelming now. 
 
    Katare also touches the white frame, frowning in thought. She walks off to the nearest wall, picks up a metal tool from one of the many shadowed workbenches and starts tapping on the white surface. She then tries to connect to the hangar’s central network, her eyebrows creasing in irritation as she finds that Douglas has put her entire suit in manual mode. Frowning deeper, she ignores Douglas as he starts rubbing the surface with his entire body as she walks over to a panel a couple dozen metres away. She glances backward once and shivers as she sees the spacesuited skeleton trying to make love to the vessel. Resolutely focussing her attention onto the panel, she starts navigating the interface at high speeds. 
 
    “Yeah, homebrew. Standard frame, single beam, twin engines, single jump generator, ah, here we are… Experimental exterior? Unknown substance used, hmm. This is bad. Yep, this is a total scam. Well, I just found the infection vector. This is stupid. Are these people stupid? This is a rim planet, but these dumb void spawns shouldn’t be that dumb, right? The hardening agent is red slime? How gullible are these guys?” Katare looks around at the failing lighting, dust-covered, abandoned ships, and the empty floor. “How dumb were these guys?” 
 
    Shaking her head, she walks back to Douglas. He has managed to remove a single glove and is now fondling the ship in a manner that should be considered sexual harassment, and honestly, Douglas would totally agree because Douglas is lost in bliss. The skeleton has spent the majority of his life - the bits he can remember clearly, anyway - in a broken state. All his skill in magic and mana manipulation stems from his desire to be better at regrowing his body, at being whole again. Many hours he has spent in stillness, crippled and waiting for the fabric of his body to regenerate. 
 
    Now he finds a mass of bone that could form a thousand of him. Douglas realizes that the white hull he is furiously rubbing himself against is his key to safety. The affinity he feels with the ship is on another level, like he just found a friendly face in a universe filled with people that want him dead. It would only take a slight exertion of mana for Douglas to make the ship part of his own body, to make it part of himself. 
 
    “So I think we have a case of sabotage here. That’s an incredibly weak biological compound, some rather primitive stuff called hydroxyapatite. Lots of calcium, some phosphor, and a bit of water. Some salesman came by and presented it as a new invention. It’s rather soft in this state.” Katare slams the wrench she is still holding against the smooth exterior, leaving a clear mark. “It’s supposed to be a two-part compound; the hardening agent was delivered later. Like a super cheap and primitive epoxy, soaking the base matter in the agent would give it strength and flexibility comparable to ceesteel. It’s just a shame that the hardening agent was actually Histaff slime. The sales agent was probably a mind washed clone from a rivalling faction. Kind of stupid of them to do this through official channels. This place only has level three encryption, and the station records everything. They opened the shipment the compound came in for inspection in a hanger further ahead. Histaff infected everyone before they knew what happened, and that’s all she wrote.” 
 
    Douglas ignores the exposition completely. He cares not for mass murdering industrial sabotage nor for scheming factions toying with the lives of billions. No, Douglas is still way too busy with touching the ship in places it has never been touched before. “Does this burn?” 
 
    “What?” Their usual roles reverse for a single moment as Katare doesn’t understand what Douglas is referring to. 
 
    “Does this burn?” Douglas repeats. 
 
    “No, not really. It could work as ablative shielding for a soft sub-dive or two, maybe. No, even then it doesn’t really burn. It’s just blasted apart by sheer pressure. Why?” 
 
    Douglas has stopped listening after hearing the very first ‘no’ and is focussing on the lovely hull once again. The fact that the material does not burn leads Douglas to the conclusion it is made from calx, the unburnable half that opposes phlogiston. Douglas is now focussing on the hull while bringing up a spell shape in his mind. The decalcinate spell is one he used only once before, the fall and landing resulting from metal turning to air still fresh in his mind. 
 
    Katare continues extolling about spaceships, construction methods, and bureaucratic norms while Douglas continues to ignore her. Instead, he has all his attention focussed on the wind spell shape. His hand floats centimetres from the white ship as he trickles mana into the spell. 
 
    The runes and lines slowly fill with mana as Douglas tries to divine their meaning. He finds more of the wasted mana radiating from the mental image as he works, training his mana control while trying to limit the wastage. Then a particular cluster of runes starts filling, and the surface under his hand starts warping. Keeping his empty sockets trained on the surface, he pulls his mana away from the runes. The surface returns back to its previous smoothness. 
 
    Douglas does some more testing, but the same thing keeps happening. Clacking his teeth in irritation, he switches to the calcinate spell, the process of turning air into stone. 
 
    Common sense should dictate that air is burned phlogiston, his fireball and ice spike being clear examples of this process. This would then mean that air contains no unburnable materials. Still, the spell compacts air into unburnable stone under Douglas’ burning stare. 
 
    He finishes the spell with the least amount of mana possible. Keeping the entire spell shape in his mind’s eye while carefully supplying only the minimum of needed mana puts quite the strain on his empty skull, but Douglas patiently perseveres. 
 
    Retracting his mana from the spell causes the control and contain sections of the magic to stop working. The needle of stone that falls onto Douglas’ outstretched hand starts crumbling immediately, but not before Douglas notices that it is rather sturdy. 
 
    Grinning at the fading spike of stone, Douglas realizes that he has found what he was looking for. He immediately starts casting the spell again, this time trying to find the portion of the spell circle that strengthens the loose dirt into a smooth, narrow cone. Douglas loses track of time once again, ignoring the chattering coming from somewhere behind him. 
 
    He pushes mana into the spell time and time again, understanding trickling inside his mind at a rapid pace. The correlation between a whole Katare and the system's speed is noted by the skeleton once more but otherwise ignored as unimportant. Instead, he concentrates on the effects the runes have on his environment. 
 
    He identifies the portion packing air into a solid mass rather quickly. Douglas is fascinated by the fact that only a part of the air is taken. The rest is shoved away by a single line of runes, that pushing force consuming relatively large amounts of mana. 
 
    Then Douglas hits on the important part. Once the air is compacted into sand and forced into a simple shape, a trio of runic lines takes a lot of mana without doing anything apparent. 
 
    Douglas reverts the flow of mana, letting the three lines become dim again. He grabs the floating needle of stone with his other hand, feeling the smooth material with his bony digits. Then the needle snaps as he holds it. The spell falls apart as Douglas loses concentration, the shards of stone sublimating away. 
 
    He repeats the process again, this time breaking small parts of the needle as he trickles mana into the three lines. A few more repeats of the entire process later, Douglas is pretty sure that he has it figured out. 
 
    Eager to test his new knowledge, Douglas lets mana flow from his fingertip as he draws misshapen runes on the white hull. 
 
      
 
    [ New skill learned; Engraving lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ New rune learned; weakness - strength ] 
 
    [ New rune learned; softness - hardness ] 
 
    [ New rune learned; brittleness - toughness ] 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen – That's All She Typed 
 
    Katarenin Auchinfon Tomat Peezes has lived her entire life in the lap of luxury. She’d normally wake up in a suspended cloud of blankets, soft fluff, and warm masses of springy air. She’d then subvocalize a few commands that would cause her to drift over to the edge of her energy intensive sleeping quarters. 
 
    Then her day would be a leisurely affair filled with social visits, long and luxurious dinners and lunches, and the galaxy’s best entertainment. Extravagant vacations like a sun-diving hotel or viewing artistic artificial solar systems dance from the time bubble of a black hole had become boring to her many, many years ago. 
 
    Then by the time all the entertainment in the universe couldn’t keep her interest anymore and all exciting business opportunities had been exhausted, she’d schedule another long sleep of a few hundred years.  
 
    This is why when she woke up inside a material locker that she wouldn't even dare to use as a spare shoe storage her interest was piqued. It seemed that her useless and short-lived subordinates had done something interesting for once. This illusion was then shattered by the Histaff infection and the skeleton inside a spacesuit. 
 
    First, her attention was taken up by the realisation that this wasn’t all an elaborate way to entertain her. The abuse and neglect she has been put through removed that possibility after the second time she really should have died. Her constant, grievous wounds and seeming immortality combined with her new extreme healing rate have had her questioning a lot of other things, too. Technology can keep someone alive for a long time, and everything that’s not a total disintegration can be healed. Still, the way she just reconnected with her lower half without outside aid or loads of supplements have her doubting all she knows about medicine. 
 
    The fireball had alerted her to the fact that she remained conscious even without a brain. The reworked monster cutting her in half and all the debris piercing her head had led her to conclude that she needs a full brain to be in control. The moment her nervous system fails is when the other being inside her skull takes over. 
 
    Katarenin is afraid she is starting to lose control even when her brain is intact. Moving her body feels oddly difficult at times. Her top of the line, nano-woven muscle fibres and enhanced skeleton should allow her to lift hundreds of kilos with ease. Instead of the supernatural grace she is used to, she feels as weak as a kitten at times, especially when acting in ways that impede that warp-cursed skeleton. 
 
    Katarenin flicks her newly slimed hair out of her face and mournfully looks at the remains of the clothes she is wearing. The rather old-fashioned outfit she bought is reduced to dirty rags, the ribbon she added entirely gone. Refusing to let her tormentor see her distress, she looks at the seated figure. 
 
    Another one of those complex drawings is projected in the air around him. This one looks similar to the one she saw before when he was freezing stuff with his odd tools. Complex lines and an unknown script intertwine themselves through the air between his hand and the white ship. Each symbol seems oddly similar, though. They all seem made out of two parts smushed together somehow. Katarenin ignores the oddly analytical thought and continues thinking about her problems. 
 
    She might be a bit stuck up, she muses, but she is far from stupid. All the odd happenings have led her to a single and pretty certain conclusion. There is someone else in her body. Another person, being, or consciousness is hitching a ride inside her skull, and Katarenin is not happy about it. The feeling of someone else moving her bones, another person having agency over her very own flesh and blood feels incredibly wrong to the woman. 
 
    So instead of bothering with the annoying skeleton any further, Katarenin walks towards a nearby doorway. These types of stations are all built according to a certain set of base principles. Katarenin should know, she put some of them down on paper - digital paper with a molecular resolution - herself after all. 
 
    This is how Katarenin is pretty sure that a workshop should be nearby, a workshop with a certain assortment of tools. The condition the ships are in, which replacements parts are being used, and the collection of tools available at the workbenches are all clear signs of a certain technology level. 
 
    She walks further into the hangar, having spotted the yellow-marked doorway the moment she entered the space. She looks backward while strutting towards the door, seeing the suited skeleton sitting next to the extremely impractical ship. 
 
    Katarenin is so annoyed by the being that she spits on the floor. Her fluid glands seem to work on demand now, another disturbing fact that she is consciously ignoring. She casts one last glance at the floating symbols that are now circling the figure before kicking open the door with all her might. The magnetically hinged door slams open with enough force to stir up a small dust storm. 
 
    Her beautiful face twists into a frown as she inspects the apparatus and tools inside the workshop. Printers, lathes, and power tools that were ancient when she was born are all she sees. The amount of coatings, scratches, and wear and tear visible on the things is more proof that these are all hand me downs ditched by their previous owners. 
 
    Finding the tools unworthy of even spitting at, she walks over to the nearest scanner she sees. A simple ring is suspended between two physical poles. She jabs at the control screen, cracking the ancient glass before she manages to control her irritation, and steps inside. 
 
    The fact that the entire thing even needs physical supports or even the fact that it's an actual, physical ring is more than enough proof of its cheapness. This scanner seems to be one of the newer items, and it is a few dozen decennia old at the minimum. Katarenin then performs a herculean feat of mental strength. She prevents herself from exploding as the scanner slowly and arduously rotates around her as it moves up and down. 
 
    Five whole irritation filled minutes later, she huffily steps out of the machine and squints at the readout. 
 
    Her pale face loses the last bit of rosiness as she flicks through the diagrams of her body. The horror of what she sees takes a few moments to percolate through her mind. 
 
    She collapses onto the ground, not moving for hours as she lays there, paralyzed by shock. She displays no tears, no sobbing, not even a change in facial expression. Katarenin processes the news by falling into perfect, unthinking, and unmoving catatonic apathy. 
 
    Her entire life she believed the galaxy her oyster. She bossed around people many times her senior. She played the business game on such a level that she controlled the financial fate of billions with but a word. Galactic policy, fashion, and regulations were all her playthings as she spent her time with her hobbies. 
 
    Katarenin might seem like a standard spoiled brat, but the education she received cost enough to feed entire planets. Her tutors were warped in from around the universe. Her father - or whom she believed to be her father - had doted on her, spoiled her and wished nothing but the best for her. She was given control of companies that spanned entire sectors just because she asked. 
 
    And now this… 
 
    Many hours later, Katarenin stirs. Her limp, unbreathing body shudders as she takes in air once again. She slowly stands, a slight bit of fire returning to her eyes. 
 
    “Okay. I’m going to make a new one. You can keep this one. I will embrace my nature.” 
 
    She nods once, firmly and decisively. Then she moves like the wind. Slight flicks of her finger calls up holographic displays. She requests the station’s data feed, brute forcing the weak encryption with her implanted computer. The network security that spans the entire ring-shaped space station collapses immediately as her integrated computer brings up all data available. 
 
    She stands still for but a few seconds. Instead of passively watching things happen, she takes stock, plans, and calculates. She concludes that the power and stock reserves available to her should be sufficient. The only resources she lacks are some of the rarer elements. Then again, there is a hangar filled with exotic engines and warp drives just through that door. 
 
    She will need to demolish those ships to get at the precious resources inside, but her current strength is insufficient. No matter how enhanced she is, there is only so much that can be done without outwardly changing things, and she hasn't been able to use her full strength, anyway. 
 
    Katarenin strides out of the workshop, a fire in her eyes. Faint trails of blue are trailing through her flowing, dried slime covered hair as she struts back the way she came. The dust swirling behind her as the workshop door slams against the wall violently gives her a mystical and proud demeanour. 
 
    No-one sees the impressive visuals as Katarenin is lost in thought while Douglas is still ogling the white, calcium-based ship like a bony pervert. She strides past him, ignoring the growing cloud of glowing runes that surround the seated spacesuit. Her quick stride only slows when she reaches the door leading to the mall. Instead of kicking it open, she peeks through a small gap. She doesn’t spot the reworked bone beast, much to her relief, and walks into the dirty mall. She does wonder why the mall specifically is covered in beast and slime when the hangar is still rather clean. 
 
    Instead of pondering such useless things, she concentrates on moving softly and swiftly. The only sound she makes is the rustling of synthetic material against non-stick flooring covered in biological goop. The soft ‘swish’ and ‘splash’ sounds don’t attract any unwanted attention as she scours the stores. She slides past Histaff monsters, slime, and piles of wreckage for ten minutes before finding what she wants. 
 
    The store is relatively clean, the display models only moderately dirty. The same four suits are proudly displayed once again. She ignores the other display models and walks over to the desk. She is about to viciously slap down her hand on the counter but stops herself in the last second. She softly makes a few gestures on the holographic display, presses her hand against the payment box, and waits. 
 
    The large metal container arrives just like the previous one, trash, bones, and slime preceding the large container. She elegantly dodges the deluge of filth and opens the package quickly. A sturdy and rather yellow Brickad Fekston helmet looks up at her. She takes it and puts it on her head. 
 
    Knowing what she now knows, activating the suit is rather straightforward. Its onboard computer seemed unable to recognise the skeleton as a living being. Katarenin still finds this rather odd, as the inbuilt scanners should recognise even non-biological beings. She ignores the potential implications completely, not finding it in herself to care. 
 
    The bulky, yellow suit clicks closed around her, pistons and mechanical seals hissing and whirring into motion. She deftly controls the onboard computer, commanding it to enter its silent mode. 
 
    Katarenin grudgingly admits that the suit is of decent quality. These types of universally used items have been perfected ages ago. Economics never were Katarenin’s strong suit, though, so the exact reason why these mass produced items need to be of such absurd quality eludes her. These things are so far beyond the technology levels of this station that it's almost comical. That includes even those trashy nWear suits the skeleton seems to be in love with. 
 
    One of these things made by hand would cost more than all the ships in the hangar. The only reason they are so cheap is because of galactic regulations and the solar system spanning scale on which they are produced. Every single space-faring air breather needs a suit, after all. 
 
    Katarenin then makes her way back to the hangar, slightly less elegant as she silently moves in the bulky, yellow exoskeleton. Douglas ignores her as she tiptoes inside. He doesn’t even look up from the ship as Katarenin puts the suit through its paces, sprinting across the hangar at superhuman speeds while turning on a dime. 
 
    She stumbles as she overestimates the stopping power of the suit’s magnetic clamps and crashes into a ship. She peels herself free from the crumbled hull and awkwardly dusts herself off, metal alloy grinding on yellow paint. The skeleton still ignores all. 
 
    Now angry for a slightly different reason, Katarenin stomps away. Deciding to vent her anger on the nearest ship, she starts methodically ripping the thing apart. The suit’s inbuilt construction - or, in her case, deconstruction - tools have all kinds of inbuilt safeties. Express proof of ownership needs to be supplied before the suit will allow its wearer to demolish high-value items like space boats or ships. 
 
    Katarenin overrides the safeties with a contemptuous sneer, using her advanced implants to brute force the suit’s computer. A grim smile is plastered on her face as she cuts a ship’s hull open, panels of alloy with their edges glowing orange falling to the floor as she carves her way towards the power core. The short but fiercely glowing blades of pure energy extending from the suit’s hands cut through metal panelling, alloy beams, and fabric upholstery with ease. 
 
    At first, her cuts are clumsy and enthusiastic. This changes slowly as her moves become faster and cleaner, needing less movement with each subsequent barrier. Her face twists into a fierce grimace as she finally finds a physical obstacle to overcome, something to fight. 
 
    The shielding around the warp core is the thickest yet, but she carves through the hermetically sealed barrier with savage strokes. Tears start running down her face as she vents her frustrations on the innocent ship. So lost is she in her internal struggle that she fails to stop in time. 
 
    The glowing blade cuts into the power core milliseconds after she realises she really shouldn’t do that. 
 
    The ship explodes into fragments as fail-safes disintegrate the warp core. Its industrial secrets are saved from sinister forces by forceful and immediate detonation. Katarenin is launched through the tunnel she cut, the still glowing edges deforming as she slams through the ship's interior. The explosion is rather powerful but largely dampened by the ship itself, the sturdy hull concentrating the explosion as she flies off like a bullet. 
 
    She spins around a bit as more frustration wells up in her heart. The fact that she now knows it’s not really her heart only exacerbates her internal pain. She slams against the wall with quite a bit of force and lays there for a minute or so. She calms down rather quickly, the lack of pain or other true physical feedback sobering her up quickly. 
 
    The previously bright yellow suit is now blackened in front, the shining scratches contrasting with the soot stains. Katarenin slowly rises to her feet again, looking at the blackened and smoking ship. Dark smog pours from its many holes. She resolutely ignores the wrecked boat and walks over to another one. Some banging and tearing sounds come from far away, but neither pissed off woman nor oblivious skeleton pays the noise any heed. 
 
    The second ship is carved into with a bit more finesse, stopping when she reaches the core, putting her hands on the items, and allowing her implants to hack it before cutting it apart. Avoiding the inert safety mechanisms, she skilfully carves the item open. She pulls the fuel rods from the thing and straps them to her suit. 
 
    She slogs over to another ship and repeats the procedure. Three ships later, the storage area on her suit is full, and she walks over to the workshop. There she dumps the gathered resources into a printer’s hopper and starts programming the primitive molecular weaver. She taps away at the keys when her implants fail to connect, the protocols and communication lines too old to be backward compatible with her modern hardware. 
 
    All the stiffness in her bones and the clumsiness in her movements seems gone. This is not merely due to the heavy spacesuit Katarenin is wearing, but she consciously tries not to think about that subject. A model forms slowly, hovering above the low-resolution holographic display pad. She forms a skeletal frame at first, adding cords of synthetic muscle and layers of supple, metal mesh as she designs a replica of her own form. 
 
    Katarenin first thought that the flickering and grainy hologram was a new trend, some retro fad that has made old school holograms popular once again. Then she realizes that the hologram is just that old and worn down. She starts feeling a headache but realizes that it’s probably just an illusion. Her headache worsens. 
 
    Then the printer gives her a warning, telling her that material stock is low. She walks off, her bulky frame stomping out the door with loud steps. She only pauses long enough to grab a floating mag cart, dragging the resisting floatation device behind her. 
 
    More ships are cut up as she scans the various hulls for the raw components she needs. Metals are rather abundant, but some of the trace elements needed in the finer equipment take her some scavenging. One destructive acquisition action later, she has returned and starts loading the still glowing pieces of hull, frame, and other ship components into the printer’s hopper. 
 
    The old machine then starts spewing out parts one by one. The printing bay is too small to print the entire thing at once. It also lacks the needed functions and features to support printing all the components at the same time. 
 
    The fog of loose atoms spraying onto the printing bed slowly forms a single item. The separate particles are all guided to their proper place, printing the part slowly. Katarenin stares at the item forming through the grubby glass. She grabs it the moment it's done, places it on a workbench, and punches a few buttons. The printer starts forming another part as she starts tinkering with the first. 
 
    Slowly more parts are added, and slowly the object she is constructing takes shape. She first forms a rough human skeleton, a technological facsimile of the skeleton who has been putting her through so much abuse. Katarenin spends a few minutes cursing and punching a workbench after she realizes this fact. 
 
    The printer’s chime indicating that another part is finished wakes her from her destructive haze. She dejectedly continues working on the object, slowly adding metal bone, synthetic connective tissue, and mechanical muscle. 
 
    She starts designing an alloy mesh that will take the place of skin but somehow can’t start the printer on that task. Something inside her refuses to move, refuses to start the task that will clad the metal body in fake skin. Instead, she spends some time putting together a nasty looking spike. 
 
    The software embedded on the machine is rather sophisticated, the various pieces of coding having been perfected a hundred hardware generations ago. The open-source technologies available to the entire galaxy are inside its libraries, and its smart design assistant can transform a horribly designed wreck into a working product, no problem. 
 
    And so it is that Katarenin, with the help of some additional information from her implants, designs and prints the most advanced dagger this solar system has seen. She does a few more things, pressing a few more buttons and syncing a few protocols, before grabbing the vicious looking items in her hands. 
 
    She then puts it on a nearby bench and starts fumbling with her suit. Her helmet pops off, showing her dishevelled hair and dirty face to the world once again. She lets the heavy items drop from her fingers and grabs the dagger with trembling fingers. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she stills her shaking hands as she tightens her grip on the handle. Her breathing doesn’t stop, and instead, she starts hyperventilating. Then with a wild and spastic movement, she slams the sharp dagger through the top of her skull, right into her brain. 
 
    Katarenin flops to the ground lifelessly, a shiny, metal handle sticking from the top of her head. Her noggin bounces around while the rest of her body is protected by the heavy-duty spacesuit. 
 
    She lays still for a long time, hours passing before she stands with slow and sluggish movements. The animated spark apparent on her face previously now replaced with a blank, unmoving facade once again. Hands gloved in bulky yellow feel around the top of her head, gingerly exploring the metal object sticking out of her skull. Her face remains blank as she pulls the item free with a sickening squelch. 
 
    Studying the sticky knife for a bit, she holds it above her head once again before jamming it back into her brain, this time at a different angle. Her lifeless eyes are trained on the robotic frame laying on the bench, keeping watch for any potential movement. The robot remains as lifeless as her current emotional spectrum, however. 
 
    She stirs around her brain for a bit, the handle getting stuck now and then. She scrapes the blade through her skull, feeling that the sharp item scrapes across something hard. Giving the handle one last push, she lays back down and waits. What she is waiting for is not known to her, but she knows that something is supposed to happen. 
 
    Then the skeleton storms into the room, his loosely hanging spacesuit flopping around his bony frame as he walks. The two pinpricks of light behind his reflective visor look at the scene. What it might think of a construction suited woman without a helmet laying on the ground, a handle sticking from her head and a mechanical body lying on a table above her is unknown to all. 
 
    “Printer?” 
 
    Its voice is back to being all fake and loud, the harsh staccato of noise causing some smaller tools to shift around as they vibrate. Katarenin slowly points at the now unused printer, the holographic display still flashing the bright green message that it is done. 
 
    Its helmeted head swivels back to the lying woman. It walks close and inspects her still form. White-clad hands grasp at the dagger handle. Another squelching sound later and the skeleton is inspecting the intricate lines of circuitry woven through the thing. It turns it around, studying the item intently.  
 
    The skeleton walks over to the printer and stares at the thing for a long time. Then it touches a single button and continues staring. Katarenin remains lying there, unmoving as her tormentor learns to interact with the molecular weaver in the least efficient way possible. 
 
    Then the skeleton suddenly walks away, striding out the door with his suit loosely flopping around his bones. Katarenin does not follow, does not stand up, nor does she move. The skeleton strides back in a long time later, presses some more buttons slowly and walks away again. This repeats until Katarenin’s brain injury finishes repairing. 
 
    She sits up with a sudden gasp. Tears well up in her eyes, frustration and despair boiling away inside her. She looks at the marvel of engineering she designed on the fly, the skeletal frame clad in mechanical muscle. The lithe and sharp curves should be hers now, the energy generator in her chest should be powering her every move. 
 
    She stands up and trails a forlorn hand along its frame. A bittersweet feeling fills her hollow insides as she looks down on the improvised robotic body. That should be hers now. She really shouldn’t be inhibiting this fleshy prison anymore, and the worst part is, it’s not even her prison. Not really. 
 
    She is still staring at the unmoving robot when the skeleton walks in again. She turns around, observing its actions. 
 
    “First, are you a he or a she?” she asks. 
 
    “I am me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can see that, you numbskull. I’m going to guess you are a he, then. Otherwise, I would have to weep for womankind. So, what are you trying to do?” 
 
    Instead of answering, the skeleton slowly and meticulously undoes his helmet. His grinning skull becomes visible, causing shudders to go down Katarenin’s spine. 
 
    “Protect skull. Look.” 
 
    He turns around and slowly taps on the printer’s interface. He ignores all the useful automated prompts asking him if he needs help. Instead, he uses the slowest possible ways to navigate through the machine’s interface. 
 
    Katarenin snaps. “No, you boneheaded, warp-torn kragg. Here is the design interface. See? This way you can refine structural details. It’s not meant for manual input. Is your head completely empty?” She falls silent as she realizes what she said. “I guess it is, at that. Basically the opposite of mine, hmm.” 
 
    The skeleton keeps staring at her. She shakes the gloomy thoughts free as she addresses the skeleton again. “Do you have a name? I keep calling you ‘the skeleton’ but that’s a frown–” 
 
    “Douglas.” 
 
    “–ed upon term in a couple thousand systems. Douglas, really? Dark water? You seem about as thick as a river, so that part suits you.” Katarenin shakes her muddled thoughts free again as she turns back to the machine. “So here is the best way to do that. You were placing each cluster by hand. It would take years before you would get done. Then again, you’re probably too dumb to notice something advanced as time passing.” 
 
    Katarenin forcefully teaches Douglas how to properly navigate the interface, showing him a few tricks and some advanced ways to use the relatively simple tools available. But just when they were getting going, Douglas turns around and walks away. 
 
    “Hey, where are you going?” 
 
    “Mana is full.” 
 
    “Oh no, I don’t care. I, the great Katarenin, am teaching you, and you will not leave before you are proficient in controlling this primitive piece of shit!” She catches up with Douglas and grabs him by the scruff of his neck. The bulky suit she is in allows her to manhandle the rather light skeleton with ease. A circle flashes into existence briefly, air swirling around the formation’s centre point. Then Douglas’ skull droops, and his eye flames dim a bit as the lines and runes fade away. Katarenin drags him back to the printer and continues her exposition and explanation. 
 
    Douglas cooperates in a sullen silence, following her instruction with measured slowness. An hour of forced learning later, the holographic display shows a rather fetching image. They scanned Douglas’ skull using the large scanning ring and loaded the information into the printer’s interface. Katarenin had kept hounding the skeleton until he managed to perform the act all on his own. She had then taken him step by step through the design process she herself used to produce the feminine robot. 
 
    Now the two are staring at the projection of a metal-clad skull. The protruding zygomatic bone is covered in angled plates of metal and the eye sockets ringed with sturdy bands of dark grey reinforcement. The forehead is especially thick, the source of Douglas’ mana covered by a thick spike of a shining alloy. The semi-transparent projection shows holes bored through the skull, encasing the most central piece of frontal bone from both sides. The rest of the skull is equally covered in geometric reinforcements, the only original bone showing through being the lower halves of the upper teeth and the upper halves of his lower teeth. 
 
    The automated design software had recognised the design as a form of armour plating and asked whether or not the user wanted to embed a logo. It had suggested a simple drawing of a star surrounded by planets and their orbits. Katarenin had immediately denied the prompt, incensing Douglas. The skeleton had recognised the logo of GalaxSec, and a one-sided argument followed. Douglas kept insisting on including the logo for some reason he didn’t manage to articulate in any meaningful way. The spacesuited skull had tried to articulate why he fancied the much-abused central policing force so much. Katarenin had ignored every one of his protests and forcefully continued teaching Douglas. 
 
    The two had then had a second one-sided argument about the jawbone. Douglas had wanted to leave his mandible uncovered and had protested this point repeatedly with very few words. Katarenin had ignored his repeating protests. The holographic jaw is now a sharply lined mosaic of intersecting planes, the only curving lines on the thing being a sturdy yet surprisingly complicated hinging mechanism at the temporomandibular joint. 
 
    All in all, it looked like some form of polygonal unicorn skull. Katarenin idly plans which steps she needs to take in order to make this look popular on the centre worlds. 
 
    “There. Since no communication needs to happen, as if there is anything to communicate in that empty head of yours, it can be made from ceesteel. A few other alloys woven through these supporting structures here and there. Cover the entire thing in a layer of double lattice carbon diamond, and it should be able to withstand nearly everything. You are lucky this thing even does compound covalent bonds. The entire process will take a while. I can rig the door to stay open while it prints, but you can't move du–” 
 
    “Make parts. Put together.” 
 
    Douglas walks away. Katarenin is absolutely dumbstruck. She had expected that the skeleton would insist on stepping into the printer himself. The actual printing will only take hours but the strengthening of the molecular bonds will take days. Printing the thing in pieces and assembling it around his skull like a puzzle is a solution she hadn’t even thought of. 
 
    Another realisation hits her harder than she expected. If this is going to take days, how long did she spend on the robotic frame? How long has she been cooped up in this grimy little room? 
 
    Katarenin decides that she has enough things to worry about already and submerges herself in the task of printing. The puzzle of fabricating the skull cover in parts without compromising strength or integrity occupies her entire being for a little while. She then hits the button and watches the fine mist of matter spray from the top of the atomic builder once more. The lack of rare elements needed in the printing job means that the standard reserves in the hopper are more than enough for the entire project. 
 
    Katarenin stands there, looking at the parts that slowly form. Her thoughts wind down now that the challenge is over and done with, Douglas is no longer there to take her mind off of things, and she is in full control of her body. Her mind’s eye travels towards the blue dot at the bottom of her vision that has been there since she woke up. Some blue screens had plagued her upon waking, but she had ordered them to disappear without much thought. 
 
    She had initially thought them to be some artefact of a new form of nanotechnology, as that would have easily explained why she had felt so great upon waking. The usual hours of discomfort that accompany long-term cryo had been oddly missing. 
 
    Calling up the screens once again, she reads the lines slowly one by one as her mind quakes. 
 
      
 
    [ Name: Katarenin Auchinfon Tomat Peezes ] 
 
    [ Race: Philotically twin-linked photonic mind ] 
 
    [ Level: 1 (0/NaN) ] 
 
    [ Class:  None ] 
 
      
 
    [ HP: 164/164 ][ HP/h: 0.052 ] 
 
    [ MP: 0/NaN ][ MP/h: 0 ] 
 
      
 
    [ STR: 35 ] 
 
    [ AGI: 27 ] 
 
    [ CON: 24 ] 
 
    [ VIT: 1 ] 
 
    [ INT: NaN ] 
 
    [ WIS: NaN ] 
 
      
 
    [ Technological parasite ] 
 
    [ Controller of a flesh-clad arcane skeleton ] 
 
    [ Universal Language ] 
 
    [ Mechanically enhanced; +UNKNOWN Con, +UNKNOWN Str, +UNKNOWN Agi, -UNKNOWN Vit] 
 
    [ Thought control (halted) ] 
 
      
 
    She has crawled up into the fetal position, her fingers tearing at her eyes by the time her mind processes her entire status. She never asked for this, right? She's a remote-controlled controlling device? But her daddy always gave her freedom, as much as she wanted. 
 
    Then again, she can want something, but she can't choose to want something. But a parasite, that's what she truly is? She tried, didn't she? She tried really hard. The relatively large chunk of metal in her skull and the filament wires threading through her entire brain she saw on the scan did make her act, right? 
 
    It wasn't her fault that the remote control extension dagger she made on the fly wasn't compatible with the mechanical body she made. It was a pretty good body, too; it could have kept going for thousands of years with the amount of fuel she stuffed inside it. Good dagger, too. The tip should have pierced the housing and made contact with whatever was inside. 
 
    Then again, if she really was a light-based being that probably would have truly killed her. 
 
    She can feel her thoughts slide into the next step to take, like an inevitable yet logical waterfall, like the next box to tick in a process she can't halt, a new thing to try on a checklist. She mentally wonders what all the odd titles and terms at the bottom of the blue screen are. 
 
      
 
    [ Technological parasite; you are a mechanical controlling force inhabiting and controlling a body not your own, no mana ingress point found ] 
 
      
 
    [ Controller of a flesh-clad arcane skeleton; the body you are remotely controlling is a flesh-clad arcane skeleton ] 
 
      
 
    [ Universal language; you are able to understand all intelligent life, both spoken and written words ] 
 
      
 
    [ Mechanically enhanced; you are enhanced by various types of unknown technology, +UNKNOWN Con, +UNKNOWN Str, +UNKNOWN Agi, -UNKNOWN Vit ] 
 
      
 
    [ Thought control (halted); your mind is being influenced in various, unknown ways ]


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen – The Overwhelming Desire to Learn 
 
    Douglas is confused. This is not an unusual state of mind for the empty-headed skeleton, but the reason for his confusion is not normal. He runs a hard digit across the white surface of the ship, the distal phalanx of his pointing finger catching on the engraved runes. The previously pristine white surface is covered in a rather haphazard collection of crookedly drawn runes of varying artistic merit, each one shining with a faint blue light. 
 
    The amount of admiration, joy, attraction, and other positive things Douglas is feeling towards the large, white object is pretty much overwhelming. A normal, full-fleshed being would probably never notice emotional fluctuations of this magnitude, but these extremely faint feelings are massive waves of turmoil crashing through his mind. His own mana - the power that animates his very being - flows through the ship. He feels the concentrated lines of power where he carved into the white material radiating with energy, the effects of the runes shining throughout the entire vessel. 
 
    Douglas is also rather content with the new skill he has developed. It had come as a wild impulse at first. He had located the runes that strengthened the compacted earth spike formed by the spell into something stronger. He then randomly scribbled those symbols in the ship’s soft exterior. The skill he received from the blue boxes and the subsequent influx of engraving tips had only spurred him on. 
 
    He only stopped when he felt faint headed, his mana reservoir in his forehead empty, and his finger bones worn down by half. He then decided to go look for Katare, sensing her to be in one of the adjoining rooms. There, he started studying the machines before he was personally taught by the great Katarenin. He left when his mana was full again - or when Katare let him leave - and went back to engraving. 
 
    This repeated many times, and Douglas is now looking at the ship with fevered eyes. Each exposed part of the white hull is covered in symbols varying from thumb-sized to a few spanning half a square metre. He had randomly switched between the three runes he had isolated, resulting in a haphazardly scrawled pattern of large and small scratchings. The initial runes are noticeably less professionally drawn than the later ones. The crooked and uneven lines he made transformed into beautiful calligraphy as Douglas got better at engraving. 
 
    He even disassembled his ribcage, prying the bones loose from his spine, in order to fit under the ship. Especially the frontside bottom - as it is hovering mere centimetres above the hangar’s floor - was quite tricky to get proper access to. He had to extend his arm using a delicate chain of neck bones, rib bones, and his clavicle to get to the trickiest places. Engraving while keeping his mana from flowing into his non-existent rib bones was relatively taxing, but Douglas had persevered. Only after all the hard to reach places had been filled with scribbles - including the sloped backside of the loading ramp - had the skeleton pieced his chest back together. Taking his spacesuit off took some effort, but he timed it so his mana could recharge during those procedures. All in all, a trace of smug pride flickers through his empty head when he looks at the ship. 
 
    Now a smidgen of confusion wins out over the other trace emotions. Douglas has been standing here, staring at the ship for a long time, and he is not sure what to do next. The woman is nowhere to be seen, his skull will be safe when the armour is done, and the ship is engraved. Douglas wonders what he should be doing next. 
 
    Douglas looks around, searching for new and interesting things. Then he consciously sees the loading ramp for the first time. Before, he only had eyes for the shining white exterior. Now that the entire hull is covered in his mana, he observes the rest of the ship. He looks over the black windows, folding landing gear, near invisible seams that he had to work around, and the gaping, black hole that has a ramp reaching to the ground. With hesitant steps, the space-suited skeleton makes his way over to the back of the ship. 
 
    He carefully walks up the gentle slope, his eye flames immediately adjusting to the dark interior. Grimy metal panelling is all he sees. As bright as the outside of the vessel is, so dark are its insides. Looking around, Douglas has the feeling that he can do something about that. He walks along the walls of the cargo bay, keeping an eye out for something. 
 
    It takes him a mere half hour before he finds it. A small, black panel is located next to a small collection of switches and buttons. Douglas methodically pushes them all. He freezes the moment when the third button causes bright lights to switch on. Streaks of grime, layers of dust, and all kinds of stains, dents, and scratches cover every single available surface, blindingly illuminated. Douglas does not really care about that, though. Instead, his attention is piqued by the outline of a door. Walking over to the middle of the back wall, he pushes the door open. 
 
    “… No, Charly. I never want you to leave. Ever since you infibricalated my hydrecknoid, I’ve been unable to get that image and feeling out of my flaps.” 
 
    “…ocks went through the roof. The irresponsible behaviour of the elusive heir has caused many investors to lose faith in their future. Ancheevi announced their projected earnings and plans a few hours after this news was released, causing even more sectors to flock to …” 
 
    “… baddest disintegrators in the galaxy. Even the voidspawn from outside the rim won’t be a threat once you equip your vessel with our magnificent weapons. Spektar incorporated holds no liable responsibility for any misuse or user fatalities that mi…” 
 
    A sea of noise washes over the skeleton the moment he opens the door. Looking inside, his auditory senses are overwhelmed as multiple sources of sound vie for his attention. Douglas’ helmet bumps against the doorway as he sticks his head through the gap. A rather cosy room is what he sees. Lazy couches of odd dimensions, chairs of odd shapes, and a diagonal table give the room a rather homely feel. The dirty carpet and junk give a rather trashy and filthy air to the place. Douglas also sees multiple holographic displays, tablets, and smaller items flickering with light and sound. 
 
    “… finalised the divorce procedure. Arnita Golash remains married to four of the seven Deep Space Fine members. Fans of the boyband are outraged at the internal schism that the actress and singer has caused. Reports of multi-billion assassination contracts taken out on Arnita have appeared in a few of the more fanatical sectors. The child remains anonymous so far, and will …” 
 
    “… capital ship clearing the sector. The CHCS Purgatory is as of yet the only ship diverting from the plan. Representatives did not elaborate on the route change. For the first time in centuries, the grand sweep has changed course. In other news …” 
 
    He spends a few minutes double checking the fact that he did, in fact, switch off the speakers inside his helmet. He experimentally switches the sound system on again. The volumes of the varying sound layers change a bit, but not much else changes. Confirming that - even though he is currently in a place with an atmosphere - he really shouldn’t be hearing this, Douglas walks on. He casts a few curious glances at the multiple items displaying video but recognises nothing. All in all, Douglas finds this a rather novel and new experience. The single hour of programming took a few hundred repeats before it got on his nerves, so the skeleton finds this deluge of noise more amusing than anything else. 
 
    In the room are multiple doors, the living area acting as a hub to the other parts of the ship. Walking forwards to the front of the boat leads Douglas to a rather austere room. The trio of chairs and desks on the side are similar to the room with the escape capsules from before. Douglas takes his time and thinks about it for a bit. A mere two hours of thinking later, he comes to the conclusion that the small room is right in the middle of the ship. 
 
    Exploring the rest of the vessel, he finds a wide array of rooms. Some he recognises, long forgotten memories hinting at the fact that the ship contains a few bedrooms. Others - like the small room with the holes in the floor - remain a mystery. He thinks he recognises a kitchen and a storage area. The sheer oddness of all the benches, weirdly shaped tables, and impossible storage areas have Douglas wondering if his guesses are even close to correct, though. All in all, he finds a lot of rooms and very few interesting things. 
 
    He does find a couple of nWear suits, but they all contain the wrong number of limbs.  
 
    Having finished the exploration of the vessel’s insides, Douglas sits down on one of the recliners that looks the least odd. There he just stares out into space for a while, processing the new influx of information he received. He reads some writing here and there, the myriad of warning labels and disclaimers that littered the kitchen area take him an especially long time to comprehend. 
 
    Then the flood of hints, tips, and suggestions coming from nowhere stops, and Douglas starts wondering what to do once again. 
 
    Finally, his easily distracted consciousness takes note of the angrily blinking blue dot at the bottom of his vision. He had been willing every single blue screen away the moment they popped up during his engraving spree, even firmly telling them not to bother him anymore. They had stopped appearing in his vision by the time he had a quarter of the ship covered in runes. 
 
    So Douglas asks what they want of him. 
 
      
 
    [ Regeneration lvl 10 ] 
 
    [ Engraving lvl 10 ] 
 
    [ New skill generated; Machine Operation lvl 7 ] 
 
      
 
    The skeleton feels oddly disappointed when those few lines are the only blue boxes that appear. He was sure there had been loads more, the blinking blue dot had started flashing faster and faster. Clacking his teeth in annoyance, Douglas asks the boxes if he can please see what’s going on with himself. 
 
      
 
    [ Name: Douglas ] 
 
    [ Race: Arcane skeleton ] 
 
    [ Level: 1 (0/100) ] 
 
    [ Class: Scholar 4/4 (12) ] 
 
      
 
    [ HP: 193/193 ][HP/h: 0.09 ] 
 
    [ MP: 150/150 ][MP/h: 13 ] 
 
      
 
    [ STR: 10 ] 
 
    [ AGI: 7 ] 
 
    [ CON: 23 ] 
 
    [ VIT: 12 ] 
 
    [ INT: 15 ] 
 
    [ WIS: 14 ] 
 
      
 
    [ Arcane Skeletal Constitution (Human) ] 
 
    [ Darkvision ] 
 
    [ Universal Language ] 
 
      
 
    Again, Douglas suspects that he must be missing something. Weren’t the numbers different before? His mind may be slow but Douglas himself thinks he has a pretty good memory. At least, he is pretty sure he thinks so. He can’t quite remember at the moment. He'd understand if the numbers were higher. This entire experience point business inherently means that he will get better the more he has. Douglas is pretty sure he gathered quite a few through his inadvertent murdering of infected monstrosities, but now the numbers are lower? 
 
    Clacking his teeth some more, Douglas wills the screen away and asks what the system means with the number twelve behind his scholar class. 
 
      
 
    [ You have reached full skill mastery over the tier 1 scholar class. Please evolve the class. Note that the scholar class can’t be chosen again until the evolved class has reached tier 4 ] 
 
      
 
    [ Tier 1 classes available: ] 
 
    [ Craftsman ] 
 
    [ Fighter ] 
 
      
 
    [ Tier 2 classes available: ] 
 
    [ Associate mage ] 
 
    [ Associate wizard ] 
 
    [ Associate arcanist ] 
 
    [ Associate inscriptionist ] 
 
    [ Associate enchanter ] 
 
    [ Associate technomancer ] 
 
    [ Associate phlogistonator ] 
 
    [ Associate dephlogistonator ] 
 
    [ Associate calcinator ] 
 
    [ Associate decalcinator ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas ignores the constant chattering in his ears. His auditory functions are still being bombarded with multiple and endless streams of noise as he reads through this new list. The high-tech soap opera fails to catch Douglas’ attention as he muses over the new words in front of him. The only time he is distracted from his studies is when a GalaxSec ad comes on. The big screen plastered across half the living room wall shines with bright blue colours, displaying a heroic figure. Amidst all the gun commercials, alien sex ads, and spaceship trailers, Douglas watches the short story of a hero. 
 
    This hero has four arms and no legs. His lower half is made from metal, which he uses to float along, Douglas assumes. This hero then stops a shipment of illegal narcotics that would have ruined the lives of millions when diluted and disseminated through the black market. Douglas cares not for the drugs nor the fame that’s lavished on the hero. No, Douglas can't help but stare at the neat, blue uniform worn by the hero. 
 
    Then the screen switches over to a long-legged and many boobed women doing dizzying handstands while chugging some drink. The commercial is soon forgotten as Douglas focuses on the blue screens again.  
 
    He was about to ask the boxes what they mean with a ‘mage’, so he resumes this line of thought. 
 
      
 
    [ Associate mage; not a complete novice, the associate can cast magic but is not skilled enough to be called an apprentice. Instead of following the path of the elements, the mage concentrates their efforts on a myriad of smaller utility spells ] 
 
      
 
    A new world opens up for Douglas. Before, he thought that magic could only do five things. He thought that mana could only be used to turn metal or air into elemental attacks or to make annoying women follow him. Now he realises that magic can be so much more. The flames in his eye burn a little brighter as he requests information about the wizard class. 
 
      
 
    [ Associate wizard; not a complete novice, the associate can cast magic but is not skilled enough to be called an apprentice. The wizard concentrates their efforts on large scale spell works using rituals and their own domicile ] 
 
      
 
    Slightly disappointed in the lacklustre amount of new information he receives, Douglas requests information about the next and last three unknown classes. 
 
      
 
    [ Associate arcanist; not a complete novice, the associate can cast magic but is not skilled enough to be called an apprentice. Skilled in animating material items through magic, the arcanist brings life to golems, doors, autonomous defences, and other magical constructs through embedded spells and mana stones ] 
 
      
 
    [ Associate inscriptionist; not a complete novice, the associate can cast magic but is not skilled enough to be called an apprentice. The inscriptionist concentrates their efforts on talismans, magical tomes, scrolls, and other writing through magical calligraphy using mana infused inks and papers ] 
 
      
 
    [ Associate enchanter; not a complete novice, the associate can cast magic but is not skilled enough to be called an apprentice. The enchanter imbues tools, weapons, armour, and other handheld magical items with a myriad of magical powers using permanent spell shapes ] 
 
      
 
    The skeleton’s eyes flare up, magical flames licking at his eye sockets. He is an arcane skeleton. Was he made by an arcanist? No, he slowly realises. That happened over time. The first clear memories of his magic and the regrowing of his bones all have a distinct hint of green to them. That should have been something else. 
 
    And then the boat. Was that the skillset of an inscriptionist or an enchanter? He employed calligraphy - although a rather clumsy form of that art - in order to enchant a large mechanical item. On the other hand, he used his very own finger bones to carve into the material, so that was a form of engraving. Douglas stands up and strides out of the ship, down the ramp. He walks around the slightly glowing vessel once, looking at the ground. He finds the tool Katare dropped - a large spanner - when he nearly stumbles across it. 
 
    Douglas grabs it firmly, lifts it up, and halts. He knows what should happen, but there is still a little bit of uncertainty in his skull. The runes he inscribed all describe the soft becoming hard, but did he just waste a lot of time scribbling on some random object or did he actually change it? 
 
    The first true crisis of confidence Douglas has ever had doesn’t really have time to develop as he smashes the tool down on the ship. It bounces off, not even leaving a mark. He smashes it down once more. And then again, this time with feeling. 
 
      
 
    [ New skill learned; Hammering lvl 1 ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas spends a good hour going to town on the vessel. His full efforts can’t even leave a scratch. He walks off towards a workbench, picking up and dragging a large, metal pipe back to the vessel with difficulty. He raises it and smashes it against the hull. A rather loud racket follows as the pipe vibrates out of his bony fingers, clattering to the floor with an ungodly noise. As if in response, loud noises sound from both ends of the massive hangar. Douglas ignores the tearing sounds of metal and horrible stomping, most likely due to the fact that he left his inbuilt speakers switched off. He then grins widely, content that the test proved conclusively that he did not just waste days of his endless life carving useless doodles. 
 
    Thus, the skeleton selects associate arcanist with a content heart. He can already enchant and inscribe items with ease, why would he bother becoming better at that right now? The mage seems nice, but small spells just don’t seem suitable tools to use against hulking Histaff behemoths, and Douglas doesn’t even know what the word domicile means.  
 
      
 
    [ Congratulations on reaching a tier 2 class. Tier 2 classes start giving permanent stat boosts. Advance all relevant skills to level 20 to advance ] 
 
      
 
    [ Associate arcanist (0/6); not a complete novice, the associate can cast magic but is not skilled enough to be called an apprentice. Skilled in animating material items through magic, the arcanist brings life to golems, doors, autonomous defences, and other magical constructs through embedded spells and mana stones. Skills; meditation, mana sense, mana control, spell shaping, mana stone production, magical animation. +1 int, +1 wis ] 
 
      
 
    [ New skill learned; Mana Stone Production 2 lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ New skill learned; Magical Animation 2 lvl 1 ] 
 
      
 
    Another flow of information floods Douglas’ mind, and he accepts it greedily. All of a sudden, he understands that while the engraved ship is indeed much sturdier than before, it will not last. The mana embedded into the carved symbols is of a temporary nature at best. Douglas tries sensing for this mana and indeed feels the power slipping from the carved grooves at a slow trickle. The hardening effect will disappear in a few months, he suspects. A new hint of information tells him it will be faster if he continues wailing on the thing, putting the enchantments under duress. 
 
    To combat this degradation, he will need to produce and install a mana stone in order to guide and regulate the flow of power. He’ll also need to connect all the runes to this stone, using engraved channels to guide the flow of mana. Circulating mana through the stone, into the channels, into the runes, and back into the stone will increase the longevity of the entire enchantment by multiple factors. 
 
    A faint tinge of disappointment blooms in his empty chest. Looking at the hull no longer feels satisfying. Instead, he starts to see more and more things that he should have done better. He realises once again that jumping headfirst into an undertaking is not the smartest thing to do. He really should have calculated the most secure stone location and figured out the optimal path to place mana lines. A careful consideration weighing the leftover space needed for reinforcement and mana channel width should have been the first steps. 
 
    Disgruntled and slightly disillusioned, Douglas asks to see his available classes again. 
 
      
 
    [ Tier 1 classes available: ] 
 
    [ Craftsman ] 
 
    [ Labourer ] 
 
    [ Fighter ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas eyes the new labourer class with a bit of confusion. His plodding thoughts are slightly muddled about the minimal differences between a craftsman and a labourer. He’s about to clack his teeth in annoyance but decides to just ask the blue boxes instead. 
 
      
 
    [ Craftsman; the starting point for anyone involved with the creation of fine items, this class has been the humble beginning for even the most skilled weaponsmiths, armourers, woodcarvers, cooks, tailors, and more. Skills; Engraving, Smithing, Carving, Crafting. +Str, +Agi ] 
 
      
 
    [ Labourer; the starting point for anyone tasked with performing feats of strength, this class has been the humble beginning for even the most skilled blacksmiths, farmers, farmhands, carpenters, butchers, and more. Skills; Hammering, Hauling, Gathering, Harvesting. +Str, +Vit ] 
 
      
 
    [ Fighter; the starting point for anyone engaging in the art of war and battle, this class has been the humble beginning for even the most skilled generals, sword saints, archers, war priests, spell knights, and more. Skills; Punching, Footwork, Dodging, Blocking. +Str, +Agi ] 
 
      
 
    More information seeps into his mind, his consciousness growing oddly weary at the seemingly never-ending stream of hints, tips, and meanings. Douglas pays this absolutely no heed, instead asking the blue boxes to make him a craftsman, labourer, and fighter. 
 
      
 
    [ New skill learned; Smithing lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ New skill learned; Carving lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ New skill learned; Crafting lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ New skill learned; Hauling lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ New skill learned; Gathering lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ New skill learned; Harvesting lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ New skill learned; Footwork lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ New skill learned; Dodging lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ New skill learned; Blocking lvl 1 ] 
 
      
 
    All kinds of odd things and thoughts are jammed inside Douglas’ skull as blue boxes fill his vision. Suddenly, he realises how to spot the best deadwood gathering spots in a forest. This thought is replaced as he understands what he did wrong when punching the slime a while back. Then he understands how to carve wood while using a simple knife. Then his skull is bombarded by a flood of information, clouding out his consciousness. 
 
    Douglas’ eyes blaze brightly, blue flames licking against the inside of his helmet. The flames fill the visor, blue light shining illumination upon the entire hanger. Then the light winks out, and Douglas keels over slowly, crumbling into a loose heap like a bag filled with bones. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen – Invasive Measures 
 
    [ Name: Douglas ] 
 
    [ Race: Arcane skeleton ] 
 
    [ Level: 1 (0/100) ] 
 
    [ Class: Associate Arcanist 0/6, Craftsman 1/4, Labourer 0/4, Fighter 0/4 ] 
 
      
 
    [ HP: 193/193 ][ HP/h: 0.09 ] 
 
    [ MP: 150/150 ][ MP/h: 13 ] 
 
      
 
    [ STR: 10 ] 
 
    [ AGI: 7 ] 
 
    [ CON: 23 ] 
 
    [ VIT: 12 ] 
 
    [ INT: 16 ] 
 
    [ WIS: 15 ] 
 
      
 
    [ Arcane Skeletal Constitution (Human) ] 
 
    [ Darkvision ] 
 
    [ Universal Language ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas shoves the screen away from his vision. For the first time he can remember, a headache pounds through his skull. 
 
      
 
    [ Skills: ] 
 
    [ Meditation 2 lvl 10 ] 
 
    [ Mana Control 2 lvl 10 ] 
 
    [ Mana Sense 2 lvl 10 ] 
 
    [ Spell Shaping 2 lvl 10 ] 
 
    [ Mana Stone Production 2 lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ Magical Animation 2 lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ Machine Operation lvl 7 ] 
 
    [ Engraving lvl 10 ] 
 
    [ Regeneration lvl 10 ] 
 
    [ Microgravity Manoeuvring lvl 3 ] 
 
    [ Basic Math lvl 2 ] 
 
    [ Blocking lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ Carving lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ Crafting lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ Dodging lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ Footwork lvl 1 ] [ Gathering lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ Hammering lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ Harvesting lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ Hauling lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ Punching lvl 1 ] 
 
    [ Smithing lvl 1 ] 
 
      
 
    The headache is only exacerbated by the bright blue skill overview burning into his visual centre. Somehow, he finds himself lying on the floor, the part of his vision not covered by blue seeing the inside of his helmet. Blank and featureless plastic fills his sight as Douglas tries to get a grip on the situation. 
 
    He clacks his teeth in irritation, finding his entire perspective shifting as he does so. A moment of silence lets Douglas sense his mana, feeling his skull and the ship right next to him. 
 
      
 
    [ Mana Sense 2 lvl 11 ] 
 
      
 
    He slowly realizes he is only feeling his skull and the ship. The rest of his body is nowhere to be sensed. Douglas clacks his jaw a bit, and his skull rolls around inside his helmet. Some furious jaw snapping and skull bouncing later, he has turned around and is looking into the dark cavity that is his spacesuit. The scattered bones lying on white fabric combined with the dim lighting make it look like a weird postmodern graveyard. 
 
    Douglas does some more jaw-related manoeuvring until he feels a bone get stuck inside the blue outline of his atlas vertebrae. He realizes that it’s his humerus, the flow of mana slowly moulding his arm bone into a completely different shape. 
 
    Douglas decides that he does not feel like waiting for the lengthy process of remodelling to finish and cuts off the mana flow. Instead, he moves around some more, hoping the phantom mana outline of his first vertebrae will catch an adequately sized bone this time. 
 
    His second left rib is the next volunteer who gets stuck at the back of his skull. Douglas tries to move around, trying to make the best of this situation. A short time moving around with a long rib bone stuck to the back of his head later, he realises that this won’t be a short-term fix. 
 
    The hopping skull has long since spotted the first piece of his spine. The slow regrowth process he went through ingrained a map in his memories that allows him to remember every single curve, knob, and crease of bone he possesses. The rather distinct, narrow ring of bone he knows to be his atlas is lying just behind the fold of suit where his left armpit would be. 
 
    Glaring at the so close, yet so far piece of calcium, Douglas suddenly realises that the quickest way to fix this entire issue would consist of moving his own bones back into their previous positions. It only takes the skull fifteen minutes of pondering before this solution emerges in his empty mind, so Douglas decides to try it. The descriptions of the mage and wizard classes were eye-opening to the skeleton. He’d never have thought that magic could be used for more than summoning the four elements or making bodies move until he read those lines. 
 
    Douglas remains a single bone for the next two hours. His entire being reduced to a skull, he ponders the mysteries of mana and how to abuse the mystical energy. In the end, after many failed trials and unsuccessful schemes, Douglas decides to use brute force. He tried every trick he could think of, and they all turned out completely unsuccessful. 
 
    Letting his mana flow from his forehead into the air just made it vanish while producing a bit of blue light. Trying to form shapes inside his skull and moving them outside turned out to be equally useless. The fact that he managed to fill two whole hours with slight variations of these two tricks is indicative that while Douglas made great strides in developing his mental capacities, he's still a rather boneheaded dumbass. 
 
    Then Douglas calls up every single bit of power at his disposal. He consciously wills into existence each droplet of mystical energy he has stored in his forehead and - without thinking about it too much - shoves it forwards. His burning gaze remains locked on his right armhole as he sends the glob of mana towards the small bone. The slice of spine blooms into his consciousness as bright blue light floods the inside of his suit. The outline of the vertebrae is suddenly clear in his mental senses as if it's connected. The wrongness that accompanies the fact that his bones are not where they should be increases greatly. Douglas forgives the section of his spine for its gravity-related misdemeanour and tells it to get the hell back into place. 
 
      
 
    [ New spell shape learned; Mana Hand ] 
 
      
 
    The bone shoots towards the back of his skull with utmost speed, bouncing off the helmet’s inside and snapping against the back of his skull. Douglas lets out a large, mental sigh of relief, the faint feeling caused by his empty mana pool accompanied by a tinge of satisfaction at a task well done. Then the whispers tell him all he should have done better, and his minuscule mood fluctuation reverts back to slightly fatalistic again. This is accompanied by a new spell shape, one of extreme simplicity. Douglas does not wallow in his current mood, though, too many interesting things exist out there to stand still and reminisce about the emptiness of his skeletal frame and life. 
 
    Instead, Douglas throws his entire being into mastering the art of reassembling his body. He brings the new spell shape - a single line of runes and a crude line drawing of a hand - to the forefront of his thoughts and gets to work. He twists bones, flips ribs, and manoeuvres vertebrae as if his life depends on the task. Each point of regenerated mana is poured into fine-tuning this newly learned application of magic. Douglas totally loses himself in the simple yet paramount task of piecing his own parts back together. 
 
    Moments after sliding the last phalanx bone of his toes in to place, he stands up. Douglas does a quick test that consists out of moving around wildly for a bit. Satisfied that his physical capacities are returned to him, he strides off towards the last place he saw Katare. For reasons largely unknown, he feels quite possessive of the odd being. She might be a major annoyance and large hindrance to anything he does, but she compensates for that by providing valuable information. All in all, Douglas deems her a worthwhile addition to his skeletal unlife. 
 
    The space suited skeleton barges into the workshop. The first thing that registers to the skeleton’s consciousness is the fully formed parts of his skull armour. Images of the GalaxSec brand logo imprinted on his forehead briefly flash through his feeble imagination. Moments later, cold rationality reasserts itself and decides that recognisable imagery is an unneeded and superfluous luxury. Douglas walks over to the printer and starts taking the printed parts out, stacking them on the workbench the woman is lying in front of. 
 
    Each section of skull armour is made from a dull grey material. The outside is an anthracite black metal alloy covered with a shining and perfectly reflective layer of multi bonded diamond. The insides of the plates are covered in an intricate interplay of supporting structures of a varying array of metallic tones. Douglas studies the holographic summary of the printer as he unceremoniously unloads the small printing bay. The entire machine is relatively large in comparison to the printing area, he realises. The conventions enforced by his newly gained smithing skill rebel at the odd dimensions. Then the newly learnt principles imparted by his machine operation skill - which is level seven - rebel against the smithing principles - which is still level one. 
 
    Douglas then goes through a miniature crisis of faith, knowledge, and conscience before he realises that both perspectives have merit. Traditional crafting does indeed put emphasis on the wielder’s skill while having a lesser focus on the support provided by complex tooling. Modern crafting emphasizes advanced ways of producing products while focussing on the wielder’s ability to employ hyper-advanced technologies in the correct and optimal manner. Douglas feels truly relieved when that major problem resolves itself without major conflict. 
 
      
 
    [ Machine Operation lvl 8 ] 
 
    [ Crafting lvl 5 ] 
 
    [ Hammering lvl 2 ] 
 
    [ Harvesting lvl 2 ] 
 
    [ Smithing lvl 5 ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas splendidly ignores all the blue boxes annoying him with stuff he already knows as he stacks the last plates in a small pile. That done, he turns his helmet covered skull towards the woman lying on the floor. 
 
    “Assemble armour.” His voice explodes through the small space, rattling tools and shaking containers. Bassy undertones stir up dust and Katare’s unmoving heart. Something about the synthetic voice - which honestly is still just Douglas shoving thoughts at the magical spell shape in his forehead - pretty much forces her to obey. 
 
    So Katare moves again. She had lain there for an unknown amount of time; neither she nor the skeleton looming over her have any proper sense of time. Katare’s empty mood and thoughts are filled with the request, and she slowly starts assembling the skull’s armour. She stands up with stiff movements, grabs a section of plating, and puts it against Douglas’ helmet. 
 
    It takes him a mere minute before he starts to undo his nWear helmet. The moment he takes the thing off, the first pieces are slid into place by steady, construction suit covered digits. His smooth, white skull is covered by an angular metal shell piece by piece. Each section slides into place, a rather ingenious puzzle-piece like design keeping everything together as the segments are assembled. Not long after the initial command, the puzzle is complete. 
 
    Gentle fingers guide Douglas’ skeleton to the printer, telling him to put his head inside the printing bay without any uttered words. He follows her guidance, displaying more of his prevalent patience. Katare slowly taps on some buttons, and the red lights indicating that the printing bay door is open flash off. The lighting changes as the molecular sprayer start filling in the seam while hex-bonding the entire things into a nearly indestructible whole. Small tools descend towards the skull, carving out the fine web of holes surrounding the stubby horn in front of his mana core. The hollow sections of bone are filled in with new material before Douglas’ mana gets time to repair the damage. Hours tick by as the nearly invisible gaps in the armour disappear slowly and the middle section of forehead bone is surrounded by a fine maze of practically indestructible alloys. 
 
    Five hours later, the hologram displays green text and the hum of the machine stops. Douglas removes his skull from the small printing bay, his forehead horn bumping against the opening. His entire skull is encased in angular armour, each section of naked cranium bone is covered in a super strong alloy of metals, carbon, and more carbon. Intermolecular bonds are layered thicker than should be theoretically possible; a dedicated laboratory would be needed to destroy the radiation-blocking plating. Holes punched through his forehead surround the core of his being, theoretically guaranteeing the survival of that specific section of forehead bone should all else be destroyed. 
 
    All in all, Douglas feels quite confident in his ability to survive just about anything. This faux feeling of immortality gives the skeleton an immediate trace of self-confidence. Instead of applying this mood boost to productive means, channelling it into promoting his own wellbeing, Douglas turns to the holographic printer interface. Katare has lain down again, her previously mechanical and sulky movements halting as she sinks back into her catatonic state. 
 
    Douglas ignores her unmoving form and starts exploring the printer’s interface some more. Instead of his previous brute force approach to design, he now employs the tips and tricks taught to him by Katare in a slow manner. He makes a few trips between the printer and scanner, paging through the imaging device’s history until he finds Katare’s scan of herself. 
 
    Loading the detailed map of her body into the printer, he starts tinkering with the design interface. Douglas was rather insistent on giving the middle of his forehead the utmost protection when designing his own armour. His empathic ability is not quite up to the task of imagining that other sapients could have different circumstances, so he also prioritizes Katare’s forehead. 
 
    His burgeoning consciousness does realize that Katare would rank outer appearance as a high priority. Just the episode in the beauty salon was enough to cement that in his mind, so Douglas designs an armoured forehead ornament similar to his own instead of replacing her entire face with armour. He interweaves super dense and super hard materials through her cranium, surrounding the middle bit in a protective weave. 
 
      
 
    [ New skill generated; Industrial Design lvl 1 ] 
 
      
 
    The fact that the emergence of this skill does not supply Douglas with tips, hints, or suggestions registers on some deep level but is otherwise ignored. The skeleton then suddenly drags the woman from the floor and unceremoniously stuffs her head inside the printing bay. 
 
    Katare obviously is going through some complicated form of development herself, and the skeleton has at least enough common sense to mentally stay away from the creature he recognises as the other sex during these unstable periods. The knowledge he seems to lack is that he really should be leaving her physical form alone too. 
 
    “No, stop. What are you do–” 
 
    Her quickly rising anger is halted as multiple tools shoot down, piercing into her forehead and brain. Sections of flesh are destroyed, dark blood splatters against the walls, bone is carved, and the molecular metal mist is sprayed through sections of excavated bone. The safeties preventing the printer from working with its door open also checked for any biologic matter. Katare’s own actions - the disabling of all safeties - now allow Douglas to perform his act of involuntary body modification. Her struggling form halts and goes limp, the dampeners of her construction suit slowly letting her arms drop to the floor. 
 
    Douglas grins the widest he ever has. His skull is safe, the single source of information apart from the otherwise unknown blue boxes is safe, and his method of escaping this place is secured. The white, rune-covered ship will surely be enough to arrive at some form of civilization. From there, who knows what will happen. 
 
    He patiently waits for the printer to finish, staring at the slowly moving process bar. He pulls her head out of the small bay the moment it signals completion. A small, shining, grey horn juts from the middle of her forehead, the raw flesh around it glowing blue as it slowly heals around the stumpy protrusion. He drags her unmoving form along after his brief inspection, her head bouncing off the floor as he hauls her forward while holding one of her feet. 
 
    He struggles a bit with holding the door open as just one of his bony arms lacks the strength needed to move the bulky woman. Instead of pushing the door open while walking backwards, he shoves mana into the mage hand spell shape and opens the workshop door with a spectral blue limb. He hauls her over to the ramp of his ship, spending a relatively large amount of time with the difficult task of moving her up the incline. 
 
      
 
    [ Hauling lvl 2 ] 
 
      
 
    His burning gaze switches between the exoskeleton suited woman and the narrow door leading into the living room. Douglas then decides that leaving her in the cargo bay is a perfectly acceptable thing to do. 
 
    Douglas walks outside again, looking around while idly tracing the sharp lines of his new skull armour with white fingers. The fact that the weight of his head has multiplied a few times does cause some trouble now and then, his balance feeling off in an annoying manner. Weighing the pro of protecting his life versus the con of walking with care for a while, Douglas decides that the armour is very much worth it. 
 
    He then realizes that he knows absolutely nothing about how to make the ship move. The general information supplied to him by the universal language trait combined with some of the things Katare has said has given him the basics of how starships work. He knows that someone needs to tell the thing where to go, but he has absolutely no idea of how to go about that task. The word ‘pilot’ appears in his thoughts, but he possesses only an extremely rudimentary grasp of the profession’s meaning. Unperturbed at the massive gap in his knowledge, Douglas decides to wander around until he finds what he needs. 
 
    Douglas strides down the ramp and makes a resolute turn to the left. He nearly falls on his armoured face, still unused to his shifted centre of gravity. Not letting the small stumble stop him, he starts looking around as he walks on. The absolute state of destruction some of the vessels are in leave him doubting his own senses for a moment. He is pretty sure that none of those ships used to have large gaping holes in their sides, nor did that ship over there look as bloated and half-melted when he entered the hangar for the first time. 
 
    The empty-headed skeleton keeps absentmindedly running his bare digits across the unfamiliar lines of his skull. He is halfway through the hangar when he realizes that he has forgotten his helmet. He breaks into a half-jog for the first time in his life. The idea of his head being knocked free and flying off, leaving him a mere skull once again does not leave his feeble imagination. The slight agitation in his heart calms down only after locking the partially transparent piece of headwear back into place. 
 
    Douglas is once again halfway down the long row of ships when another thought strikes him. The workshop he just left has a lot of interesting items and things inside. Instead of just walking on until something stops him - his sole strategy so far - it might be a good idea to check the side rooms for interesting stuff. He turns right and walks into the first door he sees. 
 
    Douglas finds another workshop. This one lacks a printer, is even dirtier, and is half filled with scrap metal. Walking outside, he finds the next door locked. He slams his fists against the bare metal for a bit and contemplates using a spell to blast through. Douglas then decides to look at the other doors first. Lobbing some fireballs or throwing some ice spears can always be done later, after all. 
 
    Three workshops, one room filled with locked closets, and a space filled with empty beds later, Douglas walks into a rather odd space. A desk is faced towards him upon entering, shadowed alcoves in the back separating the space into many small cubicles. Bright lights blind the skeleton the moment he steps inside, startling him. He immediately holds up his hand, shoving mana into a random spell shape with abandon. Metal tears, glass shatters, and compounds bend as the solid materials around him tear themselves loose. Each fragment disintegrates into compressed air, the sphere forming above his hand acting like a turbulent lens. 
 
    Less than a second later, Douglas’ vision adjusts and he finds himself looking at a rather drably decorated office whose lights have just turned on. The front desk is missing a large chunk and the flooring directly in front of him has partially disappeared. His momentum combined with his hastily outstretched arm tips him forwards, and he tumbles through the floor. His foot snags on a ripped up piece of metal, causing him to tumble as he keels over. 
 
    The bright light flooding through the ragged opening shows him a glimpse of thick cable bundles, heavy duty supporting structures, and chaotic piping. Then the hastily cast air spell goes out of control. His twisting fall has caused his head to be positioned directly below his outstretched, spell casting arm. The shockwave thus piledrives Douglas directly through the thin, metal flooring at the bottom of the maintenance crawl space. The suddenly released wind howls through each nook and cranny as Douglas crashes to a sudden halt, his spinning fall suddenly stopped with a cacophony of loud crashing sounds. 
 
    Douglas sits up, finding it oddly difficult to do so. He frowns at his pulverized right arm, glaring at the misshapen sleeve of his spacesuit. At some time in the past, he had promised himself to no longer lock up in the face of crisis situations and odd things. He did not quite expect to put this resolution into action by panic casting a random spell. He experimentally picks up his shard filled right sleeve, dropping the misshapen glove with a wet sound. 
 
    Douglas looks at the fallen glove one more time. He did not expect it - essentially a bag filled with gravel - to make a wet, smacking sound upon landing. Looking around some more, Douglas finds himself in the middle of endless rows of narrow shelving units. He landed right in a walkway, the door up above somehow aligning with this path perfectly. 
 
    And everything is covered in red slime. 
 
    Douglas is covered in red slime. 
 
    The shelves are covered in red slime. 
 
    The many, many beasts are covered in red slime. 
 
    The many, many red slimes are red slime themselves. 
 
    The many, many white bone monsters are covered in red slime. 
 
    The many signs that say ‘aquaphonics’ are all covered in red slime. 
 
    The beasts and amalgamations he landed on and crushed are covered in slime. 
 
      
 
    [ Complete Histaff amalgamation lvl 21 slain; 45000 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Advanced Histaff talpidea lvl 2 slain; 8 xp earned ] 
 
      
 
    [ Arcane skeleton lvl 1 100/100 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Arcane skeleton lvl 2 200/200 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Arcane skeleton lvl 3 400/400 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Arcane skeleton lvl 4 800/800 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Arcane skeleton lvl 5 1600/1600 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Arcane skeleton lvl 6 3200/3200 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Arcane skeleton lvl 7 6400/6400 xp reached ] 
 
    [ Arcane skeleton lvl 8 12800/12800 xp reached ] 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen – Determination and Trepidation 
 
    Douglas steps away from the nearest reworked bone beast. The skeleton had decided to try leaving past the most unassuming looking biological horror seconds after regaining his bony bearings. The round, white beast he had tried sneaking past had unfolded into a fan-shaped array of wickedly curved blades. Douglas then rethought that strategy, which is why he is now trying to find the best path out of here. 
 
      
 
    [ Advanced Histaff talpidae lvl 1 slain; 5 xp earned ] 
 
    [ New skill learned; Stomping lvl 1 ] 
 
      
 
    The shrill shriek of another small beast dying under his feet causes him to stop backing up. More bone beasts, slimes, and hulking infected animals stand up from their slumber, shuffling towards the source of the noise. The small area around the spacesuited skeleton shrinks. Left and right are blocked by skeletal shelves while the clear space to his front and back is shrinking rapidly. 
 
    Suddenly, the skeleton sees that none of the red slimes contain any bones. The endless rows of shelves all seem to hold a suspended, thin mesh or some form of black substrate. The meaning accompanying reading the words hydroponics is enough for him to glean the real purpose of the odd scaffolding. Half the shelves are already knocked over, and the Histaff beings avoid going near any of the still standing ones. Those small, black things Douglas keeps stepping on all seem to come from the large piles of black matter. 
 
    Random observations and thoughts flit through the skeleton’s mind. The light coming in from the hole in the roof casts colour onto what would otherwise have been a monochrome picture. That should be his darkvision skill, Douglas suddenly understands. There is even slime on the ceiling. How did so much slime get on the ceiling? 
 
      
 
    [ Advanced Histaff talpidae lvl 3 slain; 25 xp earned ] 
 
      
 
    This time, the little critter wails its heart out - undoubtedly unhappy at the fact Douglas just stood on its lower half - before it dies instead of a short shriek. Every single Histaff beast in a large area around Douglas stands up and looks towards the frozen skeleton. He isn’t sure, but he feels like he should sweat and shiver. He can’t sweat, and he refuses to tremble; his bones would rattle and make more noise. 
 
    Even though he immediately freezes again, a reworked bone beast approaches slowly. Douglas studies the smoothly interwoven bone plates with a dreadful fascination. Can he engrave that, he wonders? His finger twitches. Douglas can’t quite help it; the ages he has spent engraving the ship has ingrained an engraving reflex in his hands. 
 
    The reworked reaction at his small movement is swift and terrible. A telescoping limb smashes into Douglas’ side, turning half of his right ribs to splinters. Another bone limb shoots from its back, the blade not cutting but crushing his leg. His boot gets stuck on the blade’s point, and Douglas is thrown to the side. 
 
    The sight of a red glow showing through the thin parts of sliding bone is all he notices before he feels a few vertebrae crack. Crashing into the remaining growth beds breaks both the metal shelving and Douglas’ bones. Coming to a rest on a bed of crumbled metal and slime, Douglas thinks for a bit. 
 
    Firstly, he limits the flow of mana to only start healing the crucial bones. Ribs and his right arm are left for later, breaking his spine would be a much larger problem. Meanwhile, his empty skull acts as a centrifuge for thoughts, all kinds of ideas and concepts churning randomly. 
 
    Since the level up notices, not even a minute ago, Douglas has felt his mind and mana expand. He felt this exact feeling a few times before, each was preceded by a large increase in level. A random thought later, he realizes that each time he evolved his race, his mind and mana was much reduced after being reset to level 1. 
 
    Thankful for the sudden clarity yet unhappy at his current distracted mood, he shoves these thoughts aside. Douglas instead guides his mental faculties to figuring out his current situation. He’s pretty sure his suit is still covered in red slime, but he can't deny the fact that it has all dried.  Only a part of his suit is covered in fresh slime at this point, which is probably why he is being attacked. He stands up slowly, immediately dropping back down the moment one of the nearby, overly muscled beasts jumps at him. 
 
      
 
    [ Dodging lvl 2 ] 
 
      
 
    Guided by some vague instinct, Douglas throws out his fist, hitting the large animal directly in its side as it flies past. 
 
      
 
    [ Punching lvl 2 ] 
 
      
 
    A nearby reworked - a rather long, worm-like being with thin legs - whips its segmented tail at the skeleton, causing him to go flying again. Douglas smacks into a red slime, and things calm down for a bit as he is trapped inside a large mass of red goop. Looking at the dimly lit space through the distortion of the red amalgamation surrounding him, he once again ponders what to do. 
 
    The phlogistonate spell worked rather well on slimes, so the submerged skeleton decides to try the freezing spell shape. He feels the air wanting to reach his arm the moment he trickles mana into the formation he holds in his mind, but nothing happens. The air needed for the spell remains out of his reach while he’s completely submerged inside the viscous red liquid. 
 
    In a rare moment of brilliance, Douglas wonders why he can’t just order the spell to form a bit away from himself. This idea in mind, it takes a bit of time and extra added mana before the air above him starts to twist itself into a slender lance of ice. Then his brilliance shifts into moronic stupidity once again, as he commands the spell to free him. He does this by telling the spell to shoot towards his own face. The ice lance pierces through the red fluid and smashes against his visor, covering it in opaque crystals of frost. 
 
      
 
    [ Mana Control 2 lvl 12 ] 
 
    [ Mana Sense 2 lvl 11 ] 
 
    [ Spell Shape 2 lvl 13 ] 
 
      
 
    Some thrashing later, Douglas finds that he can move his limbs freely once again. 
 
      
 
    [ Complete Histaff amalgamation lvl 13 slain; 19250 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Arcane skeleton lvl 9 25600/25600 xp reached] 
 
      
 
    The rush of clarity grows larger for a little bit, immediately making him realise that he shouldn’t have shot the magic at his own skull. The fact that ice does not like heat is logical, even to him, so he pours magic into the dephlogistonate spell shape with abandon. The slime covering Douglas vanishes as its water content is sucked into the forming fireball, leaving him covered in red flakes. 
 
    Douglas is about to send the fireball smashing into his face when he remembers the state of his previous glove. A few moments of not moving later solves his problem anyway, the magical ice melting under the heat radiating from the mana powered flames. The fact that his problem went away without any action needed on his part causes the skeleton to take a mental step back. Instead of jumping into action once again, he slowly looks around and takes inventory. 
 
      
 
    [ Mana Control 2 lvl 13 ] 
 
      
 
    The warm light coming from the suspended fireball shines light upon a menagerie of horrors. Small rodents scurry back and forth, digging through the piles of synthetic soil heaped to the sides. Larger beasts are seen in relatively lesser numbers. The slimes are also underrepresented, the few transparent amalgamations present conspicuously lacking any bones in their innards. Bone beasts are present in a wide variety, however. 
 
    One looks like a bumpy sphere, but Douglas knows it can unfold into a dazzling fan of articulating blades. Another looks similar to the beast that hounded Katare and him in the mall, if not even spikier. The one getting awfully close looks like an insect while the one sniffing at his feet seems to be a glued together collection of needles. 
 
    Slender, white antennas touch his helmet and Douglas freaks. The fireball hanging a few metres above him slams into the white bug’s face, who recoils as fire covers its multitude of red eye sockets. A high pitched screeching sound, similar to a kettle being crushed while overheating with boiling water still inside, explodes from the flaming reworked. It scampers back, crashing into other beasts and toppling rows of growing cabinets. 
 
    Douglas stands up, his diminutive form ignored by the large monsters that start rousing all around him. He carefully stuffs mana into another fireball, holding it at the ready. Water around him is sucked into a hovering ball, but before the orb can ignite, he is flung to the side. He sees a flash of sharp, white spines as he flies off, and Douglas shoves mana in the crumbling spell shape in reflex. 
 
    The globe of gathered water has splashed across the spine covered reworked at this point, the last surge of added power causing it to ignite. Another high pitched scream is added to the growing cacophony as another bone beast starts cooking from the inside. 
 
    Blue screens pop up, but Douglas orders them to go away and stay away. Slamming into the wall again, the skeleton feels more bones break. He immediately starts piecing his legs back together using his mana hand while trying to shape another fireball. The effort of imagining two spell shapes is more than the skeleton can bear for a few moments until it becomes easier. The dot in his lower vision starts blinking faster. 
 
    Focussing on piecing himself back together while forming another fireball gets easier each second he does so. Douglas stands moments later, his legs held together with a blue glow while a fireball hovers in front of his chest. He flings it at the nearest moving shape, only for it to fizzle and die as it lands on a red slime. The light in the hydroponics area is reduced to a mere three sources once again, two flaming reworked and the single gaping hole in the ceiling. 
 
    Douglas realizes that he has had enough. His entire purpose in coming here was to find information about flying the ship. Information Katare undoubtedly has, he belatedly realises. Then he is ploughed into the wall once more as a bone beast runs him over. 
 
    His face pressed into a heap of dirt, Douglas finally has some time to think things over properly. The lack of distracting and life-threatening horrors in his direct view do wonders for his state of mind, allowing him to reason some things out. 
 
    Ice did nothing against the bone beast back in the mall, but fire seems to make them go wild. Fire did nothing against the slime just now, but they are frozen rather easily. Wind caused the slime to explode magnificently, and the earth spike worked great against the very first Histaff beast dog he killed. 
 
    Now that Douglas thinks about it, the air spell made him go flying each time he used it. First, it caused him to fall off the balcony and slam into the mall’s wall when it exploded. Just now, it caused him to fall through the floor and slam through the floor below, which is now the hole in the ceiling, the only way he is aware of which he can use to return to the familiar ground. 
 
    Instead of connecting the dots and trying to launch himself through the gaping tear, Douglas decides to cast an earth lance at a reworked beast. 
 
    Air swirls above his still form, turning into sand and stone. He climbs out of the dirt pile with effort, aims the stone spell, and fires it. It shatters harmlessly against one of the nervously milling bone beasts. 
 
    Douglas decides to cast another and aim it at a slime. 
 
    Halfway through the casting procedure, the reworked beast he just hit strikes back. Douglas goes flying, both legs and pelvis shattered into gravel by the angered Histaff monster. He lands on another reworked, who kicks him into one of the remaining rows of standing shelves. His spine broken in multiple places, the battered skeleton feebly slaps at another bone beast who sniffs him inquisitively. Sharp teeth chew on the spacesuit-clad skeleton for a bit, grinding even more bones into dust. The reworked must have lost interest, as Douglas is thrown away again. 
 
    Then he sees his chance. By some freak coincidence, he lands right beneath the hole in the ceiling, his broken bones inside his dirty spacesuit illuminated by the bright light flooding from above. He grasps the lowest level of the growing racks with his single remaining, intact arm, trying to drag himself upwards. The sight of that arm being crushed by a large, white limb causes a smidgen of despair to appear inside his empty heart. 
 
    Now nothing but an armoured skull inside a spacesuit filled with white shards - his forehead horn has caused his skull to be stuck fast inside his helmet - he wonders what to do. Then he remembers that he has another hand. Pouring mana into the mana hand spell, the faint, blue limb reappears. 
 
    He first grasps the lowest level of the rack again but then remembers that he can cast spells away from himself. The rush of smarts and mana does not seem to abate just yet, letting his mind operate at peak efficiency. He stretches the ethereal limb towards the ceiling, grasping one of the protruding shards with transparent fingers. He then pulls. To his slight amazement, the spacesuited skull actually shoots upwards. 
 
    Agitated by the noise and movement, the furious swipe of another bone beast misses Douglas by a hair. In another flash of brilliant mental clarity, Douglas lets go of the ragged edge and grabs one of the light fixtures that decorate the ceiling above the cavity as his upwards momentum launches him further up. 
 
    Douglas nearly gives up as he feels himself being pulled backwards, only to see his spacesuit boot snagging on the hole when he looks down. Wiggling himself around a bit allows him to ascend further, and he drops into a shapeless heap the moment his feet clear the crater. 
 
    He then redirects the glowing hand to inside his suit and starts puzzling his arm back together. Douglas might have a rather decent memory and a lot of patience, but even he dreads having to re-assemble his entire skeletal frame. There are quite a few large shards inside his suit, but the amount of fine powder and sand-sized shards outnumber them by a significant amount. 
 
    Douglas puts the large fragments back where he recognizes they should be while filling in the gaps with finer bone fragments. A mere minute after beginning the task, he has a working arm. It’s a cobbled together mess of glowing blue cracks, but he can move again. Slowly dragging himself across the floor, he slides his spacesuit towards the still open door. 
 
    The speakers in his suit are doing their duty, and Douglas hears more sounds than he would expect. The noise down below is still rather loud, the multitude of Histaff beasts are pretty vocal about the fuss he kicked up. The loud tearing, screeching, and pounding sounds coming from the hangar is not something Douglas expects, though. 
 
    He shoves his head beyond the door’s threshold and stops. Large white blades, claws, and limbs are poking through the far wall. Douglas finds himself between both ends of the hangar, the high ceiling allowing him glimpses of both walls. To his left - the direction of the mall - he sees a single hole through which a rather familiar reworked’s limbs poke now and then. The opposite side is a collection of dented metal, ragged holes, and white instruments of murder that make the hydroponics section look like a peaceful picnic. 
 
    Douglas does more multitasking, this time piecing his spine and legs back together with his mana hand while dragging himself back to the ship. The loose and lumpy suit regains a bit of shape as he repairs his own body, bone by bone. His single arm furiously slaps the ground, pulls him forwards, and stretches out again. 
 
    The holes in the hangar wall behind him slide out of sight as Douglas makes his way across the hangar floor. Halfway back to his ship, he shoves the last handful of bone dust into the glowing outlines of his feet. Douglas tries to stand, but the horrid shape of his joints and bones makes movement difficult. Each articulating limb he just repaired feels like rubbing two rough pieces of stone together where smooth hinges used to be. 
 
    His first steps go slowly, but Douglas perseveres. His vision is hindered by red goop, so Douglas rubs at the glass with his single hand. 
 
    The red slime rubs away rather easily, but the blurriness persists. To his horror, he realizes that the many blades, sawteeth, and fangs of the Histaff reworked left permanent marks. The meaning provided him as he read the suit’s description led him to believe that the visor is a material that’s extremely hard to scratch or break, and yet those bone beasts used their rock-like blades to scratch something harder than diamond. 
 
    His hunched and careful walking posture starts shuffling forwards a bit faster, unwilling to pit the strength of his skull against the impossible sharpness of those beasts' blades. His joints creak in protest, but Douglas just hobbles faster. 
 
    A blue glow in the distance makes Douglas wish he could weep for joy. Shuffling furiously, he hurries over to the ramp of his engraved ship, the shining glow of embedded magic making him feel like coming home. He walks into the still catatonic Katare and trips, smacking into the cargo bay floor. 
 
    He stands up, kneels before the blank-faced woman, and stops for a moment. 
 
    “Fly ship.” 
 
    Katare blinks. Her unemotional face shows a few faint expressions before settling on confusion. “What?” 
 
    “Fly ship.” 
 
    “Yes, I heard you the first time. Oh, infinity take me, what did I do last night?” Her gloved hand travels halfway to her head before she catches sight of the suit she is wearing. “Brickad? What in … You … You’re a skeleton. And you …” 
 
    “Fly ship.” 
 
    “What fly ship? Do you enjoy saying those two words so much you will repeat them endlessly? Speak in complete sentences, you frikked monogo–” 
 
    Her slowly heating tirade is halted by a roaring cacophony of thundering crashes, screeching metal and other terrifying sounds. Katare blinks a couple more times, her gloved hand gingerly poking at her ears before she sits up and walks down the ramp. 
 
    “Fly ship.” 
 
    “AAAAAH! YOU FAKKED NEGG-TIK! WHY DIDN’T YOU TELL ME THERE IS A WAVE OF MID TIER REWORKED MONSTERS COMING THIS WAY, AAAAAAH?!” Katare flips. She cast a single glance to the side with the most noise - the one opposite the mall - and comes running back up the ramp while screeching her head off. 
 
    “FLYY SHIIIIP!” Douglas screams along. 
 
    “CAN THIS THING EVEN FLY? TALK NORMALLY YOU FAKKED SPLICE-SON!” Katare jumps at the single door in the cargo area, kicks it open, and immediately gets stuck in the doorway. Her bulky armour is too wide to pass through the opening without some careful manoeuvring, something she did not pay any attention to. Noise floods from the doorway, multiple streams of inane chatter and jingles entering Douglas’ auditory senses. 
 
    “FLY SHIP.” Douglas has also stood up by now and is patiently waiting behind her large form while happily adjusting his talking volume to match hers while trying to overpower the noise coming from the living room. The increasing ruckus coming from beyond the open cargo bay isn’t helping either. 
 
    “No, take a deep breath, Kat. I trained for this in the sims a million times, no need to freak out. Just step back …” The woman’s volume dims as she regains her faculties. Alloy creaks as she steps backward, bumping into Douglas and sending him to the ground with grinding joints. She quickly turns and steps through the door– 
 
    “FLY SHIP!” 
 
    –only to jolt when Douglas continues bellowing his request. 
 
    Then the entire ship rocks. Douglas is thrown into a collection of storage webbing while Katare crashes through an oddly shaped couch. 
 
    “FLY SHIP!” Douglas’ shouting gains a hint of urgency as he stands back up. He quickly hobbles towards the door, only to be slammed against the doorway as the ship makes another sudden and powerful sideways lurch. His loosely held together spine breaks as the jamb smashes into his midsection. Everything below the break - his pelvis and legs - returns to loose pieces of bone as he flops inside. 
 
    Katare is standing up again, her boots glowing with strips of blue. She looks around with a frowning sneer of disgust on her face, obviously not appreciating the dirty mess the room’s previous occupants left behind. “Where is the bridge?” 
 
    “FLY SHIP!” 
 
    “Shut the irrambo up, you frig warped calcium chew toy. Did you see a couple of chairs in a black room?” 
 
    “Fly ship.” Douglas points towards the room with hesitation. Katare throws him over her shoulder none too gently and strides over to the indicated room. The ship takes another few massive hits, the blue light on Katare’s boots flashing brightly each time as she keeps standing. The trash and furniture in the room do not remain still, thoroughly coating both Katare and Douglas in a layer of filth and dust as they are pelted by the rotting projectiles. 
 
    Entering the dark room, Katare throws Douglas on one of the three stools, sitting herself down in the elevated one at the back. The skeleton’s white suit attaches to the shallow stool, fainter blue strips lighting up. The next lurch only causes him to rattle around inside his suit while staying glued to the seat. He starts piecing himself back together again in the meantime, picking pieces of bones from where they settled in his boots and building up his spine once more. Then he stops. For some reason, Douglas gets the feeling he should not be wasting any mana right now. 
 
    Katare is also busy. She has seated herself in the captain’s chair and is busily taking inventory. Panels of holographic information have sprung up around her, red symbols indicating restricted access or locked sections of data disappearing just as fast as they appear. The frown on her face keeps deepening with each diagnostic screen she calls up. Then she hits a button, and the walls change. 
 
    “SHIP FLY FLY SHIP SHIP SHIP!” Douglas nearly loses it. The wall - which was a lovely, peaceful, and soothing black just moments before - shows him the outside world. Bone beasts larger than any he has seen previously are now swarming mere metres from where he is stuck in the chair. A perfect representation of what’s happening outside the vessel is projected around the duo. Massive scythes, telescoping clubs, and jagged, teeth-filled maws are biting, savaging, and tearing into the vessel. 
 
    The runes on the ship’s outside are also visible, the holographic camera obviously being placed on top of the vessel. The white hull is looking unmarked so far, something that seems rather odd to the skeleton now that he panickily thinks about it. Unmarked apart from the engraved runes, of course. Then it clicks. Each swipe and bash leaves the shining runes a little dimmer. Each attack by their monstrous claws and fangs saps some of the mana Douglas feels around him. 
 
    The scratched visor he is peering through is enough proof that non-magical materials stand no long-term chance against the white, biological weapons. Looking at his suit, Douglas sees that several long gashes and slices are already present in the otherwise perfect white and black material of his apparel. 
 
    His skull might not even survive, its non-magical and enchanted nature probably leaving it vulnerable. His bones rattle around in his rigid suit as each attack shakes the ship. From his high vantage point, Douglas sees more beasts barrelling towards them, crashing into the horde surrounding them. 
 
    “Half an hour …” 
 
    “Fly ship?” 
 
    “No weapons … No sublight thrusters except for this small, exponential grav drive. Which will take half an hour to warm up. Jump engine needs perfect spatial stillness, so we can’t FTL with matter nearby. No docking thrusters, no manoeuvring thrusters, no nothing.” 
 
    “Ship not fly?” 
 
    “Skeleton, why in all the warps did you choose this shit boat as our grave? Recovering from a dissection will not happen when our bones are re-purposed and turned into a reworked, you know.” 
 
    “Ship fly half hour?” 
 
    “Yes, you utter, utter, imbecilic moron. Ship fucking fly half fucking hour.” 
 
    “Half hour.” Douglas knows what he must do. He now understands why he felt the need to conserve mana just now. He will need every single point, after all. He raises his one hand with difficulty, pulls mana from his forehead, and guides it towards his fingers. There, he concentrates it in his fingertips in equal measures. The way this is done is not important, the feeling of bringing it together from multiple directions into a single point is. 
 
    His fingertips blazing with blue power, he moves them together slowly. The glove’s fingers touch before his bones do so. Then his bones click together, but the mana flows on. Douglas felt his mana pool expanding greatly when he killed those Histaff beings, but he hasn’t yet checked how many points it is currently at. 
 
    Douglas does not know that he just shoved four hundred points of mana into a skill that will function with just ten points. The concentration of mana collapses into a small singularity for the briefest of moments. The impossibly dense energy concentration then solidifies into a rather dull looking crystal. 
 
      
 
    [ Mana Stone Production 2 lvl 6 ] 
 
      
 
    His consciousness flickering at the edge of darkness thanks to mana starvation, Douglas barely has the will left to order the newly formed stone into action. It embeds itself into the floor and starts flooding the entire vessel with mana, slowly recharging the glowing runes in a rather inefficient manner. 
 
      
 
    [ Magical Animation 2 lvl 3 ] 
 
      
 
    The flames in his eye sockets splutter as the mana needed to keep them running is simply not there. The rest of his senses start fading too as all his regenerated mana is automatically channelled to his improvised magical animation. He fails to see Katare rubbing her face with a weary expression, her entire body stiffening as her fingers brush her forehead. The last sound Douglas hears before his senses cut out is a furious woman. 
 
    “Douglas… What the spark is THIS THING ON MY FOREHEAD? DOUGLAS, I WILL KI–” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen – Changes in Momentum 
 
    “…sorry, okay? Just what did you do? Should I grab that stone and throw it at them? No, leaving this chair will reset the startup procedure. Thrice warped hardwired procedures … Never should have pushed for that legislation. Hey, skeleton, you alive yet? I will murder you for disfiguring my face later. Let’s just try getting out of here uneaten and unprocessed first, okay?” 
 
    Douglas’ senses return to him slowly, his hearing coming back first. This allows him to listen to the fed up and tired sounding complaining of the woman sitting in the captain’s chair. This is then followed by his sight, allowing him a rather lovely view of a wall of menacing murder beasts. 
 
    “Free?” he asks when his physical struggles are met with his still rigidly locked suit. 
 
    “Ah, you’re back. What did you do? They went absolutely berserk the moment you dropped that stone. I even saw some of them bursting through the sidewalls and a stream of smaller ones bursting through the floor.” 
 
    “Release?” Douglas asks when he hears no answer to his question. 
 
    “Why bother? There are twenty minutes left, and they’re halfway through the hull already. What did you do to the hull, though? They should be tearing through that white stuff like wet paper, but they seem to be having some trouble.” 
 
    Douglas looks down and sees many chunks of missing hull in between the runes. A giant bone scythe slams down on one of the dimmest engraved symbols, causing a bright flash of blue light that shatters both hull and blade. “RELEASE FREE RELEASE ME!” 
 
    “Alright, alright. Here, and please close the door while you’re at it. I can barely hear you over that racket.” 
 
    Douglas keeps ranting to be freed even as he tumbles to the ground. His helmet bounces off the floor, making his skull rattle inside the rigid enclosure. He manages to catch a glimpse of his target, though. He starts crawling while his projected voice racial trait finishes yelling ‘release’ and ‘free’ a couple more times. 
 
    The moment he reaches his goal - the dull stone that seems sunken into the holographically projecting floor - he touches it. It immediately starts shining blue as his power is greedily absorbed. The energy is immediately channelled towards the ship’s magical animation. The fading runes on the hull start shining with lustre once more. All progress made by the reworked’s furious assault halts as mana strengthens the ship once again. 
 
    Douglas rights himself as he looks around. The horrible feeling of his own engravings being destroyed all around him has abated with the new influx of mana, letting him take stock of his surroundings. The overlapping layers of noise coming from the living room are about as loud as the various sounds of destruction echoing through the ship. “What?” 
 
    “There’s that ‘what’ again. See for yourself. I know you don’t have eyes, but you can see, right? I’ll describe our immediate surroundings and situation just in case you’ve been using echolocation all this time. We’re warp farked fucked.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We’re surrounded by biological superweapons wielding molecular bond cutting weapons while cowering inside a cheap and shitty homebrew boat that you scribbled on. I don’t know how this hull is holding still, but I don’t think we’re out of the woods just yet. The biggest reworked usually only show up after the normal monsters report that they’re stuck, and I’ve seen at least ten of these white creatures scurry off like spoiled vat-kids programmed to tattle to their feed mommies. I’m expecting larger company soo–” 
 
    As if summoned, a deafening roar causes the mob of white horrors surrounding the ship to cower. This is followed by a rather loud crashing and tearing sound, followed by the distinct metallic tinkling of a shattered bulkhead falling to the floor in pieces. Not all parts tinkle, though; Douglas sees the distinct glow of molten metal shards clattering from one side of the hangar. 
 
    The holographic suite inside the vessel’s cockpit is pretty high quality. Katare could probably have expounded upon the practise of installing prefabricated cockpits like the one the two are currently inside of, but she’s too busy with apathetically staring at her approaching doom to really bother. Instead of enlightening the uneducated skeleton on the various facts that are common knowledge across the galaxy, Katare stares with a limpid expression. She vapidly turns her gaze to Douglas, who has started standing up even as the vessel is rocked by impact upon impact. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Got mana left,” he replies and strolls out of the cockpit. He leaves the door open, allowing a steady trickle of trash and dust to enter into the otherwise spotless room. Katare sighs, not looking forward to having dust and dirt enter her suit via her missing helmet. She switches over to a part of the holographic display which immediately projects a view of the suited skeleton stumbling through the ship's interior. 
 
    Douglas haltingly makes his way over to the cargo bay door, stepping over old food wrappings and dirty laundry as he does so. He reaches the door and fumbles with the handle. He keeps fondling the locked door until Katare flips a switch from the pilot seat, her irritation at seeing his futile struggle finally overcoming her passive depression. 
 
    A bond breaking bone weapon slips through the widening opening with deceptive speed, leaving a long, new gash across Douglas’ spacesuit. He goes flying backward as his ribs shatter once again, the speed and momentum of the attack pounding his bones to shreds. Douglas gets up from the couch he smashed into, pulls a rather sticky sock from his dirty visor, and walks back to the open door. 
 
    The open door is now bristling with viciously moving, white bone weapons. He holds up a hand to the menacing collection of swords, blades, spikes, and needles and casts his dephlogistonation spell. Laws of nature and concepts foreign to the general science in this galaxy get to work on the air, ripping the burned material from the unburned, making new fuel. 
 
    Katare holds a hand to her head, the wind whipping her hair into her eyes, getting in the way of the display she is watching. Her fingers brush the dull, stumpy horn poking from her forehead, now surrounded by smooth skin. Her eyes flash with anger for just a moment before a professional sort of apathy sets back in. 
 
    Douglas’ fireball has the same effect on the reworked bone beasts it had before, sending the lot of them hogging the door screaming backward with flames trailing behind them. Douglas guides more mana into the spell shape, casting another fireball with a rather decent efficiency. 
 
    Douglas has been learning, after all. One of the things he has learned is that spell shapes don’t need a lot of mana. The first time he ever cast a spell, he poured his entire mana pool into the shape with wild abandon. The spell did form - the dog did get skewered by that earth spike after all - but it cost him a lot of mana, most of which was wasted. 
 
    Douglas now estimates he needs a mere ten or twenty mana points for each fireball. The arcanist stone only needed what Douglas felt to be a couple dozen mana points before it was refilled and saturated. This includes the power that seeped out immediately upon filling the empty magical shell, refilling all the runes he scratched on the outside of the ship. The current situation does not encourage Douglas to check his status page, but he estimates he has room for another half-dozen fireball spells. 
 
    The next wave of bone armoured monsters thus swiftly receives a fireball to the carapace the moment they cluster together in the narrow doorway. The gaping opening stays empty for a few minutes after that, indicating that the bone beasts have a level of intelligence similar to - but probably exceeding - Douglas’. He gingerly peers outside while holding a flaming spell at the ready. The cautiousness of this action is immediately rewarded when a flailing mass of blades and limbs tries snatching the skeleton. 
 
    A hasty step backward and a hastily thrown spell later, Douglas gets a proper glimpse of the state of the cargo bay. For some reason, the reworked and the rare other Histaff beasts have left the bare metal of the cargo bay alone. The ramp is still lowered, as is the landing gear. Just away from the ramp is a roiling mass of white armour plates and bone weapons, the little bit of light inside the ship hangar glinting off sharp edges. 
 
    “HOW LONG?” shouts Douglas. 
 
    “Ten minutes!” is the oddly chipper reply. 
 
    Douglas nods, his forehead horn scraping against the inside of his visor, and steps outside. The white reworked beasts shuffle aside, the tide of smooth and jagged white making way for an as of yet unseen being. A single limb stomps into view. A single segmented foot - red goop dripping from the seams - slams into the hangar floor just in front of the lowered ramp. At least five metres in diameter, the owner of this limb towers above the ship. Even Douglas can deduce that this reworked is different from the others. 
 
    The ship bucks and trembles like it hasn’t before, the foot in front of the cargo hangar lifting off the floor slightly. Douglas feels the mana in the hull fading faster all of a sudden. The weird feeling of his power vanishing from around him makes him worried on a completely selfish level; it feels like his own body is losing power. 
 
    He rushes back to the pilot area, tossing one last fireball through the cargo bay door while stumbling over the trash littered everywhere. He looks at Katare - who has a rather disturbing happy and fascinated expression on her face - while walking over to the mana stone in the floor. He lets more mana seep inside, the sensation of his power flooding the ship feeling oddly rewarding. 
 
    He then looks upwards just in time to see a massive, bone-clad limb smashing into the ceiling, plunging the entire bridge into darkness. Then the holographic walls flash once before red error messages start scrolling along the walls. 
 
    “You didn’t make the sensor array stronger, I guess? Ah well, I can use sonic mapping now. It will attract every single living thing around for kilometres. Let’s make it a proper party!” Katare sounds somewhat unhinged as she types away at the control panels around her. The walls go black for a few seconds before a three-dimensional scan of the ship’s immediate environment shows up. 
 
    Looking around, Douglas almost suspects that the entire ship, all the beasts, and the entire space station turned into translucent glass somehow. Then another barely audible pulse shoots away from the boat, updating the translucent map of the environment. 
 
    “Constant scanning mode - there’s no one around that we can piss off, and this is all rather interesting.” A crooked smile on her face, Katare taps on some more projected buttons before the map surrounding them turns into a constantly strobing and updating light show. The nearly inaudible pulsing sound starts constantly droning, shifting pitch in an oddly melodic manner. 
 
    Douglas looks around in awe, the amount of detail on display allows him a perfect image of the outside world. He looks down and sees the hydroponics area. The large number of reworkeds are all moving in a single direction. Following the stream, he sees them crawling up and out the hole he crawled back out not too long ago. Looking back to the mall, he manages to catch a glimpse of a single reworked furiously savaging the bulkhead separating the mall from the hangar. The wall on the opposite side of the hangar has multiple holes, he sees. 
 
    Looking at the monsters surrounding them, Douglas sees several types. Most beasts are similar to the first one he met, if not smaller. Ten metres in heights seems to be the upper limit for the creatures. The size of the beasts climbing up from the hydroponics area don’t seem to exceed five metres in height, probably due to the relatively low ceiling down there. He has a pretty good view of the masses surrounding the ship, the ghostly outlines of the holographic projection letting him see the station and its occupants inside out. He also sees that all the reworked beasts are backing up from the ship, making an empty circle around it. The smaller infected beasts, rodents, and small limb spiders don’t even dare come near. 
 
    The reason for the breathing room is a rather large problem, though. The beast casually standing on top of the ship - the same one responsible for crushing the sensor array and camera - is the largest yet. The hangar’s ceiling is around a hundred metres high, big enough for the boats and spaceships to fly in and out of the area with some room to spare for other facilities. The massive reworked beast barely fits. Its body is shaped like a cylinder that rests upon six stumpy, tubular legs. One of these legs is trying very hard to crush the vessel, and Douglas feels the mana around him working very hard to combat this attempt. 
 
    Lost in the ethereal sights of the sonic radar projection around him, the skeleton nearly fails to notice that the mana stone is running dry. He shoves mana inside the stone once more, the sensation of his own power rushing to fill the struggling runes as cathartic as ever. Douglas keeps staring at the sights around him as he keeps a trickle of mana going towards the stone. The front of the big reworked monster tilts its head towards the ship. The segmented sphere on a rather stumpy neck stares at the vessel with a couple dozen red eyes. It slowly raises another foot and plants it on the vessel. The blue runes flare up again, doubling in brightness. 
 
    Doubling the stream of mana he pours into the stone, the sitting skeleton decides to see what the blue boxes want to tell him so desperately. 
 
      
 
    [ Reworked Histaff chrysalis lvl 31 slain; 1,932,628 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Reworked Histaff chrysalis lvl 25 slain; 712,532 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Reworked Histaff chrysalis lvl 29 slain; 1,017,238 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Reworked Histaff chrysalis lvl 21 slain; 190,428 xp earned ] 
 
      
 
    [ Arcane skeleton lvl 10 51,200/51,200 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Arcane skeleton lvl 11 76,800/76,800 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Arcane skeleton lvl 12 128,000/128,000 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Arcane skeleton lvl 13 204,800/204,800 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Arcane skeleton lvl 14 332,800/332,800 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Arcane skeleton lvl 15 537,600/537,600 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Arcane skeleton lvl 16 870,400/870,400 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Arcane skeleton lvl 17 1,408,000/1,408,000 xp earned ] 
 
      
 
    [ Meditation 2 lvl 14 ] 
 
    [ Mana Control 2 lvl 16 ] 
 
    [ Mana Sense 2 lvl 14 ] 
 
    [ Spell Shaping 2 lvl 14 ] 
 
    [ Magical Animation 2 lvl 5 ] 
 
    [ Multi Casting lvl 6 ] 
 
      
 
    Douglas is slightly disappointed that all the trouble he just went through only netted him four kills. He was sure he saw more reworked beasts catching fire. The numbers are becoming rather large, Douglas thinks, but then again, one of the ten-metre-high monstrosities probably does have more fighting than– 
 
      
 
    [ Basic Math lvl 3 ] 
 
      
 
    –two hundred thousand cows. Then again, maybe not? Two hundred thousand cows is a rather abstract concept, and the bone beasts are pretty close, so that might be skewing Douglas’ opinion a bit. 
 
    The skeleton looks around, the engraved ship holding for now. Looking at the workshop his skull armour came from, he sees an odd shape laying on the workbench. The intricately formed figure is showing up in relatively high contrast, the fine details appearing with a much higher brightness than the simple tools in the sonic map. “You want the metal person?” 
 
    Katare jolts as she turns to Douglas, having nearly dozed off as another odd coping mechanism. “What? A metal person? No, I don’t need that one at the moment, why?” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “A little under seven minutes left,” is her reply after a quick glance at the readout. 
 
    “I can get it?”  
 
    Katare stares at the sitting skeleton for a long while. She tilts her head back and forth a few times as if weighing pros and cons. A long contemplation period later, she shakes her head. “No need to spend the last few minutes of your dumbass little life hauling stuff that won’t work.” 
 
    “I can make it work.” 
 
    “You can switch my philotic link to a primitive android frame?” 
 
    “No, I can make it move.” 
 
    “I appreciate the offer, but no. Five minutes. Maybe we’ll get off this station after all. Then we will only have a couple hundred years of short jumps, scavenging for fuel, air, water, and foo… and scavenging for fuel to look forward to. Maybe this ship’s previous occupants downloaded something other than the propaganda? Let’s see… This entire computer is filled with Flartanxian flap porn… Right…” Katare tries to make herself small while attempting to avoid contact with the very chair she is sitting on. 
 
    “Look, another.” 
 
    “You’re talkative all of a sudden. Are you alright?” Katare shifts her piercing gaze from the sitting skeleton to the subject he is pointing at. “Great, another.” 
 
    A second behemoth has stepped into the hangar, long blades and barbs tearing long rents into the ceiling and floor. All the ships that weren’t already crushed to bits are obliterated as they are shoved aside. 
 
    “Douglas, you know what?” The addressed skeleton turns his head towards the seated female addressing him. “If we leave here - and that seems less and less likely every second - I might just forgive you. I might not order a galaxy-wide search in order to find and pain-vat all your relatives. That’s how badly I don’t want to be here right now…” 
 
    “Okay,” replies Douglas. 
 
    They both look at the approaching horror. Douglas doubles the steady trickle of mana flowing into the ship through the stone as the reworked stomping on the ship picks up its pace. The approaching competition seems to spur their current attacker on as it starts using three of its six legs in its bashing efforts. Douglas bounces around inside the bridge as the entire vessel is pounded into the floor with each impact. 
 
    “And it’s done. Just as I suspected. That was the engine warmup. This piece of shit can now initiate its starting procedure, and it lacks any form of timer or ready estimate. Ah well, at least I get to die knowing I’ll be the only sapient who has ever seen two reworked behemoths up close. That's… No, that just sucks. Oh warp farked help me. Dad, where are you?” Tears start welling up in Katare’s eyes as she looks from her display to the approaching behemoth. 
 
    Douglas himself wonders whether he should start contemplating death as well. The mana pool in his forehead feels enormously larger than before, as does the amount of mana it generates. This does not deny the fact that he is losing mana fast in his struggle to keep the runes powered. 
 
    A white sword shoots from the approaching behemoth, clattering against the ship’s hull and jerking it around. Its landing legs have long since been reduced to scrap, the impact of the hinged weapon causing it to rock in its steadily deepening crater. 
 
    Douglas manages to right himself from where he smashed into the wall just in time to crash into one of the empty chairs as the two behemoths start some form of territorial fight. 
 
    “Ahaha, they’re fighting over who gets to crush us! Aren’t they a hive mind?” Katare stares at the spectacle with dead fish eyes while chuckling hollowly. Round, white limbs crash into spiked blades, sheets of bone cracking and blobs of red liquid flying everywhere. The cylinder and blade behemoths half-heartedly attack each other for a few rounds before the cylinder beast takes a few steps back. 
 
    The floor trembles as the two massive beasts jockey for position before they settle down and start pounding on the ship. Douglas tries crawling back to the mana stone, hampered as he is thrown around constantly. Sensing that the stone is nearly empty, he makes a desperate lunge. He manages to toss some mana into the ship the moment he is smashed into the sidewall again. The two behemoths are now bashing the ship into the ground, their previous fight forgotten. 
 
    The odd attraction emanating from the ship combined with the fact it just won't break only sends them further into a frenzy. Another minute later, Douglas manages to shove some more mana into the stone, making the runes on the hull flare up once more. Douglas wonders whether he should fix some more of his body but realises he can't spare the mana. He already has to prevent his regenerated power from running into the few battered bones that are still functional, if fractured. Douglas loses track of time even more than usual while stuck inside this loop. Each time he barely manages to reach the stone in the nick of time. He even has to cast his mana hand a few times to reach it before the runes run out of power. 
 
    Then an eternity of being slammed around inside the small bridge later, Katare’s manic and yet depressed laughter cuts off as the panels around her flash green. “And we’re off! Wahaha! I might be an abominable conglomeration of processors, probably cloned flesh, and a random soul, but I guess I won't die today! MUAHAH! Skeleton, keep the strength thing going because this is not a good idea. Here, this should give you some time to top it off. Locking onto surrounding body … Now!” 
 
    Stillness. Douglas suddenly falls to the floor, the vessel around him unmoving. The ethereal spectres on the holo-screen are still smashing the ship with all their might, but it seems to have no effect anymore. Feeling like he should be heaving a great, deep breath right about now, Douglas crawls over to the gem with his single working limb and shoves the last of his mana pool inside the gem. Blue light explodes from the stone, lighting up the runes on the outside. 
 
    “Pretty! If we don’t die, stop being a dick to people. Right, performing a heliocentric lock in… three… two… NOW!” 
 
    The engine at the heart of the ship gives a single lurch before the entire vessel is locked in space. The small and honestly rather weak gravitic engine works on a few simple yet complex principles. The cheaply mass-produced driver locks onto gravity fields and moves around while pushing and pulling on the actual warping of space and time itself. This way, docking with a space station can be as simple as gradually locking your vessel with the minute pull of gravity the station’s physical mass generates, matching velocity and rotation with ease. This, of course, has an effect on the space station, but the sheer difference in mass usually makes this negligible. The crude way the gravity field lock-on mechanism is mass produced means that a relatively advanced controlling computer is needed in order to carefully control the way it is used. Katare just overrode all of these safety features and forced the overworked engine to lock on to the nearest star. 
 
    The ship dodges the latest attack from the cylinder beast and slams through the spiked behemoth. It careens diagonally across the hangar floor, carving a red line through the surrounding reworked monsters. Splinters of bone and red goop go flying everywhere as the vessel's relative velocity with the space station goes from zero to a couple of dozen kilometres a second in a few seconds. It slams into a single ship before piledriving through the offices between the vacuum of space and the hangar. The air inside the hangar barely has time to start rushing through the hull breach before the ship shoots out of sight, suddenly kilometres away from its long resting place. 
 
    Katare also realises that she really should have checked whether or not the space station is currently located on the prograde or retrograde position of the planet. Smashing through the side of the space station might just be possible, from what she has observed in terms of how strong the ship’s hull is currently. Boring through an entire planet is probably less plausible. Luckily, the white vessel merely slams through the top of the red planet’s atmosphere, leaving a white-hot trail of superheated air in its wake. The ship halts its momentum relative to the sun, which causes the planet to shoot away into the blackness of space with high speed. The incredible changes in velocity didn’t leave the ship unharmed, though. 
 
    The small engine creates a warp like field shaped like the vessel. This means that all the air, walls, support structures, trash, and inhabitants remained relatively still. The outside world did have quite the influence on the vessel, however. The initial deluge of roadkilled reworked smashed all the remaining glass, windows, landing gears, and other external items that were not enhanced by the magical runes. The trip through the hangar offices breached quite a few internal walls. In particular, a high-quality rosewood desk smashed through the front viewing windows, fragmenting while smashing through the door leading to the hallway. It - and all the furniture entering right behind it - peppered the hallway with wood fragments while bursting into the living room door. 
 
    Hurtling through the atmosphere burned all the trash to a crisp as the ship’s interior was filled with ram-heated plasma. This also blew the bridge door free from its hinges, tossed Douglas around some more while pulverizing every single unarmoured bone in his suit and deep-fried Katare’s face off. 
 
    The ship now hangs still in the solar system while the holographic bridge controls shine a rather festive array of warning colours at Katare’s stripped skull. Douglas then flops down on her lap, his formless suit filled with a single alloy covered skull and a lot of white sand. The autopilot starts the simple preprogrammed routine Katare typed in moments before. Douglas rolls over onto Katare’s chest as the grav drive starts pushing against the sun’s deep gravity hole, moving the ship towards the solar system’s edge at an extremely sedate pace. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen – Following Orders 
 
    Captain Stek Haldane does what he always does. He stares at the map on the bridge’s ceiling and searches for patterns. The never changing star field is filled with years of memories of animals, plants, women, and people. The most elaborate picture he has found so far is a fish, a rather stubby species of saltwater fauna native to the planet of his forefathers. He drums his thick fingers on his chest plate, ignoring the stares his first mate keeps sending him every time he displays the nervous tick. Shuffling feet coming from behind him cause his mate’s stare to switch to the noisily walking person. 
 
    “Communications officer, on deck,” shouts his mate, informing the entire bridge of something they already know. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Shut up for once, will you? I’m here, captain! Reporting for duty.” The still drunken slur of the most useless person on his ship does little to irritate Stek for once. The captain waves a tired hand at the sloppy salute, motioning at his comms to take his seat. The bedraggled man does so, sitting down behind the workstation that hasn't changed for years now. 
 
    Stek continues looking at the ceiling, trying to find that goofy looking mouse he saw once while continuing with the routine. “Status rapport.” 
 
    “All nominal, sir. The biological Histaff readings are within parameters. No fluctuations,” is the report his mate gives. 
 
    “Orbit within parameters. Next correction burn planned in three weeks and one day, sir.” That is his second mate, the third most experienced person on board this damned vessel. Stek sighs, but he makes sure to do it silently as to not disrupt the routine. 
 
    “Three centuries of life support, five centuries of bathing supplies, and six centuries of single-use towels left, sir.” His chief engineer thinks he’s a funny guy, as usual. Stek’s chair groans as he straightens slightly, just enough to stare at the grubby nerd. “Sorry, sir. All supplies nominal. I’d like to request a small foraging expedition, sir!” 
 
    This is new. Stek does not like new things. A scowl on his face, he keeps staring at his chief engineer. “Why?” 
 
    “Well… No, stop staring at me, guys. He’d have found out either way.” The engineer rubs at his oil-stained uniform while sitting straight as he avoids looking at the accusing stares of the other crew members. “Your retirement party, sir. We’ll only need a few tonnes of ice and maybe a few iron bearing meteorites in order to throw you a proper party, sir. Requesting permission for a small foraging expedition, sir!” 
 
    Stek looks around. Hopeful and watery eyes stare at him. Eyes that are usually completely focussed on the job at hand - keeping the Histaff menace contained - now peer at him with a rare spark. Stek had hoped that his crew had forgotten about his upcoming retirement. His ideal way to end this long tenure would be to just walk off one day, step into the cryopod and then wake up on the home planet. Freshly unfrozen, he’d then enjoy the rest of his retirement along with his fathers and forefathers, reminiscing about the shared duty they had all performed - four generations now. His crew has never actually been on a planet, living their entire life on this warp cursed vessel. Stek too has been raised in the civilian section of the ship, before rising up the ranks and ending up in the captain's chair due to having fucked up the least on the job. 
 
    Now his crew wants to throw him a party. Like hell.  “Denied. Proceed with the report.” 
 
    “Other than that, all supplies normal, sir.” Dejected, his chief engineer turns back to his console looking slightly dejected. 
 
    “All civilians nominal, sir,” reports his chief steward. The thin man hasn’t even turned away from his console. Stek stares at the man. This happens every single time; you’d think the guy would learn one of these days. 
 
    His steward sighs and continues his report. “Your wife wants to know what you want for dinner, sir.” 
 
    “Protein lasagna, I think.” 
 
    “I will let her know, sir.” Stek almost chuckles as he sees his stewards' dejected look. The guy is too stuck up, taking his job way too seriously. 
 
    “All sensors nominal, sir. One of the derelict space stations gave off some weird readings a few hours ago, but no alarms got tripped, sir.” 
 
    Something unusual! Stek does not like unusual things at all. “Weird readings, ET?” The captain trains his gaze on his electro-technical officer. 
 
    “A slight fluctuation in power readings, sir. Well within standards. Could have been a Histaff migration that tripped some movement sensors, sir.” 
 
    “How big was the fluctuation?” asks Stek. 
 
    “A few yotta-Hartrees, sir. Enough to run a printer for a few hours. Maybe one of the reworked managed to figure out how to operate a food machine, sir.” 
 
    Just of few yottas of used power is not enough to worry about, Stek decides. He waves his hand, motioning the entire process to continue. 
 
    “No messages, sir. We will receive revised cleaner schedules in twenty-two days, sir,” the drunken speech of his communication’s officer tells him what he already knows one more time. Stek leans back in his chair and starts staring at the ceiling again, satisfied that he performed his duty for the day. 
 
    His mind put at ease, Stek starts wondering what retirement will be like. He has seen the holos, of course. A captain’s position comes with a rather large amount of holodeck hours. Stek has smelled the sea of his homeworld many times, seen the deep valleys of the green hills his species originated from, wandered the many cities raised by his kin. He just has never felt the wind there. Many late night conversation with his predetermined wife about what the wind will feel like flash through his mind. Stek has paid his dues to his species and country, his entire life - from gestation pod to his current post - dedicated to the awesome heritage of his species and people. All he wants from his old age is to be preserved in the cryosection like his forefathers, followed by a well-deserved pension. 
 
    Stek keeps staring at the photorealistic, starry sky projected on the bridge’s ceiling for hours as nothing proceeds to happen. The captain fully expects this day to end just like all before, with no major developments and absolutely no excitement– 
 
    “SIR!”  
 
    –until a rather panicked shout wakes him from his half doze. 
 
    “Report!” 
 
    “All nomin–” 
 
    “INCOMING MESSAGE, SIR!” 
 
    The report started normally; then it was cut off by the panicked and significantly less drunken voice of his communications officer. “What kind of message is incoming, son?” Stek’s hearts pound like mad, propelling a thick soup of chemicals into his bloodstream that has him as rigid as a hullplate. He carefully manages his physical reactions, preventing his crew from noticing how startled he truly is. 
 
    “Uuhm, opening now, sir!” This message is followed by some tepid clacking of buttons and synthetic beeps coming from the officer’s console. Every single eye on the bridge is trained upon the crewmember who is voted as ‘most likely to drink themselves to death’. “Got it, sir. It’s a … travel request?” 
 
    Stek decides to break the extremely thick silence by asking for clarification. “A travel request?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. A certain Solan requests approval for his flight plan. Uhm, well. He actually already started the jump, so I think it’s more like a formality, sir. I could disapprove this right now, and he would still show up on the requested time at the requested place, sir.” 
 
    “So why did this Solan send us his flight plan?” 
 
    “I don’t think he did, sir. Or maybe it’s part of some automated feature? Not sure, sir. Anyway, not much we can do about it. He will arrive in a few minutes.” 
 
    More silence follows so Stek decides to break it again. “A few minutes? Did he come in from next door, son?” 
 
    “No, sir. From near the core. It got delayed, I think.” 
 
    Everyone on the bridge seems to be calming down now that nothing special seems to be happening. Some tension remains, however, as someone entering the system will be a first for the entire crew. The last vessel other than their current one left twenty years ago, and none have visited since. The sheer bizarreness of a ship coming from the core arriving only minutes after their much faster standard communication packet has reached its destination is lost to all. “Well, does he need a welcoming commi–” 
 
    “SIR!” shouts his first mate, locking up Stek’s entire body in nervous shock once again. 
 
    “Yes?” he manages to croak out. 
 
    “We’ve got incoming, sir. Visual scanners indicate a white object heading this way, sir.” 
 
    “Well, shoot it! Shouldn’t the sensors have picked it up?” The last stray matter or debris on orbits exiting the solar system got culled ten years ago. No new structures should be leaving the system at all unless something blew up or something... 
 
    “Sir, it seems to be a small boat, sir!” his ET officer reports. 
 
    “That’s the first rule, right? Nothing leaves? Shoot it already!” 
 
    “Plotting course correction, sir! Permission to adjust orbit, sir?” asks his first mate. 
 
    “Yes, do what’s necessary. Warm up the weapons and all that.” Too much is happening. Stek knew something just had to go wrong. He’s only a week from retirement, and of course, something goes wrong now… 
 
    The entire ship shudders as long dead engines burst to life. Internal dampeners groan as their disused circuits receive power again while the mighty whine of charging beam weapons thrums through the entire ship. The starscape above Stek’s head changes as the ship turns. More change … Stek is not happy at all. 
 
    “Intercept course plotted, sir. Within firing range in fifty seconds at point. Stand by …” 
 
    More silence. Stek does not interrupt this time. 
 
    “Point. Course corrected, retro burn planned for immediate orbit correction.” 
 
    “Belay retro,” Stek interjects. He can leave the ship in a crooked orbit. That will drive the next captain mad. Course corrections can only be done with cause, so the captain after Stek will probably be stuck in a highly elliptical orbit for years. That will probably annoy the shit out of the new guy. 
 
    “Belaying retro. Entering weapons range,” reports his first mate. 
 
    “Fire at will,” commands Stek. 
 
    “Weapons locked and fire sequence initiated,” reports his second. 
 
    “Put it on main. Let’s watch the show.” The starscape in front and above the bridge switches to a small, white dot backed by faint stars. The white dot gains a blue hint as the object comes closer, the ship’s sensors unable to paint a clearer picture. Quickly, a roughly triangular shape becomes clear. Black windows and black doors are outlined on an otherwise white and blue hull. The ship’s exterior is completely white, a rather jagged affair that has small, blue highlights painted on. 
 
    “Is that a homebrew? Are any boats white, apart from littorals?” Stek scratches his head. Nothing in his education or life experiences prepared him for such a situation. “Did the Histaff learn to fly now, too?” 
 
    Then a beam of incandescent power envelops the white ship. Every single being on the crew expected the weapons to fire for a second at most. A full second under the firing beam weapon should be enough to vaporize just about everything. Certain multi-bonded printed alloys will resist, of course, but they would be scoured clean, free of any potential Histaff infection vectors. 
 
    Another full second later, the ship’s second beam starts firing on the small vessel. Then the third. Soon, all four of the ship’s beams are pouring out massive amounts of power onto the small boat, which seems to be gaining a blue glow rivalling the shine of the beams. 
 
    “So, what’s happening?” asks Stek. 
 
    “SIR!” 
 
    “WHAT?” This time, Stek manages to keep fluid, refusing to lock up again. 
 
    “Ship entered system, sir. It appeared deep inside the zone, sir. Like, very deep, sir. Halfway, sir.” His first mate is shaking as he puts the ship’s readings on the main screen. The beams of light are partially blocked by the new arrival’s data. Jumping halfway into a sun’s gravity field requires powerful engines. Engines that are either massive - much larger than would fit in the one-kilometre long ship - or extremely expensive. 
 
    “Halfway? What are they–” 
 
    “STOP FIRING AT ONCE! YOU WILL SHUT DOWN YOUR WEAPONS AT ONCE, YOU INBRED IMBECILES. KATARENIN IS IN THERE, AND YOU WILL STOP FIRING RIGHT NOW!” All the screens on the bridge flash once before showing an extremely ugly and angry alien overlaying the beams. Balding head, smooth yet wrinkled skin, and a rather small stature form the picture of wroth that’s staring at Stek. The captain has truly locked up now, just like the rest of his crew. His second mate is also rigid, his fingers feebly twitching as they try to move towards his console. 
 
    Then the white thing explodes and the beams wink out. Instead of seeing what they expected - a big fat load of nothing - a blue cloud of gas is expanding rapidly, quickly filling the entire bridge display. The small man peering down at Stek pops another vein on his forehead, takes a deep breath, and presses a button. The communication overlay shuts off, and Stek is looking at the stars again, although the otherwise perfect black now has a distinct blue tint to it. 
 
    “What?” asks Stek. 
 
    “Making evasive manoeuvres, sir! That cloud of gas is expanding rather qui–” His first mate’s words are cut off when the entire bridge gets a distinct hint of blue. Stek watches numbly as someone taps some more buttons and a local map is displayed on the bridge screen. It shows an expanding blue ring, which their ship is now inside of. They see the new ship - a kilometre-long spike of menacing black - quickly move towards the centre of the blue sphere. There it hangs for a few minutes while the entire crew just watches mutely. Then the ship speeds off, flying towards the edge of the solar system at high speed. 
 
    The small man appears on the screens again. He is still looking angry, just no longer raving mad. In his hand is a small black box. He caresses it gently, combing the many thin wires trailing from its surface with gentle fingers. “A cleaner has been diverted to this sector. They will arrive in a few months.” Then the man is gone. 
 
    More silence. Every single bridge crew member slowly melts as their rigidly locked bodies relax slowly. Stek decides that he has had enough of all this. His wife will understand, right? If not, they will have their entire retirement to make up. Stek slowly stands up. “Log that. Log everything, and someone find out what needs to be done. Find the protocol books or something. I’m sure there are lots of forms that need to be filled out.” 
 
    Stek looks around at the motley crew one last time. Nearly everyone has been replaced since he himself got out of school, of course, but that is just the way things go. He honestly can't wait to meet those old fogies again, once they're all thawed out at the end of their duty. “I, for example, studied retirement law comprehensively. Mental trauma allows an acting captain to retire a month early. I’m using this law to retire. See you all back on the homeworld.” 
 
    Stek waves at his crew and walks off. His racing hearts just won't calm down after all that excitement. Two new things happening in a single day? Such an eventful day has not happened for decades, he is sure. He strolls out of the bridge, ignoring all the confused mutterings following him. He saunters through the corridors he has known his entire life, making his way over to the back of the ship through the single central hallway. Arriving at the end, he gently pushes against the single door leading to the back of the ship. 
 
    Turning around, he walks backwards into the retirement chamber. From here, he will be frozen in time and stored, only to be thawed once this tour is up. A faint smile plays across Stek’s face as he imagines himself a peaceful scene, enjoying his old age on the wonderful home planet. 
 
    The floor under his feet moves him backward as something odd flickers in front of him. Is that a hologram of himself? With a slight confusion in his hearts, he sees the projection of himself turn blue and still, moving to the side at the end. He remembers this from his own parents and colleagues. They all stepped back, turned blue and were stored. Why is he not frozen yet, then? Why are these bars clamping down around his limbs? Why are those knives descending from the ceili– 
 
      
 
    [ You have died; please choose your next destination: ] 
 
    [ Wander eternally ] 
 
    [ Afterlife ERROR DEITY 404 ] 
 
    [ Reincarnation ERROR DEITY 404 ] 
 
    [ Risen undead queue ERROR CLASS 404 ] 
 
    [ Soulbound construct queue ] 
 
    [ ERROR ] 
 
    [ ERROR ] 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen – Authoritative Ascendant Anger 
 
    “Katarenin, wake up! Everything is alright now. No one is going to hurt you anymore. Come on, sweetie. Stop being a lazypants and wake up!” 
 
    Katarenin groggily opens her eyes. She sees a familiar ceiling. “Daddy?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m here, sweetie.” 
 
    Rubbing her eyes in a leisurely manner, she rolls over in bed. The power limitations that come with spaceships mean that Katarenin can either sleep in a suspended grav bed or the ship can move. The fact that she is waking up on top of a normal mattress - as far as the hyper-advanced, nano actuating supporting filament lattice can be called normal - means that she is on board of her father’s ship and they are moving. “I had this weird dream, Dad …” 
 
    She looks over at the man. The glass panel separating her from the small, wizened, and rather dusty looking person is odd, but Katarenin doesn’t pay it any attention. Her bedroom is rather small. Her bed is placed in the middle of a ballroom-sized sleeping chamber, the walls covered with clothing closets and all kinds of high-tech apparatus. Honestly, she doesn't really know what half of them do anymore. She vaguely recalls pointing at some catalogue while putting this room together. She does remember it cost more than many highly developed planets. 
 
    “Really. Want to tell me about it, Kat?” 
 
    Kat realises that she really wants to tell him. She jumps up, the idea of regaling her father with her dream giving her a sudden burst of energy, and off she goes, telling him about waking up in a storage cabinet, about the magical skeleton, eating trashy fast-food, Histaff infections, and an identity crisis culminated by a harrowing escape in the worst ship in the galaxy. She mimics the action parts, waving her hands around like a child while making noises with her mouth, producing sound effects. Her father looks fascinated by it all, laughing at the correct places while gasping in horror at others. 
 
    “And then I froze over! Haha, it was so silly. I survived getting chopped in two, managed to regain consciousness after having my brain turned to slushy many times, and even survived having two actual Histaff behemoths pummel the ship I was in into the ground, and then at the end, I died because the atmosphere leaked from the ship due to catastrophic internal ship damage. I even remember having my face burned off again. Looking through those hardwired sensors in my skull was not pleasant. I kept getting a headache from the low resolution, but then what finally did me in was that I froze solid!” Here Kat devolves into a gale of laughter, the absurdity of the situation only now sinking in. 
 
    “Haha, that is a weird dream indeed. But Katare, what was that about magic? That sounded pretty spiffy, I think.” 
 
    Katare rolls her eyes. “Spiffy is lingo from over a thousand years ago, Dad! And that magic was just stupid, though. It didn't make any sense! Nothing there really made sense.” She falls back into her bed, totally ignoring the fact that she is in her underwear with just a shirt while her dad can look in her room. She sighs deeply, rolls over some more, drops off the edge of the moving mattress, and starts walking towards one of the many closets in her room. “But Daddy, I’m happy that I'm not really some mecha-addicted freak, though. Natural is really the best way to go! Just pure human, leave the metal and splicing to the common folk, as you say.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do say that, but this magic thing, though, that sounded pretty weird. Did you feel anything when he cast that? Do you know what those runes he wrote mean?” Solan is now pacing back and forth slowly, walking along the glass wall separating her room from the narrow sitting space Katare’s dad is located in. “You don’t have to tell me, but it just sounds so interesting, Kat.” 
 
    “There were the floating ones when Douglas casted spells slowly.” Kat does not see Solan stiffen. She does not see his gaze sharpen and bore into her barely clad back. Instead, she is entirely focussed on the wardrobe, stroking and feeling the many pieces of clothing. “They looked like the ones he scribbled on that shitty boat, but the ones on the boat all looked the same. The floating pieces of text and lines also contained these headache-inducing scribbles, lines connecting everything, and stuff like that. I also felt like I should know what they mean, but that felt like it would be a lot of effort, so I didn’t.” 
 
    “Hmm, when did you see these things? What colour were they?” 
 
    Kat bites her lip, rolling her eyes at the persistent questions. “I don't know. Like before I got out of that piece of crap salon? He froze parts of the Histaff slime when we met the first reworked. That’s when I saw those floating things first.” 
 
    Solan starts furiously tapping on a tablet attached to his wrist. The video playback from Katare’s perspective starts playing, showing a spacesuited skeleton, an ice spike appearing from nowhere, and a large Histaff amalgamation blocking the way. The way the slime shatters after it is frozen is interesting, but Solan frowns when he does not see a single floating symbol anywhere. 
 
    “And when he was poking that stupid ship with his finger. Loads of them floated around the boneheaded idiot back then.” 
 
    More tapping is followed by a playback of Katare staring at the engraving skeleton. Solan sees the runes turn blue, but does not spot a single floating line or symbol. 
 
    “Where are we going, by the way? This feels like the engines are running full blast? Yeah … couple hundred g’s?” Kat waves her arms around a bit. The odd way the momentum of her arms change combined with the minute vibrations she feels clue her into the fact that they are moving. The way the inertial dampeners fight the massive acceleration is imperfect, something she has learned to detect. 
 
    “First, we're making a small jump to a research station, a few light minutes out. Then we’re off to the core again. I still don't know how you ended up here, but I'll find out!” Solan keeps scrubbing through the video file, playing back the parts where Kat told him she saw floating symbols. His thin-skinned brows furrow as he fails to see anything special. 
 
    Kat, however, is sensing special things indeed. The fact that she keeps hearing shards of conversation between herself and Douglas is freaking her out. 
 
    “Ah, we’re making the first jump in a few seconds. I’ve had the engines recalibrated, so I wonder if you can still tell when the jump happens. It should be perfectly smooth now. Anyway, Kat, tell me more about the magi–” 
 
    Everything freezes. The space and time in front of the kilometre-long vessel that the father and daughter pair are on has become nearly infinitely thick, the space behind it nearly infinitely thin. This way, the ship needs only travel its own length in order to travel many times the actual distance. This concept - colloquially called the warp drive - causes the ship to appear near instantaneously at the pre-calculated location. The amount of space that can be squeezed from the back to the front determines the warp speed. This does have a single side effect, though. Although the transition is instantaneous for anyone inside the bubble, there is still travel time as seen from the outside. The universe does insist that people can’t exist in two places at once, after all. Faster than light speed travel is very much possible, you just need to throw enough energy at it. The amount of energy determines how much time passes in the outside world while in transit. 
 
    So when the entire ship freezes in space, Katare wonders what's going on at first. Then some form of fog lifts and she freaks out. The only reason she does not go on a full freakout, destroying everything in reach in a mad rampage is the fact that she can't move. Her mental state was already steadily declining the moment she started hearing fragments of Douglas’ synthetic voice, combined with what she recognises as her own speech. This leads her to the conclusion that her dream was, in fact, not a dream and very much real. The fog over her brain clears further as the panic takes further hold. 
 
    She is still halfway inside the closet, grabbing for a glow in the dark dress with one hand while the other rubs at some Anterian spider silk underwear. She really missed proper garments, she realises. 
 
    What was with the way Solan kept calling her Kat, Katare, and Katarenin? Usually, he sticks to a single name for centuries. Now he switched four times within minutes. 
 
    Why is she frozen in time, unable to move but very much able to think? Shouldn’t her mind also be locked in time while the universe sorts out what to do with the impossible way the ship is currently crossing a lot of time and space? But no, Katare can think clearly. She recalls how the memories of Douglas and the Histaff truly felt like a dream. How telling Solan everything felt like the most natural thing to do. She even ignored the blinking blue dot at the bottom of her vision without another thought. 
 
    Why did she hear herself and Douglas speak? Then it hits her. A lot of species don’t have ears, but nearly all sapients have eyes. Encoding sound into the visuals is a widespread policy and a common standard concerning visual interfaces; it usually needs to be turned off manually. Katare then suspects that the universal language trait is not meant or designed for the high speed, content-rich environment of the current age. Malls usually have regulations locking that feature away, but she suddenly understands why she kept hearing that cacophony of broadcasts even when the white boat’s atmosphere was gone - why she kept hearing the mind-numbing stream of multi-layered entertainment and amusement even while her body was slowly freezing. 
 
    Now she realizes that Douglas could have kept her thawed had he only cast one of those globes of fire near her. Ah, no. By that point, her skull had been scoured clean by the superheated tonnes of upper atmosphere they had smashed through. 
 
    Something in her heart hardens. Is not this all Douglas’ fault? That stupid, retarded skeleton has been at the crux of all that's gone wrong in her entire life. It could have brought some food along, letting her recover her flesh while keeping her warm with a fireball. It should have left her well enough alone, come to think of it. The cryo pods she usually takes her naps in can withstand planetary annihilation. It undoubtedly could have endured anything the Histaff cleaners may have thrown at the system. Obliteration of Histaff only requires a perfect scouring of all matter, locked and sealed indestructible containers - like her cryo coffin - need only be thrown in the sun for a bit to decontaminate them. 
 
    The fact that she found out that she is a light-based processor probably running a copy of her own brain in a vat somewhere is also Douglas’ fault. She could have lived on for aeons without ever finding out her own father kept stuffing the link to her own biological brain in new clones. And the mind control thing? So obvious now that she knows what to look for. Solan was always so nice to her, but you don’t get to become the boss of a sizable chunk of the galaxy by being nice. So of course, he is going to use a bit of control when it comes to his next of kin. 
 
    She even tried linking her own consciousness to a robot frame! She wants to roll around the floor in shame while destroying solar systems in rage at the same time. Her own frozen form remains still as her mind goes through a rollercoaster of emotions. 
 
    So now what, she thinks half an hour later. Her own father obviously has not seen this development coming. Nobody ever consciously lived through an entire warp transit before, she is pretty sure. The fact her own hormones can’t really influence her perception right now also confuses her. If the entire ship is locked in stasis, why is she still seeing things? She is sure she is still feeling things too, but the unchanging nature of her physical form has long since let those sensations fall away. People stop feeling the clothes on their body after a while, let alone if those clothes stop moving. 
 
    A shot of mad nervousness crashing through her unmoving body, Katare decides to check what the blue boxes have to say to her. 
 
      
 
    [ Reworked Histaff behemoth chrysalis lvl 45 slain;  231,703,923 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Reworked Histaff chrysalis lvl 25 slain; 703,923 xp earned ] 
 
    [ Reworked Histaff chrysalis lvl 30 slain; 1,017,238 xp earned ] 
 
    [ … ] 
 
      
 
    The list is endless. Histaff kill upon Histaff kill spams her vision until her entire view is blocked by the messages. Katare freaks out again, doom scenarios about spending the rest of her life with her vision covered in blue messages popping up in her imagination. Then the list stops, the repeating messages vanish, and she is left with a single line. 
 
      
 
    [ Philotically twin-linked photonic mind lvl NaN NaN/NaN xp reached ] 
 
    [ NaN xp deferred ] 
 
      
 
    Having her condition rubbed into her face once again does little good for her mental state. She shouts at it to leave her alone, to go away. It does so. 
 
      
 
    [ Congratulations, you have reached philotically twin-linked photonic mind max level ] 
 
    [ Your skills allow you the following options ] 
 
    [ ERROR philotically twin-linked photonic mind NaN/NaN ] 
 
    [ Lesser flesh-clad arcane skeleton 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser flesh-clad soul skeleton 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser flesh-clad skeleton 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser flesh-clad revenant 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser flesh-clad zombie 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser flesh-clad mummy 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser flesh-clad death knight 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser flesh-clad arcane wraith 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser flesh-clad soulbound construct 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser soulbound human 0/10 ] 
 
    [ Lesser cloned puppet 0/10 ] 
 
    [ UNKNOWN Brickad golem 0/NAN ] 
 
    [ UNKNOWN technological homunculus 0/10 ] 
 
    [ UNKNOWN enhanced android 0/10 ] 
 
    [ UNKNOWN UNKNOWN NAN/NAN ] 
 
    [ UNKNOWN DEITY of Death 0/999999999 ] 
 
    [ UNKNOWN DEITY of Life 0/999999999 ] 
 
      
 
    Her mind shakes some more. Katare then has yet another mental breakdown. She knows that she can change her physical shape. She understands from the trickle of information dripping into her mind that she can rewrite her very physical being. The idea of total freedom of body, undoing all that her father has done to her physical self is extremely alluring, and she almost chooses at random just to spite everyone and everything. 
 
    And Douglas, that piece of shit bone … She somehow knows that he could choose this too at some point. He killed quite a few Histaff beasts, so surely, he had this happen at least once in their journey through the space station. Knowing the utter, despicable idiot, he probably chose the most boring and stupid option possible. 
 
    A red haze comes across her vision as Katare thinks about all the anguish she could have avoided had Douglas only acted differently. The small seed of hate that she has been nursing in her heart all this time blooms now that her mind is stuck in a physical vacuum. Her own body frozen in time, her consciousness spins further and further away from what would be considered mentally sane by the general populous. 
 
    “–c. I know it sounds silly, but I’ve always been rather interested in the supernatural. My companies have mastered the physical realm ages ago, but there has been this stumbling block that I’ve never managed to breach. Do you know that the Histaff partially works on supernatural principles? Those blades can cut through matter that they theoretically can’t even scratch. We’ve managed to tell everyone it’s some form of super acid, but … Ah, my pilot just informed me we jumped, did you feel it?” 
 
    Katare’s odd silence goes unnoticed by the aged man, who is still too busy scouring the video footage for any signs of runes to pay attention to his daughter. Katare, in turn, uses this time to reign her mind back in. The effect of having a body - and all the mood-altering drugs that are coursing through her veins beside her own rather unstable hormonal levels - stabilizing her mind swiftly. She’s shortly confused by that odd episode, but her quick brain puts the pieces together before her father’s little monologue ends. 
 
    “Ha, no, Daddy,” she says while copying her previous vapid tone. “Those engie guys did a good job. Give them a bonus, okay?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, of course. So tell me about this magic. Where does it come from?” 
 
    An odd compulsion drags her consciousness back into the blissful cooperation she was in before. Faking her previous tone did not help in this regard, and soon the nightmarish episode of being frozen in space for hours seems like a mad nightmare. “They made my eyes hurt, you know. Not fun to talk about, but they were blue, just like these screens are. Do you know that they told me I’m a philotically twin-linked photonic mind? So stupid. Anyway, squishing all those large bone beasties must have given me a lot of those ‘xp’ things because I can totally level up my race! Wahaha! Should I become a lesser flesh-clad mummy? No, that’s a stupid name. Ooh, Brickad golem. I wore one of those, made chopping up the ships a breeze.” 
 
    Solan is paralysed. His mouth is gaping open while staring at the women who is still fingering the many clothes inside the closet. 
 
    “Or deity of death sounds fun! Soul seems to exist, it says here, so maybe that’s why the warp jump regulations are in place?” 
 
    “Wha–what other races can you choose from? And what other things do these … blue screens tell you?” 
 
    And so Katare tells Solan everything: the entire adventure in the space station and her slight, hate-fuelled episode of madness tucked away in a hazy corner of her mind. She tells him everything, from the bonuses the various status effects give her to her own understanding of her stats. 
 
      
 
    ⁂ 
 
      
 
    [ Name: Katarenin Auchinfon Tomat Peezes ] 
 
    [ Race: Philotically twin-linked photonic mind ] 
 
    [ Level: NaN (NaN/NaN) ] 
 
    [ Class:  None ] 
 
      
 
    [ HP: 72/73 ][ HP/h: 0.04 ] 
 
    [ MP: 0/NaN ][ MP/h: 0 ] 
 
      
 
    [ STR: 6 ] 
 
    [ AGI: 7 ] 
 
    [ CON: 8 ] 
 
    [ VIT: 6 ] 
 
    [ INT: NaN ] 
 
    [ WIS: NaN ] 
 
      
 
    [ Technological parasite ] 
 
    [ Controller of UNKNOWN human body ] 
 
    [ Universal Language ] 
 
    [ Thought control ] 
 
    [ Brain surgery; -INT, -WIS ]  
 
      
 
    ⁂ 
 
      
 
    Solan hasn’t moved a single muscle the entire time, listening to his daughter’s rambling in stupefied silence. The few loyal scientists and artificial minds on the ship are flooding his communicator with messages, all of them expressing similar states of confusion and panic. He looks at Katare with an odd emotion on his face as she happily tells him she is currently under the effect of both the thought control and brain surgery status. Her happy expression as she tells him not to worry about it because her intelligence and wisdom don’t seem to work anyway does odd things to his otherwise cold and unfeeling heart. 
 
    He taps a single message into the communicator the moment he regains his wits. He orders his captain to set a direct course to the core worlds, knowing full well that the mobile research lab they are currently rendezvousing with does not have powerful enough equipment to study something like magic. 
 
    “It’s a bit of a shame, though. That Douglas guy did some pretty cool things with magic. Ah well, he was a stupid, stinky, stupid skeleton anyway. Good riddance! So Daddy, where are we going, by the way? I really want to go on a black hole dive. Maybe watch some pod racing?” Katare starts pulling on some complex items of clothing, utterly oblivious to the near panic her father is in. 
 
    She turns around, putting a finger to her pouty lips as she looks upwards, thinking hard. “Oh, just now when we jumped? Yeah, that wasn’t fun. Please don’t warp, for now. I feel like something really ba–” 
 
    Frozen again, Katare’s sight is locked onto Solan’s face. Slowly the rage comes back. Slowly, the forceful way of keeping her mental faculties pliant and relaxed lose their grip, and Katare spirals into an even deeper hole of madness, depression, fury, and rage-fuelled insanity. The half startled, half-guilty look on Solan’s face only speeds up the process. 
 
    It was all true then. She had believed her entire life that she was one of the few truly ever-living beings. Most sapient species in the galaxy can live to be a thousand years, no problem. Only a bit of money is needed to keep bodies alive. It’s only when people start living for tens of millennia that the truly difficult problems appear. 
 
    Bodies are essentially biological machines, and eventually, everything wears down. Most sapients work on DNA - or a similar principle - and those systems tend to become more and more unstable as time moves on. Diseases start hitting harder, cancer grows faster, and weakness comes on quicker despite the body itself being in top condition. Small errors accumulate, and unless people are willing to spend their time permanently inside molecular reconstruction vats, these errors tend to cause quick onset death. 
 
    That’s just the physical side of the story. Keeping people sane for millennia is an even tougher job. There are entire planets dedicated to mental therapy specialized for a single racial species. Entire solar systems are housing projects that care for old, insane people, often paralysing them and locking them in some form or virtual reality to minimise cost. 
 
    And yet, there are some people who just keep on trucking. These one in a quadrillion soul somehow have the ideal combination of mindset, body, and soul that won’t break easily, even after hundreds of millennia. Solan is one of these people, his true age probably only known to him. 
 
    Katare thought she was one of these people. 
 
    Apparently not. So by all rights, she should be dead right now. She should not be some form of parasite inside a cloned vessel. She should be dead. 
 
    And were it not for Douglas, she’d never have learned this. 
 
    So let her be dead. She will welcome death, then! LET THERE BE DEATH. 
 
    Katare’s mind devolves rather swiftly. She holds out commendably for the first few hours, only mulling over her past life, trying to put everything in perspective, but the lack of regulatory processes cause her mind to enter another spiral, circular reasoning leading her to dive deeper and deeper into madness and rage. And so it is, stuck staring at who she thought to be her father, mad with anger and spite, that a new goddess of death is born. 
 
      
 
    [ Congratulations on becoming this frequency’s first deity, remember; FIGHT ENTROPY ] 
 
    [ New POSITION gained; lesser deity of Death ] 
 
    [ Physical form dissolved into pure energy to expedite this process, please stand by ] 
 
      
 
    Katarenin’s physical form turns into pure power as each elemental particle of her body is forced into pure energy. The ship, currently between stars and half phased out of reality, disintegrates into plasma a couple microseconds later, the faster than light bubble keeping it between reality breaking and adding to the outpouring of pure power. All sapients onboard - whether they be biological, technological, or other - are vaporised along with the entire ship. 
 
    A light brighter than any supernova appears for a few microseconds after the explosion. Then a blue haze catches up with the expanding ball of superheated plasma and implodes the entire thing into a single point. Another immensely bright burst of radiation across the entire spectrum escapes, beginning its slow travel through the void of space at the relatively glacial speed of light. 
 
    Katare observes this all. She gained a partially omniscient perspective over the entire procedure, somehow understanding all that happens but not really caring about it. She also gained a bit more understanding of her own being. The knowledge that her own boredom was the death of her original body leaves her a last trace of wry emotion. The cryosleep she insisted on taking every hundred years or so played havoc on her cells. She had been one of the few true immortals of this galaxy until she decided that she wanted to take century-long naps. 
 
    Then the clinical perspective needed to do her godly duties takes over and the last traces of emotion fade. She does raise a proverbial eyebrow at the fact that her own soul is missing. The space around her swarms with the things. She now understands that each new sapient born generates a soul and that the lack of any supernatural forces in this plane of existence has caused them to wander for eternity. Her own soul is missing, however. She coolly reasons that she must be templated off the photonic chip inside her body’s head. The small, metal box was a light-based processor capable of simulating a human brain. Her original brain was linked through an entangled particle, allowing her to remotely control bodies. She feels it far off now, stirring awake slowly. She will get to that eventually, she reasons. 
 
    Then all her ties to her previous life fall away, deemed useless in the new duty that she has taken on. She somehow expected a few billion souls at most, the expectation coming from somewhere old and deep. She finds a billion souls in her current area of influence alone, and this area of the galaxy is extremely thinly populated compared to the centre worlds. 
 
    She then turns to the blue boxes, who are only now letting her see the full glory that is truly behind them. 
 
      
 
    [ Souls in range; 1,634,718,551 ] 
 
    [ Souls processed; 0 ] 
 
    [ Souls consumed; 0 ] 
 
    [ Souls reassigned; 0 ] 
 
      
 
    Her non-existent fingers pluck one particular soul from real space, studying it in a detached manner. The man who used to be Solan is one of the brightest souls here, his long life giving the soul a rather tasty vibe. She idly licks it, unimportant memories flooding her mechanical mind. She shrugs her mental shoulders and starts idly chewing the tasty morsel. 
 
    What used to be Katare ignores the blue boxes and keeps chewing, enjoying the feeling when the bundles of memories pop. She can feel her own reach spreading by the second, although something as mundane as seconds no longer really means anything to her. The feeling of absolute wrongness that causes all the souls around her to scurry away from where she focuses her attention in real space does not have any effect on the deity at all. 
 
      
 
    [ Souls in range; 4,214,209,284 ] 
 
    [ Souls processed; 4 ] 
 
    [ Souls consumed; 4 ] 
 
    [ Souls reassigned; 0 ] 
 
    [ Take note; only eat souls deemed malicious. Only consume the souls needed to sustain your construct. Process and reassign all others. Forming new souls causes this frequency's energy to weaken, speeding up entropy. Queue souls for recycling by DIETY of life. Remember; FIGHT ENTROPY ] 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty – Of Endings, Epilogues, and Re-entries 
 
    Far away from magical skeletons, monstrous bone beasts, or mad deities of death is a planet. This entire planet is off limits to all but a single man. This single man just so happened to be recently deceased, his soul obliterated and consumed by a mad figment of his own daughter. 
 
    On this forbidden planet are many wondrous things. It contains vaults that span continents and hangars that house ships capable of wiping away stars with their weakest weapons. Many rare, ancient, and expensive items are stored there, either for the good of the rest of the galaxy or because the item’s owner simply wanted them all to himself. 
 
    In the innermost core of the planet, behind massive, locked doors and guarded by one of the galaxy’s most advanced security systems is a machine. This machine is made up out of two parts. One part is a massive energy sink, using a sizable chunk of the planet’s total power generation to empower a philotic link. The other side of the machine houses a single brain, a massive array of sensors keeping track of the organ’s state. 
 
    A jungle of wires, probes, cables, and biomolecule fabricators keeps the brain in top condition. A towering stack of temperature control systems and storage tanks house a wide array of hormones and nutrients keeping it fed and healthy. 
 
    Then the philotic link shuts down, causing a massive overload of power. The single elemental particle inside the magnetic housing suddenly turns to energy. This happens at the same moment its counterpart - many lightyears away - does the same. Even though this explosion is relatively small, it’s enough to completely wreck the containment machine. 
 
    The massive condensers responsible for dampening power spikes in the energy supply no longer have an incredibly unstable split particle to support. They immediately explode and trip half the electrical fail-safes on the planet, causing power outages across a major part of the mechanical world. This includes the life support system keeping the brain alive. In response to the lack of power, it switches to its backup power supply and goes into its shutdown procedure. Wires are pulled from the ribbed sphere of pink matter and nano swarms are recalled. The towering life support systems are swapped for portable versions. This entire process is finalised as a complex weave of armour plating and supporting systems are placed around the fragile organ. 
 
    The procedure ends with a rather impressive looking amount of mechanical parts coming together. The explosion in the philotic linking machine right next to the brain cage warped some of the structural support, however. Instead of landing on mechanical legs and moving towards a redundant brain life support system, the ensemble plops onto the metal floor with a rather sickening squelch, brain juice spilling through the gaps. 
 
    The armour plating unravels, life support parts fall off, and the brain is exposed to the open air. 
 
    Katare’s true soul doesn’t realise any of this. The last thing she knew, she had chosen to become a god in what was - in hindsight - a rather moronic move during a panic attack. Her mind is oddly calm for someone who just had their worst fears confirmed. The blue dot blinking at the bottom of her vision is still present and this surprises the woman slightly. She asks what horrors it has in store for her this time, and the blue screen happily obliges. 
 
      
 
    [ Name: Katare ] 
 
    [ Race: Human ] 
 
    [ Level: 1 (0/100) ] 
 
    [ Class:  None ] 
 
      
 
    [ HP: 1/40 ][ HP/h: 0.042 ] 
 
    [ MP: 150/150 ][ MP/h: 14 ] 
 
      
 
    [ STR: 1 ] 
 
    [ AGI: 1 ] 
 
    [ CON: 1 ] 
 
    [ VIT: 9 ] 
 
    [ INT: 14 ] 
 
    [ WIS: 13 ] 
 
      
 
    [ Brain in a jar; -100STR, -100AGI, -100CON ] 
 
    [ Universal Language ] 
 
      
 
    The amount of health she has is extremely worrying and is probably why she is completely unable to sense anything at all. A quick bit of mental math tells her that she will only need forty days to fill up her hp bar. 
 
      
 
    [ New skill learned; Basic Math lvl 3 ] 
 
      
 
    She mentally blinks at this new form of box. She has seen her status before, but skills are entirely new to the woman. She quickly does some more mental calculus, her mind feeling the clearest it has in centuries for unknown reasons. 
 
      
 
    [ Basic Math lvl 6 ] 
 
      
 
    Odd thoughts about needing paper to do even the most simplest of calculations are trying to interfere. Her vivid memories of learning all kinds of tips and tricks in order to work with large numbers on the fly are in direct opposition to this fact, however. The methods these tips seem to want to teach her are incredibly primitive to boot. 
 
    Ignoring the odd sensation of being given hints from inside her own head, she wonders what all this extra stuff she is feeling is. None of her senses function, but she has gone to enough weird spas and wellness centres to be completely familiar with this lack of sensation. Instead, she relaxes and tries to feel what is so off about her new situation. To her, it feels like a new layer of existence is somehow present, an odd presence indicating that the universe is now more than it was before. She tries probing and touching it, trying to hone in on the feeling. 
 
      
 
    [ New skill learned; Mana Sense lvl 1 ] 
 
      
 
    A whole world opens up for the woman. Also, it feels like there is nothing outside her head? Even her face seems to be missing somehow … She would have thought that mana flows through the entire body? Confused, she asks what the blue box meant with 'brain in a jar'. 
 
      
 
    [ Brain in a jar; you are but a brain in a jar, your entire body removed and kept alive artificially. -100STR, -100AGI, -100CON ] 
 
      
 
    Katare freaks out again. 
 
      
 
    ⁂ 
 
      
 
    While a certain bodiless brain is panicking over her rather dire circumstances, many lightyears away, a skull is doing the exact opposite. 
 
    Douglas spent a rather relaxing time piecing his body back together again after they flew away from being stomped flat by behemoths. The fact that his spacesuit ran out of power after a few days of floating around inside the ship’s bridge did put a damper on his mood. The fact that Katare froze over, her flesh refusing to grow back across her blackened skull dampened his mood a bit further, but by this time, Douglas had pieced his entire skeleton back together and mended all the bones, so he didn’t really care. 
 
    Douglas instead decided to spend his time waiting for something to happen while studying his spell shapes. Floating weightless through the partially ruined cockpit, the deep-frozen skeleton continued puzzling out the many mysteries of mana. He even started applying the same runes he scribbled on the ship to the inside of his skull. In a flash of inspiration, he had filled the empty space in his head with a single mana stone. He was pretty annoyed at the fact that the small stone kept rattling around inside his cranium. Then he realized that nothing was stopping him from stuffing more stones inside his skull. 
 
    For days, the skeleton did nothing but form mana stones inside his head and engrave his own skull with strengthening runes. While he was at it, he used all his spare mana to try enchanting Katare’s horn too. He switched focus to full time enchanting after every single hollow space in his skull was filled with mana stones. The skill popups got annoying after a while, so he told the blue boxes to scram, and they did. 
 
    By the time the blue blinking dot at the bottom of his vision started blinking faster than he could see, things suddenly happened. The only light source inside the ship’s bridge had been his eyes at first. The holographic displays surrounding Katare vanished around the time she froze. Sometime while Douglas was lost in his magical studies, the mana densities in his skull and in Katare’s horn became so dense that they started casting a blue glow all the time. Douglas even noticed that his eyes started blazing brightly every time he even so much as thought about mana. 
 
    This blue glow got annihilated by the amount of light suddenly streaming into the ship. Then the light got brighter. Douglas’ adaptive eyes failed to compensate for the immense change in luminosity. Then his bones were gone. Then his skull glowed red hot, the mana he had been storing inside his skull vanishing at an exceedingly rapid pace. 
 
    Then everything was dark again.  
 
      
 
    ⁂ 
 
      
 
    Standard spacefaring regulations rule that all efforts must be taken in order to keep space as litter free as possible. This is not limited to physical refuse and also covers the subjects of warfare. Randomly shooting highly energetic weapons everywhere is seen as a larger offence than casual murder by a lot of organizations. Even while fighting something as menacing as a Histaff infection vector, these regulations are to be obeyed lest the offending party be fined. These fines tend to be in the scale of multiple solar systems’ yearly revenues, so every single being manning guns know to line up their shots so any remaining weapons fire will hit a nearby object. 
 
    The gunner of the stationed Histaff containment crew had communicated with the navigator, guaranteeing that the beam weapons destroying the white vessel would eventually reach the nearest planet. 
 
    All of these factors combined had caused Douglas’ body - now merely a skull once again - to be launched towards the red planet he just came from at high speeds. 
 
    So now, many days later, a single-horned, metal skull slams into a red atmosphere, painting a white trail of superheated air in the foggy sky. The rest of the skeleton is scattered to the winds, its physical components burned up during re-entry. The object lands after an otherwise unassuming descent, slamming into a mountain face and causing a minor rockslide. 
 
    Another smaller meteorite plunges towards the planet moments later. The bone and tissue surrounding the stubby spike of metal is burned up during the fall. It loses its momentum a lot faster than the solid skull, finally slamming into an endless stretch of red dunes. 
 
    High up above, the soul of a certain captain wonders what he should do and what route he should pick. 
 
    Up higher, a soulless being continues snacking on wandering spirits while ignoring the proper rules. 
 
    Even further out, alarms go off in multiple offices, informing a select collection of individuals that yet another one of the immortal ones has fallen. 
 
    Further still, a brain is sensing for an otherworldly power. Unaware of the chaos that her actions have caused, the bodiless perpetrator of the power vacuum is working very hard to stay alive. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Afterword 
 
    We hope you enjoyed Histaff! Since reviews are the lifeblood of indie publishing, we’d love it if you could leave a positive review on Amazon! If you scroll through to the end of this book, you’ll easily be able to leave a review, otherwise, follow this link to be redirected to the Skeleton in Space: Histaff Amazon product page to leave your review: geni.us/Histaff. 
 
      
 
    Don’t miss out on future releases! Sign up for our newsletter to stay up to date. And as always, thank you for your support! You are the reason we’re able to bring these stories to life. 
 
      
 
    Lastly, if you love GameLit, join this awesome community on Facebook! 
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    Andries Louws is an avid reader of fantasy, science fiction and pretty much everything interesting since a young age. He is still thankful to the nice ladies at the local library that let him check out all those violent action thrillers, epic fantasy books and encyclopaedias without enforcing age requirements. He also studied multimedia design and computer science while devouring as many novels, audiobooks, and video games as he could get his hands on. He then started writing his own stories after reading one too many badly translated Chinese novels and hasn't stopped since. 
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    Appendix 
 
    Amalgamation – The larva stage of the Histaff, these slime beings slowly process bone and biologic matter. 
 
      
 
    Behemoth – A reworked above a certain size. The exact definition is based on the context of an infection site. Planet based behemoths are usually multiple kilometres large. A spacestation based infection can have behemoth merely dozens of metres big. 
 
      
 
    Boat – Vehicle designation, all spaceships and transport vehicles capable of flight under a couple dozen metres in size can be called a boat. 
 
      
 
    Brickad Fekston – A heavy machinery and spacesuit manufacturer known for their rugged design and the bright yellow and black colour scheme they employ. 
 
      
 
    Calcinate – Magic term. Describes the process of turning air into earth by ripping the calx from it, turning it into rock. 
 
      
 
    Calx – Magic term. This is all matter that can't burn. 
 
      
 
    Capital – Vehicle designation. Describes all (space)ships above 10 kilometres in size. 
 
      
 
    Corvette – Vehicle designation, corvettes are capable of (space)flight and up to 500 metres in size. 
 
      
 
    Decalcinate – Magic term. Describes the process of turning earth into air. 
 
      
 
    Dephlogistonate – Magic term. Describes the process of turning water into air by activating the phlogiston in water, shaping it into a fireball. 
 
      
 
    Douglas – A simple skeleton summoned by some necromancer. 
 
      
 
    Evengi System – A solar system on the edge of the galaxy. Has been marked as a Histaff infected forbidden zone. 
 
      
 
    Finger spider – A Histaff infection beast. These small amalgamations of small limbs are used for cleaning and gathering. 
 
      
 
    Frigate – Vehicle designation. Describes all (space)ships between 500 metres and 10 kilometres in size. 
 
      
 
    GalaxSec – The galaxy's police force. They are everywhere but spread so this they have very little actual power. 
 
      
 
    Histaff – A bioengineered weapons lethal to nearly all known biological sapients. It melts all sapients and repurposes their biologic matter. All non-sapient beings are infected and modified. 
 
      
 
    Katarenin Auchinfon Tomat Peezes – A rich kid. She was taking a cryogenically frozen nap when Douglas started bothering her. 
 
      
 
    Littoral – Vehicle designation. Describes a ship capable and proficient in both space flight and atmospheric flight. 
 
      
 
    N’ghftog – A general items and space manufacturer that produces items with a distinct biological style and make. 
 
      
 
    Phlogiston – Magic term. This is all matter that can burn. 
 
      
 
    Phlogistonate – Magic term. Describes the process of turning air into water by ripping phlogiston - the matter flame is made out of - from water, shaping it into a fireball. 
 
      
 
    Reworked – An amalgamation that has had time to clad itself in a dense armour of bone. These beings come in all shapes and sizes and are the Histaff's main fighting force. 
 
      
 
    Sapient – A being that can think for itself. The border between animal, robot, construct, and sapient is vague, lacking a general consensus. 
 
      
 
    Shuttle – Small personnel transport, seats a single person to a dozen. 
 
      
 
    Solan Tomat Peezes – A political and financial powerhouse, this old man owns a sizable chunk of the galaxy. 
 
      
 
    Spektar – Spec-ops arms and armaments manufacturer. Everything they produce is painted black. 
 
      
 
    Sub – Vehicle designation. Describes a ship that (technically) can enter and land inside an atmosphere. 
 
      
 
    Tyrian – Manufacturer of high-end products, vehicles, ships, and spacesuits. Known for their gaudy and golden designs. 
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